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December 2008 – San Juan, Puerto Rico 
 
Dear Family & Friends: 
 
We would like to wish you nothing but the best for 2009, but most of all good health.  
This letter finds us in Puerto Rico having spent Christmas and New Year with our 
families.  We are thankful everybody is doing great and pray that we will be able to spend 
many more Navidades like this with all of them.   
 
This year has brought us many wonderful moments, the most important one, Johann’s 
graduation from UF-Gainesville on 12/20.  We are the proudest parents alive and to have 
been there for this unique event, was simply spectacular.  Johann finished a BS in 
zoology and botany with an excellent GPA and has been applying to different graduate 
schools so that he can start in the fall of 2009.  In the meantime, he will be going to Costa 
Rica for 6 months to do an internship with the Univ. of Georgia in Tropical Ecology 
Studies in the Monteverde Rain Forest, the same school he did an internship with 2 years 
ago and also at Monteverde.  Also, this is his top choice for graduate school in the field of 
environmental studies and ecology.  He has applied there and was invited in January to 
go to an interview and orientation, all expenses paid.  We are ecstatic and extremely 
proud – we couldn’t ask for more.  Johann already has his path traced and looks forward 

to an exciting future, one that will help him contribute 
to the improvement of the environment we live in. 
 
Sahid is doing great.  Of course he misses El Salvador 
extremely; it was hard for him to come back after the 
great experience and many friends he made there.  
While there, he was also able to do his confirmation at 
the San Benito church in San Benito.   His god parents 
were Pedro’s parents great friends when they 
themselves 
lived in El 
Salvador 
during the 
80’s, Enzo 
and Gracia 
Maria 

Gianmattei. It was a beautiful service and an 
unforgettable event indeed.  Amongst the 
boys other accomplishments was getting 
certified in scuba diving last summer.   Johann 
also did some volunteer work with a non-
profit organization during the summer doing bird demographics.  This assignment took 
him through different states, North Carolina, Maryland, Indiana and Kansas.  He traveled 
by road and was marveled and the gorgeous country side he saw as well as the flora and 
fauna.   
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With Pedro and Sahid living in El Salvador through July 2008, I traveled one more time 
in May for mother’s day and again in July for Sahid’s confirmation.  While there in May 
we took a trip through the “Volcano Route”.  This route took us through several 
volcanoes as well as Lake Coatepeque, a lake in a former volcano crater.  It has a surface 
of 24.8 kms and 740 meters above sea level.  The lake was formed after the collapse of 
the suumits of a group of volcanoes thousands of years ago. We then went to Cerro 
Verde, a national park atop an old volcano that is inactive.  It has a large forest area with 
hiking trails, one of which we took inside the crater.  Cerro Verde last erupted 
approximately 2500 years ago. On the top of its crater there is one of the few cloud 
forests in the country, located at 2030 meters above 
sea level.  We walked through the crater on the path 
known as "una ventana a la naturaleza" or, a 
window to nature, a 45 minute hike, which is now a 
very dense forest as the entire volcano is - 
absolutely spectacular.  The vegetation was so 
dense at times it got quite gloomy, some trees are 
more than 300 years old and reach amazing 
heights.  The amount of birds you hear is 
unbelievable, unfortunately, not being a bird expert 
and therefore not having the correct equipment, I 
didn’t get to see any.  Vocal Izalco (on the right) is 
the youngest volcano in El Salvador. Izalco was born from a sulfur vent arising from the 
ground in the year 1770 (from nothing) and kept constant activity until 1967 when it 
literally suddenly stopped erupting. It is 1870 meters high.  It 
was an unbelievable trip.  All the way up the road, the land is 
covered by beautiful coffee plantations and the closer you get 
to the volcanoes, the road is paved by volcanic rock.  
Another spectacular sight was the amount of oropendalo 
nests we saw hanging from all the trees.  That nest and bird I 
did recognize!  Like I tell my colleagues at work, this is 
definitely a place to put on your list to visit; it is a gorgeous 
little country full of wonderful people. 
 
