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Enhancing educational opportunities, supporting grassroots initiatives
and fostering cultural exchanges in Nicaragua and the United States

A 20-Year Retrospective

W

elcome to the 20th anniversary edition of Planting
Hope’s newsletter. Before it all began, I was plagued
by the questions “Will this work?” and “How long
will it last?” My inspiration finally came in the mantra, “You
have to try.” And here we are, still giving it our best, 20 years
after we formed a non-profit organization with a Vermont Board
of Directors, got a domain name, loaded up a car full of kids’
books in Spanish and set out to build La Chispa Library. Every
day there is always more to do and I’m thankful for that clarity
of purpose and to work with people who care so much.

This year, I wanted our 20th anniversary newsletter to be
innovative, so this is taking shape in the form of a retrospective
timeline of events that have shaped our organization and lots of
people’s lives over the past 20 years. I quickly learned that it is
a monumental task to try to synthesize so many achievements,
moments and people who have contributed to this organization
in a way that both fits into a newsletter and does them justice.
But we have given it our best shot and we hope you enjoy this
timeline of the past 20 years. Relish in the fact that no matter
what your role, you’ve been part of something that’s touched so
many lives in many ways. Thank you for your encouragement.

At right, students stand on La Chispa Library’s balcony, while others play
chess there, above.

Ode to Planting Hope’s Boards,
Delegations & Volunteers

W

hen we first launched Planting Hope
in 2001, I looked to a group of friends
with good hearts to sign up as board
members in order to help us to get incorporated.
Our first board chair, Paul Costello, instilled a sense
of responsibility in this board, reminding us that it
was up to us to fulfill the mission we had created.
At that time, only two of our board members had
ever been to Nicaragua. Slowly, this changed with
our first delegation in 2002 and later with annual
delegations beginning in 2005. As we welcomed
more volunteers from the U.S. to Nicaragua, we
realized that these cultural exchanges were an
important part of our mission, which we amended
to include “foster cultural exchanges.” The advent
of volunteer delegations shaped who we were as an
organization. In 2005 volunteers saw and heard
about the need for space at La Chispa Library and
returned to VT to launch a second floor capital
campaign, and the next year a much-needed second
floor was built to accomodate the long lines of
children who couldn’t fit in the existing space.

Thanks to
Past and
Present
Board
Members:

Planting Hope’s original board of directors in 2001, at their
first annual meeting celebration at the Unitarian Church in
Montpelier.

Academy, Norwich and Cornell Universities,
University of New Hampshire, New Mexico, and
California San Jose and Skidmore College, In addition, many families and individuals have participated in our multi-generational service learning trips,
many from the Unitarian Church of Montpelier,
as well as employees from Green Mountain Coffee
In 20 years, we’ve hosted 931 volunteers and interns Roasters (Keurig Dr. Pepper). We also welcomed
in Nicaragua! In 2002, our first “VT to Nicaragua” long-term volunteers who spent several weeks to a
delegation of 4 friends formed to help our construc- year volunteering with Planting Hope.
tion crew build La Chispa Library. Later in 2005,
our 2nd delegation was formed, bringing together a Back in Vermont, I remember the feeling of relief
group of Vermonters, young and older who wanted when I was suddenly accompanied by so many new
ambassadors between Nicaragua and the U.S., each
to experience life in Nicaragua and contribute to
our educational projects, in addition to escaping the with their own personal story to tell about how
their trip to Nicaragua impacted them. Planting
VT winter for a week. From there, we forged connections with People’s, Rivendell and St. Johnsbury Hope was suddenly about so much more than just
my own experience. Each delegation mutually
Academies, Stowe, Montpelier, Randolph, South
Burlington and U-32 High Schools, North Branch impacted the participants in so many ways. During
my own high school Spanish class trip to Mexico,
Nature Center, Hellsgate HS, Grand Center Arts
one of my favorite moments was accidentally connecting with a group of
teens playing soccer. So many years
later, I realized that that was the
moment I wanted to create with every
Planting Hope delegation: Authentic new friendships that bridge two
cultures. Thank you for being part of
this amazing community which has
cultivated hope for 20 years!
—Beth Merrill
Planting Hope’s last multi-generational
service learning trip, in 2018. Photo by
Nathan Suter.
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Cronología de Sembrando Esperanzas // A Planting Hope Timeline
Beth in 1992.

