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Jo urney  o f H o pe

B il l R ichard and Jim  Tucker

My name is Bill Richard. I am a businessman in a construction company, a husband

and a father who loves the outdoors and have a passion for flying. In the wake of the tragic

Haiti earthquake, I completed two mission treks in February and May with my friend Jim

Tucker to bring medicine and other aid supplies to some of the hardest-hit area of the

country. Jim is a retired police captain and currently head of security at a nuclear facility in

New England. Together, we travelled the length of the East Coast in my four-seat Columbia

2541M without the benefit of long term planning. We flew distances that were beyond the

published range of my aircraft, and without the weather reporting assistance or the safety net
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that we are accustomed to. At times, we relied more on instincts than technology, but the

greatest test of all was the sweeping deployment of destruction and destitution that we saw.

We embarked in this journey knowing that such an adventure would stir some emotions; but

we had clearly underestimated our reaction to poverty.

As a m em b er o f Ang el Flig ht New  Eng land I vo lunteer to  fly  people living  in rem ote
reg ions to  hospitals fo r treatm ent. Throug h this w o rk I b ecam e aw are o f the o rg anization
B aham as H ab itat and its urg ent need fo r pilo ts, especially  those w ith planes sm all enoug h
to  land on sho rt runw ay s. As I g athered info rm ation ab out these relief m issions, I w as
overcom e b y  a strong  desire to  take on a hig her purpose w ithout reg ards to  m y  lim itations,
b o th as a pilo t and a hum an b eing .

On Feb ruary  1 7, tw o  w eeks after hearing  ab out B aham as H ab itat, I left New
H am pshire fo r Flo rida w here I m et m y  friend Jim . B aham as H ab itat had w arned us ab out
rem aining  o pen-m inded and flex ib le. P rio rities and destinations w ere b ound to  chang e at
any  tim e b ut no  one had prepared us fo r the incredib le am ount o f paper w o rk required b y
the United States and the B aham as Im m ig ration and Custom s b efo re proceeding  w ith our
flig hts into  H aiti.

Nassau, B aham as
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Later on that first day , after landing  at B any on Air in Flo rida, Jim  and I lo aded the
airplane w ith supplies to  b e b roug ht to  Nassau under the dilig ent supervision o f Sue
Cam pion o f B any on Air. This successful Florida realto r m anag ed a g roup o f vo lunteers in
charg e o f distrib uting  a m illion pounds o f aid supplies that several o rg anizations had
sto red in H ang ar 70. Our first assig nm ent on the fo llo w ing  day  w ould b e the “m ilk-run”.
Essentially , w e w ould shuttle the supplies out o f Fort Lauderdale to  the operation center
that B aham as H ab itat had set up in Nassau. As w e w ere preparing  to  leave the airpo rt fo r
the hotel, the B aham as H ab itat vo lunteers huddled us in a circle and asked us to  jo in hands.
For a b rief m om ent, w e clo sed our ey es and pray ed fo r the people o f H aiti, reg ardless o f the
nature o f our g ods and b eliefs. A pray er w as also  o ffered fo r the pilo ts, a g esture that
touched m e deeply  and put into  a b ro ader perspective the precariousness o f our m ission.

The next m o rning , fresh crew s o f B aham as H ab itat vo lunteers assisted us w ith
procedures o f arrival and departures and helped us lo ad the aircraft. M ost im portantly ,
they  b riefed us on the air-to-air radio  frequency  used b y  relief pilo ts to  com m unicate and
pass on lo cation and w eather related info rm ation. This fo rm  o f com m unication thus
b ecam e an essential to o l fo r pilo ts as air traffic contro llers narrow ed dow n to  practically
nothing  w ithin the H aiti radius and navig ation w as left to  satellite g uidance. B ey ond these
im pedim ents, lied the constant stress o f b o rder crossing . Even b efo re w e landed,
contro llers b o m b arded us w ith questions related to  our country  o f o rig in, the previous
visited country  and the content o f our carg o . Once on the g round w e had to  face scrutiny
and could never predict w ether w e w ould b e sing led out for interro g ation. Fo rtunately , the
authorities reco g nized our m ission for every  trip.

W e m ade tw o  round trips Nassau-Fort Lauderdale that day , spending  m ost o f the
tim e in the air, and the rest divided b etw een lo ading  and unloading  the aircraft. B y  then, w e
had fig ured ho w  to  speed up the paper w ork process, and the next m o rning , w e prepared
fo r our very  first incursion into  the heart o f the quake’s devastation w ith a full lo ad o f
m edicines and fo o d supplies destined fo r a clinic in Les Cay es.
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                                                            Les Cay es, H aiti

W e hit g round in H aiti surrounded b y  UN tro o ps aw aiting  the arrival o f a helicopter.
The heat w as overw helm ing  and the air still, nearly  suffo cating . As w e em ptied the aircraft,
w e noticed the g athering  o f children across a tall-w ired fence protecting  the airpo rt
g rounds. “H ey  M ister, g ive us fo o d, g ive us m oney ,” they  kept repeating  in their b ro ken
Eng lish. M y  first reaction w as to  dig  into  m y  pocket, b ut a UN g uard cut m e short. “Don’t,”
he said. “Gro w n-ups w atch in the b ackg round and w ill ro b  them , leaving  them  fo r dead if
they  have to.” The w arning  w as chilling  and non-equivocal. I w ent on w ith m y  tasks,
sw eating  and feeling  helpless like never b efo re.

