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ABOUT THE AUTHOR: John A. Torres is an award-winning 
newspaper reporter from Central Florida. His stories have taken him to 
Africa, Italy, Indonesia, Mexico, India, and Haiti. In 2004 he traveled to 
the Dominican Republic village of Jimani, which had been devastated by 
mudslides that killed 3,000 people. It was there—and just west of the 
border—that he met and learned for the first time about the hardships 
of the Haitian people.

Torres returned to Haiti in April 2007 and June 2008 with his wife, 
Jennifer, and several members of their church on a mission of mercy. 
He hopes to make it an annual event.

Torres is the author of more than 40 children’s books, including Meet 
Our New Student from Haiti; Disaster in the Indian Ocean, Tsunami 
2004; and many other books for Mitchell Lane Publishers.

 
PUBLISHER’S NOTE: The facts on which the story in this book is based have been thoroughly 
researched. Documentation of such research can be found on page 30. While every possible 
effort has been made to ensure accuracy, the publisher will not assume liability for damages 
caused by inaccuracies in the data, and makes no warranty on the accuracy of the information 
contained herein.
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Chapter  
One 1

Mudslides

Like most Haitian (HAY-shun) and 
Dominican (doh-MIH-nih-kun) settlers on the 
border near Jimaní (hih-MAH-nee), twenty-
two-year-old Onal Lejeune was fast asleep. 
A crashing sound woke him up. People were 
screaming, and the terrifying roar seemed to 
be getting closer.

It sounded like a runaway train, but Onal 
knew it wasn’t one. The heavy rains that had 
fallen for the last few days had caused the 
mountain rivers to overflow their banks. Now 
a giant mudslide, roaring and speeding like a 
train, was churning toward the village.

Onal was one of the lucky ones. He ran 
from his poor mud-and-stone hut. He looked 
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for high ground, a hill or a big rock, to stand 
on. Two of his brothers, Jean and Emmanuel, 
were running too. 

As they scrambled for higher ground, the 
mud slammed through their house. It carried 
their mother, father, and another brother 
all the way down the rocky slope and into 
a ditch about a mile away. They were only 

Once the streets become flooded, the standing water 
makes a perfect breeding ground for mosquitoes and 
disease.
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three of the 3,000 people who died during 
those flash floods in May 2004.

Later, after the rains died down, Onal, 
Jean, and Emmanuel sat stunned on the pile 
of rubble that used to be their home. They 
did not know what to do next.

“I have never seen anything like this,” 
Onal said quietly. “Their bodies just seemed 
to explode out of the house. I hope that God 
takes care of us.”

Three days after Tropical Storm Jeanne, a house in 
Gonaïves was still flooded. Most of the houses in Haiti 
are built very poorly and are easily destroyed.
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The flash floods destroyed villages, killed 
thousands, and contaminated (kun-TAA-
mih-nay-ted) an already dirty water supply. 
The storms that dumped about 20 inches of 
rain there in just a few days were an act of 
nature—but many of the deaths could have 
been avoided. 

In Haiti (HAY-tee), rainstorms used 
to help the forests grow. Now, because of 
deforestation (dee-for-es-TAY-shun), the 

Not only homes but also harvests can be buried under 
tons of mud in a mudslide.
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rain often brings death. People have been 
chopping down too many trees in the forests 
and not planting saplings to replace them. 
They burn the wood to make charcoal 
(CHAR-kohl) for cooking and for fuel. 
When the heavy rains come to Haiti, there 
are not enough tree roots to hold back the 
mud. Heavy mudslides have been bringing 
destruction to Haiti for decades.

The people cannot survive without some 
kind of power source. However, using trees 
to create that power has put the tiny country 
of Haiti on the edge of environmental (en-
vy-urn-MEN-tul) collapse.

Mountains that 
used to be 
covered with 
trees are now 
nearly bare. 
Deforestation 
is one of 
Haiti’s main 
environmental 
problems.
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