WINTER PARK PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
WORK GROUP ON AMAZON HEALTH BOATS - SUMMER 2002

An Amazon jJournal
--- by Alma D. Gordon

Saturday, July 27, 2002

On the sunny, hot Saturday afternoon of July 27, 2002, our group of 23 gathered
at Winter Park Presbyterian Church (WPPC,) where a large bus dominated the
parking lot. Each member dragged into our sorting room a “to-check™ bag, and
started filling their second bag with group equipment: clothes to give away,
medicines, Bible School materials, and, of course, small toys and candy for the
children at our stops along the Amazon.

Our work group was under the direction of three entities:

VOSH (Volunteer Optometric Services to Humanity) was our primary
work assignment. To that end, three optometrists from other cities joined
us in Miami, added to a core of experienced VOSH workers from our
church, led by John Gehrig. Enthusiastic and willing to learn beginners
rounded out the team. We had over 20 cartons of equipment, including
3200 donated and catalogued eye glasses, 1000 sunglasses, eye charts and
eye medications.

The WINTER PARK PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH (WPPC,) under the
leadership of its senior pastor, Dr. Larry Cuthill (Dr. C,) who provided our
spiritual care and emphasis throughout the Amazon experience. Several
teachers were part of our group, and we hoped that holding Bible Schools
for the children around our clinics would be possible. Evening services
were held in some of the villages.

The PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF MANAUS (PCM) was our host,
with the pastor of Missions, Rev. Djard Cadais de Moraes, making the
local arrangements and providing the locations for the daily clinics. This
church is responsible for the running of the medical boats that have been
donated by World Vision. They have had two boats for quite a while, and
recently two more are being added. The PCM meets these expenses by
arranging for a continual flow of work groups from a variety of countries,
along with many of its own local church people, including a full-time
doctor and several dentists, as well as nurses and laboratory technicians.



With this three-pronged leadership we were able to have a varied ministry. Of
course, we had all been shot many times with the required immunizations: against
Yellow Fever, Hepatitis A & Typhoid, and were obediently taking the anti-malanal
medication. Excitement was high on that Saturday afternoon when loading the bus
in the WPPC parking lot, a major puzzle. Photos were being taken, including those
by Ray Combs, our official videographer who started our story on tape. The five
hours to the Miami airport and our Varig plane went by quickly with much
conversation, getting to know a sprinkling of folks that had joined us from area
churches, and a useful and fun test of information and Portuguese handed out by
Dr. C. “What does Bom Dia mean?” “What is the capital of Brazil?” “How many
miles long is the Amazon River?”

At the Miami airport the check-in agent looked askance at all our cartons, and
insisted that some of them be shrink-wrapped, which caused a delay in our process.
Maybe it also protected the boxes, who knows? Dr. C asked that on the flights to
and from Manaus all of us wear the forest-green group T-shirt with the words,

“Winter Park Presbyterian Church
2002 International Mission Teams
‘Partners in Christ's Call,’
Cuba/Manaus, Brazil/LaMerced, Peru/Matagalpa, Nicaragua.”

That made staying together a little easier. By 11:30 PM we were all on the plane,
Just about every seat having been taken. After being served a tasty dinner, which
included a dessert pudding of cupuacu, a tangy citrus fruit native to the Amazon,
we all tried to get a little sleep before the 4:30 AM landing in Manaus. This city is
the capital of the huge (940-miles wide) state of Amazonas.

