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Va Pue seeks to inform and entertain its 
readers, and is managed and nearly entirely 
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 
published 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 refuses to agree with 
whatever is said on these pages.  But life being 
life, ever mysterious, and capricious about 
lending us its unquestioning endorsement, 
we are compelled to say that the views within 
are solely of the authors who wrote them (that 
seems natural).  As this implies, such views are 
not the Peace Corps’ nor the U.S. Government’s.     

Why you should 
care that we’re on

Debates!
Archived Issues

Insider travel tips
Volunteer blogs and pics

facebook.com/groups/180250952088737/

This claimer:
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It was one year ago       in July when then PCV Ronald Park came to us here 
at Va Pue with the idea of writing a two-part article 

based on his individual journey through the Peace Corps experience. In part one Ronald describes his unique 
service in Nicaragua and how by never visiting home, rarely leaving site and limiting his time with other PCVs he 
committed himself to integrating into a new life. Then one year later Ronald picks up the thread and tells us as 
an RPCV what life was like re-integrating back into the culture of the United States. In this special edition of Va 
Pue we are re-publishing Ronald’s first article entitled “Two Years in the Wilderness” followed by part two, as an 
RPCV entitled “Continuing the Journey”.   We hope you enjoy!

Two Years in the Wilderness 
Ronald Park, SBD 56

When I first applied to the Peace Corps, I 
thought the two year commitment was 

something of a binding contract.  You had to 
stay put for the entire two years; you weren’t 
allowed to leave the country save for outstanding 
circumstances like wars, rape, or severed limbs.  
I think that first impression went a long ways 
towards steeling myself against going back home.  
I decided to consider this a learning experience, 
a way of recreating the immigrant experience my 
parents had when they came to the States.  It has 
been decades since my parents went back home. 
Two years should be the least I could do.
 
 People point out that my parents went from 
a poor country to a rich one, thus the transition was 
different.  The implication always was that their 
transition was easier.  “They went from a land of 
scarcity to a land of plenty!”  I beg to differ.  After 
two years, the only things I find myself looking 

forward to in the States are my friends and family.  
Yes, I’m sure eating a real hot dog will be nice, and 
it will be sweet to watch an entire YouTube clip 
without constant buffering, but these were never 
the things that had me thinking maybe I should just 
dip into my meager savings and make a trip back 
home.  After a while, the lack of the things you took 
for granted or enjoyed in the US slip out of your 
mind.  They become fond memories of a past life 
that becomes further and further removed as time 
goes by.  Just as family and friends remained the 
most important things on my mind when I lost air 
conditioning, washing machines, and smartphones, 
so I am sure they remained the most important 
things for my parents when they gained all those 
things in the States.
 
 The truth is you can’t make it through 
your entire service here without going back if 
you’re always thinking of home.  The body can’t 
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exist without the mind, and if your mind is always 
wandering back to California, or Texas, or wherever 
you’re from in the States, your body is going to 
suffer for it.  You’re going to be depressed, sick, 
and lonely, and eventually you’re going to need to 
go back.  At some point, I just stopped thinking as 
much about home.  Conversations over the phone 
stopped being about the fact that I was away and 
focused more on the life I was living in Nicaragua.  
Emails began to take on a more generic tone, as if 
it had always been the case that I lived abroad and 
my friends and family in the States.  I stopped going 
on Facebook.  At first it didn’t help to see my friends 
living lives that I was no longer a part of, later it was 
like watching strangers live strange lives.  
 I began a new life.  You integrate deeper into 
your community.  You spend more time with your 
friends in town.  When you get restless you visit 
other parts of the country; the parts you haven’t 
been to before.  Every step of the way you focus on 
the positives, the things about Nicaragua that make 
it great.  Perhaps strangely, part of the process 
involved spending less time with other volunteers.  
Some of that was due to integration.  If I were 
going to integrate in my community, I would need 
to spend time there, which meant I couldn’t spend 
time meeting up with volunteers in other parts of 
the country.  The other part was that you couldn’t 
see other volunteers without confronting what 
you left behind.  Too often conversations between 
volunteers turn towards the States.  Early on, these 
conversations would only pick at an itch I was trying 
to leave alone, later the same conversations just 
seemed strange and foreign.
  
 Now that two years have passed, it seems 
that I’m starting anew all over again.  It isn’t that 
I now feel Nicaraguan; despite all the integrating,        

I have never once felt remotely Nicaraguan during 
my time here.  I think rather it’s because, going 
back, I don’t feel particularly American.  Not once 
during my time here have I been “mistaken” for 
a gringo by anybody (Nicaraguan, foreign tourist, 
PCV, or other).  I have never been asked if I am from 
the States.  Even when I identify myself as American 
the follow-up questions always center on where 
I’m really from and what I really am.  Usually the 
clarifying responses, rather than painting myself 
as a unique American, have taken me further away 
from that identity.  Between explaining what I ate 
everyday growing up, to showing the difference 
between Korean and Chinese writing systems, 
I’ve probably talked 1,000 times more about my 
Korean culture and heritage than my American one.  
Combined with my reduced contact with friends 
back home and volunteers in country, never before 
have I felt more Korean than my two years here.  

 The notion of going back carries an odd time 
travel quality to it.  There’s a vision of the United 
States that I carry with me, but one I necessarily 
know has to be false.  Time didn’t stop in May 2011, 
and the home I find is going to be different from 
the one I left.  The more I think about it, the more I 
realize that I know less and less about the country 
I’m going back to.  How can phone conversations 
and photographs make up for two years of life?  
There are always things left unsaid and you find 
yourself craning your neck, trying see around the 
edges of the photo, trying to get some more of 
that context that is going to make everything make 
sense.  Ultimately, I realize that I’m not really going 
back home at all; that actually I’m going to a whole 
new place that, while still very familiar, holds its 
own surprises and things to learn.  It’s going to be 
an adventure, and I can’t wait.
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Continuing the Journey
RPCV 2011-13 Ronald Park

 There was no big homecoming. 
No gaggle of family and friends at the airport or 
a rowdy party the first weekend back. As I was 
standing at baggage claim waiting for my tattered 
duffel bag to come around the bend, I realized the 
man I had been standing next to was my father. I 
don’t know how long we had been standing there 
not recognizing each other. My father should be 
forgiven; my hair was long and unkempt, I hadn’t 
shaved in months, and my shoes and clothes made 
me look homeless. It took only a couple days for me 
to clean up, but I remember standing in front of the 
bathroom mirror about to put a razor to my face for 
the first time in months and feeling like I was about 
to lose something for good. There was a person 
who spent his days trekking from one rural school 
to another, teaching kids at each stop about how to 
run their own businesses. Sometimes he’d hop on 
a bus or a truck and go somewhere he hadn’t gone 
before. Along the way he would talk to strangers, try 
strange food or drink, and maybe meet a friend or 
two. Once I shaved he would be gone. There would 
be no evidence of him, and I would step out into a 
city where not a single person would know who I 
had been or where I had gone in the last two years. 
If I never mentioned it, it would be like it had never 
happened.
  
 It doesn’t feel like a year has passed. But here 
I am in July 2014 exactly a year later. It’s strange to 
think about how I might describe my first year back 

in the States. When I wrote about my thoughts of 
going back home after two years in Nicaragua, I 
felt I could plausibly write something that many of 
my fellow Volunteers could relate to. Having come 
back, I don’t feel quite the same writing about this 
experience. As varied as our experiences are in 
Nicaragua, we all head back to the States from the 
same vantage point of long-time travelers coming 
home. But each of us goes back to different homes, 
different places, and different people. We each go 
back and do different things.
 
