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from Vietnam, flew to Yangon, Myanmar. There,
they bought tons of rice and cooking oil, and
worked day and night alongside Burmese
Buddhist monks and volunteers. They distributed
provisions to a total of 5,500 victims in the
Irrawaddy river delta, despite the constant threat
of confiscation of the supplies by the junta.

During their time in the delta, the volunteers –
Tai Tran, Tran Nhat Minh, and Buddhist nun Dieu
Hieu -- saw thousands of destroyed homes, tem-
ples overrun with desperate people seeking shel-
ter, and hungry children lining up for porridge.

School Projects

After building and renovating 14 classrooms in
2007, VRE is on track to meet or exceed this level
in 2008. 

But we’re not just building any old school. Each
year, we look to improve the quality and design of
our schools in hopes that these efforts will, in turn,
improve the quality of children’s education.
Currently, we are researching ways to apply
‘‘green’’ technology to our schools by installing
solar panels and low-energy lighting.

In 2008, we’ve begun constructing a 4-class-
room elementary school in Phu Dong Ward, of Tuy
Hoa City in central Vietnam. In this coastal area,

58% of the population depends on agriculture and
fishing. People also lay stones, make bricks and
bamboo baskets. The average income per person
is 300,000 Vietnamese dong per month, roughly
equal to US $19.

VRE is also building schools again in Ben Tre
province. In My An commune, the poorest area in
the region, we are building three classrooms to
replace a structure that, after 33 years of use, has
deteriorated. A key problem: The roof was made of
asbestos, and pocketed with holes, which made
the school nearly impossible to use during the
rainy season. The school will be a welcome addi-
tion in a village where the average monthly
income per person is $12.50 and the poorest fam-
ilies take their children out of school and put them
to work. Most people here travel by bike and by
foot, rather than mopeds or cars. Because My An
commune is surrounded by the Mekong river and
lies at the mouth of Ham Luong river, the principal
occupation here is fishing.

“In My Eyes”: A VRE Donor Sees
His Funds at Work

John Altorelli sat on the bus, watching the
Vietnamese landscape rush by on the one-hour
trip between the coastal airport and the rural
school he had funded in central Vietnam. Rice pat-
ties lined the road, their bright green color making
everything else seem dull by comparison.
Sometimes, water buffalo stood near the patties;
other times, women wearing traditional conical
hats bent low to the ground as they harvested rice
by hand. He saw the occasional group of huts,
which someone told him were one-bedroom
homes. Mr. Altorelli found the poverty heart
wrenching. This was old Vietnam, someone else
said – it hadn’t changed much in the past 50
years. 

The pit of excitement was growing in his stom-
ach. He couldn’t wait to see the school that his
$21,000 donation to VRE had funded. He knew
the stats on paper – the Hoa Xuan Dong School
had four classrooms, all equipped with black-
boards, tables and benches. He knew 600-some
students would use it on a regular basis and thou-
sands more would benefit in the years to come.
He knew that in this central region of Vietnam,
almost everyone survived by farming, and that the
average monthly income per person was less than
$15. He had seen photos of the old school – its
foundation cracked and crumbling. Large holes in
the ceiling made studying during the rainy season
nearly impossible, and it didn’t even have a well
for water.

He wanted to see with his own eyes what his
donation accomplished. He wanted to see the
school and meet the kids. 

It was his first time in Vietnam, and he had
flown into a military airport, located near the water
and surrounded by untouched beaches. The facil-
ity was under-used – there were no planes and no

soldiers. But it brought back memories of the
Vietnam War. He was in high school when the
draft ended, but had friends serve in Vietnam.
Later on, Mr. Altorelli joined the U.S. Air Force. 

Then it happened. The bus pulled into a clear-
ing, and he saw the school. In front of the school
sat rows and rows of children – hundreds of chil-
dren, some wearing red, some wearing their
school uniforms of blue pants, white shirts and red
neck scarves, and some wearing everyday cloth-
ing. The color of their clothes jumped out at Mr.
Altorelli, and his stomach jumped in turn – he had-
n’t expected so many people! Behind the children

stood their teachers, dressed in the traditional
Vietnamese ao dai, and alongside them were
countless parents, school officials and govern-
ment officials. Behind them was the school, brand-
new, with fresh yellow paint and a long, shaded
porch.

He stepped off the bus, his eyes wide, and his
face smiling as he took it all in – it was almost
overwhelming, all these people! The air smelled
clean; industry hadn’t yet come to the area. The
children looked at him, their eyes seeming to ask,
“Who are these strangers?” Then the kids started
smiling, fidgeting and talking to each other. Their

DID YOU KNOW that you can raise
money for VRE just by using the Internet?
Here’s how: Next time you are tempted to
‘‘Google’’ something, go instead to
Goodsearch.com and designate Vietnam
Relief Effort as your charity of choice. Then
search to your heart’s content! You can also
buy Orbitz plane tickets, flowers, clothes,
electronics and much more through
Goodsearch. 

The best part is, each time you search or
buy, you’re donating money to VRE!

Earn Money For VRE By
Searching the Internet

Volunteers measure out rice for distribution

VRE school in Tan Dien, Vietnam, 
completed in early 2008

School children in front of the John Altorelli School in
Phu Yen. Copyright Monty Tran Photography, 2008,

www.montytran.com
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To all VRE contributors,

Thank you
for supporting our efforts!

excitement matched that of Mr. Altorelli’s. The gov-
ernment officials led him to his table. This was it.
This was the building he funded, these were the
kids he was helping. 

The show began, a tribute to the school open-
ing. First, a handful of little girls sang, then the
children performed traditional Vietnamese dances
and songs.  After the show, Mr. Altorelli gave gifts
to the children. Some received volleyballs, others
badminton rackets, and some – those who lived
the furthest away from the school – received bicy-
cles.

Mr. Altorelli gave each child his or her gift. One
little girl was unbearably shy; someone ushered
her up to claim hers. When he gave her a new

bike, she started crying uncontrollably - no one
had given her such a gift before. He kissed the top
of her head, overwhelmed by her emotions and
his own.

Later, sitting on the bus, Mr. Altorelli digested
his experience. He knew he was giving these kids
a much-needed helping hand by making it easier
for them to get an education. His own family had
come to the U.S. from Italy after World War II, and
education had opened the door for him to suc-
ceed. The bus drove on, and Mr. Altorelli started
planning his next trip back, and how else he could
help the kids at the newly named “John Altorelli
School.”
(John Altorelli is a partner at Dewey & LeBoeuf
law firm in New York City. His story was told to,
and written by, Amy Braunschweiger and Lam
Thuy Vo.)
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A school girl brought to tears 
when John gives her a bike.
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