It all started the day before it all began.   I am head of a British curriculum school in Manila, Philippines, with 700 students aged 3-18 and half way through Wednesday a teacher, who keeps a close eye on the weather because of his passion for surfing, sent me a satellite image of a typhoon which seemed to be heading our way.     At first, I wasn’t too concerned – the  forecast suggested that it would swing north away from the city, and anyway, it was due to pass through Friday evening.   However, I notified our teachers that they may need to be a in a position to be able to text our parents, and carried on with other boring head teacher stuff, like checking the fantasy football league website.
At 2am on Thursday I woke up, and checked my phone.  There was a text from my secretary telling me that the typhoon was heading in, and that it was likely that a level two warning would apply.   In the Philippines there are four levels of typhoon warnings – 1 is moderate, two is severe, and three is devastating.  Having now experienced a 3, I dread to think what a four may be. I drove to school, and sure enough, by 2.30, the level 2 had been announced, with a warning that it could reach a level 3.   I waited in my office, alternatively tracking the typhoon and checking the Tottenham Hotspur web site, and at 5am I called by board chair to inform him that we would be closing.  We then set our telephone communication tree in motion, and as teachers drifted in, there was a lot of sitting around chatting, drinking coffee, and double checking of some parents’ numbers.  Of course, in spite of the messages that had gobe out, some teachers did not have their contact details, (yes, it ws the two PE teachers!!) so made sure their classes were informed.

By about 8 o’clock, we felt that all had been informed that needed to be.  It was surprisingly calm outside, and just a gentle breeze seemed to blow through the trees around the campus.   It was quite eary in a way 
I drove home at 9am, and checked on the computer website.  Steadily the winds blew up, and by 11 ‘clock, they were very strong indeed.       I looked through my large windows onto the garden, and at first leaves, then small branches and then small tress started to swirl around the lawn.    As the winds got even stronger, the palm trees bent , and the several coconuts fell into the pool with quite a loud splash.  The rain was incredibly heavy, and pouring horizontally into the windows.  By noon it was a full blown typhoon – at the front of my house, all manner of debris was flying along the road, and suddenly the power went off.  The sweltering heat soon built up in the house, and it was impossible to cool through the windows because of the blinding rain.   As tree after tree came down in my garden, I checked the huge 8’ satellite dish was still intact on my lawn – my link to UK football was OK.
At 12.45 I received a phone call from our operations manager at school to tell me that the roof of one of our new buildings was starting to peel off and it was then that I made a mistake – I decided to go into school which is about a ten minutes drive from my house.    At first, I didn’t make the car parked out of the street – corrugated iron sheets from garden sheds were flying around and threatened to decapitate me, but after a minute or so I saw a gap in the debris and ran from my front door to the car.  Of, course, by the time I got there I was soaked through, but the car started, and off I went out of the compound where I live, and on to the street which led to an elevated highway.  This was mistake number two as small cars were being blown all over the place, and I saw one flipped upside down.   All around Manila there are monumental hoardings for street advertisements, and these were rumbling as though they were made of matchsticks, falling on to cars and people.    The visibility was virtually zero as I approached school, and cables were down in many places across the street.  Each time I crossed one, I just hoped it wasn’t live.
The school was a mess.  The field was flooded, with trees lying across it.  Picnic benches which are heavy, were a long distance from their origin, sun protection canvases across the swimming pool and children’s play area were in tatters, and on three of our building the roofs were peeling off as though they were being opened by a giant old fashioned lever-type tin opener.    Our support staff were rushing around to every room in the school lifting books and equipment off the floor and all the time the 170km an hour winds were slicing through everything, and the rain was attacking in sheets.   At one point, I looked up, and saw two of our support staff on the roof on one of our buildings, they obviously had a misguided sense of loyalty as they were risking their lives to unblock a drain to prevent water pouring through a hatch.  As it happened, they were to late, but they persevered nevertheless till I called them down and booked them both a session with a psychiatrist.
One building, a new one, was really badly flooded.  The water was coming in through hatches, windows where the seal was slightly broken, and carpets became sodden and instantly useless.  Slowly, after three hours of pounding, the winds subsided a little, and I went home.  Going home, the visibility was clearer and the devastations all around was all too evident.  Trees were down, lamppost lay across roads.  Cabling, which is a feature of urban Manila swinging from post to post, was strewn everywhere like spaghetti.   Cars were abandoned, some were upside down, and people were wading through mud.  I entered our compound to find that the streets were blocked by fallen trees, and there was no way through to my house.  I had to exit by the same gate, drive around the block and in through another gate, but this took an hour as the streets were blocked by trees.

Power was down right across the city and in some places there was no water.    We announced the closure of school the following day – there was no way we could have got it ready, but any lingering goodwill towards me from our teachers quickly evaporated when I sent round a message that I wanted them in on the Friday – just as they were thinking that they could head off and get some surfing done over a long weekend!

The blackout lasted four days in the end.    Like most people who could afford it, we moved into a hotel – the heat at night without air-con was suffocating, and also we had no food in, having thrown away the contents of the fridge and the freezer.    In some parts of Manila, there is still no water, eight days later, but school was back to normal by Monday thanks to the tremendous efforts of our cleaners and support staff.  
Now our attention has turned to the outlying areas – we have started a support system at school where we are collecting blankets, clothing, candles, baby food, tinned foods etc for communities that have lost everything.  The infrastructure here in the Philippines is very fragile and mudslides and flooding have torn communities apart.  Over 200 people were killed in the typhoon, and the Philippines is a very poor country in most parts.     It is almost embarrassing to admit that we moaned about the heat, and the food in the freezer being wasted, and not being able to watch TV when hundreds of thousands of people are without homes, let alone power and water.     
We survived the experience pretty well intact, but it was a very scary few hours as the eye of the typhoon passed over.     Apparently, that was the most severe over the city for over 100 years – and I hope its at least another hundred before it happens again. 

