
I've been working with Roma communities for more 
than 30 years and there are still things that sur-

prise me even after all those years. And that's 
exactly what I love about the job. I'm never bored, 

I can never be confident that I understand 
everything... 
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“This is where my mother comes for methadone,” eight-year-old Peter remarked, 
poin�ng towards the hospital. “Why?” I asked, not knowing what the word meant. “She used 

to do nasty things, but now she cooks for us,” the boy explains, and it dawns on me that he 

was talking about the medica�on used to help addicts stop taking drugs. I had no�ced that 

Peter was no longer in the care of his grandmother, but his mother was taking care of him, but 

I did not know the details. I talked to Peter about it to find out if he had forgiven his mother, 

and encouraged him to pray for her. Peter is good at maths, and in the second grade, he 
surprised his teacher by mastering mul�plica�on and division. Fingers crossed for the whole 

family, and we hope the mom will con�nue cooking lunches for her kids and be OK. 

“What didn't the recruiter know?” The old lady, Tišerová, and her husband le� their 

se�lement in Slovakia a�er World War II and moved to Pilsen, following an invita�on by 
recruiter at Škoda company. I have had the privilege of knowing this extraordinary woman for 

more than 20 years. I personally know all eight of her children, thirty grandchildren (sixteen 

of whom I have worked with), twenty-eight great-grandchildren (twenty-two of whom I have 

worked with), and nine great-great-grandchildren. I believe that our coopera�on with this 
family will not end any �me soon. 

“Not in the bin, Tom!” Petr and Jane shouted towards Tom, who was about to poop into the trash 

can. The toilet was in the hallway and it was locked, and the poor four-year old did not know how 

to deal with the situa�on. When we come out from the dark into the light, we may o�en find out 

that we are dirty. It is easy to get ourselves dirty when we can’t see. There are more ways how we 

react to that discovery. The two extreme reac�ons are: try to wash ourselves, or try to break 

the light. Deciding what to do and how to react to various situa�ons is always tough. Regardless 

of age, ethnicity and social status...

“Eat as much as you can!” One of the father instructed his kids as he was handing them 

over to us before a trip. I previously informed the parents that I will provide snacks for the chil-

dren. On the day before, this father asked me for money claiming they did not have enough 

money to feed the children. The reasons why parents let their children par�cipate in our 

ac�vi�es are diverse. But whatever these reasons are, we are glad they trust us with their kids! 
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“I bought syphilis at Domazlicka Street for 250 CZK,” one of our children's rela�ves told us. He was 18 years old and was infer�le. It did not seem to bother him too much, as he already had a couple of children. When I asked him if his mother warned him about pros�tutes, he said she didn't. As she herself worked in the field, she did not care about what her son did... It's been almost 20 years now. Today, syphilis costs considerably more on the market... I've been around socially excluded people for over half my life, yet I s�ll never cease to wonder. It is not in my power to take all the kids to the swimming pools, to the summer camps, and to teach them about the pi�alls of life that s�ll                                                                                    await them. 

“Will you teach me to swim too?” We are very happy that we managed to beat one of the stereotypes that Roma people cannot swim. The younger children see their older siblings and friends swimming and they trust us that they we will teach them how to swim too. Our greatest ba�les are that with our own minds. Our mo�o when teaching kids how to swim is: “Water is a friend, water can carry you!” 

“I was at Fat Granny's!” Denis announced. “Fat Granny” is not a pub or an underground culture event, it is how the boy refers to his favourite grand-mother. This expression was not meant to be offensive, it is simply what the boy considered the most “fi�ng” term. The same words some�mes have slightly different meanings in different families, or different cultures. For example, when my kids were li�le, we agreed that we were not allowed to use offensive words at home, and should use milder alterna�ves like “baboon”, instead. Of course, the kids are crea�ve and they found a way to make these alterna�ves sound more offensive than I intended...  

“Do you know why gypsies cry when the Titanic sinks? Well, because of the iron chain...” Usually we don't like any racist jokes, but it was a Romani boy that told us this one during one of our summer camps. Everybody laughed. Only a civilized and refined na�on is able to make fun of itself...  

