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Here’s a pretty picture:

And here’s a disclaimer:

Va Pue seeks to inform and entertain its 
readers, and is managed and nearly en-

tirely written by PCVs in Nicaragua.  The 
editors of Va Pue wield their power with 
gusto, standing as bulwarks against the 
onslaught of grammatical travesties levied 
against the English language, but the editors 
are ever forgiving, too, happily accepting 
contributions so long as they may be pub-
lished without endangering anyone’s safety.  

With so noble a mission and enlightened 
an editorial team, you might wonder 

who would be the Debbie Downer that re-
fuses to agree with whatever is said on these 
pages.  But life being life, ever mysterious, 
and capricious about lending us its unques-
tioning endorsement, we are compelled to 
say that the views within are solely of the 
authors who wrote them (that seems natu-
ral).  As this implies, such views are not the 
Peace Corps’ nor the U.S. Government’s.     

>  

>  



3 Va Pue - May 2011

VINE: A NEw INItIAtIVE thAt  coNNEcts thE AtlANtIc ANd PAcIfIc coAsts  17 
loosEly trANslAtEd: A rEAlly, rEAlly short story  21

wANt to PAINt A world MAP? hErE’s how  23
doN’t sMokE, you sAy?  thEN you MAy wANt to gEt A NEw stoVE  27

how to buy A bEEt IN thE MArkEt  28
uNtItlEd  29

coNflIct IN PEAcE: AN outsIdEr’s PErsPEctIVE oN PEAcE corPs  30
hI froM thE stAtEs  33

Table of Contents

Letters From Nicaragua

bottlEd uP IN chINANdEgA  5

Cover Story

Laurel Laidlaw

Martin do Nascimento
Aleia Metzler
Chelsea Meyer
Jessamine Bartley-Matthews
Paul Nelson
José
Katie Williams
Erin Anthony

Everything Else

MAY 2011

AN INtErVIEw wIth cArol bArrIck    9
A Day in the Life: so NgA, how’s thE sPANIsh coMINg?  11

A Couple of P&Rs
Mary Miller
Mary, Again

dElIghtful fActs About tAkINg stANdArdIzEd tEsts IN NIcArAguA  13
thE bEst lIst of cArE PAckAgE ItEMs IN thE hIstory of thE uNIVErsE  14

The BesT ResTauRanT in nicaRagua - well, aT leasT in jinoTepe  16

Investigative Reports
Mary, Again, Again
Aleia Metzler
Peter Mynsberge

Guía:  ArE forEIgN MIlItAry INtErVENtIoNs usEful tools for forEIgN AId?  34
Department Reviews: EstElI, MAdrIz, ANd NuEVA sEgoVIA  40

Book Review: trAVEls IN stylE: rouNd IrElANd wIth A frIdgE  43
ENtrANcE/ExIt INtErVIEws of 7 VoluNtEErs  44

Paul Nelson
Jane, Neil, and Lexie
Claire Desoi
A Bunch of People

How to make people question your abilities, observe your perse-
verence, and ultimately conclude you may have something good 
going on, after all.  In that order. 



4May 2011 - Va Pue 

Va Pue
MASTHEAd

THE BIG-SHOT MANAGING EdITORS

Austin Matte              Mary Miller Paul Nelson

Erin Anthony

THIS ISSUE’S CONTRIBUTING WRITERS 
ARE ALSO PRETTY BIG dEALS

 Aleia Metzler
Martin Hasdell do Nascimento

Peter Mynsberge
Jessamine Bartley-Matthews

Chelsea Meyer
Katie Williams

Nga Trang
Claire Desoi
Jane Buhks
Neil Mirochnick
Carol Barrick
Lexie Woodward
And finally: José

In case you were wondering, “contributing writer” 
means whatever the Big-Shot Editors think it 
ought to mean, though we do tend to be loose 
with that phrase.  In any event, if your name is 
just above this paragraph, you made the cut, even 
if we couldn’t tell you why.    

And for all you other non-contributors, 
you may have asked yourselves wheth-

er you have what it takes to write for Va 
Pue.  If you decided you didn’t, you’re 

in luck, because here is the “it” you 
lacked:  pcvapue@gmail.com. 

But seriously now, write us and tell us what’s on your 
mind, especially if you want to say how wonderful or 
how witty we are (in English, most likely).  More im-
portant, we want to know if we’re boring or got some-
thing wrong or if you want to respond to an article in 
this issue or if you just want to write something for 
the next one.  

We’re flexible and friendly, so fill us in on what you 
want to do and we’ll see what we can do together.

Our next issue comes out around 
August or September, so soon tell 

us (1) what you’d like to contribute 
(commentary, reportage, fiction, 

poetry, hi-res photography, funny 
texts, embarrassing anecdotes) 

or (2) what you think we ought to 
write about.

All we care about is 
QUALITY, not LENGTH!
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Laurel Laidlaw, SBD 53

Bottled
Up In 

Chinandega

Now all that remains: plas-
tering, electrical wiring, 

window building, interior 
decorating, and door knob 

placing.

3,000 Bottles Later

Well, it’s all Guatemala’s fault, really. That’s 
where the idea came from anyway—from          

Guatemalan towns that are being transformed 
into recycled plastic masterpieces.

Cover Story

 {               }
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On some innocent day back in October, 
an email highlighting these projects was 
sent to my site-mate Christine Newton, 
who has an affinity for absurd ideas. At 
first, we thought plastic bottle construc-

tion might be the solution for some of our then current 
problems such as failing green markets and flooding 
classrooms. But just as there is no way a Nica would 
persuade me not to douse myself with cold water when 
I’m hot, we immediately found that there was no way 
we would persuade Nicas to build a structure using 
empty Big Cola bottles using pictures and tales from 
Guatemala. So, after being shamed by our community 
for our brilliant idea of erecting buildings out of trash, 
we decided to take on whatever risks there were our-
selves and, using bottles, build a small room in which 
I’d end up living—all with the intent to demonstrate 
the technique’s worth to my communi-
ty so they would consider it a cheaper, 
eco-friendly solution to local public 
infrastructure needs.

I’m an honest person so I’ll tell it to 
you straight. Plastic bottle houses are 
foolish in many places. Most of our 
hometowns in the United States have 
excellent recycling systems and private 
businesses that melt down empty bot-
tles and sell them off to be made into 
new Nalgene bottles and gift bags and food wrappers. 
In Nicaragua, on the other hand, no one has capital-
ized on the opportunity of recycling plastic.  In the 
States, we are accustomed to thinking of recycling as 
the simple act of sorting our trash and placing it on the 
sidewalk for collection. But that doesn’t do our world 
any good if we aren’t then using that collected plas-
tic in some other way. Case in point: my community 
paid someone to sort the recyclable trash in our local 
dump. They finally stopped paying when they realized 
that separating the growing pile of bottles from the 
decomposing banana peels wouldn’t change the fact 
that the bottles were going to sit in the dump for 500 
years before decomposing. This glacial pace of decom-
position makes plastic bottles quite advantageous for 
construction.

In addition to having an enduring construction mate-
rial, people like their homes to be affordable. Plastic 
bottles just so happen to be insanely affordable—like 
free—and if you use them in place of concrete blocks, 
you will cut your budget in half (more or less). How 
so? Well, besides saving on the cost of blocks, plastic 
bottle houses use less bags of cement and don’t require 
the use of skilled labor (unskilled labor is just fine). 
And the house you end up with looks just like your 

neighbor’s—at half the price.

Quite surprising to most people, eco-ladrillos (plastic 
bottles filled with plastic waste) serve as insulators 
– much better than concrete blocks.  So for us, that 
meant a cooler house.  A big damn deal if you live in 
Chinandega. Nobody has yet disagreed over the advan-
tageous temperature of my house over my host fam-
ily’s house, a mere 10 feet from mine.

So after they called us loca, how did we persuade 
our community to help? First, we held a competition 
among the sixth-grade classes in our community’s 
schools to see who could collect the most trash and 
plastic bottles. It went well enough at first. But after 
the teachers’ egos got involved, it was borderline child 
labor. In the end, only one kid was sent to the health 

center to be stitched back together, and 
we got over 3,000 half-liter bottles, not 
to mention sacos and sacos of inorganic 
trash in just three short weeks. Then 
we threw a pizza party for the winning 
class.

The next step of filling the bottles was 
more tedious and at times seemingly 
unending. Why so tedious? The bottles 
must be cleaned and dried before they 
are packed full of clean, dry trash. 

That’s clean trash. That’s full of clean trash. Thankful-
ly, we had neighborhood kids who cycled through on a 
daily basis to help out—and to reward them for doing 
so, we contacted AYSO, an American soccer league, to 
see whether they’d donate a few old jerseys for prizes. 
They made a few phone calls, diverted jerseys headed 
for Iraq (I know, I felt pretty bad about that too), and 
made it rain soccer jerseys over our quaint town. Im-
mediately, “tuani” was redefined as the kids who now 
wore sweet soccer jerseys because they were involved 
in the bottle house. Genius idea. Steal it. Note: prizes/
rewards are only necessary if you are asking commu-
nity members for some serious effort and they are not 
direct beneficiaries of the project.

We framed our house with wood, but cement and 
metal are also options.  My only regret is doing a favor 
for a friend and letting him frame the house (he gave it 
a little Dr. Seuss flair).

Around this time, my older brother happened to have 
quit his job and flown to Central America, so when he 
came through Nicaragua, we willed him to our con-
struction site. Being a mechanical engineer with some 
quality building experience, he proved indispensible. 
With him (our new on-site engineer), our research, 

“¿Profe, qué 
pasó con 

la casa de 
pichingas? 

¿Dónde fué?”
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and a couple manuals from past 
projects, we began stitching together 
the walls. After a little capacitating, 
it was teenage boys, not us, that put 
all the bottles in place and tied them 
into the chicken wire to form the 
walls. Yes, I sleep well knowing that 
kids and teenage boys mainly put my 
house together.

With the bottles all in place, we wise-
ly chose skilled labor for the electri-
cal wiring and the cement finish. We 
then installed doors and windows 
and had a dance party. Incidentally, 
I don’t recommend building your 
own windows. We may have tried it. 
It may not have been an intelligent 
choice.

We did make some intelligent, game-
changing decisions, though: (1) we 
built our house in a very public place 
so our community was part of (or 
at least witness to) every step. The 
location also encouraged participa-
tion, picture taking, and story-telling, 
all helpful for making the gringas 
famous for what they were doing. (2) 
We built it during summer vacation 
when kids were available to help 
just about every day. (3) We didn’t 
discriminate about who we chose to 
work with. You’d be surprised who 
is money at quality bottle construc-
tion. Plus, there is plenty of work, so 
everyone can be included.

So then what happened? The house 
became the talk of the town. Even 
before it was finished, people got 
serious about tracking its progress 
and voicing their “qualified” opinions 
as to how we should move forward 
with the project—like not cement-
ing the outside but rather leaving 
the bottles exposed because they are 
soooo pretty. My favorite response 
came two days after the cement had 
been applied to the outside of the 
house, when a student came looking for my host mom. 
The second he saw her, he said, “¿Profe, qué pasó con 
la casa de pichingas? ¿Dónde fué?” He was seriously 
convinced someone had up and run off with it during 
the middle of the night and replaced it with a normal 

looking house. Ha!

Upon finishing, we had three differ-
ent community members/groups 
approach us with project proposals—
fulfilling all our hopes and dreams. 
We are now working with a youth 
group to build an office/workspace 
(using bottle construction) to facili-
tate the health work they do in the 
community.

So essentially the project did exactly 
what it was designed to do: expose 
the community to plastic bottle 
construction, demonstrate its po-
tential as a building method, involve 
the community, pique local curios-
ity, and, finally, use the method to 
construct community spaces. At the 
moment, we are trying to set up an 
eco-ladrillo bank where our commu-
nity will be able to bring filled bottles 
on an on-going basis. Once enough 
have been collected, another project 
can begin. In a way, it’ll be our com-
munity’s first sustainable recycling 
program.

The second go around is different… 
and better. Now we’re collaborating 
with the supermarkets in Chinan-
dega (not including the Wal-Mart 
owned ones, whose bureaucracy re-
minds me how thankful I am to not 
be attempting this in the States) to 
collect more plastic. We’re also work-
ing with our community’s ventas to 
do the same. We’re joyfully accept-
ing their clean plastic and handing it 
off to our free labor—the 100 youth 
who will be direct beneficiaries of the 
project. When it comes time to build 
the walls, the kids who helped build 
my house will be teaching the new 
kids the methods and doing qual-
ity control. Undoubtedly, that’s the 
biggest difference about this project: 
Christine and I are being very hands-
off and seeing how the kids handle 

things—we simply teach a few things, help a bit with 
organization, and give advice when necessary.  VP

Making your own bottle house requires 
much legwork.  Among other things, you 
need to erect a frame, collect, clean, and 
fill bottles, stack them vertically, apply 
a sheath of chicken wire, and wire for 

electricity.

How to Get Plastered
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My house is a hot topic for my business  »
students, since it’s such an obvious example 
of the kind of creativity I’m promoting as a 
business volunteer (and it’s also one they wit-
nessed from start to finish). 

An unanticipated benefit from doing the  »
project has been my community’s surging con-
fidence in my abilities as a volunteer. Watch-
ing me carry out a large, seemingly crazy 
project, and seeing it succeed, has absolutely 
changed the way people view my aptitude.

On the other hand, the most frustrating  »
part for me, as a business volunteer, has been 
our inability to think of how bottle construc-
tion might be made into a profitable business. 
The labor is super (Spanish pronunciation) 
intensive.

By the way: bottle buildings are safe. Qual- »
ified people have done tests. In fact, tests sug-
gest they are brilliant for earthquake zones 
since bottles absorb (and dissipate) shock bet-
ter than concrete blocks.

A Lil’ Extra

For many rural communities, it would be the best (i.e., only) larger  »
scale recycling option.

Any community has the capacity to do it. My house was largely put  »
together by kids and teenagers and the quality is quality!

It would encourage people to find solutions to everyday problems by  »
looking with a critical, creative eye.

Why you 
ought 

to do a 
bottle-building 

experiment

After all is said and done, your new recycled 
bottle house will look just as unassuming as 

the concrete block houses nearby.

The Finished Product

   
  For more information:
 
     >> Visit the website of Pura Vida Atitlan 
           (www.puravidaatitlan.org)

     >> For manuals, go to SharePoint.
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A Couple P&Rs

An Interview 
With Carol

Mary Miller, AG 53

your role
Describe a typical day in the office.

There is no typical day in the office, but I check in with 
Michael to see if there have been any safety incidents, 
where we are with follow-up on past incidents, PCV or 
staff safety concerns, and what safety issues we may be 
anticipating next, such as heavy rains or hurracanes. 
Then I work on any PCV issues needing immediate 
follow-up, such as emergency leaves, ill family mem-
bers, or loan deferments.  Mondays are for senior staff 
check-ins regarding program status, site development 
and progress of groups in training. I respond to head-
quarters requests for information to ensure that we 
have a sufficient budget and enough resources (such as 
vaccines and vehicles to support PCVs). I coordinate 
throughout the day, responding to those who call from 
the field,  taking advantage of those who are in the of-
fice to consult.  I also triage email throughout the day 
to respond to the most urgent requests first.  At the 
end of the day when it is after hours for HQ and staff 

have finally gone home, I respond to requests involv-
ing more thoughtful responses. From 7-10 pm I go 
home, eat something, and fall asleep reading a book.

What is your biggest daily challenge?

My biggest challenge is juggling the complex job of 
leading a country program that is three different 
things in one: (1) a development organization, (2) a 
volunteer organization, and underneath, ultimately, 
(3) a government agency. Working closely with our 
dedicated Nicaraguan, staff we manage the day-to-day 
intricacies of maintaining the Peace Corps program. 
We all have to work together as one team or any indi-
vidual can put the whole country program at risk.

If you had more time, what would you like to do more 
of?

If I had more time I would visit PCVs in the field more 
often. Since I can’t do that as often as I would like, 
I have started visiting PCVs on the weekend. I often 
don’t know if I will be able to visit for sure until Fri-
day or even Saturday because things come up at the 
last minute. When I can, I just start calling PCVs to 
let them know I will be in their region, and if they can 
meet me, great!  We get a chance to talk informally, 
I get to see them in their community and whatever 
they would like to show me and whomever they would 
like me to meet.  Each visit gives me new insight and 
inspiration.  With the upcoming 50th-anniversary cel-
ebrations in each region, I hope to be able to see PCV 
clusters at work with their counterparts and see how 
we can foster sustainable synergy at the local level.

