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COUNTDOWN BEGINS!  MHIRT 2018 TRAINEES FINISH UP THEIR RESEARCH AND CULTURAL 
PROJECTS, BUY OMIYAGE BEFORE THEY LEAVE, WHILE PROVIDING RICH OBSERVATIONS 
REGARDING THEIR COUNTRIES AND CULTURE 
    
Team Liberia 
Kianalei Garalde-Machida, Melissa Takaaze and Brien Haun have a quiet week, buy souvenirs and prepare 
for returning home. Brien reports, “Friday we repeated the sample dilution series. Overall the MFI was greatly 
reduced and the best dilution on this run was 1/400. I am beginning to suspect that something is degrading 
through the nightly and weekend long power-shutoffs….” Other lab activities included John Young from the 
Liberian Mission spending a day videotaping the lab interviewing Team Liberia. Video link: 
http://manoa.hawaii.edu/tropicalmedicine/?page_id=3770). USAID officals also toured the veterinary lab. For 
variety, the students visited Belimus to dine on fired fish and dry rice. At the same time, the trainees were 
happy that Identical Friends was able to be back in business after the flooding (See MHIRT Newsletter #7). 

Melissa commented: “Salvageable items 
have been drying in the open air. After 
lab one day, the trainees drove to Congo 
town to search for a souvenir shop. Kiana 
bought an assortment of hand-carved 
animal figures, Melissa bought a carved 
box with “Liberia” stamped on the front, 
and Brien bought variety of masks. 
 Other than the small trip to buy 
souvenirs, there were no planned 

activities, and Kiana and Melissa relaxed catching up on MHIRT work, did household chores, and cooked 
banana pancakes at home.    
 
Laos 
Annalyn “Anna” Oliveros works with data and does outreach at a remote village: The data that Anna is 
working on is from December 2017 to July 2018. Anna reflected in the massive amount of data: “It amazes me 
how many patients are seen in the inpatient department here at LFHC.” She goes to the hospital daily to input 
data because the Internet is faster at the hospital. In addition to the research, Anna had the opportunity to tag 
along with the outreach team and experience home visits because the villages are a three-hour drive from the 
hospital. Though the roads had potholes and windy, “like the road to Hana, Maui, Anna remarked that she 
luckily did not get car sick.” At the village not all homes had flooring, and the ones who do are considered more 
well off. They enjoyed lunch with a family who seved spicy food, which Anna enjoyed! Anna described the 
weather as similar to Hawaii, “but it’s extremely humid here! When it pours”, and a poncho is a necessity. 
Though the rain sometimes affects electricity at Anna’s guest house, it has not gotten in the way of her 
activites, and she is able to enjoy outdoor activities such as hiking.   
 
Team Thailand 
Jasmine Padamada, Jenny Nguyen, Joana Garcia, and Christine Joy Baltazar finished up their projects, 
and visit Chiang Mai: Christine reported that she had another busy week in the BSL lab. She conducted mass 
spectrometry on environmental samples from Buriram. Because this is a lengthy process, she was able to run 
downstairs to get lunch and get back up really quick to continue working. Her diligence paid off because her 
work was able to confirm that the samples were contaminated with the pathogen. Christine learned how to 
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infect and treat cells at different time points: "We did over 100 samples and retested many of the samples. 
Interestingly all the samples tested were positive for the suspected pahtogen. Doing Mass Spectrometry was a 
lot of work, but it was effortless to learn. I hope to be able to come back to Thailand again and do more work 
with the suspected pathogen.”   
 Jasmine was given 4 more samples to work on. Her total now is 39. She redid the PCR for the samples 
that had “messy sequences.” She also did gel electrophoresis extraction for the samples that had a positive 
band. She found that one of the 4 new samples was PCR positive for ZIKV. She further found, “by synthesizing  
new cDNA from prevous samples that had been difficult to work with, I found none of them were PCR positive. 
I plan on doing modified PCR for the samples that had no band for the NS5 gene and doing gel extraction on 
the ones that had a band.   
 Jenny continues to analyze the data and met with Dr. Reshmie and received comments on the 
discussion seciton of her manuscript. Jenny is currently compiling her manuscript using the drafts of each 
chapter. She then received feedback from Dr. Reshmie, and continued to polish her mauscript for the rest of 
the week. (Classic and persistent manuscript development!). Christine continued her cultural project while 
visiting Chiang Mai, to compare shopping between Chiang Mai, Bangkok and Buriram. “One major difference 
with shopping at the markets in Chiang Mai is that haggling in Chiang Mai is more difficult than in Bangkok and 
Buriram. The people in Chiang Mai are more secure and tough on their prices compared to the people in 
Bangkok and Buriram who are more willing to haggle with the customer.” Christine was surprised that haggling 
for prices in Bangkok resulted in better deals than in Chiang Mai. 
 Jasmine continued her cultural project in Chiang Mai by visiting the 
Wat Phra That Doi Suthep temple.  She observed that "This temple and 
statutes of Buddha were very similar to those in Bangkok. In fact, the 
temple also had a smaller model of the Emerald Buddha and the Reclining 
Buddha!” The biggest difference was the Hinduism influence, which showed 
"similarities between the two religions and how they are able to harmonize 
with each other. The trainees observed that in Chaing Mai there are many 
green areas eventhough car polution is extensive. The presence of these 
natural wet environments made the air moist and fresh that was a good 
change from dry air and constant heat.” Jenny further described some of the differences between Bangkok and 
Chiang Mai: 

1. "Surprisingly, people in Chiang Mai drive more cars than mopeds and a large number of red taxis 
substituted for the lack of a train. There were also fewer tuk-tuks!  

