. . . . . . . . Clowning with Patch Adams in Sri Lanka
I first met Jeremy Shafer at W avy Gravy’s
Camp W innarainbow Adult Camp. He is a
master of many skills, not just the juggling
(how many can juggle fire while riding a
unicycle – and I’m not speaking figuratively!)
He is also a world class origami master.
W e have been trading newsletters for years –
his is BARF (Bay Area Rapid Folders). You
would not believe the things he can fold! Swiss
army knives (that fold and unfold) things that
jump, and then turn into other creatures.
Things that shrink and things that expand into
enormous objects and creatures that are greeted
with ahhhhhhh’s from his audience.
Jeremy has a wonderful book out - Origami to
Astonish and Amuse, published by St. Martin’s
Griffin, NY 2001 which contains 250 pages of
extensive instructions. He performs with
origami and also does workshops all over the
world. He is one incredible human being!
Jerome and his wife Alicia (pictured to the left)
went to Sri Lanka with Patch Adams.

By Jeremy Shafer, Berkeley California . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
On March 20th, 2005, a brigade of 40 clowns from around the world
(Italy, Austria, Chile, Mexico, Sri Lanka and United States) gathered
in Sri Lanka to embark on a tsunami relief clowning mission.
Our trip to the island lasted seven days, but for most of us, just getting
there and coming home took at least two full days. So we ended up
with only five precious days to clown. W e traveled by bus along the
coast on a never-ending path of destroyed homes and refugee camps,
which constantly reminded us of the magnitude of the disaster and how
little we could do to help.
Our bus route stretched from the southern tip of the island way up into
the remote northern Tamil-controlled areas. So, most of the time by far
was spent on the bus getting from place to place. This created a
general restlessness among the group, and made our brief stops all the
more intense and precious. Despite the time constraints we managed
to visit 10 refugee camps, 4 schools, 2 orphanages and 2 hospitals.
My clown character throughout the trip was a crazy out-of-control
unicyclist. I would ride by looking dehydrated and dizzy and then
suddenly veer toward an unsuspecting pedestrian and narrowly miss
them. Sometimes I would even grab onto their shoulder and pretend to
desperately use them to stay up. It got great laughs from everyone
around and let me jump over the language barrier.
One moment that was especially memorable was unicycling through
the hospital. I came to a large group of people in line to pick up
medication. I unicycled through the crowd all the way up to the
window where I gestured to the attendant that I needed medication for
my throat! Everyone was laughing.
Another moment to remember was performing at a school on the first
day. I did a 10 minute juggling act for a large group of kids who were
circled around me. The kids laughed at various points in my routine,
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but when I said, “Say, Ooooooh, Say Aaaaah” they didn’t
respond. Only the clowns responded. I was a bit perplexed, but
figured that the kids just didn’t understand English.
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Then, Patch asked the teachers to have the kids sing us a song, and
then it all became clear... they performed the song in sign
language! W e weren’t informed ahead of time that it was a deaf
school!

Then, when we were all aboard, we were informed that we had to
go back to the podium to receive certificates of appreciation signed
by the Sri Lankan prime minister. It was a nice gesture, but all we
really wanted to do was clown for the kids.
At most refugee camps, I would start out by unicycling around,
being silly and chasing the kids. The chasing would inevitably
switch to them chasing me. At one camp I had more than twenty
kids on my tail in an elaborate chase scene which sent me zipping
around at full speed through the maze of tents. I somehow
managed to escape out to the main road with just a few kids still on
my tail and eventually made it back to the bus, where I caught my
breath and then gathered all my props, for one final performance.
On the last day we visited a Tamil refugee camp. I discovered that
my unicycle had a flat tire. So I had to try to make do with just
juggling props -- bean bags, and Hoberman Spheres. I tried to put
on a juggling show, but the kids overwhelmed me, grabbing at the
props as if they thought I was giving them away. I had to run back
to the bus and put them in a safe place. My wife, Alicia, and I then
tried to make balloon animals, but the crowd got out of control.
The line that we tried to establish became so long and squished that
it finally toppled over into a free-for-all, and we had to escape. W e
ended up joining the other clowns giving out stickers, which the
kids clamored around to receive. Despite being overwhelming, the
atmosphere was like a big carnival -- the first celebration since the
disaster.

Everywhere we went, our busload of colorfully-dressed clowns
received lots of attention. At times, so much attention that we
couldn’t resist getting off the bus and doing some quick
spontaneous clowning for the kids, who were of course delighted
by our presence. But on at least a couple of occasions our
spontaneous clowning got us into trouble with the school principals
who angrily shooed us away. The philosophical question arose:
was making a hundred kids smile worth angering that one principal
who was just trying to do his job? Patch was at the forefront of the
disobedient school of thought that said, YES!!!

Clowning for the refugees was the magic peanut butter that held
the trip together. The smiles, giggles, and excitement that I saw
everywhere we went, made the trip so worthwhile. It left me
wishing we could stay so long as to clown in all of the hundreds of
refugee camps on the island.
In all, the five days we spent on the island was an intense mix of
sadness for the destruction and loss of life, frustration for how
many refugee camps remain despite the billions of dollars of
foreign aid, happiness for the little joy we brought into the
communities we visited, and inspiration for how the Sri Lankan
survivors continue to survive and, albeit slowly, rebuild their lives.
Jeremy can be reached at: jeremy@barf.cc

At one site, we participated in a ceremony for a groundbreaking of
a new housing development. Upon arrival, we were thrust into a
parade of traditional Sri Lankan dancers and then subjected to
more than an hour of speeches by Buddhist monks involved with
the housing project. Patch was the first to slip away and start
clowning with the kids. I soon followed suit. Eventually all the
clowns managed to escape, but by that time, it was time to return
to the bus.
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Shobi gave Jeremy red sponge clown noses to take with him.
Apparently they were a big hit. The Airline Ambassador has order
some for their next trip to Mexico. To join a trip with Airline
Ambassadors go to www.airlineamb.org
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