There has been a lot of staff changes during the past 
year.  How has this changed the office dynamic?

With a number of staff vacancies to fill this year, the 
challenge has been to cover for each open position 
until it is filled, and to screen, interview and finally, 
orient the new person. Fortunately, we have found 
very talented and experienced new staff and they are 
integrated into our existing team. They bring new 
ideas and energy to the process of supporting PCVs. 
Our team is really collaborative so they all work to 
cover PCVs when anyone is absent and to orient the 
new staff members to get them up to speed quickly.

our role
You’ve recently visited volunteers’ sites.  What were 
the biggest surprises and things you learned, seeing 
each volunteer’s day-to-day life?

Visiting PCVs has brought renewed inspiration and the 
pleasant surprise that working long days and spend-
ing weeks in the field gives me more energy. It has 
been exciting to see really rural AG communities with 

PC Country Director: an ominous-sounding position that 
makes being a volunteer seem easy by comparison.  As 
volunteers, we only have to focus on our own wants and 
needs, but to have the added pressure of securing the safe-
ty of all volunteers and staff - this is not for the faint of 

heart.  

CDs are as unique as both the volunteers they lead and the 
country programs under their watch.  Here in Nicaragua, 
we’ve had CDs that rank among the best of the best - CDs 
who’ve been recognized as improving the face of Peace 
Corps and leading benchmark-setting programs.  Carol 
Barrick has been at the post for almost a year now, and is 
working diligently to maintain PC Nicaragua’s good repu-
tation, while also managing a shrinking budget, volunteer 
concerns, and political tension.  So how are things going?
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very committed local leaders working with the PCV 
to develop and implement a project and then make 
it sustainable by continuing to volunteer to serve the 
community. In another community, however, seeing 
the large number of very intoxicated community mem-
bers on Sunday afternoon was quite sobering. 

A major challenge for volunteers in Nicaragua is en-
gaging in development work in communities that ex-
pect some sort of handout.  Do you have suggestions 
on how best to minimize this expectation, especially in 
rural communities?

The PdM workshop really teaches PCVs and counter-
parts to look for and identify local resources, and this 
helps to turn around the donation giveaway expecta-
tion.  Replicating the PdM workshop in-site after-
wards also greatly helps to reinforce the community 
self-help vs. give-away.

politics
With the election coming up, have you noticed rising 
tension between Peace Corps and its counterpart Ni-
caraguan agencies?  Are you finding yourself playing 
a more diplomatic role than in previous years?

In an election year, as always, PCVs have to be extra 
careful not to say anything or take any action that 
could be seen as partisan.

How are you ensuring an amicable relationship 
between Peace Corps, its counterpart Nicaraguan 
agencies, and the U.S. Embassy?  In other words, 
how are you separating politics from our mission?

The Cd always has to remind agencies, American and 
host country, that although we welcome collaboration, 
we must remain independent and apolitical.

Miscellaneous
How has Peace Corps’ 5oth anniversary put your job 
as Country Director into perspective?

The 50th anniversary is interesting for me since I have 
served with Peace Corps in Central America  dur-
ing the 1980s, 1990s, and 2007-present. So much 
in training and programing has changed and not 
changed. Changes in technology and communication 
are huge. I remember standing at a pay phone to have 
my parents call me on Christmas and writing home on 
airgrams, which were foldup pieces of writing paper, 
telling about some of my challenges, and not getting 
a response until weeks later when I got a sympathetic 
response after I was already feeling fine. Now I can call 
my family for a quick chat or email to stay in touch.

What do you do to de-stress?

To de-stress I do a couple of things. Ironically, I often 
work late to get more of the fun PCV-support things 
like resume assistance done, since otherwise I go 
home so tired that I miss my family less and just fall 
asleep on page 5 of my book. I also love to play with 
my little black mutt of a terrier Microbio (because he 
was so tiny as a puppy). He is always happy to see me, 
wagging his stubby little tail and bringing to me the 
smallest ball of coconuts from outside that he loves to 
play with. Recently, I have started taking yoga near the 
office.    

What are you reading now?  Any books you’d recom-
mend for volunteers?

Reading is my favorite pastime. I have read a lot of 
good books here. Some of my faves are: Hijo de la Es-
trella by Francisco Mayorga, about the conquistadores 
encountering indigenous groups here in Nicaragua, 
and which refers to a number of PCV sites by name. 
Also, El Pais Bajo mi Piel by Giocanda Belli and, of 
course, Blood of Brothers. In English: Hot, Flat,and 
Crowded; The Omnivours Dilemna; Infidel (would 
love to discuss this one with anyone who has read it) 
and Outliers.

Any final thoughts or last words for us?

Make the most of your Peace Corps service. You 
probably signed up to serve others, and to grow and 
change in profound ways. Seize this opportunity that 
you will unlikely have again. Only you will ultimately 
know.  Take care, and let us know how we can support 
you. We are all on the same team to serve Nicaragua 
and we might surprise you with some useful insight or 
resources.    VP
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What are your favorite Creole sayings? 

“Coc-nut waata” (meaning “coconut water”) and “Mak 
I know” (pronounced like “make I know” and meaning 
basically “tell me”).  Another is “Babylon” (meaning 
“cops”).  Also, “bitcha” (meaning “a lot”).    

When you first got to Pearl Lagoon, what was the 
biggest difference you noticed from the Pacific?  

There are black people. They were friendlier and more 
open with me than the reserved ways of the Pacific. 
The food is amazing because they cook with spices, 
herbs, and coconut milk. My personal favorite was the 
amount of seafood that I could eat. I had more of a 
culture shock when I went for my site visit than when I 
first came to Nicaragua.

What is your favorite East Coast food?  

Well, I have two: Shrimp cooked any way and smoked 
fish run-down. 

What is the biggest challenge in teaching in Spanish 
to Creole-speaking teenagers?  

Well, my Spanish isn’t that good because I was always 
in the low-level class. Their Spanish is not as good 
either because it is their second language (however, it 
is better than mine). Therefore I would stumble and 

A Day in the Life of a 
Costeña: Nga Trang

Mary Miller, AG 53

While all of our in-site experiences differ community 
to community, we all have a general idea of other vol-
unteers’ daily woes and triumphs.  However, every-
day life on the Atlantic Coast is nothing less than a 
fairy tale in the minds of those on the Pacific side of 
Nicaragua.  Traveling by boat, eating food enriched 
with coconut milk, indigenous cultures, fresh sea-
food, speaking English…are we still on Nicaraguan 
soil?  Now that the first group assigned to the Atlantic 
Coast in five years has been in site for almost a year, 
some of those glamorous-sounding realities can be 
debunked…or confirmed.  Nga Trang (SBD 53) gives 

us some answers.

A typical house on the Atlantic coast: made of 
wood and raised up off the ground on wooden 
stilts.  This one is in Rocky Point.  

Facing Image: a Little Corn 
Island fisherman.

Life Out East
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they would answer back in Creole-English. However, 
their Spanish is better than their Creole-English only 
because they grew up formally learning it and not 
modern Standard English. 

Do they embrace the Spanish language or feel resent-
ment? 

They only speak it when they have too.

How are you preparing the students for a Spanish-
language competition?

It’s been difficult. We teach the course as much as pos-
sible in Spanish, but we do end up at times having to 
explain concepts and definitions in Creole-English. It 
will be a challenge and my students know it. They feel 
more comfortable expressing themselves in their lan-
guage but they just can’t at the 
competition. I made that very 
clear at the beginning. Our 
plan is to have them do their 
mock-presentation before the 
competition and for the Span-
ish teachers to help us correct 
them.

Aside from working in the 
school, what else do you work 
on or who do you work with?

I work with FAdCANIC, a 
regional NGO that works 
in both the R.A.A.N. and 
R.A.A.S. (north and south 
autonomous regions, respec-
tively). Last year I gave a com-
puter class to out-of-school 
youth and single mothers. 
This year I am helping them 
create and execute an entre-
preneurship course for their vocational schools in the 
different communities in the lagoon. I also work with 
them in agribusiness. I work with the farming commu-
nity of Rocky Point with Joe, an agriculture volunteer. 
Therefore we do a lot of cross-sectoral work together 
in his community and in mine. I am still trying to help 
two small business owners get financing loans. I am a 
member of a women’s group to help promote gender 
issues and growth of economic independence. I hope 
to do a SPA project with them. Since only small busi-
ness and agriculture is here, I plan on doing other 
cross-sectoral work to encourage the other sectors to 
develop my municipality more and for my community 
to be more proactive with Peace Corps. For example, I 
would like to start growing morango at the Casa Ma-
terna and to work more with English teachers.

What do you do to de-stress or take a break from 
volunteer life? 

I go to the farms/bush of Rocky Point. I swim at the 
lagoon beach in Awas, a nearby Miskitu fishing com-
munity. I ride a horse to the Savanna or Pinewoods 
and read or listen to music. I go dancing in the local 
palm leaf huts.

Are there differences in what you do there versus the 
Pacific side?

Yes, because the Pacific side isn’t green all year round, 
there wasn’t as much access to geographical diversity.

What is one thing you think Pacific side volunteers 
should know/understand about the East Coast? 

Well, I don’t feel I’m the best person to answer this be-
cause I live there. However some friends recently came 
to visit so I will just quote one of the volunteers, Aleia 
Metzler (SBD 53):

“don’t come in with expectations because it’s a new 
world and you would be wasting your time comparing 
versus enjoying the moment.” 

I agree: it’s just a different country when you come.  
VP
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>>gMAt

why should i take it?
If you want to apply to business 
graduate school.

when can i take it?  
Year-round, on many dates.

where can i take it?
Pabellon F, Primer Oficina
Universidad Centroamericana 
(UCA), Managua
Phone:  2278-3923 ext. 1313

at what time must i take it?
1 PM

how much must i pay to take it?
$250 (no fee waivers exist)

But i have questions...
MBA.com (the official GMAT web-
site, provides online test registra-
tion and information on business 
schools): http://www.mba.com/

Graduate Management Admis-
sions Council (writes the test): 
http://www.gmac.com/gmac/
thegmat/
  

>>grE

why should i take it?
If you want to apply to graduate 
school.  Some business graduate 
schools accept GRE, instead of 
GMAT, scores.  There are also 8 
specialized versions of the GRE 
in these areas: biochemistry, cell 
and molecular biology, biology, 
chemistry, computer science, 
Engligh literature, mathematics, 
physics, and pyschology.  

important: in Nicaragua, you can 
only take the general GRE test, 
and only in paper format.  

when can i take it?  
October 22, 2011
November 19, 2011
February 11, 2012

where can i take it?
Frente al Club de Lomas de 
Montserrat
American Nicaraguan School, 
Managua.
Website: http://www.ans.edu.ni/
Phone: 2278-0029

at what time must i take it?
8:30 AM

how much must i pay to take it?
$190

But i have questions...
Educational Testing Service (the 
official GRE website, provides on-
line test registration and informa-
tion on graduate schools): http://
www.ets.org/gre
  

>>lsAt

why should i take it?
If you want to apply to law school.

when can i take it?  
October 1, 2011
December 3, 2011
February 11, 2012
(reg. deadline is 2 months prior)

where can i take it?
For October and February, the only 
Central America testing location is at 
the Institute of International Educa-
tion in Mexico City, Mexico.

For December, you can take it at 
the Institute Hondureno de Cultura 
Interamericana in Tegucigalpa, Hon-
duras.*

at what time must i take it?
8:30 AM

how much must i pay to take it?
$139 (fee waivers exist)

But i have questions...
Law School Admission Council (the 
official LSAT website, provides online 
test registration and information on 
law schools): http://www.lsac.org/

*If you want to take the December 
test in Tegucigalpa, email Va Pue 
(pcvapue@gmail.com) to contact 
other volunteers who also want to 
take this test.
  

We will all reach the point in our ser-
vice when we stop focusing on the 
here and now and begin looking to the 
future.  Simply put, we’ll ask, what’s 
next?  For many of us, the next phase 
of our life will involve graduate studies 
and for this we will need to sit for one 
or more standardized tests.  Here is a 
quick reference for taking the three 
test most taken by volunteers while in 

Nicaragua.

a Few Delightful 

Facts about Taking

Standardized Tests 
 in nicaragua
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The Best List of Care Package Items 
in the History of Both Mankind and 

the World

1. Peanut But-
ter.  don’t deny 

the magicalness that 
is PB and whatever, 
especially when it 
takes the form of Pea-
nut Butter M&M’s or 
Reese’s Peanut But-
ter Cups or Twix PB 
candy bars or Fast-
break candy bars.

2. Honey.  Holy 
crap ... it’s so 

good ANd it’s a re-
placement for sugar 
when cooking.

3. Cooking Spic-
es.  Anything 

to get that fried taste 
out of our mouths.

4. Snacks.  Get Creative. I like Stauffer’s Original 
Animal Crackers. Other ideas include Cheez-

It crackers, Teddy Grahams (the chocolate ones are 
best), candy that won’t melt, mixed nuts, granola bars, 
and Clif Bars…hells yea.

5. Dried fruit.        
Sorry, I just drooled 

on my computer… dried 
mangoes and craisins… 
*wink*.

6. Mac-n-Cheese. 
Yea, there’s a reason 

I’ve eaten this crap since 
I was a newborn… it’s fri-
gen delicious.

7. Tea.  Putting leaves 
in boiling water since 

the beginning of fire…

8.Coffee.  Correc-
tion: good coffee.   

And if you want to gain 
crazy bonus points, send 
your volunteer a French 
press. I was lucky enough 

to have an RPCV visit a few months ago, and he brought 
me one, and now I’m going to put his name in my will. 

Aleia Metzler, SBD 53

A
lright all you care package senders and receivers, after many a conversation with my fellow 
volunteer-mates during (and including but not limited to) late-night medical stays, out-of-

site hostel stays, 4-hour bus rides, and 2-hour phone conversations (thanks PC!), I have 
compiled a list of items that we groan, moan, and ache for, simply because they do not exist 
or because they are out of our price range in this country. If you want to receive a package 

from the States but don’t know what to ask for, just give this list to whoever might send one south.  If 
your family and friends follow the list, they’ll positively put a smile on the face of that hippie they sent 

the package to.…

OKAY, WE’RE TAKING A BREAK FROM 
FOOd NOW BECAUSE MY STOM-

ACH IS GROWLING ANd I THINK IT WOULd BE 
BEST TO MOVE ON FROM THIS TOPIC FOR HEALTH 
REASONS....

Investigative Reports
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9. Cooking Supplies.  dammit… I’m still on food. 
But seriously, whisks, ladles, wooden spoons, 

spatulas, vanilla extract, measuring cups, coffee mugs 
- sometimes I drink coffee from plastic cups, seriously 
- you name it, any volunteer would be happy to receive 
it.

10. School Supplies.  Markers, pencils, pens, pa-
per, etc… These things are easy enough to come 

by, but they get lost, stolen, borrowed indefinitely, and 
it adds up quick.

11. Books and Magazines.  HOWEVER, not 
more than one crossword puzzle book, one Su-

doku book, and/or one word search book. I don’t need 
eleven…. What the hell am I gunna do with eleven word 
search books?

12. Underwear, Tanktops, Flip Flops, Socks.  
This climate is brutal. And if the climate doesn’t 

destroy your crap, the bugs will. And if the bugs don’t 
destroy your crap, then a jagged piece of metal in the 
bus seat will. And if you are lucky enough to avoid scrap 
metal your whole service, then you will be so sick of 
your clothes that you will just rip them up yourself.

13. Why is thirteen an unlucky number any-
way? 

14. Sheets and Pillowcases, Oh! And Tow-
els! 

15. CD’s or Any Music Really and Movies.  
Justin Beiber or Beaber or Beeber… sorry, Ni-

caragua made me hate your music.

16. Starbucks Instant Coffee.  This does in fact 
deserve a number of its own.

17. Plastic Bags.  Ziploc, all sizes… throw in some 
Tupperware while you’re at it).

18. Pictures, Pictures, Pictures.  We miss you. 
We love you. We want to see your pretty face.

19. Where my females at? Tampons.  Can I 
say that in this magazine? Well I did. Sorry if 

you think so to all the men who read this, but this is a 
VITALLY important part of life and they just don’t have 
these, shall we say, utensils, in this country. In fact, if 
you are sending a care package to a female volunteer, 
just throw a pack in for good measure.

