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Antigua, Guatemala: At age 8, Luis Enrique Sanchéz left his poverty-torn home in Guatemala. His mother was a prostitute, his father a violent drunk. He began living on the streets, sleeping in the park and shining shoes to earn money.

He had only two sets of clothing. He wore one pair of pants and a dress shirt to school each day, washing them in a park fountain. Another set he worked and slept in; it was worn and stained.

Then he met Patrick Atkinson, the adopted father of hundred of Guatemalan kids.

"He came to me when he was 9,” recalled Atkinson, a U.S. citizen who has worked with war orphans and street children since the early 1980s. "From the beginning he said, ‘I want to be a doctor.’”

A fairly unrealistic goal for a street child, Sanchéz did not have enough money to eat, let alone to buy books. Atkinson stepped in and provided money for room, board, tuition and school supplies.

That was 10 years ago. Sanchéz is now in his second year of medical school.

Originally from North Dakota, Atkinson has headed programs for children in Guatemala and other Third-World countries for New York-based Covenant International Foundation. He left that organization in the late 80's.

In 1990, he started The GOD'S CHILD Project, a non-profit, non-denominational program. Staffed entirely by volunteers, the no-frills, low-budget program tries to break the cycle of poverty with education.

It offers a financial incentive to serious students; If they maintain a B average, the project pays their educational expenses and a stipend to their families. One-third of the children are honors students.

"We’re doing the most radical social change--we’re feeding the hungry, housing the homeless and teaching the uneducated,” Atkinson said.

God’s Child is an aberration in this era of glossy non-profit groups with high overheads and outrageous salaries. About 95 percent of donations directly support more than 200 youths, Atkinson said.

Until recently, his band of volunteers included Eva Spranger, a former San Diegan. She learned about the program while she was studying Spanish at a school in Antigua.

Spranger returned homes, quit her job as a copy editor for Harcourt Brace Jovanovich and traded her beach-city life for the challenge of helping Guatemala’s poor and downtrodden indigenous population.

"It’s hands-on. The overhead is really low. The kids are really high-need kids,” she said in an interview in the project’s humble headquarters, a three-bedroom house that also serves as Atkinson’s home.

"I think it does what it’s supposed to do and does it more efficiently", said Spranger.

After a year and a half with The GOD'S CHILD Project, Spranger recently returned to the United States, largely because she was running out of money. She had lived off her savings until there was hardly any left.

Like the other volunteers, Atkinson doesn’t earn a salary. His house has neither hot water nor a stove; he and other volunteers cook meals for the kids on a hot plate.

"We survive by donations, and we’re right on the edge. It really has to come from the heart,” Atkinson said. In spending time with Atkinson and the children, that much is very clear.

HARDEST OF HARDSHIPS

On a Sunday, to most here a day of rest, Atkinson starts the day by planting bamboo plants by a stream’s edge with some of the kids. He’s trying to teach them to take care of the planet as well as themselves.

Now, in a van, he is driving 10 children to Guatemala City, the capital, an hour away from Antigua. Their mission: to buy cold cereal and toilet paper and other necessities that aren’t likely to be donated.

The kids’ clothes are damp with mud and carry the musty smell of rotting vegetation.

Atkinson is freshly showered and wearing clean clothes, but he doesn’t pull away when the children take turns hanging about his waist.

Half the children are orphans whose parents died in the violence that still tears at the fragile fabric of this Central American country. The others are from troubles families from the slums around Antigua and Guatemala City.

Atkinson has heard and witnessed horror stories. Some of the children are scarred from the decades-old struggle between a leftist insurgency and rightist goon squads. Others were wounded by poverty’s domestic violence.

One of his boys watched his parents get gunned down, then was tortured for six months in a cave by their assailants. Another was sold by his brother to a pedophile.

Just because they are in the program does not mean they are safe. One boy recently showed up at his doorstep late at night with his eye swollen shut; hiss drunken father had beaten him.

Another boy is being harassed by street gang members at school.

"The kids need a parent,” said Atkinson, who at age 34 has legally adopted 15 kids and is the legal guardian of 30 more, mainly to protect them from abuse by relatives.