Another wonderful trip we took was through the 
“Archeological Route” and I was in heaven.  Tazumal Ruins 
in the town of Chalchuapa are pre-Colombian Maya ruins.  
Tazumal means in the Quiche language, pyramid where the 
victims where burned.  These are only some of the ruins that 
have been excavated, much of the others are still buried.  First settlements are estimated 
to have been in 5000 BC and excavated structures date from a period spanning over 1000 
years.  The artifacts found here, 400 clay vessels, hundreds of ritual ornaments, 
sculptures and much more, are evidence of an ancient and active trade between Tazumal 
and other places as far as away as Panama and Mexico, involving cultural and trading 
contacts among dozens of important ancient cities.  While in Chalchuapa, we also visited 
Casablanca, an archeological site of the XV century with an indigo factory.  This former 
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hacienda, consists of 6 pyramids on a stone base, some of them still in the process of 
being excavated.  While here, Sahid also was able to see a cacao tree with its fruit.  From 
Chalchuapa, we traveled to Santa Ana, the second largest and most important city in El 
Salvador and of course, went to see its magnificent cathedral, Nuestra Señora de Santa 
Ana, (a UNESCO site), where Enzo’s family has bestowed two altars.   

From there we traveled to San Andres to visit the ruins there.  San Andres used to be an 
important ceremonial center, whose occupation is said to have begun around the year 900 
BC.  After the Spanish conquest, the ruins of San Andrés were within a colonial property 
dedicated to cattle and the production of indigo. After the eruption of the Playón volcano 
in 1658, the ruins were buried and conserved almost intact.  The museum houses one of 
the oldest indigo production plants.  Down the road we traveled to Joyas de Ceren, a 
UNESCO World Heritage historical site.  It is the only place in the Mayan world that 
shows the daily life of the pre-Columbian Mayas.  It is a farming village preserved 
remarkably intact under layers of volcanic ash. It is also referred to as the "Pompeii of the 
Americas".  Cerén was evacuated in AD 250 due to the eruption of the Ilopango volcano 
but was repopulated later.  Around the year 590, Loma Caldera, another nearby volcano, 
erupted and buried the village under 14 layers of ash. The villagers were apparently able 
to flee in time – no bodies have been found – although they left behind utensils, ceramics, 
furniture, and even half-eaten food in their haste to escape. The site was discovered in 
1976. About 70 buildings have been uncovered and many more still remain unearthed.   

The trip in July was another exciting one, this time I took Justin, our neighbor and 
Sahid’s friend, with me.  He had never been there and he was in for the experience of his 
life.  This time we visited the archeological museum in San 
Salvador which is very impressive and very well organized and did 
the “Flower Route”.  The flower route took us through many little 
and picturesque towns in El Salvador:  a) Nahuizalco – 
Salcoatitán;  b) Apaneca – where we had lunch at the coffee 

Hacienda Santa 
Leticia at 4,000 feet 
above sea level and 
where we bought 
excellent coffee; c) 
Concepción de Ataco 
– where we visited 
the place where the 
beautiful colorful 
textiles are made; d) Juayúa – where we 
visited Santa Lucia church with the black 
Christ and in this town, to our unbelievable 

surprise even Obama was a favorite.   
 
Towards the end of the trip, we visited the town of Metapán, in the northwest part of the 
country where we stayed in a two star hotel (pretty much the only place we could find to 
stay in that part of the world – but like I told Pedro, at least it had parking – HA! - $35 x 
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night double 
and $40 x 
night single – 
and no more 
comments) 
and that 

afternoon we went on quite an adventurous water rafting 
trip, one that we would definitely do again and strongly 
recommend.   In Metapán we visited the local church, San Pedro, as well as some of the 
other sights in the town.  The rafting trip was quite an adventure.  At times it was quite 
challenging, but the river and its surroundings were just gorgeous.  We came down 
through areas that were completely surrounded by volcanic rocks as you can see in the 
picture, through rapids as strong as 3 and then slowly down the river where we jumped of 
the raft and swam, only for Pedro to later tell me that he had seen a water snake and the 
guides were trying to scare it away.   
 
The next morning we got up early so that we could visit the famous Montecristo Cloud 
Forest, located at almost 2,000 meters above sea and covers an area comprised of 2,000 
hectares.  Getting there was quite a challenge.  Of course we had to rent a 4 x 4 van in 
order to get there (20 km going up and 20 km coming down) as the road is not paved and 
it was full of mud and rocks – quite a challenge for Pedro and honestly, I admire him – I 
don’t think I would have been able to do it.  At its highest peak, el Trifiño, the borders of 
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador meet.  This part of the forest was closed for about 
6 months as it is mating season for the animals and in order to not disturb them, there is 
no access to the public during this time.  Of course, Justin was amazed as he couldn’t 
believe that the animals would be having sex for 6 months straight without getting tired.  
Within the forest one can find trees that are more than 700 years old.  There is also an 
area that is comprised of around 70 different variety of flowers and orchids, it’s called the 
100 Year Garden, simply spectacular.  While here we went on a one hour hike through a 
cedar forest that was gorgeous.  The whole area is amazing and I hope that we can go 
back.  They have cabins there for extended stays as well as a camping area. 
 
