
Annual Letter 2006 
 
27 December 2006 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
The beginning of this annual letter finds me briefly in Vientiane Laos but my usual abode is 
now Thailand and I will not finish the letter until after I return there because Santa is coming 
to town and I want to include his picture. Except for relatively short trips to the US, England, 
Burma, Cambodia and Laos, my year has been spent in Thailand, usually at the Starfish 
Country Home School project in rural Chiangmai province of northern Thailand.  
 
2006 has been even more enjoyable but perhaps less eventful than 2005. There were no 
medical scares for me and no floods for the Starfish Country Home School. Last week there 
was a magnitude 5 earthquake centered only about 20 miles distant; it gave us a big shake 
but was not damaging. 
 
Like last year, my favorite “work” is playing with the kids in the Starfish Country Home School 
Foundation projects and visiting outside programs that seek funds. It is amazing how these 
two activities can take so much time. However, I would not trade my current life for any other 
“work.” 
 

     
 

The best part of my life (that’s a baby elephant under the girl on the right!) 
 
In May of 2006, the Starfish Country Home School Foundation purchased a new 80-room 
four-storey apartment house in the city of Chiangmai and moved the Wildflower Home 
women’s program and some of our rural children into this facility. Unlike the children that will 
stay at the bilingual Starfish Country Home School site in rural Chiangmai province, the 
children in town at the Starfish Home will attend regular Thai schools after their anubaan 
(kindergarten) classes at the in-town facility. This will permit us to accept children in the city 
based more on their need than on their potential academic skills. Between the two locations, 
we now have 48 children, about 80% of whom are hill tribe children. Our capacity is well over 
100 children but we do not want to expand too fast because the children will stay with us for 
many years. 
 



     
 

The Starfish and Wildflower Home in the city of Chiangmai 
 
Although the Starfish Country Home School and the Starfish Home would be termed 
‘orphanages’ by Thais, there are only two children our combined programs who do not have 
at least one living parent. Almost all of the children, however, were living with a mother or 
grandmother and their fathers had abandoned them. In a few cases, either the father was in 
prison or both parents were in prison, usually for drug running. The children periodically visit 
their former homes or their parents come to see them at our projects.  
 

   
 

Going home at New Years 
 
Except for two girls age eight and nine, all of the children here are now three to seven years 
old. This is a wonderful age and I consider them all my grandchildren although they mostly 
call me “Lung Dick” (Uncle Dick) although the Akha children sometimes call me Abupola (I 
believe ‘grandfather’ in Akha language). 
 
This year has seen a more than doubling in our total number of children. The stories of the 
children at our rural location in Maetang Chiangmai are at our Web site (www.schsf.org) but 
some are particularly interesting. Ahmee, who is seven years old, is our oldest Lisu girl. We 
had arranged to pick up Ahmee from the village of her grandmother in September 2005 but 
when we went to get her, the grandmother had visited the fortune teller who looked at the 
chicken bones and said it would be bad luck for Ahmee to come. Fortunately for Ahmee, 
however, we returned to the village on New Years Day 2006 and convinced the grandmother 
to bring Ahmee for a visit. This time, after a chicken dinner, the bones looked better and the 
grandmother left Ahmee with us. Since then Ahmee has thrived and is one of our best 
students and our lead dancer. From the grandmother we heard that Ahmee had a younger 



sister living in some remote village with Ahmee’s real mother. Ahmee, however, barely 
remembered her mother and did not remember her sister. We told the grandmother that if 
she ever saw her daughter — Ahmee’s mother — that we would be happy to have the sister 
too. In late August, the mother and grandmother of Ahmee suddenly showed up with Allay, 
the six-year-old sister of Ahmee and left her with us. The mother had remarried and the new 
husband did not want Allay. This new abandonment was initially very difficult for Allay who 
did not speak much Thai, had never been to school and did not even know her own sister. 
However, Allay is now a very happy part of our program and is learning both Thai and 
English. 
 
