First evacuated Haitian family arrives in Louisville
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A month ago, Guilene Honore was pulled from the rubble of her Port-au-Prince apartment — only to learn that Haitian hospitals couldn’t repair her shattered hip.

On Tuesday, three weeks after undergoing surgery in Miami, she clutched her scarred arm as her wheelchair was pushed through Louisville's airport, and toward her new home.

Noticeably thin and still recovering, Honore, 24, accompanied by her 58-year-old mother, Alice Michaud, were met by a group of local Haitians and Kentucky Refugee Ministries officials, who are resettling them at least while she recuperates.

The mother and daughter are the first of what could be a dozen or more injured Haitian earthquake victims evacuated to Florida hospitals who are being resettled by Kentucky Refugee Ministries while they recover. Catholic Charities is also awaiting word on whether they'll be asked to bring dozens of injured Haitians to Louisville in the coming months, officials said.

Honore and Michaud, bundled against the cold, were driven Tuesday to a bare two-room South Louisville apartment in a converted school, outfitted with a sofa, a rocker, a few shelves and twin beds. Michaud asked for aspirin and beans and rice, and smiled as she was handed a set of keys and shown the thermostat, saying "Thank you" in Creole.

Although grateful for help with health care and housing, Honore said through a translator she was worried about the two children she'd had to leave behind in Haiti. Michaud added that the rest of her family was still sleeping outside in Haiti under tents made from sticks and sheets.

"I can't even eat sometimes" thinking about hungry relatives, Michaud said, gazing out the window at the snow and bare trees.
Although the U.S. is discouraging Haitians from trying to immigrate after the quake, the medical evacuees, many in Miami hospitals, have been granted humanitarian parole by the U.S. government, which allows them to stay for 12 months.

They're being settled in various cities by Church World Service and the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, which have expertise with traumatized refugees.

"They will need communities that can help them" said Carol Fouke-Mpoyo, a Church World Service immigration and refugee official who said the shifting circumstances of medical patients and accompanying family members left her unsure how many might come to Louisville.

Those who do arrive will receive several months of free housing, donated household goods and medical insurance for ongoing care, provided by a mix of federal and state funding and donations.

Norton Healthcare is working to provide ongoing medical help. And Kentucky Refugee Ministries, while collecting donated household goods, will connect the families to Haitian churches and offer English classes.

"We hope they'll be eventually able to find work," said Rodolfo Bernal, a refugee ministries case worker who brought the Haitians to their new $379-a-month apartment Tuesday.

Settled in on a donated sofa, her wheelchair folded in the corner, Honore recalled that when the Jan. 12 earthquake hit, she had been living with her children and a sister in a four-story apartment building in the poor Port-au-Prince neighborhood of Delmas 31.

She had returned from school with her son, 4-year-old Mackinson, and was at her building's gate when the quake hit, burying them both in rubble before they were rescued by neighbors and friends. Her son and 6-year-old daughter, Caroline, did not appear to be hurt.

"I was crying out," Honore said, recalling that all around her were neighbors with broken limbs and injuries.

Her hip cracked and arm injured, Honore was taken to a small clinic and eventually a hospital, but they couldn't perform the surgery she required. She was airlifted to the United States, along with her mother, who happened to be caring for her in the hospital. On Jan. 23, she had surgery in Miami.

More than three weeks later, with officials in Florida working to find safe places for evacuated Haitians to recover, Honore and Michaud learned they'd be coming to Louisville, a place they'd never been nor have any friends or relatives.

But Kentucky Refugee Ministries and other Haitians are helping, and plan to take them to a local Haitian church Sunday.

Local Haitian Richardson Stimphil, who works for Catholic Charities, said he came out Tuesday to help translate and make the family comfortable.

"We want them to feel welcome," Stimphil said.

Michaud and Honore both want to go back to Haiti to be with family again, even though things back home are difficult.

Honore learned that one of her two children is sick. And Michaud said her four other children are still sleeping outdoors, with nowhere to go. Food aid at the camps is often quickly depleted, the pair said.

They said they would also like to have their family come to Louisville. But that may be difficult.

While officials say there was a chance that the evacuees could be allowed to apply for a longer residency, that may not apply to their families.

Last month, Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano granted temporary protected status to many Haitians who are in the United States, a status often granted to immigrants from countries where sudden conflict or disaster prevents them from returning to their homelands safely.

But she also said that Haitians who try to come illegally will be turned back.

"I'd like to go back, but we don't know what will happen," Michaud said.

Reporter Chris Kenning can be reached at (502) 582-4697.

