
My name is Noëlle Demole, I am 19 years old 
and I come from Switzerland. I am a student, 
soon going to my freshmen year at university. I 
am no one special but sometimes you can 
experience certain things in life that make you feel 
special for someone else. That is probably the 
best feeling someone can have. I had the chance 
to take my bags and luggage and go off to India 
for a whole month this year with the help of 
Pamela Walsh OEB from Friends of India. It 
was february 2012 exactly. It has been about 
only two weeks I am back now… 

 
‘’A place where tears are for the first time not about your own 

problems’’. 
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I don’t know why I feel the need to write on my computer, but I will probably figure it 

out at the end of my review. The truth is, I never did anything different, difficult or anything 
that needed a lot of strength and mental control. I was always afraid of lots of things in 
general. I buy and read books all the time about that. Or at least, I used to. I never dared to 
speak up, defend myself or even trying any situation that looked hard or impressive. Also, I 
hated to be alone, but this time, I had no other choice. I had to be alone and manage. I had 
no one with me to take advices from. Like I usually have all the time. Of course I was 
homesick sometimes, but I was also too busy thinking about my work and the change I 
brought to those kids. I gave myself as much as I could. I wanted to make them happy. And I 
did.  That is why I am so grateful to them. Because they changed me. Well, actually I think 
people never really change 100%, but what is possible is to know deep in your heart that 
something about you had changed. They made a part of my usual fear go away. And for that 
I will always be thankful. That’s all I needed, one visit, one experience, one month to feel 
different. That is the reason I am writing this text. To tell all of the people who are going to 
take the time to read this, how extroardinary humans can be, especially in this case, children. 
But it is not without pain and guilt that I came back. Sadness is a simple word, too simple 
maybe, but it is the only word that describes what I felt all the way back home. And how hard 
it is for it to go away. 

 
I know a lot of people already said the same thing, that humanitarian work is amazing, 

or how good a person may feel when doing that kind of work. Or even more, how helping 
others is the only way of finding true happiness. That peace and love is found in others. Not 
by looking out just for yourself. All that of course is true. But let me tell you that it is even 
more than that when you really go there by yourself. At first I thought I was doing this for 
myself. To see another world, other people, other habits. I wanted to get away and come back 
more mature. That happend. But it turned out, I was not doing this only for my own life 
experience, but I realised how important I could be for many kids, for one kid .   

 



I was in the south of India, in one of the 52 districts called T.V Malai. I worked in the 
state of Tamil Nadu. It is aproximatly two and a half hour from the second biggest city of 
India ; Chennai, also called Madras ( on the east coast). I worked and spent my time in four 
places. Three of them were 5 to 10 minutes away from each other in a specific area called 
Thiruvannamalai, and the fourth one was in a small town called Arni, which is a city about 30 
minutes away. I arrived with no idea how I was going to be able to bring help for anyone 
there. I had no work experience, no high degree yet, no experience with taking care of 
children or even adults. I honelsty did not know how I was going to handle whatever I will be 
doing. How was I supposed to know ? But then again. That is fear, isn’t it ? Something I am 
victim of... The very first shock I had was when I was in Chennai for the first 2 days. I was in 
a car and I saw through my window a small group of kids working on the road. Putting 
ciment. I couldn’t believe I just witnessed child labour. It’s the worst thing to see. It’s a real 
pain to watch .  

 
Anyway, I went to a priamry school called the St.Joseph Matriculation School, held by 

catholic sisters, to help the teachers with English lessons, since their English is very poor. I had 
the chance to take classes all day, doing exercices, raising my voice and making them behave 
when they would get out of their seats. What a weird and joyful feeling to be a teacher for 
once. So, I started to think back about my high school times and teachers. How important 
education is. But how hard it is sometimes to handle a class all alone. Therefore, I often had 
this feeling of regret. I realised how much I regret skipping school, pretending to be sick for 
days or complaining about how I hated to listen to boring courses. Because those kids know 
how unique it is for them to attend school every day. 

 
The thing is, it is not a chance to go to school for us. In our western countries, all we 

hear about is homework, school , sports and choice of university. This is what we are meant to 
do, there is not other path. It is not a question for us. That’s what we have to do, that’s it. No 
options. We almost never really realise what we are going through every day. As if life was 
planned that way for every other kid in the world. But over there, in India, it is probably the 
most luxurious thing to go to school and have books and have timetables, hours to respect and 
moreover, having teachers helping them all day long. That is why I feel bad right now about 
my hate of going to school sometimes.  
 