Several UN helicopters carry ing  tro o ps and m ilitary  personnel landed, im m ediately
fo l lo w ed b y  another chopper transporting  injured people on stretchers. Am ong  them  w as a
b o dy  ro lled in tarp. “A victim  fro m  a landslide,” a UN so ldier said. W e finished unloading
and prepared to  leave b ut another UN so ldier to ld us that our supplies w ould fall in the
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hands o f the lo cal people at the airpo rt if w e did not pass them  on directly  to  the clinic. W e
called the clinic and w aited w hile the arm ed UN g uarded our m erchandise.

Later on, a w o rker from  the clinic appeared, fo llo w ed b y  a fem ale m issionary  and
her 1 2 y ear-o ld son. She o ffered us a sho rt tour o f their facilities in her open 4 X4 ATV . As
so on as she set the vehicle in m otion, w e b ounced rig ht and left, ho rrified, and sim ply  hung
on to  our dear life. The roads w ere ram shackle at b est and cro w ded w ith people. To  avo id
the cro w ds, drivers sim ply  b eeped the ho rn and pedestrians m oved sw iftly  aside.

As w e m oved out o f the airpo rt, poverty  fil led b o th the landscape and the air w e
b reathed. M o b s o f people w alked aim lessly , som e sat on top o f sm all donkey s, som e rode in
vehicles so  overlo aded that w e w ondered ho w  they  could pro g ress. W e cam e upon an
entire fam ily  g rappled onto  a m oto r b ike; the father w as driving , a child fil led the front
b asket, another one hug g ed his dad from  b ehind w hile the m other sat facing  the rear,
ho lding  a b ag  in one hand and an infant in the other. I tried to  let the sig ht flo at ab ove m e,
like w e had b een instructed to. I sw allo w ed hard, sand and sw eat alike, trapped in a
m om ent o f shock and disb elief. The w o rst w as y et to  com e.

As w e w alked into  the clinic, tw o  Am erican doctors g reeted us thinking  w e w ere the
nurses they  w ere so  eag er to  b ring  into  their team . W hen they  learned w e w ere pilo ts, their
face dropped and they  turned aw ay , clearly  disappo inted, and fo r g o o d reasons. Clo se b y ,
interm inab le lines o f injured people w aited patiently  fo r m edical attention. W e w alked into
an overcro w ded w ard w ith b eds lined up b arely  three feet apart from  each other. All
patients w ere critically  crippled and m utilated from  the earthquake.  Fo r m ost o f the
patients, fam ily  m em b ers saw  to  their b o dily  needs. Som e less fo rtunate w ere assig ned a
sponsor. Once a w eek, the docto r w ould m ake his round and prescrib e treatm ents, o ften
lim ited and insufficient due the scant supplies availab le.

W e cam e upon a y oung  w o m an, ly ing  com pletely  naked in a b ed set ag ainst the w all.
H er m other carefully  lifted her upper arm  and ag ony  w ashed over the w om an’s face as it
b ent unnaturally  in the m iddle. W e later learned that her chances o f survival w ere next to
none b ecause o f a m uch m o re serious injury  that had slashed part o f her b ackside. I w alked
aw ay , devastated, the co o lness o f m y  dictated com posure m elting  at m y  feet. In an effo rt to
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reg ain som e fo cus, I to o k m y  cam era to  capture the sm iley  faces o f children. I hug g ed them ,
ho lding  b ack som e tears in front o f such unb elievab le courag e and strong  hum an spirit.

On the ride b ack, Jim  and I talked very  little. W hat w e had just w itnessed w ere
b ey ond w o rds. Four hours later, w e landed in Nassau g o ing  fro m  ab so lute deprivation and
com plete destruction to  outlandish luxury .

The next day , Saturday , Feb ruary  20, Jim  and I flew  b ack to  Les Cay es to  drop o ff our
supplies and pick up Dr Jo anne Frederici, a vo lunteer returning  to  her W ashing ton State,
along  w ith another docto r w o rking  in Jacm el, a coastal city . “Fly  up the coast fo r a hundred
and fifty  m iles and y ou’ll see the airpo rt.” These w ere b asically  o ur flig ht instructions. W e
landed rely ing  on the GP S and Jim ’s unm istakab le sense o f direction.

W e had g ro w n accustom ed to  the sw itches and chaos, b ut the m idday  heat and
hum idity  w as b eating  hard on us. The tem perature in the plane reached 1 1 0 to  1 1 5
deg rees. In Jacm el, w hile Jim  w as g o ing  throug h the safety  instructions w ith our new
passeng er, Dr Tiffany  K eenan, another docto r w alked up to  us escorted b y  tw o  UN arm ed
so ldiers. H e requested that w e im m ediately  fly  b ack to  Les Cay es to  deliver Tetanus
m edicine fo r tw o  sick children. A life and death situation, he ex plained, and ex pected us to
react acco rding ly . H eartb ro ken, I to ld him  that w e didn’t have enoug h fuel fo r such a trip,
and that w e w ere b ound to  crash som ew here b efo re reaching  our return destination. H e
insisted in a harsh and com m anding  tone. At som e po int I just w alked aw ay , feeling
frustrated and helpless.