Sunday, July 28, 2002
The city’s name came from an Indian tribe, the Manads, who lived at this juncture

of rivers so very long ago. There were the usual waits through immigration, with
the bonus of having all our baggage arrive with us, and all of it being cleared by
customs. Rev. Djard, his wife Roséario, and daughter Kétyb, received us with
smiles and hugs, loaded our baggage on a pickup truck, and us onto a chartered bus
for the ride to our hotel ~ “Mo6naco Hotel” where we arrived about 7 AM. We had
added team members in Miami, and now our last one joined us, making our
number 31. Baths and sleep were the first order of business until our alarms woke



of the most famous fish restaurants in Manaus. Rev. José Jodo and his pretty wife,
Lucilia, introduced us to a whole new world of fish. With the flair of actors, the
waiters brought out a series of steaming clay dishes filled with many of the exotic
Amazon fish prepared in special sauces that enhanced each particular flavor.
There was a large platter on which lay a whole broiled tucunaré, about 2-ft. long.
The pirarucu came in a snowy sauce topped with whipped egg whites. The pieces
of tambaqui served in a peppery sauce had the largest fish bones we had ever seen.
The world-famous man-eating piranha turned out to be good to eat! Guarand, the
unique Brazilian pop, was tried by the brave, and found to be a refreshing drink.
The meal ended with a REAL cup of coffee, demitasse in size.

On the way back to the hotel, our bus stopped at the famous Manaus Opera House,
built in 1888 by the rubber barons. Recently it has been beautifully restored, so
that it looks much like it did over a hundred years ago. Henrico Caruso sang there,
and many world-famous ballets were held in its splendor. Since I was a little girl
had heard about it and seen pictures of it in my schoolbooks, and here, standing on
the sidewalk across the street, I was looking up at the real thing! My eyes filled
with tears as I thought of how it was closely woven into the fabric of Brazilian
history, both happy and sad, and of my privilege in savoring that moment. There
would be a concert in the evening in that place, but we had other promises to keep.

The rest of the afternoon some of our group went shopping, and others visited in
the hotel, waiting for the bus to take us to church for the 7 PM service. By 7:30
PM we were trying to contact people on the phone, and at last the bus drove up, a
substitute driver at the wheel. We all piled in and he took off racing through the
streets until I noticed that more than 10 minutes had gone by, and I knew the
church was no farther than that. Alan went up to talk with him, and found that he
had no instructions about where to take us, and thought we just wanted to see the
city. Cell phones were a big help, and soon the owner of the bus company showed
up and led our bus to the PCM.

When we walked into the sanctuary we became part of 1000 people singing praise
songs. The pastor, Rev. José Jodo Moreira Mesquita, stopped the service and
asked the people in the front rows to give up their seats to the honored guests,
requesting the whole church to sit closer together, making room for everyone.
During the service Dr. C was asked to bring greetings, and was translated by Alan.
At one point Dr. C looked at Alan and smiled saying, “Did I say all that?” since
Alan had used a lot of words to Dr. C’s few. The congregation had a good laugh.
By request, our team sang “Eu Tenho Paz” which we had taught the group during
our trip. There were many meaningful events during the two-and-a-half-hour



service. One of the most beautiful was a liturgical dance done by about 30 people
who held glowing candles in their hands in a darkened sanctuary. A soloist sang of
Christ, the light of the world, as the dancers swayed across the chancel and down
the central aisle. To express the darkness without Christ, the candles would
disappear, making us all catch our breath in the sudden darkness. Then the song
marched to a triumphant ending with candles held high, rejoicing in Christ’s
presence and light with us.

How good our beds felt that night!

Monday, July 29, 2002
Breakfast was a bountiful tropical buffet at the top of the hotel with a wide view of

the red-roofed city around us. We were served a dozen fruit, including cupuacu
and agai (which has a high iron content,) highly prized Amazon citrus fruit, juices,
fresh breads, hot foods, and, of course, great Brazilian coffee. Checkout from the
hotel and loading of the bus was made with the usual bustle, last-minute finding of
people and baggage, and the surprise of having a beautiful, exotic Indian maiden
standing in the lobby to wish us a good trip and give each of us a handcrafted
Amazon forest necklace. That was an occasion for camera buffs to click away!

