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The Miracle Worker

Starting a non-profit organization to aid orphans in India is a task not suited to the weary or faint of heart, but Caroline Boudreaux is not a weak woman.  On her soul re-awaking journey around the world, somewhere between Africa and Nepal down to Thailand, she came upon the decision to start the Miracle Foundation and save the orphans in India.  

***


Five thousand miles away and five years later, Caroline sits at a table at Starbucks awaiting Jody.  The two have a 3:00 appointment to discuss and share opinions about ideal orphanages—what they are, consist of, cost, etc.  They have never met before, so Caroline puts her Miracle Foundation business card on the edge of the small circular table where we are sitting near the door.  After she arrives and the greetings are commenced, the two begin business. 


“I am not really sure what exactly you want to talk about today,” Jody ventured.  


“Well, as you know I started the Miracle Foundation, and our goals here are to build and sustain ideal orphanages, adopt and sustain existing orphanages, and change orphan laws in India.  It is a challenge creating these ideal orphanages because we have so many kids of all different ages, genders, and religions.  This is where you can help me.”

     Jody is an architect. She’s not yet licensed, but has been working for the past 7 or so years to create and build such orphanages in Africa.   Caroline pulls out a thick pile of documents and photocopied blueprints and shows them to April.


“I’ve researched a lot of different models of ideal orphanages, and this model is the best one I have found so far.  First, as you can see from the diagram, there will be a public zone where the administration buildings and such will be along with a worship center, where there will be places for the three religions predominately practiced in India, Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity.  This will act as a sort of boundary wall between the public and the children because all of the children’s housing will be behind the public zone.  Eight children will live in each house with children of the same religion with one house mother, and when the boys reach 15, they will move to a different house on the orphanage campus.  It’s important to begin to zone the older children in order to keep everyone safe.  Of course, the house mother will be trained extensively, will be fairly young, from 25-40, because we don’t want more than a forty year gap between them and the children, and must be in good mental health.  We will teach the mothers English and continue their training for the 15 years they will be employed.  Also, we will hire “aunties” as subs to take care of the children when the mothers need help or have to leave for any reason.    


“Wow, that’s a long commitment to get from some one.  Do you think you will be able to find people who are willing?” Jody asks. 


“Oh yeah, definitely—especially because we will offer retirement plans which is unheard of in India.  We will also be looking for women who are unmarried or widowed, who are certainly allowed to bring their own children, to take these jobs because it is a long commitment, and most husbands wouldn’t want to let their wives live elsewhere.”


“Could they live with their husbands there?  Isn’t it good for children to have male role models?”  


“Men scare me,” Caroline laughs warily. “It’s an opportunity for you know…Women are not as likely to be pedophiles.  But I do agree with you that it’s very important for the children to have good role models.  You just have to self-regulate best whose hearts you can trust.  I completely trust “Papa” and Manjeet, the managers of the first two orphanages.  The best way to do this is to look at the fruits of the orphanage, the children, and gauge their well-being.  If they are thriving, then the orphanage is doing a good job, and the children adore and feel safe in the presence of these men.”


“Basically,” Caroline added, “we create these homes so that children can have a sense of family and find their identity here.  They also can feel a part of a larger community and have a sense of belonging to a village.  This environment is good for that.  When you have too many children under one roof, they start to lose their sense of identity.  Later, they can move out for further teaching or training, but they can always come back to their “home” where their family is.”  


April continues to look over the colorful, well-developed plans that Caroline has laid out before her.  


“This is very similar to what we are trying to do in Africa.”    


“How did you get involved with this?” Caroline asked. 


“Well, I was in grad school for architecture, and this man from Kenya came to our class one day to ask for our help to design orphanages.  After that, I became more and more involved, helped start a board, and traveled to Africa.  As of now we have 11 orphans with plans for 400.  We won’t have AIDS kids, though because it was too complicated to get a clinic.”


“So in Kenya you are allowed to screen kids before accepting them into the orphanage?”


“Yes. Does India not allow that?”  


“No, we aren’t allowed to screen kids until after we have allowed them in.  India doesn’t like to address the AIDS problem, even though there are millions suffering from it.”


