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           A Marlow woman awoke to the news of the tsunami and…………                     
           decided sending money wasn’t enough…  .    .     .      .     ………….                                                         
‘I needed to come to help – so I came’!’
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Smiling through: The very first three swimming teachers of the Women’s Swimming Project in Sri Lanka (from left) Pauline Wijesinthe, Inki Abeyratna and Inisha Srimanti qualify as swimming instructors under the guidance of project founder and Marlow resident Christina Fonfe (white shirt) assisted by volunteer swimming tutor Sue Brown (kneeling) from Bury St Edmunds
Many of us dug deep into our pockets in response to last year’s Asian tsunami and gave generously in our millions to the various charities that rocketed into action.  But few of us went so far as to up sticks and take ourselves to Asia to help out in whatever way we could.

Earlier this year Christina Fonfe, 57, from Henley Road, in Marlow, did just that. “I woke to the news of the tsunami on Boxing Day and thought, God; it must be so awful to lose your entire family and your house and to be the only one left. I needed to come here and do something to help – so I came,” says Christina, matter-of-factly, talking to me on the phone from Sri Lanka.
A couple of months and two armfuls of vaccinations later, Christina left behind her thriving business and swapped her spacious home with a swimming pool in the back garden for voluntary work and a room in a run down house on a coconut plantation in Sri Lanka with no hot water and a leaky toilet.
“Conditions are pretty basic, but you really do get used to not needing very much,” she says.

Christina waved goodbye to family and friends in February. She’d never been to Asia, and had never worked for a charity before. Her impulse to get herself out to Sri Lanka came almost as out of the blue as the tsunami.

“Normally I’m very logical and I weigh things up,” says Christina. “At the time I didn’t know what was driving me. I just knew I had to be here.”

Her husband, Michael, was initially somewhat taken aback by Christina’s decision. “He thought I’d lost my marbles,” laughs Christina. “But my four children were incredibly supportive and kept telling me I’d be fine.”

With hindsight, Christina rationalises it, saying she’d reached a stage in her life where she needed to do something for herself. “Michael worked in the Forces and I spent 38 years following him around. We moved house 28 times during that time and I was the one who was being left behind bringing up the children. Now the children are grown up and, hopefully, settled and they are fine with Michael looking after them. After I realised I wanted to come over here, I sat down and thought it all through. I never felt I was running away.”
Originally, Christina thought she would be mucking in wherever she happened to be needed, possibly working as a Montessori teacher. But, within a week of her arrival, she saw a better use for her time and talents. Christina noticed that there was literally no one on the beaches. Of course, the tsunami had made many people fearful, but when she read in an Oxfam report that four times many more women than men died in the tsunami because they were unable to swim out of relatively shallow water when the sea came inland. Christina realised she had vital skills she could be passing on.  She’s a trained swimming teacher.
“I’ve been an Amateur Swimming Association swimming teacher for the past 20 years,” says Christina. “I’ve always been interested in sport and particularly in the scientific side about why and what makes people want to swim. Having a husband in the Forces, it’s a very useful and portable skill. I’ve taught swimming around the world, wherever Michael’s work has taken us.”
Christina launched her swimming programme under the auspices of the Aid Sri Lanka Foundation. Before the tsunami, swimming in southern Sri Lanka had been very much a male activity – decorum dictated that while the boys were happily splashing about in the surf, the women wouldn’t even be sent paddling, and would certainly not be seen in public in anything so immodest as a swimming costume.
But despite the cultural hurdles, there was no shortage of takers for Christina’s lessons. “The women desperately wanted to learn. There are more women swimming in the north of the island but on the south coast there’s virtually no opportunity fro them to learn. I was very lucky; I was in the right place at the right time. I’m so honoured that I’m actually able to be of help.”

There were practical things to sort out, like finding a suitable pool for starters and getting hold of swimming costumes – not a readily available commodity in the south of the island. A lot of private pools were destroyed in the tsunami and hotel pools were too public for the women to be seen in.