 I came back to grad school. I arrived in the 
States in mid-July and began law school in mid-August. 
I was scrambling to get everything in order with the 
month I had in between. Once school started it was 
a whirlwind of activity. Time doesn’t move the same 
way here as it does there. In Nicaragua, Time would 
just kind of sit there, rocking back-and-forth on the 
porch, watching all the folks go by and not really 
doing much of anything. It’s there in the morning 
when you wake up, it’s there when you come back 
from teaching class, it’s there as you wring the water 
out of your clothes, and it’s there when you go to 
bed. You wonder if it’s ever going to get up and go 
do something. In the States it feels like Time slipped 
out the backdoor while you were busy checking on 
fifty other guests who dropped by for coffee. Didn’t 
Time just get here? Where did it go?
 Coming back to running water, hot water, 
and air conditioning was amazing. I’ve heard of some 
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Volunteers who try to hang on to the rustic living 
they enjoyed during service, but I was having none 
of that. Even a year later I’ll sometimes realize how 
amazing all this technology is and marvel at it. Even 
the buses are amazing. When I first stepped onto a 
bus after returning to the States I was blown away by 
the air conditioning, the GPS monitors showing you 
the upcoming stops and estimated times of arrival, 
and the overall quality and condition of the bus itself. 
I couldn’t understand why everyone didn’t take the 
bus. A few months later I realized it’s because you 
really don’t have time to spend two hours getting 
from point A to point B if a private car will take you 
there in twenty minutes.
 Which actually leads to the real tough thing 
to adjust to—how mundane all of this seems to 
everyone else. You spend so much time amazed at 
how pleasant sitting in a car can be that you don’t 
understand why your friend sitting next to you is so 
upset at the traffic. You don’t understand how a day 
can be ruined because the waiter got the order slightly 
wrong or the store didn’t quite open at the hour 
stated or Apple Maps just sucks. Because the only 
Americans you see are fellow Volunteers you forget 
that not every American is as adventurous and open-
minded, as patient and tolerant. Somewhere during 
the two years “American” became a stereotype 
based on Peace Corps Volunteers. As Volunteers we 
may have complained often but there was never 
a doubt that what we were doing was unique and 
amazing—something to write home about and be 
proud of. In some ways I had forgotten that many 
people do what they do because they have to or 
because they couldn’t find anything else. Life in 
some ways can be just as boring and uninteresting 

to people in Los Angeles as it seemed to be for some 
of my jovenes in Villanueva.
 What makes adjusting easier? For me it was 
reminding myself of what I wrote as I left Nicaragua: 
I’m not coming back to something I left behind but 
moving on to a new adventure. Having traveled all 
over Nicaragua, I realized that I hardly knew my own 
city. Who were the people who lived there? Where 
were its neighborhoods, and what made each one 
special? Where are the best restaurants, the most 
scenic locales, and the most interesting bars and 
shops? What are the hopes and dreams of the people 
who live in this city and how can I learn their story? 
More importantly, what are their needs and how can 
I help? Coming back gives you a fresh perspective 
on many things you might have taken for granted. 
As tempting as it is to share with everyone your 
story, step back and let them tell theirs. You might 
meet people who’ve themselves travelled to far-off 
places, who’ve built cars, who’ve played professional 
sports, who’ve written books and run political 
campaigns. You might stumble on artists who draw 
photographs with chalk using the sidewalk as their 
canvas. Listen long enough and they might show you 
to a bar hidden behind an unmarked wooden door in 
the back of a restaurant. Or they might take you to a 
cave in the middle of the desert, one that climbs up 
to the top of a rock formation and the only way down 
is through a narrow birthing canal. Just because your 
Peace Corps experience is officially coming to a close 
doesn’t mean that the way you’ve lived it has to 
change too. After a year, it’s still the best way to live.
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   On Why I Respect Nicaraguan Women 
     -Especially My Host Mom 
           Kelsey Guziak, Health 63

 
 If breathing smoke had health benefits, like 
eating vegetables or practicing yoga, my host mother 
would be one of the healthiest women I know. Like 
many women I have met here, Doña Virginia spends 
most of her day cooking over an open fire.  Have you 
ever stood over an open fire stove? And no, I don’t 
mean for the 30 seconds it takes you to scoop up 
a cup of coffee or snatch a plate of beans. I mean, 
have you stood there and 
fried a pan of enchiladas, or 
cooked a grill full of chicken?  
The experience leaves you 
sweaty, your face hot, and 
if the wind is blowing in 
the wrong direction, your 
clothes wreak of smoke. 

 
 Admittedly, I try to 
avoid my family’s outdoor 
kitchen, and prefer cooking on the more “fachenta,” 
propane fueled stove.  When I do make the trip, it 
goes as follows: first I take a deep breath of fresh 
air, pull open the heavy wooden door, quickly grab 
my pan and spoon off the shelf, then turn and make 
a beeline towards the exit. As I kick the door closed 
behind me, I slowly exhale and thank my lucky stars 
that I don’t have to spend all day back in that smoke-
filled kitchen.  I am especially humbled on the days 
when the wind is blowing in the direction towards 
our house and the smoke stays trapped inside, 
leaving the kitchen feeling like an indoor campsite. 

 
 My host mother owns her own restaurant, 
and if she lived stateside, her restaurant would be 
equivalent of a small town diner. It would be the 
kind of place that has red booths and shiny, plastic 
tables, and a bar with stools where you can sit and 
see the chef cooking your fried eggs and home fried 
potatoes right in front of you; the kind of place 
where customers get free refills on coffee, nothing 

on the menu costs more 
than $9.99, and everything 
is homemade. It would be 
the kind of restaurant where 
the owner knows you by 
name, and the waitress 
always remembers what your 
favorite meal is, so when you 
come in you just say, “I’ll have 
the regular.”  Her restaurant 
would support a youth sports 
team, and there would be 

framed pictures on the wall of each U-10 team she 
has given money to for the past two decades. 

 But, Doña Virginia lives in a rural community 
in Matagalpa.  Her dishwasher is her own two 
hands, and her griddle is an enormous iron pan that 
is always covered in a thin layer of oil, blackened 
by years of resting over open fire.  The wait staff is 
her daughter and husband, who serve drinks from 
the refrigerator, which is always fully stocked with 
Coca~Cola products and Gatorade.  There are no 
organized youth sports teams in Terrabona, and the 
only pictures on the wall are of Jesus and the Virgin 

...a shout out to all the Nicaraguan 
women – especially my host mom 

– that have fed me, made sure that 
my coffee is hot and sweet, my 

fresco cold, the glass clean, and my 
plate full of rice and beans.
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Mary.  At 5 am Virginia wakes up every morning, and using old plastic bags, lights the fire and begins to cook. 
I know, because that’s when the Christian rock starts blasting from the sound system she proudly bought 
for herself with the money she earned.  By 7 am, her restaurant is stocked with a new day’s worth of fried 
enchiladas, chicken tacos, a huge pot of gallo pinto, tomato salad, and by lunch, there’s fried chicken and 
pork. On a given day, 30 to 40 people will come to buy breakfast, lunch or dinner.  Even after a busy day, 
when hardly any food is available, Doña Virginia will whip up a fried egg and tomatoes to serve to a hungry 
customer. 

 I could tell the story of how my host mother convinced her partner to come back and help her raise 
their two, infant children fifteen years ago; I could tell her rags-to-riches story of moving out of her mother’s 
dirt-floored, zinc walled house to a home made of tile and concrete; or I could write about all the sacrifices 
Doña Virgina has made so that, unlike her youth, her children can study and finish high school. But I am 
positive my story is not unique.  Most of you, I am sure, can tell similar tales of host mothers and grandmothers 
who have sacrificed so that their husbands, children, grandchildren, and Peace Corps volunteers will have a 
better life—and a full stomach. 

 I am teaching myself to cook during service, and as my service unfolds, my respect grows.  So, this 
article is a shout out to all the Nicaraguan women – especially my host mom - that have fed me and made 
sure that my coffee is hot and sweet, and my fresco cold, the glass clean, and my plate full of rice and beans. 
And to that one brigadista that fed me a plate of beans, and then as I’m almost finished plops a handful of 
fresh tomatoes on my plate, making sure that I leave her house with full stomach. I can’t do that Nicaraguan 
finger snap, but if I could, I would do it each time I am fed and cared for by the women I work and live with. 
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A Glimpse At the Nica 
LGBTQ Experience, 

A Radio Interview

  Lucy Hernandez, 
  HE61
  Isabel Hirsch, 
  HE61

Lucy Hernandez lives in Ciudad Darío, a highly conservative city in the valley of Matagalpa, where 
she participates in a weekly radio program that addresses A VARIhealth topics. She and the staff at the 
station wanted to cover the topic of sexual diversity, or LGBTQ issues, but people who identify as part of 
the LGBTQ community in Ciudad Darío do not feel comfortable speaking about the topic much less on the 
radio. Enter Isabel Hirsch who works with Helen Alfaro the coordinator of La Casa de Colores the LGBTQ 
center in León, who jumped at the chance to bring the cause to a larger audience.
 Radio Así was founded in 1998, and was the first local radio station to operate in Ciudad Darío. As 
an independent project, Radio Así explores the hard to talk about social issues in order to help educate 
people. Director Esther Arrales had this to say about the topic of sexual diversity “…we heard about 
young people having suicidal thoughts due to their feeling rejected based on their sexual orientation 
and we wanted to address the topic on this radio program so we could instigate some acceptance in our 
society of these young people”
 The following piece is a highlighted excerpt of an interview that was broadcast on Radio Así and 
later transcribed and translated from Spanish. Readers should listen to the podcast to hear about rural vs. 
urban LGBTQ issues, to learn about why it’s an important public health issue to talk about “taboo” topics, 
to hear a caller disagree with Helen’s cause, and to experience Lucy’s hastily-chosen background music. 

Isabel: And when did you find out or think that you were gay, and what was the 
experience like?