2001

2007-08

Beth Merrill returns to Matagalpa,
Nicaragua to interview children in the
Cesar Amador Molina Elementary School
(now Tilburg School) where she had
substituted as a first grade teacher in 1992.
She asks them what their community needs
and many respond with “a library.”
SEPT 2001 Planting Hope is incorporated in VT and a Board
of Directors is formed. The first newsletter is sent, soliciting
donations to buy books and build a library in La Chispa,
Matagalpa, Nicaragua.
DEC 2001 Beth sets off in her 1989 VW
Fox to pick up used computers in NY and
children’s book in Spanish at the Scholastic
warehouse in New Jersey. The trip to
Nicaragua takes almost 15 days, including
stops to see friends along the way.

2004
Construction of a preschool and
kitchen in the rural community
of La Calera, Pueblo Viejo.
PH funded this construction
and parent volunteers in the
community supported the
foreman in building it.

2006
Second floor of La
Chispa Library is
built and finished.

PH takes over Solidarity Craft
Fair as a fundraiser at the
Unitarian Church of Montpelier.

A PH volunteer
meets a
member of
the Arizona
Global Giving
Circle and tells them about a small
weaving coop in Nicaragua. Funding
is secured to build a workshop for
an existing women-run weaving
collective in the indigenous
community of El Chile. The Collective
also houses a small community preschool, computer center and minilibrary, donated in honor of Diana
Morgan.

2011

2015

2018

2011–PRESENT In 2011,
Vermonter Jenna Cameron
applied for the Davis Peace
Project grant at Skidmore
College to purchase a bus
to be used as a “Mobile
Library for Peace.” Today,
the project brings books, games and educators to rural
communities with little access to educational resources.
Before the bus was purchased, assistants carried
books in suitcases on public buses to get them to rural
communities.

Planting Hope
volunteer
Liz Moldan
works with
community
members
to create a
bountiful
model garden at Ocalca Elementary
school, securing funding for an electric
pump to irrigate this very dry sector.

Last delegations to Nicaragua.

2011–2014 Planting Hope provided fresh food
supplements for preschool students in 5 communities
with the aim of improving nutrition and diminishing
school drop-out rates.

2013
New office
added to
La Chispa
Library with support
from the Wyomissing
Foundation
2013-2018 Claudia
Rizo Lazo directs La
Chispa Library with
Mercedes.

Planting Hope trades the bus for a
4-wheel-drive truck to bring access
to books and dynamic teachers
to children in hard-to-reach
communities.
2018-2021 Summer camps at
AllTogetherNow!

2021

2015-PRESENT TAG Foundation
supports Planting Hope’s vacation camps
and mobile library outreach program
throughout the Matagalpa region.

Milton and Beth begin
teaching Spanish
at Pacem School in
Montpelier, VT.

2001

2021
2007
2002

Sonia Castro
and Mercedes
Guerrero become
co-directors of La
Chispa Library.

FEB–MAR 2002 The
land to build La Chispa
Library is secured
and purchased and
construction of La
Chispa Library begins.
FEB 2002 A small
group from VT
joins Beth and the
Nicaraguan crew
to work on building
the library. This is
the first “Service
Learning Adventure
Delegation.”
MAY 2002 La Chispa
Library construction
is finished and English
and computer classes
begin right away,
along with homework
investigations!

2005
Second delegation of Vermonters arrives in
Nicaragua, starting a yearly tradition.
Planting Hope’s homestay family project in
San Ramon is born as each year more visitors
from the U.S. enjoy the experience of being
integrated into family life. Many of these
relationships continued over subsequent visits
and are maintained to this day.
Patio built at La Chispa Library to
accommodate outdoor classes.
2005-06 Sarah Allen directs La Chispa Library
during Beth’s maternity leave.

2007-2015 Green
Mountain Coffee
Roasters awards
Planting Hope grant
funds to carry out
our work in coffeegrowing Matagalpa.
Employees from
the company made
yearly visits to
the projects and
stayed with Planting
Hope’s Host Family.