Just in case some of you care-pack-
age senders think that 

the above list is bogus and that you would much rather 
send a gift from the heart or some other muscle, here is 
a list of what NOT to send…ever:

1. Pet cactus.  I don’t even… I don’t even know.

2. Sunscreen, Medicine, Floss, Bug Spray.  
don’t get me wrong, I love this stuff, but we get it 

for free from the PC. So if you want to send stuff along 
the safe and hygienic line, send stuff like tooth paste, 
deodorant, toothbrushes, and nail polish remover, just 
as some ideas.

3. Money, Electronics, Jewelry.  Unless you 
want to see how cool it feels when someone jacks 

your stuff.

4. Eleven Sudoku/Crossword Puzzle/Word 
Search Books.  See (11) above… p.s. that num-

ber eleven thing was totally on accident.

You’re smart people, you know how to take ideas and roll with 
them.  Be creative, but don’t be dumb. If you know someone 
who wants to gain awesome status (there is an awesome scale 
by the way, in case you didn’t know), send them this list and 
hopefully a package will arrive within 2 to 6 weeks. I hope 
this information has been as helpful as it has been entertain-
ing. Peace. Aleia.  VP
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The Best Restaurant in the History of 
(My Time in) Nicaragua

Peter Mynsberge, SBD 53

We had just entered the market of Jinotepe and were discussing where a good place to eat might be. 
As we shuffled through the market stalls with the smell of fish filling our nostrils and passed the 
watch guy with a strange assortment of goodies, an angel appeared dressed in a chef’s coat with 

a big belly and a firm handshake.  This is when I met Terry. As with everyone else in Nicaragua, he assumed we 
were Americans and  lured us to his new restaurant with the magical words “blueberry milkshake” (C$30). We 
thanked Terry for his offer and continued down the road as the man happily disappeared into the abyss of the 
market. 

As we tried to remember what blueberries tasted like we walked toward Terry’s Restaurant. We passed the chic 
outside plastic table furniture and sat down. The waiter came up almost immediately, speaking perfect English 

as he gave us the menu and plied us with some friendly banter.  I don’t remember 
much of what was on that menu, but upon seeing a turkey sandwich with fries 
(C$35) and a chicken breast with salad and fries (C$45), the thought of each lunch 
option paralyzed me with thoughts of euphoria.  So I got both. 

As we waited for our meals to arrive the waiter questioned us with the famous 5 
W’s. Our discussion jumped around from sports to education, and to the news. 
He also informed us that they had Wi-Fi and if we cared to call the US they had a 
phone around back … and it was free. Something felt strange and awkward, fa-
miliar but different. The feeling  reminded me of being in a good restaurant in the 
States. 

We received our food as my stomach growled like a lion claiming his feast. I was 
also given ranch dressing for my salad, which I believe was homemade and unbe-
lievably good. 

As far as the food went, every bite was great: a turkey sandwich exactly like what 
you would make at home (L & T and Lite Mayo); chicken breaded and fried with-
out being drenched in oil; salad that came with some vegetables and that divine 
ranch dressing. The fries were the sort you’d find in an American supermarket.  
And to top it all off was a blueberry milkshake that drowned out the heat of the day 
as well as the worries of the bus ride home. 

Overall, I love that place - the best restaurant at which I’ve eaten in Nicaragua. No, 
it was not fancy and it didn’t have everything I could ever want on the menu. But it 
had enough to remind me of what I love about going out to eat. A friendly staff to 
get to know, a good owner with a friendly disposition, and food at a good price, all 
of which reminds me why I love to eat.  VP

Terry’s Restaurant is somewhere 
around that big tree.

Jinotepe’s Central Park
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Letter From R.A.A.S.

how the 
other half 

lives: the Volunteer 
inter-nicaraguan
exchange (Vine)

Martin Hadsell do Nascimento, 
TEFL 54

during a trip to Managua for one of my recent 
and far-too-frequent medical visits, I chat-
ted with a cab driver. He told me that he was 

from a small town outside Leon, but that he’d worked 
driving taxis in Managua since he’d moved there as 
a young man.  By working tirelessly and saving dili-
gently, he and his wife had been able to put their three 
children through elementary and secondary school, 
and all of them had gone on to study at the Universi-
dad Centro Americana.

Then he asked me what I was doing in Nicaragua and 
I told him, “Doy clases de ingles en Kukra Hill, en la 
R.A.A.S.”

“Tomáte bien cuidado, mi hijo,” was his response. “Me 
dicen que a veces aquellos negros salen peligrosos 
ademas de perezosos.”

What?!? I was shocked and caught unawares and, 
when I regained my bearings, I tried to explain that in 
my experience with the people of the Atlantic Coast of 
Nicaragua, I never felt threatened or in danger, and 
that by no means had I found them all to be lazy – in-
deed the contrary was true. All to no avail.

In one form or another, this experience has replayed 

The man is unknown (well, some-
body knows him, just not us), and 
he seem’s to be having a nice enough 
time, though why he’s running, we 
couldn’t tell you.

A Twilight Swim in Bluefields
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itself in a different place or a different taxi each time 
that I’ve returned to the Pacific Coast (in my mind 
basically everything west of El Rama) from my site on 
the Atlantic Coast. And the conviction and seemingly 
self-evident manner in which such remarks are made 
by Pacific Coasters have never failed to catch me off 
guard. Over the past several months I have discovered 
in Pacific Coasters a mistrust, dislike, and even fear of 
Costeños (Atlantic Coasters) that I never anticipated 
and that has struck me as generally at odds with the 
warmth and openness of Pacific Coasters as I came to 
know them throughout training.

Similarly, many people from the Atlantic Coast feel 
very much the same about many places and people of 
the Pacific Coast. My Kukra Hill host mother wouldn’t 
be caught dead in Managua—for fear of being found 
dead—and swears that the 
city’s bus drivers have it out 
for her. While some people, 
particularly the Mestizos 
living on the Atlantic Coast, 
have affinities for certain 
places on the Pacific (most 
often where they have fam-
ily), it’s generally considered 
foreign, dirty, and danger-
ous - a place to be visited 
out of necessity, where the 
people are condescending, 
dismissive, and ill-man-
nered toward Costeños. 

Without going much into 
the history of the cultural 
and social disconnect be-
tween the two coasts, historical factors have certainly 
contributed significantly to the surfacing of misunder-
standing and even conflict. Some argue, for example, 
that the Pacific Coast’s condescending view of the 
Atlantic Coast is a remnant of prejudices harbored by 
Pacific Coast indigenous groups of people in the East, 
prejudices later adopted by the Spanish Conquistado-
res as a consequence of their contact with the Pacific 
Coasters. 

Still, this account of events leaves unexplained how 
disconnect could have been maintained even after 
the demise or cultural incorporation of Pacific Coast 
indigenous groups. Much less, it offers no explanation 
as to the origins of the sentiments of animosity that 
Costeños feel towards the Pacific Coasters. 

Unlike the Pacific Coast, the Atlantic was never con-
quered by the Spanish and, thus, with the assistance 

of English patronage, developed its own cultural, 
linguistic and institutional traditions. For most of the 
18th Century, Costeños even considered themselves 
to be more developed, more cultured, than the Pacific 
Coast, which was mostly preoccupied with political 
in-fighting. 

Whether or not these perceptions were based on fact, 
they did not prevent ‘Reincorporation’ of the Atlantic 
Coast, which began with invasion of the Miskito King-
dom by Nicaraguan troops in 1894, continued as a 
process of territorial dispossession, resource exploita-
tion, and governmental neglect, and finally caused the 
region’s economic collapse.  Only now is the economy 
in the initial stages of recovery (due to sizeable nation-
al and international investment) and consequently, 
when they look for a culprit for their woes—economic 

or otherwise—, Costeños 
look to the Pacific Coast 
with very little prodding.

 At least in part, this domes-
tic shortage is due to mutual 
mistrust and lack of under-
standing. 

Unfortunate relations are 
compounded by how some 
Nicaraguans’ view Costeño 
actions during the 1980s 
civil war and that a signifi-
cant amount of that conflict 
took place in the Northern 
and Southern Autonomous 
Atlantic Regions—then 
known as the department 

of Zelaya. The fighting devastated an already weak re-
gional economy, overburdened inadequate infrastruc-
ture, and consequently heightened tensions between 
Pacific Coasters and Costeños.
 
Whatever the source of this coastal dissonance, the 
consequences are undoubtedly detrimental on several 
levels. At the national level, economic development is 
hindered by a lack of trust and understanding between 
Costeños and Pacific Coasters. When people from one 
place are afraid to travel to the other, tourism, trade, 
and business in general suffer. To give a more concrete 
example, the Rio Escondido Delta (Bluefields, Mon-
key Point, El Bluff, Kukra Hill, and Pearl Lagoon) is 
a great source of native English/Creole speakers, and 
every year thousands of Costeños from this region 
travel abroad to work on cruise lines or in tourism in 
Costa Rica. And yet Nicaragua is chronically short of 
English speakers in Granada, San Juan del Sur, Leon, 

VINE: 
Volunteer 

Inter-nIcaraguan exchange 

A new Peace Corps Nicaragua volunteer-led initia-
tive designed to promote cross-cultural understand-
ing among communities throughout Nicaragua. 
VINE sees Peace Corps Volunteers as ideal conduits 
for promoting cultural awareness and acceptance 
in Nicaragua. Twice a year, VINE selects and funds 
projects that advance the goals of cross-cultural 
communication and understanding in Nicaragua. 
For more information about joining VINE and plan-
ning projects, please email VINE.PCNI@gmail.
com or call PCV Martin Hadsell do Nascimento at 

+505.8713.0950.
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and Masachapa/Pochomil.  At least in part, this do-
mestic shortage is due to mutual mistrust and lack of 
understanding.

 Such distrust is manifested by how Costeños think 
they are commonly perceived by Pacific Coasters: as 
lazy, dumb, and dangerous - disproportionately in-
volved in crime, such as drug-dealing - and nicknamed 
by many as “los Negros de la Costa.”  Start a conversa-
tion with a Costeño and you’ll soon see that each, re-
gardless of age, can recall multiple stories of prejudice.

This being the case, it doesn’t take much to imagine 
the consequences of being a child who grows up in a 
context where his or her way of life, his or her rela-
tives and customs, are looked down upon and vocally 
denigrated by their countrymen. As a TEFL Volunteer, 
I’ve been taught that positive expectations of students 
are self-fulfilling. If that’s the case, then what is the 
consequence of the negative expectations of an entire 
population of Pacific Coasters? What young person 
can aspire to be a responsible and positive contribu-
tor to society when she or he is expected to steal, lie, 
cheat, or otherwise offend?

Ultimately, one realizes that the gulf between 
Costeños and Pacific Coasters is self-reinforc-
ing—that the mistrust and fear between the 

two groups only engenders further mistrust and fear—
and that a bridge to mend the breach is necessary. 
Hence the creation of the Volunteer Inter-Nicaraguan 
Exchange (VINE).

Where possible and using the available tools, Coastal 
Volunteers have already taken proactive measures to 
promote cross-cultural exchanges between Costeños 
and Pacific Nicaraguans. As a VAC group, volunteers 
in Pearl Lagoon, Rocky Point, Kukra Hill, Bluefields, 
and Rama have begun a campaign to ensure the inclu-
sion of Costeños in as many Peace Corps/US Em-
bassy events as feasible. The intuition is that events 
that bring youth or adults together from around the 
country for specific trainings can lead to fruitful and 
substantive exchanges between Nicaraguans of various 
cultural backgrounds. Where better to promote cross-
cultural initiatives than in workshops that heavily 
employ group learning activities?

What’s more, several volunteers have taken to contrib-
uting regularly to this esteemed journal to share the 
uniqueness of the Atlantic Coast, which, as a trainee, 
I saw more as an exotic oddity than reality for half of 
Nicaragua. Personally, I try to relate my experiences 
to other volunteers, Peace Corps staff, and anyone else 
interested in listening whenever I find myself back 

on the Pacific Coast (did you know that turtle fin has 
bones in it?!?!). 

Still, the reality is that the tools provided us are insuf-
ficient for addressing the vastness of the issue at hand 
and that informal chats with cab drivers will only get 
you so far. It seems apparent that wider and more 
coordinated action is required to begin to bridge gaps 
and heal divisions between Nicaraguans of various 
backgrounds – including extending beyond Atlantic/
Pacific dichotomies. 

The Volunteer Inter-Nicaraguan Exchange (VINE) is 
an initiative intended to promote cross-cultural under-
standing between communities throughout Nicaragua. 
It is a volunteer-run, volunteer-funded initiative that 
sees volunteers as ideal conduits for promoting cul-
tural awareness and acceptance in Nicaragua based 
primarily on our international perspective, inten-
sive training, and extensive and close-knit network 
throughout the country. (due to suggestions from 
volunteers and Peace Corps staff, what was initially in-
tended as an initiative to connect Costeños with Pacific 
Coasters has since grown into one intent on encom-
passing cross-cultural communication gaps through-
out the entirety of Nicaragua?) 

VINE works like this: Every month, all willing volun-
teers and Peace Corps Nicaragua staff electronically 
deposit C$100 into the VINE bank account. Because 
VINE can do more if more money is contributed, 
larger monthly contributions are welcome.  To con-
tribute more, volunteers are encouraged to be creative 
in procuring funds—I, for instance, intend on offering 
community English classes in Kukra Hill and charging 
a small fee of my students so I am able to contribute 
approximately C$200 each month. (Another way to 
obtain more funds is through fund-raising activities 
like concerts, potlucks, etc.). 

Twice a year, every September and March, a five-
person VINE Proposal Selection Committee meets to 
decide how to divvy up the funds between competing 
proposals submitted by contributing volunteers. The 
proposal selection process favors projects that estab-
lish sustainable relationships between communities in 
distinct regions of the country (pen-pal-ships, pro-
longed photo/video exchanges, etc.) but by no means 
rules out impactful, one-off projects. Selected projects 
are then conducted (adhering to Peace Corps account-
ing guidelines) and the organizer(s) submit a report 
and feedback to VINE leadership, which are subse-
quently made available to Peace Corps Nicaragua staff.  

Projects can range from pen-pal programs, to cross-
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cultural film-screenings, to inter-departmental cook-
offs, to producing educational materials about the cul-
tural distinctiveness about a region or department, to 
providing cultural sensitivity training to youth groups, 
to putting on concerts of musicians from different re-
gions of the country, to whatever comes to mind. The 
only requirements are that: (1) the project promotes 
cross-cultural exchanges between Nicaraguan com-
munities, (2) its cost not amount to more than 35% of 
total VINE funds for the collection period (again, the 
more contributions, the bigger the potential size of 
projects), and (3) no VINE money is spent on volun-
teer transport.

VINE is a call to action to all volunteers and staff to 
claim responsibility for the creation and maintenance 
of the tools that will allow us to succeed as agents of 
development and change. 

I (and those already contributing to VINE) hope that 
upon returning to Nicaragua years after COS, the 
Pacific/Atlantic divide will be on the mend, the Mana-
gua cab drivers will be slightly better educated about 
the reality of life in roughly half of Nicaragua, and the 
volunteers and Peace Corps Nicaragua staff will have 
been integral to the spread of cross-cultural under-
standing and cohesion of Nicaraguans of different 

backgrounds. 

If you signed up 
for Peace Corps 
to make a difference: what difference can’t be unmade 
by bigotry and ignorance? And what difference can’t 
be bettered by cooperation, collaboration, and team-
work?  VP

On the whole, the Corn Islands aren’t actually 
that rocky.  

Corn Island’s Rocky Coast

****
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Letter From Leon

Loosely 
Translated: 

A Short Story
Aleia Metzler

SBD 53

“dammit,” she sighed as 
she tussled out of her 
mosquito net-draped 

bed, realizing yet again that she 
awoke before her alarm went off. 
“Two minutes? I mean, make it half 
an hour at least,” Lily bellowed, not 
caring in the slightest that she was 
talking to herself aloud. At least she 
got a response when she talked to 
herself. Talking to the landlord’s 
dog proved futile, probably because 
he didn’t understand English. And 
anyway, she just felt silly yelling 
Spanish commands like “Siéntese” 
when she could just as easily say 
“Sit.”  