“Kenya doesn’t like to either because it’s considered embarrassing,” Jody comments.   

“India is in crisis.  The orphanage population will triple from AIDS alone in the coming years.”

***

According to Avert.Org, a global charity organization that seeks to ‘avert’ AIDS, “India is second only to South Africa in terms of the overall number of people living with the disease.  In 2001 the number of orphaned children was already estimated at 1.2 million.  In India the social reactions to people with AIDS have been overwhelmingly negative. For example, in one study 36% of people felt it would be better if infected people killed themselves; the same percentage believed that infected people deserved their fate. Also, 34% said they would not associate with people with AIDS, and one fifth stated that AIDS was a punishment from God. A 2002 report by the CIA's National Intelligence Council predicted 20 million to 25 million AIDS cases in India by 2010, more than any other country in the world.” 

With all this information about the growing population with AIDS, along with the millions of children who will subsequently be orphaned, the Miracle Foundation has a lot of work to do.  
***

As of right now there are over 650,000 orphans in India—most of whom don’t have adequate shelter, food, or love.   Caroline met some of these orphans face to face on her journey around the world five years ago in 2000.  Filling unfulfilled, like something was missing in her busy and successful life, she needed a change.  

She had worked her way up the media food chain, starting with KVC, a small T.V. station.  This station was eventually bought by CBS then bought again by FOX.  Meanwhile, she had been doubling her salary, and ended working there for a total of eight years.  Then, she hit the “glass ceiling” and couldn’t make any more money, or be promoted.  At this point her job, which involved the marketing and sales department, was becoming more and more corporate and growing old to her.  

One afternoon after work, she went with her good friend Chris Monheim to happy hour in downtown Austin.  Chris also worked at FOX, and the two had gone on an African safari the year before.  

“We were both unhappy and at the top of our game, so after a few drinks and some talking, we decided to quit our jobs, live off our stock, and travel.  Then we went home, opened another bottle of wine, put a map of the world on the floor, and took turns picking countries.  If one of us picked a country the other didn’t want to go to, we would blow it up and move on.  We finally agreed on South Africa, Egypt, Israel, Thailand, Indonesia, Bali, and Australia.  We did have to compromise a little, though.  Chris wanted to go to India to meet a little boy, Manus, whom she had sponsored for the past five years through the Christian Children’s Fund to see if he was real and if her donations had made a difference.  I didn’t really want anything to do with it, so I agreed only on the condition that we could go to nearby Nepal to trek the Himalayas—something that Chris didn’t want to do because of the high altitudes and extreme athletic abilities it required.”

Thus the journey around the world began a few months later in February.  Caroline and Chris spent the night in a shantytown in Cape Town, South Africa for one night, went great white shark diving, and continued on to Egypt.  Here they met with a Bedouin who took them six hours into the Sahara desert where the windshield cracked from the heat.  They took camel trips to the pyramids, the Nile, went scuba diving in the Red Sea, and traveled to the Valley of the Kings. 

“It was filthy.  Sure, you don’t want to drink the water, but you have to be most careful not to get sick handling money.  I think you can get a pretty bad disease from it because it’s so dirty—like hepatitis, no wait—dysentery.  In Egypt, the people wipe their bottoms with their left hand and do everything else with their right, but most of them handle money with both.  Luckily, we never got sick anywhere we went during the whole trip.”

Around Easter, the women left for Israel and met up with some of Caroline’s sisters.  They were re-baptized in the Jordan River, and went on the Via Dolorosa where some photographer followed them and took their pictures for a magazine.  

“Up until this point we were having a great time, partying, meeting people, and then it all ended.”

***

“India was brutal.  We arrived in Bombay, or Mumbai, and hated it, so we traveled further south to Goa beach.  Then we flew across the country to Cuttack, which is a town in the state of Orissa, India.”

  After a ceremonial greeting in the village, the women met Manus and were glad to discover he was indeed healthy and had been receiving the aid from Chris.  They were then invited to dinner at the director’s home on May 14, Mother’s Day in the U.S., where they were greeted by more than 100 smiling orphans at the door.  


