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Fargo doctors to help Guatemalan orphan
Boy loses eye, needs surgery to prevent distorted face

By Amy Dalrymple

A 2-year-old Guatemalan orphan who lost his eye in a drug-related attack will arrive in Fargo tonight to prepare for surgery.

Guatemalan doctors removed the boy’s eye and sewed the socket shut after attackers injured him with a machete.

Without further operation Silver Vega Lemus will grow up with a distorted face.

Bismarck-based charity GOD’S CHILD Project is coordinating travel and medical arrangements for Silver to receive the treatment he needs.

Patrick Atkinson, founder and executive director of GOD’S CHILD, said Silver may never see again from his left eye, but the surgery will prevent him from having social problems in the future.

“God created him a very beautiful child and he should hold on to that,” Atkinson said. “We don’t want to remember the tragedy of that evening every time he looks in the mirror.”

Silver’s parents were murdered while the family was decorating a Christmas tree last November 25 at La Finquita, a hotel in northern Guatemala, Atkinson said.

They worked as caretakers for the hotel and were caught in the middle of a drug fight. The same attackers assaulted Silver and his older sister, Katarine, 12, with machetes.

Katarine lost two fingers and sustained injuries to her forearm from the machetes. Another sister, Silvia, 10, was hiding and uninjured.

Attackers slashed Silver across the face, leaving a long scar and damaging his left eye. Because the massacre was drug-related and widely publicized, other charities were afraid to get involved, Atkinson said.

Guatemalan authorities then contacted The GOD’S CHILD Project for help. Despite the drug connection, Atkinson refused to deny the family assistance.

“When you go to serve God and go to serve the poor, that’s not the answer,” he said.

Initially Atkinson received threatening phone calls from drug cartels because the children were murder witnesses.

The Procedure
Not scared off by the threats, Atkinson began searching for a North Dakota doctor who would take on Silver’s case.

Fargo ophthalmologist Dr. Steve Bagan offered to do what he could. But because Bagan doesn’t usually operate on children, he approached another Fargo doctor, Lance Bergstrom, who agreed to perform the surgery.

Bergrstrom said he first has to repair the eye socket by doing a dermal fat graft, which means he’ll take fat from Silver’s leg or abdomen and place it into the eye socket.

After that heals, a process Bergstrom said will take about a month, Silver can be fitted for a prosthetic eye.

“Most people wouldn’t be able to tell he had anything done,” Bergstrom said.

GOD’S CHILD
Silver will arrive late tonight with his grandmother, Rosa, and a GOD’S CHILD Project employee who will act as translator, Atkinson said.

The three will stay in Fargo at Sacred Heart Convent until they can return to Guatemala.

Silver is able to be with his grandmother thanks to GOD’S CHILD, which tracked her down in El Salvador following the death of his parents, Atkinson said.

The family lives in Guatemala near The GOD’S CHILD program’s Central American headquarters called The Dreamer Center.

The center, near the San Felipe slum area of Antigua, serves as a health and education facility for poor children and adults in Guatemala, Atkinson said.

For more information about GOD’S CHILD, visit the Web site at www.GodsChild.org, or call (701) 255-7956.
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