Then, I tought English to a small group of adults, mostly women. The building I work 
in is situated in a small city called Arni  and held by Mrs.Prsicilla Nirmalakumari, Chief 
Executive of the SUEB (Society for the Upliftment of the Economically Backward ) 
organisation. It is the Yvonne Educational Development Center. Those women are not educated and 
have finally the opportunity to come to this special place were they are taking classes and 
develop new skills. They are trained all day and part of self-help groups. All this in the aim of 
being able to work and earn their own money in the future. Financial independence is crutial 
for them. As it is for every other person around the world. I must say, this was again an 
enormous challenge for me as well. It felt so weird to teach adults, when I am still just a 
teenager who graduated a few month ago. SUEB is a partner of Friends of India. During my 
stay there, I went to see leprosy people at a hospital camp. SUEB helps the ‘’Leprosy 
Mission’’, which started in England a long time ago. That was like nothing I have ever seen. I 
never thought I’d see this kind of disease, ever. It doesn’t seem real because we don’t have 
leprosy anymore in Europe. I do not want to describe what I saw. 
	  

I also asked to spend time in a Blind school, called The school of the Blind to be exact, 
even though I was nervous and afraid. You are probably wondering why I was nervous ? 



Well, there is no words strong enough to express the feeling you have when you are in front of 
a big room full of children and teenagers from the age of 5 to 20, all fully blind. I did what I 
felt to do, very naturally, just being myself, and it went perfectly with all of them. Looking at 
all these eyes knowing that I could be anyone, they do not care. Some eyes were following me 
perfectly, as if they were really seeing me. But they didn’t of course. They just feel where you 
are going. Then, there were the kind of eyes just rolling up and down, half white, well, looking 
like 100% handicaped eyes. At some point I wanted to ask some of the others how come they 
really can’t see me. They were looking at me straight in the eyes. They responded negative. It 
looked unreal to me. I was not in my world at all anymore. Anyway, they’ve put me at ease 
very fast when I was worying about how to behave, how to talk or what games I should play 
with them. With blind children you always have to make them touch objects or the food you 
give them. Anything you do with them implies physical contact using the hands. And that’s 
not always easy to remember since it is not something we are used to.  I was often forgetting 
that while I was talking to them. I apologized many times for my ridiculous mistakes. I have 
never seen anything similar to this. And I still cannot believe how we forget that some kids 
have to live with that kind of handicap. I am still asking myself how can they be blind and 
poor and still be happy and full of kindness. Because that’s what they are. They are full of love 
and tenderness. That is all. And I enjoyed every second of my time with them.  I spent an 
entire late evening in one of the girls room. We had fun before falling asleep. I stayed until 2 
am in the morning. I can’t believe why I was so afraid to meet them at the beggining. Am still 
right now asking myself that question.  

 
What I just summarised here is my work I volunteered to do during these few weeks. 

But there was one special place where I really had my heart broken. I could even feel the 
physical pain in my body every night because of the time I spent in that place. It was the 
evenings and my week -ends I took to go over there. And I never wanted to leave. The hours 
seemed to rush away, so much it almost made me angry…It is also the place where I cried for 
the very first time. It was only on my first day in Tamil Nadu. It is a place where tears are for 
the first time not about your own problems. Moreover, I just hated that car wich came every 
night at around 10 o’clock to pick me up.  
 
 This is about a small christian 
orphanage in Tamil Nadu, called the Infant 
Jesus Home for children of St. Mary’s convent, 
supervised by a sister who couldn’t be nicer 
and more generous with me. There were 
eighty boys and fourty girls. Around eight to 
ten years old. They were all orphanes. 
Orphans from broken families or just no 
parents at all. Lots of them were also on top 
of all physically handicaped. I could not see 
it until the sister had told me. That fact is 
often due to the marriages between the same 
family members. Indeed, in India they get 
almost only arranged marriages, some love 
marriages happen but often they are arranged. That’s the policy. The problem is they get 
married to cousins, for example. We all know that is not alowed in our western countries 
because it is dangerous for the children’s health. But over there, it seemed the society isn’t 
aware of it. Or just doesn’t care that much about the consequences. If you ask me, that’s 
criminal. 
 



