Ban Huoi Haeng School — our fundraising story

Some time ago, | appealed to the generosity of a few friends, inviting them to join me in helping
a school in northern Thailand. We headed out there at the end of March and | have written this
brief account to tell you about the project and let you know how the funds are being used and,
perhaps, to inspire further acts of generosity.

But let’s begin, first and foremost, by establishing the school’s location. Take a map of Thailand
and find Bangkok. Then trace your finger up 800 km to the north to Chiang Mai, the “Rose of the
North”. Tracing the route on a map, you’ll be there in an instant. If like us, however, you are
travelling by car, | would advise at least an overnight stop-off, as this first leg of the journey will
already have taken you at least 9 hours, a pretty respectable time compared with what lies
ahead....

. From Chiang Mai, continue north for several
kilometres, passing through Mae Rim, then
fork left onto the legendary Mae Hong Son
road with its 1864 bends, some of which
complete with herds of animals, spluttering
lorries from another era that can take an
hour to get up a hill, not forgetting the
frequent landslides in the rainy season. In
short, a far cry from France’s autoroute du
soleil!

This road is, nonetheless, the main
communication route to and from Mae Hong
Son in the far north-west of the country and,
although there is a small airport, it remains a
vital economic link for this small town
hemmed in by mountains. The route is
therefore closely monitored and road works
are frequent, another reason for the slow
pace of the traffic. The scenery along the
route, however, is simply breathtaking and,
with a maximum possible speed of 50 km/h
(there is no official speed-limit; the traffic
regulates itself!), there is ample time to
admire it.

Our destination lies about 50 km short of Mae Hong Son, near the small town of Pang Mapa (all
good maps should show this!!). It took us over 4 hours to cover the 180 km from Chiang Mai;
and that was by a so-called “highway”, the Thai equivalent of a main road.



A more detailed look at Pang Mapa:

Your map may show Pang Mapa, or
alternatively Pangma Pha (pronounced
“pa” and not “fa”) or even Phangmapa.
These are phonetic Roman-alphabet

: transcriptions of the name “
which is the correct Thai spelling.
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This village is situated in the heart of one of the largest cave
complexes in the world, the official count standing at over
400, one of which is 8.4 km long!! It was here that John
Spies, an Australian caving enthusiast, chose to open, back
in 1984, what is now the oldest guest-house in the Mae
Hong Son region: Cave Lodge. He himself discovered and
has explored most of the caves in the region.

We dlscovered Cave Lodge on our Iast
trip to the region, back in October 2006;
any nature-lovers among you will be
blown away by this place. Besides a visit
to the caves, kayaking down fast-flowing
mountain streams, forest walks,
elephant rides, mountain biking and
even kayaking along a river through a
cave are just some of the ways you
might wish to spend your days.

But enough of the “touristic” introduction and on to humanitarian matters...



The mountainous region of Mae Hong Son is also
the chosen home of numerous ethnic minorities,
some of which you may perhaps have heard of.
Some have lived here for centuries whilst others
have sadly been forced to leave their native
countries to ensure their freedom, sometimes to save
their lives, fleeing, for example, the brutal regime of
Burma’s military junta. They have found in Thailand a
real land of welcome where they are able to maintain
their traditional way of life, send their children to
school, consult a doctor...

John, who has lived among these peoples for years
and speaks their various dialects, is very much aware
of their problems. During our first visit to Cave Lodge, a
small notice caught our eye, tucked in among the many
adverts for kayak trips, walks and other cave
excursions. It described a small village called Ban Huoi
Haeng perched on top of the mountains and its school
with 80 pupils, more than half of whom live several
hours’ walk away and therefore have to sleep there.

He had launched a fundraising campaign to fund the building of a
dormitory to provide the kids, aged between 4 and 12, with decent
sleeping conditions. Although the State provides education for its
citizens (with almost 98% of the adult population being able to

® read and write, Thailand has one of the best literacy rates in Asia)
¢ —school is obligatory up to the age of 15 and free up to and

. including the final year of secondary school — it is up to the
~villages themselves, in this case very poor villages, to provide the
infrastructures, i.e. classrooms, dining halls and dormitories.

These remote villages have already been
awarded considerable special funding and
generally have schools worthy of the name.
Moreover, the Minister for Education assigns teaching staff based on the
number of pupils. However, only pupils of Thai nationality are taken into
account, not refugees. In our specific case, i.e. the Ban Huoi Haeng school,
the actual number of pupils is approximately double the official figure on the
Thai Ministry of Education’s books.




A closer look at the nationality situation: as incredible as it may seem, some people have no
nationality .

The father of the man in the photo opposite
was born in China, he himself was born in
Burma and his son was born in Thailand. They
don’t have a single identification document
between them; they are not even officially
registered in any of these three countries.
The solar panel next to the house is a gift from
the government from about 2 years ago. Since
the electricity network does not reach their
village, each house has been supplied with a
solar panel, a lorry battery and 2 bulbs, all part
of an initiative to conserve the forest (they
used to cut down pine trees and burn the resin
as a source of light) and improve public health
(smoke from pine resin in a confined space does not do the respiratory tract any favours!!).

