Haitian quake victims slowly recovering in Louisville
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The TARC bus hissed to a stop, and Haitian Miguel Zamor -- clutching his backpack and English lesson book on his lap -- guided his scooter onto the bus's wheelchair ramp as part of his journey home to his Klondike Lane apartment.

Paralyzed from the waist down during the Jan. 12 earthquake that devastated Port-au-Prince, Zamor was resettled in Louisville three weeks ago following surgeries in Miami on his spine, which was crushed by a falling wall.
"We get a lot of help here, my biggest problem is the chair I'm in," Zamor said through a Haitian Creole translator. Zamor still holds out hope to walk again and return to his family in Haiti.
The 26-year-old Zamor is among a handful of medically fragile Haitians and their family members who since February have been resettled in Louisville. Under the care of Kentucky Refugee Ministries, they are slowly recovering with temporary aid such as housing, food stamps and medical care.
The latest to arrive in Louisville, Zamor takes the bus each day for English classes while his brother, Gaby, 25, who came along to help care for him, started his first job last week at a packaging plant to make ends meet.
It hasn't been easy for the Haitians to adjust to a strange city with few friends. Some are still traumatized from losing the use of limbs or family members. And most are acutely aware that their families are still sleeping under rickety shelters in the poor, quake-damaged nation.
"Some in our family are still not found," said Zamor, who was cooking food in a Port-au-Prince apartment when the quake brought down his building. He lay buried for hours until his family came to dig him out. He said doctors gave him a 50 percent chance of walking again.
With an estimated 220,000 to 300,000 killed and roughly 1.5 million homeless from the quake, some of the most severely injured were evacuated by the U.S. military to Miami hospitals for treatment. Many remained there for weeks or months.
The most common injuries included amputations, burns, brain damage and spinal cord injuries.
Unable to undergo painstaking and expensive recoveries in quake-damaged Haiti, more than 111 were resettled by Church World Service to cities such as Atlanta, Miami, Durham, N.C. Houston, Portland, Ore. and Louisville. Only two of the 111 have been able to return to Haiti. Other agencies, including the Catholic Conference of Bishops, have resettled other Haitians.
Each was granted "humanitarian parole" from the U.S. Government -- typically given to immigrants from countries where sudden conflict or disaster prevents them from returning to their homelands safely -- which allows them to stay for at least one year and potentially reapply to stay longer.
"For now they don't have to worry about getting back immediately," said Carol Fouke-Mpoyo, a Church World Service immigration and refugee information specialist based in New York
That's good news following a recent U.S. Senate report that concluded Haiti has made little progress in rebuilding in the five months since its earthquake because of an absence of leadership, disagreements among donors and general disorganization.
Kentucky Refugee Ministries has collected money, furniture and clothing for the Haitians resettled here, while coordinating medical care, apartments, translators and other aid. Each medical evacuee gets nearly $1,000 initially from Church World Service, and they then qualify for state and federal food, housing and medical aid.
It's enough to get by, but not by much. In response, several Liberian refugees recently brought more than six bags of clothing for the Haitians after reading about their plights. And they presented Zamor with a $115 check to help with living expenses.
"We know how it is to face suffering from war and disasters," said Jefferson Howe, one of the Liberians who came to the U.S. years ago.
That reaction doesn't surprise Jessica Maudlin, one of the Creole translators working with the Haitians. She's been impressed with the reception they get when she accompanies them to groceries, cell phone stores and doctor's offices.
"We were at one grocery, and when they found out they were from Haiti the guys gave them a discount," Maudlin said. "People have been really interested."
On another day, Zamor guided his wheelchair into a bank to cash the check, struggling in his rudimentary English to communicate with the teller. Some days, coming home from the KRM building in the Highlands, he has taken the wrong bus, but he's learning, he said. Meantime, he's getting care from a University of Louisville neurosurgeon.
Another of the small group of recovering Haitians is Guilene Honore, who arrived on Feb. 16 in a wheelchair pushed through the Louisville International Airport, accompanied by her 58-year-old mother, Alice Michaud. Honore had left her two young children behind, learning later that one of them had died from earthquake injuries, officials said.
In recent weeks, her shattered hip has begun to recover, but her mother has returned to Haiti to care for family, including Honore's surviving child.
Honore, 24, 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 when she was buried in rubble near an outdoor wall.
Honore, who is quiet and rarely smiles, still walks with a limp. She goes nearly every day for English classes, attends medical checkups and said she's begun to like Louisville. But she misses her son and wants to return to Haiti when she can.
"The leg is better," she said recently after a U.S. culture class where the instructor was discussing how to apply for citizenship and how often the refugees could travel back home depending on their status.
Later that day, Honore accompanied Zamor to a Bardstown Road bus stop. Standing nearby was Roosevelt Fenelus, a Haitian who has been in Louisville about six years and was helping the new arrivals.
"Haitians are familiar with adversity, so they can keep moving forward," Fenelus said. "These guys will too."
Reporter Chris Kenning can be reached at (502) 582-4697.
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