On the Rivers in La Moskitia – April 2017
Once again this April, AHMEN fielded a medical mission brigade to the most remote
area of Honduras. This trip has become an annual pilgrimage for some, and an
adventure for all that join with us. After months of planning, old friends and new
friends from six different US states and two countries gathered in San Pedro Sula for
the annual journey to Gracias a Dios, Honduras. Medical clinics to Gracias a Dios are
not usual for American NGOs. Travel times and expense prevent almost all NGOs
from serving there A team of experienced medical personnel spending two days of
hard travel just to get to our first clinic site is even more unusual. But this team is
not typical by any measure. Team member ages ranged from the early twenties to
the mid-seventies. Engineers, nurses, physicians, pastors, students, pharmacists and
even local people filled our five trucks
and three 40-foot canoes. To some of us,
the long drive east was old hat. For the
newbies, we all enjoyed sharing in their
discovery of the beauty and diverse
ecology of Honduras. As the roads
became rougher we came closer to where
we finally parked our trucks. At the very
At river’s edge, flocks of birds covered the trees
end of all possible ground travel, it was
obvious to everyone that we were not in Kansas anymore. We loaded our boats for
the two-hour trip to the Moskito village of Raista. In places, thousands of delicate
white lilies lined the rivers’ as if they were guiding the wide rivers into the
Caribbean surf. Occasionally we saw
trees loaded with roosting tropical water
birds, a sign that the environment may be
holding its own here. We entered the
huge expanse of Ibans Lagoon just after
sundown and finally beached our boats
after almost thirteen hours of hard travel.
Most of us felt at home at Doña Elma’s,
the last showers and toilets we would see
for a while. The team members were all
old friends by this time and we were
made even more comfortable by the hotel
staff again this year. Although rustic, the
Doña Elma's hotel in Raista
hotel is comfortable and a nice transition
toward what lay further upriver.

I awoke early the first morning,
well before dawn. The daily
colectivo boat from the town of
Brus Lagoon, some 30 miles
away on the next lagoon,
would be coming along soon
with a special passenger. Dr.
Magdalena Mejia, former
resident at Shalom House at
Cruzadas was on that boat.
AHMEN members Richard and
Sharon Bowie had sponsored
Magda from early high school all the way through medical school. Richard was our
team pharmacist on this trip. Magda had come full circle from an at-risk young girl
from a small mountain village to become a physician and member of the medical
staff of an AHMEN medical mission team. Even those who had never met Magda
quickly realized the emotional import of this event. It was another major milestone
for the ongoing sponsorships of needful Honduran youngsters. Our first clinic was
to be this morning. It takes a while to get the bugs out, but we managed quite well.
We saw almost 200 patients while simultaneously readying for another long day of
boat travel the next morning.
Early morning view across Ibans Lagoon.

Very early next morning we loaded back
into the longboats for the trip up the Río
Plátano to the village of Las Marias.
Rivers are the highways in La Moskitia.
All commerce, travel, and social
interaction involve boats in one way or
another. A small cayuco serves as the
family SUV, farm truck, a play toy for the
kids, sometimes even a washboard for
laundry. In the past, when the river
was low, this trip upriver could take as
much as nine or ten hours. This time,
although not obvious to us, there was
plenty of water.

The river is part of everyday life.

We needed three large boats for all our people,
supplies and equipment.

Doing dishes in the river.

