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Into the Eye of the Storm
By Sister Fidelis Rubbo

We bumped along the painfully rough road in the eerie light of our headlights, catching 
the occasional lone animal in them, seeing the outlines of crumpled homes and shredded 
trees, and the starkly sturdy mausoleums standing sentinel.  It was nearing 11 p.m. on 
October 14 and we were getting close to our destination of Pestel in the Grande Anse, Haiti, 
which had suffered a direct hit by the eye of the storm, Hurricane Matthew.

The next morning as I stood in the early light looking out from the back patio of St. Joseph’s 
rectory, I saw anything but the usual lush view from there.  Instead, I could see all the 
way to the mountains and the parish school a couple of miles away.  All in between were 
twisted trees and piles and piles of rubble. It was “all gone” it seemed.  The devastation was 
overwhelming.  It was the lowest point of my trip. I prayed, expressed my grief to one of the 
team, and then . . .

We got to work.  We took the first step to aiding the people 
toward recovery.  In the next five days we saw 1,060 patients 
in four locations, two days at the clinic in Pestel, and three in 
the mountains, in Carrefour-Citron, Moline and Ferrier.  Each 
touched people in a different section.  One was a private 
home, the other a former peanut butter factory, and the third 
our very own Friends of Haiti guest house, so named by the 
Haitians themselves.

God protected us the whole way and was tangibly near. 
This is one example.  Not being able to find air transport, 
we arranged for a passage by sea.  When the water was too 
rough the morning after an all-night rain, we turned instead to three SUVs.  Though we 
were uncertain whether the whole road was passable, the trip was largely uneventful.  The 
vehicles were invaluable in allowing us to move about the mountains and get to places 
where people could not otherwise be served. (See Dr. Paat’s journal and the vignettes for 
stories of life, death, and a miracle baby.)

Highlights that stand out in my mind are the welcome 
by the people, especially at Mass on Sunday, working 
with the amazing Dr. Paat and his caring, gifted team 
(there were only four of us Americans and ten Haitian 
doctors, nurses, a pharmacist, and others).  What pride 
I felt in how our trained health monitors showed up 
each day to assist us, how our employees had protected 
our property and prepared it for use as a clinic, how 

patiently people waited to be served, some spending all day and into the night to be 
diagnosed and receive a precious gift of medicines.
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A surprise treat was having a cook along. We didn’t want to burden the people 
so we had brought all our own food, and had even been prepared to sleep 
outdoors, if necessary.  Seeing friends and neighbors all around, but especially 
in Ferrier, was precious.  That alone was worth the trip for me.  People felt some 
hope that they had not been abandoned, that others care.

The hardest thing for me to hear about besides the hunger of the people was 
how they are now living with probably 75% of all homes uninhabitable.  To this 
day I hear of people living on the streets in Pestel; and worse, in the mountains 
they shelter under rock out-crops, in 

caves and in little huts of salvaged tin which cannot even protect them from 
the rainy nights of the season.

The trip back to Port-au-Prince in the daylight was better, but more 
enlightening as we saw the damage to the entire peninsula.  For hours we 

watched the devastation pass our windows as we 
just stared. (See Day 8 of Dr. Paat’s journal for a 
lighter take on this.)

In the capitol we stayed with our good friends 
at St. Joseph’s Home and celebrated a farewell 
dinner together.  The next morning, October 21, we boarded a plane for home to tell our 
stories and keep alive awareness of our brothers’ and sisters’ needs for our assistance, 
whether prayer, financial aid, or heartfelt solidarity.   

 

Helping After Hurricane Matthew
By Dr. Richard Paat

Dr. Paat is a doctor of internal medicine with a practice in Maumee, Ohio.  He makes several medical mission trips 
each year to places in South America, the Philippines and Africa to help those less fortunate.  A week after Hurricane 
Matthew hit the southwestern section of Haiti he assembled a medical team and went there to treat the survivors.  
Following, are excerpts from his journal while on that trip.  

Day 1:
The eye of Hurricane Matthew totally devastated the homes, crops, 
medical care, and lives of the people of Pestel and Ferrier.  Our team 
will be the 1st relief effort in the area.  We go to assist our friends 
that we’ve made there over the last 4 years, and help the poorest of 
the poor fight off the cholera epidemic that is once again sweeping 
through the area. 

Sr. Fidelis was the spiritual backbone of our medical team that 
included an MD, NP and RN from Toledo, and 10 Haitians (4 MDs, 1 
Pharmacist, 1 UN operations coordinator, 1 Haitian special forces 
officer, 2 drivers, and 1 cook).

