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A Friendly 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.     

>  

>  
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¡Ojo!  

We need editors! The current 
staff has only two more issues 

to go before they take off for the 
land of the free. So what does 

that mean for you? If you have at 
least a year left in your service, 

you should join the Va Pue team. 
Experience is clearly not required. 

Shoot us an email to let us know!

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

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. 

Not original enough to write 
your own article? Well, write a 
response to an article from the 
last issue. We’ll take it.

Have something to say? We’ll hear 
you out. Send us the ideas you’d 
like to include in the next Va Pue, 
due out in February 2012.

All we care about is 
QUALITY, not LENGTH!
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HIV/AIDS: 
30 Years Later

On June 5, 1981, five perplexing deaths were reported 
by the CDC. These five cases were followed by millions 

more and led to the discovery of a new retrovirus. 
Three decades later, where are we now?

Cover Section

Rapid tests being done in Nueva Segovia
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June 15, 1981. Los Angeles. An unusual form of 
pneumonia keeps surfacing. San Francisco, sev-
eral weeks later. Doctors worry about a rare form 

of cancer—Kaposi’s sarcoma—their suspicions growing 
that the underlying cause is something new, some-
thing big, something completely unfamiliar. 

30 years later, 25 million people worldwide have died, 
34 million have been infected, and the HIV/AIDS pan-
demic has changed the face of our world permanently. 

What do we have to show for these 30 years? Despite 
activists, researchers, politicians, and aid workers 
making HIV a priority, there certainly exists a host of 
negatives: countries in which the infection rates are 
so high that the majority of the population has been 
left young and orphaned, rampant discrimination and 
stigma, myths which spread rather than impede the 
virus (no, having sex with a virgin will not save or cure 
you from AIDS), apathy, denial, conspiracy theories…
the list seems endless. 

Pessimism is so easy. After all, one out of every 250 to 
300 people in the United States—the United States!—
is infected with HIV. There are two new infections 
worldwide for every person starting antiretroviral 
treatment. Countries and organizations are plagued by 
difficulties with statistics, testing, and honest report-
ing of results. People don’t want to hear about HIV, 
don’t want to talk about safe sex, and don’t want to 
think about the risks their own behavior exposes them 
to. In Nicaragua, for example, UNAIDS estimates that 
there may be 7,700 HIV-positive people, half of whom 
remain undiagnosed—many because they fear what an 
HIV test might reveal.

Despite all of this, despite the lure of throwing our 
hands up and resigning ourselves to what seems like 
fate, the worst thing we can do now is lose hope. To 
do so would be a disgrace to the 25 million brilliant 
souls we have already lost, and a criminal denial of 
the progress which has been made since the panic and 
darkness of the early years of the epidemic. In 1996, 
the new drugs created to inhibit one of the virus’s cru-
cial enzymes cost $15,000 every year. Now it’s $500 
in most lower-income countries: $100 for the course 
of drugs and $400 for administration costs. Encourag-
ingly, new studies are showing that the drugs used to 
treat and slow the advance of the virus may also help 
prevent transmission of HIV as well: by decreasing 
the “virus load”—the concentration of the virus in the 
bloodstream—they also reduce the likelihood of pass-
ing the virus on to others. 

In 2005, 2.1 million people died from AIDS-related 

We’re still in the forest, 
but we may have found 

a way out

Claire DeSoi, HE 52
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illnesses; in 2009 that number shrank to 1.8 million. 
16 billion dollars are spent in low- and middle-income 
countries every year (half of which comes from local 
sources and half from foreign aid); the World Fund, 
begun on the twentieth anniversary of HIV’s discovery, 
has been a huge factor in this, as has PEPFAR—the 
President’s Emergency Procedure for Aids Relief—
started by George W. Bush as the American response 
to the Global Fund’s call to arms. Roughly 5.2 million 
people worldwide now have access to treatment; in 
the young populations of the 15 most severely affected 
countries, HIV rates have fallen by as much as 25% in 
the last ten years. 

We are adding new weapons to our arsenal all the 
time, too. As recently as August, trials were announced 
for a new field test: a plastic chip which tests for 10 
blood-borne pathogens—HIV 
among them—more simply 
and more cheaply than in the 
past. Vaginal microbiocides are 
in development, in the hopes 
of increasing the power of 
women—more at risk than men 
for contracting the virus—to 
protect themselves. Mother-
to-child transmission is signifi-
cantly shrinking, circumcision 
has been found to reduce the 
risk of contracting HIV, and 
knowledge of the so-called 
“ABCs”—abstinence, being 
faithful, and condom use—is spreading.

We are still, of course, very far from celebrating true 
victory over AIDS. HIV continues to spread. Nine 
million people who need antiretroviral (ARV) drugs 
don’t receive them. Aggressively pursuing the course 
of using ARVs as a tool to reduce transmission means 
providing treatment to all 27 million people infected… 
and that kind of policy risks breeding a false sense of 
security, potentially increasing the sort of risky behav-
ior that puts people in danger.

And cost is a problem—the struggle now is to stop 
many countries from giving less. The Global Fund and 
PEPFAR were founded during a flush economic cli-
mate, with developed countries eager to show off their 
softer humanitarian sides. Now, the Netherlands and 
Spain are cutting contributions to the World Fund, 
and Italy has stopped payments entirely. More coun-
tries may follow suit, pressed by the economic crisis 
and their own populations to cut foreign aid spending.
All this is speaking on a very macro level. What of the 
challenges we face here in our sites—we who as PCVs 

work at an exceptionally micro level? Ask any health 
volunteer about the work they have done with HIV: 
the men they’ve talked to, the youth to whom they’ve 
given condom demonstrations, the pena and myths 
and stigma they’ve encountered. In Nicaragua the 
relative level of HIV infection is low, and information 
about transmission and prevention is spreading, but 
despite free condoms and a wealth of NGOs and other 
organizations promoting healthy lifestyles and safe sex 
practices, behavior change is slow in coming. 

Talk to the youth here and many of them will tell you 
what they’ve learned in school about HIV, yet preven-
tion methods remain something theoretical, dis-
counted. As volunteers we talk so often about behav-
ior change, but how do you start when condoms are 
something to be giggled over and forgotten? We need 

sneakier methods. Too often it 
feels like we’re shouting into 
a vacuum of apathy and dis-
interest kept empty by vague, 
pervasive fear. It’s easy to sit 
back, easy to decide that such a 
quixotic mission isn’t worth it, 
that something more concrete 
is a better use of our two years. 

But opportunities exist here. 
True, charlas on behavior 
change, communication and 
relationship skills, and the 
empowerment of women and 

youth yield few quantifiable results. We can’t take 
photos of the progress we make, can’t show the fruits 
of our labors off on our blogs. But we do make a dif-
ference with this work: we can make a difference that 
I believe is one of the most important legacies of our 
service, regardless of our sector. 

We complain about the fishbowl effect—but we can use 
that to our advantage. Behavior change does not come 
through charlas or classes or dictates from author-
ity figures. Behavior change comes from within, from 
watching good and bad models and starting—however 
subconsciously—to change ourselves in order to reflect 
those models. We don’t file the conversations we have 
with Nicaraguan friends in our VRFs, just as we don’t 
report the days high schoolers come to us with ques-
tions about everything from whether Americans eat 
sapos to English homework to our past relationships, 
but every day we leave invisible fingerprints behind us, 
indelible marks of what we have done with our service. 
With every day, with every encounter we have, positive 
and negative alike, we are building a legacy, however 
invisible or small. This gives us power—a power most 

Behavior change does not 
come through charlas or 

classes or dictates from au-
thority figures. Behavior 

change comes from within.
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aid organizations can never hope to wield. 

We can’t measure that power. Maybe we can’t even 
see it; maybe we’ll never know if it bears fruit, or if the 
fact we can’t see it means it stays below the surface, 
spreading roots outward beyond our sight. We can’t 
calculate the costs or benefits for skeptics. But the 
power of our example is there, and I believe it remains 
one of the strongest tools we have to make our service 
count. It is one of the most meaningful ways to leave a 
strong legacy behind us, something which may never 
add to our résumés or help us find jobs but which will 
continue to grow in small ways long after we leave—a 
plant, to carry the metaphor further, which can break 
down, however slowly, the barriers standing between 
us and a world without HIV.

We cannot erase HIV—or machismo, or gender vio-
lence, or poverty, which all contribute to the epidem-
ic—but here, in our own small ways, we can plant the 
seed. A drop in an overwhelming bucket, perhaps, but 
one our world cannot afford to lose if we want to avoid 
another decade of HIV, another million souls lost to 
the ravages of AIDS.  VP

Project Ideas You Can 
Use to Commemorate 

World AIDS Day 

Merissa Yellman,  HE 52
Tara Scheuer, HLS 55

Luc Montagnier, 
the man who discovered HIV

Antiretroviral drugs such as Efa-
virenz (behind) have benefited 
from the lion’s share of HIV/
AIDS research.  But as New York 
magazine recently reported, the 
wholly unexpected cure of one 
man suggests that “cure” research 
may not, as many think, be a lost 
cause:

The Man Who Was Cured 
of HIV and What It Means 

for a Cure for AIDS
(http://nymag.com/health/features/aids-cure-

2011-6/)

In 2000, representatives from 1,000 different orga-
nizations and more than 100 countries met at the 
Millennium Summit to draft and approve the Mil-

lennium Development Goals.  One of the eight goals, 
one was to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other 
diseases (such as tuberculosis).  Three specific targets 
were defined within this goal, including:  (1) halt and 
begin to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS by 2015; and 
(2) achieve universal access to treatment for HIV/
AIDS by 2010.  Since then, many advances towards 
the completion of this goal and these targets have been 
made.  For example, access to HIV treatment in low- 
and middle-income countries increased ten-fold over 
a span of just five years.  Also, remarkable advances 
have been made in the reduction of vertical transmis-
sion of HIV (from a pregnant mother to her child or 
from a lactating mother to her recently-born child 
through breast-milk).  For example, in 2008, 45% of 
HIV-positive expectant mothers in low- and middle-
income countries received treatment, up from 35% in 
the previous year.  

But we’re not close to achieving target two, and we 
are by no means on target to achieve target one in less 
than 3.5 years.  Every day more than 7,400 people are 
newly infected with HIV and 5,500 die from AIDS- re-
lated illnesses.  During 2009, about 2.6 million people 
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became newly infected 
with the virus and an esti-
mated 1.8 million people 
died from AIDS.  HIV re-
mains the leading cause of 
death among reproductive-
age women worldwide and, 
of all infectious diseases, 
HIV/AIDS is the most 
deadly.  For every two 
individuals starting HIV 
treatment each year, five 
are newly infected.  

In 1987, James W. Bunn 
and Thomas Netter, pub-
lic information specialists 
for the Global Program on 
AIDS at the World Health 
Organization in Geneva, 
Switzerland, came up with 
the idea for a World AIDS 
Day. They took their idea 
to Dr. Jonathan Mann, 
Director of the Global 
Program on AIDS (now 
known as UNAIDS), who 
was excited by the con-
cept and later gave them 
the green light to hold the 
first observance of World 
AIDS Day on December 
1, 1988. World AIDS Day 
has become a worldwide initiative dedicated to raising 
money, increasing awareness, fighting prejudice, and 
improving education. World AIDS Day is an important 
reminder that HIV is a threat to everyone, regardless 
of socioeconomic class, religion, gender, sexual orien-
tation, race, age, etc.  Today, it is the longest-running 
communicable disease prevention and awareness 
initiative in the history of public health.  

What can we do as Peace Corps volun-
teers in Nicaragua?

What greater way to play a small (or perhaps large!) 
part in reducing discrimination and increasing knowl-
edge than by finding a way to celebrate World AIDS 
Day in your communities?  Peace Corps volunteers 
of any sector can do many different things to honor 
World AIDS Day here in Nicaragua. Each site is differ-
ent and some activities will be more suited to particu-
lar areas, but there is something for everyone. The 
tradition of World AIDS Day has been to honor and 

support those who have 
lived or are currently living 
with HIV.  According to 
UNAIDS estimates, about 
33.3 million people are liv-
ing with HIV, including 2.5 
million children.  Typically, 
activities are conducted 
in the community and 
empower people while ef-
fectively decreasing stigma 
and discrimination related 
to the epidemic.  However, 
activities meant to raise 
money for HIV initiatives 
or to improve education 
are very common as well.  

We highly encourage all 
Peace Corps volunteers to 
do something (no matter 
how small) to celebrate 
World AIDS Day, and we 
hope to get your creative 
juices flowing with the fol-
lowing ideas for activities 
that you could conduct in 
your sites:   

Marches/Runs/
Walks for Life - Make 
signs (easily done on 
papelógrafo or on stron-

ger materials if available) and set out a simple, visible 
route through town for community members to gather 
and walk in solidarity with those living with HIV and 
in honor of those who have passed away from compli-
cations caused by AIDS.  Music, megaphones, mara-
cas… whatever can draw a lot of attention is a bonus!  
Advertise the event by word-of-mouth or by putting up 
posters beforehand so that people come out the day of 
the event.  This activity is usually most effective if you 
have an organized group of people to help you – any 
youth groups, community groups, students in a class 
you teach, etc. could lead your march, and they could 
help make posters and encourage others to join in.  
Consider involving the health center (the ambulance 
could lead and perifonear) or any other organization 
(ex: the alcaldía) that has a vehicle and the ability to 
perifonear.

HIV Fairs – Gather in a popular public place and 
blast music (if possible) to get people’s attention and 
to get them to come over and see what’s going on.  

Men learning how to put on a condom in Chinandega.
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They’re probably bored of cociendo frijoles and melt-
ing in the heat anyway.  Talk to people about HIV and 
AIDS.  Hand out educational materials.  Do interac-
tive educational activities.  Hand out condoms.  In-
volve your local health center/post or an NGO so that 
a nurse or doctor could come to provide pruebas de 
VIH.

Condom Give-a-Ways - Go door to door (prefer-
ably with a group of students, a youth club, or another 
organized group that you work with) offering condoms 
and/or educational materials and inviting people to 
honor World AIDS Day.  It is likely that your local 
branch of MINSA or some NGOs would be more than 
willing to donate condoms and/or educational materi-
als to you for an activity like this.  If you don’t have 
educational materials at your disposal, there is un 
montón de information online.  Print it off and make 
mini-brochures or handwrite brief educational materi-
als if you have pretty handwriting.

Wear a Red Ribbon – Simply wear a red shirt or 
a red ribbon to symbolize your awareness and sup-
port. Give ribbons to other people and invite them to 
support World AIDS Day as 
well.  Consider wearing the 
ribbon for an entire week so 
that more people will see you 
with your stylish accessory 
and ask you about it. 

Human HIV Ribbon – The HIV ribbon symboliz-
es solidarity with HIV-positive people and those living 
with AIDS.

Take lots of pics and show people back 
home that you are a bad-ass PCV.

Drawing/Poster Contest – Have a contest be-
tween students, youth groups, other organized groups 
that you work with, or community members to create 
artwork or a poster that has an HIV theme.  Look for 
prizes from NGOs, la alcaldía, etc.  For volunteers 
who work in schools, this contest could easily be done 
in November in anticipation of World AIDS Day on 
December 1st.

Quizzes! – I love quizzes!  Test people on how much 
they know about HIV, AIDS, and World AIDS Day.  
Correct people when they are wrong, and reward any-
one who scores 100% (cheap candy is affordable for 
even the most poor and pinche volunteers).

Rummage Sale/Food Sale – Get together with 

community members and either try to sell used/un-
wanted items that are still good (clothing, dishes, etc.) 
or make and sell food to raise money for HIV/AIDS 
initiatives.

Memorials – If members of your community have 
passed away due to complications from AIDS, consider 
making a memorial for them.  Be creative: this could 
be a small plot of land with wooden crosses, a garden, 
a mural, etc.

Candlelight Vigil – Have a candlelight vigil (una 
vela) to honor all those who have died due to compli-
cations related to AIDS.

Speeches/Forums/Testimonials – These can 
be done by people living with HIV, individuals who 
work for or volunteer for NGOs, doctors/nurses, etc.  
If you can get the alcaldía (or anyone else) to lend 
you a microphone and speakers, an event can easily 
be held in el parque central, la cancha, or any other 
public space where people gather.  Consider mak-
ing posters and telling people about it beforehand to 
increase attendance.

Party/Social Event – 
Think about hosting some 
sort of social event – it 
could be a simple gathering 
with your friends at your 
house, a community event 
at a casa comunal, etc.  You 

could charge an entrada (or request donations) to 
raise money for people living with HIV, NGOs that 
do HIV/AIDS work, or any other HIV/AIDS initia-
tive.  Or you could just make it free.  Either way, make 
it AIDS-themed:  put up red banners, wear red, hand 
out red ribbons (or make ribbons at the event with the 
participants), do HIV-related artwork, etc.  Consider 
giving a brief charla about reducing stigma, about 
transmission/prevention of HIV, or about any other 
topic related to HIV/AIDS.  If you are technologically 
equipped, show a movie and have a short discussion 
afterwards.  Peace Corps has some really good videos 
about HIV.

Mural – For those of you that are more artistically 
inclined (or even if you’re not, but someone in your 
community is), consider painting a mural in a public 
location.  Involve others in the painting of said mu-
ral – it decreases the project’s duration and gets more 
people excited about HIV/AIDS initiatives.  Be sure to 
give yourself plenty of time –things always take longer 
than you expect.  In order to make the project easier, 
consider using the same methodology as a World Map.  

What greater way to play a small (or 
perhaps large!) part in reducing discrim-
ination and increasing knowledge than 
by celebrating World AIDS Day in your 

communities?



11 Va Pue - October 2011

Take an image from the internet or create one, and 
then divide the image up into little squares (they call 
it una cuadrícula in Nica speak).  Refer to the official 
Peace Corps World Map Manual for more information 
about how to do this.

Garden – For any volunteers out there that want 
to get their hands dirty, consider creating a huerto 
that provides nutritious and tasty fruits/vegetables 
for HIV-positive people.  If there are no HIV-positive 
people in your site, try creating a cute little jardín 
with flowers in a school or elsewhere to recognize and 
honor individuals in Nicaragua (or in the world) that 
have passed away due to complications from AIDS.  
Don’t forget to watch out for those damn vagos and 
vandals – plant the garden where it can’t be damaged!

Shave Your Head – Pull a Jenny Tighe and shave 
off your hair.  Tell everyone you did it to honor those 
who have passed away due to AIDS and those who are 
living with HIV.  I know this option isn’t for everyone, 
but it’s pretty sweet.

Talk to People - Simply focus on bringing up HIV/
AIDS to everyone you talk to on December 1st.  Talk 
about HIV (transmission, prevention, la prueba, stig-
ma, etc.), the history of World AIDS Day, or anything 
else about HIV/AIDS to help create awareness.

Quick Facts!

Although understanding the biological complexities 
of the virus and how it works within the human body 
can be complicated, basic education about the trans-
mission and prevention of the virus is quite simple.  
Activities that refute myths and decrease stigma are 
easily done as well.

¿Qué es el VIH?  Es un virus que ataca su sistema •	
de defensas.  El resultado es que uno no puede 
defenderse contra enfermedades.
¿Qué es el SIDA? Al principio, un individuo con el •	
virus no tendrá síntomas, pero de todos modos el 
virus anda atacando y debilitando el sistema de 
defensas.  Cuando el sistema de defensas está muy 
débil, la persona se enfermará fácilmente.  Se 
llama SIDA cuando una persona empiece a tener 
estas enfermedades.
Para Transmisión – Enfoque en los cuatro flui-•	
dos corporales que pueden transmitir el virus: el 
semen, las secreciones vaginales, la sangre, y la 
leche materna.  For younger crowds, it is some-
times necessary to define “semen” and “vaginal 
secretions.” ¡No tengan pena!

