
Chapoteau, Haiti Mission Trip: A Journey of Hope,  
Progress, and Perseverance

 by Bob Henry
My first calibration of perspective as 
the newest member of the mission team 
comes early on the first day of the trip 
from the United States to Haiti.  The 
jumbo jet for the 90 minute internation-
al flight is nearly 30 years old, outfitted 
with overhead baggage compartments 
that are incapable of handling the 
standardized dimensions of modern 
carry-on luggage. My seatmate, a mem-
ber of the Haitian Diaspora residing 
in the U.S. likely in his mid twenties, 
asks nonchalantly how often I visit 
the island nation he clearly misses and 
returns to regularly. He is amazed and 
excited simultaneously to welcome me 
on my first visit to the home he loves. 
He invites me to enjoy my stay and 
return often. This sounds familiar. It 
is also quite peculiar. What is it about 
Haiti that makes it “nice to visit…”? 
The dissonant observations encountered 
on the journey into and through Haiti 
provide some answers.

Soon, the aircraft glides down and 
mountain landscapes of light emerald 
green come into view just past the 
warm blue waters surrounding the 
island. Myriad corrugated tin rooftops 
across the capital city brightly reflect 
the noon-day Caribbean sunlight. 
After a gentle landing on a crumbling 
runway, the plane pirouettes at the 
end; there is no taxiway adjacent to 
the runway.  The airport terminal’s 
new, glass-paned walls reveal views 
of large gutted and damaged remains 
of the terminal.  A plain, clean, air 
conditioned room with queue lines 
at the end for immigration process-
ing awaits arriving passengers. The 
processing stations are outfitted with 
new Dell computers attached to dual 
monitors, where inspectors use a web-
based application to process passports. 

The entire wall past 
the processing stations 
renders a larger than 
life advertisement for 
Prestige, the domestic 
beer, depicting smiling 
men and women near 
a beach. The image is 
complete with brown 
bottles decoratively 
covered in sparkling 
condensation. 

Clean, cool and plain 
inside the airport turns 
to hot and dusty out-
side. Rusted pipes form 
metal fences act as barricades to control 
human and vehicle movement near 
the building. A throng of about 60-80 
individuals stand and sit quietly under 
a small grove of trees and shelters. It is 
not obvious whether they are awaiting 
passengers, or some temporary lug-
gage-carrying work.  The uneven sur-
face of the sloping parking lot contains 
a massive and colorful assortment of 
buses, small diesel-powered trucks, and 
mid-sized, modern SUVs.  

The dusty, crowded streets of Port-
au-Prince contain both piles of debris 
and sinkholes, and are too narrow for 
the traffic volume.  Uneven, slop-
ing, quake-disturbed sidewalks give 
way here and there to well traversed, 
unpaved paths with deep ruts and 
holes.  SUVs and motorcycles unable 
to merge into the normal line of traffic 
hobble along slowly on the right, me-
andering as far as they can go before 
nosing around an unmoving obstacle 
to join the regular traffic. There is no 
road rage or sense of being cut off, 
traffic is just slow moving, disorga-
nized chaos.  Vehicles of all shapes 
and sizes yield seemingly arbitrarily 

to whomever gets to a key spot in the 
road first.  Pedestrians walk in the 
road, mostly mindful of passing vehi-
cles, or if not, reminded to be alert by 
constantly sounding horns.

Crumbling medians with old and bro-
ken light poles separate traffic in oppo-
site directions—yet ahead and around 
the corner, newly constructed medians 
have modern Y-shaped light poles with 
solar panels affixed along a half mile 
stretch of road. Red signs with large, 
bold white lettering exclaim DigiCell, 
- apparently the Verizon of Haiti and 
the biggest advertiser along the roads 
on our route.  Cell phones are plentiful 
and used often. Cell towers come into 
view periodically. Dense traffic even-
tually gives way to narrower roads and 
higher speeds, but guard rails, road 
markings and sidewalks continue to be 
non-existent.  

