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ONE

FIND YOUR BOTHER

I discovered my bother, the issue that would become my life’s mission, in
January 2003, soon after Bill became the president of Dell’s Asia-Pacific
region. We were living in Singapore when I visited Cambodia for the first
time with my best friend, Virginia, and her daughter, Amanda. In Siem
Reap, a city of approximately a quarter of a million people in northwestern
Cambodia, we visited the magnificent temples of Angkor Wat, the
centerpiece of the Khmer kingdom from the ninth to the fifteenth centuries.
As we were watching a group of monks in bright orange robes walk across
the temple grounds, a little girl tugged on my sleeve and asked me in
perfect English for a dollar.

“What’s your name?” I asked, “and how will you use the dollar?”
“My name is Srelin, and I need the dollar so I can go to school.”
The cynic in me thought, What a clever way to fleece tourists, but I

agreed to give her the dollar—as long as she showed me her school. That
was the beginning of a forty-eight-hour period that would change the course
of my life. It was also the first of what we began calling “orange moments,”
those moments when individuals “get” what CFC is trying to do in
Cambodia. I have repeatedly witnessed peoples’ inner light turn a brilliant
orange when they walk into one of our classrooms, hold the hand of a
young Cambodian student, or congratulate an older student on his or her
success. This was my turn, the first of many.

That afternoon we visited Srelin’s school in Kravaan. More than
seventy-five children of all ages were crammed into a small, poorly lit
classroom with a dirt floor. As many as four or five were forced to sit at the
same narrow desk. Some students were sharing a small chair. Their only



school supplies were pencils, many of which were broken into small pieces
so everyone could have one. When we entered the classroom, the children
stared in wonder at the three American women, all of us patiently waiting
for a teacher who would never arrive.

What I saw bothered me. It also occurred to me that it wouldn’t take all
that much to make a genuine difference in Cambodia, a country still
recovering from the genocide the Khmer Rouge carried out between 1975
and 1979. During these terrible years, in the name of creating an agrarian
utopia, the Khmer Rouge killed an estimated two million Cambodians, a
quarter of the population, in a wave of murder, torture, and starvation aimed
particularly at the educated and intellectual elite. If you wore glasses, you
were in danger.

In 2003 I had scant knowledge of any of this. What I did see, however,
left a powerful impression on me. I could have returned to my busy life in
Singapore and forgotten what I had witnessed. I could have focused all my
attention on being a good wife and mother. That’s enough, right? But I was
too bothered to do that, a feeling that has never left me.

Before leaving Kravaan, I learned that many students did have to pay
their teachers. I told our guide I wanted to pay for Srelin and a few other



children to attend school for the remainder of the year. It wasn’t much, but
it was a start. That’s how Caring for Cambodia was born—not from a desire
to micromanage the lives of others or a need to make my already busy days
more hectic, but from a sense that something was wrong and I could help
provide a solution. Its origins can be traced to my feelings about the perils
Srelin and all the other children like her in Cambodia faced when it came to
getting an education. The situation bothered me, and that bother motivated
me to do something. Once I had made that commitment, there was only one
other question to answer: would I stay bothered?

Caring for Cambodia
The story of how in just sixteen years Caring for Cambodia became so
established and influential in Cambodia is more complicated than how we
got started. How did we go from operating out of a ramshackle, one-room
schoolhouse to having forty-two new buildings at twenty-one schools, 280
newly trained teachers, and feeding two meals per day to 6,700 students?
What did we do to prompt the Cambodian Ministry of Education to endorse
CFC’s brand of teaching as a model to be emulated by the rest of the
country?

My best explanation is that I wasn’t the only who got bothered and
stayed that way. The biggest factor in our early success was the creation of
a sustainable volunteer organization in Singapore. We were able to get
people there excited about helping children in a developing country just two
hours by air but, in nearly every other regard, light years away. Every
month someone would offer to host a fundraiser or volunteer to lick stamps
and fill backpacks. As soon as we lost one volunteer, another would arrive
to fill the empty position.





Our volunteers come from all walks of life. They cover the political
spectrum, from the most conservative to the most liberal. We’ve had
grandparents volunteer, as well as small children, heirs to small fortunes,
and people living paycheck to paycheck. The one trait they all have in
common is that they were not only bothered when they first heard about the
education system in Cambodia, but they stayed bothered. Even after
returning to their everyday lives, they didn’t let the feeling fade.

It seemed like five minutes after my return to Singapore from that first
trip to Cambodia, my house was crowded with volunteers filling backpacks
with donated notebooks, pencils, toothbrushes, soap, and school uniforms.
Two weeks later I made my second trip to Siem Reap with a few friends,
and we distributed the backpacks to every student at Srelin’s school. Soon
we were organizing Make a Difference (MAD) trips, which now bring more
than seven hundred volunteers from all over the world to Cambodia each
year to build playgrounds, homes, even entire schools. We’ve torn down
dilapidated buildings and built new ones in their place. We’ve painted, and
painted, and painted some more, creating vibrant, lively classrooms and
libraries. During our first year we put special emphasis on making our
schools places where learning is fun and exciting. Soon the children’s
colorful artwork began to cover the walls, supplemented by playful
presentations of numbers and letters imported from Singapore.

The first school we built from the ground up was in Spien Chrieve, one
of the poorest villages in the area despite being just 20 kilometers south of
the country’s top tourist attraction, the temples of Angkor Wat. In 2003 the
school was a rundown, one-room structure with dirt for a floor. Now it is a
sprawling campus with a new cafeteria, library, teacher training center, and
twelve child-friendly classrooms where trained teachers are actively
engaged and supported. The new buildings we erected succeeded in making
the teachers and students feel completely different about their schools.
Classrooms where students once had to duck under a table when it rained
were replaced by modern learning centers.





The momentum was self-generating. Before I had a chance to blink, we
were a registered nongovernmental organization (NGO). We were not only
building schools, but also training teachers and feeding and educating
students in a manner not typically seen in Cambodia. Starting CFC opened
my eyes to just how generous people can be. When people weren’t giving
us their time, they were donating money.

I think a lot of people stop being bothered as soon as they realize that to
create lasting change, they can’t do it alone. You might not have the means
to start an organization like I did. It takes a tremendous amount of time,
energy, and fundraising. But that shouldn’t stop you. You can join an
organization that already exists or start something small in your own
community. The desire to give is universal; it’s impossible to stereotype
those who do it most often. You can be Christian or atheist, Muslim or Jew.
You can have all the money in the world, or very little. The father of one of
my good friends gives fifteen dollars to CFC every month. We also have
people who have written a check for $100,000. The figures might vary, but
the level of generosity is the same. The only common denominator is
becoming bothered and staying that way.

You don’t need to have a CEO husband or the wherewithal to fly around
the world. You can have a tremendous impact on your bother, whatever it
may be, no matter who you are or where you live. I did not set out to
become a CEO, and I’ve learned a few things along the way:

• Educate yourself. Once I found my bother, I learned everything I
could about Cambodia, about educating children, about running an
NGO. Watch TED Talks. Listen to podcasts. Emulate leaders you
admire. Take their ideas and use them; there is no need to reinvent
the wheel.

• Let go of your failures. Move on and learn.

• Build relationships. You’ll never get anywhere alone.

• Stay away from people who belittle your ambitions. Great people
make you feel great; then you become great.

• Don’t start something if you are unwilling to lead.



• You’ll run into people who are mean, impatient, and spiteful. Be
kind anyway.

• Learn how to say thank you in a million different ways. And mean
it.

• Don’t take life too seriously. You cannot change everything. Change
something and keep on going.
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