On the hour’s trip to the JOCUM (Youth With a Mission) dock where our boats
awaited, we first learned of the motor problems that had come up overnight with
the largest and oldest of our two boats. When we got there the engineers still
thought an hour would fix it, but as the sun rose hotter and hotter, and we stood out
in the fields waiting, the decision was made that only the smaller boat would be
able to sail on that Monday. We could choose to leave some people, or could all
crowd in the smaller boat for a few days until the “Zani Silva” was repaired and,
with its more powerful motor, would reach us a day or two up river. We chose to
stay together and fit into the “Manfred Grellert,” named for the first president of
World Vision Brazil. This was a 60-ft., 50-ton boat with 3-decks made to house 15
passengers, 10 crew, a nurse and our host, Rev. Djard. It could cruise at 1.8
nautical miles per hour.

We fit all 31 passengers in it, some sleeping on mats on the deck, others in
hammocks, and leaving behind our four youth translators from the PCM to come
on the later boat. That meant that Alan and I covered the speaking needs of 31
people, with the help of Rev. Djard and Geraldo, a crewmember who is quite fluent
in English, having been self-taught. We sailed at 11:40 AM, keeping Manaus in



sight for an hour as we went down the Rio Negro to the awe-inspiring encontro das
dguas (meeting of the waters,) where the black coffee waters of the Rio Negro and
the coffee-with-milk waters of the Solimdes flow many miles side by side, light &
dark, without mixing. We were told that black waters indicated a stable riverbed,
and white water indicated the riverbed was still in transition. From the “meeting”
the mighty Amazon flows 1000 miles to the Atlantic Ocean, but we turned up the
Solim&es sailing 16 hours through the night. That evening on the boat, Rev. Djard
spread out a big map of the Amazon River, showing us the route that we would
take that week. We felt like explorers being briefed for an important mission.

Later we had a vespers service on the top deck, sitting on the baggage under the
stars. Alan played the accordion and Dr. C the guitar accompanying the praise
songs, sung to the flicker of flashlights. The stars so close overhead in the ink-
black sky, the hum of the boat motor, the swish of the powerful river current all
held us in a close fellowship with each other and with God.

Tuesday, July 30, 2002
We awakened at the village of Anami. Just a week before, torrential rains had

flooded the town, leaving it in a foot of water for several days. Our scouting team
crossed the narrow plank to shore early in the morning, making contact with a
school that decreed a holiday during the stay of the Hospital Boat. The crew was
very helpful in carrying many of our heavy supply boxes. The rest of us gathered
in our early morning devotions, this time being led by Rev. Djard, which I
translated. He read verses in Isaiah 61 and Luke 4, picturing “God present in this
place,” so encouraging to us, the “out of place” ones. By 10 AM all of us were
arranging the six rooms for the VOSH stations, plus one for medical consults that
the nurses usually carry on, today augmented by Dr. Gordon, when he could be
spared from translating. After helping communication in various sectors, and
teaching some key phrases, I settled in at the Visual Triage where three
optometrists saw over 300 patients that day. About 17% of the patients had
cataracts and 60% were visually impaired by pterygium caused by hot sun over a
long time. The Brazilians called this “carne crescida” (a growth.)

At 1 PM we had lunch on the boat, and then continued the VOSH patients until
dark at 6 PM. Alan worked in the medical clinic most of the afternoon, seeing
dozens of patients that could only consult a doctor every few months when these
Hospital Boats came by. Having closed the clinic around 7 PM, we crossed the
street in the dark to where our boat had been docked, and found it gone! Our large



group was rather dismayed, very tired and bothered by mosquitoes. 1 was
determined not to come home with malaria or dengue fever, so was protected by
long pants and long sleeves. We were told that, while sailing in the middle of the
river, the mosquitoes would not bother us, but on land our new blood was fair
game. We learned that the boat had gone down river to refuel at the pontdo,
Portuguese for the floating filling stations in the middle of the Amazon River! So
we watched the riverfront nightlife, and some even got a can of cold (amazing!)
pop in a lean-to buteco, the Amazon equivalent of a Convenience Store.

