YOU GAVE TRAGIC VYANNA A BRIGHT FUTURE 
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From Jenny Johnston In Johannesburg

 

FOR just a moment, Vyanna is still. Her eyes - not yet three years old - sparkle. Her head tilts to one side, quizzically. She stabs a little finger at the very first photo in the album, and lowers her face to the picture.

"Baby," she says, flashing a triumphant smile. "Kiss baby!"

One day, this little girl will cry as she flicks through this very album. By then, she will know why the photos only begin when she was five months old, and why the baby in the very first picture - the one she is smothering in kisses - is not smiling.

This little girl's story broke your hearts when we first told it a year ago. The bare facts were just impossible to take in. Raped at five months. Cut open with a bottle and violated by two men, who thought having sex with her would cure them of Aids. Left to die in a squalid bedsit. Then abandoned by her mother, an alcoholic prostitute.

When we told you what had happened to this toddler, then called Thandiwe, you were quite rightly horrified. You wanted to help.

Hundreds of you wrote in asking if there was anything you could do. You sent cheques to help her, and other children like her. In all, almost £40,000 was raised for the tiniest victims of abuse in South Africa.

And you never forgot her. Every week, without fail, we still receive at least one letter asking for news of the baby whose story so touched you.

Maybe our picture answers some of your questions. It is the first time we have been able to show her face. She is now two-and-a-half years old, and has been adopted by the woman who helped save her life, Claudia Ford.

Thanks to Claudia and the Daily Mirror readers who supported her, her future is finally secure, both emotionally and financially.

Today, her new name - to match her new life - is Vyanna. It means Breath of God.

She likes her new name. She uses it constantly as we work our way through the album that documents her new life, a life that is as far removed from the previous one as possible. A life full of birthday parties and safari trips and paddling pools and teddy bears. And lots of love.

"Vyanna... party," she explains, with another jab of the finger. "Vyanna... cake. Vyanna... elephant. "Vyanna... dance."

But mostly, it is, "Vyanna... mummy." Every other picture shows Vyanna with Claudia, the woman who took her in despite all the odds, and whose determination to make a difference so impressed you.

"I just don't have the words to express my thanks," says Claudia, trying to sum up what our readers' support has meant to her.

"It isn't just the money. It's the fact that people cared enough to get out their cheque books, or to put pen to paper. It's the fact that other people cared whether she lived or died too. It's the fact that I realised I wasn't doing this alone."

Thanks to the money raised by Mirror readers, Vyanna's future is guaranteed. Claudia has already picked out a private school for her, and the educational fund in her name will give her a wonderful start.

But the charity that bears her name - The Princess Trust - is already helping many more children like Vyanna.

Some of the funds raised have already gone to support programmes and counselling for other victims of baby rape.

More money has been earmarked for research into the growing phenomenon of baby rape in South Africa.

There are still no official figures on how many babies are raped in this troubled country every day, but it is not unknown for police to respond to 20 attacks in one weekend.

What happened to Vyanna on December 2, 2001, was not an isolated incident, but it is fair to say that the ferocity of the attack on her stunned even the hardened Joburg medical teams.

The little girl had been cut open with a broken bottle to facilitate the rape. Her injuries were so distressing that the duty anaesthetist told the lead surgeon that she was unable to take part in the operation. The rest of the team completed their task with tears running down their faces.

Claudia, a midwife, was alerted to Vyanna's story by a friend who worked in the unit. When she arrived to visit the little girl, it wasn't known whether she would make a complete recovery.

At least two more operations, and months of nursing care, would be needed. But since there was no one to look after her, she would be sent to a children's home. Claudia couldn't bear the thought of that.

"I fell in love with her the minute I saw her," she recalls. "She was in a crib under lots of blankets. When I walked in, she turned her head and I just saw these big black eyes peering out at me. I wanted to grab her and never let go."

By the time she got back to her car, Claudia, 48, had made the most momentous decision of her life. She went home and told her three sons - all grown men now - what she was going to do, and why. Her eldest was physically sick when she told him what the little girl had been through.

Claudia nursed Vyanna through two more operations to repair her ripped body. Every night she sang lullabies as she changed the dressings and rubbed olive oil and comfrey tea on her private parts.

"Every time I had to change her colostomy bag there were tears running down my face," she recalls.

"I couldn't do it without hurting her, and that was unbearable. No one can quite understand how much I detested that bag changing routine. I had to pin her, spread-eagled under my legs and sing endless rounds of The Wheels on the Bus."

Watching her now, it is impossible to reconcile this with the healthy happy little girl who loves to watch videos of traditional African dance - then copy them in her back garden. Her little body whirls round and round, feet stamping to the beat, a tiny pink tennis racket - a makeshift Zulu shield - punched in the air.

She clambers all over these visitors from London who have come to see her again, "borrowing" pens and mobile phones. Her laughter pierces the air.

Our readers haven't been the only ones to be moved by Vyanna and Claudia's ordeal. Late last year, Oprah Winfrey asked if she could come to South Africa and interview them. The report will be broadcast later this year.

Rock star Bono met the little girl, after being moved by her plight.

Vyanna points them out in her photo album, too young to know who they are, or to understand how powerful her story has been.

And there are others who were sickened by what she has been through. At the adoption hearing to decide her future, there was a hushed silence as the little girl's story was told.

The judge was horrified as she listened to how the child's mother disappeared soon after the attack, never to be found.

She shifted through a mountain of papers, stamping as she went. The sound pounded through Claudia Ford's head. Finally, it was done.

"The court finds that you are now her mother," said the judge. "She is as much yours as if you had given birth to her yourself."

Then she congratulated Claudia on her courage.

Claudia remembers how she broke down.

"I kept telling myself that no court in the land would deny her the right to stay with me, but you can never be sure.

"We had to prove that she had been abandoned, and that staying with me would be the best thing for her. It took months of filling in forms, and attending court. At every step I was terrified something would go wrong - something would take her from me."

Of course, there will be difficult days ahead. Claudia knows only too well that one day she will have to sit down and have the most difficult conversation of her life with little Vyanna: the one in which she explains why the little girl has scars, and why she has a past that is not documented in the family album.

"When I do have that conversation, I can now tell her that I did my best. I tried to protect her, and I tried to stop the same thing happening to other people.

"I will be able to show her the newspapers, show her the letters, show her all the good that has been done in her name.

"And maybe she will understand that something good came out of the most terrible act."

To make a donation to The Princess Trust, please visit www.princesstrust.com

