18-31

4/6/09

15:23

Page 1

18 FEATURE

The Universe, Sunday February 8, 2009

FEATURE 19

The Universe, Sunday February 8, 2009

SYLVIA WRIGHT HAS DEVOTED 27 YEARS OF HER LIFE TO THE CARE AND EDUCATION OF THE PEOPLE OF TAMIL NADU, IN SOUTHERN INDIA, ONE OF THE COUNTRY’S MOST DEPRIVED REGIONS

One inspiring woman’s
vision has improved
the lives of thousands
By Emma Clancy

Fantastic achievement: Sylvia Wright OBE

Pic by GERARD BINKS

IN 1982, Sylvia Wright, a successful
lecturer from Leeds, sold all her
possessions, including her house,
and turned her back on England.
With the proceeds, she bought a
van, transported it to India, equipped
it as a mobile clinic and started
offering primary health care to the
people of Tamil Nadu, one of the
country’s most deprived areas.
Initially, she treated over 400
patients a day in the region’s scattered villages. Three years later,
she acquired her first small hospital
to deal with illnesses and endemic
diseases that had previously been
left untreated because of the lack
of doctors, hospitals, clinics and
medicines.
In 1996, Sylvia had a boarding
school for profoundly deaf children
built. All the education and accommodation she provides is free to use.
The 32 teachers have helped the 230
children (aged 3-18) achieve excellent exam results and six have now
gone on to university.
Employment opportunities are
almost non-existent for people with
disabilities unless they have good
qualifications and particular skills.
The whole operation is nondenominational and open to all of
the local people, most of whom are
Hindus, but there are also many
Muslims, Sikhs and Christians.
In addition, this dynamic Yorkshire woman now runs a 200-bed
hospital, opened in 2002, which
treats 8,000 inpatients and 70,000
outpatients each year. She has also
set up two centres for 45 severely
disabled children.
Sylvia celebrated her 70th birth-

day in January 2008 and received
a well-deserved OBE in July
in recognition of this continuing
work.
Although Sylvia’s own money ran
out long ago, her work is supported
by people of all denominations
through the Leeds-based Sylvia
Wright Trust. Patrons of the Trust
include the Abbot of Ampleforth
and the Bishop of Leeds.
The support network, including
many churches, school groups
and individual benefactors, reflects
a true spirit of Christian co-operation and unity. A panel of speakers
is always available to give illustrated
talks about the Sylvia Wright Trust
to any organisations, schools, colleges and community groups who
are interested.
Some 96 per cent of funds raised
go directly to India, and this currently amounts to about £170,000
(€185,000) per year. Although there
is no welfare state in India, the
country’s government provides some
funds and those patients who can
afford to, contribute to the cost of
their health care.
Despite some perceptions that
India is now a wealthy country, there
are more poor people in India than
in the whole of Africa. Hundreds
of millions live in poverty and family incomes in rural Tamil Nadu
average less than £1 per day; several
generations can live in one house.
Many rely on Sylvia’s devoted care,
dedication and free treatment.
She runs weekly clinics for TB,
diabetes (a very common problem),
cardiac disorders, antenatal care
and rheumatology. She has also,
at the request of the Indian Government, set up an HIV/Aids care and
support centre for the local popula-

tion of two million people.
“Our work is very demanding
with many difficulties, but many
rewards,” said Sylvia.
“The more work we do, the more
needs are uncovered, but definite
improvements can be seen in both
the living conditions and health of
the people we serve.”
The Chairman of the Sylvia
Wright Trust, Tony Allinson, said:
“The hospital has gone from
strength to strength and the Trust
has recently funded a new outpatient block, an echo heart machine
and treadmill, laundry equipment
and the refurbishment of the kitchens and operating theatres. Additional kidney dialysis machines and
other equipment have been funded
locally.”

‘Determination’
Michael Lydon, one of the trustees, has visited Sylvia in India
several times and says she is
modest and unsentimental about
her achievements.
“These are, however, outstanding
and have been driven by her incredible seven-days-a-week work rate,
her forceful personality and her
determination to overcome every
obstacle,” he said.
The Trust raises funds in the
UK via donations, bequests, support
from companies and trusts, dedicated support groups, gift aid, sales
of Christmas Cards and fundraising
events.
Some 140 profoundly deaf children are now being sponsored
individually by supporters in the
UK. Sixty new sponsors were found
in 2008 and the Trust has set a 2009
target to find sponsors for the other

90 children in the school whose
education, care, clothing and accommodation can be met by a donation
of just £15 (€16.30) per month.
“The children love to receive
cards and small presents from
their sponsor for special occasions
like Christmas and birthdays,”
Sylvia said.
“Many have never received a
birthday present before and it is a
real delight to see their excitement
and pleasure.”
Deafness is a problem in India
because of untreated infections and
inter-marrying.
All of the school’s 230 children
are deaf. Almost all of them board
and around 20 new children arrive
each year, aged from three to five,
so that they can get early speech,
signing and social skills.
In under 30 years, one woman
has helped open a hospital, a school
for the deaf and an industrial school,
and supervised the extensions and
rebuilding of the original structures.
She has given her life to helping
the poor in India and is an inspiration to all who know her.
To find out more about sponsoring a child in Sylvia’s school (£15
per month [€16.30] fully supports
one child) and becoming his or her
‘Friend in the West’, please contact:

A chance at life: Six of Sylvia’s deaf pupils have progressed to university

Angela Clark, SWT Sponsorship,
3 Eddison Walk, East Causeway,
Leeds LS16 8DA
Tel: 0113 2677660
Talks are also a vital means of
publicising the work of the Sylvia
Wright Trust. If you would like
someone to come and speak in your
parish or at your local school, contact Anne Rose on: 0113 226 5423.

In need of support: Sylvia’s school for deaf children has 230 pupils, 140 of whom are sponsored by supporters in the UK a at cost of £15 each per month
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