Because we crowded into one boat, we had limited space for meals. Two
wonderful ladies, D. Francisca and Tia Cida, cooked for us in a tiny galley where
the temperatures must have been 120° F. We got delicious Brazilian fare: rice and
brown beans, plenty of fish, some salads and always a lot of fruit. Gallons of
crystal-clear bottled water were brought on board for our safe drinking. Some
evenings we had lasagna or chicken pie, and one hot night around 10 PM, when we
were mostly “pajamad” and looking for a little breeze, the cooks brought up
freshly-baked cakes and coffee. When I think of how tired they must have been
after cleaning up our supper, and how in that heat they continued working for
several hours in order to give us a treat, I remember that Christianity is about
joyfully sharing our gifts with others. Some were doctoring, some were looking for
Just the right pair of glasses, some were smiling and hugging without words, and
some were working over a hot stove so that in the evening we could sit on deck
watching the flow of the swift current, sipping our coffee along with that very
special cake.

There were too many of us to leave tables set up for each meal. Serving dishes
were placed on 5-ft. round white plastic tables, which had removable legs. We
fixed our plates and found a spot to sit or stand while we ate. After the meal, the
tables were dismantled and stored against the ship’s railing. One day someone
placed a sleeping mat against the stored tabletop, and when evening came, picked
up the mat to settle for the night. As it was pulled away from the railing we all
watched in amazement to see our tabletop slip through, splash into the water, and
in a few seconds go swirling out of sight in the fast current. There is no retrieving
something from the Amazon!

That Tuesday evening when we dragged ourselves back to the boat, bone tired, our
evening meal was set out on a table that was lit by two unique lamp-like
flashlights, which provided “candle light” for our dinner. A truly restful setting.
Some of our number went back to Anami to the evening service in the little
Presbyterian Church. The rest of us started showers. We had three small



bathrooms, which was a stretch for all of us. Doubling the number of passengers
cut our individual water supply in half. After only a few showers, our water ran
out, and could not be replenished until we were away from the village dock, as the
water near populated areas is polluted. Often someone would soap up and then
find there was no more water. Some used baby wipes to clean up a bit, and most
of us learned to take a 2-liter bottle of drinking water into the shower, as insurance.
Shortly after 10 PM the boat was underway in the middle of the river, where our
water tanks could be refilled, and the noises and bustle of the village were left
behind. We were again alone betwixt the water and the stars.

Thanks to our gray hair, the Gordons were assigned a 4-bunk cabin with another
couple, and were given the two lower bunks. There was nowhere to hang
anything, so we piled clothes in the corners of our bunks. Qur cabin mates kept
their suitcases on the upper deck where heavy dew and occasional rain pretty much
doused everything, people and baggage included. The six square feet of floor
space in our cabin was enough for us to get up one at a time, and to pile a few
things by the door. When the electricity was turned on during the night, we had air
conditioning in our miniature room, a great blessing in the winter temperatures
ranging around 100° F.

Wednesday, July 31, 2002
In the mormning our boat docked at Codajas, the largest of the towns we visited.

Our advance team stood on the dock an hour waiting to greet the mayor, who
would designate space to hold a clinic. When he didn’t come, a local pastor
arranged for our use of a Baptist school, where we set up on the run, and started
seeing patients at 10 AM. A couple of the rooms were air-conditioned, making our
task much easier. We worked until 1 PM when we started going, in shifts, to the
boat for lunch. During that wait, in the morning, Bishop Cliff led our devotional.
He spoke of God’s extended grace, beautifully illustrated in Genesis through
Methuselah’s life.

To get off the ship that morning we had to jump over the 3 fi. railing! Three men
helped me over, my luck being that there was no one taking pictures (at least I did
not see anyone.) After jumping the railing, we walked through the neighboring
boat, onto the dock, and across water to the riverbank on a 12-inch-wide board
precariously perched at the bottom of wooden steps up to street level. I got across
by holding hands with the person in front of me. One of our team couples is in
their 80s, and the wife refused to come back to our boat for lunch. No more fences



for her! Gratefully, by lunchtime our boat had repositioned itself, so that our
railing gate let us out on the level of our “walk-through” boat.

