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Hope for the future: students line up at Karen Lesnard’s school, eager to leam, while others le..
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Karen’s other world

A Melbourne music teacher swaps the comfort
of home for the squalor of Vietnam’s poorest
people to give them hope

nard has taught plano in

her comfortable Essendon
home where the harmony iz
broken only by the yapplnef of
her poodles, Koko and Mel,

Over the next 10 days though,
Karen will be frantically cram-
ming in make-up lessons for mu-
sle students who won't see her
aqrnfn for aumunth.

1e puplls are surprisingly sup-
portive of Karen's [requent aE~
sences — they even give her toys
and clothing for the children she
visits when she is away.

Karen's “other life" {5 the world
towhich she intends to devote her
next 30 years — helping the poor-
est people on a Nood-ravaged
peninsulaof the Vietnamese coast.

The course of Karen's life
changed seven years ago through
a chance meeting with a boy
selling postoards,

Since then she has used her
ecarnings from musle teaching to
lmprove the conditions of families
living on crowded home-made
boats and In squalid huts with
barely enough to'eat,

Karen divides her time between
her two worlds,

AL home, she hos the musle
sehool and an 8-year-old mother —
on the peninsula, she runs a charity
that bullds houses and provides
clothing, health care, education
and hope to hundreds of Vietnam-
ose people who call her “mum",

Her two lves could not be
more different,

Throughout September, she will
stay in a $13-a-night attic room
whete she kmows every cobweb
and erack In the wall.

She will wear' fiip-flops on her [eet
and three-guarter length pants be-
cause they are most suitable for the
zguat tollets she'll be using.

She says she feels lucky to have
the laury of a squal. “None of my
families  have toilets," she: says.
“They go in the river.”

Many of the 56 families sup-
ported by Karen's charity, the
Lifestart Foundation, live on
wooden boats on the Thu Bon
River in Quang Nam province.

Famllies of seven or cight cram
on to the tiny boats, surviving on
the fish they catch from the pol-
luted river,

They have had no education and
nohope of employment,

Karen's mission is to help them
build skdills and earm income by
giving. them equipment, training
and encouragement,

Her "office” is the boats where
the familles live. She gets in-
volved in thelr lives, eats with
them and works out Che best
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threatening. diseases includin
tuberculosis, polio and malaria,
she has never been i1l

“Tidon't know why it is, but I just
seem to cope over there,” she says.

“I see rats as big a5 my dogs and
don't: blink an eye.

“If T were ab home and saw o
two-inch mouse, I'd be up on the

table, SQuenh.n%."
The people she supports are on

a reclaimed peninsula that Qoods
s0 often that they are constantly
lelt homeless,

“The benefits we glve thom are
more than a money thing," she
says. 'Tor them, It's scelng that
someone cares. They matter. This
i5 about hope."

Karen, 40, a divoreed mother of
one, goes Lo the Quang Nam
province three or four thnes a vear,
staying for between one and three
months, then retums to Mel-
bourne to ralse more funds,

Her crusacde began in Scplom-
ber 1999 when she and a cousin
were backpacking through Viet-
nam and they pot talking to a
13-year-old posteard seller in the
heritage town of Hol An.

The boy, Thanh Nguyen, invited
them to visit the “not-so-tourlsty*
side of town.

They walked 1l past the Qimsy
bamboo shacks with tin roofs to
come across poverty that Karen
says she could never have imagined.

The pllght of the people moved
her deeply, but she was just as
taken by thelr resillence and the
uncomplaining way they went
about life.

When she left Vietnam, she
promised Thanh that she would
come back and do what she conld
t0 help the boat peopie.

That Christmas, lnstead of giv-
ing each’ other presents, Karen,
her family and fGiends ralsed
cnough money to sponsora family.

