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OPINION

Liz Hayes reports on the
heartbreaking death of her own
father
By Liz Hayes
September 13, 2020 — 5.00am
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It’s the story I never thought I’d have to tell and the last story I’d ever want to tell.
But in the end, it was the story that gave me no choice.
It is the story of my own father’s death.

Liz Hayes telling the story of her father's death on 60 Minutes. COURTESY: 60 MINUTES

Bryan Ryan was a proud and trusting rural man who spent his entire 88 years
living and loving life not too far from the meandering Manning River on the NSW
mid-north coast.

But in early September last year, his inherent country town trust was betrayed and
within days dad’s life ended.
In late August dad was admitted to the emergency department of Manning Base
Hospital suffering pneumonia.
We, his family, were worried but pleased that he was now in the hands of medical
professionals. What we didn’t know was that in a rural hospital, be it public or
private, basic health care is not always guaranteed.
Dad’s faith in, and reliance on, the rural health system was ultimately shattered.
That ﬁrst night in the emergency department dad received an overdose on one of
his regular medications. A failure by staff, the hospital’s investigation later found,
to reconcile information about his drug dosage, despite dad having his prescribed
pills carefully laid out and labelled in a Webster pack.
His heart certainly didn’t like the double dose he received. But soon dad, ever the
ﬁghter, recovered and not long after, so too did his infected lungs.
He continued his recuperation in the local private hospital The Mayo. We cheered
him on and watched his appetite grow. But there was a darkness lurking.
On the night of Saturday, September 7, just a few hours after I’d said goodnight,
dad suffered a catastrophic stroke. He was rushed back to the Manning Base
Hospital.

Liz Hayes with her father Bryan Ryan, a proud and trusting rural man who spent his entire 88years living on the NSW mid-north coast. COURTESY: 60 MINUTES

I watched my dad struggle for life. It was traumatic and overwhelming.

As I sat by his side, from out of nowhere came a doctor from the Mayo Private
Hospital. The doctor asked if there was anything I needed to know. I couldn’t
imagine what more there would be. I thanked the doctor and said how lovely it
was that they had taken the time to check on dad.
But that wasn’t the doctor's mission.
I would ﬁnd out much later that the doctor was delivering information that would
forever haunt me. That the vital anti-stroke tablets dad took for a heart condition,
atrial ﬁbrillation, had never been given to him during his entire eight-day stay in
the private hospital.
Dad’s medication hadn’t been properly charted upon his admission. Put simply, it
wasn’t written down.
It was conﬁrmed after what’s called a Root Cause Analysis, an investigation the
hospital was required to do when there is an unexpected death.
I couldn’t quite believe it.
But then on closer inspection I also couldn’t believe that this was a rural private
hospital of 79 beds that usually had just one doctor on the wards. Doctors brought
in often from outside of the area. And when the lights went out, so too did the
doctor.
The only requirement was for the doctor to be on call and no more than 20
minutes away.
I got over my shock when I realised this was not uncommon in rural areas.
There are hospitals in country Australia that can spend days without a doctor at
all.
I stepped into a world of pain when I started investigating the health services
available to people in rural districts and it’s where I found ABC journalist and
senior court reporter, Jamelle Wells.
She, like me was already knee-deep in her own research, while looking for
answers following the death of her 85-year-old father Allan Wells.
After a fall late last year, he needed surgery to repair a broken hip. The operation
was performed in Dubbo Base Hospital, but ﬁve days later he was back on the
operating table.
Whatever the problem was, Jamelle still doesn’t know. Doctors, she says, never
consulted the family.

Allan Wells celebrates his birthday in March last year with his daughter Jamelle.

Seeking information from her father’s hospital medical records offered little help.
Pages were missing, doctor’s names were wrong, and even more alarming, another
patient's records were included.
And outrageously, the paperwork cost Jamelle more than $600.
In the weeks that followed his surgery Allan Wells would be discharged from two
country hospitals against the family’s wishes.
Finally, at Cobar Hospital, rather than let him rest and recuperate he was bundled
off to a local nursing home on Melbourne Cup Day, even though he could not walk
and was crying.
It broke the spirit of this gentle and kind father and left Jamelle bereft. Wells left
the hospital feeling he wasn’t worthy of a hospital bed.
He died ﬁve days later.
Standing in a curtained off corner in the emergency department of the Manning
Base Hospital, I caught my dad’s eyes. He knew something had gone wrong. And
my attempts to pretend otherwise I’m sure didn’t fool him.
I was shattered when dad died on September 11. A date that before had marked
the dreadful attack on the Twin Towers in New York.
It’s now a date that will forever remind my family of our own personal tragedy.
The story will air Sunday night on 60 Minutes.

