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Playin’ with the Boys 
Reflections  written by Josh Dugat, a University of Virginia 
undergrad who was a volunteer in La Y from February to July 
2008. 

 
Weeknights in La Y are typically subdued affairs: you may hear 
a tardy ranchera rumbling in from Quinindé, a few folks 
finishing late dinners at Doña Alexa’s or shooting pool at Don 
Hugo’s. But it’s with some surprise when every so often, the 
men of La Y look up from their evening activities to see wives, 
sisters, and daughters laughing and hugging their way out of 
Doña Elsa’s front door, having just concluded another rousing 
roundtable of women’s stories, affirmations, jokes, and lessons, 
led by Karin Friederic or another charismatic female volunteer. 
These meetings of the Grupo de Mujeres – each hotly 
anticipated - are discussed by parties involved for days after 
each session’s end. The meetings’ mediators rave of the courage 
of La Y’s women, who are open to discussing the most personal 
and pertinent details of their lives with one another in an effort 
to share wisdom. I could see the value of these meetings in the 
confident smiles of all those who had shared in them. Of course, 
guys had no idea exactly what the meetings consisted of; its 
likely male naiveté in this regard was part of the punch-line.  

While privy to a conversation amongst female 
volunteers which again commended the value of the informal 
women’s groups, it was suggested that a similar grounds for 
honest conversation ought to be provided for La Y’s men. The 
epiphany went something like: “how great would it be if all the 
guys could get together and talk about domestic responsibility, 
courtship, sex, marriage, the man’s role in a relationship and in a 
family.” A few sets of inspired eyes looked my skinny, white, 
twenty-year-old,  
spanglish-speaking 
direction, as if I was 
supposed sound the call 
for all the men in La Y 
to come forth and bare 
their souls. I would 
rather have climbed the 
village water tower in a 
lightning storm.  
I did admit that while I 
wasn’t certain a men’s 
forum in the model of 
the Grupo de Mujeres 
would be well (or at 
all) attended,   dialogue 
could do us gentlemen 
some good. It had been 
my great privilege to 

 [All Photos Courtesy Aldo Martinez  Jr. ]  

befriend a group of brothers and cousins – all of the same surname 
– who tolerated my weekly participation with the Sunday morning 
bull and pig butchery. These young men constituted the budding 
and future leadership of La Y, some already bonafide family-men 
in their own rights. I figured that they would give me a candid 
answer regarding some sort of topical men’s discussion. One 
Sunday evening, post-slaughter, another volunteer and I invited the 
guys up for a BBQ of our Sunday morning spoils, and a half case 
of Pilsners. (I was trying to appeal to universal touchstones of 
male susceptibility: beef and beer). So, a bottle or two into dinner, 
after taking some friendly criticism about the meat’s preparation 
(even in La Y, Texas culinary sensibilities are hard to quell), I 
finally let slip the question: “I mean, what would you guys think 
about a Grupo de Muchachos?” If ever there was an instance I 
thought I’d let slip some Spanish curse word unawares, this was 
that time; I was met with uproarious laughter.  

What the gentlemen did agree to do, was come up for 
dinner and drinks again. So preparations were made, the guys 
arrived, we laughed, we sang and we said we’d do it yet again the 
next week. Soon, it became clear that the boys were either 
dissatisfied with our meal preparation, or wanted to lend a hand in 
it, because they began to show earlier to help whip up marinades, 
to start the fires in the parillada. They would invite their friends, 
bring their own beer to share. I begin to notice, while picking 
pebbles from pre-cooked quinoa, or digesting pork ribs on the 
balcón, the conversation inevitably steers itself between talk of 
fútbol and friends, towards sex, marriage, the man’s role in a 
relationship and in a family. With equal parts crude jokes and wise 
words, we had inadvertently fostered a safe place for dialogue, 
when all we were really doing was, well, hanging out. 

It’s foolish to think that before I arrived, or now that I’m 
gone, similar gatherings aren’t happening all of the time. It was, 
therefore with great assurance that I left La Y, happy in knowing 
that when those men gather, beef and beer will be consumed, and 
words of wisdom will inevitably be shared. § 

Spring 2009 



To learn more about our projects, or to make a donation to fhn USA, visit us at fhnusa.org.  Or contact us at info@fhnusa.org. 

