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Charles Eltrich  
On our first day of building in Nicaragua, we had to dig the foundations of the house.  The first hole 
that Brent, Reed and I were digging contained a tarantula.  It was face level with us when we were 
in the hole, but we didn’t notice it until we were already out, thank god, I don’t know if I would have 
made as many amazing friends if I peed myself on the first day of work.  I had no idea how to start 
this speech so I figured I’d start with that.   
 
When trying to think about what to write, to try and convey to the congregation what this trip was 
like, I struggled with how to communicate so much that happened to us over the course of a short 
week.  Then I thought about something our group leader Juan Miguel told me, he said that you could 
never paint a perfect picture for people who don’t go on the trip, but the only way to get even close 
is to speak with your heart and mind connected.  So here goes my best shot.   
 
I went into the trip with little to no attachment, I expected to meet a few people, build a few houses, 
and probably not enjoy being away from the society I’m used to for a week.  With that attitude I 
didn’t deserve the week I had, but I suppose I got lucky.  Over the course of the week I felt the 
extremes of both happiness and sadness, sometimes even at the same time.  That’s why Nicaragua 
is incredible, I never would have thought I could be so overjoyed and so disappointed in the exact 
same moment.  And I never would have thought feeling that could have taught me so much. 
It all started Tuesday night.  That was the night the guys in our group began an incredible bond with 
our group of masons, the men who actually knew how to a build a house.  It is not common for 
masons to sleep at the site, but because many of our masons were from different portions of 
Nicaragua, and not the community we were working in, they stayed on the school grounds with us.  
We could not have been luckier.  They wanted to learn how to talk to girls in English, we wanted to 
learn how to talk to girls in Spanish, and we barely spoke each other’s language.  Yet we spent 3 
hours just sitting and talking, learning about one another.  It was capped off with the masons calling 
over a Nicaraguan girl named Alba, and us attempting to woo her.  Yo pienso que tu eres my bonita, 
I think you are very pretty was my go to line.  Jeremy, a temple kid in our group, took a photo with 
her.  After the photo all the masons gestured for Jeremy to try and plant a kiss on her cheek, she 
didn’t see the gestures, but still was ready for Jeremy’s attempt.  Carlos the mason taking the 
pictures got the photo finish of Alba ducking and Jeremy smooching air.  I knew I would make 
friends in my group, but I never imagined some of my best friends from the trip being Nicaraguan 
masons.   
 
After that Tuesday night, Friday rolled around quicker then I wished.  It was the day of the house 
dedication ceremony, and our last day in the community.  I had a big group of new friends from 
Westchester, and a community of friends in Nicaragua.  I had spent the week lifting buckets of 
cement for hours a day, and went to sleep dirty in cot an inch thick.  And I could not have been 
happier.  Everything was so simple, I was removed from the technology that consumes us, I wasn’t 
worried about school, I could just focus on the here and now.  And that was helping people, and 
interacting in a way that we as a society and community should interact more often.  When it came 
time to dedicate the house, I wish I had the skills to describe what it was the family receiving the 
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house was feeling.  The only way I could understand it was by visually seeing them.  I have never 
seen that look before, but it was if god himself had just performed a miracle, and they still weren’t 
sure how, but they knew it was for them.  Then one by one, people began to make speeches, and it 
culminated with a few of the masons speaking.  This is when something sank in for me, the things 
that had made this week great, were also going to make it that tough to leave.  Our new found 
friends didn’t own computers, didn’t have Facebook or email accounts.  The things that had allowed 
us to get close to them, were going to keep us apart after this day.  So everything that had made me 
the happiest ever, was bringing me down.  It took the bus ride after to realize that the sadness was 
okay.  Because it would fade away, but the memories I possessed of this trip could stay alive as long 
as I let them.   
 
