The Streets of Afghanistan

PEOPLE SELL THEIR HOUSES EVERY DAY
It's not often, though, that someone
sells their house to help women in Afg-
hanistan. Shannon Galpin, a blonde,
single mother from Breckenridge did

just that to found Mountain2Mountain.
A VISION OF EMPOWERMENT

An unexpected phone call from Galpin’s

little sister changed her life course. “My
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sister called to tell me she’d been raped

at college. Ten years before, . . . so
was L,” Galpin revealed during a recent
phone call. “I never really discussed it.
I didn’t want it to define me. But, now
I realize that of course it did. It gave
me a passion for social justice and
gender equity.” She adds, “My parents
have two daughters and it happened

to both of us!”
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At the same time, Galpin remembers
reading Three Cups of Tea, The Places In
Benween, and Infidel. “In Afghanistan, if a
woman is raped, she is often put in
jail. She’s not viewed as a victim. It's a
weapon of war used for controlling a
population.” She was incensed at the
injustice happening to women, espe-
cially in Afghanistan. So, in 2006,
Galpin, a former ballet dancer, world
traveler, and athletic trainer, created
Mountain2Mountain, (M2M), a non-gov-
ernment organization (NGO) to provide
education and healthcare for women

and girls in Afghanistan.
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First, Galpin started fundraising. Then,
she sold her house and used the money
to help M2M. She continues fundraising
and growing M2M, which currently
includes a board of directors, an advisory

board and two staft members.

M2M IN AFGHANISTAN

Galpin is about to take another trip to
Afghanistan; she first started three years
ago in Kabul, an urban valley city of

three million people, and the capital of

Afghanistan. There, she funded a com-
puter lab at a gitl’s school and set up
kindergarten in a woman’s prison.
Galpin blogged, “I spend my
evenings riding a motorbike around
Kabul. The bikes sneak in between traf-
fic better than any car. Yet the muddy
streets mean I often arrive at my destina-
tion happy, but looking a bit worse for
the wear.” Worn cars and rickety trucks
navigate the roads with Galpin and over-

loaded bike riders. Roadside venders and
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fourth grade level, to be skilled birth
attendants? Our idea is to identify poten-
tial candidates for a two year midwife
program, but the program requires a
ninth grade education.” According to
UNICEF, female literacy in Afghanistan
is 10%. The country as a whole? 34%.

So, Galpin can’t train midwives unless
she can educate the girls. “We have to
support a boys school in order to build
a girls school to show we want all the

children to have an education.”

Next, in her most ambitious project
yet, she decided that M2M would build
a K-12 Kabul school for the deaf. With
this, she’ll fund a teacher training pro-
gram, an interpreter program, an Afghan
sign language development program
and a vocational program. “There are
10,000 deaf children in Afghanistan.
These kids are just falling through the
cracks,” Galpin shared with Ann Curry
in a recent Dateline NBC interview.

Galpin hopes the graduates of the school

markets sit next to bombed-out buildings

of cement and corrugated metal. Women
in burkas with their children, mustached
men, and fatigue-clad soldiers all walk
. through the busy streets.
“At the same time [as the first proj-
ects], I wanted to train rural midwives . . .

Afghanistan has the highest maternal

death rate in the world,” Galpin explains,

| “because men can’t see women or
deliver babies and there’s an enormous
shortage of midwives.”

Galpin continues, “It all comes down
to education. We're trying to work in
areas [outside of Kabul] that have no
or little access to education. How can
we train girls that are just barely literate,

maybe only reading and writing at a
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will come back as teachers or build more

schools across the country.

THE EXHIBITION
Galpin wants to share the stories of Afgha-
nistan. She created a touring exhibition,
“The Streets of Afghanistan,” which will
be in Denver for one night only, April 28,
2011, in the Ponti Hall of the Denver Art
Museum. After Denver, the exhibition will
travel to Dallas, Washington, D.C., Los
Angeles, New York, Sonoma and Brecken-
ridge. Galpin hopes the exhibition will
transport guests to Kabul, as they walk
amonyg storytellers, women in burkas
and Taliban guards, view life-sized photo-
graphs taken by Afghan and Western
photographers, and listen to music and
Kabul’s city sounds.

It is true that one person can make
a difference. Shannon Galpin and Moun-
tain2Mountain are changing the lives in
Afghanistan. She’s just one woman.

But she’s changing the world. @

Melissa Taylor is a freelance writer; award-
winning blpgger, and edcator. Find her at

swm.elissatayloronline.com.
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