
PACIFIC
BRIDGESRoom 202, Bobst Center

for Peace and Justice
83 Prospect Ave.
Princeton, NJ 08544
Phone: (609) 258 3657
pia@princeton.edu
www.princeton.edu/~pia

Newsletter of Princeton in Asia Fall 2007

Voices From The Field: First Impressions

I took two of my 
free days during 
midterm week and 
had an unbeliev-
able experience.  I 
went to a little vil-
lage where I stayed 
at a ‘guesthouse’ 
that was basical-
ly a bamboo hut 
overlooking a rice 
paddy, and hiked 
through mountains, 
forest and terraced 
hillsides, and vil-
lages all day.  I 
had dinner with 
a family on their floor as we watched 
Christian televangelists on TV (I had 
no idea the hill tribes here are mainly 
Christian).  I talked to the owner for a 
few hours about conservation/organic 
agriculture, and I think I’m going to be 
heading back there during my Decem-
ber break to volunteer with him and 
help him start some new farm projects: 
plowing a new area of land using a wa-
ter buffalo, harvesting macadamia nuts, 
starting a fish-breeding pond, etc. I am 
sooo psyched.

—Alexis Schaitkin, Payap University, 
Chiang Mai, Thailand

(continued on page 3)

I’m writing a report right now on gov-
ernment planning cycles and how Plan 
can maximize our added value. It’s a de-
veloping country. It’s a one party state. 
I’m a foreigner. I’m new. Vietnam is in 
the process of decentralizing. The sys-
tem’s not known for transparency and 
accountability. Every question yields 
five different answers. Nobody wants 
to talk about budgets (unless it’s about 
you giving them more money). Of 
course it’s difficult and frustrating. It’s 
also pretty amazing, and very fun. The 
Program Support Manager is basically 
the boss you can only dream about 

having and the Pro-
gram Unit staff in 
the field is great, 
too. I cannot say 
enough good things 
about this place.

—Ho Ming So, 
Plan International,

Hanoi, Vietnam

Well, I made it in 
one piece to Sin-
gapore and so far, 
I absolutely love 
it!  Everything was, 
as I have heard, 
extremely smooth 
and efficient (and 

clean!).  I was greeted at the airport by 
a delightful taxi driver, who told me all 
about Singapore as we drove down the 
PIE expressway. My new favorite thing 
is to get fresh cut pineapple, papaya, 
and watermelon for about one Sing 
dollar.....mmmmm. Did I mention I 
have my own cubicle, which makes me 
really happy (I am a huge nerd.....)? I 
also hope to start running with the staff 
track/cross country team.

—Elizabeth Pollina,
Ngee An Polytechnic, Singapore

Teresa Velez ’07 currently posted in Yakage, Japan teaches her kindergartners
about American holidays. Their favorite was Halloween.

With the last of the PiAers ’07 out the door, 125 talented young people are now living and working in 17 countries in Asia, 
discovering their favorite noodle stands, learning languages, and giving new meaning to the acronym PiA: Pantomiming in 
Asia.  The forthcoming descriptions of their first impressions and their words of thanks are the best reminders of the impor-
tance of building bridges across cultures.



Introducing Ari Wolfe: New PiA East Asia Program Director

I was having dinner with old family 
friends in the late fall of 2004 when 
I got that question all students dread 
hearing—what are you doing after 
you graduate? After finishing my 
B.A. from Wesleyan University I 
worked in the undergraduate admis-
sions office of Boston University, 
which had the added benefit of free 
graduate school, so I found myself 
right back in the classroom studying 
history and education. It’s a good 
thing, too, because I was already 
feeling constrained in my cubicle. 
In between reading applications and 
answering the same  questions ev-
eryday (e.g. “Yes, you have to take 
the SATs” and “No, I can’t just give 
you a scholarship”), I was receiving 
daydream-inducing emails from friends 
of mine having sensational adventures 
overseas. Back at that fateful dinner, as 
I pondered the big question, it struck 
me that I, too, wanted to get out of the 
country and have an adventure. I gave 
a vague response about wanting to go 
abroad and my sister’s friend respond-
ed, “You should do PiA!”

PiA? What was that? A government 
program? A travel agency? A recre-
ational drug? I had no idea. But as I 
heard exciting tales of teaching, hiking, 
and eating in the far reaches of Nepal, 
I knew I was on to something. I went 
home that night and googled “Prince-
ton in Asia,” spending the ensuing hour 
reading the website from top to bottom. 
Malaysia! Laos! Japan! China! Having 
never studied anything about Asia, it all 
sounded so romantic and mysterious. I 
then checked out the application, which 
happened to be due the next day at 5pm. 
I decided to carpe noctem and fill it out 
right then and there. Eventually I was 
lucky enough to get an email inform-
ing me of an interview and I traveled 
on down to Princeton.

Approaching the campus, I was ner-
vous. Really nervous. I had spent the 

previous night cramming like it was 
exam time, trying to read as much as 
I could about current Asian events in a 
futile attempt to appear educated about 
the entire continent. I had visions of sit-
ting in front of a panel and sweating, 
while being peppered with questions 
like, “What is the Chinese Minister 
of Agriculture’s name?” and “In what 
year did Laos become an independent 
constitutional monarchy?” As it was, 
I sat down with Anastasia and the first 
thing she said was, “So tell me, who 
are you?” I had a tense moment there, 
as I couldn’t figure out if she was be-
ing really deep or simply unclear as to 
my name. It turns out it was more the 
former and an hour quickly flew by as 
we chatted about anything and every-
thing, other than Asia. As we stood up 
to leave, Anastasia threw out several 
enthusiastic plugs for various Chinese 
cities ending in “zhou.” 

Before I knew it, I was on a plane to 
teach English and American History to 
high school students in China’s third 
largest city—Guangzhou. Looking 
back, I think I was hooked from the 
moment I touched down. The combi-
nation of incredible food, friendly co-
workers, and my sudden promotion to 
tallest-guy-on-the-basketball-court all 
contributed to a perfect atmosphere for 
cultural interaction.

