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Rosemary Nyirumbe runs a school for young women who fled
slavery as ‘wives’ of a Ugandan warlord and his followers.

LLICAS S RSOREEUTERS

HEALER: Sister Rosemary Nyitumbe works with wamen in Uganda wha were kidnapped Inta slavery, providing jeb trasning, kindress - even laughies,

By Mancy Henderson / Contributor

ister Rosemary Nyirumbe sifs with

a chaster of young women from Si,

Monica Girls” Talloring Center in

Guly, Uganda, and teaches them
how to crochet purses to be sobd in the
United States,

Inspecting one of the handbags, she
uzes a geam ripper o loosen imperfect
stitches while affectionately chiding the
studhent who rmade it

*You are holding the needle like a
min,” teases Nyinumbe, the schood's direc-
tor. Yo are supposed to hold it kloe thas,”

The wamen laugh out lowd, sometiung
they did not dare do while living in the
bush as captives of warlord Joseph HKony
and his Lord's Resistance Army,

Mr. Kony's brutal, 20-year penocide
in northem Uganda ended in 2008, and
he is Believed to be hiding in Congo, But
the emotional trauma of the young wom-
en who wrere abducted, raped, tortured,
forced to serve as soldiers, and, in some
cases, ordered to kill their own family
members, remains.

Since becoming director of 5t Moni-
ca's in 201, Myimumbe has made it her

rrission to ease her stedenis” pain and give
thern the education they missed when they
were kidnapped, some al ages as young
as 10 or 12,

Under her watchful eye, more than
2,000 students have masterad tailoring,
catering, making jewelry and purses, and
other skills that alkow them o earmn a iving
for themselves - and often for the children

‘My real goal was to ... try
to bring [these women)]
to a situation where they
could accept and forgive
themselves!

- Sister Rosemary Myirumbe, director of
5t Monica Girls Tailoring Center

they bore as the slave wives of Konyr and
his rebel soldiers. Currently, about 250
young women and 250 children live on
54, Monica's campass.

"4 good number of [the school's gradu-
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ates] have settled n the community,” My-
irumbbe savs. “We are siruggling to make
sure they walk toward thelr cwn desting
[f, in & small way, we can witness that
they are becoming sell-zufficient today
and productive members of society, that
is what we are all about.”

The spunky, 5-foot-tall Myirumbe
was born in Pakdha, Uganda, and joined
the Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus
convent in Mowvo, Uganda, In 1972 at age
15, She became a midwife and surgical
psziztant, But she had no-dea what was
waiting for herwhen in 2000 hér supenors
sent her to try to revive the run-down 54
Mondca Girls' Tailonng Center in Gulu,

The compound could accommaodate
A0 studentz, but only 30 were enrolled
at the time, and many ware having great
difficulty in the classroom

One girl seemed desperately lonely
and refused to make aye comtact with MNy-
irumbe, the other teachers, or her fellow
students. When MNyirumbe gently ques-
tioned her, the student made a stunning
confession: She had been forced to serve
as a soldier in Kony's anmy and commit
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barbaric acts against her own people,

“That was the first fime [ realized there
were girls who came from the bush in this
school.” Myirumbe recalls, “She needed
something more practical that she could do.”

I 2002, after securing funds to purchase
a few foot-pedal-powered séwing machines,
Myirumbe introduced a sewing class; 10 of
the 3 girlz signed up. All 10 had escaped
from Komy's army. Mow considered defiled
and dangerous, they had been shunned,
sometimes even by their own families, when
they tried o returmn to their villages, They
had nowhere elze o go

Without knowing how she would pay for
i£ all, Myirumbe made an announcement on
the raclio irviting all former Kony captives to
corm 1o 5 Monica's for refuge and training.
By the end of the year, more than 20 wom-
en had signed up. Myirumbe and the ather
sisters established & day-care center for the
newcomers’ children. Funding trickled in
from nonprofit organizations.

“IMy real goal,” Myirumbe says, “was to
reach out to these wonren who were deep-
Iy traumatized, who lost their chances of
aducation, and try to bring them to a site-
aticn where they could accept and forgive
themsebhmes.”

