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Friday 10th March, 2017 

This has been a tough week but also one that has had some very exciting moments.  I have decided it 

would be best to write first about the amazing things that have happened and then write another 

blog about the tragedy of the fire in the secure children´s home here in Guatemala City. 

Our visit to the guys in La Casona is always a 

mix of joy and sadness.  I find Brandon asleep 

on the streets and had expected him to be 

waiting for me because I had driven past an 

hour earlier and found him begging at the 

traffic lights.  He knocked on my darkened 

window for money and when I wound it down 

and he saw me he smiled and asked if I was 

visiting later. 

Gerson was still unwell and was telling me 

again how bad his eyesight has now 

become.  He asked very respectfully is he could 

borrow my phone to play a game on it called Talking Carl.  It is a simple game but Gerson loves it.  I 

watch him squat down and play on the phone and interact with it like a small 6-year-old boy would 

with two actions figures. 

After our time there we head back to The 

Centre and I meet with Josué, one of the older 

boys in the programme.  Josué, is 16 and like 

so many his age, are now at school at the 

weekend and working during the week.  Sadly 

Josué had not been able to find work.  He is a 

hard worker and despite his slim build he is 

very strong due to the many lorries he has had 

to unload in La Terminal.  One day he worked 

all-day and late into the night and was 

exhausted by the end but was only paid $2! 

I had spoken with one of the bosses at a local 

hardware store and asked if he would give Josué a chance.  Things had been tough for them, as a 

company, and they were not looking to take on another worker.  I 

knew that he would have a good job here and so offered the 

incentive of paying for the first few months’ salary if they would train 

him.  The boss was very excited about helping him and since it came 

at no cost for the time being, he was willing to take him on 

board.  We hope this works out for Josué as I know he will use his 

salary to help support his family rather than spend it on himself. 

The good start to the week continued with little Moses telling me 

how much he loved school and was doing well.  One day he had to go 

dressed to celebrate the day of the Indian.  Being in the mentoring 

programme means that we get deeply involved in the lives of the kids 



and have the joy of seeing how much they change as they grow.  Another one off the streets and in 

school! 

Joseph Soden and me had been talking together about the next big project – the Protection 

Home.  We had recorded a short video and wanted to launch an appeal for funds to help us buy the 

home we are currently renting and transform it into a short-term weekly boarding home for the 

most vulnerable kids we work with, as well as develop a second mentoring centre there.  It is quite 

an exciting project and I am sure you will be hearing more about it as the weeks go by but there is 

more about this on our website. 

The purchase price is $240,000 

and then we would need to 

refurbish the home in four 

different phases starting with 

the actual living 

accommodation for the 

children.  We had promises and 

one donation that came to 

between $40,000 - $50,000 and 

quite a way short of the money 

needed to buy it.  Then I had a 

phone call! 

A couple called me one evening to ask me a series of questions about the home and how it would 

look and be run.  I know there are still so many things to work out and budgets to prepare and 

permissions to obtain, but we are excited about what we feel God wants of us and of this place.  As 

the questions were answered I was informed that they both felt before God that they wanted to 

help us and offered us a donation of $200,000!  It was one incredible phone call and we are thankful 

to them and to God for this amazing answer to prayer. 

We are now moving forwards to buy the property and will soon be launching an appeal from now to 

the end of the summer to help refurbish the place, buy all that the home needs and see how we can 

make the dream come true.  Joseph Soden, from Amersham in the UK, has offered stay on and head 

this project up for us.  Exciting times indeed. 
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Saturday 11th March, 2017 

Guatemala is coming to the end of three days 

of national mourning for the 32 girls who lost 

their lives when a fire was started at the 

“secure” children´s home on the outskirts of 

Guatemala City.  The home has been under 

investigation so many times due to the 

increasing number of allegations of abuse, 

rape and torture.  I thought I would write here 

of a personal experience of the first time I 

visited the home and how a young boy was 

treated when he was transferred there in 

2009. 

I was travelling between the UK and Guatemala in 2009 and trying to continue my work with 

children and young people on the streets.  I had a growing concern for the children who had been 

forcibly removed from children´s homes and who had then made contact with me pleading for help. 

Sadly a UK charity was behind these removals and had tried their best to cover up what was 

happening with the charity they ran and funded here in Guatemala.  Two boys who had been told in 

the middle of the night to pack up their things and leave are still scarred by the experience as they 

lost contact with all their friends and were left homeless. 

I became aware of the situation 

after the boys contacted me 

and told me of how one of the 

younger boys from the home 

had been removed, according 

to them, because the costs of 

paying for his specialist medical 

treatment was becoming too 

expensive.  This led me to my 

first visit to the Virgen de la 

Asunción Secure Children´s 

Home in Guatemala. 

The boy in question had been 

taken to the secure home and 

so I went to visit there in the 

hope of trying to get access to him and help him find a more suitable place to live and get the care 

he needed. 

Driving up to the home can be quite overwhelming as the walls are high and covered in razor wire 

and have armed security guard posts around the perimeter, like you would expect to see at a high-

security unit for adults.  But this was a children’s home!  Despite not having an appointment or legal 

papers from a judge allowing me access to the home, I knocked on the large black doors and asked 

to see the Director. 



I was taken to see the Director who listened to my story 

and called for the Social Worker and Psychologist to join 

us in her office.  I explained to the three women how I 

had come to see a boy I will just called Mark.  They 

quizzed me as to why I wanted to see him and so I 

talked about how we had rescued him from the streets 

when he was about nine.  I found him wandering the 

streets one evening wearing just a pair of shorts and 

displaying great signs of distress. His first few weeks in 

the home were hard for staff as they told me of his cries 

in the night shouting out to stop being abused.  It was 

distressing for all of us. 

The staff in the secure home then realised that I had 

played a special part in his life and asked me if I wanted 

to see him.  Of course I did and so Mark was brought 

into the room.  He did not know how to respond to me 

as he hadn´t seen me for a long time and was unable to 

stand up straight.  He was asked who he was and 

responded by saying his name was Mark.  The next question made me well up.  He was asked who 

the people in the room were.  He named the Director, the Social Worker and the Psychologist and 

then said “and Profe Duncan”.  When asked who Profe Duncan was he said: “my family”. 

I could not hold back the tears and neither could he and he came over for a hug.  It was clear he was 

getting some form of care in the home but asked me to take away from there as he didn´t like it.  He 

was then taken away but I did manage to grab this photo of him before he left. 

 

The staff told me how the charity had sought a 

court order to have him placed there and showed 

me his file and then showed me MY NAME in the 

file! The charity had made the case that the boy 

was dangerous to himself and to others and 

should be kept under sedation and in now terms 

should have contact with Duncan Dyason.  “It´s 

sad”, said the psychologist, “that not once had 

the charity been to visit him”.  What made 

matters worse was that the charity had explicitly 

written that he must not have contact with me.  They found it amazing that I had come to find him 

after all this time but the charity had not been to see him at all.  It was like he had just been 

abandoned there. 

To make the situation even worse they went on to tell me that because the report had come from 

the charity they accepted their version of events and kept Mark strapped down and injected him 

daily to keep him in a semi-comatosed state.   



With each visit to see Mark I got to see the 

home and how it was run and became 

increasingly disturbed by all I saw and the many 

children who, when they got the chance, 

begged me to take them from there.  I walked 

around rooms filled with cots where young 

children sat with their legs or wrists tied to the 

cot and rocked back and forth.  I listened to 

children talk about rape, abuse and how staff 

disciplined young children with beatings by 

older children. 

The crowed and dirty facilities were unfit for 

purpose but the Guatemalan government did not act to close the home, despite receiving many 

reports of the alleged abuses by staff and other children.  Many children have escaped from the 

home over the years and some end up on the streets and tell us of stories that many would not 

believe.  They talk about abuses, torture and rape and how the degrading treatment and disgusting 

facilities started to turn them mad.  The home was originally designed to house between 300-400 

children but on our last visit more than 700 were reportedly detained there. 

The Virgen de la Asunción home must now 

close and the facility levelled and maybe the 

place turned into a memorial park for those 

who lost their lives there. 

Rather than 3 days of national mourning and 

the sad faces of Guatemalan government 

officials, we NEED JUSTICE.  I would call for the 

Guatemalan government to allow an 

independent investigation into the home and 

to commit themselves to prosecute ALL those 

who have abused children in the home. 

The 50 or so girls who escaped on the 7th of March were recaptured and returned to the home that 

night.  They were locked in rooms by staff and the following day some girls set light to a mattress to 

complain about how they were being treated.  This is when things got out of hand.  Staff, it seems, 

did not respond to the calls as the fire spread and the girls burnt to death.  Many survivors were 

rushed into hospital with severe burns but died later. 

As people around the world celebrated International Women´s Day on Wednesday 8th March, young 

girls in Guatemala burnt to death in the care of the Guatemalan government.  The press in 

Guatemala printed pages of the charred remains the girls, piled up on top of each other.  It is not 

sad, it is outrageous and the world must take action and not allow the Guatemalan government to 

get away with this.  