When I arrived there, there were two or three kids openening the big doors for us 
when we arrived with the car. I visited their place, the boys have one single and empty room 
same for the girls. They all sleep on the floor next to each other, lying down on a piece of 
blanket. As soon as I entered the room of the boys, I promised to myself never to forget those 
small and yet very wide bright eyes they all had. Instead of staying up on my two legs above 
them I wanted so much to just get down and sit on that floor so I could see them better, touch 
their sweet, sweet faces. Even though everything seemed dirty, I didn’t care for once. 
Somehow, you forget those things. You just don’t care anymore.During my whole trip, the 
adults wanted me to sit on a chair when I spoke to the kids. That was the last thing I felt to do. 
I did not want to be higher than them. I hated to feel much better or more important than 
them, I am no celebrity or teacher. So, I did what I wanted to do. I always sat on the floor. I 
had candies for them, and I saw how diciplined and thankful they were. They all waited in 
line with their small hands open. No fighting, no pushing. For one single small candy. That is 
why I cried. It’s a simple as that. Still, I felt stupid to burst into tears like that. I usually never 
let myself go in public. But at that very moment, let me tell you, there is nothing to keep you 
from tears. It’s just too hard. Nothing. Thus, I decided to come often after my work at the 
school to see the kids and spend time with them. That’s what I did. And that’s what I hoped to 
do for as long as I could. I couldn’t imagine not giving them time anymore in two weeks, 
when I had to go away. I tried not to think of that day. How extroardinary it was to play any 
sort of games all day long with them. Anything really. Simple hand clapping games, or 
dancing and laughing. Making funny faces also. At a point I was not a young woman 
anymore, I was one of them. I behaved like a child and I had so much fun. I was just taller 
that’s all. What I also saw is that some of the boys would help with the work of the Sister. 
They always help cleaning up or carry things. She would cook for me and then the boys 
would come and take the dishes away, take the chairs away and wash everything up. They 
obeyed so well all the time. For me, it didn’t feel right that way. I wanted to help with the 
work so badly. But there was nothing I could change.  

 
One time, I had my flashy red nail polish in my handbag and I took it out to do a 

manicure to the girls. They enjoyed it very much. They’ve never seen anything like that. I was 
surprised the boys wanted a manicure too. That’s when I saw a few handicap problems on 
their hands. Either a sixth finger, for example, or,  half of a finger even. One had some fingers 
twisted. Well, I had to get used to it and not be shoked in front of them. 

 
There was this one little boy I got myself very much attached to. His name was 

complicated but it’s the only one I remembered well. He was called Sechedere. It means little 
prince in Tamul. He would put on his best shirt when I came, while the rest of them wore 
their usual T-shirts. No, this one wore a pink blouse, with some glitters on the  shoulders, very 

elegant. That are small things 
kids do sometimes, for them it 
means so much, and for you, it 
means even much more. I just 
wanted to hold him for hours. 
He gave me his little green 
ring. I still have it in my 
bathroom. He was all the time 
holding my hand, or sitting 
next to me, or just looking at 
me. I just wish I could do 
something, anything for him. 
But what can I do after my 



stay in India ? I could not bring him home with me. Even if that’s what you honestly want to 
do. Trust me. But still, it wouldn’t be fair for all the other orphans. That I knew of course. I 
cared so much about him.  I used to hug those kids a lot. Held their hands, touched their 
heads and faces. I was smiling and lauging so much all the time that even the muscles of my 
jaw was hurting after a while.  
 

I used to hug those kids a lot. Held their hands, touched their heads and faces. I was 
smiling and lauging so much all the time that even the muscles of my jaw was hurting after a 
while. At the same time, I was constantly thinking about the fact that they have no parents to 
take care of them, and how unfair that was. They never had any parents, and they never will. 
Who is going to be touching them ? Who is telling them how cute they are ? Who is going to 
say ‘’I love you’’ to them ? Well, no one. And that’s what I had a hard time to accept. I 
couldn’t imagine that reality. It seemed unreal to me. All children need those things all day 
long, for years and years. Why those ones will never have that ? I needed to give them those 
things but for how long ? For a few weeks ? That’s it ? And then what ? They would continue 
their every day life when I’m gone, together, by themselves. It was harder than anyone can 
ever imagine. Saying it on a piece of paper is still not the same as being there for real. They 
were truly the nicest children I have ever seen or talked to in my life. I loved them with all my 
heart. Even if some people would think that love is something that needs more time. That you 
probably cannot say that you love someone after a short time. But what I could give them was 
love and what they gave me was also love without hesitation. What a wake up call ! I went to 
bed every night, during that month, crying, simlply thinking of these orphanes.  It was so hard 
not to cry. Whatever mental strengh you try to have. Suddenly, I couldn’t care less about 
everything else. My own little and pathetic problems seemed so far away, even gone. That’s 
how ridiculous and absurd I felt. All I had in my mind was to see them, that’s all. And that’s 
the exact moment you know something is happenening inside you. Each time I came, their 
faces would just light up with happiness and excitment.  