I tried to make the most of the in-
credible opportunity that is PiA and 
I found myself traveling as much 
as possible, to the far reaches of 
China and beyond. Bound only by 
the destinations of the trains and 
budget airlines, I tried to cover as 
much ground as possible and soon 
discovered that the PiA network 
formed at orientation was alive and 
well wherever I looked. I crashed 
on couches, slept on floors, and 
even (platonically) shared beds 
with some of the most interesting 
and talented people I had ever met. 
It was humbling to see what incred-
ible work people were doing all 

over Asia and how fellows were chang-
ing lives on a daily basis. 

Well, one year quickly became two and 
I became tied to Asia in a way that I 
never thought possible. Though I had 
no intention of learning Mandarin when 
I first arrived, I found myself making 
small talk in stores and even participat-
ing in <ahem> “competitive” talk on 
the soccer field. Though I didn’t plan 
on doing anything out of the ordinary 
at my post, I found myself organizing 
and coaching a fledgling baseball team. 
And though I didn’t foresee a life-long 
connection to PiA when I first heard 
about it, now I am fortunate enough to 
serve as one of the Program Directors 
for future cohorts of PiA fellows. 

It is thus with great honor and privilege 
that I join Anastasia, Leslie, the Board 
of Trustees, our esteemed alumni, and 
109 years of history in building bridges 
between East and West. I look forward 
to meeting all the members of PiA’s 
extended family, and I hope that I, too, 
will now be able to help those troubled 
souls answer the question of, “What are 
you doing after you graduate?”

—Ari C. Wolfe, PiA China ’05-’07
(new) PiA Program Director

(China / Hong Kong / Taiwan)

Ari Wolfe, commuting to work as our new Program Director.
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Voices From The Field (Continued)

For the last two weeks I was living 
entirely in the city center, wondering 
if and how I would ever escape its in-
tense gravitational pull, but then sud-
denly I had the opportunity to accom-
pany a couple Vietnamese friends who 
are neighborhood buddies from back in 
the hamlet on a day-trip to visit their 
families in the countryside.  So sud-
denly there I am in a little slice o’ heav-
en.  When I’m less tired I’ll describe 
the whole scene to you, but basically 
as a preview the elements will be 1) the 
countryside is gorgeous 2) we sat in this 
peaceful walled-in courtyard in front of 
the house 3) they brought out all this 
food, mainly rice and SMOKEFISH, 
like from a deli, and I didn’t disappoint 
their urgings to go to town on the stuff 
4) as with #3, noting further cultural-
ancestral “resonances” and their wider 
human implications 5) my friend who 
I thought was my age walks over to 
this field where a lady is stooping over 
wearing “one of those hats” and he’s 
like, in Vietnamese “hey honey!” and 
she looks up and he says to me “that’s 
my wife!” 6) everyone is “super nice.” 
I don’t mean to sound jaded with all of 
that, it was one of the most blissful ex-
periences of my life.

—Jacob Gold, Vietnam News,
Hanoi, Vietnam

Today was certainly…well, my first 
birthday so far in Cambodia. I had to 
ask myself how many other birthdays 
I would ride a motorbike for the first 
time and see a monument in Phnom 
Penh. Already I feel more comfort-
able in the city, and last night’s worries 
seem somewhat removed (as I’m sure 
today’s will feel by the end of tomor-
row or the end of this week).

—Andrew Turco, Royal University of 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

The Chinese are incredibly patient with 
my awful Chinese and are always will-
ing to help in the train station or on the 
street or give me a hand.  They wave 
at me on the street and say, “hello for-
eigner welcome to China,” while at the 
same time pushing me out of the way 
clamoring for a seat on the bus.  Some 
of the major reasons I decided to do 
PiA were to build up a cache of adven-
tures, stories, and varied experiences 
that I otherwise would have no chance 
to have, and I was traveling over the 
holidays and I got this overwhelming 
sense that there is nowhere else I would 
rather be.

—Max Jacobson,
Dalian University of Technology,

Dalian, China

The Korean alphabet, Hangeul, is very 
logical. Luckily, my PiA predecessor 
had done an article on which teach-

yourself-Korean books were 
best, so I inherited his library 
of books. I chose the one with 
the most pictures (seriously, this 
helped my learning SO MUCH) 
and set to work. It took about 
four days to learn the entire al-
phabet, but it does take some 
practicing.  At this point, I’m still 
in the “sound it out” phase. I try 
to read signs when I ride the bus. 
I also read aloud for my language 
partner.

—Hannah Bae, Joong Ang Ilbo
Newspaper, Seoul, South Korea

Dalian University of Technology crew in Changbaishan, 
China: Dan Chaput (2nd year in Dalian), Caitlin Kelly, 

Max Jacobson, and Asad Rahim.

(continued from page 1) Favorite Quotes From Our Fellows
“Life is extremely busy but in a differ-
ent way from Princeton, and I’m adjust-
ing to being a teacher.  Culture shock is 
negligible compared to learning how to 
deal with a classroom full of 7-year-olds 
throwing paint at each other.”  —Jenn 
Ruskey, Kodaikanal International 
School, Tamil Nadu, India

“Good evening—ahem—good morning, 
(ohayo gozaimasu!) & greetings from 
the land of the rising sun. Happy to get 
here, happier to be here; it’s been such a 
roller coaster of events zipping past that 
it’s been impossible to freeze-frame stop 
& take stock of it all.”  —Danny Snelson, 
Ekoin Buddhist Temple, Tokyo, Japan

“My students are awesome. Most of them 
are my age or only a year or two younger 
(I’m 22, though I told them I was 47) and 
major in one of several science related 
fields.” —Charlie Cox, MFLU, Chang 
Rai, Thailand 

“This is Michael Parks, reporting in from 
Taichung. I’m on the ground here, in a 
room with Mary, Tarryn, and Sir Arthur, 
where we’re planning our first lesson for 
this Friday! It’s been awesome so far—
like getting smacked in the face with a 
cultural 2 x 4, in a good way.”  —Mi-
chael Parks, Affiliated High School of 
Tunghai University, Taichung, Taiwan

“I also definitely get treated differently 
because I have curly hair. People on the 
street are constantly doing weird things 
to invoke some kind of reaction from 
me. It’s just like people think that I’ll 
have some kind of bouncy reaction to go 
with my bouncy hair.”  —Morgan Gal-
land (2nd year PiAer), IUCN, Vientiane, 
Laos

“I’ve only been here for four months 
but already I have picked up my two 
new favorite hobbies—elephant riding 
and bamboo rafting.  Overall I am hav-
ing the time of my life and of all of my 
friends, I have the best first job out of 
college, hands down.” —Erica McGib-
bon, Prince Royal College, Chiang Mai, 
Thailand
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Summer of Service (SOS) Update

An SOS Teacher
I went to China to see somewhere 
I had never been before. I went be-
cause I didn’t go abroad for school, 
and this was somewhere too far to 
even conceive.  I went because I 
was fascinated by China’s history, 
because of the way we, in the West, 
mythologize the East, because Chi-
na had always been too far away to 
dig a hole to on the beach. 