Gaminee is an Akha girl who originally came to our program in April 2006. However, relatives 
or friends of Gaminee’s parents came in May and kidnapped her back on a motorcycle. In 
October, however, the older brother of Gaminee pleaded with us to take Gaminee back 
because her father is blind and her mother is opium addicted. Gaminee immediately re-
adjusted to the move. 
 
Opor was the first child whom we accepted in June 2005 and currently is our only eight-year-
old girl. Opor has severe cerebral palsy, which leaves her essentially unable to use either her 
arms or legs. However, her intelligence appears to be normal. Opor moved into our new site 
in Chiangmai last May to have better access to schools and physical therapy. After one term 
at a Chiangmai school for physically handicapped children, however, we decided to move 
Opor to a regular Thai school that has accepted an unusually high proportion of children with 
special needs. Opor is the only child in the school who uses a wheelchair but we send a 
caregiver with her to school full time. Opor will always be a special child in our program. 
 
Not all outcomes, however, have been successful. Beer was the next child to come after 
Opor. Her mother died when Beer was 13 days old and her father had already abandoned 
the mother. Consequently, Beer was raised by her grandparents in a house on the river that 
was the first to flood each rainy season. However, Beer’s grandmother died soon after Beer 
joined us. Although Beer re-joined us after the funeral, her grandfather asked for Beer to 
return home with him in January 2006. When I saw Beer in May, however, she was almost 
catatonic and did not acknowledge my presence. Beer has always had emotional problems 
but the grandfather agreed for her to return to Chiangmai and after a few rough days here 
Beer was back to near normal. Unfortunately, after the next visit home to see the grandfather, 
Beer totally refused to return to Chiangmai. She is still at home but now goes to school in the 
Children of the Forest program on the Burma border (see below). 
 
The Wildflower Home program in Chiangmai supports pregnant young women and a few 
single mothers. This has been a very productive year with about ten new babies born since 
May, some of whom are pictured here. 
 



   
 

Some of the babies in the Wildflower Home program 
 
In Chiangmai city we started a program called Starfish Girls for girls in matayom 3 (ninth 
grade in the US) who were already very good students (a GPA > 3.5) but from very needy 
backgrounds. After ninth grade, many Thai students with their family circumstances drop out 
of school or attend vocational school because they feel they need to get a job, not an 
advanced degree. Some girls get married. The weekend-only Starfish Girls program seeks to 
teach them fluent English, computer skills, social skills, poise and personal development. We 
expect most of the ten Starfish Girls to continue with us through the end of high school and, if 
they continue to be excellent students, the Starfish Country Home School Foundation will 
support them to attend university. We will add some more Starfish Girls next school year. 
 

   
 

Our first group of Starfish Girls 
 
The school program in Maetang has started using Montessori-based teaching methods with 
at least its younger students.  
 



       
 

   
 

Schools days at the Starfish Country Home School 
 
We have one American Montessori-certified teacher now and will have a second Montessori 
teacher from Singapore in January. We also have had a variety of English-speaking 
volunteers that have provided English teaching and enrichment activities for the children.  
 

     
 



     
 

   
 

Being a volunteer is both fun and work 
 
Performance evenings and sports days are regular activities.  

 

     
 

   



 
A few of our many talented children 

 

   
 

    
 

Sports Day with the pinks versus the yellows 
 
All of the children study Thai dance and some of the children also take Western ballet. 
 

   
 



     
 

Thai dance and ballet activities 
 
We have frequent parties and special events. 
 

     
 

Singing, dancing and eating at the October Full Moon Party 
 
Most of the children living at the country school have taught themselves how to swim.  
 

   
 



 
 

The swimming pools are “multi-purpose” 
 
We have also added a tennis court and a 45-yard, one-hole golf course to expand the sports 
activities. This is an investment in the future since we expect the children to stay through age 
18 and hope they will be capable of attending university. 
 

   
 
We also have two fish ponds that are producing very nice pla tap tim (orange tilapia) well 
over one pound after stocking at about 3/8 inch last March. I have always wanted to have my 
own fish pond and the children and I occasionally “harvest” the fish using a simple bamboo 
fishing pole. 
 