 
Another thing that touched me very much was when I went to the boys’ room. Two or 

three boys showed me where they put all their personal belongings. I was looking at a small 
sized wooden box. Each child had one. They would put their few cloths in it, some bars to eat, 
some religious (catholic) symbols, like a Jesus cross or a nice and colorful rosary. I’m a catholic 
too, so I went to mass with them in the evenings. It was so touching how the pray so much. It 
was lovely to see. Also, I gave them stickers from Switzerland, stars that glow in the dark. I 
could see they’ve stuck it inside on a side of that one little box. I couln’t believe what I saw. 
Here, every child has it’s own room. There, all they have is a box. That’s their personal life in 
there. One box and that is all.  After seeing this, I was sure I would never be the same person 
again. In my mind, in my heart. It is impossible coming back and looking at things the same 
way. And I know it sounds probably dull and so many people say the exact same thing about 
seeing poverty and misery. But the thing is, it really is that way. When it was lunch or dinner 
time, they make a line and wait to be served in their bowl. Then they eat on the ground 
outside because they have no other place inside to eat. The sister gives them rice from this 
huge bowl. It can be either rice or pudding. That’s it. It is mostly rice though. That is all they 
eat all the time, at every meal. Sometimes they would have small chicken bites in it, if they are 
lucky.  

 
The thing is, you have to see it by yourself, with your own eyes to believe it for the rest 

of your life. I can assure you, it is not easy to see. What’s worse, is to be standing there and 
watching it, knowing there is nothing you can do. One thing is, always hearing about it, 
debating it at school or reading about it on the internet, in books, but another thing is being 
there. Facing it for real, alone. With no one to go to when your are schocked and moved. 



That’s where you know you have done the strongest experience of your life. At least for me it 
was. I love being with children, they are pure, gentle and sweet. They would never hurt 
anyone. They are examples. Because adults are nothing like when they were kids. They loose 
this naivety, which is so important. They lose this appetite for life and living. They even forget 
to laugh or to be happy for no reason. Happy for no reason….Just think about that sentence 
for two seconds. In case it interests someone, it is actually the title of a famous psychological 
book. The author’s name is Marci Shimoff, she’s an American writer. It just got me thinking 
that the fact that people and book stores sell this kind of book means our society has forgotten 
to be happy and how to be. That’s exaclty my point. Anyway, kids are just happy for whatever 
you show them or give them. They will play any game or start playing with a football ball. 
That’s what kids do. They don’t realise the bad side of things.  I am not saying they don’t feel 
sad occasionally but I think they possess this unbelievable character that makes them be 
constantly joyful. I wish sometimes adults could be more that way. Childrens are the 
jeweleries of this world. They teach us so much more than we think. Maybe that’s why kids 
are here for, to remind us every day that even if life doesn’t offer much, it is still worth living 
because of the few moments which seem extroardinary. I can also remember myself the 
special moments I had in my life that makes life wonderful. Of course we would all like if 
they’d come more often, even every day. But that’s not how it is. Somehow they forget they 
are poor and that they have no family.  I realised that when they just seemed to enjoy every 
minute I was with them. And that is why I was so happy myself. My presence there, my 
games, my personality and my time made them happy. That is where I found my own 
happiness at the end of this trip. As Mahatma Gandhi said : « The best way to find yourself is to 
lose yourself in the service of others.” That’s what I am trying to prove in this personal review. So, I 
thank Friends of India, especially Mrs. Pamela Walsh,  OBE and President of this 
organisation, because she brought me there and she pushed me to do my best. She told me 
that whatever I do, I will help. That was our only aim anyway. I think she is a wonderful and 
very touching women with a big heart.  