“We sang to the children and played with them.  A little girl, Sheebani, was so tired that she fell asleep on my lap.  So, I carried her around looking for a crib and found the bedroom.  The actual beds were just long tables with slats of scratchy wood to lie on.  There were no blankets, pillows, or mattresses.  As I lay the little girl down, I could feel and her bones hit the hard wood.  I lost it.  Something inside me broke, and I knew I had to do something about this.  It was Mother’s Day, and there was no way I could consciously allow these filthy, hungry children to live like.  My life changed that day, and I knew that I had to help them.”         

Sheebani was found abandoned in the bushes when she was five days old.  Like 80 percent of the orphans in India, Sheebani was unavailable for adoption.  Her parents had not signed relinquishment papers.  The government gives the orphanage $6 per orphan per month although it costs $40 a month to provide the basic needs of food, water, clothes, school, and medicine. 

***


“I wanted to help these children, but I didn’t know how.  I told Chris that I didn’t want to continue our journey, but she encouraged me to go on.  When we would split directions in Nepal, I could go alone up into the mountains to think and pray about what to do with the kids.”


So, Chris stayed at the base of the mountain while Caroline traveled at altitudes of up to 19,000 feet with one guide and a sherpa to carry her bags.  The beautiful, serene landscape helped to quell her vigorous emotions, so she could formulate a plan of sorts to help the children in India. 


“I would trek five to eight hours a day.  I passed hundreds of waterfalls, crossed wobbly footbridges over raging waters, and zigzagged up and down the Himalayas.  At night we would stay in little tea lodges with other trekkers.  I spent a lot of time reading, listening to music, and writing.  It was good to be away from everything familiar.  It was nice to be alone and think.  It does a body good.” 

***


When Caroline returned early from her world trip in order to make it to her family reunion in Lake Charles, Louisiana, her family was shocked and elated to see her.  


“When I told everyone about my idea, which was to originally just get kids adopted, they were all against it.  I started researching adoption agencies and talked to one in Austin.  They told me if I was willing to put 10 years of hard work into it with no returns or results, then I should do it.  I was inspired, but it seemed impossible.  I eventually got licensed to do international adoptions here in the United States, but it was a nightmare.  My next step was to get licensed to process adoptions in India, which was even worse—not because I had to memorize hundreds of policies and procedures like I did for the U.S., but because getting paperwork processed over there is an extremely slow process.  By May of 2003, I still wasn’t licensed in India, the stock market wasn’t doing well because of 9/11, and I was running out of money.  So I took the last of the money and went to India to see the kids again.  Once there, I realized that these children weren’t even available for adoption.  It was here that I found out how corrupt the system was for adopting children.  Most of the people in charge wanted bribes or hit on me, but I finally got licensed in India.  It seemed as if nothing was going to come out of all the work that I had put into starting the Miracle Foundation.”

***

When she came back to the states, she had no hope left, and her dreams of adoption were crushed.  The Miracle Foundation needed a miracle.   


“I was a volunteer at this nonprofit organization in Austin called Mobile Loaves and Fishes.  I took the man who started, Alan Graham, for a cup of coffee at Starbucks because I needed his help.  I was at a loss.”  


“Tell me about your conversion or your transformation,” he asked.  


Caroline related the story of traveling around the world due to her unfufillment with life and how she had met Sheebani Das in the Indian orphanage and had put her sleep on a wooden bed. 


“What do you think my organization does?” asked Alan. 


“You feed the homeless.”


“No.  We assemble 4,000 volunteers to be helping hands and feed the holes in their lives.  It’s not about helping orphans.  It’s about helping people to help orphans.  Americans are as hungry spiritually as these children are physically.  You need to start a sponsorship, put a board together, and start raising money.”  

***


Not only did Caroline need to raise money for the orphans, but she needed some for herself, too.  Paid solely by commission, she hadn’t sold a contract in years and her bank account was dry.  Suddenly, though, things started changing.  A contract she had tried to sell came through.  Then the next month another one came through.  

