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I n 1986 Mom Rajawongse Disnadda Diskul, then Principle Private 
Secretary to HRH Princess Srinagarindra (the Princess Mother), visited 

Doi Tung, an area in the Northern Thailand that falls in what is known 
as the Golden Triangle.

He reported back that the climate in Doi Tung would be 

very agreeable for the 89-year old Princess Mother. After 

her very first visit to the area, she declared she would build 

her home there and would devote her time to reforestation 

and development projects in Doi Tung.

Twenty-five years later two members of the Rear Curtain 

team traveled to Doi Tung and spent a week learning 

first hand about the Sustainable Alternative Living 

Development (SALD) Model.

This is the story of Doi Tung.

Ja-Nga Saesi has been expecting us and even though 

he isn’t feeling too well, we are greeted warmly. His 

plantation stands on a few rai in the Lahu village of 

Laba. Rains early in the day made the walk down to 

the village slippery and we were not accustomed to 

trekking Thai-style. That lesson came the hard way as 

we both lost our footing and went sliding down the 

mountain to the consternation of our hosts. As we 

bond over our cultural differences in the way we walk, 

the embarrassment is quickly forgotten through the 

laughter and ribbing that ensues.
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“What he may not realize is that his life story from opium 
grower to coffee farmer serves as an inspiration to countries and 
governments around the world struggling with the same set of 

symptoms all rooted in poverty.”

We sit on the floor of Khun Ja-Nga’s home to talk about 

his life. On the wall hangs a faded poster of a younger 

Khun Ja-Nga outside his old thatched-roof house. It is 

hard to believe less than a generation ago, he planted 

poppies and was part of the seemingly unbreakable 

cycle of poverty in the Golden Triangle that relied on 

opium to put food on table. Khun Ja-Nga is one of 

only four remaining ex-opium farmers who were there 

from the very beginning when the Princess Mother 

declared her vision to create an alternative livelihood 

to relying on opium production for the people of Doi 

Tung.

Sompong is also an ex-opium farmer and the next 

person we visit. He can’t stop smiling as we stop to chat 

with him at the edge of his coffee plantation. He seems 

genuinely pleased to see us, and laughs in puzzlement 

when we ask him what he wants the world to know 

about Doi Tung. It’s as if he cannot understand how 

his life as a coffee grower could be of any interest to 

people outside. What he may not realize is that his life 

story from opium grower to coffee farmer serves as 

an inspiration to countries and governments around 

the world struggling with the same set of symptoms 

all rooted in poverty. His answer to the question is 
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simple and yet bears much hope for many people in 

similar situations. He would like the world to know he 

is happy. Content.

One of our stops on the visit to the Doi Tung 

Development Project (DTDP) is a coffee buying 

station. Coffee growers call ahead earlier in the day to 

let the buyers know they have cherries available. We see 

a few familiar faces like Somjitr, who we had met earlier 

in the day. A rather industrious ex-vegetable and rice 

farmer, he used to spend several months a year away 

from his family to rent and farm a plot of land. Then 

he discovered he could grow coffee close to home on 

land rented from Doi Tung, beginning with just a few 

coffee plants. Coffee plants are usually sold to workers 

employed by the development project but another 

plantation owner gave him his first plants. This is all 

part of the SALD model where twenty-five years ago 

the people were given employment in the reforestation 

of the area. As the DTDP established macadamia nut 

and coffee plantations, they were employed to plant 

coffee trees on land owned by the project and also 

to harvest the cherries. Providing an education and a 

livelihood at the same time has been one of the keys 

to reducing poverty in the area. Today Somjitr has 

brought several sacks of coffee cherries to the buying 

station. The process of sorting and weighing cherries, 

bagging and tagging them brings villagers together to 

socialize as they go about their business. We eavesdrop 

on a lively conversation between the buyer and several 
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women who are debating the most efficient sorting 

method to use. The camaraderie is a testimony to 

the continuing relationship between the Project and 

the people who live and work there. Coffee farmers 

are free to sell to any buyers, but the DTDP pays fair 

market price and supports the farmers throughout the 

entire coffee process, so most of the coffee is sold to 

the project.

The following day when walking through Ja-lor village, 

we stop to chat with a woman in traditional Akha 

dress. She is sewing bright pink feathers on a headdress 

and we want to take her picture, but she is too shy. Our 

conversation takes place through two translators, from 

Akha to Thai then to English and reverse. It comes as a 

surprise to us that she too is a coffee farmer but she is 

retired now and her son and daughter work the land. 

