
 

 

Having known the anguish that comes with poverty and illness since he 

was a young child, he was resolved to become a doctor and realize his dream 

in Taiwan. He cherished patients with chronic diseases and deformities and 

those neglected by others, personally taking care of them. Thanks to him, 

tens of thousands of disabled patients regained their dignity and hope in life. 

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

A Messenger of Joy Sent by God 

 
"That Dr. Bjørgaas, he's really a good man. Many 'strange-looking' children 

survived thanks to him," a Pingtung local said of Bjørgaas, a chubby, Buddha-
like figure Norwegian who, despite having left Taiwan for over a decade ago, 
made a lasting impression. Indeed, Bjørgaas was like a messenger of joy sent 
by God. Countless people with disabilities found renewed dignity and hope to 
live on because of him. 
 

"When I was young, my family was very poor, and my father had a chronic 
lung disease, so I deeply felt the pain caused by poverty and illness and 
witnessed the discrimination against chronic patients." This experience led 
Olav Bjørgaas to vow from a young age to become a doctor, dedicating his 
efforts to caring for those with chronic diseases, deformities, and the patients 
who were neglected. 
 

In 1954, at the age of 28, Olav Bjørgaas fulfilled his wish, arriving in Taiwan 
with his newlywed wife. His first station was the Lo-Sheng Sanatorium in Taipei, 
which specialized in treating leprosy patients. At that time, there were nearly 
a thousand leprosy patients left from the Japanese colonial period, but only 
one doctor. Olav Bjørgaas was eager to show his care, but the patients, long 
hurt by society's discrimination, were very fearful of people and used 
indifference to protect themselves. They could hardly believe it: someone 
would travel thousands of miles across the sea to Taiwan just to care for 
leprosy patients, whom everyone else feared? Thus, they were skeptical of Dr. 
Bjørgaas' kind gestures, which disheartened him. 
 

Unafraid of Infection, Personally Suctioning Phlegm for Leprosy Patients 

 
One day, a leprosy patient was about to suffocate because pus had hardened 

in his trachea, blocking his breath. Other patients, out of desperation, sought 
Bjørgaas' help. Without hesitation, he rushed to the ward, grabbed a catheter, 

God loves me and sacrifices for me, so I 
must also love and sacrifice. 

Olav Bjørgaas 



and started suctioning the pus from the patient's tracheostomy incision. He 
continued until the patient could breathe again, and their pallor turned to a 
healthy flush. 
 

This scene deeply shocked the leprosy patients, who were living in despair 
and abandonment, with around seventy of them committing suicide each year 
due to hopelessness. They had never seen a doctor willing to personally suction 
phlegm for patients, especially the much-feared leprosy patients. Thus, 
Bjørgaas' instinctive, selfless act won the complete trust of the patients. 
 
 

2 years later, sent by the Norwegian mission, Olav Bjørgaas moved south to 
run the predecessor of Pingtung Christian Hospital, "Christian Clinic." He found 
that there were even more leprosy patients in the south who, due to social 
discrimination, mostly hid at home, isolated from people, and left to fend for 
themselves. Bjørgaas then established a "Special Dermatology Clinic" in 
Kaohsiung and went around searching for patients, persuading them to come 
for treatment. 
 

To respect the patients' dignity, he never wore gloves while treating them 
and always prioritized leprosy patients to avoid making them wait and face 
people's pointing fingers in the clinic. He also specially hired locals for home 
visits and medication delivery services, considering that a foreigner's visit could 
alarm the conservative society, potentially causing harm to the patients' 
families. 
 

After the leprosy treatment gradually got on track, Dr. Bjørgaas started to 
"develop" more sources of patients. In the early years, tuberculosis was 
prevalent in Taiwan, and many children died because their families couldn't 
afford treatment. Thus, he established a sanatorium for children with 
tuberculosis. Later, due to the polio epidemic in the 1960s, the sanatorium also 
admitted children with polio. 
 

Establishing a Home for Children with Polio and Introducing Spine 
Correction Techniques 
 

Mei-yun Yuan-Song, a nurse who worked with Olav Bjørgaas, recalled that 
Dr. Bjørgaas was like a "rag picker." He often roamed the streets, and upon 
seeing sickly children crawling on the ground, he would sometimes pick them 
up and take them to the sanatorium without even notifying their parents. The 
nursing staff often had to work overtime to care for these new patients who 
appeared out of the blue, and Mrs. Bjørgaas even suffered a miscarriage due 
to the exhaustion from helping care for the children. 
 

