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Every time I see images of natural disasters, a 
heaviness settles in my heart. I find it hard to 
lighten up as I think of the people plunged 

into fear and hardship. Regardless of what country 
is affected, I know that what the victims are going 
through is unspeakably painful. Natural disasters 
are often a result of extreme weather, which in turn 
is due to changes in the Earth’s environment, such 
as the worsening of the greenhouse effect and the 
melting of polar icecaps. Many of these changes 
can be traced to the doings of mankind.

Human beings are often so focused on personal 
gains that they overexploit the Earth’s resources 
while churning out goods, disregarding the impact 
such behavior has on the planet. This, however, 
has harmed the Earth and led to the worsening of 
global climate conditions. Drought-prone places 
are becoming drier, and flood-prone areas are 
becoming wetter. What’s more, storms and floods 
are destroying crops that humans need to sustain 
themselves. All this is very worrisome.

Some people are so used to an affluent, cushy 
life that they refuse to believe in the need to lower 
carbon emissions for the sake of environmental 
conservation. Yet when they are hit by a disaster 
and lose much of what they have, they too are at a 
loss for what to do. If people continue to ignore the 
warning signals that a natural disaster sends us, 
the intensity of such disasters will only increase. 
With the indomitable force of Mother Nature 
unleashed on us again and again, many countries 
around the world are investigating and discussing 
ways to reduce carbon-induced pollution. I sin-
cerely hope that everyone in the world can be well 
informed about the global environmental condi-
tions, reach a consensus to improve them, and 
then act together on that consensus.

Earth Overshoot Day is the day by which the 
human race has used up more natural resources 
than can be replenished in a year. With the global 
population rising and with people getting more 
wasteful, this day has been arriving earlier year by 
year. In 1993, the day fell on October 21; by 2017, it 
had moved up to August 2, after which our planet 
became resource deficit for the rest of the year.

To slow the consumption of natural resources 
and thus lessen the impact of overdevelopment, 
scientists have been calling on the public to waste 
less and eat less meat. This is also what Tzu Chi 
has been urging everyone to do for years. Some 
people have accepted the idea and changed their 
lifestyles accordingly, but even more people have 
stuck to meat, unable to overcome their cravings 
for it. In fact, the duration of gastronomic satisfac-
tion is very short. Food remains in the mouth for 
only a short time before it travels to the stomach 
and the intestines and is ultimately expelled from 
our body as waste. Yet many people still find it 
hard to change their diets. Because of humanity’s 
demand for meat, 150 million animals are slaugh-
tered every day. On top of that killing, it is stag-
gering to think about the amount of grain and 
water needed to raise such a large number of ani-
mals and the great quantity of greenhouse gases 
that they emit.

The mouth is just a tiny hole, yet it can devour 
countless lives. No matter how much food goes 
down it, it can never be filled up. In Buddhism, we 
often talk about collective karma. Due to the gen-
erally misguided minds of people, the larger the 
global population is, the more bad karma is creat-
ed. When we come down to it, everything has to 
do with human hearts and minds. To have a better 
and cleaner Earth, we must start by changing peo-
ple’s ideas and lifestyles. I’m happy to see Tzu Chi 
volunteers around the world promoting a vegetar-
ian diet and the importance of doing good deeds. 
The light of hope shines from such efforts.

To save the world, we must urge people to do 
good and eat vegetarian. Such acts nurture com-
passion and lead to the purification of hearts and 
minds, thus preventing the creation of bad karma. 
Never underestimate the power of a good 
thought. When we act on a kind thought, we con-
tribute to the peace and welfare of the world. 
Share compassionately in the suffering of others 
and give with empathy. When we show our love 
for the Earth and all living creatures on it by being 
eco-friendly and eating vegetarian, we’ll be able 
to mitigate climate change.

woRDs FRoM MasTER CHENG YEN

sharing in Happiness and sorrow
Translated by Teresa Chang
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Charitable Technology
When disasters strike, aid providers are often challenged to offer food and 
water to victims as quickly as it is needed. Over the decades, Tzu Chi has 
developed some equipment to assist volunteers to deliver aid better and 
faster.

While a lot of equipment for conducting relief missions can be purchased on 
the open market, some special-purpose items are not commercially available. 
The product specifications for these items are often very exact and different 
from what most consumers desire. As far as manufacturers are concerned, the 
demand for these goods is too small. They do not mass-produce such equip-
ment because there is no money to be made. What company would incur the 
expense of designing or modifying a product, just to get an order for five units 
once every three years?

Tzu Chi has been involved with disaster relief for decades. The foundation’s 
aim is to ease the suffering of disaster victims as quickly as possible. To 
enhance aid delivery capability, volunteers have created tools that are not 
commercially available. Because disaster areas typically lack resources, these 
customized items usually meet the following criteria: easy to use, practical, 
low maintenance, mobile, and stand-alone.

Here we showcase three items from the Tzu Chi aid toolkit.

By Ye Zi-hao
Compiled and translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Yan Lin-zhao
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A Modular
Mobile
Kitchen
Unique features
Able to cook enough to feed 
900 people in three hours 
and can be transported on a 
small truck

Occasions where it has been 
used
TransAsia plane crash in 
Taipei (2015) and the search 
and rescue mission after an 
earthquake in Tainan (2016), 
both in Taiwan
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On September 21, 1999, a horrendous earth-
quake wreaked havoc in central Taiwan 
and took 2,415 lives. Tzu Chi volunteers 

throughout the island rushed to help. Some lent a 
hand to victims directly, and some served by 
cooking meals in the kitchens of Tzu Chi facilities, 
packing the freshly prepared food into boxes, and 
then trucking it to shelters for quake victims.

This arrangement, however, could not reach 
victims located far from such kitchens or in places 
where roads had been made impassable by the 
temblor. For those victims, volunteers brought in 
stoves and cylinders of liquefied petroleum gas 
(LPG) and cooked in open fields.

Such temporary arrangements were not ideal, 
not to mention unsafe. The gas lines for the LPG 
cylinders had to be laid across open ground, 
food was prepared outside in huge woks, and 
water was boiled in the midst of bustling crowds 
of people. Quake victims or volunteers could 
trip over the exposed gas lines or could suffer 
burns from overturned hot woks or boiling pots 
of water.

Master Cheng Yen pointed out these hazards 
after seeing these “temporary kitchens” in disaster 
areas and ordered a two-pronged approach to 
address this issue. First, where possible, kitchens 
were to be installed in Tzu Chi facilities that did 

4.27.indd   8 2017/11/9   15:18
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not already have them; and sec-
ond, a mobile kitchen was to be 
devised that could go to places 
where in-building kitchens could 
not reach.

Mobile kitchens are quite 
common in Taiwan. Street food 
vendors have long used them 
to prepare their fares at curb-
sides, street corners, or wherev-
er their customers are.  Such 
vehicles, however, did not 
make the grade for Tzu Chi’s 
purposes. They were good for 
preparing food for a few dozen 
patrons over lunchtime, but 
Tzu Chi needed something that 
could cook quickly for hun-
dreds of people.

Cai Jian-yin (蔡堅印), who 
was tasked to spearhead the 
mobile kitchen project, needed 
to look elsewhere or make one 
himself. The kitchen that he 
envisioned had to use large pots 
and pans—everything about the 
kitchen needed to be ramped up 
in size to prepare large quanti-
ties of food quickly. At the same 
time, the mobile kitchen couldn’t 
become so large that it would be 
difficult to transport. It was clear 
that such a unique kitchen was 

not likely to be found in the marketplace as a 
ready-made item. A new design would require a 
high level of customization.

Cai would have to make it himself, but even a 
career working with cars as a master mechanic 
had not prepared him in any way for the task at 
hand. He had never modified, much less designed 
a vehicle, and he did not know the first thing 
about mechanical drawing.

The task was daunting, but as a devout disci-
ple of Master Cheng Yen, Cai expected himself 
to carry out her mission as his own. Besides, he 
was interested in the task. He bravely took on 
the challenge.

Learning as he went
Cai had to decide on one aspect of the kitchen 

before he could even begin to consider any other 
details: Should the kitchen be fixed on a vehicle, 
or should it be a separate unit that could be load-
ed on any flatbed truck?

As he was weighing those alternatives, some-
one donated a 6.4-ton truck to the foundation. 
That gave him an opportunity to try the idea of 
attaching the kitchen to the truck.

He had cooked for Tzu Chi activities many 
times, so he was quite familiar with what things 
needed to be in a kitchen. In the early planning 
stages of the project, he asked himself many ques-
tions as he mentally stepped through the process 
of preparing food in disaster areas. To deliver the 
desired high volume of food needed, the mobile 
kitchen would have to use rice cookers with a 
50-person capacity. How much time would it take 
to cook rice from start to finish? How much time 
would it take to have enough steamed rice ready 
for 900 people? If cooking started at 8:00 a.m. and 
everything had to be ready by 11:00 a.m., what 
could he do to streamline the cooking process? 
Where should the rice cookers and other things be 
placed in the kitchen so that workers could move 
around without bumping into equipment or each 
other too frequently?

He drew some rough diagrams of his kitchen 
and presented them to the Master, who then asked 
him to produce three-dimensional drawings of his 
plans. Such drawings were beyond his skill set, so 
he hurried to enlist the help of two volunteers 
who were experienced in such drawings. The 
three of them worked closely for the next two 
months before they finished the drawings that 
fleshed out Cai’s initial rough ideas.

The design accounted for regulations on vehic-
ular height, width, volume, and weight. It would 
have no problem passing government inspection, 
and it would be road-ready once it was finished.

After seeing Cai’s presentation, the Master 
instructed him to produce a wood prototype. He 
proceeded to construct a wooden kitchen on top 
of the donated truck and equipped it with rice 
cookers, gas stoves, counters, and everything 
else needed.

When he finished, he presented it to Master 
Cheng Yen for inspection. The Master was grate-
ful for Cai’s effort, but at first sight spotted a flaw 
to be addressed. Sitting on the bed of a truck, the 
floor of the kitchen area was about one meter (3.3 

Volunteers cook in a version 1 
mobile kitchen.
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feet) above the ground, making the mobile kitch-
en about one and a half stories high. A volunteer 
worker would have to climb short access steps to 
reach the elevated kitchen. What if someone fell 
off? Master Cheng Yen’s verdict: “It can’t be so 
high off the ground.”

There was another problem as well, related to 
the first. To operate a truck that size, a person 
would need to have a truck driver’s license, some-
thing most people, including most Tzu Chi volun-
teers, would not possess. This requirement would 
thus greatly reduce the number of volunteers who 
could drive the truck.

Cai went back to the drawing board. He had to 
scale it down.

This time he went with a 3.5-ton truck. Any 
licensed driver could operate it, and many Tzu 
Chi recycling volunteers drove trucks of that size 
to collect recyclables.

Cai went through the steps to put things 
together a second time, designing the floor of the 
workspace to be height-adjustable. Now a six-foot 
cook could work there as comfortably as a five-
foot one.

The finished kitchen was equipped with three 
50-person rice cookers, two high-speed stoves for 
boiling liquids, two high-speed stoves for stir-fry 
woks measuring 75 centimeters (30 inches) 
across, a one-ton (264-gallon) water tank, a water 
pump, a simple water filter, and other necessary 

equipment like lights, kitchen exhaust hoods, etc. 
It also had room for four people to work at the 
same time.

Having completed something that he had 
never done before, Cai delivered the final product 
in 2001. The mobile kitchen passed government 
inspection, and it was put into service.

Underutilized, thankfully
Cai first used the mobile kitchen in August 2001 

to cook for 300 actors and workers in a Tzu Chi 
musical performance in Hsinchu, northern Taiwan.

Before the grand opening of Taipei Tzu Chi 
Hospital on May 8, 2005, Cai drove the kitchen to 
the hospital, where it was used for a month pro-
viding meals for landscaping workers.

The kitchen was normally stationed at the Tzu 
Chi Zhudong branch office, not far from an army 
base for tanks in Hukou, Hsinchu. When disaster 
drills were held in Hsinchu, the kitchen would 
often be drafted to participate. At these times, it 
provided meals for participants that often includ-
ed soldiers, police, firefighters, and civilians.

It even joined the procession of official vehi-
cles for military inspections. “The military and 
emergency response organizations hold our 
mobile kitchen in high regard,” Cai said proudly 
of his brainchild.

During the first dozen years of its existence, 
the kitchen was used largely for such non-disaster 

This wooden proof-
of-concept model of 
a mobile kitchen fit-
ted to a 6.4-ton truck 
was not produced, in 
part because it was 
too high above the 
ground. The short-
comings revealed in 
this model helped 
Cai Jian-yin to devise 
the first generation 
of mobile kitchen.
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The version 2 mobile kitchen, lifted off the 

ground by its own hydraulic legs, ready to be 

loaded onto a truck

When Cai Jian-yin was 
14, he became an appren-

tice auto mechanic. He worked 
in that field for some 50 years. 

He never received any formal edu-
cation in mechanical engineering, 

and he never learned to do mechani-
cal drawing. He drew all his basic 
plans for the mobile kitchen by 

hand, and he got help from 
other volunteers to produce 

finished drawings.

Cai Jian-yin, 
the designer of 
the Tzu Chi 
mobile kitchen
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occasions. It was akin to a battleship always in 
training and at the ready, but never called to 
action in a real war. Cai was glad that the kitchen 
was not needed for disasters for such a long time.

Revision
Improvements were made to a few tools in Tzu 

Chi’s disaster response toolkit in 2010. For exam-
ple, its mobile water filtering system was improved 
that year. Such improvements prompted Cai to 
consider whether to update the mobile kitchen.

He and his teammates critically examined the 
kitchen. “Food vendors use their kitchens year 
round, but we don’t,” said Tzu Chi staffer and 
volunteer Liu Zong-yan (柳宗言). “Tying the 
truck to the kitchen is perhaps not such a good 
idea. When the kitchen is idle, the truck can’t be 
used for other purposes.” In addition, should the 
truck break down, the kitchen would be likewise 
out of service until the truck could be repaired. 
For these reasons, they decided to make a sepa-
rate, stand-alone unit that could be hauled by a 
3.5-ton truck.

