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Purpose of this Article 

I am putting together this article for two main reasons. The first is to bring the African 

experience to those whom have not yet had the chance to visit. The second is to remind those that 

went what they experienced and what they should take away from the experience. 

Africa is a very magical place. You have likely not made the trip yet. This could be due to 

commitments with your work and family, lack of funding, or perhaps you just haven’t had the 

desire to spend a few weeks in suffocating hot, humid weather. Regardless of your reasons, I 

highly recommend you do everything in your power to make the trip happen. There is really no 

substitute for actually going but I am going to do my best to bring bits of Africa right to your 

hearts and minds. 

The other portion reading this book has had the opportunity to make the trip. While you 

are there, you have experienced things beyond your wildest imaginations. At some point during 

the trip, you learned things that have changed your life forever. As you’ve made your way back 

to the United States, it is very easy to trivialize the things you saw, forget the lessons you 

learned, and fall right back into the American way. I challenge you to not let your memories slip 

away. It is your obligation to remember your experiences. It is your obligation to take the lessons 

you learned and share it with your friends and family. When somebody asks you, “How was the 

trip?” do not just reply with it “it was awesome, very cool!” and talk about the fun things you 

did. Take an exception to the things you witnessed and pour your heart out to your friends and 

family here in the United States. The only way they will understand the culture and needs of 

Benin is through your words and actions. 

It is very easy to assume that since you saw and experienced the things you did, 

everybody back home will automatically understand your thoughts and feelings. This is not the 
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case. It was your duty to be the eyes and ears of the people back home. You were fortunate 

enough to experience Africa. Now it is your job to do everything in your power to relay your life 

there back home. 

During my time in Africa, I took time out of each day there to log my experiences, and 

thoughts into a journal. I am going to relay everything to you now in this article. Some of the 

information will be exact recollections of what went on. Other pieces will be my thoughts on 

different topics. Some of these things are controversial and may offend you. I will share my 

thoughts on the poverty in Africa, the way American’s live, and also my thoughts on religion. I 

challenge you to read with an open mind. Do not jump to conclusions and judge my thoughts. 

Try to really think about what I’m saying and how my writings may positively impact your life 

and the lives around you. 

 

New York to Casablanca, Morocco 

It sure would be nice if you could just press a button and be in Africa. I am eagerly 

waiting for teleportation. In the mean time, we have to suffer through airport delays, shuttles, 

taxies, customs, and all of the other headaches that go along with traveling. Our route to Africa 

took us from Cincinnati to JFK in NYC to the Mohammad V airport in Casablanca, Morocco, to 

a brief stop in Lome, Togo and then finally to Cotonou, Benin. Our travels from Cincinnati to 

NYC were quite painless. Once we were on the plane in NYC, we sat on the runway for 3 hours 

waiting for the ground traffic to clear up. 
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Then, we were airborne for an 8 hour flight to Casablanca, Morocco. Regardless of how 

much you’re traveled, being on a plane for 11 hours is no fun at all. Once we touched down in 

Casablanca, we were all very relieved to be off of the plane. Since we had a 10 hour layover, we 

decided to exit the airport and go see a bit of Casablanca. 

Our first obstacle was making our way through Moroccan customs. I was the first one in 

line with the remaining 12 people in our group right behind me. The security guard checked my 

passport and forms for about a minute and let me right through. I made my way forward and 

down an escalator. I sat down and waiting for everybody else. A few minutes passed and nobody 

showed up. I thought they were being a little more harsh on the rest of the group so I patiently 

waited for another five minutes. I started to flip out a little bit and walked back up the stairs to 

the customs area. I looked back towards the gate where I came through and nobody in my group 

was anywhere to be seen. I tried to stay up there and look around but the security guards were 

not having any of it. I tried to delay but the language barrier made it tough (they only spoke 

Arabic). I soon wore out my welcome and was  physically escorted back down the stairs. 
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 By this time, I was a little bit concerned. Here I was sitting in Morocco alone with no 

way of reaching the rest of my group. This seemed like the start to the show “Locked Up 

Abroad” and I was the star. I sat down and waited for another half hour – nobody showed up. By 

this time, I was trying to decide the best plan of action. If worst came to worst, I could just go on 

my own and meet them in ten hours for the next flight. I really wanted to see Morocco. I also 

really wanted everyone else to see Morocco. I knew that if we were apart, the layover there 

would be very stressful and nobody would get to go see the country. One option was to exit the 

terminal, attempt to re-enter where they were and hope they were there. My other option was just 

to go visit the country on my own and meet them at the airport later (hopefully). My last option 

was just to park it at the bottom of the stairs and wait. I knew that this was the only way out of 

the terminal. I figured at some point they had to come this way. 

I sat and waited for another hour. My mood lifted a bit as I saw some Africans come 

down the escalator. It was clearly their first time on one. Many of them were sitting down and 

flipping out a little bit. A few others had their luggage tumble down the entire thing. I had to do 

everything in my power to keep from bursting out laughing. 

After about an hour and a half of sitting alone, people from my group finally came down 

the escalator; what a huge relief! Apparently after I made it through, they got put through hell 

and back by the customs agents. They were pulled to a side room and required to answer some 

questions so that they could get some sort of health stamp. After that, they had to answer even 

more questions to get some other type of clearance. I somehow got right through and they got the 

run-around for over an hour. In the end, it all worked out and we were all back together. 
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Out in Casablanca 

With the delays at JFK and the customs delays in Morocco, our twelve hour layover was 

quickly shaved down to only seven hours. Ashley took us to the Air Moroc location at the airport 

and got some free vouchers for everyone. These enabled us to take a shuttle to a local hotel. 

Here, we’d have access to hotel rooms, a buffet, and a pool. We had to choose between doing this 

and traveling via train to downtown Morocco. We decided it’d be much more worthwhile to go 

see the city instead of caving in and visiting a nice resort. Unfortunately, we missed the train to 

the downtown area by only five minutes. The next one would not come for another fifty-five 

minutes. The missed train coupled with Jimmy not feeling well made it an easy decision for us: 

time to get a bite to eat at the resort. We caught a shuttle and headed a few miles away from the 

hotel to the Atlas Hotel. It was like an oasis in the desert. 
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We had access to a pool, a fantastic buffet, and nice hotel rooms. After all of the traveling so far, 

this felt like a five-star resort to us. We pulled up some chairs and umbrellas outside, dipped our 

feet in the pool, and enjoyed a nice relaxing afternoon lunch. 

After relaxing at the hotel for a bit, a few of us decided it’d be fun to catch the train to 

downtown Casablanca. We caught the shuttle back to the airport and then hopped on the train 

(only $3 USD per person) through Casablanca. The train ride was about forty-five minutes to the 

final stop. Along the way, we made about four stops. The first twenty minutes of the train ride 

was through land with livestock, farmers, palm trees, and open fields. The houses along the way 

were fairly depressing. They were all made with pieces of sheet metal leaned against each other. 

Their roofs were metal as well with rocks on top to keep it from blowing apart. Ironically 

enough, however, nearly every structure had a satellite dish mounted on its roof. 

 

As we made our way closer to the end of the route, I expected the housing and buildings to 

improve. They never did. The most well kept facilities I saw were Eastern Europe styled 

apartment buildings. Even these were in pretty rough shape. 
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By the time we got to our stop, it was already 4:45 PM GMT. Our flight out of Morocco 

was at 8:20. We decided it’d be best if we got back to the airport no later than 6:00 PM. We 

hopped off the train for five minutes and had to catch the very next one back to the airport. 

Catching the ‘next train back’ is easier said than done. Nobody there spoke any English. We 

found a train station worker that spoke very little English but he didn’t do us much good. He told 

us our tickets we purchased were good for a round trip and pointed back towards the tracks. We 

tried to find the best train to take us to the airport. There were four tracks to choose from and 

none of us had a clue where we were going. Fortunately, we ran into a girl from America that 

was serving in Morocco for the Peace Corps (she keeps a blog at 

innocentablogged.blogspot.com). She guided us to the correct train. If we hadn’t run into her, 

who knows what would have happened. 

 



9 
 

Once on the train, it turns out that our “round trip” tickets were not round trip at all. We 

were now on board a Morocco train without a ticket, and the worker wasn’t too pleased about it. 

Fortunately, I sat close to the girl from the Peace Corps. She spoke French, Berber, American, 

and Arabic. She helped to translate between the worker and myself. We were able to pay him 

directly for our tickets. Without her, things might not have gone so smoothly. This girl had 

already served seventeen months and was going to be there another ten. She was located about 

twelve hours away in the mountains of Morocco in a village called Imilchil. The local language 

there is Berber. Since the land is so uninviting, nobody has ever attempted to colonize it. This has 

left the language and culture intact for thousands of years. It is one of the oldest untouched 

cultures in the world. She also told me about a place in Northern Morocco that is owned by 

Spain. A visa to Morocco is only good for ninety days. Many people just cross into this Spanish 

town in the north briefly then come back to get a new lease on their ninety days. 

She & I spoke the entire forty-five minute train ride back. It was great learning all of this 

information from somebody that was so heavily involved in the Moroccan culture. We didn’t get 

to see a lot of Casablanca on foot but got a chance to see plenty of it from a speeding train. And 

hear plenty about it from Liz. Despite the issues, it was an enjoyable experience for everyone. 

Chaos, confusion, language barriers…yep DIA (Dis is Africa). 

We arrived back at the airport at 6:00 PM and made our way safely to the plane for our 

8:20 flight to Lome, Togo. The fight from Casablanca to Lome was about four hours. At the 

airport in Lome, we just sat on the plane for an hour while they refueled and changed passengers. 

We took off again for a quick twenty minute flight across the border to Cotonou, Benin. 
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It was 2:30 AM so we didn’t get to see much from the air. Regardless, it was quite a relief to 

finally be to our destination. While filling out our customs forms, Jimmy’s back pack leaned 

against a switch on the wall and accidentally turned off the lights in the terminal. An armed 

guard came over and quickly pushed him out of the way. I am quite confident that Jimmy peed 

his pants a bit. Filling out our forms and getting through customs only took us about thirty 

minutes. As soon as we got through, Gabi and Honore greeted us with open arms. We loaded up 

all twenty-four pieces of luggage on the van, piled all fifteen of us in, and headed off towards 

Gabi’s house. 

We were in Benin for the rainy season. The roads were absolutely destroyed by floods. 

Many of the roads still had a few feet of water sitting on them. The ride from the airport to the 

hotel was only about six kilometers but it took us about forty minutes. We had a lot of detours 
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due to high waters. Overall, we could only go about five MPH due to all of the washed out 

portions of the road. This was our first taste of Africa. 

We arrived at the hotel at about 4:00 AM. We had a bed, shower, and toilet – can’t 

complain. At this point, I had been up about forty hours without sleep. Finally, time for some 

sleep! 

 

First Day in Benin 

We woke up at about 11:00 AM. I slept great. We had some storms overnight that 

provided thunder and heavy rains – it was very relaxing. As we awoke, the rain was still coming 

down. We were going to go to the market but decided to go to Gabi’s house instead; at least until 

the rain let up a bit. I’m sure we were quite a spectacle to be seen on the way to Gabi’s. We had 

the thirteen of us piled into a van. Regardless of how out of place we might have been, 

everybody was very friendly. As we passed, they all waived and exchanged greetings. 

 Gabi's house was quite nice. She had a fridge, two bathrooms, shower house, nice tile 

floors, a TV/VCR, ceiling fans, trim, painted walls, and nice furniture. From the outside, all you 

could see was cement blocks. The inside was just like any house in the states. We sat down for 

our morning breakfast: bread and coffee. This would become a staple of our diet for our trip. We 

sat around chatting for a little bit and then found out that we could go up on her roof. The view 

from here was pretty awesome. Off to one direction, we could see a lot of the city. It reminded us 

of Mogadishu, Somalia from Black Hawk Down. 
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In the other direction, there were lush fields of green, palm trees, and people working on digging 

a trench. I got my camera out and took some pictures. 
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I went to mount my video camera on my tripod and found out that the tripod was broken beyond 

repair. So much for lugging that thing across the Atlantic – it was useless now. There was a 

constant rain throughout the morning and afternoon but I didn't mind – it kept the temperatures 

down. 