Outside the city, the road snakes steep-
ly upward to the  jagged and treeless 
landscape of the mountains in the 
distance. A large and previously ornate 
concrete gate flashes by on the left. 
Reminiscent of something just outside 
Las Vegas, the gate marks the entrance 
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to a named community, long-defunct 
if it ever was. Only the vaguest sense 
of where houses should be is evident 
amidst the debris, half built cement 

columns, block walls, and scrub brush. 
Further ahead stands a clear expanse 
of 300 or more new and colorful 
two-story, multi-dwelling housing 
units. This community in the non-de-
script arid plain northeast of Port-au-
Prince suggests hope, but few people 
appear to live there, and the nearest 
job or market must be at least 10 miles 
behind. Small goats, some tethered to 
a rock or tree, others not, dot the sides 
of the road randomly.

Soon, Port-au-Prince forms only a 
small part of the scenic expanse far be-
low us, a long, picturesque-if-desolate 
valley defined by the higher, parallel 
mountain range 30 miles in the dis-

tance.  The switch backs hide the road 
and slower moving vehicles. We pass 
through partially mined mounds of 
limestone amidst the peaks along the 

ridge of the mountain range that 
must be crossed to reach Mirebe-
lais, our interim stopping point 
on the way to accommodations in 
Cange.

Descending into the opposite-side 
valley through twists and turns, 
we enter Mirebelais, passing 
by the Episcopal Church before 
making a left toward the river.  
The bridge is missing, and the 
road detours down towards the 
river bed. We cross just above 
water level–at least during the 
dry season. Evidence of recent 
construction to repair the bridge 
is visible, though; it is clear the 
new hospital toward which we are 
headed is having a positive effect 
on Mirebelais. 

Not far ahead is the brand new 
300-bed hospital built by Partners 
in Health. The massive facility 
of one and two-story sections 
decorated in white stucco and dark 
bronze metal works looks, in some 
ways,  more like a warehouse. In 

the surrounding hills, small huts with 
metal roofs dot the landscape, and four 
”blan” (white-skinned) transients are 
too obvious for the local, fearlessly 
friendly children ranging in age from 
5-9 to overlook. We are immediately 
popular, and smiles come quickly and 
brightly for our cameras, as long as 
the image is immediately shared with 
the subjects. The children tend to their 
goats while we attempt to communicate 
in various broken forms of French, 
Creole and English.  

The hospital forms an oasis of moder-
nity, progress and hope, full of tech-
nology to treat all ages.  1800 solar 
panels lie prone and unseen on the 

roof to provide isolation and indepen-
dence from the regular and infamous 
perturbations of the national electrical 
grid.  A neonatal ICU and CT scanner 
supported by telemedicine are some 
of the greatest advances to medicine, 
and they are provided here, available to 
anyone registered, for a one-time fee of 
$1.25. There is a women’s clinic, which 
is providing IUDs and reproduction 
education to women in this country 
that considers discussing such matters 
improper. To sustain medical operations 
the hospital operates on donor funding 
for now, with necessary future plans to 
bill for services and submit insurance 
claims for those who have insurance or 
can pay (i.e., international visitors).

A successful visit with our “blan” 
tour guide completed late on Saturday 
this first day in Haiti, we complete 
the journey to Cange begun in DC 12 
hours ago. What should be a 20 minute 
drive is extended by the need to yield 
to speed bumps and barricades in-
stalled on the 2-lane national highway. 
One section of the northbound road 
is impassable, the lane steadily and 
unevenly sliding down into the valley 
below on the right.  A six-foot boulder 
and recent land-slide from the hill on 
the left blocks the southbound lane 
just a couple of miles later. 

Finally, we enjoy the first full meal of 
the day, in Haiti. One floor above the 
narrow dining room in the pastor’s 
residence are our accommodations—
our host, Pere Milor, has given his 
time, space and even his own room for 
our comfort. Electricity will be more 
reliable than running water in Cange. 
While there is no Internet or running 
shower, we are grateful for the fan-
equipped rooms for tomorrow will 
bring participation in the 8 o’clock ser-
vice at Bon Sauveur, and rapid answers 
to many of the questions confronting 
the mission team. +

Forty percent of Haiti’s population is  
children, and we are popular everywhere



Chapoteau, Part II—We Plan, God Acts
 by Bob Henry

The second day of the mission trip 
has all the makings of a well-planned 
day requiring no travel and numerous 
opportunities to share the Sabbath with 
our new host, Pere Milor. Part of the 
day affords some recovery from the 
14-hour gauntlet of travel the previous 
day, and the remainder will be used 
to make preparations for the relative-
ly short but challenging journey to 
Chapoteau on Monday. But in Haiti, 
things don’t often go according to 
plan.

