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My mother thought I was crazy when I told her I was going to help build homes in the slums surrounding Antigua, Guatemala. After all, Guatemala is not considered one of the safest spots in the world, a 20-year civil war having ended in 1997. However, I had thought of participating in such a project every time I saw a notification in our church bulletin about groups going to Guatemala to build homes and do other volunteer work. Trials, depositions or other pressing matters always allowed me to justify why a trip to Guatemala would not work out. Then, in February 1999, a lengthy trial settled, opening the exact time slot that would enable me to join a service group traveling to Guatemala. I no longer had any excuses and decided it was meant to be. 

The GOD'S CHILD Project
By way of background, The GOD´S CHILD Project in Guatemala is a interdenominational project founded by Patrick Atkinson (attorney Myron Atkinson's son) of Bismarck, ND. Atkinson had done previous work with the poor in Guatemala and other countries before founding The GOD´S CHILD Project in the early 1900s. Basically, families in the United States sponsor children by paying a monthly stipend allowing the child to attend school, purchase uniforms and books, and gives the family a small monthly income. The monthly stipend motivates the family to keep children in school, rather than have them go out into the work force at an early age. Normally the stipend paid by a sponsor family for one child in Guatemala is approximately $ 45 per month. You then commit to sponsor that child until they finish their schooling, generally through high school. 

ServiceTeams
The idea for the service teams intrigued me. The function of the service teams is to build houses or other projects for children sponsored through the program, and who have earned sufficient "construction points". Obtaining good grades earns construction points over a period of years. For instance, an "A" might be worth ten construction points, where a "B" would be worth five. The entire family is motivated to have their child obtain good grades so the child can accumulate enough construction points, thereby earning a new home for the family. The families we built homes or other projects for were families where a child had earned sufficient construction points. 

Building The Homes
The homes we constructed would not be a home by anyone's standards in the States. They consisted of 10' x 20' concrete block walls, approximately 8' high, a concrete floor and a corrugated tin roof. However, they were a vast improvement over the flimsy wooden structures they replaced. Importantly, the homes each had a concrete floor, which replaced the existing dirt floor. Many diseases and parasites afflicting the poor in Guatemala are because the parasites and bacteria enter their bodies through the feet (i.e. through the dirt floor). By simply providing a concrete floor, many diseases can be avoided. 

While I was in Guatemala, I was involved in building one freestanding shower and bathroom for a woman with five children, and a home for a family for five. The first work site was up a long hill, which meant we had to carry all of the materials by hand or wheelbarrow. All the cement was mixed by hand, which meant we had to carry gravel, sand and cement mix up the mountainside. At each location, the child who had earned the construction points and his or her family would help with the construction. ServiceTeam members pay $ 50 per day toward the construction materials and their room and board, pay their expenses to travel to Guatemala, and also provide the physical labor. The physical labor was extremely hard, but gratifying. I learned there is a good reason we mix cement in cement mixers. Mixing cement by hand is time consuming, hard work. 

At the first location we built a freestanding bath and shower, which meant we had to trench a sewer line down the mountainside and connect it to the existing sewer line below. We also excavated the site, did all the plumbing work, ran the water line in, and did many other things that I did not think I could do. At home my wife does not consider me to be a handyman, no matter how liberally we may construe the term. 

Working at the family's home all day long gave us a good opportunity to understand and learn about their life in Guatemala. What impressed me most is that despite having virtually no material things, this Guatemalan family was uniformly happy and extremely appreciative of everything we were doing. When we finished the freestanding shower, we could not test it, because the water only comes on at night, from approximately 10:00 p.m. until 6:00 a.m. Upon completion of our bathroom project, the mother explained to me that she intended to do something that night that she rarely did. She intended to turn the lights on and have each of the family members take turns taking showers. Electricity is very expensive and thus she normally would not use the lights much at night. Nevertheless, that first night was special. My concern at this point was whether or not the shower would actually work, since I had been primarily responsible for the plumbing work. However, I saw her two boys the next day at The GOD´S CHILD Project-sponsored center and both reported that the shower worked well. I was relieved. 

The next week we built a home for a family of five. This family had a little girl, Roseana, who was three years old, just like my daughter. At the work site I would bring children's T-shirts, soap bubbles, and other little trinkets to give them. We had to clear a bamboo field to place the home at this location. Her mother asked her to help us in removing bamboo roots, which can be quite heavy, from the work site. This three-year-old girl worked for two and ½ hours straight, without complaining, removing bamboo shoots and dumping them approximately 50 yards away. This amazed me, not only because this three-year-old did this work without having to be told more than once, but did it happily. I wanted to learn this woman's secret so I could go back home and instill those qualities in my daughter. 

When Roseana's mother asked her to remove the bamboo shoots, she suggested that she place her soap bubbles, that I had given her, inside their existing home. The little girl would have none of it. She was concerned that someone might take her soap bubbles if she left them inside the house unattended. Instead, she would carry the soap bubbles inside her plastic tub on top of her load of bamboo roots, carefully set it aside, throw the bamboo roots out and put the soap bubbles back inside her plastic tub. She did this each load. 

Project Rewarding
Working with The GOD´S CHILD Project in Guatemala was truly rewarding. I never wondered at the end of the day whether I had done the right thing or whether what I was doing was helping someone. As a trial lawyer, pushing paper on my desk, it is sometimes easy to question what you are really accomplishing and whether your handling of a particular case produces the right results. Getting caught up in the materialism of our world is also so easy. A couple of weeks in Guatemala brings things into their proper perspective. 

Randy Bakke is a partner in Smith Bakke Hovland & Oppegard, of Bismarck, ND. He is a board certified specialist by the National Board of Trial Advocacy, and presently serves as the president of the ND Defense Lawyers Association. 
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