Cai and other volunteers thus began designing 
the second version of the kitchen. Now, when the 
kitchen is not being used, the truck can be 
deployed to do other things, and if the truck 
breaks down during a mission, another vehicle of 
the same size can easily take its place without los-
ing much time. Tzu Chi volunteers own more 
than 900 such vehicles for collecting recyclables.

With the experience that he had gained from 
the first version, Cai also made the new version 
even more compact. Smaller though it is, its abili-
ty to cook a four-dish, one-soup meal for 900 peo-
ple in three hours remains the same.

Volunteer Zhang Min-zhong (張敏忠) divided 
the kitchen into six equal units, three on each side. 
One unit is dedicated for a dishwashing sink. The 
five remaining spaces can be configured to accept 

The first generation mobile kitchen, fixed on a 
truck bed, features a height-adjustable platform 
on which workers stand.
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two stacked-up 50-person rice cookers, a soup 
pot, a wok, a food steamer, or a storage compart-
ment. The wok unit can use wood as an alterna-
tive fuel in the event that LPG is unavailable.

Each of the four sides of the kitchen is com-
pletely covered by a one-piece metal panel when 
the kitchen is not in use. The panels protect the 
kitchen during transport or storage. Each side 
cover can be hydraulically lifted to allow unob-
structed access to the kitchen’s interior.

The kitchen is fitted with solar panels to pro-
vide electricity. A one-ton water tank is located at 
the bottom and functions as the floor of the unit. A 
manual pump extracts water for use.

The mobile kitchen has a rectangular foot-
print that mirrors the shape of the bed of a 3.5-
ton flatbed truck. The unit sits on its own frame 
with four vertically adjustable posts, one at each 
corner of the rectangle. To transport the mobile 
kitchen, the posts are manually slid sideways 
away from the kitchen. Legs then descend 
hydraulically from the posts and push against 
the ground. This action raises the kitchen until it 
is high enough off the ground that a truck can be 
backed underneath. The kitchen is then lowered 
until it rests squarely on the bed of the truck. 
Once the legs are fully retracted into their posts, 
the kitchen is fastened securely to the truck and 
is good to go.

Once at the desired location, the process is 
reversed. The legs again extend to lift the unit off 
the truck bed. The truck is removed from under-
neath the kitchen, and the legs are retracted until 
the kitchen is resting solidly on the ground. The 
mobile kitchen is ready for work.

In service
This new version of the mobile kitchen was 

completed in 2013, and it was first used in action 
in a disaster in February 2015. That event was the 
search and rescue mission after a TransAsia plane 
crashed in a river in Nankang, Taipei.

Volunteers initially cooked for rescue workers 
in a nearby Tzu Chi kitchen and trucked the food 
to the disaster site. But the crash site was in an 
open area and the disaster happened during a 
cold snap, so the food became cold very quickly 
after it arrived. This was not particularly appeal-
ing to the rescue workers who had to get into and 
out of the freezing cold river in search of the miss-
ing. They needed hot food or drink to bolster their 
strength for their difficult tasks.

The six spaces in a version 2 mobile kitchen 
are configured differently depending upon 
local needs.

Taiwan  One space for two rice cookers, two for 
woks, one for a soup pot, one for a food steam-
er, and one for a sink.

Zimbabwe  Three spaces for six rice cookers, 
one for a wok, one for a sink, and one for 
storage.

The Philippines  Two spaces for four rice cook-
ers, two for woks, one for a sink, and one for 
storage.
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The version 2 mobile kitchen in action in Tainan 
after an earthquake in 2016

That was exactly the kind of problem that the 
mobile kitchen was designed to solve. Volunteers 
drove the unit from its base in Hsinchu to Nankang, 
and rescue workers were thereafter able to receive 
hot food and drink to keep them warm.

About a year later, the kitchen was dispatched to 
Tainan, southern Taiwan, after an earthquake had 
toppled a large apartment building complex. This 
time, main meals were cooked at the local Tzu Chi 
facility, and the mobile kitchen was used to cook 
noodle soups for snacks and to brew coffee. 
Between February 10 and 13, 2016, volunteers used 
the mobile kitchen to make more than 7,000 cups of 
coffee and hundreds of servings of noodle soup.

Aside from the second version of the mobile 
kitchen used in Taiwan, a few copies have been 
made for the Philippines, Malaysia, and Zimbabwe. 
Each unit is fitted with the modules that best meet 
the needs of local volunteers.

For example, volunteers in Zimbabwe need 
the kitchen to cook steamed rice more than any-
thing else, so the kitchen that Cai made for them 
features one wok module to cook one or two veg-
etable dishes, three rice cooker modules (six rice 
cookers), and one storage module to keep six extra 
rice pots for the rice cookers. There are enough 
rice cookers in this version to prepare steamed 
rice for 300 people at one time. When one batch of 
rice is ready, the six rice pots—with piping hot 
steamed rice inside—can be taken out of the cook-
ers to serve people, and the six extra rice pots—
with raw rice soaked in water—can be put into 
the cookers to begin cooking another round. This 
can be repeated as many times as needed to feed 
all the hungry people.

This configuration of the mobile kitchen deliv-
ers the maximum amount of steamed rice, exactly 
what Tino Chu (朱金財), the Tzu Chi volunteer in 
charge in Zimbabwe, needs when he and his fel-
low volunteers serve free meals to the large num-
ber of needy Zimbabweans.

Cai, an amateur in kitchen and automobile 
design, created a practical mobile kitchen to serve 
people in distress. It has enriched the tool kit that 
Tzu Chi uses in its mission to help the needy.
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A Mobile 
Water 
Purifier
Unique features
It can be quickly set up to fil-
ter out impurities and pro-
duce quality potable water in 
large quantities, up to 15 
cubic meters (3,963 gallons) 
a day, enough to hydrate 
6,000 people.

Occasions where it has been 
used
After Typhoon Haiyan in the 
Philippines (2013), and after 
Typhoon Soudelor in Wulai, 
northern Taiwan (2015)
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Water, water, every where,
Nor any drop to drink.
Samuel Taylor Coleridge

That was what happened in the greater Taipei 
area in August 2015. Though Typhoon Soudelor 
had just battered much of Taiwan, Taipei suffered 
relatively minor damage. However, the storm 
heavily impacted the city’s water sources. The 
turbidity of water spiked to 39,000 nephelomet-
ric turbidity units (NTU), far more than the 6,000 
NTU that the municipal waterworks were 
equipped to process. Consequently, the city was 
unable to produce clean water for its customers 
for a few days.

When the turbidity decreased to a manageable 
level, the city was again able to produce a normal 
water supply to most of its customers—but not 
those living in Wulai, a remote upstream moun-
tain village. Here the typhoon had left behind 
thick layers of mud. Wulai residents struggled to 
clear the mud from their homes and community, 
all without a supply of running water.

In response, Tzu Chi sent a mobile water puri-
fier to Wulai to help out.

A water tank on a truck was filled with water 
from a stream, and the truck was driven to a boy 
scout campground where the water was pumped 
into the Tzu Chi water purifier. The unit quickly 
filtered out the impurities and produced clean 
water for distribution.

Tzu Chi volunteer Chen Jian-hong (陳建宏) 
collected a small sample of the clean water to test 
its fitness for human consumption. He first test-
ed the conductivity of the water, which measured 
9.4 μS/cm. “Anything below 10.0 indicates a low 
concentration of ions and heavy metals in the 
water,” Chen explained. He next tested the tur-
bidity of the water, which came in at .02 NTU, far 
better than the ceiling of 2.0 NTU that the gov-
ernment had set for drinking water.

The water was fit for consumption, but Chen 
and his fellow volunteers drank the water them-
selves as a final test, just to make sure it was safe 
to drink before allowing it to be distributed.

The volunteers had given out collapsible water 
bottles to area residents. Each ten-liter (2.6-gallon) 
bottle was enough to last a family of four for a day. 
Volunteers also delivered water to families who 
could not come to the water distribution site.

The purifier has a maximum capacity of 15 
cubic meters (3,963 gallons) of potable water a 

day, enough to keep 6,000 people hydrated, 
assuming that each person drinks 85 ounces a day.

Tzu Chi water purifiers, versions 1 and 2
The foundation has used mobile water purifi-

ers since 2000, and they have evolved since then.
The first generation water purifier, designed 

much like a water treatment plant, was housed in 
a 20-foot freight container. It could produce 500 
cubic meters (132,085 gallons) of clean water a 
day. Its high capacity came at the expense of 
reduced mobility; its large size made it impracti-
cal, if not impossible, to transport to many disas-
ter locations.
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The second generation was much more minia-
turized and simplified. Tzu Chi spelled out the 
specifications and placed an order with the 
Industrial Technology Research Institute (ITRI). 
ITRI employees Zhou Shan-shan (周珊珊) and 
Chen Jian-hong were among the key members 
who custom-built the unit for Tzu Chi.

The foundation wanted the unit to fit on a 
Tzu Chi emergency response boat, so the ITRI 
made the product 110 cm long, 110 cm wide, and 
120 cm tall (3.6 x 3.6 x 3.94 ft). It processed raw 
water through a BioNET tank and an ultrafiltra-
tion tank. The BioNET used plastic foam to filter 
out particulate matter and provide surface areas 

to which microorganisms could attach them-
selves. The microorganisms would then break 
down pollutants. The ultrafiltration tank fea-
tured a membrane so fine that anything larger 
than eight hundredths of a micrometer could not 
pass through.

In 2013, three sets of second-generation Tzu Chi 
water purifiers developed by the Industrial 
Technology Research Institute were airlifted to 
Leyte, the Philippines, to provide potable water 
for victims of Typhoon Haiyan.
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Though the exact size of that ultra small mea-
surement is probably hard for most people to 
fathom, suffice it to say that bacteria generally 
measure one micrometer across, or about 12 times 
larger than the pores in this membrane. E. coli, the 
bacterium used in testing water for fecal contami-
nation, is about 1.8 micrometers in diameter. As a 
result, the ultrafiltration tank can filter out 99 per-
cent of all known types of bacteria.

To further bolster water quality, the design team 
added a submersible pump to take in water only 
from the middle layer of a raw water source such 
as a pond, avoiding debris in the top layer and sed-
iment at the bottom. The team also added an ultra-
violet lamp for its bactericidal effect on bacteria, 
viruses, yeasts and mildew, activated carbon to 

capture organic matter, and ion-exchange poly-
mers to remove poisonous heavy metal ions and 
replace them with more innocuous ions.

This second-generation purifier has an output 
of five cubic meters (1,321 gallons) of clean water 
a day, enough to meet the daily drinking needs of 
2,000 people.

The purifier can be mounted on a small boat, 
and a water boiling system can be fixed on a sec-
ond boat. With these two systems in place, the 
instant rice developed by nuns at the Jing Si 
Abode, the Buddhist convent founded by Master 
Cheng Yen, can be made into hot steamed rice. 
This can keep disaster victims from hunger and 
tide them over in their darkest moments.

Being able to put the water purification system 
and water boiling system on boats makes them 
more versatile in flooded disaster areas. If the 
disaster area can be reached by road, the two sys-
tems can be mounted on small trucks.

The team showed the systems to Master Cheng 
Yen on November 22, 2011, when she was visiting 

Volunteers test and practice operating a pair of 
boats fitted with a water purifier (left) and a 
water boiler (right) on the Keelung River.
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the Tzu Chi Guandu Complex in Taipei. She 
promptly asked them to make potable water from 
some pond water in the complex.

Though it had no industrial pollutants, the 
pond, like most other ponds, was rich in slime, 
sediments, algae, rotten materials, and bacteria. 
Zhou Shan-shan and her teammates drew water 
from the pond, fed it through their water purifier, 
and collected the treated water. The kitchen on the 
premises used the water to cook lunch for the 
Master and volunteers. The equipment passed the 
test with flying colors.

Tzu Chi water purifier, version 3
Typhoon Haiyan pummeled the Philippines in 

November 2013, killing at least 6,300 people and 
forcing an untold number of people from their 
homes. Drinking water was in short supply.

Tzu Chi dispatched three mobile water purifi-
ers to Leyte Province, central Philippines, as part 
of its aid mission. That was the first time that the 
purifiers were field tested. Chen Jian-hong went 
with his team to work the units. They set up three 
water distribution centers in Tacloban, the capital 
city of Leyte.

They checked the local river water for the 
extent of contamination and found it suitable for 
the purifiers to treat. However, many human and 
animal corpses had fallen into local rivers, which 
also abounded with human and animal waste. 
Considering what local people would feel about 
the water source, the team chose to draw raw 
water from wells to feed the water purifiers.

Working in Tacloban, which is situated on Leyte 
Gulf, Chen observed that disaster areas on shore-
lines could easily become inundated with seawater, 
due to powerful tidal surges that followed strong 
storms or earthquakes. He knew that raw salt water 
would remain salty even after being processed by 
his water purifier. He felt a need to upgrade the 
purifier so that it could desalinate salt water. 
Clearly, regular osmosis could not help Chen filter 
salt out of the water. To that end, he decided to 
incorporate reverse osmosis (RO) capability into the 
next generation, version 3, of the water purifier.

The introduction of salty water and the necessity 
for added pressure made it necessary for Chen and 
his team to greatly modify version 2. Among other 
changes, the whole system needed to be made salt 
resistant, and the motor needed to be enlarged to 
generate the required pressure. In the end, version 3 
was much larger than its predecessor.

It was so much larger that it could not fit in a 
small boat anymore. The team enlisted the help of 
Cai Jian-yin, the designer of the Tzu Chi mobile 
kitchen. Cai had made a stand-alone kitchen that 
could be hauled on a 3.5-ton flatbed truck.

Working together, Cai and the water purifier 
team packed the newest water purifier system 
into a container of about 320 x 190 x 230 cm (10.5 x 
6.23 x 7.55 ft). It was about nine times as big as the 
previous version.

