[image: image1.jpg]



Christmas 2007

Dear Friends and wonderful supporters,

I arrived in San Cristobal, Chiapas, Mex at the most special time of the year.  In Chiapas, the beautiful preparation for Christmas actually begins with nine days of preparation for the glorious feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe on December 12th.  The rural villages send groups of pilgrims dressed in white with T-shirts bearing the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe. They ride in open pick-up trucks while one barefoot member of the group runs a certain distance with a lit torch.  They all take turns until they arrive in San Cristobal where they are welcomed like heroes by crowds chanting Maria, Maria, Maria,  before they start the hard climb up to the sanctuary.  It is all very moving and festive.  Barrios organize processions with lively music and an emphasis on the Rosary.  The feast itself starts at 4 a.m with las Mananitas, a musical serenade to the Virgin Mary, followed by Mass at 5 a.m.  Tamales, sweet bread and coffee follow.

While enjoying the festivities, I visited and dropped some toddler clothing and newborn kits at El Hogar for the single mothers they assist through pregnancy and some time thereafter.  I was happy to hear that the center obtained a much needed $2,000.00 grant from an organization I introduced them to:  Global Pediatric Alliance.

I had one afternoon to shop, pack, and plan the small Christmas party at San Isidro.  Pinadas of course and lots of candy, peanuts and other treats to fill them with. 
  Robin Melmerstein’s donated Barbie dolls for the girls and  the fearsome Japanese animation characters I bought for spare change at the Salvation army were the boys’ delight.   The festivities were enjoyed by all and the leaders of the community took me to see the land they bought with the loan I gave them several months ago.  It is located right on the new road linking the airport city of Tuxtla to San Cristobal.  There can be no better location to set up a store where the women of San Isidro will be able to sell their handcrafts to passing tourists.  Men and women plan to even the ground prior to my next visit in March and hope that at that time we can start construction of the shop.  The community refunded me almost half the amount of the $800.00 loan I offered for the land’s purchase. 
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  Walking her Barbie
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But the major good news for San Isidro is that, finally, after 2 years of negative responses, a positive one was received from the Community of Valencia, Spain, concerning the funding of a $30,000.00 water project that will make a significant change in the San Isidro community.  The project will involve pumping water from a source owned by the community but situated at a distance and much lower altitude than the village.  This means pumping the water up in two phases and having it travel on vastly uneven terrain all the way to the village.   In the end, this will allow San Isidro to grow vegetables, fruit, flowers, and to properly exploit the land they own.  Sadly, this also means that I will soon be moving to another village.  I only hope that the next villagers will be as democratic, hard working, community oriented and reliable as the San Isidro people have been.  They made it so easy to do so much in so little time.  The water project will be handled by el Puente, a local non-profit with whom we plan to continue to work.   

Five laptop computers and one printer donated by Mission Teaching Foundation were sent to Yajalon with American students going there on a mission.  They  arrived during my visit and were gratefully received.  

At 6 a.m , on a cold San Cristobal morning, I embarked on what I expected to be an 8 hour bus ride to Antigua, Guatemala but, pilgrims and their trucks filled the road, when we arrived at the border one of the passenger was held up by customs, the road on the Guatemala side was  being repaired and 12 hours later we were only in Panajachel, a town 3 hours away from Antigua.  
I decided to spend the night and start fresh in the morning.  I took advantage of the unexpected stop to knock on Pat’s door and drop off some over the counter medicines, and Barbies for Mayan Families Foundation. 

The plan was to give a party for 400 children in Duenas’ Open Window Library the following day. Decorating, packing gifts, and washing dishes and cups took up most of the previous one.  Teresa Quinonez, the director of the Library had things extremely well planned. The children were divided into two groups sitting in two separate areas.  Three clowns entertained one group while food was served to the other.  Teresa’s sister owns a restaurant and cooked 400 burgers in advance.  We worked at putting together the plates as a top performing assembly line. The kids also had a bag of chips, juice, and ice cream. The clowns ended up costing $100.00 for two hours but it was well worth it as the children really loved them. 
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On their way out,  the children received a gift bag containing toys, socks, candy and some school supplies.  The girls’ bags contained Barbie dolls donated by Robin Melmerstein and the joy they brought was a delight to all of us.
I wish all of you a very happy holiday season.   Know that your generosity and support has helped give these children an immensely joyful day.

Mireille Hanna

Airline Ambassadors International

Latin American Regional Director
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