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East ern Afr ica has som e of  t he wor lds m ost  
vulnerable refugees- t eenage gir ls t hat  have 
exper ienced war , rape, k idnapping, violence, 
deat h and loss of  fam ily m em bers, and sex 
t raf f ick ing. These young wom en have lost  t heir  
m ost  basic hum an r ight s. Many don?t  know 
how t o put  words t o t heir  t raum a, t alk  about  
t heir  loss, or  t h ink  about  t heir  fut ure. A w r it er  
nam ed Spr ing Sut t er , a phot ographer  nam ed 
Em ily Reim an, and a f i lm m aker  nam ed Zippy 
Kim undu hope t o change t hat  w it h a program  
called I?ll Tell You My St ory. 

In 2015 Spr ing Sut t er  was work ing w it h 
Zipporah ?Zippy? Kim undu in Uganda on t he 
Disney f i lm , The Queen of  Kat we. Spr ing, who is 
f rom  Seat t le, was work ing as a product ion 
account ant , but  is a w r it er  by vocat ion. And 
Zippy, a f i lm m aker  f rom  Nairobi, was work ing 
in t he f i lm  edit ing depar t m ent . 

In a quirk  of  t he f i lm  product ion schedule, m ost  
of  t he crew  went  on t o Sout h Afr ica t o creat e 
anot her  par t  of  t he m ovie, and Spr ing and 
Zippy st ayed behind in Uganda. Bot h wom en 
t hought  of  t hem selves essent ial ly as 
st oryt ellers, each work ing in a dif ferent  
m edium . They were aware of  t he power  of  
st ory t o heal, and t he great  need for  healing in 
t he conf l ict -t orn areas of  t he Afr ican cont inent . 
One night , af t er  t he Disney project  was over , 
Spr ing and Zippy m et  in Kenya, and had 
cock t ails w it h a wom an nam ed Ashley Becket t , 
who worked for  Film Aid, a UN f i lm  product ion 
program  for  refugee cam ps. Film Aid needed 
volunt eers, and Spr ing and Zippy had sk il ls t o 
of fer . 

Excit ed about  t he possibil i t ies, Spr ing ret urned 
t o Seat t le and t old her  f r iend and professional 
phot ographer  Em ily Riem an about  her  
exper ience in Af r ica. Em ily, who has served as a 
m ent or  w it h Big Sist er  and t aught  phot ography 
t o underserved yout h was int r igued and 
ent husiast ic. ?You have t o do it ,? she t old 
Spr ing. ?If  you do it , I?l l  do it ,? replied Spr ing. 
The t hree wom en got  t o work  creat ing a 
workshop for  young refugee wom en t o express 
t hem selves t hrough wr it ing, phot ography, and 
f i lm m ak ing.  

Wit h t he help of  Ashley, t hey connect ed w it h 
RefuShe, (ht t ps:/ /www.refushe.org/), an 
organizat ion t hat  helps unaccom panied m inor  
gir ls who have ar r ived in Kenya as refugees 
f rom  ot her  East -Afr ican count r ies. RefuShe 
recognizes t he unique challenges t hese young 
wom en face, and gives t hem  a sense of  safet y, 
a place t o recover  f rom  t raum a, and t he t ools 
t hat  inst i l l  int ernal conf idence. The I?ll Tell You 
My St ory workshop f it  int o t hat  goal per fect ly. 

The f irst  ITYMS workshop was held in 2016, but  
t here was quit e a bit  of  chaos. The t r io held a 
GoFundMe cam paign w it h a naive idea of  t he 
cost s involved. Even af t er  ser iously 
underest im at ing what  t hey needed, t hey used 
t heir  own resources, and som ehow m ade it  
work . And t hen, when t hey ar r ived t o st ar t  t he 
classes, t here was a language problem . ?When 
we f irst  got  int o t he room  none of  t he st udent s 
could underst and each ot her ,? recalls Zippy. 
?They didn?t  speak  Swahil i  or  any language I 
could underst and m yself , cer t ain ly not  
English!? 
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So t he next  year  t hey hired a t ranslat or  who 
spoke m ost  of  t he languages you?d run int o in 
East  Af r ica. That  has worked m uch bet t er . 

And what  happens once t hese workshops 
act ually st ar t ? Typically, t here are 15 wom en 
and gir ls in a class, f rom  four  or  f ive dif ferent  
count r ies, al l near  Kenya (including Kenya 
it self ). More t han half  com e f rom  t he 
Dem ocrat ic Republic of  Congo. They are m ost ly 
t eenagers t hat  have had such t urbulent  l ives, i t  
t akes a while before t hey feel safe enough t o 
t el l t heir  st or ies. To give you an exam ple of  t he 
t ype of  t raum a t hese gir ls have exper ienced, in 
t he second workshop t here was a gir l t hat  was 
19 or  20 (m ost  don?t  even know t heir  t rue age) 
t hat  had been k idnapped and held in t he bush 
by her  capt ors since she was four  years old.  