Like the mobile kitchen, this water purifier 
container could be hydraulically raised or low-
ered by its own built-in legs to allow a flatbed 
truck to load it for transport to where the unit 
was needed.

This unit was mobilized to serve in Wulai in 
August 2015 in the wake of Typhoon Soudelor, as 
described at the top of this article. After the storm, 
large numbers of people rushed to Wulai to help 
local residents clean up their homes and commu-
nities. Since running water was still cut off, the 
influx of volunteers made the water supply even 
more of a problem. In seven days, the purifier 
produced enough drinking water to fill 20,000 
600-milliliter water bottles (a total of 3,170 gal-
lons), greatly alleviating the problem. Though 
that was far below its capacity, the latest Tzu Chi 
water purifier proved to be a potent tool for 
disaster relief missions.

The water heater provides boiling water to be 
added to dehydrated rice in food containers, 
like this one, to make cooked rice.
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All
Terrain 
Vehicle
Unique features
Hauls heavy payloads over 
rough terrain yet maneuvers 
well in narrow alleyways.
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When Typhoon Soudelor hit Taiwan in 
August 2015, Wulai, in the northern part 
of the island, was flooded and left with-

out tap water. In response, Tzu Chi sent its mobile 
water purifier to convert raw stream water into 
potable water for local residents and for people 
who had rushed to the area to help clean up.

The purifier, parked on the basketball court of 
a boy scout campground, pumped out treated 
water into ten-liter (2.64-gallon) containers. 
Volunteer Yan Sheng-yan (嚴聖炎) put about 50 of 
the containers into his sedan—in the trunk, rear 
seat, front seat, wherever space was available. 
Each container of water weighed ten kilograms 
(22 pounds), so his car had to carry a payload of 
around 1,100 pounds as it navigated muddy, rug-
ged mountain roads to deliver the precious cargo 
to the water distribution station.

Yan made trip after trip back and forth, picking 
up more water and delivering it to those who 
needed it. Driving the vehicle on such rough roads 
back and forth took a heavy toll on his car. When 
the work was finally done, the heavy loads and 
bad roads had quite thoroughly ruined the under-
carriage and suspension of his sedan. In the end, it 
cost him an arm and a leg to repair the vehicle—it 
was an import.

This costly experience taught Yan that a passen-
ger car or even a regular-duty truck, no matter 
how well built, was not suitable for heavy work on 
bumpy roads or hilly terrain. They also would not 
work well in narrow alleyways, where Tzu Chi 
volunteers often spent long hours or days in their 
effort to clean up flooded homes and neighbor-
hoods, manually carrying heavy buckets of mud 
or debris or passing them along lines of people to 
central collection locations.

Yan wanted to find a more suitable vehicle 
with which volunteers could conduct disaster 
relief work more efficiently and productively. 
His research led him to conclude that an all-ter-
rain vehicle (ATV) would be the tool for the job. 
He began looking for a manufacturer that would 
produce what he needed. He looked far and 
wide. In October 2015, he met Chen Qing-zhang 
(陳慶漳) at a farm equipment trade show in 
Yunlin, southern Taiwan.

Chen’s company had made four ATVs for 
another customer, who had in turn donated them 
to a search and rescue organization. Those vehicles 
were all-wheel-drive six-wheelers. Tzu Chi’s order, 
however, was for rear-wheel-drive four-wheelers. 
The foundation is after all not a search and rescue 
organization, and it has different needs.

However, the Tzu Chi Foundation had other 
specific needs for its ATVs that required customi-
zation. For example, an engine with a displace-
ment of 272cc (18 horsepower) was chosen to 
replace the standard 150cc engine. The extra 
horsepower was needed to boost the vehicle’s 
ability to surmount steep inclines. Tzu Chi volun-
teers had test-driven an ATV with a 150cc engine 
and found that it couldn’t climb up some steeper 
slopes, so they asked the manufacturer to switch 
to the larger engine.

The safety and load capacity of the ATVs were 
also strengthened, and the maximum load was 
upgraded to 240 kilograms (529 pounds), suffi-
cient for carrying boxed meals and drinking water 
for 200 people. Volunteers could then serve a 
small village in the mountains in one trip.

Since the vehicle had to carry heavy loads, 
and to ensure that parking on a slope wouldn’t 
pose a problem, the ATV was equipped with a 
mechanical parking brake. Manually operated by 
a lever and cable that engaged the brake mecha-
nism, this parking brake would cost the vehicle 
no extra energy.

The parts used in the ATV were all up to high 
standards. Even the rearview mirrors were certi-
fied to meet EU safety standards.

Speed was not a primary concern for Tzu Chi 
ATVs, since they were meant to transport supplies 
on uneven terrain, but safety concerns were para-
mount. For example, Yan asked Chen’s company 
to lower the gear ratio from 1:3 to 1:5, meaning 
that the engine output shaft rotates five times to 
turn the rear wheel one revolution. This traded 
the vehicle’s speed for a higher torque (rotational 
force), thus improving its stability and allowing it 
to better handle rough terrain.

Efficient delivery of food…
A Tzu Chi disaster relief mission often includes 

the preparation and delivery of hot food in indi-
vidual meal boxes to victims. In the old days, a 
3.5-ton truck would deliver perhaps a thousand 
boxed meals to people in five or six communities 
in one trip. In a best-case scenario, with open and 

Yan Sheng-yan on an ATV custom-made for Tzu 
Chi.
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undamaged roads, it would still take quite some 
time for the truck to cover all six villages. By the 
time the delivery crew reached the end of their 
route, the recipients might be starving. Naturally, 
the food would be cold as well.

Not every day was a “best-case scenario” 
either. There were occasions where the roads were 
congested or peppered with obstacles like debris 
or potholes, or worse the truck would break down 
in the middle of the road. All this meant delays in 
putting the food in the hands of hungry people.

Because that approach to meal delivery wasn’t 
optimal, Yan wanted to do better. His solution was 
to send out several ATVs at the same time. When a 
meal delivery mission was needed, several of those 
off-highway vehicles could be transported via 
trucks to a central location where they would be 
loaded with boxed meals and go on their separate 

routes at the same time. If five ATVs were sent out, 
they could deliver to five villages at the same time. 
A boxed meal weighed about 400 to 500 grams (0.9 
to 1.1 pound), so an ATV could haul 400 meals to a 
village in one trip. Five ATVs could deliver 2,000 
meals to five villages at the same time. This 
decreased the time needed for the food to reach the 
recipients. It also avoided the risk of putting all the 
eggs in a single basket—when one ATV broke 
down or was stopped by a damaged road, the 
other ATVs could still carry out their missions.

…Or junk and mud
Just as the ATVs would deliver food to disaster 

victims, they could also take undesirable things 
away from them.

Volunteers often helped flood victims clean up 
their homes and neighborhoods. This invariably 
involved taking damaged items or mud out of a 
house to a central collection site. A small bucketful 
of mud could easily weigh ten kilograms (22 
pounds). To handle such heavy things by hand 
over an extended time was hard work. With an 

Men work on an assembly line at Chen Qing-
zhang’s factory.
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ATV at the cleanup site, volunteers could simply 
take debris or mud out of a house and dump their 
heavy loads into the vehicle parked just outside. 
The ATV, good at navigating narrow alleyways, 
would do the hard work of taking it all to the cen-
tral collection site. Once there, a volunteer just 
needed to open the tailgate and gently use a shov-
el to help things slide off the bed.

But why would things just slide easily out of 
the truck bed? That feature too was by design. The 
bed of the vehicle was adjustable: It could be laid 
flat to carry meal boxes, but when the ATV 
worked in cleanups, the bed could be raised so 
that it sloped down towards the rear end. This 
made easy work of unloading it.

The ATV was also designed to navigate water  
up to 45 centimeters (17.7 inches) deep. This made 
the vehicle a more effective tool. Volunteer Wang 

Tzu Chi ATVs participate in an exercise at a 
disaster preparedness camp in early 2017.

Shou-rong (王壽榮) lauded this capability because 
he once had to ride a farm tractor provided by a 
neighborhood head to cross a flooded area to 
deliver hot meals to disaster victims.

Chen Qing-zhang made the ATV exactly to 
Yan’s specifications. It was rigorously tested, such 
as being overloaded, driven on steep slopes, 
parked there, and maneuvered on very rough sur-
faces. When Tzu Chi volunteers spotted a prob-
lem during these tests, they pointed it out and 
Chen’s team fixed it. The vehicle eventually satis-
fied all requirements, and an ideal vehicle for Tzu 
Chi came into being.

On January 25, 2017, Chen donated the six cus-
tom-made ATVs to Tzu Chi.

“These vehicles are intended for disaster relief 
missions, but I pray that we will never have any 
occasion to use them,” he remarked at the hand-
over ceremony.

The customized ATV is one more valuable tool 
in Tzu Chi’s disaster relief toolkit.
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Flood victims in Cline town line up for free 
meals. tzu Chi volunteers and staff from the 
lanyi Foundation urged people to use bowls 

and spoons instead of their fingers to eat 
so as to improve hygiene and less-

en the risk of contamination.
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A girl waits in line for free 
breakfast provided by tzu Chi 
at the old Skool camp at hill 
Station for mudslide victims.
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Although floods affect thousands of people every 
rainy season, especially those in disaster-prone 
areas such as wetlands and slums, the magnitude 
of this year’s disaster, precipitated by a rainy sea-
son with triple the average rainfall, was unprece-
dented and by far more deadly and costly in prop-
erty damage than ever before.

Three days of torrential rains caused flooding 
that damaged properties across Sierra Leone. The 
Western Area District suffered most, especially the 
areas of Regent, Cline Town, and Lumley. The 
most severely affected of these areas was Regent, 
where a mountainside collapsed and caused a 
large mudslide that destroyed homes and buried 
people alive.

Regent is situated in a naturally beautiful, 
mountainous setting that has been changing from 
a village to a highly gentrified town. It is home to 
diverse groups of people from all walks of life 
and economic classes, including me. When I 
moved back to my country as a Tzu Chi volun-
teer, I chose this area as my home because of the 
serenity of the mountains, the quietness of the 
area, and the beauty of the topography. It is 
impossible to be in Regent and not admire the 
beauty of Mother Earth. So one can argue that the 
rapid population increase in this area is due to 
the quality of life its geography provides for the 
people who live there.

However, when people fail to take care of 
Mother Earth as she takes care of us, her beautiful 
face can shed tears that cause sorrow and death. 

Such was the case in Regent on August 14. Because 
of destructive human activities in the area—defor-
estation, building of homes in disaster-prone 
areas, blocking water pathways, and other behav-
iors that aggravate Mother Earth—a foothill of 
beautiful Sugar Loaf Mountain collapsed during 
heavy rains on August 14, 2017. Gigantic rocks 
rolled down the hill in a massive mudslide that 
collapsed or buried houses and killed at least a 
thousand people. The unfortunate incident began 
around 5:45 a.m., when many of the residents 
were still asleep. Rescuers recovered more than 
400 bodies, while about 600 people are still miss-
ing. A large area at the bottom of the collapsed 
mountain is feared to be a gravesite, where hun-
dreds of people, including women and children, 
were buried alive.

This was yet another tragedy that brought con-
fusion, chaos, and tears to Sierra Leoneans at home 
and abroad. The aftermath of the disaster included 
not only damaged homes and lost lives, but also 
lost hope and broken hearts. The atmosphere was 
very depressing; children cried for their parents 
and siblings, mothers sobbed for their children, 
spouses wept for their partners, and communities 

Volunteers from the United States survey a mudslide 
site in regent, Freetown. Freetown is situated 
between the ocean on one side and hills on the 
other. Forests there have been heavily harvested, 
making the hills susceptible to mudslides. With no 
sewage system, the city is vulnerable to floods, too.

Just when fellow Sierra Leoneans, sympathizers, 
and I thought our country had suffered enough in a 
brutal civil war that had lasted for more than ten 
years and the fatal Ebola virus epidemic that had ter-
rified our people for about 18 months, another calam-
ity befell our country on August 14, 2017, in the form 
of devastating floods and mudslides.

By Stephen T. Fomba
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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mourned in confusion and panic for their dead 
and lost neighbors. The tears of the people were 
visible even as they stood in the heavy rain. Some 
sad and painful stories include the deaths of sleep-
ing families or of family members who could not 
make it out of their homes in time. Survivors 
watched as their families were swept away by 
flash floods, crushed by heavy rocks, and buried in 
mud. Some bodies were found dismembered. 
Voices of people crying for help from under the 
mud and debris could be heard.

As the nation mourned the dead, volunteers 
joined government emergency responders in dig-
ging to save lives and recover corpses. Burial 
teams placed recovered corpses at the Connaught 
Hospital mortuary. (The Tzu Chi Foundation 
donated a lot of medical supplies, beds, and blan-
kets to Connaught Hospital in 2015 and 2016.) The 
number of corpses overwhelmed the limited 
capacity of the mortuary. The government quickly 
decided to bury the dead in mass graves because 
the 400 bodies at the mortuary were decompos-
ing. The government and social groups conducted 
a mass burial at Waterloo, a town about 31 kilo-
meters from Connaught Hospital. Religious 
groups conducted burial ceremonies, including 
prayers for the departed, before lowering their 
corpses into the ground. Many of the people who 
attended the event cried uncontrollably, especially 
those who had lost loved ones.

My small, poor country, already stretched 
beyond its ability to address the many needs of its 
people, is facing new challenges—shortages of 
food, clean drinking water, medical care, clothes, 
shoes, and housing—brought about by the mud-
slides and flooding. Even though one could make 
the case that the government is responsible for pro-
viding for the needs of those affected, the reality in 
Sierra Leone is far different. The government has 
extremely limited resources, so it must beg the sup-
port of nonprofit organizations, private sector ini-
tiatives, and individuals to help address the needs 
of the affected communities and persons. Many 
different groups and individuals have responded 
to the call for help. The response of the nonprofit 
sector has been and continues to be the most bene-
ficial to internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 
other victims. The Buddhist Tzu Chi Foundation 
was one of the first humanitarian organizations 
that responded to their needs.

