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Did you know that there are ‘prayer camps’ 
in Togo where people living with mental  

illnesses are kept in chains or locked up for 
years? The Sisters Hospitallers’ work in the 
region, managed by the Province of France, 

aims to find a solution to this distressing  
situation.  

The city of the forgotten



My name is Esperance Sona and I am a Sister Hospi-
taller of Congolese nationality (DRC). I hold a degree 
in Psychiatry and for two years I have been the Di-
rector of the Congregation’s Mental Health Clinic in 
Dapaong, Togo.

In Africa, people living with a mental illness are con-
sidered bewitched, and as a consequence, there are 
several ‘prayer camps’ run by those claiming to be 
religious guides with the ability to drive away evil spi-
rits. There, those with a mental disorder spend their 
days chained to trees under the scorching sun, wai-
ting for eventual release. They are tortured, beaten, 
starved; and those who, due to their fragile health, 
cannot bear to stand or be bound in chains, are loc-
ked away. 

Faced with the realization of this terrible situation, 
under the initiative of Sister Rosalia Goñi, Provincial 
Superior of the Province of France, we began a series 
of visits to the ‘city of the forgotten’, the name given 
to one of these camps located in Yembour, about 40 
Km from Dapaong (Togo), where roughly 30 people 
living with mental illnesses live with the consent of 
their families. 

We wanted to learn first-hand about this cruel reali-
ty that dehumanises these sufferers. The practice of 
hospitality requires that we help those in need, offe-
ring them hope for the future. 

Involved and committed
After visiting the camp, we decided to launch a pro-
ject to free these men and women from the yoke 
imposed by these ‘spiritual leaders’, which deprives 
them of their dignity. To that end, the Sisters Hospi-
tallers in Togo becam

e involved and committed to a process of dialogue 
and cooperation with those in charge of the camp, 
with the aim of providing a hospitable presence that 
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welcomes, heals, liberates, and comforts those who 
have been chained for months or even years. 

We were aware from the outset that this mission 
would be complicated. We immediately faced the 
challenge of finding common ground with the camp’s 
director, who categorically opposed to releasing the 
sick from their chains. 

Finally, we managed to convince her that, above all, 
they are human beings who deserve respect and 
proper care in a dignified environment. Therefore, 
they needed to be transferred to a peripheral health 
clinic about two kilometres away. This was a major 
victory for us.  

In a short span of time, the results have been spec-
tacular in those patients we have managed to visit. 
As the family of one of these patients remarked, “We 
saw no progress after two years at the prayer camp, 
but after the Sisters Hospitallers intervened, our rela-
tive now sees himself as a person, not a dying man.” 
Another very sad reality hidden by the camp is that 
of the children. Around 45 children live there with 
their parents. 

How do we restore joy to the lives of these young 
ones whose only horizon is the tree to which their 
parent is chained? How can they thrive in that en-
vironment?

These ‘forgotten ones’ need us; they need our hos-
pitality; they need us to fight for their freedom and 
to raise awareness of the situation. As long as they 
remain there, our hearts are in chains. Our mission 
is based on delivering a concrete response to the 
troublesome neglect of people living with mental ill-
nesses and their families, the victims of dehumani-
zing treatment in West Africa in general and in Togo 
specifically. 
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