
FAMILY MEDICINE	 VOL.	46,	NO.	5	•	MAY	2014 395

BOOK AND MEDIA REVIEWS

“It was nice of him to spend time with us. He 
has great insight into ER medicine influenced 
by his own life.” “I loved the idealistic vision 
and hope Dr Davis has for African-American 
youth. His efforts are noble.” “He embraces his 
upbringing and comes to peace with good and 
bad.” “He reminds me to be caring and kind 
and to use my time to teach others.” Everyone 
who participated was surprised that this busy 
author would call in and spend almost an hour,  
which enriched the discussion immeasurably. 
The only concern is that buying hard copies 
for all residents might become cost prohibi-
tive. When this book comes out in paperback, 
it might be more affordable when buying mul-
tiple copies for a residency.
Amy Ellwood, MSW, LCSW

David Kuykendall, MD
University of Nevada School of Medicine Family 
Medicine Residency-Las Vegas

God’s Hotel. A Doctor, A 
Hospital, and a Pilgrimage 
to the Heart of Medicine 
Victoria Sweet
New York, Riverhead Books, Penguin Group Inc, 2012, 372 pp., 

$27.95, hardcover

In God’s Hotel, Vic-
toria Sweet, MD, 
PhD, tells her story 
of navigating the 
changes to medi-
cine over the last 
20 years. Dr Sweet’s 
journey through 
medicine and life 
is what makes this 
book so interesting. 
She is not content 
to simply prac-
tice medicine in a 

meaningful manner for the patients that need 
her care. She asks the bigger questions: What 
really causes healing? How did people get bet-
ter before we had modern technology? How 
does a physician stay sane when the system 
around them is pushing so hard? In her pur-
suit of these questions she discovers the works 
of Hildegard, a German nun from the medi-
eval ages. She becomes so fascinated with her 
explanations for how the body heals (through 
the system of the four humors, seasons, and 
elements) that she pursues a doctorate to un-
derstand her approach more thoroughly. We 

come to understand the genius of the middle 
age medicine during the book when Dr Sweet 
applies the same principles from the past to 
her current patients’ illnesses.

Her story takes place around her career 
at Laguna Honda, the last almshouse in the 
country, where the poor of San Francisco re-
ceive chronic rehabilitation care. It is truly a 
unique hospital as patients often live there for 
years, and many have nowhere else to go. It is 
a descendent of the medieval European Hotel 
Dieu that cared for “everyone that didn’t fit 
in elsewhere.” Early in the book we follow the 
admissions of patients from the county hospi-
tal. Many have been sent over with no true di-
agnosis, just “a collection of test results.” This 
section is a poignant reminder of our hurried 
approach in hospital medicine and our lost art 
of a thorough history and physical exam. In 
fact, one of Dr Sweet’s junior colleagues con-
fesses that she does not know how to fully 
examine a patient: “They don’t teach us any 
longer. There’s too much else for us to learn.” 
The author, during her methodical 2-hour ad-
missions, often finds overlooked critical diag-
noses through examination, reading her own 
X rays, and taking time to thoughtfully ponder 
all of the information collectively. She realizes 
that one patient who is bedridden and writ-
ten off as “a lost cause” simply has a dislocated 
newly replaced hip. She discovers that another 
patient (with an elevated creatine phosphoki-
nase [CPK]) who has been confined to a wheel-
chair for being “lazy” actually has muscular 
dystrophy. She does not look down upon the 
doctors who have missed the diagnoses; she is 
aware of how little time one has in the medi-
cal treadmill that we call a health care system.

Laguna Honda is a place where many peo-
ple get better when they could not elsewhere. 
There is Terry and her transverse myelitis 
and domestic abuse that lead to the most aw-
ful bedsore imaginable. And Mr Rapman, the 
worst alcoholic she has seen, who is now so-
ber. How did these disastrous patients recover? 
With “slow medicine.” The beauty of Laguna 
Honda and Dr Sweet’s appreciation of medi-
eval medicine is that sometimes the power of 
time, sincere caring, and helping the body to 
heal itself is better than interventions and 
technology. Many of these stories take place 
over years, and the outcomes will bring tears 
to the reader’s eyes.

Dr Sweet’s other important message in the 
book is about remaining sane in the midst 
of a challenging professional medical career 
filled with changes that are beyond the doctor’s 
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control. We follow her as she participates in a 
pilgrimage over four summers through France 
and Spain following the 1,200-mile ancient 
route of St James to the Campostela de San-
tiago. This message of taking time away from 
medicine in the midst of surreal pressures is a 
powerful one that will no doubt resonate with 
readers contemplating such a break.

The book is a microcosm of all things going 
right and wrong in medicine today. Laguna 
Honda acts like an allegory for our modern US 
health care system. In one chapter the author 
describes in painful details “the inefficiency of 
efficiency.” As nurses and doctors are replaced 
with bureaucrats, the rate of bed sores and 
blood clots increase, transferring all savings to 

cover the costs of treating the complications. 
This is a book that should be read by learners 
early in their careers lest they think that the 
history and the physical exam are mere ap-
petizers for the fancy tests. Practicing physi-
cians who are looking for inspiration will find 
value in these cautionary tales and be stimu-
lated by Dr Sweet and her patients’ stories of 
healing. Since reading the book, I have found 
myself listening and looking more intently and 
having more faith in my patients to heal with 
time and support.
Hugh Silk, MD, MPH
Department of Family Medicine and Community 
Health, University of Massachusetts Medical School
Reliant Medical Group, Worcester, MA