It w as incredib ly  ho t outside and inside the aircraft. W e to o k o ff w ith a tail w ind.
Upon lift o ff w e b arely  cleared the airpo rt fence, ro lled our w ing s b etw een trees and house
tops and then turned ab ruptly  to  avo id a ten thousand fo o t m ountain rang e w hile listening
to  a stall w arning  ho rn and a stanch B ritish w o m en’s autom ated vo ice indicating  terrain
co llision ahead. W e m ade it to  Turks and Cacos Islands to  refuel w ith the haunting  im ag es
o f tw o  little b o y s w aiting  for m edicine I w as unab le to  b ring  them .

In the air, Dr K eenan to ld us in leng th ab out her effo rt relief as a m em b er o f a non-
g overnm ental org anization (NGO) called H aiti V illag e H ealth. W e cam e to  learn that she
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w as instrum ental in the lo cal area around Jacm el in distrib uting  aid and m edical attention
upon the arrival at the airpo rt o f team s o f vo lunteers. Jim  and I decided that w e w ould do
w hatever w e could to  help her w ith her org anization.

On Sunday , w e flew  to  Fo rt Lauderdale. It w as tim e fo r Jim  to  g o  b ack to  w o rk. W e
hug g ed and tapped each other’s b ack as w e parted. I w ould m iss his com pany , his co o lness
and his efficiency . Fatig ue crept in as I lo aded up the plane w ith supplies to  b e dropped o ff
in Nassau, then heard the g round contro ller sco lding  m e throug h m y  headphones. I had
g one the w rong  w ay  on the tax iw ay , and to  m ake m atters w o rst, had taken a w rong
intersection fo r a take-o ff and w as m oving  the plane in the opposite direction in one o f the
b usiest airpo rt in the States. Deeply  em b arrassed, I sho ok m y  head and cleared m y
thoug hts w hile the g round contro ller quickly  put m e b ack on track. M y  next prio rity  w as to
g et som e rest.

I returned to  Les Cay es on M onday  w ith tw o  nurse passeng ers. Ag ain the people
picking  up the supplies o ffered us a tour o f the area, their clinic and the o rphanag e, and
ag ain I w ent along  w ith m ixed feeling s o f curio sity  and apprehension.

At the clinic, em otions ran hig h as w e g reeted the patients. M ost o f them  had
recently  suffered am putation and the sm ell o f g ang rene w as overw helm ing . W e w ere
b roug ht into  a ro om  w here w om en w ere all ly ing  on their stom achs. They  w ere recovering
from  a skin g raft taken from  their b acks to  b e used on other parts o f their b o dies. Our
g uides info rm ed us that the supplies w e had b roug ht in w ould b e used up w ithin a few
hours, w hich w as little com fort to  us. The scope o f m isery  and desperation ex panded
b efo re our o w n ey es, and there w as so  little w e could do  to  alleviate it.

At the o rphanag e, w e distrib uted a handful o f energ y  b ars I had g athered from  the
plane. M ost o f the children had lo st all their fam ily , parents, sib ling s and relatives, in the
earthquake. The o rphanag e keepers to o k pride into  sho w ing  us their creativity  in
sheltering  the children. B asically , they  had cut do o rs and w indo w s throug h the m etal o f o ld
rusted shipping  containers and fitted b ars into  the opening s. They  had added a thatch ro o f
fo r w ater to  drain o ff them . Such an arrang em ent securely  housed ten to  fifteen kids. W e
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w ere indeed am azed b y  their sense o f survival and dism ay ed b y  the harsh living  conditions
o f the children.

W e w ere then hurried to  the airport w here an aircraft had b roug ht us a couple o f
cans o f fuel that w ould carry  us on to  Nassau w ith a little spare in case w e ran into  troub le.
In theory  I had com pleted m y  last assig nm ent in H aiti. I fil led out the flig ht plan and paid
the landing  fees.  I m ade it to  Nassau, m et w ith pilo ts at the hotel, and let the w ho le
ex perience fade under the w eig ht o f ex haustion.

The next m o rning  I b o arded a van along  w ith o ther pilo ts that w ould take us to  the
airpo rt. Sitting  in the front seat, I reco g nized the docto r w ho  had o rdered m e to  fly  to  Les
Cay es w ithout sufficient fuel. A few  m inutes into  the trip, he turned to  face m e and b luntly
lashed out that a child had died as a result o f m y  refusing  to  fly  in the tetanus m edicine. The
new s hit m e like a ton o f b ricks. I w as speechless. W ithin seconds a docto r sitting  to w ards
the end o f the van literarily  threw  herself over the row s o f seats and let her peer equal
kno w , in no  uncertain term s, that he w as w ay  out o f line. Nonetheless, the dam ag e w as
done. The b lam e fo r the death o f a child stuck to  m e like plag ue. I w as devastated and
desperate to  leave this place.