So Zippy, Em ily, and Spr ing st ar t  by t el l ing t heir  
own st or ies. It  earns t he gir ls? t rust . Mut ual 
respect  is essent ial. ?We just  let  t hem  reveal 
what  t hey want  t o,? says Spr ing. ?We have 
t hem  focus on t he fact  t hat  t hey get  t o w r it e a 
st ory, t ake a lot  of  pict ures, and m ake a m ovie. 
We let  t hem  know t hat  we see t hem  as really 
int erest ing, capable, gir ls, and not  vict im s.

W E WA N T THEM  GET TO 
K N OW  THEM SELV ES A S 
SOM ETHIN G OUTSIDE OF 
THEIR TRA UM A .?  
Event ually, som eone w il l  break  t hrough w it h 
t heir  real st ory, and t he rest  of  t he group w il l  
realize t hey are not  alone in t heir  exper ience. 
Som e days t here are a lot  of  t ears in t he room . 

There is a sist erhood t hat  r ises out  of  t he daily 
sessions, even am ong gir ls f rom  r ival t r ibes. 
One gir l w il l  be t alk ing about  som et hing t hat  
happened t o her , and t hat  w il l  encourage 
anot her  one t o raise her  hand and speak , and 
t hen anot her . And in t he end, Spr ing or  Zippy 
or  Em ily w il l  ask , ?Did you know t hat  about  
each ot her?? And t he gir ls always say, ?No.? 

So is t h is t herapy? Em ily isn?t  so sure. She 
point s out  ?ar t  t herapy? is a big deal in t he 
Unit ed St at es, but  t hat  is not  t heir  pr im ary 
approach. They want  t he gir ls t o learn about  
f i lm , phot ography, and wr it ing, so t hey have 
a range of  t ools in t heir  power . ?We really 
push t he fact  t hat  t hey are individuals,? says 
Em ily. ?Their  st or ies are unique and while 
t here m ight  be som e k ind of  sim ilar  
t raum at ic exper ience, t hey are all valuable as 
individuals. If  t hat  is also t herapeut ic, so be 
it .?  

And t hen, Zippy point s out , t here are t he 
cult ural issues. She had t raum a in her  own 
fam ily and never  spoke about  it  unt i l  she was 
t rying t o w r it e a scr ipt  about  it . So she knows 
f irst -hand how t hese st oryt ell ing t ools can 
open t h ings up.?Cult urally, we don?t  speak  
about  our  feelings,? says Zippy. ?For  exam ple, 
in t he West  you go see a psychiat r ist ; here, 
we don?t  have t hat . The gir ls don?t  speak  t o 
t heir  t eachers or  fel low  st udent s because 
t hat ?s not  a t h ing. It ?s t oo painful. I rem em ber  
one of  t he t eachers being in our  class, and 
she had never  heard 90% of  t he st or ies t hat  
were being t old. She was in t ears. All t he gir ls 
were also af fect ed. They would hug and 
com for t  each ot her , because t hey had 
previously t hought  t hat  t hey were alone. We 
are not  an organizat ion providing t herapy, 
but  it  just  f inds us. We aren?t  exper t s, but  we 
em brace it , and do what  we can in t he 
cont ext  of  t eaching a st oryt ell ing workshop.?  

The healing doesn?t  happen all at  once, but  
by t he t im e t hey m ove f rom  t he in it ial group 
sessions t o t he act ual workshops on craf t , 
t here has been a shif t , a not iceable 
m ovem ent  t oward gell ing t oget her  as one 
group. ?When we get  t o t hat  m eet ing where 
t he st ory is due, we m ake sure we all sit  
t oget her  at  a big round t able,? says Spr ing. 
?We give t hem  t he opt ion t o read it  out  loud 
or  just  t el l  us, but  we def in it ely do not  ask  
t hem  t o w r it e t heir  refugee st ory. 

We encourage t hem  t o be creat ive, t hey can do 
what ever  t hey want .? 

