I've tried to give an account of what the typhoon was like however you have to appreciate we live a life wrapped up in a lot of cotton wool as ex-pats.

Warnings:

Barely any, no more than in the UK if snow is going to fall. I've scanned in the front page of Thursday's news paper for you to see - no warnings at all. The head teacher (a geographer) warned me two weeks ago a typhoon was forecast for early October, then heard nothing more. Wednesday Head sent out an e-mail stating school may be closed the next day but only if the typhoon is put at warning level 2. In the last 5 years the school has only closed for 1 day, even during the coups it stays open! Thursday texted (aside, the Philippines has the most texts sent per capita in the world! The country is text crazy, military coups, emergency warnings, mass rallies have all been organised by text!) at 5:30am school is closed, teachers then have to text all their form.

Preparation:

None! As far as I can tell.

During the storm:

At the time of watching the typhoon I thought this really isn't that bad, it's just a bit of wind and rain rather like a gale in the UK, however this was from our earthquake designed skyscraper a ridiculous amount of floors up. At 5:30am the rain was lashing down, however as we're just coming out of the rainy season this is normal, the visibility kept decreasing to about 150m. The wind was constantly blowing with occasional massive gusts but constantly changing direction. We had been told the typhoon was going to hit at 8pm, so when it hit at 1pm we were expecting it to keep getting worse.

The real tell-tale sign that something was up was the lack of traffic on the road, Manila is usually grid locked during most of the day. The debris flying about was colossal, 6ft across sheet metal panels off skyscrapers were being tossed about like leaves. That was terrifying to watch as you saw them heading towards people and vehicles. Street children would then scurry out to salvage this 'precious metal'. As we are high up we can see over a cemetery where lots of people live, throughout the typhoon massive flashes of light kept appearing where electricity was blowing up. It looked like lightning flashes but at ground level.

People higher up in our tower said the building was rocking back and fore on its rollers, 10ft windows were pushed through, solid wood doors were blown apart. Intermittent power cuts started at 9:30am and then went down for good at 10am. We have back up generators so had lighting and one power socket for the fridge. The power has only come back on Sunday at 3:30pm. A power plant had blown up (the precise words of the newspaper!), so the whole of Luzon (the island Manila is on) was without electricity. The tale of two cities was never more apparent than at night on Thursday and Friday the haves and the have nots. Skyscrapers twinkling lit by generators, the rest of the city in total darkness.

Damage done:

We went outside at 2:30pm to have a look around this is when reality struck, it was sickening to think that my immediate reaction to hearing about the typhoon was, "Yes, a day off school" when you saw the devastation and heard over 80 people have lost their lives. Trees were down everywhere taking with them great slabs of concrete, completely blocking normally grid locked roads. Trucks had been flipped over, roofs were off houses, glass covering the roads, metal hoardings ripped up.

Our maids house (which has foundations, concrete walls, glass etc as she is paid £2.88 a day and is consider not badly off in a country where over 80% of the population live on less than 50p a day), was under 5 ft of water, you can only begin to imagine what that was like where the sewage system isn't the greatest and she lives in a 'proper' house. One of the janitors in school lost his roof, it costs £50 to replace but he only earns that in a month, he still came in on Friday to help clear up the school despite having 2 very young babies at home. It's not heard of here to take day off. These people really put us westerners to shame. The Filipinos have a saying, "Bahala Na" which literally translates into, "It's gods way", similar to "c'est la vie" but used to account for anything. If some one dies then, "bahala na".

As we walked around, it felt like voyeurism taking photos of others misfortune so haven't taken any that intruded on anyone personally. An over riding memory is the sound of diesel powered generators which are almost deafening and pumping out thick black fumes. Again to highlight the dichotomy of life here, Starbucks was over crowded immediately afterwards with people taking advantage of the wi-fi whilst their own power was down.

Next day:

It was hard to get any details of the typhoon as power was down, the tv is still down now on the Sunday. A sense of the different values given to life was felt when searching on the internet for information even on very reputable news stations, there was only one brief page mentioning the typhoon despite 80 plus people dying. School was closed again on the Friday to pupils as rain came in through the roof and up through the floor. The Head teacher was in school during the typhoon, he had to order people down off the roof as they were trying to unblock the guttering, Filipinos are so gracious for being employed sometimes they don't consider their own safety. The whole experience has been extremely sobering and a reality check even

more so after helping out on the GK slum development project the following

day.

I received this e-mail from the operations manager at the school (the school is by far the best I've ever seen the amount of money spent on the place is colossal) if the school is needing to send out e-mails like this then god only knows how other people coped: "Power will be totally out in 15 mins.... There is a shortage for diesel and we cant keep the emergency electricity anymore as we go out to look for diesel supply if you have a friend who owns a gas station that we can contact to supply us diesel please let me know or let the guards know"
Jodi John, British School, Manila, Philippines 
