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FOREWORD

This book will be different from the usual book written by medical 
doctors. It is not focused on illness and treatment, but on the busi-

ness side of medicine. When we think of the practice of medicine, we 
often think first of patient care, as we should because patients come 
first. Our Hippocratic Oath binds medical doctors to give patients the 
best care and the best treatment possible. I am proud of how I care 
for my patients, but in order for me to give them excellent care, I also 
need to ensure that the business side of my practice is healthy. Just 
like any other career or vocation, good financials and good adminis-
tration are necessary.

This book also reveals the human side of becoming a doctor, and 
developing a clinic. My story is told from the perspective of some-
one who came to America from the Philippines as a medical intern. 
I tell it because I want to share my experience in the hope that it will 
guide new graduates of medicine especially those who come from 
other countries and do their medical residency in the U.S. They come 
with a J-1 visa and if they choose to stay in this country, they have to 
seek a waiver to apply for an H-1 visa that will allow them to work 
in underserved areas of the U.S. I narrate my experience with this 
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process later in the book.
I chose to set up my own practice. I hope that my story will help 

guide those who want to do the same or those who are not sure wheth-
er to be employed or to be independent. The options exist, and options 
lead to freedom and, hopefully, satisfaction.

Medicine was not my first choice of a career. It was political sci-
ence with the plan to proceed to law school. I decided to become a 
doctor of medicine instead in my senior year in high school. The main 
reason for the shift was I wanted to work outside the Philippines, and 
it would be easier to practice medicine than law abroad as the human 
body and diseases are similar all over the world.

Medical training is a long process. Just in case I could not finish 
it due to financial reasons, and because I always have a Plan B, I de-
cided to take medical technology as my pre-medical degree. A bach-
elor’s degree in biology was an option, and I was even accepted by 
the prestigious Ateneo de Manila University to study that course but I 
declined it. Between a degree in biology and one in medical technol-
ogy, the latter would give me a better chance, at the time, of finding 
work in the Philippines or abroad.

I took my bachelor’s degree in medical technology at Velez College 
in Cebu City and graduated cum laude. I placed fourteenth overall in 
the Philippine board exam in 1987. Due to this excellent academic 
achievement, I was awarded a two-year scholarship, which meant a 
fifty percent reduction in tuition for two years, by the Cebu Institute 
of Medicine, the affiliate of Velez College, where I studied and earned 
my medical degree.

I did not consider myself exceptionally brilliant. I saw myself as 
average, but I studied hard. Or maybe I had a well-functioning cere-
bral cortex and was able to remember and process my lessons well 
especially after a good night’s sleep, which I always made a point of 
having.

The Cebu Institute of Medicine (CIM) is known as one of the best 
medical schools in the Philippines. This reputation has credence as 
shown by its graduates. All the fellow alumni from my class have 
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been successful, regardless of where they ended up practicing. Some 
stayed in the Philippines, others set up their clinics in the U.S., and 
some in Australia.

My own experience lends credence to this claim, too. The appli-
cation for a spot in the medical residency program in the U.S. is very 
competitive. The applicants come from all over the world and have to 
pass the English Proficiency exam and the USMLE, the United States 
Medical Licensing Examination. The competition does not end with 
merely passing the tests. We have to compete again for a spot with all 
other equally good if not better applicants from different parts of the 
world.

When we pass these tests and get accepted, we have to quickly 
adjust to how medicine is practiced in America. Add to this the quick 
adjustments we have to do to fit in with the culture. When we are done 
with the residency, another exam, the last hurdle to become a full-
fledged doctor is the American medical licensure exam. In my case, 
I took the American Board of Internal Medicine exam as my field 
of specialty. Matira ang matibay is an aphorism in the Philippines: 
“Only those who can endure will remain standing.”

By the third year of my medical residency in the U.S., I was of-
fered the assistant chief resident position, which was an acknowledge-
ment of my excellent performance. My main work was to assist the 
chief resident in managing administrative work such as staffing and 
scheduling.

Hollywood once parodied medical doctors coming from the 
Philippines in one of their episodes in Desperate Housewives, a pop-
ular TV series from 2004 to 2012. If only they knew the tests we had 
to pass to qualify to work in America, they would not be glib about it 
and would find that their parody had no basis in fact.

I am narrating the backstory of my life here to provide context to 
why in this memoir I take the view that education, hard work, per-
sonal accountability and honesty are important and vital to starting a 
medical practice and to having a fulfilling career.

I am narrating this story from my experience of growing up poor 
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in a poor country with limited options for advancement. My story is 
entirely different from those who grew up comfortably with access to 
many options laid in front of them. My growing-up years taught me 
that education, hard work, and personal accountability are non-nego-
tiable if you wish to advance in the world.

I hope that my story will inspire and encourage medical students 
who are tired, who have not slept well, and may feel burdened by the 
many challenges that come with pursuing medicine. Take heart: the 
best things in life do not come easy but they’re worth every tear and 
drop of sweat.

It is also my wish that my story will encourage parents to instill 
in their children good study and reading habits as these are keys to 
success in school.