On that same morning of the mudslides and 
flooding, local Tzu Chi volunteers joined our local 
partners—Caritas Freetown, the Healey 
International Relief Foundation (HIRF), and the 
Lanyi Foundation—and visited Regent and 
Lumley. They provided assistance to rescuers and 
volunteers, and they assessed the situation and 
submitted reports with recommendations for pro-
viding relief. On the second day the Tzu Chi vol-
unteers and local partners also visited other affect-
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 After providing hot food at the old Skool camp, 
tzu Chi volunteers entertain the children.

 tzu Chi volunteer Debra Bourdeaux consoles 
mudslide victims in regent.
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ed communities, including Culvert in Cline Town, 
where heavy flooding had directly affected thou-
sands of people. Tzu Chi teamed up with its local 
partners to cook and serve hot meals for affected 
persons, especially women and children, to allevi-
ate hunger and prevent starvation. Tzu Chi pro-
vided delicious rice donated by the Taiwanese 
government for all the feeding programs, while 
HIRF and Caritas Freetown provided funding for 
local vegetables and sauce.

The Buddhist Tzu Chi Foundation collaborat-
ed with Caritas Freetown and HIRF to feed survi-
vors in Regent, Culvert, and Old Skool. Tzu Chi 
also collaborated with the Lanyi Foundation to 
feed survivors at Lumley and Regent. The Old 
Skool relocation camp at Hill Station in Freetown 
is one of two temporary shelters where survivors 
relocate before moving back into their communi-
ties. The Tzu Chi partnership served 35,261 meals 
in Culvert, 5,785 meals in Regent, and 11,226 
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meals in Lumley in two weeks as part of their 
emergency response efforts. As of the end of 
September, they had also served more than 11,500 
meals to survivors who had relocated to the Old 
Skool camp.

The swift intervention by Tzu Chi and its 
local partners did not include just these hot meal 
programs. Tzu Chi volunteers from countries 
including the United States and Taiwan visited 
Sierra Leone from September 16 to September 26 

and distributed additional relief items, including 
blankets, rice bowls, and spoons. They also 
cooked and served food to survivors in three 
affected communities: the Old Skool relocation 
camp, Culvert, and the Juba relocation camp. 
Volunteers visited Sugar Loaf Mountain, 
assessed the damage, and interacted with survi-
vors in the community. The team also visited and 
provided donations to unofficial IDP shelters in 
Regent, the St. George Foundation Orphanage, 
the Polio Community in Grafton, Don Bosco 
Fambul, the Ro-Saleneh Orphanage, and the 
Rogbere School of Excellence.

Furthermore, Tzu Chi volunteers visited 
Connaught Hospital and 34 Military Hospital and 
assessed the possibilities of adopting wards in 
those hospitals to boost the Sierra Leone health-
care sector. Tzu Chi also discussed with 34 
Military Hospital Surgeon-General Dr. Foday 
Sahr partnership possibilities for research devel-
opment and capacity building. Moreover, volun-
teers attended a “World Peace” service at St. 
Edward’s Catholic Church, where Father Peter 
Konteh, executive director of Caritas Freetown, 
preached and Tzu Chi volunteer Debra Bourdeaux 
shared Master Cheng Yen’s message of cultivating 
hearts and purifying minds to change from nega-
tive behaviors to positive, so we can reduce future 
disasters in Sierra Leone. At the Freetown Catholic 
Archdiocese memorial service for those who died 
during the August 14 disaster, Tzu Chi volunteers 
participated and explained Master Cheng Yen’s 
vision of advancing humanity through selfless 
undertakings and behavioral cultivation, which 
can reduce negative karma in Sierra Leone and 
the world at large.

As usual, the people of Sierra Leone, especially 
those who benefited directly from Tzu Chi relief 
support, thanked the volunteers who had left their 
homes and families in Taiwan, the United States, 
France, and Spain to cook and serve them food 
and donate relief items. Survivors were grateful to 
see so much commitment, support, and love from 
Tzu Chi and Master Cheng Yen. The Tzu Chi love 
shown to survivors included feeding the hungry, 
playing with and teaching children, giving psy-
chosocial counseling, cleaning living areas, pro-
viding compassion to restore hope, and praying 
for the serenity of the earth.

the provision of hot food after a disaster helps 
keep children fed.
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After serving breakfast to survivors of the 
August 14 floods and mudslide, I went for a walk 
around the Old Skool camp in Freetown. I saw 
Sister Debra Boudreaux and a group of people 
talking to Franake, 21, who was limping and bare-
ly able to stand in one position as Sister Debra 
asked him questions. He was visibly in pain, so 
we helped him to slowly sit down on the ground. 
Since he only spoke a local dialect, we communi-
cated with him through a translator. Debra and I 
learned that he had a lot of pain throughout his 
body, including pains in his neck, throat, chest, rib 
cage, and legs as a result of having been buried in 
a mudslide for 18 hours. His entire body, except 
his face, had been covered with bricks and mud, 
and floodwater would wash over his face from 
time to time. He had lost 11 family members in the 
mudslide, and he was the sole survivor of that 
entire block of his neighborhood, as over 1,500 
people died in this mudslide. He told us he 
couldn’t eat any solid food because it caused pain 
around his rib cage as the food was digested in his 
stomach. He was in the hospital for ten days and 
was discharged because he didn’t want to stay 
there. Concerned about his medical needs, with 
the help of another man I walked him over slowly 
to the medical clinic at the camp.

There was a team of volunteer medical doctors 
from France stationed there. One doctor listened 
to Franake’s complaints, examined some of the 
locations of pain, and seemed a bit puzzled. The 
doctor shared with me that he had looked at his 
X-ray a few days before, and he had seen no frac-
tures and no disc dislocation in his rib cage, con-
trary to what Franake claimed the hospital staff 
had said. The doctor also noted that Franake 
jumped at a gentle touch around his neck and 
complained of sensitive pain, yet when the loca-
tion was pressed more strongly he seemed to be 
okay. He could raise both arms on his own. On 
another day this doctor saw Franake chew a bowl 
of rice contrary to his report that he could only 
consume liquid food. A number of these signs 
suggested the possibility that his physical com-
plaints could be psychosomatic in nature. With 
that information, I led Franake to a quiet space 
and talked to him through a translator.

My interaction with Franake included four 
steps, roughly in this order: I asked him to tell me 
(1) what and how it happened the day of the mud-
slide, (2) what was going through his mind at that 
time, and (3) how he felt at the time. Then (4) I pro-
vided psycho-education about some of the common 
traumatic stress reactions which he was experienc-
ing, such as difficulty sleeping, anxiety and distress 
at reminders of the traumatic incident, startle 
response, tiredness, feelings of sadness and fear, etc. 
I suggested to him that sometimes the physical pain 
people experience could actually stem from pain in 
the mind: When one has experienced so much trau-
ma, intense fear, and pain, it’s as if the body remem-
bers the pain of that time, and any distress in the 
mind such as anxious thoughts or reminders of the 
traumatic event can trigger the body to feel physical 
pain at the present time. I further told him that the 
doctor at the camp medical clinic had examined his 

old skool camp, sierra leone
By Derek hsieh

photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa

Derek Hsieh (謝公達), who works in the mental health field, went on a Tzu Chi relief mission to Sierra 
Leone in September 2017, after the country was hit by heavy rains and mudslides. Here he gives an 
account of his experience there.

Derek hsieh was born in Taiwan and went to the u.s. at age 
14. He received a b.A. in psychology from uc irvine, a Master 
of social Welfare from uc berkeley, and a ph.D. in social 
Welfare from uclA. for many years he managed the 
psychiatric Mobile response Teams of the los Angeles 
county Department of Mental Health, aiding individuals at risk 
for suicide or homicide, responding to disaster incidents, and 
assisting law enforcement agencies with hostage negotiations. 
He is an authorized trainer for the suicide prevention resource 
center. currently he is the clinical program Head of the los 
Angeles county Department of Mental Health long beach 
Asian pacific islander family Mental Health center.
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X-rays and found no fractures or disc dislocations. I 
told him that sometimes the mind healed and got 
better with time, and that through talking about his 
experience with someone such as the camp counsel-
or, the physical pain may also go away. He listened 
intently and seemed relieved to hear this informa-
tion. I then demonstrated abdominal breathing, 
guiding him to practice noticing the rise and fall of 
his stomach with each in-breath and out-breath. I 
suggested that he practice this whenever he had 
free time throughout the day, especially when he 
lay down. I explained to him that even if he could 
not fall asleep, this practice could help relax his 
body and give his mind some rest from thoughts of 
the past or future.

As we walked out together to his tent, his 
translator, Dubble, told me about his own trauma 
of losing family members in the mudslide. He 
said he thought that the abdominal breathing that 
I had taught Franake would be helpful to him as 
well. I explained to him that when we do some-
thing to allow the body to relax and the mind to 
rest, when we take care of our body, the mind gets 
better too, and we can think more clearly about 

what we can do in this moment to make our lives, 
and the lives of others, better. It can be a very 
small step, but sometimes just climbing up a little 
higher on a rock or a hill, we can see more. When 
we engage actively in something that is positive 
and helpful to ourselves or people around us, the 
mind is engaged in that activity and thus gets a 
break from all the traumatic memories as well as 
anxieties about the future.

Dubble was very receptive to this message, and 
he seemed to really understand the concept. We 
talked about what might be one positive thing he 
could do now while in the camp. He said he could 
teach reading to children. He could find other 
young men who also had a college education to 
join him if we could help obtain textbooks and 
notebooks for the kids there. He agreed to make a 
list of kids in the camp, their grade levels, and 
what books they needed by the next day. By that 
same evening, he had already visited most of the 
tents at the camp and identified 130 youngsters by 
name and grade level. I took him to present the list 
to Sister Debra, and she immediately agreed that 
we would work with our local partners to pur-

After serving meals at the old Skool camp, Derek hsieh plays with children there.
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chase books, notebooks, and pens so these chil-
dren could engage in some learning while waiting 
for the local school to reopen. This was a wonder-
ful example of how engaging in a positive activity 
to help others can be very helpful to one’s own 
psychological well-being by creating hope and a 
positive energy in one’s life.

Later that afternoon, Franake came to me. He 
held my hand and walked with me around the 
camp. I noticed he seemed to be walking without 
difficulty, so we walked out of the camp and quite a 
ways down the street. I shared with him some basic 
tips about walking meditation, and we stopped to 
feel the texture of a tree trunk and enjoy the breeze 
on the skin. I also asked him to pay attention to the 
sensation of the sole of his foot touching the ground 
as he walked. He really seemed to enjoy this prac-
tice, and it brought a big smile to his face as we 
walked together hand in hand.

The most inspiring and moving part of the trip 
for me was our visit to Don Bosco Fambul, a 
non-profit organization in Freetown, and seeing 
the good work they are doing there. They provide 

short-term shelter for over 400 abused children 
and youth and help reunite them with relatives. 
Their volunteers operate their 24/7 hotline (323) 
for help, and get these physically or sexually 
abused young people needed medical care and 
forensic evidence gathering.

Father Jorge Crisafulli, sdb, director of Don 
Bosco Fambul, told me that the vast majority of sex-
ual assaults in Sierra Leone go unreported. For the 
14,000 cases of sexual assault of girls under 14 actu-
ally reported to the legal authorities each year, only 
two policemen in the whole country are tasked to 
do the forensic evidence collection. Due to the long 
backlog they often do not collect evidence in time, 
or they accept bribes, so perpetrators are rarely ever 
prosecuted. For this reason Don Bosco has their 
own attorney to prosecute the perpetrators, and 
they have successfully put many of them in jail. 
They also rescue young street children involved in 
prostitution. Seventy-six percent of street kids have 
lost some family members to Ebola, and 24 percent 
are orphans of the disease. Although the govern-
ment tries to reunite them with surviving relatives, 

At the old Skool medical clinic, hsieh listens intently as a French doctor describes the condition of 
Franake, a mudslide survivor.
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it provides no follow-up support. Young girls often 
end up working prostitution to make money for 
school tuition for themselves and their siblings. 
Father Jorge also told me police there arrest any 
youth walking on the street at night for “loitering” 
and lock them up for two years for that offense. 
These children are often physically and sexually 
abused in prison. Father Jorge and his staff visit 
them at the prison every day to bring them hot 
meals and try to bail them out. Don Bosco social 
workers also visit the villages where many young 
girls are forced to engage in prostitution in order to 
feed their families. They bring rice to “homes” 
(brothels) to persuade girls there to give up that 
livelihood. They convince them they can have food 
to eat if they are willing to come to Don Bosco 
Fambul, where they can get support to go to school 
or learn a vocational skill so they don’t have to stay 
in that line of work. At the old, rundown Don Bosco 
Fambul building, where many large tents had been 
set up for flood victims and the constant influx of 
abused youth, it was clear to me that in the darkest 
and loneliest corners of the world, there’s also light, 

Father Jorge Crisafulli, sdb (right), director of Don Bosco Fambul, a shelter for abused children and youth, 
has served in Africa for more than two decades.

strength, love, and hope, and people who tirelessly 
help these young victims. Father Jorge also trains 
young people who have gone through trauma and 
abuse to become peer counselors or outreach work-
ers so they can help other kids who are going 
through what they went through. I am so glad Tzu 
Chi is supporting organizations like Don Bosco 
Fambul, which shines a clear and sustained light in 
a dark corner of the world.

This trip to Sierra Leone was amazing. The 
people there have very difficult lives, but they 
are friendly, grateful, and eager to help them-
selves. They are hungry for any kind of vocation-
al skill training or tools or micro-financing to 
develop their own livelihoods. The children there 
are beautiful and incredible. Even at a very 
young age, they help take care of their younger 
siblings, and they are grateful for our help. Just a 
kind smile and willingness to hold their hand 
evoke sheer excitement and joy, and they rush 
over to hold your hand or hug you. I have never 
seen so many kids so joyful—and ironically in 
the poorest of places.
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Kiki (left) and Momo are dogs of the 
same breed, but their instincts and 
behavior are very distinct.

