
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Friends of the People of San Juan del Sur, 

Our first on-the-ground project in San Juan was a cancha, a raised platform so 
preschool kids could play above the muddy schoolyard. That was in 1989. Click here to 
see a list of our major achievements since then.  
           Thirty years later we’re still going strong, and we still need your support. 
Despite the political turmoil in Nicaragua since April, our work has been moving steadily 
forward. Many rural families still face the same needs as before:  getting secondary 
education while they work. News of the Free High School starts on p. 3. Eliminating 
fecal bacteria and parasite cysts from their well water (p.1). Finding a way to cook with 
wood without filling the house (and everybody’s lungs) with smoke (p. 2).  
 

THE BIOSAND FILTER PROJECT 
 The BioSand Filter uses a column of fine volcanic sand to remove bacteria and 
parasites from contaminated well-water, thanks to a combination of mechanical and 
biological processes. It requires no chemicals or electricity, only daily use and basic 
hygiene. Click here for a two-minute video showing how this “appropriate technology” 
works.  
 After making hundreds of the cumbersome, expensive all-cement filters, we now 
make a light, cheap, efficient model based on the 5-gallon plastic buckets available in all 
Nicaraguan markets, as are the half-inch PVC tubing and elbows and other materials. It 
was developed by an engineering student at Lehigh University. This model costs about a 
third of what we used to spend on the cement filters. The “Filtrito” (Little Filter) is just as 
effective at removing pathogens from well-water as either of the previous models.   
                      Eneyda Estrella and her kids look happy with their “Filtrito.” 
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      Our Filter Program is run by the indefatigable educator ANTONIA MENDOZA, who 
finds families willing to participate in the program, which means promising to have at 
least one family member turn up at the work site every day for about three weeks. We 
supply Antonia’s technical and educational expertise plus the necessary tools, and we 
have all the raw materials delivered, but it is the families themselves who do the work of 
fabricating their own and their neighbors’ filters. This “Sweat Equity” insures a sense of 
ownership or “buy-in” that simply giving the filters away would not achieve. Antonia 
oversaw the fabrication and installation of 274 filters in 2016, 233 in 2017, and despite 
civil unrest and washed-out roads, we’ll be well above 200 by the end of 2018. 
         Our friend the videographer Katie Brugger has made a (subtitled) video of Antonia 
walking viewers through the steps of fabricating a “Filtrito.” Click here to see it.  
  

THE NEW ECOSTOVE PROJECT 
 More people on the planet will die this year from cooking smoke than from 
Malaria and AIDS put together. Our answer is to replace open fires with efficient two-
burner cookstoves equipped with  a chimney to carry away the smoke. In 2018 we 
improved our model, which used to use cement and iron, both of which bear substantial 
carbon footprints. Inventor CARLOS VIDAL showed us how to make a stove entirely of 
clay. Families pack clay-rich earth into a wooden mold and then immediately excavate 
the burn chamber, two burners and the chimney escape.  

We’ve been astounded by the efficiency of these stoves (complete combustion of 
wood, but less wood needed) and the “cost” mainly involves hard work. We started by 
using cement tubes for the first two feet of the chimney (the fire tends to burn out all-
metal chimneys) but are currently experimenting with clay. The goal: an efficient smoke-
venting stove requiring no cement or iron. See a slide show of this emerging new 
technology by clicking here.  
 

                                             
 
PLEASE help us continue this valuable work. All donations are 
tax-deductible, and every dollar is spent in Nicaragua.  

$100 buys the raw materials for 6 BioSand Filters. 
Click here to make your donation. !Gracias! 

