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Prescribing is a difficult business, isn’t 
it? But it’s even trickier if you’re try-

ing to do it when you’re abroad and don’t 
really speak the language.
 I was once in a party of doctors 
(mostly gynaecologists) who were cross-
ing the Andes. We were at a lovely place 
called Cuzco in Peru (altitude about 
11,100 feet, or 3400 metres) when a 
female member of our group announced 
that she had been “struck down” by 
constipation. She was very upset by 
this. Inevitably, none of the travelling 
doctors were carrying any laxatives in 
their luggage.
 So a pal of mine and I went off to the 
local chemist’s to try and get some med-
ication for her. We walked into the phar-
macia, and I said in my halting, schoolboy 
Spanish: “Somos médicos inglés.” [“We 
are English doctors.”] This was not quite 
true, but alas I didn’t know how to say 
“Irish” or “Scots”.
 Anyway, the pharmacist was a good 
soul, who welcomed us with open arms 
and handshakes. However, he spoke 
scarcely any English. Nevertheless, my 
friend Mike had a plan: he had decided 
to MIME constipation.
 Thus, to my astonishment, he went 
through a strange pantomime of pull-
ing a chain and holding his nose – and 
then shaking his head. This completely 
baffled the pharmacist. So Mike then 
resor ted to squatting down on his 
haunches, while uttering strange grunt-
ing sounds. 
 After a minute or so of this, the phar-
macist’s face suddenly lit up. He went 
into the office behind the counter, and 

then returned with a lady who said in bro-
ken English: “Mister, I understand you 
have need of a midwife!” 
 Fortunately, at this point I remem-
bered my trusty English-Spanish phrase 
book. After a few minutes of studying it, I 
wrote out on a piece of paper:

Tiene usted algo para el 
estreñimiento?

[Do you have anything for constipation?]

The pharmacist looked at it and beamed. 
He popped into the dispensary, then 
returned and plonked a large, old-fash-
ioned looking bottle on the counter. As 
far as I could understand from the tiny 
writing on the label, it contained mainly 
sodium phosphate. We cheerfully bought 
it, and then took it back and gave it to the 
constipated lady.
 Later that evening, the small hotel 
was shaken by a sound like a South 
American volcano erupting; clearly, her 
estreñimiento was cured.

Breathe easy
There was one further problem. She and 
virtually all the gynaecologists had now 
got mild altitude sickness – owing to the 
fact that we’d come up far too fast from 
sea level! Happily, I had brought some 
acetazolamide (Diamox) tablets with me. 
This diuretic apparently clears fluid out 
of the lungs, thus easing the breathless-
ness of mountain sickness. 
 Quite a lot of our party tried it, and 
some felt better. One odd point I then 
discovered was that most of them were 
on antimalarials – oblivious of the fact 
that the nearest mosquito was almost 
certainly many miles below us.  
 Still, you can’t expect gynaecologists 
to know much about anything that’s 
more than three feet above the ground, 
can you?
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