Whichever path is chosen, may there be fulfillment. I’ve found the 
practice of medicine to be fulfilling. The best part of my day is when 
a patient tells me that she is able to attend her daughter’s or grand-
daughter’s wedding because I have saved her life.

I call this our family photo. My husband Dr. Ody Claravall, me, and our 
cat Oozy that we jokingly referred to as the third doctor in the family. We 
called him Oozy Claravall, md.
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INTRODUCTION

I was not meant to be born but I was meant to live. It is the paradox 
of my life.

I am the ninth child in a family of ten children. Before we adopted 
our youngest brother, who became the tenth sibling and replaced my 
position in the family, I was the youngest. I was not supposed to be 
born as my mother was already hitting menopause when she became 
pregnant with me. They did not plan me. I was unexpected. I was not 
meant to be born. Yet my mother and father went ahead with the preg-
nancy, gave birth to me and lovingly took care of me.

However, when I look back on my life, I would say that even 
though I was not meant to be born, I was meant to live.

I grew up with many accidents in my younger days even before I 
was ten years old. I fell off a moving jeepney when I was a toddler. 
My father was driving the jeepney and my brothers rode with him. I 
don’t remember the events exactly but they placed me at the back to-
gether with one or two of my brothers. The road was stony and rough 
and the ride was bumpy. No one paid attention to the toddler. There 
was no child seat as the concept of child seats was a very foreign one 
to us Filipinos at the time, and we would not have been able to afford 
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one anyway.
A toddler at the back seat in an open jeep plus a bumpy road was a 

good mix for an accident waiting to happen. Either I crawled off the 
jeep or was thrown off it due to the rough ride, but I fell off onto the 
road. One of my brothers noticed that the toddler was gone and they 
stopped the jeep, ran back, and picked me up from the ground, almost 
miraculously not too much the worse for wear.

As a toddler, I accidentally drank a bottle of kerosene. It was early 
afternoon and my parents and siblings were taking their siesta. I was 
awake and crawled around the house, saw an open bottle of kerosene 
on the floor, took it and drank it. I did not know what woke my parents 
up but when they saw me, I was already frothing at the mouth and the 
bottle was almost half-empty. They figured what happened. My moth-
er screamed in terror thinking I would die, and my father scooped me 
up in his arms and ran me to a local clinic, where the doctor pumped 
the gas out. Father in his panic forgot that we had an old rickety jeep 
that he could have driven instead of running. 

The other almost-deadly accident that happened was when I was 
eight years old. My parents went out on a movie date and my brother 
Emmanuel and I were left with our older sister Marita, and our older 
brothers, Sammy, Hector and Noe. My sister Marita was talking to 
one of her high school girlfriends on our phone. Please note that this 
was in the 1970s and there were no mobile phones at the time. She 
was using our red-colored landline phone and talking away with her 
friend. My brother Hector, who was also in high school, wanted to 
talk to her girlfriend and attempted to grab the handset from her. She 
tried to ward him off, and he tried to grab it again. It was all done in a 
playful manner but, unfortunately, as they were doing this, the phone 
dropped onto the floor and broke.

As this raucous situation was going on, my brother Emmanuel and 
I were playing soldiers. We were marching up and down the house. 
We marched up on the back stairs that led to the kitchen, marched 
through the living room, where Marita and Hector were wrangling 
over the phone, and went down the stairs at the front of our house, 
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next to the carport. I remember clearly that the stairs were made of 
red cement with white speckles of marble. There was a wooden rail-
ing on the right side—the right side when you are going down from 
the living room—but the left side had none and was wide open to our 
carport.

On one of our marches, we passed by an empty Nescafé glass that 
had been placed by someone on the bench located at the foot of the red 
stairs. This bench, by the way, has the same color and material as the 
red stairs. My brother marched past the glass and nothing happened. 
When I marched past it, right on the point when I passed the glass, 
the glass fell off the bench by itself and broke to fine pieces. I had not 
touched it, and I did not rub against it. It fell on its own and broke into 
fine pieces, not big pieces of glass but fine bits.

We were all startled by what happened. But we did not give it 
any meaning. Emmanuel and I continued marching up and down the 
house. On the last march, as we were going through the living room 
and approaching the top landing of the red stairs, I ran. My intention 
was to run down the stairs but instead of following the curve of the 
stairway, I ran straight toward the side of the stairs that had no railing 
and crashed-landed, head-first, onto our carport concrete. I lost con-
sciousness.

I was told later on that our oldest brother, Noe, saw me took a tum-
ble and rushed toward me, screaming that I have fallen off the stairs. 
Sammy, Hector and Marita came rushing down.

Hector said that I had a lump as big as my older sister’s fist right 
on my forehead. He and Noe rushed me to the hospital. They had to 
do it by foot, carrying me, as there was no vehicle around. My father 
and mother had taken it to the cinema. They ran to the hospital closest 
to us, which was about 45 minutes if you walked leisurely. I woke up 
a quarter of the way there.