 After a little while, lunch was ready. Ashley kept saying “the food will be good, you'll 

never be hungry there” but we all had our doubts. Our worries were quickly alleviated with our 

first lunch. We were served salad, spaghetti, tomatoes, bread, onions, cucumbers, carrots, 

avocado, mango, pineapple, oranges, and watermelon. Here I was in Africa eating a more well-

rounded meal than I typically do back in the states. I am not sure what it is, but the fruit tastes 

better here than any other fruit I've ever had. I'm not sure if it's the climate, soil, preparation, or 

what. Every one of us (even those who didn't really like fruit back home) fell in love with the 

fruit right away. 

 

Off to the Market 

We all piled in our vehicles and headed off to downtown Cotonou. I was in Gabi's car so 

that I could get some better pictures and video. I was joined by Lauren and Leah. Everyone else 

was in the van. Within ten minutes, we came across a heavily flooded road. Unfortunately, this 

was the only way through to the city. We had to cross this or head back to Gabi's. To lessen the 

chances of the vehicles getting stuck, everybody got out of Gabi's car and the van. We waded 

about through about thirty meters of water that was nearly a meter high in some places. 
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 Once we got on the other side of the water, we took a look back towards our vehicles. 

Gabi's car made it through without a problem. Our van, however, was not so fortunate. By the 

time we made it across and looked back, it was stopped and stuck in about a meter of water.  

 

The entire rear wheel was below the water level and the inside of the van was quickly filling. 

Jimmy and I headed back to do what we could to help out. We were quickly joined by about 

fifteen other guys. We didn't know a lot of French but at least knew when they were saying 1, 2, 

and 3. On three, we all gave it a big lift and push while the driver gassed it. No luck. We tried 

moving the vehicle to the side so that it could perhaps get on some more solid ground – no luck. 

We tried pushing, pulling, and fighting it for about fifteen minutes to no avail. I headed to the dry 

land to hang out with the group and have a good laugh about the situation. Not long after, about 

twenty-five people had assembled and somehow backed the van out of the water. Unfortunately, 
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this was the side we came from. The van still had to cross over. Our crazy driver got a smirk on 

his face and gave it hell. With the help of ten guys pushing and a few guys guiding around the 

deep holes, our van made it through to the other side. Our group, as well as a few dozen other 

people applauded. The entire process took about a half hour. Needless to say, we created quite a 

traffic jam on both sides of the high water. 

As soon as we got our van out, two other cars got stuck. I eagerly jumped back into the 

water to help out. Un, duex, trois – we pushed. Un, duex, trois – we pushed again. Eventually, 

the group was synchronized and able to rock the vehicle forward. We pushed with all of our 

might and finally rolled the vehicle to dry land. The driver gave me two thumbs up. As I was 

walking back to the group, one of the locals that had helped to get the car out stopped me. He 

asked “You from Amerik?” (what they call America). I nodded. He unleashed a huge smile and 

shook my hand. A few other guys from the group came up and shook my hand as well. 

 The entire experience was really awesome for me. Typically, I think that American 

tourists are seen as being wusses. We got a chance to get our hands dirty (more like our bodies 

soaked) and help out. I think our generosity really impressed them. It was amazing to see dozens 

of strangers come together to help each other out. It didn't matter if the person stuck was white, 

black, brown, a friend, or an enemy. Everyone united together and helped out. This was one of 

my first looks at the functionality of their culture. If somebody had a car stuck in water or mud in 

the United States, they'd be waiting for hours or days for help – not the case in Africa. 

 We felt as if we had conquered a little bit of Africa. Everybody had smiles on their faces 

and really enjoyed the chaos. I was expecting at least a few people from our group to complain 

about being wet and/or waiting so long for the van to break free; the complaints never came. This 
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was when I first knew that the our group was going to get along just fine – everybody was easy 

going, laid back, and ready to experience Africa. 

 We piled back into the vehicles and continued our travels to one of the markets in 

downtown Cotonou. We spent a fair amount of time on torn up streets. We took the van through 

puddles that were 1-2 feet deep and hit speed bumps that put our heads into the roof. Eventually, 

we made our way to some paved streets. At this point I thought, “Ok, now people are going to 

start driving a bit more reasonable.” I was wrong. The nicer the roads got, the more chaotic 

people became. There are a few traffic signs but nobody obeys them. Gabi said that there is no 

real police to enforce these types of things so it's a free-for-all. The rules of the streets are very 

simple. Pedestrians yield to motorcycles (motos as they call them), motos yield to cars, cars yield 

to trucks, and trucks yield to bigger trucks. Other than that, there really aren't any rules. We were 

doing 40 MPH through very crowded streets. We had motos on either side of us. The end of their 

handle bars were no more than six inches away from the side of our vehicle. If our driver 

swerved a little bit, those guys were toast. Meanwhile, there are people entering from the cross-

streets without even touching their brakes. Everybody was going into the main road like water 

through a funnel -- nobody broke pace. I was confident that we were going to drill someone or 

get hit by someone on at least two dozen different occasions. Thankfully we were in cars and 

vans. If we were out in this traffic on a moto, I probably would have had to change my pants 

several times. 

As my heart regained a normal rhythm, we arrived at the market. Let's just say that we 

drew a bit of attention. A bunch of white folks piling out of an over-crowded van was quite the 

spectacle. This is something we would have to get used to in the coming weeks. Back in the 

states, I was on the other end of the socially awkward situations. If somebody walked past in a 
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head dress or had dark skin, I'd be the staring. Now, I was in somebody else's turf and all eyes 

were on me. It was something that would take a lot of getting used to. What made it even worse 

was the language barrier. People would say things to you but you'd have no idea what they were 

saying. It could have been “Hey, how are you doing?” or it could have been “I hate your guts and 

am about to punch you in the face.” We just learned to put on a smile and move forward. 

 

 Everywhere we went, people were asking us to buy things. I noticed that they weren't as 

aggressive with the locals. Being obvious tourists, we were prime targets. We got very good at 

saying “no merci” (no thank you). I would say those words came out of my mouth at least once 

per minute for our entire stay in the market. 

 Our first stop was at a fabric shop. It was nice getting out of the streets and into a 

secluded shop. This gave us a chance to take a break from all the eyes on us and constant 

solicitations.  
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We were here to load up on textiles to take to Sakete so that we could get clothes made for 

ourselves and others. There were about four fabric shops side by side. We browsed around and 

picked out our favorite patterns. Once we had what we liked, we had to call in the big guns: 

Honore and Ashley. It was their job to make sure that these store owners weren't completely 

ripping us off. Had they not been there, we would have likely paid two or three times the price. 

At first, the workers would quote us 12,000 CFA (about $24 USD) for six yards of fabric. After 

Honore stepped in and talked some sense into them, he got the price down to between 4,000 and 

6,000 CFA (price depended on the quality of the fabric). The entire shopping around and 

bargaining process took about two hours. 

 A few people wanted to buy some Benin & Manchester United soccer jerseys. For this, 

we had to head to the back areas of the market. Honore hired someone else to help escort us. I 

am not sure if he knew this guy previously or not, but he was a big help. The back area of the 
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market had a different feel than the front. In the open area of the market, someone would ask if 

you wanted something, take no as a reply, and move on. The folks in the back of the market were 

not so eager to take no as an answer. You would say no and they would continue following you 

asking you to purchase their crap. A few of them physically grabbed my arm and turned me 

around. I was never really too concerned for two reasons. One, I know that physical contact is a 

part of their culture. Secondly, I have about 100 pounds on every one of those guys. If worst 

came to worst, I was prepared to get physical and push them away. We also had our hired help 

and Honore to help keep things calm. 

 The girls in our group were a little bit more freaked out. It would be quite easy for one of 

these guys to grab them and take them away. The guys here kept grabbing the girls and pulling 

them towards their shop. I dropped to the back of the group so that I could keep an eye on 

everything. I felt that it was my obligation to make sure nothing happened to any of them. I think 

a big part of who the solicitors target is based on facial expressions and body language. I could 

tell that a few people in our group were genuinely concerned with being back here. There were 

others that shrugged it off and looked a lot more relaxed. I am very interested in human 

psychology so I kept a close eye on this. It seemed to me that the people that were more nervous 

people in our group attracted the solicitors a lot more. I even did a bit of a test myself. At one 

point, I put on a tough guy persona, kept my chin up, a smile on my face, and pressed forward. 

Then, I acted shy, concerned, and looked at my feet as I walked. The more vulnerable I looked, 

the more attention I received. This was something that I picked up on very early in the trip. If I 

was to avoid confrontation and issues, I would need to keep my confidence up and stay in control 

of the situations – or at the very least, act like I was in control! 
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 One of the guys was being very aggressive and followed just a few feet behind Ashley. 

She got a bit concerned and told him to go away. Regardless of what she said or did, he would 

not back off. Eventually, she turned around and started to yell at him. He didn't take this too well: 

he raised his hand and was very close to slapping her. Fortunately, Honore and Gabi came back 

and quickly helped to diffuse the situation. On the way back through the market, we overheard 

the same guy saying “that was the girl I almost slapped”. He spoke pretty good English; probably 

from Ghana or Nigeria (English-speaking countries). 

 The search for the soccer jerseys continued. In Africa, it is very difficult to keep track of 

time. Everything moves at a snail's pace, nobody is on time, and everything takes longer than it 

should. I would estimate that our walk through the back area of the market took about two hours. 

A few people in our group were adamant about getting the absolute lowest price. For some 

reason, they found it necessary to bargain a price from 6,000 CFA to 5,000 CFA ($12 USD to 

$10 USD). They would spend twenty or thirty minutes with a vendor negotiating this price. With 

the recent hostile outbreaks and potential for other issues, I did not think it was worth it to stick 

around to argue over $2 USD. I stood on the side and waited patiently. I was a bit frustrated, but 

at the same time was enjoying taking everything in. There was the “Africa smell” I was starting 

to grow fond of: gasoline and body odor. At first it was pretty repulsive but as the trip went on, it 

started to grow on me. 

 It was about 7:00 PM GMT and starting to get a bit dark so we decided to pile back in our 

vehicles and head to the arts market. This was a nice change of pace. Compared to the main 

market, this place was very relaxing. There were people asking you to come to their shops but 

they were not nearly as aggressive. I think most people here came from Ghana or Nigeria as most 

of them spoke decent English. We spent about an hour looking around the shops of Ashley's 
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friend, Joseph. We knew we were going to come back before we headed home so we didn't buy 

much and have to carry it around the rest of the trip. The only things we bought were drums so 

that we could take them to the orphanage to play with. I bought a small (about 18” high with a 

12” diameter), hand-carved, painted drum for 8000 CFA (~$16 USD). As the sun set, we coated 

ourselves in bug spray and headed back to Gabi's house. 

 It was about 8:00 PM GMT and time for dinner. Again, we were treated to a fantastic 

meal. We were served grilled chicken, fried plantains, a custom salsa made with home grown 

peppers, bread, fries, and a super spicy green sauce. I'm not sure what the green sauce was made 

of but it was awesome. It burned my face and turned my lips red. After the burning wore off, I'd 

convince myself that it wasn't that bad and would try some more...only to writhe in pain again. 

 After dinner, we had our nightly debriefing. We do something called rose and thorn. The 

rose is the best part of the day and the thorn is the worst part of the day. My favorite part was 

messing around in the water and helping to get the cars through. I really didn’t have a thorn. A lot 

of people said theirs was the market. I really didn't mind it too much. It got a bit hectic at times 

but I don't think we were ever in any actual danger. It was fun to experience an open market in an 

entirely new culture – not quite your average day at Kroger. 

 A lot of the rose and thorns discussions were centered on Christ. Many people talked 

about how they were going to him for support in this new culture and going to him for answers 

throughout this trip. While they were finding answers, I was forming questions; this is where one 

of my struggles begins. I went on this trip knowing that I was the only non-Christian involved. 

Ashley was very open-minded and allowed me to go despite our difference in beliefs. I was not 

sure how this would impact our trip. I was hoping that I would learn a little bit about religion and 

grow as a person. I do believe in a lot of the morals and values taught by the Bible. I would even 
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go as far as to say that if I were religious, I'd be considered a 'good Christian'. I am, however, an 

all or nothing guy. If I was to call myself a Christian, I would have to believe in 100% of the 

material in the Bible. There are many stories in there that I just cannot convince to believe. 