“Every month something would happen where I could get a little money in order to pay my bills and have something to eat.  A woman at prayer meeting at church handed me $10,000 and said, “Make it happen.”  So I gave most of the money to the orphanage in Choudwar, Cuttack, and used the rest to jump start a fundraiser.  I used my old media connections, spread the word, and raised $75,000.  I had never asked for anything before, and everyone came through.  A woman who attended the first fundraiser wrote an article about me in Tribeza, a local Austin magazine, and man I had recently met saw me on the cover.  It turns out his name was Jimmy Stuart, a deejay for KGSR, and he wanted to help me with another fundraiser.”

  “Let’s throw a concert.  We’ll get Robert Earl Keen, the Greencards, and Bruce Robison, and a few others to raise some money.” Jimmy said.   

They rose over $185,000, started the sponsorship program where sponsors commit to pay $45 a month for five years, and she hasn’t looked back since.  

Soon, Caroline and 10 volunteers went back to India.  There they saw the fruits of their labors.  The children were clean, going to school for the first time, and had plenty of food.  She hired another man to audit the books at the orphanage; he and his family felt so inspired, that they wanted to start another one.  So, Caroline rented a building in Rourkela, Orissa, to start another orphanage Christmas Day in 2004. The day after it opened, the tsunami hit, and once again, she and more volunteers built a relief camp in Pomphur, Tamil Nadu.  Recently, she returned from another trip where she is now planning to open a third orphanage in Tirunelveli, Tamil Nadu and adopt a fourth one called Adonai.  

“Once we get every child in one orphanage sponsored, we get to open a new one.”

***

It has only been two years since the sponsorship program has started, and now there are a total of four orphanages in addition to the tsunami relief camp that Miracle Foundation sponsors.  There are three paid employees in the United States, 53 paid employees in India, 82 volunteers, and 160 current sponsors.  Where the orphans used to sleep on wooden beds, they now have comfortable bunk beds.  Where only 12 orphans went to school, 100 now attend.  10 children share a room where 30-40 once slept.  Instead of one bathroom, there are ten. 

Caroline and the other workers at the Miracle Foundation continue to raise funds, recruit more sponsors, and create new orphanages, specifically ‘ideal’ orphanages, when the old ones fill up.  While the Miracle Foundation is still headquartered at Caroline’s home, a new office space on West 6th Street has just been purchased and is currently being renovated by volunteers and Caroline herself.  

***

“When will you stop building and creating new orphanages?” I ask as we sip very strong coffee on the barstools at Caroline’s condo.  

Laurie, the newest employee at the Miracle Foundation, lets herself in and begins to rummage through the mail preparing letters to be sent out.  I can see her pink fleece and jean clad figure moving about the desk and files at the far corner of the room.  Most of the loyal employees and volunteers do anything they can to lighten the huge workload that Caroline usually reserves for herself.  

Caroline looks off at the green, rolling Austin hills as a soft breeze flutters the creamy white curtains framing her open balcony doors.       

“As long as we have people who are willing to sponsor these children, we will continue to open more orphanages.  I know we can’t save everyone, but we will do our best to help every child we can.”        

Authors Afterwords


I work as an intern for the Miracle Foundation and only knew a little bit about Caroline before doing this profile.  I was completely enthralled in her story about how she came to start something like the Miracle Foundation.  What happens in someone’s life that they become motivated to make such a huge change?  Caroline’s story has so many elements that it was difficult choosing which of those to include in this piece.  She really contributed a lot of information, stories, photos, and other medium that helped me to create this profile.  Her story is inspiring, and I am glad I have the opportunity to share it.  One the challenges I faced when writing this story was framing it to where the reader could see Caroline’s personal transformation along with all the hard work it took to create the organization and continually maintain it.  I have really come to appreciate the Miracle Foundation, and other non-profit organizations, because I can now see the amount of vision and work it takes to make a difference.  


This is the third article I have worked on in this class, and I feel it is a culmination of all the previous articles I have written.  I chose this piece to represent my work in this class because it took the most work to produce, and I felt more like a journalist writing this piece than I did for the personal article or the article about a classmate.  I loved the feeling of delving into Caroline’s world and hearing and seeing how this ordinary woman helped to create something so extraordinary.    
