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Gift of Hope
As AIDS devastates a growing number of Kenyan families, an American couple works to ease the agony—and give a chance to the orphans left behind.

After more than three decades if working in Africa, Hugh and Marty Downey are no strangers to suffering.  They have treated famine victims in Sudan and massacre survivors in Eritrea.  They have nursed countless children (as well as themselves) through malaria and dysentery.  Once a nervous Ethiopian soldier shot Marty in the leg.  But despite all the misery the American couple have seen, they can’t quite get used to one sound they hear with growing frequency in Kenya.  It awakens them at night in their grass roofed hut beside Lake Victoria.  “Off in a corner of the village, people are wailing,” says Hugh.  “You know someone has died.”


More often than not, the cause of death is AIDS.  This East African nation is a hot spot of an epidemic that has swept the continent during the past 20 years, killing some 20 million men, women, and children and leaving more than 12 million orphans.  An estimated one out of seven adult Kenyans is infected with HIV, the virus that causes AIDS.  Which is why Hugh, 60, and Marty, 57, leave their modest brick home in Arvada, Colo., twice a year to spend a few weeks at Lake Victoria.  They run the Lalmba Association, a relief agency whose small size—fewer than 200 volunteer doctors and project directors and a handful of low-wage local employees—believes its grand mission.  “Lalmba means ‘place of hope’,” says Hugh.  “That’s what we’re about.  We create hope.”

