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L ike most people, I am horrified at the crisis taking 
place at our southern border. Every day, more news 
shouts out the barbarian treatment the asylum seek-
ers are subjected to in detention. It seems no one is 

spared – mothers with children, pregnant women, young 
teens, and fathers traveling with children. 

Thousands fill detention centers, and hundreds are 
released daily when it has been determined that a sponsor 
in the United States will be responsible for transportation 
and support. Migrants must now wait for their day in court 
to determine if they will be able to stay in the United States. 
If a judge feels there is not a strong enough case for fleeing 
their own country (credible fear), then they are returned. 
These court days are 2 to 3 years away. 

In El Paso detainees are released to shelters, most likely 
one of the many supported by Annunciation House. Rubin 
Garcia, founder and director of Annunciation House, has 
been instrumental in sheltering migrants for over 40 years. 
He operates numerous shelter sites in El Paso, as well as tem-
porary hotel placements. His job is a never-ending search for 
space, donations, and volunteers. ‘No one will sleep on the 
streets’ seems to be his mantra. 

In May, along with three amazing friends, Catherine St. 
James, Janine Bruton, and Catherine Maas, I spent 2 weeks 
at the Romero House in El Paso as a volunteer. We applied 
through the Unitarian Universalist College for Social Justice 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Their work is closely aligned 
with Annunciation House. As volunteers, we were responsi-
ble for our own transportation, room and board, and car 
rental. We were assigned the 2:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. shift. 
Our AirBnB was 10 minutes away. Our routine was set! 

When I hear the devastating news about the detention 
centers and remember the stories I heard while there, I am 
reminded of the compassion, kindness, dedication, and 
strength of every single person I worked alongside of in this 
shelter. We were all there to care for and ensure these refugee 
families received food, clothes, bedding, and hygiene sup-

plies. The Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and 
Border Patrol buses would bring the families. A volunteer 
welcomed everyone to the shelter, emphasizing that they 
were not at a detention center. Then everyone working in 
the shelter sprang into action. Spanish-speaking volunteers 
did the intake and made arrangements for travel. The rest of 
us were runners helping with feeding and handing out sup-
plies.  

All detainees arrive without any shoelaces, even the 
smallest child. They were taken away by ICE. So when a box 
of new laces was put on a table, there was always an imme-
diate rush. Having laces in your shoes returns a bit of lost 
dignity. Many people had their cell phones, immunization 
records, other papers, and medication taken away. I spoke 
with a pregnant woman whose prenatal vitamins were con-
fiscated. Many were in need of medical assessment and care, 
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Note: My wonderful travel companions! Pictured (back row, 
left to right) Jo Maas and Cate Maas; (bottom row, left to right) 
Catherine St. James and  Janine Bruton.



214                                                                                    PEDIATRIC NURSING/September-October 2019/Vol. 45/No. 5

especially with respiratory infections. A room served as a 
basic clinic. On hand were shelves of donated over-the-
counter medicine for colds, flu, diarrhea, and multiple other 
medical issues. A local doctor was available for phone calls, 
advice, and perhaps a visit to the shelter. At times, adults 
and children were so sick that a trip to an emergency room 
was required. I often worked in the clinic using Google 
Translator to help communicate, which worked pretty well.  

The needs of the shelter were endless. There was non-stop 
laundry to keep sheets and towels available, shopping trips to 
Walmart for the cheapest bread available, diapers at Costco, 
and daily trips to bus stations or the airport to send families 
on their way. Each traveler was given a bag with peanut butter 
and jelly sandwiches, water, and snacks. Occasionally fresh 
fruit was available. It all depended on current food donations. 
Making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches was an endless 
task! It was everyone’s job to keep up a constant supply. This 
was an ongoing group effort; when you had a bit of time, it 
was off to the ‘P and J room.’  

At such times,  you worked side by side with other volun-
teers and learned a little about each other. During our stay, 
we worked with folks from all over the country, former 
members of the Peace Corps, religious-affiliated groups, 
teachers on break, college students, and people like us who 
just wanted to help in any way. Our days were full and our 
experiences many.  

Migrants were confused and arrived frightened. It was a 
relief to see some of the fear fall away while at the Romero 
House; however, their journey was not finished. There still 
was travel to unknown places. Many had never been on an 
airplane or on bus trips that would require multiple trans-
fers. Most had no money. Their fate of remaining in the 
United States was years away. To me, these are extraordinar-
ily courageous and determined people looking for a chance 
to bring stability and peace to their families. There is no par-
allel in my life to their experiences. 

Most had left behind escalating economic and physical 
violence with corrupt governments offering no protection. 
Central America has throughout the past decades suffered 
because of multiple interventions by the United States. We 
often fail to connect the dots of U.S.-backed military coups, 
corporate takeover of lands, and a CAFTA free trade agree-
ment that benefits primarily the United States. Drug cartels 
thrive and gangs proliferate. These migrants have much to 
flee from. 

Volunteers are the life-core of the Annunciation House 
network of shelters. Monetary donations keep the shelters 
supplied and rental fees paid. Contributions can be made 
online to annunciationhouse.org/financial-donations or 
mailed to Annunciation House, 815 Myrtle Ave. El Paso, 
Texas, 79901. 

Notes: Top left — Romero House Shelter (where we worked); middle left — laundry area; bottom left — clean packs 
of sheets, towels, and hygiene supplies given to each new arrival. Right — shelves of donated clinic supplies.