So here we have a village with a school,
5 teachers and a wonderfully dedicated
principal, officially intended for just
under 40 children but which in reality
serves 80 pupils from nursery school
age up to final-year primary school age.
Some of them return home just once a
month, like the courageous group of 4 to
12 year olds who, every 4 weeks, make
the 8-hour, 30-km trek across the
mountain paths that separate them from
their home.

Now that I've set the scene for you, I'd like to take you through our actual visit.

Going back to your map, can you see Pang Mapa? A little to the north you’ll see Tam Lod, the
Cave Lodge village, and Ban Huoi Haeng lies approximately 8 km further north as the crow
flies, 12 km from Tam Lod via mountain tracks. Since we’re travelling by car (4x4, an essential
piece of kit, especially in the rainy season), we’ve opted for a route that is slightly longer (25 km)
but suitable for motor vehicles.



Things seem to get off to a good start,
although we wouldn’t want to meet any 38-
tonne lorries....

For more than 10 km...

That’s not to say we can reach it....

Midway through our journey, the asphalt or
concrete road gives way to track. It's the dry
season so the dust is incredible!

An hour and a half later, we finally spot the
village.

... a tricky obstacle to negotiate 500 metres
from our destination

But fortunately it's the dry season, the stream is at a very low level and | was therefore able to
ford it. We finally arrived at the school, the warm welcome we received more than making up for

any difficulties we’d had in getting there.



Once the various introductions were out of the way,
we went to watch milk being distributed among the
children. As mentioned earlier, the State and the
region meet a large proportion of the children’s
needs and each Thai pupil receives a daily portion
of milk. However, since more than half the children
do not have Thai nationality and are therefore not
officially registered, the monthly allowance
generally dries up by about the 15™ of the month.

We were then treated to a series of traditional dances that the children had been working on for
a few days, in anticipation of our arrival.

Pictured opposite, you can admire a
group of “Red Lahu” (pronounced la-hoo),
the village’s ethnic group. The Lahu are
deemed the best hunters in Southeast
Asia and the term Lahu denotes a man
who is capable of killing and cooking a
tiger. It is over 10 years since wild tigers
last set foot in the village, however, and
the current threat to these peoples is
much more insidious... but more on that
later.

The children in this photo are “Lisu”
(pronounced “li-s00”), another ethnic group
common to the region.

Other minority groups include the Black
Lahu, the Akha, the Maeo, the Shan and
the Karen.

Further south, you find the Mons (not to be
confused with the Hmongs, who, for the
most part, live in Laos).



When the dancing had finished, we presented Pi Mook, the school’s principal, with the proceeds
of our fundraising efforts, whilst the teachers and village headman looked on.

From left to right:

The village headman, Pi Mook, myself,
a teacher and a pupil, who is holding a
notice which reads “Ban Huoi Haeng
School”. Behind us stand the pupils,
quietly lined up in rows according to
class.

Mr Pi Mook is an anthropology graduate who loves his work and is fascinated by the culture of
minority groups and extremely devoted to his pupils. He has run the school for over 10 years
and has had a large hand in the development of this village and the preservation of its cultural
identity. He told me that his wife, also a teacher but in Chiang Mai, wanted him to put in for a
transfer so that they could spend more time together but that he liked this job too much and
would rather his wife come join him here (“otherwise, I'll choose myself a new wife in the
village,” he added, laughing).

We raised approximately 30 000 Baht (550 Euro) among Pong'’s friends and family, on top of
the 106 000 Bahts (over 2300 Euro) raised in France that we had already sent over at the
beginning of the year to enable work to begin on building the dormitory, a dormitory we were
now about to see for ourselves!

A fantastic, brand new building, built
entirely from wood, which is almost
finished and will sleep 80 pupils.

The girls will have one side, the boys the
other. Here you can see the first level,
where the youngest children will sleep. A
second level below is planned for the
older children.



The pupils are more than happy to pose
for a photo in front of their future
sleeping quarters.

But as you will see from the photos that follow, the work is by no means complete:

These are the showers and toilets.

And this the on-site accommodation for
the 6 teachers.



We were then treated to another display,
this time laid on by the inhabitants of the
village.

The village headman joined them in donning his
ceremonial dress.

And, finally, we thanked the people for
their welcome with boxes of sweets and
warm clothing that we had collected in
our own village.



Pi Mook then did me the honour of a guided tour of the village, introducing me to the region’s
various ethnic minorities and, in particular, the Red Lahu from his earlier welcoming committee.

The school exit

Sign of progress (?): a large satellite dish,
vital for picking up national TV channels.

A daily chore, for those of all ages:
collecting wood for cooking

View of the village from the overlooking hill,
with the school in the background

Most of the houses are built from materials
found in the forest. The roofs consist of
sheets of teak, which need replacing roughly
every 2 to 3 years.