I was treated at the hospital by our family doctor, Dr. Virgilio 
Marquino. When my parents arrived home, they were told about the 
accident. My father picked up the phone to call the doctor but he could 
not make the call as it was broken. Imagine how mad he was. He was 
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already worried about me and he could not contact the hospital as the 
phone was wrecked. He particularly reprimanded my brother, Sammy, 
as my father considered him to be the responsible one.

I was sent home after the treatment. It was a miracle that I sur-
vived, that I did not crack my head or break my neck. It was amazing 
that I came out of the accident whole and was not disabled and had 
not suffered a concussion. This is what I mean when I said that I was 
meant to live.

In between those major accidents, I had minor ones like getting 
bitten twice on the same spot on my face by a puppy and a dog. The 
scar still shows today. For a while, my siblings teasingly called me, 
“Scarface.”

As this book was being written, I came down with symptoms of 
COVID-19 at the height of the pandemic in the U.S. It was scary be-

My brother Hector sits on the bench where the empty glass of Nescafé 
fell off the bench by itself when I marched past it. It was an omen of the 
accident that could have been fatal to me.
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cause it seemed like a death sentence at the time, but I overcame the 
illness by managing it as I would any disease. I talk more about the 
medical measures that I applied later in this book. I have to acknowl-
edge the power of prayer, too, as two of my sisters offered intercesso-
ry prayers on my behalf to Jesus Christ.

I am grateful that I was born, that I lived, and that I have been 
successful. What follows is the story of my coming to the U.S. as a 
medical intern from the Philippines and the path that I took in order to 
be where I am right now.





15

PART ONE  

MEDICAL RESIDENCY IN THE U.S.
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1
ON THE FIRE ESCAPE

It was one o’clock in the morning in New York City. The chill of the 
fall season seeped under the grey metal doors of the Harlem Hospital 

Center. I was on the 15th floor, five months into my medical residency 
and in the middle of a 24-hour shift of being on-call in the intensive 
care unit (ICU). I worked from 7 a.m. to 7a.m. the next day. I was 
new to the place from the Philippines, where I had graduated from the 
Cebu Institute of Medicine in Cebu City.

I was at the bedside of a patient in an ICU ward, and having diffi-
culty drawing blood. I was fatigued from lack of sleep and annoyed 
with the never-ending scut work, the menial tasks the nurses and phle-
botomists gave residents to do. But in the pecking order of this hospi-
tal, residents were on the lowest rung. Regardless of the fact we were 
doctors, we did the basic work more senior medical staff wouldn’t 
touch. We inserted Foley catheters, did arterial blood gas tests, drew 
blood and inserted IV lines.

The fatigue from sleepless nights was catching up with me. When 
I was not on call for 24 hours, I was working 16-hour days. I got off 
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work at either midnight or 1 a.m., rode the Harlem subway for one 
hour to Brooklyn, and walked from the station to my place for about 
15 minutes. By the time I got to the door, it was either close to 1:30 
a.m. or 2:30 a.m. A few hours later, at 7:30 a.m., I had to be back at 
work.

Tonight, I was tired. I put down the plastic hub, needle and vacu-
um tube. I needed a break. My refuge from the antiseptic smell, the 
illness, the never-ending demands on my attention was the fire escape. 
I walked across to the end of the floor, pushed down the handlebar 
and opened the steel door. I felt the cold air on my face as I stepped 
out. I looked at the million lights of the city that never sleeps. From 
the 15th floor I could see the slender and majestic form of the Empire 
State Building with its upper section lit. The scenery was the com-
plete opposite from the nipa huts in my hometown of Cagayan de 
Oro, Philippines. The lights of New York and its cool albeit polluted 
air always reinvigorated me. They had often reminded me why I left 
home and came by myself to America. Together, they were a light-
house guiding my ship, keeping me safe.

But they could not offer me comfort tonight. I was losing steam. 
I felt exhausted and discouraged. I asked myself: “What am I doing 
here in this place?”
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2
DREAMING OF LEARNING  

THE SCIENCE OF MEDICINE FROM THE BEST

What am I doing here is an existential question that comes across 
everyone’s mind once in a while, or maybe most of the time 

for some.
I was in New York City because I had applied for a medical residen-

cy through Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons 
at Harlem Hospital. I had just passed my Philippine Physician 
Licensure Examination in the Philippines and wanted to expand my 
medical knowledge and skills. I did not want to be a half-baked doc-
tor. I wanted further training. I wanted to learn more about the science 
of medicine, and America is one of the top countries in the world in 
this field. The U.S. healthcare system requires a lot of improvement 
but when it comes to the science, the country is way ahead of almost 
everywhere else.

I left our small hometown in the Philippines for one of the biggest 
cities in the world, New York City, with that dream.

I was not the first one in my family to dream of something bigger. 
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Two of my sisters left for Switzerland, and another left for the U.S. for 
the same reasons. But they were not the first dreamers in my family, 
either. My mother left her hometown of Binan, Laguna, in the island 
of Luzon in the northern part of the Philippines right after World War 
II to accompany her brother to the province of Bukidnon on the island 
of Mindanao in the southern part. Both places are in the Philippines 
but at a time when air travel was not as common and as fast as it is 
now, the two places seemed to be light years away from each other.

