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By Jon Bell
For The Scribe

On an ocean kayaking excursion in Alaska 
last year, a humpback whale surfaced 
not 40 feet from Ann-Marie Yost, MD, a 
neurosurgeon with Providence Brain and 
Spine Institute and The Oregon Clinic. On 
another similar trip Yost and her husband 
were on earlier – her first one in Alaska 
– the kayakers had to ride the tide to get 

into a scenic area near 
some amazing glaciers. 
There was glacial ice all 
around, pristine water 
and the occasional seal 
peeking about.

“It was so beautiful. 
Just incredible,” Yost 
said. “I actually started 
to tear up. I told my hus-

band, ‘If I die right now, I’m good.’”
Yost returned from that trip safe, sound, 

refreshed and ready to get back to her 
day job as a specialist in brain and spine 
tumors, peripheral nerve surgery, com-
plex spine surgery and lumbar disc re-
placement. That feeling, that escape from 
the demands of neurosurgery, is part of 
what initially drew Yost to sea kayaking 
several years ago.

“One of the reasons I have loved kaya-
king is because it’s so peaceful,” she said. 
“You are so connected to the water and 
away from everything. You leave your 
phone behind and just get out on the 
water, close to the wildlife.”

Yost, who grew up in Connecticut, said 
she knew from an early age that she want-
ed to be a neurosurgeon, despite the fact 
that no one in her family up to that point 
had even gone to college. She earned 
a bachelor’s degree in history and so-
ciology of science at the University of 
Pennsylvania, then, not able to shake her 
calling toward medicine, headed to med 
school at George Washington University.

“I think it puzzled a lot of people when 
I applied to med school because I was 
a first-generation college kid,” she said.

After earning her medical degree, Yost 
did a general surgery internship at George 
Washington University and a residence in 
neurological surgery from 1992 to 1998. 
She also trained in the Department of 
Neurological Surgery at the University of 
Virginia and, more recently, at Newcastle 
General Hospital in Newcastle upon Tyne 
in the United Kingdom.

Prior to landing in Portland five years 
ago, Yost first worked at a hospital in 
Yakima, Wash. But when that nonprofit 
hospital was purchased by a for-profit 
entity, Yost headed to another facility 
in New Mexico. When the work environ-
ment changed at that hospital, Yost head-
ed north to Portland and has been here 
ever since.

Throughout her schooling Yost 

dabbled in other specialty areas, but 
she never found one that attracted her 
as much as neurosurgery. “Everything 
else just didn’t seem like any fun to me,” 
she said. “Nothing else really caught my 
attention.”

For Yost, the variation of neurosurgery 
is one of its main draws. She may have a 
brain tumor surgery one day, while the 
next brings a lumbar disc herniation or a 
carpal tunnel procedure. “You’re not doing 
the same thing over and over,” Yost said.

Neurosurgery also, at least from an 
outsider’s perspective, would seem to 
be a very high-stakes and stressful op-
eration. Yost said it is – “Certainly for 
the cranial stuff,” she said – but she also 
enjoys the challenge of figuring out the 
problems and working with patients to-
ward a solution. She said it’s interesting 
to see how different patients approach 
neurosurgery.

“People with brain tumors often have 
a better perspective about it in general,” 
Yost said, “whereas people with back pain 
feel like the stakes are higher and bring 
more expectations.”

In part to help balance the demands 
of her neurosurgeon’s life, Yost is also 
very into martial arts, including Kali, a 
form of Filipino martial arts, and Brazilian 
Jiu-Jitsu. She said she practices those in 
part for physical fitness, but there’s more 
to it than that.

“I find it calming and centering in the 
same way that the kayaking is,” Yost said. 
“You’re focused on a goal and just try-
ing to accurately hit something. They’re 
very similar.”

Yost first took to kayaking on a few infor-
mal paddles during trips to Victoria, British 
Columbia. When she moved to Portland, 
she ended up close to the Willamette River 
and started kayaking regularly.

“The more I did it, the more I wanted 
to do it,” Yost said.

After enjoying the Willamette, Yost 
gradually started making more advanced 
trips on the Columbia River and then to 
Alaska. To help her gain even more con-
fidence and prepare for trips that might 
require navigating ocean surf or rough 
waters, Yost also started kayaking in ocean 
waves.

“It’s fun to learn how to play in the 
waves,” she said. “You treat it like surf-
ing, but it’s good for building your skills. 
It’s about being comfortable in the water.”

