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Round Rock firefighters lend helping hand to Nuevo Laredo orphans

By MISTIE HOUSEHOLTER
Leader Staff

The homemade meal of spaghetti, corn and garlic bread Round Rock firefighter Bruce Allamon cooked for orphans in Nuevo Laredo with money donated by the Round Rock Association of Professional Firefighters was likely the first hot meal the children had eaten in awhile.
Allamon used the remainder of the $300 collection to purchase 15 days worth of food and to pay for one electric bill for Casa Hogar Elim in Nuevo Laredo.


“It was a very humbling experience for me to go down there and to look at these children’s eyes, and to see the excitement they had when we were unloading all the food out of the car was unbelievable,” said Allamon, a driver at Fire Station No. 6.  Allamon and his wife Dana visited two orphanages during their weekend trip in early September accompanied by Austin resident Peggy Gerke. Mrs. Allamon read a story about Gerke in a local newspaper in August and contacted her about offering assistance.


Gerke has visited hundreds of orphans in four Nuevo Laredo orphanages monthly for six years.
A one-year stint volunteering at an orphanage in Guatemala in the 1990s inspired Gerke to provide the same service closer to her Texas home.  “Coming back from a place like that you’re changed. I wanted to share that with oathers and I couldn’t go back to Guatemala, so I found there were homes in Nuevo Laredo and it was much closer,” she said.


The orphanages in Nuevo Laredo depend solely on donations to operate, but have received fewer donations in recent years due to concerns about violence keeping tourists and nearby residents out of the border city.  “They’re dependent upon missions, groups, families from Laredo and tourists coming across to bring them things, but people aren’t coming across,” Gerke said.
I’ve been going every two weekends and each time I go, there is barely enough food to get them through the next day,” she added.


The U.S. Department of State warns tourists traveling to Nuevo Laredo and certain other Mexican cities to be on extreme alert and to only travel to legitimate businesses and tourist areas during the day.  “In recent months, the worst violence has been centered in the city of Nuevo Laredo in the Mexican state of Tamaulipas, where more than 45 U.S. citizens were kidnapped and/or murdered between August 2004 and July 2005,” a passage on the state department Web site said.


Without donations, funding from the Mexican government or support of social service agencies, the orphans suffer, Gerke said.  “Even though they’re in Mexico, they’re still within four hours driving distance, and there’s no major push to send aid to them. The Mexican government is not sending aid to them and they have bills to pay too,” she said.  The majority of the children in the orphanages have been abused, neglected or abandoned. 


The population of poor children has also risen as a result of Mexican families migrating to border towns with hopes of crossing into America despite stricter immigration laws following 9/11, Gerke said.  “When they reach the border, they soon realize there are no jobs, no place to live and it causes lots of problems for the family. The family becomes divided,” she said.  

Allamon said the children who met him at his vehicle to help him unload supplies during his trip in September were willing to lend a helping hand.  “These kids were glad to do anything we asked of them. It was a wonderful experience to go down there and to see the kids and how well they develop in an area and in a society in which they’re more or less left behind.”
For more information about Gerke’s efforts in Nuevo Laredo, she can be reached at 442-6026 or by e-mailing peggygerke@yahoo.com .
