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			About the Book

			Through the course of his professional life, Dan Walker has encountered a stream of extraordinary people with intriguing and uplifting stories, stories that all too often are hidden in plain sight.

			 

			In Remarkable People, he recounts these wonderful and inspiring narratives, exploring themes such as deprivation, inequality, loneliness and mental health. In the process, he highlights and celebrates pockets of truly heart warming altruism, benevolence and self-sacrifice.

			 

			The individuals who feature, many of whom have suffered trauma of their own, display incredible humanity, empathy and compassion, and a steely determination to transform lives, restore trust and renew hope.

			 

			Remarkable People is an incredibly timely book in this challenging age, a vital tonic, and an amazing antidote to the darkness and negativity of recent times.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The first and most important thing to say is ‘thank you’. I know it’s traditional to put that at the end, but thank you for picking this up and for taking an interest in what is contained within these pages.

			We’ve all been through a lot in 2020 and the global pandemic is not something we are going to forget in a hurry. That feels very current, but this book has been on my mind for a long time. I have been privileged over the years to sit down with some incredible individuals. I have interviewed some really ‘important’ people. I’ve shoved a microphone under the nose of the last six UK prime ministers, various members of the royal family and all sorts of sporting superstars in countries across the world. None of them appear in this book.

			In my twenty-plus years in this job, there are some people who I have been unable to get out of my head. Their words, their stories or actions have really stuck and left me asking questions, being inspired or wondering what I would do in their situation.

			I have always been far more comfortable talking to and talking about other people. This isn’t one of those books where I feel I have a load that I want to get off my chest, but there are some things I wanted to share. I love hearing what makes people tick and it is an honour to share a huge variety of stories here. The other thing I am trying to do, is show you what I have learned from these people – how they have informed me and made a difference to the way I do my job and how I live my life.

			The world that we operate in doesn’t hang around for long. We hear a brilliant story, or a remarkable tale, and we might choose to share it. We might post about it on social media or tell our friends but, sometimes within hours, it has gone, and we are looking for the next one. That is why I wanted to take the opportunity to go back and revisit some of those individuals who have made a lasting impression on me.

			I also want to take the opportunity to thank everyone who has agreed to be in this book. I tried to tot it up and I think I have spoken to about 45 people and each one of those interviews lasted over an hour – some of them were much longer than that. I have laughed, I have cried and I have learned a lot about myself and others.

			Some of the people featured here made big headlines – Tony Foulds, Terrence, Maria, Gary Speed, Ken and Kia – but others may not be so well known to you. I trust that you, like me, will enjoy learning about them and seeing what you can take away for yourself from their extraordinary lives.

			All this has involved quite a bit of soul searching for me too. I have discovered that there are some things I have hidden away, emotions I never dealt with and things I could and should have learned the first time around.

			One of the other reasons I have written this book is that I am increasingly worried that we live in a hostile and toxic environment. I have thought long and hard about leaving social media behind over the last few years, but I still believe the positive outweighs the negative, and, let’s be honest, where else would we get videos of dogs on surfboards or a granddad opening cupboard doors to the Phil Collins drum solo from ‘In The Air Tonight’?

			I see that toxicity every day when I sit on the BBC Breakfast sofa or in the BBC Sport studio. The debate over Brexit, the 2019 General Election and the coronavirus pandemic have all added to a situation where there is a constant assumption of bias – whatever your political persuasion. During the build-up to the General Election, after every political interview I was accused of being either a ‘Corbynista’ or a ‘Tory boy’. There are insults, threats, accusations and slander and a growing feeling that any mistake is deliberate. 

			Some observers see every question or comment as either an attack on them or someone else. I fear we may be losing the ability to disagree with each other. In real life, I have always thought it possible to debate issues with friends or colleagues without falling out or losing respect. The same rules don’t always seem to apply to social media land and we risk missing out on essential human discourse. We should not accept the argument that if you disagree with someone’s lifestyle, you must fear or hate them; and, if you love someone, you automatically agree with all that they do and stand for. Both might be as dangerous as each other. 

			That is one of the reasons why I took up the opportunity to write this book . . . as an antidote to all that. I want to introduce you to some lovely, amazing, kind, generous people on these pages. They are not perfect. Some of them have gone through awful things in their lives but are willing to share how they came out the other side. So many of them are an essential reminder that finding life hard doesn’t mean you are failing.

			The other thing I need to do before inviting you to dive in, is to thank the ‘remarkable people’ I see every day. When I told my family I was thinking of writing this, my kids asked me what it would be called and Jessica – our middle child – was not happy with the title. ‘Dad,’ she said sternly, ‘if you don’t call it something a bit better, like Remark at the Remarkable People, then I’m sorry, but no one will buy it.’

			My family are superstars. There are many times over the pasts few months when I have apologised to them and told them I had to go off and write this thing. My wife, Sarah, has been her usual amazing self and, without her, none of the things you read about in this book would be possible. She has given me so much sage advice over the years and I respect her wisdom almost as much as I appreciate the sacrifices she has made to allow me to keep doing the job that I dreamed of as a child and the job I still love.

			This book is dedicated to Sarah and our three wonderful children – Susie, Jessica and Joe. I should also probably mention our dog Winnie. Without her, there would have been no flypast in Sheffield and walking her has given me plenty of thinking time in between all the writing and interviewing.