Lily put on some gym shorts that 
were hanging on a rope that swung 
the length of her bedroom, grabbed 
the toilet paper hanging on the bed 
post, and, with legs clenched to-

gether, hobbled  to the door to pull 
out the 3-foot wooden post that 
served as her lock..
 In high school, some classmates 
were playing a game in which each 
one had to share the first thought 
they had every morning. “I’m huuu-
ungry,” claimed 90-pound Mary, a 
girl who Lily found mind-boggling 
due to her ability to eat an entire 
rhinoceros, and be five pounds 
lighter at the end of the ordeal. “I 
think about my boyfriend, and how 
I’m the luckiest girl in the world to 
have such a catch,” barked Sam, a 
girl who’d been dating her newest 
boyfriend for all of 3 weeks. “I have 
to pee,” Lily stated in a nonchalant 
sort of way. “Ewe,” yapped Sam.  
“Seriously?” Lily just raised her 
eyebrow and smiled.  

And then as now, Lily found herself 
having to pee, struggling to take 

This story is absolutely a work of 
fiction , which is to say a work of 
absolute fiction, that may or may 
not be based on real-ish events 
(that didn’t occur simultaneously 
or even to the same person, so 
don’t get all worked up about it), 
and was created to entertain those 
who find themselves as bored as 
the writer. The writer would like to 
point out that if the reader doesn’t 
enjoy the story, the writer will not 
have her feelings hurt  . The writer 
would also like to point out that re-
petitiveness drives her up the wall.
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out the wooden post, and praying 
to whoever would listen that she 
wouldn’t piss herself, when finally, 
the door spilled open. 

“Good morning, Lily,” said her 
neighbor and landlord José, as if it 
was perfectly normal to be on her 
back porch. In reality, it was per-
fectly normal, here at least. They 
lived but 20 feet apart from one 
another, and shared the same lot. 
In Nicaragua, the saying “My house 
is your house,” is about as literal as 
it gets. 

“What happened with the man-
goes?” he pressed, which made Lily 
- who miraculously lost her need to 
pee - realize she wasn’t wearing a 
bra. 

“I don’t know,” she said as she 
crossed her arms over her chest, 
toilet paper in hand. “I’ve only 
eaten four or five.” 

“Mmm,” José grunted. “Well I 
haven’t eaten any,” he claimed, 
throwing his hands up as if that was 
the ultimate “I’m innocent” gesture. 

Lily just stood with one eyebrow 
up, suspecting by now that either 
he or some member of his family 
had taken the mangoes. It didn’t 
matter anyway. By now she’d got-
ten over the mangoes… mostly. 
That was a tough debate anyhow. 
The story goes like this. James 
was a volunteer from seven years 
ago, who nursed and cultivated 
the mango tree when its stumpy, 
leafy little self was no bigger than 
a house plant. The next volunteer, 
Walt, took over caring for the man-
go tree until its pre-teen years. The 
third volunteer, Kara, didn’t have 
to do much in the way of mainte-
nance since by her time, the tree 
was an adolescent. When Lily came 
along, she explained how she was 
in a different sector as the previous 
three environment volunteers, and 
that meant she came with abso-

lutely NO background in the way of 
gardening. She recalled a sunflower 
that an ex-boyfriend gave to her as 
a welcome-to-college present. “All 
you have to do is water it,”said the 
ex . The relationship died shortly 
after the flower. 

Lily wasn’t at too much of a dis-
advantage though. Her landlord 
started coming over to care for the 
tree as soon as Lily told him she 
had no knowledge. She meant to 
say no knowledge on the subject 
but didn’t.  Her landlord noticed, 
and he took to smiling every time 
he mentioned that “gringos have 
no intelligence,” which he did on a 
weekly basis. 

Feeling a breeze and realizing that 
claiming robbery on the part of her 
landlord would be foolish, she just 
smiled and said, “Well, I suppose 
that we’ll just have to wait till next 
year.” 

She could tell José was about to say 
something else, but decided that 
putting on a bra and making a trip 
to the latrine were of higher impor-
tance, so she smiled and walked 
inside. 

Half an hour later, she had fin-
ished her bucket bath and was 
preparing breakfast; oatmeal with 
dried cranberries, honey, and 
cinnamon. Thanks to a care pack-
age giver from the states, Lily 
even got to enjoy coffee from a 
French press, grain-free. “Ok,” she 
sighed, “Spanish mode Spanish 
mode Spanish mode,” she recited 
to herself. Mornings still proved 
to be a hassle. Even though she 
had spoken Spanish for the past 
ten months, her brain stumbled 
through translations between :00 
am to 11:00 am. Today, her class 
was at 7:15 am. 

She packed her notebook, pa-
pelógrafos, and entrepreneurship 
packet, and prepared to head for 

the school, a walk that only took 
about fifteen minutes from the edge 
of town where she lived, to the cen-
ter where the school was located. 

“Crap,” she sighed as she put her 
backpack down, unlatched her 
handy wooden lock, and prepared 
to make the second trek of the 
morning to the latrine. 

But just as the door was open-
ing, Lily came across a sight that 
stopped her in her tracks – the 
mango thief, caught red-handed. 
Or rather…red-pawed. Zeus, the 
landlord’s dog, was standing on his 
hind legs, picking off a mango with 
his front teeth like a person would 
pick off corn from its cob. 

“ZEUS!” Lily screamed, “After all 
those English lessons and leftover 
meals, this is how you repay me?” 
To which Zeus replied by prying 
his teeth into the mango, turning 
to kick up all the dirt in sight, and 
running away with his prey to a 
safer location. 

The moral of the story: If some-
thing goes missing, check the 
f*C#ing dog’s stomach.  VP

****
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So you want to do a world map, huh? Good for you! 
World Maps are a great, sustainable resource for 
teachers and students and a good project for the 

community.
I am doing multiple World Maps in my community 

and am trying to improve some of the kinks in the pro-
cess in order to make the consecutive projects move 
along more quickly and efficiently. The project is fairly 
inexpensive, depending on if you have a smooth surface 
readily available. If the wall where you are planning on 
painting is not smooth, such as concrete blocks, you may 
have to look into hiring someone to do the “repello” (or 
buying the supplies to do it yourself). 

To estimate costs, I drew up a budget (including 
what it cost me in my community to do the repello) in an 
Excel document. This specific budget was for a map of 2 
x 4 meters, first priming and then painting the entire wall 
ocean blue. In the budget, the colored paints used for the 
countries are in quarts, but some paint stores allow you 
to bring in your own smaller containers (such a Gerber 
jars), and they will fill those for a cheaper price. You do 
not need a quart of paint of each color for the countries 
if you are only doing one map, but I bought that quantity 
because of my intention to do several murals.

Funding for the World Map Project can vary. I fund-
ed my maps through different groups doing service trips 
in my community and a sorority in the States that sup-
ports education projects, but you can just as easily make 
a petition to your Alcaldia or any NGO. RPCV Stephanie 
Liu’s (ENV 48) letter to her Alcalde is available to use as 
a model. 

The time frame for the map varies as well. If you are 
on top of things and have a constant group of workers, 
you can get it done in a week. But if you don’t want to 
rush things and have a good place to store supplies, you 
can schedule work times during the week and complete 
the project unhurriedly in a month.

The official World Map Project handbook is avail-
able in a PDF on Sharepoint, and is a great place to start, 
but take a look at the following tips too. Hopefully they 
will help your project go as smoothly as possible.  

- Chelsea Meyer, ENV 51

Letter From Leon



24May 2011 - Va Pue 24May 2011 - Va Pue

WORLd
A few tips for making a

that shows how
Nicaragua 
relates to 
everyone else. MAP

A Facebook engineer 
recently applied geo-
graphic coordinates 
to the network of 
Facebook friendships, 
producing this web 
of connections.  But 
since this map would 
be a tad hard to paint, 
we have another you 
can copy.

No. Material   Cantidad Costo Unitario C. Total

1 pintura celeste  2 galón  215  430
2 p. blanco  1 quarto galón 70  70
3 p. azul   1 q. galón 70  70
4 p. amarillo  1 q. galón 70  70
5 p. rojo   1 q. galón 70  70
6 p. lila   1 q. galón 70  70
7 p. mandarina  1 q. galón 70  70
8 p. verde   1 q. galón 70  70
9 p. verde menta  1 q. galón 70  70
10 p. rosa intenso  1 q. galón 70  70
11 varniz   2 galón  310  620
12 diluyente  1 galón  140  140
13 sellador   2 galón  280  560
14 pinceles   10 unidades 6,7,8,10 y 12* 86
15 brochas de 5’’  2 unidades 60  120
16 brochas de 1”  2 unidades 15  30
17 rodillo con esponjas 2 paquette 70  140
18 bandeja de rodillo 2 unidades 40  80
19 marcadores permanente 5 unidades 12  60
20 lapices   1 paquette 26  26
21 borrador   5 unidades 2.5  12.5
22 paper towels  5 unidades 20  100
23 masking tape  1 unidades 15  15
       

      Total: C$ 3049.5
     
     
No. Material   Cantidad C. Unitario C. Total

1 cemento   4 bolsas  179  716
2 arena   25 cubeta 2  50
3 cepillos de alambre 2 unidades 40  80
4 espatulas de 3’’  2 unidades 27  54
5 mano de obre      1200
       

      Total: C$ 2100

*2 de cada uno

Y el Repello de la pared (if wall needs plastering)

tips on next page >>

So, what’s the deal with money?
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WORLd 
MAP
continued from previous page

If you fund your map through 1. 
a service group, get them in-
volved! Make painting and 
drawing the map part of their 
trip and explain the project’s 
purpose and how it will benefit 
the community.

Team up with nearby volun-2. 
teers. Either team up on one 
map or coordinate both your 
efforts for individual maps by 
jointly seeking local support 
and buying supplies.

Print the handbook in the Peace 3. 
Corps Office. A hardcopy is nice 
to have. Also, print extra copies 
of the map divided into regions.

Paint a big map; it’ll be easier 4. 
to complete than a small one.  
Minimum size recommended: 
2 x 4 meters.  So look for a big 

wall!

To avoid weather damage and 5. 
vagos scribbling on the mural, 
consider an indoor map (for 
example: common areas, like a 
comedor in a school, are ideal, 
as opposed to specific class-
rooms, which are not always ac-
cessible to all students).

Store all your materials in a safe 6. 
place near the work site so you 
don’t have to lug them to and 
from your house.

If you use the grid method to 7. 
draw the map, plan on paint-
ing over the grid lines because 
they are very difficult to erase. 
Consider using chalk instead 
of graphite pencil because it is 
easier to remove after the actual 
map is drawn.

You don’t have to buy yardsticks 8. 
to make the grid. You can use 
the string method or just look 
around for straight-edges to 
use, such as long planks of wood 
or strips of cardboard. 

If you have access to electricity, 9. 
use the projection method to 

draw the map, which involves 
the use of a projector (dATA 
Show) and laptop, not an over-
head projector. This method 
is much quicker and you don’t 
have to worry about grid lines!

If you use the projection meth-10. 
od, try to draw the whole map 
in one day. That way, you don’t 
have to struggle realigning the 
projected outlines of countries 
with the prior day’s paintwork.

Everyone can participate in the 11. 
project, and it’s up to you, but I 
recommend ages 14 and up for 
drawing/painting. Get youth 
groups involved! Teachers! Pa-
dres de la familia! Just make 
sure that they are people dedi-
cated to doing a good job.

don’t have more than 5-6 people 12. 
working on drawing/painting at 
one time because it can get very 
crowded. If you have a larger 
group, do rotations. Have other 
groups color the paper map ac-
cording to the color scheme, 
make lesson plans, create map 
activities, or plan a party for 
when the map is completed.

decide ahead of time 13. 
if you’re going to include 
labels, such as the names 
of continents, countries, 
capitals, territories, bod-
ies of water, or whatever. 
Remember that spacing 
may make it difficult to 
incorporate all labels. 
If you decide to include 
capitals, devise a system 
that will differentiate 
clearly the name of the 
capital from the name of 
the country. 

Use different siz-14. 
es of black permanent 
markers. You may need 
a small size to trace the 
borders of islands and 
to write the names of 
smaller countries.

tips

25 Va Pue - May 2011
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You don’t have to stress about 15. 
following the color scheme ex-
actly, as long as the surrounding 
countries are different colors.

If you follow the general color 16. 
code and buy blue paint, mix in 
a little white to make it lighter 
because it’s difficult to see the 
country name (even labeled in 
black) on a country that’s col-
ored in too dark a blue.

For yellow countries, consider 17. 
applying a white base, especially 
if you are using the grid system, 
because the lines tend to show 
through the yellow.

If feasible, paint the ocean after 18. 
you paint the countries. In some 
cases, this may even be better, 
though tedious, especially if 
painters brush outside coun-
try lines or if you use the grid 
method to draw the countries. 
You can paint over the grid lines 
afterward. You will also use less 
paint.

Apply two coats of paint for the 19. 
ocean. 

Buy oil-based paint.20. 

To save on costs, use a large 21. 
sheet of cardboard instead of 
buying the paint roller pans/

trays. It works just as well. Use 
other recycled/used materials 
to save more, such as cutting 
the tops off 3L plastic bottles 
for brush-cleaning and using 
old rags instead of paper towels 
(environmentally friendly!).

Make sure to have several small 22. 
brushes. Many of the countries 
are tiny and you will need small 
brushes to paint around the 
borders (especially if they are a 
funny shape).

Have an atlas or current map on 23. 
hand to double check country/
territory locations and names.

After you paint the countries, 24. 
outline the borders a 
second time with per-
manent marker. 

Plan in advance 25. 
where you will write 
the names of the 
countries, especially 
in Europe, because 
sometimes space 
is limited and your 
words might run into 
each other. One op-
tion is numbering the 
countries and making 
a key on the side.

Estimado:

Reciba saludos fraternos de nuestra parte. Somos voluntarias con Cuerpo de Paz _________ y __________.  Vivimos en _______ 
y _________ respectivamente.  Trabajamos con varios organismos como MINSA, INTA, MINED, y Visión Mundial en proyectos para 
las comunidades.  El próximo proyecto que quisiéramos realizar es un mapa mundial para beneficiar los alumnos de los colegios del 
municipio. 

El proyecto del mapa mundial había sido realizado por varios voluntarios y alumnos con el apoyo de sus alcaldías alrededor de 
Nicaragua.  Es un mural grande que sirve para la enseñanza de geografía en los colegios.  Después de terminar, capacitaremos los pro-
fesores en el uso del mapa.  Haremos competencias con los alumnos acerca de las ubicaciones de los países, las capitales, los idiomas, 
los costumbres y las tradiciones.   Es una herramienta útil para enriquecer los conocimientos de los alumnos sobre el mundo que todos 
compartimos.  

Ya hemos solicitado la participación de los colegios ______________ y _______________   por las directoras.  Van a participar los 
jóvenes de quinto y sexto grado en _____________, y el Club de Jóvenes ___________________.  Nos gustaría aprovechar el tiempo 
de la vacación para completar el mapa.  Para realizar este proyecto, su apoyo con los materiales sería muy agradecido.  Hemos agr-
egado el presupuesto de los materiales requisitos para cada escuela.

Esperando contar con su apoyo incondición nos despedimos deseándole éxito en sus funciones.

Atentamente,

A youth group doing most of the 
work in Leon

Varnish the mural twice to pro-26. 
tect against weather and time.  
But do so only after you finish 
painting, labeling, and outlin-
ing everything,  Make sure the 
varnish is transparent or clear 
because other types can leave 
a yellow residue and make the 
map look dirty (especially Ant-
arctica). Some paint stores will 
try to sell you wood varnish so 
be sure to tell them it is for a 
concrete wall.

Doin’ Work

What to Write to Your Local Leader
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Letter From Honduras

Don’t 
smoke, 

you say?  
Then you 

may want 
to switch 

your 
stove.
Jessamine 

Bartley-Matthews, 
AG53

significant danger.

The problem isn’t just in 
Nicaragua, and it’s not 
simply a matter of suf-
focating smells: in campo 
communities across 
Central America, women 
start their morning by 
lighting something highly 
flammable—a piece of 
bicycle tire or a plastic 
bag—and pushing chunks 
of dry wood into the fire 
for their husband’s cof-
fee and gallo pinto. Every 
morning, campo women 
inhale this toxic mess that 
fills their kitchen, often 
unaware of the harm they 
are doing to both their 
bodies and the environ-
ment around them.

