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Stronger Shines the Light Inside is a highly acclaimed and widely published 
multi-media initiative created by Angie Smith that illuminates stories of refugee 
resettlement in the US through portraiture and interviews. The project has 
been featured in The New York Times Magazine, The New Republic, National 
Geographic, and WIRED. Under President Obama’s administration, the White 
House recognized Stronger Shines the Light Inside as one of the five most 
impactful initiatives to integrate refugees and immigrants in the United States. 
Smith has been the recipient of multiple grants to document refugee resettlement 
in Boise and Salt Lake City. In 2016, Smith created a large scale, public exhibition 
of photographs and interviews that was installed on the streets of downtown 
Boise. She was invited to give artist talks at Wesleyan University, The College 
of Western Idaho, and Treefort Music Festival. Additional photographs from 
Stronger Shines the Light Inside have been exhibited at the White House and 
the Aperture Foundation in New York City.

Website: www.strongershinesthelightinside.com
Facebook: facebook.com/strongershinesthelightinside
Twitter: @StrongerShines
Instagram: @strongershinesthelightinside

This proposal presents a unique 
opportunity for The New 
Portlander Policy Commission 
and Wieden+Kennedy to 
partner with an influential 
artist to create an exhibition 
celebrating Portland’s diverse 
immigrant communities.
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http://www.strongershinesthelightinside.com
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Established in 1851, The City of Portland is positioned geographically at 
the confluence of the Columbia and Willamette Rivers, and the Pacific 
Ocean. For centuries, it’s been a hub of robust activity, a crossroads in 
the movement of people, products, and ideas.

Political, economic and environmental insecurity throughout 
Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe, the Middle East, Mexico, Latin America, and 
number of island nations has resulted in waves of international migration and 
resettlement. This has dramatically increased Portland’s ethnic diversity and 
improved Portland’s cosmopolitan profile over the last 40 years.

Today, 20% of Portland households and 25% of Beaverton households 
speak multiple languages. Nearly half of Metro area school students come 
from ethnic minority homes.

Since the Trump Administration has taken office, the national mood 
has shifted. A March 2017 ProPublica study reported that Oregon struggles 
with the highest level of reported hate crimes per capita in the US.  The current 
administration has demonstrated the tremendous impact that words can 
make on a society. Whether they come from the President, from a billboard, 
a television commercial, or a grieving friend, words hold the power to spread 
love or hate.

Stronger Shines the Light Inside was created to amplify the 
marginalized voices of immigrants, migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers 
and to highlight the many contributions they make to our communities. 
Through photography and interviews, this partnered community exhibition 
will provide an outlet for immigrants to share their stories, promoting more 
understanding, respect and equality in Portland.
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INTRODUCTION
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Create new photographs and conduct interviews about 
immigrants in Portland, Oregon.

In collaboration with W+K, conceptualize an exhibition to 
install in the lobby of W+K.

Host a reception in the W+K exhibition space to celebrate 
the completion of the residency and to raise awareness 
about the project and build community engagement.

Timeline: May 1-June 7 2018

RESIDENCY OBJECTIVES
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Gallery exhibition inside of Wieden+Kennedy:
 
Smith will collaborate with Wieden and Kennedy
to conceptualize and install a gallery installation 
for the W+K headquarters that includes Stronger 
Shines the Light Inside content created in Boise, 
Salt Lake City and the new content created in 
Portland, during the residency. Smith will spend 
approximately two weeks of the residency on the 
post production and installation of this exhibition.

Potential exhibition components:

• Photographs to be printed and installed.

• Photographs, short films, poetry and interview excerpts  
to be projected or installed onto gallery walls.

02.

Opening and/or closing reception at W+K  
to build community engagement: 

Smith, Wieden and Kennedy, and the New 
Portlander Policy Commission will host an 
exhibition reception to showcase the work created 
during the month-long residency. The mission
of the event will be to showcase the work created
during the residency and encourage community
engagement, support and integration of 
immigrants and refugees. This event will also 
serve as an opportunity to invite city officials, 
lawmakers, sponsors and donors while promoting 
awareness for local refugee agencies and 
organizations. 

Potential reception components:

• Showcase the work created during the artist-in-residency.

• Invite local refugee organizations to be present and provide 
information about their services.

• Invite all New Portlanders to participate and meet others  
in the community.

• Provide opportunities for Portland residents to sign up to 
volunteer with or mentor refugees.

03. 

Production of still photographs and
interviews of refugees in Portland:

With the support of The New Portlander Policy 
Commission, Smith will spend approximately 
two-three weeks of the residency duration 
photographing and interviewing individuals and 
families that were resettled in the Portland Metro 
area. Smith will create striking, intimate and 
authentic imagery that highlights the rich cultural 
contributions  of immigrants and the organizations 
that advocate for them in Portland, Oregon.

• Smith will work with The New Portlander Policy Commission 
to identify organizations, families and individuals to 
photograph in the Portland Metro Area.

01.

RESIDENCY OBJECTIVES: DETAIL
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TIMELINE BUDGET

February 30

March 30

April 1–30

May 5

May 30

June 7

Start fundraising with City of Portland

Finish fundraising

Smith receives funds

Smith starts shooting

Smith starts installing exhibition

Exhibition opening

Artist Hourly Rate 
($50/hour, estimated hours: 150)

Production 
($50/hour, estimated hours: 80) 

Airfare

Transportation 
(Rental Car, Fuel, etc.)

Food

Lodging

Retouching

Transcription of Interviews

Editing of Interviews

Photo Equipment/ 
Lighting Rentals

Intern/Assistant

TOTAL

$7,500 

$4,000 

$400

$1,500 

$1,000

$1,500

$1,000

$1,000

$850

$3,000 

$2,500

$24,250



EXHIBITION SAMPLES

Every month I try to make 
money then I can send 
Western Union.