			That’s enough from me. One of the toughest jobs was whittling this down to just 10 chapters. Maybe I’ll write Part 2 one day and let my children pick the title. In the meantime, I really hope you enjoy reading this one. 

		

	
		
			It Started With a Bowl of Soup

			‘It seems strange to say this, but from the moment I met Winnie, I knew my life would never be the same again.’

			In 2004, Lisa Ashton was a researcher working in television. She had been sent to Johannesburg, along with former British athlete Jonathan Edwards, to produce a mini documentary about post-apartheid South Africa.

			They were filming in a place called Finetown, about 50 kilometres outside Johannesburg, when Lisa came across a woman called Winnie Mabaso. Winnie was a former nurse, now in her seventies, who had taken it upon herself to feed some of the underprivileged children who walked past her house every day.

			‘Winnie lived in this shack,’ explains Lisa, ‘and she used to watch children go past her every day with no food. She started making soup. As more children came, the bowl kept getting bigger and bigger. By the time we met her, she was feeding about five hundred children a day.

			‘I was so struck by the love and compassion of this woman. Once we had finished filming, we continued chatting to her and watching her. She told us it was “time to get the mattresses out”. She was preparing her front yard so that many of the children would have a safe place to spend the night.’

			Lisa explained that many of the young girls found themselves attacked by men at night. HIV was rampant in Finetown and there was a strong belief that if you were able to sleep with a virgin, that would get rid of the virus. Winnie was protecting those young girls as best she could with food during the day and shelter at night.

			‘You know what it’s like Dan, there are moments in your life when your heart is captured. I remember saying to myself, “I’ve got to do something to help this woman.” I had no idea what that would entail, but I was compelled to do something. I couldn’t get the image of her, or those children, out of my head.’

			 

			Lisa returned to the UK, but she and Winnie started writing to each other. Winnie would send long, beautiful letters and in one of them she mentioned that the house opposite her in Finetown had come up for sale and she thought it would be perfect for an orphanage. 

			‘I knew nothing about charities,’ remembers Lisa. ‘I knew nothing about HIV, but I just told her I would do everything I could to raise the money we needed to help. I set up the Winnie Mabaso Foundation later that year. At that point in my life I thought, I’ll raise the money we need and that will be my job done. I never realised it would take over my life.’

			Lisa was still working as a researcher at the BBC at the time. She had a husband, Steve, and a daughter, Charlotte, who was five years old. The fundraising operation went into overdrive. Letters were written, emails sent, calls made, events organised and the donations came flooding in.

			‘I found out that I was very persistent and had no shame when it came to begging for other people’s money,’ explains Lisa. ‘I would tell Winnie’s story to anyone who would listen. I was just on it. I didn’t miss an opportunity and, somehow, within about ten months, we had raised enough money to buy the house.’

			It was such an exciting time for Winnie and Lisa. In 2005, Winnie and some of the children she looked after moved into the orphanage. This amazing woman, who had spent many years trying to protect vulnerable children in her community, had a place that she, and they, could call home.

			‘I used to ring Winnie every Friday to ask her how things were and see if there was anything she needed me to do,’ explains Lisa. ‘About three months after they moved in, I made my normal call, and a man answered. His English was poor, and he struggled to explain what had happened. I managed to work out that Winnie was sick and that she was in hospital.’

			Lisa spent much of the weekend frantically trying to find Winnie. She looked up ‘South African hospitals’ and started calling them all to try and see if her friend was there. She was getting more and more frantic. Eventually, Lisa got through to the Chris Baragwanath Hospital in Soweto, at the time the biggest hospital in the world. The wonderful receptionist could hear the desperation in her voice. She connected her to a ward and Lisa managed to speak to the ward sister who confirmed that Winnie was there but explained that she couldn’t give her any information because she wasn’t a member of the family. 

			‘I just broke down in tears,’ remembers Lisa. ‘The sister told me to wait for a moment. I stayed patiently on the phone for a few minutes and then I heard it rattle as someone on the other end picked it up. “Hello?” It was Winnie. She was totally taken aback by the fact that I had managed to track her down. She sounded frail and explained that she had an obstruction in her bowel but was feeling okay and looking forward to going home. I told her I loved her. She said the same thing back to me and that was the last time we ever spoke to each other. Winnie died later that day.’

			Lisa went to South Africa for Winnie’s funeral. It was a beautiful day. There were so many people there who had come to understand what she had done for others. The whole service was a celebration of her spirit of compassion and love. Just before she was buried, all the children from the orphanage stood hand in hand around her coffin. 

			Lisa stops talking as she remembers that moment. It is clearly still a huge, defining moment in her life. The tears are flowing again.

			‘I knew, looking at them, looking at those children, that I would end up doing whatever it takes to keep them safe. Just like the day I met Winnie for the first time, I had the feeling that I couldn’t let them go. I knew they were going to turn my life upside down, but I knew for certain that I had to continue what Winnie had started.’

			 

			In 2010, I was given an incredible, once-in-lifetime opportunity to cover the football World Cup in South Africa for the BBC.

			The plan was that, over the course of five weeks, we would drive a double-decker bus around the whole country visiting every one of the World Cup grounds. Our brief was to cover matches but, more importantly, to try and experience the culture and history of the ‘Rainbow Nation’ and bring that back to our viewers in the UK.