On this Wednesday we again saw over 300 patients, and worked until 7 PM.
Being bilingual, I handled the crowds at the gate who were waiting for a chance to
see the doctor, and get a pair of glasses. There must have been 1,000 people on the
street in front of the school, many more than we could process, since everyone
needed to be funneled through the optometrists and the VOSH worker manning the
autorefractor. Most of the time the people held orderly lines, which we tried to
respect. Exceptions were made for staff and teachers of the local schools,
evangelists and church workers. I walked up and down the lines, chatting with
many of those waiting. One woman said she had come from the interior, meaning
smaller communities along the river, and had rowed 13 hours, joining the line at 2
AM. 1 asked her what she had eaten that moming, and she said, “nothing.” We
learned that news of our coming preceded us over the radio stations that broadcast
up and down the river reaching the povoados (smaller villages.) Those who can
afford the passage can take a 3-deck boat called Recreio. That actually means “a
break or recess,” which is really a very appropriate name for getting out of the
woods.

One of our team was a large black man, a Bishop in his church, who liked to wear
jeans and an official-looking vest, making him the picture of authority. With a
benevolent smile, and not one word of Portuguese, his ability at crowd control was
awesome. Together we did our best to let in the patients our services could handle,
and send the crowd away with hopes of seeing another health boat team on a future
trip. We trust they heard our words of comfort, pointing to Jesus. I also used some
of the waiting-in-line time to give mini lectures on nutrition, health and hygiene,
emphasizing the need to wash hands. I even told them the story of Semmelweis.

There were several teachers in our group who had come prepared to have Bible
Schools with the children in the villages we visited. Because translators were in
short supply, none could be spared to work with them and the children. Even so
the resourceful ladies made good use of the patient’s waiting time by teaching little
songs up and down the lines, blowing soap bubbles, creating art with sidewalk
chalk, giving out candy and stickers, and learning to say with a hug and a smile,
“Jesus te ama.”

That evening on the boat we sang our hearts out, finding rest in praise. Later Alan
went down to the kitchen deck where the Brazilian crew were gathered, and played
Brazilian music on the accordion, creating another songfest.



Thursday, August 1, 2002
This was our second day in Codajas; therefore setting up was not so difficult. The

team worked well together, most people having found their niche in helpful ways.
In the early morning Alan led our devotional centered on I Cor. 15:58 — our “labor
in the Lord is not in vain,” --- always an encouragement. Alan continued working
as a translator in Registration, while Dr. C and I took one local guard and stood at
the gate with 150 registration forms, letting people through in groups of four or
eight. There were about 300 people in line that morning, and another 100 who
tried in many underhanded ways to break into the line. As usual, some people had
been waiting part of the night, many coming from the surrounding forest. I would
have liked to let in those who had obvious eye problems, or the very poorest who
could never afford to go to Manaus to an ophthalmologist. But I had to stick to the
line most of the time in order to honor those who had waited the longest. When we
got to the last of the 150 registration blanks at 10 AM, and had to turn away the
remaining crowds, the local pastor called a policewoman to help us maintain order.
Once the gates were closed, the crowd dispersed sadly, but quietly. Even though
we had seen almost 500 patients in the two days, that second morning my heart
broke over the dozen I could see who had real eye problems, and who I had to turn
away. The local pastor said that another team of eye doctors is expected at the end
of the month. I hope that really happens. By the end of the week our team had
trained several Brazilians in how to do simple eye checks, and taught Julio, the
nurse, how to use a Focometer (a basic refraction instrument.) We left much of our
equipment for the hospital boat to use, including the donation of 2200 pairs of
labeled eyeglasses. We trust the local leadership takes up this ministry.

I was touched by several instances of real selflessness. One young woman, who
had waited in line for many hours, gave up her place to an old woman who was
almost blind, and had not been one of the first 150 patients for that day. I was
amazed at such willingness to give up this unique chance to see the doctor. We all
worked until 12-noon processing the patients that were in the school. Most were
very grateful for the care, and, of course, for the gift of the glasses.

