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“You’re beautiful the way you are and if people
tease you, it’s only because they are insecure.” This
is the advice Gabby Hoeper has for other kids
that have port wine birth marks. Gabby, 11, has
received 19 laser treatments at Shriners Hospitals
for Children-Boston, starting when she was two
years old. A student in the Challenge Program for
gifted students at Earl Hampton Elementary
School, Gabby will be entering the 6th grade next
year. Gabby enjoys playing piano, calligraphy, and
other arts and crafts, including
making her own purses from
plastic bags with her dad.

Gabby’s journey with SHC-
Boston started in October 2002,
when her dad, Russell, read an
article on the Internet about a
woman who met a Shriner in a
Wal-Mart and eventually was
able to receive care for her son as
a result. Upon reading the arti-
cle, Russell and his wife decided
to call their local Shrine Temple,
and two months later, Gabby
was being treated at Shriners.

Gabby’s parents were initially
told by doctors that the birth
mark, extending from her hair-
line to her jaw, was simply a
bruise and nothing to be con-
cerned about. However, Russell
and his wife felt differently and began researching
port wine stains.

“When we realized the health effects down the
road, we knew we had to look into surgical options.”

Although a local plastic surgeon in Missouri
agreed to waive certain fees for a series of laser sur-
geries for Gabby, Russell knew Shriners was the
best choice.

“[The plastic surgeon] had no experience with
removing port wine stains on children. We came to

Boston because they know kids, they know how to
get results.”

When Gabby first arrived in Boston in December
of 2002, just two months after her father read the
initial article on the Internet, Gabby felt at home.
While in the play area, she ran over to her mother
and cheerfully exclaimed, “There are kids here just
like me!”

Bringing tears to her mother’s eyes, the Hoepers
knew they made the right choice with Shriners.

Russell said that the only word
he would use to describe their
experience at SHC-B was “phe-
nomenal.”

An important part of this phe-
nomenal experience was one staff
member who stole the family’s
heart. Russell shared, “Sandy
Mullen was by far one of the
most prominent people at
Shriners Hospital” Along with
being hailed as an “integral part
of Boston” for the family, Gabby
“fell in love with her.”

When she was 4 years old, she
received a brunette doll as a gift
and named it Sandy Mullen,
sleeping with it by her side every
night. Gabby, now 11, said that
while she no longer has a favorite
staff member and “loves all the

staff the same way,” Sandy still holds a special
place in her heart.“She’s an inspiration to me
because she is always nice to everyone and helped
my family with everything.”

Russell says that they were also very impressed
with the entire staff and experience they have had
during their time here.

“It’s worth it. The traveling, the hotels, the being
away from home, Shriners cares about kids. It is so
worth it for your child.”

Inspired by her experiences, Gabby wrote the fol-
lowing article for her school newspaper:

Port Wine Stain Birthmarks
By GABRIELLE RENEE HOEPER

Three out of every 1,000 people have a port wine
stain birthmark. Many people don't know what
they look like, who treats them or how they are
made. As one of those three I know that life with
one is pretty complicated.

Every port wine stain birthmark usually has
about the same look. The normal look at birth is a
pink spot that looks as if someone spilt wine on
you, hence the name port wine stain. They can be
found anywhere but the most common place is the
face, the lesser common is the neck, scalp, arms, or
legs. They are also different sizes, but as a child
they are usually proportionate. They also change
texture over time early on they are smoother and
later on they become more rough or stony. All in
all, even though these birthmarks don't look like it,
they can lead to cancer.

Birthmarks have to be treated with a laser other-
wise they will grow. The Shriners Hospitals in
Boston, MA and in Cincinnati, Ohio do this treat-
ment. They take a pulse dye laser which penetrates
the skin and gradually constricts the vein therefore
making the birthmark lighter. After the surgery
you have to keep aquaphor lotion on the birthmark
at all times until it heals. I have found it helps ease
the pain if I put a cold, wet towel on it. All in all,
having surgery takes a lot of responsibility.

Why is a birthmark like this found on people? No
one is certain of the cause of port wine stain birth-
marks and there are myths as to why they happen.
Some of these myths are as follows: your mom
spilled wine on herself when she was pregnant,
your mom might have been scared or frightened, or
your mom craved watermelons, strawberries, etc.,
all while she was pregnant. No matter the reason,
a birthmark is just given to someone; there is noth-
ing you can do to prevent them.

A birthmark in my eyes is a blessing and I am
thankful to have one. Although many people don't
know what they look like, how they are treated and
whom by, or why they are given to someone, but
anyone, no matter if they have this birthmark or
know someone with one, can help inform others. As
one of the three in 1,000 people that has a birth-
mark I believe that everyone who has one should
be proud because we are unique in our own perfect
way.

Gabby’s Story
By KRISTEN FERGUSON


