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The Most Forgotten People in All of Africa 
 

This week I came across a story in NCR about the drought in Kenya that has left as many as 2.4 

million Kenyans in dire need of food. The Red Cross predicts 2.7 million people are facing 

starvation. Included in that dreadful number are members of the Turkana tribe. Accompanying 

the story, was a photo of two young Turkana girls waiting for water, which instantly caught my 

attention because I had filmed members of the tribe just a few years ago…and these amazingly 

resilient people truly impressed me. 
 

Back in 2012, I traveled to Kenya to make film for Jesuit Refugee Service. Titled We Anoint Their 

Wounds, the film told the inspirational story of the noble and heroic work of JRS, a world-wide 

ministry serving both refugees living isolated lives in remote, massive refugee camps and 

refugees living marginalized lives in the bleak, lonely shadows of urban centers.  
 

In Eastern Africa countless people are left outside the circle of life; they are shunned, 

disempowered, ignored, and forgotten. They are refugees, desperate people fleeing hunger and 

violence in such drought-stricken and conflict-riddled nations as Somalia. They live in huge, 

secluded over-crowded refugee camps. The film featured the Kakuma Refugee Camp in 

northwest Kenya. At the time, it was home to 95,000 refugees. Under the burning heat in Kakuma, 

life is direct and raw. To be a refugee means to live on the edge of society, socially, and politically 

ostracized. Around the world there are more than 50 million people who have been forcibly 

displaced, and 80% of them are women and children. 
 

On my 9th day in Kenya, I boarded a small plane for a flight to north-east corner of the country. I 

wasn’t too thrilled about getting on a plane with propellers. But I was more worried about the 

drive from the airport to the massive Kakuma Refugee Camp, which is located in the midst of a 

very harsh desert area. Just before boarding the plane I learned that the ride from the airfield to 

the camp is so dangerous we’ll have armed guards with us. The two hour drive across the desert 

to Kakuma was a long, lonely stretch of desert known for bandits who randomly terrorize and 

rob relief workers heading for the camps. 
 

As we crossed the desert, I felt the pace and panic of contemporary life that lives in the shadow 

of illusionary wealth melting under the hot sun and that I was I entering a new reality. In spiritual 

language, the desert is a place where humanity is handed over to God, a place where a person is 

totally submitted to an immense and intimate encounter. For the refugee, the desert is a place 

where they are stripped bare of their country, their fields, their friends, their family, their home. 

It is a place of total isolation and marginalization. It is hell. In the Swahili language “Kakuma” 

means “nowhere.” An apt name as the camp is located literally in the middle of nowhere, about 

as isolated as you could get. 
 

The camp itself defied my expectations. I had envisioned a sea of white tents. But most of the 

Kakuma camp is so settled that the refugees have constructed more permanent homes. Many 

people have lived in the camp for more than 20 years and over time the camp was transformed 

from the impermanence of tents to more stable and secure structures…including shops and 

businesses. The place actually felt more like a slum than a refugee camp. Nonetheless, there are 

still plenty of tents…which are occupied by newly arriving refugees. 



 

 
 

Unlike refugees in urban settings, these refugees have nowhere to go, as they are surrounded by 

endless miles of desert in every direction. In the Kakuma camp the refugees have settled in for 

the long haul. The camp is a relatively safe haven for people from nine different nations and over 

twenty ethnic groups; but most of the residents come from South Sudan and Somalia. 
 

The harsh, unforgiving, and inhospitable terrain of the remote Kakuma region is home to one of 

the oldest and most distinctive civilizations on earth, the indigenous peoples of Turkana. The 

Kakuma Camp was built on land where the Turkana had lived for centuries, as the most forgotten 

people in all of Africa. They lived in simplicity in an area that had very little water and lots of 

hardships. These mysterious, highly mobile people exuded kindness. 
 

But their private, hidden world was virtually invaded in 1992 when the United Nations and the 

Kenyan government established the refugee camp. Suddenly these isolated people, along with 

their herds of goats and camels, had to co-habitat with a huge community of people from several 

nations. Food and aid was trucked in for the refugees, but the Turkana were left to fend for 

themselves. Slowly many of the Turkana were forced to abandon their traditional pastoral ways. 
 

The Turkana are now offered some medical and educational opportunities within the camp. They 

can freely enter the camp, in search of supplies, and freely leave. While they co-exist peacefully, 

there are unresolved tensions between the refugees and the Turkana. 
 

Footage of the Turkana will be featured in our soon-to-be-released first film in our One Human 

Family series. This will be the first film to be released as a digital download instead of on DVD. 
 

It is hard to believe it has been ten years since I filmed in Kenya. The memories are still fresh and painful. 

Before the plane trip to the desert, I spent a day in the city garbage dump filming people scavenging through 

the rotten was for anything salvageable. The photos on the next page were not in the original Journal. 



 
 

 