42.43.indd   42 2017/11/9   15:27

November 2017 43

M aster Cheng Yen once said, “Our instincts 
breed our behavior, our behavior brings 
about our habits, and our habits form our 

character, which in turn determines our fate. Our 
fate actually lies in our own hands!” I perceived 
the Master’s meaning more thoroughly when I 
encountered two dogs in Peace Park in Taipei.

Before I moved from Taipei to southern Taiwan 
for work in July 2015, I used to exercise for an hour 
or so each weekday morning at around 6:30 in 
Peace Park. The park, noted for its exquisite pavil-
ions, lotus ponds and landscaping, was a popular 
place for people practicing tai chi or walking their 
dogs in the serenity of the early morning.

One day when I finished my exercise and was 
about to leave, I suddenly heard the sound of a dog 
barking fiercely from the other side of a pavilion. 
Driven by curiosity, I walked toward the source of 
the noise, and I found that two dogs had been 
leashed to a bench. One of them was barking fero-
ciously at anyone walking by. A woman exercising 
near the bench would occasionally try to calm the 
dog by giving him a pat on the head. Presumably 
she was the owner of the two dogs.

“Are these two dogs yours?” I asked as I 
walked toward them.

“Yes they are! That noisy male is called ‘Momo’ 
and the quiet female ‘Kiki,’” she replied.

We struck up a friendly conversation. She told 
me her name was Maryann, and that she lived just 
a few blocks away. Momo started to growl at me 
while we were talking, but I noticed Kiki’s tail 
wagging in a friendly manner. I could also read in 
her body language that she wouldn’t mind if I 
touched her. I held Kiki in my arms and posi-
tioned myself carefully on the other side of the 
bench, beyond Momo’s reach. Momo’s snarling 
grew louder when he saw the cuddly Kiki licking 
my jaw and face as I petted her.

“Momo is jealous of Kiki because you’re giving 
her so much tender care and love,” Maryann 
commented.

At that moment, the Master’s words echoed in 
my ears. I could understand that Momo and Kiki 
were of the same breed and age, but their instincts 
and behavior were very different. As a result, 
their respective fates were different, one oriented 
toward isolation, the other toward popularity. I 

believed nobody would want to get close to 
Momo other than his owner, since his behavior 
towards others was aggressive and intimidating. 
In contrast, Kiki was sweet and amiable toward 
anyone who approached her, and that made her 
an adorable creature. The Master ’s teaching 
proved to be true even in the case of Momo and 
Kiki; it can be applied to all creatures as well as 
human beings.

My brother, James, shared a fable on instincts 
with me the other day.

Samten, a devoted Buddhist novice, took a 
walk along a creek in the Himalayas one day. He 
suddenly noticed something struggling for sur-
vival in the water. Taking a closer look, he saw a 
scorpion bobbing up and down in the creek. The 
kind-hearted Samten quickly clung to a tree stem 
with one hand, and reached out to save the scor-
pion with the other. He grabbed the black bug 
and saved its life. To his surprise, the scorpion 
ungratefully stung him on his thumb right before 
he released it.

“Ouch! How could you do this to me, after I just 
saved your life?!” the monk groaned furiously.

“Sorry, but it was my instinct to sting,” replied 
the scorpion in an apologetic tone before crawling 
into a bush.

Bewildered, Samten rushed home to put medi-
cine on his thumb and alleviate the excruciating 
pain. A few weeks later, when he was walking 
along the same creek, he saw the same scorpion 
again struggling for survival in the water. The 
kind novice decided to save the bug, but this time 
he used a twig. The twig, however, was too thin 
and slippery to hold the scorpion’s weight, and he 
was unable to lift it.

“Save me with your hand,” the scorpion 
begged.

“Oh, no… Why would I make the same dumb 
mistake twice?” the monk blurted out. A moment 
later, the bug was swallowed up by the rapid 
current.

It lies completely within our own hands to cre-
ate a good or a disastrous fate. Subduing the dark 
elements of one’s instincts, and developing good 
behavior and a favorable character, would be 
good strategies for any living creature to lead a 
joyful and rewarding life.

ECHO OF THE HEART

InsTInCTs
Text and photo by Liu King-pong
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Li draws in a corner of the 
living room at his home. 
The Buddhist images on 
the wall are his creations.
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T he drawings in front of us were neat, orderly, 
and precise, like architectural drawings. Li 
Dao-yuan (李道源), 52, said that he had creat-

ed these pictures with sharp-pointed technical pens. 
He focuses on a small space at a time—one to five 
centimeters, slowly fleshing out what he wants to 
create dot by dot, line by line, segment by segment. 
A drawing on a piece of paper 10.1 x 14.3 inches 
takes more than two weeks to finish.

His meticulously, deftly rendered drawings 
have attracted even professional interest. When 
Foguang Cultural Enterprise, a publishing house, 
was creating a series of comic books on one hun-
dred eminent Buddhist monks, he was commis-
sioned to illustrate the issue featuring Master 
Seng You (僧祐, 445–518). The book was pub-
lished in 2000.

The comic book is just one of many works he 
has created. He fell ill at age 15, after which he 
and his family had few visitors. That left him free 
to lose himself in his art. When he finishes a draw-
ing, he carefully puts it away, so that even his 

family does not know how many pieces of art he 
has created.

Unexpected visitors
Li’s life remained simple, quiet, and secluded 

until one day in 2009, when a small group of Tzu 
Chi volunteers showed up on his doorstep. The 
foundation had launched a scholarship program for 
disadvantaged students, and the volunteers were 
visiting the Li family because his niece was in 
school and had been referred to Tzu Chi for help.

Li’s father welcomed the group of visitors into 
the house. After the volunteers had finished ask-
ing about Li’s niece, the old man mentioned that 
he had a son whom he hoped the volunteers could 
also visit. With the old man’s permission, the visi-
tors entered Li’s room.

“Hello, we’re Tzu Chi volunteers,” said Chen 
Wan-yu (陳琬愉) cheerfully, as she greeted Li. He 
felt that her warm greeting was like a ray of sun-
shine that brightened up his entire room; joy 
surged from the bottom of his heart.

Attaining Peace 
Via 

Artistic Creation

“Tree of 
Nirvana”

Although Li Dao-yuan has lost one fore-
arm and can’t move on his own, he is 
grateful he can still breathe. He says that 
if he can breathe, he can draw and read—
two things he greatly enjoys. By incorpo-
rating the Buddha’s teachings into his 
drawings, he’s found the peace and sta-
bility he needs in life.

By Zhang Li-yun
Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting
Photos by Huang Xiao-zhe
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He liked the volunteers and enjoyed their visit, 
but he didn’t dare hope that they would ever visit 
again. He had been sick for over 30 years, and his 
illness had worn him out and dragged his family 
down with him. He felt he was a burden that peo-
ple would rather avoid if they could help it. Why 
would these Tzu Chi volunteers feel any different?

That’s why he was greatly surprised when 
Chen and several other volunteers visited him 
again just a few days later. With a big smile on his 
face, Li maneuvered his electric wheelchair from 
his bedroom to the living room to receive the visi-
tors. Seven or eight volunteers had packed the 
room, which was no more than 70 square feet. The 
usually quiet room was alive with conversation 
and activity.

“Though my mobility is limited and I have 
only one hand, I’m grateful I can still breathe,” he 
said to the visitors. Despite his physical disabili-
ties, he didn’t feel that life had failed him. As long 
as he can still breathe, he can draw and read—
two things he greatly enjoys. Drawing for him is 
as essential as eating—he feels spiritually full as 
long as he can draw. When he draws, he is living 
out his dream.

Although Li seemed to have found his Shangri-
La through his art, the volunteers felt that he was 
hiding an inner pain unbeknownst to others. They 
hoped to encourage him to step out of his seclu-
sion, so they listed him as a care recipient. In addi-
tion to providing him with monthly financial sup-
port, they began visiting him regularly. When his 
wheelchair needed repair or new batteries, they 
helped out with that too.

More than anything else, the volunteers looked 
forward to looking at Li’s artwork whenever they 
visited the family. A volunteer once asked out of 
curiosity, “Why are there never any people in your 
drawings?” Li answered with a smile that he had 
noticed the same thing after he had been drawing 
for three or four years, but he himself couldn’t pin-
point the reason.

“If I should decide to draw or paint people in 
the future, it would most likely be my mother.” Li 
said his mother, who was almost 80 years old, had 
suffered from sleep deprivation for a long time 
because she had to turn him over in bed and mas-
sage him every two or three hours at night. She 
also had to help him do physical therapy during 
the day so he would not be afflicted with bed-
sores. His gratitude to his mom was obvious as he 
talked about her.

Stricken by illness
With each visit, the volunteers learned more 

and more about Li and his life story.
When he was 15, Li and his oldest sister went 

to a temple fair in their aunt’s village during the 
Chinese New Year holiday. Driving their motor 
scooter home, Li began to feel intense pain in his 
left hand, followed by soreness and numbness. 
When they had arrived back home, he found that 
he had no strength to walk into the house.

His father immediately took him to a hospital. 
Li stayed there for four days, but the doctors 
couldn’t determine what was wrong with him. In 
the end, they suspected meningitis and suggested 
performing a spinal tap for confirmation.

Li’s grandfather voiced strong opposition when 
he learned about the doctors’ suggestion. He was 
worried that his grandson would become para-
lyzed if the procedure went wrong—it involved 
the spine after all. Since Li was conscious and lucid 
and displayed no disconcerting symptoms, the 
family decided to take him home to recuperate.

Soon the winter break was over and school 
began, but while his classmates went back to 
school, Li continued to be bedridden. Even worse, 
he had developed bad bedsores.

His mother cleaned and dressed the ulcers 
every day, but the lesions showed no signs of 
healing. She cried helplessly, disconcerted by the 
look of the deep, black sores. She tried every herb 
or home remedy that was supposed to be effec-
tive on the sores, and yet the wounds were slow 
to heal.

Li’s father, at his wit’s end, turned to divine 
guidance. He visited temple after temple to seek 
help from their gods. Based on their directives, he 
pasted calligraphic charms on the lintel of every 
door, and he gave his son magical water that had 
been blessed by the gods to drink.

Lying on his bed all day, Li’s thoughts some-
times turned to his childhood. His father had 
foregone farming to open a store selling electric 
appliances and music albums. Business was 
brisk and he made a lot of money. He did so well 
that he was able to afford piano lessons for all of 
his five children. Li’s left hand used to be able to 
reach across ten keys on a piano keyboard, but 
now it hadn’t the strength left to even hit a sin-
gle key.

Some time later, someone introduced the fami-
ly to a hospital that specialized in treating uncom-
mon disorders. Li checked into the hospital, but 
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the doctors there couldn’t identify the cause for 
his illness either. They could only suggest he 
undergo rehabilitation at the hospital. Li’s mother 
said to him, “This hospital has rehabilitation 
equipment. If you stay here and work hard on 
your physical therapy, you might be able to get 
well enough to return to school next year.” Li 
derived strength from his mother’s words. He 
believed he would recover soon.

After he had stayed in the hospital for 11 
months, his feet became strong enough to enable 
him to walk with crutches. Since Chinese New 

Year was approaching and his family thought that 
staying in a hospital during the holiday would 
induce bad luck, they checked him out.

More rehabilitation, reading, and drawing
More than a year had passed since he had 

fallen ill, and most of his classmates had left 
town for other cities to attend high school. Li felt 
very lonely and was understandably despon-
dent. Day in and day out, he did rehabilitation 
exercises on the second-floor balcony at his 
home, looking out at the serene scenery in front 

Li drew this illustration for a biography of Dharma Master Xuan Zang (602–664), famous for his 17-year 
overland journey from China to India to seek Buddhist sutras. Li encourages himself to be as persevering 
as that eminent monk. Though in the end this illustration was not used by the publisher, Li says that look-
ing at it fills him with emotion.
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Li uses his mouth to 
uncap a technical pen to 
draw. Being disabled, he 
uses his mouth to do 
many things a physically 
sound person can do 
with his or her hands.
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of him. Unable to leave the confines of his home, 
he felt like a prisoner.

With no one to pour out his feelings to, he 
began talking to himself: “You must figure a way 
out for yourself. Do you want to spend your life 
like this?”

Refusing to bow to fate, he began reading all 
kinds of books and magazines to enrich his mind. 
He taught himself Japanese and eventually 
acquired a collection of several thousand Japanese 
books, most of which were about landscape archi-
tecture, art, and painting. Among his collection 
were Japanese cartoon books, which never failed 
to enthrall him. He especially liked comics drawn 
with technical pens.

He liked technical pen drawing so much that 
he devoured books on the subject. He dreamed of 
owning and using his own set of technical pens.

His father’s business had dropped off as the 
years went by, and he eventually had to close the 
store. Without their main source of income, the 
family began to struggle financially. Li’s oldest 
sister was a piano teacher, and she worked very 
hard to meet the family’s expenses and pay Li’s 
medical bills. Things being the way they were, Li 
couldn’t bring himself to ask for a set of expensive 
technical pens for himself.

Then, one day out of the blue, a phone call 
from a former classmate of his renewed Li’s 
desire. “I’m selling technical pens imported from 
Japan. Are you interested in buying some?” the 
classmate asked.

A complete set, with a full complement of 
sizes, cost 1,500 Taiwanese dollars (US$30). That 
was not a petty sum back then, over 30 years ago, 
but Li couldn’t resist his desire any more. “I’d like 
to buy a set as a favor for my classmate,” he said 
to his father. Much to his surprise, his dad agreed 
immediately. Li’s oldest sister, who had always 
doted on him, paid for the pens.

From that time on, along with physical therapy 
and reading, drawing became an essential part of 
Li’s life. He would draw temples, old buildings, 
flowers, and trees from photographs. The more he 
drew, the more his talent flourished. His life, 
which used to be monotonous, became fuller and 
much more interesting.

Li’s oldest sister became a Buddhist after she 
got married, following in the footsteps of her 
mother-in-law. Under the influence of his sister, 
Li, then 27, took refuge with a Buddhist monk and 
diligently studied Buddhist scriptures. It was at 

this time that he began drawing or painting 
Buddhist images too.