			In total, there were fifteen of us who made the trip: a combination of presenters, reporters, camera crew, technical geniuses, producers, a driver, two security guards and a marvellous local called Jo. Jo is a filmmaker, producer, guide and fixer, and filled with enthusiasm for South Africa. I asked her what job title she would like me to put down for her in the book. She laughed in that mischievous way we had all become fond of. ‘Storyteller and Mother of Dragons,’ she said. Jo is mum to three-year-old twins Jack and Leo, but back in 2010 she was the fearless guide for a BBC film crew, and she was desperate to make sure we saw the real South Africa.

			‘I remember feeling quite emotional before you all arrived,’ says Jo. ‘Here was this big BBC crew and it was my job to show off my country. Everyone arrives in South Africa with pre-­conceived ideas about what they will see and who they will meet. I was trying to show you what was special about South Africa and help you to try and understand what makes us tick. I could tell from conversations we had before you arrived that the BBC were understandably worried about security and about keeping you all safe on the bus. It was my job to make sure that you felt safe enough to try and see the real South Africa. I wanted you to see our resilience. I wanted you to see that a broken nation was on the mend.’

			The World Cup was a huge moment for South Africa. A chance to change perceptions. Wherever we went in the country people were so proud that the world was watching them. Jo told us about the significance of the Rugby World Cup in 1995, and President Nelson Mandela and Springbok captain François Pienaar united in triumph. That was a moment that brought together a nation, that bonded a delicate society. The football World Cup in 2010 was another opportunity to show the best of South Africa to the rest of the planet.

			Jo was also aware that she was the only woman on the bus; it was five weeks with fourteen smelly blokes. ‘I remember when I first met you all that you were all quite, how can I put this politely . . .’ she laughs again and looks at me knowingly, ‘. . . blokey blokes, if that makes sense. What was lovely for me to see was that, over those weeks together, there were some wonderful moments when your hearts were broken, and I saw a real tenderness in all of you.’

			Jo was right. To say the trip was an ‘eye-opener’ would be an understatement. We watched some amazing football, met some amazing people – from all walks of life – and experienced some real highs and lows. We attended a church service in Soweto, filmed at Rorke’s Drift, learned about the brutal legacy of Cecil Rhodes’ diamond business in Kimberley and sat down to dinner with a white supremacist. 

			Our five-thousand mile journey started in Cape Town where, after our first match of the tournament, we visited a township just outside the city called Khayelitsha. Hundreds of thousands of people were forcibly relocated there back in the 1980s and, to give you an idea of the scale of the place, it is bigger than Birmingham. At the time, 1.3 million people called Khayelitsha home. It was South Africa’s second biggest township behind Soweto, but it was the fastest growing.

			As we drove around, we saw house after house stacked side by side. It was a kingdom of corrugated iron. Jo explained how those who were successful didn’t tend to leave the township. They simply built an extra layer on their house. ‘It’s an easy way to find the doctors and dentists,’ she said. Staggeringly, Jo also told us that an estimated 20 per cent of the residents of Khayelitsha were HIV positive.

			We visited a scheme funded by Football for Hope and run by a company called Grassroot Soccer. The organisation offered a programme teaching kids football skills and educating them about HIV and AIDS. The guy in charge, who looked remarkably like Hulk Hogan, talked about some of the ignorance he encountered every day, the same thing that Lisa had learned from Winnie. 

			‘It’s hard to educate some of these kids about what is actually happening around them. Some of the lads here are taught that if they sleep with a virgin, that will rid them of the virus.’ Those who did have the virus could find themselves ostracised immediately.

			We heard about Siya, a young lad whose mother and father both tested positive. His friends immediately stopped talking to him and playing football with him. For months, he spoke to no one. Thanks to the scheme, Siya’s friends were convinced he had done nothing wrong and was not contagious. Thankfully, he was now laughing and joking with his friends, playing football every day, and hoping that South Africa were going to have a great World Cup.

			There were children everywhere. On the street corners, on packed pitches, outside shops – many of them staring at our ludicrously white double-decker bus. All the schools in South Africa had been closed for six weeks in an attempt to reduce World Cup traffic. We drove past one of the main high schools in Khayelitsha and you could see all the windows covered in bulletproof glass. There was a room on the ground floor with an enormous yellow dot on the door which opened up onto the main playground.

			‘Anyone know what the dot is for?’ asked Jo. The bus was silent. ‘Many of the kids can’t read or write so they are taught, on their first day at school that, if they hear gunfire, or see anyone with a gun, they must run to the yellow circle as quickly as they can. The door is thick enough to stop anything.’ 

			It was a very different existence, and Khayelitsha was an early reminder of the real challenge for that 2010 World Cup. FIFA had spent a lot of time in the build-up to the tournament talking about the importance of leaving a legacy in South Africa; of not just turning up and leaving the country as they found it. Many of the people we met on the trip said that, unless a lasting difference is made in townships like Khayelitsha, then the tournament would never be classed as a success.

			Now is not the time for a detailed analysis of the legacy of that World Cup. At the time, the experience for many South Africans was overwhelming positive, as Jo explained, but many promises were broken after the final whistle of the final game. I remember speaking to a hotel owner in the city of Durban. FIFA had block-booked many of the hotels for World Cup requirements, but just a few days before the tournament started, the bookings had been cancelled and the hoteliers were told they could now fill their own rooms and fend for themselves. Most people had already booked their travel and accommodation by that point and there weren’t as many international spectators as organisers had expected. At a time when businesses were dreaming of a bumper summer, thousands of hotel rooms lay empty. 

