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Joining us for breakfast at the hotel this morning was artist Ammar Salim.  I 
tracked him down, with the help of my friend Noor, prior to my departure for 
Kurdistan.  Ammar agreed to meet with me while I was in Duhok. The amazingly 
talented artist and sculpture, plus a set and costume designer, is Yazidi.  He fled 
his home and art studio in Barshiqa last August ahead of ISIS, leaving behind 
his entire collection of paintings and sculptures valued at hundreds of thousands 
of dollars.  There was not even time to grab a single paint brush.  Ammar ended 
up in Duhok, where he was able to rent a tiny apartment that he transformed into 
an art studio.  Slowly he began to replace his oil paints, brushes, and canvases 
so he could begin to paint again.  Only now his paintings are all scenes of what 
ISIS is doing to the Christians in Iraq.  The paintings are gruesome but they tell 
the truth.  Ammar is using his talent to tell a story that he feels too many people 
around the globe are not aware of, or they are simply choosing to ignore the 
genocide going on in his country.  ISIS has become aware of Ammar’s paintings, 
which has led to death threats against him and his family. 
 
During our visit I asked Ammar if he would go with us to the Bajet Kandala Camp 
2 to help me paint children’s faces.  Thankfully he agreed.  Before we headed out 
for the day, I showed Ammar the drawings that my friend Sue Terrell’s students at 
the Kirby school drew for me to bring to Kurdistan with me to share.  Out of all 
the drawings the one that Ammar admired the most was the one done by 
Meghan Brant.  He thought the background was done extremely well.  He kept 
asking if Meghan’s teacher had helped her and I said, “No, it is all her own 
talent.”  As I was putting away the drawings so we could leave, I gave Ammar the 
one from Meghan.  I also gave him a handful of paint brushes that an artist name 
Vicki, who is friends with my neighbor Deb Prock, wanted Ammar to have.  He 
was incredibly touched by both gifts.
 



Enjoying the talents of some young students from Santa Cruz, California.  Ammar 
holding Meghan’s drawing.

 
Our first stop today was a camp not far from Duhok’s city center.  It is called the 
Khanke Camp for Internally Displaced People.  The majority of the approximately 
15,000 people living at this location are Yazidis.  This part of Duhok already had 
a large Yazidi population and while driving to the camp I spotted three separate 
temples, which is what they call their place of worship.  They are upside down 
cone shaped buildings and are always constructed on the highest ground that 
can be found in the area.  Joining us for our visit this morning to the Khanke 
Camp was Joel, who we met at dinner last night.  One of the schools built by the 
Christian organization he works with, Servant Group International, is located in 
this camp. It is called Shivani Medes and it’s an elementary school.  Here is a link 
to an article from Servant Group International’s website about the school, which 
won World Magazine’s Hope Award for 2015, after it opened in February of this 



year.  http://www.servantgroup.org/world-magazines-hope-award/.  I recommend 
browsing through Servant’s Group International’s website.  After meeting Joel, 
seeing the school, and hearing more about what this organization is doing in 
Kurdistan for refugees and IDPs, it is one that I would recommend people 
consider supporting.  It is nice to finally be able to recommend an American 
organization.  I gave Joel the blueprints that Daniel created for the play 
equipment made primarily out of recycled tires and he said he would add this 
project to the list of improvements they still want to make at the school in the 
months to come.
 
Preparations are already underway at the Shivani Medes school to resume 
classes in several more weeks.  Books have arrived and teachers have been 
hired.  The classrooms at Shivani Medes are definitely stark and the desks have 
seen their better days.  All of them were dug out of a trash heap at the Ministry of 
Education’s offices, but they do the trick.  The children are so eager to learn, that 
even if they had to sit on the ground they would be so pleased to be in school.  
This school is in sharp contrast to the other school on the opposite side of the 
camp that was set up by UNICEF for high school age children.  That school is in 
tents with brand new desks inside.  However, they are already complaining there 
is not enough money to purchase books and other supplies for the students.
 

http://www.servantgroup.org/world-magazines-hope-award/
http://www.servantgroup.org/world-magazines-hope-award/


The sign for the Khanke Camp, along with all the organizations that have helped 
at this location.  One of the Yazidi temples near the camp.

 



Views of the school and a classroom.



 





A well-used desk, the school’s flag pole, and some young boys that will be 
attending the school when it starts in September.

