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A hope in hell

Scores of children live in Nepal's prisons. Fionnuala McHugh reveals how personal tragedy has led Philip Holmes to help them

THIS is a story of how a private tragedy in an English suburb has taken eon a public dimension in an Asian country. It is about
one man's effort to make something good come out of an unimaginably sad act. And in a very literal sense, it is also a story
about imprisonment and liberation - and how freedom of the spirit can be found in distant, unexpected places.

On January 4, 1999, a dreary Monday maorning, Esther Benjamins took her own life. She

= hanged herself in the house in Church Crookham, near Aldershot, which she shared with her
§ husband, Lt Col Philip Holmes. He was the one who found her body. She left a brief note

K saying that life without children was unbearable. The couple, who had been married for 10

B ycars, had unsuccessfully gone through all the painful procedures connected with

WP | childlessness. At the age of 43, Esther Benjamins - a strong-willed, independent, caring Dutch
. LAY woman who worked as a judge in Holland - decided she had had enough.

“She ceased to recognise herself in the last year," explains Philip Holmes. “She did not like
what she had become. She rejected what she had become, she rejected her body. The way she
died was the way she lived: she didn't like what she saw, she had a solution and she went for
it."

In the week that followed, Philip Holmes, who is originally from Northern Ireland, made several
: decisions. He decided to leave the Army after 17 years as a dentist with the Royal Army Dental
Great escape: Philip Holmes with Corps. He decided to leave England. And he decided that he wanted to set up a trust in his
the first seven children to be  Wife's name. In those early days, he wasn't sure exactly what form that would take except for
sponsored by the Esther one objective: it would help children.
Benjamins Trust

The British headquarters of the Brigade of Gurkhas is in Church Crookham. Some years before
Esther Benjamins died, the Government had allowed the families of serving Gurkhas to accompany them to this country. As a
result, there were Nepali wives and children strolling around the housing estate where she and Philip Holmes lived. "That's
how she got to know them," explains Holmes. "Esther was very intrigued and fascinated by them.”

At the time of her death, the couple were sponsoring a child in Nepal through the charity Actionaid. To Holmes, therefore, it
made sense to look at Nepal as a starting-point for his own fledgling charity, although he had never been to that country or,
indeed, to Asia. Last November, he travelled to the kingdom in order to assess where he could direct his energies and -
though this is not a phrase he would ever use, because he is a man who likes to get on with things - to find some practical
outlet for his grief. <
Nepal is full of child-related problems: there are street children, disabled children, children in prostitution, orphaned children.
But while Holmes was there, he heard about the children who live in the country's prisons. Nobody knows exactly how many
there are, scattered throughout 73 jails, but a local Nepali documentary recently came up with an estimate of about 250.
These children have committed no crime but, because their parents have been incarcerated, and because no one else will take
care of them, they have little choice but to exist in the jails too. They become prisoners by default, subject to the prison
regime and to the potentially violent moods of other adult prisoners.

Holmes heard about an organisation called Prisoners' Assistance Mission (PAM), which has a refuge for children who have
been taken out of the male and female jails in Kathmandu. He met PAM's field worker, an indefatigable young woman called
Indira Rana Magar, who liaises between the children, their parents and the prison authorities. It is Magar who has to assess
the risk factor of a child remaining in prison; she decides whose need of removal is greatest. But as PAM has little money, its
hospitality is necessarily limited.

Magar told Holmes that there were seven children currently in jail whose situation (ill-health or possible sexual abuse are
usually the most pressing criteria) meant that they had to be taken to safety as soon as possible. She needed to make sure
that someone would sponsor their welfare.

"I said to Indira, 'Get them out'," recalls Holmes. "I was sticking my neck out a wee bit, | wasn't consulting with my trustees.






