
                                                                 Haiti Trip Report for January 2016 

This trip to Haiti from January 18-29 was in collaboration with a group in Florida who supports an orphanage in Pignon, 

near our twin parish of Savanette.  I left Roanoke on Allegiant Air for Florida, and we flew out of Ft. Pierce on a DC-3, 

built in 1943 and operated by Missionary Flights International (MFI). With no pressurized cabin and no heat, we were 

given heavy blankets to stay warm at our 11,000 feet cruising altitude.  I was particularly attentive to the pilot’s briefing 

on the location of flotation vests and life rafts. It took one refueling in Exuma, Bahamas and 6 hours to reach 

 Cap-Haitien, Haiti, and our final destination of Pignon.  I and my 150 lb of luggage was transported by Fr. Nicolas to 

Savanette, where I stayed in a partially constructed rectory.  The amenities were meager (no running water, flush toilet, 

or electricity) but adequate for my visit.  On this trip, I brought soccer balls, volleyballs, ball pumps, microscopes, 

children’s clothes, toys, chalice, ciborium, monstrance, tote bags, etc., all donated or paid for by generous parishioners. I 

visited the new 7-room building nearing completion behind the church that will serve as classrooms in the AM and a 

Women’s Training Center in the PM.  Our sponsored school in Baille is pre-school to grade 4, so grades 5 and 6 currently 

meet in the church, and grade 7 meets in a room at the rectory.  The latter three will move to the new building upon 

completion, presumably this spring. Because the price of cement increased from $6 to $9 per bag in fall 2015, there is 

need for an additional $5000 to finish construction (floors and plastering).  The rectory also is in need of adequate 

plumbing, floor tile, lights, window screens, water tank, solar panels, etc. to provide some level of comfort to Fr. Nicolas 

and visitors.  

I visited our sponsored school in Baille and photographed 159 students, from ages 4 to 14, who seek sponsors for the 

next school year (2016-2017).  My attempts to make them smile for photos were rebuffed; hence, they will appear more 

as mug shots than class photos.  After the photo shoot, they were served a lunch of beans, rice, pasta, and a hard-boiled 

egg, now with smiles on their faces.  The supplemental egg program (2 eggs/student/week/9 months) is very popular 

with them and adds variety and better nutrition to their diet. 

I attended the 3-hour mass on Sunday at the church in Savanette, and was introduced after mass along with the gifted 

liturgical items to the roughly 300 in attendance.  I spoke of our commitment to support their material and spiritual well-

being, and to continue our friendship through visits, correspondence, and prayers.  They told me that they pray for St. 

Mary’s parishioners every day and that God hears the cries and prayers of the poor.  The women are very excited about 

the new building, as they have never had a place to meet together, socialize, and learn new things.  One grandmother 

pulled me aside and told me this: “My grand-daughter asked me to sew the hem on her dress and I could not do it.  Now 

I may have the opportunity to learn this and feel like I can contribute to my family.”  I spoke to Fr. Nicolas about parish 

finances, and this is what he told me.  The collection at Sunday mass brings in between $70-$80 Haitian dollars each 

week.  The exchange rate of $11 Haitian dollars = $1 U.S. means that he only receives $7 U.S. per week to operate the 

parish.  When I told him that priests in the U.S. fare much better, he said: “God put me here to minister to the people of 

Savanette, so who am I to question God?”  Point well-taken. 

I attended two feast-day celebrations in different towns, annual events for the patron saint of each church.  At one of 

these events, attended by a cadre of priests from surrounding parishes, I sat down with Max Leroy Mesidor, Archbishop 

of the Diocese of Cap-Haitien, to describe our twinning relationship with Savanette and the type of support that we 

provide.  He told me that he visited Savanette in December and it is indeed one of his poorest parishes.  He has to pay 

most of the meager salary of Fr. Nicolas because of the limited Sunday donations, and there is no way for that 

community to prosper or improve without our assistance.  He asked that I pass along his greetings to St. Mary’s and 

encouraged us to do what we could to help Fr. Nicolas to be effective in that community. He was celebrant at the mass, 

with a cadre of about 15 priests who con-celebrated with him.  At the altar with him were 3 of our former seminarians, 

now priests.  When I told him this and their names, he was surprised to learn that we are an important resource for 

educating priests and thanked us for helping him to minister and catechize the population.  A shepherd is only as good 

as his staff.  I visited with all 3 priests, and they too asked me to pass along their thanks and prayers to St. Mary’s; it 



would have been far more difficult for them without our financial support.  One of the priests (Jean Wilson Bastien) 

provided me with a photo of him at his ordination, which will hang in the Haiti Room. 

I traveled to Cap-Haitien to meet and photograph the 3 women being supported by us to attend Normal School 

(Teachers College), to learn how to teach, before returning to our school in Savanette.  One of the women was in an 

accident while riding a tap-tap (taxi) which collided with a motorbike. She broke her arm and sustained other injuries 

that required 3-weeks in the hospital, but she will resume classes soon.  All 3 are doing well in their classes and asked 

that I thank St. Mary’s for giving them this opportunity to improve themselves and the quality of education to primary 

school students. 

I walked with Fr. Nicolas one morning as he made his rounds to visit the sick and provide encouragement (and 

occasional money) to the poor. He carries a plastic bag with Haitian coins and small-denomination bills (some of his 

salary money) to privately provide enough for a meal to those in greatest need (mostly widows). It would be helpful if 

we could provide him with an annual stipend for this purpose, so that he does not have to give away his salary money. 

At his rectory, any leftover food is given to a parishioner, widow, or orphan who appears at his doorstep. I was 

interested to learn about bathroom facilities at these homes of sticks, mud, and thatch and also got up enough courage 

to ask two residents if I could go inside to assess the sleeping accommodations of families (many had to sleep on the 

floor for lack of space).  Of the 10 homes visited, most had dug a latrine pit (8-10 feet deep) behind the abode but none 

of them had a latrine over the hole.  They told me that they can dig the holes but they cannot afford the concrete blocks 

and lumber to build the structure.  I asked a knowledgeable resident to let me know what it would cost for the materials 

to construct a no-frills latrine, as the current situation is a threat to public health.  With no clinic, doctor, or health care 

in Savanette, life can be tenuous.  One middle-age church elder died when I was there, and when I asked the cause of 

death, no one knew, as there is no medical examiner, autopsy, etc.  As one resident told me, when you’re dead in Haiti, 

you’re dead. 

I got to know Fr. Nicolas much better on this trip, and was really impressed with his dedication to the parish; willingness 

to share his modest salary; excellent rapport with parishioners, Protestants of various persuasions and even heathens; 

and his acceptance by the entire community.  As he explained, the Catholic Church in rural Haiti serves the entire 

community, and it is common for non-Catholics to support projects of the church because all residents benefit from 

them.  He wants to learn some English, and I want to supplement my French with Creole, so we each struggled to speak 

and remember vocabulary words in the other language.  He visited us in 2014 and would like to come back perhaps this 

fall to visit and explain his greatest challenges.  There is an ongoing drought in central Haiti at this time, and even trees 

were showing the effects of no rain.  This will be a very difficult year for our brothers and sisters in Savanette, so I ask 

that you be as generous as you can to support them and their children who attend our sponsored school. 

                                                                                                                                                                    Dick Neves 

                                                                                                                                                                    Haiti Committee                                                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                                     

 