We demand ACTION and PROSECUTION NOW! 

 FURTHER READING: 

BBC News report , The New York Times report 

  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-39214223
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/09/world/americas/guatemala-city-fire.html?_r=0
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Saturday 18th March, 2017 

The long drive to Honduras is never a 

tiring journey as it is always full of 

incredible experiences and often 

opportunities to help people along the 

way.  My drive from Guatemala to 

Tegucigalpa took just over 10 hours and I 

had the joy of having Joseph Soden with 

me this time.  Joseph (photo with me at 

the border) is planning to move out here 

to Guatemala this summer and is here 

learning Spanish and seeing the work we 

do.  He is a gifted jazz musician and feels 

called to help run our second mentoring 

centre and protection home in 

Guatemala City for vulnerable and high-risk children. 

On arrival in Honduras we head towards Talanga, where the Manuelito Children´s Home is situated 

and are given the customary welcome by all the children (tons of hugs and kisses) and then meet 

with the Director and his wife before heading to our dorm and an early night. 

Being at the home for three days means we will both have lots of time to spend with the children 

and staff and discuss how the Street Kids Direct mentoring programme could offer some extra 

support to those children who are struggling the most. 

Waking up in the home is always full of 

surprises.  The light is now streaming through the 

thin curtains in the men´s dorm and I can hear 

children outside and see little faces peering 

through the gaps where the curtains have not been 

drawn enough.  I open the door and little Duncan 

and two other young boys rush in and give me a 

huge hug. 

It is just gone 6am and the children are getting 

ready for breakfast as the school day starts at 7am 

and already some of the 115 children from the 

local town are arriving.  One of the best sights at 

the home is watching the children arrive to the 

home for their day in school.  Due to the local 

schools struggling to accept the children from the 

home, a decision was taken a few years ago to 

educate the children on site.  This proved to be 

popular with the children as they were suffering 

from bullying and discrimination from children in 

the local schools. 



I could see then what would happen.  With so many children living in poverty and living in very 

vulnerable situations locally, and some living on the streets in the town, how long it would be before 

exceptions would be made and they would be invited to join the school!  Time proved the gut feeling 

correct and slowly more children from the local community were included in the Manuelito School.  I 

have spent time visiting many of the children in their homes and can see the desperate need to offer 

free but also caring and supportive education to children who would normally fit into a “normal” 

school.  We now have 115 children from the local area coming to the school everyday and so 

watching them arrive is a precious moment. 

Many wanted to know how my time with the Queen went 

and so I took along my MBE medal for the staff and children 

to see.  Little Duncan could not resist the opportunity of 

having a photo with the medal on his chest and stood up 

looking proud and pleased to be a part of the special honour. 

One of the afternoons I went with Lorena, the coordinator of 

the home, to try and find two boys who had dropped out of 

school and were not even coming to the home for food 

everyday as they used to. 

We walked into town and followed the dusty road to the 

little house that sits a metre or so below the road level.  The 

mum was in the “garden” washing clothes on a rough piece 

of wood that was precariously placed on top of a bucket of 

water.  She smiled and asked us to let ourselves in, which 

was easy as the door was already open and we find one of 

the boys sitting watching TV. 

The situation is complicated and we don´t need to go into detail here but the boys are at risk, 

particularly the older one (one the right of this photo).  He is now spending more time in the streets 

and his innocent face hides the reality of the things he is getting involved with in the town.  We are 

concerned for him as he can be easily led astray and despite being 15 he is still a little boy really. 

The conversation I have with the boy 

sitting watching TV proves to hit home 

and he realises that if he wants a better 

future then it won´t just come knocking 

on his door.  He promises to try and find 

his brother in the streets and bring him to 

the home that afternoon for a chat.  The 

boys have a little brother who is 

attending the school and wants to try and 

study rather than end up on the streets. 

Later that day both boys appear outside 

my dorm and we sit and chat and play 

with a new game on my iPad before they 

go and talk with Lorena about how they could recuperate their schooling.  At last a positive outcome 

as both boys agree to starting a private night school to gain back the last year of education and 

Lorena rushes around to get them the books and uniform they need to start in the next few 



days.  We encourage them as they have made an important decision today and one we hope will 

lead to greater possibilities for them and their mum. 

Joseph and I then spend the last two days 

visiting he AFE project, who work with the 

children from the city rubbish dump, and 

two other projects.  There have been some 

changes to AFE recently and the 140 children 

and young people are hard at work studying 

when we arrive.  Jesy shows us around and 

we are excited by all we see.  This is one 

inspirational project and it is often hard to 

comprehend all these kids have to deal with 

on a daily basis and when we went up on the 

dump that afternoon we were reminded of 

the reality that slaps you hard in the face.  We follow a medical van as it winds its way up to the area 

where medical waste is dumped.  Officially this should all be disposed of hygienically and probably 

incinerated rather than being dumped in the open and where dogs and people search through 

dangerous waste that will include body parts, abortions and all manner of medical waste.  It is 

disgusting and the smell overpowering. 

There are still two more projects to visit before we head home to Guatemala and the first one is a 

short visit to the streets of Tegucigalpa with Stephen, an American volunteer who works for the 

Micah Project with street children and youths. 

Probably not many people see the work Stephen does and it would be a rare moment when 

someone would encourage him and tell he is doing a great job.  Stephen wanders the streets of the 

capital and encounters young boys and girls sniffing glue while sitting in alleyways spaced-out and 

thinking of nothing more than what will happen in the next few minutes. 

We find this girl, who is about 5 months 

pregnant and will, I am sure, loose her baby 

when she gives birth as the hospital will 

realise she lives on the streets and so her 

baby will be given to the care of the social 

services.  Due to her drug use the child 

might be born drug dependent and so will 

need extra support in the early stages of 

life.  It is a very sad moment indeed 

watching her lie there alone. 

The last visit is to support Teressa and her 

work with one of the gangs in the 

capital.  We accompany her to visit two prisons where young boys are held until they reach the age 

of 18.  All are from one of the most powerful gangs in Central America and all have committed all 

manner of crimes. 

Before the main door is opened the boys are told they have visitors and so they call out a warning to 

the lookouts posted around the prison square.  There are heavily armed police outside who are 



wearing what I can only describe as the type of kit you would wear in a war zone.  The last time I saw 

someone wearing a much lighter version of this equipment was when I last went paintballing. 

We walk into the square and over 100 boys gather around us.  There are no guards inside; it’s just us 

and the gang.  We are invited to meet in their hall/dining room out of view from any of the guards or 

police and we start to talk with them about who we are and what we do.  I am invited to give a little 

talk to the boys and share something of how God changed my life at the age of 21 and how I felt 

rescued from my teenage life of crime. 

Time runs out, as we have had to fit so much into a day and have already had a visit to another 

children´s prison earlier in the day.  Before we leave Joseph tries his best to get the boys interested 

in drumming and does achieve something special where the boys begin a beat on the table.  If these 

boys were not in prison and were not sold into gang life I know they would be more interested in 

music, art, games and play.  For now though they are boys who have had to grow up quickly and 

have had to discard their childhood in order to stay alive, support their family and serve the gang. 

It takes me a while to get to sleep that night as I wish I could do more to help all those I have met on 

this trip.  I wish we had more people working with us, I wish we had more funds; I wish we could just 

do more.  Finally I get to sleep and begin to think of returning home to Guatemala.   

  



No. 104 

Sunday 26th March, 2017 

Returning to Guatemala is always exciting and having Lorena, from the Manuelito Children´s Home, 

with us we knew would be a full and encouraging week.  Lorena had been invited to Guatemala to 

participate in the mentoring training course as she has plans to launch the programme in Honduras. 

That night a phone call returned me to the reality of life in Guatemala.  A neighbour of one of the 

families we support was calling me to let me know that the mother of the family had been beaten up 

by her husband and had been left with a very swollen face.  We headed over to see her and when 

we arrived it seemed like all the neighbours tried to hide their faces from us in embarrassment.  We 

knocked on the wooden doorframe as the door was just a thin sheet of cloth and are welcomed in. 

The mum is lying on the bed and trying to hide her face from me.  Her daughter is sitting at her side 

and her youngest son, who is about 3-4, tells me that his daddy has hit his mum again.  The mother 

then allows me to come closer and shows me her face.  She has endured a huge amount of pain and 

one eye is now closed over and the rest of her face is purple and very swollen. 

Her 9-year-old son comes into the room and tells me that he had to try and protect his mum 

because “it´s not right to hit a woman”.  He looks down at his feet and for a moment I think he is 

going to burst into tears.  I enquire as to the whereabouts of the father and I am told he has run 

away as he knew his wife was going to make a formal complaint to the authorities. 

I know that it won´t be long before he is back pleading forgiveness and once again she will take him 

back and then the abuse and violence will return to this family. 

The next day we head to the streets but 

decide to check up on the family we 

visited the night before and I am pleased 

to hear that the father has not returned 

home and that they have begun to make 

plans for life without him in the home. 

