Lasting Memories     ― Natalie Cheung

Wake up, have breakfast, go to school/work, come home, do some homework, have dinner, and go to bed.  Maybe meeting up with a couple of friends in between, but that seems to be the normal routine for most of us.  I was born in Vancouver and have been living there since, and wear the same pair of runners for years.  However, this summer, I was able to visit and step in the shoes of the villagers in Yong Shun.


There is an ocean of advertisements nowadays encouraging people to donate and help out impoverished countries.  A donation could go a long way, but nothing beats going to Yong Shun personally, seeing and being directly involved.  Coming from Canada, with English as my predominant language, I was unable to understand or follow verbal conversations made in Putonghua.  It was difficult on the first day, but as I was readily accepted and welcomed to the local people, I was able to pick out certain words, facial expressions and gestures to get a grasp on what the topic of the table was.  Everybody was very welcoming, friendly, and with what little English some knew of, they stepped out of their comfort zone and made an effort to converse with me.  The feelings of acceptance and gratitude filled me and warmed my heart.


I decided to go into the villages up in the mountains for my stay in Yong Shun to get a first-hand experience of the local living and working conditions.  It was one of the best decisions I have ever made.  It was a completely different view as I had first imagined it to be, in fact, it was even better.  Let me expand.  Yes, their living and working conditions are absolutely horrific to the eyes of the working class of Canada.  Yes, their health regulations would never meet our criterion and yes their political system is all knotted up.  But look past that and you’ll find a painter, filling a canvas with green vegetation and acres of crops; farmers, working so hard to provide for their families; and children, studiously working on their homework.  Yet there is one thing a painter cannot paint, probably one of the most important things in life.  Something that cannot be defined on paper but I shall try my best to do so.  Everybody I have met during my stay in Yong Shun, including the families, villagers, people I have volunteered with, officials and students, is so grateful, so respectful of each other, so willing to help others out and so genuine and considerate.  They have so little in their lives yet so much to offer the world.


“No one is useless in this world who lightens the burdens of another.”     ― Charles Dickens


When it was time to give out the scholarships and awards, I was definitely most grateful.  This time, instead of being a recipient, I was the presenter and I felt so much better to grant these awards.  In comparison to the academic knowledge I learned over my five-year high school education, the experience I gained over the three-day stay in Yong Shun is more about compassion for life, about not turning away from others’ hardships, and about doing what I can for the needy.  These lasting memories could not have come from lectures in class.  They came from personal experience instead.  I have seen one of many realities and my involvement in this program has made me more mature in a sense that I was never before.  One might say it is cliché, but it really does feel better to give than to take.


“We make a living by what we get.  We make a life by what we give.”     ― Winston Churchill