			‘Listen,’ says Jo, raising her hand to make an important point. ‘The football was amazing. I still remember filming in a bar at the moment South Africa scored our first goal in the tournament. I was lifted up off my feet by this wave of emotion. That is the power of sport. But many people feel like FIFA let them down.’ She continues, ‘All South Africans look back on that time with great pride, but there are also painful memories. Stadiums built in the wrong places, projects not followed through and promised money that never materialised.’

			We moved on from Cape Town and made our way along what is known as the ‘Garden Route’ which leads all the way from west to east and Port Elizabeth. 

			We had our fair share of bus-based drama along the way: tyre blowouts, generator failure, satellite issues and we even came under attack from a giant bird. A gigantic feathery friend flew straight through the front window of the bus, smashing the glass and causing some lasting damage to our mobile editing suite. Our driver-handyman-raconteur-all-round legend, Roger Walker, fixed the window in minutes.

			It was one of those trips where, even though it was an amazing experience, every day I realised how inept I was, as I marvelled at the practical talents of the others on the bus. 

			Andy, our engineer, is probably the cleverest bloke I have ever come across. He could build, repair and redirect a satellite at a moment’s notice. I just sat there hopelessly eating a ham sandwich one day watching him recalculate exactly where he needed to point the thing, five minutes before a live broadcast. He would occasionally swear at himself under his breath in his broad Lancastrian accent but, because of Andy’s expertise, we never missed a technical beat in five weeks, whatever the weather or location.

			Matching Andy in resourcefulness was our rigger, Micky. He didn’t know much about satellites, but he could fix anything – like an East End MacGyver. It also helped that Micky looked like someone had blended together the faces of Ray Winstone and Sinbad from Brookside.

			 

			So, as we dashed around South Africa watching matches, eating in service stations, interviewing all sorts of interesting people, filming elephants and generally having an amazing time, there was one day that stopped us all in our tracks. 

			It had nothing to do with animals, nothing to do with football and everything to do with the moment we approached Johannesburg. We would be visiting a place called Finetown. Jo had organised for us to visit a little orphanage. Yes, that one. Winnie’s place.

			The house that Lisa and Winnie had set up was called the Zenzele Orphanage. I still think about that day regularly. None of us were emotionally prepared for it. It was a big day for those ‘blokey blokes’ Jo had laughed about.

			‘Give it a few weeks and Africa will get to you,’ was one of the first things my fellow presenter Rob Walker said to me after we met at Heathrow Airport before flying into Cape Town. Rob had filmed on the continent a lot and felt that intoxication before.

			It was on that Saturday in 2010 that I understood what he meant. Our double-decker bus drove into Finetown, some thirty miles outside Johannesburg, and pulled into the grounds of Zenzele. We were met by a wall of children with huge smiles on their faces. The white building behind them was home to about sixty children. The wall down the side of the orphanage was part breeze block, part brick, part wood and part mud. It was rickety and well-used but it was held together with love, and most importantly, it was safe. 

			Our plan for the day was to show this wonderful group of children their first-ever football match. We were going to rig up a few televisions to the satellite and allow the kids to watch Ghana take on Australia. When I say ‘our’ plan, of course I mean Andy and Micky’s plan.

			For most of the year, there was little or no electricity at the orphanage, and the vast majority of the children had never seen a television before in their young lives. 

			Jo remembers it well. ‘I think I had a slightly different perspective because I had worked in those environments a lot over the years. When that white bus turned up at the orphanage, the faces on those children . . . wow! It was like a UFO had just landed. I actually had a ten-year reminder on my Facebook last month, you know, one of those photos. It was one of the little lads we met that day, pretending to drive the bus. His face was amazing. It’s hard to explain just how excited they were to see us arrive that day. Here was a bus, mostly full of white men, who were interested in them and what they were up to.’

			After the initial excitement, the children gathered in front of the main house for a performance. They sang us a song and some of them read us a script they had written. They explained what the orphanage meant to them and talked about the legacy of a lady called Winnie. Winnie Mabaso. Most of them had never met her. She had died in 2005 and yet, five years on, their faces beamed as they talked about what she had done for them, what it meant to live in her house and they explained what they understood as ‘Mabaso love’ – unconditional, inexplicable, unflinching and transformative.

			They showed us a picture of Lisa and thanked us for all the help and presents they received from the UK. We gave them a rousing round of applause before a lady called Miriam, proudly wearing a South African football shirt, stepped forward to speak. She was one of the women who helped run Zenzele and she wanted to tell us a little bit about the children and the work of the orphanage.

			She explained that all of the children we were looking at were HIV positive. All of them had lost their parents to the virus. She told us to look at their faces, to think about what they had been through and to watch them as they laughed and smiled and showed their love of life.

			I will happily admit to you that Miriam’s speech knocked me off my feet. I was aware that the children were watching us carefully. I was watching their gorgeous faces smiling back at us as the tears began rolling down my face. 

