
In April of 2003, I met two people who would inspire me and hundreds of 
students to build two schools in the DRC and, ultimately, change my life.  They 
were not famous.  They were student interns at War Child Canada (WCC) and 
they made a presentation to a group of students at Westdale Secondary School 
in Hamilton, ON kicking off a wonderful relationship between our two institutions. 

My name is Barry Smith.  I am a high-school teacher of 16 years and the Head of 
History and Social Sciences at Westdale S.S. in Hamilton, ON.  As the staff 
advisor for Students for Political Action (SPA) I have had the privilege of working 
with students passionate about making their world a better place.  They have 
lobbied trustees, held all-candidates debates and student votes at election time, 
held rallies, written petitions and hosted over a dozen information seminars and 
symposia yearly to engage and inform their peers.  It was in this last instance 
that we first made contact with WCC. 

The kids and I in SPA held a symposium on Conflict.  The day was filled with 
experts, pundits and people who lived through war who spoke to various issues 
surrounding conflict in our world: Religious conflict, Peacekeeping, Role of the 
UN and the effect of conflict on children – and it was here that War Child Canada 
sent representatives to share their information and work with the gathered 
students. 

What struck me most was not new to me – but I saw it in a whole new light.  No 
student of history, modern or otherwise, is unaware of the slaughter of innocents 
in war.  This tragedy is an accepted part of the story of conflict as taught to us in 
our history classes.  We know this happens, but do not dwell here – it is to larger 
movements of armies and personalities that occupy our learning of great, and 
small, conflicts.  However, when we do stop to consider the innocent and the 
vulnerable caught in the ferocity of war our compunction is to feel the need to 
help. 

I know, once I looked deeper into the fallout of conflict upon families and children 
in particular, that there was no other way to look at conflict again.  Women and 
children – often because they are women and children – are slaughtered 
mercilessly.  We know that children are soldiers and women are raped as an act 
of war.  How can this be?  How can I explain this world to my own children and 
the ones I am privileged to teach?  What could I do to make others see the 



importance of not allowing these vulnerable millions to continue to dwell in the 
footnotes of history?  I am a teacher – we all are – and we have a responsibility 
to our children to teach them that this need not be their world.  We also have a 
responsibility to find out how, in our own ways with our own skills, we can change 
things. 

That December – we planned and held our first Keep the Beat.  It was suggested 
that the Keep the Beat music marathon be held for anywhere between 4 and 12 
hours – so we did 24.  The rule: human-generated music must happen for that 
length of time.  SPA kids took it on, others signed up and 24 enthusiastic hours 
later we had raised, in pledges, $5,300!  We couldn’t believe it!  And, apparently, 
neither could War Child!  It turned out that we had raised more than any other 
participating school!  So began a tradition that has woven itself into the fabric of 
Westdale.  In our second year we had more kids participate and we racked up 
$11,500, the following year - $17, 000!  In the last two years we have raised 
another $38,000.  And along with this money – we raised awareness among the 
youth in our school and the wider Hamilton community that young people can 
help to make a significant difference in the lives of others. 

By the time we had raised $33,000, War Child had done something that humbled 
us all at Westdale.  I will never forget the call from their office to the school in the 
early afternoon after a long night of music during our Keep the Beat.  I took the 
call in a small room off the cafeteria where the students were busking.  War Child 
was going to take our monies and dedicate it specifically to reconstructing a 
school in Makobola, DRC.  Three years work on the part of the students was 
going to manifest itself in a brick and mortar testament to their commitment to 
making the world a better place. 

I put the phone down and wept.  Writing this now – I can still feel that emotion. 

Informing the students of this wondrous event was both emotional and exciting.  I 
made a silent promise to myself that one day, not knowing how or when, I would 
visit that school. 

How and when happened between January 30 – February 10, 2008.  I was asked 
if I would like to accompany the Director of International Programs for WCC – 
Michelle Berg – and photographer Donald Weber on a tour of East DRC – to the 
school in Makobola and then to Gulu, Uganda.  After speaking with my family 



and work – I took a leave of absence and flew into an experience that would 
shake and inspire me to my core. 

After the flight to Entebbe we took a small 6-seater plane to Bukavu, DRC.  
Flying over Rwanda and then the DRC I was struck by the beauty of the land in 
lush greens and red scratches of road throughout.  I was struck, too, by what I 
know of both countries and couldn’t quite reconcile the horrors of their recent 
histories and the breathtaking beauty I saw out the window of the plane.  As we 
approached the airport in Bukavu I noted the roads were all dirt unlike the paved 
ones around Kampala and Entebbe.  I saw UN support vehicles everywhere on 
the tarmac and operations bases all around.  The dwellings were smaller and 
more decrepit than I saw in Uganda and the little boy in rags and torn plastic 
shoes who met us at customs begging was the first child I met in DRC.  This was 
like no other place I had ever been. 

The Land Cruiser we traveled in did not go over 20/km/hr because the conditions 
would not allow it.  It took us over six hours to travel 100 kms to our first hotel in 
Uviru.  Again, the mountains were spectacular but so was the poverty.  As we 
snaked our way along the mountain roads, children ran along side the trucks in 
their rags and bare feet shouting, “Mzungu! Mzungu! Une stylo! Une stylo!”  The 
children wanted a pen.  Not food.  Not money.  A pen – so that, in their minds, 
they could go to school (as our Congolese companions explained).  I had never 
considered that of all the things a child could want – a pen for school would top 
the list. 

