
The Press Democrat - Petaluma, California 

Group Focuses On Education
The Press Democrat - Wednesday, October 14, 1998
Bonnie Allen 

In Antigua, Guatemala, the children call him Abuelito, or "Grandfather". 

Gary Weston has earned his title. At 69, he is the oldest volunteer for The GOD'S CHILD Project, which seeks through education to rescue poor Guatemalan children from a life of despair. 

Children like Enrique Perez. Fifteen years ago he was living on the street, his mother a prostitute, his father unknown. Now a fourth-year medical student, he finds time to volunteer at Nuestros Ahijados ("Our Godchildren," the Guatemalan name for the God's Child Project) two days a week. 

Or like Patricia, a 14-year-old victim of child abuse, who refused to speak to adults for six months, until a 22-year-old volunteer earned her trust and she began responding to people. 

Trades e-mail 

Weston, a retired computer programmer and trainer, trades e-mail with Sonia Xinico, who was rescued from a village where the army had killed her family. Now a law student, she volunteers daily at the Nuestros Ahijados center Antigua. 

Weston's commitment to the organization came about partly by chance, and partly by design. 

While commuting from Petaluma to a job as manager of technical training at Bank of America in Concord, Weston listened to KPFA on the radio and learned about Central American politics. 

His experience as a Catholic altar boy also contributed to his interest in social justice, he said. "It lays a guilt trip on you, I guess you could say." 

Weston went to Antigua in 1991 and 1992 to study Spanish, lodging with a family there. 

"One night when I got home from school a young woman was there who was a nurse", Weston recalled. She worked at a clinic in a village called San Miguel Pochuta, where malnutrition was a severe problem. The land that the indigenous people had farmed for generations now belonged to coffee plantations that didn't pay workers enough money to feed a family adequately. 

"Why don't you come out there with us?" the nurse asked. 

Computer sought 

The 25-mile trip to Pochuta took four hours, three buses and a pickup. Five minutes into the visit, Sister Maria, the nun who ran the clinic, asked, "Can you get me a computer?" 

"Sure", Weston said. 

"Can you bring it back down and show us how to use it?" How could he say no? He returned to Pochuta in the summer of 1992 with two computers. 

Nine months later, Weston and four medical volunteers were ordered to leave. 

"All the groups got tossed out," said Weston. "We think it was the army. They were doing some very nasty things. The way they recruited people was by going into a field and grabbing someone." To refuse could mean death, he said. 

Persuaded to join 

While Weston was waiting for a flight home, he met Patrick Atkinson, founder of the God's Child Project, who persuaded Weston to volunteer with his new organization, Nuestros Ahijados. 

Weston has since returned to Guatemala three times and has recently been appointed to the board of directors of the God's Child Project. His son Jean-Pierre, 34, also volunteers. 

"Nuestros Ahijados is dedicated to keeping very poor children in school, with the idea that the only possible way they can improve their lot in life is with an education. These kids are the poorest of the poor - the bottom of the heap," Weston said. 

There are 700 children currently in the program. Many live in huts of cornstalks or cardboard, squatting on a hillside above Antigua called Cerro de San Felipe. There is no plumbing. When it rains, water flows through the dirt-floored homes. 

Residents of Cerro de San Felipe live hand to mouth. Few households include fathers. Mothers and girls may do domestic work, while boys wash cars or sell candles, fruit or trinkets in the streets. There is always the lure of drugs and prostitution. 

Weston said that although the official illiteracy rate is about 50%, the actual figure for poor families in Guatemala is probably closer to 70 percent. Schools are free in Guatemala, but poor children cannot afford school supplies, uniforms or transportation. And from an early age they must work to help support their families. 

Nuestros Ahijados offers a way out. 

Kids paid to learn 

"We pay the kids to go to school," Weston said. And not just the students. Nuestros Ahijados is committed to keeping children with their families whenever possible, and the scholarship includes medical care, counseling and food for the whole family. 

The kids get extra money based on their grades. When parents realize that the children make more money by going to school than by working, they encourage their children to study. It works, Weston said. Forty percent of the students in Nuestros Ahijados made the honor roll last year. 

Graduates have gone on to become accountants, secretaries, teachers, computer technicians, and tradespeople of all sorts. Without an education they would have joined the ranks of casual laborers. 

With a grant from the Texas-based Dreamer Foundation, Nuestros Ahijados has built a center where children and their families can get counseling, tutoring, and medical care, or just hang out. The foundation is also building an eight-classroom trade school on the property. 

Volunteers tutor 

Full-time volunteers provide tutoring and support services for the children. Service team volunteers, often church or school groups from the U.S. and abroad support each child with a $25 monthly donation. 

The "god-children" keep in touch with their sponsors by letter and e-mail. 

Weston and his wife, Odette, have lived in Petaluma for 28 years, raising five children here. He'll be 70 when he returns to Guatemala in February, and Weston said volunteering is good for his health. 

"You walk everywhere and don't eat between meals. I lose weight every time," he said. 

And there's something about the people of Guatemala that attracts him. "People here always want more. Down there they work hard and don't complain," he said. "There's a sense that they know what's important in life." 

The GOD´S CHILD Project has a web page at www.godschild.org. Gary Weston gives talks on The GOD´S CHILD Project and can be reached at 763-2785, or by e-mail at viejo@ips.net. 
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