A few minutes later we are sitting on the 

streets with Brandon who is complaining 

that one of the older boys on the streets 

had fought with him and left him with 

another injury to his neck. I clean his 

wound while Lorena gets stuck in with 

cleaning the feet of some of the 

guys.  Her gentleness and compassion touches their hearts and they begin to talk with her about 

their lives on the streets.  While this is happening one of the older guys who is visiting the group to 

buy drugs steals a packet of wet-wipes we are using to clean feet. 

When I realise the packet has been taken I stand up and inform the guys that unless it is returned we 

will not be visiting them and certainly not bringing more first aid supplies to them.  There is a lot of 

commotion as the finger is pointed at the man sitting closer to where it went missing and then 

Gerson identifies the same person.  It only takes a couple of seconds for the group to set on him and 

recover the packet of wipes.  I know it must seem that a packet of wet-wipes is not worth a fight but 

in the streets you must have limits and those we work with must know we trust them and they must 



trust us.  I am hoping this will help the trust we have built with them over many years even though a 

few nasty minutes had to pass. 

On our brief return to the Centre, before we head back to the 

streets, we find the children having fun playing with toys and 

games we have been given.  I so love seeing the children being 

children and enjoying being together and playing and creating a 

fun environment where every child is involved in play.  Love it! 

One little boy is very pleased and so we sit down and have a 

chat.  It´s 9-year-old Moses and he is in mentoring with me and 

it´s amazing to think we have been together nearly three years 

now.  Last year he was struggling in school but we helped get him 

into a school nearer the room he lives in and a school that offers 

very small class sizes.  Since his start in late January he has grown 

in confidence and has achieved so much in the last two months. 

I checked through his schoolbooks and see the amount of red ticks and “well done” stamps.  I then 

check his diary and read two notes from his teacher.  One is a letter of encouragement of his great 

behaviour and attitude in school and the other is to complement him on his excellent schoolwork.  I 

am so proud of him and all he has achieved these last three years and what a joy to journey with him 

and watch him grow. 

The week finishes with more street visits that 

include watching Joseph Soden, a UK volunteer, 

work on the streets with the young children.  They 

adore him and gather around him the minute we 

arrive as he takes time to play with each one and 

they enjoy his attention and love. It is always hard to 

leave as we know most of these young ones will be 

on the streets, playing alone or playing with other 

young children and most times with no adult 

supervision and care.   

Joseph is here learning Spanish and volunteering for 

the Mi Arca project that Street Kids Direct fund.  He plans to return to the UK in May and then return 

late July to help us setup the new Protection Home and second mentoring programme. 

  

The last visit this week was to see the children on 

the rubbish dump.  Little Jesus (photo) races over 

and grabs my hand and pulls down on my 

arm.  As I bend down he asks me when I am 

taking him to a swimming pool, something he has 

been asking me now for nearly a year.  I have no 

idea of why he and his brother have had this idea 

in their heads and so offer to plan something 

soon but convince them to join me one Saturday 

in visiting Go Guatemala, where they can have a 

full day of activities and a hot meal.  But I still 



might have to plan a trip to the pool one day and use the time to chat with Jesus and his brother 

how they could be part of the mentoring programme.  Will keep you posted but I am hoping that 

Jesus and his brother Marcos will allow me to shadow them later this year when I begin a 

challenging and exciting project called "The World Through Their Eyes".  More about this at another 

time, but it could be one of the hardest personal challenges I have faced since the walk last summer. 
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Sunday 16th April, 2017 

I could quite get into this idea of resting!  Yes, I have actually taken some time off over Easter and 

took a few people with me on one incredible journey to Rio Dulce, Guatemala.  Read more about our 

adventures at the end of this blog. 

It was a crazy two weeks that led up to Easter and so I will have to select a few stories that I would 

love to share with you as they represent very well the work we have been doing before the country 

closed up for Semana Santa (Easter). 

One of the biggest encouragements for me at the 

moment is seeing how young Josué has 

responded to his first ever full-time job.  Josué is 

16 and studies in school on Saturdays and has 

been working in La Terminal for the last 3-4 years 

unloading lorries and accepting work that only 

paid him about £1-2 per day.  He is also living 

away from his family now but trying to earn 

something so that they can eat and pay their bills. 

When I managed to negotiate a job for him with 

our neighbours CEFESA I had high hopes for him 

as he has proved he can be trusted, is reliable and works really hard at any task given to 

him.  Another boy away from the streets and occupied in something he enjoys.  He is already 

planning to travel to Mexico at the end of the year with money he is now saving each week.  I love 

seeing him I his work uniform with a huge grin on his face even though he is very shy when the 

camera comes out! 

Joseph Soden is still working with me and it has been one of the greatest blessings this year to have 

him come out from the UK and work alongside me here in Guatemala.  At the time of writing Joseph 

is lying in his bed with a stomach upset and so I will probably have to cope without him on the 

streets for a while. 

The week before Easter, Joseph and another 

volunteer, Claire, came with me to the streets and 

we found a small group of young children, some 

who were just celebrating their success in 

walking.  One of the little boys, 18-month-old 

Alvaro, had taken a shine to Joseph as he always 

plays with the really little children.  At one point 

Joseph had invented a good game where they get 

carried around in a cardboard box but today no 

cardboard boxes were available and so his arms 

had to do. 

Little Alvaro is a very cute looking boy and who wouldn´t want to scoop him up and cuddle him.  He 

is now in Jospeh´s arms and does not want to leave.  It was at this point that his mother brushed 

past me.  When Alvaro saw his mum coming he reached out his arms to her only to be rejected and 



spoken to harshly.  His face told the full story of his neglect and abandonment.  A small tear 

appeared in his left eye and just hung there while Joseph gave him a cuddle and some extra love. 

I know Joseph has found situations like this hard but has come to understand why the work we do is 

so important. 

Another encouragement to me 

was receiving a video message 

from a boy called 

Gerson.  Gerson has grown up 

in the notorious zone 18 in 

Guatemala City and has 

suffered tremendous amounts 

of loss and had threats against 

his life from local gangs.  Every 

week he has been attending 

one of the projects that Street 

Kids Direct supports called Go 

Guatemala.  Gerson wanted to 

record something to say how 

grateful he is for the support Go Guatemala have given him.  I know Gerson and have helped train 

him to be a young leader in the activity club that is run in zone 18 every Saturday.  I hope you will 

take a couple of minutes to listen to his testimony. 

There is more encouragement before we head to the Easter break with a very special time with two 

young boys called Marcos and Jesus.  Little Jesus shot to Radio Christmas fame a few years ago when 

he was loaned a camera by Willie Reid and encouraged to take photos of his life on the rubbish 

dump.  12 of his photos were then turned into a calendar we sold over Radio Christmas and the 

money that was raised by the sales have helped keep him and his brother in school for the last 4 

years, buy them shoes and uniforms and help with medical bills and other needs. 

Marcos and Jesus continue to live at high-risk 

and so the team has begun to target the boys in 

order to get them interested in the mentoring 

programme.  My task with Joseph was to pick 

them up one Saturday, take them back to the 

soon-to-be protection home for breakfast and 

then to Go Guatemala for a day of fun 

activities.  Both boys were overly excited and 

when they saw that Go Guatemala has bikes 

they were desperate to borrow them.  It seemed 

a rather overwhelming day for the boys and we 

ended up in a swimming pool and a enjoying a 

slice of pizza together before taking them back to the rubbish dump.  The taking them back was the 

hardest bit, not just that we had enjoyed their company and would miss it, but that we had to take 

them back to a rubbish dump. 

I am pleased to report that they have now begun the mentoring programme with Joseph and me 

trying to look after them until we find mentors for them.  At least they will now be able to come to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mSKAIelWdv0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mSKAIelWdv0


the mentoring centre each day and get the love and support they need and since their mum does 

not read or write we can help them each day with their homework. 

Further encouragement came when Lorena visited us 

in Guatemala.  Lorena is the coordinator of the 

Manuelito Children´s Home in Honduras and has 

always shown a key interest in our work here and 

when she heard about the success of the mentoring 

programme she asked to come and see for herself. 

Lorena was so good on the streets, even though she 

found some parts of the work threatening and 

challenging.  The work she clicked with the most was 

our work with high-risk children and the mentoring programme.  Lorena was trained in our 

mentoring programme and was keen to return back to Honduras and get things started.  Only a few 

days after she arrived back home she had organised and delivered training to 30 volunteers who are 

now prepared to mentor 30 high-risk children in Honduras. It´s all very exciting! 

Just before we closed for Easter and for staff and volunteers to have a break we invited the children 

who come to the mentoring centre to come together for an afternoon of food, games and water 

fun.  It was an exhilarating end to the term and it was just the most special moment watching the 

children jump up and down with excitement, squeal with joy and run around getting us all wet and 

seeing them just being kids for a while.  Thank you for your support that makes all this possible. 

Finally, I thought I would share with you the testing out of an idea I have had to provide outward 

bound experiences for the children as a form of prize for outstanding school results and making 

good choices in their lives. 