I remember the day I was married and the days my two children were born.  I can 
access every sense to remember those moments and I will never forget them.  
The same is true of Feb 1, 2008 – the day I visited l’institute Kamba in Makobola 
… the school Westdale helped to build.  Bumping along the Bukavu – Baraka 
road – in the late 90’s one of the most dangerous stretches of road in Africa – a 
cluster of trees gave way to a sign I recognized well.  During the construction of 
the Kamba school, photos were sent to me of its progress.  One of those photos 
was of a sign indicating the name of the school and the partnerships that helped 
to build it: War Child Canada, CIDA and Westdale Secondary School.  I had 
always wanted to see that sign – and there it was – not a few meters away! 



I leapt from the vehicle and ran to the sign – I placed my hand on it and across 
the letters bearing our school name.  I felt electric.  It all seemed so far away until 
now when I was actually touching the sign I had only seen on my computer 
screen.  Looking to my right up a small lane was the school itself.  I jumped back 
in the truck and made our way to the school. 

It was beautiful.  The children of the elementary school ran to the edge of their 
play area, their hushed enthusiasms near the breaking point.  We exited the 
vehicles and met the headmaster and were informed that the students were in 
exams.  Not wanting to disturb them I went to the elementary school and was 
met with cheers and laughter and general chaos!  It was phenomenal!  As the 
children crowded around and waved and grabbed my arm my head swam with 
emotion at the sight of the school in full use by young people in bright blue slacks 
and crisp white shirts who were connected to the students of Westdale. 

I thought of the students who led Keep the Beat events over the years and the 
hundreds of others who participated and the thousands of parents, relatives, 
friends and neighbours who gave so generously to this marathon and I was now 
staring at the result of their kindness.  Because of the dedication of the Westdale 
students, the work of War Child and the work of the local community to build this 
school – children were working towards their dreams and teachers were 
employed to help them realize them. 

Speaking to the teachers, I was moved by something one of them said that they 
all agreed to (and subsequent school visits echoed).  Informing me that they 
earned about $50/month and the lure to work in neighbouring Burundi, Tanzania 
or Uganda for more money was tempting – they believed that their role as 
teachers here in the DRC was to rebuild their nation.  They believed with all their 
heart that education would be the way that the DRC would lift itself up from its 
past.  The teachers noted that their stature in the community diminished after the 
conflict due to the fact that the community, not the government, pays to send 
their children to school.  As such, they are viewed as employees of the 
community – not notable members as they once were.  Undaunted, they teach – 
because they believe in the rebirth of their nation. 

Ultimately – they have hope. 



And that is the message that I learned in all of the stops I made with the WCC 
crew.  In each of the nine schools we visited, teachers and students alike had 
hope.  In Uganda, the legal aid professionals had hope that education and 
advocacy would hinder the culture of impunity in the IDP camps and people’s 
self-worth would triumph over their fear. 

One student I spoke with in the DRC literally walked 5kms each day to school.  
The rags on his back and what passed for shoes on his feet did not keep him 
from his daily trek to school.  He insisted that his dream was to finish school and 
go to university in Lumbumbashi to become a physician.  He has so little, but his 
dreams are large.  He knows that education is the one thing that will lift him, and 
his nation, out of their situation and set them towards a promising future.  We 
could be forgiven for thinking there is no hope when passing through the villages 
of dilapidated homes and schools populated with people in torn clothing, few 
books and three sticks of chalk for use in an entire school.  But when we got out 
of our trucks and talked to the children and the teachers – hopelessness was the 
last thing on their lips. 

If hope is alive in places such as South Kivu and Gulu – it must be both 
encouraged and nurtured.  If we have it in our ability – through a music marathon, 
a simple donation or a letter to an MP – to raise our voices in a collective 
humanity to say that all people really do have the right to live and prosper … then 
we must do that. 

We must do that … for the alternative cannot be an option.  To think, that a 24-
hour cacophony of noise resulted in a structure that provides hope to young 
people who have all the hopes and dreams of young people around the world.  
To think that a group of students really did make a difference in the lives of 
people they never met.  To think there are organizations like War Child who stay 
in parts of the world where need is greatest and work to remedy the despair with 
help to rebuild what is deemed most necessary in their communities.  To think, 
that it really is possible to make a difference. 

When we give – time, money or effort – we make it possible for others to realize 
their dreams.  When we support organizations like WCC who work with local 
groups to build sustainable solutions we can effect a world of difference.  How do 
I know?  My hands touched the brick and mortar that was once rubble, but is now 



a school.  I have laughed, played soccer and listened to the voices of students 
who believe they have a future because of their schools.  I have shaken the 
hands of teachers and thanked them for their work and for believing their work 
will change their nation’s future for the better.  I have met the people who work 
with and visit the schools daily to ensure their continued success. 

I have traveled the link that was forged between the passion of the students in 
Canada to the hope of the students in the DRC.  I have seen it with my own 
eyes.  And knowing this link exists gives me considerable faith in humanity.  That 
this link exists between young people gives me considerable faith in our 
collective future. 

We are in good hands.  We will be alright. 

 
 


