Lara-Clare Bourdeaux in Paraguay

I am writing to you all from a cold and rainy Asuncion, following a recent turn in the weather to a wet and windy average of about 15° c, which the Paraguayans would call winter. Trench coat and scarf – donned Paraguayans make it look colder than it actually is though. The last month has been one full of celebrations of many kinds. Celebrating anything and everything takes much precedence in Paraguayan culture, with the most recent festivities being Mothers' Day, Teachers' Day and Independence Day. Teachers' Day meant not much work and an awful lot of food, with a celebratory breakfast and lunch, as well as receiving gifts from the school such as a raincoat and scarf. Without these I would not survive the winter here as I came completely unprepared! Mothers' Day, last weekend, was celebrated entirely differently however. The tendency here, especially with birthdays, is to celebrate at midnight the previous night. A big group of us therefore decided to see in "el día de la madre" by driving round Asuncion in a minibus stopping at various church members' houses to serenade the mothers of the household outside their windows. The idea was to awaken them from their slumber with sweet singing of "felicidades" accompanied by classical Paraguayan guitar, but how sweet it sounded I'm not sure! We then presented each delighted (on the most part) mother with a white rose. An unusual but memorable way to celebrate! 

At school, Independence Day also had a celebratory feel. A patriotic tribute to Paraguay was put together for all to watch, which included the singing of the Paraguayan national anthem. This melodious hymn is a mandatory part of the Monday and Friday morning school assemblies. The purpose of these assemblies is to draw students together during a short time of reflection on Biblical principles and how they can be applied to life. This is a valuable part of student life at San Andrés, especially in the recent exam periods when sometimes students need to see the bigger perspective. Exams have meant extra preparation and marking for me, and the occasional invigilation- all to add to the list of experiences I never expected I would encounter during my year abroad! 

Next on that list would be when I found myself helping to lead a survival camp into the depths of the Paraguayan countryside. Seventeen first years, three other teachers and I headed off, laden with backpacks and sleeping bags, on a long hike into the beautiful wild. A few hours, many cactus- induced scratches and ant bites later, we arrived at the top of a steep and sweaty ascent. We pitched camp on the plateau of volcanic rock that formed the top of the hill and admired the scenic sunset over the nearby town of Caacupé. Pitching camp for the students, however, meant simply a sleeping bag under the stars, since a tent was apparently not essential to 'survival'. Tentless, I followed suit and slept under a full moon, despite the cold. Our return trek started early the next morning, and on finally reaching base camp we rewarded ourselves by preparing a big BBQ. 


A recent highlight outside school was the "Youth Encounter in the Spirit" weekend I participated in. It was an encouraging weekend of fun, meeting new people, and reflection on the many good things we are blessed with in life. Run by members of the church I attend here, one of its aims is to remind the invitees how much God has blessed them in their daily lives within an open, relaxed and accessible atmosphere. 

A couple of weeks ago I was invited to a reception at the Sheraton Hotel to celebrate the anniversary of the European Union. During my parents' time here we had met the Ambassador of the EU to Paraguay and his family on our travels. Therefore I was invited along to the event as the only British representative, since there is no British embassy or consulate here and the EU ambassador has not made many British acquaintances. It was a very interesting, pleasant and formal occasion which provided me with a glimpse of how the diplomats of Asunción let their hair down! Apparently the photographs that the official photographers took of us at the event were in three different daily newspapers the next day! 

Evidently it has been a busy month, filled with all the above and much more, such as a very impressive fashion show organised by our second years. Held in the grounds of a colonial mansion- turned- nightclub, the event attracted crowds flocking to see Paraguay's latest styles and lots of money was raised. All the models were picked from local school kids of all different ages, San Andrés being well represented of course. My after- school hours have partly been spent teaching an ex-pupil, refreshing her English skills before a trip to Europe. I enjoy the challenge of having to prepare one- to- one classes and it is nice to have a student keener than those currently at school! We get on really well and therefore our conversation classes have been known to involve going for coffee and a trip to the spa. 

I am becoming aware of how little time I have got left in Paraguay, but hope to send you another email before I leave in July. I look forward to hearing some of your news too.

Love,
Lara 