 
After seeing the school our team went to the camp manager’s office to once 
again hear more about what the needs are at this location.  Most of what we 
learned was not anything we had not already heard, however, this camp does 
have another more urgent problem than the other camps I have been to so far.  
Outside the camp there are approximately 40,000 Yazidis living in deplorable 
conditions wherever they can find a place to throw together lean too type 
structures made from salvaged materials.  Because these people are not living in 
a recognized camp they do not qualify for help from organizations, to include 
tents, food, free basic medical care, schooling, etc.  Smaller non-profit 
organizations and churches are trying to do what they can to help out, but the 
assistance does not even begin to meet even the basic survival needs of these 
families.  The camp manger told us It would take about 3,500 tents to get these 
families into better living conditions, but all his pleas to organizations for help has 
not resulted in receiving even one tent.  The pressing concern is how these 
families will survive the cold weather once winter arrives in  few months.  It is so 
incredibly hard to hear the depth of the suffering these people are still 
experiencing a year after they fled their homes for fear of being killed by ISIS.  
When I could listen no more, I left the manager’s office and went outside to stare 
at the sea of tents that spread in all directions, as far as I could see, while I kept 
asking myself, “Why does the rest of the world not care enough to do more to 
help these people?”  My thoughts were interrupted when I noticed a young girl 
staring at me from the other side of the chain link fence that kept the camp 
manager’s office secure.  It is faces like hers that remind me that I have to keep 
doing what I can to help, even though I feel most of the time it is so inadequate.
 



The face that reminded me that I must keep pushing forward.
 



A sea of tents and Mosul lake in the distance.  ISIS in less than 10 miles away, 
on the other side of the lake.  This camp has come under attack from ISIS 

missiles a couple times, but the Peshmerga drove them back.
 

Piling back in the van, all of us quiet as we processed what we had seen so far 
this morning, we drove outside the camp to see how the 40,000 plus people that 
have received little to no help are surviving.  I knew what I was about to see 
would be even more difficult to face, but I know I have to see the worst also.  The 
first place we stopped we were once again surrounded by barefoot children that 
appeared from all different directions.  No doubt, the children were eager to find 
out whether or not we had brought them anything.  I dug into my suitcase and 
gave each child a package of gum, some Chapstick, a sticker for their hand, a 
couple bright colored elastic headbands for the girls, and a handful of marbles for 
the boys that I had brought from the states.  I just wished that what I had to give 
instead were clothes, sturdy shoes that fit, food so they could have at least two 



meals a day, and the assurance that they would be starting school soon.  I know 
that the small gifts put smiles on their faces, but they are too short lived.  All I can 
do instead is hug them, smile to get them to smile, be playful with them to get 
them to laugh, and place my hand over my heart as I leave in hopes of conveying 
to them that I do care and so wish I could do more.
 





Some of the makeshift homes built out of whatever can be salvaged, including 
torn tents thrown away in the camps.  A tray of cuscus-cuscus drying in the sun 

on a rusted metal bed frame.
 





An outhouse and mud bricks being made so more homes can be constructed.  
Women hanging blankets out to dry on a fence.

 





A small goat enclosure and an escape goat being pursued by a child.  The start 
of a flock of chickens for one family.

 
We were invited into the home of one family living outside the Khanke camp.  In 
the middle of the one room structure was a woman seated at a very old sewing 
machine.  She was busy at work making a woman’s dress.  The dresses she is 
able to sell is how this family supports themselves.  While the woman proudly 
showed us the dresses that were done, one of her four daughters gave each of 
us a bottle of water and a biscuit.  Even though these families have so little they 
are always happy to share and it is really important to them to make you feel 
welcome in their home.  Looking around the room, it’s walls a patchwork of grey 
blankets that look like the ones Red Cross distributes during disasters and an 
assortment of plastic advertising banners discarded by companies, I was 
reminded again at how truly incredible these people are.  Each day is a struggle 
for them, but they cling to one another and their faith to survive.  This family, that 
includes seven children, may not have much in life right now, but they truly 
recognize that what they do have, is what is most important.
 

A very proud seamstress.