It’s hard for me to think about Chi-
na as a real experience—it still feels 
like a dream, but a dream so vivid it 
has changed being awake. I know now 
what China looks like, how it smells 
in the morning, what a bustling street 
looks like on a sunny day when ev-
ery woman carries a pastel umbrella. 
I know for the first time how it feels 
to be an ethnic minority, to be stared 
at on the street and have people ask if 
they can take a picture of me with their 
young children. But I expected to know 
all these things. 

What I didn’t know, what none of us 
knew, was how closely our lives would 
entwine with our students’. If I had 
come to Asia any other way, I would 
have seen the sights and eaten the 
food, but I would not have connected 
so closely with the people. Connecting 
through language was the most intimate 
experience we could have shared, and 
being with students our own age made 
this the sort of cross-cultural experience 
that the globalized world tells us is a 
hackneyed antiquity. But cultural dif-
ference proved to be as real as we were, 
and it was glorious to spend our days 

dissecting our differences and celebrat-
ing our similarities. We had to talk to 
our students all the time; it was why we 
were there. It was part of our job to ask 
them about their families, their farms, 
their thoughts on their government and 
on China’s place in the world. And it 
was their job as students to talk, to talk 
as much as they could. Their openness 
was remarkable, and it caught all of the 
teachers by surprise.

To Americans, China is a fantasy. It is 
misty mountains and a great wall, fire-
works and dragons. It is a foreign script 
and an unfamiliar history, a looming 
monolith and an economic wildfire. 
China proved to be all these things. It 
did not rise up and contradict our ex-
pectations; it contextualized them. Our 
students were so proud of their coun-
try and so excited to share it with us. 
I heard oral presentations on the jade 
inlays of the Beijing ’08 Olympic med-
als, on Westerners, surprising antipathy 
to dragons, and the cultural legacy of 
chopsticks. But I also heard a presenta-

tion that criticized China’s education 
system, echoing the sentiments our 
students shared with one another and 
with us. They had dreams for their 
country and their lives and were 
grasped by the electric frustration 
of knowing that their proud country 
was lurching forward, leaving them 
to wonder how far it might take 
them. 

I went in feeling I’d been given the 
great gift of travel, of an opportunity 
to see the world. Yet time and again 
our students thanked us for the op-

portunity we were giving them. It took 
weeks for us to realize that our reversed 
analogy would be a group of privileged 
Shanghainese who came to the United 
States, spent a week and a half traveling 
down the eastern seaboard, and finally 
settled for the summer in rural Tennes-
see. This experience changed the way 
we teachers thought about the world 
and about ourselves. We are more con-
fident but also more conscious of our 
incredible privilege; my Summer of 
Service meant more than I could have 
ever expected.

—Tessa Brown ’08,
SOS teacher

A Local Teacher and Administrator
After many discussions and efforts, 
Princeton in Asia returned to the Xi-
angxi Autonomous Prefecture. The 
city of Jishou is a mountainous mi-
nority area in Hunan Province, which 
is remote and poor. The SOS return 
was important news. The Xiangxi and 
Jishou TV stations reported this event 
and interviewed Rory (Truex) who was 

In its second year, the Summer of Service (SOS) program has become a model of a sustainable student-initiated interna-
tional service program and a sterling example of the tremendous impact Princeton students can make through service while 
learning from the experiences of their peers and hosts abroad.  This past summer, PiA sent twelve more Princeton University 
undergraduates to Jishou City, Hunan Province, China to design and teach a six-week English program in one of the needi-
est areas of Western China.  Over the past two summers, 21 undergraduates from Princeton have taught, befriended, and 
learned from more than 300 of their peers in China, cultivating what has quickly become a rare bond between the Princeton 
and Jishou communities.  The SOS program exemplifies the PiA ethos of service and learning from other cultures, and those 
effects continue to ripple across oceans.  We would like to highlight four different perspectives from members of the SOS 
community.

The SOS “Dream Team”—the group that made this year on 
SOS such a great success.  Stella (program assistant), Ash-
ley Johnson (program leader), Bobbie Thompson (program 

teacher trainer) and Betty Cox (program leader).
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SOS Update (Continued)

involved in SOS 2006. The report pro-
duced an intense effect in universities 
and senior middle schools, and over the 
next few days at Jishou Teachers’ Col-
lege, a great number of students came 
to register for the program. There were 
so many that we had to refuse some, 
but they hoped to join it next summer 
if possible.

PiA’s SOS in Jishou this year started on 
July 12th and ended on August 24th. 
The students from Princeton Universi-
ty behaved with excellent professional 
virtue and diligence in those 43 days. 
They overcame hot weather and differ-
ent ways of living and accomplished 
their teaching tasks successfully. They 
were commended highly by the presi-
dent and teachers of Jishou Teachers’ 
College as well as the citizens of Jishou 
City.

Firstly, SOS in Jishou helped give the 
students and citizens direct contact 
with these great, vigorous, sincere, and 
wholesome American youth. Wherever 
they went—the supermarket, street, 
night market, or swimming pool—they 
were treated well. SOS in Jishou has be-
come an everyday topic for the citizens 
in Jishou and people have been fond of 
communicating with these American 
boys and girls.