There was much rejoicing when the “S3o Mateus” arrived from Manaus with the
rest of our Brazilian team, including 4 more translators. The teen translators from
the PCM are young people who are studying English as a foreign language, and
have taken off this week to help in our mission. They turned out to be a great help,
not only in their knowledge of Portuguese and English, but also in their youthful
Christian commitment to serve. The rest of the week they worked long hours in
trying circumstances, most of the time going beyond the call of duty. The “Sao
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Mateus” was a great addition to our tight quarters, even though smaller than the
“Zani,” which still had major motor problems.

Two of our optometrists, with two other volunteers, left late in the morming with
Rev. Djard on a commercial speed boat that would get back to Manaus in 6 hours,
a third of our cruising time. The Americans had to catch planes earlier than our
flight home. At noon we all went back to our two boats. While enjoying lunch,
we sailed around 1 PM, headed for Anori. Just before sailing the crew caught a
tiny alligator, not more than a foot in length. Holding his snout tightly closed, they
showed him around to our team, letting the braver souls hold him and stroke his
back. His tiny eyes blinked at all of us, but as long as his snout was held the crew
swore he could do no harm. We had a long-time VOSH worker on our team, bent
over by his 80 years. His smile was a continual encouragement to all of us, and his
fearlessness quite amazing. When we had to cross from boat to land on narrow
planks he would turn down any help, and laughingly reach shore on his own. He
loved holding the little alligator, and together they were the subjects of several
pictures. Before we sailed, the crew returned the little alligator to his watery home.

The temperature registered 84 degrees F. /29 degrees C. as we cruised down the
middle of the river, which, in many places, was three miles wide. Often we saw
large beautiful botos (porpoises) playing in the water, or were they fishing? Along
the banks of the river we saw large feathery-topped trees similar to a kapok tree
(paineira.) We were told they were munguba trees, which produce a small, bright-
red fruit. We arrived in Anori at 5 PM and docked next to our second boat, the
“Sdo Mateus,” which was already there.

At our candlelit supper, I served my plate and sat on an edge of the window-box
seats. That section crashed in, jackknifing me into the box where I was stuck. 1
yelled for help, “Help me, please!” Three men rushed to pull me out. “Gently!!,” 1
said, as they pulled lustily on my weak right arm. Out I came, shaken, but not
broken. For the rest of the trip a standard joke was for anyone to say in a high
treble voice, “Help me, please, gently!” To get to the “Sdo Mateus,” we walked
across a plank connecting our lower decks, and from there could reach the dock.
That evening Dr. C headed across on the run, slipped on the rain-drenched board,
and hit pretty hard, but did not fall in the water. The two of us walked around
holding our backs for a few days, but could still contribute to and enjoy the
teamwork. The covered top-deck of the “Sdo Mateus™ was spacious, a good place
to eat, and to gather the team for fellowship. Our vespers were held there that

rainy evening, after which Alan went to the Portuguese devotions on the lower
deck.
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Friday, August 2, 2002
Being docked at Anori all night, we got an early start on Friday, the crew taking

our 25 or 30 VOSH boxes to the school a block away at 7 AM. By 8 AM there
were about 400 people, mostly lined up, in the street in front of the iron gate. It
was decided that with only one optometrist working that day, we could see 100
patients up to 1 PM. Amazingly, the doctor did see his 100" patient at 1 PM! He
had not stopped for 5 hours! Early that day one of our Brazilian helpers, a
teacher/nurse, went down the line in the street saying that all over the age of 65
would be seen first. Our team was dismayed to find that many who were very old
and beyond the help of glasses were coming in as our first patients. Then the
Gordons realized that the Brazilian helper was only following Brazilian law, which
states that all seniors go to the front of any line for services. In our case, we helped
fewer people because what we had for them was primary eye care including
glasses, not surgery or future treatment. Our solution was to have that elderly
group bypass the doctor, and go directly to the section giving out glasses. We had
brought a good supply of readers, which could be of some help to them, and they
were pleased and grateful for our attention.