 
It was interesting to watch Ammar during the time we were visiting the families 
that lived outside of Khanke Camp.  He kept his distance, only interacting with 
some young boys that came up to him.  Just like him, these people are all 
Yazidis.  After fleeing his home, Ammar has become somewhat of a recluse, 
rarely going anywhere this past year.  He sleeps during the day and paints all 
night.  For him to agree to meet me and go with us today was a big deal.  I 
wondered if he was regretting making that decision now though.  Seeing his 
people struggle like they are has to be tearing this incredibly sensitive man a part 
inside.
 
It was just before noon when we arrived back at Bajet Kandala 2 camp.  I 
recognized some of the same children from the day before at the clinic.  They 
were even more excited to see us today, reacting as if we had been long time 
friends that were being reunited.  While the rest of the team interacted with the 
children, Ammar and I went into the activity trailer to prepare to paint children’s 
faces.  This was definitely going to be below Ammar’s skill level, so I wondered if 
he would enjoy what we were about to do or not.  Once again I wished we spoke 
the same language.
 

Getting ready for the face painting marathon.
 

While Ammar and I were in the trailer I could hear, above the crescendo of 
children’s voices, adult Kurdish voices in the clinic waiting area.  It sounded as if 



they were trying to get the orphans that had just arrived at the clinic organized.  
Having tried to get children to cooperate in the other camps I have been to, I 
knew this to be no easy task.  What made it even harder for me is the fact I did 
not speak the same language as the children, so my instructions are all done 
using sign language. Ready at last, Ammar and I came out of the trailer and I 
was shocked at what I saw.  Sitting in a group off to one side of the waiting area 
were about 100 children, and not a sound was to be heard from one of them.  I’d 
have to remember to ask the clinic staff later what their secret was.  While 
Ammar and I spread the paints and brushes on the desk that had been brought 
out of one of the trailers for us to use, we had some 200 eyes on us, watching in 
excited anticipation our every move. 
 

Faces about to be transformed.
 

For the next three hours Ammar and I, along with three of the clinic staff who I 
coaxed into helping us, painted one face after another.  By the time we were 
done, we estimate we put paint and smiles on about 350 faces, about half of 
which were those of the children orphaned in the past year.  These children that 
stood in front of me were a harsh reality of what ISIS has done to the youngest 
victims during their attack against the Yazidi people. Even though the orphans 
were enjoying the attention, you could still see in their eyes a sadness that no 
amount of smiles or laughter will ever be able to erase completely.  As I placed 
my hand on top of each child’s head while applying the paint, I felt hair that was 
oily and matted.  The clothes they wore were not as clean.  There were more 
scrapes and bruises on their arms, legs, and faces.  Fingernails were dirty.  More 



feet had no shoes.  These children obviously lacked the special attention that a 
mother gives.  Even though I too was smiling on the outside, inside there was a 
growing sadness for these children that have paid the ultimate price for being of 
the wrong faith in the eyes of ISIS.  While we were painting I had a few moments 
between children to glance at Ammar.  He too had a smile on his face that 
mimicked the expressions of the children that stood in front of him, but I had to 
wonder what he was thinking.  On our drive back to Duhok tonight I asked 
Ammar, with the help of Dr. Ghafouri translating, if he had a good time with the 
children.  He replied, “Today was one of the best days I have had in the last 
year.”  I felt the same way.
 









As I finished painting each child’s face I put one last dot of paint on the tip of their 
nose, which was like an on button for their smile.  You could tell how much the 
attention meant to them, no doubt craving the kind of affection they used to get 
from their parents.  I wished I could just wrap my arms around each child and 
never let go.  Finally Dr. Ghafouri had to have one of her staff shut and lock the 
gate to the clinic, otherwise we would have ended up being there all night 
painting faces.  It was hard to see the children peering through the gate with 
colorless faces.  This has been a struggle I face each time I surround myself with 
the children in the camps.  There are never enough crayons, packages of gum, 
marbles, head bands, Chapstick, or pats on the head to give out to all the 
children.  There are always those that go without.  I question whether it is even 
fair to give these small gifts when there are not enough for everyone.  I keep 
telling myself it is.  I just wish I had a magic wand, a million dollar checking 
account balance, or an army of people with me to join in on the efforts to bring 



some enjoyment into the lives of these children, but I don’t.  Therefore, I will 
continue to do what I can for as many children as I can, hoping that someday the 
giving will reach even more children.
 

The children that missed out.
 

