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Saturday, October 16, 2021

1 p.m., Eastern Haiti

Chapter one

Hijacked

S creee-e-e-ech!
Bristling with gun barrels, the white pickup truck careened 

across the road and skidded to a stop, sliding sideways in front of the 
white Toyota bus. The driver of the bus, a young man from Ontario 
named Dale, slammed on the brakes. The vehicle shook from the sudden 
deceleration, then quivered to a halt, narrowly avoiding a collision.

Making quick stops was nothing new for Dale. In his twenty-four 
years, he had done it many times. He could bring a vehicle safely to a 
halt whether or not he had sixteen passengers, as he did today. 

But having gun barrels pointing at him was a different story. He gazed 
in shock as three or four men in the bed of the pickup turned their 
assault rifles toward the bus. Dale wondered how he should react. He 
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had no prior experience for situations like this. 
In the front passenger seat, 23-year-old Wes also sat frozen in shock. 

Although he had been in Haiti for over a year and had faced earlier 
roadblocks, this one seemed much more serious.

Other men with guns leaped from the front of the truck and ran 
toward the bus, screaming and yelling in Haitian Creole, a language 
Dale had not yet mastered. Bandanas and ski masks covered their faces. 
One gangster wore a close-fitting hat over his entire face, with only 
slits for his eyes. Some wore bulletproof vests, and all had black brace-
lets circling their wrists. As their fingers twitched close to the triggers, 
the eyes of the gangsters darted and rolled. 

Dale fought the urge to panic. He knew that any rash movements 
or a failure to act could cause the gangsters to open fire. He raised his 
hands into the air, still looking down the barrels of the guns. Be calm, 
he told himself. Make it clear that I want to cooperate. They probably just 
want our money and valuables, then they’ll let us go.

Before Dale had much time to think, a gangster in a mask came up 
to the window and stuck his head inside, only inches from Dale’s face. 
The man was obviously in his element, riding with his comrades on a 
fast truck, cutting off an unsuspecting traveler, and waving a gun in 
the frightened driver’s face. This was his normal routine, the way he 
earned his living and his identity. 

But what the gangster saw in the bus beyond Dale’s shoulder was not 
what he expected. His eyes widened as he saw all the people on the bus. 

Beside the driver, a young boy sat between the two front seats, fear 
on his face. Another young man about the same age as the driver sat 
in the passenger seat. 

Immediately behind the driver, a woman with a dark blue dress and 
a black veil stared back at him. Beside her sat two other young ladies 
with matching blue and white floral dresses and white veils. The one 
by the door had her eyes closed. 
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The gangster was speechless as he peered back through the bus. There 
were rows and rows of people—women wearing head coverings and 
men with shirts and long pants. There were also children. Even a baby.

Roadways in eastern Haiti did not usually come with scenery like 
this. The gangster, eyes wide, stepped away from the window. 

Dale had arrived in Haiti only a few months before. Unlike some of 
his fellow missionaries, he had no reassuring memories of how he had 
survived earlier gang interactions. 

Sitting directly behind Dale, Kay stared at the guns too. Kay had 
lived in Haiti longer than any of the others and had seen plenty of riots 
and roadblocks and rising smoke. She had heard gunshots and shout-
ing. But this was scary. She had never before had guns pointed at her 
at such close range. She expected the gangsters to fire at any moment.

Melodi, holding baby Laura, sat in the seat behind Kay. She had a 
comforting memory of how her husband Ryan had been down this 
road with the field director Barry Grant recently. Although they had 
seen gang activity, everything had turned out fine. Melodi thought of 
her family and friends and how their eyes would widen at her descrip-
tion of gangsters at close range. This is going to make a great story! she 
thought. She memorized the details for her email update: Bandanas. 
Ski masks. Bulletproof vests. 

In the fourth row, Matt, sitting beside his wife Rachel, stared at the 
gangsters with concern. He remembered how he and another staff 
member had been robbed a few months earlier while driving in Port-au-
Prince. While stuck in traffic, a well-dressed man had pointed a gun 
at them as five or six other men had surrounded them, pounding on 
the windows and demanding their money. To their relief, everything 
had turned out okay. 