Olav Bjørgaas later realized that just improving the condition of children 
with polio was not enough because many of them would remain disabled, 
raising concerns about their future livelihood. So, he established the 
predecessor of Pingtung's 
"Victory Home," "Home for Children with Polio," providing them with care, skill 
training, education, and employment, and teaching them a craft. He also 
introduced correction techniques for the common spinal curvature in polio 
patients, making Pingtung Christian Hospital one of the world's top eight 
centers for spinal curvature correction. 
 

It is estimated that in those decades, Olav Bjørgaas, with the assistance of 



the medical staff at Pingtung Christian Hospital, cared for thousands of leprosy 
patients and over ten thousand polio patients, offering spinal correction 
opportunities to over a thousand patients, and even adopting three sick 
children. Many patients who regained the ability to stand, walk, and return to 
society because of his help saw him as a father who gave them a new life. 
 

Alongside his ability to find and treat patients, Dr. Bjørgaas was also known 
for his generosity with money and blood. At Pingtung Christian Hospital, Olav 
Bjørgaas was famous for his generosity. He often provided free medical 
treatment and financial assistance to patients. When he ran out of money, he 
would even give his watch to the patients. He would forgo even money for food 
and transportation. The hospital administration once had to ask him to restrain 
himself and threatened to withhold the living allowance given by the mission 
to cover the expenses, but he remained unchanged and paid no heed. 
 

Suffering from Heart Disease Yet Still Donating Blood to Save Lives 

 
Olav Bjørgaas had blood type O, so whenever there was a blood shortage in 

the hospital, he was the first to roll up his sleeves. Once, during surgery, a 
patient lost too much blood. He immediately had a nurse draw 500 cc of his 
blood for the patient and then resumed the surgery. After finishing the 
operation, he stayed up all night to care for the patient, collapsing from 
exhaustion the next day at work. In fact, Dr. Bjørgaas had heart disease and 
was not suited for blood donation. Mrs. Bjørgaas had asked nurses to keep an 
eye on him, but Dr. Bjørgaas, being Dr. Bjørgaas, remained undeterred, always 
ready to donate blood. 
 

Such selfless dedication made it hard for anyone who had been under Olav 
Bjørgaas' care to forget him. In the 1970s, Pingtung Christian Hospital's 
chairman, Kan Liu, accompanied Olav Bjørgaas on a return visit to the Lo-Sheng 
Sanatorium. As soon as they arrived, patients ran to inform others and warmly 
welcomed him. "Dr. Bjørgaas only served there for 2 years, but 20 years later, 
patients still remember him so fondly," said Kan Liu. This shows how deeply Dr. 
Bjørgaas' kindness towards patients touched their hearts. 
 

Olav Bjørgaas' thirty-year commitment in Taiwan came to an end in 1984 
when he retired and went back to Norway. However, in the early 1990s, he 
returned to China with his daughter, also a doctor, to support medical 
services. In 1998, he came back to Taiwan, providing short-term assistance at 
Heng Chun Christian Hospital, where there was a shortage of doctors. 
 

Although Dr. Bjørgaas was reluctant to leave his patients and would have 
privately agreed to stay in Taiwan to continue practicing medicine, the white-
haired doctor said, "This is my second home, and I would love to stay. However, 
Taiwan has progressed and can take care of itself now; it doesn't need me 
anymore." Unable to stay idle, he continued to work as a resident doctor at a 
nursing home after returning to Norway, his hands never stopping from caring 
for the sick. 
 

Although Taiwan's medical resources are now a thousand times more 
abundant than when Olav Bjørgaas first arrived, no longer needing the support 
of foreign medical personnel, his compassionate heart that cherished 
neglected patients is even more lacking in today's medical field, making him 
particularly missed as a messenger of joy sent by God. 
 



Olav Bjørgaas, a Norwegian born in 1926, graduated from Rotterdam Medical 
College in the Netherlands, specializing in general internal medicine. He came 
to Taiwan in 1954, served at Lo-Sheng Sanatorium in Taipei, and was one of 
the founders of Pingtung Christian Hospital. He dedicated his life to caring for 
patients with disabilities and deformities. He retired in 1984 and returned to 
Norway. He traveled to China to practice medicine again in the past 2 years. In 
recent years, he has occasionally returned to Taiwan to visit, and each time he 
is warmly welcomed by the patients. 
 

This article is excerpted from Min Sheng Bao Medical News Group, edited by Shu-juan Li, and 

published by the Department of Health Promotion, Executive Yuan as a Model of Taiwanese 

Affection. 


