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Tin Roof Shacks and Cinder Blocks 
Jim Rogers [March 2011] 

  

In May of 2010, I went with Orchard Valley Community Church based in 

Aurora, Illinois to the city of Santo Tomas, El Salvador – about twenty minutes 

outside of the capital city, San Salvador. This church had been going to El 

Salvador for many years previously, but this was the first time I had gotten to be a 

part of it. There were about ten of us, guys and girls, who had made it through all 

the information meetings, managed to get our finances together, and snag some 

cheap airfare before the prices rose for the summer. Dave was our group leader 

and had been to this country many times before. I only knew one other person, 

Reuben, and the rest I was meeting for the first time.  

 We would be working with an organization called Harvesting in Spanish, 

which ran an orphanage, bookstore, K-12 school, and a feeding program for the 

local poor around the area. They have also been in the long process of acquiring 

land to build a medical clinic for the local residents, forty percent of which do not 

have access to any medical care whatsoever. Harvest does have regular 

employees, but also accepts the help of outside groups who feel the desire to help 

them accomplish their work. 

 Harvesting in Spanish was founded in 1977 by Don and Rose Anne 

Benner. Don was working as an executive in an international corporation in 

Denver, Colorado, with an unlimited expense account, company cars, and a good 

retirement deal. He had never cared much about religion during the course of his 

life and became religious only by chance. A friend of the family had asked him to 

take their kids to Sunday school since they would be out of town that weekend. 

Turning on the radio while waiting in the parking lot, what he heard from the old 

time radio preacher challenged him to change his life and the direction he was 

living. Rose Anne had previously spent time as a missionary in Costa Rica, so 

both of them flew there for some immersion and information. Don and Rose 

Anne both had a friend in El Salvador and, after visiting and seeing the 

conditions that many of the Salvadorian people had to face, sold their house, 

most of their belongings, Don's position at his company, and made the long drive 

to El Salvador. 

 

 Brief history of El Salvador and War 

 From 1979 to 1992, El Salvador was a country wrecked with violence of 

the Salvadorian Civil War, which was a conflict between the military government 

of El Salvador and the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) - an 

organization of militias. Before the war, long held tensions had already existed 

from over-population and class struggles. In the 1880s, coffee had brought in 

95% of the country's income – which was held by only 2% of the county's 

population.  

 Any village suspected of supporting the guerilla's government was 

completely wiped out by the El Salvadorian military. Not even clergy were spared. 

Archbishop Oscaro Romero was shot to death while raising the chalice of the 
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Eucharist at a mass he was conducting in 1980.  San Romero (As he was later 

called after his beatification) was considered a threat for encouraging people not 

to cooperate with the human rights violations of the government's actions and the 

guerrilla's acts. At the end of it all, over 70,000 people had been killed in the war 

– depending on whose numbers you are using. 

 El Salvador has improved since the war thirty years ago, but the effects of 

it can still be seen. There is not much of a middle class – you are either rich or 

poor. San Salvador is beginning to develop more, but there is still a long road 

ahead. There is not as much violence as their used to be, but you should still 

watch yourself. Dave had warned me a few times during the trip, “If you want to 

look around, that's fine, but don't go by yourself” he said with some sense of 

uneasiness in his voice.  

 

Tin Shack Houses and Cinder Blocks 

 After getting ourselves together that morning, we all walked out of our 

dorms and gathered in front of the main building of the compound. Casa Milagro 

was a Spanish-style house made of concrete and painted a shade of pale yellow. 

The floors were tile and a red archway stood above the old wrought iron fence 

that served as the front door. This was the first time I had ever been to a Latin 

American country and the scenery and situation were such that I would never 

forget. Even though it was technically summer, it was not nearly as hot and 

humid as my dad (who had been to Central America a few times during his 

military career) said it would be, probably because we were up in the mountains 

at a higher elevation. Looking up, there was nothing but palm trees with small 

patches of blue sky interspersed throughout their leaves. A coconut and other 

fruit could be heard falling onto a rooftop or the asphalt pathways occasionally. 

 Tony, the project manager, came out to share the details of what we would 

be doing that day. Tony was young, probably not older than thirty, had a dark 

complexion and black hair neatly slicked back. He always had a friendly tone of 

voice, even when talking about the difficult situations in El Salvador. “Today we 

will be driving to Santo Tomas. You will all get to see the Oasis program” 

 Our driver came out and motioned for us to get into the pickup truck we 

would be taking down the road to where we would be spending most of the day.  

A small shanty town somewhere in Santo Tomas. We made our way to an old 

pickup truck, which we later dubbed “the truck of death”. It was a small miracle 

every time, after we had all climbed into the truck bed or were hanging onto the 

framework where a canvas must have been, that old truck choked and struggled 

itself to life again. It was another miracle that we survived driving 45KPH on slick 

mountain roads, dodging pedestrians, sleeping dogs, and other cars coming in 

our direction on the narrow, one lane roads. I should also mention that the truck 

of death had bad brakes. 