Para Prevención – (1) Abstinencia (no tener •	
relaciones sexuales), (2) Fidelidad Mutua (But I 
always say, “Este método es complicado, porque 
aunque alguien es fiel a su pareja, uno no sabe 
lo que hace su pareja cuando no está en casa.”), 
(3) El uso CORRECTO del condón/preservativo.  
In Nicaragua, 93% of HIV cases are transmitted 
sexually, and for brief charlas it’s not generally 
necessary to talk about drug use/sharing needles, 
tatuaje, etc.
Remind people that condoms are free (and should •	
be readily available) at any health center or health 
post in Nicaragua. They can also be purchased at 
pharmacies and pulperías, and usually cost about 
C$10 for a pack of three (with flavors!  Sorry, 
though, there’s no nancite-flavored ones…). 
Also remind people that l•	 a prueba rápida is free, 
quick (20 minutes), and confidential, and also 
available any time during regular hours in any 
health center/health post in Nicaragua.
Mitos communes: (1) Los zancudos pueden trans-•	
mitir el virus; (2) Las lágrimas, los mocos, la sa-
liva, el sudor, la orina, y las heces pueden trans-
mitir el virus.  Re-emphasize that only the four 
bodily fluids mentioned can transmit the virus.  
And no, you can’t get el virus from using the baño 
after someone who is HIV-positive.
Overall, emphasize that casual contact (hugs, •	
KISSES, handshakes) CANNOT spread the virus!  
There is absolutely no reason to fear/reject an 
HIV-positive individual!
FALSE: HIV/AIDS is only a disease of homosexu-•	
als or commercial sex workers!  About 80% of all 
registered cases in Nicaragua are of heterosexual 
individuals, and commercial sex workers have the 
lowest HIV prevalence among the most-at-risk 
populations (MARPs, in HIV lingo). 

Final Notes

The more, the merrier!  Most of these activities can be 
conducted with a small number of people, and every 
person reached by these activities counts.  However, 
try to include as many people as possible.  Stigma and 
discrimination in regards to HIV-positive individu-
als as well as pena and fear of HIV/AIDS are still very 
high in most of Nicaragua – and you never know how 
many of your participants will spread the message to 
other people, helping to reduce stigma, create solidar-
ity, and spread essential information about HIV/AIDS. 

Don’t be afraid to ask your local health center, local 
health post, or any NGOs that do HIV/AIDS work to 
help you (even if you are not a health volunteer).  Most 
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It was almost a throwaway remark, something 
to get us thinking about more and bigger ideas 
during a workshop on the stigma and discrimina-

tion HIV-positive people face, but the thought caught 
somewhere in my head: this notion of tolerance, and 
how it relates—or doesn’t—to respect. On the surface, 
tolerance and respect look like synonyms, friends who 
borrow each other’s clothes and tone of voice regu-
larly. But if we look closer, we find that their small 
differences multiply under our examination, their 
particular DNA quirks betraying them as barely more 
than strangers.

Let’s start small: let’s start with basic definitions. Un-
fortunately, my copy of the OED is probably over the 
checked luggage weight limit all by itself and therefore 
not with me in Nicaragua, but here are two simple 
definitions from Dictionary.com:

When Tolerance Is 
Nothing More Than a 
Lack of Respect

Claire DeSoi, HE 52

“No me gusta la palabra ‘
tolerancia’,” she said. 

“Me la disgusta.”

of the time they are more than willing to provide as 
much support as they can.  Also, it’s possible they al-
ready have a project brewing and would appreciate an 
extra set of hands and someone who knows the com-
munity and the people well.  ¡Aprovechen! 
 
¡Sean creativos!  The possibilities are essentially end-
less. Some activities need to be adapted/changed/al-
tered in order to function well in your site, but we have 
no doubt that at least some of these ideas, if tweaked, 
would work in any volunteer’s site. Let’s all join the 
fight against HIV/AIDS! 

If you are interested in reducing discrimination re-
lated to HIV/AIDS and spreading more knowledge 
about the topic, and you have a great project idea that 
could use some monetary support, consider applying 

for a VAST grant and carrying it out on December 1st 
(or any other date if December is too soon on your 
radar).  Volunteers from any sector can apply for up to 
$1,000 to carry out any HIV-related project.  Whether 
it’s a project designed to spread knowledge about the 
disease, to improve an organization’s capacity to pre-
vent HIV or to work with HIV-positive individuals (by 
training them to use computers, for example), or to 
increase the quality of life of HIV-positive individuals, 
take advantage of this opportunity to get plata (no, not 
the ron) to go along with your idea! 

If you have any questions about general information 
on HIV/AIDS, other activity ideas specific to your site, 
VAST funds, or anything else related to HIV/AIDS, 
contact us, or any other member of the HIV/AIDS 
Task Force for more information.   VP

Respect: noun. Esteem for or a sense of the worth or 
excellence of a person, a personal quality or ability, or 
something considered as a manifestation of a personal 
quality or ability.

Tolerance: noun. A fair, objective, and permissive 
attitude toward those whose opinions, practices, race, 
religion, nationality, etc., differ from one’s own; free-
dom from bigotry.

These definitions look great, right? And they are—
respect and tolerance are both fine things, worthy of 
our attention. But let’s take another look at the words 
themselves, this time at their respective origins: just 
like people and ideas, a word’s roots can tell us a lot 
about the way we understand it now.

Respect is derived from the Latin respectus, which 
literally means “the act of looking back at one”; the 
word comes from re-, meaning “back” or “again”, and 
specere, “to look at”. Tolerance is a few hundred years 
younger, coming to us by way of Old French from the 
Latin word tolerantia: “endurance”.  Tolerantia, in 
turn, developed from the verb tolerare, which means 
“to bear, endure, tolerate”.  Tolerant was first recorded 
in the early fifteenth century, in the sense of “permis-
sive”; later, it was used to indicate an individual free 
from bigotry, and the addition of tolerance afterward 
referred to accepting an “allowable amount of varia-
tion” in something. 

Here is where the crux of the difference lies; once we 
peel back the layers of the words, strip them down 
to the bones, a different, truer definition of each of 
these words emerges. Take “respect” first.  Specere, 
the second half of its origin, is actually the same root 
we take the word “spectacles” from: when we talk 
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about respect, we are literally talking about the act of 
looking, the act of examining something or someone 
else. Look again, respect tells us. Look deeper than the 
first glance, look back and consider that person a little 
more profoundly. Respect also carries heavy connota-
tions for us apart from pure semantics: we respect our 
bosses, our elders, our idols and role models. Respect 
implies deference or esteem, an honor we give freely to 
the other person; to be respected is a privileged posi-
tion 

Tolerance, on the other hand, is murkier. Tolerance 
can mean open-mindedness, it can mean liberality, 
impartiality…but we also use it in less positive con-
texts. We talk about our tolerance for pain. We tolerate 
noise, or treatments, or graft, or the antics of unsavory 
uncles. Tolerance implies that we overlook actions or 
people or conduct we ourselves do not approve of. It 
has in its roots a strong sense 
of endurance, that the things 
we tolerate are hardships or 
wrongdoings we suffer out 
of a sense of politeness or 
righteousness; a sense that at 
any moment we could revise 
our opinions and endure no 
longer.

We are, of course, not required 
to agree with everything we 
come across, and indeed we 
should not; we all have the 
right to our own opinions. But when we begin to talk 
about stigma, when we talk about discrimination, we 
also have the responsibility to remember that other 
people, too, possess this right. When we merely toler-
ate minorities, or religions, or ideas, we place them—
however consciously or unconsciously—in a side 
category, something to be put up with, to be endured 
without pleasure. We give no more than wary recogni-
tion, secure in our own confidence that we are better 
people because of our forbearance in the face of objec-
tionable people or customs. In the simple, basic act of 
toleration, we place ourselves on a higher plane than 
whomever we have labeled Other—gays or lesbians 
or bisexuals, the transgendered, feminists, Muslims, 
Christians, Jews, blacks, Hispanics, Chinese, New 
Yorkers, Tea Partiers, tourists—without bothering to 
give them that second look, without examining them 
or ourselves. We reject engagement in favor of détente.

We can be tolerant; we can believe entirely in our own 
open-mindedness and objectivity, the goodness of our 
aims, but without respect our very actions and words 
betray us. In the fight against stigma, we cannot afford 

not to “look back”; without looking we can’t hope to 
find the roots of the whole problem. Tolerance is a 
passive state—respect is active, and all the more dif-
ficult for it. It is hard work respecting anyone we don’t 
agree with; it’s much easier to only tolerate them, 
especially if they don’t offer us any respect in return. 

This is what the speaker meant when she said she 
hated the word tolerance. In talking about discrimina-
tion against persons living with HIV or AIDS, toler-
ance without respect is empty despite our best inten-
tions. We cannot afford to tolerate HIV. Eliminating 
myths which ostracize HIV-positive people is impos-
sible without respect: what credibility does the advo-
cate who pushes for anti-discrimination laws and yet 
doesn’t interact with the people she represents have? 
Who would accept treatment from someone who con-
demns their life choices, or from a treatment provider 

who blames the patient alone 
for their condition?

We don’t have to agree with 
the way someone else lives; we 
don’t have to agree with their 
opinions; we don’t have to 
approve of the choices they’ve 
made. As a health volunteer, 
I don’t approve of the risk 
someone takes when they 
cheat on their spouse without 
using protection—but I have 
to respect that it’s their choice 

to make. Respect doesn’t mean agreeing with them, or 
with anyone else. Respect means pausing long enough 
to treat the other person with courtesy, to accord them 
the same rights and privileges we give ourselves—to 
acknowledge that they too have value. Respect means 
opening a true open dialogue with them: one which 
allows all sides to speak and listen, in which all par-
ticipants are acknowledged to be equal.

Tolerance is a step; it is not the goal. We must push 
ourselves beyond passivity into active engagement 
with the world, engagement against the discrimination 
HIV-positive people and so many others still face.  Do-
ing so takes guts. It’s frustrating. But in the end, such 
an extraordinary shift in the way we think and act is 
the only hope we have of fighting back—of pushing 
back against discrimination, against apathy; against 
the folly of a world which has forgotten the kind of 
conduct true respect demands.  VP
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Culture, being comprised of humans, will ex-
ude some of the same behaviors that a human 
would, given comparable situations. For in-

stance, if you grow up in a positive and carefree envi-
ronment, you will be more disposed to live a positive 
adult life. If the children of an entire generation grow 
up in a positive environment, their culture will mani-
fest as much.

For those of us who have read Stephen Kinzer’s Blood 
of Brothers, a staple in our literary diet here in Peace 
Corps Nicaragua, we know that this country has led 
a rather turbulent life. Going all the way back to its 

infancy when the land was conquered by the Span-
ish in the 16th century, Nicaragua has had to endure 
violence, corruption, and oppression from its govern-
ing power. In the centuries following, these problems 
remained while rulers came and went. It seemed 
as though just when the country was back on track, 
something would steer it off course. 

Most recently, the Somoza dictatorship that ruled 
Nicaragua for 40 years was overthrown in 1979 by the 
Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) in what 
billboards all over the country still remind us is known 
simply as La Revolución. Essentially overnight, those 
responsible for the guerrilla overthrow of a dicta-
tor then had to govern an entire country. To further 
complicate things, national guardsmen under the 
former dictator began to organize and soon launched 
a contra war against the Sandinistas. The contra war 
was a long and devastating one, and it lasted until a 
cease-fire agreement was signed in 1988. Though its 
affects were most apparent in northern Nicaragua, the 
entire nation was, and still is, affected by the fighting. 
In 1912, Benjamin Zeledón, a schoolteacher and judge 
turned soldier, timelessly described his country as be-
ing “beautiful but unfortunate.”

Today, just as in the past, Nicaragua’s citizens com-
prise a culture that is the end result of years and years 
of turbulence and instability. Nicaraguans who today 
are between the ages of 36 to 44 lived some portion 
of their teenage years during the war. Their teenage 
memories are those of a country torn - memories of 
fighting, funerals, and fallen friends and family. Even 
the older generations, who were already adults at the 
time of Somoza’s ousting, lived in precarious times 
leading up to the war. And their predecessors before 
them lived most of their lives under a restrictive dicta-
torship. Having grown up in such times, and histori-
cally living under unjust or unstable ruling factions, 
what should be expected of today’s Nicaraguans? 

His name was Noel, and he was drunk. I met him last 
August, soon after I arrived to my site. I had been 
exploring my new hometown and decided to make my 
way up to the cemetery, and that’s when I saw him. He 
was planted on a corner of the sidewalk and, once he 
noticed me, he tried to get my attention:

“¡Oye, chele....Chele!”

“Hey, whitey.... Whitey!” I normally do not entertain 
drunk, mildly racist attempts to get my attention, but I 
figured hey, why not. I gave him a wave and an “Adi-
os,” a salutation here in Nicaragua, but also a polite 
way to say, “See you later, we’re not having a conversa-

A Brief People’s
History of Nicaragua

Austin Matte, SBD 53

He still has a piece of 
shrapnel the size of a mar-
ble buried underneath the 

skin on the inside of his 
right arm, covered by a 
scar as ugly as the event 

that put it there.
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tion right now.”  But Noel was persistent. He followed 
me on down the road, talking my ear off the entire 
way. I got a lot of strange looks from people who were 
outside their homes as we walked by. Noel, who is in 
his forties, told me about everything from his skills as 
a mechanic, to his drinking habits, to his daughter who 
he loves so much, even though she has to live with her 
grandmother.

We arrived at the cemetery, finally, which is very sce-
nic at dusk and he insisted on showing me the graves 
of his sister and brother. It felt a little awkward at first, 
as a stranger whom I had just met was laying his life 
out for me, and now wanted to show me the graves of 
his dearly departed, but I 
went along with it. He told 
me how he still comes to 
visit their graves every so 
often. Then he proceeded 
to tell me about them. His 
sister had died of natural 
causes. His brother, how-
ever, was killed during the 
contra war. They were in 
a shootout and his brother 
got hit. Noel told me that he 
was at his brother’s side as 
he bled to death. I can only 
imagine what that has done 
to his psyche, but I have no 
doubt that Noel’s habitual, 
excessive drinking is a 
means of coping. Though I 
believed him, Noel insisted 
on showing me a bullet 
wound in his own foot, as if 
to verify what happened.

Adin’s story is not a dis-
similar one. I met him on a 
rundown school bus turned 
public transport vehicle in 
Nandaime as I was coming back from teaching Eng-
lish in Rivas. I was seated next to the window and 
he spotted me as he entered the bus. You know how 
you can feel someone see you? Well, I felt it. He had 
shoulder-length hair, tattoos on his arms, and fashion-
ably gold-laced teeth; he wore an old white basketball 
jersey and he had the arms of a physical laborer. Just 
before he sat down next to me, he said, “Tranquilo, 
chele,” which I interpreted as, “Play it cool, I’m not go-
ing to rob you,” which is exactly what someone might 
say to you...just before they rob you. But he sat down 
to my left and we almost immediately began shooting 
the breeze. We talked about everything from how he 

is from Nandaime but lives in Managua now for work, 
how good the fiestas patronales are in Nandaime, and 
how he loves his two sons who live with their mother 
in Somotillo.

Just as Noel did, Adin steered the conversation to-
wards what happened in Nicaragua in the 1980s. He 
asked me if I had ever been to the East Coast of Nica-
ragua, to which I lied and said no (I feel a bit preten-
tious telling locals how I have traveled all over the 
country). He followed that by saying how the Laguna 
de Perlas is absolutely beautiful. He went there for his 
military service after being drafted by the Sandinis-
tas at the ripe old age of 13. He expressed, as he saw 

firsthand, how ugly war is. 
He seemed pensive when 
talking about it, staring off 
into the distance out the 
bus window as we drove. 
To this day it obviously still 
weighs heavily on his mind. 
Even now, he still describes 
Nicaragua as being “small 
and angry.” One day, he 
recounted, he was walk-
ing with a group of fellow 
soldiers when one of them 
stepped on a land mine. The 
soldier died instantly. Adin 
also felt the blast. He turned 
180 degrees to the right to 
show me the scars moving 
diagonally up the left side 
of his face.  He still has a 
piece of shrapnel the size of 
a marble buried underneath 
the skin on the inside of his 
right arm, covered by a scar 
as ugly as the event that put 
it there. He insisted that 
I feel it, just as he feels it 
every day.

I stumbled into another conversation about the 1980s 
with one of my counterparts, who I’ll refer to as Fa-
tima, during one of our planning sessions. She was 
substituting for another teacher who did not show up 
for class, so, after putting the students to work, we set 
up in the front of the classroom and began planning. 
After finishing, we began to talk. Because she is of 
the age of someone who would have been old enough 
to remember, I asked her what life was like after the 
Somoza’s were overthrown. 

She started off by talking about the basic necessities 

Grave of a fallen teenage soldier in Ticuantepe.
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and how there wasn’t much of them. She brushed 
her teeth using either salt or charcoal because that is 
all that was available. She also complained about the 
unnatural consistency and odor of the soap they used, 
which was imported from the Soviet Union. Due to 
government-mandated rations, each person’s allot-
ment of food was limited to rice, beans, and potatoes. 
I cannot think of too many variations in which to cook 
those three things, but I’m sure her family experi-
mented with them all. Meat was only available about 
twice a month. If someone had a cow that they wanted 
to slaughter, they first needed to get permission from 
the government. Price restrictions were put in place on 
many things, too, which means that product x could 
not be bought in one place and re-sold elsewhere at a 
slightly higher price, to cover transport costs. When a 
town ran out of something, they simply went without, 
or would be forced to acquire it by some illegal means.

She talked about all these things, but then our conver-
sation got a bit heavier. As Adin experienced first-
hand, she mentioned how the government instituted a 
draft at one point during the war. At times, they went 
rounding up boys who were “of age” to send them 
to fight, some of whom were not given the chance to 
say goodbye to their friends and families. As a teen-
age female in Nicaragua in the 1980s, she would go 
to dances where only other females and very young 
boys were in attendance because all of the males her 
age were fighting. In Ticuantepe, where she lived at 
the time, two soldiers (usually teenagers) returned in 
coffins about every week during the war, she recalled. 
Fatima’s boyfriend at the time, who is now her hus-
band, was drafted. Every day she was worried sick 
about whether or not she would see him being carried 
back home in a box.

Fatima is one of 12 children: six boys, six girls. Three 
of her brothers got drafted, and only two returned on 
their own. When bringing up her third brother that 
was drafted (who was about her age), she was just 
hardly able to get out, “...y lo mataron,” when, in front 
of a class of about 40 students, she started crying. But 
not just crying: weeping. The kind of weeping that is 
so anguished, you can’t help but feel for the individual, 
even though you are clueless as to why they may be 
suffering. The embarrassment I felt for being partially 
responsible for making a middle-aged woman bawl in 
front of a class of teenagers paled in comparison to the 
sadness that she was feeling, and still continues to feel. 
She lost her brother over 20 years ago, and she still 
has trouble discussing him.

I felt like a psychiatrist, hearing out my patients’ 
troubles, allowing them to vent to me about what was 

on their minds. Each had led their respective conver-
sations toward what happened in the 1980s, wanting 
to tell someone new their stories. It was as if they were 
saying, “Look what we have been through.”

