
Ilene Henderson of Decaturspent nearly two decades in themilitary and worked in counterin-telligence in Afghanistan. She saidshe lived and worked alongsideAfghan residents and relied ontheir support. She also developedrelationships with many of them.So, when the U.S. began with-drawing troops last summer, herphone started ringing. Some of herAfghan contacts were looking forhelp to escape the country and Tal-iban rule. Using the WhatsApp on-line tool, they were franticallylooking for help.She described one man who hadborrowed an SUV from a friend anddriven to Kabul, the capital ofAfghanistan, and hid out leaving hishome and belongings behind. Someforces were caught off-guard, shesaid, because they thought theywere being sent in as a defensivemeasure and soon found them-selves in a forced surrender. Ratherthan turn over their weapons andammunition, they destroyed them,which infuriated the Taliban.The plight of many evacuees hasbeen well documented. Hendersonsaid the U.S. government is verygood at infrastructure but lacks theresources for a major resettlementprogram. Much of the effort is con-tracted out to private companies,and they are focused on largercities. In Illinois, there are resettle-ment contractors in Moline, Rock-ford and Chicago and a small officein Champaign, but they don’t seeminterested in reaching out to

smaller communities.That gave rise to the AfghanWelcome Home Project, which hermother, Susan Montgomery, di-rects. Henderson is operationsmanager, and Inge Henderson is as-sistant director.Ilene Henderson said they haveno plans to become a resettlementagency but are working with agen-cies to relocate displaced Afghansto central Illinois. Six are now livingin Arcola and five are in Atwoodthrough the help of WelcomeHome.All six of the Arcola Afghans livein one house on Washington Street.Likewise, the Atwood five occupyone house. They will be working atMasterBrand in Arthur. Hendersonsaid MasterBrand is trying to hirean interpreter for the men’s train-ing period.Because of decades of unrest inAfghanistan, some of the men werenot able to attend school regularlyand have trouble reading and writ-ing their own language. Most ofthem are married with children,but they had to leave their familiesbehind and it will be at least fiveyears before they can be reunited,she said, due to the red tape of im-migration in both Afghanistan andthe U.S. They need passports inorder to relocate here, but the pass-port offices are controlled by theTaliban, she said.Welcome Home has been work-ing to provide resources for these

FOR THEIR OWN safety and the safety of their families still in
Afghanistan, the evacuees asked that their images and real names not
be published. Photos: Adobe stock images.
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Leaving their families behind,
soldiers start new lives in U.S.
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The six men living together inthe 400 block of West WashingtonStreet in Arcola give no hint oftheir former lives or their families’predicament. On a Sunday eveningvisit, they were in good spirits andgracious, offering their guest an as-sortment of pistachio nuts, candybars, cookies and hot tea served ina decorative, gold-trimmed Christ-mas cup.Shoes are left lined up in thefoyer as they lounge in flip flops,shorts and T-shirts. One is wearinga Punisher shirt with its distinctiveskull emblem. One sports a full,

dark beard; another a thin mus-tache and bashful grin. Aside fromspeaking a fast-paced Pashto, oneof the two most common Afghanlanguages, they could pass asAmerican in this great melting potof a country.But just months ago, they weresoldiers battling the Taliban along-side U.S. troops in Afghanistan.They were Afghan special forces,high-valued targets for the govern-ment that now controls the coun-try. With help from the Afghan
See EVACUEES on page 6

COLUMN 1

Music BoostersThe Tuscola Music Boosters’ annual con-cert, entitled Rock of Ages, will be held onSaturday, Feb. 26 at 7 p.m. “Rock of Ages” issure to be a concert that will provide toe-tapping music memories of decades past.As there are ever changing guidelines, forhealth reasons Tuscola Music Boosters hasopted to not serve a dinner this year. Openseating in the balcony will be available theday of the event.Reserved floor seating is due by Friday,Feb. 21 and can be dropped off or mailed toTuscola High School at 500 S. Prairie, orEast Prairie Middle School at 409 S. Prairie(See ad on page 10).
Spring musicalThe TCHS Drama Club will present De-scendants the Musical March 17, 18 and 19at 7 p.m. and March 20 at 2 p.m. Tickets goon sale March 3.
Soccer registrationSpring Soccer registration is open tillMarch 1. Kindergarten practices and gamesare at Ervin Park. Grades 1–12 travel withinthe local area. Contacttuscolasoccer@gmail.com or message Tus-cola Soccer Club on their Facebook page.
Need swim coachesThe Tuscola Torpedoes Swim Team islooking for advance youth swimmers whowould be interested in volunteering as as-sistant swim coaches, under the trainingand supervision of experienced swimcoaches.Interested volunteers can send inquiresand questions to torpedoesheadcoach@gmail.com.
Library activitiesStoryTime every Tuesday, 10 a.m. onFacebookFeb. 23, Book Discussion–Fathers andSons 6 p.m.Every Saturday is Tech Drop-In from 10a.m. to 12 noon. Come get help with yourdevices.

Group seeks help for evacuees
now living in Arcola, Atwood

Zahid, the interpreter inAfghanistan, said the situation inhis country is bleak. News is cen-sored, so he fears that the worlddoes not know the true story. TheTaliban cannot be trusted to tell thetruth, he said.Life is particularly difficult forwomen, he said. The women thereare not allowed to work or shop bythemselves. Shops have been in-structed to not sell products usefulto women. Women cannot go outwithout wearing a burqa or with-out an escort. They cannot partici-pate in any gatherings.Music has also been banned.

Radio stations are not allowed tobroadcast music, and no music canbe playing in the background of adsor announcements. The news can-not be read by women.The salaries of university lectur-ers have been cut in half, and teach-ers’ salaries have been capped.Doctors in public hospitals havenot been paid in 7 months, he said.They do not have the equipmentand medicines they need. There areprivate hospitals, but the “pricetouches the sky.”The situation is worsening, hesaid. The Taliban has been searchhouses to find and eliminate those

who do not support the currentgovernment or who helped theU.S.Most of the people who workedfor him pre-Taliban rule arewomen, he said, and they havegone into hiding. “I’m not worriedabout myself. The only thing I’mworried about are the women whoworked for me for 15-16 years.They are in danger. “I’d be happy ashell if they are evacuated beforeme.”He said the Taliban are lookingfor Akarm’s family. “I got a call fromhis cousin. They are in danger.” Hesaid there is no effort by the U.S.

government to intervene. “We needsome way of solving this problem.”He suggested that legislation isneeded to make exceptions to cur-rent U.S. policy.“We don’t have peace of mind,”Akarm said. “We think every dayabout our families and kids.”Henderson said there have been75,000 evacuees processed out ofAfghanistan and 30,000 to 50,000are still in processing centers.There are still U.S. citizens andgreen card holders still inAfghanistan, she said. There are upto 50,000 people who still need tobe evacuated, she said.

See SOLDIERS on page 6

Dangerous situation worsening in Afghanistan