Right now I have a lot 
of plans.

What do you think of when 
you hear the word refugee?

If we are joined in one 
community, we will have 
better communications, 
better life.

When I needed help, there 
was people to help me.

→ My mother is from Congo. I born in Congo. Then I 
come Zimbabwe. I stay in Zimbabwe for almost fifteen 
years. I no stay in camp but in camp I go to take food 
every time. I stay in Harare, in town, because I make 
business myself. I go to buy something, some clothes, 
I selling.

I make myself my clothes. I love so much because 
it’s my identity. It’s my identity from Mom. My mama, 
she take shoes and the clothes and bag, sell ‘em. She 
make these suits and earrings, everything. I need to try 
to make business. I need to try to apply for business, 
because it’s my choice from my country. I started to 
do business, eighteen years, I start business.

I have five children. In Boise I have three. [The 
others are] in camp in Zimbabwe. One is almost 
twenty-eight. Another one is sixteen. It’s very hard. 
Because now in Zimbabwe, only give $10 per each 
person for food. So every month I try to make money 
then I can send Western Union. I can send for to buy 
things in Zimbabwe.

Since I come here, I’m working to downtown 
housekeeping in Marriott Marketplace. Right now I 
stopped, because I have a painful back. Doctor, she 
told me, ‘Stop working this job for housekeeping’ 
because I have an operation. Every time I come I cry, 
‘Ayy! Back!’ At that time, my daughter is very young, 
go to school. Myself, working. That’s why now I’m 
stopped. I stopped this month. I looking at that job for 
part time.   

I like [Boise]. Because Boise help every single 
mother. Everybody help for low income. It can help 
me. Sometimes my job it go down. Then I can go to 
welfare, welfare help me. She put me food stamp. It’s 
good and my family, I’m survive.

→ I was born in Congo. In Kasai. It’s not a big city. 
Much smaller than Boise. In Africa, life was really 
great—having fun moments with your friends. We 
just like family. When we don’t have water, we had to 
walk for an hour or two hours to find some water so 
we can drink. I didn’t really want that but we had to do 
it, it wasn’t our choice.

So you hear that somebody died for what? Well 
they didn’t have food, water, they didn’t have shoes 
to wear, clothes, they sleep outside, they got bit by 
a dog and all that because they don’t know how to 
help themselves. Nobody is there for them. If there is 
people who don’t understand how a refugees life is, 
it’s a really hard life. It’s not a good thing to be called 
a refugee, but you just have to accept it. It’s by the 
grace of God that I am still alive today. Let me just say, 
I should be dead.

I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, I’m going to America. 
The United States, the best place ever.’ I thought it 
was just heaven. Huge buildings, huge places, huge 
bedrooms. But when I got here, well, it was kind of 
different from what I thought.

Right now I have a lot of plans. I’m not really 
sure where I am going yet. Right now I want to be a 
nurse. And I want to be an actress. I want to know 
more about fashion. And I want to be a journalist. So, 
it’s a lot. It’s something that takes time. I’m not where 
I’m supposed yet, yet. But I’ll be there.

In ten years, if I imagine, actually I won’t be in the 
United States, I will probably be in other places such 
as Africa. Because that’s what I have been thinking of, 
that I will be traveling a lot, helping kids. Not just kids 
but to those people that don’t have something, those 
people that aren’t able to help themselves.

So let’s say I speak English better today and 
there is another person who just got in the United 
States and they don’t know how to speak anything in 
English. So instead of me trying to help them out, you 
go away from them instead of helping them and you 
think maybe there is someone else who is going to 
help them. While you are there you can just go and 
help them. But you feel uncomfortable because you 
don’t speak their language and they don’t speak yours. 
There is a huge space between you. I’ve seen people 
who do that. But to me, I don’t care. If you need help, 
no matter what, if you don’t speak my language, if we 
are different races, I’m just going to go and help you 
even if you don’t speak my language.

← In 1993 we escaped Bosnia. We went to Germany. 
We lived there until 1998 and after the war, we were 
told it was safe to go back. However it was not nearly 
as safe. My parents were afraid for our lives and so we 
decided to move to Croatia.

I vividly remember that night when dad hired 
the person to smuggle us across a border. It was 
January and cold. I asked my dad, ‘Why aren’t you 
getting in the car?’ All I remember he said: ‘I have  
to stay.’ I couldn’t understand like wait, we always 
went together, I remember thinking ‘Why do you have 
to stay?’

As a child, going from what you know to what 
you don’t know. It was a new language. I experienced 
that pretty quickly when I was enrolled in elementary 
school where they spoke German. I was the odd  
ball out. I didn’t understand the culture. I didn’t have 
any friends.

I always feel like I’m in between. I’m never 
enough one thing. And it’s beautiful in a way because 
you try to take the best of all cultures. But as a human 
being, it’s natural to strive to belong. When we came 
to the United States it was very similar except people 
were much more welcoming, accepting, helpful. I 
can’t ever pay back the people that were so selfless 
and just opened their hearts up to this refugee family 
from Eastern Europe. But I want to pay it forward.

I am a doctoral candidate in the college of 
education and curriculum and instruction at Boise 
State. My area of research is multi-cultural education 
for refugee students in particular. I want to be the 
stepping stone, the buffer for future teachers, 
engineers—I want to be the encouragement. I want 
to show them that, hey if I did this, you can too. I go 
to High Schools and I tell students my story and I walk 
out with student’s eyes wide, you can tell they want to 
go to college. I just want to make sure that no one can 
say, ‘I’m not good enough to go to college.’ Because 
that is the whole rhetoric of refugees, you are never 
good enough. You never belong, you don’t quite fit in. 
I remember thinking, ‘Who am I to go to college? I’m 
just a refugee.’