In the discount grocery store, they draw amused stares. Determined that every excursion be a learning experience, Atkinson quizzes them about the goods they suggest he buy.

"What is the price? How many ounces? What is the value for an ounce?” he asks a small boy who holds a box of sugar-coated corn flakes. The boy stares at the box and struggles with the math.

FRIENDS WORRY

An hour later, the group stops at a fast-food restaurant for a treat. Atkinson and guests can dine free at any McDonald’s, courtesy of a supporter who runs the fast-food chain’s Guatemalan division.

The kids play on outdoor play equipment under the watchful eyes of 19 year-old Martin Calan Bernadino, a war orphan.

Inside, Atkinson answers questions. Dark hair frames his pale face. Diagnosed with malaria, he has lost 20 pounds in the past two weeks. A fever is coming on.

"People say, ‘Pat, take care of yourself,’” he said. "But look at where my work is--in the dumps, in the slums--this morning, in a riverbed that was probably crawling with disease.”

His martyr like dedication is admirable, yet disturbing. If he drives himself to his deathbed, who will take care of the kids? His friends worry. So do the children.

"He thinks only about the program,” said Julio Rene Morales Tornes, 18, who has known Atkinson for 10 years and considers him his father. "The program and the children are everything.”

For a sick man, Atkinson keeps incredible hours. Children flock to his house, seeking food, medical help or companionship. Sometimes they hang out, playing computer games, studying or watching videos.

He often puts them to work, addressing envelopes, drawing pictures, running errands.

A ‘BRIGHT LIGHT’

The only flaw in his program might be his inability to say no to people who come to him in need, or his unwillingness to give up on students who have failed to meet his high standards.

Yet, to Atkinson, the biggest reward is turning around the kid rejected by all others. And he is not entirely unrewarded; at least three of his students have named their first son for him.

J. Evan Beauchamp, a former CIF colleague and board member of God’s Child, admits that he has disagreed with Atkinson over his refusal to kick out children whom "I thought were beyond help”.

A case in point is Calan, the youth who was supervising the younger children at the fast-food restaurant. Six months ago, he was imprisoned for stealing a bicycle.

Atkinson convinced a judge to let him out and assumed the legal responsibility--a gamble Beauchamp wouldn’t have taken.

"In the long run, usually he (Atkinson) proves himself right,” said Beauchamp, who runs a group home in New York state.

In Guatemala City, federal juvenile Judge Antonio Calderon said his is impressed by the commitment of Atkinson, especially for a foreigner.

"He is concerned about the morals of the children and about their education,” Calderon said. "He has a heart for our situation.”

Among the program’s benefactors is actor Martin Sheen, who met Atkinson while traveling on a human rights tour.

"He was quietly going about his work with the children,” Sheen said. "I was so deeply moved by him. He’s a very bright light.”

Not surprisingly, the children are the program’s most outspoken advocates.

In a biblical-sounding reference, Morales, a printer’s’s apprentice, described Atkinson and his volunteers as "bricklayers,” because, in pushing education, they’re building a shelter for life around the children.

FINDING SANCTITY

Sanchéz, the future doctor who on weekends works behind the reception desk at one of Antigua’s fanciest hotels, hasn’t forgotten where he came from, or the people who helped him. He probably never will.

Of Atkinson, he said, "For us, he is like a father, like a mother. He is a person who has dedicated all his life to the education of Guatemalans and better life for the people of the country. For us, he is a saint.”

A spiritual man with Catholic roots, Atkinson is convinced God will provide for the children as the program expands. The financial struggle is part of his test.

"I each the kids that the purpose of life is to find our own sanctity,” he said. ‘The best way to find sanctity is through perseverance. For adults, that means sticking with things when it’s tough and lonely.”

He’s a little tired of platitudes from people impressed by his seemingly selfless dedication.

"It bothers me when people say, ‘I can’t do that.’ They can,” he said, with emotion. "I don’t have anything special. It’s no easier for me. The key is perseverance.” 
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