Joseph and I took the two boys I mentor to an 

outstandingly beautiful part of Guatemala called Rio 

Dulce.  Rio Dulce means sweet river and we had 

discovered a log cabin on an island with access to the 

river and so settled back to plan 5 days of water 

activities, exploring and relaxing.   I feel it was a real 

time of growth for both boys as they were challenged 

about their fears of swimming in the lake.  Little Moses 

learned how to row a kayak and at the end of the 

holiday said he had learned to never give up despite 

finding new challenges difficult. 

We would love to be able now to invite mentors and the children they mentor to enjoy long 

weekends away at the cabin and begin to develop a programme that will bring challenge and fun 

experience together and help the children see that making good choices and working hard at school 

really does bring exciting benefits. 

In the meantime my role is to “get out there more” and bring more children into the mentoring 

programme that are at that point of real risk of taking to the streets.  Looks like a challenging few 

weeks ahead before I return back to the UK at the end of May for a couple of fundraising events. 
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It was all going really well! 

It had been a busy and challenging week as one of our British volunteers, Joseph Soden, had been 

complaining of feeling unwell and when I took him to the clinic his health deteriorated within 

minutes.  The next thing we know he is being rushed into A&E and then into hospital.  The last week 

has been spent at his side in the La Paz hospital in the city while doctors confirmed he has Typhoid. 

As the tests continued and more and varied drugs are 

given to him Joseph slowly recovered.  It all looked 

rather promising and on Sunday his health was looking 

so much better that he allowed me to bring some of the 

children to visit him.  It was a special time and when I 

asked the two girls who came with Moses if they would 

like a late breakfast their faces lit up and said, “yes 

please”.  Over breakfast in the hospital canteen (all 

rather posh in the private hospital) I asked the girls if 

they had eaten breakfast.  They told me that they hadn´t 

eaten since Friday and by the way they were eating I could see that this was probably true.  

I left Joseph on the Sunday evening and took the children home, as I wanted an early night and knew 

that Monday would be a long and busy day.  Joseph was doing so well and I was expecting him to 

leave hospital on Tuesday and then recuperate back at the house. 

The girls were very happy when I dropped them off and as they climbed up the concrete bank to the 

building where they, their brother and grandmother live.  Despite being hungry they had both 

squirreled away some of their food for the grandmother and waved me off as I drove to drop Moses 

home. 

Moses, the 9-year-old I am mentoring, is now living back with his grandmother who has moved 

house but still in the notorious zone 18 of Guatemala City.  The journey takes about half an hour as 

the Sunday traffic is much lighter at this time of day.  As we enter zone 18 my sense of security raises 

and both Moses and me are on our watch for gunmen on motorbikes, gangs and anyone acting in a 

way that would cause alarm. 

El Limon is a conflict-ridden sector in one of 

the most violent zones in Guatemala City, 

Zone 18, and it´s in El Limon that Moses now 

lives.  We turn right into the troubled area 

and right away Moses begins to point out 

gang members and talks freely about armed 

attacks, murders and things that have 

happened to his family that I would rather 

not print here. 

We make it through the narrow streets filled 

with people and the Guatemalan Army who 

have erected small outposts and sit 



nervously behind a huge wall of sandbags as they clutch hold of the type of armory that would 

expect to see in a war zone. 

Moses´s grandmother was clear that he was to be dropped off at the top of the road as she didn´t 

want me to be in any danger but I really couldn´t do that and wanted to not only make sure he got 

home safely but that I could see where he was now living.  We park the car in a dead-end street and 

Moses keeps his eyes close to the ground and tells me that 3-4 of the boys we are now approaching 

are gang members.  The group of 6 boys are standing on the corner and watching us closely as we 

walk by.  The oldest is probably 8-years-of-age and I wonder, as I look at them and smile, how 

children so young can be involved in gangs. 

The gang scene in Guatemala has increased dramatically since the late 90s and it is barrios and 

favelas like this where the gangs hold the greatest amount of control and to some degree 

respect.  The national paper ran an article this week on the increase in the number of bus drivers 

being killed, 62 already this year, in Guatemala City and this photo (Prensa Libre: Erick Ávila) is of the 

latest assassination of a bus driver in El Limon.  

Today I am sent a photo of a police officer 

that is lying dead on the ground and 

covered with a white sheet.  A young boy 

on a bicycle gunned him down as he 

crossed the road.  Gangs are using young 

boys more and more as they know that if 

the boy is under the age of responsibility 

there is little the police can do if that child 

is handed a gun and shoots 

someone.  Another death and another 

broken family but a young boy who can 

probably now be held in esteem in the gang 

for having killed a police officer. 

Eventually we arrive at the house Moses’ grandmother is renting.  It´s super cheap and there is a 

reason for it.  It is brick built, single storey and is protected only by a simple metal front door.  All the 

windows have bars on them and inside there are no doors at all, just 6 empty rooms and a small sink 

in the patio at the rear.  There has been a mass exodus from Zone 18 over recent years and some 

parts of it resemble a war zone rather than a city suburb. 

Moses´ grandmother welcomes us and looks up and down the street as she closes the door and 

offers me a drink.  It is clear she lives in fear and with good reason.  Every house in the area is now 

being numbered.  Neighbours are waking up each morning to find a number painted on their 

house.  The number corresponds to a property tax the gang are now extorting on every house and it 

won´t be long before they come knocking on the house where Moses lives.  No wonder he does not 

sleep well and can´t go out to play in the street. 

On my safe return I prepare for the long day that is Monday.  The day starts at 4:30am as I head to 

our Centre for prayer and catching up with emails.  I need to leave at 8:30am to be one of the first in 

the queue at the bank in order to double check that the donations from the US and the UK have 

arrived in time to order the printing of cashiers cheques for the purchase of the house we will be 

converting into our first Protection Home.  The bank confirms the money from the US has arrived 

but the money from the UK is stuck between two accounts due a mix-up with some bank digits.  The 



news hits me hard as we have arranged the completion of the purchase with lawyers and the 

owners of the house.  All this will need to be cancelled while I sort out how to get the money to the 

right account. 

I then head over to the hospital to find 

Joseph in a lot of pain and the doctors 

working hard with more drugs and more 

tests.  He seems rather low and so I decide 

to cancel meetings for the following day and 

spend time with him and the doctors 

working on a solution.  Sort of makes me 

feel like Dr. House!  It was all going really 

well but the day was not shaping up as I had 

planned – what´s new. 

On my return to the Centre I see that 

children are now arriving and so I begin by 

spending time with each one using a new app we have developed to get feedback from them on 

how they feel about the mentoring programme.  Some of the children are playing; others doing 

homework and some are cooking pancakes and seeing how high they can toss them in the air.  Such 

a beautiful time before I head to the streets and try and find Marcos and David. 

I arrive at the rubbish dump in La Terminal 

and find Jesus doing some homework with 

one of the families that help support our 

work.  We sit down and chat for about an 

hour about what is going on in the dump 

and how Marcos and Jesus are doing.  Jesus 

is now keen to start the mentoring 

programme and the family asks about how 

Joseph is doing and if they can visit him.  As 

the clouds turn black it is looking like the 

rainy season is starting early and so I head 

back to the Centre to collect Victor, a 

teenage boy we are looking after at the 

moment, and head to the hospital with the oldest son of the family in the rubbish dump. 

We try not to spend too long visiting Joseph as I know how tiring having visitors in hospital is.  The 

news seems promising but we will have to see how Joseph is in the morning and then makes plans.  I 

now have to take Victor to the supermarket so he can spend my money on food for himself over the 

next week, as he will need to stay with us in the house for a while.  I bump into a stand that is selling 

freshly cooked chicken and so decide to buy two, as we are very hungry and we could go back to the 

dump and share them with the family there.  The boys are very excited about this plan and so we 

head to the checkout and then the dump. 

It´s now very dark at the dump and raining but there are still many people working there.  We are 

invited into a small shack and we sit down and share chicken and bread rolls.  It´s a special and 

intimate time and the family are so pleased we have eaten with them and offer whatever help we 

need when we open the new Protection Home.  We need to get home and so I climb in the car and 

Victor jumps in beside me.  As I turn on the engine the windscreen wipers remove the rain from my 



view and there in front of me, highlighted by the car´s headlights, are four small children.  The 

children can´t be more than 3-4 years of age and look like they have been working or playing on the 

rubbish dump all day. 

The sight of them fills my heart with sadness as we have just sat and eaten a chicken and maybe we 

could have shared it with them.  Victor says to me as I comment on how sad this is that “this was me 

a few years ago”.  We seem to be frozen in time for a while and I find it very difficult to drive off and 

leave them.  Victor and me talk about his childhood for a bit and then we both drive back in 

silence.  Arriving back to the house is not easy as we have beds to sleep in and so the best thing to 

do tonight is to have a shower, climb into bed and cry. 
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“Amazing, disturbing, inspiring and depressing”. These were the words I heard from the Lord Bishop 

of Bristol, Rt. Rev Mike Hill, after his day with our project here in Guatemala City. 