So to sum it up, I learned how to be happy, something I thought I already knew, but I realized I 
wasn’t even close.  I learned community is infinite, not bounded by borders, languages, or anything 
else.  We are all human, and can all relate at some level.  And lastly I learned that I need to talk to 
people more.  Not via text, or Facebook, but face to face conversations.  Because that’s how you 
truly learn to understand people, and that’s how the best kinds of friendships are formed, as I 
learned with our masons.      
 
Kevin Longo 
Hi everybody.  For those of you who don’t know me my name is Kevin Longo.  I am a senior at Fox 
Lane High School, and this was my second trip to Nicaragua.  I was in Las Conchitas for the second 
time.   Going back to the same village was a remarkable experience.  The relationships that I built 
on this trip were beyond what I ever could have imagined.  I would see and play with the same kids, 
work with the same masons, and see the same people whom I saw two years ago.   This gave me an 
instant sense of comfort.  But as I look back on it now, that sense of comfort was only partially due 
to the familiar setting.  It was more about the people.  The Nicaraguans were a very welcoming 
group of people.  They eagerly greeted us with open arms, and were truly interested in making us 
feel welcome.  When I would talk to many of them, it felt as though there had been a long, genuine 
friendship between us for a while.  They didn’t view me as a stranger, or some kid they’d met a few 
years back, but as a friend who was returning to the community.  This mindset allows them to make 
us, and everyone else feel welcome.  
 
We talk about how much they teach us, and I believe that this mindset is one of the most important 
things that we can learn from them.  Making people feel welcome, and a part of the community 
makes the community stronger not only in numbers, but also in spirit.  The spirit of their 
community allows them to not only push through some of the toughest conditions I’ve seen, but do 
it with a genuine smile.  The smiles that I see, despite their harsh realities, make me think that there 
is something that they are doing that gives them the right attitude towards life.  
  
One of the factors that lead to this is joy is undoubtedly their friendly, caring attitude.  It is also one 
of the reasons that their community is so strong.  They have a community that supports each other 
through thick and thin.  They help each other out in any way they can.  Whether that be at the work 
site or anywhere else.  They didn’t view this help as community service.  They just saw it as helping 
out a friend, or neighbor who needed it.   
  
These views on community, friendship, and service that I have learned from the Nicaraguans really 
gives me a new perspective on how we all should try to grow community, and how we should all act 
towards each other.  
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Thanks you all for your support, and for granting me this wonderful truly life changing opportunity.  
I can only hope that more students are able to experience a trip like this one so that they can 
embark on a life-changing journey that only begins with the trip to help your friends from 
Nicaragua.   
 
Chris Keeffe 
The Nicaragua work trip is an experience that cannot be explained in a short couple of pages 
although I will try my best to explain what I can. Going into the trip I had no clue what to expect and 
tried to enter the country with an open heart. I can definitely say that by the end of the trip my 
heart was full. (The memories will always be trapped in my heart like these stains are trapped in 
my shirt).   
 
On the way home from the trip I had the pleasure of sitting next to Paul Alcorn.  Usual talk with Paul 
is “Chris why the heck are you wearing shorts it’s the middle of winter?”  This time the talk was 
different though.  We discussed how it is always so hard to wake up early in the morning for school. 
I was asked something like, “If you were able to wake up at 5 in the morning to help out the cooks 
then why would you have any issues getting up for school.”  After further discussion I proceeded to 
say that in Nicaragua I got up early because I knew I was going to go do exciting activities and 
couldn’t wait to see the faces of all the people surrounding me with love. It seemed like every 
person there was a new best friend including the Nicaraguans.  Most people would question how 
you could ever make friends with the language barrier.  Although, in Nicaragua language or 
nationality doesn’t matter everyone is a friend. Truthfully I think that Nicaraguans are fairly similar 
to us. 
 