Secondly, PiA’s coming to 
Jishou caught the local govern-
ment’s high attention this sum-
mer. Mr. Hu Zhangsheng, vice 
governor of Xiangxi Prefecture 
in charge of education, came to 
the Teachers’ College to ob-
serve the summer program and 
the working environment. He 
also hoped to take the Prince-
ton teachers to visit Xiangxi in 
their spare time in order to help 
people from Princeton Univer-
sity know more about Xiangxi 
manners, customs, and rural 
China’s social reality. There-
after, the Xiangxi government 

entrusted Mr. Hu to hold a party for the 
teachers and students from Princeton 
University. Mr. Hu said it was the first 
time in 50 years that Xiangxi has had 
such a good relationship with students 
from an American famous university.  
He hopes Jishou Teachers’ College 
can amply use this opportunity to im-
prove its English teaching. At the end 
of this summer’s SOS, Mr. Hu once 
again came to visit, bringing presents 
of traditional minority cultures for the 
teachers and invited PiA to come back 
in 2008.

Thirdly, SOS has made many help-
ful contributions to improve the Eng-
lish teaching of the teachers of Jishou 
Teacher’s College. Bobby Thompson 
(Princeton University ESL Professor) 
held a class to teach English phonet-
ics for the English teachers. The 
most important thing is that SOS 
helps the students eliminate the 
psychological obstacles in Eng-
lish communication and makes 
them motivated to speak Eng-
lish with the teachers. 

Lastly, the ability of English 
speaking and communication 
of the students who took part 
in SOS developed quickly. Wu 
Guanlu has become the key 

English teacher in one rural school. He 
felt very happy to see the students of 
Teachers’ College provided with such 
good English teaching resources. When 
he saw the students freely communicat-
ing with SOS staff, he said excitedly, 
“It is the first time for me to have the 
chance to talk to foreigners in Eng-
lish.”

Obviously, SOS in Jishou has helped 
many students and teachers learn a lot, 
and if this program can be continued, 
it will certainly cultivate more and bet-
ter English teachers for Xiangxi rural 
middle schools. Therefore, the govern-
ment of Xiangxi Autonomous Prefec-
ture, Jishou Teachers’ College, and the 
students of English Department have 
a sincere desire for PiA’s return to Xi-
angxi’s mountainous area next year.

—Hexian (Chris) Wu,
English Teacher at Jishou Teachers’ 

College and Summer of Service liaison 
with the College and the community

An SOS Parent
Having spent our 2006 summer vaca-
tion in the major Chinese cities and 
sites known to all tourists, the Johnson 
family decided that in 2007 we wanted 
to see what our daughter Ashley ’08 
had called the “real” China. For the 
second consecutive summer, she would 
be part of Princeton in Asia’s Summer 
of Service program, in which Princeton 
undergraduates teach English at Jishou 
Teachers’ College in Jishou (Hunan), a 

Jishou Teachers’ College professor Hexian ‘Chris’ Wu tell-
ing program leader Betty Cox a story from his hometown.  
Chris was just awarded a Ford Foundation grant to study 

for his master’s degree in the United States.

SOS teacher Tessa Brown ’08 leads a discussion class in 
Jishou this summer.
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SOS Update (Continued)

hamlet (by Chinese standards) of some 
300,000 or so inhabitants. We were 
lucky that our travel agent was so flex-
ible because you will not read of the 
sights and sites of Jishou in any bro-
chure nor will you find it in any of the 
standard packages. But find it we did, 
and we found it quite different from the 
rest of the China we had visited.

If Jishou is the real China, much of its 
people live a hardscrabble existence. 
Gone are the towering skyscrapers and 
glittering, tony boutiques that China 
has gone at great pains to present to the 
world it now welcomes in its mega-cit-
ies. China is a large country and large 
strides have been made in the large cit-
ies to cast off its Confucian ideals in fa-
vor of a practical realism. Seeking truth 
from facts is vying with the tradition of 
received wisdom. And, what is surpris-
ing to many Americans, who are regu-
larly bombarded by criticism from the 
rest of the world, is the Chinese people’s 
near infatuation with America. Jishou 
reflects a conservative Chinese mindset 
that wants to escape from the grinding 
poverty to the middle class comforts 
often visible in Shanghai, Beijing and 
other centers, yet is suspicious of the 
compromises with traditional Chinese 
culture that those cities have made. To 
be sure, one can find an internet café 
in Jishou, but one will not see Western-
style art or architecture. No, in Jishou 
one finds a straddling of the perceived 
value of traditions and the benefits of 

modernization. We recommend 
reading two works by Princetonian 
Peter Hessler ’92, River Town: Two 
Years on the Yangtze and Oracle 
Bones: A Journey Between China’s 
Past and Present to glimpse in print 
what we saw for ourselves.

We attended Ashley’s conversa-
tion class and were overwhelmed 
by the fascination they found in 
middle-aged Americans, peppering 
us with questions of what things 

were like in our country in our profes-
sions of law and teaching. We in turn 
were enthralled by the comparisons 
the Chinese students drew to the way 
things are in China, at times seeing the 
American experience as a future vision 
for their country and at times critical 
of the Western excesses. Engagement 
of cultures is a great strength of the 
Summer of Service program, and we 
came away from our stay at this rural 
teachers’ college not only with a better 
understanding of what drives the Chi-
nese of the 21st century, but also with 
an appreciation of the struggle that lies 
ahead in reconciling the past with the 
future. 

—Eric Johnson,
Princeton ’69 and father of

SOS Student Leader Ashley Johnson

A Princeton Professor
One of the most exciting aspects of the 
SOS program in Jishou is the ripple ef-
fect this six-week program will have on 
English language learning for years to 
come for the Chinese participants, as 
well as the students they will one day 
teach. The Princeton teachers intro-
duced their Chinese students to a com-
municative, student-centered style of 
teaching which was very well received 
by all the students in the program. 

Every morning, when I went to visit 
the classes, I loved to stand out in the 
courtyard and listen to the noise com-
ing out of the classroom windows!  It 

Eric Johnson, discussing the US judiciary system with 
Ashley’s students when the cameras came out.

was a joyful combination of singing, 
laughing, chanting, and excited speak-
ing—all in English, of course.  There 
was so much energy! Every day, in 
so many different ways, the Princeton 
teachers were role models for their stu-
dents, most of whom will soon be Eng-
lish teachers themselves.  As I talked to 
the Chinese students about their experi-
ences in this program, so many of them 
told me how much they learned about 
making English classes more creative, 
interesting, and interactive.  