 
The point I want to make is that when people say ‘’ To be happy you have to give 

more, help others’’ or ‘’It is not by looking at yourself and trying to fill your life that you are 
going to be satisfied, it’s looking out for others.’’ Well, all that is abseloutly true. I have never 
been more convinced than after this trip. Helping is what our existance is all about. Where 
true happiness and satisfaction is . I went looking for it and I discovered it is the most powerful 
thing in the world. It probably still doesn’t mean I will not be selfish anymore for the rest of 
my life, unfortunately, but at least I will be conscious that it is the wrong choice to be selfish. 
And that is progress if you ask me. I know I am often selfish, well, if you ask me, I am still a 
normal teenager and I guess that’s how we are, at least most of us. But I know it’s bad. I do. 
Only, sometimes I don’t act like I know that. But now I know I am conscious of it more than 
before. So thanks to the people I helped. Like I said, I am no one special, and will never be. 
But, that’s not important. I got a 
lifetime chance to be special for 
some children and women I will 
never forget. They made me 
stronger and I’ve grown because 
of that. I saw the poorest of the 
poor in the entire world. I forgot 
to mention I was in the middle of 
typical Indian rural villages. I will 
be in shock for a long time now. 
But that was part of the 
experience I chose to take.  



Moreover, I also realised that being alone isn’t so horrible after all. It is not so frightening 
because you learn how to know yourself better.  When you are alone somewhere, you have no 
other choice. You have to manage, you have to deal with what comes your way. You talk to 
youself more. Every minute of the day. And that’s wonderful to build interiour strengh. That’s 
one thing I know from now on. Another thing I learned is that you never really know yourself 
a hundrend percent well. There were many moments where I didn’t fully recognise myself. In 
a positive way, of course. The things I did without even thinking, and how I did them, I 
couldn’t believe I was that kind of person too. That’s when I realised that my life was going to 
be a discovery about who I am and what I am truly capable of. And if you don’t go find out 
who you are and where your limits are, well, it’s too bad.  

 
To conclude, the kids at the primary St.Joseph matriculation school, the sweet blind 

kids and the loving children from the St.Mary’s convent tought me more than anyone else I 
have met. Because still today, while living my usual day-to-day teenage life, I just have flashes 
back all the time. I just take a few minutes to think about them. Those wonderful faces. Those 
wonderful hearts. I ask to myself ; What are they doing right now ? Are they happy ? Do they 
miss me ? Many times every day it happens for me to do that. Or, I start to cry while driving 
back home at night. That’s why sometimes I even try not to think about it. Because I feel too 
sad each time I do. I honestly think I will never really get over them. Now and then, what I 
aslo do is think about the famous quote Ghandi once said: « Be the change you want to see in the 
world ». Indeed, this freedom fighter lived only by the words of love, peace and generosity. 
Non-violence was the answere to everything for him. I also think it is. He also said that the 
existence of God is like an unseen power. We cannot see it but we believe in it because we feel 
it in our hearts. So if those children believe in God, there is no reason I shouldn’t anymore. I 
often heard people saying they stopped believing in God after surviving to a very dramatic 
event in their lives. I mean, they simply think , where is God ? As for me, I tend to think 
where is he in this poverty ? I guess no one will never know that answer. We will never be able 
to understant why, but somehow we continue to believe in him anyways. No matter what. 
And that, is true faith. People don’t understand God’s will sometimes. But God is never 
leaving us. He is here with all of us and always will be. Before and after our death, he will 
takes care of us. That I am sure of.  There is someone els I’d like to mention, the amazing 
Mother Teresa . She once said : «  This is the power of one. The power of one is the power to do 
something. Anything. » She traveled the wordl her whole life since the age of seventeen, giving 
hope to those who had none. It is people like this we never have to forget.  As I already said, 
helping people and children is our principle duty in life and it is what we have to continue 
doing forever. 

 
Maybe they would not understand why yet...but I wish I could say thank you to them.   
 
I send them all my love, 
 
Noëlle  

 
P.S : If you are interested to read more about these two principal Humanitarian 
Organisations, please go to the internet links below : 
 

1. http://www.friends-of-india.org/ FOI website 
2. http://www.suebgroup.org/ SUEB website 

 
	  