Mother went to school in Cagayan de Oro, a town next to Bukidnon, 
where she met my father. They got married and settled in Lagonglong, 
Misamis Oriental, a small place several kilometers north of Cagayan 
de Oro.

Lagonglong was rustic with rice fields, nipa huts and Spanish 
houses made of rare wood such as tugas and narra. The town plaza 
was laid out in the Spanish style: the plaza at the center, a church 
fronting the plaza and the municipal hall opposite.

My father and mother built a small nipa house in a barangay of 
Lagonglong called Taboc. Taboc has a river and is close to the sea. 
I’m told that, on quiet days, the swaying of the palm trees and the 
lapping of the waves at the beach could be faintly heard in our small 
house. My father and mother spent some leisure time rowing in the 
river. My elder brother, Rudy, claimed that he came into being in a 
boat. My father and mother conceived him there while they were row-
ing in the river with our eldest sister, Fe. In their passion, they nearly 
forgot about my sister, who was only two years old and was climbing 
out of the boat into the river! Nine months later, my brother Rudy was 
born, named after the engine of the boat, Evinrude.

It was not all warm ocean breeze and romantic river-boating in 
Lagonglong. A remarkable event that stood out was when a small 
plane crashed into our garden of camote (yams). This happened in 
the late 1950s, before I and most of my siblings were born. My sister 
Fe remembers a loud noise emanating from above our coconut trees. 
She and my oldest brothers went outside to check what was going on. 
They saw the plane crash into the yams! The pilot and his co-pilot, or 
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maybe a passenger, leapt out of the plane, taking along a black brief-
case, and hurriedly ran to the road to flag a passenger jeepney going to 
Cagayan de Oro. They didn’t say a word, offer an explanation or even 
an apology. Luckily, the plane did not explode in flames, otherwise, 
it would have incinerated our place and my sister and brothers. A few 
days after, engineers from Manila came to dismantle the plane and 
take the parts somewhere.

Several days later the pilot phoned my father, who was the town’s 
chief of police, at his office at the municipal hall of Lagonglong, to 
thank him for not hurting them. They hurried away as fast as they 
could as they were frightened. He probably thought that the people in 
Lagonglong were savages. My father told us the black briefcase the 
man was carrying was full of cash. When the pilot called my father 
again, he had become a commercial pilot with Philippine Airlines, the 
country’s flagship carrier. The next thing my father heard was he died 
in a plane crash. His luck ran out the second time.

It made sense for my father and mother to start their life in 
Lagonglong after they got married. It was my father’s ancestral place. 
His great-grandfather, who left China in the 1800s to migrate to the 
Philippines, settled in this rural place.

My great-great-grandparents succeeded in building their fortune in 
the small town. Family lore has it that they were among the wealthy 
and influential in Lagonglong. We were told that Mass at church 
would not start until they had arrived. That was pretty telling of their 
influence. They also owned the first car in town.

However, I did not see any of this wealth as it had all disappeared 
by the time my father married my mother. What we inherited was the 
hardworking trait of my grandfather, Papa Simeon, and the business 
sense of my grandmother, Lola Roquesa. Papa Simeon died when my 
father was only an infant. Family legend has it that he died because he 
checked-out of the hospital early, before he has completely recovered 
from his illness, to hold his newly born son—my father—in his arms. 
He was widely known to be industrious. Our family always talked 
about how hardworking he was, and maybe that is where we got the 



22    •    Jona Gorra, MD

trait of industriousness that runs in our family.
My mother’s family excelled in academics. Her elder broth-

er, Crispino De Castro, was a graduate of the Philippine Military 
Academy and rose through the ranks to become a general. He was 
the provincial commander of Bukidnon after the Second World 
War. A professional soldier, he treated the Japanese stragglers cap-
tured after the war with respect. He saw to it that they would not 
be hurt or tortured. He founded the National Police Academy in the 
Philippines, became a lawyer at the age of 70 and a member of the 
Constitutional Commission that drafted the 1987 Philippine consti-
tution under President Corazon Aquino. He is buried in the Libingan 
ng mga Bayani, the burial place of Filipino heroes. It is quite signifi-
cant that while the family of Ferdinand Marcos had to sneak the late 
dictator in to bury him in the Libingan ng mga Bayani, my mother’s 
brother was accorded all the rites of being a hero. As a son of Binan, 
Laguna, there is a museum in his honor there. One of his children, 
Bernarditas de Castro Muller, “led the negotiations for the G77 and 
China negotiation bloc… championing the interests of poor countries 
in climate talks.”1

But all these big things were in the past. By the time of my gener-
ation, we were poor and had to struggle on our own. I remember the 
oft-repeated words of my mother: “There is no other inheritance we 
can give you except education. Wealth can be stolen but no one can 
steal your education from you.”

Education mattered to my parents. It was the way out of poverty. 
After having seven children, they decided to pull up stakes and move 
to Cagayan de Oro in order to give us access to better schools that 
would help me and my siblings succeed in life. Their dream was for 
us.

