Kristoffer Fotland
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Eating Grass but Producing Milk

This elderly man from Norway displayed frugality to the point of
eccentricity. He ate little and lived a hard life, yet he achieved so much. He
had no money for food, but he had money to build hospitals. To the people

of Pingtung Christian Hospital, he was nothing short of a miracle!

The 7th Medical Dedication Award (1997) Written by Gui-wen Xue

Someone once described Fotland as "eating grass but producing sweet
milk." This Norwegian doctor, nicknamed "grandpa" by the staff at Pingtung
Christian Hospital, ate little, lived frugally, yet worked tirelessly. Despite some
considering his actions almost eccentric, he firmly believed that the less he
used for himself, the more he could help those in need.

Born in 1905, Fotland was sent by the Norwegian Missionary Society to
Zhangjiakou, Chahar Province, at the age of 30 to oversee a local church
hospital, marking the beginning of his lifelong bond with the Chinese people.
Shortly after his arrival in China, the Sino-Japanese War broke out. Northeast
China was occupied by Japanese forces. Despite the threats from Japanese
soldiers and even contracting typhoid fever, which nearly cost him his life,
Fotland remained dedicated to his mission of saving lives, even when
communication with his homeland was cut off for nearly a decade.

After the victory in the war against Japan, Fotland, who had not been home
for many years, finally returned to Norway in 1946. In 1949, he went back to
China with his new wife but had to move to Taiwan due to the fall of China to
the Communists. Initially, he worked at Mackay Memorial Hospital in Taipei,
providing mobile medical services to various indigenous communities in
northern Taiwan. Later, he transferred to Pingtung Christian Hospital, where
he frequently carried heavy medical supplies and equipment to the remote
mountainous regions in the south. Sometimes, he had to see over 200 patients
in a single day, making the work extremely arduous.

Not enough money for food, but enough to build hospitals and aid others

During the 1950s and 1960s, Taiwan experienced a polio epidemic, leaving
many children disabled and crawling on the ground. Unable to bear such a sight,
Fotland, a specialist in surgery, performed numerous corrective surgeries,
enabling many children to stand and walk again. Through the efforts of Fotland
and another recipient of the 7th Medical Dedication Award winner, Olav
Bjgrgaas, Pingtung Christian Hospital became a major center for polio



treatment in Taiwan, attracting patients from all over the island.

Fotland's most striking trait was his frugality. The Fotland family raised a
sheep and lived on sheep's milk with rice or steamed buns for meals. When the
milk was insufficient, he would dilute it with water. He even ate leftovers from
patients' meals. An old employee of Pingtung Christian Hospital recalled that
the Fotland family would buy half a pound of pork, which was enough to feed
Dr. Fotland, his wife, and their three children for a week. Whenever he
attended local weddings or funerals, he would collect all the leftover food to
avoid waste.

One time, Dr. Fotland fell ill, and someone brought him a basket of eggs to
nourish him. Later, when he saw the eggs still on the table, he asked his wife,
"Haven't we finished the eggs that were given to us?" "They're already gone;
these are ones | bought," she replied. Fotland immediately told her that he had
recovered and that there was no need to waste money on eggs.

To save money, Dr. Fotland would walk three or four kilometers to the train
station instead of taking a rickshaw, saving five dollars. On his way back, he
would often jog back to the hospital, fearing that walking might delay him if a
patient needed his help.

Those unfamiliar with Fotland might think him miserly, but those who knew
him understood that his penny-pinching was not for himself but for others.
Every penny he saved went to the hospital or to help patients who couldn't
afford medical expenses. People often joked, "He has no money for food but
has money to build hospitals."

Tired but never resting, eating little but always energetic

Despite how little he ate and his frugal lifestyle, Fotland was full of energy
when it came to work. In the early years, there was a shortage of surgeons in
the country, and Dr. Fotland had an endless stream of patients every day. He
once set a record by completing nine minor surgeries within two hours. Even
in his sixties, he was still busy from morning till night every day. Sometimes,
when he was extremely tired, he would take a short nap on the concrete floor
of the operating room during breaks between surgeries.

A senior head nurse at Pingtung Christian Hospital remembers that Dr.
Fotland never took a break, even when he was sick. When he couldn't hold on
any longer, he would rest on the examination bed for a while. Sometimes, after
vomiting, he would wipe his mouth and continue seeing patients. It is
understandable why his peers used to opine, "Dr. Fotland is just a 'miracle.'
Despite the grueling work, living off of basic sustenance, and having almost no
free time, he was always full of energy." In fact, beneath Dr. Fotland's serious
exterior, characterized by his thick eyebrows and silent demeanor, lay not only
extraordinary energy but also boundless compassion for his patients. One time,
he treated a patient with a festering foot wound. As soon as he removed the
bandage, the stench was so overwhelming that the attending nurse ran outside
to vomit. But Dr. Fotland did not even furrow his brow. Instead, he picked up
the patient's foot and brought it close to his nose to examine it carefully.
Afterward, he sternly admonished the nurse, saying that no matter how dirty
or smelly the patient might be, medical personnel must never show disgust or
behave rudely to avoid hurting the patient's dignity.



In early Taiwanese society, many people were not well-educated and could
not understand medical instructions. Fotland never lost patience, even if he
had to explain how to take medicine multiple times. Once, an elderly woman,
after seeing the doctor, came back to the consultation room thirteen times just
to make sure she understood how to take her medication. When Dr. Fotland
could not explain it to her satisfaction, he resorted to drawing a sun to
represent one medication and a moon to represent another, continuing until
the patient was satisfied and nodded in understanding before leaving.

There was another time when a patient asked to touch Dr. Fotland's nose
because she had never seen such a high and prominent nose and was very
curious. The nurse felt this was too disrespectful and didn't want to translate
the patient's Taiwanese into Mandarin to tell Dr. Fotland. However, Dr.
Fotland kept asking what was going on. Once he understood the patient's
request, he immediately leaned in and let the patient touch his nose as much
as she wanted.

Retiring but still thinking of those in need in Taiwan

Fotland retired in 1970 after 21 years of service in Taiwan and returned to
Norway. However, he returned twice on his own expense to help at Pingtung
Christian Hospital. His second son, who also studied medicine, once interned
at the hospital. However, the hospital administration, concerned about Dr.
Fotland's advanced age, did not allow him to perform surgeries. This made him
quite unhappy, and he complained that the hospital was depriving him of the
right to serve his patients.

This elderly man in his nineties returned to his hometown and continued to
live a simple and frugal life. In the first few years, he remained energetic, going
for a morning jog every day, taking cold showers, and tending to his yard full
of fruits, flowers, plants, and potatoes. He was always busy, leading a hectic
yet fulfilling life. The happiest moments were the visits from people from his
old home in Taiwan.

When Pingtung Christian Hospital celebrated its 30th anniversary, they
invited him back, but he replied, "Is there something for me to do? If it's just
to attend the celebration, it's too wasteful. Save the money for the hospital."
These words summed up his life: a man who ate little but produced much,
always putting the needs of his patients first and keeping Taiwan close to his
heart.

Fotland's Profile

Fotland, born in Norway in 1905, graduated from Oslo Medical College,
specializing in surgery, obstetrics, and gynecology. He went to China in 1935,
served as the director of Edvard Gerrards Hospital in Chahar Province,
returned to Norway in 1946, and ended up in Taiwan in 1949. He worked at
Mackay Memorial Hospital and Pingtung Christian Hospital, serving as the
director of Pingtung Christian Hospital for 10 years. He retired in 1970 and
returned to Taiwan in 1974 and 1979 to continue his service.
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