Helen: Well, to talk a little about myself, when I was thirteen years old and a teenager, I belonged to 
a teen center in my municipality. I was organized since I was little, and I learned a lot about sexual and 
reproductive health, about sexuality, about self-care. I was a very extroverted girl and wanted to know 
about sexuality, more than the little that they taught us in high school. So, I didn’t understand, because 
no one...now I am 28, but when I was 13, no one in my town talked about sexuality. So, we started out 
reading books, but I didn’t understand why I felt attraction for other girls when I was 13, of course no 
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one explained it to me. So time went by, I didn’t 
pay too much attention to it, and when I went to 
college I was 17, I went to León, left the town and 
went to the city, and my education grew, obviously. 
I heard more about the topic. I never worried about 
questioning myself deeply about why I liked boys 
as well as girls. So, I never questioned it, but a 
moment arrived when I felt a lot of fear, I felt fear 
to talk to my family or friends. So what I did was 
remain silent. However, when I got to my twenties, I 
started to have a sexual relation at 22 with someone 
of my same sex, with another girl. So I continued, 
without questioning 
it, and just lived it and 
enjoyed it. I spent 2 
years with this person 
and when I was almost 
25, I decided to tell 
people, and talk about 
it, and assume the role 
that I was behaving 
like a homosexual 
person, because of 
this experience with a 
woman. Later, I went 
and worked on a whole 
bunch of personal 
things, that had to do 
with my orientation and 
my likes, and I began to 
question exactly what it was I wanted. As an adult, 
then, without problems and with total freedom, I 
assumed the identity of a lesbian woman, but it cost 
me a lot to identify as such, because of the context 
of where we live, because of my cultural formation, 
because of how I was raised, because of social 
pressure, more because of fear of what people 
would say, how people would react in the street, 
your own people that you love, your friendships, 
your family, at work, so for those reasons I was 
afraid to break the silence and identify as a woman 
who likes women, as a lesbian woman, and I think 
that happens a lot. I think that many people who 
are listening will identify with this story. So, my 
experience was more or less that, my story of how 
Helen is now someone involved in activism, in the 
defense of women’s rights, someone who fights for 
her beliefs in the streets, through the work we do 
in the House of Colors, and the recognition of the 
rights that we don’t have in the State, I feel that the 

work I do has to do with my personal experience. 
Everything that I have gone through has been 
very enlightening, and I feel that if there are other 
women with the same fear, I would like to defend 
the rights of those women who cannot do so, and it 
hasn’t been easy. You ask me here what it has been 
like with my parents and with my family; I say it has 
been extremely hard. I already mentioned a little bit 
earlier, the way in which we are raised, especially in 
a small town, with a conservative, principled family 
that at first did not understand homosexuality 
because it is something that they, my mother, did 

not experience before. 
So they don’t know, 
and there is this lack 
of knowledge on their 
part, and my nuclear 
family, my siblings, and 
the rest of my family, my 
grandparents, aunts, 
uncles and cousins, 
don’t know a lot about 
the topic. What they 
normally hear about 
homosexuality is 
normally what we see 
on television, on social 
networks, what their 
neighbor tells them, 
and above all, the gay 

person that they know in their neighborhood, the 
homosexual that we meet in the street, who we 
make fun of, and who we discriminate against, 
that is what is known about homosexuality. But 
generally, nobody talks about homosexuality from 
a more emotional point of view, in a normal state. 
For example, that you will fall in love with someone 
of your same sex, without any problem, just like 

how your mother and father fell in love. 

So, yes it is difficult, but I am one of those people 
who always have said, “I understand that you don’t 
understand me.” I have tried to respect those who 
don’t understand me, but also my independence, 
my autonomy and my position of being sure of who 
I am and who I want to be has contributed to the 
fact that while my family doesn’t entirely accept 
it, they tolerate it. And they know about the work 
that I do, and that I identify as such, and they stop 
saying things to me. Now everything is calmer. 
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Fiestas Patrias
By: Katherine Wzorek TEFL 62

Photos by: Traci Henry TEFL 64

      The month of September starts off differently than 
most months in Nicaragua. Bombas accompany the 
daily wake-up call of roosters. Classes become shorter 
and shorter and then they are cancelled all together.  
The town becomes painted with white and blue flags, 
hanging proudly outside of every house. Throughout 
town you can hear the sounds of the school bands 
practicing, drums beating, and xylophones chiming. 
     During the month of September, Independence Day 
is celebrated with events, marches, and patriotism 
throughout Nicaragua. This celebration of Independence 
culminates on the 14th and 15th of September, days in 
which all Nicaraguans have time to remember the past, 
to reflect on the present, and to think about the future. 
  On September 15th, Nicaragua, Guatemala, El 
Salvador, Honduras, and Costa Rica signed the Acta de 
Independencia in 1821, after almost three centuries of 
Spanish colonial rule.  Two years later, these five countries 
joined together to create a single, independent state, the 
United Provinces of Central America, with the capital in 
Guatemala. Unfortunately, many problems and discord 
led to the separation of the United Provinces and created 
what we currently know as Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua. One Nicaraguan 
in particular, Miguel Larreynaga, played an important 
role during the liberation of Central America by signing 
the Acta de Independencia. Even today, Larreynaga is still 
celebrated, especially in the department of Leon, where 
he was born.  Marches and celebrations continue until 
September 29th, Larreynaga’s birthday. 
        September 14th is a historic day for Nicaragua because 
of the Battle of San Jacinto, which took place 
in 1856 in Hacienda San Jacinto, Managua. American 
William Walker had come to Nicaragua in 1855 and was 
able to take control of the country. He became president 
of Nicaragua in 1856. On September 14th in San Jacinto, 
an army of 160 Nicaraguan soldiers was able to defeat 
Walker’s troop of 3,000 soldiers. The battle of San Jacinto 
was the turning point of Walker’s reign in Nicaragua, 
which officially ended one year later, in 1857.       
      To commemorate the September 14th Battle of San 
Jacinto, a celebratory event takes place in Managua.  The 
president raises the national flag and the best students 
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and teachers in Nicaragua are recognized.  Parades 
and marches occur close to the capital and classes 
are cancelled. On September 15th, more marches and 
celebrations take place. Students and bands parade 
throughout the streets of practically every small 
town and department capital.  Students walk past in 
decorative costumes, twirling batons, dancing, and 
carrying flags to represent their schools, their country, 
and the additional four other countries that declared 
independence. Students with good grades happily walk 
in the parade with colorful sashes to honor their academic 
achievements. The marching ends at a central meeting 
point, typically the local high school or Casa Cultura to 
read the Act of Independence of Central America. 
        An additional event that occurs throughout the five 
countries that declared independence is the running of 
the torch. Starting earlier in September in Guatemala, 
a burning torch is run throughout each of the five 
countries, by way of the Pan-American highway to 
celebrate and remind everyone of the ties that connect 
all five of the countries that declared independence. 
The torch is exchanged at the border of Honduras and 
Nicaragua on September 11th. On the day that the torch is 
going to pass a certain department, students leave early 
from class, put on their running shoes, and get ready to 
run a kilometer or two with the torch before passing it 
on to another group of waiting students. One student 
runs with the torch while three additional students run 
behind, each carrying a different flag.  Even in the mid-
day heat, students are excited to represent their country.
         While researching this article, I was interested in 
asking my host mom her opinion of the Independence 
Day events. My host mom’s answer was quite surprising. 
She told me that sometimes the true message of what 
the 14th and 15th is really about is lost in all the grandeur 
of the marches and celebrations. Instead, the true 
message should be inserting that same passion that 
people such as Larreynaga and those who fought in the 
Battle of San Jacinto had, into our current lives. The days 
of 14th and 15th of September should instead be days 
that invigorate all Nicaraguans, especially students, to 
act on their dreams and achieve what is possible, much 
like those people of the past. As much as September 14th 
and 15th are meant to recall the past, they are also days 
to reflect on the now and to imagine where Nicaragua 
and its’ population are going in the future. 

 

Fiestas Patrias
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I love the rain the most
         Emily Allen Nilsen TEFL 64

I love the rain here. One moment is calm, dry, and hot…the next a small but steady rain settles 
in. It tinks and pinks off my tin roof. But the small steady drizzle doesn’t last long. Within min-

utes it is pouring. Hard. Loud. Beautiful. Powerful. The sound and smells overwhelm me. The dry, 
cracked ground rejoices for the deep drink.

The downpour doesn’t seem to last for long. Just when your mind begins to get used to the over-
whelming amount of water tumbling out of the sky, it lightens again. The drizzle may continue 

for a bit with another downpour cycle to follow or it may fizzle out, leaving that after-rain-smell 
that calms my heart.

I feel like my experiences with culture and language here in Nicaragua are similar to the cycles of 
rain I’ve witnessed the first few weeks. Most of the time I’m dry, cracked, thirsty for understand-

ing why things/risks/habits are the way they are here. They’re not bad, just very new, different, 
and foreign. In reality, I can’t even make sense of what is good/bad/fine/normal/etc. yet. I’m 

still in the first stages of adapting to a new culture, with a mix of the honeymoon stage and the 
beginnings of culture shock. Between the new language, new family, new home, new food, new 
customs, new work, new sleeping schedules, new levels of noise, new eating/bathing/cleanliness 

standards…it’s a lot to take in.

