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The flight to Haiti was in every way the same as flight to Atlanta or New York. 
Americans staffed and piloted the plane, the air condition either sputtered ineffectually or 
tornadoed in your face, and complimentary Cokes and peanuts were handed out roughly 
halfway into the trip. Still, my brother Owen and I could feel the breathless tension in the 
air during the small patches of turbulence, and the bumpy descent had many on the edges 
of their seats. There was a palpable fear of the herky-jerky descent; a fear that I suspect 
wouldn’t have been so prevalent if we had been landing in Minneapolis-St. Paul.  
 When we talked about it, Owen and I agreed that this anxiety was interlocked with 
our fellow commuter’s apprehension of Haiti itself, the poorest nation in the Western 
Hemisphere. That’s a phrase I had often tossed around when discussing the trip with 
friends: “the poorest nation in the Western Hemisphere.” It conjured up images of dirt 
roads and dilapidated buildings, gaunt animals lining the streets with glazed eyes and 
unconquerable foliage devouring the countryside. And all of those things were present in 
Haiti from the moment we landed. But who was even present were the Haitians themselves 
and their visceral humanity. 
 In my head, I had created an unpopulated and desolate Haiti and had never really 
considered its people. What I got was much different. On our first attempt into the village, 
out bus was unable to cross over a muddy, rain-soaked hill, so we got out to consider our 
options and wait for our guide. Soon, a group of children gathered around us, with one 
enterprising young man acting as a translator. He spoke English, French, Creole, and 
Spanish and relished the opportunity to practice each. With a wide smile, he introduced us 
to his many, many friends, and soon, I was holding the hand of a little girl and joking with 
some of the younger kids. 
 On the second day, we made it to our destination, a remote village near the border of 
the Dominican Republic, but the villagers greeted us like brothers and sons and sisters and 
daughters. An older woman gently tugged at my hand and introduced me to her small 
children and grandchildren, who were completing their math homework. I sat down with 
them, quizzing the kids on their addition skills and learning some Creole numbers as well. 
And then we spent the rest of the day playing ball with the children; they chased us, 
climbed us, tagged us, and we showed them the attention they deserved. And it was 
wonderful. 
 My brothers and I helped with the medical clinic in spurts, and I spent time with the 
grad students in their quest to learn more about clean water use in the area, but most of 
our time was spent with the children, who beamed with life despite their surroundings. 
And they were the ones that opened my eyes to the true meaning of “the poorest nation in 
the Western Hemisphere.” There was the abject poverty that I had imagined, but I had 
failed to see the people, who in real life encompassed a full range of emotions and 
experiences over the course of our trip. The people had joy amidst their stress, and the 
people strived for education despite their hardship. We met farmers who wanted a good 
haul of crops, translators who wanted to be lawyers and mayors, and children who wanted 
to be soccer stars. The real Haiti lay in their humanity, their hopes and dreams, and their 
kindness. 
 Sure, you go to open your eyes to blessings you have been given. You do come away 
with a respect for the basics like paved roads and safe roofs. But you truly go to remember 



that wonderful people live in Haiti, people who deserve the opportunity to achieve their 
dreams. And you go to help. Providing clean water and medicine is a step towards creating 
a Haiti that can provide opportunities for its people that we take for granted. The Haitiains 
are like us; they want to achieve and succeed and thrive, and if you go to one push Haiti 
closer to that ideal. 


