
Rural Work Retreat 1
The weekend of September 7-9 was our 
students’ first rural work retreat of the 
semester.  We returned to a community 
called La Solapa, located near the town of 
Rio Grande, to begin a new project, phase 
one of an aqueduct system.

When we arrived on Friday, the group was 
welcomed at the central community kiosk.  
Community leaders introduced themselves 
from the various local committees that 
they represented, such as agriculture, 
sustainability, and water.  Quickly students 

continued on page 2

As always, there was lots of 
excitement combined with both 
nervous and joyous smiles when the 
newly arrived students for fall 
semester 2012´s Liberal Arts 
program at PUCMM in Santiago de 
los Caballeros met their host families 
on Monday, August 20th… but by the 
next morning, most were happily 
chatting about their warm 
acceptance.  We spent the first day of 
orientation up in the mountains of 
Jarabacoa at Rancho Baigüate, 
where half a dozen of PUCMM´s 
Estudiantes de Apoyo (a volunteer 
support group) and Director of 
International Students met us.  
Throughout the morning and early 
afternoon--with a lunch break to 
enjoy some delicious Dominican 
foods--students learned how to keep 
safe and healthy in the Caribbean 
tropics, some basics about combating 
culture shock, cultural differences 
between Dominicans and U.S. 
Americans, and how to develop good 
relationships with their host families.  
Afterwards, students enjoyed 
frolicking in the swimming pool and 

with the ranch´s playground 
equipment.

Throughout the week of orientation, 
students got to exchange U.S. dollars 
for pesos, buy cell phones, climb up 
the steps of the Monument to the 
Heroes of the Restoration, and know 
firsthand the City of Santiago, how to 
use public transportation, dance the 
basic steps of merengue, bachata, 
and salsa…  and so much more!  

There were three more sessions on 
cultural adaptation, an in-depth 
overview of the classes available this 
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Dance Class during orientation week

La Solapa is nestled in the hills



could see that although they are rural folk, they are very 
organized in La Solapa!  

Then we hiked through the thick forest to the work site, 
located nearly one kilometer away on a nearby mountain.  
Passing along a dirt path, we came to where water, which 
would soon be directed into an aqueduct, flows from natural 
springs.   Next, local residents took the students on a tour 
of the community.  Students saw the local cash crop, 
organic cacao, growing from the trees along the main road.  
One of the community members broke open the gourd-like 
fruit and gave students a chance to try the surprisingly 
sour beans from which chocolate is made.  After the tour, 
students were introduced to their weekend housing 
arrangements, all of them staying in fairly austere 
conditions with locals.  Once they had dropped off their 
bags and met their rural host families, we reunited for a 
group dinner of boiled yuca (cassava) and eggs, topped 
with onions.   Students polished off their hearty country 
meal with sweet, freshly squeezes mandarin juice that had 
just a touch of vanilla.  That evening some students played 
cards and dominoes in the fresh mountain air, while others 
joined the locals dancing to bachata and merengue in the 
kiosk next to the town’s local colmado (general store).

On Saturday we set off early in the morning to join the 
community members on the construction of the aqueduct.  
Arriving at the work site, we quickly realized what a 
momentous undertaking it was.  Local men hauled large 
stones on the backs of donkeys, younger boys carried as 
many as they could by hand.  We worked with three Peace 
Corps Volunteers who came with expertise in water 
projects from nearby towns.  Two were water engineers 
and explained the aqueduct plan with town leaders:   We 

had to haul in enough stones to cover the area where four 
mountain springs flowed from the hillside.  On top of the 
stonework would be a thick layer of cement to ensure that 
no pollutants would enter the spring water before it 
reached the reservoir.  The twelve students, along with 
over a dozen local men and children, labored all morning 
hauling stones and mixing cement.  By midday we had 
reconstructed a large portion of the hillside, now fortified 
with a 2-3 foot layer of stones.  Before reaching the point of 
exhaustion, we happily broke for a community lunch 
prepared in the house nearest the hillside where we 
worked.  In the afternoon, the work came together rapidly, 
as the locals and the students collaborated to lay cement 
and prep the toma (small reservoir) for use.  By 
midafternoon, 95% of the hard labor had been completed. 
The finishing touches were left to the expertise of the Peace 
Corps engineers. That night we were treated to another 
very Dominican dinner called asapao de arenque (smoked 
herring soupy-rice).   It was a hearty meal after a hard 
day’s work.

