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Playing Santa in Belarus 

 

Sunday Tribune journalist Tom McEnaney was part of a Chernobyl Aid Ireland group 

that spent annual leave in an orphanage, helping to improve living conditions for 200 

children. He tells the story of an inspirational trip. 

 

The boys were the first to investigate. The came in groups of four or five to the door 

of the gym where, the night before, a forward party of 30 Irish people had bedded 

themselves down. The boys looked in as tradesmen, teachers and other from assorted 

professions who had come from various parts of Ireland, rose to get their first 

impression of this orphanage in Belarus, a remote area north of Chernobyl. 

 

Although the organisers of this mission had been out many times before, for most of 

us it was our first excursion and we weren’t sure what to expect. First impressions 
were surprisingly good. 

 

Belarus, which 12 years earlier had been afflicted by about 70% of the fallout form 

the Chernobyl disaster, is very green. It looks like South Meath repeated over and 

over again but with more birch groves and fewer Fine Gael politicians. 

 

Grosova State Orphanage, which we had come to renovate, is a converted military 

barracks west next to one such birch grove. Here the boys cut saplings which are used 

to fish carp and pike from the adjacent lake. 

 

The setting is so beautiful that to is easy to forget about the explosion which released 

200 times more radioactivity that the combined Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs. This 

is a contaminated land, and although the orphanage is set in an area of relatively low 

contamination, we brought out all our own food and water. 

 

The 200 children for whom this is home do not have the same advantage. And 

although we had been preceded by two lorry-loads of food aid, for the most part these 

children, like many of the inhabitants of Belarus, live on a poisoned diet. 

 

The trucks also brought out buildings materials for the teams of people who, who, for 

the next two weeks, were intent on doing what they could do to improve conditions 

there. There was the ESB team, which had come to install a new laundry. The existing 

machines resembled models which were last seen in Ireland 50 years ago. They were 

replaced by new industrial washers and dryers which the children of the Genesis 

Youth Club had provided after tireless fundraising. 

 

Indeed, while the work done in the orphanage was considerable, it belied the great 

effort which allowed it to happen. Dozens of groups had held raffles, dances and 

quizzes, to raise the money that would enable a team of 60 people to spend their 

annual leave improving the conditions of 200 Belarus children. 

 

Another group set about renovating three of the classrooms to Irish standards. They 

rose at 7.00am, had breakfast and worked until dinner was served at 8.00 that evening. 

There was a break for lunch which was served up with a sauce of bad language and 



good humour by two army sergeants. Tom Leigh and Martin Kelly were not chefs but 

artillery sergeants from the Curragh, who received few, if any, complaints about the 

2,700-odd meals they served up over the two weeks. 

 

Summer in Belarus is much like summer in Ireland, but in the winter temperatures can 

drop top minus 30 and the flat terrain is an open invitation to freezing winds. Until we 

arrived the orphanage had no hot water and, in summer and winter, the children had to 

traipse outside to use the three cold showers. Apart from the discomfort, it meant 

hygiene was frequently neglected. But within our ranks there was a gang of crazy men 

from Newry, the Friends of Children of Chernobyl, who were there to install new 

toilets, hot water showers and a state-of-the-art changing room. 

 

There was more that one morning when we woke at 7.00am to the sound of their 

power tools. It was noise that continued often until 11.00 at night. On one occasion 

they worked until 5.00 in the morning before retiring for two hours sleep, only to put 

in another hard day. 

 

Perhaps they were inspired by the 73-year-old plumber within their number who, for 

reasons of his own, prefers not to be named. He worked as hard as everyone else and 

at meal times regaled us with ridiculous yarns.  

 

At one stage during the trip I began to feel sorry for myself. I had a bad dose of the flu 

and my bed, like everyone else’s, was a sleeping bag on the floor of the gym which 

also served as the kitchen, workroom, dining room and store. I was missing home and 

family and privacy and bemoaning the fact that the mat I had brought was far too thin. 

Then I saw the septuagenarian plumber sleeping on a mattress of corrugated 

cardboard and any self-indulgence disappeared. 

 

Indeed it was difficult to feel other than privileged when in the midst of children who 

have nothing. While not physically or mentally handicapped, the children aged 

between 8 and sixteen are in the orphanage because they have no parents or because 

their parents are alcoholics or criminals or just can’t afford to bring them up 
themselves. 

 

Having expected the visit to be harrowing, I felt only relief when I met them. And 

such wonderful children they were, full of life and, with some exceptions, easily 

moved to laughter. 

 

However, it was summertime and these children had just seen 60 Irish Santa Clauses 

arrive over the horizon. In winter the story is different, which is why one of the 

groups there spent two weeks renovating the auditorium for them to run around when 

the weather would be too cold to go outside. 

 

But when they do go outside they will do so with new shoes as two Dublin women, 

Sylvia Kearns and Jennifer Murphy, took out two pairs of fitted shoes for each child. 

They also brought out 100 pairs of socks, 500 t-shirts and 200 tracksuits. 

 

For my own part, as the journalist of the group I was expected to walk around with a 

camera and a notebook. But, being a civil engineer in a previous life and having 

worked on many building sites I was determined to take on my own project. 



 

So I hassled director of Chernobyl Aid Ireland, Liam Grant, a former director of Adi 

Roche’s Chernobyl Children’s Project, who more than anyone could be credited with 
putting this mission together. Liam allowed me to take on the hobby room, a 

relatively modest project which involved two weeks plastering, scraping, sanding and 

painting. 

 

Happily the hobby room was next door to a classroom of some of the younger 

children. They became my regular visitors as they attempted to distract me and I for 

my part tried to teach them “She’ll be Comin’ ‘Round the Mountain” in Russian. 
 

For one of them I carry special memories. After a long day during which everything 

went wrong, I was making my way, dreary and disheartened to the gym when I heard 

an eight-year-old boy calling my name. When I turned around he ran up to me and 

presented me with a bunch of lilac before running off. 

 

To him and to Sasha and Dima and Oxana and all the other children, we will be back. 

And, if we can raise the money, perhaps next time we will put in a new kitchen and 

decorate those dreary dormitories. 

 

But one way or another the group that left Grosovo was convinced above all else that 

it would be back.  

 