At the Nassau airpo rt, I felt one step clo ser to  New  H am pshire. I started to  preflig ht
m y  plane, haunted b y  this unknow n child that I had not saved, w hen a B aham as H ab itat
vo lunteer approached m e and asked m e to  stay  another day . The o rphanag e that I had
visited the previous day  had sent out a plea fo r fo o d as theirs had b een sto len. This, I could
do. I packed the aircraft to  its full capacity  w ith rice, b eans, b ab y  fo rm ula, salt and som e
canned fo o ds. Som e faces I had seen and hug g ed at the o rphanag e cam e b ack to  m e, and
b roug ht m e a b rief m om ent o f peace.

The next day  I landed in P o rtsm outh around 7:30 P M  in a sno w sto rm . I w as
ex hausted, em otionally  drained and in m ourning  o f a child, a com plete strang er w ho  w ould
stay  w ith m e fo r as long  as I lived.
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Tw o  w eeks after m y  return from  H aiti, I picked up the phone and called m y  friend
Jim . W ithout any  hesitation he ag reed to  b e part o f a second trip to  H aiti. Dr K eenan
provided us w ith a specific list o f supplies fo r her clinic in Jacm el, and w ith her
recom m endations at hand, I spread the w o rd around the airport for vo lunteers.  P ilo t and
flig ht instructor Janice New m an w as am ong  the first to  step in, along  w ith m y  dad, w ho  had
b een instrum ental in raising  donations to  o ffset the first ex pedition. Caro le Aten, a pub lic
relation ex pert, also  o ffered her ex pertise, and so on students from  O y ster R iver H ig h
Schoo l in Durham  NH  cam e along . They  had co-founded at their scho o l a relief o rg anization
that raised m oney  to  purchase “happy  houses” fo r shelter in H aiti.

This new ly  fo rm ed com m ittee held m eeting s on a w eekly  b asis in the com fo rt o f
Janice New m an’s conference ro o m  at P ease airpo rt fly ing  schoo l. W e so licited the support
o f lo cal b usinesses and o rg anizations, and w ithout their incredib ly  g enerous response, our
pledg e to  Dr K eenan w ould have m elted do w n to  m ere g o o d intentions.

Meanw hile the po rts in H aiti started to  o pen allo w ing  a m uch g reater speed and
vo lum e in the delivery  b y  containers o f som e o f the requested provisions like fo o d and
m edical supplies. Consequently , Dr K eenan asked us to  b ring  in products that w ere not
availab le b y  container, m ainly  specific m edical supplies distrib uted b y  an o rg anization
called M AP  (Medical Assistance P ro g ram ) International, a non-pro fit that assem b les
pharm aceuticals fro m  donated m aterials. She also  requested item s that had to  b e
purchased at m edical supply  com panies o r hospitals.

Thanks to  Jim ’s contacts at b o th P o rtsm outh H o spital and Dover’s W entw o rth
Doug lass H o spital in New  H am pshire, w e w ere g iven thousand o f do llars w orth o f m edical
equipm ent, along  w ith w ound and lice supplies. P o rtsm outh H o spital w ent as far as
donating  an arthroscopic surg ery  setup fo r w hich Dr K eenan dispatched to  a surg ical clinic
b efo re w e even set fo o t in H aiti.  The m oney  w as spent on four laptop com puters and four
Clinics in a B o x , each valued at $ 1 5 ,000 b ut b oug ht for $ 5 00 a piece, and each providing  a
course o f treatm ent fo r 700 to  800 people. W e w ere stunned at b o th the kindheartedness
and ex peditiousness o f our donors. They  seem ed to  appreciate that their contrib ution w ent
directly  to  the earthquake’s victim s and created an im m ediate im pact on people’s lives.
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Exactly  one w eek prio r to  our departure, Jim  and I started to  deliver the donated
m aterial to  Janice’s o ffice. W e spent hours recording  the w eig ht and content o f each b o x
that w e m arked acco rding ly  w ith an identification num b er in b lack fo r content and in red
fo r w eig ht. As the b o xes piled in, it b ecam e o b vious that w e could not fly  all this
m erchandise to  Flo rida in one trip as w e had planned. Fo rtunately , lo cal philanthropist,
Tom  H aas, o ffered to  lo ad his P C-1 2, three tim es the freig ht and speed capacity  o f m y
Co lum b ia, and b ring  the totality  o f our donated supplies to  the K FXE Fort Lauderdale
airpo rt. From  there, Jim  and I w ould divide the lo ad into  tw o  o r three trips b etw een Fort
Lauderdale and Jacm el. Tom ’s o ffer cam e as an im m ense relief to  us. W hile a trip to  Flo rida
takes him  four and half hours, w e w ould have spent m ost o f the tim e allo tted to  this
m ission sim ply  traveling  fro m  P ease to  Flo rida, o r w orst lim iting  the am ount o f donated
g o o ds.

As Jim  and I w ere finally  ready  to  leave from  P ease on M ay  1 0, w e received a
desperate last m inute plea fo r children’s vitam ins from  Dr K eenan’s H aiti co o rdinator. M y
w ife Janet vo lunteered to  rush to  the sto re. An hour later, she pulled in at the airpo rt w ith
$ 1 5 0 w orth o f vitam ins and arm fuls o f To y  R  Us b ag s fil led w ith stuffed anim als and sm all
b lankets. After a final farew ell, I started the eng ine and called P o rtsm outh Ground for our
clearance. This first leg  o f our journey  to  Fo rt Lauderdale w ould count as the easy  part. Jim
and I g lanced at each other, then tax ied to  the runw ay .