As Nicaragua’s current president was head of the “ur-
ban resistance” branch of the FSLN before the coup in 
1979, he played a prominent role in Somoza’s ousting, 
and because he was also president during the 1980s, 
seeing the ads for his current presidential campaign 
is a constant reminder to older generations of their 
country’s tumultuous history. We may, at times, 
forget about what Nicaragua has been through, but 
it continues to see the long-term effects. On the sur-
face, Fatima’s apolitical views may seem like apathy 
or indifference, but once knowing her story, one can’t 
help but understand her reasoning. Her story isn’t 
unique, either. In such a small country, a civil war is 
sure to affect many of the individuals as much as it will 
affect the entire culture. Such events within a country 
will touch every aspect of the lives of its citizens: from 
their outlook on things, to how they act, to, most im-
portantly, how they raise their children.

Keep in mind that it was not only the 1980s when Ni-
caraguan citizens had to endure hard times; they have 
experienced oppression in one form or another for 
generations. For a people to tolerate such treatment, 
and for it to be prolonged over centuries, the culture 
of said people is, of course, going to be affected. As is 
true with all humans, we are products of our environ-
ment; we know what we are taught. What one genera-
tion experiences will inevitably be felt by the next. 

Just as a human being needs time to recover from 
traumatic experiences, culture, as it is comprised of 
humans, also needs to be allowed time to recover. We 
see Nicaraguan culture (or any culture for that mat-
ter) and we might not take into account how it came 
to be. It is easy to make assumptions and pass judg-
ments about any individual on a case-by-case basis, 
but there will always be a lack of understanding if that 
individual’s history and upbringing are disregarded. 
Living in such stark conditions, seeing friends die, and 
losing family members would take a toll on anyone. 
There is no question that if you were not allowed to 
move beyond your devastating past, your ability to 
make a recovery and to ultimately progress would be 
crippled.  VP



Snapshots of Service
Lauren Spigel, MCH 55

If you've ever seen, read, or heard of the sisterhood of the traveling Pants, then you have probably 
thought about how truly impractical traveling jeans would be in real life.  First of all, jeans that would 
fit that tall blonde just as well as the short curvy Latina just don't exist.  Not to mention walking 

around with a diary on your butt.  Embarrassing.  Now imagine if all the ladies of the Sisterhood joined 
the Peace Corps.  The result would be quite obvious: very dirty pants.

a much more practical solution is a traveling journal.

I am participating in a project called Snapshots of Service, which involves 50 PCVs from 50 countries  
who all began their service in 2011, during the 50th anniversary of the Peace Corps.  The idea is that 
each of the 50 PCVs will receive the journal twice during their 27-months of service and record anec-
dotes, poems, photos, short stories—anything, really—that tell the story of their service at the point 
that they receive the journal.  Currently, there are four journals circumnavigating the globe: jumping 
continents and triumphing over mail systems of several underdeveloped countries in climates ranging 
from Managua hot to Kiev cold.  After the two-year Snapshots project is complete, the idea is to com-
bine the journals to make a book or website to share with the world and raise money for Peace Corps 
projects. 

I had my first go at the journal this June when I received it from a PCV in Ecuador.  

Here's a snapshot of my service...

Lauren with her journal entry.

Here’s what a few 
other folks are do-
ing to mark Peace 
Corps’ 50th anni-
versary:

a friend sent me a link to 
a thing called live like a 
pcV challenge, which is an 
awareness-raising project 
put on by pcVs that shares 
one small aspect of pcV life 
with people in the us: com-
mon living situations.  my 
friend and i joked there’d 
be no way my girlfriend 
could do without her hair 
dryer for a week, much less 
a refrigerator.  

little did i know, thanks to 
reverse pyschology and in-
nate competitiveness, she 
not only took up the chal-
lenge but got 10 friends to 
do so as well.  among other 
things, they all stopped us-
ing a/c (during chicago’s 
hot, humid summer), a 
bunch of appliances, and 
the tV.  they also took up 
a smaller living space, us-
ing only the living room, 
kitchen, and bathroom for 
the week.

Visit the challenge’s website:
http://www.livelikeapcv.org

here’s an article on my friends’ 
experience:
h t t p : / / w w w. d a i l y h e ra l d .
c o m / a r t i c l e / 2 0 1 1 0 8 0 7 /
news/708079903/ 

peter stephan, sbd 56
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Aquí estoy, en Nicaragua, Voluntaria del Cuerpo de Paz.
Today I am at ease; tomorrow loneliness will seize

my insides: it will strangle my heart, my body, my mind, my soul
de repente, like an acute illness, subsiding only to appease

my need to feel whole
again, by transforming something trite into something beautiful to

remind me that I can thrive here too.
It’s this dichotomy that causes me to pause,

only for a moment, to realize that this gaping hole   
from within, where familiarity se fue, can cease

and can root me to this land if I allow pieces
of Nicaragua to become pieces of me, as if I keep a ray of the Nica sol

stored away adentro as a reminder that aunque vine sola,
I am no longer alone in this new país. Only two 

months done. The strangeness now—the bolo that pees
on brick while onlookers yell “cochino!”, or the dog, barely able to stand on its paws

for hunger that dodges rocks and kicks from the kids that see
him sniffing for crumbs nearby, or the packed buses confronting potholes

like bulls ramming heads as passengers swop sweat and goods and hold
tightly onto the nearest immobile object, or the stranger asking bluntly, ¿Andas soltera?,

or worse, when alguien me pregunta algo and all I do in response is nod and say sí
uncertainly—all of this will become commonplace to

me. It will calm my soul like Dunkin Donuts, autumn, and running used to: en caos hay paz.
In chaos, there is peace.

I’m weaving the bulla, the Spanish, the fresco-in-a-bag, the Nicaragua that I am conociendo, and piecing
it together within, so that its joys, sorrows, colors, and tongues, will make me whole
again.  I came to Nicaragua totalmente American, but when I leave Cuerpo de Paz,

I know that nestled within this American soul
will be a Nicaragüense that drinks oatmeal, craves beans, and doesn’t use tú,

but vos.  But for now, glancing out onto this sea

of unfamiliarity, of Iris’s blood dripping down her post-partum leg when she stood to see
what the nurse wanted; of getting caught in the lluvia without a piece

of rain gear, utterly destroying my charlas; of succumbing a bit too 
quickly to a certain hombre, without understanding the whole

picture of how relationships might differ here; me doy cuenta that I will never be the sole
person to experience anything.  Me doy cuenta that I should always pause

to gain perspective. Pause to breath. Pause to see
the sol that I have stored adentro. Pause to fit the pieces together.

And finally, pause to affirm that I’m still whole, that I’m still one within me.*

*After writing this masterpiece, I shipped the journal off to a PCV in Guyana.  If you're interested in learning 
more about the journal or of keeping track of its whereabouts, check out the website: 
http://www.pcsnapshotsofservice.blogspot.com/.
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As we make our way through our service, it’s nor-
mal for a volunteer to ask him or herself “What 
am I doing here?”, “What impact am I having?”, 

or “Are my projects sustainable?”  We’re all look-
ing for that “it” moment that defines our time here, 
something that makes it all worthwhile.  For any and 
all doubtful volunteers, I’m here to make it easy for 
you.  That moment will come at 7 p.m. on October 21st 
in Managua.  The second you enter the 2011 Cocktail 
Party, you’ll say to yourself, “This is it, this is what I 
came to Nicaragua for.”

Ok, well, not really, but the annual Cocktail Party is 
still an awesome event that is not to be missed.  To put 
it in perspective, think of your most recent VAC meet-
ing and how fun it is to catch up with all the volun-
teers in your department.  Now multiply that ten times 
over and think of how fun it is to see all the volunteers 
in your whole country.  Think about how nice a hot 
shower, warm bed, and icy AC’d room at Brandt’s can 
be.  Got it?  

Ok, now switch out the low-budget PC hotel for the 
Holiday Inn – a real luxury hotel of Managua.  Think 
about that last great bacanal you went to.  Now instead 
of the plastic chairs, liters of Toña, and the schizo-
phrenic music coming from the two adjacent ran-
chos battling for sound supremacy, imagine a classy 
black-tie atmosphere, complete with a professional 
DJ, swimming pool, and full-sized dance floor, as well 
as gourmet food accompanied by a selection of beer, 
wine, and flor de caña, all served by a private bartend-

er and cristalera (I’m not sure what this person does 
either, but we’ve got one).   

In a nutshell, that’s what the Cocktail Party is all 
about.  But it’s not just about volunteers, counterparts, 
staff members, and embassy folks coming together to 
get faced in style.  The Cocktail Party is, at its heart, a 
fundraiser for the national entrepreneurship competi-
tion.  

For those unfamiliar with the small business develop-
ment program in Nicaragua, the entrepreneurship 
competition project is a series of events where the 
future young moguls of Nicaragua present products 
and services they have designed in order to earn the 
start-up capital to launch their newly founded enter-
prises.  Throughout the school year, the small business 
volunteers work side-by-side with close to a thou-
sand teams of young entrepreneurs in order to help 
them develop the next big thing in Nicaragua.  These 
products and services range from a recipe for instant 
frijoles molidos to a speedy new cleaning service to 
appliance specific surge protectors.  

Students from Cinco Pinos, Chinandega, all the way 
to Bluefields, RAAS, rack their brains to come up with 
the most innovative, creative, and marketable prod-
ucts possible and we, as small biz volunteers, help 
make that product a reality.  After a grueling circuit of 
competitions, a group of teams will find their way to 
Managua to battle it out in the national competition, 
in which only the best of the whole country compete.   
All of this is made possible largely due to funds col-
lected from the Cocktail Party.  

Don’t get the wrong idea though.  This isn’t your 
grandma’s charity event.  And while this event is 
hosted in order to raise funds, making it a killer party 
is a top priority.  Based on volunteer feedback from 
last year, there are going to be some improvements to 
make the party even more spectacular.  For one, there 
is now an extra dining option.  Everyone now has the 
option to choose between a delicious buffet dinner 
and a savory assortment of bocadillos.  There’s also 
going to be more raffle prizes this year.  This means 
even more chances to win magnificent prizes such as 
a weekend at the stunning Montelmar beach resort, a 
night for two at Estelí’s exclusive CigarZone nightclub, 
plane tickets, and much more.  

And if that wasn’t enough, there’s also going to be a 
second set of smaller prizes, like Flor de Caña bottles 
and a luxury breakfast at the Holiday Inn, just to name 
a couple.  These prizes have an accordingly cheaper 
price per raffle, so you can increase your chances to 

Cock(tail) Tease
John Mulqueen, SBD 53
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VPwin without breaking the bank!  
But remember, while you are sure to see a lot of PC 
volunteers at this thing, it’s not just for us.  Bring your 
counterpart, novi@, visiting relatives and friends, or 
even your evangelical priest.  Remember, we’re drink-
ing for the kids here, Padre.  This is the social event of 
the year for a PCV, and you definitely do not want to 
miss out.

The Cocktail Party will take place on Friday, October 
21st, from 7:00 PM to 12:00 AM (after-party in my 
room) at the Holiday Inn in Managua.  Contact your 
closest small business volunteer for ticket purchases.  
Tickets for volunteers are $17 that includes refrigerio 
and $20 that includes the buffet.  Tickets for Non-PCV 
guests are $22 and $25, respectively.  As a bonus, you 
get a free raffle ticket for each ticket purchased!!  Nica 
56 volunteers ARE allowed (and highly encouraged) 
to attend the event.  Unfortunately, transportation 
and accommodations are not included.  However, the 
Holiday Inn does offer all Peace Corps volunteers a 
generous group discount for either a single night or 
the weekend.   Ask the SBD volunteer you purchase 
your ticket from for more details.  VP

The ant

leaps from

the tree,

leaf in

its teeth,

lands on

the ground

standing

on all six

of its

little hands.

Zampopo
Spenser Snow

AG 56
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VP ENTER TO WIN

the VINE

photo 
cOntEst!

Send us a 

NEAT, 

dramatic, 

amusing, 

evocative, 

odd, 

Arresting, 

or vivid
photo by December 31st to 
VINE.pcni@gmail.com.*

Winners 
will be 
featured 
on sweet 
new 
postcards 
by VINE

We want photos that 
showcase the diversity 
of life in Nicaragua.  We 
want your shots from 
the Atlantic, the Pacific, 
and in between.  So 
whether you took the 
picture during a “nor-
mal” day in site or on 
vacation, if it’s great, we 
want it.

*We need:
(1) name,
(2) site,
(3) group #,
(3) when/
where photo 
was taken.

VinE has other 
projects, too:

What is VinE? 
The Volunteer Inter-Nicara-
guan Exchange (VINE) is a 
volunteer-led initiative that 
funds volunteer projects that 
promote national cultural
awareness. 

how can i get in-
volved? 
To fund your own, you need 
(1) to be a member of VINE 
and (2) to fill out and email 
us a proposal form.  We’ll 
fund any type of project that 
informs a group of Nicara-
guans about any other re-
gion of the country or even 
simply Nicaragua’s cultural 
diversity.  Not just Atlantic v. 
Pacific stuff.

member, what?
Yeah, and you need to 
contribute a bit (only C$100 
monthly) as a member, but 
that’s how we fund our 
projects.

any main restrictions 
i should know about?
Not many. One worth men-
tioning is that we cannot 
give you money just to travel 
to another PCV’s site. 

does the community 
have to contribute 
money of their own, 
spa style? 
Nope. Of course, you MAY 
definitely use VINE funds to 
add to other project money. 

how long is the pro-
posal form?
It’s short. Tell us what your 
project is, how much money 
you need, how many people 
it will impact, and how 
exactly you’ll use the money. 

boom baps! 
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As a PCV Aggie from 2004 to 2008 in Ococona, 
Nueva Segovia, the two questions I was most 
frequently asked were: “¿Se casaría aquí en 

Nicaragua?” and ¿Me puede conseguir una beca?” 
I didn’t get married, and that is another story, but I 
did join a nonprofit initiated and managed by fellow 
RPCVs. Help Educate grants university scholarships to 
Nicaraguan students from rural communities here in 
Nicaragua.

The way the question was phrased always bothered 
me. Scholarships are earned - a culmination of a goal 
that students work toward throughout their studies. 
They are not charitable handouts or gifts, and it is con-
trary to their potential impact in motivating young stu-
dents when they have to seek them through political or 
familial ties. At the same time, for students from rural 
communities, who are at a competitive disadvantage 
when applying to public universities, and who cannot 
afford the living expenses in the capital, scholarships 
to nearby private universities are essential. 

As PCVs, you surely have felt the frustration of seeing 
a promising young person with ambitious goals who 
desperately wants to study, who has the support of 
his or her family, but who simply cannot afford it. In 
recent years, Nicaragua has seen an increasing amount 
of investment in primary and secondary education 
that leaves a void in university education for youth 
who have dreams for a better future but no way of at-
taining them. University education is vital for Nicara-
gua’s development. 

Help Educate asserts that university education is a 
powerful and sustainable tool for development. Our 
community-based system fosters community organiza-
tion and involvement. Help Educate empowers Nica-
ragua’s future leaders, young people with a vision for 
socioeconomic change in their own communities. Our 
graduates remain strongly connected to their commu-
nities, and in this way, granting college scholarships 
to the most energetic, young leaders contributes to the 
development of an entire community. Simultaneously, 
the competitive nature of the scholarships provides 
students in secondary schools with incentives to do 
well academically and become active leaders in their 
communities. 

Currently, local selection committees in El Jicaro, 
Nueva Segovia, Ococona, Nueva Segovia, and El Jicar-
al, León, promote the program, receive applications, 
and determine the scholarship recipients. Students are 
selected based on four criteria: 

Help Educate: a new 
RPCV-led initiative that 

gives Nicaraguan 
students scholarships

Katherine Oglietti

Help Educate’s 
logo
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1. Academic merit
2. Economic situation
3. Community involvement and leadership
4. Vocation and career goals

Once students are selected, Help Educate sends yearly 
payments directly to the universities at the end of the 
school year via wire transfers. The scholarships cover 
tuition, inscription fees, and the prohibitively expen-
sive seminar courses required to get a degree. The an-
nual investment per student is between $250-500 per 
year, with $800 for 
the seminar course 
for graduation 
(roughly $2,000-
3,000 total per stu-
dent). We work with 
regional, private 
university partners: 
UCAN, Martin Lute-
ro, UCATSE, UCC, 
and UPOLI. Scholar-
ship recipients are 
required to perform 
a community service 
project, complete a 
practicum in their 
field of study, main-
tain high grades, 
and assume all 
other costs related to 
schooling. 

Help Educate is managed by RPCVs primarily out 
of Washington, DC. Our staff is entirely volunteer, 
including our Nicaraguan Program Director in Ocotal, 
Lydia Ester Olivas, and the local selection committees. 
Our funding comes from individual donations through 
an annual membership drive and fundraising events. 
Our consistent donors are motivated by the impact 
even a small donation can make toward education in 
Nicaragua. 

How can YOU bring university scholarships to 
your community?

Since Help Educate continues to be an RPCV initiative, 
it is a natural fit for us to partner with Peace Corps 
volunteers as we continue to grow. We are excited to 
announce that in the coming year, we will extend an 
opportunity for current PCVs to open a Help Educate 
university scholarship program in their sites. 

The Peace Corps - Help Educate Pilot Proj-
ect: PCVs who are working with well-established 
community based organizations can apply to enter 
Help Educate’s program. These could be community 
banks, cooperatives, or other local, apolitical commit-
tees. PCVs and their partner community organization 
submit a formal application to Help Educate, and our 
Program Director will visit the top applicants. As a pi-
lot project, Help Educate would be able to open in five 
additional communities in Las Segovias over the next 
two years. Once Help Educate opens its scholarship 

program in a com-
munity, we would 
continue to provide 
one new scholarship 
per community as 
long as the commit-
tee continues to op-
erate transparently 
according to Help 
Educate guidelines.

The PCV would train 
the local committee 
in setting up Help 
Educate’s program 
according to pre-es-
tablished guidelines, 
as well as act as a 
liaison between Help 
Educate and the 

committee during the 
startup phase. Capi-

talizing on Peace Corps’ educational capabilities, we 
also hope to include Help Educate students in PCV-led 
leadership and career camps.

Keep your eyes out for applications coming early next 
year and start thinking about local organizations that 
could effectively and transparently manage a local 
scholarship program. We welcome all insight and sug-
gestions from you, so do not hesitate to contact us.

Our website is:
www.helpeducate.org

I can be reached at: 
KOglietti@helpeducate.org

You may also speak with PCV Leader Laurie Pickard, 
our point person in Nicaragua, for more information.  

VP

Maynor Narvaez, Help Educate Graduate in Civil Engineering, at work site
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el rio (i)

Down by the
river women
are washing

clothes over
concrete wash-
boards while

in the trees
the monkeys
are sleeping.

Spenser Snow, AG 56
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So, in the past 16 months, outside of the depart-
ments of Chinandega and León, I have visited 
San Juan Del Sur (twice), Granada (four times?), 

Matagalpa (once), Esteli (twice), Ometepe (once), 
Jinotepe (once), Jinotega (once, both town & country) 
and Masaya (once).  I have also had the misfortune of 
traveling through such places as Rivas and, of course, 
Managua in the process of arriving at said locales.  

This clearly is not an all-inclusive list of Nicaraguan 
departments (my apologies to the far east, Rio San 
Juan, as well as to the far north), but the point is I´ve 
gotten around a bit. And because of this I have learned 
to appreciate my heat-box, hell-hole home of Chinan-
dega and our only1 neighbor, León.  