Calling myself a Christian but only believing 75% of the things in the Bible would just be lying 

to myself and others. 

 I do believe that Jesus existed and did many of the great things as told in the Bible. A lot 

of his actions and words are the basis for some very good morals. Nearly everything he said and 

did is fantastic. If everyone in this world could live like he did, we’d have a pretty damn good 

world around us. I cannot, however, convince myself that there is a God that I should believe in. 

I am a realist, hands-on type guy. I like results and feedback. One of the things preached through 

Christianity is that everyone should willingly trust everything to God. If you are in a tough 

situation, trust that God will get you through it. If you are struggling with something personally, 

trust that God will get you through it. Whether or not a God exists is still unknown to me. I am 

not arrogant enough to say “there is no God!” but I also have not experienced anything to prove 

to me that there is a God. I do not like the idea of conceeding power and control over my life and 

giving it up to something that may or may not exist. 

 Many of the days in Africa, I was quite physically drained. The heat and humidity will 

suck the life out of you. Many people in the group prayed that God give them the strength to 

continue interacting with the kids. I, on the other hand, believe that the ability to control my 

strength lays 100% within myself. I believe my strength is based on staying healthy, getting 

proper nutrition, and being well-rested. If I get a disease while I’m there, I don’t think it’d be 

because God put the disease in me to send a message; it was simply that my body and immune 

system were too weak to fight it off. If I’m tired, I believe it’s because I am malnourished or not 
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well-rested. I like to think that I have complete control over mself. I like knowing that I can 

control my strength through nutrition and rest – not prayer. 

This mentality carries over to dozens of other scenarios we encountered in Africa as well. 

Many people were praying to catch our flights and for the weather to cooperate. I do not like 

when people pray for tangible things like this. We will catch our flights if the plane is on time. 

The weather will cooperate if a low pressure system does not move through. These are things 

that are out of our control but still have real-world events controlling them. 

There are many situations where I think prayer can be very powerful. I think it is a great 

idea for people to pray for the ability to take in the situation around them. It is great for people to 

pray for the mental strength to get through the day. It is great to pray for the ability to retain what 

we saw in Africa and relay it to the people back home. These are things that are not tangible. You 

must find these strengths within yourself. If praying and asking for help from God helps, then by 

all means go for it. I think that I personally control each of these attributes within myself. During 

our prayers, others may be asking for God to help them get through the day. At that time, I am 

just talking to myself and telling myself that I have the strength to get through the day. 

I think that prayer for one’s self has a positive effect. I also think that prayer for others is 

very helpful. I do not think these are powerful because God is hearing these words and helping 

out, but because the recipient of these prayers is hearing these things, focusing on these things, 

and making them happen. If you were struggling to make it through a day and did nothing about 

it, you’d continue to struggle through the day. If you were struggling to make it through a day 

and had a dozen other people praying that you find the strength to make it through the day, you 

will find the strength to make it through the day. I do not think this is because God is giving you 
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the strength; you are giving the strength to yourself because you know others are concerned for 

you and are hoping your situation improves. 

I do not think that the physical words of prayer have to be heard to have an effect either. 

As we were in Africa, we knew that dozens of people back home were praying for our well 

being. I do not think that their prayers went to a God and then to us to make us stronger. Just 

knowing that people back home cared and were praying for us gave us a lot of extra strength. I 

think that often times the strength within ourselves is confused with strength given to us by God.  

I hope that what I’ve said does not offend anyone. I asked you in the start of this 

document to be open-minded towards what I say. I am saying these things as a way to try to 

convince anyone to believe or think the way I do. I am simply relaying the thoughts in my head 

right into this journal. I hope that some of the things I’ve said will provoke your thoughts and 

strengthen your relationship with God.  

Now that my ranting and raving is over, it’s back to the African experience. My struggle 

begins knowing that everybody I am with is a very strong Christian and I am not. If I were to 

come out and verbalize the things I mentioned above, I fear that there would be a negative 

reaction from the group. I absolutely love the people in the group I’m with. I love many of the 

morals and lessons taught during the sermons and discussions. I could very easily just ‘play 

along’ and act as if I believed in everything they said. It is very tempting. I would love to spend 

more time with this group at church and church-related activities. I just cannot force myself to go 

along with something that I do not fully believe in. I would not only be lying to them, I would be 

lying to myself. I think that I can be a very good, moral, and just person on my own without 

being religious. I hope that as you read this, you will understand my position and accept me as is. 
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It’s now 10:00 PM GMT and we’re back at the hotel. We have to pack up all of our stuff 

tonight as we’re leaving bright and early at 8:00 AM for Gabi’s house then Sakete. I wrote in my 

journal for a few hours and am not ready to hit the hay – it’s 12:15 AM. 

 

On to Sakete 

It’s 7:30 AM and we’re packing all 24 luggage items on top of the van. We headed over to 

Gabi and Honore’s place for some morning bread and cheese. As of 9:00 AM , Honore is 

nowhere to be seen. In Africa, nothing ever happens when it’s supposed to. We decided to burn 

some time by heading to the beach. It was only about a half mile from their house. The walk over 

was very pleasant. All of the locals greeted us and smiled. One guy waved over his shoulder then 

continued peeing right on the side of the road – this is something we would become used to. 

As we got closer to the beach, my eyes opened widely: the waves were amazing. I am 

used to the low surf of Florida and the Caribbean. The waves coming in against Benin were 

cresting at 5, and 6, and 7 feet high. I was considering a morning swim to exercise a bit but 

quickly ruled that out. We spent a bit of time chasing crabs and wondering around the beach. 
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 A few people lined up for a picture only to be greeted by a huge wave. It  came up the beach 

another five meters further than the rest and soaked everyone. I was already mostly wet so I said 

screw it and jumped in. It was fun rolling around in the sand and playing in the waves like a little 

kid again. The fun ended once I realized I had salt in my eyes and sand everywhere (we’ll leave 

it at that). We headed back to Gabi’s and thankfully Ashley said I could use their shower to clean 

up a bit. Just water did not do the trick for sand removal. I had to scrub hard with a brush for 

close to an hour to get it all off of me. Even then, I was finding sand on me for days to come. 

Maybe reliving my childhood wasn’t such a hot idea. 

We piled in the van and began our trip to Sakete. Our first stop was at a privately owned 

clinic in Cotonou. Apparently nobody could afford treatment because the facility was completely 

empty. We waited around for the owner to stop by to give us a tour. While waiting, some guy 

walked in and started attempting to talk to us. He had open cuts everywhere and was inaudible. 

Every sound out of his mouth was accompanied by a stream of saliva through his lower, missing 

teeth. Traci got a free shower, Cotonou style. After waiting around for an hour, the owner came 

down and gave us a tour of the facility. Afterwards, he offered us some food and drinks. The 

drinks were bottled soda. The food was some type of tuna and onions wrapped up in bread. I 

don’t think I’d be lying if I said it was sitting around for days. I’m not too picky on food but this 

was pretty unbearable; one bite made me feel a little sick. I pocketed the rest and gave it to our 

driver. A few others, Jimmy most notably, were by the owner and ate it to be courteous. Being 

nice did not pay off.  The next few days were pretty miserable for him. He developed a bacterial 

infection in his stomach (possibly e. coli) and was unable to do anything. 
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It was now 11:00 AM and we were finally on our way to Sakete. It seemed like we were 

going through an open market the entire drive. For the full  three hours, there were road-side 

vendors selling things. There were very few instances when you’d look to the side and not see 

something for sale. The roads were a new type of hectic as we exited Cotonou. Instead of the 

traffic being slow moving and close together, it was fast moving and close together. Our driver 

was passing motos, cars, and trucks constantly. We were very close to a head on collision at least 

a half dozen times. I’m not talking about “oh he had plenty of time to get over” but more like 

everybody in our van took a big breath and closed their eyes. He was missing these collisions by 

fractions of a second. 
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When we had to go slower through the more crowded areas, we would exchange 

greetings and wave out of the windows. Many people would crack a smile, say hello, and wave 

back. Others, however, would just stare blankly as if you didn’t say anything. It was an 

uncomfortable feeling but one we quickly got used to. 

About 20% of the Benin population is Vodun (practices voodoo). These people believe 

that if you have a picture of them, you can manipulate their souls. It was usually okay to 

photograph the remainder of the population. Most of them have never seen cameras before and 

really enjoyed it. Taking pictures of that 20% was not a good idea though. In complete culture 

shock, all of us turned our heads all over the place to see all the new things and take it all in. I 

snapped a quick picture of a guy gathering some food for his goats and quickly lowered my 

camera. Nobody else had theirs out. 
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He clearly saw we were tourists (13 white folks packed into a van – doesn’t take much to figure 

that out). He looked directly at us, did the hand gesture for taking a picture quickly followed by 

him dragging his thumb across his neck. We had just received our first Benin death threat from a 

guy with a machete – woohoo.  Thankfully we were in a van and well-protected. It was still a bit 

of a concern to know that people like that were out there. 

As we entered Porto-Novo, the capital of Benin, there was an increase presence of fully 

armed military personnel. We passed by the President’s residence and by a few other government 

buildings. As we made our way through the city, two guards got in front of the vehicle and 

whistled at us to pull over. Our driver started to pull over but then put the pedal to the metal. The 

guards ran after us for a few steps blowing their whistles. Everybody in the van, aside from the 

driver and Honore, were flipping out. If you’re pulled over in the states, you damn well better 

stop. Apparently if you can outrun the police in Benin, it’s okay just to go for it. We were later 

told that they were pulling us over to attempt to collect money from us. 
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They make up some crazy law or rule in an attempt to get funds from the tourists. Our driver 

knew this ahead of time and wasn’t going to have any of it. We spent the next fifteen minutes in 

silence, looking behind us waiting for some armed military on motorcycles to run us down. 

Thankfully, we never saw them again. 

A few minutes later, we made a stop in Porto-Novo to pick up a four year old boy named 

Ahmeed. His mother, Charlotte, is the mama of the orphanage. She was pregnant and due any 

day so she was spending her time in the city. The girls got their lips on his cheeks immediately 

and did not release suction for the remainder of the ride.  

 

It is now 1:00 PM and the moment we’ve all been waiting for is here – we are pulling up 

to the orphanage. Our van climbed up the pitted, dirt road. As we came to the top, we saw a sea 

of blue to our left. It was the kids in two lines, arranged from shortest to tallest. We had sent 

some money over to have outfits made for each of them, all matching. They were wearing these 
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and looked crazy cute. As we pulled closer and closer, we could hear them singing. They were all 

singing a welcoming song to us. It was a very touching moment. We even spotted a white boy in 

the group – Greg! He had arrived at the orphanage about a week prior to us. 

 

After a few minutes of singing, they introduced themselves by saying their name and age. 

Most of them only speak French/Gou; no English at all. However, Greg and Richard (the papa of 

the orphanage) practiced with them so that they could say it all in English. The older kids started 

and it went pretty smoothly. As the younger kids started, the English got worse and worse. It was 

adorable and hilarious. At some point, they transitioned from English to French. We didn’t care 

what language they spoke – we were just happy to see them and hear their voices. 

After they finished their introductions, they stayed in their two rows as we went around 

and introduced ourselves to them. Instead of a handshake, I had them hit the rock. This brought a 

smile to each of their faces. They were shy for about ten minutes. After that, they really opened 

up and let the affection pour out. Out of nowhere, a bunch of different kids were hanging on me, 

holding my hand, and hugging me. I did not quite expect this. At the start of the trip, I was not a 

guy big into affection so this was a bit weird for me. It is part of their culture for everyone to 
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hold hands, regardless of age. Even the older boys (sixteen years old) came up and would hold 

my hand. At first this was strange but I got used to it and eventually enjoyed it. 

These kids were brought to the orphanage because they did not have parents or were 

treated poorly by their parents. Charlotte, Richard, Gabi, and Honore do as much as they can for 

these kids but it is impossible for them to continually give affection to all of the children. You 

could tell how much they hungered for it. Once they grasped on, they would not let go. Certain 

kids tended to gravitate towards people in our group. Femi, Florent, and Moise were hanging on 

to me and would not let go. I had a lot of bottled up affection. It was nice to be able to hug, hold, 

and love on these kids; nice for me and even nicer for them. 