Then occasionally, a drizzle comes.

I learn new words; a bridge to communication. I learn new rituals; a bridge to connection. I get a 
glimpse of what’s going on around me and a tiny bit of potential understanding.

There have even been a few down pours – moments where I’m able to move past the newness 
and just recognize the beauty. Family gathered together to celebrate the baptism and birthday 
of Diego. Blowing bubbles with a three-year-old cousin. Andres embarrassing our ten-year-old 

cousin by dancing in the streets. My host mom telling me over and over again not to be sad that 
Andres is gone through the week or anxious that I won’t learn enough Spanish. Getting up with 
the roosters and the sun and greeting them both with yoga. Listening to a conversation in Span-

ish and knowing some of what is being said and being able to reply in Spanish to keep the conver-
sation going.

In some ways, in those moments of clarity and insight, I feel more alive than I have in years. Per-
haps it’s the stark contrast between the dry, thirsty days where I have no idea what’s going on 

that makes it so. Regardless, those moments where understanding and connection pour into my 
soul and leave me feeling a little more whole.
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1 Antivirus; if you don’t have it, you must get it.  
No excuses. You don’t even have to break the 
bank to do it. If you have a PC, there are many 

free options and I recommend AVIRA (free version).  
You can download it at: http://www.avira.com/en/
download/product/avira-free-antivirus

2 I often have PCVs request assistance with their computers, but due to Peace Corps policy I cannot work 
on your personal computers, so apart from advice and guidance there is not much I can do for you. That 
being said, I can recommend a fellow technician who is highly qualified and takes into consideration 

PCV allowances when nxegotiating prices. He can be reached at: Ingeniero Marvin Lopez, 8821-5507 (Claro).  
He is located in Matagalpa and can only help volunteers that are in his area.

3 The Pay It Forward box is a nice little project started a couple of months ago by fellow PCVs. It consists 
of a small cardboard box I keep in my office that contains assorted cell phones and chargers left behind 
(donated) by volunteers for other volunteers.  No paper work, no liability, no commitment required; 

just a genuine need of a cell phone or charger with the promise to “pay it forward” in the future. What is left 
behind is what is available, so please no high expectations.

As always, you can reach me at my cell phone 8336-8565 or by email if you have any questions.

Announcements From Eynard:
Eynard Gutierrez, IT Specialist

Eynard, everyone’s favorite IT guy, has 
asked us to provide you with some updates 

and remind you of a few Peace Corps 
policies.
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Top Funny Tees Worn by Nicas

“I <3 Female Orgasms” Worn by a 13-year-old girl who came to 
my door asking for my host mom. She claims she knows what it 

means...
-Natalie Farinacci TEFL 60 

10-word book review:

 Uganda be Kidding by Chelsea Handler
Sex, drugs, blondes and lions. Please don’t 
not read this.

-Casey Mattoon ENV 60

15



Poems and Stuff
On being tall
by: Travis Hargett ENV 62
 
I’m not talking about the starting center you saw at the 
subway on campus
Not awkward tall, just enough so you stick out in a 
group
or have to crouch when boarding a commuter jet
 
Lyndon B. Johnson was a tall man from a big state
of course he used it to his advantage
he even had a seat that raised him higher
 
But when you’re two heads taller you never hear the 
full story
It comes in and out like a talk radio show losing signal
you bend and strain but it always ends with, sorry 
what? Can you repeat that?
 
Come to think, maybe that’s why Lyndon didn’t run in 
68’
 
Years after you’ve settled into khakis that are two inches 
too short
old ladies bearing Waldorf Salad never fail to ask if 
you’ve grown
It’s endearing, sort of
 
In some corners of this world things are worse
Moldova, Nicaragua, they don’t comprehend personal 
space
Poor countries just don’t have room for your oversized 
luggage
 
On a retrofitted tour bus its fate that you sit behind the 
broken seat
The one that reclines into your lap.
as the girl next to you sits indian style, and politely asks 
if you’d like to switch
 
No that’s alright, I’d rather go on about low doorways, 
bending down with worn knees  attempting to escape 
dilapidated couches, awkward photos, extra tall sizes, 
and favors to reach that jar in the cupboard behind the 
strainer and those plastic cups.

What We Talk About:  
A Three-Part Hiaku 

Series
By Philip Gonzalez SBD 61

The Runs:
Ciprofloxacin,

Follows bus-terminal meals
Mind over matter. 

What Wasn’t Eaten:
Rice… beans… denial.

Animal proteins lacking
No burgers, just dreams.

Up All Night to Get Lucky:
Bad Preparation—

Light Filters though disjointed walls
Your heart skips a beat.

Snaps
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     Before the sun even has the opportunity to warm the earth, my body is moving, moving so this 
Peace Corps Volunteer can get back to site in the northern mountains to teach a natural sciences by 10 
o’clock. Coffee is brewing to awaken my sleepy mind as it registers the pace of the world around and 

tries to match it. The softness of silence envelopes around me and I become lost as I register the quiet 
chirping of a cluster of distant birds that, as I peer around the corner, are huddled on the branches in 

front of the Managuan hostel.

A taxi horn sounds and I am rushing. In Nicaragua, usually time can be a debatable or even forgotten 
concept, but when it comes to public transportation each minute counts. My weight shifts back and 

forth as a subconscious habit of impatience as I watch the microwave slowly give my coffee cup its last 
three seconds of heat.

“Ding!” and I am out the door with the weight  of my bags as well as the dread of the long trip ahead. 
I shout my morning greeting to my taxi driver, Armando, as I thrust my saco of books and who knows 
what else into the front seat leg area. With a steaming cup in my hand, I gingerly lower myself into the 

seat and realize that my backpack is tightly strapped on.

“ Cafe?” I ask Armando with full knowledge that his answer is always yes. As he takes the cup into his 
own hands, we are off down the pot holed road. The cup is shared as he weavees his little green car 

through the light morning traffic. The day has now bugn as the first rays of the sun begin to illuminate 
the bustle that begins to gather alng the streets of the capital city. Street vendors organize their prod-

ucts and place their cardboard signs of business proudly on their cart of daily specials.

With only ten mintues to spare before our desination is reached, our conversation has reached the 
topic of American differences in comparison to that of Nicaragua. Armando jokingly adds to our list the 
preference of bitter strong coffee and give me a face of distaste as he takes a good swig of my coffee. 
I laugh with him and tell him with a bit of Spanish difficulty that beggars can’t be choosers but that the 

rest of the cup is his.

A rare stop light flashes red and the taxi is surrounded by some clever entreprenuers. This stop has 
been claimed by the coconut and newspaper salemen. Armando rolls down his window and gives the 
universally understood gesture of ‘you want some of this?’ As he extends the offee cup out of the bro-

ken taxi window.

 The young newspaper sales boy eagerly shakes his head and grabs it quickly before the light changes 
and the gas pedal is stomped. An image  of his happy face became smaller and smaller in the rear view 

mirror as we sped away towards our destination,

I commented out loud about how beautiful that interaction was. Sharring a cup, a smile, a helping 
hand... I added that for me, as a Peace Corps Volunteer, is exactly what my goal of service is all about. 

He added his own opionion that isn’t that what everybody’s life should be about?

As the tires bumped over te cobblestones and slowed to a stop, my mind kept rolling... maybe we were 
not just sharing a cup of coffee but oh so much more. 

A Cup to be Shared
By: Megan Coleman ENV 62
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Destination: Rio San Juan
Robert Nelson sbd 61

So you have decided to bite the bullet and make the 
trip down to Rio San Juan, but how exactly will you 
go about it?

The first thing to know about Rio San Juan, is that 
everything worth doing starts and ends with a trip to 
San Carlos: the department capital and transportation 
hub for the area. The second thing to know is that 
San Carlos is very far away from Managua. “I can see 
Costa Rica from my house,” far away. 

The travel time means that any traveler making a 
trip to the region will spend most of their day just 
getting there, and if you want to see sites outside of 
San Carlos you should expect your trip to last around 
three to four days.

Buses start leaving Mayoreo for San Carlos at 7 a.m., 
but volunteers who live in San Carlos tend to prefer 
taking either the 1 p.m. or 6:30 p.m. bus. These buses 
allow you to maximize your time in Managua and 
tend to be Marco Polos and not Bluebirds. Regardless 

of which bus you take, brace yourself for a long trip. 
There are no expresos and the trip normally takes six 
to seven hours. Make sure you get to Mayoreo early 
enough to get yourself a seat!

When you arrive in San Carlos you will need to find 
a place to sleep, and fortunately San Carlos is full of 
decent hostels charging between $10-$12. You really 
can’t go wrong, but some favorites are Hotel Costa 
Sur and Hotel Carelhys. Hostel Doña Juanita is also a 
good option if you are willing to pay $25 for a room 
with A/C and an included breakfast.