2. Chiang Mai “is definitely more rural with less tall buildings and more greenery” and “has more space for 
nature reserves such as elephant sanctuaries and the zoo.” 

3. As Christine observed for her cultural project, Jenny also concluded that - “It was harder to bargain 
compared to Bangkok and not much cheaper at all.” 

4. “The weather in Chiang Mai had a little more rain and wind while Bangkok was sunny in the morning and 
gloomy in the afternoon as well as a bit more humid.” 

 Jenny also found that “Chiang Mai was like a breath of fresh air, just what I needed. It reminded me a 
lot of Vietnam. However, it felt nice coming back to 
Bangkok.” The students attended journal club 
where “Everyone did really well and it was 
interesting to see how everyone had accomplished 
through this internship”. They were able to meet 
Drs. Pornsawan and Mr. Chung for dinner at a Thai 
BBQ shabu shabu all-in-one restaurant. Joana 
continued her work in Nan. She goes to bed at 9:30 
PM wakes up at 5:00 AM every day. In the field, 
they set up fewer traps than last week and trapped 
more rats from inside villagers' homes. She found one rat that was infected with 
Angiostrongylus that involved the rat's heart and an Angiostrongylus positive rat 

whose infection was entirely in its heart. Additionally, she found a positive Rattus exulans, which had never 
been documented as a carrier for the nematode in Thailand. Additionally in the lab, Joana used three computer 
programs, as well as BLAST to trim, align, and clean the genetic sequences she obtained from the field finding 
that morphology of one sample  was like A. cantonensis nematode, but whose genome was of A. Malaysiensis 
species. Professor Satch Morand, a leading scientist on the trip, worked with another scientist from the 
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university and created a 15-minute documentary so that the locals could see their work, especially the rat 
specimens. The video also features a clip of Joana slipping and falling in a rice field! She also reported that her 
ajans would like to start a collaborative project with her and the University of Hawaii! The group ended the 
week "playing tourist" by visiting and watching traditional silk making and seeing "the most beautiful temples I 
had ever seen in my life.” 

Joana summarized her week: “It was a truly wonderful experience I am so grateful 
that I was able to participate in this project. I was the only one consistently attacked 
by mosquitos, but otherwise, this week was uneventful.”    
 
MHIRT Spotlight: Lauren Ching: Lauren joined the MHIRT Bangkok team as a 
2018 Abraham Kagan, MD Endowed Fellowship Awardee. Dr. Kagan led the 
Honolulu Heart Program, a research project, which studied thousands of men of 
Japanese ancestry to see how differences in lifestyle affected rates of heart 
disease and stroke. The groundbreaking and impactful results from this project 
have been used to guide physicians in treating heart disease worldwide. Lauren is 
an MS student in the Department of Tropical Medicine, Medical Microbiology and Pharmacology.   
 Lauren arrived middle of the night at Bangkok airport on July 19th and was happy to be greeted by Dr. 
Pornsawan. Next day morning after a  somewhat squished and humid commute on the BTS, she arrived at the 

Mahidol University to be joined by Jasmine and Christine. Lauren’s lab work 
focused on Zika and Dengue viruses.  Here she described her work: “Over the 
past week I used our laboratory developed flavivirus assay to test nearly 200 
archived samples collected at the Phetchabun Hospital between 2004 and 2005 
from patients who presented with 
DENV-like symptoms, however, they 
were PCR negative for DENV. We 
are working on analyzing the data to 
determine if any samples need to be 
re-run or examined further, to ensure 
that I complete all the wet lab I need 
in the final two weeks I have in 
Bangkok. Preliminary analysis is 
promising, indicating several of these 
samples show reactivity to ZIKV IgG 
antibodies.” This week, Lauren left 

her short time in Bangkok, and Dr. Pornsawan Leaungwutiwong hosted Lauren a farewell party! 
 