During the face painting, I stopped long enough to get out more of the drawing 
pads, colored pencils, erasers, and pencil sharpeners I had bought.  With the 
help of the clinic staff, that knew the secret for getting the children to do what you 
wanted them to do, they formed a number of circles of boys and girls.  As I went 
around each circle and passed out the art supplies the children waited patiently.  
As soon as the supplies were in front of them, they wasted no time opening their 
drawing pad and expressing their creativity.  It was the most gratifying feeling to 
look over at the groups after I resumed painting faces.  There was a contentment 
on the children’s faces as they focused on what they were drawing.  I have seen 
for myself the therapeutic value of art amongst the children in the camps, which 
is the reason why I will continue to do what I can to bring this effective healing 
practice into their lives for as long as I can.  I left the remaining face paint and art 
supplies at the clinic so that the staff can use them during their activity time with 
the children.  I know they will use them, because the staff had as much fun today 
I believe as the children did.  I knew right after arriving at the clinic for the first 
time yesterday, that the staff truly care and it has to be because they have Dr. 
Ghafouri to inspire them.
 





Art at its best.
 

Before we left the clinic there was one more thing to be done.  The drawings that 
my friend Sue Terrell had her students at the Kirby school in Santa Cruz draw for 
me to bring and share in Kurdistan, were pulled from my suitcase and given to 
Dr. Ghafouri and her staff.  They immediately began to put them up on the wall 
near the entrance to the clinic.  The children that were still in the waiting area 
with their parents slowly came over and with a keen interest looked at each 
drawing carefully.  I want to thank the students who shared their amazing talent 
and created a bright spot in the clinic that will be seen by everyone who enters 
the gate. 
 





A very special art collection and a very special friend.
 

Before leaving Bajet Kandala Camp 2, we made one more stop.  Dr. Ghafouri 
had told me the night before about a young 16 year old Yazidi girl named Layla.  
For three years she had suffered with extreme back pain.  Her family did not take 
her to the doctors though.  They just wrote her complaints off as her being weak.  
This is not uncommon, as very little attention is paid to the girls in this culture.  If 
a Yazidi girl is not strong, they have absolutely little hope of having much of a life.  
When Dr. Ghafouri learned about Layla, who had reached a point where she 
could not even walk because of the pain, she made up her mind she was going 
to get this girl the help she deserved.  Dr. Ghafouri took Layla to a doctor she 
knew in Erbil where a diagnosis could be made.  It was discovered that Layla had 
a baseball size tumor on her spine.  The cost to operate would be about $10,000, 
money that Layla and the clinic did not have.  Dr. Ghafouri was not about to give 
up on Layla though.  With some creativity and pulling in some favors, she was 
able to get the cost of Layla’s operation down to $3,000.  Then Dr. Ghafouri 
found the people willing to make donations.  Layla’s surgery was less than a 
month ago and her prognosis is good.  Thankfully, the tumor was not cancerous.  
When we walked into Layla’s family’s tent, there was a smile on this young girls 
face instantly when she saw Dr. Ghafouri, the woman who saved her life.
 



Layla and her lifelong friend Dr. Ghafouri.  Seeing her stand and walk again 
brought tears to my eyes.

 
The 45 minute ride back to Duhok in the dark was a quiet one.  Everyone in the 
van was deep in thought, especially myself.  As I leaned my head against the 
window, I did not see what was beyond the glass.  Instead I was focused on the 
images in my head.  It had been another day where my emotions felt they were 
on a see-saw.  With my trip home just three days away, I can already feel the 
wave of sadness that I have felt each time I must leave Kurdistan.  When I leave 
this time, I know I will once again take with me memories that will fuel my 
determination to return and pick up where I left off with the refugees and IDPs.  
What choice do I have, given what I have seen, not to continue to strive to make 
a difference for these people I have become so fond of.
 



Here is the picture of the day.  It was taken outside of the Khanke Camp.  As 
soon as I got out of the van I spotted these three little boys poking their heads 
through a hole in a blanket that was hung up to serve as a wind break.  When 
they saw me aiming my camera at them they immediately disappeared.  Then a 
few seconds later they poked their heads out, only to quickly disappear again.  
This became a game that kept all four of us entertained for over 10 minutes.  It is 
truly amazing how easily the children living in the camps – or in this case outside 
of one – can be entertained.  Nothing would please me more than to be able to 
spend more days being in the company of these children, entertaining one 
another.
 

The disappearing boys.
 

Two more updates to go and then I will be caught up.
 
Humanely,

Terri