Now, as Matt peered out the window, he could see that the situation 
was much worse this time. This truck full of pointed gun barrels was 
scary. We’re in big trouble, he realized.
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In the very last row of seats, Sam’s life flashed before his eyes as he 
looked down the gun barrels. From multiple years in Haiti, he under-
stood more of the shouted Creole than anyone else on the bus. Like 
Kay, his years in Haiti had exposed him to much political turmoil. But 
he had never been held up. This was something new. His heart pounded 
as he called out to God. 

Beside Sam sat a short-term missionary named Austin who had been 
in Haiti less than twenty-four hours. He was totally unprepared for 
all the shouted words and the pointed guns. He had seen the pickup 
coming from behind, bristling with guns and had questioned what 
he should do. Should he duck? Working as a construction worker in 
Oregon had provided no training for something like this.

Behind him and beside him, Dale heard his fellow missionaries 
imploring God for protection. In front of him, gun barrels glinted in 
the sunlight. All around the bus, gangsters shouted and yelled. 

With wild gestures, they motioned to Dale to turn the vehicle around. 
Dale quickly complied, turning back toward Port-au-Prince. At least 
they were going in the right direction again. They were heading toward 
home. Back toward the mission base at Titanyen. 

For a moment the missionaries thought maybe the drama was over. 
Perhaps the gangsters had been looking for someone else and were 
ready to let the bus go on its way. At the very least, it was nice to have 
the gun barrels pointed away from them. 

The feeling of relief evaporated as Dale was forced to a halt again, 
right in front of a blockade of vehicles swarming with armed men. A 
gangster waved the bus to the right, onto a narrow side road bounded 
by stone walls. 

Kay, however, felt hopeful. It wasn’t just because she had nerves of 
steel, as her fellow missionaries later reported. Rather, she remembered 
a time a few years earlier when a gangster had hijacked the vehicle of 
a fellow missionary. After driving around a roadblock through back 
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alleys, the missionary was allowed to go on his way. Apparently the 
gangster had just needed a ride. She hoped this would be the same.

In the back seat, Sam felt his heart sink. He was pretty sure they were 
not going home.

Sam Stoltzfus, twenty-seven years old, was in Haiti for a second term 
of missionary service. Since his arrival, he had noticed an increase in 
the unrest in the country compared to his first term. At that time, 
the United Nations had been present. Though there had been plenty 
of political drama, including gang activity and roadway blockades, it 
seemed worse this time.

Gangs now controlled much of Haiti, including parts of the capital 
city and the roadways leading to it. These gangs often created road-
blocks to stop traffic so they could steal, terrorize, or kidnap. The 
smaller gangs, like the ones close to Titanyen, drove motorbikes, while 
the larger ones had vehicles and lots of guns. 

The gangs operated on a simple principle: instead of creating a prod-
uct or service and offering it for sale, they disrupted or stole either 
people or things, then demanded money to restore them to their right-
ful owners. The gangs around Titanyen had even threatened the mis-
sion base, including Barry, the director.

Barry found that many of the gangsters threatened and bluffed to 
get attention and to manipulate others so they could get their next fix 
of drugs or alcohol. He remembered his own bondage to these things 
and knew what the gang members really needed was Jesus Christ. So 
every other Friday night the men from the CAM base held a preaching 
service for the gangs. Several times during the services, the missionar-
ies had seen tears streaming down the face of one of the gang leaders.

Barry knew that many of the men joined the gangs for a sense of 
identity; they belonged nowhere else and lacked any meaningful work. 
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To help them, Barry and the team involved the gangs in a Work-for-
Wages program, paying them a fair wage to complete honest work, 
such as building streets and repairing riverbanks. They had even hired 
some of them to help build a new wall around the mission compound, 
replacing the old chain link fence.