Left Toledo at 4 a.m., flew to Florida, then into Port au Prince where we were met by Dr. Peter Pierrot, a good friend 
who I’ve seen grow from a medical student to the director of Double Harvest Hospital.  Spent the night there and 
reorganized our twenty 50-lb duffle bags of meds and supplies. 

Day 2:
Sister sang a Haitian song as we drove 9 hours through the night, into the rivers and over the destroyed mountains to 
Pestel where we were greeted by Fr. Parnel at St. Joseph’s church, our home for the week. 

Day 3: 
Fr. Parnel said that the hurricane struck at 1 a.m.  The church served as protection for many.  About 61 people died 
in the area.  All of the homes made of light material were destroyed but the cement structures at least left a base to 
rebuild. 

Dr. Seneque thanked us for coming so quickly.  The clinic pharmacy was 
almost bare.  We treated 150 hurricane victims the 1st day.  10 cholera patients 
required IV fluids and antibiotics. 

The KPA Haitian leadership team walked down the mountain to greet us.  We 
were so glad to see that they all survived, but they told of severe destruction 
and hunger in the mountains.  Sister scouted out the places that we would 
work at later in the week.  She flashed a HUGE smile when she found out that all 
3 of the Sisters’ dogs were still alive. 

Day 4:
Fr. Parnel told his congregation at Sunday mass “We don’t need to be discouraged because God is taking care of us.”  
Sister Fidelis also spoke, and afterwards, the people individually thanked us for coming. 

We treated 250 patients in the clinic with open wounds, UTIs, URI’s, parasitic diseases, STDs, and musculoskeletal issues 
from their homes and debris falling on them.  Everyone lost their homes.

Day 5:
Drove up to Kafou Sitwon, the former site of the sewing center program by the Sisters.

About a dozen of the Health Promoters volunteered to serve with us through the day, even though all of them had 
lost their homes and had no food.  They told their own stories of having to run from house to house during the 

hurricane as the roofs kept flying off with trees falling everywhere.  I cried a 
little with them.  They kept the crowds controlled, assisted in triage and the 
pharmacy, checked blood pressures, agreed to follow up on patients with 
wounds.  Together we treated 250 patients. 

We saw all of the babies and pregnant moms first. Sister Fidelis told of a 
mom that was holding her two-month old baby that the hurricane wind 
snatched from her arms.  They found her on the ground 2 hours later, relatively 
unscathed. I treated a baby born 4 days after the hurricane and drained a huge 
painful abscess on another infant. 

Dr. Kenaud drained a huge foot infection caused by wood debris.  Dr. Peter and Lorrie, 
with her ever Faithful Sr. Fidelis as translator, treated head injuries from pieces of flying 
tin roofing.

Day 6:
Went to the reopening of St. Francis school in Pestel.  Half of the buildings were still 
unusable.

Drove 1.5 hours way up to remote Moline.  Treated a new mom with hypotension that 
had just delivered her 3rd child in her home just before the hurricane destroyed it.  Her 
post partum bleeding worsened her already tenuous anemic and malnourished state, 
so I gave a unit of my blood to my new Haitian sister to help keep her alive. 
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One man gave the little food he had to his pregnant wife and young son. 
After not eating for 5 days, he developed a high fever and walked a couple 
miles to our clinic.  Unfortunately, despite IV fluids and CPR, we couldn’t 
save him - the 62nd victim of the hurricane, but this one died of starvation. 
Sister Fidelis came to bless him and led the crowd in prayers and song in 
front of his devastated family.  We transported the body to the family’s 
demolished house for a burial and shed a couple of tears - it’s never easy to 
lose a patient. 

Finished clinic in the early evening, and drove back down the mountain 
in a light rain.  One of the big old US school buses that transport packed 
people up and down the mountains almost rammed into us while going 
backwards.  Another close, but no cigar, call.  God protects.

Day 7:
Clinic Site of the day - the Sisters’ guest house in Ferrier.

Drove past the one room, no electricity, pink colored St. Rose church/school.  The roof had a little leak, but otherwise, 
it fared well.  Cleared the road to the guest house, Randy with chainsaw in hand and the Haitians with machetes. 

The love of the people for Sister Fidelis was evident everywhere.  The Haitians hugged 
her while welcoming her back to the mountain communities where she and the other 
Sisters of St. Francis walked and worked for 15 years, building a health clinic, sewing 
and self-sustainable feeding programs and developing a corp of local Haitian leaders to 
teach them how to help themselves.  Today we came to give them a little medical help, 
as Sister says “To show that the world didn’t forget them in their time of desperate need.”  
Her dogs licked Sister’s face.  They never forget either. 