I personally like to call us new Americans, 
emerging Americans. You come with the hope that 
you will be a part of this community of America. If 
you ask anyone, ‘What do you think of when you hear 
the word refugee?’ It’s what the media portrays too: 
suffering, pain. But if you look at it from a different 
angle—perseverance, grit, resilience, new beginnings 
right? That’s positive, it’s a new start. I want this 
nation—because we are a nation of immigrants—I 
want to say that we really need each other. I want 
people to see us as assets, not responsibilities.

← This was on World Refugee Day. We just lost 
the game (laughs) and just finished watching the 
two African teams playing. These boys are all from 
Nepal, they are born in Nepal all of them. But we are 
Bhutanese refugees.

I felt like we need something, some pleasure in 
sports, for time pass and all. For the youth, so they 
don’t follow the other tracks of life. I’m a sports guy, 
so I like being a sporty and exercising and all. Let’s 
make the youth be involved in something so they 
can have a chance to show their talent with a sports 
team to the other people in the Nepalese-Bhutanese 
community. We being in the United States, we feel a 
lot of loneliness.

Loneliness with boys, they don’t have a chance 
to play outside. They only go out in school and have fun. 
They want to have fun gathering Nepalese community 
together. If we are joined in one community, we will 
have better communications, better life. I see a lot of 
things happening that way because when we meet 
together, we chatting a lot, talking about something. 
They need some future expressions, you know? As a 
coach I need to tell those guys, if you play this way, 
you will become like this in the future. They need role 
models and inspiration.

This is the first time I have come forward as a 
mentor in our community to work with these guys. 
Forming a team is the difficult part because we need 
a lot of money. I had a few contributions from my 
community. Compared to other states, the Nepalese-
Bhutanese in Boise state are very well established in 
terms of money, earning, life security They are very 
good at it. We don’t have homeless people or they got 
rent problem, we don’t have that problem. Nepalese 
people have a legacy of hard work. 

← It was many years ago. When we went from Bhutan 
to Nepal at that time there were problems, there were 
some kind of issues. They killed people, they raped 
people. My husband been in Bhutan jail six or seven 
months. They torture, they beat, don’t give them any 
food. So after that, all my family went to Nepal and 
stayed in the refugee camp. And the UNHCR, the 
people come and give them all the program—rice, 
medication. We were in the refugee camp for twenty-
one years in Nepal.

I have a medical problem right now. I have a lot 
of problems right now. 

[Translator: She is sick. Her thinking power is less. They 
give counseling to her. She have heart problem. Social 
security people, they told her you can go to counseling 
and come to one week, two or three times to check her. 

Is it difficult for her to talk about her life?

Yes, I think so.]

How do you like your life in Idaho? Are you 
happy here?

Right now, I am nervous. I am not happy or sad. 

Alfonse, In Boise s ince 2012Prem Subba (back row far right) with the Nepalese-Bhutanese Soccer Team, In Boise s ince 2013Hajia, In Boise s ince 2015 Belma and Emira, In Boise s ince 2000Grace Rita, In Boise s ince 2013Mongali Maya, In Boise s ince 2016

Land of sagebrush, cottonwood, and white pine, snow-capped mountains and 
potatoes, Boise, Idaho is well known for its salt-of-the-earth values, though 
less so for its cultural diversity. Nevertheless, it is not uncommon to see a  
Congolese woman in brightly colored fabric waiting at a crosswalk, or to buy 
vegetables from Somali and Burmese vendors at the farmer’s market. Many of 
these new Americans came to Idaho as refugees seeking peace after long and 
arduous journeys. 

Stronger Shines the Light Inside tells the stories of resettlement in 
Idaho. Over the course of more than a year, photographer Angie Smith has  
documented the process of refugees rebuilding their lives in not just an 
 American but an Idahoan context. She has photographed Rwandans in 
their first snowfall, teenage Iraqis in their first prom dresses, and Burmese  
practicing their first English words. Along with writer Hanne Steen, Smith 
has been invited to drink tea in the homes of new Americans from Somalia, 
Afghanistan, Syria, and Sudan, treated with the same hospitality and generosity 
that her subjects are so grateful for themselves. She has heard the laughter 
of children playing freely in the grassy courtyards of apartment buildings, 
been invited into churches, graduations, traditional wedding ceremonies, and 
witnessed the warmth of Idahoans sharing in the beauty and bounty of their 
beloved home.

Refugees who make it to Idaho are among the lucky few who have 
been offered another chance at life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness— 
the unalienable rights upon which the American Dream was founded. For  
some, this dream means safety from violence and persecution; for some, an  
education; for others, enough food to feed their children. 

Each story is unique, but there are common threads. Many point to a 
serendipitous moment, a right person at the right time—someone who saved 
their life while fleeing, someone who offered a ride to a supermarket on their 
first day in Idaho, a friendly face who helped them read a bus schedule, or simply 
smiled and said hello. All speak of their desire to integrate and contribute to 
the community, and many express gratitude for those who have helped them 
to do so. 

Of the 65 million displaced people worldwide, only 1% of refugees will be 
resettled in a host country and of those, each has endured a long and grueling 
screening process, often spanning years. Every story is different, but each one 
speaks of hope, of refusal to give up. This resilience is their common strength, 
and the light that shines through their stories has the power to illuminate our 
lives, our communities, and our world.

CREDITS

Project Director: Angie Smith

Project Writer: Hanne Steen

Photography: Angie Smith

Interviews: Angie Smith and Hanne Steen

Design: Justin Flood and Sarah Baugh

www.strongershinesthelightinside.com

→ 

Angie When you came into the airport, who was 
there to pick you up?

Hajia Our case manager, Carly, and others of our 
families here in Idaho.

Angie Did they take you to your new house?

Hajia No. When we came here, we didn’t have a 
house. So we used to live in our aunt’s house for 
one month, and then they find for us a house and 
then that’s when we came here.

Angie And what was your first year at school like?