A couple months ago I would have been content to 
keep all this to myself.  But, as of recent, I have to say 
that I, as a citizen of the Oeste, feel insulted.  This is 

due, in no small part, to the way in which AG 56 chose 
to totally snub the department of León in favor of the, 
ahem, lame-ass mountain country.  I am not sure if 
this slight had something to do with Peter Hach being 
in charge of their entrenemiento -- though I do re-
member one day in Posoltega, a day remarkable only 
for its tepidity, during a training in which one illustri-
ous former Jinotegano was driven to verbal expression 
in his discomfort2 -- but whatever the reason, I find 
that I must inform these saps (I guess I´m not making 
any new friends today) that they chose very poorly. I 
hope they have a great, sweat-free service, drinking 
that strong, hot, mountain coffee attempting to stave 
off the boredom induced by living so far away from: 
León (the hands-down, best city in Nicaragua by any 
standard, for anything), Chinandega (the only real 
Nica city), the ever-present life-or-death thrill known 
only to those of us staring up at, respectively, San 
Cristobal, Casita, Telica, Cerro Negro, Las Pilas and, 

Letter From Chinandega

El Oeste 
es El Obeste
Kurt Brandner, AG 53

El corazón verdedero de Nicaragua

El Mercado de ChinCity

1Obviously, both Esteli and Madriz also share geographically insignificant 
borders, but, and let it be understood, they might as well be part of a foreign 
country as far as Chinandeganos are concerned.  If there are roads connecting 
the great department of Chinandega to those lousy territories, they are hardly 
travelled and, in all practical terms, inconsequential.

2 And I Quote, ¨Oh my God, I would rather be eaten alive by zompopos than live 
here for even one full day.¨ (Peter Hach did not actually say this.)
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last, possibly least, Momotombo3…Oh!, and the beach. 

But let us not get distracted by these minor points of 
superiority, for when we are talking of the West, what 
we are really talking about is the heat.  The kind of 
heat that literally never dissipates, never soothes and, 
for whatever reason, is impossible to become accus-
tomed to.  Here, in the glorious Occidente, it is gener-
ally as hot in the rainy season as in the dry (with the 
exception of two particularly hellish months known as 
March and April, when one would likely commit sui-
cide if it weren´t for the fact that the heat is so intense 
as to make the effort involved in such an unsavory 
task seem overwhelming).  My keyboard is actually 
slippery with sweat right now; the mouse pad is more 
or less being used as a kind of mop.  I mean it’s so hot 
I’ve seen unattended infants sort of crinkle up and 
morph into garobos.4

But wait, what is the benefit of this? Why is this calor 
the one defining point that would make a site in León/
Chinandega that much more desirable?  Well, it is 
because after about ten or eleven months of mind-
numbing, sweat-drenched, jock-itch-inducing calefac-
tion, you kind of stop noticing the fact that you’re 
living in an endless hell.  It is still brutally uncomfort-
able, and you can´t really wear clothes or shoes ever, 
just a hat, some shorts, and chinelas, every day, all 
day, but you do eventually overcome this.  That is to 
say, after a while, everyone out in the West becomes a 
kind of igneous super human; meanwhile everyone in 
the mountains basically snuggles up in their L.L. Bean 
fleece jackets and tries to remember what it was like 
to be refreshed by a shower, or a good chug of coconut 
water or (wait, did I already mention this?) the beach.  

Coming soon: León, Chinandega, and Corinto: best 
cities in Latin America, or just best cities in Nicara-
gua?  VP

A                
Different 

Kind of    
Bucket List

Constance Fowler,  ENV 51

In the popular movie The Bucket List, Jack Nichol-
son and Morgan Freeman’s characters rally forces 
against their cancer death sentences by creating a 

list of what they each most wish to experience before 
dying.
What if you could make a different kind of bucket 
list—one that might help you weather a storm, evacu-
ate your site more quickly, or survive a disaster? 

An optimist stores enough emergency supplies for 72 
hours; a realist prepares for a week; but a pessimist has 
buried in the backyard a month’s worth of water, food, 

and other survival supplies.

I know that safety and security are Peace Corps’ 
primary concerns for volunteers, but sooner or later 
another big quake or unpredictable political event will 
occur in Managua.  You could be responsible for your 
own well-being for much longer than you’d think, so 
why not prepare?

Study my bucket photo to see what supplies I most 
value here in Chinandega, burning land of power out-
ages, drought, torrential rains, flash floods, landslides, 
hurricanes, earthquakes, and tsunami alerts.

The items include: water in three five-gallon jugs, 
plus Clorox for purification; light in three forms (hand 
crank flashlight, candles, lighter); and a large plastic 
trash can to store the rest of my emergency supplies, 
which include food (canned and dry), pet food, toilet 
paper, soap, plastic bags, sturdy shoes, work gloves, a 
med kit, a mask, a hand crank radio, and a backpack 
(itself ready to go with cash and other things).  

I store my Armageddon bucket in the only L-corner 
of my room for greater security in case the structure 
floods or collapses. 

Live long, fellow volunteers.  VP

Constance’s emergency 
supplies

3To those of you who have no idea what Nicaragua is all about, those 
are active volcanoes…and for those of you thinking that listing the vol-
canoes one-by-one hardly seems to justify a claim of constant threat of 
death, just try sitting through an earthquake and thinking, ¨I hope that 
isn´t a weight-bearing bamboo rafter¨.

4 Garobos themselves occassionally crinkle into smaller, inedible lizards…
and on and on until eventually all there is is a little oily sticky spot on a 
rock. 
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Ubuntu in Peace Corps
Thayer Rosenberg  HE 52

Ubuntu.  Desmond Tutu tells us there is no exact 
translation for this African word into the Eng-
lish language.  It is more or less the quality, 

essence, or thing that connects all humans together.  
In the Western tradition, being human is an individual 
act.  “I think therefore I am” is what the Greek philos-
opher René Descartes famously declared.  In African 
philosophy, being human is the act of a community.  
“I am because we are” is what the people say.  The 
word ubuntu and the idea it represents means that my 
humanness is directly connected to your humanness.  
Our existence is intrinsically and completely bound 
together. 

Mr. Tutu is a religious man, so much of his book is 
about the Truth and Reconciliation Council which 
followed the end of the Apartheid in South Africa. No 
Future without Forgiveness is colored with spiritual 
commentary, which for readers who are not particu-
larly religious or spiritual might find cheesy.  That 
being said, ubuntu is a philosophy that the atheist, 
agnostic, and religious can appreciate, especially if he 
or she is a Peace Corps volunteer.

Ubuntu and Violence

As I turned the pages of this book, I found myself 
using the words of Desmond Tutu to help me reflect 
upon my Peace Corps service.  As a health volunteer, 
most of my service has focused on preventing violence 
and the transmission of HIV/AIDS.  As I read and 
processed the stories of the gross human rights viola-
tions that took place during the Apartheid, I was re-
minded of how dehumanizing violence is not only for 
its victims, but also the perpetrators.  No human being 
could practice electric shock therapy, kill innocent 
persons, or manipulate fellow human bodies without 
losing some of their own humanity.  

The actions that took place during the Apartheid 
in South Africa were beyond brutal and reached an 
extreme level of ugliness.  However, violence does not 
have to be extreme to be dehumanizing.  The acts of a 
man trying to control his girlfriend or a mother beat-
ing her child are also acts that strip all persons of their 
humanness.  The man becomes a jealous monster and 
his girlfriend a prized possession.  The mother be-
comes a robot beating a sack she no longer recognizes 
as her child. 

Violencia intrapareja y intrafamiliar are health prob-
lems in Nicaragua that receive a fair amount of atten-
tion.  These types of violence stem from the machismo 
culture that is deeply rooted in Nicaraguan society.  

As Peace Corps volunteers, we are all aware of ma-
chismo and its effects.  Indeed, it seems that whenever 
a group of female volunteers gather, at some point the 
conversation inevitably will touch upon piropos and 
how infuriating they are. 

But machismo is more then just piropos.  It is a hier-
archical power system that keeps men at the top and 
women down below.  Men use violence to demonstrate 
their power over women and prove that they are in 
control.  Machismo also places parents above their 
children, who will also use violence in order to demon-
strate their superior power.  In machismo, people stop 
being people.  Individuals, human beings, become 
objects that are to be obeyed (men and parents) or 
controlled (women and children).  

If the idea of ubuntu were to be introduced to Ma-
chista culture, what would happen?  The possibilities 
are endless.  Among other things, I believe that men 
would see women as humans and partners, not inferi-
ors.  This change would allow men to experience a new 
level of intimacy in their relationships with women, 
which would enable them to express themselves and 
their emotions more easily.  Parents would listen to 
their children’s opinions, which would enable children 
to become self-confident adults who think for them-
selves.  We all win with ubuntu.  

This does not mean Peace Corps volunteers should 
stop gender violence by giving ubuntu charlas in 
schools, health centers, and other community meet-
ings.  Indeed, it is ridiculous to think of a group of 
North Americans living in a Latin American country 
promoting an African philosophy.  However, I believe 
that we can take the principle of ubuntu, which in 
many ways is a universal principal that transcends 
culture, and share that with our communities through 

Letter From Chinandega
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our words and actions.  We can interact with each 
human being we meet as if our existence depends on 
them and, through our example, chip away at ma-
chismo. 

Ubuntu and HIV

For a variety of reasons, my Peace Corps service has 
largely revolved around two issues: gender violence 
and HIV/AIDS.  I suppose it was therefore only natu-
ral that after reflecting on what ubuntu could do to 
end violence, I would next ask myself what it could do 
for the HIV epidemic,.

We all know that the virus HIV continues to infect 
more and more people every day all over the world, 
including in Nicaragua.  MINSA and various NGOs are 
trying to control the transmission of the virus, but the 
unfortunate fact is that rate of transmission continues 
to rise.

There are many obstacles that must be overcome in 
the fight against the transmission of HIV.  In Nicara-
gua, stigma and discrimination are particularly dif-
ficult ones.  Last year, La Prensa published an article 
about a study that showed Nicaragua with the highest 
level of stigma against those living with HIV/AIDS in 
Central America.  Stigma and discrimination provoke 
a paralyzing fear and silence that prevents people 
from taking action and making important changes 
necessary in order to protect themselves and their 
partners.  In the case of HIV/AIDS, it has prevented 

the distribution of information, the usage of condoms, 
and testing. 

What if instead of stigmatizing and discriminating, we 
practiced ubuntu in our fight against HIV?  What if 
instead of whispering about those people “con sida,” 
we spoke in terms of us living “con VIH?” 

If we were to practice ubuntu, than we would say, 
“If anyone is HIV positive, than we are all HIV posi-
tive because our existence is connected.  If I am HIV 
positive, then I too need to take responsibility and 
protect myself against the virus and get tested. If I am 
also HIV positive, I will not stigmatize or discriminate 
against those who are HIV positive.  Instead, I will 
fight with them and I will embrace them.”  I believe 
that if we were to practice ubuntu, we would be more 
likely to lower the rate of transmission and guaran-
tee the health of all persons, regardless of their HIV 
status.  Our words and actions are powerful.  Whether 
you call it ubuntu or compassion or solidarity, the 
point is that these universal principals should be guid-
ing us, human beings, whether we are American Peace 
Corps volunteers, South African freedom fighters, or 
Nicaraguan farmers.  The philosophy might be Afri-
can, but the value is universal.

Beyond Ubuntu

No Future without Forgiveness goes beyond ubuntu.  
As the name suggests, the book actually focuses on the 
process of forgiveness and its importance, especially 

in national and international 
political conflicts.  In fact, 
Desmond Tutu’s discussion 
about ubuntu is not much 
more than a page, but it was 
a page that captured my at-
tention.  I have carried that 
word with me since, and I 
hope to continue to do so.  
Whether I am chatting with 
another PCV, conducting a 
meeting in my community, 
or ordering my lunch at Met-
rocentro, I hope to hold on 
to ubuntu.  I hope to always 
remember that my human-
ness is connected to the hu-
manness of others and that I 
should act accordingly.   VP

Mr. Tutu
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Juan:  “Sorry.  I need to run. Would you like a drink 
from the front? Perhaps a cocktail?”

Luis: “Yes.”

---Five minutes elapsed and Juan returned with an update---

Juan:  “Please come with me,” he said discretely. “I 
told them that you are a friend of a friend.” 

Luis: “Okie dokie.” 

At this point, I had no idea what was going to hap-
pen, but I was fairly confident that life was about to 
get a little better. Juan sat me down in seat 1F in first 
class.  Immediately upon arrival to the promised land, 
another attendant asked me for my drink order.  I was 
confused because I had a full rum and coke right in 
front of me.  I responded politely, yet awkwardly, by 
saying, “Thank you.  I am doing just fine.  I don´t need 
another drink right now.”  

In an irritated tone she responded, “I am sure you will 
want a drink with your dinner so please tell me now 
so I don´t have to make two trips.” (Note to self: rich 
people order their dinner drinks upon arrival to first 
class.)  I asked her to repeat the dinner menu.  She 
offered lasagna or chicken parmigiana and while I 
responded to her questions, Juan refilled my rum and 
coke and placed two bowls of mixed nuts on my table.  
The experience had just begun. 

Lies,  
Deception, 

and a 
French Bottle ofWine

Luis Hinojosa, SBD 53

Where do I begin this story? I believe the best 
starting point would be when I found myself 
in a first-class seat (seat 1F) eating a heaping 

portion of lasagna and drinking a nice bottle of Cha-
teau Batailley – Grand Cru Classé 2005 as my plane 
flew from Managua to Houston.  

What? How could a PCV manage to get such nice 
accommodations on a flight back home? Maybe I 
am loaded, you guess?  The answer is absolutely not.  
Then maybe somebody gave me the money to pay for 
the airfare?  Again, the answer is no.  The real reason 
for my brief, yet memorable, taste of the good life was 
a case of mistaken identity.  
 
Yes, I successfully mudar-ed myself to first-class 
because an airline attendant confused me for another 
passenger. You may be wondering how any self-
respecting person would allow himself/herself to go 
along with a case of mistaken identity long enough to 
land a sweetheart deal, like a first-class upgrade. The 
answer is not as straightforward as it might seem. I 
invite you to decide for yourself as to whether I was 
in the wrong, right, or somewhere in-between. Please 
read the following dialogue between myself and the 
attendant.  

---I had boarded the plane and found my assigned seat---
 
As I was sitting in seat 34A, the male attendant (let’s 
say “Juan”) passed by and, upon “recognizing” my 
face, he greeted me.  Our ensuing chat was (more or 
less) as follows: 

Juan:  “Hey there! How are you? Didn´t we just 
bring you here a few weeks ago?” (Important note: He 
greeted me within earshot of about eight people. So 
everyone nearby was listening to the conversation.)

Luis: “Hi…..uh, I don´t think so.  I haven´t been on 
a plane in a few months, but I did come back from 
Panama in January.” (Fair and balanced disclaimer:  
There is no chance he saw me in January because I 
used Copa Airlines on that trip.)

Juan:  “Oh, that´s it!  So...how are you?” 

Luis: “I am doing just fine.  Thanks for asking.  I 
guess it´s been quite some time.” (Another fair and 
balanced disclaimer: As they say in Spanish: ¡Men-
tiroso! and with which I am referring to myself.  I 
didn’t really have to lie, since Juan was a stranger, but 
I didn´t want to embarrass him in front of everyone.  
Therefore, I decided to go along with the mistaken 
identity.)

Letter From Granada
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I ordered the lasagna, but prior to beginning the 
main course, I was given a dinner salad that included 
tomatoes, asparagus, croutons, parmesan cheese, and 
balsamic vinaigrette dressing.  

At this point, I had completely forgotten that I had 
been in coach just a few minutes prior. Por derecho, I 
was ordering, consuming, and enjoying all the ameni-
ties of first class just like everyone else (in first class).  
The attendants seemed to respond to my questions/
requests before I even asked.  I kept catching myself 
thinking “yeah, I needed that” or “that´s a good idea”. 

An example of a “yeah, I needed that” situation was 
when I was given a steaming-hot towel prior to receiv-
ing my dinner salad.  Never before had I asked for, 
nor needed, a hot towel during a flight, but I was quite 
surprised by its utility.  

An example of a “that´s a good idea” situation was 
when I had only gotten a quarter of the way through 
with my rum and coke when another generously 
poured drink arrived, with an airplane bottle of Bac-
ardi placed right beside it, just in case I wanted a little 
extra kick. I thought to myself “why didn´t I think to 
ask for this?”  The whole experience seemed like it 
was a race to see which passenger would be the first to 
pass out. Based on the amount of attention I received 
from the staff, I was clearly a front-runner for this 
distinction. 

The mood shifted briefly when a flight attendant made 
an announcement to all the passengers over the loud 
speaker. She informed specific passengers in coach 
that she was going to confiscate and “pour down the 

drain” their duty-free alcohol if they continued to 
drink it during the flight. Another first-class passen-
ger looked at me and said, “Hey. That´s a good idea. I 
never thought of doing that.”  Immediately afterwards, 
he and his friend began to laugh.  I responded in-kind 
by laughing with them, but I wasn´t really sure why I 
was laughing.  

After further thought, I still had no idea why we were 
laughing.  Maybe it was a good ol´case of “You rich? 
I´m rich!” first class humor to which I hadn’t been 
exposed prior to this day.  Anyway, like the rest of 
my flight, I just went along with it and redirected my 
attention to eating dinner and thanking Juan for the 
remarkable accommodations.

As I was basking in my undeserved first class glory, 
the attendant asked if I would like a glass of wine, spe-
cifically a glass of Chateau Batailley – Grand Cru Clas-
sé 2005.  I tasted it (it was French) and then my head 
exploded.  The wine was undoubtedly the best I had 
ever tried in my life, which is not saying very much, 
since nowadays a price tag of US$20 gives me sticker 
shock.  As the enlightened ones know, US$20 equates 
into almost four Kathy´s breakfasts in Granada.

---Fast forward to 30 minutes prior to my arrival in Houston---

At this point, I still had no idea why I had been given 
the best random upgrade ever.  Juan sat in the chair 
adjacent to mine and then I started putting the puzzle 
together. Juan asked whether I would be interested in 
going on a cruise with some of his friends in Septem-
ber. After asking, he immediately handed me a cock-
tail napkin with his contact information and a play-
fully written “Cruise in Sept! [smiley face]”.  I politely 
declined the offer and wished him the best.  

He walked away not the slightest bit phased.  At this 
point, reality started setting in.  (Please note that 
thanks to the helpful staff I was not firing on all eight 
cylinders.)  In my mind, I started thinking maybe 
there were lies and deceptions that were indeed not 
my own.  Maybe when Juan “recognized” my face, he 
was actually initiating a cleverly crafted ploy to intro-
duce one’s self to another.  