1. La Vina, Tony, “Welcome home, Bernarditas de Castro Muller,” Philippine 
Daily Inquirer, February 16, 2019, https://manilastandard.net/opinion/
columns/eagle-eyes-by-tony-la-vina/287936/welcome-home-bernadi-
tas-de-castro-muller-.html
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My elder brother Emmanuel, the eighth in the family, was born in 
1964 shortly after, followed by me two years later in 1966. Our par-
ents adopted a baby boy, Merven, who has grown to be bigger than I 
and became the tenth member of the family. I was not planned. I was 
a menopausal baby in the sense that my mother got pregnant with me 
when she was in her mid-40s. She hit menopause after giving birth to 
me. The older the woman, the higher the risk of pregnancy complica-
tions and the higher the chances that the baby will be born with birth 
defects. Nevertheless, they had me and I came out fine.

Early in my life, I manifested streaks of independence and bold-
ness.

When my brother Emmanuel was six and I was five, our parents 
enrolled us at a nursery school run by nuns. We walked home by our-
selves. It was about a 20-minute walk for adults and a bit longer for us 
kids with short legs. I was not afraid and neither was he. When he was 
not around, I walked by myself.

At the age of nine, I wanted to learn how to ride a bicycle. I took 
our family’s bicycle, which was a man’s bike, an old one painted an 
offensive yellow in order to cover the rust. It was taller than me and 
the seat was higher than my head. I insisted on riding it. My old-
er sister Annie was terrified and tried to dissuade me. I did not lis-
ten. I walked the bike to the top of our roughly paved driveway and 
mounted it by positioning my left foot on the narrow flat space above 
the pedal and running the bike with my right foot. When I gathered 
enough momentum, I swung myself onto the saddle and let the bike 
coast down the slope of our uneven driveway. My feet hung from both 
sides of the bike since I was too small to reach the pedals. I did not 
know how to stop, so I fell and hit my head on the handlebars as the 
bicycle crashed on the rough concrete. The left side of my head was 
swollen and bruised. I sported a big bluish and purplish lump on my 
head for several days but the accident did not deter me from learning 
how to cycle. I continued to teach myself how to ride.

The same year, my father acquired a horse. (In the Philippines at 
the time, owning a horse did not indicate wealth.) I wanted to ride 
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it and he obliged. He placed me on the back of the horse and held 
me, assuming that the horse would stay put. The horse, however, got 
spooked and bolted. My father chased it, wanting to rescue me. The 
steed galloped around our neighbour’s house then to the back of our 
house where there was marshy land covered with tall grass. The horse 
had no saddle and no reins. I was terrified and clutched the horse’s 
mane for dear life. I eventually fell from the horse onto the grass, a 

My father, Jose Gorra, was a chief of police in the town of Lagonglong 
in the province of Misamis Oriental. He received the recognition as the 
best chief of police in the province.
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mercifully soft landing.
The same boldness and survival instinct was what I needed now 

in New York.
I continued staring at the twinkling lights of Manhattan. The con-

trast between darkness and brightness and being alone at the fire exit 
offered me some solace and clarity. The cool air calmed me down. I 
returned inside.

My mother, Natividad de Castro Gorra, was a public school teacher. She 
placed a high value on education. Even if she and my Dad were poor, 
they worked hard to send us to the best schools in our hometown.
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LAYING A FOUNDATION

That night on the fire escape was the last time I ever questioned 
why I had come to America. Recalling where I had come from, 

and how I had survived past dangers, my confidence was renewed. I 
knew I could not give doubt a space in my mind and spirit. If I did, it 
would have consumed me. I would have packed up my suitcase, gone 
back home and have had to tell my mother, father, brothers and sisters 
that I could not make it in New York. It would have been shameful. I 
could visualize the disappointment in my mother’s and father’s eyes. 
They, who were so proud of me, must not be disappointed. They did 
not send me to Cebu Institute of Medicine, one of the best medical 
schools in the Philippines, only to quit.

I learned from my family’s lack of money that there were no ex-
cuses for not making it. We were raised with the belief that if we were 
to be successful, we have to do it with God’s grace and our efforts. I 
cannot blame anyone else for my failures.

When my parents pulled up stakes to move to Cagayan de Oro, 
they chose a place in the city that is now called Ramonal Village. Our 
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house was the biggest in the area but it was leaky. My father, who in-
sisted that he knew everything about building houses because he was 
an engineer, somehow built a house that was too heavy for the marshy 
land it was built on and too leaky in the rainy season. We placed buck-
ets in our living room and bedrooms to catch the raindrops. The ceil-
ings in our house had brown spots showing where the water leaked.

The rain not only damaged our house but also the road winding 
between the shacks that made up the neighborhood. The narrow road, 

“When I grow up, I want to become a nun,” was what I said on my kin-
dergarten graduation at Lourdes College Grade School. My desire to 
become a nun later changed into becoming a lawyer, and then to being 
a medical doctor.
 The school had a library where I spent my recess time reading The 
Bobbsey Twins, The Hardy Boys, Nancy Drew and other books. I did not 
know then how crucial this reading habit of mine would be to my success 
when I took the Philippine Physician Licensure Examination and the 
United States Medical Licensing Examination.
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dusty during the dry season, turned into thick mud. Our jeep some-
times got stuck in the mud and we asked the men in our neighborhood 
to help push it. They were kind enough to help, jumping into the mud 
to push as the engine revved and the tires spun furiously. When our 
jeep was finally free, the tires spraying the men with sludge, they did 
not complain. There was plenty of kindness to go around, even in 
poverty.

