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MHIRT 2018 TRAINEES TRY TO FINISH UP THEIR WORK IN THE LAB WHILE STILL EXPERIENCING 
THE CULTURES OF THEIR LOCATIONS 
  
Team Cameroon 
MHIRT Spotlight: Boonyanudh Jiyarom. Boonya reports that this week, she had full concentration on her 

project. Nested PCR (nPCR) was a lot of work and because they 
only have one working gel machine that only had 22 wells per gel 
(see photo on the left of JP loading samples on the gel). 
Furthermore, along with the lab air conditioning being down and 
having to work in the hot room, Boonya remarks, “I have learned 
how to work patiently and persistently when there are not a lot of 
things provided.” The limited availability of equipment included 
not having a mask but using fashion glasses instead when she 
used the trans illuminator to visualize the gel. She had her mentor 
Livo, visualized for her. On the brighter note, Nana, the PhD 

student who is working with JP on the skin microbiome/HIV project, came over to 
teach Boonya and JP.   
 Boonya describes an eventful weekend. “Over the weekend, we visited the home of Bernard, a local 

news reporter, and close friend of Louise. 
During our visit, we discussed many 
things and asked him many questions 
regarding Cameroon. He was very 
knowledgeable about the division and 
discrimination between the Anglophone 
and Francophone regions currently 
occurring within the country. Bernard also 
took us to his older brother’s home where 
we were able to play some ping pong and 

pool. We were so happy to be able to meet Bernard’s four children. Bernard named his children after different 
cities and countries around the world due to his love of traveling. Here is a picture of me with them!”  
 Custom made clothing is popular in at least a couple of the places (also Liberia) where MHIRT students 
are working. In MHIRT Newsletters #3 and #4, we reported on the students’ custom made traditional 
Cameroonian outfits, and they visited the tailor again to make more! Boonya explains that the Senegalese man 
Mansoon “makes garments for high ranking officials such as the first Lady of Cameroon, and also Professor 
Leke! Mansoon and his team are very skilled! We were surprised most of the people sewing and tailoring are 
male! I cannot believe how this domestic skill seem to be so talented in men here! We have also made some 
aloha shirts with Cameroonian print for our loved ones.” 
 Boonya also describes the weather this time of year in Cameroon. As I am writing this to you it has 
been raining cats and dogs for 3 hours straight and the power just went out. Due to the heavy rain, the house 
is also currently leaking from almost every corner and room. There is also no water at the moment. I hope that 
the electricity comes back on soon so that I can send this email! The weather here has been in the rainy 
season, so it is fairly chilly at night and the early morning. JP and Richard (Professor Leke’s cousin) goes 
running together around 5:00 AM and describe to me as being so cold that you would want to run and build up 
the body heat. In the afternoon time that is when it gets the warmest, probably around 80oF.”  
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Boonyanudh Jiyarom, John Paul (JP) Arios, and Yukie Lloyd learn how to cook traditional Cameroonian 
soup, and attend a birthday celebration. As part of JP’s cultural project, the trainees learn how to make 
Mbongo tchobi, an African black soup with many spices, vegetables and with the protein choice of fish or beef. 
The creation of the dish included shopping for the ingredients at an outside market called Mokolo where they 
were called “atangana” frequently, as Boonya explains, “an equivalent to Hawaii’s word “haole” meaning 
foreigner.”  
 This week the students’ good friend Louise one of the lawyers of the BTC lab celebrated his 39th 
Birthday! Louise has been instrumental in coordinating Boonya’s cultural 
project and finding a school where they could play volleyball, and the 

students are “extremely grateful.”  
His birthday party was hosted at his 
house. Like house parties in Hawaii, 
“There was delicious, home cooked 
foods, drinks, music, entertainment, 
and cute little children playing in the 
yard. A LA SANTE (Cheers to 
health)! “ 
  

 Yukie is leaving Cameroon this week. Boonya comments: “JP and I 
will be extremely lost without her, in terms of both languages and guidance. 
We became a family here in Cameroon and are so happy that we were chosen to have come with her as part 
of the Cameroonian team.” Thank you Yukie for your continued contributions in Cameroon and for the MHIRT 
porgram!  
 
