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This summer as part of a charity and cultural expedition organised by St Mary’s College and Durham University
Charities Kommittee (DUCK), I travelled to Armenia to partake in a project in the capital Yerevan. I was funded in part
by the Holdsworth Travelling Fund and the St Mary’s College Society Fund. I would like to express my deep
appreciation to these funds and to college for helping to make this expedition possible. I funded the rest of the trip
with savings, and a summer job.
A small and relatively unknown country bordering Turkey to the west, Azerbaijan
to the east and Iran to the south; I was not sure what to expect of this small nation.
Our task was to help at a little facility called the Republican Paediatric Rehabilitation
Centre in one of the suburbs of Yerevan. Specifically, we were to repaint large
sections of the rehabilitation centre which the children used almost everyday for
their exercises. Many of the children at the facility suffered with severe disabilities
and illnesses, including - though not limited to - cerebral palsy. Our work at the
school was a part of an effort by St Mary’s College to improve the environment of
the facility for the children and care-workers, and to give them any other support
that they required. Whilst there, we were also able to give certain children financial
support they desperately required for their medication, but were unable to afford
with their family incomes or from the money they received from the state. We were
also lucky enough to be given the opportunity to visit a couple of orphanages and
care groups around Yerevan, all of which were dedicated to supporting children
with severe disabilities. As with the rehabilitation centre around which our project
was centred, we were able to donate either much needed supplies to these other
The team adopt unorthodox places (nappies were especially sought after!) or provide financial donations for the
methods to get the painting children’s benefit. After several weeks of
volunteering, it was gratifying to see that we had
done!
managed to brighten up the school and
rehabilitation centre. I feel that I can speak for the whole team when I say that we felt
privileged to have worked at the rehabilitation centre and to have given our time and
efforts to such an worthwhile cause.
The Mary’s expedition to Armenia was not only to assist at the school. Our
tour leader was Souren Ohannes, an Iraqi Armenian, who was to be our cultural guide
and linguist for the trip (between him and I we spoke Western Armenian and Russian
respectively). A central goal of the expedition was to ensure a high degree of cultural
transference from Armenia to the visiting westerners. Armenia is an ancient civilisation
and Armenians an industrious and determined people. Having endured invasion,
persecution, pogroms, diaspora and a horrific genocide in 1915; the Armenian culture
is a bulwark of strength. As a graduate historian, it was genuinely fascinating for me to
visit this nation and learn about its story and history. Armenia, virtually unknown in
the western world, provides us with a plethora of sources that have come down to us
from Armenians in Armenia, but also from those Armenians who left their homeland
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for better fortunes, not just in the twentieth century, but also in centuries past.
Aragats.
Whether we visited the Manuscripts Museum at the top of Mashtots Avenue (named for
the creator of the Armenian language), or the State History Museum, or the towns of
the countryside, we found stories of the past. Small but determined efforts to keep the Armenian culture and language
alive in communities scattered around the Mediterranean - indeed the world! History was only a part of the experience
however. Living in Yerevan for a month granted us a unique perspective of Armenian life, and we were lucky to meet
so many wonderful individuals - politicians, business owners, and just ordinary people; all of whom welcomed us to
their country (and on more than one occasion into their homes for food and hospitality!) I feel blessed to have been
able to visit this special nation, to have gained an insight into this culture and to have met these wonderful and
hospitable people. I urge any and all to go and visit - or at least learn about - this fantastic place. I was lucky enough
to go with the best team a traveller could hope for, so thank you to: Souren Ohannes, Josh Goswell, Peter Galea, Sam
Shuttleworth, Hannah White, Helen Scott, Alicia Lee-Clarke, and Laura Daïeff.