Hajia It was good. There was good friends, good 
people. When I needed help, there was people to 
help me. I didn’t have trouble with anything.

Angie Do you like to study? What do you like  
to study?

Hajia Science, and Social Studies, and English.

Angie What do you wanna be when you grow up? 
What’s your dream?

Hajia Might be, I wanna be a doctor.

Angie Do you have any other dreams?

Hajia Yeah. My other dream is I’d like go back to my 
country and see my friends.

Angie And what kinds of things do you miss  
about Kenya?

Hajia I miss to see the house that I used to live in.

Angie Thinking about your life in Kenya and the 
culture there and being a woman, and then the  
culture here in America and being a woman, do you 
feel like you have more freedom here?

Hajia Yeah, I have more freedom here.

Angie In what way?

Hajia Here, we can do everything we want.

Angie Now that you are in America and you think 
about your future, have the two things changed, 
what you imagined?

Hajia No. I had the same dream in Africa and  
here, too.

THIS EXHIBITION WAS MADE POSSIBLE BY

ILLUMINATING THE REFUGEE EXPERIENCE IN IDAHO

Every month I try to make 
money then I can send 
Western Union.

Right now I have a lot 
of plans.

What do you think of when 
you hear the word refugee?

If we are joined in one 
community, we will have 
better communications, 
better life.

When I needed help, there 
was people to help me.

→ My mother is from Congo. I born in Congo. Then I 
come Zimbabwe. I stay in Zimbabwe for almost fifteen 
years. I no stay in camp but in camp I go to take food 
every time. I stay in Harare, in town, because I make 
business myself. I go to buy something, some clothes, 
I selling.

I make myself my clothes. I love so much because 
it’s my identity. It’s my identity from Mom. My mama, 
she take shoes and the clothes and bag, sell ‘em. She 
make these suits and earrings, everything. I need to try 
to make business. I need to try to apply for business, 
because it’s my choice from my country. I started to 
do business, eighteen years, I start business.

I have five children. In Boise I have three. [The 
others are] in camp in Zimbabwe. One is almost 
twenty-eight. Another one is sixteen. It’s very hard. 
Because now in Zimbabwe, only give $10 per each 
person for food. So every month I try to make money 
then I can send Western Union. I can send for to buy 
things in Zimbabwe.

Since I come here, I’m working to downtown 
housekeeping in Marriott Marketplace. Right now I 
stopped, because I have a painful back. Doctor, she 
told me, ‘Stop working this job for housekeeping’ 
because I have an operation. Every time I come I cry, 
‘Ayy! Back!’ At that time, my daughter is very young, 
go to school. Myself, working. That’s why now I’m 
stopped. I stopped this month. I looking at that job for 
part time.   

I like [Boise]. Because Boise help every single 
mother. Everybody help for low income. It can help 
me. Sometimes my job it go down. Then I can go to 
welfare, welfare help me. She put me food stamp. It’s 
good and my family, I’m survive.

→ I was born in Congo. In Kasai. It’s not a big city. 
Much smaller than Boise. In Africa, life was really 
great—having fun moments with your friends. We 
just like family. When we don’t have water, we had to 
walk for an hour or two hours to find some water so 
we can drink. I didn’t really want that but we had to do 
it, it wasn’t our choice.

So you hear that somebody died for what? Well 
they didn’t have food, water, they didn’t have shoes 
to wear, clothes, they sleep outside, they got bit by 
a dog and all that because they don’t know how to 
help themselves. Nobody is there for them. If there is 
people who don’t understand how a refugees life is, 
it’s a really hard life. It’s not a good thing to be called 
a refugee, but you just have to accept it. It’s by the 
grace of God that I am still alive today. Let me just say, 
I should be dead.

I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, I’m going to America. 
The United States, the best place ever.’ I thought it 
was just heaven. Huge buildings, huge places, huge 
bedrooms. But when I got here, well, it was kind of 
different from what I thought.

Right now I have a lot of plans. I’m not really 
sure where I am going yet. Right now I want to be a 
nurse. And I want to be an actress. I want to know 
more about fashion. And I want to be a journalist. So, 
it’s a lot. It’s something that takes time. I’m not where 
I’m supposed yet, yet. But I’ll be there.

In ten years, if I imagine, actually I won’t be in the 
United States, I will probably be in other places such 
as Africa. Because that’s what I have been thinking of, 
that I will be traveling a lot, helping kids. Not just kids 
but to those people that don’t have something, those 
people that aren’t able to help themselves.

So let’s say I speak English better today and 
there is another person who just got in the United 
States and they don’t know how to speak anything in 
English. So instead of me trying to help them out, you 
go away from them instead of helping them and you 
think maybe there is someone else who is going to 
help them. While you are there you can just go and 
help them. But you feel uncomfortable because you 
don’t speak their language and they don’t speak yours. 
There is a huge space between you. I’ve seen people 
who do that. But to me, I don’t care. If you need help, 
no matter what, if you don’t speak my language, if we 
are different races, I’m just going to go and help you 
even if you don’t speak my language.

← In 1993 we escaped Bosnia. We went to Germany. 
We lived there until 1998 and after the war, we were 
told it was safe to go back. However it was not nearly 
as safe. My parents were afraid for our lives and so we 
decided to move to Croatia.

I vividly remember that night when dad hired 
the person to smuggle us across a border. It was 
January and cold. I asked my dad, ‘Why aren’t you 
getting in the car?’ All I remember he said: ‘I have  
to stay.’ I couldn’t understand like wait, we always 
went together, I remember thinking ‘Why do you have 
to stay?’

As a child, going from what you know to what 
you don’t know. It was a new language. I experienced 
that pretty quickly when I was enrolled in elementary 
school where they spoke German. I was the odd  
ball out. I didn’t understand the culture. I didn’t have 
any friends.

