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Helping hands: Tsunami of 2006 inspires British woman to help children from 

poor Indian village  

BY MARY ANN PRIOR  

 

Mary Ann visited Sadis and his family 

I am a passionate believer in the power of education to transform lives and take people out of 

poverty. That is why, some years ago, I started sponsoring two children from a very poor village in 

Tamil Nadu, India. 

It was not a spur of the moment decision; I didn't wake up one morning and think, “I must educate 

some Indian children today.” After all, there is deprivation in every country, so why randomly pick 

India?  

It was the tsunami of 2006 that prompted my action. Seeing TV images of that disaster was bad 

enough, but personally knowing people who were killed in it while wintering in Sri Lanka rammed 

home how shocking and unpredictable life can be.  

So many orphaned, so many homeless, so much devastation and destruction, it was impossible for 

me to be an armchair sympathizer shaking my head in despair and making plaintive comments. I had 

to do something. But what can any one person do? I couldn't go there because I had domestic and 

professional commitments. Give money? My cynicism about charitable funds reaching victims of 

catastrophes held me back.  

 



I floundered in a state of frustrated compassion until a friend told me about the Venkatraman 

Memorial Trust, a small, bona fide endeavour that was itself born of a tragic tale which, briefly, is 

this: An English woman, Sylvia Holder, travelled regularly to Chennai in southern India on business, 

and she used to stay in a hotel outside the city, farther along the coast at a little fishing village called 

Kovalam.  

One evening while strolling along the beach, she met a group of children playing. They had learned 

enough English to harass tourists and pester them for money, but these particular ones canvassed 

and pleaded with style. Animated, attractive and amusing, they proved irresistible. One boy asked 

the by-now heart-melted Holder for £10 to pay for his schooling. Stunned by his maturity and 

evident determination, she agreed with one proviso — that if he wrote to her often with progress 

reports, she would continue to send money. Holder returned to her hotel never expecting to hear 

from him again.  

The boy was 12-year-old Venkat, who confounded Holder's doubts by maintaining a regular 

correspondence, completing his high school education, going on to Chennai University and then 

becoming a successful businessman. But then came calamity: At age 27, Venkat was killed in a road 

accident, and it was this terribly sad waste of a vibrant life that led Holder to found the Venkatraman 

Memorial Trust in 2004 with the purpose of providing education for Kovalam's youths. The trust 

grew from tiny beginnings, with modest ambitions to improve the existing Panchayat School. Within 

six years it had grown enough to pay for new buildings, equipment, teachers, school fees, 

scholarships and sponsorships.  

I became one of the original sponsors, giving £24 a month to pay for two children. I had a choice of 

children, and I chose the very impoverished, delightful, angelic Durga and the even more desperately 

poor but obviously intelligent Sadis. I based my decision on their need and, seeing their 

photographs, my instinct. 

Both children write to me several times a year; additionally, Holder and Venkat's brother, who is 

always known as “JR,” and who runs the school, periodically send me photographs of Sadis and 

Durga. I also receive a biannual newsletter, a copy of which delighted me recently with the news 

that the trust has received government permission to build a high school.  

It is an amazing achievement; some might even say destiny. But whatever it is, the outcome shows 

how passion leads to action, and it reinforces the cliché that good comes out of tragedy.  

There is an added bonus in that the desire to do something to help others is contagious, and I am 

proud to say that my 22-year-old daughter began funding a child from Kovalam when she was still at 

university. Instead of spending all her money on drinks in the student bar, she rationalized that some 

of it could be better spent on Kanimulza, a pretty and indomitable eight-year-old who wants to be a 

doctor. 

In August and September last year, I went to India on a research trip and made a point of ending my 

stay in Kovalam so I could meet “my” children and Holder, who made sure one of her frequent trips 

from England to Tamil Nadu coincided with mine. She and I hit it off immediately over a seafood 

dinner at the Fisherman Cove Hotel's beach restaurant, where we swapped our life stories. 

 

 



 The next day I was given a tour of the village and taken to meet Durga, Sadis and Kanimulza. One 

could not say our meetings were exactly intimate as crowds gathered around us when our car drew 

up to their various homes; the level of interest gave me, on a modest scale, an understanding of 

presidential or royal walkabouts. Lively, smiling, shoeless, skimpily dressed children clustered around 

me intent on practicing their English, which mainly consisted of “Hellohowareyou, fine?” repeated 

incessantly. 

It was lovely to meet the three little people in whom I've invested hope as well as money, and so 

moving to see the — to Western eyes — squalid, miserable conditions they live in. For example, 

there's no running water, spasmodic if any electricity, dirt floors, five living in one room, basic 

cooking equipment and few possessions. 

 Yet, incredibly, every day these children manage to go to school, wearing their uniforms with pride. 

The girls all have their hair in the same style (pigtails) adorned with the same coloured ribbons. They 

look every bit as elegant as the beautifully clad pupils of any high achieving school in this country. 

But beyond superficial appearances, the comparison ends abruptly, for these young Kovalam kids 

have nothing except innate optimism and the charity of others on which to rely for their futures.  

Durga, Sadis and Kanimulza were shy, well-mannered and dignified in my presence; it is humbling to 

witness their obvious cheerful dispositions overcoming adversity. Their polite answers to my 

questions, posed through an interpreter, failed to elicit much of their true personalities, but they 

nevertheless became real to me, as I did to them, and that encourages us all. Sponsors such as me 

take a gamble; not every child is going to be a doctor, lawyer or nuclear physicist, but education goes 

a long way toward improving self-esteem, and I would recommend giving help as a reward in itself.  

Mary Ann Prior is an Art Adviser and Curator 


