Monday, March 1, 2010 PM

By the time things wrapped up last, it was very late and I was too sleepy to 

write, so now it's Monday. Things always get extremely busy for me in Hinche. 

Yesterday, I rose at 5:00 am and went for a very pleasant run up to Pandiassou, 

about three miles up the road, where there are several different encampments. I 

love running from Hinche out into the countryside and over the years have made 

numerous friends along my favorite routes. When I first started doing that, I 

created a lot of confusion. In a place where food is hard to come by, it 

probably doesn't seem too sane that I am running long distances just for 

exercise. People would shout, "What's wrong?" or "Don't run!" They would 

literally look to see if someone was chasing me. However, over the years, they 

have grown accustomed to seeing the "fou blan" (crazy white foreigner) run by. I 

joke a lot with people along the way and and enjoy greeting the hundreds of 

country folk, who having left their homes well before dawn, are making their way 

several miles on foot into Hinche with heavy loads of produce or hand crafted 

items to sell in town. When I arrived up in Pandiassou, I was happy to see that 

all the refugee families have high-quality tents provided by the Rotarians. Our 

Klorfasil Safe Water gals and Better Health for Haiti guys have done a great job 

getting water treatment systems to the folks there and have also provided a lot 

of education in the use of the system and other health matters. There are still 

some families who need them, though, and we will be addressing that today. 

Mass at Sacre Coeur started at 8:00 am and I took some photos and shot a little 

video. If Fr. Bourdeau had his way, I would film every mass in it's entirety, 

because he is so proud of the way they celebrate here - and rightly so. It is a 

wonderful thing to behold and the beautiful music and singing just lifts me up. 

Fr. Bourdeau is a bit like James Brown, in that he is the hardest working man in 

the Catholicism business. After mass at SC, we rode back up to Pandiassou so 

that Father could celebrate mass in a small church there. After that, we rode 

further out into the countryside to one of Sacre Coeur's chapels at Carrisade. 

There, Father preached at a prayer service A big theme in his sermons yesterday 

was how the earthquake has reminded us that people are people and wealth does 

not make you greater than someone else. Right now in Port au Prince, he pointed 

out, rich people, their beautiful home having been destroyed are sleeping in 

tents alongside their impoverished neighbors. After the prayer service, we had 

an interesting meeting with the local community leaders about a biofuel project 

Fr. B. and I want to start up in Carrisade in order to give the folks there a 

way to build a better life. The local elders explained that to make the project 

work, they need a small lake constructed for irrigation. This would make a huge 

difference, not just with the biofuel project, but with their ability to grow 

food, which is the first priority. Within a few hours, a committee was formed 

and we had located what everyone agreed was a suitable site for the lake. I 

could sense their excitement as we walked around the area discussing the 

possibilities. Hopefully, before this year is over, the project will be 

underway. 

In the afternoon, Boudou drove Michelet and I to some other refugee camps in the 

area so that we could check on the water situation. Again, it was clear that our 

capable employees have done a terrific job and surely a lot of misery and 

illness is being prevent through the Klorfasil Safe Water system in these camps. 

Those in the camps who don't yet have it soon will. Thank God Jon Steele 

launched this project and continues to work so hard on it and thank God the 

great parishioners of St. Monica's and others keep it funded. It turned out that 

the people in that particular camp recognized me because they had recently seen 

a few of my videos, so after we finished our inquiries, I sang my songs about 

tooth brushing and hand washing with a very enthusiastic group of refugees, who 

in typical Haitian style, were able to sing, laugh and celebrate life, even 

though they had lost everything, were many miles from home and had no prospects 

for the future. 

When we arrived back at Sacre Coeur, Fr. Bourdeau told me that Bishop 

Saint-Hilien was waiting to meet with us. You will never meet a warmer person 

than him. He told me about all the problems the seminary is going through. The 

school of philosophy in Port au Prince was destroyed and 16 seminarians died, 

including one from the Hinche diocese named Mario Jean. The 19 who survived lost 

all their possessions and have now been relocated to Papay, about 4 miles 

outside of Hinche. The good Bishop had no money left to feed them Fortunately, 

to his great relief, we were able to present him with a nice sum of cash that 

had been raised in our seminarian sponsorship program. He also told us how he 

narrowly escaped death in the earthquake when the building he was in collapsed. 