There was a definite language barrier between the kids and us but it did not matter. The 

worldwide language of love and caring was enough for all of us. Just smiling at them and having 

them smile back spoke a million words. Our hugs and kisses told stories. The love shared easily 

conquered the language barrier. 

It was about 5:00 PM now and we had to leave the kids to get settled into our “hotel”. I 

put it in quotes because it wasn’t much of a hotel. It was pretty crappy but I don’t think anyone 

really minded. It was all part of the experience. The room had a toilet (no seat), a shower (open 

to where we slept), a light (20W bulb), a mosquito net, a fan, and a mattress which was up off of 

the floor. It may not have been a five-star resort but we had everything we needed. Our room 

(room #9 – avoid it if you go!) was accessible with an old fashion skeleton key. It was damn near 

impossible to lock or unlock our door. If we had a fire in the room with us inside, we were toast. 

The first night, we had six different people attempt to get into our room to no avail. One of the 

workers finally came over and got in. Every entry and exit from our room was a challenge for the 

remainder of our stay. 
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At 9:00 PM we headed back to the orphanage for some time with the kids and dinner. The 

stars were absolutely unbelievable. With the lack of pollution and lack of lights, you can see 

literally 10x the stars you can back in Dayton, Ohio. I found myself laying on the ground staring 

up at the skies on more than one occasion.  

It is 1:00 AM as I am sitting here writing in my journal. I have Louis lying on my lap 

sleeping and Emmanuel lying against my other side rubbing my arm hair (nobody here has any 

real body hair so it fascinates them). We caught the van back to the hotel to head to bed. Ashley, 

however, was going to sleep at the clinic (about a mile from the hotel and a mile from the 

orphanage). Jimmy and I walked her back so that she didn’t make the trip alone, at night (never a 

good idea). We met up with Greg at the clinic. He joined us on our walk back to the hotel. There 

is something very eerie about walking in a foreign country at night, not really knowing what’s 

around you. There are no street lights so it’s difficult to see. In the distance, you can usually hear 

some chanting or music playing. A few hundred feet into the walk, a man came up behind us 

very silently. We didn’t realize he was there until he was about ten feet behind us. I turned 

around and damn near dropped a load in my pants. Thankfully, it was Richard. He advised us 

that nobody in the city walks after 1:00 AM because it is very dangerous. I checked my watch 

and it was 1:15 – not very comforting. If the walk was uneasy before, you can only imagine how 

we felt after hearing this information. The only sounds were my heart beat and distant African 

singing. Small animals like chickens and goats would cross my path and my heart rate would 

instantly shoot through the roof. There was nothing to be too concerned about but that didn’t 

change the fact that I was scared out of my mind. 

During the walk, Richard also told us about local voodoo gatherings. When they take 

place, anybody not involved in their religion that goes close is at risk of being killed. He said that 
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if we see any type of fire or celebrations to go the opposite way. Between that, the thumb to the 

throat and the surprise 1 AM curfew, it was quite a day of culture shock. 

We safely arrived at the hotel at about 1:45 AM. Greg said he was going to run out real 

quick and give a key to Richard and come right back. An hour later, Greg was nowhere to be 

seen. We had to decide if we should go look for Greg or call it quits and head to bed. Richard’s 

stories and 1 AM curfew had us pretty worried so we decided it was best if we stayed in. We 

found out the next morning that Greg caught up to Richard about half way back to the clinic. 

Instead of sending Greg back alone, Richard said it would be better if he would just come with 

him to the clinic and sleep there. It’s now 3:30 AM and time to head to bed. We have to be up at 

8:00 AM tomorrow – ughh. 

 

June 19th at 8:00 AM – Day 2 in Sakete 

Whoever said roosters only crow when the sun comes up is full of it. We had a rooster 

that was going crazy throughout the entire night. Not only was he loud, he sucked at his job. The 

cocka-doodle was pretty strong but the “doo” sounded like he’d lost interest. It was comical, but 

very annoying. We dragged ourselves out of bed and headed over to the orphanage. We had our 

morning bread but also omelets. Yet again, it was a fantastic meal. After breakfast, it was play 

time. It is nearly impossible to hold on to your belongings. These kids love to play with anything, 

especially things unfamiliar to them. Within seconds, they had my watch, hat, and MP3 player. 

Despite their clear desire to have these items, they were very polite in asking for them. They 

would not take anything of mine without asking. They would point to their wrist if they wanted 

my watch or to their head if they wanted my hat. Once they had the belongings, they were very 

courteous about sharing. If someone else wanted to see the watch, the kid with it would gladly 
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give it up. I could not believe how well behaved they were. Their favorite word was “me”. They 

would come get me, point to the MP3 player and say “me, me, me!”. This was their way of 

saying they wanted it. I quickly learned to say “partagez” which meant to divide or share. They 

understood this and willingly passed things around to each other and took turns. 

At 11:00 AM, the heat of the day started to kick in. What better time to start playing some 

soccer? We did not have any type of formal game setup. We just ran around, kicked the ball, 

chased it, and then repeated. The great part was we all had an absolute blast doing it. Sometimes 

you don’t need rules and regulations to have fun. Let me tell you, running around in direct 

sunlight with the temperature at 90F with 100% humidity is rough. This white boy was sweating 

out massive quantities of body fluid. I only played for a half hour and every inch of my clothes 

was soaked – it looked like I had gone swimming. I looked at the kids and they’d hardly broken a 

sweat. Those of you who think evolution does not exist are crazy – these kids were running 

around a lot more than me and were not sweating! They had clearly evolved to be more 

comfortable in their environment. I was very, very jealous. 

At about 12:00 PM, I learned how much fun you could have with just a few rubber bands. 

They taught me a very simple game. One person throws a rubber band on the ground. The next 

player throws one of theirs and tries to get it on top of the other player’s. If any part crosses you 

win that round and get to collect all of the rubber bands on the ground. The goal is to eventually 

collect all of the rubber bands. We took the basis for their game and turned it into something else 

fun to play. We went under a tree and put two sticks in the ground a few feet apart and taught 

them to play ring toss. The goal was to get your rubber band on the other person’s stick. If you 

did, you got to pick up all the rubber bands in play. They absolutely loved this variation. To be 
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honest we could have taught them to run face first into trees and they would have loved that too. 

They were not a tough crowd to please. 

Next, Augustine and Femi showed me something that blew my mind. They wrapped a 

rubber band over their finger, angled it under their wrist and released it. The damn thing would 

fly 10-20 feet away, catch on the ground and spin all the way back to them. I had just as much 

fun playing the games with their rubber bands as I do sitting at home on my 70” TV with my 

gaming consoles. It just goes to show you that the company you are with is all that matters. You 

can have just as much fun with some rubber bands as you can with modern entertainment 

systems. While playing this, we were all completely happy and having a blast. This was my first 

indication that modern luxuries and entertainment really aren’t things that directly produce 

happiness. 

Today is Erika’s 21st birthday. Her mom had collected cards from friends and family back 

home and sent them over with Ashley. They each had messages and words of encouragement. 

Ashley distributed the cards to the kids, had them line up, and bring them to Erika one at a time. 
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It was a very touching moment. The water works were in full effect. What a fantastic birthday 

present! 

It is now 4:00 PM and we are heading back to the clinic for a bit of a mid-day siesta. [As 

I’m writing this, Femi spotted his name in my journal and pointed it out. The smile on his face is 

priceless.] I took about a 20 minute nap then headed next door to help sort out everything we 

brought over. We had to separate the medical supplies (which were to stay at the clinic) from 

everything else (which was to go over to the orphanage). Even though there were only 13 of us 

there, we had brought an incredible amount of stuff. Their medical needs would be met for quite 

some time. It was great seeing what all we were able to do. In the grand scheme of Africa it 

wasn’t much… but for this orphanage, it was a ton. 
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 A brief rain storm opened up and instantly cooled the air by 10F. I went outside to stand 

in it to cool off a bit. Down the road, I heard some sort of singing so I ventured outside of the 

gates so that I could hear it better. It was the evening prayer for a mosque a few hundred feet 

down the road. I paused for a moment, looked up at the clouds, and took it all in. Here I was in 

Africa, standing on a dirt street with rain in my face, sunbeams shining through, listening to the 

evening prayer for a Muslim mosque. Dis is Africa. 

After I went back inside, Gabi was looking at a set of maps we’d brought for the kids. 

She commented that they were not Peter’s maps. I asked what that was and was surprised to hear 

her reponse. Nearly all maps we are shown in the west are not accurately drawn. We draw North 

America and Europe to be much larger than they actually are. This is to show the importance of 

our cultures and the lack of importance of other areas of the world (South America & Africa). 

Peter’s map is drawn based on actual land dimensions. 
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This was a bit shocking to me. It felt as if I’d been lied to throughout my entire education. 

 As 7:00 PM approached, it was time to break out some toys and crafts. It would have 

been chaos if we just set the bin out so we started getting the toys out one by one. We got a few 

of the softer balls out and started throwing them around. I got the kids to throw both left and 

right handed. I think it’s very important to have them learn to be equally as coordinated with both 

sides of their body. I wish somebody would have forced me to use both sides when I was 

younger. When I try to throw a ball left handed now I look like an 89 year old grandmother. We 



40 
 

whipped out some baseballs and gloves and taught them to play catch as well.

 

We also broke out a jump rope which was an absolute blast. Some kids couldn’t get two jumps in 

while others (Abear) could talk, laugh, jump in circles, and go for 50+ jumps. It was great to see 

how much fun they were having. We also got out crayons and coloring books. They literally 

spent hours with these and has a ton of fun. Louis, Moise, Femi, and Florent each made me a 

drawing. It was another reminder of how selfless these kids are. We brought them these coloring 

books as gifts and they were eager to give them right back to us. They had a lot of joy and pride 

creating these things and gave them away without a second thought. Their generosity really 

shocked me. 

 As I am sitting here writing in my journal, I am starting to realize what these kids are 

doing to me. Before I came, I really was not much of an affection guy. It was not comfortable for 

me. I think this alone had  made me inadvertently put up a shield. The genuine love from these 
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kids has ripped that wall down with ease. When I first arrived, I held their hands to be nice and to 

follow the lead of others. Now, with every bit of my heart, I love holding and hugging them. I am 

enjoying it just as much as they are. This hasn’t been the only change these kids have brought 

upon me. I am feeling much more comfortable speaking in front of the group. I do not think this 

is because I am more comfortable with the group (although I am), but more so because I am 

more confident in myself. Instead of being reserved and worrying about what others will think, I 

am now just going to speak my mind and hope to help others. I am starting to realize that I am 

someone that can lead and help others. I do not have to be shy and quiet. It took the love of these 

kids to help me with this transformation. At first, I was holding the kids thinking “I wonder what 

everyone else thinks when they see me holding these guys?” Now, I really don’t care what others 

think. I love these kids and am not afraid to show it. I think today, for the first time in a while, I 

am genuinely happy and smiling. 
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Ok ok -- enough of my little tangent. We continued to play with the children throughout the day. 

As night set in, some of the older kids put on a performance. Some of the adults played our 

drums while the children sung and did a choreographed dance.  It was pretty awesome to watch. 

They even put on a sketch about their lives and how hard it is to “make it”. They had the entire 

dialog memorized – I was very impressed. 

 

 After that, I taught Femi, Dossou, Adophe, and Florent some sweet new moves. I taught 

them to rock out, raise the roof, and heavy metal. They love to interact with you and will repeat 

just about anything you say or do. It is absolutely hilarious. 
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It is a blast to try to transcend the language barrier. They’d sit there and say things to us and we’d 

have no idea what they were saying. We’d speak in English to them and they’d look at us 

blankly. For fun, we’d carry on whole conversations without them knowing a single word we 

were saying. A few of the kids came from Nigeria and speak a fair amount of English. All of the 

children I hung out with do not speak a lick of English. Communication relies mostly on hand 

signals, body language, and expressions. It was awesome learning French and improving our 

communication. I’ve only been learning a phrase or two per day but it’s slowly adding up. They 

love the challenge of trying to communicate and so do I. It is awesome to see the smiles on their 

faces when they figure out what we are trying to say. Just seeing the smiles on their faces in 

general brings a rush of happiness to me. They are very joyous people. It is very satisfying for us 
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to bring so much happiness and joy to them. It is also awesome to see that these kids can bring 

the same things to us. 