My next and last encounter with Juan removed all 
doubt as he walked over and handed me a plastic bag 
and said discreetly, “This is for you and your family.  
Have a safe trip home.”  I placed the bag on my lap 
and then shook his hand and bid him farewell.  The 
bag was cold and a little heavy.  I looked inside and it 
was a sealed bottle of the Chateau Batailley – Grand 
Cru Classé 2005.   VP

The invite



before I put it in the water. She got the 
nuts look on her face. You know the 
one. The shoot-your-eyebrows-togeth-
er-and-get-that-wrinkly-upper-nose 
look that takes the place of the “you’re 
friggen nuts” remark which, being 
unremarked, makes the look okay. 
After that I enjoyed a meal of rice and 
tostadas fried, obviously. She gave me a 
surprise too – a Tip Top ketchup packet. 
I damn near glowed with excitement. 
What’s the deal with the ketchup here 
anyway? It’s sweet. It doesn’t taste like 
Hunt’s. You guys remember Hunt’s? Do 
you think Hunt’s would feel threatened 
by Naturas? I think because the flavors 
are so different that they might actually 
be considered compliments instead of 
substitutes. What do you want on your 
hot dog? Ketchup, mustard, uh, sweet 
ketchup, onions, relish, and mayon-
naise. I fricken HATE mayonnaise, I 
might add. It’s gross. Sometimes I like 
mayonnaise, like when I’m eating potato 
salad or macaroni salad or deviled eggs. 
My friend sent me paprika a few months 
ago and I got so stoked because 

I wanted to make them (deviled 
eggs that is… just in case you 
were confused. I didn’t ask that 
– about you being confused – to 
be offensive or to imply in any 
way that you are not intelligent 
enough to follow the subject 
from one sentence to another. I 
mean I’m not an English teacher 
or anything. I’m pretty sure my 
English teachers would col-
lectively bitch slap me if they 
saw what I was doing right now 
anyway. I mean, can this really 
only be one paragraph? How 
many times have I changed the 
subject or plot or theme or genre 
or whatever? I like using the 
word genre because it makes me 
feel like I “know what I’m talking 
about.” Like, as soon as I learned 
that word in 12th-grade AP Eng-
lish, I had to work it into every 
conversation from then on out. 
Oh gosh, I just made a reference 
to the fact that I was in an AP 
English course. That’s so embar-

So here I am writing. I 
feel like sometimes I 
have thoughts that make 

me laugh or think or doubt or 
confuse myself, but never do I 
remember anything besides the 
emotion behind those thoughts 
later on, which is why I started 
carrying around a little notebook 
with me. Unfortunately, I never 
take out that little notebook 
to write any of those thoughts 
down. I mean, that requires me 
pulling my bag over, opening 
the busted zipper, retrieving the 
little notebook, finding a pen in 
another one of the bag’s com-
partments, and finally writing 
down what I thought about. 
Isn’t remembering my birth-
day enough? Hey! You want to 
hear the best pickup line I’ve 
gotten here in Nicaland so far? 
“Hooooola. Soy internaciónal 
también.” Okay then.  I was talk-
ing to my old host mom about 
how I don’t cook my rice in oil 

Pass the Paprika
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rassing. It’s like, do people ever 
stop bragging about their accom-
plishments in high school? “Hi, 
I’m Bob, and I’m 47. Yea, that 
there is my football trophy. No, 
we didn’t make it to State that 
year, but I bet we would have if I 
hadn’t messed up my knee doing 
those keg stands.” Or how about, 
“Oh that? That’s just a picture 
of me getting runner-up for the 
Homecoming Queen. I would 
have won if that Tracy hadn’t 
pulled that whole ‘save that 
elderly person’s poodle by jump-
ing in front of a scooter’ trick. I 
mean, she knew the risks when 
she started volunteering at that 
old person home, but does that 
mean EvErYoNe has to acknowl-
edge it?” God I can’t wait for my 
ten-year high school reunion. 
I just want to go around with a 
clipboard and make checkmarks 
for people and how much they’ve 
changed, characteristically 
speaking. Well, physically speak-
ing too I suppose. I mean, we 
have eyes for a reason: to judge), 
but it’s been seven months and 
I haven’t even picked up that 
paprika. What else can you even 
use it for besides deviled eggs? 
I’m a terrible cook. Watch, some-
one’s going to respond with a de-
tailed list of answers about what 
paprika can be used in. In fact, if 
you want to give me a list of the 
uses of paprika, that’d be super. 
I’m taking a break to make a ba-
nana & peanut butter sandwich. 
Hey! Did you guys know that the 
“&” sign is not universal? Well, 
I can’t defend that, but a lot of 
kids didn’t know what it meant 
when I used it in class here. I got 
all excited because I got to teach 
something new and fun, right? 
They were all, “¿Profe, por qué 
no escribes y en vez de eso?” …. 
So, I don’t use the ampersand 
symbol in class anymore. One 
of my student’s loves to say “oh 
my god” every time I enter the 
classroom, in what appears to 

be perfect English. Last week I just 
looked at him with cocked eyebrow 
at the ready and said, “Do you even 
know what that means?” “No,” came 
his honest and slightly sheepish reply. 
I thought that maybe explaining how 
it’s being like “Dios mío” would limit 
his use of saying it since both sayings 

are equally used and overused in both 
countries. I was wrong. I find myself 
being that lately. Wrong. “Weren’t you 
guys supposed to turn in those graphs 
of your surveys three weeks ago?” “Hey. 
Weren’t you supposed to do ten sur-
veys…per person.” “Didn’t you guys tell 
me you were part of the same team?” All 
the students give me that blank stare, a 
few say no. The weird thing is that even 
though I’m so obviously wrong given 
the students’ evidentiary support, I have 
written everything from homework due 
to homework received to group names 
with their corresponding members in 
RED ink. Every.Single.Class. Maybe my 
use of the red ink was a bad choice, the 
color that so often offends, as if scream-
ing ERROR. Hey! There’s an ERROR 
here. RIGHT here. HERE TOO!!! It was 
definitely the red pen. Damn. Begin-
ner’s mistake. Ha. Too bad there isn’t a 
life corrector. Could you imagine? “Oh! 
I didn’t mean to say that, what I meant 
to say was *quickly takes out white pen, 
shakes it roughly, then scribbles those 
idiotic words from the past out of both 
persons’ memories* how lovely you 

look in pea green.” I have to take 
Dramamine every time I travel. 
I’m not complaining though, 
over the years it’s become a part 
of my routine. Car ride to Cali-
fornia, roller coaster at Disney-
land, ride on the swing set – no 
worries, Dramamine is at the 
ready. The bus system was fun to 
get used to here in Nicatown. In 
the beginning of my experience I 
tried to see how far I could push 
my stomach by using the “it’s 
only mental” trick in an effort 
to not look like a Dramamine 
junkie. Thank God plastic bags 
are a staple here, or someone(s) 
would have been pissy. Which 
reminds me, I have an idea that 
might revolutionize the public 
transportation system here. You 
ready? Everyone who’s seated: 
Close your legs. Genius, right? 
Pass it along, I dare you. Ques-
tion: Are parakeets as prominent 
in your trees as they are in mine? 
Initially I was mesmerized by 
those shockingly colorful feather 
planes. Then they opened their 
beaklings. Holy crap. I don’t 
have one of those firecracker 
bombas to scare them off like 
some other people in town do, 
and even if I did, I don’t think I 
could cause any harm to those 
squawking blue-green air-riders, 
not without writing a sequel to 
a classic that is: To Kill a Choc-
oyo. I mean honestly, nine times 
out of ten, the sequel sucks. Oh 
damn…I lost my train of thought. 
Maybe I should retrace my steps. 
Let’s see, let’s see. Chocoyos, bus 
rides, Dramamine, corrector, red 
ink, ampersand, oh yea! So any-
way, yea, if you could just get me 
that paprika recipe, you know, 
whenever you get the chance, 
that’d be great. ¡Saludos!  VP
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meeting also: clearly a group with a variety of abili-
ties, some of whom were playing basketball with some 
Peace Corps aspirantes. I watched the game for a 
while and figured out who their leader was, the fellow 
who seemed to be in charge.  Somehow, and I don’t 
know how this happened, but I was able to explain to 
him, in Spanish (I always ask, “¿Habla inglés?” but in 
this case he did not), that I was looking for informa-
tion about services for deaf 
students in Nicaragua.  

Luckily, he was a high-energy Nicaragüense young 
man, so he not only gave me the name, phone num-
ber, and address for María López, executive director of 
ANSNIC (Asociación Nacional de Sordos Nicaragua) 
(8412-4533/2277-0666), but he also called her, told 
her of my interest, and set up a date and time for me 
to meet her at her office the following week.  This all 
took place in November of 2010.

I tried to keep that appointment, but due to some 
bus challenges between my site and Managua I was 
running late and didn’t feel enough confidence in my 
phone Spanish to call María to try to explain that I 
was late but still coming. I went directly to the Peace 
Corps office in search of help, and with the help of 
Peter Hach, I made the first of what turned out to be 
many trips to the ANSNIC office, which coincidentally 
is very close to the Peace Corps office and Metrocentro 
in Managua.

After some preliminary introductions, facilitated by 
Peter, I learned quite a bit about ANSNIC; most im-
portantly, I learned that they publish a child’s version 
and a teacher’s version of dictionaries of Nicaraguan 
Sign Language (NSL) for $10 each. I have since been 
told that NSL and American Sign Language (ASL) 
are about 40% the same: the signs for the individual 
letters are the same (with the exception of the sign for 
“T” which if done in ASL amounts to flipping the bird 
here in Nicaragua, so avoid that letter as much as pos-
sible or learn the Nicaraguan version.)

I bought several dictionaries to give to the sordo 
students and their families, and a teacher’s version for 
the special education teacher in my site.

Shortly after I arrived at my site, I had the good for-
tune to be invited to a “tech exchange” by some volun-
teers in León, Chelsea and Chris, who were having an 
English summer camp.  There I met Mildred Reyes, 
an English professor from UNAN.  I mentioned the 
sordo kids at my site, and she then told me about her 
brother who is deaf.  She shared with me his frustra-
tion at not having any vocational training or a job. (I 

How a Few 
Nicaraguan Groups are 
Transforming the Way 
Deaf Students Learn
Patricia Hertzler 
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I’m not sure to what I can attribute a recent experi-
ence I’ve had: alignment of the stars, harmonic 
convergence, fate, Peace Corps ESP, who knows, 

but my assignment to a small town near León has led 
to some very interesting surprises. 

Near the end of training I indicated that I was inter-
ested in a site near León based primarily on its reputa-
tion as being the “intellectual” and “liberal” center of 
Nicaragua.  (I am both. :).)   All kidding aside, I did 
think that my non-work related interests, given my 
“advanced” age, would be more in line with cultural 
and academic pursuits rather than the river rafting 
and mountain climbing that drew some of my cowork-
ers to other departments.   But I could never have 
envisioned the situation that has developed.  

At the risk of committing the dreaded TMI, I will start 
at the beginning of this incident so you can see how 
serendipitous it has been.  That’s part of what makes 
this a good Peace Corps story.

During my site visit, I sat in on a special education 
class at one of my schools where I met three deaf 
(sordo) young men who did not appear to have any 
signing or communication skills.  They appeared to be 
well-behaved, patient, well-dressed, and interested in 
school, and they had all the other signs of being ready 
learners. Their teacher explained to me that she had 
not had any training in deaf education and that she 
would love to have some skills in that area.  That was 
enough for me to ask myself: “Hey, I’m an old special 
teacher…where should I start?” But my site visit was 
soon over, so I returned to my training town, full of 
ideas. 

As luck would have it, one of the last trainings for my 
group was at a venue where another group was 

Letter From Nicaragua
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hope you see the beginnings of this incredible network 
developing.)

I was able to give her María López’s name at ANSNIC, 
and we exchanged email addresses so that I could 
give her María’s contact information and so that she 
could tell me more about two visiting professors from 
Nebraska with whom she was working at UNAN.  
When I got Mildred’s email I almost couldn’t believe 
what she was telling me:  these Nebraska professors 
are working with the English Department and the 
Sicopedagogico (Education) Department at UNAN 
to develop a post graduate degree, or at least post 
graduate classes, in special education.  Their primary 
interest is in deaf education but it appears that they 
are thinking of starting with general survey classes for 
general education teachers with the goal of improving 
their ability to differentiate instruction for students 
with unique learning circumstances.

One of the Nebraska Professors, Dr. Julie Delkamiller, 
has a special interest in deaf education and wrote her 
doctoral thesis on the high incidence of deafness in 
Nicaragua. Incredibly, Nicaragua has a deafness inci-
dence 5 times the American rate, due primarily to the 
easy availability and misuse of low-priced over-the-
counter antibiotics, many of which have the known 
and unfortunate side effect of deafness.  Additionally, 
when babies are born in unsanitary conditions they 
stand an increased risk of developing sepsis, which 
requires a heavy dose of the antibiotic Gentamicin. 

Despite the high incidence of deafness here in Nica-
ragua, deaf education does not seem to have kept up 
with the need for specialized educators, especially in 
the public school setting.  I have discovered that there 
are at least two residential schools here in Nicaragua 
for sordos, and I recommend using Google to find 
them and to watch some of the YouTube videos.  They 
are very informative, interesting, and inspirational.  

When Mildred sent me that first email she copied it 
to the two Nebraska professors, so we all exchanged 
several emails about general information (e.g., my 
background and education, my job with Peace Corps, 
their histories in Nicaragua, their goals and time 
schedule).  They gave me the contact information for 
a small school for deaf children (they are funding it 
from Nebraska), which is located in the Sutiava bar-
rio of León.  I have visited the school, which is housed 
in several rooms of one of the teacher’s homes.  The 
school is for sordo children only, all ages, with classes 
daily from 2-5 free of charge, though students do have 
to provide their own transportation.  The teachers are 
all trained in NSL and are certified MINED teachers.  

The director of this school is Maritza and her phone 
number is 2315-3606.

In fact, the teachers all teach in the mornings at the 
MINED Escuela Educación Especial, also located in 
Sutiava, León, right across from the beautiful Sutiava 
Catholic church.  The MINED special school accepts 
children with all types of disabilities, including deaf-
ness, and has a bus that picks up students all over 
León.  Any volunteer who knows of a child with special 
needs in the León area should make sure the family 
knows of this special school option.  It appeared to 
be well-run and well-staffed.   During my recent visit, 
there was a group of young people from the University 
of Barcelona doing special activities with the students.   
The phone number for the director of the school, Mar-
ta, is 2311-2907. (As opposed as I am to center-based 
special education, in some situations it is preferable.)

The folks from Nebraska were not planning to be 
down here until early July, so we continued to stay in 
touch by email until we could meet.  The other pro-
fessor is Dr. Ann Coyne, who has been coming down 
here for over 25 years to work with UNAN in setting 
up their school of social work.   She is now heavily 
involved in assisting Dr. Delkamiller in setting up the 
special education program.  She has been instrumen-
tal in arranging the adoption, by families in Nebraska, 
of 18 special needs kids who were living in an orphan-
age in Managua.  She is a full time professor in Ne-
braska and works down here for most of her summer 
break each year.

Dr. Coyne and Dr. Delkamiller are responsible for 
financing the school for deaf children described 
above.  They began with a large contribution from the 
International Rotary initiated by the Rotary Club of 
Omaha, and have paid teacher’s salaries and all other 
expenses by raising money through fundraisers and 
the sale of Nicaraguan jewelry and pottery in Omaha, 
and by occasionally donating personal funds: hercu-
lean efforts, to say the least. 

While I awaited the arrival of the professors from Ne-
braska, María, the Executive Director from ANSNIC, 
put me in touch with Lilian Rosales, who works for 
MINED and is based out of the Escuela Educación 
Especial in León. Lilian is a certified NSL interpreter 
and is often seen on TV signing the meetings of the 
National Assembly.  Lilian’s phone number is 8900-
2081.  She does special education evaluations and 
works as an itinerant teacher in the department of 
León.

I arranged for the families of the sordo youth in my 
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site to meet with María from ANSNIC and Lilian from 
MINED.  It was a good meeting, but the best thing 
that came out of it was that we discovered a young 
woman, Jackeling, who lives in one of the surround-
ing comarcas.  She attended the residential school in 
Darío from the age of three to ten years.  There she 
learned NSL, she now can read lips, can read and 
write, and is interested in furthering her education 
so she can professionally teach deaf students.  After 
some discussion, we decided that Jackeling would be 
the perfect person to be a sign language teacher in the 
schools in her community and perhaps others nearby. 

Lilian set up a meeting to include Jackeling and her 
mother, the local MINED delegado, herself, and me to 
discuss the possibility of Jackeling obtaining a teach-
ing or apoyo contract through MINED.   The idea was 
that she would be paid to work in the special class-
room in my site with the three sordo young people 
each morning, and in the afternoons she would travel 
to León to work with Lilian to improve her teaching 
and signing skills.

The young lady’s mother and I got all of the required 
information together, including proof that she had 
completed sixth grade, letters of recommendation, 
birth certificate, cedula, criminal history clearance, 
health department clearance, and a CV.  We turned it 
all in to the delegado who said he would forward it to 
MINED in Managua.  

Unfortunately, that arrangement  fell through after a 
few months as the MINED funding never materialized 
and Jackeling’s family, without financial assistance,  
was not able to pay her bus fare into my site each day 
and then to León for the afternoon and then home 
afterwards.  The sad truth is that the sordo children 
here in my site still are not receiving any deaf edu-
cation and, in fact, all of them have quit coming to 
school on a regular basis.  Every once in a while I see 
one of them, but, sadly, not very often.

However, I am working with Jackeling again to try to 
get her a position at the small school for deaf children 
in León so she can hone her skills and learn some 
teaching strategies.  That is a work in progress, and 
finding money for transportation each day is a chal-
lenge.  We will figure something out.

Finally, in July I met the two Nebraska professors and 
learned that they are in the final planning stages of 
setting up a cohort class for Nicaraguan teachers who 
have already earned their college degree.  As it stands 
now, the cohort will be limited to about 25 students 
who will spend a week each semester in an intensive 

seminar at UNAN, staying and learning at the Casa de 
Protocol, and then will have independent work to do 
between sessions.   

If they complete this program, they will earn approxi-
mately ½ of the credits needed for a diplomado (an 
approximate equivalent of a master’s degree in the 
US). The plan is that Nebraska will send professors 
down to UNAN to run the week-long intensive cours-
es.  Coordination is being done through professors in 
the English department at UNAN since there will be a 
great need for translation once the classes begin.  

That is where everything stands right now.  Plans are 
being made and the Nebraska professors are hoping to 
start in January of 2012. I have no idea how I can help 
with this effort, but I certainly hope there is some role 
I can play.

If you are currently working with teachers who have 
university degrees and are interested in gaining more 
skills in special education, please let them know of the 
plans that are in the works.  I am hoping that the pro-
gram will be opened up to teachers who have complet-
ed their teacher training in a normal school but as of 
this time, it will be open only to teachers who already 
have attained their college degrees.   VP

María López
Executive Director of ANSNIC
8412-4533/2277-0666

Maritza
Directora of School for Deaf Children
Barrio Sutiava, León
2315-3606

Marta
Directora of MINED Escuela de Educación Especial
Barrio Sutiava, León
2311-2907 

Lilian Rosales
Profesora
Certified NSL Interpreter
León, León
8900-2081

Patricia networks,
so you don’t have to
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constant rate of humidity and temperature which is 
optimal for us honey bees.  I feel fortunate to have 
inherited this excellent hive from my ancestors, but I 
feel bad because I was not able to help erect it.  I had 
aspired to help establish a new colony with my fellow 
honey bees, but as you’ll see if you continue reading, 
that is no longer possible.  Let me carry on with this 
sad tale by discussing more aspects of our highly com-
plex eusocial behaviors.

Often while carrying out my daily tasks, I have 
dreamed about being the queen of our hive.  Alas, it 
was not meant to be.  In about the third day of my 
development as an egg, it was decided that I would 
belong to the worker caste.  As a small larva I would 
have enjoyed dining on “royal jelly,” but apparently 
this scrumptious and nutritious delicacy is reserved 
only for larvae who will someday be queens.  Instead, 
I was fed an innutritious sugary diet which prevented 
me from developing into a fertile female.  That’s right 
– I’m infertile!  I have always been irate about this 
injustice in my life, especially when I had a crush on 
Barry.  