More challenges
Another big challenge confronted Li when he 

was 30. The doctors diagnosed him with a condi-
tion called arterial vascular malformation. Li was 
born with some abnormally tangled or enlarged 
blood vessels. These had a higher rate of bleeding 
than normal vessels, which left Li paralyzed 
again. As a countermeasure, the doctors suggest-
ed amputating Li’s left forearm, even though the 
surgery might put his life in danger. Li and his 
mother burst out crying in each other’s arms upon 
hearing the bad news. After much anguish, they 
decided not to have the surgery.

When he was younger, Li photographed scenery 
when he occasionally went out, and he drew from 
the photos he took. Now due to his declining physi-
cal strength, he rarely goes out, but his creative 
power remains as ebullient as ever.
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Then, many years later, when Li was 47, the 
abnormal growths began protruding out of the 
skin of his left forearm. At first they were like a 
cluster of grapes, but two weeks later they were 
as big as eggs and exuded pus and blood. As the 
doctors were preparing to amputate Li’s arm, 
they discovered he had abdominal aortic dissec-
tion, which they had to take care of before they 
could carry out the amputation. After Li’s arm 
was amputated, he suffered a postoperative 
complication, and he had to go into the operat-
ing room again. He ended up having a total of 
eight operations.

“Mom, I’ve caused you so much suffering, I’m 
so sorry,” Li said to his mother. She answered 
lightly, “I brought you into this world, so it’s my 
responsibility to take good care of you even if it 
means I have to work like an ox.”

To take care of him, this admirable mother 
sleeps on a small bed next to his so that it will be 
easier to turn him over at regular intervals. She 
has done that for over 30 years.

After Li lost his left hand, he had difficulty 
drawing with his atrophied right hand. He was 
only able to form a loose fist, but a technical pen is 
relatively slender and he couldn’t hold it firmly 
enough to draw it across the paper. His mother 
came up with the idea of wrapping a pen with 

twine to increase its girth. That solved the prob-
lem and enabled Li to draw again.

His first exhibition
When Li was 44, the year Tzu Chi volunteers 

entered his life, he was sent to the ICU with a col-
lapsed lung, and he subsequently had a tracheos-
tomy. The next year, he was hospitalized again to 
have his tracheostomy tube removed, and 
Mother’s Day happened to fall during his hospi-
tal stay. On that day, Chen Wan-yu and several 
other volunteers showed up in Li’s ward with 
presents. They gave the gifts to his mom and 
wished her “Happy Mother’s Day” on his behalf, 
since he couldn’t speak due to the tracheostomy. 
Then they sang her a song about a mother’s love, 
about how a mother makes a lot of sacrifices to 
raise her children.

Li was surprised when he heard the song. It 
was his mom’s favorite—but how did the volun-
teers know about it?

All kinds of emotions surged through Li’s 
mother as she listened to the song, and tears 
coursed down her cheeks nonstop. She recalled her 
sadness and fatigue over the long years of caring 
for her beloved son, but she felt comforted and 
affirmed by the volunteers’ singing. The volunteers 
stepped forward and held her in a big hug. Li was 

very grateful and 
touched by the volun-
teers’ mindfulness.

His weight dropped 
drastically to 37 kilo-
grams (82 lbs) after his 
amputation surgery and 
o t h e r  o p e r a t i o n s . 
During his hospital stay, 
which lasted for half a 
year, he was unable to 
draw and he became 
very depressed. Chen 
Wan-yu asked many 

Li is pictured here with 
his mother (right) and 
Tzu Chi volunteer Chen 
Wan-yu. Since they 
entered Li’s life seven 
years ago, Chen and 
other volunteers have 
never stopped caring 
for him.
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volunteers to visit him and cheer him up. She also 
invited him to take part in an exhibition that Tzu 
Chi was organizing to showcase works of art cre-
ated by its care recipients.

In 2015, Li, accompanied by his family, went 
to the exhibition venue at the Tzu Chi Taichung 
office. He couldn’t hide his excitement. “These 
drawings have been kept in a storeroom in our 
house for decades. Without the help of Tzu Chi, 
they probably would never have been seen by 
the public. This exhibit also gives me a chance to 
get out of my home and meet people.” His fami-
ly said, “This is the best gift for Dao-yuan’s 50th 
birthday.”

Chen Wan-yu remarked, “We admire Dao-yuan 
for being a warrior for life. We can all learn a lot 
from him. That’s why we treat him like a gem.”

Li explained the importance of artistic creation 
to him. He said that though his illness had led him 
to Buddhism and that he had studied many scrip-
tures, he couldn’t find peace of mind through 
Buddhism when he was having a close brush with 
death. It was only by incorporating the Buddha’s 
teachings into his drawings that he found the 
peace and stability he needed in his life.

His favorite work is “Tree of Nirvana.” The 
composition of this drawing is simple, an incon-
spicuous tree that could be easily overlooked by 
anyone. Li said that the tree was like him—even 
though no one might have noticed it, it quietly 
displayed its vitality and zest for life.

Despite the challenges he has encountered in 
his life, Li has never lost his smile. “I’ve devel-
oped a philosophical attitude towards life. Even if 
a million dollars appeared before me, I’d remain 
calm and unmoved. It’d be beyond me to even 
lean down and reach out to pick up the money, so 
how would I get my hands on it?”

His imagination is given free rein as he draws. 
Through his art, he has broken free of his immo-
bility. Li thanks his family and Tzu Chi volunteers 
for valuing him like a treasure and helping him to 
shine, however feeble his light may be. He hopes 
that viewers of his drawings can see the bright 
side and the beauty of life in his artwork and 
derive strength from it.

With the help of a computer, Li can now enlarge a 
picture and print it out to draw from. He also stays 
in touch with the outside world via the internet.
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Seeing the Need
By Shi Su Yu-zhen

Condensed and translated by Wu Hsiao-ting

Tzu Chi provided monthly financial aid to a sick couple who had to support 
and take care of an autistic grandson. When volunteers visited the couple, they 
asked themselves, “There are enough bedrooms in the house, so why does Mrs. 
Zheng always sleep on a bamboo recliner in the living room?”

It was estimated that it would take a day to finish 
repairing the roof, but the work was done in half a 
day due to extra help.

Zheng is 63 this year. After he completed 
his compulsory service in the military 
in 1975, he got a job at a prestigious 

government-owned corporation. The good job 
provided him with a stable life. He soon got mar-
ried, had a daughter, and took out a mortgage on 
a condominium of his own. Everything was going 
his way.

However, he developed severe diabetes. He 
eventually became too frail to work and had to 
take an early retirement in 1994. He had been with 
the company for 20 years, so he and his wife 
should have been able to get by on his pension 
and their savings, but then the unexpected hap-
pened again. Their daughter became pregnant out 
of wedlock, and she subsequently left her child, 
who had autism, in the care of her parents.

Zheng worked part-time jobs wherever he could 
to repay his mortgage. He repaired computers, 
washed dishes in restaurants, and even drove a kin-
dergarten bus. His wife also helped shoulder the 
burden by doing whatever odd jobs she could find.

In 2013, Zheng began undergoing dialysis 
three times a week. Due to a surgically created fis-
tula in his arm necessary for the dialysis treat-
ment, he could not lift heavy objects, which limit-
ed the work choices available to him. His wife, 
though not healthy herself, gritted her teeth and 
worked harder to help support her family.

By early 2016, the Zhengs had depleted their 
savings. They could no longer afford their mort-
gage payments, and the bank foreclosed on their 
condominium. To make matters worse, Mrs. 

Zheng’s health took a turn for the worse and she 
had to stop working. The couple had no choice 
but to move back to Zheng’s childhood home—a 
traditional three-sided courtyard house, where his 
91-year-old mother still lived.

The house, over a hundred years old, was in bad 
shape. The roof on the third floor had been blown 
away by a typhoon. When it rained heavily, water 
would cascade into the house and flow down the 
staircase all the way to the first floor. Other parts of 
the house also leaked badly. No amount of buckets 
or pans could catch all the leaks.

Though the house was in such bad repair, 
Zheng and his wife had no other option but to live 
there. With his pension of just 7,600 Taiwanese 
dollars (US$254) a month, they were in no posi-
tion to rent a place of their own.

Soon after they moved back into the old house, 
Mrs. Zheng began experiencing awful abdominal 
pain. She was diagnosed with peritonitis at 
Taichung Tzu Chi Hospital. Surgeons there 
removed a tumor from her intestines and then sent 
her to the ICU for further care and treatment.

When he was not undergoing dialysis, Zheng 
washed dishes in restaurants to help meet expens-
es. He worried: “I’m on dialysis, my 17-year-old 
grandson is severely autistic, and my wife—who 
we were relying on to get us through—is down 
with cancer. What will happen to us now?”
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In the face of such obstacles, Zheng despaired. 
“Why does heaven torture us like this and doesn’t 
leave even a single window open to allow us to 
breathe? Our life is so wretched and dark. What’s 
the point of living?”

When a social worker at Taichung Tzu Chi 
Hospital learned that the couple was in despair 
because they couldn’t pay their medical bills, she 
suggested that Zheng apply to the national 
health insurance program for help. She said that 
the hospital would apply to the Tzu Chi Foun-
dation for subsidies. She also provided informa-
tion for a free 24-hour care service to which 
Zheng could apply.

After learning of all those resources available 
to him, Zheng began to feel a little hope again. 
“Heaven opened a door for us. We could step out-
side for fresh air.”

He had felt like a zombie during his wife’s hos-
pital stay. “My wife, our grandson, and I are inte-
gral parts of a whole. We can’t do without each 
other.” With help from the government and Tzu 
Chi, Mrs. Zheng had the willpower to fight her dis-
ease again, and the medicine seemed to be work-
ing. This also made Zheng very happy.

After Mrs. Zheng was discharged from the 
hospital in October 2016, Qiu Cai-gui (邱彩桂) and 
other Tzu Chi volunteers began visiting the fami-
ly regularly. Tzu Chi started giving the family a 
monthly allotment of 15,000 Taiwanese dollars 
(US$500) at that time too.

Every time Qiu visited the family, she would see 
Mrs. Zheng lying on a bamboo recliner in the living 
room. Qiu couldn’t help but feel curious. “They 
have bedrooms and beds in the house. Why doesn’t 
she sleep in a bedroom?” she asked herself.

Later she found the answer to her question. 
Mr. Zheng was the fourth of nine children, who 
had all moved away from their childhood home 
after they started their own families. His father 
had passed away over a decade before, and his 
mother now lived, along with a live-in care pro-
vider, in the only bedroom in the house that didn’t 
leak. Since all the other bedrooms were no longer 
fit for habitation, Zheng, his wife, and their grand-
son had no choice but to cram themselves into the 
living room. They conducted their daily activities 
and slept there.

Qiu felt really sorry for the family. To give the 
Zhengs a better living environment, she and other 
volunteers asked Tzu Chi social workers and con-
struction department personnel to inspect the 

house and assess it for the possibility of repair. 
After the assessment, they decided to give the 
derelict house an overhaul.

Volunteers began workIng In earnest on the 
project after Zheng and his siblings signed the 
agreement to have their childhood home 
repaired. Sadly, just as Qiu was busy completing 
the application process, her own 87-year-old 
father was diagnosed with terminal cancer. She 
had a big cry, but at the same time she knew that 
illness was just a part of life. She had learned 
from visiting the needy that everyone had to face 
death sooner or later. Thus she consoled herself 
and continued doing what she needed to do to 
get the repair project underway.

After three months of preparation, the renova-
tion started on May 21, 2017. The work planned for 
that first day was to replace the roof tiles. The mas-
ter roofers had asked for 20 helpers, so they were 
surprised when 46 volunteers showed up. Some 
worked with the tile layers, and others cleaned up 
the house and prepared snacks for the workers.

The roofers removed the moss-covered, weath-
er-worn tiles and handed them to the volunteers, 
who had formed a line to pass the tiles down from 
the roof. With the sun beating down on them, 
everyone kept a firm footing on the roof and 
worked carefully.

The master tile layers had estimated the work 
would take about a day, but many hands make light 
work. They were able to finish in less than five 
hours.

Another group of volunteers worked to 
remove the clutter from the second and third 
floors. The rooms there hadn’t been occupied in 
more than ten years. Everything was covered in a 
thick layer of dust. The volunteers put on surgi-
cal masks, packed up everything they could, 
including books and everyday objects, and car-
ried them to the first floor to be discarded or 
recycled. They polished desks and other furni-
ture that was still serviceable. The rooms looked 
bright and clean after years of dust and dirt had 
been removed.

Volunteer Huang A-rui (黃阿瑞), 74, worked 
nonstop, sweat soaking her clothes. “I’m really 
happy giving of myself this way,” the septuagenari-
an remarked. “Volunteering has enabled me to see a 
lot and taught me to count my blessings. I’m still 
quite fit despite my age. I should take advantage of 
it and stay active as much as I can.”
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Volunteers clean up the second and third floors of 
the Zhengs’ house. The two floors were cluttered 
with a variety of objects, and the ceilings had 
caved in.

Mr. Xiao, another partici-
pant, was young and strong. He 
stepped forward every time 
there was a heavy object to 
carry. He made countless trips 
up and down the stairs, hauling 
stuff from the third floor down 
to the first. When there was no 
more stuff to move, he went to 
help pass roof tiles down the 
line. He said of his volunteering 
on this day, “My family and I 
once received help from Tzu 
Chi. I want to give back by help-
ing others.”

Lin Yan-shu (林衍束), who 
runs a printing company, 
brought his whole family to 
help in the clean-up effort. His 
two young children made trip 
after trip to remove junk from 
the house. They worked as hard 
as the adults.

Lin’s son, Guang-chen (光宸), 
was a student in eighth grade. 
“A 91-year-old woman lives 
here. Though one of her sons 
and his family have moved back 
in with her, the entire family is 
ill. I hope to do something for 
them. I want to help others as 
much as I can when I’m still 
young. Giving is happiness.”