The next m o rning , after lo ading  fo r our first trip to  Jacm el, w e departed the Fort
Lauderdale K FXE runw ay  at 9:00 a.m . w ith a routing  that w ould take us first to  Great
Inaug ua in the B aham as, appro x im ately  three hours aw ay , fo r a fuel stop. Ab out tw o  hours
into  our flig ht and 475  m iles from  Fo rt Lauderdale, w e cancelled our flig ht plan due to
favo rab le w eather and sufficient fuel on b o ard to  continue directly  to  Jacm el. This chang e
invo lved us fly ing  to  an im ag inary  lo cation called the Jo ses intersection and allo w ed us to
avo id Cub an airspace. B ey ond that po int there w ould b e no  m o re radio  contact availab le.
W e traveled the next 1 5 0 m iles o r so  to  Jacm el and skirted under som e clouds b efo re
turning  on to  the final approach on an airstrip advertized as 3900 feet o f usab le runw ay .
Considering  the quake dam ag e, w e fig ured w e had less than 3000 feet to  land.
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Althoug h m ost o f H aiti has b een defo rested fo r charcoal, any  rem aining  trees on the
island seem ed to  b e clum ped to g ether at the end o f runw ay s. On the final approach w e
w ere 20 feet ab ove the treetops. W e g o t so  clo se to  people, w e could see the w hite o f their
ey es. The lum ps and m o g uls on the runw ay  appeared to  have w o rsened since our last visit
in Feb ruary , and w e assum ed this increase in dam ag e w as due to  larg er aircraft apply ing
fo rces that the g round w as never intended to  sustain. W e m ade it in one piece w ith a
quarter o f a tank o f fuel left to  carry  us b ack to  our refueling  stop in P ort-au-P rince.

Fredo, Dr K eenan’s lo cal g uesthouse co o rdinator, w hom  w e had m et on our
Feb ruary  trip, g reeted us, and helped us unload our aircraft. The therm om eter show ed 98
deg rees as w e finally  passed the larg e steel g ates o f the airpo rt en route to  a UN w arehouse
com pound to  drop o ff the supplies, then on to  the H aiti V illag e H ealth g uesthouse.

Fredo  drove us on a tw isted, b um py  ro ad throug h throng s o f lo cal people. Despite
our tanned faces and arm s, w e sto od out quite drastically  as the only  w hite people am ong
the H aitians w ho  called w hite people “b londe”. Fifteen m inutes into  the ride, Fredo  parked
the vehicle next to  a ten-fo ot w all to pped w ith b ro ken b o ttles em b edded in m o rtar, an
o b vious deterrent ag ainst intruders. W e w alked throug h the m ain entrance protected b y  a
larg e steel g ate w ith a lo ck. Inside, Jim  and I w ere sho w n our clo set-size ro o m , furnished
w ith tw o  b unk b eds, so  sm all that our feet w ould have to  hang  over the edg e. The m ain
ro om  w as the larg est, 25  b y  1 0 feet, w ith a larg e tab le that could accom m odate up to  20
people fil ling  m ost o f the space.

At this po int, Jim  and I had not decided w hether w e w ould spend the nig ht in Jacm el
o r return to  Nassau to  g et the next lo ad ready  fo r our second trip the fo llo w ing  day .
Returning  to  Nassau w ith air conditioning , com fo rtab le b eds and full b reakfast w as far
m o re appealing . W e checked on the w eather and decided not to  stay  in Jacm el w hen w e
noticed Fredo  lo o king  som ew hat dejected. The g uesthouse keepers had b oug ht fo o d to  feed
us and m ade special arrang em ents fo r us to  stay  over. Given all the effo rts that had g one
into  our accom m odations, w e chang ed our m inds and accepted to  spend the nig ht. W ith
tim e on our hands, I asked Fredo  to  sho w  us around. I had seen parts o f Jacm el on m y
previous trip, w hereas Jim  had only  b een as far as the airpo rt.
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It w as not a pretty  sig ht. The paved roads w ere strew ed w ith deb ris fro m  the
earthquake, som etim es b lo cking  the w ay  entirely . Services such as trash rem oval and
sew erag e treatm ent that w e so  easily  take fo r g ranted at hom e w ere sim ply  non-ex istent.
Do g s, g o ats and chickens, even a pig , rum m ag ed throug h the deb ris fo r scraps o f fo o d. W e
drove throug h the city  on paved roads that interm ing led w ith dirt roads, b o th equally
roug h and nearly  im passab le.

W e to ok som e pictures, not as m uch for us— such b leak im ag es never quite fade in
y our m ind--b ut fo r people at hom e; b enefacto rs, fam ily  and friends. I snapped shots o f
people living  in tents along  the roadside o r in the roads. M any  appeared to  b e w andering ,
heavy -fo o ted, w ith dreary  ey es. Ag ainst this g lo o m y  landscape, children som etim es
irrupted in their b rig ht-co lo r schoo l unifo rm s, as if to  rem ind us that their resilience w ere
w o rth our effo rts.