 The truck came to a stop and made a sharp turn onto a narrow dirt road 

that was obviously not very well kept up. This was the small slum town we would 

be spending most of the day at, where the main organization ran its outreach 

feeding program called Oasis. This collection of what were basically shacks was 
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built in a sort of gorge in the mountains. You could drive right past it and not 

even know about all the people who were living their lives there. The truck made 

its way over the small hills of dirt and deep ditches in the road, our driver beeping 

the horn again and again to let the residents know we were there.  

 We arrived at the building that the outreach program used – a somewhat 

large building with a concrete foundation, tin roof, and walls made entirely out of 

chain link fence. A minivan drove up behind us a few minutes after we arrived 

which was carrying all the plastic chairs along with the rice, beans, and tortillas 

that had been made for the residents. Tony had cleared up some time from his 

schedule and decided to come with us. 

 I looked around while set-up was being done. The chain link building was 

built on an overhanging area with more houses that filled the gorge below. Right 

next to the chain link building, there was a small house made of planks of wood 

with a small fire burning in the front. A woman came out briefly to put more 

wood on the fire, glanced at me, and went back inside. A few roosters were calling 

back and forth to each other, and could occasionally be seen roaming the 

grounds. I looked down into the gorge. Cinder block houses with foundations 

made from discarded truck tires (which were somewhat prized there) filled with 

concrete, sand, or dirt. Some had tin roofs; some had tarps or planks of wood. 

Some houses had TV antennas attached on the tops of long bamboo poles, which 

somehow made the scene look somewhat surreal.  

 Children, with their mothers and grandmothers, had begun to gather in 

the building, sitting on the small plastic chairs or leaning against the wall. One of 

the women began to pass out small booklets with a Sunday school type lesson in 

it. She talked in a loud voice and explained the story to the children. I could not 

understand most of what she said, since I do not speak Spanish, but I heard 

Moises mentioned a few times, so I assume it was a lesson from the Old 

Testament of the Bible. Tony led the children and their families in a couple songs 

which everyone already seemed to know the words to. There was no music or 

guitar, so he kept time by clapping loudly and everyone else followed – singling 

loudly and excitedly. 

 The women who had come with them unwrapped a massive bowl of rice 

and beans, with a couple baskets of tortillas to go with them. Everyone lined up 

and held out bowls or Tupperware containers. Some of the children came alone 

and brought back extra food for the rest of their families who did not wish to 

come. I was told later that, for many of these people, the only food they ate was 

from the program three times a week.  

 After the rice had been passed out and most of the people had returned 

back to their homes, we began to stack up all the plastic chairs and put them back 

into the pickup truck. The women and the empty bowls went back into the 

minivan and the building was swept up and locked up. 

 

Back to so-called Reality 

 As the pickup truck groaned up dirt hills and sharp turns, I looked at 

everything from the back from the truck. I looked at every detail. I don't even 
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really know why. I looked at every shack. The river of sewage that flowed through 

the middle of the town. The kids and their mothers watch us from the side of the 

road. The occasional chicken or dog walking in the dirt. I wanted to make sure I 

saw everything with the hope that maybe it would somehow impact me at a deep 

level. Being in this little town that you could drive past and not notice was 

something I had never experienced in my life before, and I wanted to make sure I 

saw everything. I am not sure that I felt any obvious emotions, but they do come 

and surprise me from time to time when I think about what I experienced in El 

Salvador.  

 It was 9am on Monday morning and I was on the inbound Metra 

Commuter train to Union Station in Chicago. I was sitting in the uncomfortable 

seat when the automated conductor announced the next stop over the 

loudspeaker, “Next stop, Cicero”, which is the final stop before I get off the train. 

I looked out the window and saw the Sears Tower rising over the horizon of 

skyscrapers. It had been a few months since I came back from El Salvador, and 

everything was back into its usual routine. Work. School. Get whatever precious 

sleep I could, before it needs to be done again the next day. 

 I walked off the train with the rest of the commuters. The express train, its 

bell ringing to serve as a warning to behind the yellow line, always ends up being 

standing room only and the line of people going to their jobs, taxis, errands, or 

whatever else seems endless as everyone files out the automatic sliding doors. 

Most of them will never have any idea that there are places like Santo Tomas and 

things like tin shack houses – at least not beyond their brief existence in the 

imagination on the off-chance that they see a humanitarian commercial on TV. 

 I sometimes wonder if normal life has a way of making all the places you 

have been, all the extraordinary things you have done, and all the lives you have 

been a part of seem as though they had never even happened. 