“You don't have to lose weight, you're old!” Sara told me, trying to comfort me. We talked about why it can be good to lose weight, why we shouldn’t smoke, why not to let babies “cry it out”, why not to sleep with a boyfriend on a first date... But we also played fun games, went on trips, watched movies and talked about all sorts of things. We had a great �me. 
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Bits and pieces of life

“I swear on Kevin's death I'll jump!”  And jump he did. It was 
October and it was pre�y cold. Adrian, his sister and his cousin love 
Kevin (their dearly loved nephew), and a bet is a bet! Out of the five 
kids who were with me on the trip, three came back home completely 
soaked with water and one of the ‘dry’ kids got a nosebleed as soon 
as we got out of the car. Surprisingly, everybody survived. I was happy 
that I had taught the kids how to swim before. Nikola (from the family 
of non-swimmers) swam across the en�re pond with me this summer, 
which made me very proud. 

“Pavla, are you shi**ing or pissing?” The boys asked me 
while exploring the creek. The creek runs near our outdoor 
toilet and the boys wanted to know what I am doing. When     
I asked them to reformulate the ques�on in a nicer way, they 
didn't understand what was wrong with their original wording. 
So, the boys learned two new words during our summer camp: 
“to pee” and “to poop”.  

“Out of twenty-five Roma children, only one of them had a sleeping bag. Three of them only had the clothes they came in, two of the girls came in flip-flops.” Of course, we were expec�ng this. We made sure to have enough sleeping bags, sleeping mats, spoons, raincoats, boots, torches and spare clothes ready at the summer camp. It is always a li�le miracle when we not only survive the summer camp, but when we also enjoy it. The biggest reward for us was that the children did not want to go home and booked their place for the next year!  

“18 years old, two kids, ren�ng a 1-bedroom flat together with his girlfriend and her five rela�ves with no income.” This is not a fic�onal horror story, but the reality of a pre�y cool guy we happen to know. At �mes, he is cheerfully playing hide-and-seek with the kids, but most of the �me, he is distant and dejected. I wish I had any advice for him! Some of the things we do during our residen�al events with families is listening to their stories, showing we care, not trying to offer any quick fixes, but trying to find ways to at least slightly improve the situa�on, and pray together. 

“We want a flush toilet!” That was about the only 
complaint the kids had about our summer camp. 
The food was great! The games were great! The night 
game was awesome! And the people were the best thing 
here! We will come again! 

“Look, a duck! Let’s go find some rocks!” It's been 
a really long �me since we heard that line and had to ex-
plain again how to treat animals. We were really happy 
when we heard the kids saying things like: “Come pee 
with me, there'll be fireflies”, “The spider is a friend, you 
don't have to be afraid of it!”, “I picked a flower for you!”  

“Lance, Vinnetou, Indian, Paw...” These are not the nicknames of the children in our 
summer camp, but the actual nicknames of their adult rela�ves. Everyone knows them by these 
nicknames. These nicknames are o�en inherited, like surnames. They help navigate in the Roma 
community, and tell who is who. It would be nearly impossible without knowing the nicknames. 
This is one of the cultural differences we face every day. If you do not know these differences 
and do not respect their habits, you are not welcome. Our favourite Romani word is “Swachi”. 
It expresses the kinship and the rela�onship between the husband's parents and the wife's 
parents. We don't have a word for this rela�onship in Czech - we don't need it – what a pity! 

“My hair is neat and combed again!” I don't usually pay much a�en�on to my appearance. But if I have to use a flea comb to protect my head against unwanted inhabitants, my hair is constantly neat and combed. There's always hazard in every job. If you work in a Zoo, you risk being spat on by           a camel. If you work with children, you need a flea comb. 

“Cooking healthy foods, canis therapy with Dorca the dog, art workshops...” In addi�on to 

the regular ac�vi�es in our Children’s club, we try to provide a variety of other interes�ng ac�vi�es. Our 

aim is to keep children entertained and provide opportuni�es for them to grow and learn something new. 