I met with all the Chinese students in 
the program, in groups of four or five, 
to talk about ways they could continue 
to build on the progress they’d made in 
oral language when the program ended, 
by accessing English websites, form-
ing conversation groups, and playing 
vocabulary games.  So many students 
told me that this program was a “life 
changing” experience. One student 
shared that she’d never wanted to be an 
English teacher when she graduated, 
but felt that she would “end up” being 
one by default. However, after taking 
part in the program, she now feels quite 
differently.  She said she is really look-
ing forward to being a teacher one day 
and incorporating ideas and teaching 
techniques that she learned from her 
teachers from Princeton.

I will never forget the people that I met 
in Jishou.  The Chinese English students 
and teachers were, without exception, 
among the kindest and most generous 
people that I have ever had the privilege 
to know.  I hope that I helped them, in 
some small way, to improve their spo-
ken English and teaching skills.  How-
ever, as often happens in programs of 
this sort, I know I gained far more than 
I gave.  

—Bobbie Thompson,
English as a Second Language

Instructor at Princeton University
and SOS Administrator and

Teacher-Trainer
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A PiA Legacy: Catherine Gamble Curran 
The PiA community lost one of its clos-
est friends with the passing of Catherine 
Gamble Curran on August 18, 2007. 
The daughter of PiA’s co-founder, Sid-
ney Gamble, Cathie was an integral 
part of PiA and as stalwart a supporter 
as we’ve ever had. Through our first 
century, the Gamble/Curran family has 
been PiA’s inspiration and sustenance, 
establishing PiA, breathing life into the 
organization in its lean years, and se-
curing its future. PiA would not exist 
today without Cathie, and it’s hard to 
imagine tomorrow without her. 

An Extraordinary Life
Remembered
Cathie was remembered at a love-
ly and elegant service at the Cos-
mopolitan Club on September 29, 
2007. Outside her beloved “Cos 
Club”, a vibrant, dapper crowd 
enlivened the 66th street sidewalk: 
silk Chinese jackets and color-
ful saris mingling with pearls and 
suits and ties (and Thais!)—signs 
of the links between worlds and 
the bridges that Cathie Gamble 
Curran built in her her extraordi-
nary life.  Inside, gorgeous lilies, Mo-
zart, and talk of art exhibitions in Lon-
don and symphonies in New York filled 
the air. A multitude of people reuniting, 
each representing multitudes of oth-

ers—the friends she inspired, the insti-
tutions she kept stable, the art she made 
happen, and the family she valued so 
highly. Friends spoke of her grace, el-
egance, style, warmth, hospitality, and 
understated manner; her education, 
sense of humor, generosity, adventure, 
compassion, curiosity, and unerring eye 
for talent. Perhaps one of the speakers 
summed it up best and most simply in 
saying: “Cathie was the most deeply 
and broadly cultural person most of us 
have ever known.”

The Sidney Gamble Photographs
In 1985, nearly 5,000 photographs 
(mostly unprinted negatives) were dis-
covered in an attic of the Gamble house 
in Riverdale. Preserving and organiz-

ing these photographs became one of 
Cathie’s primary passions of the past 
two decades.  The images were scenes 
from 1920s China taken by her father, 
Sidney Gamble, a social scientist and 
avid photographer, and they were in-
valuable in the geographic scope and 
range of activities that they depicted. 
Cathie was fiercely committed to en-
suring that the images be printed, pre-
served, and seen by the Chinese people. 
She worked tirelessly to arrange for an 
exhibition of the Gamble photographs 

that toured China in 1999, giving 
over one million Chinese people 
the opportunity to view them and 
glimpse a unique period in their 
own history. The Gamble photo-
graphs now reside at Duke Univer-
sity. They have been properly pre-
served, digitized, and are available 
freely to scholars through a digital 
archive—something which pleased 
Cathie greatly. 

From Cathie’s Letters:
One of Cathie’s favorite pastimes 
was reading and writing to friends 
from her porch at her lake cottage 

in Harbor Point, Michigan, where she 
spent over 80 summers. Her Christmas 
letters (usually finished in time for Eas-
ter) were well worth the wait, and her 
correspondences were cherished. 

Catherine Gamble Curran. Cathie was born in Beijing, China in 1926 and she died on August 
18, 2007 at her home in Manhattan. A philanthropist and patron of the arts and education, she 
graduated from Riverdale Country School and Mount Holyoke College and lived in India, London, 
England, Manhattan, and Harbor Point, Michigan. As President of the Sidney Gamble Foundation 
for China Studies she oversaw a collection of early photographs of China taken by her father, co-
curating the exhibition which toured the US and China and is now archived at Duke University. She 
was a Trustee of the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, Princeton in Asia, Young Concert 
Artists, and the Little Traverse Conservancy of Northern Michigan, and also served on the boards 
of Mount Holyoke College, the New York City Ballet, the National Dance Institute, the American 
Federation of Arts, the American Friends of Covent Garden and the Royal Ballet. She was a Fellow 
of the Frick Collection, the Morgan Library, and the Royal Society of Arts, London, and a member 
of the visiting Committee to the Department of Drawings and Prints of the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, and of the Drawings Committee of the Morgan Library. She was on the Advisory Councils 
of the National Dance Institute and the School of American Ballet. Mrs. Curran was a member 
of the Cosmopolitan Club and the Little Harbor Club. She will be deeply missed by her children, 
Constance (Roemer) McPhee of New York and Peter (Bonni) Curran of Ketchum, Idaho, and her 
grandchildren Michael McPhee and Jessica and Cody Curran. In lieu of flowers, her family has 
asked that a donation to one of the organizations mentioned above might be considered.

Boys laughing—Chou Ch’ang, Peking, 1924/5
(Sidney D. Gamble Archives)
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A PiA Legacy: Catherine Gamble Curran

The Tiger Baron Fund
PiA is very pleased to an-
nounce the establishment of 
the Tiger Baron Fund in hon-
or of PiA Fellow and Trustee 
William A. Volckhausen ’59. 
Bill served a seminal role in 
the development of Princ-
eton in Asia, from opening 
up fellowships in Taiwan 
in the early 60s to helping 
steward the organization as a 
Trustee in his early 60s. The 

Volckhausen Family, with two generations of PiA fellows 
and Trustees, is an integral part of our organization’s history 
and we are very pleased to work closely with Trustees of the 
Tiger Baron Foundation, such as wife Grace Volckhausen, 
and children Sharon ’91 and Alex ’93, in establishing the 
Tiger Baron Fund at PiA in fond memory of Bill.