Another amazing trip I did with Johann in the spring was to the Everglades –  Flamingo.  
We got up early one morning and visited all the trails all the way to Flamingo City.  It 
took us around five hours to see all of them and at the same time it was interesting to be 
able to go bird watching with somebody that knows about this.  We were able to see 
many different species of birds among them:  Northern Cardinal, Great Egret, Little Blue 
Heron, Great Blue Heron, Black-necked Stilt, Swallow-tailed Kite, Red-bellied 
Woodpecker, Yellow-rumped Warbler, Prairie Warbler, Sandpiper, Double-crested 
Cormorant, Black Vulture, Turkey Vulture, Bald Eagle, Wood Stork, Roseate Spoonbill, 
Red-shouldered Hawk, Fish Crow.   
 
This year, my high school class celebrated its first reunion in 30 years in Orlando, what a 
trip and what a great party it was.  I drove up from Miami with a former classmate who 
came from Germany, Norah Davila and we roomed together with Blanca Guemarez & 
Julie Pagan.  We had so much fun – it was as if we had never stopped seeing each other.  
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Of the 27 that 
were in our 
class, around 5 
were not able to 
make it, but we 
had former 
classmates that 
had left in 
earlier years 
come back as 

well as students from other graduating classes.  Pretty much we all felt that this was the 
senior trip we never had.  It was non-stop talking and catching up and Yazmin and Danny 
put together a beautiful presentation with pictures of the group of the last 30 years.  It was 
gorgeous – what great memories.  We planned to meet again in 5 years, but last week 5 of 
us met for the 30 ½ year reunion at La Casita Blanca in Puerto Rico.  It was a lot of fun.  
Thanks to Blanca, Wendy, Vanesa and Carlos for taking time from their busy Christmas 
schedules to meet with me, it was great to get together again and I look forward to seeing 
you guys again.  
 
Pedro is doing great and kept busy with short term contracts in El Salvador and 
Nicaragua the second half of the year.  We have to thank God for that.  I keep working 
part time at Florida International University and the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
– both of which you know I love very much.  I am proud to say that this year I earned 2 
performance awards from the USNRC – none of which I expected at all!!!   I traveled 
again this year in November to Atlanta for the annual training meeting. 
 
Thanksgiving was at home this year too – and I must say, that for being a vegetarian, I 
cooked a really good 20 lb turkey.  I heard no complaints from the guests.  Johann came 
down, the Contreras and Adela were with us and our nephew Pedro, his wife Jessica and 
children joined us as they have moved to Miami now.   
 
This trip to PR has been a wonderful one as always.  We 
keep improving our apartment in Luquillo – we already 
have a washer and dryer, got new doors for the bedrooms 

and little by little it’s looking 
might good.  Christmas eve 
was always at my mother in-
laws and all the cousins were 
there.  The boys have sure 
grown-good looking group of 
kids!!!! We missed Cano this year.  We have gone to the 
beach quite a bit – and this picture shows a gorgeous day at 
the Luquillo beach with El Yunque very clearly behind it.  We 
took a spectacular trip to the Toro Negro Rainforest and also 
visited Cerro Punta, the tallest peak in PR at 1338 m and 
Cerro Maravilla at 1160 m. The view from up there on that 
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day was unbelievable – you could see 
Caja de Muerto – gorgeous clear day.  In 
Toro Negro we hiked for over an hour 
through an unbelievable trail and saw 
the “Salto de Doña Juana” where Sahid 
“by mistake” fell in the water.  We took 
the Panoramic Route and to get there we 
went right through the center of the 
island, the towns of Florida and Jayuya 
through gorgeous roads full of 
spectacular vegetation and typical little 
towns.  On the way back we came 
through Orocovis, Morovis and Vega 
Baja where we ate at Tu Casa Sea Food, which we strongly recommend.  I had the best 
‘mofongo de yuca” in the world.  This is indeed a gorgeous island and definitely stands 
up to its name “La isla del encanto”.  There are so many beautiful places to visit we 
could be here an eternity.   
 
So here we are, 12/31/08 in PR, looking forward to a new year full of change and with 
many positive dreams and hopes of a new tomorrow.  The Souss family looks forward to 
another exciting year.  Who knows were the road will take us this year, but we know for 
sure it will be a magnificent trip.  We wish you all many wonderful things always. 
 
We hope to see you in the near future.  Much love always, Mili, Pedro, Johann and Sahid 
 
  
 