I always feel like I’m in between. I’m never 
enough one thing. And it’s beautiful in a way because 
you try to take the best of all cultures. But as a human 
being, it’s natural to strive to belong. When we came 
to the United States it was very similar except people 
were much more welcoming, accepting, helpful. I 
can’t ever pay back the people that were so selfless 
and just opened their hearts up to this refugee family 
from Eastern Europe. But I want to pay it forward.

I am a doctoral candidate in the college of 
education and curriculum and instruction at Boise 
State. My area of research is multi-cultural education 
for refugee students in particular. I want to be the 
stepping stone, the buffer for future teachers, 
engineers—I want to be the encouragement. I want 
to show them that, hey if I did this, you can too. I go 
to High Schools and I tell students my story and I walk 
out with student’s eyes wide, you can tell they want to 
go to college. I just want to make sure that no one can 
say, ‘I’m not good enough to go to college.’ Because 
that is the whole rhetoric of refugees, you are never 
good enough. You never belong, you don’t quite fit in. 
I remember thinking, ‘Who am I to go to college? I’m 
just a refugee.’

I personally like to call us new Americans, 
emerging Americans. You come with the hope that 
you will be a part of this community of America. If 
you ask anyone, ‘What do you think of when you hear 
the word refugee?’ It’s what the media portrays too: 
suffering, pain. But if you look at it from a different 
angle—perseverance, grit, resilience, new beginnings 
right? That’s positive, it’s a new start. I want this 
nation—because we are a nation of immigrants—I 
want to say that we really need each other. I want 
people to see us as assets, not responsibilities.

← This was on World Refugee Day. We just lost 
the game (laughs) and just finished watching the 
two African teams playing. These boys are all from 
Nepal, they are born in Nepal all of them. But we are 
Bhutanese refugees.

I felt like we need something, some pleasure in 
sports, for time pass and all. For the youth, so they 
don’t follow the other tracks of life. I’m a sports guy, 
so I like being a sporty and exercising and all. Let’s 
make the youth be involved in something so they 
can have a chance to show their talent with a sports 
team to the other people in the Nepalese-Bhutanese 
community. We being in the United States, we feel a 
lot of loneliness.

Loneliness with boys, they don’t have a chance 
to play outside. They only go out in school and have fun. 
They want to have fun gathering Nepalese community 
together. If we are joined in one community, we will 
have better communications, better life. I see a lot of 
things happening that way because when we meet 
together, we chatting a lot, talking about something. 
They need some future expressions, you know? As a 
coach I need to tell those guys, if you play this way, 
you will become like this in the future. They need role 
models and inspiration.

This is the first time I have come forward as a 
mentor in our community to work with these guys. 
Forming a team is the difficult part because we need 
a lot of money. I had a few contributions from my 
community. Compared to other states, the Nepalese-
Bhutanese in Boise state are very well established in 
terms of money, earning, life security They are very 
good at it. We don’t have homeless people or they got 
rent problem, we don’t have that problem. Nepalese 
people have a legacy of hard work. 

← It was many years ago. When we went from Bhutan 
to Nepal at that time there were problems, there were 
some kind of issues. They killed people, they raped 
people. My husband been in Bhutan jail six or seven 
months. They torture, they beat, don’t give them any 
food. So after that, all my family went to Nepal and 
stayed in the refugee camp. And the UNHCR, the 
people come and give them all the program—rice, 
medication. We were in the refugee camp for twenty-
one years in Nepal.

I have a medical problem right now. I have a lot 
of problems right now. 

[Translator: She is sick. Her thinking power is less. They 
give counseling to her. She have heart problem. Social 
security people, they told her you can go to counseling 
and come to one week, two or three times to check her. 

Is it difficult for her to talk about her life?

Yes, I think so.]

How do you like your life in Idaho? Are you 
happy here?

Right now, I am nervous. I am not happy or sad. 
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Land of sagebrush, cottonwood, and white pine, snow-capped mountains and 
potatoes, Boise, Idaho is well known for its salt-of-the-earth values, though 
less so for its cultural diversity. Nevertheless, it is not uncommon to see a  
Congolese woman in brightly colored fabric waiting at a crosswalk, or to buy 
vegetables from Somali and Burmese vendors at the farmer’s market. Many of 
these new Americans came to Idaho as refugees seeking peace after long and 
arduous journeys. 

Stronger Shines the Light Inside tells the stories of resettlement in 
Idaho. Over the course of more than a year, photographer Angie Smith has  
documented the process of refugees rebuilding their lives in not just an 
 American but an Idahoan context. She has photographed Rwandans in 
their first snowfall, teenage Iraqis in their first prom dresses, and Burmese  
practicing their first English words. Along with writer Hanne Steen, Smith 
has been invited to drink tea in the homes of new Americans from Somalia, 
Afghanistan, Syria, and Sudan, treated with the same hospitality and generosity 
that her subjects are so grateful for themselves. She has heard the laughter 
of children playing freely in the grassy courtyards of apartment buildings, 
been invited into churches, graduations, traditional wedding ceremonies, and 
witnessed the warmth of Idahoans sharing in the beauty and bounty of their 
beloved home.

Refugees who make it to Idaho are among the lucky few who have 
been offered another chance at life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness— 
the unalienable rights upon which the American Dream was founded. For  
some, this dream means safety from violence and persecution; for some, an  
education; for others, enough food to feed their children. 

Each story is unique, but there are common threads. Many point to a 
serendipitous moment, a right person at the right time—someone who saved 
their life while fleeing, someone who offered a ride to a supermarket on their 
first day in Idaho, a friendly face who helped them read a bus schedule, or simply 
smiled and said hello. All speak of their desire to integrate and contribute to 
the community, and many express gratitude for those who have helped them 
to do so. 