Bishop Mike Hill has been visiting us over the last few days and wanted to see for himself the work I 

am doing here with Mi Arca and so accompanied me on a whirlwind tour of our Centre, the new 

building we would like to use for the Protection Home and then onto the streets. 

I was dropping Mike off, together with his armed 

bodyguard, at his hotel and Mike was reflecting 

back over his day.  He mentioned how it would take 

him time to process what he had seen and 

wondered how I was able to keep going with the 

relentless demands on my time, the pain of seeing 

so much abuse and the constant dangers all around 

on a daily basis. 

I have known Mike since 1987 when I joined his staff 

team as a youth worker and then five years later left 

the parish in Chesham Bois to move to Guatemala 

and founded The Toybox Charity and the El Castillo project. 

When Mike, his bodyguard, the Mi Arca street team and me headed to the streets I was sure he 

would find the afternoon and evening difficult.  No sooner as we arrived in La Terminal a man was 

shot in the chest and sadly Mike had to witness the guy fighting for his life as the municipal 

ambulance team tried to keep blood loss to a minimum.  The reality of the visit was hard for Mike, as 

it would be for any visitor, as it´s not everyday people from the UK see this sort of thing. 

The following day, and with some time to reflect 

on his experience on the streets, Mike delivered 

a powerful message to a group of invited guests 

at the British Embassy Residence in Guatemala 

City.  The Embassy has always been very 

supportive of our work and had invited Mike and 

me to The Residence to talk about the work on 

the streets and for Mike to discuss “Spiritual life 

in public space” and guests included the pastor 

of my church, a Guatemalan Bishop, members of 

the British community, UNICEF, local VIPs and 

the Attorney General.  It was a very special time. 

The photo shows me with Bishop Mike Hill and Chargé d’ Affaires of the British Embassy, Mr. 

Andrew Tate. 

Over the last two weeks we have seen our two CMS missionaries, Mark and Rosalie Balfour, be taken 

to Mexico so that Rosalie can get urgent treatment on her leg after a fall here in Guatemala, Joesph 

Soden recover enough to return home to the UK and to welcome his brother Ben Soden to 

Guatemala. 



On one of the last trips to the streets with me 

Joseph was keen to say goodbye to the various 

groups of street youths and this photo was taken 

by one of the boys when we said our goodbye to 

the guys at La Casona.  

It was heartbreaking to find little Jonathan in La 

Casona abusing solvents.  You will see him in the 

photo and, like me, will struggle to understand 

how a baby-faced 10-year-old boy can live like 

this.  I have tried to get to know Jonathan over the 

last few weeks and am slowly building up a picture 

of his life in order to try and help prevent him living on the streets full-time.  It can become rather 

overwhelming seeing young children living like this but it only reinforces my determination to make 

a difference in his life. 

 

  

Ben arrived in Guatemala City to a mass of 

photos, applause, shouts of joy and tons of hugs 

from staff, volunteers and children.  Ben will 

spend two weeks studying Spanish in Antigua 

before moving to Guatemala City where he will 

begin working with the street team.  Ben´s gifts 

and skills will help him quickly develop the 

relationships that are at the centre of our work 

and I will help him take on the responsibility for 

coordinating the expansion of the street work in August this year. 

It has been interesting working with the kids in the mentoring programme recently and it is so much 

fun being at the Centre when the kids pile in from school and seek that extra bit of support, a hug, 

some food and a place to belong.  Just as I was leaving the kids decided to gather around me (I was 

kneeling at the time due to my back issues) and pray for me.  What an incredible time that was! 

Little Jesus had celebrated his birthday in style with us and I had 

managed to find some extra money to buy him a cool 

present.  The resilience of Jesus and his brother Marcos never 

ceases to amaze me.  They have now moved from their home in 

the country to a room near the rubbish dump in La Terminal.  I 

know they miss the weekends at their old home as the fresh air 

and countryside was good for them.  But the fact they had to get 

up at 3:30am everyday in order to get the first bus into the city (a 

2-hour journey) so that their mum could start work on the dump 

first thing while they walked to school was draining on them and I 

could see just how tired they were everyday. 

Juan Carlos, another boy in the mentoring programme, told me 

recently that he had a dream of becoming a volunteer fire and 

rescue worker.  Los Bomberos, as they are called here, do an amazing job and seem to spend most 



of their time picking up dead bodies from around the city, but do offer immediate support to people 

every hour of the day and night.  Juan Carlos told me that he had learned in the Centre that we must 

help others and so he went home and told his mum about his dream.  

That was many months ago and so after talking with him I 

spoke to a friend of mine who volunteers each week with 

Los Bomberos.  Byron, a friend from my church, invited 

Juan Carlos and me to the station to get to know their 

work and to talk with him about the junior brigade.  Juan 

Carlos was in his element as any 12-year-old would be in a 

fire and rescue station.  At the end of his visit Byron 

offered to sponsor Juan Carlos through his junior bombero 

training and so all that is needed now is for Juan Carlos to 

obtain good school results later this year.  Another child 

with his mind fixed on success. 

This last week has been very stressful and tiring but I always count it a joy and privilege to work here 

in Guatemala and to serve these children.  One of the boys I work closely with is 9-year-old Moses 

who has been in a mentoring relationship with me for the last 3 years.  Over the last few weeks I 

have been exploring the mentoring module called “community” with Moses and it became very clear 

from the beginning that he saw community as a dangerous place. 

Our first discussion around the idea included the drawing 

of a map of where he lives and since he lives between 

two family members, two maps were created.  On both 

maps large areas were identified with red marker pen as 

dangerous and only one place was coloured in as 

“safe”.  The safe place was our Centre and despite me 

asking him three times in different ways where he feels 

safe he replied: “only in The Centre”.  I am sure that is 

true for so many of the children who come everyday and 

so I wanted to take time here to say THANK YOU to all of 

you who gave so generously to get this Centre up and running over a year and a half ago. 

As I was leaving The Centre today one of the boys came and asked to talk with me alone.  I thought 

he was going to talk with me about a gift he had just received from a sponsor in the UK, but when I 

looked into his luring eyes I could see that it was something rather more serious.  “I have nowhere to 

sleep tonight Duncan”, he told me. His face told me there was so much more to the profoundly 

heartbreaking statement and he looked at me with hope that I could offer him a solution. 

My mind immediately went to the Protection Home 

but had to discount that idea, as we have no adults 

there at the moment, just me camping in one of the 

rooms till I can find a more permanent place to live.  I 

offered him a night at the Centre, but that would mean 

me having to sleep there on the sofa to keep him 

safe.  But with my back the way it is right now that was 

not an option.  My only other idea was to talk with him 

about staying with his mum again but this would 



certainly mean more pain and rejection but it was better than the street. 

I can´t leave him just there at the end of a paragraph as you will want to know what happened to 

him.  For the moment we are having to assess his situation daily and pray that one day we will find 

Guatemala families who will open up their homes and offer these kids a loving, caring and protective 

family.  After all, that is what they all want.  When I asked little Duncan in Honduras recently what he 

would prefer, a children´s home or a family, he said right away: “I want to have a family”. 

One of the reasons we are exploring the idea of a Protection Home is not to create another 

children´s home, but rather offer a short-term space for the most vulnerable children we work with 

based on the UK boarding house model.  While they are able to stay in the home Monday to Friday 

our prevention team will work with their family in order to strengthen the family unit and help 

create a safer and more loving place in which children can grow up.  More about this in the coming 

months. 
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The phone call came through around 6pm as Ben and me had just started to work with the children 

and their families in a place called Las Casitas in La Terminal in Guatemala City.  It was Frank, the 

coordinator of the mentoring programme and he was calling to ask for help as a lady and her 7 

children had been brought to our Centre and were in desperate need.  We decided to return 

immediately to assess the situation. 

As we opened the door of the Centre we found Doña Cecilia sat on the stairs and her 7 children 

playing in the entrance area with various toys.  Looking into Doña Cecilia´s face I could see that 

desperation and sense of abandonment that we often see when people begin to give up on life.  I 

introduced myself and Ben and was informed as to why they had been brought to us by Doña Judith 

who had found them sleeping in the streets. 

It´s a story that will continue to be told over the next few weeks I am sure but one that was hard to 

hear and tough to get out of our heads last night.  I later discussed the various situations we faced 

during last night with Ben as we stopped for dinner around 10:30pm.  We were both exhausted and 

needed to talk and make plans for what we would do tomorrow for the children and families we 

came across tonight and the need was far too overwhelming for us both. 

Doña Cecilia had taken the decision to leave her home in the early hours of Sunday morning with her 

7 young children and head to the city centre and eventually La Terminal.  It was not an easy decision 

but she knew she had to protect herself and her children who have suffered years of abuse by her 

husband and his parents.  Her own family lives nearby, but according to Doña Cecilia, they are all 

drug addicts and “dangerous people”. 

