O arrival ot [slamiabed ainport, it soon becomes obviows

thas ks goimg fo be far nsore than the sverage schooal trp,

In fact being treated like rovalty is o undearststemnent as
wee are wshened off the plane into the VIP lounge and given tea
whale car hags are taken through customs.

Chur coach arrmves ond we weave through the crowded simeets of
Kawalpindi - a bustling chaos of cars, hikes and garish painted
bornes accomipansed discretely by an armed guand on both cosches.
Ihe botel we are hesding For i the five star lslamabad Marricat -
buile in the 1960k, Islamabad is o modern city built on a grid
syziem - capital ety of Pakistan and home of the governiment.
Islamabad is 50 unlike most Asian cities that, in the wards of Sir
Chrstopher Macrse, ex British ambassadior to Pakistan in the
15N “lslamabad s 25 miles from Pakistan™.

The six schoolks had won o competition 10 pul logether a 15
minute multimedin presentation on one aspect of Pakistan'’s cullure
or history, Ot of the 130 schools that had entered, six schools
won, sending four or five 15 vear-olds each, plus the tescher with
wheoen they had created the presentation. Also on the party were
somie British dignatories with o special interest in the country to
provide commentary and Chrs Thatcher, previously head of the
Mational Association of Head Teachers, who has been peoject
leader since the competitton started m 2001,

Experience Pakistan is fursded entirely by Hunsayan Mughal.
Born in Pakistan, ke is now a milliongine computer manufactunes
and founder of Akhter Compaters in the LK. His goal is w
encourage mutuil understanding between British and Pakistani
sehool children, o break down alicnating media stereotypes of
Elamie extremasts and o provide posilive memanies of a beautiful
country for the children
to take back. A highly
imtelligent. chanming amd
micsdhest man Hurmanan,
wis pecomipanied by his
Bntish borm wife,
Jasmine, and three of his
cight children. Ha
expluined his motivation:
I want the children o
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Children from the trip on the balcony at the famous Lahora fort

sec for themselves what Pakistan is really like - 1 want them 1o
make up ther com minds,”

Chur first divy starts wath a visit to one of the [slamabad Model
Colleges For Girls, These are siate schools where all the tzaching is
in Englsh - they have entrance exams much like the old fashioned
gramimar school system in the UK and charge & minimum fee o
attend - aboul 308K rupees (E30) o year. The 2000 pupils are
educnied here from primary o degree level The charming and well
behaved chibdren - with perfiect English - are a delight 1o ealk 1o,
“My fvounite subject is computer studies.” says 13 year-ald Anum
Perves, who added that she has a business mind and wants 1o study
economies when she is alder.

Sue Grffith, the teacher from Jeff Joseph Sale Moor Technology
College svs: “What [ nofice about ihe children oi this school is
how eager, positive, mativided and obviously bright they are. 1 wish
there was monz of that in the the UK - here education is obviously
s i The wary ould of po .,:rl-;;"

Afier a talk from the prncipal, presentation by cach of the
British schools and o tour round the classrooms, we go to the
Paketan Senabe o meet the chainman. He iakes questions on
toursm and mvestment and then we move straight on io moeet the
country’s Pnime Minister, Shaukai Aziz, ai his palaiial ressdence in
the halls overlooking Islamabad,

In front of clicking photographers and under the gorgeous
chandeliers, the kids ask him about politics and his background.
He alks about the shared hentage of Brtain and Pakestan, how
illiteracy and lack of proper dnnking water presend big stumbling
blocks in a country with a rapidly expanding birth rate, and falks of
lins gﬂ'-nlul'lurrl'x cammutirment fo flgjiling F‘-"'d";'r in{'q;lu;]'lh}' and
providing decent education for all, Asked about the thormy subjec
of the disputed werntory of Kashoair, the Prime Minister replics:
“The root cause of the mistrust between India and Pakistan is the
Kashmir problem but we ane eager 1o setike our disputes with India,
and at least we are playving cricket again™ He adds with a smile,
“anel today we plined well,” which rises a lsugh around the room.
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AL Bam the next mornimg we head fior the valley of Taxila, the
mirthplace of Buddhizsm whene we visil the Jaalian MONAsSEry = @
alone suare struciure Tull of wey beddhisn “sropas” and the
farmous Wishang Buddha, Legend states that wishes made i
fromt of the Wishimg Buddha come tree, but as most of ws wish
for good weather Tor the tnp o K2, sadly our luck was out,

Taxika is followsd by lunch at the British Embassy in
Islamabad. The British Ambasssdor explains the work of the
High Commission. Pakistan has the sixth largest population in
the workd = 130 millien people = and that population s set 1o
imcrease to 320 million by 2030, Yet it = only 144th on the
human development index. Counter-terronsm, counber NanrcMcs
and the prevention of forced marmages provide a lot of work for
the |.~r|1l:|r|x:-.:.-'. one of the hlggn:b.l Brntish embassies m the world.