Worst case, and best save of the day:  I had a 12 yr old girl that was carried in by her 
family with septic shock.  She had pneumonia as well as the start of some pus oozing out 
of her right upper eyelid.  Two liters of IV fluids, antibiotics, aerosol breathing treatments, 
and draining 1/2 a cupful of pus from both eyelids and forehead helped to keep her 
alive.  (At last report Catiana was still recuperating in the Pestel clinic.) 

We thanked all of our wonderful Health Promoters and passed out meds, tarps, tents, sleeping bags, food and water 
filters to each of them, then drove our 12 yr old patient back to the Pestel Clinic and updated Dr. Seneque on the other 
patients that would require follow up.  He thanked the team for its work in helping the people of the Pestel area and 
for leaving the 6 duffle bags of meds and supplies for his future work there. 

Day 8 and 9:
Said merci to Fr. Parnel for sheltering our medical team for the week and drove back, past all the continuous 
destruction, stopping occasionally to pass out crackers to kids rubbing their belly, gifted a goat and charcoal to a 
starving family on the roadside, drove over a major bridge that collapsed 4 hours later, and made it to St. Joseph’s 
Home for Boys in Port au Prince.  Flew back the next day, back to my home and family. 

Since then, I’ve been keeping up with the emails of various NGOs trying to assist in the area.  Food, water, and tarps 
seem to be on the way - great news for many, too late for others.  My thoughts and prayers remain with the resilient 
Haitian people in the Pestel region.  
  

 For more information about the effects of Hurricane Matthew on Haiti visit:
 Thriving Villages International  www.thrivingvillages.org
 National Catholic Reporter  www.globalsistersreport.org
 Sisters of St. Francis   www.sistersosf.org

A Message from a Friend On the Ground in Haiti 
By Bill Plaza

Bill and Renee Plaza of Impact for Jesus have partnered with the Sisters of St. Francis for years.  They have helped to 
bring clean water to countless people in the mountains of Pestel.  The following is from a recent communique from 
Bill.

Responding to the aftermath of Hurricane Matthew leaves such pain in my heart.  Driving 
into the area, I found such grayness in the landscape.  Trees without leaves, trees without 
tops and trees that were down on the ground.  All the different types of brush have a grayish 
color to them, and leaves on the trees that are down are brown.  Without obstructions from 
the foliage, I could spot villages and homes that my eyes had never seen before.  Between 
the devastation, people are trying to survive.

Most of the crops that people depended on for their daily bread are washed away.  Stories 
of people dying while trying to save their crops from 
the rain fill the air.  More stories of injuries from flying 
debris and a will to survive!  This drastic change in 
the landscape was also followed by a change in living conditions.  Some homes 
survived, but most of the homes sustained some damage.  Damage that varied 
from missing roof panels to total destruction of homes.  Some of the villages 
have 100% damaged homes. Also, most people in the world do not know that 
after the hurricane, the  Pestel area continues to receive an overabundance 
of rain as well, with no shelter and nowhere to go.  People have no shelter, no 
food, no churches and no schools to send their kids to. 

The aid effort is very slow in coming.  The major aid organizations took the easy way out and are feeding people in the 
larger cities and communities.  Those are the people that have never depended on farming and living off the land.  The 
hardest hit areas in the mountains have seen no help!  Small NGO’s have a great heart for this area, but their budgets, if 
any, are not prepared to respond to such a disaster. 

If you would like to help the Sisters respond to this need, please send a check to the Sisters of St. Francis-Haiti Hurricane 
Relief, 6832 Convent Blvd., Sylvania, OH 43560 or go to the Sisters’ website to donate online—www.sistersosf.org. 
 

“Almost No Housing Is Left Standing”
Fighting for Aid to Haitians after Hurricane Matthew

By James Bishop
Thriving Villages International

On October 4, Hurricane Matthew raked across the southern peninsula 
of Haiti, killing more than 1,000 people, and ushering in a deadly spike in 
cholera from lack of sanitation.  The hurricane destroyed houses, livestock, 
and crops, causing the worst disaster since the 2010 earthquake.

Shortly after the hurricane hit, the team at Thriving Villages International 
saw reports of relief supplies coming into Jeremie and Les Cayes – port cities 
with relatively easy access -- but people in the remote area of Pestel told us 
almost no aid was reaching the villages.  

