
In March of 2006, I traveled as part of an all-female documentary film crew to the Umoyo Training Centre in rural Zambia. The training centre is a school who for one year hosts a group of the sixty-four, as the director of the program described it to us, “sickest girls” from across the country. Nominated by their communities to be able to attend Umoyo, these girls are AIDS orphans, street kids, victims of poverty and abuse—those deemed to be most desperately in need of the experience. The training centre gives them a safe haven in which to learn vital skills and build a support network of friends and mentors. Our crew consisted of representatives from CBC radio, the NFB, and MSF, our director, Rebecca Levere, and eight Canadian teenage girls, all of us between sixteen and eighteen, the same age range as Umoyo’s students. In those two weeks, we grew remarkably close to the girls of Umoyo. Despite the cultural boundaries and differences, we were a group of curious young girls who couldn’t help but be drawn to one another. These photographs are portraits I took of the people surrounding me during my stay at Umoyo. With them I’ve hoped to capture the vitality and joy of the girls. Our Zambian friends told us stories of those they’d lost and the hardships they’d survived. For many of the girls, it would be their first time disclosing such information. It was hard to grasp that in the same sixteen years I had lived someone else could have endured so much—being orphaned by AIDS, left homeless, raped, abandoned by family. The daily reality of the girls at Umoyo was a world apart from my own. Despite their histories, the girls were vibrant and strong. Every day we would dance with them, sing songs, play cards, flip through magazines, and talk for hours. We’d all lived the same sixteen years, but with our birthplaces prescribing entirely different life experiences. The product of our trip is the documentary Umoyo [life]. Through interviews with three Canadian and two Zambian girls, all asked the same questions, it brings to light the stark contrasts in their lives that we found ourselves directly confronted with during our trip. Despite the obvious differences, there are certain common threads and bonds so deep that they cannot be affected by geography or circumstance. Umoyo shows that personality knows no borders. 