 
Sunday morning, we awoke to confirmation that phase one 
of the project was successfully completed! Since we had 
finished work half a day early, many students  decided to 
explore a nearby ecotouristic destination called Los 27 
Charcos  de Damajagua (27 waterfalls).  The group spent 
the morning swimming up the waterfalls and jumping back 
down them.  When they arrived back at midday, they were 
greeted with another famous Dominican dish, sancocho, a 
stew of many tuberous vegetables mixed with meat.   It was 
a delicious goodbye meal in the La Solapa countryside.  As 
we packed up the bus, the generous locals expressed their 
gratitude by giving us bags of citrus fruits and mangos to 
take back to Santiago. 

Want to see more? Check out our student journals online in our blog: http://study-santiago-dr-la.ciee.org

La Solapa’s Community Center

Work in progress moving rocks

The group 
climbs up the 
waterfalls at 
Damajagua
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Our students standing proudly by their finished work
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International Rally with PUCMM’s 
Estudiantes de Apoyo

Our students don’t take classes on the weekends (or Fridays 
either for that matter), but nearly half showed up to campus 
on Saturday, September 15th to participate in an event 
organized by PUCMM’s Office of International Students. Trip 
organizers described the day as an Olympic relay race with 
the goal of having fun and introducing international students 
to one another.  Teams were divided, including students from 
Haiti, Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, the U.S.A., as well as 
other nations.  Group by group set off to race around the 
campus, stopping along the way to complete various 
challenges.  CIEE student Alex Hall described the blur of 
activities on our blog:

“With my teammates cheering from the side, I was 
really feeling the adrenaline… I can remember 
running up several hills, completing a three-legged 
walk with a teammate, and attempting to find shade 
anywhere possible. It was nice to be surrounded by 
so many other competitive people during the rally.”

fall and how former students had ranked them, Ryan´s 
presentation explaining all of the extra-curricular CIEE 
activities planned for the semester, a tour of the campus, 
and a day trip to the Capital, where students had an 
historical walking tour of the Colonial Zone and visited the 
ruins of an early sugarcane plantation.  

Of course, orientation also covers those “must do” things 
like taking language-level exams and registering for 
classes.  Wednesday, August 29th was a free day, and the 
following day classes began at PUCMM.

CoPay #1 Playa Ensenada & 
Cayo Arena

 Every semester students vote on which two from a list of 
20 or so different Co-Pay Trips they´d like to make—these 
trips are to places of historical, ecological, or cultural 
interest that are nearly impossible to get to without 
private transportation.  CIEE pays for the transportation 
and any guide or entrance fees, and students bring or buy 
their own food and beverages.  For the first Co-Pay Trip this 
semester—for which we also invite the Estudiantes de 
Apoyo and PUCMM professors who work with our students
—the students chose Playa Ensenada and Cayo Arena.  In 
an isolated region of the northwestern coast, this beach, 
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Alex (bottom left) and her team celebrate their victory

The group in front of ruins in Santo Domingo’s colonial zone

where you rarely find any tourists, is ringed by mangrove 
swamps that are home to protected manatees and the 
occasional school of dolphins.  

The boat ride to snorkel off Cayo Arena—a small, reef-
encircled strip of sand that rises (barely) above the waves
—costs extra, but more than half of the students chose to 
snorkel there and were glad that they did, for it is an 
amazing experience.

Orientation activities with Estudiantes de Apoyo

A relaxing day at the beach
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Speed Friendship
Every semester students are given various structured 
opportunities to meet locals.  One of these activities is held 
with the intent of sharing English skills in exchange for 
Spanish lessons.   On September 27th nearly 40 students 
met in the PUCMM Student Center to participate in Speed 
Friendship, organized by the Department of Applied 
Linguistics and CIEE.  Our foreign students had a blast 
practicing their Spanish with Dominican students, while the 
local English learners honed their language skills with CIEE 
students.  At the end of the event, they exchanged contact 
information in order to follow up and continue meeting their 
new language partners on a regular basis. 

REFRESHING!  Three-day Excursion to 
the Valley of Constanza (September 
28-30)

August in the Dominican Republic is hot, and September is 
even hotter.  Temperatures in the low to mid-90s with high 
humidity feel good for a change, but after five solid weeks of 
it, students who are accustomed to North American 
autumns are ready for the cool mountain nights and 
mornings in Constanza, the highest altitude city in the 
Caribbean.  

