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Foreword

For tens of thousands of years, humans have inhabited high-altitude areas of the planet,
most prominently in the Tibetan plateau, now known as the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Although for
centuries it was recognized that high-altitude residents had unique characteristics compared to
their lowland counterparts, only with the advent of modern science have the genetic, molecular
and translational features of adaptation to life in chronic hypoxia started to be revealed. Yet
adaptation is variably successful, and some residents of the plateau suffer from high-altitude
maladies such as chronic mountain sickness, while others have conditions aggravated by the
hypoxia, such as COPD and congenital heart disease. It is now the Chinese who are at the
forefront of this emerging field in human biology and medicine.

In 2004, Professor Ge Ri-Li and I were Co-chairmen of the 6" World Congress of Mountain
Medicine and Physiology, which took place in both Xining and Lhasa. Prior to that, Ge was a
notable presence at the International Hypoxia Symposia in Lake Louise, Canada. At that time,
I was impressed with the lab that he had built, with his training programs and with his scientific
work. Since then, however, the number of his publications and the work from his lab and with
international collaborators has exploded, with papers in the finest journals in the world. Along
with his remarkable productivity, the field of high-altitude medicine in other parts of China
has also mushroomed. It is thus timely and inevitable that a textbook of high-altitude medicine
appears in China.

This new textbook by Professor Ge and his collogues heralds a milestone in the education
of Chinese doctors and scientists. In the first text devoted to high-altitude medicine in China,
Professor Ge shares his decades of research and clinical work in a thorough but understandable
form. The growing importance of high-altitude medicine and the need for this book is underlined
by the special needs of the permanent residents of the plateau, as well as the increasing numbers
of lowlanders traveling, working and relocating to this region. The remarkable achievement
of building the Golmud-Lhasa railroad, which required tens of thousands of workers and
resulted in so little morbidity from the altitude environment, was testimony to the knowledge
and skills of the doctors and scientists responsible for the health of the workers. The railroad
now rapidly transports thousands of people to the high altitude of Lhasa, with many developing
acute mountain sickness, but few becoming seriously ill. In addition, many of those traveling
to the Plateau have pre-existing medical conditions, including pregnancy, pulmonary and
cardiovascular disease, diabetes and other problems. Lowland doctors can learn how to properly
advise these patients prior to going to altitude, by incorporating the material in this book into
their practice. Doctors working in high-altitude areas will of course be able to immediately put
to use the information in this text, thereby improving the health and productivity of their patients
and communities.

The chapters on hypoxia and drug metabolism, obstetrics and gynecology, anesthesia
and Tibetan Medicine are unique to this book, and provide a wealth of information not




easily available in the rest of the world. Emergency care must take into account the special
considerations of high-altitude hypoxia in a broad range of conditions and clinicians and
emergency workers will find this chapter helpful.

Last year Professor Ge came to visit me in Colorado, where I have a ranch and raise
Tibetan yaks and Bactrian camels, in the San Juan Mountains. He had never seen a yak outside
of the Plateau and he was amazed at how well they do in Colorado. Growing up in a Mongolian
nomad family, and being quite accustomed to Bactrian camels, he was also amazed to find one
in Colorado, but was helpful with its feeding and grooming when I put him to work!

High Altitude Medicine will be a standard text for medical students and scientists in China.
The fact that the first textbook in the world on high altitude medicine for medical education
comes from China is not mere happenstance. Rather, it is testimony to the rapid and ongoing
development of expertise in high altitude medicine and biology kindled by the collision of the

Indian and Eurasian tectonic plates that results in the remarkable Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau.

Peter Hackett MD
Institute for Altitude Medicine, Telluride, CO, USA
2014. September
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