One of our patients that day was a woman who had been released from the hospital
that morning, and whose family brought her to the VOSH clinic. She looked rather
pitiful, very weak, and only walked with help. We put her right through. After
sitting in an air-conditioned room and at the end receiving a pair of glasses that
helped her see more clearly than she had in years, she left, walking on her own,
with the biggest smile ever! Another patient told me three times about his
daughter who, on 9/11, was in Miami, where her plane was delayed a day. 1 could
still see the great fear in his face.

I accompanied an older lady to dispensing, where a large table was covered with
boxes filled with neat rows of glasses. Dona Maria sat down beside the table, and
the VOSH worker took her prescription to make the closest match possible among
our glasses. The dispenser was so pleased when she found the exact glasses for
that prescription. She helped Dona Maria put them on, and we all waited for the
patient’s reaction. She looked around the room through her new lenses, her face
clouded over and she said, “Everything is dark! I can’t see through these!” The
dispenser was puzzled, but graciously went back to the boxes, and brought out
another pair, one with almost the same prescription. Dona Maria put those on,
shook her head and said, “Everything is dark. I can’t see through these either!”
Without ever loosing her cool, the dispenser brought out pair after pair, until the
patient had tried on 20 pairs of glasses, and refused them all. Finally, the team
member picked up one more pair of glasses, and brought them to the patient, who



12

put them on, smiled broadly and said, “These are just right. I can see very well
now!” Under her breath the experienced VOSH worker told me, “Those are the
first ones I gave her. They are her exact prescription.”

Ray filmed some interviews asking people how they heard about VOSH, what they
thought of the care they received, and whether they were pleased with their new
glasses. One solemn little 3-year-old fellow had a serious eye problem, and when
he left hand-in-hand with his Dad he was smiling brightly through his tiny new
glasses. Several older folk read verses from a Bible, something they had not been
able to do for years. One lady, after the interview, said wistfully, “I would love to
have a Bible of my own.” So we went looking for possibilities. A tall, nice-
looking young man heard that we were looking for a Bible, took his own New
Testament out of his pocket and, after writing a dedication, gave this patient her
first Bible. My eyes misted at the thought that a lady who could not see to read
when she walked in, now could read her own Bible. I was also touched by the
young man’s generosity and preparedness in sharing God’s Word.

We were to have dinner in town, hosted by the local Presbyterian Church, but
plans did not work out. Our captains decided the boats should set sail at 2:30 PM,
and entered the Purus River, a tributary of the Solimdes, but even so, larger and
more powerful than most rivers we had ever seen. We arrived at our next village,
Beruri, at sunset, 6 PM. The school director from Anori, Othoniel Rodrigues Lyra
Filho, traveled with us. He brought along the official guest book of the school for
everyone to sign, and gave each of us a Tee-shirt with “Estado do Amazonas”
artfully designed on it. To get from the boats to the village of Beruri we had to
cross on a plank to the steep bank, and then walk up 78 steps! That was a little
tricky in the dark when Alan had to go find a phone in order to talk with Rev.
Djard about our plane reservations. Near the third little lamp-lit bar he found a
working community phone, and was able to get through to Manaus.

We had planned to show the Jesus film here in Beruri, but could not because
everyone was gathering in front of the Catholic Church for a musical evening. A
guitarist with a great deal of sound was playing and singing forré (North Brazil
traditional music.) It was rather pleasant, and the crowd was happy and orderly.
In the meantime, one of our crew, a real prankster, made a “rat,” from a fine-steel-
wool pad, complete with a rope tail. As he made squeaky noises, he threw it into
the hammock of one of our extrovert American ladies who screamed to high
heavens. It seemed like the whole boat rocked! The cook said that he pulls that on
all the foreign teams, and I can guarantee that the pretend rat looked very real.
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Saturday, August 3, 2002
The day dawned beautiful and clear. We were up for breakfast at 6 AM and our

crew had our boxes at the new school by 7 AM. The school was next to the
Catholic Church, half a block from our pier. We had two large rooms downstairs,
and two upstairs, reached by outside concrete steps. In the city square out front
there were about 300 people, all wanting to see the eye doctor, or to get glasses,
which were considered a great prize. Rev. Franklin, the pastor of the local church,
had made 75 tickets to give out, corresponding to the number we had said the
optometrist could see by 11:30 AM when we would have to close and get back to
the boat. He was very good at handling the crowd, and we had fewer line-jumpers
than on previous days.