I better send this off or you will all start to wonder where I am. Boudou is 

going to drive Michelet and I back down to PaP in the morning. 

Mark Coughlin 

Wednesday, March 03, 2010 AM –

I'm going to try and bring you folks up to date. We arrived back at Mathew 25 

yesterday (Tuesday) afternoon. Fr. Bourdeau and chauffeur Boudou were kind 

enough to transport myself, Michelet and another core member of the Better 

Health for Haiti team, Junior Cherelus, here in the parish pick-up. I was happy 

to see that all the tents were set up here and providing shelter. Some of the 

tent’s occupants told me that while I was gone, it rained cats and dogs, so the 

tents came just in time. Thanks again to everyone who helped make that happen. 

On the ride down from Hinche, we saw workers putting black tar on an unpaved 

section of road, so hopefully, by the time the team comes down in April, there 

will be asphalt stretching out beyond Mirebalais. Here is a quick recap of the 

rest of my trip to Hinche: 

      Monday - As usual, I rose early and hit the road on foot. I ran back up to 

Pandsiassou - this time to visit our old friend and former Sacre Coeur vicar, 

Fr. Fitho Jean, who has moved up in the world and is now director of the 

Propedeutique seminary there, which is where the year of preparatory study and 

discernment before Grand Seminary takes place. It also gave me a chance to check 

in with our sponsored seminarians who live there. Fr. Fitho told me about how 

his little brother died in the earthquake. After breakfast, Fr. B. 

and I went up to Papay, where the surviving Port au Prince seminarians have been 

relocated. I spent some time taking photos and talking with several of them who 

are in our program. We had some good laughs, but it became very somber when we 

talked about the earthquake, the destruction of the seminary in PaP, how they 

managed to survive and about all the dear friends they were not able to save. 

After that, we went a little further up the road to check on one more refugee 

camp and again found that our Klorfasil Safe Water 

gals, Jocelyne and Irenee and my Better Health for Haiti guys had done a 

terrific job and every single family there was sanitizing their water with one 

of our systems. In the afternoon, I met up with Dr. Dagerus and the rest of our 

clinic staff. They appreciated and enjoyed the visit by Dr. Marshall and his 

crew, though they were not impressed with his dancing. It's hard to perfectly 

translate what they said but basically it was, "He needs to keep his day job." 

Monday is the day Dr. Dagerus sees malnutrition patients, and lots of them. 

It was quite interesting and inspiring to see kids in various stages of 

recovery, because it is clear that the Medika Mamba (peanut butter medicine) he 

is using is working miracles. Recently, because of the generosity of St. 

Monica's Parishioners in the aftermath of the quake, we have been able to double 

the size of this life-saving program. Dr. D. and I also filmed a segment for an 

educational video on malnutrition I am creating. I hope to have it finished 

soon. I have already created a song on the subject, which you can find here: 

www.betterhealthforhaiti.com (There he goes again!). In the evening, Fr. B. and 

I had the distinct pleasure of dining with Bishop St. Hilien at his house in 

Hinche. I am really looking forward to his visit to our parish in May. 

      Tuesday - By 5:30 am I was already up and running(literally). This time, I 

decided to make my favorite excursion - all the way up to Bassin Zim and back, 

about a 13-mile roundtrip. This was a bit of a stretch for me right now, since 

due to an Achilles tendon issue, I haven't gone more than 8 miles since 

December, but I figured, "what the heck." I wanted to visit my buddy, Fr. Meres, 

and some other friends who live near the beautiful waterfall up there. I made 

the trip without too much trouble and it was great to see everyone. After that, 

I scrambled around tying up loose ends before making the trip down here. 

Yesterday evening, My guys and I put on another health education movie night 

here. At this point, the kids have my songs down cold and I let some of them 

take turns singing on the microphone for the crowd, often with hilarious 

results. a Portuguese team who has been staying here has been observing our 

festivities in the soccer field and has asked me to collaborate with them on a 

large United Nations-sponsored program in the Champs de Mars area of PaP where 

60,0000 people are camped out. They are seeing a big need for health education 

there. This would be a good thing for the folks there and would also give our 

little foundation a boost.  The really good news is that I have experienced 

people on my team who can carry that out. Today, the boys and I are going to 

visit other tent cities and do some more health education for the displaced 

folks there.  