			Miriam went on to explain that there was very little help available for the children at Zenzele. Many of them weren’t from South Africa and had no access to HIV medication. They looked after them by trying to keep them as healthy as possible, feeding them vegetables they grew in the orphanage garden and taking them to the local health clinic if things got serious. Finally, Miriam explained that she too was HIV positive and had lost her mother to the virus. 

			It is hard for me to put into words how it affected us all that day. I have never seen a bunch of grown men cry like that. We had to get the bus ready to show the football match but, before we did anything, we gathered behind the double-decker and wept. 

			We talked to each other about the mixture of anger, frustration and guilt at the life we all had back at home. We thought of our own children and I think we all felt that overriding feeling of helplessness and the pain of a system that just wasn’t helping the most vulnerable. I think, above all, what was causing this wave of emotion, was the joy we saw in those children. Joy in the turmoil, laughter through the tears and a profound resilience in the face of despair. The children of Zenzele continue to inspire me to this day.

			I can’t really put it any better than Steve Lyle, our lead producer, who is one of the finest fellas you could ever hope to come across. He is adored by his colleagues who will all tell you that he has a reputation for going quiet and shaking his head. It doesn’t really matter whether he’s been told something happy, sad or a terrible joke, the reaction is always comically identical. That day Steve was shaking his head as the tears were pouring from his eyes.

			‘I’ve been thinking a lot about that trip since you asked me to speak to you for your book, and my overriding feeling is still one of being completely overwhelmed by it. It still feels so unreal to me. It was such an incredible story and I don’t think any of us were ready for it. We had been travelling around South Africa and most of the stories had either been related to football or World Cup themed. This was totally different. It was raw, it was painful . . . but it was real life. My background was sport’s journalism and sport’s production – I remember watching those children and looking at the incredible people who were looking after them and feeling like an imposter.

			‘I think it was the happiness juxtaposed with the sadness and the grief,’ he continues. ‘I have seen poverty before. My parents are from Old Harbour in Jamaica. It is a rundown area. I’ve been there, taken our kids there, to show them where their grandparents grew up before coming to England. Old Harbour is poor, but Zenzele was another level. The children we saw had nothing. No family, no money, failing health and no prospects and here they were, delighted to see us and spreading joy with their smiles.’

			Thankfully, treatment of HIV in South Africa has now vastly improved. Education programmes, combined with political will, have led to significant changes to access to care and clinics. The cost of HIV treatment has fallen dramatically, and the situation is so much better than it was in 2010. 

			One thing that became very clear that day, was that the children at Zenzele were the lucky ones. The statistics were stark: those with AIDS who live outside the gates are far more likely to die before they reach adulthood. That was why – during the day – there were children jumping the walls to get into the orphanage.

			When we finally rigged the TV up, all the children gathered on a crop of rocks in the driveway. We showed them how to cheer if a goal went in – and they soon had the opportunity to practise when Australia took the lead. There was delight when Ghana equalised but the highlight was when they saw the advert for Doctor Who at half-time. ‘What was that?’ said El Rico, one of the young lads who was glued to the screen. ‘I want to see that show,’ added Thabiso. The conversation about Doctor Who lasted much of the second half. Try explaining what a Dalek is to someone who has never seen one before!

			Once the game had finished, and our piece on the orphanage had been broadcast on BBC One, we showed it to them on the screens. Imagine seeing yourself on screen on the first day you had ever seen a TV. Dancing broke out and the occasional yelp was followed by pointing at the faces they recognised. Miriam broke down when she was told how many people were watching them back in the UK.

			As the sun set, we left with warm hugs all round and promises that we would never forget the people we had met and the friends we had made.

			I recall something Jo said at the time about admiring the resilience of the children. We heard some of their stories that day, heart breaking tales of abandonment and abuse, but here they were, making life work against all the odds. ‘I am South African,’ says Jo, ‘but I come from a privileged background. You think about all the things you have been given, all the doors that are opened to you and the fights you don’t have to fight and then you see people making the most of what they have, and what they have is nothing.’ 

			‘I remember that no one wanted to leave,’ recalls Steve. ‘We didn’t want to go, even though we’d done everything and were late, and the children were desperate for us to stay. The emotion was so strong that I don’t think any of us wanted to walk away and forget what we’d seen. I know I will never forget it.’

			It was pitch black when we finally did depart. I read through a number of emails on my phone. It was packed with organisations and individuals who wanted to help. I think that Christmas, the children of Zenzele had quite a few gifts under the tree. 

			‘I don’t know about you Dan,’ says Steve, ‘but I keep coming back to that day when I speak to my own children.’ Steve had a three-year-old at the time and now has two beautiful daughters. ‘There have been several times, since returning from South Africa, where I have sat down with my children and used the example of Zenzele to remind them that they don’t know how lucky they are. I talk to them about Winnie Mabaso, what she did, what Lisa is still doing and how fortunate they are to enjoy the things that we all take for granted.’

			Just like Steve, I think that of all the trips I have made around the world, the things I saw in South Africa that summer have stayed with me the longest. We all knew it was a complicated country with huge social problems, but some of the people who were thriving in adversity continue to take my breath away.

			It’s difficult to find the right words at times like these. I remember talking about our visit on the television and radio at the time and some people accused us of saying, ‘oh, isn’t life hard for some people’ and ‘look at how poor they are’. My intention was, and remains, simply to describe what we saw and the effect it had on us. I don’t have all the answers. I wish I could save all those children, and I am inspired by people like Lisa, and Winnie before her, who are having a huge impact on people’s lives.