The Tiger Baron Fund, at its inception, will focus on ad-
dressing the pressing environmental issues facing Asia and 
specifically China, in keeping with PiA’s and the Founda-
tion’s mutual commitment to the environment. With a gen-
erous gift of $500,000 from the Tiger Baron Foundation, 
Princeton in Asia is committed to growing our current envi-
ronmental program and establishing additional fellowships 
in China and beyond. 

Why China? Why the Environment?
Management of the environment and China’s natural re-
sources is one of the most important issues that China, and, 
with it, the contemporary world, face. China’s power, waste 
management, water resources, and increasing rates of pol-
lution all pose formidable challenges. As the country strug-
gles under the burden of infrastructure whose capacity is 
being outstripped by the nation’s growth, an environmental 
and humanitarian crisis looms. Some of the statistics below 
capture the compelling need to act: 

“Toxic air and water are killing an estimated 710,000 • 
to 760,000 Chinese each year.” —Washington Post, July 
10, 2007

“Only 1 percent of the country’s 560 million city dwell-• 
ers breathe air considered safe by the European Union.” 
—New York Times, Aug. 25, 2007

“Coal provides about 70 percent of China’s energy • 
needs: the country consumed some 2.4 billion tons in 
2006—more than the United States, Japan, and the Unit-
ed Kingdom combined. In 2000, China anticipated dou-
bling its coal consumption by 2020; it is now expected to 
have done so by the end of this year.” —Foreign Affairs

“More than 75 percent of the river water flowing through • 
China’s urban areas is considered unsuitable for drink-
ing or fishing, and the Chinese government deems about 
30 percent of the river water throughout the country to 
be unfit for use in agriculture or industry. As a result, 
nearly 700 million people drink water contaminated with 
animal and human waste.” —Foreign Affairs

Remembering William A. Volckhausen

A PiA family:
Bill Volckhausen (Taiwan ’59), 
Sharon (Korea ’91), Grace, and 

Alex (Singapore ’93)

Receiving her missives, often hand-
written and always lively and brimming 
with her spirited personality, and re-
sponding in long-hand came to be a real 
treat at PiA—an oasis of connection and 
humanity in the deluge of impersonal 
correspondence that dominates today’s 
communications. Her letters to PiA often 
expressed her support for the importance 
of building bridges between cultures and 
captured her enthusiasm for PiA, as in 
the excerpts below.

“As always, I enjoyed the PiA news. It’s 
always such fun to read excerpts from the 

interns’ letters and to share vicariously 
in their experiences and enthusiasms. 
They may not realize it now, but you and 
I know that their lives will be changed 
by the experience and by the opportunity 
PiA has provided them.”

“I know, from personal experience, how 
deeply one’s ideas and point of view can 
be influenced and changed by living in 
an Asian country…One never forgets 
the lessons learned and the friends one 
made.”

Forever grateful for the lessons she 
learned in Asia and the friends she 

gained, Cathie spent her life ensuring 
that such opportunities are available for 
generations to come. Her spirit of gener-
osity leaves an enduring legacy at Princ-
eton in Asia. We feel her loss deeply and 
are eager to establish a fitting permanent 
tribute to keep her legacy at PiA alive. 
PiA has formed a Committee of Trustees 
to remember Cathie and will work close-
ly with her family to shape her presence 
at our organization. In the words of Jon 
Wonnell, Chairman of the Committee, 
“Cathie is in our hearts and minds, and 
her spirit and legacy will continue at 
PiA.”

“I feel like the work that I have been doing with the NRDC is 
the most important environmental work in the world. Beijing, 
right here and right now, is the place to be.” —PiA Fellow 
Steve Andrews, National Resources Defense Council, Beijing
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With a century-long commitment to the region, PiA feels 
a moral imperative to help address the environmental deg-
radation and its impact in the region. China is consistently 
cited as an area where the crisis is most urgent. India and 
Indonesia also face tremendous environmental challenges, 
and other parts of SE Asia are struggling to achieve the 
“right” balance between development and conservation. 
PiA’s commitment to the environment spans geography, and 
as we grow our environmental program, we will seek to add 
fellowships and programs that address challenges in these 
regions as well.

Why Now? 
The environmental needs in Asia are as urgent as they have 
ever been. Today, there is a window of opportunity to en-
gage young people in environmental issues in the region 
and to take actions that minimize the irreparable damage 
occurring. The need for well-educated, hardworking young 
people to engage with grassroots environmental issues in 
Asia is in high demand and that is PiA’s forte. Over the past 
decade, Princeton in Asia has seen a consistent rise in appli-
cants for these environmental fellowship posts. The allure 
for many young people in America to gain experience in a 
part of the world with challenging environmental and devel-
opment issues is growing at the same time that our partners 
in Asia are requesting more fellows.  

PiA’s Current Environmental Program
Princeton in Asia is committed to assisting with environ-
mental work in Asia to promote sustainable development 
and healthy environments, while enhancing the skills and 
experiences of recent American college graduates. For 
the past six years, PiA has been placing fellows with en-
vironmental NGOs in Southeast Asia (Laos, Thailand, and 
Vietnam) and expanded to China four years ago. With our 
partners in Asia, PiA fellows engage with challenging inter-
disciplinary environmental issues, sharing in the exchange 
of ideas and perspectives to solve problems with multiple 
stakeholders. They serve as a valuable resource for their 
host institutions, while garnering hands-on experiences in 
fieldwork, grant and project development, and policy-mak-
ing. PiA currently supports nine environmental fellowships 
across Asia in milieus as diverse as energy, community for-
estry, water and wetlands, and anti-trafficking of wildlife.  
PiA works in close partnership with environmental NGOs 
in Bangkok, Beijing, Hanoi, New Delhi, Phnom Penh, and 
Vientiane. Current and past partners have included the The 
World Conservation Union (IUCN), the Natural Resources 
Defense Council (NRDC), Pesticide Eco-Alternative Cen-
ter (PEAC), the Center for Biodiversity and Indigenous 
Knowledge (CBIK), RECOFT, Traffic, the Tata Enery Re-
source Institute (TERI), and Wild Life Alliance.