Of the 65 million displaced people worldwide, only 1% of refugees will be 
resettled in a host country and of those, each has endured a long and grueling 
screening process, often spanning years. Every story is different, but each one 
speaks of hope, of refusal to give up. This resilience is their common strength, 
and the light that shines through their stories has the power to illuminate our 
lives, our communities, and our world.
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→ 

Angie When you came into the airport, who was 
there to pick you up?

Hajia Our case manager, Carly, and others of our 
families here in Idaho.

Angie Did they take you to your new house?

Hajia No. When we came here, we didn’t have a 
house. So we used to live in our aunt’s house for 
one month, and then they find for us a house and 
then that’s when we came here.

Angie And what was your first year at school like?

Hajia It was good. There was good friends, good 
people. When I needed help, there was people to 
help me. I didn’t have trouble with anything.

Angie Do you like to study? What do you like  
to study?

Hajia Science, and Social Studies, and English.

Angie What do you wanna be when you grow up? 
What’s your dream?

Hajia Might be, I wanna be a doctor.

Angie Do you have any other dreams?

Hajia Yeah. My other dream is I’d like go back to my 
country and see my friends.

Angie And what kinds of things do you miss  
about Kenya?

Hajia I miss to see the house that I used to live in.

Angie Thinking about your life in Kenya and the 
culture there and being a woman, and then the  
culture here in America and being a woman, do you 
feel like you have more freedom here?

Hajia Yeah, I have more freedom here.

Angie In what way?

Hajia Here, we can do everything we want.

Angie Now that you are in America and you think 
about your future, have the two things changed, 
what you imagined?

Hajia No. I had the same dream in Africa and  
here, too.
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Every month I try to make 
money then I can send 
Western Union.

Right now I have a lot 
of plans.

What do you think of when 
you hear the word refugee?

If we are joined in one 
community, we will have 
better communications, 
better life.

When I needed help, there 
was people to help me.

→ My mother is from Congo. I born in Congo. Then I 
come Zimbabwe. I stay in Zimbabwe for almost fifteen 
years. I no stay in camp but in camp I go to take food 
every time. I stay in Harare, in town, because I make 
business myself. I go to buy something, some clothes, 
I selling.

I make myself my clothes. I love so much because 
it’s my identity. It’s my identity from Mom. My mama, 
she take shoes and the clothes and bag, sell ‘em. She 
make these suits and earrings, everything. I need to try 
to make business. I need to try to apply for business, 
because it’s my choice from my country. I started to 
do business, eighteen years, I start business.

I have five children. In Boise I have three. [The 
others are] in camp in Zimbabwe. One is almost 
twenty-eight. Another one is sixteen. It’s very hard. 
Because now in Zimbabwe, only give $10 per each 
person for food. So every month I try to make money 
then I can send Western Union. I can send for to buy 
things in Zimbabwe.

Since I come here, I’m working to downtown 
housekeeping in Marriott Marketplace. Right now I 
stopped, because I have a painful back. Doctor, she 
told me, ‘Stop working this job for housekeeping’ 
because I have an operation. Every time I come I cry, 
‘Ayy! Back!’ At that time, my daughter is very young, 
go to school. Myself, working. That’s why now I’m 
stopped. I stopped this month. I looking at that job for 
part time.   

I like [Boise]. Because Boise help every single 
mother. Everybody help for low income. It can help 
me. Sometimes my job it go down. Then I can go to 
welfare, welfare help me. She put me food stamp. It’s 
good and my family, I’m survive.

→ I was born in Congo. In Kasai. It’s not a big city. 
Much smaller than Boise. In Africa, life was really 
great—having fun moments with your friends. We 
just like family. When we don’t have water, we had to 
walk for an hour or two hours to find some water so 
we can drink. I didn’t really want that but we had to do 
it, it wasn’t our choice.

So you hear that somebody died for what? Well 
they didn’t have food, water, they didn’t have shoes 
to wear, clothes, they sleep outside, they got bit by 
a dog and all that because they don’t know how to 
help themselves. Nobody is there for them. If there is 
people who don’t understand how a refugees life is, 
it’s a really hard life. It’s not a good thing to be called 
a refugee, but you just have to accept it. It’s by the 
grace of God that I am still alive today. Let me just say, 
I should be dead.

I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, I’m going to America. 
The United States, the best place ever.’ I thought it 
was just heaven. Huge buildings, huge places, huge 
bedrooms. But when I got here, well, it was kind of 
different from what I thought.

Right now I have a lot of plans. I’m not really 
sure where I am going yet. Right now I want to be a 
nurse. And I want to be an actress. I want to know 
more about fashion. And I want to be a journalist. So, 
it’s a lot. It’s something that takes time. I’m not where 
I’m supposed yet, yet. But I’ll be there.

In ten years, if I imagine, actually I won’t be in the 
United States, I will probably be in other places such 
as Africa. Because that’s what I have been thinking of, 
that I will be traveling a lot, helping kids. Not just kids 
but to those people that don’t have something, those 
people that aren’t able to help themselves.

So let’s say I speak English better today and 
there is another person who just got in the United 
States and they don’t know how to speak anything in 
English. So instead of me trying to help them out, you 
go away from them instead of helping them and you 
think maybe there is someone else who is going to 
help them. While you are there you can just go and 
help them. But you feel uncomfortable because you 
don’t speak their language and they don’t speak yours. 
There is a huge space between you. I’ve seen people 
who do that. But to me, I don’t care. If you need help, 
no matter what, if you don’t speak my language, if we 
are different races, I’m just going to go and help you 
even if you don’t speak my language.

← In 1993 we escaped Bosnia. We went to Germany. 
We lived there until 1998 and after the war, we were 
told it was safe to go back. However it was not nearly 
as safe. My parents were afraid for our lives and so we 
decided to move to Croatia.

I vividly remember that night when dad hired 
the person to smuggle us across a border. It was 
January and cold. I asked my dad, ‘Why aren’t you 
getting in the car?’ All I remember he said: ‘I have  
to stay.’ I couldn’t understand like wait, we always 
went together, I remember thinking ‘Why do you have 
to stay?’