The team wakes at 6 am. A generous, 
if unusual, breakfast of stew awaits 
us at 7 in the dining room downstairs. 
As honored guests, we are fed well—
preparations for the meal started at 4 
am. Church services will take place a 
couple hundred feet up the hill within 
the compound at 8 am. A meeting has 
been arranged after the service with the 
family of Wilpha Pierre, a friend from 
the previous two mission trips who has 
been accepted to university, but will be 
unable to attend without sponsorship. 

Immediately, those well-laid plans 
must change slightly. There is a lack of 
running before.  Nonetheless, the team 
has an agenda and there is a 50 gallon 
plastic barrel outside the bathroom 
filled with water.  Adaptation to the 
waterless reality is just a fact here. 
We do not lament. The overall plan 
remains intact, but the stage is set. The 
mission team is being prepared for 
changes in plans, large and small. 

Church is running late, at least by North-
ern Virginia standards where a 23 min-
ute delay can be good enough for de fac-
to cancellation, but here there are only a 
dozen congregants or so (including the 
4 mission team members) even in the 
church at 8:05 am. When the two hour 
service finally begins, the procession to 

the altar starts at the front of the church 
on the right side, and continues to the 
back of the church to make the turn 
up the center aisle.  All of this occurs 
differently to us – in complete silence.  
As the first hymn begins, attendance has 
swelled to 200 or so parishioners.  The 
ground floor of the church is about 60% 
full. The balconies above are empty.

The readings are the same except they 
are written and spoken in Creole, and 
the sermon is conducted in a combina-
tion of French and Creole.  The differ-
ences end there.  Father Milor pleas in a 
reproachful but loving tone, asking for 
those present, and not present, to attend 
church and events more consistently. 
He reminds the audience that atten-
dance at church is necessary for the 
church to exist at all. The structure 
is not provided in concrete pil-
lars or even in his role as priest in 
charge of Bon Sauveur. The church 
is the people, for the people, by the 
people. Obviously, location, social 
standing, and economic conditions 
do not differentiate the univer-
sal struggles facing parishes and 
church leadership worldwide.

When church is over we are invit-
ed in Creole to go forth in love and 
service.  Our plan is to go forth 
and prepare for Chapoteau, but 
God appears to have a different 
plan. Jen walks over and introduc-
es herself. Jen is a Duke-educated 
American anxious to learn about 
us and the purpose of our visit.  
For reasons beyond comprehen-
sion, she elected on this day to attend 
service in Cange rather than go with 
her friends to a different church miles 
away.  She recently arrived here to 
teach English, math and other subjects 
to students at the vocational school in 
Mirebelais. We explain our trip, our 
plan and all that we hope to accom-
plish during our short visit. Immedi-
ately, Jen continues with a barrage of 

questions: Have we been to Friendship 
House? Do we know about The View 
(the local hangout for NGOs and 
locals)? Have we met the team from 
Clemson? 

Jen has good news for us.  The water 
system in Chapoteau is fixed. She can 
introduce us to the engineers from 
Clemson University who have been 
working fervently to upgrade the sys-
tem. She mentions Alan Yarborough, 
who has recently arrived here with the 
Young Adult Service Corps of the US 
national Episcopal Diocese. The team is 
amazed. In five minutes Jen has shared 
more about the situation and the people 
working in Chapoteau than St. Tim’s 
learned in the previous two years. 

So the team divides: While Jen shows 
Chris and Genevieve how to get Inter-
net access, where the locals hang out, 
and where the entineering teams live 
and work, Bob and Craig begin the 
meeting with the Pierre family. 