Alison Nguyen and Kenneth Go also finish up their projects and greeted MHIRT Bangkok students. Kenneth 
continued his “string of late nights” with the earliest he’s left the lab was 6:00 PM, often staying past 9:00 PM. 
Kenneth is looking forward to finishing up measuring the lipase activity in the remaining strains. Alison was 
able to finish building the user interface in Matlab. She and Dr. Suwit discovered that they needed two more 
tools for Alison’s user interface before she would be able to run the program with the volunteers. 
 Kenneth’s lab visited Wat Phra That Lampang Luang, a Lanna-style temple revered for the multiple 
structures within the temple. Kenneth was raised Catholic, and described the worship ceremony as being akin 

to a Catholic observance where they participated in a prayer walk holding 3 candles 
each. It also turns out that the temples had statues of the “ox”, Kenneth's Thai zodiac 
animal! He hopes this brings him luck in his project! Kenneth described the experience 
and his gratefulness: “It was so incredibly enriching for me to take part in and 
understand a religion other than my own. I'm incredibly grateful to my lab mates for 
allowing me to accompany them, and I'm blessed that MHIRT gave me this opportunity 
to partake in such unique cultural experiences.”  
 Kenneth found Chae Son National Park to be “picturesque.” He was also 
surprised to see that the natural hot springs are not used for bathing. Rather it is 
common for locals to bring bamboo woven baskets filled with quail eggs and chicken 
eggs to cook in the hot springs water! "The unparalleled scenery coupled with the Thai 
food and the fresh, soft boiled eggs made for a picnic, unlike anything I've ever 

experienced." They visited a waterfall, and Kenneth made sure not to enter the water to prevent infection. 
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 The MHIRT Bangkok students met up with the Chiang Mai students! They started the day early to visit 
an elephant sanctuary, which is Alison’s cultural project. Jenny and Alison suffered 
from motion sickness. At the elephant sanctuary, they observed the elephants eating 
and bathing, and they were “gentle giants.” There were 5 elephants at the camp, 
including a pregnant elephant and a baby elephant! Alison remarked, "Watching the 
elephants was an unforgettable experience."  The group also visited Doi Suthep for 
Jasmine's cultural project and Chiang Mai’s night market for Christine’s cultural 
project. 
 
Team Cameroon 
Boonyanudh Jiyarom and John Paul (JP) Arios. Boonya described her cultural 
project, which, was to investigate education at the primary level at a private school 
called Parent National Education Union School (PNEU). She explained that due to 
the lack of educational support from the government, parents are responsible for paying the tuition. MHIRT 
Newsletter #2 covered the Hawaiian cultural education that Boonya and JP provided to students. Boonya 
further detailed that their cultural training included asking students questions to see if they were paying 
attention and then giving them the opportunity to ask Boonya and JP questions. The Cameroonian students 
were awarded Hawaiian souvenirs (keychains and macadamia nut chocolate) that Boonya had brought with 
her as a prize for answering the questions. Boonya commented, “My experience from the first day is something 
I greatly value because I was able to share knowledge and joy about my home to the children while they 
shared their youthfulness and innocence to us!” Boonya and JP also participated in the school’s closing 
cultural ceremonies where each school student introduced themselves in their mother’s tongue while wearing 
their tribal attires from different regions of Cameroon. “JP and I found the performances very entertaining and 
fun.” The ceremony ended with student awards for best attendance record, highest academic achievements, 
and cleanliness for each class level. Boonya reflected on the ceremony: “The students here possess proper 
manners, curiosity to learn and a drive to achieve their goals that exceed many standards found throughout 
schools in the United States. Their awareness and knowledge about the world and the government were far 
greater than what I expected from primary school students.” 
  
India 
Landon Negrillo works frantically to finish his project while preparing in other ways for his departure. 
Landon stimulated THP 1 cells with the bacteria harvested directly from the stool samples.  Because cells did 

not adhere to some of the wells, they waited 3 days before analyzing the bacterial 
lysate. Landon admitted that the rainy weather has begun to affect 
his motivation. He has been disappointed with the data but hopes 
that once Dr. Ray returns, he can discuss his results and have a 
clearer understanding of his experiments. Landon explained, “The 
experiments for the THP-1 are really down to the wire as it takes 3 
days for the cells to adhere to the plate and another day for them to 
be stimulated and undergo the whole process leading up to qPCR. 
The final results will be further discussed with Dr. Tandon, but I’m 
hoping for the best.” Landon has recorded his results to be compiled 
into a data chart with the other sequences that they ran to find out if 

the last data set was a fluke or the actual product. 
 Landon also continues to complete his lab book and has begun writing his paper. He has started 
working on the abstract. Drs. Tandon and Ray and Landon have begun to compile all of the data they obtained 
into graphs so that they can be included in Landon’s presentation and paper. Landon feels like he is running 
out of time to complete his project, and remarked: “What once was a 9-to-5 weekday job has now become a 
hectic 9-to-5 job for almost every day of the week." His lab mates announced the dates of their departures for 
holidays. To push through, Landon would go to the nearby Starbucks or work at his guesthouse desk hoping 
that he will get a different perspective than at his lab desk. Another way that Landon is preparing for his 
departure is to “stockpile” his favorite Indian snacks for omiyage for his family and friends. 
 
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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