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SAILING

Learning life through sailing

In October 2008, a simple 
ten-day sailing course 
changed the lives of sev-

eral young Thai orphans. 
At the time, Akapot ‘Tik’ 

Kankearn was a shy 12-year-
old living at Phuket Sunshine 
Village on Koh Sirae. But Katy 
Gooch-Firmin saw a natural 
sailor whose passion for the 
sport was already evident.

“Our intention was to 
continue the course as a pro-
gramme so the kids could learn 
to sail, but he took to it very 
well,” she says proudly.

Fast forward to 2014 and a 
now 17-year-old Tik is teaching 
several young Thai children 
how to sail, attends university, 
and already has several sailing 
awards on his mantle.

Through sailing, the Phuket 
Youth Sailing Club – headed 
by Topper Sail owners Katy 
Gooch-Firmin and her husband 
Paul Firmin – are able to teach 
Thai orphans not just how to 
steer their boats down wind 
and make turns, but also how 
to speak English in addition 
to other life skills.

“They are meeting people 
just by going to another regatta 
competition. At the orphanage 
they live in a small place and 
that’s their world,” Gooch-
Firmin says on a sunny morn-
ing at the Ao Yon-based club, 
“they need to be able to meet 
new people, know how to in-
teract, and have that exposure 
for life.”

Every Sunday, the club – 
which is open to children of all 
nationalities and backgrounds, 
Gooch-Firmin points out – 
hosts training sessions for kids 
from the Sunshine Village 

Currently, they have a 

group of about 20 Thai chil-
dren that show up weekly for 
sailing lessons that last from 
about 10.30am to 4pm.

The club serves them a hot 
meal, provides instruction in 
both English and Thai, and 
helps prepare them for upcom-
ing competitions. Since some 
of the kids are under 10-years-
old, they still have to learn how 
to swim before being able to 
progress in the boats.

“A lot of the kids from the 
home need time to get water 
confident,” Gooch-Firmin 
explains. 

“We start out with theory 
and then go out into the water. 
The basics take a long time to 
learn, and to race it could take 
up to a year, but it depends on 
how many times you go out.”

“They’re really good at 
charades now,” Gooch-Firmin 
says laughing, admitting her 
Thai is not as sharp as their 
English has become.

Tik started racing about 
a year after that first lesson 
in 2008. He then placed sec-
ond in the Optimist class (for 
kids under 15) at the Hua Hin 
Regatta in 2010 – his second 
competition ever. 

He then went on to win the 
King’s Cup Regatta Optimist 
Class in 2011, with a first place 
finish the following year in the 
Topper Class.

Similarly, Theerapong 
‘New’ Tohkratoak started out 
training in 2009 at 11-years-old. 
Two years later, he placed third 
in the King’s Cup Regatta, just 
two places behind Tik in the 
Optimist Class.

Through sailing, both Tik 
and New have been able to 
travel around Asia to compete 
– something that would have 
been difficult for them had it 
not been for sailing. 

Unfortunately, despite the 
club’s success at impacting 
lives for the better, a shortage 
of volunteers, a small budget, 
and natural disasters have 
become a challenge.

The club was unable to send 

any competitors to last year’s 
King’s Cup Regatta after a 
huge storm in November dam-
aged several of their boats and 
destroyed the foundations of 
their beach in Ao Yon.

“The beach was just gone 
for a while, our brick wall gave 
way. We couldn’t launch boats 
on anything out here,” Gooch-
Firmin says. 

In February, the club hopes 
to compete in a competition in 
Malaysia, but with fuels costs 
and registration fees, they are 
looking at a B40,000 expense 
for six kids – an amount that 
might be too much.

Still, Gooch-Firmin is 
positive that they will gather 

enough resources to prosper. 
She is actively looking to turn 
the club, which is registered 
with the Phuket Sports As-
sociation, into a non-profit 
organisation with the potential 
to start a trust in the United 
Kingdom.

“To race, it costs money. 
But if they don’t compete, 
the kids may lose that drive to 
continue and won’t be able to 
go out and meet other people. 
In the end, that’s what it’s all 
about,” she says.

For more information or to 
contact for sponsorship, email 
phuketyouthsailing@gmail.com 
or call Katy Gooch-Firmin at 
085 215 9185. 

Thai orphans from Phuket Sunshine Village sail their dinghy boats in the waters surrounding 
Ao Yon beach during their weekly training session with the Phuket Youth Sailing Club.