After seeing how the failoring class
boosted the girls” self-esteem, Nyvirumbe
also teught them how to cater local events
and how to cre-

schooling other villagers; studving at Mak-
erere University in Kampala, Uganda; and
crafting can-tab purses and jewelry to
support her family. “This gird has become
a great edvocate for others," Nyirumbe says,
"5he even goes into the communify and en-
courages athers. To see how she cares for
her own children makes me 50, 5o happy.”

Though it may take & while, even the
most severely traumatized students even-
tually show sighs of healing. Sharon, who
was abeducted at age 13, was forced by her
captors io stab her little sister to death when
she grew too tired to carry her After five
years at 5t Monica's, Sharon now smiles
frequently and is employved as a tailoring
instructor at the school,

“Ifeel good happiness in my heart,” says
Sharon, now & voung adult. Her head and
forearms still bear the scars of the rebel
“husband” who burned her to keap her in
lire. Over the years, Myirumbe has often
shiekded the girls from rébels who show up
T pecdaim their “wives.” And she has offered
counseling and unconditional love.

“To may, sho is the greatest living feminist
on planet Earth,” says Reggis Whitten, an
attornay in Oklahoma City and founder of
Pros for Africa, a nonprofit group that pro-
vides financial aid to Nyinumbe, “Mather
Teresa was an incredible person and certain-
by deserved to win the Nobel Peace Prize.

But her life was
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Over the years, Myirumbe estimates, St,
Monica's has provided & haven for more
than 50 of Kony's owm kidnapped “wives.”

Ellen, a student wio bore three children
to Heny while in captivity, is now home-

magazine narmed her one of its *100 Mast
Influential People in the World,™ the inter-
national press sought her out for comments
o the kidnappings in Migeria. She is also
the subject of & book, "Sewing Hope,” and
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How to take action

Universal Giving [wwewuniversalgiving
wordl helps people glve ta and volundeer
for top-perfonming chantable argantzs
tlonsaround the warld. All the projects
are vatted by Universal Giving; 100
percent af each donation goes dinectly
to the listed cause, Balow are grougs
selected by Universal Giving that help
people in nesd in Alvics

® Develop Africa (hitps/hit iy Develon
Africal establishes meaningful and sus-
tainable development in Africa through
building capacity and transforming
education; Take action: Suppart the edu-
cation of girls {httpostly/ TeachGirl ).

u Global Citizens Metweork (g
bitlpfSlobalCitizenMetwark] pramoraes
crass-cutturad understanding through
immersive expedenca:, Teke petion: Be
part of a community-devalopment team
in Targania (hetpo Ly Tanzania
Volunteer)

B South African Education and
Environmant Project - USA (hitpuyihit
JEAEER) radses funds for educational
and enwironmental projects in South Af-
rica, Taka action: Supoort aots lessons fior
students in Cape Town's Impaverished
schools (hitpa/bit by ArsKids). :

a docurmentary of the same name, narrated
by her friend actor Forest Whiteker,
“Bhe 15 an extremely affable and compas-
gionate personality who will go out of her
Wity to help no matter what, She radiates
wilh energy and iron determination,” says
Paulo Kyama, a senior comsultant working
on Uganda's Public Financial Reform Pro-
gram and a devoied supporter of MNyinemhbe,
Myirumbe, who notes that her boundless
energy comes from “prayer and a cup of
coffen,” hopes to someday open a gas station
and restaurant operated by her students, &
second schoal she helped lawnch in Atialk,
Uganda, is strugeling and could bersfis from
an expanded health-care clinic.
Funds are scarce, even 1o pay the electric
bill. But Myirumbe remains optimistic.
“Thizs iz something that we are living
with in our present thme, It's nof in the past
century,” she says of the devastation left in
Homy's wake. “The effort we are putling now
into preparing these girls in different ways -
skills training, education, and so forth = are
all ebout preventing what happened from
happening again.®

8 The names of the shedents in this article
have been changed for their protection. To
learn more, visil hitp:sewinghope.com.
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