I invited her to the office to talk 

more about the situation while 

Frank and Ben entertained the 

children.  Doña Cecilia was 

understandably cautious with 

the information but eventually 

Juan Carlos, one of our team, 

and me started to piece 

together the bare bones 

version in order to offer some 

immediate help.  Doña Cecilia 

told us stories of her abuse at 

the hands of her husband and 

his parents and how he had hit 

the two older boys (9 and 7) in 

the face on Saturday and left all 

of them in such a state that caused her to abandon the home and take the children with her.  She 

told us how she was often forced to forage for food for them as her husband provided very little for 

the children, spending any money he earned on drink.  Sometimes she was forced to sleep outside in 

the streets and on various occasions lived in the forest in order to stay safe.  It was a captivating and 

depressing story but we now needed to act and do something. 



The immediate need was to find them safe place to sleep for the night and thanks to Juan Carlos a 

room was found in zone 1 with two beds, a toilet and shower.  The next would be to work with Doña 

Cecilia in getting all the papers of the children in order so that they could be taken to the authorities, 

as it was clear she could not look after them.  The children would be placed in a home and she would 

then have visiting access while she found work and established a home for them.  

The reality of the situation was starting to dawn on her and she begun to cry.  Her oldest, 10-year-

old Damaris, came in and comforted her mum and started to tell me how she felt when she knew 

they were all going to have to sleep on the streets: “I was so scared”, she said “and worried all night 

about what would happen to us”.  She is a brave soul and it is clear she is a huge support to her mum 

and helps with the care of her younger siblings. 

Eventually we managed to fit them all in the 

jeep and take them to their room where they 

were so happy to see two beds and where the 

children began to shower and change into 

cleaner clothes.  Ben had gone with the family 

and Juan Carlos to the room while Frank 

accompanied me to Las Casitas as Ben and me 

had gone there to look in on three young 

children who have started to spend more time 

on the streets.  All three were in their shack 

when we first visited but we had to leave them 

when we got the phone call and so informed 

them would be back ASAP. 

I knocked on the door of the shack and since there was now answer slowly pushed the door open to 

discover a young child asleep on a pile of clothes, a fire smoldering to my right, which is where the 

mum had been cooking earlier, and the room filled with smoke.  As I pulled the door closed the mum 

arrived carrying two large pieces of cardboard and scuttled past us and into her shack.  A few 

seconds later she appeared and tried to greet us but it was clear she was very drunk and was 

struggling to make sense and stand upright! 

We spent time with three other families before leaving to look for the three children that should be 

with her in the home.  We knew that they would either be in “las maquinitas” (game machines)or en 

La Casona and begun our search.  We walked further into La Terminal and then two girls came to tell 

us that we needed to go with them to help an old lady who they had found was living on her own 

and in a bad way. 

Accompanied by the two girls we hurried along the dimly-lit passageways that is a haven to drug 

dealers, market stall vendors and contract killers.  Eventually we found her shack and knocked on 

her door for about 1 minute before she called out and asked who it was.  On hearing the voice of the 

two girls she opened the door and invited us in.  

Doña Rosita is 80 years of age and was one of the very first people to build a shack in Las Casitas for 

her and her son.  Now her home is a crumbling mess of burnt and rotten wood that props up sheets 

of tin that always leak when heavy rains come.  The floor is just dirt and everywhere there is 

evidence of rats, cobwebs and a layer of dust has formed over everything but her bed.  Doña Rosita 

shows us around and tells us she asks God to take her every night but would he do so during the 

week so that she would not be left for dead over the weekend because she didn´t want her body to 



be left to decay and just be eaten by worms.  She told us of how her neighbours have told her she 

should die so that they can take her shack and benefit from the space she currently occupies. 

The girls begin to tell me how they try and pop by during the week to see how she is doing and bring 

her food when they have some spare.  This leads us to discover that her son pays for her electric 

meter and gives her £1.50 a week to live on! Doña Rosita begins to cry and tells me that some days 

all she has to eat is two small tortillas, and not fresh ones either - these are tortillas that others have 

discarded. 

The harrowing story gets worse as she tells us her fears of going to sleep at night.  “I have to leave 

the light on all night”, she tells me “because the bat comes in and tries to feed on me”.  Rather 

startled by what I have just heard I probe a little more and discover that a bat has taken up 

residence somewhere in the shack and comes out at night and bites her face for blood.  The thought 

of what is happening is like something from a horror movie but Doña Rosita shows me how she cups 

her hands to collect the blood that streams down her face from the last attack.  If it´s not the bat it´s 

the rats and with her makeshift mattress on the dirt floor this situation is not going to get any better. 

We pray for her and promise to come back when we have decided what we can do to help.  I tell Ben 

later that I don´t know what we can do but we must do something. 

Frank and me continue our search for the three children and as we look among “las maquintitas” 

and we are told they have not been around for the last hour or so but then come across 13-year-old 

Jonathan.  Jonathan is now working full-time on the streets selling sweets like his father and is now 

resting from his day of walking the streets and pleased he has something to take home to help with 

the family income.  He is sitting on one of the now closed market stalls and introduces us to his two 

young friends Marvin and Lucas, 10 and 12 respectively. 

The three boys then introduce us to other young boys who have been selling on the streets all day 

and now were looking to start a game of football in the streets.  I call them all together and explain 

who we are and what we do on the streets and that if they ever needed to talk to anyone about 

anything then they could talk to us.  The boys thanked us, gave us the customary hand punch and 

then walked with us as we dropped Jonathan back at his home as he told us he had to be home by 

9pm and it was now 8:55pm. 

Ben joined me now and Frank went home and 

we both accompanied Jonathan to his home 

followed by his little mates.  We chatted about 

their lives and Ben was desperate to tell me 

how it had gone with the family but that would 

have to wait as we had now arrived at La 

Casona and needed to say goodnight to 

Jonathan and the boys before greeting the guys 

in the streets. 

Before we could cross the road to say hi to 

them all Vicky came over and grabbed onto me 

and started to cry.  She had called me earlier in 

the afternoon in a state as she was once again behind on her bills and needed support, advice and 

comfort.  Vicky has lived on the streets for many years and then took the very brave decision to 

leave and look after her 4 children.  Life hit her hard as her husband was arrested for theft and is 

now in prison.  Tonight her 4 children will once again have to spend the night alone without their 



mum as Vicky hangs out with her friends on the streets and tries to beg at the traffic lights in order 

to take something back to her family. 

It was at this point that 3 young boys came over and sat next to us and begun to compete for our 

attention.  Ben and me had gone out earlier in the evening with the plan to visit the boys but when 

we got to one of their shacks they were not there and so we headed for the game machines to look 

for them. 

All 3 boys were sniffing solvents, the youngest, Danny who just 9, is holding his grubby hand to his 

mouth and trying to gain some form of comfort from his solvent-soaked rag.  The other boys are Jon 

who is 10 and Carlos who is 14.  Tonight they all look so small and vulnerable and Carlos grabbed 

hold of my arm and wrapped it around his neck whilst dropping his head into my shoulder.  His show 

of affection encouraged the other two to reach out in various ways whilst trying to look cool and 

hard at the same time.  It was both funny and desperately sad. 

As I tried to finish my conversation with Vicky the boys slipped away and walked to the other side of 

the street where they squatted down next to one of the guys who had a bad accident that had left 

him with a very swollen leg and foot and two large open wounds.  The boys kept calling me over to 

look at his leg and do something for him.  The streetlights illuminated a scene that could be from any 

city around the world – young boys squatting down in the streets, scruffy, dirty and with that 

desperate look of abandonment that is comforted by the abuse of solvents.  They are nobody´s 

children right now and it breaks my heart to see them like this. 

I cross the street to help Juan with his leg the discussion quickly turns to what happened earlier that 

day to Geovany.  Geovany is now in his mid 30s and I remember meeting him 25 years ago when he 

was a small boy on the streets of El Hoyo, in La Teminal.  He is one of the very few who have 

survived the streets and found a job recently and was hoping, yet again,  to start a new life.  For 

some reason someone poured solvent over his face and then set it alight.  He had severe burns and 

walked back to La Casona shaking with shock and so the guys helped get him to hospital.  He 

remains in a critical condition and we pray he will come through but what next for him?  The street 

takes everything from you; it wears you down, crushes your spirit, robs you of your humanity and 

leaves you desperately clinging on to another pulse of life. 

Sleeping tonight won´t be easy and Ben and me will hope to have some energy to work another day. 

 

  



No. 109 

Saturday 15th July, 2017 

Being a street worker is certainly not the most glamorous or well paid of jobs.  Street work is hard 

graft, dangerous, exhausting and messes with your mind as you see so much suffering.  However, it 

is my calling and I LOVE IT!  I love the fact that you can make a difference to someone´s life and 

when I say difference that could be to actually save their life.  I love the banter of the street, I love 

the chaos, and I love the multi-faceted sub-cultures that are very evident in every visit.  I love the 

welcome I receive from all those on the streets and love their acceptance of me and their willingness 

to share everything they have with me. 