As a child, going from what you know to what 
you don’t know. It was a new language. I experienced 
that pretty quickly when I was enrolled in elementary 
school where they spoke German. I was the odd  
ball out. I didn’t understand the culture. I didn’t have 
any friends.

I always feel like I’m in between. I’m never 
enough one thing. And it’s beautiful in a way because 
you try to take the best of all cultures. But as a human 
being, it’s natural to strive to belong. When we came 
to the United States it was very similar except people 
were much more welcoming, accepting, helpful. I 
can’t ever pay back the people that were so selfless 
and just opened their hearts up to this refugee family 
from Eastern Europe. But I want to pay it forward.

I am a doctoral candidate in the college of 
education and curriculum and instruction at Boise 
State. My area of research is multi-cultural education 
for refugee students in particular. I want to be the 
stepping stone, the buffer for future teachers, 
engineers—I want to be the encouragement. I want 
to show them that, hey if I did this, you can too. I go 
to High Schools and I tell students my story and I walk 
out with student’s eyes wide, you can tell they want to 
go to college. I just want to make sure that no one can 
say, ‘I’m not good enough to go to college.’ Because 
that is the whole rhetoric of refugees, you are never 
good enough. You never belong, you don’t quite fit in. 
I remember thinking, ‘Who am I to go to college? I’m 
just a refugee.’

I personally like to call us new Americans, 
emerging Americans. You come with the hope that 
you will be a part of this community of America. If 
you ask anyone, ‘What do you think of when you hear 
the word refugee?’ It’s what the media portrays too: 
suffering, pain. But if you look at it from a different 
angle—perseverance, grit, resilience, new beginnings 
right? That’s positive, it’s a new start. I want this 
nation—because we are a nation of immigrants—I 
want to say that we really need each other. I want 
people to see us as assets, not responsibilities.

← This was on World Refugee Day. We just lost 
the game (laughs) and just finished watching the 
two African teams playing. These boys are all from 
Nepal, they are born in Nepal all of them. But we are 
Bhutanese refugees.

I felt like we need something, some pleasure in 
sports, for time pass and all. For the youth, so they 
don’t follow the other tracks of life. I’m a sports guy, 
so I like being a sporty and exercising and all. Let’s 
make the youth be involved in something so they 
can have a chance to show their talent with a sports 
team to the other people in the Nepalese-Bhutanese 
community. We being in the United States, we feel a 
lot of loneliness.

Loneliness with boys, they don’t have a chance 
to play outside. They only go out in school and have fun. 
They want to have fun gathering Nepalese community 
together. If we are joined in one community, we will 
have better communications, better life. I see a lot of 
things happening that way because when we meet 
together, we chatting a lot, talking about something. 
They need some future expressions, you know? As a 
coach I need to tell those guys, if you play this way, 
you will become like this in the future. They need role 
models and inspiration.

This is the first time I have come forward as a 
mentor in our community to work with these guys. 
Forming a team is the difficult part because we need 
a lot of money. I had a few contributions from my 
community. Compared to other states, the Nepalese-
Bhutanese in Boise state are very well established in 
terms of money, earning, life security They are very 
good at it. We don’t have homeless people or they got 
rent problem, we don’t have that problem. Nepalese 
people have a legacy of hard work. 

← It was many years ago. When we went from Bhutan 
to Nepal at that time there were problems, there were 
some kind of issues. They killed people, they raped 
people. My husband been in Bhutan jail six or seven 
months. They torture, they beat, don’t give them any 
food. So after that, all my family went to Nepal and 
stayed in the refugee camp. And the UNHCR, the 
people come and give them all the program—rice, 
medication. We were in the refugee camp for twenty-
one years in Nepal.

I have a medical problem right now. I have a lot 
of problems right now. 

[Translator: She is sick. Her thinking power is less. They 
give counseling to her. She have heart problem. Social 
security people, they told her you can go to counseling 
and come to one week, two or three times to check her. 

Is it difficult for her to talk about her life?

Yes, I think so.]

How do you like your life in Idaho? Are you 
happy here?

Right now, I am nervous. I am not happy or sad. 
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Land of sagebrush, cottonwood, and white pine, snow-capped mountains and 
potatoes, Boise, Idaho is well known for its salt-of-the-earth values, though 
less so for its cultural diversity. Nevertheless, it is not uncommon to see a  
Congolese woman in brightly colored fabric waiting at a crosswalk, or to buy 
vegetables from Somali and Burmese vendors at the farmer’s market. Many of 
these new Americans came to Idaho as refugees seeking peace after long and 
arduous journeys. 

Stronger Shines the Light Inside tells the stories of resettlement in 
Idaho. Over the course of more than a year, photographer Angie Smith has  
documented the process of refugees rebuilding their lives in not just an 
 American but an Idahoan context. She has photographed Rwandans in 
their first snowfall, teenage Iraqis in their first prom dresses, and Burmese  
practicing their first English words. Along with writer Hanne Steen, Smith 
has been invited to drink tea in the homes of new Americans from Somalia, 
Afghanistan, Syria, and Sudan, treated with the same hospitality and generosity 
that her subjects are so grateful for themselves. She has heard the laughter 
of children playing freely in the grassy courtyards of apartment buildings, 
been invited into churches, graduations, traditional wedding ceremonies, and 
witnessed the warmth of Idahoans sharing in the beauty and bounty of their 
beloved home.

Refugees who make it to Idaho are among the lucky few who have 
been offered another chance at life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness— 
the unalienable rights upon which the American Dream was founded. For  
some, this dream means safety from violence and persecution; for some, an  
education; for others, enough food to feed their children. 