Further into  to w n, w e cam e to  a heap o f rub b les that m arked the end o f the road. It
w as once the entrance to  a scho o l w here over six ty  children had perished. M y  heart sank.
W e turned around and headed fo r Cap Lam andou H o tel that Fredo  knew  carried b eer. W e
sat outside overlo o king  the b ay  into  Jacm el under a clo th um b rella b ring ing  little protection
from  a stag g ering  98 F̊ sun. I m arveled at the b eauty  o f the m ountains and ocean line, so
calm  and inviting  w hen seen from  afar.

B ack at the g uesthouse, w e w ere treated to  g o at, chicken, b ro w n rice and b eans,
lettuce, tom atoes and co leslaw . W e conversed m ainly  w ith Fredo  since the other g uests did
not speak Eng lish, and decided to  w rap up the evening  at a lo cal estab lishm ent to  m eet
w ith som e friends o f our g uides. The café  w as an open platfo rm  sitting  on the street side.
The only  structure w as a w o o d b eam  ceiling  and tin ro o f that protected a sm all o ffice space
and prep area in the b ack. W e b efriended a g roup o f journalists and therapists from  the
M idw est w ho  had b een in the country  for ab out ten day s. The thing  on their m ind w as b eds,
sho w ers and air conditioning . I picked up the tab ; fo rty  b eers, tw o  dinners fo r som e
latecom ers and a b o ttle o f rum  fo r our driver. The b il l am ounted to  less than $ 1 00 US.

After five hours o f sleep, Jim  and I g o t up and to ok our turn ex periencing  the sho w er
arrang em ent. It w as b asically  w ater pum ped up on the ro o f and fed into  the b athroo m  b y



1 3

g ravity . The sm ell o f the b athroo m  rem inded us o f a w ell-used port-o-potty  set in the
sum m er sun, and not ex actly  g erm -free. W e rinsed o ff very  quickly  and sat fo r fresh fruits
and eg g s that the house co ok had prepared fo r us. W e ate w ith som e apprehension; none o f
the fo o d appeared to  have b een refrig erated. W e b o th liked the co ffee, strong  and
sw eetened w ith fresh, unprocessed sug ar.

From  Jacm el, w e headed straig ht to  P ort-O-P rince fo r fuel, a ten-m inute flig ht that
w o rried us as w e could not g et any one to  respond on the tow er frequency . After repeatedly
announcing  our descent, w e hit a tw o-m ile final approach and thankfully  g o t the tow er to
g ive us our clearance. It w as never confirm ed w hether the g round contro ller responded to
our actual call o r to  that o f AIR FORCE 3 b ring ing  in P resident B ill Clinton rig ht b ehind us.
W e fueled in P o rt-O-P rince at $ 7.40 per g allon, $ 3.00 m o re than in Flo rida, paid a $ 1 00
landing  fee and a $ 24 radio  fee. W e w ere b ack in Fo rt Lauderdale b y  4:30 in the afterno on.
W e b o rro w ed a van and picked up a tent and som e trinkets fo r our g uide. At the hotel
check-in counter, the clerk ex cused him self, ran into  a b ack ro o m  and returned w ith a
strong  sm ell o f perfum e. It had just occurred to  us that w e had b roug ht along  quite an odo r.

The next m o rning , freshly  sho w ered and shaved, w e lo aded the supplies, added o il,
checked the g as and the airplane’s w eig ht and b alance, and departed from  Fo rt Lauderdale
w ith a full lo ad o f m erchandise. Tw o  hours into  the flig ht, I noticed that the tem perature
kept rising  in our num b er one cy linder unless I starved it w ith fuel. An hour later w e flew
over Jacm el. The heat w as stag g ering . The plane’s com puters indicated 98 deg rees and w e
w ere still 2000 feet in the air. It w as over 1 00 deg rees w hen w e hit the g round. W ith the
hum idity  facto r, it felt like 1 20.

Unlike the first tim e that w e unloaded at the airport, the o fficials required that w e
paid them  several hundred do llars, not a penny  less, to  let our m edical supplies leave the
w aiting  area. Despite m y  b est neg otiating  effo rts, w e w ere fo rced to  pay  the full am ount,
and then leave.

B ack at the g uesthouse, w e asked to  b e b roug ht to  the refug ee cam p in to w n to
deliver in person a b o x  o f b lankets donated b y  K arm a Threads in Exeter, New  H am pshire.
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After w hat I had seen at the clinic, I w as naïve enoug h to  think that I w as prepared fo r the
refug ee cam p visit, b ut I w as sadly  m istaking .

An im m ediate feeling  o f o ppression overcam e us at the sig ht o f the 1 2- to  1 5 -feet
m asonry  w all that concealed three to  four acres o f a fo rm er soccer stadium . The so le
entrance w as a pair o f larg e steel g ates g uarded b y  tw o  w ardens w ho  w ere clearly  not
H aitians. I b raced m y self fo r the w o rst. Our g uide had w arned us ab out the cam p’s
infam ous reputation. Lack o f electricity  and nig htly  security  patro l set the stag e fo r rapes,
b eating s, and fires on a reg ular b asis. I w alked into  this cam p w ith the im pression that I
w as visiting  a prison.

