My last, faint memory of Africa was of my mother telling me to stop crying and help her pack. Her face was deeply frozen by a mixture of fear and hope. All I had heard of America was about how much money we were going to; however, at age five I had no idea what exactly that meant. It was the middle of December yet I wore shorts and flip-flops as I rushed leaving the city streets with my seven siblings and pregnant mother—all of us hand in hand for comfort. The entire time all I could think was that it sure did take a long time to get to America. When we finally set foot on American soil, it was not what I dreamt of. As people stared judgmentally, as my mother wept solemnly, and as the crisp 60 degree breeze of New York City gave me chill bumps, I had no idea that this was merely the beginning of a very long journey….

Good Evening [pause, wait for them to say good evening]

My name is Khadija Hassan, a spokesperson for my countries Somalia and Rwanda. I am a junior at Central High School, and I have lived through several of the atrocities that Facing History and Ourselves is committed to ending.

All of these memories of my past had been conveniently shut out of my conscious mind until my sophomore year when I began taking FHAO. Taking this class, opened my mind to these memories and forced me to discover an aspect of myself that had been missing for years…

This aspect was history, my history.

Last year—around this time, actually—my loving mother, Nimo Jamal Liban, sat me down and told me about who I really was. My biological parents had died in the Rwandan genocide when I was only three. My biological mother’s sister—who I had always thought was my mother—took me in on her own. When I was five, Catholic Charities offered to sponsor a Somalia family of eight. My mother jumped at the opportunity; although, this meant leaving her husband behind of his Rwandan background. At the risk of losing her opportunity for escape, she willingly took the risk of adding me on her paperwork as her daughter.

Upon hearing all of this, mixed feelings of anger, understanding, and confusion drove an already struggling student to near-failure. I had simultaneously lost and gained my identity. As my FH class began to delve deeper into the Rwandan Genocide, I began to see the strength that the survivors received from telling their stories. It was then; I realized that it was okay for me to do the same. (I certainly needed more of a push.) And it was my FH teacher, Mr. Thames, saw that need for a verbal release.

My home life was in shambles and I began coming home later and later at night. It was past midnight and I found myself at the door of Thames’ family house. All I needed was someone to talk to. Mr. Thames welcomed me in as a friend and allowed me to tell him all that I needed to let out. I slowly began to heal, and with Mr. Thames’ tough love, I began to change from an academically challenged student to a student looking far beyond high school. Mr. Thames’ caused this lost daughter to find her way.  [pause]

Facing History and Ourselves has allowed me to accept not only others but myself. If there is anything that I take away from Facing History is its ability to teach us self analysis so that we can see ourselves as bystanders, perpetrators, and group thinkers. We all have these elements within us, the ability to be a perpetrator, bystander, or hero. This class says you have a choice. It prepares you to do the right thing, by teaching us to acknowledge the suffering of others and do all we can to stop the violence that causes such suffering. That’s all you can ask of yourself. 

[pause]

I am currently maintaining a “B” average in school, participating in tutoring Sudanese children, FHAO projects, and documentaries on current civil issues through the Rhodes College Crossroads Project, and I plan on attending Wesleyan University in Connecticut with a double major in History and International Studies. I’d like to teach FHAO as a professor one day. I can’t think of a better way to give back to Facing History for the healing, challenging and nurturing this program and this teacher has given. 

Thank you! 