India 
Landon Negrillo learns western blot technique, communicates virtually with his mentors, and 
experiences a minor bug bite.  Landon explains his work: "I have been working on the western blot portion of 
my project and taking notes on ways to improve my western blotting techniques." He has been staying in the 
lab until 8:00 PM converting RNA to cDNA. Unfortunately, Uvinder and others are not in the lab this week to 
explain the next steps of his experiment. Preeti and the other Ph.D. students allowed Landon to continue on 
the other half of his project, using a western blot to detect protein bands. With this we 
could find the proteins that contribute to the tight junctions found in the stomach lining. He 
spent a whole day researching the process of SDS-PAGE and western blotting. Landon 
has been diligently recording all of the components of the necessary solutions and 
modifications to the procedure. At the end of the week, he was able to take the membrane 
to the "dark room" to develop a film that would reveal if the proteins that they are testing 
for are present, but unfortunately, no protein bands were visible. Landon will consult with 
Dr. Tandon when he returns to the lab on Monday.    
 Last weekend, Landon noticed a rash on his elbow and got it checked by the school nurse, who 
prescribed an allergy medication. Then after consulting with Dr. Tandon over the phone, Landon traveled to the 
nearby hospital where the doctor diagnosed the rash as a bug bite and prescribed an anti-itch cream. 
   
Team Thailand 
Alison Nguyen and Kenneth Go continue making progress in their work and try Iraqi cuisine. This week 

Alison built a user interface using the MATAB's graphics program to 
create a window for the figure she is working on. As with most projects 
and what her fellow students also experience, problems arise when she 
is not able to connect the graphical design with the code she created. 
Alison plans to consult with Dr. Kittichai, who Alison describes as “very 
good at building user interfaces, and we plan to work on fixing my code." 
 Alison and Kenneth tried Iraqi food (for the first time), part of the 
variety of cuisines in Chiang Mai. She ate chicken curry with roti and 
Kenneth devoured a plate of seasoned chicken kebabs. He found the 
food "so flavorful" that they plan to return. The waitresses also wore 

traditional garments with very intricate designs. 
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Jasmine Padamada, Jenny Nguyen, Joana Garcia, and Christine Joy Baltazar continue on their 
respective projects, and prepare presentations and reports, and continue to experience Thai culture. Last week 
Jasmine's PCR results were successful, and she is planning on using a modified protocol on the rest of the 

negative PCR samples. However, some of the DNA gets “stuck” in the 
wells, and she started making cDNA from RNA for some of the 
samples beginning this week. Other than that, she worked on gel 
extractions for the positive samples. She also worked on her 
presentation for the final Journal Club. 
 Christine cultured the environmental samples from Buriram and 
ran another sample of PFGE gel, which had not turned out well before 
she went to Buriram. This time the gel turns out well! Also in the lab, 
Christine taught one of the interns how to do a PFGE and make plates.  
 

 Jenny worked on her manuscript the entire week and was able to complete a draft of the results and 
discussion sections. (Great progress!) She also began working on the abstract and biography, which is 
required for MHIRT abstract book that will be disseminated next month. Finally, she will consult with Dr. 
Reshmie and discuss her progress.  
 The students continued to explore their cultural projects and sites by visiting the Grand Palace and 

temples Wat Phra Kaew (Emerald Buddha, Wat Pho 
(Reclining Buddha), Wat Arun (Temple of Dawn), and 
Asiatique. One thing that caught their attention was the 
intricate designs of the buildings and statues. Jasmine 
said, "the intricate designs of the buildings and 
sculptures are eye-catching with white as the main color 
and yellow/gold and red as secondary colors." Floral 
designs were also prominent (especially with Wat Arun). 

The Buddha statues were also placed in the center showing its importance and sacredness compared to 
everything else in the surrounding area. At the Grand Palace, the trainees found that leggings were not 
considered conservative attire, even though they were acceptable at the temples. They purchased skirts for 
100 baht from across the street so that they can tour the Palace.    
 The students did more shopping for souvenirs at a gem store, Jim Thompson Factory Outlet Store, and 
Chatuchak Weekend Market while still learning the art of haggling. They found that they are still not 
experienced hagglers because they do not know what a reasonable price for an item would be! As an addition 
to our report on daily routines (See MHIRT Newsletter #6), the trainees also have a routine of eating breakfast 
together on weekday mornings.  Even in Bangkok, they have a “favorite Mexican restaurant” in Terminal 21. 
 