At the first corner from our house was a small store that sold many 

I graduated with a medical degree in 1992. I received a medal for ex-
cellence on the subject of medical law, which we called medico-legal. 
My mother is shown hanging the medal around my neck. On my left 
side and almost hidden from view is my father.
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types of items families needed, such as bath soap, packets of Tide 
and Breeze laundry detergent, Perla detergent bars, candies, sardines, 
cigarettes, liquor, marbles, chips, dried fish. We call such stores in 
the Philippines sari-sari, which means “a mix of different types of 
things”—what is known in America as a general store or, today, a 
convenience store.

The store seemed to hold a world of things to me as a child. I have 
no idea how big it was, but despite its small size the owner always had 
whatever item customers wanted. He stored his supplies somewhere 
inside his house. When someone asked for an item, he would go in-
side a crawl space and come out with the merchandise. He was a wise 
man. He did not display his wares and he fortified his shack of a store 
with metal wires and wooden bars because there were many thieves 
in our neighborhood.

I took my education seriously and so did my parents. They had 
no money but they sacrificed their time, energy and pleasure in order 
to send us to the best school in Cagayan de Oro. My mother was a 
public elementary school teacher and walked every day from home 
to her school in Camaman-an, which was about two kilometers away. 
My father joined the Land Transportation Commission, the agency 
responsible for all land transportation in the Philippines, after we left 
Lagonglong. How they were able to educate and feed ten kids was a 
miracle.

The best school for girls when I was in my grade school in the 
1970s was Lourdes College Grade School, a Roman Catholic school 
run by nuns. During recess, I would go to the library and read Nancy 
Drew, The Hardy Boys, The Bobbsey Twins, and Tom Sawyer. I would 
pick one book, read it for an hour, mark in my mind the last page I 
read and hide the book somewhere where it will not be easily located 
so I can pick it up and read it at recess the next day. It became my 
practice throughout grade school and high school. While my friends 
spent their recess playing and chatting, I enjoyed mine reading at the 
library.

I did not know then how crucial this reading habit of mine would 
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be to my success when I took the Philippine Physician Licensure 
Examination and the United States Medical Licensing Examination. 
Reading developed my comprehension of the English language that 
is critical to understanding the instructions and questions in board 
exams that were in the English language. Quick comprehension was 
key due to time limitations. A friend of my husband excelled in math 
but failed the USMLE exam as he was not trained in English but in 
Chinese.

I prepared for the USMLE exam more seriously than the Philippine 
board exam. I studied for the USMLE for one year while I only re-
viewed for the Philippine board for one week. America was my ul-
timate goal so that was where I focused, and medicine is medicine. 
Whatever I learned from my preparations for the USMLE applied to 
the Philippine medical board as well.

There was something disheartening about the Philippine medical 
board exam at the time. It was something of an open secret that ques-
tions were leaked, and graduates from Manila got the lion’s share of 

My mother, Natividad de Castro Gorra, and her students at the Camaman-
an Public School in Cagayan de Oro, Philippines.
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the answers. The examinees from the provinces got the crumbs of the 
leaks. We knew who got the leaks because they finished the exam in 
as little as 15 minutes, while the rest of us struggled through the ques-
tions for the full time.

I took the USMLE exam in September 1993 at the Philippine 
International Convention Center. I was not disappointed. Two months 
later, I learned that I had passed.
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SECURING A U.S. MEDICAL RESIDENCY

In January 1994, two months after the USMLE results were an-
nounced, I applied for a medical residency in the U.S. I mailed ap-

plications to many hospitals and received an invitation to interview 
from NYU Lutheran Medical Center in Brooklyn, New York (now the 
NYU-Langone Hospital). The interview invitation gave me the reason 
to secure a tourist visa to America.

The U.S. tourist visa was one of the most-coveted visas by Filipinos 
at the time and one of the most difficult and inconvenient to secure. It 
was and continues to be the gateway to securing a foothold in the U.S. 
and a slice of the American Dream. It is life-changing.

My brother Rudy and I left his home at Filinvest in Quezon City at 
3 a.m., before the crack of dawn, and drove the 25 kilometers to the 
U.S. Embassy on Roxas Boulevard in Manila, with the intention of 
getting ahead of the crowd. By the time we arrived at 4 a.m., the queue 
was long and winding. It seemed like every Filipino wanted to get out 
of the Philippines. I discovered later that regardless of how early you 
try to get to the U.S. Embassy, you were never first in line. Some of 
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the people must have camped overnight at the site.
I was granted the U.S. visa, and my mother bought my ticket to the 

America. She also gave me some money as an allowance, and I sold 
my old car to supplement my pocket money. My elder sister Annie 
was living in Fremont, CA, at the time, about a 45-minute drive from 
San Francisco, and I went to stay with her and her husband.

