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“You’ll have heard about the Military Coup here in Thailand; the country’s under temporary martial law. So far it’s been peaceful and there’s no violent opposition.” Isn’t it ironic, leaving one political situation to have another sprung upon you! But then life is full of the unpredictable for Roisin Hall and her husband Andrew McCarroll. 

I wonder if you remember this Belfast couple who followed their seemingly impossible dream, giving up all their worldly goods, saying goodbye to their family and offering their time and talents to God? He accepted and guided them to their latest posting in Thailand where a somewhat gentle coup was staged a couple of weeks ago. There was overwhelming support for military intervention after months of political crisis sparked by allegations of corruption against the former prime minister Thaksin Shinwatra. 

“Tell everyone we are both safe and well and working as normal; nothing in today’s schedule has changed for us and we feel no fear, and honestly, it was not our fault!” Roisin said.

We were talking by email, me in Belfast and Roisin in her air-conditioned office in Pattaya, 90 miles from Bangkok. The last few weeks have seen days of sultry heat and nights of violent thunder and lightening storms. “We’ve been told the next three months will be cool by Thai standards; middle twenties – a nice hot Irish summer!”

Pattaya is a glitzy international beach resort alongside the squalor of the poor areas where the couple are working. They work in an orphanage, in a school for the blind, one for the deaf, a vocational school and, Roisin’s special interest, with the street children, especially Moss, a young man of 11 who had his legs blown off when he stepped on a landmine near the Cambodian border. 

“He was only five and has used artificial legs since, although he prefers to tear around on his bottom using his arms to propel himself! He’s a real happy guy. It’s life-changing to share time with a young lad who is determined not to let this tragedy to destroy his life. I fell in love with the street children here,” Roisin said. “Children who have been abandoned or run away from home, children who have been abused and, in many cases, ended up being further abused on the streets. One of the saddest things to see is the little children and babies sitting on top of the Go-Go Bars while their mum is soliciting the Western males to make enough money for them to eat. Many of these children end up at our home.” 

Although illegal, sex tourism is a significant part of Thailand’s economy. It’s reported that more British citizens visit Thailand than those of any other non-Asian country. In 2003 (the last year for which full figures are available) around 545,000 British residents arrived on visits. If you remove children and British citizens visiting for business or reasons other than a holiday, you arrive at about 314,000 men and 175,000 women, a gap of 28 per cent, with 139,000 more British men than women coming to Thailand for a holiday. 

For Roisin it is important that she can give comfort to the children in her care. 

“I am only a poor replacement for their real mum but sometimes it is just enough to be there when they need you,” she says. 

“The language barrier just disappears; I have a little Thai now but when a child is upset or anxious they just need someone to listen and put their arm around them, and suddenly their world is brighter – and mine is also. 

“I feel that we have a worth here. We get no salary or payment for our work but our basic needs are catered for and for the first time in my life that is enough.” 

The joys here have been tinged with pain and the hardship of adjusting. “After all we are two middle-aged people used to a fairly comfortable way of life but we really believe we have made the right move.” 

I ask her what gives her most pleasure. 

“I am happiest at dusk at the street kids’ home, when washed and ready for bed I sit outside at one of the tables in the gardens with a handful of kids, one on my lap a couple at my side, one or two over my shoulder and I read them a story from a picture book, doing lots of actions as my Thai is minimal and their English is the same, or just sometimes saying very little. I feel my place is to give them time because although we can feed and clothe and educate these abandoned, precious angels, there is no substitute for someone who just wants to be there to love you and hug you when you need it.” 

The couple are also responsible for writing and publishing the Father Ray Foundation’s newsletter, which is distributed throughout the world to raise awareness of the work done here. 

The foundation was founded and is run by the Redemptorists. Roisin points out that the background of those they help does not matter in the least. 

“Around 90 per cent are Buddhists and the rest are Muslim and Christian. Along with their practical needs, we care also for their spiritual needs, giving dignity and respect for their own religions. This might be organising visits for young Buddhists to spend some weeks at a Temple getting instruction from the monks. This also applies to other beliefs as well. But the real eye-opener is the respect taught for others of different views.” 

Could we take a lesson from this?

Thai people are devoted to their king and to mark his 60 years on the throne, every Thai national wears a yellow shirt on Mondays. 

“This sea of gold every week is fantastic; we also wear these shirts out of respect for our host country and also to try to blend in a bit more – hard when you are tall and white-skinned.”

She admits that her worst experiences are the apparent casual attitude to injury and death, especially with the alarming number of traffic accidents involving cars competing with motorbikes weaving from lane to lane, sometimes with five people on a bike. A lot of the wheelchair students at the vocational school have lost their limbs not only due to landmines but also because of motorbike accidents.

Andrew and Roisin made a decision to go to Thailand to do something more with their lives and they believe they are doing just that. 

“It’s a seedy city full of sadness and vice living side by side with some of the most selfless and kind people we have ever met and there will always be trials and doubts but we are content at the present,” Roisin says. 

“There’s a purpose in our days here and, faced with the fallout from the blatant sex industry, we have ceased being shocked and now concentrate on doing what we can to ease the problems created by the selfish excesses of people, all the while trying not to judge them as the reasons people come here are many and multi-layered.”

The Father Ray Foundation Website is www.fr-ray.org
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