
 
"He has changed everything 
for us,"Oscar Vargas Sr. (with 
mustache) says of Decker 
(right,wearing his uniform to 
cheer up Oscar Jr.,front, 
center, in blue shirt). 
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ob Decker has aknack for getting lost,_buthe nev­ 

er expected a wrong turn to give his life a new 

direction. One evening in the summer 9  2001, 

Decker had strayed fromthe route that would take Ilim 

to a South Texas beach resort and found himself in the 

Mexican border town of Matamoros. AHouston cop for 

25 years, Decker thought he had seenit all-until now.On 

the side of adirt road a v.:.oman was cooking on a camp­ 

fire in front of her "house,"a shack made ou of corru­ 

gated cardboard cartons.Over the next hill  Decker saw 

hundreds more, with plastic trash-bag roofs and tat­ 

tered blankets for doors. Running among the shacks 

were children;Decker counted 100of them and stopped, 

too upset to go on. "It was shocking. This place was not 

2 miles from the border," becker ·recalls. "That much 

poverty ina single place-it angered me." 

Italso spurred him to act. "My whole life was turned 

upside down,"he says. "These people worked harder and 

more hours than I ever had, and theywere living incard- " 

board and sleeping in the dirt. I had won the birth lot­ 

tery-that had never occurred to me." Since that visit 

Decker has given:thousands of his own dollars and near- 
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lyeveryfreemoment hehasto providing relief for 

the families who live in these colonias, or settle­ 

ments,that have quietlygrown alongtheborder for 

thepast four decades.And that is making allthe dif­ 

ference forpeople like Robert Vasquez. Onthe $45 

a week he earns wiring cars at a nearby plant, 

Vasquez,35,supports hiswife,Ana,29,and seven 

children.Decker-who,asone friendputs it, "does­ 

n't have a great command of the Spanish lan­ 

guage"-listens through a translator as Vasquez 

shows him the large holethewind hastorn inthe 

plastic sheeting that serves as the family'sroof. "I  

was frightened the house might blow away," 

Vasqueztells Decker, pointing to cinder blocks he 

is slowly collecting to build a permanent home. 

"We aren't abig organization,"Decker responds, 

"but we canprovide building materials."Leaving 

the family with abag of groceries he bought that 

morning atalocal market-flour,rice,beans,cook­ 

ing oil,pasta and oranges-Decker says,"Iam going 

to do everything I canto help." 

Decker repeats those words likeamantra inthe 

Ciudad Acuna colonias, which he visits for a few 

days at least every three weeks-usually with a 

dozen or more volunteers. Drawn bytheprospect 
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A HELPI  NG 
HAN D   
"It will  be okay, 
little one," Decker 
tells 5-month-old 
Dulce Perez Costa 
(left) after visiting 
the Carranza-Lopez 
famil y (above, in­ 
clud ing Dulce's 
mother, Carina Costa, 
holding Dulce). 
Decker promises Cos­ 
ta.who doesn't have 
enough formula to 
feed her baby, that he 
wi ll  get her an emer­ 
gency two-week 
supply by the next 
day.With hel p from 
local  priests, Decker 
hopes to negotiate 

a discount with 
grocery stores to buy 
formu la by the 
caseload for Costa. 



 

 

 

A PAINFUL 
CONDITION 
A rash covering 
8-year-old Josefina 
Rico'sface and body 
has made her some· 
thing of an outcast. 
"The children scream 
and run away from 
her,"says mother 
Francisca. With 
Decker's help the 
family has been 
able to buy medicine 
and make the 50- 
mile taxi tri p to the 
doctor in Piedra 
Negras. "Josefina," 
she says, "is getting 
better." 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

'I COULDN'T STOP THINKINGABOUT THE PAPER HOUSES. I DREAMED 
ABOUT THE KIDS'  FACES. I KNEW IHAD TO DO SOMETHING' -BOB DECKER 

of work in factories producing everything from 

appliances to clothing, men from all over Mexico 

move their families to these places in the hope 

that, within a few years, they can buy a small plot 

and put up a real house. For Decker,who is gruff 

oneminute,teary and tender the next,it's all about 

helping these familiestodojust that. Since 2001his 

charity Paper Houses hasraised some $200,000- 

virtually every penny of which has gone to help 

hundreds of Acuna families in the form of food, 

medicine, building materials or cash, as well  as 

monthly checks tothree orphanages, aschool and 

ahomeless shelter. Decker expects volunteers to 

paytheir own way:"Nooneis going toget somuch 

as a 'thank-you ' dinner from me."All  his spare 

cash goes to thecolonias. 
On a May 28 trip, accompanied by Juan Pablo 

Diego, 18,his translator, and Christine Wiegman, 

44, a social worker, Decker checks in on some 

families he has been helping. Adela Lopez, 71, 

shares three cardboard shacks with 12 relatives, 

a handful of chickens and two skinny dogs. She 

has sad news: Her husband, Jose Guadalupe, 70 

and ailing with heart disease, has died. At Deck­ 

er's request she has esti mated the cost of new 

plastic roofs: $81. "It 's too expensive," she 

says, despairing. "This is very doable," Decker 

replies. "We are going to do this." 

Decker'sdetermination and empathy for those 

who struggle go back to his years as a rookie cop 

in Baltimore. Walkingthe beat alone inone of the 

city'spoorest sections, he recalls, "I  met the good, 

hardworking people ofthe neighborhood and grew 

to understand what they worried about and what 

they wanted."Inthe early 1980s Deckerwas recruit­ 

edbythe Houston police department, movingwith 

his second wife and their two daughters (he has 

another daughter fromhisfirstmarriage) andeven­ 

tually working with juvenile victims and offend­ 

ers.Thejobwas emotionallygruelingand took its 

toll onthe marriage. Decker and his wife divorced 

in 1987;a third,brief marriage ended in 1996.Today 

the self-described workaholic lives in a tiny one­ 

bedroom apartment thatalso serves ashis group's 

headquarters.With 22 months of unusedvacation 

saved up, Decker went off active duty June 17 to 

devote himself full -time to Paper Houses. "He 

doesn't knowhowto relax,"says daughter Marybeth 

Decker, 24, of Austin, Texas. On the other hand, 

she adds, "he seems happier than he has in along 
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