Wonder
WOMEN

‘I wanted
to bring
hope’
By Carole Richardson

E

ven though she’s
just celebrated
her 70th birthday
with her three
beloved children
and six grandchildren,
Maureen Forrest has never
forgotten the trauma of
losing her firstborn.
“To lose a baby in
childbirth is one of the
most horrendous, shocking
things that can happen
to a woman,” she openly
acknowledges, decades on.
When that pain was
quickly followed by the loss
of twins four months into
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How one woman started a charity
in her 50s that has gone on to
help more than two million street
children in India
Maureen’s next pregnancy,
the distress escalated for the
young farmer’s wife and her
husband Dick (now 71), from
Cork, Ireland.
Happily, they went on to
complete their family with
two healthy sons Robin,
Ricky and daughter Louise
– and since then adored
grandchildren have come
along too.
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Although time – and
their presence – has helped
to heal the pain, the tragic
experiences changed
Maureen’s life forever.
“You realise just how
precious life is,” she says.
And if she ever needs any
reminder of that, her work
with the charity she founded
to help street children in
India survive poverty can

always provide one. In a
few weeks’ time, Maureen
will make her second trip to
Calcutta this year to spend
two months helping to save
lives and giving hope where
little exists. It is a role in life
that she found in her mid-50s
and has come to cherish.
For when her children
no longer needed her at
home full time, Maureen
volunteered to fly out to civil
war-torn Somalia as a charity
aid worker.
She’d thrown herself into
fundraising for years and
found herself giving talks
to potential supporters for
a friend’s charity for the

was shocking.”
Sleeping on the floor with
13 young girls and realising the
extent of their suffering made
her think “I can do something.”
On the plane steps home she
looked back and thought: “I
can walk away and turn my
back on all this – and I was
very tempted to.”
But on the journey home,
she decided “I probably will
come back.” A year later, she
returned with lawyer daughter
Louise, “with different eyes
to see what could be done.”
A meeting with an Indian
social worker interested in

Making a difference: Maureen,
inset above and left, bringing
hope to street children in India

developing world. “But
unless you’ve been out
there and witnessed the
situation for yourself, it’s not
easy to get your message
across,” she says.
So when the chance
came at 55 to head to
Somalia, she took it. “It
wasn’t on my bucket list,”
she jokes, as she recalls
having to dodge bullets in a
feeding centre two days in.
“I don’t think I realised
just how dangerous it was.
I didn't really think anything
would happen to me, but
at the same time I didn’t
know… I remember thinking
I didn’t want to die on my
own in a strange country.”
It was, though, “a
wonderful journey to go on
at that stage of your life,”
she adds and when she
returned home six weeks
later she was hooked on
helping. “It took me well out
of my comfort zone, but the
reward is keeping people

alive. That’s a great privilege
and it’s a wonderful feeling.
Nothing – apart from my
family – makes me happier,”
she adds.
A six week trip to post
before her heart led her to
Calcutta, where Mother Teresa
began her ministry to the
poorest of the poor. Maureen
had the privilege of meeting
the inspirational nun on
several occasions. “She was an
amazing women who
got amazing things
done,” says Maureen.
Recalling her own
first impressions of
Calcutta, Maureen
says: “Nothing
prepared me for it.
The abject poverty
and the sheer
numbers of children
living on their
own on the streets
who’d been abused
and sold into
child prostitution
and labour

‘Nothing prepared
me for Calcutta.
The abject
poverty and the
sheer numbers
of children living
on their own on
the streets was
shocking’
working for a new charity led
to the formation of The Hope
Foundation in 1999.
With the aim of helping
just a few children and
opening one home, she
began fundraising and
growing the charity, which
today has ten homes in
Calcutta and 60 projects

Maureen pictured on
one visit to India where
she had the honour of
meeting Mother Teresa

offering healthcare,
education, rehabilitation and
counselling. More than two
million slum children have
benefited so far. “I’m a quick
learner and a good beggar,
but I never really thought it
would be as big as it is today,”
she admits. “It seemed to
have a mind of its own.”
Blessed with “great
energy and great health,”
Maureen is still able to spend
countless hours daily at her
desk and four months a year
in India. “My philosophy
was that I didn’t have a
gap year or do any of these
things in my younger years.
Now I am in the autumn
and winter of my life I am
going to. I’d recommend
late volunteering to anyone.
It’s wonderful.”
Had it not been for losing
her babies all those years
ago, she says she might have
thought differently about
life. “I look back now and
think of all the little kids I
have cared for in Calcutta. In
a way, this might never have
happened. When something
goes wrong, life has a way of
making you think.”
But Maureen says there’s
still a void from the loss
of three children. “Time
heals everything, but
there’s always that little
bubble hovering on
family occasions and
you wonder what those
babies would be doing
today. Would I have more
grandchildren? I can smile
now when I look back
and realise my personal
loss has been turned
into something beautiful
for the greater good of
humanity.”
■ To find out more about
The Hope Foundation,
or to donate, visit www.
thehopefoundation.org.uk
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