   
 

One of our fish ponds with big fish and the hydroponics garden behind 
 
Another construction project this year was the Akha (hill tribe) house. Construction took ten 
men about four days to complete at a cost of about $750, including material and labor. The 
house is used as a play house, to do craft activities and for occasional overnight “camping.” 
 

       
 

Our Akha traditional house 
 
At the Starfish Home location in town, we are going to buy an adjacent property to make into 
a park for our children and the young children in the neighborhood.  
 

   
 

The undeveloped park land behind the Starfish and Wildflower Home in 
Chiangmai should look a lot better than this next year 

 



Early in 2007 all of the children and much of the staff at the Starfish Country Home School 
will go to the sea for a week. The children from the Starfish Home and the Starfish Girls will 
go when school is out in March or April. For those who did not go to the sea last year, this will 
be their first experience in salt water. Yesterday we took delivery of our big new bus and the 
children would be happy to go tomorrow. 
 

    
 

The beach from last year and this year’s transportation 
 
This year we did not have any floods but got close at both locations. At the country school, 
water got up to the road but we built a low wall around the big building that could have been 
sandbagged and protected from us from at least three more feet of flood water. Last year, 
however, the top of that wall would have been three feet under water during our biggest flood. 
To build a taller wall would have made the site look like a prison. 
 

   
 

This year’s new flood wall and last year’s big flood 
 
Loi Kratong is a big festival in Thailand on the full moon day of November. Our Kratong were 
floats made out of banana plant stalks with flowers and candles. We floated ours down a 
nearby irrigation ditch! In addition, people send up fire balloons, as in the picture below. 
 



       
 

   
 

After the children floated their kratong, they viewed the local parade  
from the safety of the back of our pickup truck 

 
Of course, for the children the big highlight of the year was the arrival of Santa. They are all 
firm believers and Santa did not disappoint them either in the city or at the country home. 
 

     
 



       
 

Unfortunately for the children, Santa comes but once a year 
but fortunately he speaks excellent Thai 

 
In addition to the projects of the Starfish Country Home School Foundation, I have actively 
supported several other projects in SE Asia. My funding philosophy has become one of 
finding grass-roots programs with good (often foreign) management and financial 
transparency where relatively limited funding can significantly affect the lives of many children 
and youth. Some of the projects that my foundations supported this year are: 
 

·  Children of the Forest. This project in Sangkhlaburi, which is located in Kanchanaburi 
province near the border of Thailand and Burma (www.childrenoftheforest.com), was 
started by a young British man, Daniel Hopson, whom I first met three years ago at 
Moo Baan Dek (Children’s Village). Using his own funds, he started a home that now 
has about 58 Mon, Karen and Burmese children, some of whom have been abused, a 
free day school for about 220 children age six to 15, most of whom had never been to 
school, an outreach program that supports 12 teachers at six jungle schools, a 
program for about 24 destitute single mothers and their children and a program to give 
food to Burmese prisoners held in detention prior to extradition (because the prison 
does not give them any food!). I currently support a large percentage of his budget and 
administer a major grant to his program given by an Italian group. However, the 
program really requires additional external funds to be sustainable. 

 

   
 



     
 

Activities of the Children of the Forest project, including the karaoke evenings that I sponsor 
 

·  Sangkhlaburi Healthcare Project. The Sangkhlaburi Healthcare Project is an outgrowth 
of the Children of the Forest program. In October, I hired a Burmese doctor who has 
been out of Burma for more than 10 years, most of the time working in Australia. He is 
providing free medical care to the children at Children of the Forest, at a local hospital 
and in jungle villages. We hope that he will be permitted to work at a government 
hospital just across the border in Burma. When we visited the hospital in November, 
they had at least 80 beds but only three patients. The hospital has two nurses, no 
laboratory, no medicine and no regular doctor. Its single medic prefers to treat patients 
at his home because he gets paid more when working there. 

