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CHRISTMAS IN MARCH
Just before Christmas, Pattaya City announced the cancellation of all large
gatherings, there were to be no parties and no celebrations. Not only was
Christmas cancelled, but the country went into lockdown. Whoever heard of
Christmas being cancelled? But it was, well sort of!
All our students with disabilities went home, there was no point in them
remaining here in Pattaya. The Technological College locked its doors, the
special needs children were all at home, but around half of the blind children
stayed at school.
We couldn’t possibly tell the children at the Village that Christmas was
cancelled; they had seen their names and photos on beautifully wrapped
presents. Sponsors had sent money over to celebrate, so that’s what we did,
quieter than usual, well we tried to be quiet. One hundred and forty children
gathered together, Christmas presents and a seafood barbecue, it was never
going to be a quiet event.
When the students with disabilities eventually returned to Pattaya, we had a
few weeks of strict regulations and social distancing, then on the morning of
the first of March, they received their Christmas presents. They were all a bit
surprised, but very happy to be celebrating Christmas in springtime.
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I was only supposed to be here for six months, but things
don’t always go as planned. Father Ray offered me a job,
which I accepted without a second thought.
Over the past two decades I have often been asked the
same question by donors and sponsors who come to
visit, why do I stay?
I stay so that I can help continue the work of Father Ray.
He was a devout catholic priest, I’m not a religious man,
I don’t believe any god or follow any religion, but I do
believe in what we do here in Pattaya.
I stay because I can do something for the children and
students, the forgotten children, those who society
often chooses to ignore.
Reaching a milestone like being here for twenty years, I
can’t help to think back over those years and of how we
were then and how we are today, I am still amazed by it
all, still amazed at how we have changed.
I watched new buildings go up at the Home for Street
Kids, and when we renamed it the Father Ray Children’s
Home. They lived in big dormitories, and ate in a dining
room as big as a basketball court.

However, we have moved with the times, providing
our children with the best possible care. We designed
the houses at the Children’s Village, and I watched
children arrive and find a home and to live together as
near to a family as we can provide.
It was a sad day personally for me when we closed
the Children’s Home, it had a lot of good memories,
but I was happy to see the teenagers move into their
new homes at the Village.
This past month, I watched as 7 young boys moved
into the ‘big boy’s house’. They have lived with us for
several years, in the original small houses, but once
the children start puberty, or reach the age of twelve,
it is only right that they move into single sex homes.
They went from being the eldest in the house, to the
youngest. There were a few worried faces, some
looked a bit lost, then the older boys invited them to
play football, showed them their daily chores and now
they are part of a new family, one of the “big boys”.
We opened and closed a Drop-In Center, the first stop
for many new residents, children whose family, for
whatever reason, could no longer take care of them.
We built a Half Way House, and someone once
complained to me that it was a waste of money.
Rubbish, it may have been one of the smallest projects
we have ever had, but in the short time it was open,
thirty two teenagers lived there.
A few had been released from juvenile detention
centres, others were from our own Home.
Some were from the streets, too old to go and live at
the Home, so they moved into the Half Way House,
and it really did become their home, the place where
they went from reliant teenager to independent adult.
It was a great success.

COVID UPDATE
Coming out of our local 7-11 a few days ago, thankfully one that is still
open, I noticed all the small street-side kitchens have closed. These were
not places where tourists would go to eat, this is where you could find the
cheapest plate of food in town, where the locals ate, usually when they
could afford nowhere else and where the quality of food and hygiene would
never win any awards.
There were are no customers, people are continuing to leave the city as
there is no work. Families of children from the Day Care Center are returning
to their home towns and villages; at least with family they will get to eat.
The well-known chain hotels open on the weekend, and are busy, but there are still streets full of empty bars,
cafes and hotels. There is talk that the borders will open in October, but nothing definite and until then we carry
on as best we can.
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I was up at the Village one Saturday afternoon in early March,
and I knew something was going on, knew the kids were
planning something. It was my twentieth anniversary of
coming to volunteer and then work here at the Foundation, but
no one would tell me what was going on.
I left them blowing up balloons and I spent an hour riding my
bike around the Village complex, three girls sitting behind me
and one in front.
I am driving them around and around, listening to their
laughter, their screams of joy, and fear, and I thought to myself,
this is what it’s all about, giving these children a happy life, one
that they will remember in years to come.
One of the girls was born in a prison in Japan. Another was
given up when her European father returned home, a third girl,
her father ran back to Africa and the fourth is with us because her mother is an alcoholic and can’t look after her.
I am sure that for some of our children not a day goes by when
they don’t think about their own family, think about why their own
mother isn’t taking care of them.
When they get older and think back to their childhood they will think
of the mother who abandoned them, the people who hurt them,
who abused them, but I do hope they also have happy memories
and remember the times they laughed.
We did have a wonderful party that night. I watched a film where
the children recreated my life. They pretended to serve afternoon
tea, which I used to do
in Harrods, there was a teenage boy dressed as a nurse, inflicting
pain on his young patient. One girl was dressed as me, arriving in
Pattaya twenty years ago, with a mop on her head; the children
thought it hilarious that two decades ago I had long hair.
I watched as faces appeared on screen, young men and women
who I have known most of their lives and who are now living their
own lives, some with their own families. I listened to their wonderful
messages, and at the same time as I was watching the screen,
several young boys were staring at my face, waiting for a tear to
appear. They didn’t have to wait long.