As night approached, we decided to head back to the hotel. I wrote in my journal for a bit 

and quickly fell asleep. Not long after, I heard terrifying screams from the next room over. I 

assumed that a huge cockroach or lizard (common occurrences in our rooms) had found its way 

into their bed. I went over and was told a horrific story about a massive frog in their room. By 

massive, I mean about one inch big. Erika’s screamed parlayed into Traci losing it and all hell 

broke loose. They had found this little critter in their shower and flipped out. They somehow 

knocked the frog down and it managed to make its way into the toilet. They weren’t going to 

wait around for anything so they flushed it. 

On the way back to my room, I looked up and saw another crystal clear sky. Mindy had 

come over to check on the chaos as well. We both stood there staring up at the sky for at least a 

half hour. We each saw a few shooting stars. A few minutes later, while looking up, a bat flew 

over our heads. Mindy moved faster than I’d ever seen her move and headed back to her room. 

Apparently she’s not too fond of bats. I stayed out for a bit longer and flicked my head lamp on. 

If I looked out to where the light was shining, I could see a very light, fluffy mist falling. I would 

imagine this was fog setting in since the air was always so humid. These slowly fell almost like 

snowflakes. Off in the distance, there was some African tribal music playing over a radio or PA 

system. I looked up and immediately saw another shooting star. This was one of those “oh wow” 

moments. A smile overtook my face and I headed back to my room for some shut eye. Moments 

later, Leah came over and asked if I could help to fix their shower: the head had fallen complete 

off.  Jimmy and I went over, fixed it up, and headed back to our room. Traci and Joci took full 

advantage of the situation. We left our door slightly open. They decided it would be a great idea 
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to hide in our room and scare us when we came back in. Scare us they did. I about had a heart 

attack and I’m pretty sure Jimmy had to change his pants. Revenge is imminent girls. After my 

heart rate settled, I laid back in bed to go to sleep. Hopefully another creature of the night 

wouldn’t invade someone’s room this time. 

 

June 20th, 2009 at 10:00 AM GMT 

We headed over to the orphanage for our morning bread. They had chocolate, jam, and 

cheese available to put on the bread. That and coffee made for a delicious morning every day we 

were there. After eating, we had a seamstress stop by to collect our fabrics we purchased in 

Cotonou. She took our measurements and recorded everything on a notepad. I am getting a 

shorter skirt made for my sister and a longer skirt made for my mom. They are also each getting 

a hand bag made from the same material. I am having the seamstress make me some pants and a 

shirt. It was chaos since there were dozen of us getting multiple things made out of different 

fabrics. I would say the seamstress had well over fifty items to create. Fortunately Leah, Erika, 

and Lauren stepped in and helped sort things out. The entire process took two or three hours. 

A bit later in the day, everybody quickly gathered at the top of the road leading up to the 

orphanage and looked down towards the main road. A few guys were making their way towards 

us. Apparently these were voodoo practitioners that had received word that there were white 

people at the orphanage. They were coming up to us in an attempt to scare us to get money. As 

they approached, a lot of the adults backed away and kept their distance. The kids took off in all 

directions screaming. Gabi said that if they were to get a hold of one of the kids, they would 

likely beat them. At the time, I did not know who these people were so I got out my video 

camera and got some footage. Fearing the worst, I kept myself pretty far back and isolated and 
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utilized the zoom. Afterwards, Gabi advised that it was not a wise thing to film them. Those are 

the type of people that will go off the deep end if they see me doing something like that. There 

were only four of them and dozens of us so I wasn’t too concerned. 

 

The entire voodoo culture was quite puzzling to me the entire trip. Gabi, Honore, and 

Richard would advise against us doing certain things. They said it was a very bad idea to be out 

after 1:00 AM, yet when we were out late at night they didn’t say much about it. They told us 

about the voodoo festivals and what were to happen if we got involved (death). They also told us 

about certain days when women were not able to go outside of their homes. Now they’re telling 

us that these people would capture the children and beat them. They told us all of this without 

being too concerned, as if it was just how it was around there. I do understand that they are used 

to the culture and we are not. However, these were very big concerns to our group. Back in the 

states, these types of things do not exist. They warned us of these dangers but then acted like 
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they weren’t a big deal. They told us some of these things were traditional and some were 

voodoo. They made it sound like traditional things were just sort of like rituals and were not 

threatening at all, but they made voodoo practices sound very serious. We did not want to find 

out the hard way which were traditional and which were voodoo. These stories loomed in the 

back of our minds the entire trip. We were hoping to avoid these people all together. 

After the voodoo people left the orphanage, I noticed Augustine washing Gabi’s car. He 

started doing this without asking anyone. This guy, as well as the rest of the children, just likes to 

help out whenever they can. They get great satisfaction out of making others happy. Somebody 

else was transporting sand to mix with concrete to make blocks for the latrine. I offered to help 

but he wasn’t having any of it. I am not sure if it is a pride thing or what, but nobody was willing 

to let me help with the day-to-day tasks. 

Greg and I organized some Olympic games to be played amongst the kids. We came up 

with a dozen games, created rules, and divided up the kids into four teams of seven. They played 

soccer, jump rope, ring toss, and built puzzles. It was nice to instill some competition amongst 

the kids. I think competition is what makes the United States so great. We are a democratic 

society in which everybody is striving to outperform everyone else. This is one of the key 

reasons socialism and communism do not work. If everybody is always on an equal playing field 

with no chance at getting ahead, the situation becomes stagnant. This may be one of the 

underlying problems with African culture. In my opinion, anything we can do to promote 

competition is a step in the right direction. 

Part way through our Olympic games, a dance party spontaneously formed. I’m starting 

to learn that this happens a lot in Africa. The events were on hold, the drums were going, and a 

dance off was in the making. The group formed a circle and had a person go in the middle to 
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dance one at a time. It started with some of the children doing African dances. Shortly after, the 

chicken dance was in full effect – a little bit of this and a little bit of that. Not long after, we had 

a forty  person train making its way around the orphanage. 

After the dance party wound down, Leah hopped on a moto with Richard to head back to 

the hotel. As she was approaching, a group of guys got together and stopped them. These were 

not cultural people; these were voodoo practitioners. The leader was dressed in all black with 

even his face covered. He had some jewelry hanging around his neck and had horns coming from 

his head. He also had something in his stomach to make it look like he was pregnant. The group 

started to dance around and do some chants. They then performed a ritual where everybody in 

the group spit on the leader. Just hearing Leah relay the story had me freaked out. I cannot 

imagine the terror running through her mind as she was helplessly sitting there. I did not wish 

anyone in our group to go through an experience like that. I really wish I would have been the 

one to end up there, not one of the females in our group. As one of the few guys in our group, I 

felt a bit responsible for the protection of everyone else. Hearing these stories of terror were one 

of the few things that upset me on the trip. I felt as if it was somehow my fault for not being 

there to help. 

As night approached, we got the kids together so that we could give them their gifts from 

home. These were from people from previous trips as well as people from our group that was 

there. I gave stuff to Femi and Florent (from David and Sarah). They included some candy but 

also new clothes. After all of the kids got their gifts, they eagerly put them on and started 
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strutting their new looks.

 

After they tried on their new clothes, they changed back to their underwear and joined me for 

some soccer. We played for about an hour straight. Just when I thought I was getting used to the 

heat, I was given a wakeup call. There’s something about the humidity and tropical sun that just 

sucks the energy right out of you. 

I played with nearly every kid throughout the day, but my time with Tatiana stuck out the 

most. The smile on her face and sounds of her laughter were clear signs of absolute happiness. A 

lot of the kids smile, laugh, and giggle, but there’s something extra from her that really warms 

your heart. She is a fairly shy girl so it was cool to get through to her and have her open up a bit. 

This once bashful girl was now chasing me around the orphanage, giggling non-stop. I couldn’t 

help but to walk around with a huge smile on my face 
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Before we went to bed, we had our nightly meeting. During this, I shared an entry from 

my journal about how I could see these kids changing me. I am usually not one to open up but 

sharing my thoughts and feelings with the group felt like a huge weight being lifted off of my 

shoulders. I literally felt lighter and freer with each word out of my mouth. It was nice being with 

a group of understanding people that were eager to listen. 

After the meeting, on the way back to the hotel, Ashley told us about her morning run. 

She saw some of the voodoo people bright an early. She ran right by them. We asked if she was 

worried and she replied, “no, they were preoccupied beating someone else with sticks.” Just 

when we were starting to calm down a bit from the previous encounters and tales, someone 

unleashes another “what the hell” story to us. I must say that she has a much larger set of balls 

than I do because had I seen them, I would have high-tailed it the other way, likely screaming 

like a little girl. 

 

June 21st, 2009 – Church Bound 

 This was the day where we would make a trip to one of the churches out in a remote 

village. We took the van about forty-five minutes away to Honore’s home village. We somehow 

managed to pile forty-four people in: twenty-eight children, thirteen of us, three others up front. 

I’ve never seen so many people in one vehicle in all my life. Part way into the ride, I was feeling 

a bit rough. The temperatures inside the van were likely nearing the 100F range. I was hot, 

covered in sweat, and itching like crazy (a rash I got from Jimmy). Just when I, for the first time 

during this trip, started to think “boy does this suck”, the kids fired up the drums, clapping and 

started to sing. There is something very refreshing about their voices and attitudes. I instantly 

started feeling better and started clapping along. 
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As we did our typical five MPH down the road, we were definitely drawing a bit of attention. A 

van of over forty people with drums, singing, and dancing isn’t something you see every 

day…even if Africa.  

On the way, we encountered a road block. About a dozen people armed with machetes 

were re-grading the road. These were local citizens that had blocked traffic and requested money 

for passing. Instead of causing a big stink (or blowing through the guards like we did in Porto-

Novo), Richard got out and gave them some money. It’s a little bit of a worry when you’re 

stopped in the middle of nowhere with a dozen people around you with weapons. 

We were invited to not only attend their Sunday church but to lead it. When we arrived, 

there were only about 25 people outside of our group. By the end of the teachings, well over 100 



52 
 

had gathered – the church was filled to capacity. It seems that if everything religious in Africa 

starts and ends with some sort of singing and dancing. During the church service, our group 

presented a series of eggs with objects inside of them. Each object told a bit about the story of 

Christ and his resurrection. Everyone in the church was very focused on the teachings. It was 

delivered in three languages. Ashley spoke in English, Gabi translated into French, and Honore 

translated from French to Gou (their local tongue). 

I was asked by Ashley as well as some people back home to tape the service. 

Unfortunately, my tripod broke on the transit to Africa. I had to park myself in one of the side 

windows and steady the camera with my hand throughout the service. It lasted about two hours 

total, but my battery died part way through it. I wasn’t going to complain. The inside of the 

church was well up over 100 degrees due to everybody being packed in. My back and arms were 

sore from sitting awkwardly attempting to steady the camera. Needless to say, I was not too 

comfortable. If there was ever a time to do a bit of whining, this was it…but I bit my tongue and 

sucked it up. After the service was over, we piled into the van and headed back to the orphanage 

and hotel. Thankfully, we got about a two hour nap in. 
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It’s now 4:00 PM on Sunday and we are heading to a small, local village to do an outdoor 

church sermon. We parked at the end of a road and got the drums out. The kids started singing 

and drumming as we walked down the road. Little by little, kids and adults came out of their huts 

and joined us. As the minutes passed, our march grew in numbers. We started with our original 

forty. By the end of the mile or so march, we were up to well over 200 people. It was really cool 

to look back and see the villagers following us. Everybody was singing along to the drums and 

songs.  

Our group did the same egg presentation in front of everyone; it lasted about an hour. The 

crowd was very attentive the entire time. After the presentation, a few people from our group 

gave personal testimonies with Honore translating from English to Gou. At one point, Erika said 

“this is my 2nd time and while I was gone, I missed you all very much.” One of the younger guys 

from the back yelled something. One of the guys next to me was Nigerian and spoke English 

quite well. I asked him what the guy said. He said “I miss you too. I love you. Will you marry 

me?” Every person burst out laughing, even our group who didn’t even know what in the hell he 

said. 
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Next, we headed back to the orphanage. We had another fantastic meal. Tracy decided it 

was time to go to the restroom. Unfortunately, there are no facilities available at the orphanage. 