With these problems 
in mind, Peace Corps 
(PC) Nicaragua sent a 
group of eight volunteers 
representing different 
departments—four from 
Agriculture 53, and four 
from Environment 54—to 
Zamorano University in 
Honduras to learn about 
improved stove technolo-
gies and how to success-
fully implement them 
in rural Nicaragua. The 
workshop was designed as 
a “training” for trainers, 
with the goal of forming 
the Energy and Climate 
Partnership of the Ameri-
cas (ECPA) team within 
PC Nicaragua.  ECPA is 
an initiative funded by the 
US department of State 
that, according to the 
ECPA website, promotes 
“low-carbon economic 
growth and develop-
ment” by “focus[ing] on 
renewable energy, energy 
efficiency, energy poverty, 
infrastructure, cleaner 

and more efficient use of 
fossil fuels, sustainable 
forests and land use, and 
climate change adapta-
tion.”

I was one of those eight 
volunteers, sitting out-
side the Tica bus station 
at three in the morning 
waiting to head into the 
mysterious country to 
the north, where I’d been 
told they sell broccoli and 
asparagus in the markets. 
We arrived in Tegucigalpa 
on a day of teacher pro-
tests, and riot police oc-
cupied many of the street 
corners toward the center 
of town. The minute we 
stepped off the bus, two 
unmarked white vehicles 
pulled up and beckoned 
us forward. “Are you 
Peace Corps?” We nod-
ded, exhausted, and duti-
fully climbed into the two 
PC Honduras vehicles, 
which whisked us away to 
Zamorano University.

Later that day, in a val-
ley surrounded by pine-
forested mountains, we 
learned the basic thermo-
dynamics of stoves, con-
centrating on two designs 
suitable for use in Nica-
ragua, the Inkahuasi and 
the Justo 16x24. In order 
to prove the durability of 
the stoves, we created test 
models using the most 
basic of materials: adobe 
brick and mud. In reality, 
many materials can be 
used to create the stove 
structure, as long as the 
stoves are made according 
to specific measurements 
that allow for proper 
insulation and passage of 
smoke.

The basic difference be-
tween the two stoves is in 
their function—the Inka-
huasi is a two-tier design 
with two different burn-
ers, each designed to fit 
the size of the most com-
monly used pans in the 
kitchen. The front burner 
sits directly above the 
flame and heats rapidly—
in our water-boiling test, 
we managed to boil five 
liters of water in a little 
under 30 minutes, using 
less than one kilo of leña. 
The back burner is heated 
by the smoke passing 
from the front flame into 
the chimney and boils 
water more slowly, but it 
can also re-heat foods or 
simmer what has already 
been boiled on the front 
burner. The Justo 16x24 
has one main cooking 
surface, covered with an 
iron plancha, which is 
useful for cooking tortillas 
or meats. Though both 
stoves have their good 
qualities, with near una-
nimity we decided that 
the Inkahuasi seemed 
the most useful for rural 
women.

Over the course of the 
workshop, all eight mem-
bers of the ECPA team 
learned not only how 
to construct the stoves, 
but how to modify them 
to suit the needs of the 
community and to make 
use of whatever materi-
als are most affordable 
at the local level. This is 
particularly important in 
a country like Nicaragua, 
which is home to depart-
ments with widely varying 
resources and climates. 
Perhaps most important 
of all, under the leader-

It’s four o’clock in the 
morning and your 
house is on fire. The 

smell of burning plastic 
wafts into your bedroom 
first, followed by billow-
ing smoke and the shouts 
of your host mother. It 
takes you a moment, as 
you rub your eyes and 
crawl out from under your 
mosquito net, to remem-
ber that this happens 
every day. There is no 
real fire, just the smoky 
awakening of the leña 
stove in the kitchen while 
your mother shouts at the 
children to get ready for 
class. There is, however, 
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How to Buy 
a Beet in the 

Market
Paul Nelson, 

SBD 53

1. Tell your friends and family that you’re going to the 
market and that you’d be happy to buy some veg-

etables if they need some.  Suggest beets, like those over 
there on the kitchen table, in Spanish called 
- what’s that? nabos? - that anyone who 
knows anything can tell are 
beets, plain as day.

2. Go to the market.  Bring 
money, but not in any 

bill less than C$20 and not in 
change. 

3. Ask how each vendor is doing and, 
for good measure, ask how their day is 

going, before quickly following-up with a question 
about how much those nabos, lying in a heap in 
that basket, cost.  After each vendor’s response, 
contort your face so as to express, without 
words since, let’s be honest, your Spanish 
isn’t up to snuff, your shock, utter shock at 
the prices people charge for beets these 
days, and that you know better since 
you’re a sharp one, obviously, and that 
you won’t pay for any more than C$2 less 
than the going price. 

Letter From Nueva Segovia

Among the things to learn in site, how to stay alive 
(literally) ranks pretty high in importance, occu-
pying a lofty vantage point, right up there with 

how to feign comprehension and how to plead igno-
rance.  Yet the mechanics of staying alive, being as they 
are our particular means of forestalling death, take on 
as many forms as there are ways of dying.  For instance, 
at dangerous crossroads 
of swift traffic, webs of 
ink stretch across the 
asphalt so that walkers 
may somewhere cross in 
apparent safety.  And on hot days in Nicaragua, which 
happen with relentless regularity, cold tanks of water 
wait, always ready to cleanse and refresh us, even when 
we’d just as soon suffer from a hot shower as shiver.  In 
short, many things exist that help us stay alive, one way 
or another, and in Nicaragua, one such thing is nutri-
tious food, like avocados and tomatoes and even, some 
say, beets.  But how, you say, can I avoid death if I don’t 
know how to buy a beet?  That’s an excellent question, 
with many possible answers, some philosophical.  Here 
is a practical one:

4. Select at least 6 nabos for that day’s dinner salad, or 
no, go for 10 since the math is easier (and since the 
vender, oddly enough, also doesn’t have any change 

less than C$20) and you’re in an expansive mood 
anyway.  Prod each nabo knowingly, eyes nar-

rowed, brow arched. 

5. Pay.  Do so in a 
way that expresses 

clearly that you’ve done this 
a million times and that even 

if you’re getting hung out to dry 
at those prices, you’re cool with it 

because you know. 

6. Saunter home, feeling healthier al-
ready, and nonchalantly proffer the 

bag of nabos to your family. 

7. Repeat steps 1-6, but this time, 
buy beets (that is, remolachas), 

not turnips (nabos), which if you really 
think about it, aren’t that hard to distin-
guish from beets, anyway.

ship of Felix Cardoza and 
Lissette Carranza, all 
eight of us volunteers got 
the chance to share expe-
riences cross-sectorally in 
order to create a unified 
group, with the specific 
goal of helping fellow 
volunteers solicit ECPA 
funds and build better 
stoves in their commu-
nity.

The future of the ECPA 
program depends on PC 
Nicaragua volunteers tak-
ing advantage of the funds 
that may be used both to 
buy demonstration mod-
els, and training the com-
munity to use a new type 
of stove. Perhaps the best 
place to start is with host 

families, working with 
them everyday to cook 
on their improved stove 
and showing them that 
the economic and health 
benefits of a smoke-free 
kitchen are worth the 
extra initial effort. And, 
who knows, with a little 
effort and a little patience, 
you might even wake up 
breathing easy. VP
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Letter From Nueva Segovia

Letter From Nicaragua

I have not been found,
and to search would be futile,
for if lucky it finds you,
and not the other way around.

Though I want nothing more,
it evades me,
I feel the presence of its movement,
believing I am close,
the vision of what it could be,
the memory of what it once was.

I ponder how it to came pass,
amazement through reflection,
though details now distorted by time.

To have been exposed to such truth,
experiencing something few ever will,
can I turn my back on what I once thought so true?
should I forget to prevent a greater wound?

Something so rare,
what if only presented once?
should I be satisfied by what has already been given?
is it wrong to hope no limit is placed?

My patience is tested whether worthy of virtue,
my faith blinded longing only to see,
for this moment if granted would be a key,
to unlock new found potential in me.

Untitled
José
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quite as catchy as the official tag 
lines about making a difference and 
living out your passions, but the 
people who are actually living out 
in the field can appreciate the truth 
behind the jest. When high-achiev-
ing students of the multitasking 
generation in the U.S. are dropped 
in a country where the punctuality 
of public transportation is about 
as reli-
able as the 
roosters 
that don’t 
distinguish sunrise from 2:00 A.M., 
there is bound to be some frustra-
tion. While some Volunteers may 
start out with ambitious plans for 
various projects or goals, all of 
them are likely to experience some 
periods of cynicism about their 
work.

The first mental shift that volun-
teers perform to combat cynical at-
titudes is to adjust their standards 
for progress. “I tried not to have too 
many expectations,” said Christine 
Newton. From previous volunteer 
experiences, she learned that the 
linguistic, cultural and economic 
barriers often create unforeseen 
obstacles to preconceived plans. 
In training, they are told that they 
might not accomplish anything in 
the first year. “They tell us from 
the beginning that we don’t need 
to move mountains,” said Justin 
Bleiler. Monica Schneiderman com-
mented, “I may not accomplish ev-
erything I hope to, but at least I can 
accomplish something small.” Hu-
mility is a key concept. “The harsh 
reality is that, no, I’m not going to 
save my community in two years,” 
said Thayer Rosenberg.  “But I 
know that whatever I do is a part of 
the changing process. It didn’t start 
when I came and it won’t end when 
I leave.” MaryJo Aerts echoed, “I 
know I’m not going to change the 
entire educational system. But if I 
can help three teachers, maybe they 
can help ten more, and then those 
thirty will go on, etcetera. That’s 

Letter From Nicaragua

Conflict
in

Peace

Katie Williams Every year, hundreds of 
starry-eyed college gradu-
ates in the United States 

dream of embarking on a heroic 
mission of international humani-
tarian service. The romantic image 
of a Peace Corps volunteer is of a 
selfless adventurer, abandoning the 
comforts of modern society to go 
live in an impoverished village and 
immerse themselves in local indig-
enous communities. They embrace 
extreme climates, rustic living con-
ditions, and culture shock as they 
welcome challenges in the pursuit 
of discovering new truths about 
themselves and the world they aim 
to shape. 

From ambitious business stu-
dents looking to boost their expe-
riential resumes to adventurous 
environmentalists craving exotic 
landscapes, the diversity of per-
sonalities, motivations, and goals 
among the volunteers is vast. But 
regardless of those differences, the 
philosophical perspectives of every 
volunteer inevitably undergo sub-
stantial reconstruction during their 
27-month tour. Diving head-first 
into a radically different lifestyle 
with ample time for solitary reflec-
tion creates fertile ground for new 
perspectives on the world. 

As these courageous young adults 
experience new countries, lan-
guages, and peoples, they also 
embark on an internal journey, 
through periods of idealism as 
well as cynicism, altruism as well 
as self-interest, confidence as well 
as doubt. How do they cope with 
working toward impossible goals? 
How do they reconcile the appar-
ent paradox of their aim to develop 
with their belief in cultural plural-
ism? How to they balance their own 
priorities with those of their hosts? 

“Peace Corps: Something will 
probably go wrong today.” This 
was an alternative slogan jokingly 
proposed by one volunteer. It is not 

Chelsea Meyer, ENV 51, hosted 
her friend, Katie Williams, in 
January while she conducted 
research for an independent-
study class at Whitworth Uni-
versity in Spokane, Washing-
ton.  Below are excerpts from 
the article.  Condensing a 21-
page article into three pages 
may improve readability but 
doing so can also change the 
meaning of what the author 
originally wrote.  If you would 
like to read this one in full, 
please email Va Pue (pcvapue@
gmail.com) for an electronic 

copy.
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grassroots.” Simply put by Peter 
Hogoboom: “You can’t be a control 
freak.” But that is easier said than 
done, especially for the typical PCV. 
According to Newton, the Peace 
Corps tends to attract young people 
with “strong personalities” who are 

usually good at what they do. dur-
ing training, she felt intimidated by 
some of the other volunteers who 
seemed to “have it all together” and 
came prepared with flash cards, 
games, stickers, and other school 
supplies. “But once you get out 
here,” she said, “it’s not about who 
is the best teacher, but who is the 
most adaptable.” 

While remaining humble, volun-
teers also speak of the importance 
of staying positive. The overwhelm-
ingly consistent characteristic 
among the Nicaragua PCVs was 
optimism. “You can’t just focus on 
the failures. You have to look for 
the things that you did accomplish. 
Maybe I didn’t get done everything 
that I wanted to, but I met some 
cool people and planted a few 
seeds,” Newton said, speaking liter-
ally and metaphorically. “I believe 
in self-fulfilling prophesies,” said 
Schneiderman.  “If you are pes-
simistic, you will never accomplish 
anything.” despite the probability 
that “something will probably go 
wrong today,” the volunteers keep 
their chin up and soldier on. Bleiler 
shared, “You may get frustrated 
that someone doesn’t come to a 
meeting or if your projects aren’t 
working out, but then something 
little will happen. Like when some 
girls in my neighborhood were so 
excited to come over and tell me 

that they had planted the seeds I 
had given them and that they were 
growing. Little things like that 
make all of it worthwhile.”

Katie Aldon admitted, “We will 
never be able to relate to them on 

some levels.” Language 
is often a major hin-
drance to the volun-
teers’ aim to disguise 
their foreignness. “You 
read about cross-cul-
tural communication 
in training,” said Chris 
Ortega, “but you live 
it here. Even a direct 

translation of words can mean dif-
ferent things.” A common example 
is the difference between Western 
and Latin conceptions of time. A 
North American considers the word 
“now” to indicate that very instant, 
where as a Latin American may 
use the same term to describe an 
event happening in several hours. 
Ariel Howell suggested that the gap 
in the ability to relate “has a lot to 
do with different levels of educa-
tion. You can talk a lot about the 
present, but you can rarely talk 
about the future.” Or perhaps the 
volunteers are incapable of com-
prehending the perspective of a 
people living in a world that is less 
dominated by material ambitions. 
Frustrations with the inability to 
overcome certain cultural barriers 
can cause some volunteers to swing 
to the other extreme and become 
cynical about ever being recognized 
as a member of their community: 
“disillusionment enticed lonely 
volunteers to fraternize more with 
fellow Westerners than with his 
hosts… [Some] got sucked into 
‘expat’ syndrome” when they were 
fed up with trying to be accepted 
as locals (Rice, 1985). But for the 
senior volunteers of Peace Corps 
Nicaragua, accepting the fact that 
they would always be a foreigner 
allows them to embrace the differ-
ences as interesting cultural ex-
changes. Patricia Hertzler said, “At 

first I was embarrassed about being 
different, but the people in my 
community get a laugh out of it, so 
now it’s funny.” Ultimately, a sense 
of humor is the most vital tool to 
navigate the extremes of optimism 
and cynicism.

Development and 
Imperialism

Teaching children how to 
plant gardens in a develop-
ing country seems about as 

ethically controversial as helping 
an elderly woman cross the street. 
Yet volunteers often struggle with 
the moral validity of their work, 
as they seek to find the balance 
between development and cultural 
imperialism. When the Peace Corps 
was first established, revision-
ist historian Marshall Windmiller 
charged that its major function 
was “to assist in the expansion of 
American cultural values to develop 
pro-American, English-speaking 
elites, and to make America’s role 
in world affairs more palatable” 
(Windmiller, 1970). A British 
journalist accused the Peace Corps 
of promoting the idea that empire-
building was an “exciting moral 
adventure, good for the character” 
(Fairlie, 1973). One representative 
in the Philippines said, “Volunteers 
believe in America’s historic mis-
sion to spread the value of freedom 
of choice… They agree with Presi-
dent Kennedy that it is ‘The Ameri-
can people who should be marching 
at the head of the worldwide revo-
lution’” (Fuchs, 1967). 

Of course, volunteers never intend 
to be imperialists. On the contrary, 
the Peace Corps has a reputation 
for appealing to the John Lennon-
loving international studies majors 
who are fed up with American 
society and culture. “I’m not here 
to force my values on anyone” is a 
common slogan among volunteers. 
But as much as the aspiring global 
citizens may want to express the ut-

I believe in self-fulfilling proph-
esies.  If you are pessimistic, 

you will never accomplish 
anything.

Monica Schneiderman
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most tolerance and respect for oth-
er cultures, they cannot completely 
erase the historical, economic, and 
political power relations between 
the United States and the countries 
where they are working. “In some 
of the more sensitive of developing 
nations,” comments Gerard T. Rice, 
“the slightest non-native act--eating 
canned food, for example--could be 
regarded as cultural imperialism.” 
They cannot help the fact that “[t]
he Peace Corps originated in a cul-
ture which places a greater impor-
tance on social change, efficiency, 
and material well-being than many 
cultures of the developing coun-
tries. To varying degrees, volun-
teers are bound to reflect these 
values overseas” (Rice, 1985). 