2009
First Nicaragua to Vermont
delegation brings 12 Nicaraguan
students and staff to VT for a
cultural exchange with families and
youth in Vermont (Sonia Castro,
Mercedes Guerrero, Laura Davies,
Maykeline Zeledon, Elvis Lopez,
Wendy Zamora, Erick Lopez, Josue
Santana Garcia, Cristhell
Martienz, Berman
Hernandez, and Liseth
Sanchez).

2010

2012

2016

2020-21

A group of friends from Terrassa
Barcelona, Spain fundraised
to support the funding of a
preschool construction in the
rural Community of Laguna
Seca, which PH carried out.

2012-2019 Planting Hope
expands Solidarity Craft
Fair to a second venue
given high demand for
vendor space—Bethany
and Unitarian Churches.

Covid-19 pandemic
forces Planting Hope to
adapt to a new reality,
teaching precautionary
methods to our patrons.

2010-2015: COFFEE CAMPS!
During school vacations,
children are left at home while
their parents earn their living
picking coffee. With funding
from Green Mountain Coffee
Roasters, Planting Hope created
“Coffee Camps” to provide
food, medical attention,
extracurricular and tutoring
activities to children, in order to
reduce child labor and increase
food and education
security. Later the TAG
Foundation picked up
this initiative, funding
rural and urban
camps.

2012-2020 Planting Hope
offers internships for
Montpelier and U-32 High
School students to learn
about running a non-profit
organization and planning
events and international
trips.

Six Nicaraguans
participated in an
artist-in-residency at
VT schools (Evaristo
Gutierrez, Jenner
Cardoza, Marvin
Kraudy, Lisania
Blandon, Claudia
Rizo y Nereyda
Urbina).

2012 PH hosts a reuse fair
in Montpelier.

2014
Seven Planting Hope staff
visited the US as part of a
cultural exchange, bringing
Nicaraguan culture to 29
Vemont and NH schools
and organizations (Yasser
Hernandez, Marvin Kraudy,
Milton Armas, Ariel Escorcia,
Nereyda Urbina, Marisol
Membreño, and Jackarelis
Torrez).

2019
Days for Girls and Care for
Kids health projects launched.
Accessible entryway, bathroom
added to library. Water tank
provides constant access
to running water and small
classroom annexed to 2nd floor
(Wyomissing Foundation).
Planting Hope hosts cultural
exchange events in VT schools.

Planting Hope moves
Solidarity Craft Fair
to an outdoor venue
in response to the
pandemic.

Lessons in Uncertainty &
Resilience from Nicaragua
Dear Planting Hope Friend,

I

n the current era of uncertainty in
which we find ourselves, we look for
wisdom in the lessons garnered in
Nicaragua: Change and progress take
time, so just take it one step at a time;
There are no guarantees that things will
go as planned, so keep a Plan B handy;
Count on the people around you.

their wells of hope and faith that things
will work out, and tell me, “seguimos perseverando” — we continue to persevere.

Planting Hope has grown from that
resilience for the past 20 years, overcoming obstacles to build a thriving program
whose ripple effect has spread far and
wide. Former Nicaraguan students have
become staff and their children now
attend the library; Teenage delegation
The past few years have been a challenge
participants have grown up and now conto carry out our work in Nicaragua, to
tribute to Planting Hope; Board memsay the least. Political unrest and viobers’ daughters have organized delegalence in 2018 forced us to cancel service
tions; Corporate executives have stayed
learning trips, our main source of revenue, in San Ramon with homestay families;
and to move with caution in our daily
Our annual craft fair moved outdoors
work. As we prepared to re-open our
and pulled in a large crowd of supportservice trips in April 2020, the Covid-19 ers even on a rainy fall day. Meanwhile,
pandemic hit and we were forced to
thousands of Nicaraguan kids have
cancel and change our operations to keep benefitted from new methods of learning,
staff and students safe.
reading for pleasure, computer, art, dance,
and English classes, meeting people
These are perhaps the most uncertain
from other cultures in their own comtimes in Planting Hope’s history. On
munities and have come out with a new
top of the pandemic, national elections
vision of their own potential. Hundreds
were recently held in Nicaragua and
of North Americans have spent time in
international non-profits continue to face
Nicaragua, immersed in the culture or
scrutiny and pressures from the governthey’ve experienced that culture through
ment. We are doing everything in our
Nicaraguans visiting Vermont. When
power to continue to operate La Chispa
one funding source left the scene, other
Library and its outreach programs even
funders who had direct experience with
as government agencies restrict our presPlanting Hope filled the gap. When Coence in Nicaragua, including our ability
vid shut down in-person activities at the
to collaborate with public schools and to
library, staff organized and implemented
legally operate as a non-profit there.
mask-making, distribution and education campaigns. Throughout the ups and
We are sitting with this uncertainty and
taking it day by day, inventing and relying downs, the full years and the lean ones,
the momentum that has kept things
on Plans F, G, H and beyond, in which
moving forward despite the stumbling
we do whatever possible to continue to
make a difference, in spite of how hard it blocks and setbacks has come from the
is. Our staff and students and board look wide, dispersed and diverse community
to each other and to you, our supporters, that has been touched by this project.
Thank you for being part of our resilient
to nurture our resilience. We are all in
community.
this together.
In your own moments of despair, take
heart in the example of our Nicaraguan
staff. After each obstacle they face,
armed with an almost innate resilience
amidst the unknown, they dig deep into

