


Preface

In an age of technology, children and young people in the so
called “developed world” have much to say aided by a culture of
self expression, Social Media, Smart Phones and Tweets. It is
almost unimaginable that in many parts of our now-very-small
world there are many children whose voices remain unheard.

In the course of my work with vulnerable children and young
people in various places in Uganda, I have had the privilege of
hearing the stories of many whose life experience is devoid of the
opportunity for education. The children I work with have
experienced abuse in many forms, exploitation, trauma, hunger,
poverty, and sickness. Many have lost their families and are
alone, with no one to provide or care for them.
Such children survive by any available means. Were you to drive
through Kampala you would see them, often with babies on their
backs, begging on the streets as they dodge the traffic. You do
not have to look very far around any corner to see the deprivation
which is their life.
Despite their life experience, they live in the hope of a chance to
learn, and when given that chance they flourish, ever joyful and
grateful.
Such children inspired me seven years ago to found
“Learning4Life”. My aim is to provide the means of shelter,
clothing, education and support for them in various parts of
Uganda. Aided by the generous support of people in the UK,
much has been achieved. A number of children and young people
have been educated, and are now able to provide for themselves
and often for their siblings. Many are still in school or college;
they hunger for knowledge and the chance to learn, knowing that
education is the key to a better life.

But some of the children were unable to learn, to make progress
in school. The trauma they had experienced was blocking their
undoubted ability. A large part of my work with them was to help
them to tell their stories, to give voice to what was shut away
inside them, to be heard. This was a very personal and private
sharing.



In 2013 I made an application to the Ronald Duncan Literary
Foundation for funding to promote an essay writing competition
at Coloma Primary School. The pupils attending Coloma come
from all over Uganda, from the Congo and from Rwanda. The
Trust provided notebooks and writing materials for the task and
prizes of dictionaries and books. My job was to persuade 64
children to write an essay entitled “My Life”.

The children invited to undertake the task had no experience of
essay writing or comprehension. Their tradition was that of oral
storytelling, therefore I suggested that they write personal
narratives, or to recount tales told to them by elders or family
members in their villages of origin. During the next three days, in
addition to following the very demanding school time table, they
embraced the challenge with great enthusiasm. Their three
English teachers and I offered no assistance other than to point
them to dictionaries, and to correct minor errors in their first
drafts.

The Trustees were so moved by the effort made by the pupils and
the stories they told, that the Foundation agreed to give the
children a chance to share their experiences with a wider
audience by publishing some of the entries. There is very little
published children’s literature originating in Uganda and it was
felt that seeing their work in print might encourage and inspire
these young writers. From the original sixty-four essays we have
selected forty one to be published. The essays offer a mixture of
reality, traditional wisdom, and creative narrative.

I hope these Children’s voices will amuse, inform and provide an
insight into the lives and experiences of this small group of
writers. They represent so many other children who long for
someone to listen and understand them in a world that will not
hear their voices. It is our hope that “The Elephant & the Gorilla”
will help to change that.

The children and I are indebted to those whose support has made
this book possible.
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