MHIRT Spotlight: Joana Garcia: This week Joana traveled to Nan, which she 
describes as “an extraordinarily beautiful place.”  The rain created mist resulting 
in "beautiful clouds that actually make the valleys and farms we passed eerily 
beautiful." She enjoyed the architecture of the villages where each house is 
unique. Joana described the houses: "it’s not like the US where you might find 
houses that are virtually identical, here they’re so 
different as if they have their own personality.” There 
were also many live animals, such as dogs, oxen, and 
chickens.  
 
 For her research, Joana is working with the 
livestock, endoparasites, and rat teams, the latter is the 
focus of her project. The study involved microscopes and 
sterilized equipment at a small clinic manned by 
wonderful and welcoming people. “Because I dissect lung tissue to isolate 
parasites my corner always has flies, bees, and weird fly/bee hybrids that are 
attracted to my shampoo and conditioner. Every morning we meet at 5:30 AM to 
check the lines we put in the forest and community for rats, and visit certain 
villages where my ajan has spoken and worked with the chiefs, and he has a 
relationship with the hunters as well. We asked the community to put traps in 
their home, and for the hunters to put traps deeper into the forest. We've had 
Angiostrongylus positive rats this past week, along with a large rat that had huge 
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lung flukes whose cyst had caused necrosis in the lung tissue.”  
 
Joana has a few concluding remarks about her work and time in Nan: "It has been a great and fulfilling week, 
although hiking on O’ahu has not prepared me for hiking in the Nan rice fields.” And another comment: “They 
tell me I smell like Tom Yum because my repellent has the same ingredients, and I find that so funny.”  
 
Team Liberia 
Kianalei Garalde-Machida, Melissa Takaaze and Brien Haun have long but very productive days in the lab, 
debate over whether cassava leaf or potato greens soup was better, and fry plantain donuts in attempts to 
make the popular delicious snack.  
 The days were VERY long but very productive. The students ran 
their first MagPix experiment. Kianalei reports, "We ran a 1:200 dilution 
series on all the sera. EBOV-VP40, SUDV-GP, and MARV-GP antigens 
showed the strongest activity compared to the other antigens. While the 

MagPix was being run, at 4:45 PM it 
clicked that the electricity would be 
turning off at 5:20 PM. We went into 
a mode of panic because there was 
still aways to go until the MagPix was 
finished reading. Fortunately, the plate finished by 5:00 PM. The security 
guard switched to the generator, and we were prepared to run our 
second plate.” They then plug the data into Prism where they “played 
around with different graphs, altering little things here and there to find 
the best representation of their data. It took awhile to configure the 
duplicates into the Prism format, but eventually, they were able to 
compare the MFI's of the 7 antigens.” In addition to the MagPix 

experiment, the students coated plates and ran an ELISA at a dilution of 1/200, making “small-small” (Liberian 
slang) modifications to the protocol.  
 The students also had a "fun fun fun" day when two visiting students visited the lab. One student was 
from Georgia State University on a study abroad program in Biology, and the other student was from the 
University of Liberia interested in research. While they were waiting for the MagPix to read the plate, they 
played history trivia where Melissa asked them history questions about both Africa and the US. Kianalei 
confessed that not only did she get most of the African history questions wrong, she also did not get too many 
questions correct on the US. “This made me realize I need to get back to the books and refresh myself!” 
 During their usual lunch at Identical Friends, a debate ensues 
over whether cassava leaf or potato greens were better in soup. Being 
that Melissa has eaten potato greens, many days in a row, this is her 
favorite, while when asked by Ma the wife and co-owner of the cook 
shop what soups they want, Kianalei always requests the cassava 
leaf soup. They, along with John, Sayma, and Abigail voted on their 
favorite, and ending up in a tie down the middle!   
 Kianelei and Melissa also learned that to make perfect fried 
plantain, the plantains need to be left to ripen (and not put in the fridge 
as they were doing to keep the ants away.) Since they already have 
the refrigerated plantains, they breaded and fried them, creating a 