Wilpha Pierre has been volunteering 
in the church for five years and has 
recently been accepted to University 

While Bob and Craig talk with Wilpha 
Pierre (in a tie) and an interpreter, Wil-
pha’s mother Josima and father Dunova 
wait hopefully. Afterwards, they hug the 
mission team like family. 



in Port-au-Prince to study accounting. 
Wilpha accompanied the mission teams 
in years past to Chapoteau, and is ex-
cited to see the team again. His parents 
are dressed in Sunday best. They hope 
he can obtain a sponsor before the 
school year, which started 10 days ago, 
is too far along, and he has to forfit his 
acceptance. Unemployed, the Wilpha’s 
are unable to afford the costs of tuition, 
books, room and board. Wilpha’s par-
ents do not speak English, but in a bit 

more than 30 minutes we learn about 
the process of higher education in Haiti 
and the details of living and learning 
in Port-au-Prince. Many questions are 
asked and answered with much more 
clarity than was possible via the dozens 
of emails exchanged in the months 
leading up to the mission trip. 

Now the Internet access Jen found for 
the team can be put to good use; the 
team sends a detailed report regarding 

Wilpha back home to the Service Min-
istry, which is meeting the next day. 

Though it is not yet lunch, the message 
is clear. As with flowing water, the 
team’s plans must adapt to the path God 
intends. There is good news; God is 
relentless. On day 3 we will be encour-
aged by much progress in Chapoteau, 
and made aware that more is needed to 
sustain the potential of all that has been 
accomplished.+ 



by Bob Henry
The third day of the mission trip to 
Chapoteau is the one appointed for the 
team to travel across the lake and up 
into the mountains to visit St. Mathieu’s 
school.  Greeted with another beau-
tiful, sunny day, the team leaves the 
compound in Cange just after 8 am. 
Accompanied by our new friends 
from Clemson, we are anxious to see 
Chapoteau and its newly repaired water 
system, deliver literally thousands 
of children’s vitamins, meet with the 
students and teachers, and learn more 
about God’s plans. 

There is an unpaved boat ramp at the 
hydro-electric dam where we will 
meet the 14-foot skiff operated by a 
lean skipper and propelled with a 10 
hp outboard motor.  While we patient-
ly await the arrival of our transporta-
tion, we have the opportunity to ob-
serve the locals utilizing the dam as a 
makeshift bridge for “HOV” motorcy-
cles—this country’s “taxi” service—as 
many as 6 people pile onto one cycle. 
It’s forgivably humorous to contrast 
this Monday morning commute here 
with ours back home.

Eventually the boat arrives and we 
divide into two groups to fit the 
seating capacity of the under-powered 
(and leaking) aluminum skiff. We 
are fortunate, though—we see most 
people crossing the lake in dugout 
canoes. Reaching the opposite shore 
about 2 miles from the dam, we wait 
for the tiny vessel to bring the rest 
of the party across. A well-worn foot 
path through the cornfield at the lake 
edge leads to a rugged and steep climb 
up the side of the hill through rutted, 
gray clay made slick by dew and rain 
showers we observed passing through 
the mountains the previous evening. 
Frequent communication is necessary 
to coordinate careful footsteps and bal-

ance as we lug vitamins, water, cooler, 
and backpacks with school supplies 
over rocks, ruts and small ditches 
created by incessant erosion.  

The moderately strenuous hike takes 
about 20 minutes and concludes next 
to a large cement structure that acts as 
a storage tank for water flowing from 
springs higher up the mountain.  The 
school comes into view just ahead 
and rather suddenly, as the trail crests 
on the narrow plateau about 150 feet 
above the lake. We look furtively for 
shade and a place to drop our loads 
and evaporate some accumulated 
sweat, and immediately older students 
bring out handmade chairs and insist 
that we use them. 

Shortly, we are greeted by school su-
perintendant Jacob Renard, and follow 
him into the small church attached 
to the school where the children we 
sponsor are gathered. Following a 
short introduction, the children stand 
to welcome us with a song of greet-
ing, in English!  We take photos of 
the children, attempting to talk with 
them, learning more about them, the 
school and classes. Jovial and smiling, 
the children remain disciplined and 

notably unrestless over the 45 minutes 
or so that we interact.

We are the given a short tour of the 
school and we deliver the vitamins 
to a locked cabinet, just barely large 
enough, in the Director’s office.  We 
are then presented with about 2 dozen 
coconuts and twice as many fresh 
eggs.  It’s a most generous gift in this 
subsistence community.  

A meeting with the teachers follows. 
They are clearly dedicated, proud of 
their years at the school, yet distressed 
by events taking place in Cange. They 
express eagerness for both training 
(some have been teaching for more 
than 20 years without any educational 
updates), and reassurance that they 
can continue to educate their students. 
Funding that has been used to compen-
sate the teachers has not been received 
since school began in October—the 
teachers have not been paid.