Surprisingly, we did not have to climb
out of the canoe to drag our boats over
shallow areas at all. We arrived in Las
Marias much earlier than expected.
Hotel owner and host Diana and
husband Joachim were excited to show
us all the new construction at their little
hotel. A new building with six more
beds, a larger dining hall and kitchen on
stilts, and a new outhouse!
We brought a large amount of supplies
Typical hotel in Las Marias, a rustic experience.
for the local school. We provided the
teachers with things to help them make a difference in their school, notebooks,
paper and pens, crayons, and much more. Things we all take for granted here in the
US are so rare in La Moskitia. Remote schools like in Las Marias receive almost
nothing from the Central Government and there is no money to buy needed
supplies. AHMEN provided $500 worth of
books in Spanish for the children to be able to
read in class, to borrow, and even read to their
parents. A library in the jungle! Each book
was labeled “Regalo de AHMEN”, a gift from
AHMEN.
As the day came to an end, for some the reality
of being in a real live jungle was driven home.
A large scorpion, minding it own business, was
crawling across a windowsill in the room
of the teachers in Las Marias
shared by several females on our team. Despite One
gratefully accepts a large quantity of
deftly flicking the critter safely out the window, classroom supplies from AHMEN and our
team and individual team members.
that was not enough. A full-scale hunt for
similar arachnids and other scorned organisms
followed. Some young Moskito men with machetes and brooms summarily
dispatched all they found. Thatched roofs are a great home for creepy-crawlies. I’m
sure that the mosquito nets over every bed were not quite secure enough to allow
much restful sleep in that room. Another of our goals was to continue to improve
the quality and safety of the local drinking water. We brought 60 new Sawyer water
filter systems including buckets, drills, instruction and “contracts”. Our team of
skilled healthcare professionals evaluated and
treated our patients using advanced lab tests
and protocols designed specifically for our use
in Honduras. We had the ability to properly
diagnose, differentiate, and treat the various
malaria species found in this area of Honduras.
This included the ability to rapidly diagnose
specific genetic conditions, which can affect the
safety of certain advanced treatments. We also
Queuing up to be seen at an AHMEN clinic.

brought portable medical ultrasound
equipment with us to aid in diagnosis.
Our ultrasound machine was in almost
constant use at every clinic. Our pharmacy
was stocked with an extremely large and
diverse selection of medications. We
probably had the largest depository of
medication within 200 miles, as well as
possibly the most advanced ambulatory
An opportunity for a checkup for every child in
medical facility within a couple of days’
Raista and Las Marias
travel. On every mission trip, we have had
at least one patient that needed immediate
referral and transport for evaluation or definitive treatment. The risk of an
emergency is ever present for our team members also. When we travel in
Honduras, we can almost always call home or make local calls. However, we know
that we are at times totally incommunicado in La Moskitia. A few years ago we
began to carry a satellite phone for emergency usage. We used it frequently on this
trip. One 18-month old child was brought to
clinic. She was the size of a three month old
and looked extremely ill. Through Dr. Rosa
Tercero, a young Honduran doctor on the
team, and the Honduran military,
arrangements were made to transport the
child by US Air Force helicopter to a hospital
in San Pedro Sula. While all of this was
going on, our own Dr. Tom Camp became
obviously ill. He needed care that was
beyond our capability in our clinic. At first
Even the Honduran military based in Las
Marias came to our clinics.
we planned to take him back down river and
take him to a hospital in La Ceiba, potentially a 16-hour trip. His condition
worsened, and with a few more satellite phone calls we were able to secure a place
for him on the US chopper that was already en route to Las Marias for the sick child.
Tom was transported to the jungle landing-zone in a hammock slung from a pole
and carried by two young men. He was escorted by a group of Honduran Marines
stationed in Las Marias. In the dark of night the American Blackhawk landed and
our patients were quickly loaded. A short 90 minutes later, Tom and the child were
in San Pedro Sula. Dr. Marcela Pineda, who had been on the same mission with us
last year, met Tom at the airport and oversaw his care. Our deep appreciation goes
out to all who had part in the transport of the sick child and our Dr. Tom Camp. We
had discovered that there is great cooperation between the Honduran and US
Military, as well as the US Department of State. Once in the hospital in San Pedro
Sula, Tom was cared for at a level equal to hospitals in the US. Tom praised the staff
saying it was just like a hospital in the US except that the staff spoke Spanish. The
leadership of the US Military presence in Honduras also visited Tom in San Pedro

