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On the hillside above Mary Stephenson's holiday home in Tighnabruaich sits a stone Buddha. It is housed 
in a carved-out tree trunk and enjoys a dramatic view over the Kyles of Bute. The statue is a memorial to her 
son Dominic, an architect who was killed five years ago, aged 27, in the 2004 tsunami that devastated many 
of the Indian Ocean's coastal communities. A quarter of a million people died and nearly two million were 
displaced. 

It all happened 6,000 miles away, on the tiny Thai island of Phi Phi Don. Dominic and his girlfriend, Eileen 
Lee, 24, were staying in a beachfront bungalow when the giant wave struck. There, the Tighnabruaich Bud-
dha has a kind of cultural twin. Two trees resembling Scots pines grow tall in tribute to the couple in Phi Phi's 
memorial garden, planted to remember the more than 700 people lost there that day.  

These days the "tropical Scots pines", as she calls them, are uppermost in Stephenson's mind. Just retired 
as head teacher of Bonnyrigg primary school in Midlothian, she has spent the festive season on Phi Phi on 
the fifth anniversary of the disaster. Stephenson knows Phi Phi well. She visited once before the tsunami, 
when Phi Phi Leh, Phi Phi Don's neighbouring island, was better known as the setting for The Beach, star-
ring Leonardo DiCaprio. This will be her fourth trip. She has made many friends there and knows what to 
expect. 

The Boxing Day service itself is informal but very moving, she says. 

"The garden will be decorated with flowers, candles and lights and there will be the smell of incense and 
lovely music." They also light Chinese lanterns that float up into the sky and her son Simon, a doctor living in 
London, delivers a eulogy, as he has done every year since 2005. 

"I'm looking forward to it," she tells me before her trip. "Of course, I'll be thinking about Dominic and Eileen 
and it'll bring it all back again, but there are so many people there that we have made connections with, and 
they'll be looking forward to seeing us as well. We're always made to feel very welcome." 

It has been a long, emotional haul since Stephenson and her family finally gave up hope that their loved 
ones were among those who had taken refuge in the hills on Phi Phi. But, looking quite a bit younger than 
her 59 years, she appears to have worn the stresses well. 
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She was off work while they endured a three-month wait for Dominic's body to be sent home. To make mat-
ters worse, even after they had buried him, Eileen's body was still missing. It wasn't identified until the July 
following the disaster. "I was always very close to Eileen, so that was very hard," she says. 

While she was off, the children and staff at Bonnyrigg threw their energies into a sponsored walk and raised 
£7,000 in Dominic's name to help the tsunami survivors. It was a strong - and comforting - indication of the 
respect and admiration they had for their head teacher and, in addition to fundraising efforts by Dominic's 
friends and colleagues, provided a considerable boost to her morale. "Dominic was one of these people who 
was a catalyst, a magnet, and he had lots and lots of friends," says Stephenson. 

After the tsunami, the Thai government declared the island uninhabitable and refugees from Phi Phi were 
housed in makeshift camps on the mainland, near a town called Krabi. It was to this community that Ste-
phenson turned when deciding what to do with the funds from Bonnyrigg. She chose to support the Millie and 
Tia Sunflower Nursery, set up by Alana McGowan, who had lost her sister and two nieces that Boxing Day. 

On her first trip to Thailand after the tsunami, in October 2005, Stephenson visited Sunflower and was thrilled 
to see the fruits of these contributions. "We had a lovely visit to this beautiful nursery," she says. "The chil-
dren did dances for us. They knew about Dominic and they talked about him. A pound goes a long way in 
Thailand and the money they got from us was well used." 

It was during this trip that she bought her "tropical pines" and made her way to Phi Phi. She was shocked by 
the devastation. The beautiful, green jungle she remembered had been stripped bare. "When I got to the is-
land I was full of trepidation," she says. She had decided to visit the spot where Dominic and Eileen had 
died. "I felt it was the only place I could be really close to him," she says. 

The Charlie Beach Resort was largely washed away but a woman who had worked there had heard Ste-
phenson and her son Simon were there and offered to take them to the spot where the bungalow had stood. 
"She told us to meet her that evening and when we got there she and some friends had made this magnifi-
cent, beautiful shrine and taken flowers and candles. A photograph from the memorial garden was there. It 
was just lovely." 

It was one of many kindnesses Stephenson and her family have experienced on Phi Phi and reflects the 
connection they have made with the island and its people. 

With each visit, Stephenson has watched the island's regeneration with awe. The clean-up process has con-
tinued apace, with thousands of volunteers from all over the world arriving to lend the islanders a hand. 

After two-and-a-half years, as refugees started returning to Phi Phi, the Sunflower Nursery was closed and 
Stephenson refocused her support on the island. She channelled money from the Bonnyrigg fund, still going 
strong, as well as donations from herself and her family, to another school, the Laem Tong. Serving the local 
fishing community in the north of the island, it had been completely washed away but has now been rebuilt. 

"The Thai people are very, very resilient," she says. "They persevere. They have this amazing energy to get 
things back to the way they were - and beyond that." 

Stephenson knows a thing or two about resilience. Just as she was starting to come to terms with her loss, 
18 months after the tsunami, she suffered a brain haemorrhage while sailing in the Greek islands. It almost 
killed her. She was in a coma for five weeks in an Athens hospital, where she also contracted meningitis. 

On her return to Scotland, she had to learn to walk again. Ironically, she says the experience probably 
helped her to move on from that first blow. "It wasn't until I started to recover from the brain haemorrhage 
that I felt I was recovering from Dominic's death," she says. 

It was eight months before she was able to go back to work this time, but go back she did. "I made a very 
determined effort to get better," she says. In retirement she plans to divide her time between Edinburgh and 
Tighnabruaich and, of course, she will continue to visit Phi Phi. 

Instead of a leaving present, Stephenson asked for donations for the island. She's delighted to be leaving 
with £500 and knows exactly what she is going to do with it: "I'm going to change it into Thai baht and hand it 
over to the Laem Tong school in a big envelope." 
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