In the village streets, cars do not necessarily
have priority...



| was then invited to visit what, by analogy,
you might call the village temple. It is in fact a
meeting place where all the inhabitants
congregate every full moon and every new
moon to hear the teachings of the “Spirit
Master”, or Shaman, of the village.

The photo opposite shows the meeting hall
where the villagers meet every fortnight

In the simplest of terms, Lahu society is centred around three
main figures: the Spirit Master, the Master of the living and the
Master of science and technology. The Lahu believe that
everything in nature has a spirit, whether tree, river, flower,
mountain... The Spirit Master can communicate with all these
spirits and also acts as doctor/healer for his tribe. Thanks to
teachings passed down by word of mouth, he knows the
plants that will cure the various ilinesses suffered by the
mountain-dwelling peoples.

He also leads an exemplary life, never drinks alcohol and has
only one wife.

In the photo on the left you can see the Spirit Master’s “niche”
in the village temple and the sacred objects used in
ceremonies.

The Master of the living is effectively our equivalent of a
“police officer”. It is to him that the villagers turn in the event
of a dispute. In these small communities of a few hundred
people at most, disputes are generally very easy to resolve,
being confined to land boundary issues or ownership of a
duck, and everyone respects the decision taken in the
interest of the community.

The Master of science and technology is the person the
villagers consult to find out the best time to plant the rice,
which techniques and tools to use (they vary depending on
the ground and the time of year), how to build a house, etc.

From left to right in the photo: the Master of the living, his wife and the Master of science and
technology (smoking). The Spirit Master is the white-haired gentleman above. Sadly he died ten
or so days prior to our arrival and no successor had as yet been chosen. His successor will be
appointed by a meeting convened by the Master of the living, the Master of science and
technology and village elders. Whoever is elected must have his predecessor’s knowledge,
passed down to him by the latter, and will then enter the circle of “initiates” that accompanied
the former Spirit Master in his activities.



For centuries, this three-headed arrangement has ensured the harmony of these small
communities. But, as touched on earlier, this peaceful existence is threatened by something
much more insidious than the persecution these peoples suffered in Myanmar (formerly Burma).
I’'m referring to all manner of “missionaries”, representatives from various so-called Christian
movements — Methodists, Evangelists, Mormons, Jehovah’s witnesses, and the like — who pay
regular visits to these communities in a bid to convert them to their beliefs, irreparably damaging
the secular cohesion of the villagers.

With the characteristic arrogance of those who claim to be tasked with a “divine” mission, they
tell the peoples that everything they have believed to date is wrong, that everything on which
their secular society is based is unfounded and that there is only one god, naturally theirs, to
which they must submit or otherwise burn in the flames of hell. As an added incentive, they are
not averse to slipping some of the locals money to secure their support. The result: increasing
numbers of conflicts within families and villages facing depopulation, with a permanent loss of
cultural identity.

You will, I'm sure, have seen adverts for self-proclaimed charitable religious organisations that
invite you to “give 1 Euro a day for a child”. They too use this money to build dormitories and
schools but they in fact provide the same education as in the state schools (which already
exist), plus their religious indoctrination, and only accept children who, for a fee, convert to their
religion. In some villages, they employ a so-called recruitment officer from among the local
population who, in return for a monthly salary, is required to do some background work and
prepare the ground for the arrival of the preachers. Some countries, such as Laos, have quite
simply banned missionaries from their territory.

This is one of the reasons, alongside corruption, another scourge, why | have personally always
opted for direct aid. Mr Pi Mook is completely trustworthy and all the sums donated are and will
genuinely be used to improve the everyday lives of the pupils. For the 10+ years that he has
held this post, he has improved the living conditions of the inhabitants by providing them with a
modern education system that in no way conflicts with their traditional culture and even allows
them to preserve and promote it.

This preservation of cultural identity has
been further boosted by some of the
families in these tiny hamlets opening
up their homes to passing hikers, with
Mr Pi Mook, who speaks excellent
English, acting as interpreter between
the villagers and travellers come in
search of a cultural change of scene.

Pupils assembled in the school yard.



The building of the dormitory was a first project that has now seen successful implementation,
but, as you can see, there is still much to be done. We plan to return in the next school holidays,
in October, and hope, in the meantime, to raise further funds, essentially to buy water tanks for
the storage of rain water, but also blankets, cushions and mattresses.

We shall of course keep you informed of any developments and, on behalf of Mr Pi Nook and

the pupils of Ban Huoi Haeng school, | would once again like to thank everyone that has
donated so far.

A few more photos of everyday life in the region:

After eating, there’s the washing up to be ...sometimes by sharing the leftovers!
done...
A Black Lahu family on their doorstep The grave of the Spirit Master, with all his

personal belongings



At the entrance to the village, these twisted You never know what you might meet on the

creations keep out evil spirits mountain roads!
A classroom, set up ready for class There is even a playground for break time
Intrigued by the work in progress... The kitchen needs a bit of a facelift too!!
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