·  Baan Gerda. (www.baan-gerda.com) Baan Gerda is one of several HIV-related 
programs that my foundations support. It is an excellent home for HIV-positive children 
in Lopburi province, north of Bangkok. The approximately 70 children live in small 
houses with about nine children each and two HIV-positive foster parents. The children 
receive antiretroviral (ARV) treatment and are surviving. Some are now becoming 
teenagers, which introduces additional challenges. It is an unusually happy place that 
should be a model for similar facilities. I support 10 children at Baan Gerda and funded 
the building of a residence for nurses. 

·  M’Lop Tapang/Under the Tree. (www.mloptapang.org) The M’Lop Tapang/Under the 
Tree program, which is located in the seaport of Sihanoukville Cambodia, serves 
approximate 500 “street children” and many other at-risk children. One of its 
managers, Francesco Caruso, is on the grant award committee of my Thai 
foundations. During a recent visit to the program, which includes trips into the slums of 
Sihanoukville, we discussed establishing a medical program and, in particular, a home 
for HIV-positive children modeled after Baan Gerda (see above). The mothers of many 
of the children in the slums are prostitutes with a high HIV infection rate and we 
suspect that several children are infected too. They also operate day and evening 
programs for street children, activities against pedophiles, a drop-in center, two 
centers for slum children, a program from glue-sniffing boys and a mobile library. 

 



   
 

   
 

A few of the many M’Lop Tapang projects 
 

·  Minors. This is a program mostly in northern Vietnam run by an American organization 
that has been active there for several years. I have provided support to build three 
dormitories so that hill tribe children can attend school. One of its goals is to keep 
Hmong girls living in isolated villages in school past the age of 13 when they typically 
get married. Francesco and I will visit there in February or March 2007 to look at 
expanding my support to their medical and other programs. 

·  Khom Loy. (www.khomloy.org) Paul Hancock, a British lawyer and real estate investor 
is the second outside member of my grant award committee. In Chiangrai, Thailand, 
Paul has supported the expansion of Montessori teaching and started various 
economic development projects, particularly in agriculture. 

·  Angkor Hospital for Children. (www.angkorhospital.org) Siem Reap Cambodia, where 
the Angkor Hospital for Children is located, is famous for the world-renowned Angkor 
Wat. Although the tourism business is booming there, Siem Reap province remains 
one of the poorest in Cambodia, which is also one of the poorest countries in the 
world. This modern hospital is the only pediatric teaching hospital in the country and 
serves thousands of young patients. I recently took over sponsorship of their HIV-
outreach program when they suddenly lost funds from CARE Cambodia that had been 
coming from the US Agency for International Development (USAID). I also sponsor 
their dental outreach program. 

 



   
 

Visiting the HIV- and dental-outreach programs of the Angkor Hospital for Children 
 

·  Prisons in Cambodia. On the way to visit the Angkor Hospital for Children, we stopped 
at a prison where Martina, an Italian woman, had arranged a meeting with two women 
inmates under the watchful eyes of the assistant warden. The function of prisons in 
Cambodia is punishment, not reform. Children under the age six are permitted to stay 
with their mothers but, since they are not considered prisoners, the children are not 
given any food, clothing or supplies. One mother had a three-year-old girl whom 
Martina was helping to live outside at an orphanage. The girl visited her mother only 
periodically but was terrified being in the prison. The mother had murdered her highly 
abusive husband and had about six more years to serve in prison. The second woman 
had stolen a handbag at a market but, since she was then seven months pregnant, 
she could not run fast enough to escape. The baby boy pictured here was born in 
prison and they have about two more months of a 6 ½ month sentence to jointly serve. 
The baby has club feet but Angkor Hospital for Children will soon provide him with a 
free operation for that condition. Martina is seeking sponsors for about 10 more 
children she knows that are living in six different Cambodian prisons. Sponsorships 
are $30 a month or $360 a year and, if made through my StarFire Flower Foundation 
(of America) can be tax deductible to American tax payers. Please contact me directly 
at rhaugland@gmail.com if you are interested. 

 

   
 

Two of the children of women prisoners 
 

·  Community Learning International in Laos. This program, which is a registered 
American foundation, runs a “library boat” on some remote rivers in Laos where 
transportation by boat is more reliable than by road. They run the boat up river and 



moor it along the bank for children and adults to borrow books. They also translate and 
print books in local languages. 