			On the following day, we met a fella called Michael at a church service in Soweto. As a South African, his opinion carries far more weight than mine, and he managed to articulate exactly what I am trying to say.

			‘I have lived in South Africa my whole life. Over the last 40 years, I can barely remember a day when I haven’t felt frustrated by what I see around me. I love this country. At times, it makes me laugh and cry in equal measure but I am confident that, before I die, I will live to see a better South Africa because there are so many people desperate to make a difference and change it.’

			Winnie Mabaso was one of those people and Lisa Ashton is following in her footsteps. There is something beautiful in watching someone help another person simply because it is the right thing to do. When the motivation isn’t praise, publicity or power then it holds an unparalleled purity. Winnie and Lisa knew that no one else was going to provide for those children, so they took it upon themselves. That is service. That is life-changing, both for those who experience it and those who are fortunate enough to witness it.

			 

			There are so many other things I could tell you about South Africa that I think I’d need another book to fit them all in. I haven’t mentioned Moira, who we met in the town of Cullinan – about twenty miles east of Pretoria. She was a twenty-four-year-old who trained a marching band that played at the World Cup closing ceremony. The band members admitted that without Moira’s help they would be struggling with drink, drugs and teenage pregnancy, just like huge numbers of the young people that live in their township.

			I still think about an amazing lady called Georghina who lived in the shadow of the stadium in Nelspruit – one of those white elephants. All her money came from the meals she made for the construction workers at the stadium just a few hundred yards from her front door. She was worried about how she would provide for her family once the football left town.

			Wherever you go in South Africa, the history both disturbs and inspires. The struggle against apartheid is well documented. I was transfixed by our interview with Lukhanyo Calata, whose father was one of the murdered Cradock Four. In June 1985, Fort Calata was one of a group of anti-apartheid activists from Cradock who were stopped at a police roadblock outside Port Elizabeth. The men were abducted, killed and the police burned their bodies. Their remains were found in dumps around the area and their eventual funeral was attended by thousands of people.

			We were stalked by a miffed five-tonne elephant in Pilanesberg National Park. Thankfully, at the last minute the big unit decided he was more interested in a noisy bunch of Argentina fans in a Volvo. Everybody survived unscathed.

			If you can remember the football, it was probably the worst England have ever played at an international tournament. The goalless draw with Algeria in Cape Town remains the worst game of football I have ever watched, and I’ve seen some stinkers. 

			There were enough memories from our trip to last a lifetime, but I so often come back to that day at the orphanage in Finetown and the children we met there. After the match that day, I remember a young lad called William who wanted to sit on my shoulders. He was the same age as my eldest daughter, Susie, and I still think about what he is up to now as my daughter has become a teenager. What are his hopes and dreams? What are his prospects? What is he dreaming of doing in later life? 

			Zenzele has changed since we were there in 2010. It has now become more of a community centre and is run by social services in Johannesburg. Many of the children from Zenzele are still alive and living in Finetown. I was overjoyed to hear that William and Thabiso are doing well and still attending events run by the foundation. Lisa’s focus and attention has moved to another project less than a mile away called Ilamula House. Ilamula is now home to twenty-three young girls. The house is in the township of Meriting and that is where the Winnie Mabaso Foundation does all its project work.

			‘It is seventeen years now [speaking in 2020] since we set up in South Africa,’ says Lisa, ‘and we have made so many mistakes along the way. We had to make a decision to move our base from Zenzele.’

			It was a near-impossible decision for Lisa to leave. She felt like she was letting Winnie down and wasn’t sure it was the right move to make.

			‘Winnie’s favourite flower was a rose. We planted one at Zenzele but when I walked into the garden of the new house, less than a mile away, there was a perfect rose bush in front of the house. I know it sounds daft, but I saw that as a sign we were doing the right thing. This was the place to continue Winnie’s legacy.’

			Lisa is rightly proud of what they’ve managed to achieve in the last few years. ‘We have a pre-school for thirty children, we run a sewing school for twenty unemployed women, and we have a library full of books donated by people from all over South Africa. We started running reading classes for the children but then their parents started coming too. We’ve been able to help hundreds of people who couldn’t read, fall in love with literature and it’s wonderful to watch.’

			A man called Fimo, who learned to read in the library, now runs courses for the next generation of students. The library is also where Lisa runs smear tests for residents of Meriting and there is a mother and baby group there every Tuesday.

			Lisa has never been accused of being a ‘white saviour’ and I think there is a good reason for that. She never imposes her will on the people she works with. It’s always about projects that they want to invest in and things that will affect them directly. It is always a collaborative process.

			‘We have always tried to take our lead from the community. Most of the projects we run are ideas or suggestions that come directly from the people we are trying to support, and everything we do is run past them before we go ahead. Winnie’s dream was always to give people a hand-up not a handout.’

			If you are ever able to see the work in Meriting, you will now find over one hundred individual gardens. This was a project which came directly from the residents. They asked Lisa to help them and teach them to grow their own food because of the indignity they felt at begging and not being able to feed their own children. They no longer have to rely on handouts. They now have a thriving market garden – hunger relieved, dignity restored.

