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This is my second GV trip. I had a really good first trip, so decided to come back for more. Thinking I’m a ‘seasoned’ builder by now (haha) I did little preparation, as I kinda know what to expect from the build – fly in, do some laborious work for a week, get to know like-minded people, lend a helping hand to some family in need of a home, fly out.

 

But never had I expected Cambodia to be such an emotional build.

 

What struck me at first was the poverty. When you go on a holiday you see wonderful tourist attractions and scenic landscape but seldom do you see how the people really live. When we had to travel through the mud soaked open roads, navigating through potholes, bicycles and trucks, it struck me just how harsh daily life must be for the villagers at Angkor Chum.  

 

But in spite of these, I see smiling villagers, I see malnourished children who actually have a childhood. The kids know how to laugh at the little hiccups in life (like rain when u are working) and find joy, even if it means helping out to carry dirt and gravel for the village well in the rain.  I see Boh Kee’s father (the far well villager with only one leg) giving his more than 100% so that everyone can have a well to use. I see Boh Kee studying hard despite the very little he has.

 

I am humbled by how much more the kids can carry compared to me =p I am humbled by how much the villagers give of themselves and share with us, even though they have so little. I am humbled by how hard Cambodians try. I am humbled by how - in spite of their hesitation and maybe even some suspicion, wondering why this bunch of foreigners fly in with their own money to help them – how accepting they were of us, how willing and open they are to embrace us as their own.

 

One of the things the Habitat Cambodia team was trying to do with this build is to influence the villagers to come together and help and support each other. With the tremendous hardships the Cambodians suffered during the many years of civil war, I can only guess there is a lot of historical baggage that the people, especially the older generation of Cambodians, carry. I really like to believe we planted seeds for something wonderful to start at Angkor Chum, and that it would continue. We went to build homes but I would like to think we had built something more intangible – and that is hope and a belief in humanity. For Cambodians and for ourselves.

 

This build is truly different from my first build in Phuket. It’s not just because we were not building a house, but a few projects at one go. It’s not just because we had ‘house dedication’ five times (although that was when many tears were shed).  

 

But it’s the people – the volunteer team who are truly amazing bunch of people. It’s the Habitat Cambodia team who work tirelessly alongside the team to make sure we have everything. There were many many obstacles that came our way throughout the trip, but I’m so grateful to have Ruby and Jieying our leaders and the Habitat Cambodia team who really rose to the occasion and made it work no matter what. 

 

Most importantly it’s the villagers of Angkor Chum. In them I see a people whose spirits were not broken by what life has thrown at them, a people whom, under their reserved exterior, are a really warm and giving bunch. I have a couple of friends who had gone on other volunteer trips to Cambodia and who kept going back for more. And I can see why.

 

I guess its experiences like these that keep people coming back for GVs year after year after year. My hope for future GV volunteers is that they just come – not with expectations of what they can give or build – but just be there with the people and plug in where they are needed. Because really, it is not the just the destination that counts but the journey as well. And my hope for Cambodia is that with more volunteers coming in the lives of Cambodians living in poor villages like Angkor Chum will slowly but surely improve.
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