Exhausted, we have the next day to luxunate in the Marmott.
Miost of the ksds swim im the pml and start mi:n;[in]; and
laughing = a reliel for the hard working teachers.

Although the planned trip to Skardw, under the magnificent
peak of K2, can't fake ploce the next moming dus fo poor
weather conditions, the alternative is o delight. We drive 7,000
feet up indo the foothills of the Himalayas to the toan of Mures,
Its a mere hill compared to the mighty mountaims of the
Himalayms, whose snow capped peaks we con see just glinting
1h|"-"'-'b'-'h the clouds., 'l'hnl.lgl'. at twige the hull:hﬂ of Smowdon,
Murrees Bhurban gnll’ course must be one of the hightest !.:nll'
courses m the world. 'l.i.".'lstl.n.g_ mo femee, the kuls were so0m
paying emcket on the lowmn,

We were up again very early the next moming to board the
military aircraft to take us to Peshowar, Afier lunch at the Fort
Bala Hissar our coach takes the long winding road to the Ehyber
Pass, aceompanied by a pick-up truck with four armesd gueards
prowided by the Pakistan Tourism Development Corporation
Security is tight as Chris Thatcher explains that given the
political sitwation and the media hysteria surrounding lslamic
countries, the tiniest incident could be a reason that Expenence
Pakistan could be cancelled altogether. As we pass owt of
bustling, crowded Peshawar we pass by the mad encampments
where the last of the Afhgan refugees still live and the notorous
black market that lines the road. We are entering the famous
Morth West territory, fought over for thousands of yvears by
imvading armies since Alexander the Great,

e Maorth West Territory is the only place in Pakistan we see
wamen wearing full burkhas. Afier two hours of steady climbing
wie arrve al the top of the pass and the view over the ancient
valley is breathtaking. We are given lunch at the famous

T enter the competitlon for 2006 visit the web site at
www.erperlencepabistan.org.

This vears winning schools were: Ashington High
Sehaol, Morthumberland: Eirias High School, Wales:
Hodge Hill School, Birminghman: Jefl Joseph Salke
Maar Technology College, Manchester; Shenfield
High School, Essex
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Lahore: local children follow us as we visit a local school

headguarters of the Khyber Rifles, That night, back in Peshawar,
the governor of the North West Province treats us 10 oa five
course banguet with a military band. We meet Presiden
MusharefT the next day back in [slamabad, President Musharell,
il i:|11pr|.:~:::i1.|.~ mean, has survived several assassimatson
attempts. The children ask him questions about the political
satiation m Baluchistan, education and Pakstan” n:'pulul'iun A% a
poor country for tounsm. He gives lengthy and warm-hearted
answers explaining his vision of ‘enlightened maleration’ and
provides tea and biscuits 16 a beaati ful margues on the

lown outsple,

The Presicdent has taken a personal interest in the mip sinoe ils
start, providing military planes every year to lake the children
safely between the three cities on the tinerary: Izlamabad,
Peshawnr and Lahore, [t's hard to imagine that a British Prime
Mimister would show so much mierest and hospatality to o
Y ia;ilinl: group of schasd] children from Pakistan, The tnp
demonstrates how -:I:n1n|:|:l'_|.' Pakistan is seeking o |.'I1:|.|]|.':1h:|.r is
Poor repuiaieen imn the West, certminly the amaxing weloome we
received from every one we met 15 teshmony 10 the warmth,
kindness and hospitahity of the people

The mext day, we are in Lahore For the [ast two days ol the
tour, A visal 1o the Teach A Child project schooal 15 very moving -
these are somie of the poorest chitldren in Lahore = unabde o
afford schood umforms or books. I these nghly modrated kids
end up with ]:Lt!ﬂl.‘l johs and careers they change the foriome ol
their whole family. This school takes the brightest from the
direst circumstances and gives them o good education for free, 3
chance to escape the poverty trap. Lahore museum conlains a
wiealth of art work spanning thousands of years but the mosgque,
ome of the largest in the world, is a must see,

Cm the lost night the kids put together some hilarmus sketches,
semdling up cach ofther and the teachers, 1% been a learmng
experience fior most of them and a chance w make friends -
evervone exchanges emails and phone numbers. Several of the
teachers mention thit they have seen their kids grow in
confidence over the ten days and, as Sie Chnstopher MacCrae
pimts out: 1 hove noticed over these tnips that the chibdren have
gained in confidence, and I suspect that's a lasting thing. Having
ter get on their hind legs and talk 1o presidents and prime
ministers is in itself a confidence boosting exercise.”

A truly unigque experience.
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