H undreds o f people m et us clo se to  the g ate entrance, som e ex cited, others depleted,
m any  w ith their hands open fo r o ffering s. W e drove slo w ly  do w n a sm all path. Clo se b y , a
naked w o m an crouched dow n over a larg e b o w l to  w ash her hair w ith a lice com b . Further
do w n, our g uide stopped the vehicle at a w hite tent w here a w o m an g reeted us. H er nam e
w as Charlene, an affab le native H aitian, w ho  knew  Dr K eenan and spoke a decent Eng lish.
W e handed her the b lankets and she to ok us throug h the cam p. Children im m ediately
g athered around us, ho lding  our hands, and pulling  the hair o ff our arm s. Jim  and I w ere an
intrig uing  pair to  them , m ost likely  the only  w hite people they  had encountered.
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B lankets fro m  K arm a Threads

Since it had not rained during  the day , w e w ere ab le to  w alk on a som ew hat firm
g round, w hich I so on realized w as a m ixed com posite o f feces, urine, m ud and g arb ag e.
That w as just the b eg inning . W e peeked into  som e tents and it w as like sticking  y our head
into  an oven. Charlene ex plained that m o re than half o f the refug ees did not have b eds o r
cots to  sleep on. W hen it rained, they  w ere fo rced to  sit up as the w ater level ro se b ring ing
along  feces and urine contam ination. To  m ake m atters w o rst, I noticed that half o f the
people w alked around w ithout the protection o f shoes o r sandals. W e cam e upon a couple
display ing  fo o d fo r sale w hile a m an urinated less than a fo o t aw ay .

W e w ere b roug ht into  a lo t o f tents during  this tour, each one defy ing  our level o f
endurance. W e w ere sho w n a tw o-w eek o ld infant that had recently  b een pulled out from
the trash, and m inutes later, a four o r five-y ear o ld g irl w ith a petrify ing  sw o llen head
w alked to w ards us. She w as suffering  fro m  an infection, m ost likely  encephalitis, w ithout
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any  hope o f recovery . W e to o k a picture, w hich seem s to  please her. A little further dow n, a
w om an em erg ed from  a tent carry ing  a listless child in her arm s. The m other sho w ed us
her infected b ackside, and a distended lo w er b o w el o ozing  a w hite puss from  her rectum .
B one-deep so res puckered her b utt cheeks.

I w alked b y  Charlene’s side, listening  to  frag m ents o f her descriptions, do ing  m y
b est not to  sho w  any  em otion. I tried to  b reathe as little as I could. The heat, the foul o dors
o f hum an w aste, the plea in people’s ey es as they  stared at us w ere shattering . I felt
helpless and frustrated kno w ing  that w e had flo w n in the necessary  m edicine to  possib ly
cure this little b ab y , b ut did not have access to  it.

K eeping  a neutral face and lo w  vo ices w as crucial w hen visiting  the cam p. Charlene
explained that po litical pro b lem s constantly  sprang  up at any  sig ns o f favo ritism . If
refug ees spoke out ab out their conditions, they  w ere throw n in jail and their fam ilies w as
deprived o f fo od fo r the duration o f their internm ent.

On the last leg  o f our tour, w e w alked b y  the “Save the Children” center, a larg e
w hite tent filled w ith kids and som e adults. In lieu o f any  schoo ling , the o rg anization
provided som e structure and activities to  o ccupy  the children. It seem ed like a sm all
conso lation to  see kids sm iling  at us, and w e em b raced it.

Upon leaving , Charlene lo o ked at us in the ey e and g enuinely  thanked the Am erican
people fo r their help and support. In appreciation, she had arrang ed not to o  long  ag o  fo r an
Am erican flag  to  fly  near the front g ate, b ut the g uards had interpreted the g esture as an
insult. The flag  w as rem oved and Charlene w as sent to  jail.

At the g uesthouse, Jim  and I sat side-b y -side on the lo w er b unk b ed and sham elessly
cried. Then w e talked ab out w hat w e had seen, ho w  im possib le it w ould b e to  fo rg et, and
ho w  im portant it w as that w e did not.

After dinner, Fredo  and his cousin b roug ht us b ack to  the outdoo r café  to  cheer us
up. I w as ab out to  o rder a second round o f b eers w hen he to ld m e that his m other lived
near-b y  and invited m e to  g o  m eet her.  Jim  stay ed b ehind w hile Fredo, his cousin and I
m ade our w ay  out o f the café ’s lig ht and into  pitch-b lack darkness. W e passed a lo t o f
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people standing  around o r crouched along  the side o f b uilding s, intently  staring  at us. I
sensed Fredo’s nervousness as he picked up his pace. I fell into  his fo o tstep, w ondering  if I
had not m ade a hug e m istake.

Fredo’s m other occupied a m odest tw o-ro om  apartm ent lit b y  a sm all fluorescent
lig ht. She g reeted us dressed in her nig htg o w n. O b viously , she had not b een ex pecting  any
visito rs, especially  a strang er, w hich m ade m e feel il l at ease. On the other hand, Fredo’s
sister, Cherline, and her husb and b o th seem ed thrilled b y  our visit. I could converse w ith
Cherline w ho  has a decent com m and o f the Eng lish lang uag e. She sho w ed m e her tw o-y ear
o ld daug hter sleeping  on a b ed and I w as shocked at ho w  m uch y oung er she appeared
considering  ho w  ex cessively  sm all she w as.

