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Weiserites Travel To Guatemala, Where They’re Surprised To Find WHS Grads


By Anna Stark

It really is a small world.

Recently my daughter and I spent a month in Guatemala. We (and four other women) were staying with a family in Antigua. One of the young women was from The Netherlands and was doing a month of volunteer work at the Bismarck, N.D.-based GOD’S CHILD Project, which includes a school and a medical clinic that works with the poorest of the poor in Guatemala.

When we first arrived, as a way of getting acquainted, we were all asking each other about home, where home is, and things like that. When we told the gal from The Netherlands that we were from Idaho, she replied that there were some volunteers from Idaho at the project where she was volunteering. I asked her to find out where they were from in Idaho.

She returned that evening with the answer that they were from Nampa. I said that was really close to where we live and asked her if she told them that we were from Weiser. She hadn’t remembered the name of our town, but said that she would tell them that day that we were from Weiser. When they got the news that we were from Weiser, they were both stunned with disbelief, as they had both graduated from Weiser High School and had lived here while they were growing up.

At receiving this information, we all decided that we needed to meet and find out how the Weiser connection worked and if we knew each other’s families. Our new friend from The Netherlands was as excited to get us all together as we were to get together. 

The appointed day arrived and she escorted us to The GOD’S CHILD Project where we met our new friends, Leonard and Marlene. As we visited we found out that Marlene was Marlene Leddington. Her mother and my grandmother were friends. Her mother lived two blocks from me when I was growing up, and I could describe her mother’s house. I also remembered her other relatives, the Linders. 

Her husband, Leonard Burns, was a good friend with my late uncle, Bill Carson. I also remembered his mother’s store in downtown Weiser, Burns Tot Shop. What a small world. And what a special treat to meet these two wonderful people in such a faraway land.

Leonard and Marlene send greetings to all their old friends in Weiser and look forward to visiting here when they return from Guatemala in the future. Leonard and Marlene are long-term volunteers with one of The GOD’S CHILD Project’s sponsored charities. They have been in Guatemala for eight months now, and plan to stay for at least two years and possibly three years. They seem to be very happy, healthy, and totally enthusiastic about the project and committed to it.

While we were there, we visited for a couple of hours and Leonard took us on a tour of the project. His enthusiasm was infectious as we witnessed the wonderful things that are being accomplished by The GOD’S CHILD PROJECT for the poorest of the poor in Guatemala.

The project was begun in 1991 and was founded by Patrick Atkinson of Bismarck, N.D. At the school, they practice the Bismarck Educational System. The extreme and widespread poverty in Guatemala is of a proportion that most of us cannot even imagine in our wildest dreams. Parents are reluctant to let their children attend school because they need the income provided by having the children work in the fields. The thought is, “If my child is reading a book, he is not producing any income.”

The practice of The GOD’S CHILD Project is to minister first to the physical needs of the child (and the family), believing that children must be fed and housed before they can be educated. Therefore, the project provides a stipend for the family to replace the income that the child would earn if he/she were working. The students get a scholarship, the amount being dependent on how well they are doing in school. Students are fed two meals and two snacks a day at school. The Atkinson Family medical clinic provides free medical and psychological care to the students and their families. The project arranges for “seconds” from the produce market to be distributed to the poor families, thus supplementing their food supply. This is good food, however not perfect enough for export. They also provide a sense of community for the families by getting the parents involved and teaching things such as basic food care and preparation, personal hygiene, sewing, and other basic life skills that we take for granted.

The grounds of the project are wonderfully landscaped and green. Architecturally designed by Atkinson, this has been done for the specific purpose of providing a beautiful haven for the students away from the hardships of their life in the slums. It is meant to be a place for spiritual reflection and where a strong spirit of success can be fostered in the students and their families. It is meant as a sign of hope in the despair of the slums.

I have been totally captivated by this project where over 95 percent of the funds raised go directly to the students and their families. The project is largely run by volunteers such as Leonard and Marlene and supported by people like you and me in the United States. There is a small paid staff, all of which are Guatemalans. Many of the staff members are graduates of the project, have gone on to college, and have become professional people, such as doctors, psychologists, and business managers. 

The project’s on-site school has classes through the sixth grade and provides educational support to students who want to continue on through secondary school and college. That so many project graduates have come back to work and volunteer at the project is a strong testament to the integrity of the project and the loyalty of the several thousands of people who have benefited from it. I have found this project to meet my criteria for contributions, and I strongly urge you to visit their web site at www.GodsChild.org to learn more about the project and the people that it benefits. It is an excellent web site and easy to maneuver through.

It is especially nice to know someone who works for the project and to know that it is a reliable, credible organization that cares deeply for the children of Guatemala.
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