 
 

 

Updates from the Project Site 
We have many updates to share including a new Director and an exciting partnership 
with cell phone company Nokia! 
  
A New Director, FHN Ecuador  
In March 2009, FHN Ecuador welcomed new director David Guevara who was 
hired by fhn’s local Board of Directors. David was our first Ecuadorian volunteer 
at our El Páramo project site at its inception in 2001!  As director, he now brings 
his extensive experience in community development and social project 
management in Ecuador. In 2002, he founded an NGO called Un Techo Para 
Ecuador (One Roof for Ecuador), a community-housing project, for which he 
served as General Coordinator for the last five years.  Though we are very excited 
to welcome David to our team, we are also sad to bid Adios to Edwin Aguirre, our 
Director since early 2007.  He will be moving to Guayaquil with his wife Johana to 
continue his studies in dentistry. Gracias Edwin, we will miss you dearly! 
 
Nokia project launch  
Despite a number of delays (related to the global economy!), we are now signing 
the contracts with Nokia to implement an innovative Mobile Data Gathering 
project. This project provides training in mobile telecommunications, data 
gathering, and project management to the FHN staff and health promoters, and it 
will allow us to collect baseline data on disease outbreaks and demography.  In 
particular, we hope to gather key data about the incidence of malaria, dengue, 
tuberculosis, as well as maternal and reproductive health in the remote areas of the 
region.  This information will help us deliver higher quality services in a more 
effective manner. 

Accurate and timely information is essential when monitoring the 
effectiveness of disease prevention measures and preventing further outbreaks.  As 
noted by Gregory Elphinston, Director of Community Involvement at Nokia, 
“sound decisions are based on the analysis of fresh, accurate data. However, for 
organizations with a remote or mobile workforce, this is easier said than done. 
Information related to health, agriculture and environmental conditions is often 
recorded on paper, transported, and transcribed, in a process that can take months 
and result in errors. Nokia Data Gathering aims to improve accuracy and deliver 
information in near real-time, helping decision-makers to improve the delivery of 
social services.” 

We are very excited about this partnership and we look forward to bringing you 
more updates once the projects gets going.  In the meantime, to learn more about the 
technology, take a look at Nokia’s websites, <http://www.nokia.com/datagathering> 
and <http://www.nokia.com/A4136001?newsid=1254337>. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Current Volunteers 
We would like to highlight our current 
volunteers, who bring great energy to 

FHN: 
 
Dr. Edward Stenehjem is a U.S. based 
internal medicine MD with a Diploma 
in tropical medicine and hygiene 
(DTMH) who has been conducting 
medical brigades in remote 
communities of El Páramo region. Dr. 
Stenehjem will be with us until July 
2009. 
 
Josh Wallbrecht is medical student 
providing medical attention along with 
our rural doctor. He is also helping 
with community health education and 
the medical brigades. We are happy to 
have Josh from August 2008 until July 
2009. 
 
Joanna Ortega is a Peace Corps 
Volunteer who continues to do great 
work with FHN.  She is currently 
working on the microcredit initiative, 
health promoter training, and 
community health education.  Joanna 
has also acquired a grant from the 
Peace Corps to provide a Red Cross 
Refresher Course in First Aid and to re-
equip First Aid Kits for our 25 health 
promoters. 
 
Kenta Darley-Usmar is working on a 
new vegetable garden, helping out with 
the community library and medicinal 
plants.  Kenta joined us in January of 
2009 and will stay with us until 
December. 
 

 
Thank you to Aldo Martinez Jr., a New-York based photographer who visited our project in Ecuador in September 2008, 
and took incredible photos documenting daily life in the region and the progress of our project. Please visit his website at 

http://www.aldomartinez.com/ 
 

To see his photos of the region, visit 
http://www.photoshelter.com/gallery-show/G0000iONbCowmh.w 

 
Stay tuned for news of fhn fundraising events, where we will be featuring his photographs! 
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Health Center News 
•    Caja de Inversion Social: FHN Ecuador, in conjunction with the Comite de Salud (local health committee), is now 
implementing a micro-lending program for the benefit of all Health Committee members and Health Promoters. 
 