			There are nearly forty people working for the Winnie Mabaso Foundation in South Africa. Lisa is the only full-time employee in the UK. She works from home, covers all the running costs herself and a close friend sponsors her to do the work, so every penny raised goes to South Africa. Lisa now splits her time between her ‘two homes’ – a month in the UK, followed by a month at Ilamula. 

			What is it that continues to inspire her to work so hard?

			‘People ask me this a lot,’ she explains, ‘and I think it all comes back to Winnie. Her kindness and generosity made me fall in love with her instantly. I was always incredibly close to my grandmother when she was alive – she was a really important part of my life. I know this sounds a bit strange,’ she says laughing, ‘but I had a dream one night and in the dream my gran was with Winnie. They were both surrounded by children who were laughing and so happy. I woke up and I thought “that’s it”. My gran loved seeing children happy and Winnie was exactly the same. I was drawn to her because I saw so much of my own grandmother in her.’

			Winnie felt the depth of that relationship too. Her own daughter was murdered in 2003, just before she first met Lisa the following year. She used to say to Lisa, ‘God sent you to me after I lost my own daughter.’ All the letters that Winnie sent to Lisa over those years are addressed to ‘my child’.

			Lisa’s own faith in God is still there but it has been hit hard by some of the things she has seen over the years. ‘I think, if anything, my faith has been challenged and tested and I would say I have more questions than answers. When you see the awfulness of life and the poverty and how hard life is for some people, I think that you have to ask questions and also accept that you won’t always find the answers. Having said all that, there is so much goodness and light in the darkness. Everywhere I look I see the power of love and kindness to transform the world.’

			Lisa has often wondered if Winnie knew she would continue the work they started together. Winnie was determined that, even though the children lived in an orphanage, the house would be filled with laughter, hope and joy. The children at Zenzele called it ‘Mabaso Love’ and that phrase appears on the uniforms of every member of staff at Ilamula.

			‘We have never moved away from that as our central message,’ says Lisa. ‘We want the children to feel that love and kindness every day. They are so young and have seen the very worst that life has had to offer. It is amazing to witness the transforming power of love. I cannot tell you what it means to see these frightened, bruised, damaged little girls come to life.’

			Ilamula takes in girls from the ages of two up to sixteen. At the time of writing, the youngest is five and the oldest is nineteen. I ask Lisa what she hopes for these girls and, before she even starts to answer, she breaks down. She keeps apologising. I tell her it’s okay and that it’s lovely that it means so much to her. ‘I just want them to know that it’s okay for them to make mistakes. I want them to know that they are not to blame for the things that have happened to them in the past. I want them to be content, I want them to know that our love is unconditional and, my dream is, that they are able to grow up thinking that anything is possible for them.’

			 

			The oldest girl at Ilamula is called Palesa. She was born in Johannesburg in 2001 and arrived at the house in 2014. She is planning on going to college and dreams of being a hairdresser. ‘I love it at Ilamula,’ she beams. ‘I wish I could stay here forever. I have learned so much and feel like a very different person to the one who arrived here. It took me a while but it’s the first time I have been able to be myself and feel safe. I laugh and smile every day. I have twenty-two siblings here.’

			Two of those twenty-two are Palesa’s actual sisters – Lerato and Maki. Palesa and Lerato arrived together and their youngster sister, Maki, came to Ilamula a few years later. I ask Palesa what life was like before Ilamula and there is a long silence on the end of the phone. It is such a long time that I check the line to see if we’ve been cut off. I can hear the faint sound of tears at the other end. It is too hard to talk about, too painful to recall.

			Ilamula is a home for girls who have been abandoned and abused. Palesa, like all the residents, has seen unspeakable things. She has lived through pain and suffering and watched her sisters suffer in the same way. Now they are safe. Eventually, she is able to continue.

			‘We didn’t feel safe at home but now . . . now we are safe. We love each other, the three of us. Our old life seems a long way away now. Our mother left and we had to live with our father. This is a journey we are on together. They love me and we love spending time with each other.’ 

			Unbelievably, she apologises for crying on the phone. I tell her it’s alright. I try and tell her that I understand but I feel hopelessly inadequate when it comes to comprehending what she has been through. I ask her about Winnie and Lisa.

			‘I never knew Winnie but I know all about her. I knew she did amazing things and that we are here today because of her. Lisa is a special person to all of us.’ You can hear Palesa relax as she talks at length about the impact that Lisa and the staff at Ilamula have had on her. ‘Lisa is amazing. She is a very understanding. So kind, so sweet . . . she is the mother I never had. She always seems to know when you need a hug and she is a good listener. She tells us when we are wrong, which I know is important, and what a loving parent is meant to do. If it wasn’t for Lisa, I would be like so many of the other children around. I wouldn’t know how to speak to you in English,’ she laughs, ‘and I wouldn’t be going to college. I wouldn’t have a future at all. She has given me my childhood back. I am able to enjoy living.’

			Birthdays are a big thing at Ilamula. On the day that ­Palesa’s youngest sister, Maki, joined them at the house it was her eighth birthday. It was the first time in her life she had ever celebrated it. ‘It was great day,’ remembers Palesa. ‘Maki had never had a cake or presents before. We danced and laughed for most of the day.’

			Palesa knows it will be hard to leave the house eventually. That’s one of the reasons why one of Lisa’s next projects is to try and fund a halfway house for children like Palesa who are getting ready to work. ‘Mandela always said that education was the way out of poverty,’ says Lisa. ‘We are just trying to make that possible for as many people as possible.’