I was reminded again this week of the way street work can and does affect one personally.  I don´t 

think you can be a street worker if you are not prepared to be hurt.  A friend of mine who runs a 

project in Honduras for street boys wrote to me this week and said: “doing this work with a broken 

heart helps us get a better glimpse of our Father´s heart for them”.  How true his words are and they 

arrived when I was at my lowest and trying to make sense of all that has happened this week and 

questioning God about why so many of those we work with die so young. 

I have been grieving the loss of Gerson and so 

as part of my therapy I am writing to share his 

life with you in the hope that it will mean 

something.  I hope too that out of his death 

will come a renewed passion to help the many 

who still live on the streets of Guatemala City. 

Gerson was born on the 28th May 1997.  His 

mum was just a teenager and clearly didn´t 

relish the fact that she had to now bring up a 

baby boy.  Gerson´s grandmother told me that 

she remembers visiting him one day and 

found him lying on a mattress caked in his 

own excrement.  He was only 4 years of age 

and so the grandmother tried to offer him an 

alternative family.  This arrangement didn´t 

last long and Gerson soon went back to live 

with his mum. 

At the age of six Gerson´s mother decided that enough was enough and that she wanted to do away 

with the boy.  She tried to give him away to various people and then eventually found a lady in La 

Terminal who was interested in him.  That was the last contact she had with him and he was handed 

over to a total stranger, but at least she felt free and, according to Gerson´s grandmother, never felt 

anything towards her son at all. 

Gerson grew up with this lady and quickly learnt why she was interested in him.  He was taught all 

sorts of things that children should not know about at the age of six and so suffered many years of 

sexual abuse and neglect before running away to live on the streets.  The authorities must have 

picked him up at some point as he was placed in a children´s home for a couple of years before 

escaping and finding his way back to La Terminal in Guatemala City. 



How was he expected to be a good boy?  How was he expected to go to school and live a normal life 

after all he had experienced during those early years?  He was alone, angry, and bitter against his 

mum and wider family and really hurt by how he was treated in the children´s home and so began to 

look for belonging on the streets.  That is where I met him. 

The early days of knowing Gerson were a mixture of fun, sadness and frustration.  The frustration 

came from me as I could see a boy who had been through so much and, as a result, was closed to 

being helped and could not bring himself to trust an adult.  I tried many times to help him consider 

another home but after hearing the horror stories of how he was treated when in the children’s 

home I could only hope that he would explore the option of living with his grandmother. 

My connection with Gerson became 

stronger after every visit as he would often 

come and sit with me and look at me with 

those penetrating eyes and say that I was 

his Dad.  He never remembered his father, 

who was killed when he was a much 

younger boy, and so latched on to me.  He 

would beg at the traffic lights on the 

6th Avenue and when he had a 25c coin he 

would call me.  Often the conversation was 

about him asking how I was, what I was 

doing and when I would visit him next. This 

photo was taken a few years ago on what, 

gerson told me, was the happiest day of his life. 

On my return from the UK in mid-June I visited the streets where Gerson was living because he 

called me the night I landed and asked if I would come to see him.  He was angry with me for not 

being in Guatemala to celebrate his birthday and asked if I had brought him a present.  Gerson was 

had just turned 20 but he still looked like a 14-year-old boy.  I went to find him and eventually he 

came running to meet me and gave me a big hug, telling me he loved me and why did I miss his 

birthday. 

It was clear to me that he was ill again and so I asked him if he would allow me to take him into 

hospital.  It was a scenario that we played out many times.  Gerson would get depressed, refuse to 

eat and then sniff solvents to the point where he would eventually collapse and, when he became 

unconscious, then could we take him into hospital.  I can´t remember how many times I took him to 

hospital, visited him and helped arrange for a new life once he was thinking clearly. 

The hospital visits increased and not just through solvent abuse.  He was stabbed so many times one 

evening that we all wondered if he would pull through.  When released he was hit by a car, which 

left him with difficulties in walking and talking and his hands would shake so much he could not 

drink from a cup anymore.  His life took a turn for the worse and, once again, was rushed into 

hospital the day after I returned from a recent trip to Honduras. 



 

The day began with me receiving two phone calls from 

people on the streets telling me that Gerson was 

seriously ill and could the street team come and take 

him to hospital.  Ben Soden and Sony rushed to where 

he was while I went to collect Moses from school and 

then we would assess the situation.  Ben told me later 

that day how distressing it was finding Gerson almost 

unconscious on the streets and how emancipated he 

looked.  Ben and Sony (our administrator) asked the 

Municipal Bomberos to rush him to hospital but at first 

they were not interested.  After pleas for their help 

they arrived on the scene and decided to take Gerson 

to hospital. 

Ben watched as one of the Bomberos tried to grab 

hold of Gerson like he was a dog and drag him into the ambulance.  This, according to Ben, was very 

distressing and made him angry and so pushed the Bombero away and, as carefully as he could, 

picked up Gerson and placed him gently in the ambulance.  Sony then accompanied Gerson to the 

hospital and later that day I went to see how he was doing. 

I know I have written about the main city hospital here in Guatemala City so many times before and 

so will spare you the stories.  It takes me a while to eventually be allowed access to Gerson as I am 

told he is still in Emergency and that I would be allowed 10 minutes to visit him.  I walk into the 

emergency room, which is absolute chaos, and step over a pile of blood and begin my search for 

him. It is a miracle this hospital can actual function as government funds are limited and most 

doctors tell me they don´t have painkillers or much in the way of basic medicines.  The hospital 

makes you feel you have travelled to a war zone in the 1950s.  Hope does not find a home here as I 

look around at the many on stretchers and even one patient lying on the floor with various family 

members trying their best to keep their loved ones alive.  It´s distressing but eventually I find Gerson 

lying on a bed. 

 

My first impression is that he is in a bad way.  He is a 

bag of skin and bones and is being kept alive through 

a ventilator and has a concoction of drugs being fed 

into him through a vein in his neck.  I have no idea 

where the drugs have come from, as I know how 

short they are and, according to one of the male 

nurses, would not normally “waste” drugs on 

someone from the streets.  It is clear he is in a really 

bad way and so all I can do is be with him, hold his 

hand, pray with him and whisper in his ear. 

Gerson spends the weekend in the hospital before I visit him on the Monday afternoon and see if 

any progress has been made.  This visit I actually meet a doctor who knows Gerson´s situation and 

tells me that he does not think he will live for much longer.  His words seem to come out really 



slowly and the thought of losing him begins to dawn on me.  I manage to tell the doctor that I will 

contact his family and come back later or tomorrow to see how he is doing. 

It takes a few hours to arrive at his grandmother´s house and I pass on the news and ask her to help 

provide us with legal papers should Gerson not pull through.  If no legal papers can be presented 

when someone dies then they are disposed of as XX and you never have a chance of a funeral or to 

visit the place the body is “buried”.  His grandmother tells me she will leave early in the morning and 

get copies of his papers and meet us at the hospital. 

I arrive home exhausted and heartbroken and 

remain in prayer for Gerson and still hope he 

would once again pull through.  Sadly this would 

not be the case and later that night he passed 

away and the next day I went, with legal papers, 

to collect his body from the hospital 

morgue.  Dying in the hospital means he did not 

need an autopsy and then funeral arrangements 

were made and all those we knew who knew 

him were informed.  It was a difficult time for us 

all, especially for Ben who had recently joined 

the street team and was only one year older 

than Gerson and had seen three deaths in the last 15 days. What a way to begin his work with us in 

Guatemala! 

Gerson´s life was a troubled one and he saw his fair share of suffering and I hope that now he is at 

peace and with God.  I knew that speaking at his funeral would be almost impossible and so I kept 

my words short in order to hold it all together and help the family know he was loved indeed.  All I 

could say was etched on a plaque that was placed on his tomb: “You were never alone in this world 

Gerson even though the world hit you hard.  I love you son and trust you to the mercy and love of 

God”.  It was a tough day and one I know we will be repeating again unless a miracle happens and all 

those we are trying to help leave the streets. 

I tried to be a Dad to Gerson and, in part, I succeeded 

in demonstrating to him that he was loved just for 

who he was.  I will miss his phone calls and toothless 

smile and will now use my grief to fuel my 

determination to help many more Gersons.  One such 

boy rang me today and asked how I was doing as he 

had accompanied me to the funeral.  He told me he 

didn´t want to die on the streets like Gerson and like 

his Dad and was now ready to go into a home.  I tell 

him I will see him later and will remind him of the 

words he said to me at the funeral and how Gerson´s 

death has made him want to change.  Hope rises and I will keep you posted of his progress. 

Dedicated to Gerson.  A boy I loved as much as I could.  A young man who knew he had a father who 

cared for him but who increasingly lived with a desire to be released from this life.  I trust him into 

God´s mercy and hope that one day I will see him again. 



No. 110 

Sunday 23rd July, 2017 

The day begins with high expectation as we head of to AMG about 10 minutes drive from the soon-

to-be Protection Home for high-risk children in Guatemala City.  AMG is an inspirational school for 

about 400 high-risk children and they opened up a special classroom for the most challenging young 

people who have missed out completely on their education. 

