
Walk don’t Run! 

Many of us retired folks that want to live the dream go to Mexico.   But what happens if you need medical treatment in a 

foreign country.    

Two years after retirement and for the third time we planned our transient to La Paz, BC Mexico.        

 We left St Helens, OR on July 1, 2008, on our Irwin 43 MKIII Sunnyside, heading for La Paz.   After arriving in San Diego, 

we packed the boat for the trip and were ready to go.  Noting some redness and swelling, on my wife’s arm that she had 

broken 10 years before, we decided to check it out before our departure.    The redness and swelling turned out to be a 

major infection.   Three operations including bone graphs, a shiny plate with many screws, followed by months of 

physical therapy and we were on our way again. 

This time we made it all the way to Hotel Coral and Marina in Ensenada. Our plan was to depart in three month to La 

Paz.  Hotel and Marina Coral is an amazing place.  When combined with the 

staff, Marina Coral is Paradise.   We said what the heck, let’s stay a year.   So 

we did!  But a year later it was time to go again. 

While in San Diego, very good friends asked if they could ride along to La Paz.  

Bobby and Petra had made the trip several times, so it was an easy decision.   

Petra is also a retired nurse, which also adds value to our team.   Since none 

of us wanted to mix in with or follow the Baja Ha Ha. We departed Marina 

Coral at 0730 October 20, 2010. 

We had two amazing days and nights at sea with a full moon and clear skies 

before pulling into Bahai Tortuges, better known by sailors as Turtle Bay.  The 

wind and sea were just right so we sailed part of the time and motor sailed 

the rest of the time.    

In Turtle Bay, we went ashore and had our share of chips, salsa and Cerveza 

before retiring to a good night’s sleep.   If you have never been there, Bahai 

Tortuges is a sleepy little town with some extremely nice people.   Yep!  We 

were finally on our way to La Paz and enjoying the Mexican culture in a small 

village already. 

The next morning, the fuel ponga came along side and topped off our tank.   We decided to have lunch in town and 

asked for the taxi ponga.   The taxi ponga arrived a few minutes later and we started boarding.   My wife Pat stepped 

down onto the seat and then onto the bottom of the boat.  As she did, none of could believe our eyes as her ankle went 

from normal to protruding out the front of her leg.  

Petra immediately took charge and requested the splints she had brought 

along with tape to immobilize Pat’s leg.     The Ponga driver got on the 

radio and arranged for a pick-up to meet us at the beach near the fuel pier.  

The pick-up took us to the local hospital.   Fortunately Dr. Villasenor spoke 

some English.   Dr. Villasenor determined that there were two or three 

breaks in the ankle from feeling the bones.   He gave her a shot and wrap 

the ankle to assure no movement.  Then, the question of the day:  “What 

do you want to do?”  We had no idea.   This situation was not in the our 



plan.   

The doctor told us about expensive medical transports to the states and we 

needed to check with our insurance.   I called our insurance, no answer.   I 

then decided to call our doctor in San Diego, no answer.   I then realized it 

was Saturday.   Wow, who works on Saturday that might help?   My next 

call was to the Coast Guard.  I know they are always there for us.  The Coast 

Guard answered and transferred me to Search and Rescue (SAR).   SAR 

transferred me to the district boss and the district boss explained that we 

had to go through the US Embassy since we were ashore.  (I thought about 

loading Pat up and heading 12 miles off shore and trying it again, but that 

could have just made things worse trying to get her in a chopper.)    

I discussed the issues with our Embassy in Tijuana and he suggested several options.  Based on that we had a nurse on 

board and the leg was immobilized.   1.  Drive the boat back up the coast in the boat to Ensenada or San Diego.  (There 

was bad weather forecast and 160 boats on the Ha Ha coming down.  Not going to work for me!)  2.  Med Jet at $24,000, 

but they would require a guarantee from our insurance for payment.  (Not possible to get a hold of the insurance 

company today.)  3. Go on to La Paz.   Ensenada, La Paz, and Cabo San Lucas all have trauma centers.  He also advised us 

that Cabo has a tendency to think all Americans are rich and take full advantage of situations like this.    