From Port au Prince, 

Mark Coughlin 

Wednesday, March 3, 2010 – Late PM

The boys and I put on two health presentations today - the first one in a big 

tent city up the hill a bit from here, the second at the Champs de Mars - a 

sprawling park in the downtown area of PaP. This is in the area where the 

national palace and many of the most historic and important government buildings 

are located. They are all completely destroyed, as are many, many other 

structures in that area. There are still literally thousands of people still 

buried under these buildings. It is breathtaking and devastating to behold. The 

entire area is now a tent city with 60,000 people sleeping in mostly improvised 

tents. We put on our program in front of the statue of Alexandre Pétion, one of 

the heroes of Haiti's revolution. The people at both events today seemed to 

enjoy themselves very much and many came up afterward and thanked us for coming. 

As we walked around looking at the destruction, I was struck by the politeness 

and friendliness of the people there I have no idea how these folks maintain 

such dignity and grace in the face of all this horror. 

      Tonight, back at Mathew 25, I sang some songs for our friends in the 

soccer field and then we played a Haitian movie DVD. They liked that a lot. 

Tomorrow at noon, I'm flying on a small plane up to Cap Haitian for one day of 

meetings and training with my Better Health for Haiti team there. 

From Port au Prince, 

Mark Coughlin

Friday, March 05, 2010 - AM

I'm up north in Cap Haitian, Haiti's second largest city. I flew up Thursday 

afternoon on a twin prop plane with a duffel back full of equipment for my 

Better Health for Haiti team here, including a battery-powered sound system and 

a laptop that they will be using for their health education programs The team 

and I had a very productive  meeting. They brought me up to date on their 

progress so far and we discussed plans for the future. They had a really 

interesting idea. There are many thousands of earthquake refugees here. The team 

members have noticed how traumatized many of these people are and want me to 

create a video that could help them process what they have been through. I'm not 

exactly sure what that would be like, but, among other things, it probably would 

include suggestions for how parents can help their kids cope. I'll be seeking 

advice on this from mental health professionals when I get home. 

Before my flight up here, I went for a quick run up Delma 33, the main route 

near Mathew 25. There are numerous smashed buildings along the entire length of 

the street and also several tent cities. At one of the tent cities, I noticed a 

guy in nice clothes setting up a drum kit on the ground under a tarp and 

realized that a church service was getting ready to start, which seemed unusual 

for a Thursday morning. However, I began to notice other makeshift churches 

preparing as I went along. When I passed two dressed-up guys walking down the 

street, each carrying opposite ends of a keyboard, I struck up a conversation 

with them based on the fact that I also play one of those. They said they were 

going to play at church. I asked, "On a Thursday?" They said "Everyday."  I 

asked, "In the morning?" They sad, "All day long - it's all we have left." 

I'll be flying back to PaP in a little while, and then heading home tomorrow.  

I'm really looking forward to seeing my patient, loving, supportive wife, 

Suzanne, and my two sweet daughters, Erin and Emily. I definitely ask too much 

of them. 

Mark Coughlin       

Saturday, March 06, 2010 - AM

The unceasing rain and drizzle here screwed up my Friday plans as my
flight from Cap Haitian back down to Port au Prince was delayed and the
outdoor programs we hoped to put on had to be cancelled. But we knew this
was coming. In fact, the rainy season which is now upon us was the impetus
for this tent mission in the first place and we pulled it off just in the
nick of time. As I slopped around the soccer field after returning to Mathew
25 and my shoes clumped with sticky mud, I wondered how much more miserable
241 families here would be without these shelters. As I visited some
families and saw their few possessions neatly arranged inside their tents, I
felt a great sense of relief that we had been able to come through. The
mission has been a great success, not because of me, but because of the
great folks at St. Monica's and others who stepped up and provided the tents
and other resources to make it possible. Sr. Mary and staff here at Mathew
25 first put out the call. Fr. Jack and the staff at St. Monica's played a
big roll by getting the word out, as did members of our Haiti Twinning team.
Parishioners jumped into action and we soon had well over 200 tents. A dozen
or more volunteers showed up at the rectory on short notice to help pack our
precious cargo in the freezing cold. Sean Penn and Diana Jenkins gave the
tents and I a free ride down when even paid flights were scarce. Dennis
Andrews worked his tail off, as per his usual, to collect and organize the
tents and then drove them in his truck and a U-Haul trailer all night to
Miami on just a few hour's notice. A bunch of great local people here did a
terrific job or organizing set-up and distribution. Way to go team! It has
made all the difference.
      My Better Health for Haiti project has also made some big strides on
this trip. Health education has never been more important here than it is
right now with so many displaced people living in close proximity to each
other. I am feeling very inspired after seeing the way my Haitian team
members and our Haitian audience have embraced the program.
      That success is a good feeling, but my heart is still heavy today as I
prepare for the trip home. As we all know, Haiti was already a tough place
to live before the earthquake. It makes me sad to think about how much of
what this country had has been lost. It is truly on an epic and mind-blowing
scale. The million-plus people left homeless by this disaster have nowhere
to go and probably won't for a very, very long time. What will become of
them?
     I love and admire these people so much. Their ability to deal with
adversity is amazing. I suppose they've had a lot of practice. You won't be
surprise to know that there is a lot more I want to say about this, but
right now, I need to get moving. I'll be composing one more message on my
way home. I bummed another free flight back to the US (I'm such a mooch!) -
this time courtesy of C.A.R.E.  I'm homesick and anxious to get back to the
most important people in my life: Suzanne, Erin & Emily.

