





When did you return to your home for the first time?

In 2000 I went back to visit my family, but I couldn’t find anyone but my mom. Everyone else had been
killed. I searched, on foot since that was the only way. I walked through villages, for many kilometers, and
I kept finding children. They were orphaned, dying, living under trees, or out in the open. I would
sometimes go to pick a child up and find that they were dead. It was very sad. It broke my heart to see my

home in such a bad state and I knew I had to do something.

What did you do?

I didn’t have much money, but I went to the city and bought as much clothing as I could. Then I went back
and found 150 orphans. They had nothing, so I gave them the clothes and anything I could. But I could not
do a lot. So I promised them I would come back. I told them I’d return to America and get people interested
and come back and build a school for them. They were so excited. They wanted to learn, but they had no

books or pencils, nothing. Yet they were still smiling, happy, full of hope.

Did you get the response you
were hoping for?

I tried. I founded the nonprofit,
H.A.P.P.Y., and contacted
everyone I could, sending letters
to President Bush, Bill Gates,
Oprah, Queen Elizabeth, and
Prince Charles of England, and
so many others to try to get
some help. Anything at all. For
more than three years I did that
and got nowhere. I got rejection
letter after rejection letter. The
comedians Bernie Mac and
Arsenio Hall sent me an autographed photo. What am I going to do with that? How is that going to help a
child?

Why doesn’t the Ethiopian government help?
The government is trying but it’s broke from all the wars over so many years. They didn’t do anything but

fight and make war and so now they have no money.

So you finally sold your Corona del Mar home in 2004?



I had no choice; I had run out of options. I asked my family, and they knew we had to do it, too, so we

moved to a small apartment here and I took the money back to Tambien and built a school.

That must have been a very difficult decision.
Yes and no. I love America, it has given me so much. [ have a car, [ have a job, I have so much. But these
children have nothing. Nothing. And they are still happy, they still have hope. It’s truly incredible. I think

sometimes we take what we have for granted.

Did your act inspire others to get involved?
Yes. After that, [Orange developer] Roger Hobbs bought us 100 desks and chairs for the classrooms.
Staples donated school supplies and [Chapman Trustee] Paul Musco paid $6,500 to ship them over. And

Chapman donated computers.

What’s next?

A water purification system is badly needed. It would save the population of 30,000. The people drink
from the river, which is used for everything, like washing clothes and bathing. The livestock also uses it, so
it is very unclean. The children get malaria, the number one killer, and other bacterial diseases from it. So

that is my number one problem to solve right now.

Have you made progress?

Yes. Michael Slaby of Pure Effect is helping me. He has designed a system, but the cost to get it up and
running is $907,000. [Slaby] is spending $50,000 of his own money to come, with his engineer, to Africa
with me to make sure the system will work. But once it is set up, it’s solar powered and very cheap, so it

would go on saving people’s lives, possibly for the next generation and the next.

How will you raise the money?
I’m hoping that we can raise it during our February 19 fundraiser. I have hope. I have a dream and I just

know it will come true.

And if not?

The children are waiting. And they are dying while they wait. So I will send more letters. I will talk to more
people. I'll do whatever it takes. We have so many generous people in this country, so I just know that if
they saw the children, if they saw their need and their hope, they would help. I’'m a believer in people and
their hearts.
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