An avid camper, hiker and reader, Yost 
said she plans to get out on the Willamette 
more regularly this winter to build up her 
kayaking endurance. She has a few dream 
trips on her list, including paddling the 
Haida Gwaii, an archipelago off the west 
coast of British Columbia. At the top of 
her list? Antarctica.

“I’m hoping to do the Haida Gwaii next 
year,” Yost said, “but Antarctica may have 
to wait a little bit.” 

PADDLING PROVIDES 
SENSE OF PEACE 
FO R  N E U ROS U RG E O N  S E A  K AYA K E R

Ann-Marie Yost, MD,  
says kayaking and martial arts 

help balance the demands of 
her work as a neurosurgeon.
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Physicians advised to take care of themselves 
while tending to others during disasters
By Melody Finnemore
For The Scribe

As a series of horrific manmade trage-
dies and deadly natural disasters impact-
ed states across the country and several 
U.S. territories this year, medical providers 
were among the first to respond. Whether 
out in the field or working inside clin-
ics and hospitals, they spent countless 

hours trying to save lives, moving pa-
tients to safety and volunteering to help 
colleagues.

Reports from Houston and Las Vegas 
– hit by devastating weather and a mass
shooting, respectively – indicated pro-
viders worked long hours, with little 
rest, to help the injured and sick. Their 
work was described as “incredible” and 
“miraculous.”

A local disaster response and mental 
health authority noted, however, that 
even while providers are tending to those 
in need, they should monitor and address 
their own mental, physical and emotion-
al health – as challenging as that may be 
given the circumstances.

Susan Hedlund, MSW, LCSW, OSW-C, 
manager of patient/family support 
services at Oregon Health & Science 
University’s Knight Cancer Institute, re-
cently traveled to Puerto Rico as part of a 
team of medical professionals responding 
after hurricanes Irma and Maria. A mem-
ber of the Oregon Disaster Medical Team, 
her role in such circumstances is to tend 
to the mental health needs of providers 
on the scene as well as disaster survivors. 

During her time in Puerto Rico, Hedlund 
observed some medical providers deal-
ing with issues ranging from sleep depri-
vation, which led to poor judgment and 
decision making, to behavior related to 
bipolar disorder. 

“I think part of what’s going on is that 
people who are trained as first responders 
don’t always know their limits,” she said. 
“It’s really important for people to be re-
alistic about what they can and can’t do, 
and to tend to basics like food, water and 
sleep. It’s also important to know what 
your limits are and listen when people 
who know you well say they are worried 
about you because often we don’t see it 
coming, but someone else will.”

Hedlund said that it’s equally essen-
tial for providers responding to disas-
ters to have the time and a place to vent 
their emotions. She recalled a team leader 
who was a veteran of the war in Iraq and 
was frustrated by the chaos in Puerto 
Rico. When he eventually got into a yell-
ing match with another person in com-
mand, fellow team members came to her 
to intervene. 

“I said, ‘I’ve been kind of watching this 
build for about 10 days and I think it’s OK 
for them to duke it out a little bit here. Not 
literally, but I’m going to let them say what 
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they need to say to each other and I’ll be 
here if anyone needs me,’” Hedlund said.

‘Nothing less  
than miraculous’
Reports of providers’ extraordinary ef-
forts poured in after recent disasters.

In response to October’s mass shoot-
ing in Las Vegas, the American College 
of Emergency Physicians and Nevada 
College of Emergency Physicians praised 
the physicians, nurses and emergency 
medical services personnel for their “in-
credible emergency response in such a 
short timeframe” and called it “nothing 
less than miraculous.”

In an interview with National Public 
Radio, Jeffrey Murawsky, MD, chief medical 
officer at the Sunrise Hospital and Medical 
Center, discussed what it was like to treat 
nearly 200 injured people after the shoot-
ing, as the hospital is the closest trauma 
center to the Las Vegas Strip. Murawsky 
credited the trauma center’s disaster re-
sponse protocol and coordination with 
other area hospitals for being able to han-
dle so many victims so quickly. 

“I’m very proud of the hospital and its 
team,” he said during the interview. “We 
were able to call our staff in, our physicians 
in. And we were able to get responses 
from everyone and bring in extra sur-
geons, extra nurses, paramedics, techs, 
people who clean the floor and deliver 
food.” Murawsky also noted that coun-
selors were brought in to help staff after 
the incident.

The Nevada Hospital Association 
worked with the state’s governor to issue 

OHSU’s Susan Hedlund (right), shown here with a 
volunteer medical provider during disaster response in 
Puerto Rico, says it’s important for providers to check 
in with themselves about their physical, mental and 
emotional health during such challenging events. 
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