Mark Coughlin

Sunday, March 07, 2010

      I'm sitting at the Port au Prince airport watching an Airbus 319 being 

unloaded of its passengers and relief supplies. Soon I'll be boarding that plane 

bound for Miami with a few dozen other relief workers returning home. I was just 

thinking we'd have a lot of extra room, when a bus full of newly adopted kids 

and their American parents pulled up. We are at least two hours late departing 

it looks like there is no way I'll make my connecting flight to Atlanta. Oh 

well, this is how things tend to go here. As a Haitian proverb says, "Life is 

long, patience is beautiful." 

      This just gives me some extra time to reflect on the events of the last 

nine days and the meaning of my involvement in this foreign land that no longer 

feels foreign to me. It occurred to me a few days ago that after my marriage to 

Suzanne and becoming a father to Erin and Emily, becoming fluent in Creole has 

been the most important accomplishment of my life. It has allowed me to be 

effective as a relief worker in ways that would impossible otherwise, but more 

importantly, it has given me a window into the soul of Haiti and her people. 

This has been an incredible blessing for me. I have discovered in this beautiful 

culture deep wisdom, incredible strength, abiding faith, warmth, kindness and 

above all, unfailing love. It seems that there is something about living with 

only the bare necessities of life, in constant close communion with God, family 

and neighbor, that keeps one focused on what is real and true. I have come to 

believe that our American affluence and culture of consumption and media 

obsession is in many ways an impediment to the fulfillment of our human 

potential. We tend to know and care much more about the lives of the Real 

Housewives of Orange County than we do about the struggling family in the house 

next-door to our own. As for me - I feel that I am on page 2 of a massive 

Haitian manual on how to live a purposeful, meaningful life. Already though, I 

can tell you that as most of us already know, but don't always remember, love is 

the answer to most of what ails us. If you want to see what love is, you need 

only visit the tent city at Mathew 25 and observe the way these people with so 

little have banded together to make sure the least among them will be OK. 

      The flight is underway now and the newly adopted Haitian kids with their 

American parents are seated behind me. I have mixed feeling about a surge of  

Haitian adoptions. On one hand, I know that most of these kids will be well 

loved and cared for and will have much greater opportunities in life, but on the 

other hand, I don't think that the answer to Haiti's problems is to remove as 

many of her children as possible. Maybe we should be more focused on building a 

better future for them in Haiti - a process in which they could play a role. 

Also, these children are trading the culture described above for McDonald's and 

Jerry Springer. OK, that's overly harsh, but you get my drift. However, it 

disturbed me that for the first 30 minutes of the flight, one of the little 

girls screamed, "Amwe! Amwe! Amwe!" (Help! Help! Help!) non-stop until her voice 

became hoarse. 

     Just before boarding the flight, one of the other relief workers asked me 

what I most wanted to remember and most wanted to forget about the trip I 

hesitated. Then, I realized that every experience I've had thus far in that 

beautiful, but suffering land, whether ecstatic or excruciating, has been 

meaningful and transforming for me. I hope that I will always carry these 

Haitian experiences and revelations with me as I try to become a better human 

being in my American life. 

Back Home, Safe and Sound, 

Mark Coughlin