			‘In ten years time,’ says Palesa, ‘I want to be cutting hair, working hard and trying to help other people. It makes such a difference to know that my sisters are safe. I have so many special memories. All the staff have been so kind and gentle. They treat us like their own family. I know that things won’t always be easy but I now know how to deal with things when it doesn’t work out how you plan it. I am free. My sisters are free. I have been given a second chance at life and I intend to use it.’

			What does Lisa think Winnie would think make of all this?

			‘I think and I hope she would be enormously proud, and she’d be chuffed to bits that her name lives on. It’s more than fifteen years now since she passed away [in 2005]. The vast majority of these children weren’t even born when Winnie left us, but they all know who she was. That is part of my responsibility. Winnie built all this from one bowl of soup. Look where one bowl of soup can lead!’

			And the work goes on. During the coronavirus crisis, the foundation has provided thousands of grocery packs to the people around Ilamula. There is still much to be done and that weighs heavily on Lisa and her team.

			‘My life was very comfortable before I met Winnie,’ explains Lisa. ‘I had never seen horror or hardship. I am still struck by so much of what I see. We had a young girl and there was a terrible smell coming from her room. She was hiding food everywhere. Each mealtime she would take some and put it under the bed, in the wardrobe, anywhere she could. Her life had taught her that food wasn’t a guarantee and she never knew where her next meal was coming from. It takes time to build trust with someone like that, for them to know that you will protect them. If you read some of the case notes and saw what some of these girls have been through, you wouldn’t believe you were looking at the same person. I cannot understand how some of them can ever trust an adult again. When they do, that is incredibly precious.’

			Lisa’s family have supported her throughout this adventure. She used to use all her annual leave to travel to South Africa and her husband – known as Papa Steve to the girls at Ilamula – and her daughter, Charlotte, appreciate that it is a huge part of her life.

			Lisa has always been someone who makes decisions quickly and goes with her heart. She grew up in South East London and later moved to Manchester. In March 1997, she met Steve ‘over a murky swimming pool’ on holiday in Tenerife. They got married six months later and Charlotte was born the following year. ‘We got married on the day of Princess Diana’s funeral,’ says Lisa. ‘You can imagine what that was like.’

			The year 2013 was decisive for Lisa. She decided to leave her job at the BBC, she was awarded an MBE for her charity work and the girls moved into the new house at Ilamula.

			If you spend any time with Lisa, you’ll notice she has a little starfish tattoo on her wrist. ‘Do you know that story of the starfish, Dan?’ she asks.

			‘We were running a food service in the local squatter camp handing out meals. We had come to the end of our time there and we had given out all the food. There was nothing left. As we were driving away from the camp I looked out of the back window of the van and I saw two young boys running after us holding empty bowls. That is why the work will never end. There will always be a child chasing after a bus, holding an empty bowl.’

			That image haunted Lisa until someone told her the story of the starfish. 

			One day, an old man was walking along a beach that was littered with thousands of starfish that had been washed ashore by the high tide. As he walked he came upon a young boy who was eagerly throwing the starfish back into the ocean, one by one.

			Puzzled, the man looked at the boy and asked what he was doing. Without looking up from his task, the boy simply replied, ‘I’m saving these starfish, sir.’

			The old man chuckled aloud, ‘Son, there are thousands of starfish and only one of you. What difference can you make?’

			The boy picked up a starfish, gently tossed it into the water and turning to the man, said, ‘I made a difference to that one!’

			‘That’s why the starfish is there,’ says Lisa. That’s why we put the hours in. It’s wonderful that we’ve been able to make a difference to some people. There is so much more we can be doing, but my responsibility, and the question for all of us, is who can we help?’

			I am not sure Lisa realises the impact she has on others. The starfish story is an interesting one if you carry it on beyond the child throwing them back into the sea. The man tells his friends and colleagues as the boy continues his work at the beach. The story spreads and, after a few hours, others are helping him. Eventually there is a crowd, all carefully putting the starfish back in the sea. Pictures and videos are shared on social media, the local paper and TV station get involved. The ‘human interest’ story goes national and a marine biologist starts thinking about a way to stop the starfish all ending up on the beach. A local councillor starts a ‘Save The Starfish’ campaign and then other coastal towns around the country follow their example.

			Change starts right where you are. For Lisa that was meeting Winnie and, as she said, her life has never been the same since.

			‘I have no idea what I’d be doing if I hadn’t met Winnie,’ says Lisa. ‘All I know is that I met her for a reason. There has been so much heartache. We have lost children. We have seen them die. We have been through a lot but, alongside that, there has been so much fulfilment and joy. It’s not a job, it’s my life.’ 

			I don’t know about you, but I find Lisa, and Winnie, to be an incredible source of inspiration. They make me question all my priorities in life. We can all convince ourselves that we don’t have the time to help others. Life is hard, life is busy but there is something truly wonderful about doing something that makes a difference to someone else.

			I can still see in my mind all of those children we met at Zenzele. I will never forget scanning across their smiling faces as they sang their hearts out on our arrival. It was a great pleasure to speak to Palesa and hear her talk about a life transformed, hope renewed and trust restored.

			There are thousands of Palesa’s out there around the world, who need our help. It all starts with a bowl of soup.
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