Angie accompanied her out to the forest to keep her company. Jimmy, Joci, and I trailed them 

and hid in some trees a few dozen feet away. They wrapped up their business and started to head 

back. The three of us jumped and scared the living crap out of them. Traci had just gone to the 

restroom but I do not think Angie was as fortunate. I think their screams topped Jimmy & me 

from the hotel scare. The kids thought it was hilarious and ran out to them laughing. 

As night set in, we said our goodbyes and headed to the clinic for our daily debriefing. 

After that was over, Mindy, Amy, and myself decided it was a nice night for a walk back to the 

hotel. I thought it was 10 or 11 PM. Mindy pulled out her watch and said it was 1:15. Great – out 

after 1 AM - isn’t that lovely. Without anyone saying anything we turned our lights off, stopped 

talking, and sped up the pace. There is something very frightening about being in that situation. 

Fortunately, the walk went fine. I got back to the hotel, wrote in my journal a bit, and went to 

sleep. 

 

June 22nd, 2009 –River Tour 

We woke up and headed to the orphanage for our usual bread breakfast. After a little bit 

of time with the kids, we piled in the van for a trip to the Oueme River. We parked on top of a 

hill and descended down a path into a village. As dorky as it sounds, it reminded me a lot of a 

few video games I’ve played – almost surrealistic. Once we got to the town center, we spotted a 

small creek which came from an underground spring. Since it was seemingly fresh, Gabi and I 

jumped in and drank some water directly from it – delicious! 
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We then headed down to the shore and hopped in some canoes. Our weight distribution 

needed some work. We somehow managed to get the six smallest girls in one canoe and 

everyone else in the other. The edges of the girls’ canoe sat about a foot out of the water. Ours sat 

about 3” out of the water. The slightest shift in weight sent water over the edges. None of us 

minded getting wet but having all of our electronics in the canoe with us was a bit of a concern. 

We traveled about thirty minutes up river until we arrived at a small village. This was 

apparently only accessible via the water. There were no roads leading into it. I am quite confident 

that these people haven’t seen too many people outside of their village, let alone white folks. 

They were pleased to see us and very welcoming. Since they were right on the river, their homes 

were all raised on stilts to stay out of high waters. They had some goats, chickens, and dogs. I 

don’t think I’d mind living in Sakete but these people were completely isolated from everybody 

else. It would drive me insane. We saw a few more pairs of boobs and wieners (no big deal) and 

piled back into the canoes. 
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For the ride back, we requested that a few of the girls change canoes so the weight 

distribution was a bit more even. They said sure but realistically were not having any of it. They 

all jumped back into the same canoe. This time we planned ahead and handed them all of our 

electronics. If we went under now, it really didn’t matter. 

The heat on the water was like nothing I’ve ever experienced. The temperatures were 

well into the 90’s, the humidity was near 100%. We were in direct sunlight with the water also 

reflecting back up at us. There wasn’t even a slight breeze to cool us down. It was so hot that all 

you could do was start laughing about it. Greg and I decided this was an ideal time to go for a 

swim. Looking back, it was probably not the wisest idea we’ve ever had. I had a few cuts / bug 

bites which bacteria/parasites could get into. There was also the risk of crocodiles, snakes (which 

we saw moments before jumping in), piranhas, and even possibly hippos. At the time, it was 
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incredibly refreshing. I swam out to the middle of the river and floated on my back downstream. 

A fish hit my shoulder and flopped up against my face. I was convinced that I was being taken 

under by a hippo or croc. I flipped out and bee-lined it towards the canoes. I grabbed on to the 

side and hitched a ride the remaining quarter mile or so. 

 

Next, we hopped in the van and traveled about an hour or so to Honore’s village. We first 

sat around for an hour or so under a palm tree for lunch.  
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Jimmy, myself, and Greg got a bit bored so we invented a game with bottle caps. The objective 

of the game is to flip a bottle cap on to another. If you hit it, you get one point. If your cap rests 

against it, you get two points. If you end up on top of it, you get three points. The scoring is 

based on the differential each round; the first to ten wins. We played this for a few hours. The 

loser has to lift his/her shirt up and allow the winner to throw  
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After our rest break, we were taken on a tour of the village and fields. First, one of the adults in 

our group climbed a tree with nothing but his hands and knocked down some coconuts.

 

He said he did not like doing it because if he was to fall and get injured, he would not be able to 

attend school. School was the number one priority in his life. One of the local villagers broke out 

his machete and started chopping them open for us.  
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There’s nothing quite like the taste of a very freshly picked coconut. This was another one of 

those “oh wow” moments. We were standing there in a remote African village with chickens, 

dogs, cats, and goats all around us…watching a guy hack open a freshly picked coconut with a 

machete.  

 Next, they took us on a tour of their fields. They showed us some of their casaba plants – 

a staple of their diet. We got to see some maize, trees that produced palm oil and also peanuts. 

We picked a few of the peanut plants right out of the ground and ate them. They taste a lot like a 

bean when they’re not roasted.  

 After a few miles of walking through the fields, we made our way back to the village. 

Greg saw a kid playing with a tire ring and a light went off in his head. Before long, he was 

rolling it through the village and having the kids try to jump through it. The game was a huge hit. 

Before long, the entire village had gathered around to watch. Out of over 100 attempts, only four 

were successful – but they had a hell of a time trying! 

 

 There was a mother in the village letting people hold her baby. When Erika was holding 

it, the lady said that she could keep it. She was serious. It is pretty sad to think that she was 
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struggling so much that she would be willing to give her child away. She wasn’t offering to give 

it away because she didn’t love it. She was making the offer in hopes of her kid leading a better 

life. This was a real heart-wrenching moment. 

 We piled back in the van for our hour drive back to the orphanage. When we arrived, 

dinner was ready. We had French fries, fish, and friend plantains. On a previous night, I had bet 

Joci to kiss a lizard we found in our room. She did it and earned herself 5000 CFA. In order to 

wipe out a debt, I had to eat a fish eye. The entire fish were served to us for dinner: head, tail, 

and everything. I cut the eye out of the socket and popped it in. The first bite broke it open and 

juices squirted all around my mouth. The next few bites were through very tough cartilage. I 

chewed and chewed and finally was able to get it down. It was a pretty awful taste. I’m not so 

sure if it was worth the 5000 CFA ($10 USD) or not. 

 

 After dinner, I journeyed out to the middle of the field to lay down and watch the stars. 

One of the adults, Mark, came over and laid down next to me. He started humming and singing 

some peaceful African songs. Before long, I had seen three shooting stars. This was another of 
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the “oh wow” moments. Here I was lying on the dirt at an orphanage in Africa with a man 

singing to me as I stare up at a crystal clear sky watching shooting stars. I wouldn’t complain if I 

spent every night of my life just like that. A few moments later, Jimmy and Greg came over to 

join us. We knew bats were attracted to light so we started shining our flash lights on each other. 

You’ll be hard pressed to see white boys move that fast. 

 Before bed, we headed to the bar across from our hotel for our nightly debriefing. A vast 

majority of the conversations were based around God and how he provides for us. I entered my 

struggle again. People in the group kept mentioning how God provided them with the power to 

come to Africa to help out. They recited a few verses from the Bible about how we should treat 

our fellow humans on the planet. I could not agree more with the passages. Again, I faced my 

inner battle with religion. I feel as if I can live by my own standards and morals (which just so 

happen to be about 95% in common with the things taught in the Bible) yet not subscribe to a 

religion. I do not think that religion is a requirement to be a good person. I’d rather consider 

myself not a Christian and follow 100% my own beliefs than say I’m a Christian and ‘cave in’ on 

a handful of things that I do not truly believe in. 

 A lot of the discussion was based around how God has been able to provide for the people 

here in Africa. God provided their crops, shelters, food, and water. When they started discussing 

these tangible things, the thoughts in my head were going crazy. I do not believe that God 

provided their crops. Seeds with fertile soil and water are what provided the crops; not to 

mention the backbreaking work by the gardeners. The shelters were built by mixing sand and 

concrete and put together with human labor. Water is provided from the underground sources. I 

just do not see where God needs to be given credit for these types of things. 
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 The most confusing thing to me is everyone’s desire to immediately turn to God for 

answers. Everyone kept saying how it was good to go to God to answers and to trust him instead 

of trying to do things on their own. The people I traveled with are very mentally strong people. 

They’re a lot stronger than I am. I do not understand why they would turn to God if they can just 

help themselves. If they get into a tough situation (such as Leah’s confrontation with the voodoo 

leader), I think they can calm themselves and get through it on their own. I do not see the need to 

go directly to God for a way out of the situation. 

Perhaps my unwillingness to believe in God stems from the fact that I have never 

encountered a situation I cannot handle. I have had a lot of hardships in my life, but nothing I 

could not eventually handle myself. If I was put into a situation where I had absolutely no control 

(perhaps kidnapped by locals and held against my will) then maybe at that point I would turn to 

God. Until then, I’d rather stick to the idea that I can help myself. I would rather not have to rely 

on turning to God for answers.  

This exact reason is why I think religion is so important for the people of Africa. In the 

United States, especially where we live, it is quite easy to get what you want, when you want. It 

is very difficult to put yourself into a situation where you do not have food, water, or shelter. As 

bad as you may screw up in life, there are typically family members that are able to help you out 

or at least an NGO willing to do something. In Africa, they do not have these luxuries. If the 

weather does not cooperate and their crops die, they are up a creek without a paddle. There’s 

nobody to turn to for food. There are no soup kitchens available and likely not family to help 

them out. If I was in that situation, I think I would almost certainly turn to God for answers. I 

think that having a God to turn to gives them hope. If they did not have spirituality, what would 

they have to look forward to? When times are tough, they would just be screwed with no way 
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out. It is these types of situations where I think religion plays a very important role. It gives them 

the strength, power, and hope to move forward. Any who, it’s bed time. 

 

Tuesday, June 23rd 

We woke up and immediately headed over to the orphanage for our morning bread. As we 

were eating, I noticed Augustine and Clement drawing water from the well. They were washing 

my clothes for me. I offered to help and they would not let me. They truly just enjoyed helping 

us out. I took a few pictures of the kids painting their faces and then my camera battery died. 

 

I hopped on the back of the moto with Mark and headed to the clinic to charge my 

battery. Let’s just say those things aren’t really made for two full grown men, especially when I 

count as two. I’m glad the clinic wasn’t too far away because our rear wheel was rubbing on 

every bump we hit. On the way there, I saw Greg and Jimmy by the main intersection in Sakete. 
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The three of us headed to the clinic for little bit of rest and relaxation. After my battery was 

charged up a bit, we headed back to the orphanage on foot. This was during the heat of the day. 

We discovered that tying our shirts up kept us a lot cooler. It drew a lot of attention as we 

paraded through the town like this but we were used it. We were being whistled at by both the 

men and women. Everybody had a good laugh at our expense but we really didn’t care. We were 

willing to suffer any amount of embarrassment to stay cool.

  

When I got back, Clement showed me that my clothes had completely dried. Finally, I 

was able to change into some nice clean, fresh clothes. They used some detergent and they 

smelled absolutely fabulous. I held off on changing because Jimmy and I quickly got involved in 

a game of 3 vs 3 soccer. We played for about a half hour straight. There comes a point you reach 

when you really cannot get any hotter. Your skin feels like it is actually burning over an open 

flame. Every part of your body feels like it is physically on fire. Your pores open up and absorb 
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the sunlight even more. It took me a full 20 minutes of doing absolutely nothing before I was 

finally able to stop sweating and cool off. Once I did, it was into some nice clean clothes for me. 

A little bit later, we all piled into the van and journeyed up the main road to a village. It 

was the same village where we had done our march and outside church session. Since we were 

short on daylight, we drove all the way to the location instead of walking. The kids singing and 

playing drums along the way got everyone’s attention. A crowd of the same size formed for our 

presentation. Our team had prepared some information on malaria. We gave information on 

symptoms, prevention, and treatment. The people of Sakete do not have the means to educate 

themselves with this type of information. In the US, we can ask a doctor or hop online. Many of 

them honestly did not know what malaria was, where it came from, how to prevent it, or how to 

treat it. It was awesome to educate them on this deadly disease. After our presentation, we gave 

away a bunch of mosquito nets.  
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 At first it was organized and slow paced. Within a few minutes, it had developed into a 

small riot. People were pushing through each other to try to get a net. Honore and Laura were 

trapped in the middle of it all. I did not see that they were there or I would have done what I 

could to break up the crowd and get them out. I felt bad that Laura was stuck in the chaos and I 

did nothing to help. Again, as one of the only guys there, I felt that this was part of my 

responsibility. 