Looking Ahead
The Tiger Baron 
Foundation’s sup-
port has been instru-
mental in enhanc-
ing PiA’s existing 
partnership with the 
NRDC and will be 
critical in growing 
the program and 
adding initiatives in 
China. In the coming 
year, the Tiger Baron 
Fund will be used 
to support continua-
tion of PiA’s first-time fellowship at NRDC and will allow 
PiA to pro-actively generate environmental initiatives for 
the 2008-2009 year. Current ideas in consideration range 
from summer internships in the environmental sector, to 
postings with a national park in China to the development 
of an environmental curriculum to be used by PiA teachers 
throughout China. Suggestions from PiA alumni in the re-
gion or the environmental field are welcome. PiA is grateful 
to the Tiger Baron Foundation and the Volckhausen family 
for their vision in recognizing the compelling need to ad-
dress environmental issues in Asia and to Bill for the legacy 
he has inspired.

From the Volckhausens:
In the words of PiA Trustee and family member Sharon Vol-
ckhausen, “Our family’s interest in the environment in gen-
eral, and China in particular, stems from my father’s life-long 
interest in both.  Throughout his life, he loved the outdoors 
and tried (with some degree of success) to instill that love in 
his NYC-raised children.  That interest extended to support-
ing a number of environmental organizations, including the 
Sierra Club, the Natural Resources Defense Council, and 
the Princeton Blairstown Summer Camp where he was a 
counselor and later, camp director.  One goal of that orga-
nization was to introduce urban kids to the outdoors and 
to begin to instill a sense of the importance of maintaining 
green open spaces.  His interest in China is rooted in his 
two years as a PiA Fellow in Taiwan from 1959-61.  And 
with China’s increasingly important role in the health of our 
planet, we hope to do something to encourage the right kind 
of environmental development in China.”

Grace Volckhausen puts it in her trademark straightfor-
ward and no-nonsense way. “This is about the future of my 
grandaughters, Anna (4) and Emma (18 months), and the 
next generation. If we don’t do something TODAY to im-
prove the situation, what will be left for them tomorrow?”

Remembering William A. Volckhausen

Steve Andrews ’06, PiA Fellow at the 
NRDC, becoming one with his environment.
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Alumni Notes

Still Living the Dream in Asia
Alexandra Rutherford (Thailand 
’06), has become addicted to Southeast 
Asia and opted to trade the pad thai of 
Nan for the pho of Vietnam in order to 
continue teaching.  

Towering among the Shanghai sky-
scrapers is Ben Cavender (China ’05). 
He is working for the China Market 
Research Group and invites all in the 
PiA family to take advantage of his 
comfortable couch.

YuJung Kim (Singapore ’06) decid-
ed to scrap plans for grad school and 
to instead embark on the wild world 
of Singaporean real estate investment 
management. PiA looks forward to Yu-
Jung’s first development and is lobby-
ing for space for a field office. 

Back in China after a stint away, Jeff 
Walters (China ’00) works for BCG 
dealing with research on consumer 
goods. He was surprised to learn that 
the Chinese enjoy storing pantyhose 
and cigarettes in the fridge. 

Former PiA Director Robert Pease 
(Japan ’83) will be splitting his time 
between Shanghai and the U.S., busy 
more than ever with his consulting 
firm, Fluent Knowledge LLC. 

Leslie Tam (China ’02) moved to the 
Hong Kong University Academic Af-
fairs department after braving the 
southern Chinese heat and setting up a 
new international school in Zhuhai this 
past summer.

Deciding that the Shenyang winter was 
too rough, Jason Brennan (China ’06) 
opted to relocate to Beijing. We tried 
to tell him the winter in the capital 
wasn’t much better but he was too busy 
munching on dumplings.

Overseas on a Different Continent
The peripatetic Jessica Zaman (Thai-
land ’94) has moved again, working for 
USAID in La Paz, Bolivia.

Christine Grant (Thailand ’06) caught 
the education bug and is in Kenya 
teaching through the kenSAP program. 
In correspondence to the office, she el-
oquently remarked, “Who 
would have thought…Af-
rica!”

Home Sweet Home
Mike Kem (Thailand 
’03) made us jealous with 
his photos and tales of a 
three-month trip around 
Thailand, Myanmar, Ma-
laysia, Singapore, Cam-
bodia, and Hong Kong. 
We’re hoping he’ll take us 
along next time, though 
currently he is residing in 
Colorado enjoying time 
with friends and family. 

PiA’s Future Attorneys
Dan Chang (Korea ’03) is beginning 
his third year at a small lesser-known 
law school in Cambridge, MA called 
“Harvard.” He continues to be involved 
in Asian student groups and hopes to 
take a position in California upon grad-
uating.

Also on the law train is Philip Janis 
(Kazakhstan ’01) who graduated last 
spring from the Law School of the 
University of Connecticut after exten-
sive studies of the cultural learnings of 
America (for make benefit glorious na-
tion of Kazakhstan). 

Washington University Law School 
snatched up Alison Yewdell (Thailand 
’05) who is also busy cheering on her 
brother, current PiA fellow Teddy in 
South Korea.

And last but not least in the world of 
torts and briefs is Jim Secreto (China 
’02), new this fall to Georgetown Law 
School. Jim was adamant in his com-
munications that despite opting for a 
JD, he promises “not to become lame.”

Alumni Getting Even 
Smarter
Drew Kumpf (China 
’04) is exercising his 
brain with the Hud-
son Institute think 
tank while enjoying 
the fall in Ithaca. He 
informs us that Jenny 
Sung (China ’04) is 
plugging away at the 
University of Chica-
go Business School 
taking Chinese and 
contemplating further 
advance degrees. 

Leslie Hook (Hong Kong ’06) takes some
time away from work to show new PiA

fellow Paul Mozur (Hong Kong ’07) where
to take a bath in the city.

Jonathan Haagen (China ’03) and 
Jenn Brown (China ’06) show off 
their best assets in Beijing City 

magazine.