Thanh, now 20, helps Kaven as
a fransiator with a charity pro-

am - that grows bigger every
Eiinﬂ she vislg. =

Driven: Karen Leonard can't wait to return to her Vietnamese familles. Picture: DARRYL GREGORY

diveetly supporting 50 fumilies,
Karen's Lilestart Foundation muns
programs to provide medical sup-
}3!11:3. arranges jobs, finds homes
or orphans, ralses sponsorships
and etueates families that haven't
known what school Is.

W March Lifestart opened the
Ee:ﬂnsaﬂa's first school in
uilding provided by the Gov-
ernment, which is very supportive
of Karen and her volunteers.

“It was just 50 moving to see
those 25 children In thelr first
classroom, uslng penclls and
crayons, things they'd never seen
before," she said.

“When you wateh an 18-year-old
drawing his first line on a page and
he's so engrossed in what he is
doing, It makes you cry.

“Australian kids talke these op-
portunitics for granted, but over
there they are just threilled to know
there's a chance they can linprove
thelr lot."

Because the children work sell-
ing posteards to tourists in the
nice part of town every night, the
school starts cach day at noon.

But schoolls'so popular ¢hlldren
guete from 9am onwards in the
hot sun to make sure they get in

Karen belleves she will eventu-
ally lye full-time on the peninsula,
but at this stage she needs to
come home to raise funds, to see
hermaother and daughter Jade and
thelr two dogs.

Lifestart Foundation’s only
fundraiser, the recent Christmas-

she will use on this rip to buy
whatever her familles need to
Improve thelr lives.

No ene gets money.

Karen nssesses individual needs
and provides the goods, trving to
give people the ways and means to
start bullding an income,

Under the Adept a Famlly pro-
gram, & 3400 donation might buy
chickens and a coop for a poultry
breeding enterprise, or to bulld or
repair a boat for a Gshing family.

Karen rides avound on a motor-
bike, finding out what animals
are avallable, and gets one of
her Vietnamese helpers to buy
the animals.

“T never imagined I'd be bDuying
goats or pigs, but it's amazing what
youl learn when you need Lo, I've got
Lo the stage where I can look at a
cow and tell you whether it's golng
to be a good investment.”

She says she never strikes Jea-
lousy between the families.

"Thoy are happy for each other
to recelve help

When she and Ave volunteer
helpers leave Melbourne o g
gust 31, they will take about 250Ky
of clothing, school supplies and
i;mun:l.l care products, including
1ead lee treatments to fight an
outbrealk that has swept through
her school. Treating the nits will
be the volunteers’ first task.

During this month on the penin-
suln, Karen will take seven-year-
old Ngoc Nguyen to Salgon,
1000km o for an assessment

away,
Despite the prevalenge.of life-.. . Besldes bulldingd3 houses and, oJdo-July ball,raised 318,000, whichy.dhat might lead to major surgery.

Mgoc Is from the frst fumily
Karen helped when she started
her program. Ngoe has cercbral
palsy and 1s unable to leed hersell
or even go to the tollet hersell,

But surgeons believe she may be
sultable for operations on her hips,
arms and legs that would vastly
lmprove the quality of her life.

“There’s nothing definite at this
stage, but i would be just woncder-
ful to glve Ngoc a better future,”
IKaren says.

HILE Karen's Melboume
friends are In awe of whal
ghe 1z doing, most admit
they couldn't do what she's done.

“I guess T just fell thal we are
Eiven one lfe to make a differ-
ence," Karen says, “And I didn't
want my life to be defined only as
a music teacher.

“The need among these people
iz to do something for the great-
er good.

“I can't help all of Vietnam. I
can't even kelp all of one province,

“But I con work with one
community and make a genera-
tional change.

"I higpe that the kids born in 16

or 20 years' thne won't face the
difficulties that tieli parents have

— they will have safe housibig, ey
will go to school, and they will get
medical treatment.

“If thal happens, I wil have
made a difference.
learneynadheraldsui, co.an
Net lini:

e estartfoundation.org.au,