Altruism and Self-Interest

Stanford University Profes-
sor Elizabeth Cobbs Hoff-
man wrote that at its incep-

tion, “the Peace Corps reassured a 
broad-cross-section of Americans 
that there was at least one as-
pect of their nation’s policy that 
was indisputably good....The new 
program appeared to represent 
pure altruism” (Cobbs Hoffman, 
2000). A sense of commitment to 
one’s fellow man is a common—
and easy—explanation for wanting 
to join the Peace Corps. Some of 
the volunteers in Nicaragua claim 
that their own motives for joining 
were largely other-centered. “Our 
generation has a feeling that we are 
citizens of the world,” said Thayer 
Rosenberg, “We have more aware-
ness of how our actions affect peo-
ple globally.” According to Monica 
Schneiderman, her own decision to 
apply was a matter of duty: “With 
privilege comes responsibility. I am 
fortunate enough to come from a 
country of affluence and I have the 
ability to speak Spanish. I have the 
resources to travel so I should use 
what I have in the best way pos-
sible.” 

However, many other volunteers 
in Nicaragua admit to having more 
self-interested reasons for joining 
the service. “I wanted to prove to 
myself that I could do it,” said Juli 
Stirrup, “It’s an experience that 
most people will never have.” Pat 
Hertzler noted that the image of 
the Peace Corps as an organization 
influenced her decision to become 
a volunteer: “I could have signed 
up for some other international 
organization, but this is the Peace 
Corps. It’s famous.” Counting his 
various motivations for joining on 
his fingers, Steven Becker directly 
emphasized the personal factors 
over the altruistic ones: “I wanted 
an adventure, I wanted to build my 
resume, I wanted to serve my coun-
try, and I wanted to help—a little, 
not a lot.” In addition, many of the 
younger volunteers see their service 
as a stepping stone for their next 
career path. Some of them even 
receive Masters Credit while they 
are volunteering. “I eventually want 
to work in a national park,” said 
Bleiler, “and this is a great inter-
mediate step. I really wasn’t ready 
to start working at a real job yet.” 
Chris Ortega commented, “Many 
of us are going to be future leaders 
of our country and I think it’s very 
important that we have a broader 
perspective of the world than what 
we could just experience by living 
at home in the States.”

So You Want to Change the 
World?

The volunteer report forms 
that are sent to Washington 
three times per year at-

tempt to document just how much 
“peace” is being made in various 
sectors. Surveys and statistics aim 
to quantify volunteer efforts and 
define progress. “At the end of the 
fiscal year,” said Chelsea Meyer, 
“we have to total up all the people 
that were involved in our activi-
ties and we always joke that it’s 
the total of the number of ‘lives 

we touched’.” despite the logisti-
cal necessity of such procedures, 
assigning numerical values to the 
work of a volunteer is like trying to 
stab a grape with a fork. So much of 
their role is intangible, it is diffi-
cult to pin down exactly how much 
they are accomplishing in concrete 
terms. And especially because two-
thirds of their official mission is 
relationship-based, it is impossible 
to determine definitively utilitarian 
success for a volunteer. 

Such ambiguity is the primary 
source of philosophical tensions for 
volunteers. If the goal of the Peace 
Corps was defined in strictly quan-
titative terms (i.e. “construct 100 
plastic bottle houses”), the volun-
teers might not consider whether 
they are being too altruistic or not 
optimistic enough. But the broad 
“world-saving” ideal of the Peace 
Corps makes volunteers suscep-
tible to being either swept up by 
the grandeur of heroism or crushed 
by the weight of impossible goals. 
Consequently, the “peace” is not 
necessarily made in the projects the 
volunteers perform in their com-
munities. It’s really made on the 
line between the warring ideas of 
optimism and cynicism, develop-
ment goals and imperialism, and 
altruism and self-interest.

There is one striking characteris-
tic shared among the Peace Corps 
volunteers of Nicaragua. It is not 
relentless optimism nor is it over-
zealous ambition. It is not saintly 
selflessness nor lofty confidence. 
Although some of the volunteers do 
exhibit those characteristics, those 
qualities are not what make them 
exemplary as volunteers. The com-
mon trait that distinguishes them 
and enables them to perform their 
role with excellence is subtle but 
unmistakable. It is a simplicity of 
mind.  VP
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Letter From Chinandega

Hi From the 
States

Erin Anthony, ENV 51

Since being “med-sepped” on April 9th, I’ve been home and trying to readjust little by little. 
The transition from Peace Corps to the “real world” is just as they say: hard. From spending 30 
minutes trying to decide on a brand of cereal to marveling at the sheer size of Wal-Mart, the 
shift is difficult at best. The hardest part for me is going from having a job, a purpose, a reason 
to get up in the morning…to sitting on my parents’ couch as they head off to work and I’m in 

for another day of watching TV reruns and searching through another 100 job ads. 

But for me, there has been one saving grace: time with family and friends. I had forgotten how 
nice it was to see my parents and baby brother and talk on the phone to my best friend every 
day. And I have had some success on the job front with a few call backs, but I haven’t made 
any decisions yet. So that’s my update, and now I’d like to share my advice for anyone that gets 

“med-sepped,” since it’s such a sudden transition and it’s hard to prepare. 

Here are my top three tips for the medically separated:

1.    Don’t jump back into US culture too quickly. My first instinct was to get a cell phone, 
buy a car, and look at apartments. But instead, I took other RPCVs advice and took it 

slow, taking time to make decisions and just relaxing during the first few weeks at home. 

2.    When job searching, play up Peace Corps. Coming to Nicaragua straight from college, I 
didn’t have any real-world work experience. I was afraid that I wouldn’t be eligible for 

certain jobs because of that, but it turns out that Peace Corps carries a lot of weight, and it 
means even more to employers if you detail your service as much as possible on your resume.

3.    Take advantage of Peace Corps resources. There are tons of RPCV resources out there, 
including forums and job connections if you just look for them.

іCuidense mucho y nos vemos pronto!
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Guía Column

Does the recent 
turmoil in the 

Ivory Coast 
vindicate Paul 

Collier’s 
support 

for foreign 
military 

interventions?

Paul Nelson, SBD 53 These university students are collecting signatures 
in their campaign against foreign military forces 

forcibly removing Gbagbo from power.

Signing Up Against World Consensus

A couple weeks ago the Ivory Coast tentatively emerged from a 
months-long slugfest between two would-be presidents, a fight 
that had threatened to reignite a civil war that raged as recently as 

2002.  Most think this would’ve happened, too, had the United Nations 
and France not launched military strikes to protect civilians from pres-
ident-cum-dictator Laurent Gbagbo, who, until his arrest on April 11th, 
fought forces of the rightful president, Alassane Ouattara, and raped, 
killed, and beat up hundreds of civilians.  

Until that day, and since the presidential election in November, the Ivo-
ry Coast’s economy staggered to a halt, hundreds of people were killed, 
and neighboring countries fretted over the risk of a regional conflict as 
they watched refugees flee battles waged between Gbagbo, who lost the 
election but refused to step down, and Ouattara.   

Luckily a regional conflict didn’t happen.  And now, as the “natural” 
order of things slowly reasserts itself and the world waits to see how 
Ouattara handles being in a position both to govern and to exact retribu-
tion, we are left with many questions, including how significant it is that 
it took a bombing campaign executed by the UN and France to dislodge 
Gbagbo from power.  

Of course, as all this brewed and boiled over, the world’s attention was 
trained on another part of Africa, as Libya, Tunisia, and Egypt were 
whipped up in a froth of popular revolt against repressive regimes whose 
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power was more tenuously held than realized.  On a 
global level, the Ivory Coast’s domestic conflict may 
seem unimportant by comparison.  But I think it in 
fact may prove hugely consequential for what it says 
about a controversial proposal regarding the use of 
foreign military intervention that Paul Collier has 
pushed for a few years now.    

A Review of What Collier Has Been Pushing 
For a Few Years Now

In The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest Countries 
Are Failing and What Can Be Done About It (and 
in another more recent book called Wars, Guns, 

and Votes), Collier argues that about 60 of the poorest 
countries are caught in at least one of four traps: (1) 
being small, with poor governance; (2) being land-
locked, with poor neighbors; (3) being cursed with an 
abundance of natural resources; and (4) being racked 
by conflict now, or in the recent past.  According to 
Collier’s research, each trap is triggered by certain 
things, and each is alone capable of perpetually en-
snaring the suffering country’s economy, thus requir-
ing some sort of outside solution.

Collier reviews the tools most used to ratchet coun-
tries up the economic ladder and finds them lacking.  
Foreign aid, for example, seems to have had negligible 
effect in its current form (nearly $2 trillion in aid has 
barely affected growth rates), which bodes ill for it 
disrupting a status quo of economic deterioration; 
likewise, free trade agreements as most-commonly ne-
gotiated don’t adequately account, as one example, for 
Asia’s head start in developing a manufacturing base 
and low-cost labor force.  

Collier’s solution owes a little inspiration to both for-
eign aid and trade agreements.  To counter the effects 
of being landlocked, with poor neighbors (a geograph-
ic reality that can neutralize whatever comparative 
advantage a country might lay claim to), Collier would 
focus on building access routes to the sea and negotiat-
ing free-trade agreements that give preferential treat-
ment to the poorest countries (such as by exempting 
them from certain tariffs or import quotas).  To coun-
ter the downsides of having a lot of natural resources 
(including wars fought over who gets to exploit them 
and the “dutch disease,” which happens when the in-
flux of foreign currencies paid for the resource makes 
the domestic currency more expensive, thus making 
non-extractive investments more expensive – i.e., less 
attractive – for foreign firms), Collier would establish 
resource-specific international protocols to ensure 
ethical behavior on the part of mining companies and 
prevent public officials from siphoning resource rents 

into personal bank accounts.  

Collier would do other things, but what is relevant 
for the Ivory Coast is what he would do with foreign 
militaries: To counter conflicts and enforce domestic 
stability (after one conflict, relapse into violence is 
common), Collier would employ military intervention 
on the part of Western powers like the US, UK, and 
France, and international bodies like the UN, EU, and 
NATO.  The foreign forces (slash peacekeepers) would 
remain in-country for however long it takes for the 
economy to right itself, at which point a relapse into 
conflict would be less likely, theoretically.  How and 
under what circumstances would this work?  Thusly:

The international community (but in particular, the 
US, UK, and France) would issue a blanket guarantee 
to countries in the bottom billion that if a government, 
certified as legitimate (according to agreed-upon 
international standards), is overthrown or threatened 
by a coup, the international community will restore its 
power and guarantee its continuity by sending in for-
eign military and peacekeeping forces.  In the mean-
time, a massive influx of foreign aid would take place 
in a way that ensures maximum and enduring impact.  

If, however, a government previously certified as 
legitimate abrogates popular sovereignty in some way 
(by refusing to step down after losing an election or 
by torturing citizens, for instance), the guarantee of 
protection against internal threats would end.  

As Collier puts it, a direct consequence of losing such 
protection would include a clear signal to opposition 
forces that their path to power wouldn’t run a gauntlet 
of foreign forces.  And because the government would 
know this, says Collier, it would be disinclined to act 
contrary to international standards of conduct, which 
would thereby reduce the risk of conflict (because the 
government would have reason to function better) and 
set the stage for economic growth .

In effect, Collier’s framework is made up of an explicit 
promise (shipping in foreign military forces) versus 
an implicit threat (removing the cloak of international 
protection), which provokes obvious questions.  What 
happens if the specter of losing international protec-
tion isn’t enough to persuade a government to remain 
legitimate?  How would legitimacy be defined and 
measured?  What happens if there are no obvious op-
position leaders to whom the international community 
can lend its military might and technical knowledge?  
Since Collier envisions a decade-long international 
presence in post-conflict countries, how would the 
international community effectively counter fears 
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harbored by suspicious citizens of neo-colonialism and 
refute the rhetoric used by illegitimate governments 
and other opportunists who play upon such fears?      
   
Suppose an illegitimate government refuses to step 
down despite a removal of the guarantee of protection, 
and a conflict between it and the opposition ensues.  
Would the big powers just throw up their hands and 
say, “Sorry, we didn’t promise we’d support legitimate 
opposition forces, only that we’d not support illegiti-
mate governments.”  Or would they actively support 
whatever opposition forms, even if it (as commonly 
happens) commits similar atrocities?  The latter seems 
to make more sense if the mere fact of an ex-ante 
guarantee alters the course of domestic events.  

Even implicit threats of non-intervention (that sounds 
odd, but there it is) affect strategy, and would thus 
seem to invest us with an ethical obligation to mini-
mize harm from whatever follows.  If that is so, the 
guarantee would really be different from how Collier 
describes it; it would really imply a much broader 
commitment: not just active support of legitimate gov-
ernments, but if need be, active support of opposition 
forces.  You begin to realize how ambitious Collier’s 
idea really is when you combine that with (1) the fact 
that government corruption and civil strife is com-

mon in the countries to which Collier would extend the 
guarantee and (2) Collier’s guess that in each interven-
tion, foreign forces would station themselves in-coun-
try for at least a decade.   

Perhaps because Collier is confident that the risk of 
losing protection supplies enough disincentive to 
governments for them to remain legitimate, he doesn’t 
spend much time explaining how his proposal would 
deal with all these questions.  Likewise, when he says 
that domestic military spending would be cut follow-
ing an intervention, Collier doesn’t then explain how 
the thousands of newly unemployed soldiers would 
find paid employment not involving violence or cor-
ruption.  (domestic military spending would be cut be-
cause during the foreign military intervention, security 
would be provided by the international community.  
Collier would also cut the domestic military spending 
because there is an inverse correlation between aid ef-
fectiveness and the size of the military budget.)

Abidjan, the Ivory Coast’s capital, where many clashes erupted between rov-
ing militias and civilians and where death squads raped and killed civilians in 

both Gbagbo- and Ouattara-supported neighoborhoods.



37 Va Pue - May 2011

So what did critics have to say?

Much, they had much to say.  Collier published 
The Bottom Billion in 2007 and consequent-
ly, it seemed as if he could have picked a bet-

ter time to suggest adding military force to the foreign 
aid toolkit.  Collier all but guaranteed that in judging 
his ideas, reviewers would quickly bring up the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, the challenges of which were 
so overwhelming that they could hardly do any better 
as “this could happen to you” advertisements against 
long-term military interventions, however uniquely 
conceived. 

Collier also could have done better laying out the book 
(205 pages of math-light references to his research; 
anecdotal tangents testing what his research seems to 
say; many specific recommendations).  It proved to 
be just short enough for casual readers to flip through 
without their eyes glossing over, but just long enough 
to persuade them that an impressive array of data 
and data interpretation underlay its conclusions.  For 
many professionals, on the other hand, it proved to be 
just long enough to make plain the serious limitations 
of Collier’s datasets and the possibility that his conclu-
sions were therefore premature.  

The book was a bestseller, of course.  Causal readers, 
drawn by the alliterative title, no doubt, far outnum-
ber economists and statisticians who can spot (or care 
about) statistical correlations being used as bases for 
proposals without adequate qualifiers.  These read-
ers also like being told that while foreign aid has been 
bungled in the past, it still has a role to play, if only 
we give it a chance (in this respect, Collier consciously 
places himself somewhere between Jeffrey Sachs’ hu-
bris and William Easterly’s fatalism).  

Politicians often qualify as casual readers too, and 
anyway, are responsive to these people when enough 
rally around an idea.  For that reason, Collier could 
have been more careful to emphasize the incomplete-
ness of the data behind his claims: how it only sug-
gested certain relationships between variables (such as 
level of aid support and coup risk); how the data didn’t 
necessarily delineate the unique interaction between 
variables; or how much of the data was too incomplete 
for him to say that his particular policy prescriptions 
inevitably followed.  That he did not do these things 
adequately may explain why non-economist book re-
viewers praise what they think is his rigorous research 
(even when they disagree with his conclusions), and 
why economist/statistician reviewers single out the 
very same research for criticism.      

To be sure, Collier acknowledges repeatedly that his 
findings are tentative, but he dilutes the power of such 
qualifiers by sprinkling them across 205 pages of as-
suredness, being so specific with what he recommends 
(specificity tends to heighten persuasiveness), and 
relying on rhetoric when all else fails, at one point say-
ing that we can’t just stand around while people suffer 
until our data improves – the in-the-long-run-we’re-
all-dead angle.  