The sole doctor in the region, Dr. Seneque Philippe, said that by October 11 
he’d seen 125 cholera patients: 12 had died, and 15 were in his clinic.  He wrote, “Almost no housing is left standing in 
Pestel.”   No aid has yet arrived.”  
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The hard-hit area was familiar.  For nearly a decade, TVI has served the 
remote area of Pestel, which has about 80,000 people in 240 villages.  
Pestel is poor even by Haitian standards and is underserved by NGOs 
because it’s difficult to reach.  And it’s dangerous.  After the hurricane, the 
New York Times featured longtime Pestel resident Guy Philippe, who they 
dubbed a “warlord,” pleading for help for the people.  Pestel appears on 
some non-profits’ list of places to avoid because of the “cartel,” one officer 
admitted. 
 
So TVI prayed, and we called and wrote to more than a dozen 
organizations to say we have grave concerns about aid reaching this 
underserved region.  The big non-profits had resources, but the wheels 

turn slowly.  The little NGOs could reach remote areas quickly, but they have limited resources.  Meanwhile, people 
starved and cholera has spread.

Nine days after the disaster, one TVI board member, Sr. Fidelis Rubbo from the Sylvania Franciscans, joined a medical 
team to go into the ravaged villages.  As a missionary in Pestel from 2001 to 2014, she knew the area and the 
language.  The team treated more than 1,000 people for everything from cholera and starvation to trauma from being 
hit with flying objects during the heavy winds. 

Years earlier, Sr. Fidelis began an organization of concerned Haitians called KPA (Christians Progressing Together).  KPA 
had responded to Hurricane Sandy in 2012 by prioritizing needs and selecting the poorest families from the hardest-
hit towns to receive aid.  Now, the group worked autonomously, performing a rapid mini-census in advance of food 
and aid distribution, and helping to store and deliver relief supplies.  

Partnerships formed between little and big organizations.  Global 
Empowerment Mission found impassable roads, so they contracted 
a military-style landing vessel that could access coastal towns.  They 
joined with Third Wave Volunteers, Haiti Resilience System, a first 
responder medical team, along with Haitian guides and security teams.  
Relief teams found it was important to partner with each town’s mayor 
and local church leaders to distribute food to those with the greatest 
need.  

First-responder Michael Capponi, president of Global Empowerment 
Mission, wrote about immediate aid after a disaster: “vital aid must 
be purchased in Haiti, supporting local markets and Haitians. There is 
no time for containers to be shipped ... Clothing is not an urgent need right now. Water, food, dehydration solution, 
lactated ringer solution, shovels, cement and wheel barrels are what is needed now.”

On October 31, the news we’d been praying for came.  USAID gave the green light for food and aid requests for 
Pestel.  World Harvest Mission/New Life would serve as lead, with Impact for Jesus, YoutHaiti, KPA, Dr. Seneque, and a 
patchwork of organizations and individuals partnering to provide first-round aid.  This good news is just the beginning 
of needed relief efforts in this region.  TVI’s prayer is that as aid arrives, a long-term vision of stable housing, clean 
water, reliable food sources, education, and health care will grow into reality.

Thriving Villages is a Christian organization called to demonstrate God’s goodness and compassion. They work 
collaboratively with individuals and organizations, utilizing their gifts and skills to address issues of health, poverty, and 
development in rural Pestel, Haiti and beyond.  Jim Bishop is a member of their Board of Directors.
 
 

Hurricane Matthew – Dream or Reality After the Hurricane
By Phenicq Bien-Aime

KPA-Christians Progressing Together

“Dream or Reality?”  This is the question that I asked myself when I saw all the damage caused by the hurricane in 
Carrefour-Citron, the only village that I could see because there was no communication and travel was impossible 

because big trees were everywhere on the roads.  Everybody is in shock 
because the fields are ravaged, the harvests are lost, the cattle are dead and the 
people are homeless. 

I saw a defaced landscape where life looks impossible.  I thought that it was a 
dream, but after a moment I accepted it all as reality.

KPA was not indifferent to the situation.  The day after, Loubert Zephir and I 
used a megaphone to invite people to clean the roads and make travel easier. 
We helped Dr. Paat and his medical team in the area of Pestel after they arrived. 
The KPA service team members and Sister Fidelis went to different villages in 

order to find a place for different days of clinic.  The KPA health monitors were everywhere with the medical team to 
assist them.  Also, we distributed bucket filters, and some rice and beans we received from Bill Plaza and his team.  Five 
villages got these gifts.

The hurricane is finished but the consequences are really critical.  We know that the situation is not easy but we know 
that God will go with the Haitian people.

Phenicq Bien-Aime is a member of the five-person Service Team of Christians Progressing Together (KPA), the leadership 
group created by Sister Fidelis to help the Haitians become self-reliant.  He is the contact person for the Sylvania Franciscans 
and Thriving Villages International in the United States. 

