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LOCAL TEEN SENDS SLINKY DOWN THE MAYAN RUINS
The Williston Daily Herald - Tuesday, August 13, 1996
Sue Neft 

Editor’s Note: Annie Hoffman, 19, of Williston has returned from three weeks as a volunteer with The GOD'S CHILD Project in Antigua, Guatemala. The following is her experience in her own words. 

When I left for Guatemala to be a volunteer with The GOD'S CHILD Project, I didn’t really know what to expect. 

The GOD'S CHILD Project is in the process of building a new Dreamer Center that will have a clinic, office space, a larger kitchen, dormitory rooms for volunteers, and other space to use for meetings. 

I thought I would be spending a lot of my time helping with the construction of the new building. 

My aunt and cousin, who went also, and I were in for a big surprise.. When we were first shown the site, I couldn’t believe it. 

They were still chopping down trees with machetes, digging out tree stumps, and moving rock, ALL BY HAND! 

They were far from any actual construction of a building. 

We hauled rock, removed tree stumps, and picked up debris amongst the many slugs, spiders, ants and other interesting insects. 

When I asked the director of the project, Pat Atkinson, why he didn’t rent machinery to get the job done, he replied that he could rent machinery for a couple of days, or he could give 10 men a job. 

Since they have a lease on the other office for another 1 ½ years, he chose to give the men a job. 

Other ways we helped besides working at the site, was by stuffing newsletters, assisting with the monthly scholarship meeting and going to visit families. 

My favorite thing was working directly with the children. They were so fun, appreciative and respectful. 

We had the opportunity to do this on Fridays, when we did an activity with the children. My aunt, cousin and I took them on a field trip to visit many of the huge cathedrals and monastery ruins, did an art activity with them and played basketball. 

Basketball was the most fun. The game was boys against girls and the girls won. Guatemala has a very male-oriented society, so it was nice to show the boys what girls could do. It was great for the self esteem of the girls. 

The countryside in Guatemala is beautiful with gentle mountains and lush greenery everywhere. The flowers and many different varieties of plans are beautiful but the lack of public garbage cans greatly takes away from the natural beauty of the land. 

Garbage is everywhere. Not just small pieces of litter, but bags of garbage, just thrown out along the roads, streams or wherever else. 

It made me very glad that we have littering laws and fines for offenders. 

When we weren’t busy on the weekends, we had the chance to travel some in this beautiful and interesting country. 

Our first trip was in a van with a tour group on the PanAm Highway en route to Lake Atitlan. The lake is a beautiful clear blue and surrounded by three volcanoes. 

Even though the lake is very beautiful, it is polluted with raw sewage, so we didn’t go swimming. 

Another weekend we flew to the northern jungle region of Guatemala and the Mayan ruins of Tikal. Before we went to the jungle, everyone warned us to bring bug repellent, but compared to North Dakota, there weren’t any bugs! 

The huge temple pyramids of Tikal were very impressive. They were built by the Maya civilization that lasted from AD 250 to 900. We got up early in the morning to see the sunrise, but it was foggy, so all we saw from atop one of the pyramids was clouds. 

I brought my slinky along to send down the steps of one of the temples. It worked, and was a lot of fun to watch. If we weren’t away from Antigua on the weekends, it was fun to go and barter with the vendors at the market. They also were there during the week, but Sunday was the market day in Antigua. 

Anyone who had anything to sell was out trying to sell it. The vendors started out at a high price, but usually you could get the item for about half of the original price. 

A lot of the time I ended up arguing over fewer than five quetzals, or even just one. Six quetzals equals one dollar, so nothing was really expensive to America, except luxuries such as a Snickers bar, which cost a dollar. 

Stop signs don’t mean stop, nor do the traffic lanes mean anything. 

They drive like maniacs, just honk and whip around the blind corners going 30 miles an hour. 

They do not have seat belts in most cars, so I felt like I had a death wish each time I rode in a vehicle. Walking wasn’t much better because pedestrians have no right of way. They just have to just watch out. 

There are armed guards everywhere. The first one I saw was at the bank, which made sense; but they also had them on Coke trucks, at Burger King and on the trucks that carried jugs of pure water!

Antigua is one of the most quiet and tranquil cities according to its residents, but I thought different. 

Firecrackers and very loud fireworks going off at 5 in the morning, horns honking all of the time, chickens crowing all over town, and loud buses roaring down the streets was not very peaceful to me. 

It is the custom to set off fireworks for birthdays, and they do it at the oddest hours, usually about 4 or 5 a.m. 

The GOD'S CHILD Project makes it financially possible for the very poor children of Guatemala to attend the public schools by making school the child’s full-time job. 

All children in the project have a basic right to food, clothing and medical care, so the 700 children enrolled in the project are automatically taken care of in those areas. 

On top of that, they can also earn scholarship money by receiving good grades in school. Each student has a base rate that varies upon their needs. 

The money the student earns for good grades can be used for whatever the student wishes. 

Usually it is added to the family income and used to buy food and other necessities. 

The project works very well because the parents figure out very quickly that their child can earn more for the family by going to school, doing their homework, and in the end getting good grades, than if the child were doing laundry, gathering firewood, or trying to sell other stuff on the street. 

Therefore, the parents give their child time and encouragement to do their schoolwork. 

Another reason the project works well is because it is never called a charity. The financial assistance the student receives is called a scholarship, keeping the pride of the family and making the child proud. 

The children in the program attend the regular public schools. Children either go to class from 8 a.m. to noon or from 2 to 6 p.m. 

Even though Guatemala has education laws that say a child between the ages of 7 and 13 must be in school, it is not enforced, so many children to go school only until they can read and write, then they try to earn money for the family. 

Since children go to school half days, they do not have a three month summer vacation like we do, but they do have a short vacation in the fall. 

When the children in the project are in school, they are welcome to come to the office, since there is an open-door policy. 

The God’s Child office is actually a house that has been arranged to accommodate a room for a tutor to help the children, two offices and a storage room for medical supplies. 

The kitchen and bathroom remain, because often children eat lunch and shower there before they go to school. 
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