Once you are checked in, you will probably be hungry. 
The best option is La Fortaleza on the waterfront. 
Serving up Nica fare at around C$70 a plate, however 
it is highly recommended that you spring for the fried 
guapote at some point during your trip. This fried 
fish is the specialty of San Carlos. Unfortunately, Nica 
food is the only thing on the menu in San Carlos. The 
famous Pizza Berlin closed in December, 2013. 
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However, if you are in the mood for something a bit 
fancier than La Fortaleza, you have two options, El 
Granadino and El Kaoma. The fish soup at El Granadino 
is highly recommended.

After dinner, if you still have energy and it is a Thursday 
or Saturday night, you might want to explore the night-
life in San Carlos. There are only two options: El Kaoma 
and La Champa. El Kaoma is best on Thursday nights 
when they have karaoke, but La Champa is where San 
Carlos really gets its groove on. La Champa has been 
an institution long enough that it has become a verb in 
San Carlos, “¡Vamos a Champiar!” and it is best visited 
on a Saturday night. Both El Kaoma and La Champa 
are open on Fridays, but they are overrun by the high 
school crowd then.

Once morning rolls around you will have a big decision 
to make, will you go to El Castillo or Solentiname? 
Buy some pastries at El Panzin, the German bakery in 
San Carlos, while you discuss your options with your 
friends. Both El Castillo and Solentiname have their 
charms and both demand a stop at the ATM in San 
Carlos before you cast off from the dock.

El Castillo is a three hour boat trip down the Rio 
San Juan and boasts a surprisingly well-preserved 
fort that defended Spanish Nicaragua from a British 
invasion, while Solentiname is a forested archipelago 
in the middle of Lake Nicaragua that plays host to a 
community of artists. 
If you decide that El Castillo is best for you, then you 
are going to want to stay in Hotel La Victoria. By far 
the best hotel in El Castillo, La Victoria offers rooms 

for $16 a night with a Peace Corps discount. Besides 
the free breakfast, you can get yourself a lunch of 
river prawns if you give the hotel advance notice. 
Eating at Borders Coffee is also a must. This restaurant 
run by a Nicaraguan gay rights icon offers possibly 
the best batidos and frappuccinos in the country. 
The eponymous fort itself is easy to find and takes 
about an hour to see. There is an entrance fee of C$30 
with your Peace Corps ID. The trip from San Carlos to 
El Castillo costs C$100 with boats leaving from San 
Carlos’s municipal dock.

If 17th century forts aren’t your thing, Solentiname 
offers a relaxing alternative. Slow boats costing C$100 
leave from the dock on the waterfront Tuesdays and 
Fridays, but faster boats leave every day at a cost of 
$10. Solentiname itself is made up of many islands with 
Mancarrón and San Fernando being the two main 
ones. Both offer the opportunity to visit artists and 
rent canoes or kayaks to explore the smaller islands in 
the archipelago. Hostel Buen Amigo on Mancarrón is 
a good place to base yourself during your stay.

When you return to San Carlos from your adventure, 
sadly it will be time get back to site. The two best buses 
leave for Managua at 8 a.m. and 6 p.m., but if you wish 
to delay your departure for as long as possible, there 
is a 2 a.m. bus that gets into Mayoreo around 9 a.m.

If you can find the time to make the trip, the Rio San 
Juan will reward you with memories that you will carry 
with you for a lot longer than the six hours it takes you 
to get back to Managua.
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Have only one night in Telica? Here’s some of the places 
that you cannot miss.

Telica, Leon is a beautiful, sano, and tranquilo town 
located about 30 minutes from Leon. Instead of deciding 
to go to Leon for the night, why not come to Telica?

Hungry? Sure, Leon is known for its exquisite cuisine- 
Pan y Paz, Ya Voy, Cocinarte. You can basically get any 
type of food. However, why not take a 30 minute bus 
ride to Telica? Our two comedors serve food that is mas 
rico than anything that you could possibly find in Leon. 
Croissant at Pan y Paz? Please. I’d rather eat gallo pinto 
from Telica any day. And, if it’s a hot night, there’s always 
Eskimo being sold in the park! But, in all seriousness, 
Telica does have a good pupusa place. If anything, you 
should come for the pupusas.

Feeling lonely? Looking for a Nica boyfriend? Have no 
fear! Here in Telica we have a fabulous place where all 
the Nica men who have their lives together conjoin each 
and everyday- La Gata billards hall. Don’t worry about 
not finding it. You’ll probably hear the men whistling 
and inviting you ever so politely to come join them in a 
rousing game of pool from cuadras away. 

Want to get your dance on? Come to the Telica 
discoteca. You will feel like a celebrity because just 
about everyone will be staring at you because you will 
likely be the only gringo at the party. You will also most 
likely be surrounded by high school students. You have 
been warned. 

Still can’t get enough? Want to live life on the wild side? 
Then you should stay in Telica another night and hike 
the volcano. Hire a local guide and they will show you 
the longest (12 hours plus) and hardest way possible to 
hike the volcano (true story, this happened).  You can 
camp at the top of the volcano and see lava. If you’re 
really looking for adventure, go during the rainy season. 
There’s nothing more thrilling or exhilarating than 
being at the top of a volcano when there’s a torrential 
downpour!

And, if you’re still looking for something to do, you 
can always walk around town. The people of Telica are 
some of the friendliest and happiest in Nicaragua. In 
all seriousness, they will open their doors to you, treat 
you to a nice meal, and will be proud to show you their 
town. 
 

Top Funny Tees Worn by Nicas

“More cushion for the pushin” Worn by a señora in masatepe
-Charlie  Niemann SBD 61 

10-word book review:

 What is the What by Dave Eggers
The Lost Boys of Sudan, Resilience over 
tragedy and desaster.

-Chris Ortiz y Pino AG 59
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A Letter to the Free Box
Dearest Free Box,

I’d be lying if I said I remember the first time I laid eyes on you.  On numerous occasions I’d pass by as you 
waxed and waned between used underwear, tampons from the mid-90s, and worn out and rejected flats 
to the residual overflowing bounty left behind by the most recent chosen ones.  Some of them bestow 
upon you glorious treasures while others soil your good name with clothes that should never again see the 
light of day.

Now, once I’d discovered that your contents, though buried deep inside a 3 foot rabbit hole (I mean really, 
it’s as though everyone that puts anything inside of you first got stark raving drunk before haphazardly 
throwing their clothes at the wall, hoping to make a goooooooooooooooooolllllllllllll) could yield such beau-
tiful treasures, my feelings for you shifted from one of indifference to infatuation.  One article in particular 
served as the catalyst.  

Rifling through your contents early this year, a t-shirt was thrust in my path, nearly replete with an angel 
chorus.  A plain grey jersey t-shirt with the word GAP written in faded and nearly indistinguishable navy 
blue bold face type across the chest.  It was easy to see that its owner had long ago made the choice to 
love this shirt to the point of exhaustion.  This was evidenced by several frijole sized holes emblazoned in 
the back.  

My mother, once she finds an article of clothing she likes, dons it as though it were a government issued 
uniform.  Thankfully my love for this oversized XL shirt is restricted to my sleeping hours.  It’s not intended 
for everyday wear, only the most leisurely of hours are fit for its presence.    

Though others have followed, nothing will ever come close to the way that first shirt makes me feel; the 
unexpected comfort it brings me; the lack of pretense.  I will always love you for having shown me that.
  
Yours Forever and Always or...until COS when I will have the pleasure of getting stark raving drunk and 
haphazardly leave behind tokens of my love for you,

Amanda Doenges      
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Committee Updates
What has the HIV/AIDS Task Force been up to lately you wonder? As always you can find us promoting HIV/
AIDS awareness and education around the country, in our sites as well as within the Peace Corps community. 
We have continued to support and promote VAST grants as well as various regional workshops and HIV 
related activities. In the last year we have completed 3 large regional projects: a MINED Teacher training in 
Chinandega, an HIV+ workshop in Vista Mar, and the Coffee Picker Study completed throughout northern 
Nicaragua. We also have a first-time project coming up in January, a camp for HIV+ campers and their 
caregivers. 

MINED Teacher Training
On July 30th and 31st, 25 public biology and civics teachers from the department of Chinandega convened 
for a two day workshop to promote HIV prevention education.  The teachers were motivated and earnest to 
discuss, share, and learn ideas related to behavior change, cultural attitudes towards sex, the transmission 
and prevention of HIV, stigma and discrimination, and non-formal education techniques amongst others. 
Sound like an interesting idea, training teachers in your municipality to effectuate change? Make that idea a 
reality and propose a similar workshop amongst youth or teachers at your site! Task Force can support you 
in this if you don’t know where to start. Or, get in touch with Task Force if you think your department would 
be a good fit for this workshop next year!

