Laos Trip Report– Experiencing the
work of Child’s Dream first hand
Written by Laura Frick, 12.12.12

When P’Koy asked me if I wanted to join the Laos Team on one of their field trips,
I was very happy about the chance. The nearer the day came, the more excited I
got. But I was also a little bit worried, as I did not know what exactly to expect. So
the night before the trip started, I barely slept and I just wanted the trip to start.
We met at 6 am on the 16th October at the CD office, started to load the car and at
6.15 am P’Gee started the engine and our journey began. We drove along, making
short toilet stops at Thai motorway service centres, while there were still plenty.
We ate lunch near the Lao border and bought some more food in the last Tesco
before we crossed. We were told horrible stories about the food in Laos and everybody kept telling me you have to prepare and bring enough food along, as I’m a
vegetarian so I do not eat fish or meat. To be prepared, I brought a whole bag of
food, so I came with quite a lot of stuff. When P’Koy saw me with all my bags she
asked me how long I was planning to stay in Laos.
In the afternoon we arrived at the Thai-Lao border, Kan Thao, and got out of the
car. I have never been to this kind of border, where chickens are walking around
and tuk tuk drivers are waiting for customers: totally different from the borders in
Europe. After the first impression at the border, we faced the problem of getting
me out of Thailand, because the frontier guard has not heard of Liechtenstein or
even seen a passport from Liechtenstein before. So he looked at my passport and
his list for a while. Unfortunately he could not find Liechtenstein on his list so he
sent me over to the other guard, who could look it up in the computer. After a
short discussion between P’Koy and the frontier guard, I got the stamp in my passport and I was able to leave Thailand.
We went back to the car and drove about 300 metres and then another Thai frontier guard checked our passports. The next hurdle was to enter Laos, same situation as before: after a while he found Liechtenstein on the list and send us to the
opposite site of the border to get my visa on arrival. The only problem was the
frontier guard, who could give me the visa was not at the border. Although seven
other frontier guards were just standing around at the border, apparently none of
them were able to give me my visa. So we had to wait until the visa guy arrived and
then same procedure as before: First checking the list, then he did not find Liechtenstein in the list, then he looked for it on his computer and finally I got my visa! To
be fair it should be mentioned that not only the border police in Laos had trouble
with my passport; I also had some troubles at the airport in Bangkok.

The whole visa debacle cost us some time, but we arrived in Paklay around 4 p.m.
After quickly picking up the keys for the guesthouse, we directly visited the DoE at
his office. P’Koy and P’Gee talked about our plan for the trip and which schools we
are going to visit with the DoE. After this we went to the Paklay Secondary School,
where Child’s Dream has built 2 boarding houses. We took a look at the buildings
and saw how the boarding students are living. First we visited the girls’ boarding
house; most of them were cooking dinner over small fires. The girls were very shy
and just looked at us with their eyes wide open. For the first time, I saw the real
field work of CD and was very impressed to see how independently the children
are living.
The next morning, after we ate breakfast, we directly went to Paklay because
the plan for the day was to spend a whole day with the BE scholars from Paklay.
P’Koy, P’Gee and P’Yee prepared different workshop topics and games for them
that should help them to get different perspectives of job possibilities and further
animate them to think on their own. Dominique and I planned some games that
we could play with the students. Although there were some communication problems, we had a lot of fun. P’Gee explained to us that education in Laos mainly
focuses on passing the teachers’ knowledge to the students, so the students are
not trained to think on their own and transfer knowledge. For me this was quite
shocking to hear, as my education mainly focused on training me to think on my
own and find the solution for different problems on my own. Therefore I think
the idea behind the workshop is very helpful and as many other times during this
trip, I realised how important the work of Child’s Dream is and that it goes beyond
just building schools: it is more about giving children, young adults and families
the possibility of a brighter future. After the official part of the workshop, P’Koy
and P’Gee offered durian (the king of fruit in Thailand) to them and we all sat
together and ate the fruit. It was a very nice time, especially when the students
started to sing their traditional songs from the village and some girls started to
dance. Dominique and I tried to learn the Lao dancing style, which caused a
lot of laughter for the students. Overall it was an amazing and memorable day.

The following day we visited some schools and construction sites in Paklay district.
At the Huay Mod Primary School we meet Tha Wah and Bank, who were building
a playground. It was nice to see that a lot of people from the community joined in
and helped them. After we handed over some books for the library, we drove to
the secondary school. This school was the first school that we saw and it was in
a very bad condition. It was only built from bamboo with leaves for the roof; the
ground was just soil and the light in the classroom was very bad. Since my work at
Child’s Dream includes report and proposal writing, I was aware of the conditions
at some schools, but it was very eye-opening to see them for real and not only in
pictures. In general, the field work, visiting schools and sitting in meetings was very
helpful for me to understand the work of Child’s Dream better.