For critics such as Easterly, the fear that a groundswell 
of popular support for Collier’s untested proposals 
might lead to their official adoption may explain some 
especially barbed comments.  In the Boston Review, 
Easterly accuses Collier of using faulty logic and en-
gaging in data-mining to support a reckless, politically 
tone-deaf policy.  Easterly even goes so far as to call 
the idea of West-led military interventions “outland-
ish” saying, “[y]es, the word ‘neocolonial’ is overused, 
but with Collier’s recommendations I think one could 
drop the ‘neo’.”  

So that’s Easterly, but others cover similar ground, 
such as Paul Hoebink, who argues Collier produced a 
simplistic (and therefore unrealistic) model by ironing 
out too many social and historical wrinkles and who 
calls some of what Collier says in the book “absolute 
nonsense.”  

Hyperbole aside, this criticism has merit.  And yet as 
tenuous as the link between Collier’s treatment (mili-
tary intervention) and malady (economic anemia from 
toxic levels of conflict) may be, I think it is doubtful 
we’ll ever be able to harness whatever data we find to 
construct a model that is complex enough to account 
for the many actors (each with unique incentives and 
many of whom are less than rational) of any military 
conflict.  Neither do I think we’ll ever have a model 
intelligent enough to predict how these people would 
act in response to constantly changing variables.  After 
all, in the middle of any conflict, few people have per-
fect and timely information and few have access to the 
same information as anyone else.  

Blah, Blah, So What Does This Have to Do 
With the Ivory Coast?

Well, as I say above, many critics doubted Col-
lier’s ideas because they thought the evi-
dence underlying them (the ideas) was inad-

equate.  Of course, that’s not all Collier’s fault.  He may 
be able to show that conflicts hinder economic growth 
(something most of us assume to be true, intuitively), 
but there isn’t much data out there to prove whether 
relying so much on military force to end conflict is as 
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feasible a solution as he thinks it is.  Why?  Because 
exceedingly few incursions like what Collier envisions 
have ever happened (this is why he keeps bringing 
up one, Britain in Sierra Leone), but there have been 
many conflicts where the international community 
either intervened in-decisively or did little more than 
triage.  Result?  We have a trail of evidence left by non-
intervention that reveals its gruesome aspects (and 
which we can study), but we have no more than a few 
broken branches left by intervention (of the particular 
type envisioned by Collier – so I don’t count Iraq or 
Afghanistan or even Rwanda, since the international 
response there wasn’t decisive or consistent) that 
barely hint at the dangers of what we’re tracking.  

If you’re cautious, like Easterly, not knowing what 
you’re dealing with suggests more study is in order.  If 
you’re more confident in what wealthy nations can do 
with military might, like Collier, you wait for an op-
portunity to test your idea.  And for Collier, the Ivory 
Coast was an ideal Petri dish.  For one, the interna-
tional community was virtually unified in opposition 
to Gbagbo – rarely do Russia and China and other 
authoritarian-minded governments actively oppose 
regimes for being authoritarian (of course, Gbagbo 
forcefully went beyond that, but still).  Rarer still was 
the near-complete condemnation of Gbagbo by African 

governments, many of whom struggle with legitimacy 
themselves.  These two factors alone made the UN and 
France’s job much easier.  

International unity made decisive intervention pos-
sible.  Instead of arguing whether Gbagbo had to 
go and why, the UN, EU, African Union, and major 
powers focused on how to get rid of him.  Even then, 
they were generally decisive and didn’t dawdle.  In-
stead of leaping right away at a military solution, they 
methodically progressed through the ways they might 
persuade Gbagbo to step down; crucially, they did 
this without waiting so long that their last-shot plan, 
military intervention, would be too late to salvage the 
domestic economy or prevent all-out war.  

Unity among African governments against Gbagbo un-
dermined his anti-West, virulently nationalist claims 
that France wanted to use the domestic squabble as 
pretext for re-colonizing the Ivory Coast.  In fact, 
Nigeria’s foreign minister was one of the first to publi-
cally broach the possibility of a military intervention, 
and regional defense officials actively discussed using 
a military intervention to rid Africa of Gbagbo.  (Al-

These people in the west of the Ivory Coast were displaced by pro-Ouattara 
forces and are receiving food from a Catholic aid organization.
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though it’s true that the UN’s, but especially France’s, 
military presence in the Ivory Coast made Ouattara’s 
job of removing Gbagbo possible, the UN and France 
formally, if not substantively, refrained from acting 
beyond their Security Council mandate to protect civil-
ians and not to engage in offensive strikes.)   

The strategy may never have convinced Gbagbo’s sup-
porters that the UN and France were “benign” inter-
veners, but the progression from condemning Gbagbo, 
to imposing economic sanctions, to cutting off access 
to government financing (used to pay the civil ser-
vice and more importantly, Gbagbo’s militias), and to 
freezing foreign-held assets, certainly affirmed that 
the international community won’t violate territorial 
sovereignty if it can be avoided.  

does this mean that Collier’s idea has more going for 
it than Easterly and others think?  Possibly: Ouat-
tara now governs a country that just weeks ago was 
dangling by a thread above the abyss.  But Collier’s 
critics are also finding vindication for their claim that 
Collier’s idea is simplistic and that it assumes that 
these types of conflicts have a clear end-date.  On April 
12th, the day after Gbagbo’s arrest, forces loyal to him 
slaughtered 68 civilians and dumped the bodies in a 
mass grave dug at a soccer field in the capital, Abidjan.  
In that same week, one of the warlords who fought 
alongside Ouattara began dragging his feet in surren-
dering himself and his 5,000 men to his supposed ally, 
the new president.  (The warlord, Ibrahim Coulibaly, 
apparently killed himself on April 27th while fighting 
Ouattara’s forces.)  

In other words, things are always more complicated 
than you think and the good guys often aren’t good: 
Gbagbo himself was once a democracy activist, and 
forces loyal to Ouattara killed civilian supporters of 
Gbagbo during the fighting.  But although it is still 
too soon to say whether foreign military interven-
tion was wise, it’s fairly clear that if Gbagbo were left 
unchecked, economic collapse and widespread fighting 
would have surely followed.  It may be that in some 
cases, intervention is the least bad of many worse al-
ternatives, but the lack of any guarantee that even that 
is so is troubling to say the least.  VP      

To Make Up Your Own Mind...

Read: Collier’s argument for military intervention in 
the Ivory Coast: http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-
development/poverty-matters/2011/jan/11/ivory-
coast-elections-laurent-gbagbo-ousting

Read: Easterly’s argument against military interven-
tion in the Ivory Coast:  http://www.guardian.co.uk/
global-development/poverty-matters/2011/jan/14/
ivory-coast-william-bill-easterly

Read: a panel discussion at the Boston Review, 
including comments by Collier, about his ideas in The 
Bottom Billion: http://bostonreview.net/BR34.4/
ndf_development.php

Read: The New York Times’ page on the Ivory Coast, 
which summarizes the recent conflict and links to 
articles written as it unfolded:  http://topics.nytimes.
com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/
ivorycoast/index.html

Read: Chris Blattman’s (a Yale economist) excellent 
blog posts on the Ivory Coast:  http://chrisblattman.
com/tag/cote-divoire/

****
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A few months ago several of us decided to visit our 
buddy Steven in Somoto.  The reason we went... I’m 
not sure there really was one, but it sure wasn’t
for the canyon.

The Somoto Canyon, located in the department of 
Madriz, is accessed via bus (C$6), the cooperative taxis 
(C$10), or pidiendo un ride (priceless) from Somoto. 
The principal entrance into the canyon is Valle de
Sonis, a place very reminiscent of Huembes Bus Termi-
nal, where men run like lightning toward you with the 
sole goal of having you travel with them.

The tour guides at Somoto Canyon generally charge 
between C$200 and C$300 per person (even the best 
bargaining won’t get you lower than C$150), depend-
ing on which trail you follow. They’ll try and tell you 
that you can’t enter the canyon without them, or it’s 

Department Reviews

Jane Buhks, SBD 53

very difficult to find your way, but if you are an 
adventurous soul (or just broke), don’t pay them any 
mind. Without them, the entrance to the canyon will 
put you back a whole C$20.

An amazing quality about hiking the canyon is that 
it’s an activity for all levels of outdoorsiness, and 
for all-sized groups. We were a group of six ranging 
from a few experienced hikers to newbies like me.  
You can also customize your route based on how 
much time you have and physical exertion you wish 
to expend. For example, to go from the mouth of the 
canyon to the waterfall you can either swim or hire a 
boat for C$30-50 per person.

If you are looking for something adventurous to do 
on a budget and are in the area, hiking the Somoto 
Canyon is a must-do.

*Bonus: With mention of this article, receive one 
night free in Casa de Steven.

If you’re lazy, allow a guide 
to float you far beyond the 
canyon’s mouth and into its 
dark and cavernous 
swimming holes.

Swimming 
and Hiking

Somoto
Canyon

Madriz
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Ocotal feels more like a big town than a small city. 
Those who only pass through en-route to Estelí 
(less than two hours away) miss the low-key hang-
outs volunteers in Nueva Segovia have come to 
enjoy: restaurants where waiters remember your 
name, a handful of night-life spots to sit down for 
a drink or take a spin on the dance floor and an 
idyllic park for reading in the shade.

Two annual highlights are the Peace Corps Super 
Bowl party and a Somoto-inspired Carnival. For 
nine straight years volunteers from around the 
country have gotten together for the Super Bowl 
at La Yunta, watching on a big projector screen 
while wearing commemorative t-shirts and loading 
up on food and drink specials. In August, Carnival 
is a great chance to dance in the streets as Nicara-
gua’s best musical acts perform on multiple stages, 
in front of big crowds, until the sun comes up.  

The hub of Nueva Segovia is a humble department 
capital with four supermarkets, every major bank 
branch, a post office and plenty of clothing shops 
offering knock-off Lacoste polos, buried ropa 

americana treasures and Messi’s Barcelona soccer 
jersey. Weekends can be pretty tame but the bars 
are always open and special events held every 
few weeks at either of the two discos draw decent 
crowds. 

La Yunta, the preferred restaurant among volun-
teers, is a great place to meet up and split a fajita 
platter or treat yourself to a steak. Gigi’s hamburg-
ers are great, Llamaradas del Bosque has an exten-
sive typical buffet and La Esquinita’s breakfast hits 
the spot after a night out with friends. 

If you can, stay with one of the volunteers living in 
Ocotal, but if that’s not an option, Mi Hotelito is a 
comfortable bargain. Hotel Frontera has hot water 
and a swimming pool (if your parents are paying). 
Hotel Belriver, El Viajero and Hotel Ben Moral are 
somewhere in between. 

Entonces… if you’re looking for a fun place to 
watch the Super Bowl, if you´ve got a friend to 
visit or if you´re on your way to Honduras stop by 
Ocotal; you’ll have a good time. 

In January, Ocotal’s con-
crete patios are covered in 
beans such as these, which 

are sold for local 
consumption.

Neil Mirochnick, HE 52

Super Times In 
a Super Town
Nueva Segovia
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Most paid tours aren’t worth the time and money 
spent.  But a few friends and I took a tour of a 
cigar factory in Esteli recently and we all thought 
it was worth the C$100 price of admission.  There 
may be cheaper tours but the one we took, orga-
nized by Hostel Luna, was really easy.   

We knew the hostel had tours at 9 AM and 1 PM 
(if I remember right), so when we woke up we 
asked if we could go on the morning tour.  The 
short notice wasn’t a problem and we left Cafe Luz 
(across the street from the hostel) shortly after 
asking about the tour.  

A guy who may work at the hostel or cafe (I’d seen 
him around a lot) found two taxis for the short trip 
to the factory.  Leading us around himself (and 
with some help from factory staff) he gave us an 
excellent tour, about three hours long.  

Of course, you get to try a cigar at the tour’s end 
and you can buy them there, too.  If you want to 
send cigars to the States, you’ll need to do so at 
a special post office in Esteli.  I’m told it’s in the 
same building as or nearby to the normal post of-
fice.

Hostel Luna:  http://www.cafeluzyluna.com
Phone:  8405-8919 (speaks English)

Lexie Woodward, AG 53

A 
Factory Tour 

As Good And Long 
As Its Products

Esteli

Tabacco leaves hung up to 
dry in one of Esteli’s many 
cigar factories.  I’d tell you 
which one I toured, but I can’t 
remember.
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Reviews
Travels in Style: 

A Fridge Conundrum

Claire Desoi

Round Ireland With a Fridge, by Tony Hawks: from 
the very title itself this memoir sounds catchy and 
quirky enough to make for a satisfying weekend 

read.  And it is, being a backseat ride on one hitchhiker’s 
travels and troubles as he lugs—truly—a small fridge 
around Ireland. Hawks himself admits that probably no 
one would have held him to the drunken bet which began 
his journey, but for him that wasn’t reason enough to avoid 
the rainy roadsides of the Emerald Isle, and it’s a good 
thing he honored the wager, for how else would the world 
have received this giddy tale about “A totally purposeless 
idea, but a damn fine one”? 

The idea turns out to make a fine book as well, one filled 
with the humor, unrequited love, royalty, dodgy drivers, 
and pub celebrations that a rollicking read demands; a 
relief in the age where everyone can apparently publish a 
memoir, no matter how tedious the writing or the topic. 
(Octomom’s kids will be peddling theirs any day now. 
Oprah’s cocker spaniel already has a multi-million dol-
lar advance.) From trying to persuade the army to let him 
hitch a ride on a helicopter to sleeping in an actual dog-
house to “fridge christenings” and local bachelor contests 
where the star of the show turns out to be the fridge itself, 
Hawks takes the reader on a bumpy cruise which satis-
fies without turning overly maudlin or focused on the trite 
journey is its own reward cliché, and his wry tone as he 
recounts his own antics and those of the people he meets 
invites enough laughter to lighten up any dull afternoon.

Hawks’ journey is necessarily shorter than ours—his is a 
one month sprint around a cold, damp island, ours a sort 
of tropical marathon—but I couldn’t help noticing certain 
similarities between the two experiences. Nearly everyone 
he meets asks Hawks a question familiar to every Peace 
Corps volunteer: the chronic, ubiquitous-to-the-point-of-
obnoxious, Why?

Why stand on the side of the road with your thumb out, 
accompanied only by a household appliance? Why not take 
something smaller with you—an iron, perhaps, or a small 
blender? Why spend two years of your life in a remote 
village with no internet access and no local Starbucks to 
satisfy your every latté craving?

Inevitably, while reading, I found myself thinking about 
what the equivalent journey might be here in the land of 

lakes and volcanoes. Hitchhiking the circumference of Nica-
ragua with a weird bulky item? It has a curious romanticism 
to it. Heck, I thought to myself, half of us have probably 
already ridden from Honduras to Ometepe and back laden 
down with sacos of books, baskets, and backpacks; why not 
do something a little more fun? We could even recreate the 
excitement Hawks has crossing and re-crossing the border 
with Northern Ireland (the events of the book occur in the 
1990s, just after the Troubles ended), where half the people 
he meets suspect the fridge might actually be a bomb. Here 
all you have to do is forget to carry your passport and visa 
de cortesia near the Río San Juan or the Honduran border: I 
guarantee you’ll have an exciting few hours explaining your 
story to the immigration officials. It’ll be good for at least a 
couple of chapters in your own memoir. 

The trouble with this idea comes in finding the object d’lug, 
as the French say. Besides being much more than we can 
afford to lose if someone else runs off with it, a fridge is old 
hat on the buses and trucks of Nicaragua. A stove, perhaps? 
But you see those all the time as well: the same with gas 
tanks, mattresses, doors, televisions, clowns, pill salesmen, 
preachers, chickens, goats, and all manner of other crea-
tures. I have seen bedroom sets and ice cream carts loaded 
onto buses and shoved into taxis, seen twenty-seven people 
clamber out of a van built for ten, and people hitching rides 
with loads bigger than most hybrid cars. No one here would 
bat an eye at a hitchhiker with a fridge. What we need, then, 
is not an exact copy of the journey but a replication of the 
spirit of Hawke’s quest, of that apparently purposeless idea 
which nevertheless turns out to be a damn fine one. 

Maybe we’ve already found it; maybe volunteer service itself 
is our allegorical fridge. (We’ve all heard variations on this 
theme: “You mean you aren’t required to go do two years of 
service in a foreign country? And they don’t pay you much? 
And you still agreed?”) Maybe being a PCV is like dragging a 
fridge behind us everywhere we go, complete with the point-
ing, staring, and laughing of the crowd as well the encour-
agement and commiseration of friendly locals and other 
fridge-people alike.

