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The Other Half of Health Care. | Spatula In The Wilderness

My working life is in service of the “other half” of health care. Like many people, my impressions of
health and healing were along the lines of the scene from Airplane! that went
something like “Hospital? Yes, it’s a big building with doctors and patients,
but thats not important right now.” I understood the industry to be doctors,
nurses, and not many others. The “other half” that I work in is the non-clinical
side. We have little contact with the heroic physicians and clinical staff
that make up the face of the hospital. We clean rooms, transport patients,
make sure there are accommodations for everyone, and in my case, prepare

the properly prescribed meals for each individual. As the flu season kicks us into winter, I am
gearing up for preparing a lot of meals. I hate the idea of anyone having to visit my employer, but am
preparing to slug it out in the coming months.

The first Winter I worked for the hospital was startling to me. We’d been busy, but nothing prepared
me for this. I’d come from a restaurant where we-the chef, the staff, and the front of the house
dictated what we prepared. We told customers when they’d be seated and what would be served.
The hospital was a shock to the system. Rather than the staff of professional pirates-salty, well
trained lifers who lived for the rush of service on the line- the hospital cooking staff was 100 locals
thrown together with the hope that they’d not kill anyone. It worked. For months we were over
capacity, with patients vying for available beds, yet we kept on cooking. I never thought much about
ambulances, other than to throw up a quick prayer for the occupants as they passed. That Winter I
saw a steady stream of them everywhere I went in town. I kept praying, but my thought was always
“work.” I’d wake in the middle of the night to hear the wail of the rig’s mushing through the center of
town and sit up, thinking “work.” After a few months the staff was exhausted. By March, I remember
the slump shouldered lot of us trudging into a conference room for our weekly mandatory staff
meeting. We were as punchy as if we’d been treating patients ourselves. An administrator wheeled
in a cart full of ice cream and toppings and I think that was the moment that the long winter finally
seemed truly over. I celebrated by taking one of the five gallon tubs of vanilla ice cream to a table for
my very own.

I’m getting ready for a bang up Winter and glad to have the work. We’re short staffed and in a hiring
freeze, but thank God for the job. I may laud the professional cooks, the pirates, but this little army of
hospital cooks often put the pros to shame and I’m glad to keep learning from them.
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