There was a dilapidated pool in the grounds of the coconut plantation where Christina is staying that was secluded enough for the women to feel at ease. With the owner’s permission Christina set about transforming it into a useable pool. Having located swimming costumes (they were donated by Mailsports, a company in Egham) there was the small matter of persuading the women to wear them. Christina was undeterred.

 “I had a big smile on my face,” she says. “I told the women, ‘I’m no oil painting. I’m a grandmother. I’m 57. If I can do it, so can you..’ I asked the translator to tell them that word for word.”

It did the trick. Evidently she’s a very determined woman. The next obstacle was actually getting the women into the water. “Most of them turned up terrified. But I think perhaps it was just the smile I had on my face and my swimming teacher’s T-shirt. I literally took the women by the hand down the steps into the pool and didn’t let go until they had relaxed. Learning to swim isn’t magic. Everyone can learn to swim and gracefully too. It’s a question of overcoming fear and learning to balance. I can guarantee that by the end of the first session these women will be gliding along on their backs. Now I can’t get them out of the pool.”
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In the swim: From Sari to Swimsuit – the ladies of Weligama await their turn in the Aid Sri Lanka Women’s Swimming Project pool in the Palm Forest Plantation

“It’s been so successful that the queues are already forming and the biggest problem Christina is encountering at the moment is lack of pool space. “The pool I’m teaching in is very small. It’s perfect for teaching in, but the women have nowhere to go now that they can swim. They can go inland and play in the shallow waters – it’s a playground on their doorstep – but I feel very strongly that the next step is to get enough funding to build a pool so the women can continue to swim in privacy and I’m looking for sponsorship for that. I’d also like to move things forward and start teaching families. It’s a great way to have fun together.”
And the women get more out of the lessons than just learning a new skill. “They’re getting fitter as well as having fun too,” says Christina. “They’re letting their hair down and it’s great to see. It’s also giving them some independence. On woman turned up and told me her husband was clearing the dinner table so that she could come. That’s a step forward.”

Christina and her team have now taught about 100 women to swim and three of her students, who six months ago, had never swum a stroke in their lives, are now qualified swimming teachers.  “When you consider they’d never been in water deeper than a bathtub, it’s fantastic,” says Christina. “They’ve had to put so much work and effort into it. They’ve also had to learn a new skill in a foreign language and sit a written paper in English too. That’s not an easy thing to do.”

By the time she returns to Buckinghamshire, Christina aims to ensure that she leaves a sustainable programme in place. “We’re setting up the Women’s Swimming Association to act as the training organisation for future Sri Lankan women swimming teachers. When I leave, here, I want the Sri Lankans to be self sufficient. I don’t want foreigners coming over and jumping on the bandwagon The Sri Lankans are quite capable of running their own projects.”
Christina hasn’t looked back.  “I miss home, the kids and earning money,” says Christina, “but I don’t want to throw in the towel until this project has been handed over to Sri Lankans. I’ll come to the UK in May to earn some money, but I will come back out her again if I’m still needed.”

“But now I’m here I know why I came. I’m not a great believer in destiny, but I believe I’m meant to be here. The people and the whole experience have been fantastic. The teaching has been a tremendous learning curve. I’m useful here.”

Christina’s work is still entirely self-financed. Aid Sri Lanka pays for the pool chemicals, wages for the three Sri Lankan swimming project staff and the plantation owner has given them the house and pool for a reduced rent, but she desperately needs more funds to continue her work.

If you can help the project either through donations or by teaching swimming, contact Christina through www.aidsrilanka.org or Michael through Michael.fonfe@onetel.net
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   ‘I’m not a believer in destiny,


but I believe 


I am meant to be here’











 

















 Katalin Hanniker talks to a grandmother who has turned her back on a spacious home with a swimming pool in the back garden for a room on a rundown coconut plantation in Sri Lanka with no hot water and a leaky toilet
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