Spr ing, Em ily, and Zippy are careful not  t o st ick  
t o t heir  planned syllabus t oo t ight ly. 
Depending on t he individual st udent s and t heir  
needs, t he plan m ight  need t o be adapt ed, so 
t hey?re careful t o keep t h ings f lu id t o keep 
individual needs as a t op pr ior it y. This helps t o 
m aint ain t rust , and m akes it  a bet t er  
exper ience for  t he st udent s. 
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The point , af t er  all, is t o give young wom en 
t ools t o express t hem selves, and t o f ind ways 
t o believe in t hem selves. To t hat  end, t he 
program  leaders m ake sure t hey get  t o hear  
f rom  Afr ican wom en (besides Zippy) as of t en as 
possible. Seeing som eone f rom  t heir  own par t  
of  t he cont inent  who has succeeded helps 
t hem  believe t hat  anyt hing is possible. ?Em ily 
and Spr ing have t hese sk il ls t hat  t hey are 
passing on, but  t here are also t hese am azing 
Afr ican wom en who we br ing in t o speak ,? says 
Zippy. 

"Som e of  t hese gir ls t h ink  t hat  going abroad is 
t he only way t o be successful and t hey leave 
class t h ink ing dif ferent ly about  t hat . "

? W E A RE OPEN IN G THEM  
UP TO THE OPPORTUN ITY 
THA T THEY CA N  
A CTUA LLY M A K E IT HERE,  
IN  A FRICA . "  

So what ?s t he biggest  challenge t he program  is 
facing now ? No surpr ise, i t ?s funding, all t hree 
leaders agree. They?ve had t o m ake do w it h 
out -of -dat e t echnology. Cam eras evolve so 
quick ly t hese days, it ?s easy for  t hem  t o 
becom e obsolet e. ?I t h ink  if  we had bet t er  
equipm ent  t he gir ls would r ise t o t he 
occasion,? says Em ily. ?I?m  lim it ed w it h how  
m uch I can t each t hem  t echnically because t he 
cam eras are out  of  dat e.? Zippy adds, ?If  we 
could just  st andardize t he cam eras, we could 
t hen have a sim ilar  predict able and consist ent  
foundat ion for  t eaching phot ography and 
f i lm m ak ing.? 

But  t he ot her  big t h ing addit ional funding 
would buy is t im e. ?We cur rent ly cram  t he 
program  int o less t han t wo weeks,? Spr ing says, 
?but  if  we could even get  t wo m ore days w it h 
t he gir ls, we could really do a lot  w it h t hat  
t im e. I feel l ike t hey get  t o a point  where t hey 
becom e junior  ar t ist s, and t hen we?re out  of  
t im e. It ?s not  quit e long enough.? 

Even t hough funding is an issue, t he t r io plan 
t o hold workshops In Kenya, Ghana, and 
Uganda over  t he next  t hree years. They are 
cur rent ly researching refugee organizat ions 
sim ilar  t o RefuShe. 

For  all t he good t h is project  does for  t he gir ls it  
serves, a huge bonus for  Spr ing, Zippy, and 
Em ily is t hat  t hese t hree wom en just  love 
work ing t oget her . ?I?m  k ind of  addict ed t o you 
guys,? Spr ing says, w it h laught er  f rom  all t hree 
t hat  says, Yes, I know t he feeling. 

And you can?t  argue w it h t he result s. The wor ld 
can be a t er r ible place so m uch of  t he t im e. But  
cont rast  t he dire st or ies of  t he hor rors endured 
by t hese gir ls w it h t he hopeful, det erm ined 
work  t hat  is displayed on t he websit e. They 
look  w it hout  f l inching at  t heir  own past , what ?s 
happened t o t heir  fam il ies and t o t hem selves. 
They are not  m erely surviving. ?You can see 
f rom  t he videos we?ve m ade, t hat  we don?t  
want  t o expose t heir  sadness,? says Zippy. 

" I want  t hem  t o feel em powered and t hat  t hey 
have a renewed energy t o m ove on. There is a 
lot  of  m edia out  t here t hat  does not  represent  
m y cont inent  in an accurat e way, it ?s usually 
negat ive, so I am  always look ing for  ways t o 
present  our  st or ies w it h som e hope and som e 
light .? 

Tim e af t er  t im e, you hear  t heir  st at em ent s of  
det erm inat ion, plans for  t he fut ure t hat  
involve not  just  t hem selves, but  m ak ing t he 
wor ld bet t er  for  ot her  children in t hese 
circum st ances. And t hat  det erm inat ion t o 
im prove t he wor ld st ar t s w it h a newfound 
sense of  self . As one of  t he shor t  f i lm s f rom  t he 
st udent s announces, 

? I  A M  W HO I  A M .  YOU 
CA N  N EV ER TA K E THA T 
A WA Y.?  

WWW.ILLTELLYOUMYSTORY.COM 
  

https://www.illtellyoumystory.com/
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