One day, on a foraging trip, I spotted Barry with my 
compound eyes by the most magnificent flower I had 
ever seen.  I continued to see him at about the same 
time every day for the next three days.  Barry was a 
drone, or a fertile haploid male honey bee, from a 
colony nearby.  He was so ravishingly handsome, and 
I fervently desired to mate with him.  However, I was 
destined from birth to be incapable of mating with 
him or any other sexy male honey bees and, since 

Call me Marge.  I would like to tell you my life 
story, and I hope you’ll take the time to listen 
carefully and empathize with me.  To be honest, 

my life has been quite difficult.  So sit back, grab some 
honey-roasted peanuts, and read about the plight of 
your average Western honey bee belonging to the spe-
cies Apis mellifera.

On January 20, 1961, John F. Kennedy uttered these 
famous words:  “And so, my fellow Americans: ask not 
what your country can do for you - ask what you can 
do for your country.”  These words are eerily similar 
to the motto of my honey bee hive:  “My fellow honey 
bees - ask not what the hive can do for you but what 
you can do for the hive.”  Everything we do is for the 
common good of the hive.  As eusocial insects, we 
sacrifice everything for the benefit of others in the 
colony.  Altruism is in our nature; we are willing to lay 
down our lives to defend our fellow honey bees.  This 
sounds honorable, but I’ll admit that I’m at least a 
little bit selfish.  I would have preferred to live my life 
for myself rather than for others.  

I pupated on a dreary, rainy day at the beginning of 
August to a productive colony of about 18,000 hon-
eybees in northern Indiana.  Immediately, I knew 
that my life would be bleak at best.  As a larva, I was  
destined to be part of the lower caste of my colony.  
As I mentioned before, my fellow honey bees and I 
are highly eusocial.  For one, my honey bee ancestors 
collaboratively constructed the hive in which we live, 
and this well-constructed hive has been passed on for 
several generations now.  It maintains a relatively 

The Plight of the 
Honey Bee

Merissa Yellman, HE 52

Letter From Nueva Segovia
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meeting the bee of my dreams, I have been eternally 
bitter.  Barry eventually found a queen on a mating 
excursion.  I even witnessed him mate with her, a site 
made worse for me when his “male parts” were ma-
liciously ripped from his body by the ruthless virgin 
queen.  Witnessing his tragic and untimely death was 
one of most horrible things I have ever endured.

Frankly, I don’t understand why my fellow honey bees 
and I must live in this eusocial system.  Actually, I do 
understand – but I think it’s atrociously unfair.  Liv-
ing in eusociality, technically, is very beneficial for 
all of us.  My fellow honey bees and I operate under 
a haplo-diploid sex-determination system.  All male 
honey bees are haploid, which means they have half 
the number of chromosomes that females possess.  
All females are diploid, having 32 chromosomes.  An 
unfertilized egg results in a male honey bee, and an 
egg fertilized by sperm results in a female honey bee.  
Because males are haploid, they produce sperm that 
contains their entire genome.  A male’s offspring 
(which must be female) will have 100% of his genes, 
whereas she will only have 50% of her mother’s genes.  
Because of this system, I am 75% related to my sisters, 
which means that 75% of our DNA are identical and 
only 25% of our DNA is different.  If I had my own 
offspring, I would only be 50% related to them.  Ap-
parently it is more beneficial for me to take care of the 
queen in my hive and her offspring, because my own 
offspring would be less closely related to me than the 
queen’s offspring.  Scientists believe that eusocial-
ity has evolved eight separate times within the Hy-
menopteran order because of the genetic advantage it 
provides us.  It’s great that I get to pass on more of my 
genes this way, but I still long to have offspring of my 
own.

I have complained for a long time now about the fact 
that I can’t have my own offspring.  Allow me move 
on to my next grievance:  the strenuous chores of my 
daily life.  Since I pupated 6 weeks ago, I have done 
nothing but work arduously for the betterment of the 
hive.  For the first three weeks of my life, I had to me-
ticulously clean the hive and care for the supposedly 
“cute” larvae.  My fellow honey bees and I are holo-
metabolous insects; therefore, we undergo complete 
metamorphosis.  The larvae of our species are com-
pletely helpless, unlike the nymphs of hemimetabo-
lous insects like termites.  To be completely honest, 
it is a lot of work to attend to these helpless larvae.  
Anyway, my mandibular and hypopharyngeal glands 
produced enough secretions to feed the young.  Clean-
ing the messy hive and taking care of someone else’s 
offspring gets old pretty fast. 

After this three week period, I had to vigilantly guard 
the hive’s entrance.  On my second day of guard duty, 
a foolish human gently (or so he thought) poked our 
precious hive.  It was an extremely stressful situation 
for everyone in the hive.  No less than 500 of my sis-
ters and I chased after the reckless human.  Ten of my 
sisters stung him, lodged their barbed stingers into his 
flesh, and so perished in defense of the hive on that ill-
fated day.  No one else was quick enough to catch the 
bastard.  Meanwhile, my fellow honey bee guards and 
I released alarm pheromones to alert the rest of the 
hive.  Fortunately, our hive wasn’t damaged, but de-
pression and melancholy quickly set in as we mourned 
the loss of ten of our fellow honey bees.

After two weeks on guard duty, I became a forager.  
This job has been slightly more exciting than my 
previous tasks, but it also involves much more peril, as 
it is required to leave the protection of the hive fre-
quently.  On my first day, I foraged for nectar, and this 
was when I met Barry.  I found a flower with a copious 
amount of delectable nectar, stored up some it in my 
honey stomach, and rushed back to the hive so that 
I could inform the others (of the flower, not Barry).  
When I arrived, I began to perform the waggle dance, 
which was first described and delineated to humans by 
Karl von Frisch, an Austrian ethologist.  This figure-
eight dance surely must be the most elegant dance 
in all of the animal kingdom.  I only wish that I were 
another animal so I could admire the waggle dance 
as a bystander rather than the honey bee who must 
perform this exhausting routine.  For each cycle of the 
dance, I waggled for three seconds because the flower 
was three kilometers away (we’re on the metric system 
like most of the world).  I danced for twelve minutes; 
therefore, I had to alter my dance by three degrees 
in accordance with the sun, which rotates one degree 
every four minutes.  Thousands of forager bees quickly 
flew off to find this flower.  I was proud of myself for 
finding such a desirable flower and communicating its 
location to my honey bee friends; and yet, somehow, 
this achievement was unsatisfying for me.      
 
After several days of foraging for nectar, I was in-
formed that I needed to search for a new location for 
our colony.  I was told it was time for our colony to 
divide into two colonies.  I became very sorrowful 
because I did not want to be separated from my fellow 
honey bees.  At the same time, I did not want to let 
the colony down.  I searched for many hours, found 
an acceptable location for a new hive, and returned to 
advise the others.  I performed another waggle dance 
which indicated the distance and position of the ideal 
location that I had selected.  Many other foraging bees 
in my colony searched for potential locations for the 
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hive as well.  As I waggled, several of my fellow honey 
bees concurrently out-waggled me.  Their passionate, 
enthusiastic dances certainly trumped mine.  Jessica’s 
dance was by far the most exuberant waggle dance 
that my fellow honey bees and I had ever witnessed.  
I was sure that they would choose her ideal location 
over mine.  I became dejected.  My self-esteem took a 
huge hit, and my sadness over being separated from 
some of my fellow honey bees overwhelmed me.  I left 
the hive in order to be by myself for a little while.

As I woefully flew from flower to flower, I saw a group 
of budding entomologists at a distance.  A young 
woman named Merissa seemed to be the most promis-
ing entomologist of the group.  She pensively peered 
across the pasture while grasping her bug-catching net 
and applying her Burt’s Bees beeswax lip balm.  Her 
posture and her facial expression emanated confi-
dence.  The group of entomologists was quite far away, 
so I assumed that if I steadily returned to the hive, I 
could make it back without any problems.

It is September 12, 2008.  I know this because, just 
a second ago, Merissa scrawled this date in her atro-
cious handwriting with a Sharpie onto a jar – a jar in 
which I am currently imprisoned.  As the toxic fumes 
of acetone suffocate me, I reflect on my unfulfilling life 
as a honey bee.  You might think that I would be able 
to take solace in the fact that I’ll have the honor of be-
ing permanently preserved in Merissa’s well-prepared 
insect collection, but, honestly, being displayed on a 
pin, labeled as a member of the order Hymenoptera 
and the family Apidae, and gawked at by future ento-
mologists kind of creeps me out.  

Humans have the false notion that the life of a honey 
bee is happy, rewarding, and joyful.  They see Buzz the 
Honey Nut Cheerios bee gleefully sprinkling honey on 
a bowl of cereal and they think, “Oh, honey bees are so 
cheerful and cute!  They have such wonderful lives!”  
They are severely mistaken.  I hope that someone gets 
to hear my story and realize that my life (and the lives 
of my fellow worker honey bees) is far from glamor-
ous.  Next time you are enjoying Honey Nut Cheerios, 
honey buns, honey-glazed pretzels, or any other exqui-
site honey-infused food product, please take a moment 
to remember the lamentable life of Marge the honey 
bee.   VP

A view of León from the cathedral’s 
rooftop (guided tours for C$20 if you 

visit a small door in its backside), 
looking eastward



39 Va Pue - October 2011

Reviews, Etc.
RESTAURANTS         
40  peter engages in a bit of foodie exceptionalism, faVoring leÓn

BOOKS
41   marY appraises gargoYles, coming awaY impressed  
43   claire decides that exiles pair well with shortness of a certain sort

MOVIES
44   an arguablY uncritical author  reViews a film about a nerd named harold something 
or other

MIND, BODY, MINDLESS ENTERTAINMENT
45   lexie spins around a bunch, aVoids dizziness somehow, tells us how we can do same 
45   lexie lies around a bit, paYs c$200, and tells us whY it’s worth it
47   out with the old, in with the new
54   peter, paul, marY, and claire share some links, if You eVer haVe internet 



40October 2011 - Va Pue 

Restaurants

Critica del Bar Lobito
Peter Pagonis

SBD 53

Saludos desde el Occidente. He tenido el placer 
de comer cuatro veces en el Lobito Bar que se 
encuentra en el corazón del barrio indígena de 

León, Subtiava.  Subtiava forma parte de la ciudad 
de León, cual está ubicada a siete minutos de la 
Catedral y un poco afuera del sendero turístico.  La 
primera vez que fui al restaurante, fui con mi equipo 
de trabajo de la ONG donde laboro, para un alm-
uerzo navideño.  

Al entrar al restaurante, de repente sentí el olor de 
la parrillada. Me sentía como si estuviera en una 
churrascaría en las pampas argentinas. A la una de 
la tarde el restaurante estaba 100% lleno, o como 
dicen nuestros amigos nicaragüenses: “full”.   Inme-
diatamente, me percaté del ambiente alegre.  (No 
cabe duda de que la celebración del nacimiento de 
Jesucristo y la  presencia de un sinnúmero de botel-
las de Gran Reserva contribuía a este fenómeno).   
Para que estemos claros, las opciones del  menú 
son: carne, carne y más carne.  (Tengo que decirle 
que hay una opción vegetariana para los Gabriel 
Goffman del mundo.) El restaurante cuenta con 
más o menos 30 mesas con alrededor de un jardín 
pequeño.  

El menú está diseñado para darte los niveles de pro-
teína necesarios para subir el Volcán San Cristóbal.  
Hay cerdo, carne  de res/churrasco, y pollo.  En los 
casos de la carne de res y cerdo, se puede elegir las 
costillas, si prefieres.  Los platos fuertes que valen 
150 córdobas son acompañados con arroz, ensalada 
y plátanos exquisitos.  Mi plato favorito sin duda es 
la costilla de cerdo.  

Me encanta la presencia de los mariachis que se 
parecen a sus colegas guadalajareñas.  Ellos con 
mucho gusto pueden tocarte todos los éxitos nicar-
agüenses (“pobre la María… y su fantasía”) y música 
latinoamericana.  Es importante agregar que el 
servicio al cliente es excelente.  Los meseros prevén 
sus necesidades antes de que se las pidas.
  
Con sus precios accesibles,  su carne jugosa y sab-
rosa, y su ambiente festejado, recomiendo que tome 
este viaje gastronómico a esta institución leonesa.
 
¡Buen Provecho!  VP

Tel: 2311- 4146; Dirección: del la Iglesia Laborío, 4 cua-
dras al Oeste, media cuadra al Sur, 1 ½ cuadra al oeste, 
Barrio Subtiava, León, Nicaragua, América Central

La Comida at Bar Lobito in León
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Read one story, read ‘em all.  Boy meets girl.  Boy 
gets girl.  Boy ultimately screws up and loses 
girl.  (I will admit that occasionally this could 

be the fault of the girl.)  Girl comes around and for-
gives boy (or vice-versa).  Happily Ever After.  There’s 
also the tragic love story: pretty much the same as a 
standard love story, but throw in an untimely death 
or forced separation between the “gets-girl” stage and 
forgiveness stage (or immediately after, most unusu-
ally cruel for us love saps).

Then, there’s The Gargoyle by Andrew Davidson: a 
unique look at how love transcends time.  (Reader be-
ware: this is not a ‘love is the end all be all’ discussion, 
but seeing as love is a central theme of the book, it 
may get a little sentimental at times for some of you.)  
The book starts abruptly with a fiery car crash, leaving 
the main character (also the narrator, and we never do 
learn his name)burned to a crisp.  He wakes after the 
crash to find himself in the burn unit of the local hos-
pital, where he is told he will remain for the better part 
of a year undergoing treatment and physical therapy.  
He loses not only his car, home, and business to cover 
hospital costs, but also his physical beauty, a signifi-
cant part of his career as a porn star and producer. 

Here, he meets Marianne Engel, a sculptor of gro-
tesques and a patient in the psychiatric ward (she 
is subsequently released and continues to visit the 
narrator), who wanders into his room to declare them 
lovers in a past life.  This is where the book turns into 
two stories.  The narrator lets us into his everyday life, 
from the pains of surgeries and physical therapies to 
his budding relationship with Marianne, while Mari-
anne takes us into the 14th century as she relates their 
history.  She tells the tale of when she, a member of 
the Engelthal Abbey in what is now Germany, and he, 
a mercenary who comes to the Abbey to seek help after 
being, ironically, burned, take their lives together on a 
tempestuous journey as they break all the rules to be 
together.

Back in the present, the narrator is not only struggling 
physically, but emotionally, as he is falling deeper into 
his connection with Marianne but cannot shake the 
stigma that comes with psychiatric patients.  There 
is always a lingering “is she crazy” question over the 
head, but this turns into a “but it could be true” con-
cern as the plot develops.

The construction of the actual book and plot is won-
derfully crafted.   Davidson’s sense of detail is impec-
cable.  The description of the burn wounds and treat-
ments made me cringe and close my eyes as if I 

Sometimes Love Really Is 
Enough

Mary Miller
AG 53

was watching them on the big screen.  For example, in 
order to convey his experience trapped in the burning 
car, the narrator asks the reader to envision a burning 
stove coil and to put your “sensitive, responsive hand” 
onto it.  “And hold it there.  Hold it there as the ele-
ment scorches Dante’s nine rings right into your palm, 
allowing you to grasp Hell in your hand forever.  Let 
the heat engrave the skin, the muscles, the tendons; let 
it smolder down to the bone.”  And later, “your hand 
will have melted so that it now surrounds the element, 
becoming fused with it.  Now rip your flesh free.”  
Yeah, cringe.  

Books
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You’re drawn into the mentality of the narrator and 
are overcome with his every feelings as he recounts 
his story.  Even his accounts of love in its purest form 
leave you feeling touched in ways one doesn’t expect 
when not on the receiving or giving end of an act of 
love.  (I once heard a line about how acts of love are 
only sappy for those not directly involved; in other 
words, when you’re the one receiving a public decla-
ration of love, it’s never something you want to turn 
away from due to embarrassment.)  

The research that went into this book was extensive 
and time consuming (it took Davidson seven years 
to complete the novel).  After a quick internet search 
myself, I learned there really is an Engelthal Abbey in 
Hesse, Germany, founded in 1268 and is run by Bene-
dictine nuns, known for their hospitality, hence why 
they so willingly accept a burned man into their midst.  
The transition between the two storylines is seamless 
and, while medieval/fantasy ideas are present, it does 
not venture into the category of unreal, but rather puts 
a realistic spin on fantastical events.

I enjoyed the book much more than many others I 
have read recently (as I’m sure like most of you, it has 
been more than a few), in spite of my affinity toward 
romance novels.  The Gargoyle is not a romance story, 
or even a love story.  It is more of a dissection of what 
love can do to a person and how it impacts the world 
around us.  Love isn’t something that is easy or cheesy, 
but a process of diligently working to ensure those we 
love and the lives we build around this love are pro-
tected, both in this life and the next.  The whole idea 
of ‘love conquers all’ is thrown aside and replaced with 
the idea that love just makes it harder for obstacles 
to stop its forward motion.  As Westley so articulately 
states in The Princess Bride, “Death cannot stop true 
love.  All it can do is delay it for a while.”  

The book teaches us that love sets the soul free by 
dismissing everything around us that has now become 
insignificant and obsolete in hindsight.

This notion of being freed by love comes into play in 
the predicament of the narrator in both the present 
and past.  In both lives, his situation seems hopeless, 
a lost cause, but he forges on with the renewed en-
ergy he discovers with the advent of love.  He learns 
that life isn’t life without a sense of something greater 
than you to look to for comfort and indulgence.  Ev-
ery person is selfish and wrapped in their own affairs, 
but when one accepts love as the beat that makes the 
world go round, it is easier to accept that shit happen, 
and to just let go.  A lesson we learn with the narra-
tor.  And as we learn this, we learn to become better 

people, as the narrator states: “I am not a hero in soul 
and never will be, but I am better than I was.  Or so I 
tell myself.”

I couldn’t help relating the above idea to our current 
experience in Peace Corps: are we better for having 
done this?  For abandoning our comfy circumstances 
to delve into a world that brings us scenarios that 
challenge our ideologies on a regular basis?  After 
this experience, we may not become perfect examples 
of human beings, but we will change into, hopefully, 
better human beings.  The narrator’s realm of change 
(a situation that makes you rethink who you were and 
who you want to be) was being burned, while ours is 
living amongst a people not raised in a culture that 
emphasizes independence and creativity....

There are a couple of items left hanging, such as how 
Marianne recognizes him as her past lover, and it’s 
more likely to become a cult classic that a classic piece 
of literature, but The Gargoyle is worth the read.  It 
will renew your faith, wherever your faith may lay, by 
showing that love does connect us all.  (This last bit 
has become all the more evident while serving here in 
Nicaragua; love may not be uniformly expressed over 
the world, but it is universal and unites us all with a 
jumping off point.)

I will leave you with a review in The New York Times 
by Janet Maslin of the book that I came upon while 
researching the story and that seems to sum up every-
thing perfectly:  “So for all those who enter here, there 
is no need to abandon hope.  Lessons are learned, love 
is found, spirits are renewed, and faith is revealed, all 
in the overheated cauldron of Mr. Davidson’s imagina-
tion.”  VP
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breath and life. They shimmer on the page: proudly 
individual, each with their own troubles and small 
happinesses, each of them fallible, imperfect and so 
much more powerfully human for it.

The short story can be a difficult genre: it has more in 
common with the strictures of poetry than the rela-
tive freedom of the novel. Each word must count; 
each phrase must build toward an ending made far 
more immediate. Lahiri is a master storyteller, and 
Unaccustomed Earth is a gorgeous testament to her 
ability. There is a surprising depth to her writing, an 
intensity which slips out of the pages while the reader 
isn’t looking to fill up the corners of the room. Forget 
the old classics you took from the Peace Corps library 
six months ago, meaning to finally slog through them; 
forget the Danielle Steele collection you have hidden 
in your suitcase. 