Cherline is an educated w o m an w ith a hig h scho o l diplo m a b ut no  em plo y m ent. She
cam e across as sm art and am b itious, and desperate to  study  in the United States in o rder to
later b enefit her country . At this po int, all I could do  w as to  prom ise to  send m oney  to  b uy
fo o d for her and her ex tended fam ily  cram ped in this tiny  hom e. W hen she lo o ked at m e
and handed m e her e-m ail address and phone num b er, I to ld her I w ould try  m y  b est to
have her com e and study  in the US. It w as the least I could do.

Friday , M ay  1 4 w as our last day  in H aiti. W e w o ke up in sw eat, quickly  rinsed o ff and
w oke up our host so  that w e could g et an early  start. The w eather did not lo o k g reat and an
early  departure w as in o rder. At the airport, at 6  a.m ., the tem perature had already  reached
98 deg rees w ith a 90 per cent hum idity  facto r. On the short route b etw een Jacm el and P o rt-
O-P rince, w e encountered a new  pro b lem . Our w indshield w as covered w ith a haze from
the dust and deb ris, and the sun rising  over the m ountains hit us straig ht in the face. It w as
like fly ing  b lindfo lded and w ithout instrum ents. I b eg an to  ro ll the plane b ack and fo rth,
and ab out one m ile from  touchdo w n and 6 00 feet in altitude, Jim  spotted the runw ay  in the
corner o f the w indscreen. Using  b asic “left, m o re left, rig ht, no  left” com m ands from  Jim , I
saw  the runw ay  seconds b efo re touch do w n.

W e refueled, cleaned the w indshield and paid the m andatory  fees to  the contro llers.
W e cleared the island and m ade contact w ith M iam i radio  that inform ed us o f a very
intense w eather disturb ance ab out fifty  m iles ahead. To  m ake m atters w o rse, a sto rm  b and
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o f 1 00 m iles w ide and 300 m iles long  w as com ing  throug h at very  clo se rang e to  us. After
som e very  scary  m aneuvers, w e unw illing ly  penetrated the Cub an airspace to  avo id
thunderstorm s. W e w ere handed o ff to  Cub an contro llers w ho  dilig ently  cleared us to
deviate as far as needed into  their airspace to  m aintain safety .

W hen w e w ere handed b ack o ff to  M iam i Radio, w e w ere asked if w e needed to
declare an em erg ency . Jim  and I lo o ked at each other and ro lled our ey es. The request
sounded so  out o f propo rtion. The term  em erg ency  had taken another m eaning  for us. H aiti
w as an em erg ency , not the Cub ans w ho  had b een efficient and courteous. “W e’re fine,” I
responded to  M iam i Radio  and continued to  Flo rida w here w e landed three hours later.

Meanw hile, our m echanical pro b lem s had not im proved. One o f the cy linders w as
still o verheating , b ut m y  m echanic seem ed to  think that it w as caused b y  ex cessively  ho t
outside tem peratures.

W e ate and rested in Fo rt Lauderdale. At the hotel front desk, I apo lo g ized fo r the
sm ell and the clerk sped up our check-in. Fo r the rest o f the day , w e b asically  ate and slept.
The next day  w ould b e the long est b ut the final part o f this trip. W e arrived in P o rtsm outh
to  a m uch-appreciated w elcom ing  com m ittee: our w ives, and Janice New m an. It felt g o o d to
b e hom e.

As w e departed Jacm el earlier the previous day , Fredo  left m e w ith a plea as w e
hug g ed g o o d-b y e. “W e still need help,” he said. “DON’T FORGET US!”

H o w  could w e? H aiti is not a place y ou can visit and turn y our b ack on. There are
people there w ho  w e b efriended, others that w e w ished w ere still alive. W e o w e them  all
w hat w e can g ive them .

Jim  and I have b een m aking  fundraising  plans fo r a possib le return to  H aiti in the
w inter w ith m ore supplies. One w eek o f fly ing  cost appro x im ately  $ 1 0,000, plus the
purchase o f the needed m edical supplies.



1 9

Meanw hile, I continue to  suppo rt Cherline, her y oung  daug hter and her ex tended
fam ily . I have sent her info rm ation (throug h Janice) from  the president o f University  o f
New  H am pshire (UNH ). H o pefully , she w ill m eet the enro lm ent criteria.

Fredo  is currently  enro lled in a Taiw an university . Jim  and I have personally
financed his trip and equipped him  w ith a laptop com puter and w inter clothing . H e plans
on returning  to  H aiti in four y ears to  help his com patrio ts.

There are m any  people in H aiti like Fredo  and Cherline w ho  rise from  the m ost
ab ject deprivation and hum an sufferance w ith unshakab le pride, w ill and hope. They  w il l
never cease to  am aze m e, hum b le m e and inspire m e.

If you would like to directly help the people of Haiti please send your o donation to:

William Richard

24 Ladd Street

Portsmouth, NH 03801

Billr@pilotconstructioninc.com

There are no overhead fees or charges.  The money is used entirely to offset the cost of

the flights, lodging and supplies that we deliver, and is not tax deductable.  If for some reason

we are unable to return to Haiti in a reasonable amount of time your contribution will be

donated to Dr. Tiffany Keenan.

NHPR wrote an article about our efforts in May 2010.  The address is:

http://www.nhpr.org/node/31991

mailto:Billr@pilotconstructioninc.com
http://www.nhpr.org/node/31991