HIV+ Workshop
With the help of the health sector, we also put on an HIV+ workshop which included various charlas and life 
skills activities to HIV positive Nicaraguans from various parts of the country. The event also took place in 
July at the beautiful beach resort, Vista Mar in Managua. The Nicaraguan counterpart organization for this 
activity was ASONVIHSIDA.

Mobile Population Survey

HIV/AIDS Task Force
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The Mobile Population survey 
An ongoing project for Task Force members and Nicaraguan Counterparts. The survey was conducted 
amongst coffee pickers back in December at various coffee farms in northern Nicaragua. We collected 
information about the knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of the coffee pickers with respect to HIV and 
sexual health.  The survey has now been analyzed and we have some preliminary results!

The survey results reflected four important areas: demographics, condom use, perceived risk of contracting 
HIV, and HIV education. Our population was all over the age of 18 and the majority of the participants were 
between 18 and 30 years old (65%). We surveyed both men and women, but the majority of those surveyed 
happened to be men (70%). Also only half of those surveyed had completed some primary schooling (51%). 
We noticed that overall, the participants didn’t feel that they were at risk for contracting HIV, and they 
had a low working knowledge about condom use. Although many believed that condoms were effective or 
very effective at preventing HIV and STIs (80%), few reported using condoms consistently (11%), and even 
fewer knew the first step to putting on a condom (6%). Although not statistically significant, people who 
had received information on HIV/aids actually learned something about HIV/aids, and report more accepting 
attitudes. So go out and give an HIV charla! It makes a difference!

Camp for HIV+ Children
Another project in the works is a 3 day camp for HIV+ children and their families. The camp is being developed 
by a team of Health PCVs and Task Force members along with our Nicaraguan counterparts at ASONVIHSIDA. 
This exciting project will take place at the end of January.

VAST
Along with our regional projects we continue to promote and aid the planning of various volunteer VAST 
projects around the country, which focus on an HIV/aids health topic. If you’re interested in planning a VAST 
project in your site, don’t hesitate to contact us for information and guidance.  You can also see a list of all 
the previous VAST projects that have been completed by volunteers if you’d like some ideas on types of 
projects.  It can be accessed on Sharepoint, under the “Committees” tab, then “HIV/aids Task Force”, then 
“VAST projects” in the right-hand column.   

Diversity Committee
Greetings from the Diversity Committee! Even with the year winding down, we have some exciting updates to 
share. Hopefully you all received the first edition of the Diversity Newsletter sent out September 16th. Every few 
months we will be publishing a newsletter with a new and relevant theme. The first edition’s theme was “Everything 
LGBTQ” and includes links to some really great articles that will get you up to speed on developments here in 
Nicaragua, as well as back in the States. 

Additionally, keep an eye out for the upcoming committee applications that should be hitting your inbox soon. We 
encourage anyone who has a desire to promote diversity awareness to apply to the committee – even if you applied 
last application cycle! Half of our members will be COSing in November, so we have some big shoes to fill. However, 
if you feel that you are not able to commit to joining the committee, consider offering your assistance by joining 
our support group. We are always looking for ways to provide better support to the Peace Corps community.  The 
more diverse the experiences are that our members’ represent, the more we can provide adequate support to the 
full spectrum of the Peace Corps Nicaragua community. More information on the Diversity Committee support 
group will be available soon! 
    
To end, we leave you with a quote of Muslim origin: “A lot of different flowers make a bouquet.”

HIV/AIDS Task Force
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Gender and Development

Hello from GAD! 

Over the past few months GAD has been hard at work preparing for the 3rd annual Camp GLOW Nicara-
gua, which will take place at Vida Joven in Jinotega from February 3rd-7th, 2015. GAD is collaborating with 
the NGO PLAN Internationl to organize the camp, which will host 65 Nicaraguan girls aged 12-16. 

Camp GLOW, which stands for Girls Leading Our World, was started by PCVs in Romania in 1995, and is now 
held in various Peace Corps countries around the world. The camp’s purpose is to empower teen girls and 
build their self-esteem so that they can effectively engage as citizens and leaders in their communities and 
countries. 

At Camp GLOW 2015, participants will topics liked gender, safe sex, friendship, behavior change, and plan-
ning for the future. The girls will also have the chance to share experiences with peers from all over the 
country and have fun doing activities like playing sports and using a ropes course. When the camp is over 
the girls put on projects in their communities to share what they’ve learned with peers and other commu-
nity members. 

In order to make Camp GLOW a success, we need your help! Please consider donating or hosting a Penny 
Wars event to raise funds. For information on how to do both, email us at gad.nicaragua@gmail.com or 
like our Facebook page Penny Wars for Nicaragua Camp GLOW!  

As always, continue to check out our blog, www.nicagadzooks.blogspot.com, to find resources on gen-
der-related projects and topics, and to read about the thoughts and experiences of fellow PCVs!
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Keep Going
A poem by Ilana Hipshman

Sometimes I have lost the gentle wave of my body and it comes apart instead  
A leaf, browning, disappearing into a vicious wind or maybe not vicious maybe 

Searching 
Testing the stars and various mountaintops.

At least my hands are, still,
they do not tremble 
they are the farce.

Or the mirror of a clenched heart 
Not bravery but immobility

Stinking of stagnant 
Scum building up in the arteries and in the aorta and in my ears and eye sockets 

A moss-covered oak, fallen,
But still housing life. 

PEER SUPPORT NETWORK
Jamie Papageorgiou -SBD 61

Monsonte, Nueva Segovia
New Jersy
8710 0930

Alex Romero-Wagner- SBD 61
Tecolostotoe, Boaco
Arizona
83384673

Chris Ortiz y Pino- AG 59
Boaco, Boaco - PCVL
New Mexico 
8713 4842

Gabriela Arizola- SBD 61
Chichigalpa, Chinandega

California
8713 0936

Tracy Skluzacek -SBD 61
El Rama, RAAS

Minnesota
8338 4652

Carissa Patrone- TEFLE 62
Telpaneca, Madriz
Michigan
8713 0959

Deborah Rodriguez TEFL62
Bluefields, RAAS
Georgia
8713 0960

Mariel Stotts—ENV 62
San Rafael del Norte, 

Jinotega
Texas

8713-0948
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Interviews
Va Pue, Nica 60!

Sarah Stockman Site: La Concordia, Jinotega
Favorite Nica dicho? Feliz como lombriz.
What were your main projects? Co-teaching science, growing lots 
of pepinos, an HIV/AIDS and teenage pregnancy workshop, VAST 
project, and professional development for teachers.
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you?  Pa-
tience.  Whether rescheduling something for the 7th time, riding 
a bus for an hour and half to get to the bank, or sitting through 
another painfully boring and pointless TEPCE…patience.  
How many times did you poop in a cup? Just 1 (but I haven’t done 
my COS medical yet).
Best book you read in Peace Corps? “Anna Karenina” 
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? Heading back home 
to Connecticut in December and hoping to get a job teaching at an 
urban public elementary school ASAP!
Favorite weekend activity? Going to the pool or river, drinking 

Alba Adams
Site: Year 1) Palacagüina, Madriz; Year 2) San Lucas, Madriz
Favorite Nica dicho? Ni quiera dios
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you? Noth-
ing is as important as you think it is when you’re thinking about it.
How many times did you poop in a cup? In a cup, at least 10. Plus 
a couple other random containers and a Ziploc bag.
Best book you read in Peace Corps?  “How to be a Woman” by 
Caitlin Moran. Everyone should read it. But seriously, put down 
whatever you’re reading and pick up this book instead.
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps?  Empowering girls 
and boys to work towards gender equality
Favorite weekend activity? Making out at miradors. That’s a 100% 
lie. Favorite activities include: playing UNO with small children, 
drinking coffee with old ladies, and catching up with other 60-ers 
on the phone.
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your  service? World Maps. Still on the (hopeful) 
agenda.
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV? From an RPCV friend the day I went to staging: “You know how 
much you love working at camp? PST is going to be a lot like camp. Except you’re the camper.”

Toñas, eating elotes, watching baseball games, eating wings in Esteli
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your service?  Climbed more volcanoes.  If only I didn’t 
live so far away from all of them…
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV?  Don’t compare yourself to others.  
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Paul GuSite: Tisma, Masaya
Favorite Nica dicho?  Alagrande!!
What were your main projects? Community English classes for 
high school and college students and for adults in town, English 
curriculum development.
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you?  
Being poor does not equate to being unhappy, unhealthy or 
uneducated.
How many times did you poop in a cup? None so far! Maybe once 
or twice before COS though.
Best book you read in Peace Corps? “Gods at War” by Kyle 
Idleman
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? A graduate student.
Favorite weekend activity?  Spend afternoon drinking coffee in 
Café Las Flores in Managua.
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in 
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your service? Travel more! I wish I have time to 
hike more volcanos and visit Rio San Juan.
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV? Don’t try to save those few bucks that you earn as an allowance but 
spend them and enjoy your stay in Nicaragua. 