* 



GOOD TIDINGS FROM THE FREE HIGH SCHOOL 
59 Graduate in 2018, after overcoming many challenges 

 
 

 
 
            The Newton SCP helped build so many schools that eventually all 33 rural 
communities could offer sixth-grade diplomas. Then there was a clamor for high schools 
from people who live far away, who work all week, who are over 18, who are mothers or 
pregnant—all the excluded. Margaret Gullette and Rosa Elena Bello founded the FHS for 
Adults in 2002. Here we are, 1060 graduates later! 
            At our 2018 graduation ceremony, shown: of the 59 graduates, 37 (63%) are 
women. Twenty-six (44%) are rural; of these, 14 are women. We succeed in teaching the 
neediest; to graduate, many succeed against high odds.  Some of their stories: 
 
             A 48-year-old woman, mother of four, started the FHS inspired by her own 
daughter's graduation. Maria de la Cruz hauled a cart through the city four evenings a 
week, offering enchiladas, nacatamales, tajadas con carne, fruit drinks. Then she did all-
nighters trying to assimilate new material. Despite suffering from kidney problems and 
high cholesterol, her attendance was 98%, and  she ended up with an 82  average.  During 
her second, third and fourth years, working in Adult Education, she also taught 36 
formerly illiterate people to read. She wants to become a nurse's aide. 
  Argelia, also a mother of four, stopped studying in 1985 when her second child 
was born. She wanted to start again when the FHS opened in 2002 but her husband "out 
of machismo," she says, mockingly told her she was too old. In 2012 she tried to commit 
suicide. In 2013, when she became a tax collector in SJ del Sur, the job required the 
degree, so she enrolled. Two of her children walked with her to get her diploma. Now she 
and some classmates want to start a commercial business selling atol (a popular corn-
based drink). She would like to study English to grow professionally.  

Luis Diego: Son of a single mother, he started doing field work at age 14. At age 
17 he was able to start middle school along with a brother. Another brother had also 
attended the FHS. Traveling from rural Las Parcelas to the Campus on Saturday, Luis 



was also working construction Monday through Friday from 7 AM to 5 PM  It was hard 
to do manual labor and finish his homework. Sometimes at night fatigue did not let him 
concentrate on his studying. Now he wants to continue in a professional career.  

Christian: 20 years old, single: during the years of high school he worked and 
lived alone in Cangrejo because his family of seven had moved to Costa Rica--but he 
could always count on their unconditional support, and now that he has finished they are 
all very happy. He will work construction to go on studying to become a civil engineer.   
 

Despite the Nicaraguan political turmoil of 2018, our focus remains on keeping 
our engagement with the deserving, indefatigable people who attend the school. We are 
about to open a sustainably designed Daycare Center for up to thirty children between 2 
and 11, so our student mothers can study without anxiety. We are installing sound 
systems, projectors, solar panels. ROSA ELENA, the rector, wrote beautifully about the 
effect on her of the graduation ceremony. See it on video, below.  

Amiga, it was beautiful and happiness-making to see so many people who 
have managed to reach their goal. And I simultaneously  reflect on what 
would become of them if the Free High School did not exist!!! They would 
have no opportunities or hopes for growing and reaching their goals. Each 
year the graduation strengthens me and gives me more energy and 
commitment to continue, guaranteeing to the poorest these opportunities and 
hopes. Thus it must be.  

Amen. To donate: send a check made out to Newton/SJDS SCP to 
Treasurer Don Ross, 211 Winslow Rd., Waban, MA 02468, with 
FHS in the memo line, or safely donate http://bit.ly/2Q0Dghn at 
the Network for Good site. Write FHS where it asks for Designation. 
Questions? Write to mgullette@msn.com 
 

Here is the link to the video of the latest graduation, by Katie Brugger. (Several of 
our students have received university scholarships from the Brugger Foundation.) The first 
ten minutes show the students in procession, in caps and gowns, with their most encouraging 
supporter on their arm: a mother, a grandmother, a child, a spouse. Heart-warming. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Other news: 
⌘ In August 2017 a delegation from the Union Church in Waban (Newton) made a trip 
to rehab the health center and school, and extend a water project in the village of 
Bernardino Diaz Ochoa. To see the Katie Brugger video of this work click here. Austin 
Drill, builder of the Very Green Campus of the Free High School, describes the work. 
 
⌘ Katie Brugger has also begun a series of Oral History videos based on the testimonies 
of interesting people in San Juan. Our old friend Emilio Gonzales was interviewed by our 
in-country Treasurer, Carlos Guzman. Click here to find out why Emilio is called “Pájaro 
Loco” (Crazy Bird). 
 
⌘The Pilot Project mentioned above to introduce low-flush toilets with mini-leach fields 
in rural communities is the subject of another Katie Brugger video. Click here to see it.  