In early October, Barry and the other Haiti missionaries had received 
an email from the Ohio office of Christian Aid Ministries asking for 
updated information about a CAM-supported orphanage southeast 
of Port-au-Prince.

CAM did not have a huge orphanage program in Haiti. Unlike the 
school program, which sponsored 7,000 Haitian students, this was the 
only orphanage in Haiti the organization worked with. Many of the 
country’s orphanages were run by unprincipled people, but this one had 
proven its integrity, and CAM Ohio wanted an update. Today, October 
16, was the day they had chosen to make a trip to the orphanage.

The director and his family had decided to stay at the Titanyen base 
instead of going along. Barry’s children had begged to go, but Barry 
had decided against it. With seventeen people aboard, the bus was full. 

When so many people showed interest in going, Barry had wondered 
momentarily if it was a good idea to fill the vehicle so full. But he had 
pushed aside his concerns, glad everyone could go. Some of them had 
not been able to get out recently, and he knew it would be good for 
them to interact with the children at the orphanage. 

Barry had no illusions about the safety of Haitian roadways. He was 
no stranger to roadblocks and gang activity. But overall, Barry didn’t 
find the atmosphere in Haiti a lot different than it had been when he 
first arrived in 2016. They had faced occasional roadblocks ever since 
he was there.

“Haiti is Haiti,” he would tell people. “It is known for its unrest.” 
Although the gangs often kidnapped people for ransom, this was 

not something Barry worried about for his staff. As far as he knew, the 
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gangs did not kidnap white Americans. Perhaps it wasn’t fair, but that 
was just the way it was. They kidnapped people all the time, some-
times Haitians, sometimes Haitian Americans, and sometimes people 
from other countries. 

But to Barry’s knowledge, they never kidnapped white Americans. 

Dale eased the bus onto the side road between the stone walls as 
gangsters surrounded them, screaming and yelling. 

“Guns!” they shouted in Creole. “Give us all your guns!” 
“They’re gonna shoot us! They’re gonna shoot us!” cried Shelden, 

ducking as low as he could between the two front seats. Shelden was 
the six-year-old son of Ray and Cheryl Noecker, who were serving 
short-term in Haiti. Shelden had been in Haiti only two weeks and 
had family members in each row of the bus behind him. His sisters 
Courtney and Cherilyn sat in the second row, with Cherilyn doing what 
she always did in times of stress—closing her eyes. Shelden’s mother 
Cheryl was farther back in the bus, along with his sister Kasondra and 
brother Brandyn.

“Guns! Give us your guns!” 
“They’re gonna shoot us!” Shelden sobbed. 
The gunmen opened the side door to the bus. From the back seat, 

Sam, the most fluent in Creole, explained that they didn’t have any 
guns. This seemed to calm the gangsters a bit, and they backed off.

Dale attempted to calm the terrified boy beside him. Robberies were 
common in Haiti, so Dale was hoping the gangsters had pulled them 
off the road just to rob them more thoroughly. “I think they only want 
our money,” Dale reassured Shelden in his calm Canadian accent. “After 
they have our money, they will probably let us go.” 

When it became obvious that there were no guns, the gangsters asked 
for their money and phones. The missionaries decided not to respond, 
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since the gangsters didn’t seem focused on their demands. Instead, they 
seemed nervous, first staring at the group inside the bus, as if sizing 
them up, and then glancing back over their shoulders at the highway. 
While no gangsters were looking, Dale hid his phone and credit card 
between the seats. When a gangster asked for his phone, Dale showed 
him his wallet. The man took a ten-dollar bill. 

In the middle seat, Melodi and her husband Ryan hid their phone 
inside the baby’s diaper cover. From the seat behind them, Rachel slid 
a flat package to Melodi containing driver’s licenses and credit cards 
wrapped in a small amount of cash. Melodi added this to the diaper 
cover as well. 

Melodi had a black and red striped diaper bag that included changes 
of clothes for her two children, along with a writing tablet and a pen.