Looking to Give Back to PiA?   PiA Can Use Your Help.
The PiA office would love to connect with more alumni, especially those willing to do hard labor.  Glamorous tasks like stuffing enve-
lopes, updating the database, and keeping us company are highly compensated with bad jokes from the staff, shared memories of time 
spent in Asia, free PiA t-shirts, and a +3 for your Karma score. Email us at piaalum@princeton.edu for more details!
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Alumni Notes
Jenaro Cardona-Fox (Thailand ’00) 
is enjoying the hot Virginia weather 
and working towards an M.B.A. at the 
University of Virginia.

Christina Nelson (Philippines ’04) is 
at Duke pursuing a Masters in Public 
Policy, dreaming of her adventures in 
both the Philippines and China.  

Debbie Jacobson (Thailand ’05) is 
moving away from the Thai world of 
spicy food and smiles into the slightly 
less-exciting U.S. world of studying 
and pulling all nighters at the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh School of Medicine.

Diego de Acosta (Kazakhstan ’98) fin-
ished his PhD at Cornell and contin-
ues to impress his students in Seattle 
with his talented linguistic skills while 
enjoying the lifestyle of Washington 
State. 

PiA in Media
The Atlantic Monthly has temporarily 
stolen Frances Symes (Thailand ’06) 
away from Asia but Frances hopes to 
get back someday after possibly suf-
fering through a future stint in law 
school.

Felicia Sonmez (China ’06) reluctant-
ly passed on another year in China to 
become a staff reporter for The Asahi 
Shimbun newspaper. Her responsi-
bilities will include following the U.S. 
presidential race, detailing U.S.-Japan 
relations, and training to be the next 
sumo champion in the periodicals 
league. 

Current TV is currently benefiting from 
the expertise of Joanne Shen (Guang-
zhou ’94) who is now a head producer 
at the network, embarking on a big 
project detailing environmental issues 
in modern China. 

Kirsten Jerch (Korea ’02) is the Cli-
mate Science editor at the Bulletin of 
the Atomic Scientists magazine in Chi-

cago and threatens to come to 
PiA to help with interviews in 
January.

PiA in the Working World
Rebecca Hunsicker (Taiwan 
’02) teaches seventh grade 
history and is attempting to 
avoid the mountain of work 
associated with doing grades 
and parent-teacher conferenc-
es in the same week. 

The Boston Chinatown Neighborhood 
is lucky enough to have Carol Wan 
(Hong Kong ’98) working as the Youth 
Program Lead Teacher where she teach-
es, counsels, and inevitably enjoys bet-
ter lunches than most of us. 

Matt Pickens (Thailand ’95-’97) is 
working as a sales representative for 
Cordis Endovascular, possibly owing 
his success to past experiences with 
Thailand’s infamous “Pig’s Blood 
Soup.”

LeeAnn Mallorie (China ’04) is work-
ing for Learning as Leadership, holding 
personal mastery workshops in the Bay 
Area. 

Representing PiA up in the Green Moun-
tains, Courtney Nielson (Kazakhstan 
’06) is in White River Junction, VT, 
working for Resource Systems Group, 
Inc. dealing with market research. She 
is hoping to one day “make bank” and 
help out PiA.

Back from two years in Asia and still 
working for Save the Children, Juli-
ana Bennison (Philippines ’05) has 
been couch surfing and making Taga-
log small talk with as many Filipinos 
as she can find. 

Mal Ahern (China ’05) has moved to 
New York City and is currently work-
ing on several projects in the world of 
digital film editing. She claims to still 
be adding to her now forty-plus page 

six-month report from years ago in 
Wuhan, but we’ll believe it when we 
see it. 
 
PiA’s Expanding Family
Hearty congratulations to Pete Hand 
(Kazakhstan ’96), who had a boy last 
March, Fletcher, company for now two 
year-old Aspen. The family traveled to-
gether for six weeks over the summer 
sleeping in the same room, which he 
claims worked out much better than it 
sounds on paper.

Congrats to Steven Dale (China ’05) 
for finding time to get engaged while 
working on his M.A. in East Asian 
Studies at U.C. Berkeley. Mazel tov!

Also tying the knot this winter will 
be Brian Vogt (Indonesia ’96) who is 
handing out commemorative ultimate 
Frisbees to all attendees of the wed-
ding. 

Vanessa Pralle (Thailand ’06) and 
Matt Daniels (Thailand ’06) are ex-
pecting their first child December 31st 
and can’t wait to embark on more ad-
ventures overseas, this time with a little 
man in tow.

Finally, more PiA congratulations go 
to Mark Slidell (Indonesia ’94) who 
is getting married in November and is 
busy planning his honeymoon in Thai-
land. In his spare time, he is an MD/
MPH resident at Georgetown Univer-
sity Hospital in general surgery. 

Kristin Tracz (Thailand ’05) poses for a picture with her 
newfound friends on a recent trip back to Thailand through 

the Blue Moon Fund NGO.

~ 11 ~



Princeton in Asia
Mamdouha S. Bobst Center for Peace and Justice
83 Prospect Avenue, Room 202
Princeton University
Princeton, NJ 08544

w
w

w.
pr

in
ce

to
n.

ed
u/

~
pi

a

PiA couldn’t operate without the generous support of our many alumni.  This Feb-
ruary, we are planning the ultimate PiA benefit event, one that the foodies among 
us will certainly appreciate.  Please join us in NYC on February 12th for PiA’s 
Lunar New Year Celebration.  And in January and May, we look forward to seeing 
you at interviews and orientation.  Have a great fall, and we’ll see you when we get 
back from our fall Asia trip!  (Can you believe we call this a “job”?)

December 3, 2007 – PiA 2008-09 applications due
January 12-13 & 19-20, 2008 – Interviews held on Princeton campus.  Interviews 
for Southeast Asia and Kazakhstan are generally held on the first weekend.  North 
and East Asia are held on the second weekend. 
January 25, 2008 – Interviews held at Yale
February 12, 2008 – PiA Benefit (Rubin Museum of Art, NYC)
February 19-21, 2008 – West Coast Alumni Events and Interviews (San Francisco 
and Los Angeles)
May 16-19, 2008 – PiA Orientation at Princeton
May 18, 2008 – Alumni Day
May 19, 2008 – PiA Annual Dinner
May 31, 2008 – PiA Alumni Reception at Princeton Reunions

The PiA 2007-2008 Calendar of Events


