Report No. 1

Hello to all! Here are a few thoughts and impressions from my first month here... 
Three weeks ago I looked out the window as my plane descended into Cape Town, trying to catch a glimpse of a city I had never seen before. Soon it would be my home. After months of preparation and planning, reading and talking with people, I felt both eager and nervous to finally see South Africa with my own eyes. I was immediately struck by the city's stunning beauty. From the small window above the clouds Table Mountain hovered above the city and deep blue ocean. My excitement, however, was soon spoiled. The man in the seat beside me turned, looked me in the eye, and without hesitation in his Afrikaner accent warned: "Beware of black people here. They're not like black people where you're from. They're barbarians." 
I was shocked. I didn't know what to say. My mind and heart wanted to yell at him, to shout that despite my skin color, I would not tolerate such ignorant and hateful remarks. And yet, I said nothing. As I sat back in my chair and closed my eyes, my mind was racing: Will the next eight months be filled with men like him? Will I find words to speak out, or will I remain speechless? Will I comprehend the juxtaposition of beautiful scenery and the ugly remnants of apartheid? 
I stepped off the plane and took a taxi towards Jonathan Morgan's house. Jonathan is the director of 10 Milllion Memory Project and with whom I will be staying for the first couple of months. As I breathed in the South Africa air, it suddenly felt thick and heavy on my white skin, saturated by inequity of race, poverty, and HIV. My whiteness, I knew, would now play a new, more obvious role in the way I was treated, where I could go, who felt comfortable talking to me, and probably in a thousand other ways that I will only understand in time. Or, perhaps more accurately my whiteness would play a thousands roles in my experience, whether I was conscious of them or not. As I remembered the words of the man on the plane while passing townships just beyond the airport, I felt that I had entered a more blatantly racist world. 
Still, I feel ready to be facing the complexities, the paradoxes, the beauty and the pain with a video camera in hand. The stories will unfold before me, stories not only of the past, but of the present –– a space in time inseparable from the effects of the past. 
My time in Durham with the after school group and their construction of hero books has proven invaluable. It has given me a deeper understanding of the hero book making process, one which I most likely would never have been able to get by just starting this project in South Africa. Because I was able to facilitate children making hero books in my own Durham community, I am able to understand the chapters and the manual, and to begin visualizing how to bring that process to life in a film. This has been especially true in the past three weeks while focusing more on brainstorming than filming. Thus far, Jonathan and I have been discussing the content of the film, its primary audience, and its purposes. With the launch of the One Child, One Hero Book Campaign looming ahead at the Torono AIDS Conference in August, Jonathan needs a film to help teach others working with children how to use hero books as narrative therapy. The more we talk, the more possibilities I see for this project, both in what I will film and what will be done with the completed film. Though I wish I knew what the "story" would be, I am also pushing myself to be patient and to let the story unfold before me. I imagine as I meet the child authors of the hero books, their personal narratives will help guide me in realizing how to bring hero books to life on film. I have filmed two trainings for social workers who will use hero books. 
Next week, I will start filming some of the original authors of hero books in Nekkies, a township near Plettenberg Bay (about 8 hours away from Cape Town) and home of the first hero book library. I am already inspired by them- I saw pictures of an enormous art piece that they did which shows the life process of someone from the time they are diagnosed with HIV through treatment, the terrible feelings that come with having to face living with HIV, dealing with stigma, and finally to finding love and support and finding ones own strength within this struggle. It is amazing to see the symbols and colors in this art piece A few months ago, this art piece, the Rainbow of Hope, premiered in London for World Aids Day. Some of the participating children/artists from Nekkies were able to travel to London to see their piece displayed in Traffalgar Square. 
I look forward to all that I will encounter on this next adventure. Certainly, the paradoxes of the country that I tasted as I first landed, will only be further complicated in this next month. 