We made our way back to the orphanage for dinner then back to the hotel for our nightly 

debriefing. The topic came up about crying upon our departure. It was not good for the kids to 

see this sort of thing. I spoke a bit about how we should not be sad when we leave. Crying on the 

way out would be a selfish act. We’d be crying for ourselves, not for the kids. I am convinced 

that the children would be happier where they are now than in the United States. I tried to put 

things into prospective for the group. We have grown very close to these 28 kids. They are very 

special but in reality there are millions of other kids that also need help. Our goal upon leaving 

shouldn’t be to cry and feel sorry for these kids but to be happy about what we’ve brought to 

them. We can leave knowing that they are well taken care of. We shouldn’t be focusing our 

energies on sadness but rather focusing our energies on delivering our experiences to everyone 

back in the US to help the cause. 

 After I spoke, I had a few different people come up to me and thank me for what I said. I 

am starting to think that what I say has some value to it. I am now beginning to realize that 

speaking my mind can provide a lot of value to the group. 

 I went back to the hotel and noticed that the bulb in our shower had burnt out. I showered 

by the light of a head lamp sitting on the soap dish. As I was scrubbing, I noticed a bump on my 

leg. Upon careful inspection, I noticed it was more than just a bump. There was about a 2 cm by 
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2 cm sack filled with fluid. It had grown out about a half cm from my leg. I high-tailed it over to 

Nurse Angie’s room to see what she thought. We sterilized a safety pin, drained the fluid, and 

cleaned up the wound a bit. We did all this with a crowd of squeamish girls watching. A few of 

them were pretty grossed out and had to turn their heads. I was preparing for the worst but 

hoping for the best. Throughout the next few days, I kept draining the sack as it filled up. 

Eventually, the wound went away and completely healed – whew. Maybe that river swim wasn’t 

such a hot idea.  

After the leg fiasco ended, I realized that our fan was broken. The hotel rooms without a 

fan are pretty unbearable. The temperatures are high, the humidity is high, and without a fan 

there is absolutely no air flow. Jimmy opted to go to the clinic and sleep on the couch. Aside 

from Jack, I was the only guy left at the facility. I figured it would be a better idea to suffer 

through the heat and stay there than leave all of the girls alone. At first, I blew up my 

backpacking mattress, wrapped myself in the mosquito net, and laid out on the grass outside. It 

was actually quite pleasant due to a constant breeze. Moments later, storms rolled in and ruined 

my fun. I had to retreat to the room and suck it up. Fortunately, the low pressure system and rain 

brought with it some cooler air. The drop in temperature along with the rolling thunder actually 

gave me a pretty good night’s sleep.  

 

June 24th, 2009 

 When we arrived at the orphanage, Lauren pointed out that there was only one goat (there 

were usually two). We were told that the other had died. We were not sure what type of meat we 

were eating the night before – now we knew. We spent a good portion of the afternoon creating 

crafts with the kids. 
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We decorated hats and bags. We had also brought “I Love Beavercreek” shirts with us. We took 

them to a local printer and had “I Love Sakete” printed on the back. We brought enough so that 

each kid could have one – they were thrilled to receive these.  
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The fun quickly ended when we were informed that there was a thief amongst us. Someone had 

stolen a pair of shorts and Gabi’s cell phone. Up until now, I thought that my belongings were 

pretty safe. I tried to always keep them with me or nearby but if they were out of sight at the 

orphanage, I wasn’t too worried. Knowing that some stuff was missing made me worry a bit. I 

decided to relocate my bag to the center room of the orphanage on top of the cabinet and under 

some blankets. Fortunately, Honore found the culprit. They had hired a teenager to put together 

part of the bathrooms being built for the orphanage. Honore went to his house and found the 

stolen goods. He was then taken to the police station. Let’s just say that this kid probably did not 

have an enjoyable rest of the day. From my understanding, the punishments for theft here are 

pretty hardcore.  

 We spent a majority of the day working in the fields. We pulled weeds from their cleared 

play area and also cleared weeds a bit further out so that they could plant new crops. While using 

the spade to scrape off the top layer of dirt and weeds, I bounced off a root and right into my 

ankle. It immediately started bleeding and bruised within hours. Another battle scar – woohoo! 

We also dug a hole so that they had a place to put their trash to burn. I think that it is very 

important to teach everyone to keep a clean place. This is not only more sanitary but it also helps 

them to learn some more organization and team work. Little things like this will make a big 

difference down the road. We worked together and separated the trash from the weeds so that we 

could form a separate compost pile to be later used for fertilization. We also spent some time 

setting up the canopies again. The winds from the previous night’s storms had torn them all 

down. 
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 It was already a very exhausting day but we decided to head out to the Sakete hospital. It 

was about a two mile walk from the hotel, right through downtown Sakete. The thirteen of us 

were alone for part of the trek as we scoped out the city. Part way through, we looked back only 

to see the kids running up in their “I Love Beavercreek” t-shirts.  

 

We were quite a spectacle to be seen. Thirteen white folks walking down the street holding the 

hands of twenty-eight local kids. When we were alone, we seemed to get looks that said “what 
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are they doing here?” When we were with the kids, we got more approving looks – at least in my 

judgment. The kids turned a long, hot walk into something exciting for us. 

On the way to the hospital, we stopped by the local government center. We got a tour of 

their facilities and met one of the assistants to the mayor. He explained how they were in the 

process of digitizing their records. As of now, every land, court, and marriage record was kept on 

paper. They wanted to get all of these into a database on a computer for better security and easier 

access. It was nice seeing the local government of a 3rd world country realize the need for 

computers and efficiency. 

The hospital itself was pretty depressing. There were a lot of people there in pretty rough 

shape. We saw a lot of people with open wounds and some serious looking scars. There was a 

very distinct odor and aura throughout the facility – one that made me a bit uneasy. We visited a 

lady that had been in a partial coma for the past three months. The group prayed for her and then 

signed a letter for her to see when she got better. It was unlikely that she would ever awake from 

the coma but we were all hoping for the best. She had very small reactions to certain things we 

did. She would tense her body a bit when we moved the covers. She could also make a few facial 

movements. When the group broke out in prayer, she had a few tears streaming down her face. I 

am not much into medicine or prayer but it was a pretty touching moment. 

In the next room over, there was a sixteen year old boy with meningitis. I did not go in. 

Across the hall was a room full of children with tuberculosis. If there is no risk to me, I am all 

about doing what I can to help out a patient. This could be holding their hand or joining in 

prayer. TB is spread through the air. We were not vaccinated against this. I did not seem wise to 

me for any of us to enter this room. 
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Next up, we visited the morgue. They showed us the autopsy room, embalming room, and 

then the room where they kept some of the bodies. They had refrigerated cabinets that were six 

high by four wide. I caught a glimpse of the twenty-four bodies and quickly exited. There was 

something uneasy about spending an extended period of time in a room with recently deceased 

bodies; especially bodies of people who likely died from some pretty nasty diseases.  

During our two mile walk back, we picked up some wine and shopped at a few of the 

road-side stores. Jimmy and I were standing outside of a store waiting for people when some 

crazy guy came right up next to us and started chanting and making hand gestures at us. We 

stood there for a little bit hoping he’d go away. After he decided to stick around, I decided to take 

matters into my own hands. I started going crazy and danced around Jimmy making weird 

sounds. I waved my hands in the air and did a few pelvic thrusts towards the guy. Before long, he 

stopped his chanting and walked away. Maybe I’m catching on to the culture a bit; sometimes 

you just have to one-up them! 

After dinner, we cracked open the wine and started the party. The kids broke out the 

drums and got a fire going (as if it wasn’t hot enough already). The sky was cloudless. The dance 
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party started. Every single person got out there and danced alone at some point: even Gabi, 

Honore, Richard, and the cooks. Jimmy and I did a few choreographed moves that got everyone 

laughing. If you were embarrassed to dance in front of others, this was a good time to break the 

ice. You could go out there and jump up and down and everyone would love it – there was no 

judging at all. 

The dancing and celebrating lasted a few hours. Afterwards, we headed back to the clinic 

for our debriefing. Ashley called on me to speak about what I thought about the hospital. Until 

now, speaking (at least for me) was done on a volunteer-only basis. I’d imagine she could tell I 

was becoming a bit more comfortable speaking so she decided to test me and put me on the spot. 

I really hadn’t given much thought to the hospital. I thought for a moment and then expressed 

what was on my mind. In a previous discussion, someone had mentioned how they were 

overwhelmed by everyone that needed help. This person said that they hardly saw a point in 

helping because they are only one person and cannot make a difference in the grand scheme of 

things. They had a real feeling of helplessness. This is the same mentality of “why vote for the 

President when 100,000,000 others are voting?” This type of attitude is unacceptable to me. I 

took this opportunity to give some feedback on our ability to help. Sure, what we saw at the 

hospital was sad, but we can cure someone with malaria for about $10 USD worth of pills. 

Everybody in our group had $10 USD to spare. Is saving one life not worth it? It absolutely is. 

Yes, there are still millions of others with diseases but if you don’t start somewhere then 

absolutely nothing will get done. If everybody in the middle and upper classes donated $10 for 

pills, we will have made one hell of a dent in this epidemic. Instead, people feel like they will not 

do any good alone and do nothing at all. This is the completely wrong attitude to have. With a 

positive, productive attitude towards a goal, one person can make a huge difference. 
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Take a look at Ashley, for instance. Initially, she and Jon were just two people with an 

interest in Sakete. They have now taken dozens of people from the US over to Benin. If each of 

those people tells their story to friends and family, the “cause” is spread to hundreds of people. If 

those people relay the same information to their friends, co-workers, and family, the “cause” has 

suddenly been spread to thousands of people. All of this started from one girl. Imagine what we 

could do if everybody had the passion and desire of Ashley. These small changes in our attitudes 

will help to make a big difference in the end. Each person has the ability to contribute something. 

One person may be able to give $20 to help. Another person may be able to give $10,000 to help. 

Someone else may be a good speaker and can help to educate others about the cause. If you truly 

care about what’s going on in the world, you can make a difference. All of our efforts together 

will make a bit impact – it’s inevitable. 

After my little tangent, I received some more positive feedback from the group. Again, I 

am starting to learn that if I say all the crazy thoughts going on in my head, I may be able to 

make an impact on the group and really help out. This is something that consistently brings a 

smile to my face. One of my ultimate goals in life is to do what I can to help. 

After our debriefing, we piled in Gabi’s car to head back to the hotel. It was late again 

and Mindy had decided to walk on her own. I didn’t think walking at night in a group was wise, 

let alone walking alone. I ran to catch up to her but stayed about ten meters behind assuming she 

just wanted some peace and quiet. For the most part, we were both making the walk back to the 

hotel alone. As much as others try to comfort you on the safety of the region, there is something 

very uneasy about it all. You are in a new country with an unfamiliar, often crazy, culture. 

Perhaps one of the scariest things is the unsurpassable language barrier. In an English-speaking 

country, you can at least communicate to understand what’s going on and what people want. In 
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Benin, you have no idea what they’re saying or what they want. If we stumbled across the wrong 

group late at night it would be bad news. Fortunately, we both made it back to the hotel without 

any incidents. 

 

June 25th, 2009 

 We woke up and headed to the orphanage for our yummy bread breakfast. On the way 

there, the main intersection of Sakete was blocked by a huge mob. They had signs in the air and 

were screaming and burning things in the middle of the street. We jumped to conclusions and all 

thought “great…voodoo bright and early in the morning”. After hearing all of the stories told to 

us, we couldn’t help but think that the mob was going to swarm our van and take us all hostage 

or something. We’re just not used to seeing mobs gather like this. It turns out that the local power 

company was trying to make a rule that citizens would have to travel 10k away to pay their bills. 

A lot of people’s only means of transportation is their feet. It is pretty unreasonable to expect 

them to make that commute by foot just to pay their power bills. Regardless, there was no going 

through this street. Our driver made a u-turn and took us on a side route. This road was barely 

wide enough for cars, let alone a huge van. Since there was a protest, this was now the main 

thoroughfare through Sakete. A poorly graded side dirt road was now supporting traffic going 

both ways. Our typical five minute commute took us a half hour. 