Seeing his children buried in 
work undaunted by the dirt 
and mess, Lin Yan-shu declared 
that this clean-up effort was a great opportunity 
for them to engage in something meaningful. 
“Compared to watching TV and spending time 
on the computer at home, the kids will experi-
ence a deeper, more solid happiness serving oth-
ers today.”

Volunteer QIu caI-guI had to take care of her 
hospitalized father, but on the day the renovation 
started, she came to the Zhengs’ home and helped 
clean up. “I’ve built up trust with Mr. Zheng, so I 
must show up today to put his mind at ease. I’m 
in charge of this project. I started it and I must fin-
ish it. I guess a sense of responsibility pushed 
me.” Having been involved in home visits for 
many years, she said that in addition to compas-

sion, patience is a necessity if you want to give 
care recipients more substantial help.

Three days after work had begun, the roof and 
ceilings were fixed, the house had been cleaned 
and repainted, and the old house had taken on a 
new look. Zheng couldn’t do heavy labor because 
of his poor health, but he photographed the repair 
process with his cell phone. “I want to share the 
transformation of the house with my relatives and 
friends and leave a record for my posterity. What 
the volunteers have given is priceless!”
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Volunteers move furniture into the Zhengs’ newly 
repaired house.

On June 1, volunteers held a house-warming 
party for the Zhengs. Twenty volunteers delivered 
some needed furniture to the house, including 
sofas, desks, a TV set, a glass-topped table, cup-
boards, and an electric hospital bed. Volunteers 
showed Mrs. Zheng how to use the remote control 
for the bed, and then they put a mattress on the 
bed and spread sheets on it. Volunteer Wang 
Yi-fen (王漪芬) helped Mrs. Zheng lie on the bed. 
“The mattress has the right amount of softness,” 
said Mrs. Zheng. “My spine feels comfortable 
lying on it. It’s very nice.”

Everyone gathered around the bed and sang a 
song to the family to convey their best wishes. 
Then Zheng presented the volunteers with a 
thank-you letter he had written. His wife sat up in 
bed and, putting her palms together in a gesture 
of respect and gratitude, said with a catch in her 
voice, “Thank you all.”

Luo Li-sheng (羅立勝), the volunteer who had 
coordinated the repair work, observed, “You 
have to put yourself in Mr. Zheng’s shoes to truly 
realize what kind of pain he must be going 
through. It gives me great joy to help him and 
cheer him up.”

Volunteer Zhang Hui-jun (張慧君) visited the 
Zhengs several times before the renovation proj-
ect started. It was the largest project she had been 
engaged in. “Without the united efforts of the con-
struction department personnel, the social work-
ers, and Tzu Chi volunteers, this project couldn’t 
have gone so smoothly and the Zhengs wouldn’t 
have had such a nice place to live in now.”

Mrs. Zheng said, “I feel so happy just lying 
here and looking up at the ceiling. Our home used 
to be damp, dark, and messy, but now it’s so 
bright and clean. It’s really perked me up. It’s 
hard to express our gratitude in words, but thank 
you, Tzu Chi, for being our support.”

Mr. Zheng added, “I spent several nights writ-
ing the thank-you letter, trying my best to convey 
my appreciation with words. Tzu Chi has been 
the greatest benefactor in our entire lives—it has 
given us hope to keep living.” He said that when 
he felt well enough, he would take his grandson 
and volunteer at a recycling station to repay Tzu 
Chi for giving them so much help.
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After the floodwaters left by Hurricane 
Harvey began to recede, displaced resi-
dents returned to their neighborhoods in 

Dickinson, a Houston suburb with a population 
of about 20,000, to take stock of their homes and 
to clean up. About 70 percent of the houses there 
had been badly damaged. Many people removed 
water-damaged items from their homes for the 
city to collect and haul away. Moldy air envel-
oped the place.

Similar scenes played out in Katy, another 
Houston suburb. In addition to its share of flood-
water, Katy had been inundated by extra water 
released from two local reservoirs. The Army 
Corps of Engineers released the extra water to 
avoid the danger of a breach.

Only days earlier, on August 25, 2017, 
Hurricane Harvey made landfall on the Texas 
coast as a category 4 storm. It meandered along 
the coast picking up more moisture from the Gulf 

of Mexico, and then made a second landfall on 
August 30—dumping heavy rains on Texas all the 
while—before moving on to Louisiana.

The Houston area received an unprecedented 
amount of rain. In two days, the area received as 
much rain as it normally received in a whole year. 
So much water falling so quickly simply over-
whelmed the metropolitan area, which is suscep-
tible to floods anyway: It has a low elevation of 50 
feet above sea level, and it is located near the San 
Jacinto River and Buffalo Bayou. Thus, many 
areas of the city are in direct flood plains.

A flood unlike any other ensued. Much of 
Houston was drowned, with some neighborhoods 
getting inundated worse than others. Many peo-
ple evacuated to shelters, some as far as Dallas, 
225 miles to the north.

The Kay Bailey Hutchison Convention Center 
in Dallas can shelter 5,000 people. At the request 
of the center, the Tzu Chi Dallas branch promptly 

After the 
Houston 

Flood
Compiled from reports by Tzu Chi USA, Tzu Chi 

Houston, Tzu Chi Dallas, and Da Ai TV
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Hurricane Harvey dumped torrential rains on 
Texas, leaving the greater Houston area severely 
flooded. In response, Tzu Chi volunteers mobi-
lized to distribute relief goods and debit cards.

Tzu Chi volunteers distribute debit cards in 
Greenspoint, Houston. HUAng YoU-bin

57.59.indd   57 2017/11/9   15:33



Tzu Chi58

provided 2,800 blankets for victims. When volun-
teers delivered the blankets to the center, city offi-
cials and American Red Cross workers were there 
to greet them. The groups were no strangers to 
each other. Tzu Chi volunteers had visited shel-
ters in Dallas almost ten years before, in 2008, 
after Hurricanes Gustav and Ike. Now another 
hurricane had brought the groups together again. 
They quickly placed blankets on row upon row of 
cots in the vast hall.

Tzu Chi Foundation headquarters in Hualien, 
Taiwan, air shipped four tons of instant rice to 
Houston, where local Tzu Chi volunteers and 

their counterparts from New York, New Jersey, 
and California were working together to assess 
the damage in disaster areas and carry out relief 
work. The Houston volunteers were themselves 
flood victims, but they still volunteered to help 
others during the crisis.

Many areas needed help—too many for any 
group to help alone, so Tzu Chi volunteers chose 
to focus on communities that had been more 
severely damaged and that weren’t getting as 
many resources as other areas. They kicked off 
their aid distributions on September 9.

Police and first responders
Many police officers and first responders, 

despite being directly impacted by Hurricane 
Harvey themselves, had worked frantically on the 
front lines after the disaster. They were often so 
busy helping others that they were unable to attend 
to their own homes. As a token of appreciation for 
their selfless dedication, Tzu Chi volunteers orga-
nized additional aid distributions specifically for 
them. Two such distributions were held in 
Beaumont and Dickinson on September 9 and 10, 
where blankets and debit cards were given out.

At the Beaumont distribution venue, Brit 
Featherston, acting U.S. Attorney for the Eastern 
District of Texas, expressed his gratitude to the 
Tzu Chi “angels” for their timely help. Police offi-
cer Ryan Hargrove, holding the debit card that he 
had just received, was also very thankful. He told 

Tzu Chi volun-
teers place 
blankets on 
cots at the 
Kay Bailey 
Hutchison 
Convention 
Center. WU Yi-xUAn

A volunteer helps a recipient at a distribution held 
on September 16, 2017, in Dickinson, Texas. Over 
200 volunteers distributed goods and debit cards 
to more than 2,000 families that day. HeCTor MUnieTe
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the volunteers that his wife was a police officer in 
another city and that the two of them had both 
worked around the clock, with little rest and 
unable to go home. As the demand for emergency 
response slowed with the passage of time, the 
officer felt that he was beginning to see the light at 
the end of the tunnel. He believed that things 
would get better.

During the distribution, volunteers again met 
Sergeant Candice Cox from the Beaumont Police 
Department. They had given her some assistance 
in New Orleans in 2005 in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina. “I’ve had that generator [you 
gave me] for 12 years,” Cox told the volunteers, 
adding that the generator had this time been used 
to help multiple families. Unable to keep her tears 
from rolling down her face, she told the volun-
teers that they were always quick to show up and 
give a hand after a disaster. She thought such ded-
icated service was simply fantastic.

In mid-September, volunteers visited Houston 
Police Chief Art Acevedo. Chief Acevedo pointed 
out that his entire department worked nonstop for 
six days after the hurricane and rescued 6,000 peo-
ple. Five hundred police officers on the force were 
themselves hurricane victims, but they worked 
just as hard as the rest to serve the public.

Law enforcement and first responders are an 
essential stabilizing force in society after a major 
disaster. Tzu Chi volunteers continued to distrib-
ute debit cards during the second half of 
September to this group of individuals.

Conveying warmth
Between September 9 and October 1, volun-

teers held 27 distributions benefiting more than 
12,000 families.

Among the aid recipients were some low-in-
come illegal immigrants living in rental units. 
Their homes had been damaged by the flood, but 
they were obligated to continue to pay the rent. 
They were in a particularly tight spot as their 
undocumented status disqualified them for gov-
ernment assistance.

Greenspoint, a community in the northern 
part of Houston, is home to many such immi-
grants. The area has 5,000 low-rent apartment 
units, of which 600 were seriously damaged by 
Hurricane Harvey. Many residents there are ille-
gal Latin American or African immigrants. Their 
lives plunged from hard to all but impossible. 
After assessing the damage in the area, Tzu Chi 

volunteers held distributions for residents on 
September 10 and 27.

On the morning of September 10, some resi-
dents arrived at the distribution venue as early as 
six o’clock. Mark Bryant was the first in the queue. 
“I have nothing left,” he said. “My apartment was 
damaged and had to be repaired, so I had to move 
out for a few days. But I still have to pay the rent. 
All I can do now is wait.”

More than 200 families brought their claim 
checks to the venue that day. In addition to items 
including blankets, each family received a debit 
card that ranged, depending on family size, from 
400 to 800 American dollars.

Fifteen volunteers sat behind a line of desks ver-
ifying the recipients’ identities and chatting with 
them as they waited to activate their debit cards.

One recipient, Sara Kneisley, said through her 
tears that she felt she was truly blessed and that 
she was shedding tears of joy, not depression, at 
seeing Tzu Chi volunteers coming to help her.

The sight of the debit card proved that the dis-
tribution was for real to some doubters who had 
come to the distribution only half believing that 
they would receive anything valuable. “The 
amount is staggering for me. I thought we’d get 
maybe 10 or 25 dollars, or a meal card,” said Nia 
Colbert. Konstance Swift said that she had 
thought that she would at best receive some food 
or clothes and had no idea she’d be given money. 
She said the money would be of great help to her 
and her family and that it was amazing that it had 
been small donations from ordinary people rather 
than government grants that had made the distri-
bution possible.

The knowledge that the foundation relies on 
small donations around the world to carry out its 
missions of helping the needy prompted Willie 
Minger, another aid recipient, to rush home to get 
his piggybank and donate it to the foundation.

A vehicle creeps along a flooded stretch of road in 
Beaumont. JAiMe PUerTA
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Huang Zhao-rong (right) and his mother, Xu Cai-yu, volunteer two days a week at this Tzu Chi recycling 
station.
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Huang Zhao-rong (黃昭榮), 37, is a dedicat-
ed volunteer at a Tzu Chi recycling station 
in Chiayi, southern Taiwan. He holds a 

master’s degree in chemistry from a national uni-
versity, and he once held a good job at a big com-
pany—until a traffic accident eight years ago left 
him blind and turned his world upside down. The 
accident was such a hard blow he wanted to end 
his life, but his family and his volunteer work 
helped him regain the will to live.

His father, Huang Chong-xin (黃崇信), was a 
famous caterer in Meishan, Chiayi County, south-
ern Taiwan. Zhao-rong and his two older sisters 
did very well in school growing up and rarely 
gave their parents any reason to worry about 
them. The older sister later became a commander 
in the navy. The other sister graduated from uni-
versity and landed a good job. Zhao-rong, the 
youngest child and beloved only son, earned his 
master’s degree, completed his compulsory mili-
tary service, and became an engineer in a large 
company. He also inherited his father’s culinary 
skills and was very handy in the kitchen.

One night in 2009, less than two years after 
Zhao-rong started working, he was on his way to 
his company to take care of some business for a col-
league when he was struck by a hit-and-run driver. 
He was left lying in a pool of blood with a terrible 
concussion. It wasn’t until a couple of hours later 
that he was found and rushed to the hospital. He 
underwent emergency brain surgery and his life 
was saved, but tragically the doctor announced that 
he was in a vegetative state.

Zhao-rong’s parents were devastated, but 
they didn’t give up hope. They transferred their 
son to China Medical University Hospital in cen-
tral Taiwan, where he received hyperbaric oxy-
gen therapy and Chinese medicine treatments. 
His parents also gave him massages and talked 
to him every day. Their persistent efforts were 
ultimately rewarded eight months later—Zhao-
rong woke up!

Sadly, their joy at seeing their son wake up 
didn’t last long. They soon discovered that he had 
lost his sight and could no longer see this world 
and his dear family. Adding insult to injury, his 
memory had badly deteriorated.

“For a time, I wanted to kill myself,” Zhao-rong 
recalled. “But I discovered that it’s actually hard to 
commit suicide when you’re blind.” In 2012, his 
dad, deeply saddened by his son’s misfortune, 
passed away. He was only 62 at the time. His death 
triggered a deep depression in his son, who closed 
himself off even more. His family couldn’t bear to 
see him so despondent, and they did whatever 
they could to cheer him up. They let him listen to 
programs broadcast by Tzu Chi’s Da Ai TV, whose 
mission is to spread messages of goodness and 
love. They also consoled and encouraged him 
whenever they could. A neighbor invited Zhao-
rong to volunteer at a Tzu Chi recycling station. 
He began venturing out of his home.