donut type plantain, which was delicious, but still not as good as the 
classically fried plantains.  
 The trainees visited Benjamin Koryah, Dr. John Berestecky’s 
son in Coca-Cola, a community surrounding the Coca-Cola Factory 
to have lunch; called "dinner" because it is the largest meal.  On 
their property is a well where Mrs. Koryah (Ma Koryah) kindly 
showed Kiana and Melissa how to collect water, which Melissa 
found "extremely exciting!!” They met the friendly neighbors and 
enjoyed the company of the "energetic and sweet neighborhood 
children.” 
 Other numerous weekend activities included visiting Congo 
Town to see Liberian art, dinner at Brook’s house in Cooper Farm, 

and Wata’s home in Fendall to watch the World Cup. Highlights included having no electricity at Brook's 
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property. During daylight, they checked out the sights that included a piggery and a traditional African kitchen. 
In the evening, they merely enjoyed uninterrupted conversation being “aware and mindful of changes that 
occur in the transition from day to night, the moon rising in the sky, and 
the glow of fireflies.” 
 Melissa described a meeting with local people who inspired her 
compassion, and passions for health equity and social justice. A second 
chance meeting in the market with Josephine who is highly intelligent, 
motivated, independent, and kind. Melissa also met with a mother of a 
sick child. Sadly the mother cannot afford the medical tests and 
medicine. These encounters inspired Melissa to observe, "There are 
hundreds of thousands of other Liberian children who are also smart, 
capable, and kind-- who deserve access to clean water, sanitation, 
quality healthcare, education, and the opportunities necessary to have a 
fulfilling and compelling future--just as many in the developed world do.”   
 
Laos 
Annalyn “Anna” Oliveros works longs hours to complete her project. Anna has been working 12-hour 
days (8:00 AM – 8:00 PM ) entering data so that she can finish her project in the short time she has left there. 
This work has taken up much of Anna’s time and we will provide more updates from Laos in the next 
newsletter.  
 
Oh, the weather!!   
Most of the MHIRT trainees are experiencing summer monsoon weather in the Northern Hemisphere. Their 
early reports often describe the extreme heat and humidity, but they are getting used to the tropical climate. At 
the same time, the weather and its effects continue to be a big part of their experiences and reports. Here we 
share how the weather affects the students' day-to-day life, sometimes even changing their plans. 
India: Landon is right in the midst of monsoon season, sometimes experiencing power outages where he is not 
able to do work on his computer (and get his MHIRT reports in on time. He still is able to do so, and we thank 
him despite the power limitations!) 
Thailand: Jasmine and Jenny have gotten soaked from the unexpected rains when walking, while Christine 
describes the weather as very rainy and hot and humid. Thunder and lightning have prevented Alison and 
Kenneth from going out to dinner on at least one occasion!  
Cameroon: Though it is the rainy season, Boonya remarks, “We are fortunate to have come during this 
season where the weather is fairly cool and nice except for the occasional heavy rains that can sometimes 
cause power outages. Our bedrooms have excellent airflow, and 
sometimes it gets extremely cold at night.” Refer to page 1 for additional 
report by Boonya on Cameroon weather. 
Liberia: Liberia is currently in the midst of rainy season which runs from 
May-Oct. Kianalei and Melissa have mostly experienced sunny weather, 
and showers are intermittent, frequent, and "manageable, requiring 
nothing more than a basic umbrella."  Drainage issues however "create 
huge puddles that require navigational agility, sure-footedness, or 
waterproof shoes when walking." The trainees' favorite lunch shop 
Identical Friends got flooded recently (see photo on the right).  Sumo, 
the owner and his family evacuated, and the red dumpster got washed 
away! The owners are now “persevering and doing their best to clean up and recover from the flood” including 
having Identical Friends back open for business! 
Laos: Ann reports, “The weather here is similar to Hawaii but it’s sooooooo humid here! Yesterday, the sun 
was out and it was a really beautiful day. Today, it is pouring rain. When it rains here, the electricity at my 
guesthouse will sometimes goes out for a few hours. It’s a must to have a poncho here. For the most part the 
weather has not gotten in the way of my activities. I was able to do a hike this past weekend and it only poured 
on us when we came back down from the hike. 
    
The Minority Health International Research Training (MHIRT) Program at the University of Hawaii (UH) 
is funded through the National Institute on Minority Health and Health Disparities, National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) grant (T37MD008636-05). We acknowledge the support of UH Pacific Center for Emerging 
Infectious Diseases Research, Centers of Biomedical Research Excellence funded through the 
National Institute of General Medical Sciences, NIH grant (P30GM114737).  
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