Time with children is always precious to us, we never know when we see this or that child for the last �me. 

Some families occasionally move to England, to Germany, to Slovakia, to another city, but even moving to 

another neighbourhood in Pilsen o�en means that we never see each other again...  
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Bits and pieces of life

“Mom, buy some salt, we have only 3 kilos le�” My 16-year-old daughter shouted 

at me as I was leaving to the grocery store. I have five children. Large families have their own 

peculiari�es, regardless of ethnicity. Although my family is Czech and we live in the Czech 

Republic, we some�mes seem a bit exo�c to some. When the children were smaller 

and I went for a walk with them, people thought we were a kindergarten. The fact that my 

family was o�en considered non-standard helped me understand other non-standard 

families. Generally, I do not expect and assume anything, but genuinely try to get to know 

other people. I think about others as people first, rather than some strange appari�ons. 

“Smoking isn’t cool anymore!” I was delighted to hear that from one of the Romani fathers. His life 
is not en�rely neat. He has more children than teeth. His current girlfriend is younger than his eldest son. 
His ways of earning money have been diverse, but we appreciate his interest in finding an honest work nowadays. He used this line about smoking when he saw his 13-year-old son smoking a cigare�e. His son had been struggling with an addic�on to smoking for a couple of years already. The father was unable to come up with any be�er argument against smoking, but we will help him find some more! 

“You be�er bugger off from here!” A young man, not Romani, but white Czech, was trying to send me away to safety with these words, while we were trying to help him push his car up an icy hill. He didn't mean to offend me at all, he was just worried about me because the car was si�ng on ice and it could slide in any direc�on. Incidents like this help me to be more tolerant to our children's vocabulary. We try to teach kids be�er manners, of course, and we are happy when the kids reprimand each other or apologize for something rude they said :-). 
“Pavla, I need something!” I was about to blurt out my usual answer “I won't give you any money”, but before I had a chance to do so, the girl con�nued. “I need you to forgive me, because I did something bad.” “Oh. This is not about money?” I was just making sure I understood her correctly. “I don't want money, I need forgiveness!” the girl insisted. God is indeed great. Greater than I can ever imagine. I keep reassuring everyone that for God, there are no hopeless cases. As long as one lives, there is hope! I am always surprised when I witness how true that is :-)! 

“Don't worry about it!” Michaela, 13, said to me when I asked her about something I just witnessed. Her mother instructed her to go shop-li�ing, but Michaela got caught. Her mother beat her up and cursed her, so that the social workers in the shelter where they were staying thought she had nothing to do with the shopli�ing accident. In the summer, Michaela went with us to a Camporee and she fit in so well with my own children that from the outside, you couldn't even tell that this girl was not my own. A different environment, a visit to “another world”, a confronta�on with different values - that's what we want to offer to these children.  

“Pavla, if the boys drown, I will drown you too!” One of the fathers said 

before we parted. The good news is that no one (got) drowned :-). 

“Do you need a car radio by any chance?” A suspicious-looking gentleman on the street asked me in a half-whis-per. Actually, I don't blame him for mistaking me for someone else. I parked my car in Husova Street in Pilsen, which is known for its gambling houses, nightclubs, and pawnshops. Three older, bigger and ta�ooed Romani men were loading something into my car. To the locals, I looked like a promising customer. I declined the offer, not even trying to explain that I am just moving a freezer and a bed for a couple of Romani children. Their brave grandma and grandpa are taking care of their 8 grandchildren because their parents are not doing such a great job at paren�ng. The one-bedroom apartment where they were previously staying was really too small for them, so I'm glad they were able to move to a bigger one... 

“You're so fat! Here on your tummy,” our Roma girls some�mes say to us. Roma children stay honest with others much longer than other children, some�mes 
for their whole lives.  And we love them for it! 

“I don't have a suit!” “You can go to church even in sweatpants,” I assured 
the father of our children when he made excuses why he couldn't go to 
church on Sundays. Most Romani people claim to believe in God, but 
most of them don't want to change their lives or go to church.   