While in Fremont, I received another invitation to interview at 
Harlem Hospital Center at 506 Lenox Avenue in New York. Harlem 
Hospital was actually a safer place than Lutheran Hospital because a 
subway station was right across the street. When I was not on the 24-
hour rotation call, I often finished work at either 12 a.m. or 1 a.m., and 
could be in the subway a few minutes after that. I was never mugged. I 
was alert at all times, though, and always very aware of my surround-
ings. One thing I learned from the three years of taking the subway 
in Harlem was to follow the crowd. I felt safe surrounded by people.

In February, I went to New York to interview at the Harlem and 
Lutheran Hospitals. My interview with Lutheran Hospital did not look 
very promising. My interview with Harlem, however, had some hope. 
The program director, Dr. Alfred Ashford, a kind man who sported 
a mustache, told me a couple of times that they would not sign-up a 
resident that was out of match and advised me to make Harlem my 
first choice.

Some hospitals have the “out of match” option, meaning they can 
offer a spot right away to a candidate they like without waiting for 
the matching process to finish. When Dr. Ashford told me a couple 
of times that Harlem did not have the same option and recommended 
I make them my first choice, I got the sense that I would land a spot 
with them. His words gave me hope.

I flew back to my sister in Fremont to wait for the results of the in-
terview. There were thousands of candidates and the acceptance would 
be published in the newspaper, USA Today. I waited for a month, and 
it was the most tortuous part of the whole process. Waiting is torture 
because there is nothing you can do to resolve the issue except to wait. 
I was in a limbo, hoping for the best and worried that the result would 
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not be the one I wanted.
I was afraid that I would not be matched, so I devised a back-up 

plan. I thought that working as a medical assistant would be a good 
Plan B. I answered a few ads in the paper, and one of them called me. 
I was half-asleep when I took the call and I cannot remember a single 
question I was asked. My clearest memory is of the interviewer telling 
me I did not know what I was doing, and my agreeing with her!

When the day in March came that we were told the results of the 
medical residencies would be announced, my brother-in-law and I 
woke up at 4 a.m. to buy a newspaper at a vending machine. He had 
the coins for the vending machine ready in his pocket.

The dawn promised a nice California spring day, but I was ter-
rified. The night before, I dreamt that I did not get matched with a 
residency program. I could not look at the paper. I asked my brother-
in-law to search for my name. I was nervously smiling as he scanned 
USA Today. Then, he found my name! I took the newspaper from 
him to look at it myself. There it was—Jona Gorra. Harlem Hospital 
Center found me a match in their program! I was overwhelmed with 
excitement and happiness. I could not be happier. I did not have to 
work as a medical assistant, after all.

I later received the formal acceptance letter from Harlem. I took 
it with me when I returned to the Philippines in order to support my 
application for a J-1 visa. The visa is for professionals who would like 
to obtain training in medicine or business in America. I flew home 
in April happy that I had the match secured in my back pocket. The 
program would start a few months later in July.

I returned to the U.S. in June and landed at JFK Airport in New 
York. I was aboard a Philippine Airline flight that arrived at night. I 
was excited but apprehensive for a few reasons. New York was known 
for crime back then, and even though I had a valid J-1 visa, the im-
migration officer could deny me entry and send me home. The immi-
gration line was very long, and I approached the immigration officer 
with nervousness. He asked me a few questions and let me through. I 
sighed with great relief. It was official. I will be living in the land of 
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the free and home of the brave.
I went out of the airport carrying my one suitcase and one carry-on. 

It was summer and hot in the Big Apple. I took the limo that my sister 
had arranged for me and was driven to Brooklyn, where I was tem-
porarily staying with my brother-in-law’s friend. She turned her attic 
into a nicely furnished room.

I arrived the same summer that O.J. Simpson ran from the law in 
a white Ford Bronco. The scene of about 20 patrol cars pursuing him 
on the freeways of Southern California for 60 miles and thousands of 
people lined up on the side holding up signs supporting him played 
like no other drama or soap opera I had ever seen on TV. I was new to 
the U.S., did not follow football and did not know who O.J. Simpson 
was, so I did not understand the nationwide commotion over him. My 
game was basketball. All I wanted was to continue watching the New 
York Knicks and Houston Rockets championship game. The network 
interrupted it in order to show the chase that was watched by an es-
timated 95 million people. I was so mad at O.J. for interrupting the 
game!
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TEAR UP A MEDICAL BOOK  

AND WAIT BY THE ELEVATOR

The closest subway station to my house in Brooklyn was Flatbush. 
It was the subway terminus station in Brooklyn. It was about a 

block away from where I lived and I walked the distance when I rode 
the subway. It could get very scary at midnight or 2 a.m.

I took the train at Flatbush, got off at the Upper East Side of 
Manhattan and caught the Q Train to Times Square. From there it 
was the No. 3 to Harlem. It was a one-hour commute one way. Many 
people do this commute daily, and there’s nothing extraordinary about 
it. But for me, the trip was often at midnight or 1 a.m. when the trains 
and the stations were nearly empty. Sometimes there was a sprinkling 
of people but most of the time I was alone. I stood far away from the 
edge of the platform for fear that a psycho would push me onto the 
tracks.

