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The remnants of a garden after Hurricane
Matthew rolled through as the Friends of the

Delavan-based relief group gets
caught in a storm
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XAVIER WARD
Wednesday, October 19, 2016

DELAVAN—A Delavan-
based group of aid workers
got more than they
bargained for on a recent
trip to Haiti.

Hurricane Matthew
terrorized Jamaica, Haiti
and much of the coastal
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Children, a Delavan-based aid group, was in
La Croix, Haiti, recently. The group travels
twice a year to Haiti to provide medical relief.

southern United States,
and the local aid workers
were caught in the middle
of it.

The hurricane's original path was supposed to miss Haiti, but the
storm changed course.

Friends of the Children makes trips to Haiti twice a year. A local
Catholic church allows the group to set up a clinic in one of its
buildings.

The group's core members--Tom Reichert, Kathy Spiegelhoff, Dr.
John Underwood, Linda Underwood and Diana Lovett--usually
take along volunteers on each trip.

Reichert, a retired Delavan emergency service responder, helped
found the group in 1998. He visited Haiti to help prepare the clinic
the group sets up in the village of La Croix, not knowing the storm
was heading that way.

“I knew that Monday night the storm was going to hit,” Reichert
said.

Spiegelhoff said family, friends and the government alerts gave
them time to prepare.

The clinic treated its last patient, a woman who had slipped in the
rain and broken her arm, before workers closed up shop and tried
to save as much equipment as they could.

When the hurricane hit, it hit hard, Reichert said.

Trees bent and broke like twigs under the pressure of the 140 mph
winds, Spiegelhoff said. The rain flew sideways in the howling
wind, she said.

The 10 aid workers were forced out of the dormitory where they
were staying because it was directly below a bell tower that had
been weekend by the 2010 earthquake.

They crammed into a local priest's three-bedroom house, which is
massive by Haitian standards but was a tight squeeze for 10 people.

The kitchen table served as a gurney when a young boy was injured
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during the storm and lost a finger. The group stopped the bleeding
and patched the wound.

The stone house was almost vibrating, Spiegelhoff said.

“You could hear the sheet metal flying outside,” Spiegelhoff said.

Many of the houses and structures in the village are made of sheet
metal and were easily dismembered by the storm, she said.

For Spiegelhoff, the uncertainty was the scariest.

“You don't know what kind of damage is going to happen,” she
said.

Spiegelhoff, a longtime group member from Burlington, said it's a
good thing the village is in the mountains.

The mountains acted as a shield, but many of the coastal cities
were completely decimated, Spiegelhoff said.

“By 80 miles, we lucked out,” Reichert said.

Spiegelhoff said the priest was calm, cool and seemingly
unworried.

He told them, “There is a storm coming. We know that. It is a wind
storm, not an earthquake,”  Spiegelhoff said.

The villagers were extraordinarily resilient, Spiegelhoff said.

“They really just took it in stride,” she said.

After the storm, the humidity was unbearable, Spiegelhoff said.
They then went to measure the damage.

The structural damage in the village was limited, she said.

Three houses were blown down, but they had been in poor shape
before the storm, Spiegelhoff said.

The real damage was to agriculture, she said.

The fruit was shaken from every tree, Reichert said. Avocados,
bananas and almonds littered the ground, Spiegelhoff.

They collected the fruit from the ground, but most of it will spoil
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before it can be eaten, Reichert said.

Livestock, a major livelihood and source of nutrition, are often
drowned in such storms, Spiegelhoff said. The dead animals can be
immediately slaughtered but access to refrigeration to preserve the
meat is limited, Spiegelhoff said.

The scale of the crop and livestock damage is still unknown,
Spiegelhoff said.

The group's clinic opened Sept. 26 and stayed open for the
remainder of that week but was forced to close Oct. 3 because of
the storm. The clinic usually stays open for two weeks, Spiegelhoff
said.

While none of the aid workers had ever been in a hurricane, their
main concern was not for their own well being but rather the safety
of those in the village, Spiegelhoff said.

The group provides treatments otherwise unavailable to locals.
Because of the storm, the aid group had to cancel a class teaching
hypertension patients how to care for themselves. They won't be
able to receive treatment for another six months, when the group
plans to return.

Other aid organizations, such as U.S. Agency for International
Development and the U.S. Army have sent people to help the
Haitians recover from the storm, Spiegelhoff said.

Friends of the Children will return to Haiti in February, Spiegelhoff
said.
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