Sula as did several members of the
US Diplomatic Corps including the
US Ambassador to Honduras.
By late that night, we had used up
all our available satellite phone
minutes. We knew Tom had safely
in San Pedro Sula and was in good
hands. We still had a few days of
clinic and more travel, so we
continued our work. The water
program handed out our 60
Time for a review of the day's successes and
Sawyer filters. We could have used a
tomorrow's plans
hundred more. Several filter
recipients from prior years told us that using only filtered water for drinking totally
stopped the incidence of diarrhea in their families. Now, every family wanted a
filter! As seen from our water testing
last year, literally every drinking water
source in Las Marias tested positive for
fecal contamination, the likely cause of
diarrheal illness. The Sawyer filters
made the water safe to drink and
improved the health of entire families.
After several days of hard travel and
clinics, we all needed a rest day. We
arranged a trip upriver to the preColumbian petroglyphs a few miles
upriver. Two boats were hired. One
was underpowered and could not
Marlena Moore, Dr. Magda Mejia and Dr. Rosa
Tercero sitting on ancient petroglyphs far up the Río handle the strong current in the rocky
Plátano.
and narrow river. A brief but
unexpected jungle hike to bypass shallow water was more than bargained for. We
also stopped and a small Pech Indian
village, the home of Jamie, a deaf
teenager sponsored by Burton and
Joe Downs. Jamie attends school for
kids with special needs at Plan de
Flores, another AHMEN sponsored
project. Beyond Las Marias, the
river and surrounding jungles
change. Here we were no longer in
the relative comfort of Las Marias.
This is real jungle rainforest. There
are dangerous snakes and critters
The Pech Indian village far up the river. Two years ago,
and even some of the plants
we discovered a deaf child here. She now goes to an
AHMEN sponsored school for special needs students.

required a wide birth. Traveling back in time through the primeval jungle to view
the pre-Columbian site was a memorable experience for those in the boats. It was
hard to believe that this area is home to indigenous Indians who may live close to
way they did a hundred ago. These people may be the descendants of those that
built and lived in the legendary Ciudad Blanca; the “Lost City of the Monkey God”. It
was a good day to take photos or look for toucans and more exotic birds and
animals, or just find a cool place to relax by the river.
The trip back down river to Raista was a brief 3.5 hours with the current. The river
had flooded recently and there were a couple of wrong turns as we got close to the
flooded areas and into newly opened
channels. Once we were back in Raista
we had time for the beach or a nap in the
fresh sea breeze. We prepared for one
more very busy clinic day. At that day’s
end we prepared to distribute all our
leftover medications and supplies to local
Central de Saluds in Brus Lagoon and in
Palacios at the old Bayan Hospital built
by Baha’i missionaries many years ago.
Next morning we left early for Pueblo
Our clinics ran until we had seen everyone,
Nuevo where we had parked our trucks
sometimes until almost dark. The pharmacy is
always the last department to close.
and to begin the long drive back to
Helen’s Resort in Sambo Creek. We always build in an extra day in case of travel
problems on the trip homeward.
Thankfully, the trip was uneventful and
gave us another free day. It was a day to
relax on the beach, or ride a zip-line or
soak in the hot springs, or maybe just take
a nice long shower. A good day!
We began the trip back to San Pedro Sula
the next morning. We tied up a few loose
ends in La Ceiba, did some souvenir
shopping and stopped again at Shalom.
Figure 1 A chance to ride a zip-line through the
We had planned a nice brunch at Pico
jungle canopy was a new experience for most
folks.
Bonito Lodge, but it was Mother’s Day
holiday and everything was jam-packed. We dropped off Magdalena Mejia and Rosa
Tercero in La Ceiba so that they could spend time with their families. Kelley
Buettner and Mike Berg decided to stay a while in Honduras, on Roatan. The rest of
us traveled to El Progreso and the Casa Blanca Hotel. Dinner at Pizza Hut where the
entire restaurant celebrated Tom Driscoll’s birthday with him as he danced for the
crowd in the aisle. After an early trip to the airport and goodbyes, soon we were
back in the Atlanta airport where we scattered to our home across the US.

It was a good trip! We helped many people in our medical clinics. We improved
family health with Sawyer water filtration systems. We provided large amount of
education material and supplies to benefit local school children. We made a
difference in many lives while sharing God’s Love and re-enforcing our commitment
to these remote villages. The villages of Raista and Las Marias are at the limit of
where mission teams traditionally can go. We would love to see other NGOs and
faith-based organizations make commitments to serve in this area. It is doable
with some extra effort and the right team members. The AHMEN La Moskitia team
of 22 members was again the perfect melding and skills and commitment. I could
not have been more proud. We would be glad to assist other groups to do this and
to continue and extend efforts in La Moskitia.
To bring quality care to La Moskitia involves a large and varied network that works
silently and generously behind the scene. A special thanks goes out to all the people,
organizations and companies that make this mission possible.
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