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Arrival in Bangkok — Initial Impressions

Upon landing in Bangkok, my senses were somewhat clouded by intense exhaustion and a
vague sense of anxiety. This was my first time to visit a developing country, and I could not
help but be affected by the countless worried warnings from my parents and in-laws in the
days leading up to the trip. On the taxi ride to the hotel, I eagerly drank in the unfamiliar
shapes and colors and sounds of the city. Perhaps what struck me most at first sight was the
sheer number of stray dogs roaming the streets, along with the vibrant colors of the city.
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Walk along the Thai-Burma Border
The heavily armed guard intimidated me greatly at first. I was quite surprised, then, to see
him looking utterly unphased as he watched inner tube-loads of people coming in across the
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border illegally, aided by the unusually high waters of the river. The sight shed a very
interesting light on the ambivalent nature of the relationship between the two countries for
me.

When we returned to our bus after visiting the market, I was deeply affected by our
interaction with the barefoot children standing outside in the rain, begging emphatically for
money. | felt a certain sense of guilt, of course, sitting inside our rather luxurious vehicle,
waving through the glass while they begged desperately for our charity and attention. At the
same time, however, I was touched by the strong sense of community I observed in their
reaction upon receiving a few coins — it was celebrated not as a victory for the receiving
individual but for the group as a whole. I was also very intrigued by the reaction of my
classmate, who insisted that it was a disservice to the children to respond to their begging, as
it merely served to reinforce the negative truancy behavior.
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Mae Tao Clinic Tour

I remember being asked after touring the ground of the clinic how the reality compared
with my expectations. This was very difficult for me to answer, simply because I really had
not developed any sort of vision of how I imagined the clinic would look or feel. Of course, it
was worlds different from the sterile white facilities to which I am accustomed. Naturally, I
was somewhat overwhelmed by the unfamiliar sights and sounds and smells to which I was
exposed. But more than anything, I couldn’t help but feel somehow like an unentitled
trespasser in the life of this community. Actually, this same feeling followed me on many of
our school visits — a sense that I was being presumptuous by just stepping momentarily into
these worlds just to catch a glimpse of a life so far removed from my own, motivated in the
end largely by curiosity.

Upon further consideration, though, I do think that there is value in witnessing these
settings as an outsider. Indeed, perhaps this may be regarded as a duty of mine, as someone in
the field of international public health, to acquaint myself as intimately as possible with as
wide a spectrum of living conditions and approaches across the globe as I can. In the end, I
do believe that I will carry, to hopefully useful ends, the images and experiences of this trip
with me as I continue my studies in international health.
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Karen Women’s Organization Visit

I was deeply impressed by the woman with whom we spoke at this organization. The passion
and pride with which she talked about their activities was truly inspirational. The organization
of the offices and the strong motivational messages written with impeccable English grammar
and neatness on the many signs adorning the walls were also very impressive. It is so
encouraging to see such strong, empowered women rising out of such adversity.
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Discussion with Dr. Cynthia

It was a great honor to meet with Dr. Cynthia, and I appreciated her soft, matter-of-fact
manner of answering our questions. In particular, I found her response to my question
regarding her future vision of the clinic to be enlightening. She explained that the end goal
was to reopen the clinic in Myanmar. This made perfect sense but somehow had not even
occurred to me. Her comments really helped in pushing me to step back and consider the
broader political context in which all of this is taking place.
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School Tours — Sky Blue School, Hope School

In the end, what will probably stick with me most in looking back upon my experiences in
Mae Sot are the personal connections I felt with people I met along the way. It was these
simple human interactions, often wordless but now less powerful, that made me feel most
profoundly how similar we all are at the most fundamental levels and yet how wide the gulfs
are that separate us in terms of basic living standards and the scope of available opportunities.

At the Sky Blue School, I spoke at length with the sole English-speaking teacher on site. |
could sense that he felt a very strong sense of responsibility to be a good host and to respond
to any questions we might hav. He eagerly showed me a poster showing different animals and
the English words for them, asking for the correct pronunciation of several. I sincerely
admired his enthusiasm and the hunger for knowledge and new ideas that [ saw in him.

As we drove up to the Hope School, my first thought was of the remote feeling of the
setting, nestled in what felt like a small jungle. I felt extremely awkward at first, not knowing
quite what do with myself as the teachers enthusiastically performed their lessons
accompanied by the eager shouted replies of their students. Once again I felt that
uncomfortable sensation of being an intruder. But once I sat down on the floor and started
drawing with the kids, I started to relax. A defining moment for me on that occasion was
when the children surrounding me started to copy onto their own papers the cartoonish
drawings I had made for them. Their favorite was the elephant.

At the Hope School, one boy in particular turned around and beamed at me proudly every
time he finished drawing one of the cartoons I had taught him. He was working so
meticulously to complete these drawings, yet his efforts were significantly hampered by the
crying sibling that clung to him. Though clearly frustrated by this distraction, I was so
touched by the way he carefully plucked a handkerchief from his knapsack to wipe away the
streaming tears and snot from the younger sibling’s face. From my limited perspective, this
seemed a rather great sacrifice for a young child to make, and I wondered what other
hardships detracted from his chances at a carefree childhood. And yet he took on this rather
mature caretaking role without complaint. It was only a small, seemingly insignificant gesture,
yet I was touched and determined that I should strive to draw my own lessons from such
impressions.
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