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LIKE Chile, El Salvador’s
location alongside the
notorious Pacific Ring of Fire

means it has always been
vulnerable to the devastating
effects of major earthquakes.

Soon after my return from the
smallest and most densely
populated country in central
America, images of the havoc
wreaked in Chile by the world’s
biggest earthquake since the 2004
tsunami provided a salient
reminder of the damage caused by
such a disaster.

So did the Haiti Appeal collection
boxes at Houston airport as I waited
for my connecting flight to San
Salvador with the SALCET team,
an eclectic group of ten led by my
father-in-law, Dr Chris Jagger.

SALCET has been visiting El
Salvador since February 2001
when Dr Jagger, a retired GP, and
Woking FC physiotherapist Steve
Snelling – who will be in Eastleigh’s
away dugout on Easter Monday –
helped with the relief effort after an
earthquake measuring 7.7 on the
Richter scale killed hundreds and
injured thousands.

While travelling to treat victims a
month after the initial disaster, a
second major earthquake made
the duo’s presence invaluable.
They returned the following year
and since then have been joined
by my wife Natalie and mother-in-
law Maggie, who have provided
nursing skills and prescribed
reading glasses at the clinics held
during SALCET’s last eight visits.

Physiotherapist Catherine Roux,

a respiratory, neurology and
orthopaedic specialist, joined
SALCET last year and on this trip
four leading endoscopists treated
patients and delivered state-of-the-
art equipment worth around
£25,000, donated by Pentax, to
grateful El Salvadorian doctors.

Their training of staff at two
hospitals in the capital city was the
lead story in the El Diario Co
Latino, while the impounding of
medicines and endoscopes by
customs upon our arrival at San
Salvador Airport was front page
news in another national
newspaper, La Prensa Grafica,
coverage which helped ensure the
release of the equipment a few
days later.

Meanwhile, I provided what
assistance I could at the clinics
SALCET held at projects run by
the Christian children’s charity
Compassion, in and around San
Salvador.

SALCET has forged particularly
strong links with the people of San
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Carlos, a shanty town on the
outskirts of the capital city
where sewage runs freely and
homes are made of
corrugated iron, since its first
visit nine years ago.

It was here at the beginning of
our trip that the SALCET team
were guests of honour at the
opening of an earthquake-proof
community building funded by
the charity and built by grateful
locals. After an opening
ceremony including both
national anthems and the
collapse of my plastic chair (the
El Salvadorians are a diminutive
race), the celebrations were
completed by a football match
between San Carlos’s two
teams, both in kit donated by
SALCET, coincidentally on the
ninth anniversary of the
earthquake the charity
experienced on its first visit.

Littered with glass and rubble,
the pitch – which was used as
a field hospital in the aftermath
of the 2001 earthquakes –
made me grateful for the green
grass of home.

During our time in San
Carlos, SALCET treated its
first gunshot wound, the victim
having been caught up in
crossfire between two of San
Salvador’s most notorious
gangs.

Although mostly based in
San Salvador during its annual
trips, SALCET also spends a
weekend providing support for
junior American doctors at a

remote clinic in stunning
Estancia in the north east
province of Morazan, where
the scars left by the 1980-92
civil war are still fresh.

Here, a hazardous four-hour
drive north east of the
Americanised capital, the
mountains are inhabited by the
country’s indigenous Indian
people towards Honduras,
against whom a World Cup
qualifying match once sparked
a war.

Without the en suite facilities
at our San Salvador hotel, a
swim in the nearby Torola river
provided the daily ablutions as
well as respite from the
intense heat. It was also here
that the Salvadorian cuisine –
tortillas, pupusas, refried
beans, etc – was at its finest.

Word of mouth ensured
patients travelled from far and
wide to attend the clinic. One
elderly woman walked for five
hours across the unforgiving
terrain before leaving happy with
a pair of free reading glasses.

Working outside a hospital
environment for the first time,
the endoscopy team – Dr
Michelle Gallagher, nurse
practitioners Geoff and Di
MacLeod and Lesley Andrews
– treated several patients with
problems relating to poor
sanitation and polluted water
before donating the rest of
their equipment to a needy
hospital in San Miguel, the
nearest city.
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Nine years after El
Salvador’s last major
earthquake, SIMON

WALTER spent a fortnight
working with SALCET, the

Salvadorian Children’s
Earthquake Trust
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