The first day of my medical residency program was July 1. It was a 
Friday and the temperature that day rose into the 80s. I woke up early 
in order to make it on time for the 8 a.m. orientation session and to al-
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low for the one-hour-plus commute. I had a shower and walked to the 
Flatbush Station and took the subway to Harlem. I got off at Harlem 
Station and crossed the street to the hospital. I was wide-eyed, appre-
hensive yet excited. My dream of practicing medicine in the U.S. was 
becoming a reality. It was still a long way off, but if this was a race, I 
was standing at the starting line.

I went to the floor where all the new medical interns were gathered 
for the orientation. There were 40 of us from different parts of the 
world. The chief resident was there and gave us assignments. I was 
assigned to the medical floor and was given patients the first day. The 
second-year residents headed our rounds.

My first day was hectic as I was still learning the ropes. I famil-
iarized myself with the place and the patients. I did a lot of scut work 
that was given to us medical interns. I went home at midnight even 
though I was on the day shift. I must have worked 16 hours the first 
day. It was horrendous. But it did not change throughout the entire 
residency program. There were times when I worked close to 24 hours 
a day. When I was on the day float, I left Harlem Hospital at 1 a.m. and 
would be back a few hours later at 7:30 a.m.

Scut work, as I mentioned earlier, hindered our learning. It was not 
supposed to be done by the medical interns but was dumped on us. 
I found most of the nurses in the hospital at the time unfriendly and 
lazy. We did their work, the lab technicians’ work, and the respiratory 
therapists’ work. I learned from the grapevine that most public hospi-
tals in New York were like that. My husband, Ody, who was my boy-
friend at the time, had his internship at a private hospital in Atlantic 
City and the work environment was different. Harlem Hospital had 
good board certification results, however.

My lunches were quick. I took mine at the cafeteria where they 
served rice and chili, the only food on the menu that I could tolerate. 
I ate it almost every day for the three years I was a resident at Harlem 
until my taste buds could sense minor variations in the ingredients.

McDonald’s eventually put up a restaurant on the first floor of 
the hospital. The medical residents requested food vouchers for 
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McDonald’s and were given them. It is quite ironic that a hospital 
healing the sick would have a fast food restaurant known for its cho-
lesterol-laden burgers and fries, sugar-laden sodas and milkshakes. 
I did not go to McDonald’s, though, because the line-up there was 
as long as the one at the cafeteria. One benefit of being over-worked 
and of having the same rice and chili almost every day was that I lost 
weight.

We studied the cases of patients. We had to be ready always as the 
professors probed and cross-examined us about their cases. But where 
will I get the time to study when I could barely find time to brush my 
teeth? The elevators gave me an answer.

It took an average of 10 minutes to wait for the elevators to ar-
rive. Harlem had 18 floors and their elevators were all busy due to the 
large number of patients, hospital staff and university professors. I 
utilized the time to study Harrison’s Principles of Internal Medicine, 
as I had decided this would be my specialization. It had more than 
2,000 pages, printed on onion-skin paper with each page divided into 
two columns. It was too heavy and large to carry around, so I found a 
solution: tear up the book into sections and carry one section at a time. 
I tore up the chapters with my bare hands, carried a chapter with me 
and studied it while waiting for the elevator.

I did not throw away the torn sections. I placed them back inside 
the book covers, and the book still stands on my shelf today, a re-
minder of those years at Harlem Hospital and how I started. Once 
in a while, I find it good to be reminded of the old days in order to 
appreciate what I have now.

I was among the best of the interns, a testimony to my alma ma-
ter’s distinction in the study of medicine. By my third year, I was 
offered the assistant chief resident position, which was an acknowl-
edgement of my excellent performance. My main work was to assist 
the chief resident in managing administrative work such as staffing 
and scheduling. My salary remained the same; only my workload be-
came heavier.

In my third year, I started thinking about converting my J-1 sta-
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tus and becoming a permanent resident. I thought of sub-specializing 
either in infectious diseases or gastroenterology. However, sub-spe-
cialization would take another three years. I discussed my plan with 
my eldest sister, Fe Heinrich. She suggested that we put up my own 
hospital in the Philippines.

It was a very tempting offer that I mulled over quite a while. I was 
at a crossroads. Owning a hospital would cap my medical career; at 
the same time, I wanted to stay and practice in America. My deci-
sion of which country to choose would change my life forever. There 
would be no going back.

I studied this tome, Harrison’s Principles of Internal Medicine, when I 
was a medical resident at the Harlem Hospital Center in New York. It 
has more than 2,000 pages, printed on onion-skin paper with each page 
divided into two columns. It was too heavy and large to carry around, 
so I found a solution: I tore up the chapters with my bare hands, carried 
a chapter with me always and studied it while waiting for the elevator. 
I did not throw away the torn chapters. I put them back inside the book, 
which I keep in my office until this day.


