Dec 5, 2007

Nelson Before Nine Letter

Dear Nelsonites,

Hi Everyone! Hi Nelson! I am Stephen Otieno Owino from  Kenya, aged 25, African and Kenyan by birth.

I am happy and excited to be speaking to many whom I have never seen, and living such distance far away from us in Kenya. I feel like I can see you, hear everyone listening to my words.

Well, I am excited to tell you about me, us, our life and our visions.

I was born on Rusinga Island in Lake Victoria and grew up in Nairobi.  Nairobi is our capital city, and I grew in a slum known as Dandora.  Since then I have lived in many slums, the latest where I live now, Kawangare, also known as Ong’waro.

Unemployment, crimes (rapes,muggings, guns, abuses, etc) are abundant and an everyday way of life in the slum.  Poor education, overcrowded classrooms, poor facilities, hunger and no resources leads to a lot when we look at our futures. But these are the negative parts of life I am speaking of, and so also I have to speak of the positive. Love and talents are everywhere within us.

Greediness and exploitation are ripping us apart, and taking away what love and talent some of us have.  Despite having formal education to all levels one still can’t make their way through life or survive.  Unemployment is so high, and there are few opportunities for people from these ghettos. And so many youths turn to the arts as an option: music, painting, drama, movement arts, etc. Art is seen as something we can do, can learn, excel at, and maybe make an ordinary living at if we are lucky. The ghetto is so rich in heart, rich in talent and skills. I think you would be surprised even.

Due to our economic system, who has power and ability and who doesn’t, art is also crippled, and so many of us artists do not earn anything despite our work and sweat.  I am not complaining so much as telling the truth as it is, I think it would be good if you could see it. Our system is full of greedy opportunists who only think of money, money, money. And so art in the slum is not supported or nurtured, it seen only as a hobby. Maybe a wasteful one since you can’t make a living.People with a real talent know it is a dead end and there is nothing they can do. 

I am a painter, an actor, a clown, an acrobat and now, a yogi and acro-yogi.  I have experienced so much through all of these activities and yet I still struggle every every day.  I know I have what it takes to make and ordinary living, to succeed, I just need a way around these blocks we face. 

I dream of artists earning their rights and taking art as a career in life.  I dream of artists not being humiliated and crushed down when trying to sell their art, trying to make a livelihood to stores or tourists.

I dream of people understanding what it is we face, what we experience and how hard we try. 

I dream of acrobats earning their rights and lives and respect after so many national and international tours, instead of using their bodies so hard and always scraping to make things work.

I dream of passing experiences and hope and helping the future grow for the young in slums. It’s so easy for youth, for adults to become lost, to lose hope, to fall down.  All my life I have tried to work and help make this dream come true but the system and circumstance always fights me right back.

Three months ago I met someone, somebody that I could share this dream with, somebody who we could work with and help make a difference. A difference no matter how little it would be.  You know her as Jamie, but we know her as Makena, Makesh, Kesha, Kesh. Even Makelele (which means noisy!). And here formed the Ghetto Arts Collective or GAC.

GAC consists of three member founders, Makena (Canadian), Joel Kirambo (my friend and also a ghetto living artist), and me, Stevo Otieno Owino. The structure and objectives of GAC are to help people appreciate what they have and let this little something grow and transform their lives positively. 

I was teaching acrobats in the slum, and sometimes arts.  I was working as a clown in the children’s ward of two hospitals, and performing acrobats. Sometimes I was studying yoga and acro-yoga. 

Joel was keeping busy as a clown too, in the hospital, as an informal arts teacher in the slum (unemployed, unpaid) and as a talented artist (crafts and paintings).

Makena was keeping busy as a youth worker, a facilitator, a yoga instructor and a teacher of many things.

Our skills and experiences formed a very nice, strong structure to what was to be the Ghetto Arts Collective.

With Jamie Makena (open-minded, sweet and straight up) and Joel (creative and artistic minded) we have done so much that was never to be done in three months! Imagine, so far we have taught, had many workshops with the girls from Safe Spaces (at least 4 workshops and two slum zones), offered acro-yoga and yoga workshops to boys and girls and youth, and done AIDS and sexual health education. We’ve talked about many issues in our workshops, peer pressure, violence, power, negotiations, loving yourself, so many things.  And all of this we have done with so little funding, just what makena could spare while we all had to work other jobs to survive, and were stretched so thin.  and with this only as a small pilot project. Imagine what we could do, will do when we are stronger and bigger!

We have created more than 400 cards to be sold in Canada that may in return help us support our artist’s lives and our outreach programmes. GAC tries to help ghetto artists sell their products and earn fair money for it, leaving the greedy opportunists aside. If you could see where the rich live, how they live in Nairobi versus how the poor live and struggle perhaps you could understand better.  We need to pay people for their hard sweat, for their dedications, for trying so hard. GAC also dreams of supporting many, many outreach programmes and workshops to help uplift morale of slum youth, make community stronger and create opportunity and skills.

I dream of GAC offering a space for the artist for empowerment, exploration and training. I dream of girls trying art more and more, instead of just boys and men.

I dream of organizing performances and exhibitions locally and internationally for ghetto artist of all types. It’s also our dream and hope to organize resources and financial management/literacy workshops to help artists carry healthy lives. A problem people face if they come to money to no money is they don’t know how to manage it, and then it goes and they are even more lost. We want to help people avoid this problem.

I dream of GAC organizing exchanges internationally, creating forums for ghetto artists to meet and learn and share with artists of all walks of life.

I would say thanks to makena.  I would say thanks to the Kootenay country coop for having our cards for free and promoting us such an amazing chance. I would thank the kootenay coop radio station, Nelson Before Nine, Taylor and Michelle for letting our voices come all the way to your place. Also big thanks in advance to anyone who buys our cards, or tries to support us in any way.  Even hearing us, and our stories is so important, we know we are so so far away from you. So, thank you for listening. Nelson and area at large, I dream one day to see you.

Maybe one day in life we will come and say thank yous by performing acrobats and acroyoga for you, and teach you workshops and do all we do back at home, for you all there.

Thank you very very much.

Stevo Owino.

