
W
HEN we look 
at pictures of 
a refugee 
camp, a 
run-down 

orphanage or a war-torn 
country and consider how 
we might help, our 
thoughts might well turn to 
money, food or providing 
shelter. 

To Ash Perrin, just as 
pressing is the need to 
inject laughter and play 
into the most dire 
situations for the children 
who are growing up in 
squalor and need.

Since 2008, Ash has run 
the Flying Seagull Project, 
a troupe of performers and 
volunteers who tour Europe 
and bring much-needed 
laughter and light to 
children who may only 
know suffering. 

The project is named 
after “Jonathan Livingston 
Seagull”, the story by 
Richard Bach about a 
seagull who shares his love 

for flight with others. 
The idea came to Ash 

when he did an impromptu 
gig at a Cambodian 
orphanage in 2008.

“After graduating from 
acting college, I decided to 
become a professional 
clown,” he explains. “I like 
the freedom of it, and 
interacting with an 
audience.

“I’ve never met a group 
of kids I can’t make laugh. 
Not only am I a 
professional fool, but I’m 
also a born idiot!”

Ash spent his time 
touring, using any money 
he earned for travelling and 
always taking a few magic 
items in his backpack in 
case the opportunity to 
perform arose.

In 2008, he found 
himself in Cambodia, where 
he offered to put on a show 
for children in an 
orphanage close to where 
he was staying.

“I didn’t have much with 

me – just a magic wand I’d 
made out of a stick by 
painting the ends white,” 
he says. “But I was struck 
by how much the children 
enjoyed the show.

“I’d performed for kids 
from all walks of life and, 
despite the deprivation, the 
expression on these kids’ 
faces was just the same 
– one of magic and 
wonderment.

“I left the orphanage and 
cried a lot – seeing those 
children, I realised that, 
although their needs are 
met, nobody loves them, or 
says, ‘Well done’ or teaches 
them how to ride a bike. 

“There was no parent to 
inject magic into their lives.  
I wanted to do more.”

Speaking to a friend on 
his return, Ash came up 
with the idea of touring and 
bringing magic to children 
whose lives left them with 
little reason to smile. 

“My friend’s father ran a 
charity in Romania, so I 
was able to organise a trip 
there quite easily,” he says. 
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“There I met with people 
from another organisation 
who were setting up a 
hydrocephalus screening 
programme in Ghana. 

“The more we spoke, the 
more we realised there was 
a health and happiness 
crossover. 

“A group of us went over 
to Ghana in 2009 and got 
the kids laughing – putting 
on white coats and making 
the doctors wear red noses. 
We took the scariness out 
of the experience.”

Since that time, Ash and 
a growing group of 
performers have travelled 
to 23 countries, performing 
for over 115,000 children 
in orphanages, refugee 
camps and hospitals.

In 2004, the Flying 
Seagull Project became an 
arts charity and Ash and a 
team of eight now work 
full-time on the scheme.

Nine months of the year 
are spent on the road, with 
the other three dedicated 
to fund-raising. 

As well as the main team, 

HELPING OTHERS 

Gillian Harvey chats to Ash Perrin, founder of the exciting  
Flying Seagull Project, to learn about the power of play.

volunteers are taken on 
and trained from hundreds 
who apply each year.

For the past three years, 
the group has focused on 
refugee camps in Europe, 
where children live in 
squalid conditions. 

“At first glance, it might 
seem odd to erect a big top 
in a camp,” Ash says. “But 
when you get to these 
camps and see the children 
living there, you realise it’s 
always appropriate for kids 
to be happy and play.

“There are children there, 
and we’re a crisis-response 
team who deliver 
something they need.”

With so many displaced 
children across Europe, one 
of the difficulties the troupe 
face is deciding where to 
go. 

“We tend to do active 
research,” Ash says. “We’ll 
do a tour, and whilst we’re 
touring we’ll go to every 
camp we can. 

“We look at what 
childhood services are 
available and what is 
needed. 

“The first time, we’ll go 
for an afternoon or a 
couple of days, then when 
we go back we’ll do a 
couple of weeks or months 
– we even stayed at one 
camp for a year.”

Currently in the UK to 
complete gigs at 18 music 
festivals, the troupe’s next 
major project will be on the 
island of Samos in Greece. 

“We’re looking at doing a 

‘Cirque de Samos’,” Ash 
says. “We’re going in 
October and we’ll do the 
whole winter – music, 
circus, cinema, dance 
evenings, craft workshops, 
all sorts of things. 

“The most important 
thing is that it will be warm 
and dry and they’ll be 
welcome.”

Having somewhere to go 
during the winter months is 
particularly important, as 
this is a time when camps 
struggle to provide the 
warmth, clothing and food 
needed to keep inhabitants 
safe and healthy. 

As well as these more 
basic needs, Ash believes 
that offering children 
respite through play is an 
essential part of helping 
them to keep going.

“Children there can’t see 
a future – another year 

The project now has 
a core team of eight 
full-time staff.

I’ve never met a  
group of kids I can’t 

make laugh

Want To Know More?
The Flying Seagull Project, 

68 Lombard Street,  
London EC3V 9LJ.

www.theflyingseagullproject.
com.

Ash bringing smiles 
to children in Greece.

Play is a vital part 
of children’s lives.

Performing in Romania 
to a packed room.

passes and they’re still 
locked in a camp,” he 
explains.

“I haven’t got a 
qualification in childcare, or 
play, or any of that stuff. 

“But being really present 
and believing in someone, 
looking them in the eye 
with every drop of your 
loving energy, you’ll find 
they’re capable of a lot 
more than they think. 

“You don’t need 
equipment, or digital this 
or that – we’re working 
with the heart and soul; 
this requires presence, not 
products.”

This notion of injecting 
love and play into life is 
something that Ash 
believes we could all 
benefit from.

His book, “The Real Play 
Revolution”, aims to show 
how play is something that 

is lacking in today’s society, 
and sorely needed. 

“Having an underlying 
light touch helps children 
to realise that, no matter 
how things get, there will 
always be lovingness and 
tenderness underneath.

“Working with the 
children has helped me to 
see the power of shared 
play.

“Play is about having 
pressureless challenges 
where you can learn your 
limits and strengths – and 
that’s something we could 
all benefit from.” n

There aren’t many 
chances to play and 
laugh in the camps.
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