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Building hope: On a trip to Guatemala, 10 students construct homes where shacks once stood

August 28, 2000

By Michael Clancy
STAR-LEDGER STAFF

A two-week journey to Guatemala to build houses for impoverished families gave 10 high school students from Lawrenceville an opportunity to help others and to witness a way of life quite different from their own.

Raw sewage runs down the street in the slums outside Antigua, Guatemala, and it's not uncommon for families of 12 to live with chickens and pigs in dirt-floored huts made of corn stalks.

Lawrenceville, a town of tree-canopied streets and Victorian houses, is the home of the Lawrenceville School, where nine of the 10 volunteers study. It was founded in 1810 and has a golf course on its campus designed by Central Park's architect, Frederick Law Olmsted.

The students of the Lawrenceville School strive for admission into elite universities and to follow in the footsteps of distinguished alumni such as William Randolph Hearst and Disney chairman Michael Eisner. In contrast, many children in Guatemala were orphaned by the country's internal strife, and cope with rampant alcoholism, absent fathers and extreme poverty in a region where $10 a week is considered a good salary.

These two worlds came together July 6 to 21, when the Rev. Will Wauters, the chaplain of the Lawrenceville School, and Jose Martí, a Lawrenceville Spanish teacher, organized the trip to Central America.

In addition to sore backs and blistered hands, the students got to admire solid but modest homes they built where once stood shanties. They also met people who kept hope alive when all around them was despair.

"I was inspired by the people," said Rebekka Levy, 17, of Lawrenceville, "The kids were so happy. I don't know how they were happy, but when you talked to them, they were normal happy little kids."

Martí thought of organizing the trip after he took a family vacation to Antigua and learned of an organization called The God's Child Project. The nonprofit, founded by North Dakota native Patrick Atkinson, serves the poor in Guatemala, providing medical and health services, alcohol and drug counseling, a foster home for orphaned children, and a school.

The program uses novel methods to combine the construction of houses and the schooling of local children. Because they have no money, most families remove their young children from school and put them to work; this perpetuates family poverty. The God's Child Project pays families when their kids stay in school. Good performance in school earns the children construction points, which add up like frequent flyer miles.
When a child has accumulated enough points, his or her family becomes eligible for a new house, such as the homes the Lawrenceville students built. The idea is to break the generational cycles of poverty that stop kids from achieving in school. It also rewards those kids who help themselves. Graduates from the school have gone on to become doctors and lawyers, many of whom volunteer at the Dreamer Center, the God's Child Project's community center and headquarters in San Felipe.

"I hate charity. I hate it because, when you have charity, you have it because of social injustice," said Martí. "When politicians say we need more charity, they are saying they don't want to change social injustice."

Impressed by the God's Child Project's work and philosophy, Martí contacted Wauters about arranging a trip, for which the 10 students volunteered. Hannah Wang and Elizabeth Zektick celebrated their 17th birthdays on the trip. Noah Fisher, Millie Bond, Tim Hegeman, Nick Ogden, Rebekka Levy, Jason Lee, and Martí's son, Nick, also made the trip.

The only student not from the Lawrenceville School was Peter Fisher of the Princeton Day School.

During the weekdays, the students, up at 7:30 a.m., were in a truck making the bumpy 15-minute drive out of Antigua, through ravines and mountains, to an area called Barrio De La Cruz. Each day brought a new task: At first, they cleared away the previous structure; next they dug ditches and laid cinder blocks for a foundation. After that, they built wooden frames and attached fiberglass walls and a roof of corrugated metal.

The group, divided into three teams, constructed three houses.

After the workday and on weekends, the kids got some time to appreciate the people and natural beauty of Guatemala.

On Wang's and Zektick's birthdays, the host family with whom they both were staying gathered outside their window at 5 a.m. and exploded firecrackers, a Guatemalan birthday tradition. The kids were startled but grateful. Still, it was more successful than the Guatemalan families' attempts at some American traditions.

"The family made a birthday cake, but it was like a sweet cake with pickles inside it," said Jason Lee, 17, of Livingston. "And then they were all standing around the table to watch our reaction, so we had to eat it and be like, 'Mmm."'

The volunteers also got a chance to hike to the top of a volcano that the locals call Agua, tour Antigua's famous church, La Merced, and go whitewater rafting. The volunteers brought candy, toys and bubbles to give to the local children. When they blew the bubbles, 30 or 40 kids converged on them, chasing the bubbles down the mountainside.

"Our kids were amazed at seeing these kids so thrilled by bubbles," said Wauters. "Our kids take so much for granted . . . but these kids were so excited over bubbles."

But, above all, the students experienced a place that before had only existed in books.
"As a teacher, this means a lot. . . . To say that 82 percent of the world lives in poverty is only a number when you live in the other 18 percent," said Martí. "But when you see that 82 percent, feel that 82 percent all around you all the time, then you feel it, you know it and we don't have to tell you any more.

"If these kids can build three houses . . . can you imagine how many houses all the children could build if they were put together?"
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