One pretty young patient told us that she is finishing her basic college studies and
will soon be taking the very difficult exams for medical school. That seemed to
me to be a unique dream coming out of this back-river village. 1 spent the morning
at the doctor’s side, being his voice to the people. He was giving out artificial tears
liberally, and I emphasized the washing of hands and face to protect the eyes. A
couple of diabetics came through the line, one man with an ugly red and purple
sore on his foot, which he said came from many ant-bites he received when
walking through the brush a week before. He was given antibiotics as well as
glasses, and cautioned to go for help if it did not improve soon. An old gentleman
who was almost blind from cataracts was brought by his daughter. Most of our
patients could not afford to go to Manaus for eye care, but this one had not gone
because he was afraid to get in a boat and go down the river. That had been true
for 75 years.

We closed the clinic at 11:30 and were on the boat at noon. A few minutes later,
the heavens opened and it stormed upon us with thunder and lightning. The boat
pulled out at 1 PM for the 18 hours to Manaus. During our stay in Beruri, our boat
crew was approached by a local man who asked about our team, suspicious of our
motives. He was sure we either had contraband, or were fixing to take over Brazil.
Even after the crew explained our mission, he still thought we could not possibly
be doing all that work without ulterior motives, looking for our own gain. We
were sad that no light touched that man’s heart, but glad that we had helped almost
1,000 patients that week. Our river week had taken us from Manaus, down the Rio
Negro to the “meeting of the waters,” then upstream on the Solimdes River. On
our return, we made a side trip on the Purus River, returned to the Solimdes, which
took us once again to the Negro River and Manaus, a 480-mile journey.
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Sunday, August 4, 2002
In the dark of night, we stopped so that the crew could go down to the propellers

and unsnag the grasses tangled in them. The captain spent the night trying to avoid
large floating islands of vegetation that break away from the banks into the swift
current. So that his eyes can see better in the darkness, he only turns on a search
light once in a while, cruising in the dark most of the time. We docked at JOCUM
in Manaus at 3:15 AM, after 14 hours, four hours ahead of schedule.

We ate breakfast at 6:15 AM, packed, and were off the boat by 7:15 AM. The
crew put our bags on the bus, and we were excited over plans to have an hour in an
arts-and-crafits fair on the way to the airport. Then the bus driver discovered that
the bus battery was dead. We could not move from this grassy field, an hour from
town on this quiet, hot, Sunday morning. He phoned for help, and we had an extra
hour to visit and swap stories, until, bypassing the fair, we got to the airport in
good time for check-in. The Gordons, who were going on to Sdo Paulo on a later
plane, saw the team through the security gate, wishing them a good flight home.
That was the end of their need for translators. The Varig agent at the gate was
impressed by our Winter Park shirts, and said to Alan, “I wish I had one of those!”
Right there, Alan took it off and put on one of the Manaus shirts we had been
given. When he presented his shirt to the young lady she was delighted. I wonder
if God will use that shirt to draw her nearer to Him?

What a privilege to have been a part of our home church team in ministry on the
mighty Amazon. The fellowship among us, and with our newfound friends, has
made our hearts sing. Surely “There is a RIVER whose streams make glad the city
of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells.” - Psalm 46:4

Favorite memories of the Amazon trip.

For Alan:

Giving away glasses in towns that never had that service before.
Sleeping in the same bunk each night while serving 4 different towns.
Having excellent food.

Being part of a flexible team that adapted to change with grace.

For Alma:

That 31 people could work together so well.

That some patients thought of others before themselves.

That we could be part of the Sunday worship in the Manaus Presbyterian Church.
That God's grace kept me going.