 When we arrived, a bunch of people were bringing in square frames with blue nets. These 

were mosquito nets that were being installed over the open windows where the children sleep. 

The donations from back home helped to purchase these. They were also nearly completed with 

the latrines. Money from back home also helped to purchase a water pump (powered by a 

generator).  
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This thing really pushes out the water. They can fill ten huge buckets within a minute. Without 

the pump, you had to lower a sack down 50 feet into the water, tug on it a few times to fill it up, 

and raw it back up. The sack even had some holes in it. Each time, you’d bring up about one 

gallon of water. With the new pump, they can pump multiple gallons per minute with no effort. 

The gardener especially loves this because he can now water the crops in the dry season. 

 Traci had not been feeling well and stayed back at the hotel to rest. It is likely that she 

was ill with malaria. She started feeling better, got a bit bored, and decided to walk to the 

orphanage to be with everyone. Just outside of the hotel, she ran into some voodoo people. 

Hearing everyone else’s stories, she immediately took off running back to the safety of her room. 

They saw her running and gave chase in through the hotel gates all the way to her room. They 

didn’t see which room she went in. The hotel manager was eager to point them in the right 

direction – not cool. They pounded on her door for ten minutes trying to get in. After what I’m 

sure seemed like an eternity, they went away. She was the only person at the hotel. I cannot 

imagine the fear that pulsed through her body as they pounded on the door. It’s one thing being 

confronted with a group or local person around but another to be completely isolated. She didn’t 
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know if they were just playing games with her or wanted to harm her. I get the creeps just 

thinking about being in that situation. 

 In the mean time, Charlotte arrived; she is the mama of the orphanage. She had been 

pregnant and staying in Porto-Novo. She brought her newborn with her: only 3 days old. 

 

 Throughout the afternoon, I went out to the fields and helped to pick green peppers. It 

was not easy work but needed to be done. The sky opened up in the middle of the day, thankfully 

cooling the temperatures a fair bit. I was so hot that I decided that the rain provided me with a 

nice chance to cool off. I stayed out in the fields and picked the peppers throughout heavy rain. 

One of the boys, Dossou, came out and joined me as well. This was another “oh wow” moment. 

Here I was in the middle of a storm picking peppers in an African field with the help of one of 

the boys – pretty awesome. Angie, myself, and the gardener ended up picking 640 peppers. We 

washed and separated them into three bags of 200 and one bag of 40. Apparently peppers are a 
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commodity there because we were told they would get about $150 USD for today’s 640 pepper 

harvest (nearly $0.25 per pepper). 

 Later in the day, Mindy stumbled across something straight out of National Geographic. 

She had found a colony of ants. I’m not talking hundreds or even thousands. I would estimate 

that there were well over a million. They had created a super highway to travel on. 

 

They were going back and forth on this path for 10 to 15 meters. We could not believe just how 

many there were. They didn’t like us being there much. Many of them made their way on to us 

and started biting – not a pleasant feeling. Traci stepped right into a huge pit of them, flipped out, 

and took off in a sprint right towards me. Before I knew what was happening, our heads collided. 

Another battle scar, woohoo! 

 After playing with the kids for a bit, we headed back to the clinic to rest for a while. We 

walked up the street to buy some sodas and saw a few voodoo guys. There were only two of 

them. We had me, Greg, Jimmy, and Augustine. He saw us but made nothing of it. It was clear to 

me that their religion was based on fear. Had it just been one of our girls alone, he would have 

surely done something. Since it was a group of guys, he did nothing – coward. We made some 

jewelry at the clinic with the kids (to be sold back home) and then headed back to the orphanage.  
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This was to be our last night in Benin and everybody knew it – even the kids. We set 

aside our sorrows and made the best of the situation. We got another rip-roaring fire going and 

commenced with some more dancing and singing. The cooks put together a batch of dough for 

us. We wrapped it around the end of sticks and roasted it over the open fire.

 

We parted ways for the night and headed back to the hotel for some sleep. 

 

June 26th, 2009 - Our Departure 

We woke up bright and early and headed to the orphanage to say our goodbyes. The 

mood was very somber. Everyone knew that our time together was coming to a close. Many of 

the kids were crying. We were doing our best to hold ourselves together. The last thing the kids 

need is to see us upset and crying. They have enough hardships in their lives. It would be selfish 

of us to cry and damage them more. I was able to happily smile throughout it. Yes it was going to 

be hard saying goodbye to everybody. I knew that I would have the chance to come back and see 

them. Furthermore, I knew that they were well taken care of and would be very happy once we 

left. I was also able to review my journal and start to remember everything that I’d experienced. 

This was a life changing event. I would be able to take the pictures, video, and experiences here 
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back to the United States and hopefully improve the lives for not only these children, but 

thousands of others. We exchanged hugs and kisses, piled into the van, and drove away. A few of 

the children were crying quite a bit. Others ran after us with open arms. It was a heart breaking 

moment but we did our best to hold ourselves together. The ride from Sakete back to Cotonou 

was a quiet one for the first half hour or so. 

As we entered Porto-Novo, we encountered a large presence of military personnel. A 

group of them instructed us to pull over to the side. This time, our crazy driver obeyed. We sat on 

the side of the road as Honore and the driver exchanged information with the guards. We did not 

know why we were stopped or what they were saying. Fortunately, after about twenty minutes, 

we were on our way. Not more than ten minutes later, we were stopped by another set of guards. 

If this had happened on the way into the city on our first day, we probably would have been 

flipping out. We had experienced a lot in the previous week and had come to expect this sort of 

thing. We waited patiently for another twenty minutes and were finally cleared to go. 

We wouldn’t have minded these detours as much if we didn’t have an important stop to 

make on the way through Cotonou. Gabi and Honore had set us up with an appointment at the 

US Embassy in Benin. If we were five minutes late, they would not allow us in. Fortunately, our 

race car driver made good time the rest of the way and we arrived fifteen minutes early. We went 

through a checkpoint and suddenly found ourselves on US soil – what a strange feeling. We went 

through the facility and got a chance to sit down in an office on some nice couches and chairs. A 

few of the embassy workers introduced themselves and asked us to share a bit about what we’ve 

learned during our trip to Benin. She looked right at me to answer first. It’s a good thing I’ve 

been speaking up during our debriefings – I was well practiced by this point. 
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I learned a lot while I was in Benin. I could probably speak now for hours about the 

experiences there and what we learned. I wanted to keep it short so I focused on one of the main 

lessons I learned. The people of Benin do not have a lot. The people we were around had a 

proper shelter, food, and water. Beyond these things, they did not have too many tangible goods, 

yet they were completely happy. They had the things that mattered most to them in life: friends 

and family. They did not have gaming consoles, computers, movie theaters, or sporting events. 

They had each other and that was enough. It was a real gut check to me about what is truly 

important in life. Their lifestyle showed me that happiness does not come from possessions; 

happiness comes from within. 

Everyone in the group had a chance to speak about what they learned. I think we all 

echoed the same sentiments. Lastly, Gabi and Honore spoke. Honore has been trying for quite 

some time to get a visa to visit the United States. He looks up to our culture and wants to visit so 

that he can learn some valuable information to take home to his country. Unfortunately, the 

embassy had rejected his previous application. He spent a few minutes talking about his 

childhood and a few more discussing his role in Benin. I think what he said made a real impact 

on the consulates. They listened very attentively and were drawn into his words, as most of us 

were the entire trip. After he was done, they gave him a few pointers on things he could do to 

improve his chances of getting a visa to visit the United States. We shook hands with the 

embassy personnel on the way out. One of the ladies, Gayleatha Brown, congratulated me for a 

job well done on what I said, especially as the first person to talk. This was another reassurance 

that the words out of my mouth mean something and can have an impact. They gave us each a 

United States / Benin pin and we parted ways. 



83 
 

 

 The rest of our trip was fairly uneventful. Our flight was scheduled to depart from 

Cotonou at 5:00 AM GMT. We went to Gabi’s house and tried to get some sleep in until about 

2:00 AM. We made our way to the airport and boarded the flight. We flew direct to Casablanca, 

Morocco and then to JFK in New York. Jimmy made a huge mistake: he left his ‘fertility statues’ 

(big wooden penises he’d purchased as gag gifts) in his carry-on luggage. Every security 

checkpoint made him remove them from his bag. The guards in Morocco held them up, waved 

them around, and laughed. I’ve never seen someone’s cheeks turn so red. The only major hitch in 

our trip back home was a missed flight at JFK. They changed our gate and did not notify us. We 

were all pretty exhausted and weren’t really paying attention to what was going on. We arrived at 

the new gate fifteen minutes before the flight and were told we were too late. We were forced to 

select new flights and depart the next day. Some of us left from JFK and ended up in Cincinnati. 

Others left La Guardia and ended up in Cincinnati. Others left La Guardia and ended up in 

Columbus. It wasn’t all bad news. Three of us were able to volunteer our seats and take a flight 

two hours later. We each received a $400 flight voucher. We’d already been traveling for close to 

thirty-four hours so what was another two? 

 

Conclusion 

I hope that through this article, I’ve been able to bring a little bit of the African 

experience back home. For those of you who haven’t had the chance to go, I hope this gives you 
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a small look into what to expect. For everybody who has been, I hope this article serves as a 

reminder of your experiences. One of the worst things we can do is return normal lives and 

ignore the things we saw and experienced in Benin. You may not like it, but it is our personal 

responsibility to do everything in our power to help the people of Benin. 

I would like to take a few moments and briefly touch upon each of the main things I 

learned from my trip to Africa. First, it is very important to realize that every single one of us has 

the capacity to help in some way. Some of us can donate small amounts of money. Other can 

provider larger amounts of money. Others can speak to others and help educate the world about 

the needs of 3rd world countries. Regardless of how rich or poor you are, you can help. If we all 

work together in our own special way, we will make a big impact. I think it is also important to 

realize that you are in a position to help regardless of your beliefs. You could be Christian, 

Muslim, Jewish or not believe in a God at all. What you feel in your heart is what matters the 

most. Our desires to help these people can easily transcend our beliefs, language barriers, 

countries of origin, and cultures. 

Something else to realize is exactly how fortunate we are to be living in the United States. 

I know it sounds like a broken record but it’s true. Our effort put in towards money given out is 

incredible. We may complain about our work and jobs but in all reality, we have it very easy. If 

we are really struggling to support ourselves, we are able to find a minimum wage job to at least 

put food on the table. If we are not able to secure a job, then there is help available through our 

families, friends, and entitlement programs from the government. Regardless of how desperate 

our situation, we typically always have a way out. If somebody really needs the money there, 

they often times have no ways to get it. They could do backbreaking work for sixteen hours a day 

and still get paid the equivalent of $1 or $2 USD. 
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One hour of our time here earning let’s say $15 is worth an incredible amount to the 

people of Benin. The poverty line there is set somewhere around $300 USD per year. This means 

that you would only have to work 20 hours at $15 per hour to make the same money as a rural 

citizen in Benin. We are typically able to earn this money through painless jobs. They earn their 

money through backbreaking manual labor and sales. Next time you think about complaining 

about your job, just think about how these numbers and how fortunate we are to be US citizens. 

The last thing I will mention is my new appreciation for happiness. Typically in the 

United States, we measure our happiness based on our success and material possessions. We 

think cars, houses, and TVs make us happy. In a way, they do bring a certain bit of pleasure to us, 

but not genuine happiness. As I entered Africa, I expected everyone there to be pretty miserable 

as a result of the level of poverty. What I discovered was exactly the opposite. These people are 

very happy regardless of their lack of material possessions. Most of them had the only things 

they needed to be happy: their health, family, and friends. I’ve never in my life had as much fun 

as I did hanging out with the kids and a bunch of rubber bands. Just chasing them and holding 

them brought me a level of happiness I hadn’t yet experienced. 

My trip to Africa made me take a step back and really value what’s important in my life. I 

hope that by reading this article and getting a little taste of what I experienced, you will now give 

yourself the opportunity to do a bit of thinking and improve your lives as well. 
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For video, pictures, and information on how you can help, please visit www.HelpBenin.com 

You can also contact me directly at kevin@helpbenin.com. 

 

http://www.helpbenin.com/

