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The first few weeks…………… 
 
Firstly can we apologise to those who have had some communication with 
and from us, for any repetition. 
We have been in our house in Hambantota for two weeks now.  Prior to that 

we had only a week in 
Colombo, staying at a guest 
house, a ten minute walk 
from the VSO office.  Six 
days were spent in 
familiarising ourselves with 
the basics of Sinhala.  As 
with any language tuition it 
is not until you try it out on 
the locals you realise that 
there is an awful lot to learn.  
VSO were very efficient in 
organising this, the house 
and the transport to get our 

luggage, plus other vital items like bed linen that we had to buy in the few 
precious hours in Colombo, to Hambantota.  It is about a five hour drive 
between the two places, using the cross country route.  We passed through 
areas of lush green hills and paddy fields but there is less of that type of 
countryside around Hambantota as we are in the dry zone.  We arrived here 
on May 20th, leaving behind security check points, made even more 
necessary following the two bombing incidents, both involving loss of life and 
numerous casualties.  What we did not leave behind is chaotic driving!  All 
vehicles vie for their piece of the tarmac or dirt. 

 
The town is very much on 
the coast and the ravages 
of the tsunami are still very 
much in evidence though 
there has been quite a lot 
of new building.  What is 
very apparent are the 
visible signs of poverty.  
Though our house may not 
have all the western ‘must 
haves’ we are comfortable 
and feel secure here.  
Temperatures have not 
dropped much below 30 
degrees since we arrived.  

We do have ceiling fans in the two bedrooms and sitting room.  Other ceilings 
are the tile roof!  A new international harbour is under construction and so a 



network of wider, faster roads has been built around and into the town.  This 
encourages bus drivers to go even faster than their usual breakneck speed.  
The sound of traffic from our side road can be a little reminiscent of Bathwick 
Hill…..well, a little but with a lot more use of the horn!  All the roads provide 
open ‘grazing’ for cows and goats.  All residents put out rubbish on the verge 

and the animals take what 
they want and the rest 
gets collected daily by 
tractor and trailer. 
 
Tim’s feet have not 
touched the ground – he 
began work at 8a.m. the 
morning after we arrived.  
I gave myself a couple of 
days to get a few things 
sorted out before I turned 
up at Smile Lanka.  While 
on the subject of 
feet….we have already 

got used to removing our shoes and going barefoot in the house, church and 
for work, in my case.  Tim only takes his off at work to play volleyball (I am not 
sure whether this will be a regular occurrence).  The first Call to Prayer rouses 
the 50% Muslim population at 4.30 and rouses non Muslims also!  Cockerels 
shatter the peace even before the Call to Prayer and then a very different 
sounding dawn chorus starts up.  Our garden is really a rough patch of sandy 
dirt both back and front but there is a rather smart path to the front door edged 
by some attractive plants in pots and in the ground.  We have, amongst the 
planting, a very large mango tree which the monkeys like to land in, taking off 
from our roof. 
 
We both cycle to our places of work, about fifteen minutes away.  Smile is just 
along the road from the Chamber of Commerce.  These journeys are the time 
to be at our most vigilant as buses, trishaws, motorcycles, other bikes, cows, 
goats and dogs all pose hazards. 
 
The Smile day begins with prayers at 8.30 for staff and volunteers (at the 
moment I am one of three).  These are conducted in both Sinhala and 
English.  The staff consists of headmistress, Nayani, a teacher, Milani, and 
two classroom assistants, Chandima and Anusha, the kitchen staff and 
caretaker and his wife (I have not quite mastered their names yet!).  The 
Smile Lanka house can accommodate 18 gap year students/career breakers.  
The number of volunteers varies greatly and by the end of August when the 
children return from a two week break I may be the only volunteer.  A two year 
stint is unusual and they all seem pleased that I will be around for so long.  
They have varying degrees of English so my Sinhala might have to improve 
dramatically.   
The morning session is attended by about 45  3-5’s and they have both 
breakfast and lunch at the school.  This, for some is likely to be the only food 
they get during the day.  They leave at 1p.m. and about 60 5-14 year olds and 



two other teachers arrive and also have lunch and then there are 2 lessons for 
6 groups until 4p.m.  
All volunteers are 
expected to teach 
basic English.  I am 
referred to as Liz 
Auntie. 
 
Smile also supports 
the prison in Tangalle, 
about an hour’s drive 
from here. Ronali, the 
CEO of Smile Lanka 
took us there last 
week.  We delivered 
gifts of sports 
equipment and a DVD 
player.  Smile has 

already donated other items for inmates and staff and has been instrumental 
in building a small chapel in the exercise yard.  What an experience it was to 
be in what is one of Sri Lanka’s many overcrowded prisons.  There are 460+ 
in accommodation designed for 200.  About 370 are awaiting court 
appearances and so many are likely to be innocent.  The conditions for the 17 
women and a child are no better. Gifts of soap, toothpaste and underwear 
were gratefully and graciously received by them. 
 
I touched on the visible signs of the tsunami, but the pain of what so many 
here went through on Boxing Day 2004 and in its aftermath is hidden behind 
ready smiles.  A colleague of Tim’s lost his brother and family and many of the 
children who attend the Smile school are being brought up by one parent, 
having lost the other in the tsunami.  Everyone has a tragic story to tell.    
 
That was Liz – here’s my bit! 
 
I am working as a management advisor to the Hambantota Chamber of 
Commerce.  The Director General is a very dynamic individual who has run 
the Chamber since its inception in 1993.  It really came into its own in the 
immediate aftermath of the tsunami when it coordinated most of the relief 
effort taking place in the town.  However, this effort also put back the 
Chamber’s own development as all its energies and funds were concentrated 
into disaster relief and then into helping small businesses try and get back on 
their feet.  I am still in the process of sorting out my terms of reference but, in 
the meantime, I have written a couple of funding proposals, a job advert, am 
in the middle of an accreditation exercise for the Chamber’s youth 
microfinance project, and spent a couple of days in Colombo at a VSO 
conference.  I have also managed to get round and find out what most of the 
staff at the chamber are doing and I think the terms of reference will emerge 
over the next week.  My job is almost certainly going to involve capacity 
building which is development speak for organisational planning, systems 
development and staff training.  Sounds somewhat familiar!  



 
Sri Lanka is a beautiful country suffering terribly from the twin horrors of the 
tsunami and twenty five years of bloody conflict.  Liz mentioned the two 
bombs that exploded shortly after we arrived; there was another explosion in 
South Colombo last Friday which killed over twenty people.  The government 
has pledged to crush the terrorists by the end of the year but I suspect that is 
a tall order and things are likely to get worse before they get better.  Luckily, 
the area around Hambantota seems relatively quiet. 
 
That’s all for now and comes with love and best wishes, 
 
Liz and Tim 
 
 
 


