The Story of Project Air

Hello E.
Work on the ground in Kigali has been hectic, but I know you’ve been waiting for
the story of how this whole Project Air thing got started. It’s a tall order, but now
that everyone here at the compound has gone to bed for the night and I have a
little time, I’ll give it my best shot.

Rewinding to the beginning: It seems incredible now that it was only two-and-a-

half short years ago that the doctors and activists of WE-ACTx, the NGO we work
with, first started thinking about using yoga to help the HIV+ women and children
they provide care for. When someone proposed the idea, eyebrows went up, I’m
told, and eyes rolled, but somehow it persisted, and soon it took on a life of
its own.

When I, along with another person, was eventually asked if I’d be interested in

conducting the experiment, I remember being both intrigued by the prospect and
skeptical of it, too. Remember, I’m not new to this part of Africa, having spent

some time growing up in Tanzania. And while I was there, I saw a good many

ideas from the West come and go in the region. Yet as well-meaning as some of
those ideas were, they were also naïve or worse, in many cases—something I
was afraid this yoga experiment would turn out to be, too.

Why? Well, yoga takes time, yoga takes energy, yoga takes reserves of health

and well-being, as you know. Or—more to the point—spare time, spare energy,
spare reserves, all of which poverty, illness and trauma tend to deny to people.
So, a “culture of starvation” (to borrow the words of a Rwandan manager of

WE-ACTx) might not, I thought, be the best setting for an experiment like this,

since it could probably ill-afford to throw away precious calories (or reserves of

any kind) on what is, for all intents and purposes, a luxury, even in the so-called
developed world.

And then there was the Rwandan Genocide itself which, bad as it was, reserved
its worst for women and their unborn children. Destroy them, so the “logic” of

the genocidaires went, and you would succeed in destroying the future. So, they

subjected Tutsi and moderate Hutu women to unimaginably brutal and systematic
rapes, which deliberately left them not only with a host of STDs and HIV/AIDS,
but so traumatized that it was as if they’d been made “less than human.” As a

woman in Kigali, who had herself been raped, told me: “Well, it was like killing

you, only better because the killing never ends. You see, they wanted us dead,

yes, but they also knew it would be worse to leave the body alive and to kill the
spirit instead. And so, this is exactly what they did.”

So, this was the backdrop for WE-ACTx’s yoga experiment. Looking back on it
now, it’s no wonder I was apprehensive.

Then I got to Kigali and found out that I needn’t have been. And the proof of

this came from the women themselves, many of whom had been through things

beyond imagining, which their bodies and their minds carry scars of. But in spite
of this, they seemed somehow to have retained an unquashable willingness to

give life another, and another—and still another—try. Yoga, which was so beyond
their fathoming at the start, was one of those tries and this time it appeared that

life was smiling back at them, as they genuinely seemed to love it. They laughed
and they groaned and they spent a lot of time with their mouths agape, but still
they threw themselves into it and at it.

And yoga, it seems, was also smiling back at them, was reaching back across

the divide to meet them, by giving them the first night of unbroken sleep that, in

many cases, they had had in fifteen years. Or by giving them back the sense that
they still had untapped reserves of life and health and youth in them—that they
weren’t old and maimed and sick at all, but still very much alive.

So, if this is a measure of how successful WE-ACTx’s yoga experiment was,
then I would say that it was more than successful: it was a small triumph. Or

better still, it was a gift, if not of life, then of spirit for people who, until it came
along, were often bereft of any.

NGOs like WE-ACTx do real and heroic work. They take shattered health and

broken immune systems and put them back together again with their care and

medicines. But as vital and difficult as this work is, it does address only part the
problem.

Much more elusive is the challenge of how to tend to, and mend, the spirit of the
people they care for.

And it’s here that yoga comes in, since—If I can put it this way—it seems to

meet the emptiness of the women here on its own terms and begin to fill it again.
By “on its own terms,” I mean at the level of the physical, of the body, where

emptiness is lived, and where the separation between things that were formerly
connected or linked has become part of the muscles and bones and tissues.

And you could actually see this, as if it were a set of before-and-after pictures.

So, in the beginning, the women in those early classes said, “No!” with a polite,
but heavy grimness. “This is not for us. We’re too old, too sick!” But then, as

they relented and shyly began to try the yoga, it seemed as if something inside

them began to stir, to shift. This was something below the level of thought, below
the level of memory, below the level of conscious feeling even, but when it was
sparked, it was as if—and I don’t know how else to put this—it was as if the

women became able to feel again and so love again the life that was in them.
Kids, with their superabundance of it, know this feeling very well, as they tumble
around unafraid in their own bodies. It’s an aspect, I suppose, of what Primo
Levi called the “divine spark.” But divine or not, orthodox yoga or not, it is

unquestionably a union, without which life begins to quickly feel and look like its
opposite.

Like many experiments, this yoga one was unfunded and so relied (and still

relies) on volunteers, like the other teacher and myself, to keep it going. And it

would have probably remained that way if, late in 2007, fortune hadn’t smiled on
it again in the form of an unexpected donation from, yes, Madonna.

This “igitangaza,” [wonderful thing; miracle,] as Nasim, one of the “yoga abagore”
[women] in Kigali called the gift, made it possible to turn the experiment into a

formal program and, in the process, to make a little history. I say history because,
as far as I know, it was the first time that yoga came to be a programmed mental
health service of a medical NGO in Africa—or anywhere else, for that matter.

And the program ran for a year, adding more classes, reaching more groups, and
deepening its ties in the community. Then, in January 2009, a meeting I had with
a clinical director of the Clinton Foundation, produced yet another wonderful plot

twist. After listening quietly to me explain the program to him, the clinical director
said nothing for a few moments (very long moments, let me tell you). Then, as if
from a distance, I heard him say “truly innovative idea,” “addresses so much of

the unfinished business that the medical stabilization of AIDS in Africa has left in
its wake.” And then, for the kicker: “I think you should globalize the effort.”
And the rest is history.
Three months later, Project Air was born. Six months later, it won formal

endorsement from the UN and began gaining additional partners and friends for
its mission.

So, where do we go from here?
I suppose the short answer is “everywhere.” Of course, we’ll stay in Rwanda.

(How could I leave? I love the women and kids we work with too much to say

good-bye!) But I know that there are many other communities and regions in the

world where women and children have suffered similar calamities, and I feel that
we really have to go to them.

Most immediately, though, the plan is to expand into Eastern Congo where, as
you know, I have been longing to go for a long time now. Why? Well, the war

there is so unbelievably, so catastrophically cruel for women and girls that I know
I couldn’t live with myself if we didn’t try to do something. So, we are talking
with hospitals and organizations in the region in an effort to set up working
partnerships.

And then? Who knows? Burundi, Somalia, Sierra Leone perhaps? Or maybe

Gaza, Afghanistan, Guatemala and Columbia, as the UN and other organizations
have suggested to us?

The possibilities are vast.
Much love,
D