   

Hurricane Matthew: The People’s Story
By Sister Fidelis Rubbo

Following are a series of vignettes from Sister Fidelis’ time in Haiti helping after the destruction of Hurricane Matthew. 

1.  The morning after we arrived in Pestel was a Saturday. That is market day when people in the mountains and all 
around come together to shop. Having heard that I was there, some parishioners from the chapels (small villages up 
the mountainside) came to visit me at the rectory. This is how the conversation went. “Our breath is all that remains. 
Our houses are destroyed. Even our hope is gone.”  “I do not have any spirit left. All I possess are the clothes I have on.”  
“I need a little tent to keep the rain off my back.” “Our animals are all gone. How will we send our children to school?” 
(Selling a goat or a pig is the way that most families pay for school.) 

Shortly after that at the clinic, people came to me with their urgent requests of everything from rebuilding homes to 
help for a long-awaited cataract surgery.
 
2.  That first day I visited with the cholera patients. Outside I spoke with six-
year-old Dia who was sick, and with her mother, Jeni.  Dia’s father was inside 
the cholera building as was Cadel, a patient whose cholera was complicated by 
pneumonia. He let me take his picture so that I could tell Americans about their 
needs. I don’t know if he made it home, but he was getting good care.

3.  Saintane Yacinthe is a mild-mannered KPA leader who is nicknamed “pastor” 
because of his willingness to lead others in prayer. He told me about his 
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harrowing experience the night of the hurricane. He was sick in bed when it struck. His sister came to rouse him and 
they left the house just as everything was sucked up into the storm. He lost everything, his phone, his shoes, and his 
beloved books. He is a teacher. When I saw him, he was carrying a small valise 
with a change of clothes in it, the only thing he was able to save. He now lives 
in a low hut of salvaged tin that he crawls into. When it rains at night, he has to 
sit or stand because of the water flowing over the ground through it.

4.  Another friend told me how people went from house to house during the 
night seeking shelter. “When the roof blew off the first house they ran to a 
second, when the second one blew off they ran to a third, when the third one 
blew off they ran to a fourth, all in the wind and the rain and the dark.”

5.  A very sad incident was told to me by Loubert, another KPA leader. In his village of Madame Donne a 19-year-old 
named Litené drowned. He got stuck in the mud and the water rose until it covered him. No one could get to him. 
Perhaps he was one of those that Bill Plaza mentions who died trying to save his family’s crops.

6.  On Sunday, our second day in Pestel, I decided to walk to the clinic so that on the way I could find and talk to 
the mayor. Passing by in one of our vehicles, our security person got out to 
accompany me. We found the mayor in one of the two depots where some 
food and water, left by Food for the Poor, was being distributed. It took a little 
effort to get into the depot since they had closed the doors because of the 
crowd pressing in. I talked to the mayor as I would later talk with Fr. Parnel, Dr. 
Seneque, and KPA about my hopes for everyone working together in order to 
get the best and most long-lasting benefit for all the people. Efforts for that 
had broken down after the 2010 earthquake when, in the Sisters’ estimation, 
politics had led to favoritism. This time too, it has been difficult to serve the 
needs of the majority in the mountains.

7.  Two-month-old Wislan Alizye is our little MIRACLE BABY.  During the hurricane she was 
torn from her mother, Widlen’s, arms.  Missing for two hours, she was found unharmed 
lying on the ground. I first met her while scouting out a place to hold our clinic in Moline.  
She was comfortably wrapped, lying on the counter of the abandoned peanut butter 
factory where days later she would be checked out by our team.  They gave her a clean bill 
of health.  
                             
8.  Phenicq wrote recently, “I visited a woman named Anetide.  She is more than 80-years-
old, and she is blind. She told me, ‘I don’t feel any pain in my body, but I am dying of 
hunger.  For two days I have not eaten.  When I finished talking with her, it felt like my 
heart had torn apart. I know there are many people in this same situation.  I ask you to 
continue to pray for us in Haiti.”  (For more from Phenicq, see his article elsewhere in the 
newsletter.)

Sister Fidelis ministered in Pestel, 90 miles west of Port-au-Prince from 2001 to 2014.  She helped set up a medical clinic, 
arrange for teams of doctors to come and treat the Haitians, installed cisterns to collect clean drinking water, established 
Christians Progressing Together (KPA) to help the Haitians become self-reliant, and provided spiritual and pastoral care for 
the residents. 

 

 For more information about the effects of Hurricane Matthew on Haiti visit:
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 Sisters of St. Francis   www.sistersosf.org