Put Unaccustomed Earth next on your reading list 
and fall into these powerful tales which shift the world 
gradually around the reader as in a dream and refuse 
to fully leave, even long after the last elegant phrase 
has faded.  VP

Exiles at 
Home and Abroad

Claire DeSoi
HE 52

Not for nothing did Jhumpa Lahiri win the 
Pulitzer Prize and the PEN/Hemingway Award 
with her first book of short stories, Inter-

preter of Maladies. Her writing dazzles—but subtly, 
so quietly that the reader nearly forgets she’s there. 
The New York Times Book Review, in discussing her 
second collection of stories (entitled Unaccustomed 
Earth), perhaps put it best: Lahiri “handles her char-
acters without leaving any fingerprints. She allows 
them to grow as if unguided, as if she were accom-
panying them rather than training them through the 
espalier of her narration.” Characters are what drive 
Lahiri’s stories, which reach from Boston to Bombay, 
Rome to Seattle; characters exquisitely rendered by an 
empathetic, emotionally precise author confident in 
her craft, and it is the characters which give her stories 
so much resonance. When we talk of books as being 
‘good company’, it is characters like these of which we 
speak. 

Each story in Unaccustomed Earth gracefully circles 
exile in some form—not only exile from mother-
lands, but exile of all sorts: from families, pasts, and 
futures—skillfully twisted through with fear and guilt, 
laced with the pleasures, terrors, and quiet solaces of 
life as the characters struggle and fall and find their 
peace. We are all somehow exiles from ourselves, all 
searching over our own unaccustomed earth, and La-
hiri brings this universality poignantly home in each 
story, her writing at once sweeping and meticulously 
attuned to the tiny details which give her characters 

Books
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I won’t be coy. I’ve been a Harry Potter fan since 
day one: 1998, a brand new hardcover, a boy who 
lived and changed our world. Did my sister and I 

wait up all night on her eleventh birthday, waiting for 
her Hogwarts invitation to arrive? Yes. Have I attend-
ed midnight book releases and movie premieres and 
written academic papers on the phenomenon? Yes. 
Did I attend the Boston Yule Ball, in which wizarding 
rock sensations Harry and the Potters played along-
side Draco and the Malfoys, the Remus Lupins, and 
the Whomping Willows? Yes. Does the fact that there 
are photos somewhere of me in full wizard costume 
mean you shouldn’t listen when I say Harry Potter 
and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2 is one of the year’s 
top don’t-miss movies? Absolutely not. [Oh, really? - 
Eds.]

An unfortunate side effect of becoming attached to 
any sort of work which is later converted to the silver 
screen is that you are inevitably much harder on the 
resulting film than the casual fan. (Don’t even get me 
started on the travesty of Harry Potter and the Pris-
oner of Azkaban.) Fortunately for fanatics and casual 
moviegoer alike, director David Yates has once again 
produced a movie true to its source material, while 
avoiding the stiffness and hesitance which befalls so 
many novels adapted to the screen. The latest and fi-
nal edition of Harry Potter is a spellbinding two hours 
in which characters good, bad, and maddeningly indif-
ferent must all fight for their survival amidst a veri-
table storm of well-executed special effects.

But don’t take my word for it. Treat yourself to an af-
ternoon with A/C and candy in a theater, or wait until 

Voldemort Can’t Stop 
the Rock
Claire DeSoi

HE 52

it comes out on the street—just see this movie. Even 
the most casual Harry Potter follower or critic will find 
something to enjoy here. Go to see Alan Rickman in 
an Oscar-worthy performance as Severus Snape, the 
ultimate ambiguous character in a genre which favors 
the starkly black-and-white. Go to see Emma Watson 
as Hermione, that rarest of creatures for mainstream 
Hollywood: a powerful, intelligent young woman in 
her own right, neither an overly sexualized dominatrix 
nor a distressed and helpless damsel. Go to see how 
much they have all grown, Harry and his friends: in 
a decade of filming they’ve gone from babes-in-arms 
with stilted emotion and wayward eyebrows to ac-
tors in their own right, with the Broadway résumés to 
prove it.

It doesn’t matter if you never stayed up all night to 
read the newest book, desperate to know what hap-
pened to your favorite characters, or if you read half 
of a book, once, years ago, or if you never read any of 
them at all. It doesn’t matter if you happily ignored 
the whole Potter phenomenon entirely. This is a 
spectacular end to a spectacular series: a dream which 
began as scribbles on a napkin by a single mother on 
welfare, which was rejected twelve or thirteen times 
before finding a publisher, and which is now ending 
as one of the most popular, most widely sold stories 
in history.  In the end, it doesn’t matter if you can’t 
name the professors at Hogwarts or explain the rules 
of Quidditch.

Stephen King said it best: “Harry Potter is about con-
fronting fears, finding inner strength and doing what 
is right in the face of adversity.” (He added another 
bit, too, about the Twilight series being a story about 
how important it was to have a boyfriend, but that’s a 
review for another day.) Harry’s story is a story about 
the strength that lies in friends and in fighting against 
all kinds of darkness; it’s about the power of hope, 
that thing with feathers—and in the end, what better 
message is there?  VP

Movies
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I read there were yoga classes at Licuados Ananda 
(de la Casa de la Cultura, esq. Calle Transversal y 
Av 1a NE) so I decided to go check it out.  I believe 

it was at 6:30 PM.  I was the only one who showed 
up, so it was just me and the male instructor, Roberto 
Mejia O. He was fantastic and did not creep me out 
in any way, nor did he make me feel inexperienced at 
my very first yoga class (I had only been self-teaching 
myself from books and whatnot before this).  He’s to-
tally engrossed in yoga and told me he gets up at 5 AM 
every morning to meditate and practice yoga.  

He gave me his cell number and said I could text him 
in the morning, before 6 AM or so, to let him know 
if I’d be joining him to practice yoga with him that 
morning.  And the class breaks the bank at C$7.  There 
are other teachers and classes available in the morning 
and evenings, plus one with a description that sounds 
super cool on Sundays at 10 AM.  

Roberto also referred me to a Yoga Center in Managua 
and he even called to get the days and times of classes. 
I was told to drop his name to the teacher when I got 
there.  It’s located in Sede Central, Seminario Nacional 
(1 c. arriba 1 c. sur, Reparto Miraflores; Tel: 2266-
2451).  The classes there are also really cheap, at C$20 
for an hour class.  When I attended, there were about 
20 people there (everyone very nice and welcoming) 
and, again, the teacher was patient and helpful. 

Since I wasn’t in the know with how yoga classes are 
arranged, I accidentally sat in the front of the class, 
but luckily everyone had their eyes closed almost the 
entire time, so I felt less embarrassed and timid.  It 
was a C$50 taxi ride from the office and about a half 
hour away, depending on traffic.  It would be best 

Danielle from AG 50 turned me onto this: SPIN-
NING WORLD (yes!!).  SPINNING WORLD 
is right behind Hippo’s bar, just turn left after 

you pass the photography shop on the main road from 
the office or Hotel Brandt’s.  On the right, you’ll see a 
white building with a space to pull a car into, so walk 
under the white bridge and then go up the stairs to 
the left.   This sounds a little confusing, I know, but I 
promise it’s not at all.  

At the top of the stairs is the gym and you pay C$80 
to take a spinning or Pilates class which includes the 
use of the gym equipment before or after (or both) the 
class.  Sometimes, it’s just me and the staff and other 
times there are a few others who literally stand (some 
sit on machines) in a circle and platicar from the time 
I get there till the time I leave.  But they all seem nice 
and aren’t intimidating.  It’s a small gym, so it has that 
small gym feel.  There is not a ton of equipment, which 
makes it the perfect gym to take a class and use the 
equipment to give yourself a great workout.  

They have a schedule with class times and days listed 
and, the best part, you get a wrist band (like the kind 
you get for a VIP or 21+ area) that has nine balloons 
on it and every time you take a class, they stamp a 
balloon!  But you only get the stamp if you do a class.  
After all nine are stamped, you get a free class.  I 
personally don’t see why I can’t get a stamp just for 
paying to use the equipment if their class times don’t 
work for me that day or I just want to listen to my 
own music and do my own bike routine, but that’s life 
I guess.  Perhaps the stamp is a reward for listening 
to the techno music, the instructor’s voice, and doing 
the routine for an hour.  Stamp or no stamp, I always 
leave happy.   VP

Spinning, &

Etcetera

Yogaing

Lexie Woodward
AG 53Eds. Note:  a cultural differences moment: Lexie didn’t go 

spinning in the sense that Canadians (happily pictured) mean 
it.  If she had used these wheels to go to her spin class, she’d 
have gotten slivers and knotted-up in yarn.  In humid Managua, 
that’d be quite uncomfortable.  Anyway, you might not lose so 
much weight if you go spinning than if you go for a spin, so plan 
accordingly.  You could probably wear sweats to both, though.
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to call and confirm before arriving, but I think there 
are classes at 5 PM and 7 PM every Monday through 
Thursday.  

I got lots (well, a lot by our standards) of money as 
gifts for my 24th birthday in March and decided to go 
on a quest to find a good masseuse in Estelí.  I started 
the quest at Hostel Luna because it has postings about 
massages on their wall.  The place most recommended 
was only available in the evenings and Sundays, or 
something like that, and I needed a morning appoint-
ment.  I believe there were one or two other recom-
mendations at the hostel, but I didn’t want to go on 
a hunt trying to locate their office or use saldo to call 
and see if they were even available.  

So, I really don’t remember how it was that I ended 
the quest by finding a masseuse, but I did and I can 
tell you all you need to know to do the same. There is a 
small (even for Nica standards) woman who works out 
of Dra. Elana Mahlow Rodrige’s office (she offers acu-
puncture, nutrition advice, etc.) that offers massages.  
If you go to her office or call her (she is very nice), la 
doctora can call the masseuse, Nureda, to schedule an 
appointment.  

You could probably make some nice sand castles 
on Jiquilillo Beach. Durable, anyway.

The office is located near Super Las Segovias (1 c. al 
Oeste y ½ c. al Norte), and when I went she called 
Nureda.  Even though she couldn’t reach Nureda at 
that moment, she called me back later when they con-
nected and I was able to schedule an appointment for 
the next morning.  

The masseuse is quiet and I felt a little uneasy at first, 
but just went with it and it was worth it!  She can work 
your body.  She asks you what area you’d like her to 
focus on, so be prepared!  

I haven’t had a lot of massages in my life, but of the 
couple I’ve had the majority weren’t really worth it, 
not like this.  It was C$200 for an hour massage.  

DO IT.  VP    
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>> michaela ross

where are you from?  Wisconsin. 
Cheese, and so much more.
what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps? Working in e-
commerce and corporate communica-
tions. 
what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge? The water short-
ages. Nothing like three days without 
a shower to make you redefine several 
personal truths. 
funny anecdotes from training? Upon 
getting our site assignments, overhear-
ing this conversation:
Zac: Man, aren’t you so excited we 

our swearing-in. This will be going on 
every one of my VRF files for the next 
two years, just to warn you Georgia.
first impressions of nicaragua? Mildly 
chilly. 
what surprised you most about nica-
ragua? The die-hard love of Michael 
Bolton and 80s soft rock otherwise 
ruthlessly mocked in the US. I can 
never be having a bad day when I pass 
rough and tough construction men 
blaring “Total Eclipse of the Heart” and 
trying to sing along.
consider dating a nicaraguan? This 
question must have been written by 
the only Nicaraguan who has not yet 
asked me this question.
what do you miss most from home? 

finally got our sites?
Jake: Dude, I can’t even pronounce my 
site!
Hope Muelle de los Bueyes is treating 
you well Jake!
biggest spanish mistake? When my 
counterpart said he was going on a 
special trip to buy “hilo para las mu-
jeres,” I thought he was going to buy 
“thongs for the women.” Eh-hem. He 
meant “thread.”
what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service? Write an exit-interview 
for Va Pue in 2013.
what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  Casually chat with Daniel 
Ortega in front of national media after 

Interviews

Entrances: 
say hi to these recent arrivals

León at dusk
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Sitting for more than five minutes 
without something crawling on me.
favorite nica food so far? Ponche- it’s 
like Christmas and Flor de Caña had a 
love child in eggnog form.

>> geory kurtzhals 

where are you from?  Most recently, 
South Carolina, but I grew up in South-
ern Indiana and have also called Lake 
Tahoe, CA/NV, and Seattle home.
what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  I helped to open 
a coffee roasting facility in South Caro-
lina.
what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge?  Missing my 
friends and family.
funny anecdotes from training?  I told 
my host family that I cook with arena 
(harina) and ojos (ajos).  
biggest spanish mistake?  I probably 
haven’t made it yet.
what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  I hope to inspire and 
develop leaders within my community.
what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  Look at a bus overfilled 
with people/animals/things and say, 
“There’s always room for one more,” 
then squish my way onto the bus.
first impressions of nicaragua?  
IPADE.
what surprised you most about ni-
caragua?  The entertainment I receive 
from bus rides is endless.  Six months 
after arriving, I still find myself giggling 
to myself on the bus.
consider dating a nicaraguan?  Prob-
ably not.
what do you miss most from home?  
My friends and family.
favorite nica food so far?  Arroz con 
leche. 

>>cassie collier

where are you from?  A lovely coal 
mining town in Pennsylvania. 
what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  I did an Ameri-

Corps program (City Year) in Boston. 
Following that, I did every odd job 
you could think of (medical experi-
ment guinea pig, babysitter, Halloween 
costume store sweeper, busker, street 
flyer hander-outer, etc.).
what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge?  Seems like a 
rather superficial thing, but I have to 
say getting used to the mosquitoes. 
what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service? Make great friendships, 
appreciate the simpler things in life, 
and hopefully help a few people dur-
ing the process. 
what is something you have done 
in nicaragua that you never thought 
you would do? I never thought I´d 
have the chance to meet the man the 
myth Daniel Ortega. Quite the surreal 
experience.
first impressions of nicaragua? Super 
tranquilo. Any place where porch sit-
ting is a primary hobby can´t be a bad 
place at all. 
what surprised you most about nica-
ragua? Just how much they eat gallo 
pinto, it is really no exaggeration. 
consider dating a nicaraguan? Como 
no.
favorite nica food so far? The best 
food I´ve had here was chow mein in 
Jinotepe. Does that count? But I´d be 
lying if I said I wasn´t a fan of the Nica 
staples (gallo pinto, aguacate, tajadas, 
etc.).

>>martha anne 
duenckel

where are you from?  Hotlanta.
what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps? I graduated from 
Georgia State University in December 
of 2010 (with a Studio Art degree and 
minor in Hospitality) and was working 
in a restaurant.
what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge? Small children.
funny anecdotes from training? Just 
the general crazy host family stuff. My 
mother was a larger woman and she 
like to lie on her bed with her pants 

unbuttoned and stomache hanging out 
screaming the names of her household 
helpers which later turned into “Mar-
tita!!!!!!” All she would want would 
be for me to lie on the bed with her 
so she could pet my head or to ask me 
to hand her something that she didn’t 
want to get up and get, 3 ft away.
biggest spanish mistake? During our 
site visit week I was identifying plants 
with a brigadista de salud and her 
husband in our community. There was 
a plant that was good for arthritis and 
I asked her husband if the plant was 
good for dolor de huevos instead of 
dolor de huesos. They were trying not 
to make me feel bad and just sort of 
smiled but once I realized what I said 
and started laughing they all let loose.
what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  Tons of things... I really 
want to be a good Spanish speaker 
when this is all said and done. I am a 
third generation volunteer so I feel my 
main purpose is to leave a great lasting 
impression of both Peace Corps. and 
Americans. I also hope to leave some 
ideas for the community to ponder 
upon and hopefully continue expand-
ing their productivity. I hope to inspire 
some young people into leading lives 
that they really want to lead and to 
help some find a way to study if that 
is what they want. I really want to 
spread the idea that there is always a 
way to improve life, you just have to 
get creative.
what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do? Well, tons of things regard-
ing sickness that were very new to me 
but I suppose that I really didn’t under-
stand the buses climb mountains quite 
like they do. The first time I crossed a 
couple of rivers and climbed up roads 
that I would have been nervous to do 
in four wheel drive vehicles and then 
doing it in a blue bird filled with 70 
people and all of their cargo my jaw 
dropped a little.
first impressions of nicaragua? Gor-
geous. I love the mountains and the 
beaches. There are so many different 
places I want to visit here and so many 
things I have yet to do.
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what surprised you most about nica-
ragua? The cooler regions perhaps. I 
didn’t expect it to get as cold as it does 
sometimes. I was also very surprised 
by the lack of art here. Hopefully I can 
change that a little.
consider dating a nicaraguan? I don’t 
discriminate : ).
what do you miss most from home?  
My dog, live music, my independence 
as a woman going places alone.
favorite nica food so far?  I love all 
of the fresh fruits and veggies. I am a 
huge avocado fan and bananas have 
never tasted so good.

>>Kelli stam

where are you from?  Born and raised 
on Long Island, New York.
what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps?  Living in Ven-
ice Beach, California, and working in 
the world of advertising for creative 
agencies in places like Los Angeles and 
Amsterdam.
what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge?  Figuring out 
where to begin.
funny anecdotes from training?  
Those Spanish tongue twisters. Tough 
enough in English, but Spanish?!
biggest spanish mistake?  Pretty sure 
that lies ahead.
what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  Understand the Nicara-
guan community well enough to make 
a lasting difference in their day to day 
life.
what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  Now, this one definitely 
has not happened yet. Maybe better 
for the exit interview….
first impressions of nicaragua?  Lack 
of education on so many levels, from 
the environment to diet to health to 
the world outside of Nicaragua, which 
translates to an overwhelming amount 
of opportunity to make a difference.
what surprised you most about nica-
ragua?  The proliferation of American 
t-shirts.
consider dating a nicaraguan?  Con-

sider, sure. But, realistically, don’t see 
it happening.
what do you miss most from home?  
Kale and privacy. 
favorite nica food so far?  Bollo!