While making the call to the Coast Guard, Bobby heard I needed our Latitude and Longitude.  He went to the Police 

station across the street.   They did not speak English, but said uno momento.   A few minutes later an Angel appeared. 

The angels name was Isabel.  Isabel is married to an American and spoke perfect English and Spanish.    She came to help 

so nothing would be lost in the translation now.   Isabel had a similar issue with a family member years ago and provided 

excellent advice. 

While in Ensenada, we had received our FM 3 visa and as a result a card that entitled us to free medical similar to 

Medicare in the US called “Seguro Popular”.  (Mexican Insurance)  When I pulled the Seguro Popular card out, the doctor 

came up with a new plan.  Take a van from the hospital to Vizcaino where they had an ambulance.  Shift to the 

ambulance and take it to Santa Rosalia.   Spend the night there in the hospital and take another ambulance to the 

trauma center in La Paz.  Our only cost was to be payment for the gas needed to get the van to the first stop.   The best 

part of the plan was that Pat would be at the hospital the next evening.  Nothing else we could do would make that 

happen that fast.   Time is critical with a break.  The sooner connected, the better the healing process. 

Soooo, Pat, Petra, and doctor Villasenor got into the van and were seen off by the other doctor, the nurse, the chief of 

police, Isabel, Bobby and I.  Isabel had brought a blanket and pillow and told pat she would need it.  (She did)  She also 

gave us her cell phone number, her home phone number, her email, and her mother’s phone number, in case she was 

not able to take the call. 

The rest of the Ambulance story is a must read and written first had in an article by Petra.  You will not believe what 

happened on the way to La Paz so check out her story “Baja 1000 in an Ambulance”.   (SUE PLEASE ADD WHEN ARTICLE 

to be or was PRINTED) 

Mean while Bobby and I got on Sunnyside and headed for La Paz.   Since we wanted to 

get there as fast as possible and the wind was kicking up to 22+ knots, we put a double 

reef in as we departed the bay primarily for stability while motoring.   In actuality we 

motor sailed at over eight knots all night.  



While we had a very good feeling about the plan, it is hard not to imagine something going wrong.  We had no phone 

only HF radio.   So at about the time we believed they would get to Santa Rosalia, I broke into a ham net and asked for a 

phone patch.   The net coordinator Bill Mekeel (K6LX )of Santa Barbara, CA turned over the net and set up a phone patch 

for us on another frequency.   They had made it.   The next morning we received a relay from Warren Carroll of Sparks, 

NV (KE7NCO) found out all was OK and on track.   Finally via the Chubasco net on October 25th I believe Art Foy (AE6GP) 

volunteered to do a phone patch.  Communications was a bit marginal so I 

hope I have that name correct.  We determined the wives were in La Paz at 

the hospital emergency room from that phone patch. 

The next day Fred Moore (W3ZU) volunteered to do a phone patch from 

Inverness, FL.  As we commenced Roy Gallagher  (KR6RG) jumped in and 

said I have a very good copy on AD7XL, The call is also local for me, so I 

would be happy to do the patch.   This patch was perfect signal conditions 

and we found Pat and Petra in a hotel room near by the hospital.  The 

hospital had ordered the parts for surgery and she was on hold.. 

Bobby and I sailed into Costa Baja on Wednesday at 0729, exactly one week after departing Ensenada.  (less one minute) 

Pat had an appointment with the surgeon for Thursday morning to discuss the surgery.  As Doctor Fenech spoke 

Spanish, we contracted Jorge Avena from the Columbia School in La Paz and were ready for the meeting. 

The good news: Yes!  The surgery would be free including hospital costs and they had received the plate and screws to 

do the surgery.   Bad news, schedule was full for the next few weeks.   Not having the surgery quickly would allow the 

bones to calcify and probably never heal properly. 