Exit Interviews

Amanda Hoster Site: Las Pilas-El Coyol, Tola, Rivas
Favorite Nica dicho? Te dejó como la novia de Tola
What were your main projects? ECPA, gardens, brigada ecologica
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you? Nica-
ragua has taught me to care more about other people’s personal 
lives and problems.Here, people I hardly know will ask me if I’m 
doing better if I’ve been sick or how my parents are doing or how 
my work is going, whereas in the US you would probably never care 
enough to notice if someone is sick or having a problem. 
How many times did you poop in a cup? 4. The most recent time, 
the lab in Rivas wouldn’t let me do it in their toilet because “asi se 
destruyen los inodoros”. 
Best book you read in Peace Corps? “The Girl with the Dragon Tat-
too “
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? I want to work in envi-
ronmental restoration or sustainability consulting. I will hopefully

start grad school for Environmental/Natural Resources Management next fall. But most importantly, I 
hope to be employed...
Favorite weekend activity?  Playing soccer or softball or going to the beach
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your service? I really wish I would have started a 
successful youth group with high school students to talk about sexual health, but we could never get the 
schedule quite right.
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV? Always give the latrine a good kick to scare the cockroaches before 
sitting down. (I believe that came from Maria Antonia)
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Va Pue, Nica 60!
Riana DilleySite: Chaguitillo, Matagalpa

Favorite Nica dicho? Hay mas vida que tiempo. It is so true!
What were your main projects? Reading club and general library 
support, two summer camps, music festival in November!
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua has taught you? I 
learned that relationships are more important than projects.
How many times did you poop in a cup? Cero
Best book you read in Peace Corps? “Hot, Flat, and Crowded: Why 
We Need a Green Revolution” by Thomas L. Friedman.  Really 
unnerving in an inspiring kind of way!
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? In a PC fellows 
graduate program in bilingual education
Favorite weekend activity? Drinking coffee in Matagalpa and 
meeting up with other Matagalpino volunteers
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your 
service? Seen more of this beautiful country, I didn’t get out as 
much as I would have liked!
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV? Take it day by day.

Caroline Nabors Site:  Bluefields, RAAS
Favorite Nica dicho? Klyde. As is Laarrrd, gyaal ah klyde a di rayn!
What were your main projects? Teaching English with my 
number one friend and counter-part Mrs. Rachel Watters, 
working with the College Horizons program in Bluefields, and 
most importantly, Zumba. 
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you? 
Flexibility. Even though the rain still gives me PTSD, I have 
learned to teach a class of 65 Creole, Mestizo, and Miskito 
seventh graders during tropical storm rains without a total 
meltdown.
How many times did you poop in a cup? More than I wanted to.
Best book you read in Peace Corps? Tie. “French Women Don’t 
Get Fat” (It both infuriated and intrigued me—deep, I know.) 
and “The Water is Wide” (Interesting parallels to my experience 
teaching Creole students). 

Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? Not in Northeast Alabama living in a trailer on welfare. I 
would prefer to be employed in education/youth development in the Caribbean or Latin America.
Favorite weekend activity? Dry season:  Go to the beach at El Bluff  Rainy Season:  Binge eat coconut 
bread/bon/care package food
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your service? I wish I had developed a workshop 
series for the communities outside of Bluefields.
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV? Gyaal, u haf ta stap presha aut. Dis iz Nicaragua an todei it to haat to 
werk, so set down an drink a fresco. Relax ur brains. –Miss Rach
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Exit Interviews
Jamey ApplegateSite: El Jícaro, Nueva Segovia

Favorite Nica Dicho? This might not count as a dicho, but I’ve al-
ways like Si la patria es pequeña, uno grande la sueña. I also really 
enjoy Poco a poco or Si Dios quiere.
What were your main projects? Co-planning, co-teaching, orga-
nizing a teacher workshop series, doing classroom observations 
throughout my municipality, and developing an English class for 
the sixth grade students at the local primary schools.
What was the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you? Know your 
limits.
How many times did you poop in a cup? For COS medical, 3 
times. Outside of that, no comment.
Best book you read in Peace Corps? The Bible, but really Charles 
Portis’s “True Grit.”
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? Dallas, Texas

(That’s not a typo or a joke.)
Favorite weekend activity? Hanging out with my host family.
What is one thing you wish you’d accomplished in your service? I wish I had helped slaughter a cow. Or 
that I could have beaten Emily in books read.

Chelsea Anelli Site: León, León
Favorite Nica dicho? A la gran puchika! 
What were your main projects? Coordinating Fundación Uno, cre-
ating ridiculous holidays and celebrating them monthly. Ludachrist-
mas 2k14 will not be the same in Minnesota as it was in Chin last 
year.
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you? That 
everything always has a way of working out. Also, that diarrhea is 
the great equalizer of mankind. 
How many times did you poop in a cup? A million! A million cups of 
poop!
Best book you read in Peace Corps? “Team of Rivals” by Doris Ke-
arne or an autobiography on Harry Truman by David McCullough.  I 
also loved rereading “The Sun Also Rises” and “The Hobbit” be-
cause those because those books mean so much to me every time 
I read them.

Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? Can I just say I hope to be happy and to never live in a hot 
place without air conditioning again?
Favorite weekend activity? I had the best group of sitemates, both in Nagarote and in León, and getting 
together with them on weekends was the greatest. 
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your service? I also wish I had learned to like 
cuajada, but I still think it is a sacrilege upon the holy house of cheeses.  Volunteers who claim to like it are 
suffering from a gastronomical version of Stockholm Syndrome. 
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV?  I’ll never forget all of the beautiful memories  I’ve made with some 
of the kindest, smartest, funniest, and most passionate people I’ve ever met.  
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Va Pue, Nica 60!

Isabel Bauerlein Site: Nueva Guinea, RAAS 
Favorite Nica dicho? Ideay?! It’s so emotive. 
What were your main projects? Co-planned and co-taught with 
four English teachers at URACCAN University; organized teacher 
trainings, workshops, and conferences for MINED English teach-
ers; opened the Community English Center in Nueva Guinea.
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you? Make 
time for people. Relationships matter just as much as the work. 
How many times did you poop in a cup? Only for those three 
consecutive days of COS medical exams.  27 months, no para-
sites. Winning. 
Best book you read in Peace Corps? “Devil in the White City” by 
Erik Larson. All factual, but reads like fiction. Murder and may-
hem in the first World’s Fair; so good.  
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? Eating all the 

at Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Years with my family. Then, I’ll be heading to Panama with Peace 
Corps Response from January to August 2015 serving as their Early Reading Development and Outreach 
Coordinator. 
Favorite weekend activity? Watching a movie with my site mates in our awesome home theater. Seriously, 
you all should visit Nueva Guinea. 
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your service? A truly casual attitude towards time. 
Always managed to show up ridiculously early to every meeting and event for two years. 
Best advice you’ve received as a PCV? Peace Corps is a process; show yourself a little grace as you figure it 
out. 

Patrick WelchSite: Matiguás, Matagalpa. El centro geográfico de las Américas.
Favorite Nica dicho? Como amenicio? Como el maiz nacido.
What were your main projects? School, stoves/ovens, summer 
camp, PDM workshops.
What has been the biggest lesson Nicaragua’s taught you? Con-
fidence.
How many times did you poop in a cup? 3 times, but one time 
was actually in a Mombacho guaro bottle.
Best book you read in Peace Corps? “April 1865: The Month That 
Saved America”
Where do you hope to be after Peace Corps? Close to water.
Favorite weekend activity? Hiking to Agua Fria and swimming all 
day, then karaoke at La Boom.
What is one thing you wished you had accomplished in your 
service? Properly milked a cow. 

Best advice you’ve received as a PCV? Worry is a misuse of imagination.
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Entrance Interviews

Bienvenid@s Nica 64! 

Robin Swanhuyser
Sector: TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Before Peace 
Corps I was living in Seattle, WA where I worked in a Cupcake 
Shop and as an intern at a foundation that gives grants to 
development projects in Central America. In addition to work 
I spent most of last summer rock climbing and biking. 
Funniest moment during training? Riding on a bus that was 
so packed that I didn’t even have my feet on the ground and 
was squished in between bags of cargo and up against the 
bus speakers blasting music. And yet the cobrador still man-
aged to squeeze through all the people to ask for the bus 
fare! 

Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? Saying adios as you pass by people on the street. 
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? I hope to learn to do the Nica finger snap properly. 
First impressions of Nicaragua? My first impressions of Nicaragua have been that the people are very car-
ing and generous but generally suspicious of any combination of hot and cold. 
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised you? I swam in the crater of a inactive 
volcano! 