Maybe that’s so. But if anyone has ideas for a weird, bulky 
household object I could proudly drag behind me in a post-
COS circumnavigation of Nicaragua, let me know. I’m still 
looking.  VP

A Review of Round Ireland With a Fridge, a Book by Tony Hawks
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Entrance/Exit Interviews

Hi, I’m New, 
But I’m  Nice, 

Too.

>> lindsey leslie

where are you from?  

Long Island, New York.

what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  

I graduated in May 2010 moved my 
stuff back home and then backpacked 
in Spain for the summer.  When I got 
back to Long Island I found a part-
time job and got an internship in NYC 
with an NGO that does HIV work with 
youth. I also spent a good amount of 
time sleeping on my friends couches, 
getting my fill of reality TV & Young 
Money and stuffing myself with pizza/ 
cream cheese bagels/ bacon, egg & 
cheese sandwiches and other deli-
ciousness.

what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  

Muchisimo!…but most of all just enjoy 
my time in Nicaragua.

First impressions of nicaragua?  
Beautiful, HOT, and people are really 
generous.

consider dating a nicaraguan?  

Yep.

what do you miss most from home?  

Hugs from my family/friends, Indian/  
Italian / Thai / Chinese / Etc. food, pe-
destrians having the right-of-way…

Favorite nica food so far?  

It’s a tie between cuajada (fresh or 
dry), cacao, and pescazon.

>> Rita santibañez 

where are you from?  

Oregon.

what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?   

I graduated in March from the Univer-
sity of Oregon, went on a 3.5 month 
camping/road trip with my dog, ran  
out of money and ending up working 

at Five Guys 
Burgers and 
Fries until I 
left for Nicara-
gua in Janu-
ary.

what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge?  

Try to slow my pace. I really want to be 
doing something all the time but it is 
perfectly acceptable to just sit around 
and chat here. 

Funny anecdotes from training?  

Going to a circus thinking it would 
be somewhat similar to what I think 
a circus is and have it be half-naked 
women dancing around for an uncom-
fortable amount of time. 

Biggest spanish mistake?  

Too many to name, I probably didn´t 
even notice most of them. 

what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  

If I could positively affect one person’s 
life I would feel accomplished.

First impressions of nicaragua?  

So beautiful and the people are so 
nice.

what surprised you most about nica-
ragua?  

The lack of spices.

consider dating a nicaraguan?  

I am dating a Nica, also something I 
never thought I would do here. 

what do you miss most from home?  

Being funny, I´m pretty boring in my 
current level of Spanish.

Favorite nica food so far?  

Buñuelos.  Mmmm, fried sugary good-
ness.

>>Tara scheuer

where are you from?  

Davis, California.

what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  

Finishing college at Cal Poly State Univ, 
San Luis Obispo, training for a mara-
thon, working as a server, and volun-
teering.

what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge?  

Establishing an effective work routine 
and getting the hang of volunteer life.

Funny anecdotes from training?  

I took a picture of my language facilita-
tor while he was teaching, and when 
he saw the flash he spooked because 
he thought it was an electrical fire. 

Biggest spanish mistake?  

Telling my youth group that we would 
“disfrutarnos” during our meetings. =/

what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  

Learn as much as I teach, if not more.

what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  

Shower with a tarantula.

First impressions of nicaragua?  

Gorgeous =).

what surprised you most about nica-
ragua?  

The burning of trash, and how hospi-

I’m also in NICA 55
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table and nice people are. 

consider dating a nicaraguan?  

Not sure yet. 

what do you miss most from home?  

Food. And family and friends. But defi-
nitely food.

Favorite nica food so far?  

Repocheta, and gallo pinto and 
cheese.

>>Kimberly e. norton

where are you from?  

Clearwater, Florida (Tampa Bay).

what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  

I graduated from the University of 
South Florida with my Bachelor’s in 
Sociology in 2009. Before coming to 
the Peace Corps I was working for a 
company that processed government 
contracts for the General Services 
Administration.  Basically companies 
that wanted to sell their products or 
services to the Federal Government. 

what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge? 

I think my greatest challenge will be 
being secluded from others. Also being 
away from my boyfriend in the states 
will be very hard for me. 

Biggest spanish mistake? 

I told my teacher that I was horny ex-
cited instead of happy excited. It was 
an Interesting conversation. 

what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  

I hope to make a difference in the 
life of even just one adolescent. I am 
already seeing many young girls with 
children and I hope to make a differ-
ence for a few to wait and continue 
their education.  I also hope to impact 
people with knowledge about HIV/
AIDS and STD’s. 

what is something you have done in 

nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  

Well I ate Iguana the other day for din-
ner. That is something I never planned  
on doing. 

First impressions of nicaragua?  

This is my first time out of the country 
so I took everything in at one time; 
from the noise in the cities, to the gar-
bage on the streets, to the good food, 
and the nice people. Overall I think it 
is a beautiful country with people that 
are so welcoming and willing to help.

what surprised you most about nica-
ragua?  

I think the general attitudes of the 
people surprised me. Before coming I 
had these preconceived notions in my 
head from all the statistics and infor-
mation on poverty that we received. 
Coming here I realized that the people 
are so outgoing and happy, always 
finding a reason to get together  to 
party or have fun. They are always will-
ing to help. 

consider dating a nicaraguan?  

No. I am in a very serious committed 
relationship back home in the states. 

what do you miss most from home?  

I miss my boyfriend and family. I think 
overall it’s just the comforts of home, 
my own bed, the food I am accus-
tomed to, my routine, etc. 

Favorite nica food so far?  Arroz de la 
Valencia. 

>>nishant Kishore

where are you from?  

Richmond, Virginia.

what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  

Working as a Paramedic, ER Scribe and 
Rowing Coach. 

what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge? 

Learning to not take it personally when 

people talk through you charla.

Funny anecdotes from training?  

Man Club for Men. 

Biggest spanish mistake?  

I told people we would be having 
refrigerators at our youth meeting 
instead of refreshments 

what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  

I hope to create something sustain-
able.  Even a joke that keeps on going 
after I leave would be nice.

what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  

I have littered.

First impressions of ncaragua?  

Really gorgeous and the people are 
ricidulously nice. 

what surprised you most about nica-
ragua?  

Nicaraguans generally don´t under-
stand how small of a country this is.  
I have heard Masayans bad mouth 
Nueva Segovia  as if it were some far 
of country without ever having been 
there, and vice versa. 

consider dating a nicaraguan?  

Million dollar question. 

what do you miss most from home?  
BBQ...friends and family too...but re-
ally BBQ.

Favorite nica food so far?  

Pollo Tapada.

>>lenka ahndrea Becvar 

where are you from?  

Tigard, Oregon.

what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  

I was working as a receptionist for 
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Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools in 
Chapel Hill, NC. I was also volunteering 
as a advocate for victims of domes-
tic violence at the Family Violence 
Prevention Center of Orange County 
North Carolina. 

what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge?  

Using the latrine everyday. I don’t 
know if I will ever get used to it.

Funny anecdotes from training?  

I missed out on feeling an earthquake 
because I was swinging in the park. My 
legs were off the ground, so I did not 
feel the ground shake. 

Biggest spanish mistake?  

I referred to my host cuñado as a 
disastre instead of a sastre. 

what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  

I just hope to be able to communicate 
with people in my community well 
enough to inspire them. If they under-
stand me and they think I’m cool, then 
they may want to brush their teeth 
and wash their hands just like I do. 

what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  

Give charlas to people waiting at the 
health post. I actually never once envi-
sioned myself doing such a thing. 

First impressions of nicaragua?  

I love Nicaragua. It’s a beautiful coun-
try full of romance and altruism. 

what surprised you most about nica-
ragua?  

How much people know about US 
sports teams. The Nicaragua men 
especially seem to care a lot about US 
sports and this was a bit surprising to 
me. I am also surprised that soccer is 
not as important here as it is in other 
Latin American countries. 

consider dating a nicaraguan?  

I would definitely date a Nicaraguan 
if I did not already have an awesome 
Argentinean boyfriend. I already have 
a couple Nicaraguan crushes, but they 

>>nicholas halbert, he

site:  

San Isidro, Matagalpa.

nicknames:  

Nico.

Favorite nica dicho:  

Dale hombre (DALE HOM).

number of nicas kissed:  

3.

what did you miss most from home?  

Salad with romaine lettuce (Ceasar 
Salad).

what did you do during your service?  

I worked with 3 youth groups and gave 
sexual health and reproduction classes 
to all high school students in night 
class.

Favorite nica food or drink?  

Vigoron.

Your pc nicaragua theme song?  

Any song sung by Gustavo Leyton.

when were you at your most nica?  

Riding a horse on the day of the hipico 
for the fiestas patronales in San Isidro.

Favorite thing about your site?  

The safety – very little crime.

Best memory?  

Winning 6 beer pong games in a row 
in La YUNTA for Super Bowl XLV in 
Ocotal, N.S.

worst memory?  

Crashing my bicycle on a speed bump 
at midnight in front of the Catholic 
Church in my site.  I have a nasty scar 
on my elbow from where I practically 
scraped my elbow on the street to the 
bone!

Most embarrassing moment?  

Walking into my health center at 6 
am the morning following my “worst 
memory” asking to get my wound 
cleaned.  Luckily I did not need stitch-
es!

how many times did you have to 
poop in a cup?  

5.

part of your body or health that will 
never be the same?  

The scar on my elbow from when I fell 
off or “crashed” my bike.

Best place to be vago? 

Leon.

Best piropo? 

¿Te acompano amor?

craziest bus story?  

Riding on a bus from Estelí to my site 
and a five-year-old child pukes all over 

Hi, I’m Not 
New. 

In Fact, I’m 
Leaving. 

And I’m in NICA 49

will have to remain crushes for eter-
nity. 

what do you miss most from home?  

(1) Boyfriend, (2) good beer, (3) going 
out to rock concerts on the weekends

Favorite nica food so far?  

Buñuelos rock my world!
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the 2 seats in front of him while on the 
lap of his mother.  I was sitting on the 
other side of the bus 2 seats back and 
somehow got collateral pukage on my 
shoe... WOW.

what you’ll miss the most?  

Being VAGO, drinking until 4 am in the 
morning in my city park.

Best care package item?  

Condom.

advice on dating a nica?  

Only date if you plan on getting mar-
ried or on bringing them back to the 
U.S.

Break any pc rules?  

Riding a bicycle without a helmet, rid-
ing in the back of many pickup trucks, 
riding on the back of many motorcy-
cles (of course without a helmet), not 
reporting out-of-site…..riding a horse 
without a helmet?

ever wanted to eT?  

All the time….the urges began after my 
1 year in country.

would you do it all over again?  

Absolutely, with the condition that I 
would be put in CORINTO, CH, instead 
of San Isidro, MT!

gained or lost weight?  

Gained 12 lbs, because I lived with a 
fachenta family who ate chicken, beef, 
fish or pork daily.

Biggest challenge?  

Working without a Nica counterpart.

advice to remaining volunteers?  

Stick it out…It’s worth it to finish your 
service.

Regrets? 

NOT REQUESTING TO BE IN CORINTO, 
CH.

where we can find you in 10 years?  

Who knows?  Denver, Minneapolis.

Parting words?  Thank you so much to 
VA PUE....  Many volunteers read your 
journalism and are encouraged and 
motivated to continue their service 

here in Peace Corps Nicaland.

>>penny gage

site:  

Palacaguina, Madriz.

nicknames:  

I went by “Lilia” throughout my service 
(my Spanish name from high school 
Spanish class).  Just try and get the 
average Nica to pronounce “Penny” 
and you´ll know why I did.

Favorite nica dicho:  

¿Y entonces...?  ¿Y de hay? 

number of nicas kissed:  

I don´t kiss and tell.

what did you miss most from home?  

Kombucha, hands down. Oh right, and 
my family.

what did you do during your service?  

Worked with brigadistas, parteras, 
nurses, doctors, and teachers to edu-
cate in HIV, STDs, teen pregnancy, and 
maternal and  child health.  Taught 
an aerobics class and soy workshops, 
was on a volleyball team, tried to start 
a community bank, painted a world 
map, rode in a lot of hot buses, helped 
make an horno mejorado, was a vaga, 
drank a lot of sweet coffee, gave innu-
merable charlas, blogged, made a lot 
of papelografos, became an expert at 
putting a condom on a cucumber and 
then a wooden penis (when I finally 
had one given to me), worked with 11 
youth health promoters to train 110 of 
their peers in sexual and reproductive 
health, played Uno with my neighbors, 
listened to a lot of Podcasts, tried to 
learn how to cook, fell in love with red 
beans, got sick a LOT, sweated pro-
fusely, swept a lot of dirt, worked with 
Potters for Peace to sell ceramic water 
filters, severely campo-ized my Span-
ish and tried to stay out of the sun.

Favorite nica food or drink?  

ROSQUETES!!  Also fresco de pitahaya.

Your pc nicaragua theme song? 

“Llamada de Emergencia” by Daddy 
Yankee, and “Cristo de Palacaguina” by 
Carlos Mejia Godoy (played at liter-
ally every act in my town).  Also, a 
certain “4 Fluidos” rap sung by myself 
and three other Nica 49ers comes to 
mind....

when were you at your most nica?  

When I´m in Managua I normally don´t 
eat out at the fancy, nice restaurants, 
but instead choose to get beans and 
tortilla at La Union or the Nica food 
place in Metrocentro.  There´s nothing 
like it.

Favorite thing about your site?  

My little hot pink house with my 
mango tree in the yard.

Best memory?  

Multiple nights spent getting down at 
Cigarszone in Estelí.  Also, the four day 
camping trip in Jinotega with the NGO 
Plan Nicaragua and the youth health 
promoters I work with.

worst memory?  

My 23rd birthday in Nicaragua in Gran-
ada coinciding with my first bacterial 
infection... Two days spent practically 
in a coma at Los Pinos recovering.  
Yuck.

Most embarrassing moment?  

The first time I did a condom demon-
stration in a billiards hall surrounded 
by men in Chinandega.  All the 
pena went away after the first time 
though....

how many times did you have to 
poop in a cup?  

Probably more than all of Nica 49 
combined.  I´d like to say I´m sort of 
a pooping-in-a-cup expert now. I can 
give you some pointers if you want.

part of your body or health that will 
never be the same?  

God, my intestines. 

Best place to be vago?  
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Managua - it has everything there or 
nearby, if you don´t mind the heat.

Best piropo?  

“Liiiinda! Regálame su pelo, solo un 
poquito…quiero pegarlo aquí…” (as he 
motions like he is sticking my hair to 
his own head).  Not sure if that counts 
as a piropo or not, but it was pretty 
entertaining.

what you´ll miss the most?  

My site mate, Kristen.  Also, being able 
to use Spanglish.

Best care package item?  

Wasabi, a sushi roller, and canned 
Alaskan smoked salmon.  A French 
press.  Ear plugs.

advice on dating a nica?  

No, gracias.

Break any pc rules?  

No comment.

ever wanted to eT?  

I really considered it a few times, but 
I´m a pretty stubborn person.  Also, I 
had a great network of friends here to 
keep me going.

would you do it all over again?  

Sure, just let me go back to the States 
for about ten years to recuperate….

gained or lost weight?  

Both - depending on what animals 
were inhabiting my intestines at the 
time.

Biggest challenge?  

Adapting to the Nica “work environ-
ment” and way of doing things (i.e. 
very slowly).  

advice to remaining volunteers?  

Be yourself in-site and spend time with 
those Nicas that appreciate and like 
you.  Don´t waste your time stressing 
about the gossip and things outside 
of your control.  Be effective in what 
you can - work with those who want to 
work with you. Don´t force it.  Keep up 
your blog- you´ll treasure it later.

Regrets?  

I´ve still never been to the Atlantic 
Coast!  Oh well, I´ll leave that for a 
return trip to Nicaragua.  

where we can find you in 10 years?  
I´ll be one of the youngest U.S. Ambas-
sadors appointed to Spain, throwing 
parties with tapas and red wine for all 
the diplomats  every week.  I will also 
be married to Enrique Iglesias.  Hey, a 
girl´s gotta dream, right?  VP

****
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Hello.

You just read 
all there is to 
read.  If that 
bums you out, 
all you have 
to do is write 
something for 
the next issue, 
and you’ll get 
to read even 
more.    

Or are you one 
of those peo-
ple who don’t 
want to ruin 
their dreams by 
making them a 
reality? If so, 
that’s okay, 
too, so long as 
you keep read-
ing.