The doctor suggested if we did not want to wait, we could contract a private doctor and hospital to do the surgery.  In 

fact, he could also be available after working hours to complete the surgery in this hospital.   Somewhat irritated I asked 

him in what little Spanish I know, “OK how much for tonight?”   He quickly responded with 32,000 pesos.  The 

breakdown was 25,000 for him and his staff and 7,000 for hospital cost.   We could pay the hospital via credit card, but 

he needed the money wired into his account. (Another new experience)   Since we knew our US insurance would 

reimburse part of the cost we moved forward.    

Murphy’s Law says; “whatever can go wrong will go wrong”.   This will be no exception.   The monies did not appear in 

the Doctor’s Account immediately like in the movies.   Needless to say the Doctor was probably wondering if these 

gringos were trying to stiff him.  He made us agree to pull cash out of an ATM at 4000 paesos a day  several days.  When 

the money arrives in his account he will return it.  (We hope) 

 Doctor Fenech told us our Amiga, Isabel (the Angel from Bahai Tortuges) had called an associate of his and was upset 

that he charged us.   The Doctor explained to us that he would normally want 38,000 pesos, but we had resident status 

so he charged what he would charge any Mexican.    He also did not charge us for the plates and screws as they were 

covered under Seguro Popular.  

One thing that is very clear of the medical program here in Mexico.   The 

Doctors worry almost as much about getting paid as they do the care of 

the patient.  Doctor Fenech was very good, but even on the operating 

table; he was asking Pat about how he was to get paid. 

The cost of the surgery was about $2016 and the hospital was about 

$390.  As compared with the US, the surgery would have been $25,000+.   



The Doctors in Mexico do the best job they can as do most Doctors.   The big difference is no law suits in Mexico.   

Doctors can make a decent living without paying $100,000+ a year for Malpractice insurance. 

The room they assigned us was a private suite with a bed, bathroom with shower, and two couches.  We later learned 

that Pat was the first patient assigned to this room since this new hospital’s opening last summer.   

Pat had her operation between 6PM and 9PM with recovery and after X-rays taken she finally returned to her room at 

close to midnight.   I slept on a nice looking but very painful couch an hour at a time till the staff came in to clean the 

room again at 6AM.  I think they cleaned the bathroom more times a day than we used it.    

Since the food is very scarce and interesting, I went out of the hospital and across the street to get breakfast.  When I 

returned the breakfast was in a pack sack, but I was caring two large coffees.   The Policia stopped me and told me I was 

not allowed to bring coffee into the hospital and since I had shorts on, I was not allowed in the hospital.   I kept smiling 

and said the staff said it was OK.  They said No No, no coffee and more pants.   Finally another officer that spoke better 

English arrived and repeated the same, but he collected a piece of identification from me to leave at the Policia station 

and took me to administration.   They found our room and to the best of my knowledge because we were in the suite, 

escorted me back to Pat’s room.   Had I not kept a smile on my face and kept asking why, that may have been the last I 

would have seen of Pat until I could get somewhere and buy pants.  I should have realized the pants requirement after 

living in Mexico for a year.  While Ensenada was a bit laxer on us, we knew you do not go to a government office in 

shorts and the hospital is a government office.   While the breakfast was good, no sleep and no coffee kind of made the 

rest of the day real long.     

This was probably a very good example of free health care coming to the United States.   Health Care is free to all, but 

because the patients far outnumber the doctors there are long waiting lines with care often too late.   Those that can 

afford private doctors or insurance will get the care after hours.   While free is good, it is disappointing to see our system 

evolve to one similar to Mexico and Canada. 

While Traveling to Mexico:    

1.  Check out your insurance coverage before you go to see what the options are for this type of situation. 

2. You may want to consider Med-Jet insurance at about $300+ per year while in Mexico. 

3. If you are planning to stay in Mexico for a while, get an FM3 and apply for Mexican health insurance.   It is free 

for those 62 and older. 

4. Learn as much Spanish as possible. 

5. If you do not know Spanish, bring a lap top or IPhone that can translate for you.  We used both. 

6. Make sure you have communication from sea to shore.  HF equipment and a General class Ham License or a 

Satellite phone. 

7. Bring Long Pants if you plan to go to a government office, including hospitals 

8. Don’t try to take coffee into the hospitals 

9. Make sure your wife is not breakable. . . . . .  