Hana Abate
Site / Sector: Niquinohomo- TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Staples Manager/ 
ESL  Teacher
Funniest moment during training? Trying to get around in a 
moto the first couple days with my site mates. 
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? Adding ita for every-
thing (ahorita, Papita, Mamita, Mamacita…) 
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? I hope to learn more 
about the history and culture of Nicaragua. 
First impressions of Nicaragua? It’s a beautiful country! 
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised 
you? Sitting and watching a telenovela for an hour a day. 
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Entrance Interviews

Michelle Zaragoza
Site / Sector: Diriamba, Carazo, Environmental Educator 
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Grad school, still 
kind of am. I am a Peace Corps Masters International Student 
meaning I am working on my masters degree during my PC 
assignment. 
Funniest moment during training? Probably during my volunteer 
visit, when I discovered that I was not eating beef but actually 
turtle!  
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? How to do that crazy 
finger snapping thing! And how to cook some of the traditional 
foods.
First impressions of Nicaragua? Really welcoming and nice people, sometimes a little too much.
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised you? I am no longer fazed by small 
things, like insects on my food. An entire colony of ants was eating a carrot bread I bought and instead of 
throwing it away, I just stuck it under the sink and continued to eat it. Food is precious! 

Danica Liriano
Site / Sector:  Nandasmo (training)/TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Teaching 
History to high school students in Brooklyn, NY.
Funniest moment during training?  Jen parading 
around like a raptor during practicum week. 
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? The point with 
your mouth thing. 
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua?  I hope to 
learn more about the issues that face the people, as 
well as how to take life slow. 
First impressions of Nicaragua? It’s a beautiful place. 
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has 
surprised you? Hiked down a “jungle” to go swimming 
in the Laguna de Apoyo.
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Charleen “Char” Johnson 
Stoever
Site / Sector: Masatepe/ TEFL 64
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Teaching math and
science at a Brooke Charter School in Boston, as well as cooking 
as much bacon as possible.
Funniest moment during training? My Spanish group had spent 
all day recruiting for our youth groups in our training town. We 
were all exhausted, and during our debrief activity, it was clear 
that we all wanted it to finish as quickly as possible, but then it 
started raining on the tin roof and none of us could even hear 
Nidia, our language facilitator, speaking. She had 
always mentioned the importance of patience to us in Nicaragua, but the look on her face in this moment 
was priceless, so we decided to name “Cuerpo de Paz” the  “Cuerpo de Paciencia”.
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? Using the word adios to say hello.
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? I recently learned how to make tamugas, so I can check that off 
my list. I hope to learn how to cook as many of the amazing dishes as possible. I would also like to learn 
English Creole.
First impressions of Nicaragua? Two words: Jugle Pompeii.
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised you? I’m surprised that I went so long (1 
month) without cooking bacon because I thought that I would have to wait until practicum week in León 
to find it. When I came back to Masatepe, I found out that I could have bought it in the Masatepe Palí all 
along.

Traci Henry 
Site / Sector: Catarina, TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Attending the Uni-
versity of Missouri. 
Funniest moment during training? My funniest moment was 
when I showed up to what I thought was a dance party and end-
ed up being an “old person” dance party. I danced with a lot of 
old men that night!
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far?  Andar por los aguacates.
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? Spanish! 
First impressions of Nicaragua? It’s a lot more “modern” than I 
thought it’d be. 
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised 
you? Walking down a mountain, through a jungle. I am definitely 
not a hiker…

Bienvenid@s Nica 64!
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Entrance Interviews

Andrew Nilsen
Site / Sector: TBD / TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? I worked for an an-
ti-poverty human services nonprofit organization in Portland, OR.  
My main work responsibilities included database administration, 
training, and program evaluation.  Outside of work I spent as 
much time as possible playing pick-up basketball, cooking, eating, 
and enjoying time with friends and family.
Funniest moment during training? Conor thinking he was mo-
ments away from being attacked by a monkey on the hike back 
from the Laguna de Apoyo…when it was really just a drunk man 
walking around the corner.
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? It’s a tie between tranquilo como Camilo  and barriga llena, corazón 
contento
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? Spanish, how to cook like Doña Manuela of Niquinohomo, and 
how to play Foggy Mountain Breakdown on the banjo
First impressions of Nicaragua?  There are so many new, delicious foods to try!!!
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised you? Being invited onto a random family’s 
porch during a downpour, and then chatting with them for almost an hour before making arrangements to 
come back for a home-cooked dinner of authentic Nica cuisine.

Emily Nilsen
Site / Sector: TBD / TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Teaching and living up 
the 20-something life with friends and extended family.  I taught 
6th-8th thematic Science and English for three years in a small 
charter school just outside of Portland, OR.  Before my official class-
room experience I worked for Outdoor School, the awesome west 
coast camping experience for 6th graders to learn about the life 
sciences.
Funniest moment during training? Everything I said to my host 
family my first week in training.  When you don’t know Spanish, you 
make lots of noises and my family thought it was the best thing. 

Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? Tranquila como Camila 
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? How to make mistakes and in doing so, hopefully learn Spanish.  
How to take people (like groups of English teachers, or groups of students) from one place to another, 
facilitating growth and knowledge gain.  How to release my inner artist through playing fiddle, blogging 
(www.maywesuggest.org), and any other artistic fancy I feel/have time for.
First impressions of Nicaragua? Having been to Nica once before even just for a short time, it is all I re-
member and more.  Beautiful, rough around the edges, inviting, and full of people worth getting to know.
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised you? Pooping in a cup using Miguel’s sug-
gested strategies.
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Bienvenid@s Nica 64!

Emily Petersen
Site / Sector: Catarina, TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? I was in a post-bac-
calaureate program getting my California teaching credential at 
California State University, Monterey Bay.
Funniest moment during training? Sharing some good laughs 
with my site mates after hours upon hours of Spanish class.  It 
starts to make you a little delusional and slap happy
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? FACHHHEEENNNTAAAA
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? How to be a better 
teacher and a better citizen of the world.
First impressions of Nicaragua?  RICE!
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised 
you? I have started to hiss at people to get their attention which 
I never thought I would do.  But hey, anything is possible in 
Nicaragua!

Nicholas Eckhart
Site / Sector: Environment 64
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Before the Peace 
Corps I was teaching at a 6th grade outdoor science school in the 
redwoods and taking in the last wonderful moments of California
Funniest moment during training? One of my fellow trainees 
was talking on the phone with our training coordinator and 
during the conversation instead of saying sounds good (suena 
bien) he said tastes good (sabe bien).  I couldn’t stop laughing.  
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? My favorite Nica phrase 
is Ese niño es coco which means that that kid is intelligent.  
What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? I hope to learn more 

about how to teach environmental education dynamically.  I also love learning Spanish and hope to come 
out speaking like a natural.  
First impressions of Nicaragua? My first impression of Nicaragua was very pleasant.  I saw the volcanoes 
and felt the warmth of the people.  It truly felt like a land of lagos y volcanes.  
 What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised you? I am surprised that I have made 
such a strong connection with my host family.  I am so grateful for that.  
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Entrance Interviews

Sam Connor

Site / Sector :Currently in Diriamba for training/Environmental 
Education
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Teaching Middle 
school and High School Spanish at Hampton Roads Academy in 
Newport News, VA.
Funniest moment during training?  Watching a fellow aspirante 
have to say “tap that ass,” during a sociodrama, hands down the 
funniest moment thus far during training.  Other than perhaps his 
wife´s reaction.
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far?  Andar por los aguacates

What do you hope to learn in Nicaragua? Either how to make a mean Nacatamal, or how to make coffee 
from start to finish.
First impressions of Nicaragua?  Does it get any better than this?
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised you? Helped students individually in my 
last class draw free body diagrams, “diagramas de cuerpo libre.” 72 hours before that class I could not 
have told you what a free-body diagram is in English. 

Site / Sector: TEFL sector. I’m in Masatepe for training.
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? The finger snap. 
First impressions of Nicaragua?  My favorite part of Nicaragua is 
the hospitality of the people- it began to downpour suddenly one 
evening while I was walking home with three other aspirantes and 
two women and a young chavalo invited us to spend time on their 
patio to avoid getting wet. We talked for about an hour about 
foods, culture, places, and mannerisms endemic to Nicaragua and 
it was a pleasant experience.

Daniel Hurlbut 
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Bienvenid@s Nica 64!

Jennifer Rowley
Site / Sector: Nandasmo / TEFL
What were you doing before Peace Corps? Fighting crime against 
the evil emperor Zurg…and being a student.
Funniest moment during training? When Emily N. said “I’d tap 
that ass”
Favorite Nica-ism you’ve learned so far? The “no” finger shake
First impressions of Nicaragua? I hope to learn how to be more 
selfless.
First impressions of Nicaragua? “This place is…COLORFUL!”
What is something you’ve done in Nicaragua that has surprised 
you?  I’ve sat through more than 20 hours of evangelical masses 

Buena suerte!
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