•    Chronic Disease Surveillance: Thanks to past volunteer medical student Andrew Seaman, we have acquired ten Accu-
Check glucometers, which we have been distributing to trained health promoters to track and control incidence of diabetes in 
the remote communities.   At the end of 2008, Andrew implemented a program to train the health promoters to monitor 
hypertension and diabetes.  
 
•    Family Planning Campaign: FHN will be implementing a family planning campaign, also thanks to a generous donation of 
birth control procured by Andrew Seaman, as well as the contributions of many FHN USA members. In this campaign, we 
hope to distribute up to four packs of birth control (to cover four months) to women who live in remote communities. 
Currently, we are only able to distribute one pill pack/month due to Ministry of Health guidelines. However, with these 
donations, we can ensure that women have enough pills to continue planning their families even when the rain, mud, and 
distance impede their abilities to return to the health center on a monthly basis.  
 
•    Health Committee Elections: It’s now time to elect a new executive health committee at the Subcentro de Salud de La Y de 
La Laguna. Thank you to the local volunteer members of the outgoing committee, who put in twenty to forty hours of unpaid 
work per month to plan health center activities, perform necessary maintenance, liaison with health center staff, international 
volunteers, and FHN personnel, and, most importantly, ensure the consistent provision of quality health care to the 6000 people 
in their region. 
 
 

A Day in the Life 
Memories of La Y from fhn volunteer Julie Yates 
 
My day began with the sorting of a boxed of used clothing, 
donations from the States.  Alexandra, our cook, and Katy, 
our nurse, were soon helping me, laughing comically at the 
variety and style of clothing received.  Soon, we found 
ourselves trying on the most glamorous of outfits, giggling 
the morning away.  Cooking a fish curry for lunch as a 
refreshing new taste, and has my mouth watering for my 
return home.  Following lunch, I helped attend to patients in 
the clinic, and filled spare moments organizing the pharmacy 
and translating patient handouts.  After the last patient was on 
her way down the hill, we closed the clinic doors.  Filling my 
pack with rocks and sand, I quickly took off for my workout.  
Passing Alex's house, she chuckled and commented how 
crazy I was.  On the way, I encountered 9 year-old Jorge, and 
his cousin, off to feed their pig the leftovers.  I answered their 
questions regarding the sweat pouring off my forehead.  I 
passed the house of Don Jose a little farther down, and waved 

to the confounded looks on their faces, explaining that I was 
climbing the hill several times in preparation for a mountain 
climb I hope to try in Quito.  My second pass by their house, 
Don Jose put his grandson on my shoulders, ¨Now there's some 
weights¨ he said with a grin, and off we went.  Completing the 
hill, I dropped him off, his brother eagerly waiting with a grin.  
¨Up you go,¨ I said, and off we went.  And so on…the late 
afternoon passed. 

Returning to the clinic, I was grateful that homes and 
faces are becoming more familiar, enough that a neighbor will 
place his grandsons on my shoulders for a little extra exercise.  
Hoping to get back for a cold shower before the sun set; instead, 
Alex coaxed me into climbing the stairs to her raised home. I 
was soon drawn into conversation with her and her mother, and 
by the end of the evening, had committed to helping pick cacao 
the following Monday.  I left with a beso to each cheek, and 
made my way to the clinic, eating the boiled peanuts (my 
favorite) that Alex had shoved into my hands before departing.  
Rounding a corner, I stopped to talk with our neighbors, and 
asked if the flooding in their home, and ensuing mosquito 
infestation, had been resolved.  ¨Casi, casi,¨  "Almost," she 
reported, which means I should check back in another month or 
so.  Certainly not the most thrilling of days.   

But wait, I tell myself.   These are the friendships and 
subtle nuances of life here in this tiny rural community.  And 
these are the stories and smiles all too easily buried under much 
more "exciting" experiences, like an evening spent suturing a 
machete wound by headlamp, or the international women's day 
marching in solidarity with some of the strongest women I have 
ever met.  Of course, these and so many other memories will 
leave an impression.  But something tells me that used-clothing 
fashion shows, or giggling grandchildren on my shoulders just  
might take the cake.§ 
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