>>liz koelnych

where are you from? Last 13 years, St. 
Helena, California.
what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps? 5th grade pub-
lic school teacher where I reigned as 
compost queen in our school gardens.
what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge? Dust-maurading 
caballos eating my lovely pipian 
plants-humidity-plagas Nicas vs in-
sectidicas organicas contra my lovely 
pepino vines, did I mention dust in my 
bicycle chain and gears.
funny anecdotes from training? 
Alacranes 1--Profe Constanza 3.
biggest spanish mistake? When a local 
anciana went missing in search of her 
old neigborhood, I thought my family 
was talking about a lost gallina. Well, 
chickens are very, VERY important in 
my family.
what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service? I am amazed at the in-
terest in compost and organic gar-
dents-farming in my site. Including my 
own, we have 7 aboneras, with three 
on their second harvest cycle. In the 
coming week 3 more will be harvest-
ed. One farmer is doing a pilot huerto 
with 2 organic eras with abono, and 
2 eras done in his traditional farming 
method--but the whole area will be 
completely fenced from horses, pigs, 
chicken, chavalos.
what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do? Become even more zen---
talk about sweeping the path and car-
rying the water--every day is a spiritual 
experience.
first impressions of nicaragua? Air-
port, loud, hot, very thirsty, welcoming 
faces of volunteers and staff and being 
transported to our wonderful beds 
and showers.
what surprised you most about ni-

caragua? The first and last words that 
the people say to your are adios, very 
profound words, and sincerely meant.
consider dating a nicaraguan? NO 
TIME.
what do you miss most from home? 
My daughter, bookstores, books.
favorite nica food so far? sopa de 
queso and Nicaraguan coffee.
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>>christopher ortega

site: Leon, Leon.
nicknames: El Mexicano, El sobrino.
favorite nica dicho: Bye Pue.
number of nicas kissed: 1
what did you miss most from home? 
Family, friends and my girlfriend.   
what did you do during your service?  
I almost cut and pasted my DOS, but 
figured that would take up too much 
space.  But, I did want to compare 
it with what I wrote in my Entrance 
Interview: “SPA grant (I piggy backed 
onto one for the TEFL Manual), TEFL 
Student Workbook (never completed, 
but revised the TEFL Manual), Califor-
nia Corner (English Club) (never com-
pleted), English Curriculum for 5th and 
6th grade (completed), World Map 
Project (completed), English talleres/
Charlas (completed), U.S. History and 
Culture courses at UNAN (completed), 
writing a book (incomplete, but in the 
works) and Diversity Committee (com-

pleted) are just some of items at the 
top of my list.”  I also completed quite 
a few other projects, but happy to say 
I have more completes than never 
completed!  I gave it my all!  
favorite nica food or drink? Cacao, 
tiste, and Quesillos.  
Your pc nicaragua theme song? “Yo 
No Se Mañana.”
when were you at your most nica? 
When I was visiting home and didn’t 
actually realize I was cutting in all the 
lines. 
favorite thing about your site? The air 
conditioning movie theatre and Hol-
lywood Pizza.
best memory?  Meeting my girlfriend.  
worst memory?  Saying goodbye to 
my girlfriend.   
most embarrassing moment?  Drop-
ping THE turkey at Ambassador Calla-
han’s residence for Thanksgiving.  Just 
joking.    
how many times did you have to 
poop in a cup? No more than two 
times.   
part of your body or health that will 
never be the same? My stomach. 
best place to be vago?  What does 
that word mean again? 
best piropo? That I used or what 
girls always said to me when I passed 
them? 
craziest bus story? We got stuck last 
year in the rainy season and a semi 
pulled us back onto the road. 
what you´ll miss the most?  Eating my 
cosa de horno and cacao at the Leon 
terminal before heading out to Mana-
gua. 
best care package item? An Angel’s 
rally monkey in the style of Uncle Sam. 
advice on dating a nica?  I don’t have 
any advice, never went that route con-
trary to popular expectations during 
training. 
break any pc rules? Not one. 
ever wanted to et? No. 
would you do it all over again? Abso-
lutely. 
gained or lost weight? Lost. 
biggest challenge? Trying not to over 
work myself.  
advice to remaining volunteers? Keep 
on, keeping on. 

regrets? Not hiking more volcanoes or 
doing the Rio San Juan trip. 
where we can find you in 10 years?   
In California, running for Congress. 
parting words? I came, I saw, I con-
quered. 

>>carla pellegrini

site: Santa Teresa, Carazo.
nicknames:  Carlita, Charlie, Charlie 
Brown.
favorite nica dicho: “dale pues.”
what did you miss most from home? 
Trader Joes.
what did you do during your service?  
I taught a lot of English classes.
favorite nica food or drink? almivar.
favorite thing about your site?  The 
gym.
best memory? Surprise welcome back 
party my community class students 
threw me after I came back from 10 
days at home.
worst memory? Walking nine miles 
home after I got stranded at a rural 
countryside school.
how many times did you have to 
poop in a cup?  At least three.
best place to be vago?  laguna de 
apoyo.
what you´ll miss the most?  All my 
friends.
best care package item? Powder that 
when you add water turns into awe-
some HUMMUS!
break any pc rules?  Who hasn’t?
ever wanted to et?  Not really truly.
would you do it all over again? It was 
great but probably not.
gained or lost weight?  Nope.
biggest challenge?  Enjoying teaching.
advice to remaining volunteers?  Suck 
it up, it’s worth it.
where we can find you in 10 years?  
Quien sabe.  

>>Elizabeth cole

site: Diria, Granada.
nicknames: Liz, Eli (only in my town).
nica dicho: aprovecha Macario 
porque esto no es diario.

Exits: 
say bye 
to these 

departing 
folks

Interviews



51 Va Pue - October 2011

nicas kissed: three.
what did you miss most from home? 
Privacy, being anonymous.
what did you do during your service? 
Team-taught with two Nica English 
teachers, gave a few TEFL training 
workshops and had a bevy of commu-
nity classes.
favorite nica food or drink? Food 
would be vigoron and/or sopa de 
albondiga, drink is Toña.
Your pc nicaragua theme song? The 
album Feed the Animals by Girltalk.
when were you at your most nica? 
When I would get dressed up to do 
weekly shopping at the market.
favorite thing about your site? It’s 
next to the BEAUTIFUL laguna de 
apoyo!
best memory? Hmmm, maybe both of 
my birthdays here? They were stellar
Worst memory? Getting mugged by 
14-year-old glue sniffers in my town. 
Womp womp....
how many times did you have to 
poop in a cup? Pooped in a cup once, 
oh parasites....
part of your body or health that will 
never be the same? I have a nasty scar 
from an infected mosquito bite on my 
cheek.
best place to be vago? Masaya or 
Granada, good thing I lived smack-dab 
between both, haha.
best piropo? “I just want to make love 
to you and make you feel all riiiiiight.” 
- in English.
craziest bus story? Saw a full-on 
bloody fistfight between drunk men, 
blood was flying everywhere.
what will you miss the most? Feeling 
special for being 24, licenciada and 
having no kids yet.
best care package item? Brownies, 
and People magazines.
advice on dating a nica? Be prepared 
for a circus, and enter at your own risk.
break any pc rules? Why would I tell 
you? But yes....
ever wanted to et? After the 5th time 
I got robbbed I entertained the idea....
would you do it all over again? Yes, 
but better. Fuck up fewer times....
advice to remaining volunteers? let 
your hair down and enjoy it! nobody 

really cares just how hard you work, 
but they do care that you go to all the 
bodas and piñatas you’re invited to 
and socialize.
gained or lost weight? Gained initially, 
lost overall.
any regrets? Waiting so long to get to 
know Mimi. Get to know her ya! She is 
amazing!
Advice: Mimi! Befriend her! Plus she 
will make your life in the office much 
easier and expedite things for you.
where can we find you in 10 years? 
Hopefully with a little more money in 
my pocket and an idea of what I’m cut 
out for in life. Maybe married? Maybe 
not.
parting words? soy alma pinolera.

>>donna johnson

site:  Los Angeles, Isla de Ometepe.
nicknames:  Dubs (jointly given to me 
by John Cunningham of TEFL 47 and 
Claire Potts of TEFL 51).
favorite nica dicho:  ¡ay senor!
number of nicas kissed:  Because of 
the cultural kiss on the cheek greeting, 
probably hundreds…?
what did you miss most from home?  
My grandma who turned 90 on the 
very same day I was sworn-in as a 
volunteer.
what did you do during your service?  
A loaded question but in summary - 
lots of summer camps, some English 
community classes, a World Map, 
English teacher training workshops, 
English classes for pre-schoolers, and 
of course my primary TEFL project 
of co-teaching and co-planning with 
three English teachers at two different 
schools.
favorite nica food or drink?  Living 
and eating with a host family for two 
years, I kind of got sick of gallo pinto 
and cuajada, but I still love Nica food 
at heart…my favorites are arroz va-
lenciano, enchido (basically a nacata-
mal made with rice instead of masa), 
Pasteles (the ones my host mom 
makes), enchiladas (the ones sold by a 
sweet woman named Carla at receso 
at my school in Urbaite), tajadas, Pa-

pas rellenas de Queso (the ones from 
fritanga in Masaya and Ocotal), Fresco 
de Cacao.…
Your pc nicaragua theme song?  Waka 
Waka by Shakira (was played almost 
non-stop during the time of the World 
Cup in 2010 and has pretty much been 
stuck in my head ever since then).
when were you at your most nica? I 
am at my most Nica when I talk to 
(especially discipline) dogs and small 
children…my host mom Argelia has 
taught me well : ).
favorite thing about your site?  Karla 
Samantha Jimenez Gomez…aka my 
adorable 5-year-old host sister.
best memory?  Samantha’s 4th birth-
day party…I had only been to site for 
a few months and had no idea that in 
my host family’s house, a little kid’s 
birthday party eventually turns into an 
adult party.  After the piñata was bro-
ken, the cake served, and the cumplea-
ñera on her way to bed, the guaro was 
broken out and the real fun began.  
Fellow gringa and volunteer Liz Cole 
was thankfully there to experience this 
fiesta with me…we both agree that we 
have never been to a more crazy, fun, 
or wild party and that is including all 4 
years of college.  Liz came back for Sa-
mantha’s 5th birthday party this year, 
but as we expected, it just couldn’t 
live up to our expectations of being 
as awesome as the last party – there 
was no duo dancing with a one-armed 
man, and the dancing and drinking 
and general merriment ended at 1 AM 
instead of 4 AM : ).
worst memory?  Site Assignment 
Day…the girl who got the site I wanted 
popped the balloon with my site as-
signment in it and announced that I 
would be living on an island for the 
next two years.  I was so shocked and 
freaked out that it took me about five 
times to get the damn dart to pop 
a balloon so I could read the next 
person’s assignment.  A close second 
worse memory was crying for all four 
days of my site visit.  Gracias a Dios, 
things turned around once I actually 
got to site and fell in love with the 
island, mainly thanks to my amazing 
host family : )
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most embarrassing moment?  About a 
month into being at site, my host dad 
accidentally walked in on me shaving 
my legs in the shower.  He felt so bad…
he immediately fixed the broken lock 
on the door and also made me a table 
that very same day to further show 
how sorry he was.  About a year later, 
I accidentally walked in on my host 
brother in the latrine and was now on 
the other side of the awkwardness of 
being the walker-inner, instead of the 
walked-in-on.  So, although embarrass-
ing to be walked-in on and to walk-in 
on someone else, I can now look back 
and laugh...Oh, Nicaragua : ).
how many times did you have to 
poop in a cup?  In an actual cup, only 
a couple of times…in other contain-
ers, including a match box (yes, this is 
what Nicas use según my host mom) 
and a plastic box that my eye medicine 
comes in, a Monton of times.  
part of your body or health that will 
never be the same?  As cliché as it 
sounds, my stomach.  Gallo pinto has 
forever changed my digestive system.
best place to be vago?  Anywhere with 
Steve Carpenter.
best piropo?  WOOOOOW!
craziest bus story?  Every bus ride is 
crazy in some way, shape, or form, but 
I’d have to say carting a puppy from 
León to the Island was probably the 
craziest.  We made it just fine (Som-
brito was super tranquilo and never 
jumped out of his box), but it was 
crazy to be one of those Nicas you see 
transporting live animals.
what you´ll miss the most?  My host 
family, hands down.
best care package item?  A tape 
measure, so I could take my measure-
ments for the bridesmaid’s dress for 
my friend’s wedding.  Doesn’t sound 
exciting, but it was a very practical and 
necessary item at the time!
advice on dating a nica?  Don’t and 
date a cute PCV instead : ).
break any pc rules?  ¿Cómo? : ).
ever wanted to et?  Oh yeah…begin-
ning was super rough.
would you do it all over again?  Yes…
after I retire, I would love to do PC 
again, hopefully with a husband in 

tote.
gained or lost weight?  Yes to both…
weight was constantly going up and 
down and up and down.
biggest challenge?  Finding fulfilling 
secondary projects my second year to 
offset my primary project pretty much 
falling apart as my counterparts had 
very little time to work with me.  In a 
way, this challenge was a nice push – I 
am very proud of the English lessons 
I give to the pre-schoolers and of the 
World Map I made.
advice to remaining volunteers?  
(1)  Don’t compare yourself to other 
volunteers…everyone’s service is dif-
ferent.  (2)  You will go through periods 
of being busy followed by periods of 
hardly having anything to do…enjoy 
the down time instead of feeling guilty 
about it.
regrets?  Nope.
where we can find you in 10 years?  
Back in Nicaragua for Samantha’s 
quince años party….Steve, our future 
child, and I have already been formally 
invited by the future quinceañera 
herself : )
parting words?  Thank you, Nicaragua 
for a great experience and challenge, 
but it’s time for a change of scenery 
and a new adventure...it’s goodbye 
for now, pero nos vemos pronto, ¡te 
prometo!

>>steve carpenter

site: jalapa, nueva segovia.
nickname: Señor Estiben Mateo 
Carpintero Torrez.  (The name people 
wrote on letters to me so that the mail 
would come to me in Jalapa and not 
be intercepted by overzealous post of-
fice workers in Managua and delivered 
to the office!)
favorite nica dicho: “Esplendiguetti,” 
my host brother Ronald’s wonder-
ful combination of “Spaguetti” and 
“Splendid,” used to mean “good.”
number of nicas kissed: Zero!
what did you miss most from 
home?  Noodles and Company! And 
movie theatres where people don’t 

obnoxiously talk/text during the mov-
ies. And old friends. Three-way tie 
between those.
what did you do during your ser-
vice?  I taught an awful lot of English 
to people, helped make three ovens, 
worked on three World Maps, did a 
SPA project that brought computers/
LCD projectors/laser printers/solar 
panels to the English classrooms of my 
institute, and traveled to every de-
partment minus Rio San Juan and the 
RAAN. 
favorite nica food or drink? Veggie 
nacatamales from Ananda in Estelí 
and Batidos de Chocolate y Banano 
from Buen Provecho in Jinotepe.
Your pc nicaragua theme song?  Sha-
kira’s Waka Waka. A great song to 
dance to.
when were you at your most 
nica? Probably when I threw a half-full 
plastic yogurt bottle out the window of 
a moving bus.
favorite thing about your site?  Prob-
ably the first day of Corn Fest, when 
ranchera bands all sing about how 
much they love corn and all the corn 
their pueblitos produced that year. 
And my host family. And the teachers I 
worked with. Three-way tie again.
best memory? Dancing during the 
fiestas patronales on the Island of 
Ometepe :).
worst memory?  When awful small 
children threw rocks at me and called 
me a “Motherf***er” while I was 
painting one of the World Maps, while 
I attempted to ignore them.
most embarrassing moment?  Quite 
possibly when I told Donna’s host fam-
ily that my real family thinks I’m “very 
gay” because I’m a vegetarian. Appar-
ently “raro” doesn’t just mean “weird” 
here….
how many times did you have to 
poop in a cup?  Just once! Thankfully!
part of your body or health that will 
never be the same? My red right 
ankle, thanks to Jalapa’s rocky roads :(. 
best place to be vago?  The Island!
craziest bus story? There were a lot 
of terrible ones, but the craziest still 
has to be going from León to Chinan-
dega on a micro for the volunteer visit 



53 Va Pue - October 2011

during training, and sitting across the 
aisle from this guy who fell asleep with 
a chicken in his lap, and every time 
the bus would turn, the chicken would 
peck my friend Claire in the arm!
what you´ll miss the most?  The 
friends I made here.
best care package item? Giant jars 
of peanut butter, and packets of 
pesto sauce mix in the same package! 
Thanks Mom!
advice on dating a nica?  Don’t do it! 
Just say no! 
break any pc rules? Lots! 
ever wanted to et?  I never did, actu-
ally; there were low moments, but 
none during which I felt I’d be better 
off being unemployed and living in my 
parents’ house again. None that even 
came close, actually.
would you do it all over again? In a 
heartbeat.
gained or lost weight? Came out 
about the same.
biggest challenge? Organizing people 
to do the SPA project and the maps 
with me. Both have so many steps, 
and you just can’t do them alone. So, 
learning how to be in charge of proj-
ects/people and work collaboratively, I 
suppose.
advice to remaining volunteers? hay 
que aprovechar. Do and see as much 
as you can while you’re here, because 
while 27 months sounds like a lot at 
the beginning, it blinks by. Also, dream 
big! 
regrets?  I never did anything big with 
recycling. I would have loved to make 
a bottle house like they did in Guate-
mala (and Chinandega!). 
where we can find you in 10 
years?  Hopefully somewhere warm, 
doing something that gives me the 
same kind of satisfaction/feeling like 
I’m helping change things for the bet-
ter that I’ve felt here.
parting words? Peace! :). 

>>jason koza

where are you from? Somerville, MA.
what were you doing before you 
joined peace corps? I was working as 

a 7th and 8th grade math teacher in 
Cambridge, MA and worked as an EMT 
for the Boston ambulance service.
what do you anticipate to be your 
greatest challenge? The pace of life in 
Nicaragua.
funny anecdotes from training? Don 
Douglas is my hero.
biggest spanish mistake? I thought I 
was going to observe a health outpost 
with one of the doctors. When I got 
to the post the doctor slapped me on 
the back and told me to call him when 
I was done. Guess someone told him 
I was going to be giving a health and 
nutrition charla to 30 Nicas.
what do you hope to accomplish in 
your service?  Find out what I am good 
at.
what is something you have done in 
nicaragua that you never thought you 
would do?  I am in Nicaragua. 
first impressions of nicaragua?  Don’t 
let the international statistics fool you, 
this is one of the most beautiful and 
generous countries out there. 
what surprised you most about 
nicaragua?  Even though people may 
be poor and every indicator points 
towards dismal facts, the people are 
happy. 
consider dating a nicaraguan?  Nope. 
what do you miss most from home?  
A good jazz bar with a microbrew. 
favorite nica food so far?  Gallo Pinto 
con un huevo frito.   VP
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Good Times...

...and 
a few websites 
to waste other times on:

A pig vacationing in León

Hyperbole and a Half•	
A blog full of drawings, childhood traumas made funny, fear of spiders, and dogs of very •	

little brain.  Read it and cry with laughter: http://www.hyperboleandahalf.blogspot.com

Abstract Sunday Blog•	
Amusing sketches of visual eloquence about random things in life by The New York Times: •	

http://niemann.blogs.nytimes.com

Michael Ketover’s Bohemian Folk Pop•	
Download/Listen to music from that nice fellow with glasses you occasionally see in the •	

office	who	has	worked	w/	PC	all	over):	http://www.jango.com/music/Michael+Ketover

Fun Stuff Cafe•	
Interesting drawings with words about world truths.  Really, it’s pretty good: http://fun-•	

stuffcafe.com/stuff-no-one-told-you-simple-truths-of-life

Incredible Stop Motion Animation•	
Very neat, although their soundtrack’s a bit iffy: http://www.youtube.com/•	

watch?v=0sNxRji1STg

Time Lapse Video of California•	
The whole state: http://www.imgur.com/a/1bPOx•	

We r Who We R: the ASL version•	
Even cooler than the clever title makes the song appear, in sign language: http://www.•	

youtube.com/watch?v=HSRrX0VmsiE

Pushing Yourself for Something You Want•	
Something dogging you?  Maybe this will help: http://www.vimeo.com/27933991•	

MOVE, EAT, LEARN•	
Watch this while your Gmail is loading up: http://www.youtube.com/•	

watch?v=OsW8xctD7CM

How to Take Music Off Your iPod Without an App•	
Quite useful, if you want to share music with friends, etc.: http://www.vimeo.•	

com/27246366
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Stuck in a rut?
Need help making a big decision?

Trying to figure out what to do after Peace Corps?
Looking to polish your resume?

First session is free!

8764-4469
anna@annasparkslifecoaching.com

www.howtomakeyourlifeeasier.com

I work with clients worldwide
by Skype, phone, or in person.

Discounts for Peace Corps Volunteers 
and willing to barter!
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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 
people who don’t want 
to ruin their dreams by 
making them a reality? 
If so, that’s okay, too, 
so long as you keep 
reading.