Another special experience for me was the visit to Kuang Kham Secondary School
near Xaignaboulli, as I asked P’Koy and P’Gee so many questions about that school
in the context of doing a presentation. It was one of the first presentations that I
did, so I was eager to get information and I bothered them with tons of questions.
The school is located in a very remote area, about 1.5 hours away from Xaignanbouli. We even saw working elephants on the “roads”. We did not drive to the
school by ourselves as the DoE ordered a driver for us. In many final reports or
proposals it is mentioned how complicated it is to access the schools during the
rainy season, because the roads are in very bad condition. Before I went on that
trip, I could not imagine the difficulties the team and builders are facing and we
didn’t even go there during the raining season. After visiting the school, the Director of Education of Xaignabouli invited us for lunch. It was very tasty, but a lady
who worked there noticed that I didn’t eat the fish soup, so she asked P’Gee and
P’Yee, why I did not touch the soup. After she found out that I’m a vegetarian, she
ordered me a tofu soup. After she brought me the soup, I felt quite uncomfortable because I didn’t want to cause a scene, seem ungrateful or rude, so I started
eating rice, vegetables and of course, tofu soup. After that I felt so full, but lunch
was not over yet. It was time for dessert: sticky rice with beans and very tasty, but
very filling… and the lady kept looking at me, so I ate another one and also some
small bananas. After lunch and saying goodbye to the DoE we “rolled” back to the
car and drove to Xiang Hon, arriving at the guesthouse around 5 p.m. P’Koy, P’Gee
and P’Yee were going to visit the contractor, but Dominique and I decided that we
needed a break from sticky rice, so we stayed at the guest house and we went for
a walk around Xiang Hon.

On Sunday morning we meet around 9 o’clock, which was very special as we
normally meet around 7 o’clock, and drove to Baan Mai Nursery School. After we
looked at the school and the progress of the construction work, we visited the
community leader of Xiang Hon and were invited for breakfast. It was a typical
Lao dish of sticky rice, chili paste, chicken soup and fried fish. As I still had the
lunch in Xaignabouli in mind, I thought this time they won’t realise that I’m a
vegetarian; most of the time I sat at the edge of the table, so the hosts could not
see that I was only eating sticky rice. But I knew that it looked suspicious when
I did not have any bones on my plate so I asked Dominique to put some of her
chicken bones on my plate. Unfortunately P’Yee just told them that I’m a Vegetarian, so my whole act blew up.

Sunday in general was a very special day. Around 11 o’clock we visited the DoE of
Xiang Hon at home, where around 10 men were playing boccia and drinking beer.
After we had been introduced to everybody, it was time for the famous Beer Lao.
The other thing everybody told us was that we should prepare for drinking. The
drinking system in Lao was slightly different than the one I’m used to. There was
just one glass for everybody and somebody was always walking around offering a
glass of beer, which you have to drink fast. So after we had our first Beer Lao, it was
time for the Lao Whisky. Lucky for us it was just the normal rice whisky without any
snakes, geckos or turtles. After two rounds of the whisky we were invited to play
boccia during which somebody was always walking around, offering beer. Unfortunately I’m not a huge fan of beer and it was hard to say no, so I was glad when
it was time to eat lunch. Around 4 o’clock we went back to our guest house and
relaxed for the rest of the afternoon, before it was time for dinner. On the last 2
days, we visited different schools and construction sites. On Tuesday we managed
to visit 7 schools and also drive nearly to the Thai – Lao border.

On Wednesday morning, the ninth day of our trip, we woke up quite early, ate
some breakfast and headed towards the border. Fortunately I did not have any
problems with my passport this time, probably because I already had some stamps
in my passport, so they could see that my passport is real. Funnily, at this border,
we had could not drive from the Lao side to the Thai side; we had to walk . The
rest of the day we kept driving back to Chiang Mai, were we arrived around 5 pm.

Overall it was a great experience; I learned a lot about the work of Child’s Dream,
Laos and the culture. The people we meet during the trip were very friendly and
generous; we often got invited to eat breakfast, lunch or dinner with them. I was
also really impressed that P’Koy, P’Gee and P’Yee, who were working all the time
(while I just observed) were not exhausted. In each meeting, even if it was the
seventh meeting of the day, they were very focused and you could see that the
people really respect them. I also really enjoyed the ride, as we were quite lucky because our trip took place shortly after the rainy season and everything was
green and we were able to see the beautiful landscape of Xainganbouli Province.

I really want to say thank you to P’Koy and P’Gee for taking me along on the trip,
P’Yee for the great translation and to Dominique for giving me the chicken bones
and being the other ‘farang’ and, of course, to Child’s Dream for the opportunity
for this remarkable trip, which I probably will always remember. To honour our
road trip song: Kop jei, Kop jei, Kop jei leilei!!! And for all the following volunteers
who have the chance to join a field trip: take it!