·  Pheun Mit. My recent visit to Laos was, in part, to visit Pheun Mit. In that program, I 
funded the teaching staff of the Makpet restaurant, which recently opened in Vientiane. 
This restaurant, which is modeled after a similar restaurant in Phnom Penh Cambodia, 
employs only illiterate street children and teaches them the skills needed to get a job in 
a restaurant, including cooking, serving and hygienic standards. It also provides 
academic training, including some English skills. In Phnom Penh they use the profits 
from the restaurant (>$80,000 last year) to run many other programs for street children 
and their families. The Pheun Mit program has similar social objectives including 
reunification of street children with their families (www.streetfriends.org, www.friends-
international.org)  

 

   
 

Lunch at the Friends Restaurant in Phnom Penh and a bookmobile of 
Pheun Mit in a Hmong village in Laos 

 
·  Programs in Burma. I recently made my first trip into Burma to visit a Catholic 

Burmese nun who is starting a home and program for HIV-positive women and 
children. I have supported purchase of some property that is adjacent to her current 
site. It is difficult to support programs in Burma, however, because the oppressive 
government and graft make it difficult for worthwhile programs to accept money. I have 
also supported a program to dig wells in northern Burma and provided funds for 
scholarships to several students to attend university in Burma. 

 
My only trip back to the United States this year was principally to attend the graduation 
ceremony at Hamline University in St. Paul, Minnesota where Rosaria and I received 
honorary doctorates (www.hamline.edu/magazine/archive/pdf/Fall2006.pdf). This also 
permitted us to see my former professors and sister (Barbara) and her family. In July, 
however, I traveled to England and was joined there by Barb and her college friend of 40+ 
years ago (Alice), Rosaria, my former principal assistant at Molecular Probes (Melody), My 
son Alex and his wife Amy. Barb, Alice and Melody had never been to Europe but had a great 
time both in London and out of the city. In early January 2007 Barb will join the Haugland 
family (Rosaria, Alex, Marina and her husband Andy) at the dedication of the Starfish Country 
Home School Foundation in Chiangmai. It will be the first time in many years that Marina and 
Alex will be in Thailand. 
 



Andy Martin, my son-in-law, set up the web site of the Starfish Country Home School 
Foundation (www.schsf.org) and I have provided most of the content. In the content are 
several blogs that give a more complete story of my life in Thailand during the past few years 
and the stories of some of our children. The current blogs are as follows: 
 
In the Beginning, the background of how I got involved in SE Asia. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=40&Itemid=14 
 
Serendipity, the effect of chance occurrences on one’s life. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=44&Itemid=14 
 
Getting Started, or how the Starfish Country Home School got going. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=45&Itemid=14 
 
Giving Away Money, or “How the IRS Makes it Difficult to Support Foreign Charities.” 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=43&Itemid=14 
 
Flooding on the Mae Ping, a big event during our first months. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=46&Itemid=14 
 
To the Sea, our first big trip. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=47&Itemid=14 
 
Returning Beer, the story of Beer coming back, prior to her again leaving us. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=41&Itemid=14 
 
The Starfish and Wildflower Home, our new program in Chiangmai. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=48&Itemid=14 
 
Mother’s Day in Thailand about how our ‘orphans’ celebrated Mother’s Day. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=52&Itemid=14 
 

   
 

Pictured above are some of our Lisu and Karen children. Two of the Lisu women are 
grandmothers, not mothers of the two Lisu girls (in traditional Lisu dress). 

 



      
 

The children also performed for their mothers or grandmothers. 
 
To Allay Fear, the story of Ahmee and Allay, sisters who did not know each other. 
http://www.schsf.org/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=53&Itemid=14 
 
Below are various pictures of children in the Starfish Country Home School or Starfish Home. 

 

     
 

       
 



     
 

         
 

       
 

       
 



       
 

     
 
Some pictures were taken by Dr. John Cassils and others. 
 
Hopefully your year has been as satisfying as mine. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dick Haugland 
 
 