TEACHING ENGLISH
I used to teach English to the Electronic students at the Vocational School for People with Disabilities.
Not only was I teaching English, which I wasn’t very good at, but I was watching lives changing. Imagine
spending you childhood and teenage years constantly being told you can’t do something, then coming here to
Pattaya and realizing that you can do whatever you want.
In 2001 there were just two courses and very few female students. Today the school is a college, recognized by
the Ministry of Education. Only around 50% of the students have the ability to do the college courses, the others
never finished their education, some never even started. We have elementary courses teaching these students
how to read and write, how to use a computer and we are preparing them for the college courses.
There are students living with disabilities so severe they may not have been accepted in the past, but today
they want to learn, we even employ assistants to help the more severe students get out of bed, showered and
dressed each morning and evening.

we never turn a needy child away

THE OPPOSITE OF SAD
I once sat on the wall outside the School for the Blind with a lady whose family was visiting the school, but she felt
she could not go into the school, it would be too sad.
We sat together, smoking away, she was crying, the thought of so many blind children was just too sad for her.
I asked her to listen to the sounds on the other side of the wall, the sounds of laughter, of music,
of children having fun and being children.
Eventually we walked through the gates, some of the children heard my voice and made their
way over to where we were standing, hands out in front of them, feeling their way. There were
too many of them for me to pick up, so they hugged this lady, who didn’t really know what to do.
She looked at these young blind children, and saw them happy, smiling, playing and laughing.
She thought blind children would be living a life filled with sadness, how wrong she was.

NEVER FORGOTTEN
As much as I have enjoyed the good times, there have also been
sad times.
I can never forget that August morning in 2003, the day Father
Ray died. I remember the older children, walking around in
shock. One of his older boys asked me, what will happen now?
They could not imagine a life without their father.
Many could not imagine us continuing without Father Ray, some
said we were nothing without him, but there were hundreds of
children and students here, so we had no option but to continue.
I had worked with Brother Denis for
many years. We had our ups and
downs, and fights, but he was the
most honest man I have ever met, one
who cared deeply about our children
and would have done anything for
them. For me, his passing was a very
sad time and I do still miss him a lot.
Receiving the news in March 2019
that one of our boys had been
killed in a motorbike accident was
horrendous. We heard that he was
dead, but
no one wanted to believe it, no one
wanted to accept that we would
never see young Pam again.
In 2020 we held a funeral for another
one of our old boys. We were
supposed to be in lockdown, told
that only a few would be allowed to
attend the temple cremation. But
we all went, we all crowded into the
temple, we all walked with his body
three times around the temple and
we all paid our respects to him, we
were the only real family he knew.

Over the past 20 years there have been many times
when I have cried with sadness as well as with
happiness, and times when I have almost burst
with pride.
Watching our boys play soccer every week for a
whole year and losing every match. They won the
last game of the year, seeing their faces when the
final whistle was blown and the realisation that
they had eventually won a game.
Watching our students wheel themselves, or limp
on crutches to collect their graduating certificates.
Or on sports day when they cross the finish line
and gain a point for their team, even if they come
last they still gain an important point.

While I am here in Pattaya, with some of the
best children you could ever want to meet, we
all know that our work only continues because
of you, our supporters. Thank you very much.
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