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Bullets blistering past his windshield and the scar on his left forearm from a knifing have convinced Patrick Atkinson he's come to the right place. 

In the middle of Guatemala, among the poorest of children, the Bismarck, ND man runs an orphanage he started for 25 children 5 ½ years ago. 

He'd already spent more than a decade working for charity and these kids would be his last project, he said. He would feed, house and educate them, then he'd take in no more and return to North Dakota. 

Today, his GOD'S CHILD Project, based in Antigua, Guatemala with an office in Bismarck, provides housing, education and health care to more than 700 children. Atkinson hardly has time to think of home. 

He calls it God's divine sense of humor. 

"I just had to wait for the punch line," he says. 

Atkinson studied education, social work, criminal justice, administrative management and accounting at Moorhead State University and North Dakota State University. 

He prepared for a business career. He didn't know the business would be children, uneducated and homeless. 

He never intended to live among the poor, earning only room and board. 

In 1980, he joined Covenant International Foundation, a charity helping street kids in New York City. Two years later, at age 22, he was offered $65,000 a year to troubleshoot for a private business. 

"I was really fast-tracking," Atkinson said, but not the direction he believed he was going. 

Covenant House needed a director in its Guatemala orphanage and, despite his protests, Atkinson agreed to a six month stint. 

He spent seven years there. 

"I knew since I was a junior in college that I was moving toward something, swept in a current in a direction I didn't know," he says. 

What he found was a country devastated by a 35 year civil war that left 100,000 children orphaned, their parents dead or missing. 

Atkinson often drove by burning vehicles and homes, watched families bury their fathers and sons. Women with no husband, no home and no hope turned their children over to his care. 

"I never doubted for a second I had been co-opted by God," Atkinson says. "God had asked me to troubleshoot in these very difficult political situations to take care of those children he loves so much. 

"He doesn't want them dying on the street in Mexico. He doesn't want them getting shot in the fields of Guatemala and El Salvador." 

Atkinson redesigned and expanded the Guatemala program, and started 28 group homes, clinics and schools in other central American countries. 

Exhausted, he resigned in 1989. His intention to leave lasted one week, then he accepted a job exploring options for a similar program in Southeast Asia. 

When the agency decided not to expand, Atkinson resigned again and returned to Bismarck. He rented an apartment with a tennis court and swimming pool, bought a luxury car and stereo, applied to law school and found the woman he hoped to marry. He reveled in his new life. 

"The only thing I didn't do was hang fuzzy dice from the mirror," he says. 

Two months later, the first child's letter arrived from Guatemala. The people he'd entrusted to run the orphanages changed their focus and dismissed the war orphans he'd promised to raise. 

"We loved having you before, but now is when we have to have you," one girl wrote. 

More than 100 letters followed, including one from Walter, a promising young boy now a streetwise thief, who vowed to stop stealing from the program if only Atkinson would return. 

The children, who'd seen years of massacre, feared government troops would "disappear" them, a verb synonymous with death. Atkinson didn't doubt it. He knows more than 50 children who have been "disappeared." 

"When I got Walter's letter, I knew something serious had to happen," Atkinson said. Within days, he left with friends to Guatemala to find foster homes for the children. No one else would care for them. 

He flew back to Bismarck, sold his new belongings and, with the cash and a few donations, returned to Guatemala. 

"It's something any parent would do as a natural response if their children were in trouble," he says. 

All that was planned--marriage, law school, a home--fell through. 

He arrived in Guatemala with no plan but to rescue as many of the children as he could find. A wealthy Guatemala, dismayed at the change in the program, offered him a vehicle and a farmhouse. 

The vehicle, Atkinson learned, was an abandoned pig truck with holes in the floor and a tailgate that didn't latch. It died in the first block, and so did any of Atkinson's feelings of grandeur. 

"It took me back to the roots," he says. "I'm going down there to raise and educate these children and I'm doing it simply because Christ wants me to." 

The farmhouse was filled with cobwebs and mice. He cleaned it up and, in between searching for the children, took odd jobs to raise money. 

The first child found him three weeks later, then they steadily rolled in. Atkinson has formally adopted 15 of them. He never found some children, or they didn't want him to find them. They had adapted to life on the streets as prostitutes or thieves. 

"The streets are like a magnet," he says. "You stick with what's known. It's bad, but it has a few points that are good, and that's what they live for." 

News of his program spread and the number of children in GOD'S CHILD boomed. 

In the meantime, Atkinson has battled malaria four times, hepatitis twice and has been slashed by a would-be thief. 

In 1994, when an excavation he'd started years earlier under Covenant International Foundation resumed, Atkinson became the target of death threats and gunfire that struck a van he was driving. 

In 1989, as he tore down a chicken coop on land he'd purchased for an orphanage, Atkinson discovered 22 sets of human remains revealing what were believed to be evidence of torture and execution-style gunshots. When local officials hesitated to become involved, he secretly photographed his findings and his report went to the US State Department, FBI and multiple human rights organizations. 

Atkinson left to work in Asia shortly thereafter. It wasn't until 1994, when another former CIF employee repeated the story of the cemetery Atkinson found in 1989 that formal, supervised excavations began, turning up another 22 skeletons. 

When the threats started, US officials told him to leave. He refused. Leaving would let the bad guys win and let the children down. 

"I'm not afraid to die," he says, "but I'm not in a hurry." 

Since then, the death threats stopped coming, but not the children. Atkinson's project currently serves more than 700 children and their families. He knows he'll be there at least into the next century, but he doesn't know what the long-term future holds. 

"I'm not sure where the crest of the wave is going, but I know it's going quickly," he says. 

For more information about The GOD'S CHILD Project, write to: GOD'S CHILD Project
P O Box 1573
Bismarck, ND 58502-1573
(701) 255-7956
godschld@btinet.net 
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