You know you´re no longer in Santiago when you climb up, 
up, up the narrow serpentine road, with misty views of the 
Cibao Valley far below.  The bus climbs one last ridge and we 
are surrounded by myriad cloud-wrapped peaks that 
include Pico Duarte, which at 5,000 feet is the tallest 
mountain in the Caribbean.  Then we descend a bit into a 
circular green valley that is also surrounded by mountain 
peaks—the Valley of Constanza, formed millions of years ago 
by a giant meteor strike.  Most of the valley´s color in late 
September comes from uncountable row after row of giant 
blue-green cabbages that spread upwards from the valley 
floor.  We stay at the Alto Cerro (“High Land”) Hotel and 
students have the option on Friday afternoon of doing the 
same steep hike as revolutionaries fleeing Trujillo´s troops 
used in the 1950s or of touring one of the largest flower 
plantations in the country and exploring the ruins of the 
Nuevo Suizo Hotel, a once-deluxe hideout for Trujillo, his 
generals, and their mistresses. 

 

Saturday we awake with our breath visible in the cool 
mountain air.  How refreshing!  After a delicious buffet 
breakfast, we all take another mountain ride, this time up 
into the green pine forest surrounding Aguas Blancas, the 
highest waterfall in the Caribbean.  (Yes, this whole 
weekend is filled with record heights!)  Some of the 
students are intrepid enough to brave swimming in the c-c-
cold waters swirling beneath the falls.  

The gorgeous view from Hotel Alto Cerro

A brave student leaps into the chilly waters below the falls

The group finished the historic hike high up in the hills of Constanza

Preparing to meet their new language partners



That night, there´s a BBQ and bonfire with some-mores….  
Sunday is a free day that starts out with aerobic exercises 
at 7:00am (!!!), another buffet breakfast, and a choice of 
mountain biking, horseback riding, or a ride to the town´s 
flee market—unfortunately, we found out that it´s only open 
every other Sunday, and it wasn´t open that day, but we did 
get to visit the vegetable market and city park….  It´s back 
to the heat of the lowlands after lunch, but somehow it 
seems easier to take after a refreshing weekend in the 
mountains

LIVING HISTORY!  HERMANAS MIRABAL 
MUSEUM AND INTERVIEW WITH DEDE 
MIRABAL (October 12)

The Mirabal sisters are Dominican heroines.  Known locally 
as “The Butterflies,” they lived during the time of Trujillo’s 
regime, and during the 1950’s, they became involved in the 
movement to remove the dictator from power and restore 
freedom in the country.  They, along with their husbands, 
were punished in prison for their rebellion, and were 
assassinated in 1960, leaving behind their children and one 
of the four sisters.  While they did not live to see Trujillo 
ousted from power, many regard their deaths as the final 
straw that led to Trujillo’s own assassination just six 
months later. 

On October 12th, CIEE’s students visited the museum 
dedicated to their memory, located just outside the town of 
Salcedo.  The building itself is the Mirabal’s second home, 
where they resided in their early adulthood.  It remains 
eerily intact more than 50 years since their passing, with 
artifacts such as sculptures, fine china, and family portraits 
adorning the walls.  One of the glass cases even contains a 
blood-stained cloth that was recovered from the scene of 
their assassination, a stark reminder of oppressive times 
under the dictatorship.  

Our students arrived at the museum to a flurry of youthful 
activity.  The date of our visit corresponded with Día de la 
Raza, and an entire elementary school came to visit the 
museum, too. Once the children left, our students were 
guided on a tour of the premises.  After the tour, we 

customarily take students to visit Dedé Mirabal—the last 
surviving sister—in the Mirabal’s original home nearby; 
however, this day, to our surprise, she showed up at the 
museum.  

At nearly 87 years old, she exuberantly accepted our 
request to speak with her about her and her sisters´ lives.  
Students also asked her questions about how Dedé raised 
her sisters´ children.  She was very quick witted, joking 
that one of her best successes was that “only two out of the 
nine children ended up in politics.” Our visit with her was 
the highlight of the day. 

Please do not hesitate to contact us if we can help you in any way 
whatsoever. We’re available by office phone, fax, e-mail, or cell phone for 
emergency calls.  Office: (809) 580-1962 Ext. 4449 
Fax: (809) 971-0321.  Office hours are Monday-Friday 8:30am to 12:30pm 
and 2:30-5:00pm

Dr. Lynne Guitar (Ph.D.), Resident Director 
LGuitar@ciee.org Cell phone: (809) 481-4656
Ryan Bowen Resident Coordinator 
RBowen@ciee.org Cell phone: (809) 399-9186 
Melba González, Program Assistant 
MGonzalez@pucmmsti.edu.do Cell phone: (809) 668-9651
Mibra Díaz, Intern 
MibraDiaz18@gmail.com Cell phone: (809) 610-2671
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Staff photo, left to right: Lynne, Mibra, Ryan, and Melba

Holly, Lilja, Stephanie and Kaitlin overlooking the agricultural valley 

Dede Mirabal (far left) gladly fields questions from students
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