Shortly after meeting with the teach-
ers, a member of the school staff offers 
to open some of the coconuts for us 

Chapoteau, Part III: Two Steps Forward, One Step Back

Genevieve talks (in French) with 
our students about their artwork



to enjoy with our picnic lunch.  The 
coconut milk is amazingly refreshing 
and the meat is a sweet and delicious 
accompaniment to our sandwiches.  
We all discussed and agreed that the 
one change to improve the trip to 
Chapoteau is to one day leverage the 
kitchen and join with the students to 
have lunch together. 

After lunch the Clemson engineers, 
Brian and Sam, educate us on the new 
water system. First, they explain and 
demonstrate the fountain at the school.  
A series of filters treat the water as it 
flows from newly installed spigots that 
automatically close when released.  
A newly designed all-steel housing 
protects the valves from wear and tear 
that would otherwise reduce system 
longevity. This is just a small part of 
the overall effort to make repairs and 
improvements to the water system in 
Chapoteau.  We hike further up the 
mountain. An additional 30 minutes 
and several hundred feet in elevation 

later, we reach the source and are able 
to see the cement cisterns that collect 
and concentrate the water from the two 
springs that emerge imperceptibly from 
the side of the mountain.  New sections 
of steel pipe have replaced broken 
PVC. The repairs are not perfect, but 
the system is working: Smaller “filtra-
tion boxes” are reducing the sediment 
flowing in the water emanating from 
the spring. Locks on new metal access 
doors to the cement structures secure 

the system and allow those charged 
with maintenance responsibilities to in-
spect and clean the system periodically. 

The engineers will turn over the keys 
to the Chapoteau water council that 
will be formed in a meeting scheduled 
for the very next day, to ensure that the 

local people maintain the 
new system. The funds 
for all this engineer-
ing were raised by two 
ladies in the Episcopal 
Diocese of Upper South 
Carolina—a remarkable 
testament to the power of 
partnerships in this area.

In the meantime, news 
of our visit has spread 
in Chapoteau and we 

are now accompanied by Hermon and 
Rosmond.  Hermon invites us to his 
home to see how he is applying his re-
cent degree in agriculture to the needs 
of his home village. His seed beds and 
cultivated land adjacent to his home, 
complete with a decorative lawn of 
grass, appear to be the foundation for 
transforming Chapoteau’s agriculture 
from subsistence and sustanance to 
one producing economically viable 
cash crops. In a similar vein, Rosmond 

explains during our hike back to the 
school that he has the desire to attend 
medical school and return to Chapo-
teau to benefit his community. 

On this third day, we are both heart-
ened by progress, but observe that 
many challenges remain. The new 
water system will reduce disease and 
hardship. More children are in school 
now than two years ago, thanks partly 
to St. Timothy’s increase in sponsor-
ship. But the kitchen at the school 
remains unrealized, the shell of the 
cinderblock foundation barely observ-
able through the vegetation rapidly 
overtaking and disrupting the site. The 
majority of children graduating from 
St. Mathieu’s are unable to continue 
their education to the next level. We 
saw during our hikes what we already 
knew—not every child has access yet 
to even the first levels of education. 
Those with access rely on faculty 
that only know methods of teaching 
learned over 20 years ago, and whose 
salaries are uncertain. Electricity, 
which could extend the usefulness 
of the school facility after sunset, is 
manufactured just 2 miles away at the 
dam; yet it is a wish most likely to be 
realized here only if power can be har-
nessed from solar-based technology. 
There are no toilet facilities. Although 
sanitation in the school is now possi-
ble, it rates a fairly low priority given 
the needs already mentioned. 

I believe that our visit was successful, 
but much of His work in Chapoteau 
remains to be done. The success of the 
water system provides the example. 
Partners in the U.S. made its repair 
possible, and now the village has tak-
en on the responsibility of maintaining 
it. Forming self-sustaining systems 
that provide access to all levels of the 
education cycle to secure better than 
subsistence level living remains an 
objective worthy of our attention and 
support. +

The foundation of the kitchen; the 
teachers tell us it’s the #1 priority