For whatever role you’ve played, we
appreciate your part in Planting Hope’s
20-year history of changing the picture
of education one student and community
at a time in Nicaragua. We hope you

Top, Planting Hope’s Nicaraguan staff gather on
the steps of La Chispa Library at the close of this
school year. Above, Paul (sitting at left) and Beth
(center front in pink) during Planting Hope’s
2002 construction delegation. Standing is Sonia
Castro, La Chispa Library’s first director; far
right, Sara Henderson, who served as treasurer.

will continue to support us as we bring
creativity and resiliency during these
unknown times, taking one day at a time.
Gratefully,

Beth Merrill, Executive Director 		
Paul Angell, Treasurer

Thank You, 2020–21 Donors
This list has been compiled with care based on donations made in our last fiscal year (October 1, 2020–September 30, 2021). If your name has been omitted
or listed incorrectly, we apologize and ask that you let us know so we can correct our records.
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Donna Jerry
Michael Katzenberg and
Linda Prescott
Elizabeth Kellogg Lackey
Keurig Dr Pepper
Employer Match
Karen Klotz and
Jerry Schneider
Sierra Klotz
Kathleen Klumpp
Jane and Paul Knight

Planting Hope
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Thanks to the Rogers Rotary in Minnesota for helping
us upgrade La Chispa Library's computer lab this year.
Mildred Rose
Kate Ross and Larry Becker
Heidi Sanders
Karen & Richard Saudek
Brigitte Savard and
Timo Bradley
Ed Sbardellati and
Clare McFadden
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Planting Hope, Inc.
PO Box 56
Montpelier, VT 05601

802-778-0344
plantinghope.org

Original artwork
for logos. Above left,
current tree logo by
Marie Hoyniak and
community members,
adapted by Dylan
Treadwell. Far
left, woodcut-style
logo Kirk Fernald.
Top left, black and
white logo by Israel
Urbina. Bottom left,
Biblioteca logo by
Jose “Ochi” Arauz.

Marisol Remembers
Glenda Marisol Membreño Guardado
grew up and lives next to La Chispa
Library. She is the director of programs at
La Chispa Library and teaches biology at a
public high school on Saturdays.

S

ince 2003, I have been participating
in the activities at Biblioteca la
Chispa. My first experience was
as an English student at night with
Beth. I was in my third year of high
school and being able to study another
language, and see how the library helped
all students — young people and also
adults — inspired me to be a volunteer
and then work as a scholarship student,
tutoring children who visited the library.
In 2010, with a 2-year-old daughter,
I began to work for the organization.

I managed to complete my degree in
Biology in 2014, and thanks to Planting Hope’s support, I obtained my title
as a teacher. I have also participated in
cultural exchanges between the United
States and Nicaragua.
Nowadays my daughter is a student in
La Chispa Library’s English class. She
and so many children have the opportunity to grow and develop their creativity
through the classes and activities offered.
For the La Chispa neighborhood, the
library is a landmark for kids from the
6 surrounding schools. Children, youth
and adults express that through the library’s offerings, many have managed to
obtain knowledge for their studies and
also for their lives.

Above, teenage
Marisol serves
enchiladas at
the library.
Left, Marisol
and her
daughter
Liz Keysi at
La Chispa
Library.

