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And of course there were some less familiar sights. For
instance, MAG is unusual in engaging female as well as male
deminers. One such young woman explained her story. Her
husband had been killed by a mine, so she had to provide a
living for herself and her three children. Working for MAG
made so much sense; she was helping her community and
providing herself with a good living (see photo 5).

Another deminer (see photo 6) taking a break in
the heat, was himself a mine victim. He also had a fam-
ily to support—and a large one, at that. He had fathered
three sets of twins! Demining, therefore, gave him a
better-than-average living to maintain his larger-than-

average family.
Moving on
out, we entered the small village of Preah
had been built on cleared land just a short drive from
the area where clearance work was still being carried
out. In this village we really saw the full benefit clear-
ance work can achieve. Young families were comfort-
able and secure, making homes for themselves and
creating the beginnings of a thriving community.

It was hard not to feel like an intruder in their
world. Such thoughts were soon dispelled however;
they made us feel so welcome and were very warm
and friendly, which provided sheer enjoyment all
around. I will hold these memories dear.

First, we met a woman who told us that her hus-
band worked across the border in Thailand cutting
wood (see photo 7). She was happy to share her
story with us while sitting on her veranda; the little
boy was not so sure about us, though!

The next woman we met was far less comfort-
able. She lived in a rather fragile house, alone with
her children. Her husband had recently died of

tuberculosis and one of her children had to live
elsewhere because there was no room for all of
them in this new home. She bravely held back
tears as she told her story.

She kept her distance from the other vil-

lagers, and her children did not join the fol-
lowers who attached themselves to us as we
meandered through their village. She now
has a new home and a completely new start.
Her story is a sad one, yet 1 hope her life
and her children’s lives will soon improve as
they all come to feel like a real part of this
new community.

In complete contrast, the man in
photo 8 is responsible for the community’s
irrigation supply, which was created from
ground cleared by the MAG team. This
pond now helps the growth of his and his
neighbours’ crops. He needed very little
persuasion to boast about his situation
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Mine-risk education class.

(see photo 12). The school director asked MAG Executive
Director Lou McGrath to make the school a priority. It has since
grown to become the main primary school for a wide region of
the countryside around Preah Put.

The Director of the school, himself a mine victim, was clearly
pleased and proud to welcome us to his school. This school oper-
ates with full classes; each child attends for half a day resulting
in a complete changeover at midday. This was probably the most
emotional occasion in the entire trip.

There is so much enthusiasm for learning in Cambodia, and it
provides quite a salutary lesson for our part of the world. Beautifully
dressed and immaculately clean children emerge from their village
homes and walk or cycle for miles to get to the school. The com-
ment most often made to us was that education is a vital element
in ensuring the dreadful history of Cambodia is not repeated for
this generation. Hopefully with schools such as Ta Lou and their
dedicated staff and enthusiasm, their aim will be achieved.

Throughout the journey, I was amazed at the number of
schoolchildren we saw cycling or walking in what appeared to
be the middle of nowhere, shielding themselves from the dust of
passing vehicles and somehow remaining immaculately dressed
in their school uniforms. Their school journeys would make
British children gasp with the thought of such long travel and
required dress. British schoolchildren have it much easier!

Here at Ta Lou, we met some of the children in their basic
but effective classrooms (see photo 13). Never having been a
great scholar myself, I did not feel too guilty about interrupting
their lesson.
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Ta Lou school.

Ta Lou classroom.

Schoolchildren and staff members welcome visitors.

The key members of the school staff and local dignitaries were
assembled to meet us and, in spite of experiencing a “mini rainy
season,” a special occasion was made of our visit and we were all
included in a school photograph (see photo 14).

I am proud to say that our company has placed the insurance for
most of the organisations engaged in the humanitarian-demining

world. The work of clearing mines and ordnance will have
to continue for many years yet, but seeing the results of
successful clearance and its effect on just a few small
communities made me rather proud to be associated
with the progress the humanitarian-demining world is
making—even if that involvement has predominantly
been from the safety of an office desk in Surrey in the

United Kingdom. ¢
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