Zhao-rong, along with his mother, Xu Cai-yu 
(徐彩玉), started volunteering at the station every 
Tuesday and Friday. He sorted PET bottles, and 
while he worked, he listened to other volunteers 
chatting cheerfully to each other. By and by, the 
positive atmosphere at the station began to influ-
ence him, and he gradually returned to his former 
upbeat self. He grew to love volunteering there. On 
the days he volunteers, he urges his mother to get 
ready faster so they can get to the station sooner. On 
the days when they don’t go to the station, he 
accompanies his mother to the mountains to tend 
their vegetable patch. On weekends, they visit his 
sisters or other relatives.

Though Zhao-rong has recovered only 60 per-
cent of his memory, he uses that and his hearing to 
guide himself through his days. While volunteer-
ing has made his life more meaningful, he is also 
grateful to his family for never giving up on him. 
Life is imperfect, but he has found his life’s pur-
pose—to live for the three most important women 
in his life: his mother and two sisters.

When Life Falls Apart
By Zhang Ting-han
Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting

Photo by Zhong Yi-rui
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Tzu Chi Events Around the World

Thailand
May typically marks the beginning of the rainy 

season in Thailand. By July, there are usually con-
tinuous rains that often result in floods. This year, 
however, flooding began in mid-June.

To assist flood victims, Tzu Chi volunteers 
held a meeting on September 1 with village heads 
and neighborhood leaders from Sena District, 
Phra Nakhon Si Ayutthaya Province. Then they 
visited Hua Wiang and Ban Krathum in Sena 
District to compile lists of flood victims in prepa-
ration for a relief distribution. The distribution 
was scheduled for September 9 and was expected 
to benefit about 1,100 families.

When volunteers visited the disaster areas to 
assess the damage, they saw many people living 
in tents along riverbanks. Kanha, one of the vic-
tims, said that her home was in a low-lying area. 
Her home was flooded every time the local dam 
released water during the rainy season.

The Thai military had distributed 200 bags of 
necessities to victims, but that was far from 
enough to meet the need.

Tzu Chi volunteers spent about 10 days dis-
cussing their relief plans, purchasing goods, com-
piling lists of recipients, and packing relief goods. 
On September 9, volunteers, neighborhood lead-
ers, and soldiers arrived at the venue to set up for 
the distribution.

Soon the villagers arrived. Many of them greet-
ed the volunteers with smiles and exclaimed, 
“Tzu Chi, you’re here again!” In 2016, just last 
year, Tzu Chi volunteers had come here to help 
villagers deal with the aftermath of serious floods. 
The encounters this time brought back many fond 
memories to both parties.

Tzu Chi volunteers held an aid distribution for flood 
victims from Hua Wiang and Ban Krathum, Sena 
District, Thailand.
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Relief supplies for each family included rice, 
cooking oil, soy sauce, salt, instant noodles, oint-
ment for athlete’s foot, and a family medicine kit. 
The distribution bags, full of supplies, were 
heavy, but the volunteers handed them over with 
a bow (a gesture of respect). At the same time, the 
volunteers made sure to cheer the villagers on 
and encourage them to bravely face this tempo-
rary hard time.

Aid recipient Songsri said that the Tzu Chi 
bags were very encouraging because they includ-
ed items that would make their lives easier for 
days and that would save them from having to 
row a boat out to buy groceries.

“Your coming here makes me feel that people 
haven’t forgotten us,” said Ratree. “Thank you for 
coming to help us.”

Tzu Chi volunteer Huang Shao-guang (黃紹光) 
said that seeing the villagers’ smiles made him feel 
the work in the past few days was worthwhile.

Canada
Zhu Shao-ling (朱少玲), head of Tzu Chi North 

Toronto, received a message from her sister Zhu 
Xi-fang (朱細芳), head of Tzu Chi Sint Maarten, 
on September 17. The message told of the misery 
and hazards that Hurricane Irma had inflicted on 
the people in Sint Maarten, a Caribbean island 
nation of about 40,000. Lack of drinking water, 
coupled with hot weather and ubiquitous flies 
and mosquitoes, were making the lives of island 

inhabitants miserable. Zhu Shao-ling immediate-
ly contacted fellow volunteers to help procure 
and pack some much-needed relief goods to be 
sent to Sint Maarten.

Hurricane Irma had swept through the 
Caribbean in early September, leaving destruc-
tion in its wake. The storm caused widespread 
damage to buildings and infrastructure in Sint 
Maarten. Despite being a victim herself, Zhu 
Xi-fang began distributing rice and bread to 
other victims soon after to help them through 
this difficult time.

Feeling the pain of the hurricane victims, 58 
volunteers in the Toronto area gathered on 
September 20 to prepare 500 bags containing 
toothbrushes, toothpaste, and bar soap. They also 
prepared 500 water purifiers. Standing for hours 
in a hot warehouse, they drilled holes in water 
purifiers and wrapped the ceramic filters with 
extra padding to protect them from damage 
during transport.

Volunteer Chen Zhi-feng (陳志鋒) had just had 
chemotherapy for lymphoma, but he was still on 
hand to help. Zhu Xi-fang’s eldest son, Zhang 
Zhen-ye (張振業), was also there with his wife and 
son. Zhang and his family had been evacuated 
from Sint Maarten on a Canadian military plane 
five days earlier. Zhang was very concerned about 
his parents and other people who were still in Sint 
Maarten. When he learned that Tzu Chi North 
Toronto was packing goods to be sent to Sint 

Maarten, he brought his fami-
ly to help out. He was very 
grateful to Tzu Chi volunteers 
in Canada for their quick 
response to the disaster.

The volunteers carefully 
double-checked the items in 
each box to make sure every-
thing was in order before seal-
ing them up. When every-
thing was done, the shipment 
was flown—along with the 
love and care of the volun-
teers in Canada—to Sint 
Maarten on September 21 
with the help of Global Medic, 
a Canadian charity.

Tzu Chi volunteers in Toronto 
pack relief goods for victims of 
Hurricane Irma in Sint Maarten.
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USA
In early October 2017, a series of wildfires began 

raging across Northern California, forcing thou-
sands to flee their homes. After learning of the situ-
ation, volunteers from Oakland, San Francisco, and 
Santa Rosa gathered at the Tzu Chi Santa Rosa 
office to prepare hot meals for displaced people 
housed in shelters.

Volunteers also provided blankets, scarves, 
and folding beds for shelters.

The fires destroyed thousands of structures 
and killed dozens of people. Firefighters from 
other parts of the country, and even some from 
Australia, joined local fire crews to battle the fires. 
Tzu Chi volunteers provided folding beds for fire-
fighters so they would have a more comfortable 
place to rest.

Tzu Chi also set up desks at Local Assistance 
Centers in Santa Rosa and Napa to serve victims.

Dominican Republic
Tzu Chi volunteers visited Ramon Santana, a 

municipality in the Dominican Republic, on 
October 2 to evaluate the destruction caused by 
Hurricane Maria. The storm brought floods that 
submerged many local houses, some of which 
were inundated as high as the second floor. 
Fortunately, no one was killed or injured.

Some local church members showed the vol-
unteers around. They told the visitors that the 
Dominican government had provided some 
mattresses and food, but those items had been 
given to people living near major roads. They 

took the volunteers to areas where aid had not 
yet reached.

The volunteers found that the areas they were 
visiting had taken a hard hit from the hurricane. 
Most villagers were poor, judging from the condi-
tions of their houses, and the hurricane had just 
made their lives that much harder.

After evaluation, the Tzu Chi volunteers decid-
ed to hold a relief distribution on October 8 to 
help out.

More than 200 families showed up on that day. 
They received water buckets, cleaning utensils, 
shoes, bed sheets, towels, school supplies, and 25 
pounds of rice. The villagers were happy to 
receive the goods, which they said were very 
practical and useful.

Hurricane Maria devastated the Dominican Republic 
in September 2017. Tzu Chi volunteers held an aid 
distribution for victims in Ramon Santana.Volunteers assess damage in wildfire-hit areas in 

Northern California.
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Directory of Tzu Chi Offices
Worldwide

GREAT BRITAIN
Tel:  44-20-88699864
Fax: 44-20-89334262

GUATEMALA
Tel:  502-22327648
Fax: 502-23675872

HONG KONG
Tel:  852-28937166
Fax: 852-28937478

INDONESIA
Tel:  62-21-5055999
Fax: 62-21-5055699

JAPAN
Tel:  81-3-32035651
Fax: 81-3-32035674

JORDAN
Tel/Fax: 962-6-5817305

LESOTHO
Tel:  266-28312566
Fax: 266-22313897

MALAYSIA
Ipoh
Tel:  60-5-2551013
Fax: 60-5-2421013
Kedah
Tel:  60-4-7311013
Fax: 60-4-7321013
Kuala Lumpur
Tel:  60-3-62563800
Fax: 60-3-62563801
Melaka
Tel:  60-6-2810818
Fax: 60-6-2812796
Penang
Tel:  60-4-2281013
Fax: 60-4-2261013

MEXICO
Tel:  1-760-7688998
Fax: 1-760-7686631

MYANMAR
Tel: 95-1-541494/541496

NETHERLANDS
Tel:  31-629-577511

NEW ZEALAND
Tel:  64-9-2716976
Fax: 64-9-2724639

PARAGUAY
Tel:  595-21-333818
Fax: 595-21-310588

PHILIPPINES
Tel/Fax: 63-2-7320001

SINGAPORE
Tel:  65-65829958
Fax: 65-65829952

SOUTH AFRICA
Cape Town
Tel:  27-21-9130934
Fax: 27-21-9137057
Durban
Tel:  27-31-5615348
Fax: 27-31-5644438
Johannesburg
Tel:  27-11-4503365
Fax: 27-11-4502256
Ladysmith
Tel:  27-36-6341333
Fax: 27-36-6341261

SWEDEN
Tel/Fax: 46-31-227883

THAILAND
Tel:  66-2-3281161-3
Fax: 66-2-3281160

TURKEY
Tel:  90-212-4225802
Fax: 90-212-4225803

UNITED STATES
San Dimas
Tel:  1-909-4477799
Fax: 1-909-4477948
Atlanta
Tel:  1-770-4581000
Austin
Tel:  1-512-4910358
Fax: 1-512-9261373
Boston
Tel: 1-617-7620569
Fax:1-617-4314484
Cerritos
Tel:  1-562-9266609
Fax: 1-562-9261603
Chicago
Tel:  1-630-9636601
Fax: 1-630-9609360
Cleveland
Tel/Fax: 1-440-6469292
Columbus
Tel:  1-614-4579215
Fax: 1-614-4579217
Dallas
Tel:  1-972-6808869
Fax: 1-972-6807732
Detroit
Tel/Fax: 1-586-7953491
Fresno
Tel/Fax: 1-559-2984894
Hawaii
Tel:  1-808-7378885
Fax: 1-808-7378889

Houston
Tel:  1-713-2709988
Fax: 1-713-9819008
Indianapolis
Tel:  1-317-5800979
Kansas
Tel:  1-913-3976517
Long Island
Tel:  1-516-8736888
Fax: 1-516-7460626
Madison
Tel:  1-608-2687692
Miami
Tel:  1-954-5381172
Fax: 1-317-6459907
New Jersey
Tel:  1-973-8578666
Fax: 1-973-8579555
New York
Tel:  1-718-8880866
Fax: 1-718-4602068
Los Angeles Northwest
Tel:  1-818-7277689
Fax: 1-818-7279272
Los Angeles West
Tel:  1-310-4735188
Fax: 1-310-4779518
Oakland
Tel:  1-510-8790971
Orlando
Tel/Fax: 1-407-2921146
Phoenix
Tel:  1-480-8386556
Fax: 1-480-7777665
Pittsburgh
Tel:  1-412-5318343
Fax: 1-412-5318341
San Diego
Tel: 1-858-5460578
Fax: 1-858-5460573
San Francisco
Tel:  1-415-6820566
Fax: 1-415-6820567
San Jose
Tel:  1-408-4576969
Fax: 1-408-9438420
Seattle
Tel:  1-425-8227678
Fax: 1-425-8226169
St. Louis
Tel/Fax: 1-314-9941999
Washington DC
Tel:  1-703-7078606
Fax: 1-703-7078607

VIETNAM
Tel:  84-8-38535001
Fax: 84-8-38535055

TAIWAN
Hualien: Headquarters
Tel:  886-3-8266779
Fax: 886-3-8267776
Taipei: Tzu Chi 
Humanitarian Center
Tel:  886-2-28989000
Fax: 886-2-28989994

ARGENTINA
Tel:  54-11-48625770
Fax: 54-11-43140252

AUSTRALIA
Brisbane
Tel:  61-7-32727938
Fax: 61-7-32727283
Gold Coast
Tel:  61-7-55717706
Fax: 61-7-55717703
Melbourne
Tel:  61-3-98971668
Fax: 61-3-98974288
Perth
Tel/Fax: 61-8-92278228
Sydney
Tel:  61-2-98747666
Fax: 61-2-98747611

BRAZIL
Tel:  55-11-55394091
Fax: 55-11-55391683

BRUNEI
Tel/Fax: 673-3336779

CANADA
Edmonton
Tel:  1-780-4639788
Fax: 1-780-4621799
Montreal
Tel:  1-514-8442074
Fax: 1-514-2889152
Toronto
Tel:  1-416-8868886
        1-905-9471182
Fax: 1-416-9002048
Vancouver
Tel:  1-604-2667699
Fax: 1-604-2667659

DOMINICAN REP.
Tel:  1-809-5300972

EL SALVADOR
Tel/Fax: 1-503-7293905

FRANCE
Tel: 33-1-45860312
Fax: 33-1-45862540

GERMANY
Tel:  49-40-388439
Cell: 0049-152-2951-9571
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In dealing with others, learn how to compromise and 
give others a little more love. This is the way to live hap-
pily.
—Master Cheng Yen
PHOTO BY Li Bai-sHi
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Calamity in 
Sierra Leone

Buddhism in action
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