We drive into the school car park and disembark the huge pickup I have for the week while my car is 

in the workshop.  I am very happy to have my dear friends James and Sally Hawes with me, together 

with their two sons Cadan, 14, and Afton who is 12.  They are from Nottingham and are visiting here 

for two weeks to volunteer on the streets and to se the scope of the work we do. 

Walking into the school is comforting, as the 400 children here would not normally have the chance 

of an education if it were not for AMG.  It certainly sounds like school and year 4-6 are pouring out 

of their classrooms and heading to the sports field to play.  We arrive at the special classroom that 

AMG funds for some of our boys and are welcomed in and invited to see how the boys are doing 

before photos are taken and a few questions are asked about the two boys visiting from the UK. 

All of a sudden one of our team comes into 

the classroom with a cake that has candles 

on it and begins singing Happy 

Birthday.  It´s Alex´s birthday and he is 

rather overwhelmed by the attention but I 

can see he is rather enjoying it.  I 

remember back to the first day we found 

Alex and am so pleased we persevered 

with him and got him away from the 

streets and into school. 

We challenge the boys to a football match, 

England vs Guatemala.  The challenge is 

accepted and before we can count to 10 

we are out on the pitch recruiting little children to join our squads and the match begins.  It is a huge 

amount of fun but the game only lasts for 10 minutes at 1-1 as we get a call that one of the young 

mums we are working with has been kidnapped and has called to tell us she has escaped her 

kidnapper and is hiding in a warehouse and could we go and rescue her. 

The Hawes family are then driven to our Centre while I head of with Ben to meet Juan Carlos, one of 

our street team, and see what we can do to help.  I drive as fast as I am allowed to as we are all 

concerned about Cindy´s safety and discuss scenarios as we drive and approach to warehouse.  I was 

expecting to find some abandoned industrial unit where we might have to rescue her by force and 

have already called PNC, the national police, to ask them to join us when we arrive. 

I was asked to take the pickup as it was large and had black windows and so this would help with the 

rescue.  It was still rather confusing about why she was there and what had led to her call saying she 

had been kidnapped.  Cindy has lived on the streets for many years and has a 10-year-old daughter 

who has grown up on the streets. Recently we helped Cindy find a children´s home for her daughter, 

as she could not look after her and keep her safe from a gang.  Cindy was doing well, had found a job 

and a neat place to live and now her life was in danger again. 



On arrival at the warehouse it was clear that she 

would not need to be “rescued” at all as a friend 

had already arrived and taken her 

away.  Furthermore the warehouse was a working 

factory where over a hundred people were happily 

at work making sweets.  The factory boss came out 

and invited us in to look around if we wanted to 

after hearing the story and gave us bags of sweets 

for the kids before we walked down the road to one 

of the many government offices that deal with 

complaints about abuse, etc. from the public. 

Cindy is inside and bursts into tears when she sees us and tells us her story.  She fell in love with a 

young man who became violent and started to abuse her on a daily basis.  She coped with the abuse 

as she had always been in relationships that were abusive and so knew nothing else.  But one day 

she told herself that enough was enough and decided to leave him.  Apparently he would not allow 

this to happen and so locked her up in the warehouse where he worked and it was from there she 

called us. 

Her boyfriend was nowhere to be seen but her friend who had helped her leave the warehouse 

seemed a really caring man and said he was from the local church and they would help find her an 

alternative place to live while we explored options for the next steps.  At least she was now safe and 

thanked us for our support before heading off to the Public Ministry offices to make an official 

statement that would mean a restriction order could be taken out so her boyfriend can now longer 

have contact with her. 

Ben, Juan Carlos and me drive back to our Centre to collect the Hawes family and head to the 

streets.  It has already been a full morning and we suspect the afternoon will also be eventful as 

street work is hugely exciting, varied but also the most challenging of jobs. 

Walking down the 6th Avenue can overwhelm the senses as we pass by the various bars, shops and 

stalls and are enticed by numerous street vendors to buy sweets, fruit and newspapers or have our 

shoes cleaned.  It is a busy afternoon and the sun is hot on our heads and so we try and enjoy the 

bits of shade until we reach the place where it is safest to cross the busy road.  It is at the point 

where four young children come rushing out of a doorway and grab hold of my legs.  I bend down to 

greet them and they all want picking up. 

Jose Daniel is 6 and he is child number three to be picked up and given 

a cuddle.  I am just about to put him down when his mum appears and 

tells he the boy is not well and could I help.  Without telling me what 

he has she pushes him back into my arms and pulls down his tracksuit 

trousers to show me he has a genital infection.  The poor boy must be 

in agony and so we go into their shack where we can examine him 

without having to do so in the street.  He is obviously in pain and it is 

clear from what I can see that he needs a series of antibiotics.  So I 

carry him to one of the local heath clinics accompanied by his mum, 

brother and sisters, Ben and the Hawes family. 

The doctor takes one look at Jose Daniel and realises the medication he needs and encourages the 

mother shower him everyday, apply cream and give him two forms of antibiotics and that within 10 



days he will be back to normal.  Normal is not something Jose Daniel has ever had and so I must go 

back and see how he is progressing and hope that the mum is actually going to give him the 

medicine and apply the cream twice a day. 

Finally we head across the road and arrive at La Casona, a street where some 20 children, young 

people and adults are living.  We greet everyone and introduce the family visiting from the UK 

before conversations quickly turn to Gerson´s death and funeral.  Everyone was asking to see photos 

of Gerson and so I quickly find some on my Facebook page.  His death has made some decide to 

leave the streets including Luis, Vicky and Selvin.  We begin to explore options for each of them 

while playing cards and cleaning feet and attending to wounds. 

All of a sudden there is a huge amount of 

activity as one of the guys notices that the 

municipal (city) police have just driven past 

slowly whilst taking photos of us.  Heads begin 

to look around and we notice that a small 

group of police is gathering at the corner of the 

road.  Within minutes everyone is gathering up 

their possessions, as they believe they have 

arrived to remove them from the streets and 

confiscate their beds and belongings.  One man 

grabs a machete and tucks it down into his 

trousers and so I warm the family that we need 

to be prepared to take photos and ensure that no abuse happens. 

Feelings are running high and everyone is on high alert and then two national police arrive on bikes 

followed by a patrol car full for heavily armed police.  It is clear they have not come to just talk and 

something is about to happen and so Ben and me walk to meet the police while James and Sally 

Hawes begin to record the moment with photos in case we need evidence. 

The municipal police are first to talk and we realise that their agenda is quite passive, maybe 

because we are present.  The last few times we have not been present the police have weighed in 

hard and in one video one officer is seen kicking a disabled homeless person in La Casona while 

threatening the others with much of the same if they come to her defense.  It is vital we are there 

and being present is about all we can do at this point. 

The spokeswoman begins to tell us that they have 

had many complaints from members of the public 

and neighbours because of the younger children 

that are present living on the streets and abusing 

drugs.  We listen carefully and respond with our 

own concerns for the welfare of the children 

particularly.  It is clear the police only want to talk 

and raise their concerns but with the number of 

police officers and the manner in which some 

stand by with their fingers on the triggers of the 

police issue automatic machine guns I am worried 

that anything can happen.  It does not help that 

Juan takes off his shirt and begins to shout at the police and tries to barge the spokeswoman before 

an officer gets in the middle and Ben and me pull Juan away.  It is a tense standoff for a while but we 



help keep things calm and a reasonable conversation begins about what to do with the young 

children living there and abusing drugs. 

Our visit finishes with an agreement that the police will inform the appropriate authorities about the 

younger children and leave the rest alone to live, as they need to on the streets.  I head back with 

the Hawes family as it is now getting dark and leave Ben with the guys on the streets as another one 

of our team rushed over so that Ben is not on his own. 

It has been quite an eventual day and we talk about the various things we have seen and done and 

how we will be helping those who want to leave the streets to start new lives and enter rehab 

programmes. 

As we cross the main road and turn the 

corner into the road where our Centre is 

we notice two police pickups and an 

ambulance in the road and wonder what is 

going on.  It then becomes clear as we 

approach the building where our dear 

friend Don Edwin lives and I see his 

grandson on the steps in tears and quickly 

know that Don Edwin has passed away.  A 

TV crew appears and climbs the stairs into 

the flat where Don Edwin has been found 

lying on the floor. 

It is a very sad moment for me.  Slowly our 

team poured out of the Centre and gathered with us as we mourned the loss of this elderly 

gentleman who cared so much for the work we were doing.  All in the street knew Don Edwin.  He 

would spend most of his day sitting on a post in the road and watch all our vehicles and take time to 

greet every child that came past.  We would often invite him into the Centre for cake and to see how 

the children are doing.  It was the highlight of his day and all the kids would give him a hug on their 

way home. 

Another loss and another funeral.  Another long day and another reminder of just how fragile life is 

and how we must make the most of every opportunity God gives us to help someone and make a 

difference. 

 