The clothes Melodi had brought were just in case the children had 
accidents. She had not brought a change of clothes for herself. Neither 
had anyone else. Everyone planned to be back at the mission base in 
Titanyen for the night. 

After about ten minutes, the procession got underway again, with 
Dale following a box truck in front of him. When the road turned 
left, Dale could see the vehicles ahead. A white Toyota Prado led the 
way, followed by two box trucks. A Haitian ambulance and the white 
pickup came behind.

As they moved on, Dale’s heart sank. This did not look like a quick 
robbery. They were heading deeper and deeper into what looked like 
gang territory. 

In the back of the bus, Sam began sending messages to his family 
and youth group asking them to pray. He still didn’t know if they were 
really being kidnapped, but the thought now crossed his mind. Since 
he did not think kidnappings happened to white Americans in Haiti, 
he hadn’t been worried, but this was looking serious.

As the road widened, the box truck in front of Dale sped ahead. 
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Behind them, horns began honking. Dale increased his speed slightly, 
but with the road full of potholes, he continued to navigate cautiously 
around the ruts. 

Suddenly the white pickup blazed past him again, blasting through 
the shrubs at the side of the road. Once again it lurched to a stop in 
front of the bus. The white Prado and the box truck ahead of them 
kept going. 

As the bus screeched to a stop, several gangsters ran to the driver’s 
door. Dale unbuckled his seat belt, sensing that he was about to be 
removed. The men yanked open the driver’s door and pulled Dale out. 
As if in a strange nightmare, Dale saw a raised hand coming toward his 
face. The blow hit him squarely, so hard it knocked him off balance, 
but strangely, he felt no pain. Screaming and yelling, the men dragged 
Dale past the windows of the bus where his friends sat. They took him 
to the back of the ambulance and shoved him inside. 

“Lord, save Dale!” the other missionaries prayed aloud. 
Kay revised her level of concern. She still wasn’t sure what was hap-

pening, but it was beginning to look bad.
One of the gangsters leaped into the driver’s seat, slammed the door, 

and stepped on the gas. As the bus shot up the road, rocketing in 
and out of potholes and careening through washouts, the passengers 
bounced up and down in their seats. Heads hit the ceiling, and bodies 
crashed against each other. 

“We were on the wildest ride of our lives,” Sam remembered later. 
Someone started singing and everyone joined in. This seemed to make 

the driver angry. “Tell them to stop singing!” he ordered Wes, sitting 
in the front passenger seat.

“I can’t really do that,” Wes replied. 
The driver reached back and slammed his hand against the ceiling of 

the bus. “Stop singing!” he yelled. Although they didn’t want to stop, 
the missionaries feared for the girls sitting right behind the driver. Was 
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there any point in further angering him? For the moment, they let the 
song die out. 

Sam cradled his phone, debating. He was part of a social media group 
designed for reporting roadblocks, gas shortages, or other problems in 
the country of Haiti. Should he share their circumstances? He com-
posed a brief message and hit send. Sam watched the phone trying to 
send, and realized they were in an area with poor service. Sam prayed 
that if the Lord did not want his message to go out, He would keep it 
from going through. 

Up in the passenger seat, beside the gangster, the thoughts churning 
through Wes’s mind were as frightening as the course of the bus on 
the bumpy road. They took Dale. They’re going to keep him. They’ll rob 
the rest of us and tell us to go empty our bank accounts to get Dale back. 

For the first time, he too began to consider the possibility that this 
was a kidnapping. 

Had he known how long it would be before he got back to the mis-
sion base, he might have despaired. But he didn’t know. He was as 
unprepared as everyone else. No one had considered the durability 
of the clothes they were wearing, nor how well they protected against 
mosquitoes and fire ants. 

They all knew how important it was to read God’s Word, but no 
one had packed a Bible. Why do that when they would be back that 
afternoon? 

Matt, who took daily medication, had not bothered to bring his pills 
along. Nor had anyone brought extra food. 

All they knew as they careened wildly down the road was that they 
were at the mercy of the gangsters, and their future was in God’s hands.




