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In the past two months, I edited and completed a fifteen-minute film about hero booking, a form of memory work done with children.  Hero booking was created by the 10 Million Memory Project to provide organizations a tool to use with children affected by HIV/AIDS, poverty, and conflict.  After three years of using trial runs in various organizations, 10 MMP officially launched hero booking at the International HIV/AIDS Conference in Toronto last month.  My documentary film, together with an animated film of the hero book manual, helped promote and publicize hero booking to organizations working with vulnerable children.

My film, entitled “Three in a Zillion” follows three young people from the township of Nekkies, South Africa.  Their community organization, MADaboutART was amongst the first to use hero books with their children.  I follow the prompts of the manual, including “My Community,” “My Problem,” “Tricks and Tactics to Overcome My Problem,” and “Me, The Hero.”  For each prompt, the film shows their hero book drawings as b-roll (a film term for any shot that is not a person talking into the camera), while the children explain what they drew and wrote.  In the last section of the film, the three characters explain how hero booking helped them: “I felt relieved,” says Ntobmi with a bright smile across her face.  Alridge, holding his book proudly, thinks other children should make hero books because, “At the end you will be the hero of your own book.”  They all speak of the desire for other children to read and learn from their hero books. Beaty poignantly says at the end of the film, “If I made it, who are you not to make it?” 


As opposed to the animated film whose main character is fictional, my film shows real children, their hero books, and how they felt about hero booking. As I have felt while filming in the township and from the friendships that have developed, these children truly are heroes.  Though hero booking cannot take full credit, it did provide the children the vocabulary to their talk about their own feelings and emotions, explore their own monsters, and finally see themselves as heroes. 


It was an amazing opportunity for me, as an intern and as a filmmaker, to attend the conference for the launch of hero booking and the premiere of my film.  I first showed the film at The Teresa Group’s Pre-Conference Symposium focusing on children.  In the audience were members of community organizations, international organizations, researchers, activists, and some of the leading experts of memory work with children.  By the end of the session, after some important questions and answers, all of my DVD’s were gone, and I had a list of about thirty organizations requesting the resource pack!  The positive reactions were incredibly affirming for my work as a documentary filmmaker.  

During my fellowship I have felt both overwhelmed by the hardships my friends face regarding HIV/AIDS and poverty but also inspired by their sense of hope and courage.  I have tried to portray this in my film, to challenge the typical image I believe many of us have of “victims of HIV/AIDS.”  For me, creating a film has helped channel feelings of despair and questions of “what can I as one person do” into something tangible and productive.  Though it may be a drop in the tidal wave that is HIV/AIDS, my documentary work—combined with all the work of thousands of others around the world as I witnessed at the International HIV/AIDS Conference—is my small way of fighting for a better life for children.  

Inspired by the conference, I have extended by time in South Africa by three months.  Now that I have completed by hero book film I hope to continue exploring the life of my friend who has, since the recent deaths of her sister and mother, become head of the household for five people, including three children.  In the final three months of my fellowship, I will focus on photographing Beaty and her family's daily experiences, including her daughter Timmy who is two years old.  I hope to create a photo essay on how Beaty's new role as head of the household is affecting her relationship with her daughter and the other children under 8 years old now under her care. In addition to the photographs, I will continue to shoot digital video of Beaty. During my post-fellowship residency, I hope to edit this footage into a 15-minute film on an HIV-positive mother and her children. After six months of developing a relationship and trust, I look forward to documenting my friend’s life, both her hardships and her hope.