When we first arrived in the Nindri the first thing that I saw was tons of playful little kids that 
couldn’t wait to see us. It seemed like a matter of 10 minutes before we had 15 Nicaraguan little 
kids playing baseball with us. Everyone shared laughs and it started the bond that lasted 
throughout the whole trip. Later on the night during discussion we all had words that connected to 
a theme that was going to be present in the trip. Dan had the word American which we he 
connected to us coming in a helping out needy people. By the end of the trip though the word 
American had a different meaning. Another mentioned word was poverty, which also floated 
around my head in the beginning of the trip. We also discussed love and friendship, which I just 
thought, would happen between us Americans in the group in the beginning of the trip. 
  

I know that we were not seen as Americans giving pity on the Nicaraguans and that’s not at all how 
the Nicaraguans wanted us to feel. We weren’t there to ayudar, which is to help them; we were 
there to apoyar them, which is to support them. The masons knew that they didn’t really need us 
Americans to make the houses that we constructed. In the group most people said that we probably 
were slowing down the Masons and that they could construct the house in half the amount of time 
that we took. Although without us their hearts would not be as open as they were at the end of the 
trip. I will never forget how Carlos talked to my sister about how this was one the most fun weeks 
he had ever had in his life. The bond between the masons, the homeowners and the community was 
something more that a bond it was love. We forced them to get out of their shells and had 7 of the 
masons dance in front of the large crowd and you should have seen the smiles on their faces after. 
We spent 2 hours talking to them about their lives and laughing about common interest and gosh it 
seemed like we were old friends connecting again after a couple of years apart. We weren’t 
Nicaraguans and Americans crossing paths we were one. 
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Poverty is a duality meaning that it has a good and a bad. The Webster dictionary of poverty is, the 

state of one who lacks a usual or socially acceptable amount of money or material possessions. This 

definition is completely false until you witness poverty yourself. There is no socially acceptable 

amount of money in Nicaragua. When speaking to the family that we made one of the houses for he 

said that he only makes enough money for the little things and when he doesn’t have enough money 

he doesn’t spend for the less important things. He also said that they only buy clothes once a year. 

Money isn’t a big deal in Nicaragua and people are fine with what they have. It is not a completion 

to make more and more money and drive a nice car its just to live a peaceful and healthy life. 

Material things are not important at all there no one is craving the newest iphone people use what 

they can get. Ingenuity is key in the life of a Nicaraguan. They may not have the newest and best 

tools but they sure do take the tools that they have and make them perform better than new ones. 

It’s not all about buying the newest and greatest it's about using the resources you have to get task 

done.   Then again poverty seems to be a force that brings people closer.  

 

Love and friendship were key in our trip down to Nicaragua. Every Nicaraguan love what they do 

with everything in the heart. The cooks would get to the school compound to start and cooking at 

4:30 in the morning every single day throughout the whole trip. They cooked enough food to feed 

over 25 people. Without the cooks and their passion for what they do there is no way we would 

have stayed so healthy throughout the trip. There passion for food then fueled the masons who 

without a doubt LOVED where they were and what they were doing. They enjoyed teaching us how 

to build a traditional Nicaraguan house but they loved talking to us. They would arrive at the 

worksite early just to make sure that everything was set up and that another day of work was set. 

The mason expressed so much love for us on the worksite and around the school compound but 

when they weren’t around there was the community. Our main task was to build a house but it was 

also to support the community. We were there to connect with the community and maybe take 

their minds off of the troubles that they have in their lives. In the middle of the week we played a 

game of soccer with the community boys that lasted at least an hour and a half. Even though they 

beat us badly we still all had a amazing time laughing with them and screaming GANAR. Last but 

not least none of this would have happened without the Bridges to Community Staff. They truly 

outdid themselves and made everyones express more than enjoyable. They brought the two 

nationalities together and helped us create life changing bonds that will last forever.  

 

The trip down to Nicaragua was definitely a life changing experience. Everyone in the community, 

the masons, Temple Shaaray Tefila and Bedford Presbyterian had a wonderful time. I know that 

everyone is itching to find a way back to the magnificent country of Nicaragua.   

 
  
 
 


