Friday, February 26, 2010

"When I was homeless, you helped me find shelter." 

It's always nice to lead off with something good, so how about this: I just 

piloted a 1945 DC-4 aircraft loaded down with several tons of humanitarian 

cargo, including 241 tents and tarps donated by the Parishioners of St. 

Monica's. OK, I only had the wheel for a minute and there was a highly qualified 

pilot in the other seat, but still, it was a thrill and I have a photo to prove 

it. As I type, we are flying over the Caribbean to Port au Prince, Haiti, due to 

arrive at 10:00 am. Our good friend Bernard will be meeting us at the airport 

with a large truck. We will try to get our cargo out of there and on its way to 

the Mathew 25 House as quickly as possible - hopefully before any Haitian 

government officials try to seize anything. We've seen reports on CNN that some 

confiscation has been occurring, although my contacts on the ground have assured 

me that we should be able to get our tents out of the airport without too much 

difficulty. 

This tent mission started a few weeks ago when I called Sr. Mary Finnick at 

Mathew 25. I asked what she needed and she replied with hesitation, "tents, we 

are desperate for tents here!" Some of you will recall that Mathew 25 is where 

Jim Toth, Barb Burk and I worked in the week after the earthquake. There is a 

large makeshift tent city in the soccer field there with about 2,200 people 

sleeping under nothing but bed sheets, cardboard, and the occasional tarp. It is 

now raining almost every day, so you can imagine the mud and the misery. I 

promised Sr. Mary that we would try to help. Announcements were made at church 

and in typical fashion, the good people of St. Monica's responded with energy, 

enthusiasm and incredible generosity. Many people joined in the effort, but I 

need to mention that Dennis Andrews, as usual, worked his tail off to make this 

happen, even driving the tents and I overnight, without sleep, from Atlanta to 

Miami on just a few hour's notice so that our cargo could be loaded onto this 

DC-4 in time for the flight. 

Speaking of flights, the fact that the tents and I are on this one is a minor 

miracle. For the last two weeks I have been burning up the phone lines trying to 

find a way to get the tents down quickly. Unfortunately, most of the private 

aircraft that had been loaned to the relief effort since the quake have now been 

returned to their usual functions and it has become very difficult to find air 

transport. One possibility after another turned into a dead end and by this past 

Wednesday, I was in despair and feeling defeated Fortunately, I was a little too 

pig-headed and stubborn (just ask my wife) to give up. I heard a rumor that Sean 

Penn's group, the Jenkins-Penn Haiti Relief Organization had a plane flying down 

out of Miami as part of their "Beat the Rain" campaign. I searched until I found 

a phone number and after some back and forth, here we are. Thank you God, thank 

you Sean Penn and Diana Jenkins and thank you to all of you who supported this 

effort. 

We'll be landing in about an hour and when we do, I'll hit "send" on this 

message. Hopefully, everything will go well on the ground and this will be a 

joyous day at Mathew 25. I'll let you know tonight in my next message... 

From 10,000 feet over the bright blue sea, 

Mark Coughlin

Saturday, February 27, 2010

AM – 

It sure is nice when things work out. Thank you all who helped make it happen. 

Tomorrow, a committee of community leaders will distribute the tents. They are 

very organized and a week ago took a census in the compound to determine which 

size tents are needed for each family and who has the greatest need. 

Just after our big W.W.II era aircraft landed in Port au Prince, we were met by 

Sean Penn and his associates. He was friendly and spent time talking with 

everyone. Some nice American soldiers helped unload the pallets of tents from 

the plane using a big forklift. Unfortunately, the first one was too short and 

we had to wait a few extra hours for a taller one to arrive. We were plenty 

grateful, just the same. Between Bernard's borrowed box truck and the Mathew 25 

SUV and van, we were able to get our cargo where it needed to go. 

It was nice to see how some of our patients from last month are getting better. 

In particular, it put a smile on my face to see that Reginette, our brave little 

amputee who Jim and Barb took care of on the dining table here, is doing very 

well and getting around with ease on crutches. I'm going to have to come through 

on my promise to get her fitted for a prosthetic. 

This evening, we set up a movie screen (fashioned from a shower curtain) in the 

soccer field and using the battery-powered projector and sound system I brought, 

put on a movie night featuring my musical health videos. It was fun for all of 

us. I was approached afterward by some aid workers who asked if I could do that 

in other tents cities in the area. 

Tomorrow morning, Fr. Bourdeau, after dropping off Jeff Marshall and company at 

the bus station, is going to pick me up and take me up to Hinche. Among other 

things, I plan on visiting the refugee camps up there to try and see what we can 

do to help. 

From Port au Prince, 

Mark Coughlin

More Below

PM – 

It was nice to see the tents going up in the compound today. Many of the same 

local guys who had worked tirelessly to help the injured after the earthquake, 

were out in the soccer field once again serving their community by setting up 

the tents and carefully arranging them to make best use of space. 

Fr. Bourdeau and his trusty chauffeur, Boudou, came this afternoon to pick up 

myself and Michelet Joseph, the national director of my little foundation - 

www.betterhealthforhaiti.com (pardon the plug) to take us up to Hinche. The road 

has been greatly improved with asphalt all the way to Mirebalais, which is 

almost halfway. The rest of the way has been graded in preparation for paving 

and as a result, the trip takes less than half the time it used to. We made it 

in about 3 hour. After a great dinner prepared by our beloved Madame Prince, I 

went for a walk around the neighborhood, chatting with friends and asking how 

life has changed here after the earthquake. They told me that food and other 

essentials are constantly in short supply and that is driving up prices. There 

are many thousands of displaced people here. Many of those who are fortunate 

enough to have relatives in Hinche have been taken in to already-crowded homes 

and those without those kinds of connections are staying in one of the several 

makeshift refugee camps in the area St. Monica's Klorfasil safe water systems 

have already been provided to many of the displaced families through the efforts 

of our Safe Water employees, Jocelyne and Irenee, with help from several of my 

Better Health for Haiti volunteers. Tomorrow, I'm going to visit as many 

encampments as possible to see what can be done. 

As I was walking around tonight I asked a few groups of people on the street if 

they had seen any photos of the earthquake damage in Port au Prince. They 

replied, "no, do you have any you can show us?" Except for the few here who can 

buy generators or solar panels, people have no electricity in their homes, let 

alone televisions and CNN. The earthquake has been something they could only see 

with their imagination - at least until I pulled up some images on my phone for 

them. Though they had already heard much about the disaster, were very shocked 

and saddened by what they saw. Tonight at dinner, Fr. Whitney (sp?), a friendly 

priest who is living here temporarily, said that he couldn't bring himself to go 

to Port au Prince. He said he was afraid he would not be able to bear what he 

would see there. He may be right about that. 

From Hinche, 

Mark Coughlin