Like others we’ve met she is amazed we are interested 

in her life. Eventually she gives us permission to take 

her picture and she poses with a rather sly smile. It 

seems she was going to let us photograph her all along.

The Princess Mother recognized there was value in the 

skills used in traditional handicrafts like those we see in 

these villages we visit. A stop at the Doi Tung weaving 

factory shows how these skills have been harnessed to 

create a sustainable living for a generation of women 

who were forced into prostitution just to feed their 

families. We meet Aunty Mon sitting on the floor 

spinning cotton to be used to make carpets, fabric and 

designer clothes all sold through the Doi Tung Lifestyles 

stores. It is easy to think the products being made are 

what’s important but they are really just a means to 

a sustainable livelihood. Aunty Mon talks about how 

she is getting old now but still likes to come to work 

to socialize with her friends who all sit beside her with 

their spinning wheels churning in unison. Through 

a translator she tells us she wishes she could speak 

English so she would be able to communicate directly 

with us. We let her know we wish we could speak Thai 

to do the same. The smile though is universal and we 

connect through an exchange of those. 

On our way back we pass the Royal Villa, which sits 

at the top of the hill not far from the big tree where 

opium and traders and arms traffickers used to meet. 

The Princess Mother purposely chose this spot for her 

home. She understood there needed to be a strong 

message not just to the opium dealers but also to the 

villagers that she was serious about her vision and 

commitment to helping people so they could help 

others. The Royal and public gardens surrounding the 

villa are just a part of her enduring legacy to end the 

dependence on growing opium to make a living. 

It’s our last day at Doi Tung and we set out to visit a 

couple more villages in the DTDP.  Khun Nan has 

heard how much we’d love another visit to the border 

area between Thailand and Myanmar. The day before 

we were able to catch a glimpse of a volleyball game 

between the border guards that we later learned play 

under rules set by Princess Mother. Each team must 

have one member from the other country otherwise 

volleyball cannot be played on the court. Today we stop 

to eat our lunch at one of the military border posts. 

Mai, one of our guides, explains that we are able to do 

this because of the good relationship that has always 

existed between the project and the military along 

the border. Our lunch feels surprisingly normal for 

something that is probably quite out of the ordinary.“The Princess Mother recognized there was value in the skills 
used in traditional handicrafts like those we see 

in these villages we visit.”
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On our way back down Khun Bird, our driver, stops 

at a hole in the fence that marks the border between 

Thailand and Myanmar. We venture across that line 

and, as if we have stepped back in time, we see the 

deforestation in Myanmar that would have been what 

the Princess Mother saw when she first arrived in the 

area 25 years ago. The land is ripped clear of any trees, 

cut down for firewood or to make way for the poppy 

fields. We quickly take a few pictures before the sound 

of a motorbike brings us back to reality and we scurry 

back through the hole and wait to see what happens 

next. As is the case in so many other countries, some 

parts of the border are really arbitrary or under dispute. 

Today there is a wedding—the groom in Myanmar, 

the bride in Thailand. People who are crossing over 

stop to talk to us and invite us to the wedding. We 

wish we could go but the truth is drug trafficking still 

occurs in the Golden Triangle and seemingly harmless 

invitations such as these are one way in which drugs 

are couriered between the two countries.

There is still work to be done. With less than five years 

left remaining in this project, the Mae Fah Luang 

Foundation has begun several more projects, including 

in Tachilek and Mong-sat, Myanmar and another 

profiling the refugee camps along the Thai-Myanmar 

border. They are finishing projects in Afghanistan and 

Indonesia to concentrate on initiatives closer to home 

in Thailand. 

What we experienced during our very short time in 

the Doi Tung Development Project reflects our desire 

to be part of something much bigger. Photography 

has to reach beyond just photographers for our images 

to have an impact on the world. More than only 

capturing beauty, we can choose to say something more 

meaningful in our photographs than just “we were 

there.” Stories have the potential to be a part of making 

the world a better place by reaching an audience of 

decision makers and stakeholders. This is what we set 

out to do and remains our hope for this work.

Discover more of Ray’s and Sabrina’s work on their websites, http://www.rlketcham.com and http://www.sabrinahenry.com
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