Each story is unique, but there are common threads. Many point to a 
serendipitous moment, a right person at the right time—someone who saved 
their life while fleeing, someone who offered a ride to a supermarket on their 
first day in Idaho, a friendly face who helped them read a bus schedule, or simply 
smiled and said hello. All speak of their desire to integrate and contribute to 
the community, and many express gratitude for those who have helped them 
to do so. 

Of the 65 million displaced people worldwide, only 1% of refugees will be 
resettled in a host country and of those, each has endured a long and grueling 
screening process, often spanning years. Every story is different, but each one 
speaks of hope, of refusal to give up. This resilience is their common strength, 
and the light that shines through their stories has the power to illuminate our 
lives, our communities, and our world.
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→ 

Angie When you came into the airport, who was 
there to pick you up?

Hajia Our case manager, Carly, and others of our 
families here in Idaho.

Angie Did they take you to your new house?

Hajia No. When we came here, we didn’t have a 
house. So we used to live in our aunt’s house for 
one month, and then they find for us a house and 
then that’s when we came here.

Angie And what was your first year at school like?

Hajia It was good. There was good friends, good 
people. When I needed help, there was people to 
help me. I didn’t have trouble with anything.

Angie Do you like to study? What do you like  
to study?

Hajia Science, and Social Studies, and English.

Angie What do you wanna be when you grow up? 
What’s your dream?

Hajia Might be, I wanna be a doctor.

Angie Do you have any other dreams?

Hajia Yeah. My other dream is I’d like go back to my 
country and see my friends.

Angie And what kinds of things do you miss  
about Kenya?

Hajia I miss to see the house that I used to live in.

Angie Thinking about your life in Kenya and the 
culture there and being a woman, and then the  
culture here in America and being a woman, do you 
feel like you have more freedom here?

Hajia Yeah, I have more freedom here.

Angie In what way?

Hajia Here, we can do everything we want.

Angie Now that you are in America and you think 
about your future, have the two things changed, 
what you imagined?

Hajia No. I had the same dream in Africa and  
here, too.

THIS EXHIBITION WAS MADE POSSIBLE BY

ILLUMINATING THE REFUGEE EXPERIENCE IN IDAHO
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Khamisa
I grew up there [Sudan] till the age of ten and then 
came to Kenya to seek for refuge in the year 1996. It 
wasn’t easy. The only thing that I remember is that we 
had been staying for a very long time—like days—
without eating. The only thing that we had to eat was 
desert fruits and those ones grow mostly in the bush. 
Life on the camp is very hard. If you’re someone who 
doesn’t have hope and you don’t believe that there 
is God then definitely you can’t stay. 

For my future, to tell you the truth, before even 
I came here I used to believe in doing things by my 
own, without help. Like standing on my own feet. And 
that’s why I had been trying at least to work two jobs. 
I have seen myself like I am blessed, at least I’m still 
young, I’m strong, I can work…there are a lot of people 
coming in, they don’t get enough help. I thank God I 
have everything, I have eyes, I have hands, I just 
thought it’s better for me to work, even if it is two jobs. A 
lot of people need food stamps—I just feel I want to do 
everything on my own. 

My kids are the ones who keep me going. If I can 
see them laughing every day, I don’t think of anything else, I 
just feel happy, I feel thankful. Both he and my daughter have 
passed through a hard life. I’ve seen a hard life through them.

Sonia
A lot of times I pray to ask God to take it away from 
my heart, or give me the strength to leave the past 
behind and live in the present. It’s working, I can tell 
it’s changing my life. Being in Boise from beginning 
until now, and I open this little shop, everyday I have 
things from Africa. I like to touch things from home. 
We were in Togo, a city called Kpalime. I feel that I’m 
back there.

 I want people to know about refugees, as 
we are human being. We should be treated equally 
with everyone else. When a refugee needs help from 
someone, please do help them. Encourage them, 
give them work, try to help them anyhow. If you see 
somebody, be like, ‘Oh hi, what’s your name? Where 
you come from? Oh my gosh, I love your outfit!’ If 
you see someone very different, the way they dress, 
the way they are talking, ask something about that. 
That’s the way the person knows, ‘This person wants 
to know something about me.’ That’s how you start it, 
the first step.  Start talking with them about the little 
things. Then they will know who you are and they 
will want to open up to you. Then you can step in and 
help them. Start somewhere with communication. 
It’s all about the communication.

Baraka
When I first got to Boise, I was like, ‘This is a beautiful 
city.’ The snow, the sun was just setting, it was March 
so it was close to spring. There were trees with no 
leaves. One thing I really find weird is the fact that I 
wasn’t shocked that I was here. It felt like, ‘Man, this 
is the place I have always wanted to be.’ I was like 
‘This feels like home, it feels good.’ 

I think a refugee is not just a person fleeing 
disaster. I think a refugee is a person that strives 
to liberate a whole generation. Because the reason 
why there is America is because a group of people 
went from Europe to here because they wanted a 
better life, and look what we have now. So a refugee is 
not just a person who takes space and eats your food 
and takes your money. I think a refugee is a person 
who strives to make a better way for their generation. 
It’s not just a one-sided perspective. When you see 
one person getting out of another country to come 
into yours, it’s not just one person, it’s a lineage of 
people. And when you reject that one person, you are 
rejecting his whole generation. Sometimes it’s very 
hard to see what you will gain because what you 
will gain is definitely not money. It’s something 
more beautiful and abstract and less tangible.

Memo
I born in Baghdad, Iraq. When I told my family I 
was gay, I first told my two brothers and my mom. I 
said ‘I just want to tell you, I’m feeling bisexual. I’m 
interested in men and women.’ My older brother, he 
just go crazy. He went to his room, grabbed his gun 
and wanted to shoot me. My mom just pushed me 
away and stand against him and told me, ‘Just get 
out.’ I’m only sixteen years old, I didn’t know where 
to go. So I just left. I went to Syria. I stayed there for 
almost two and a half years.

I came here in May 2012. Then a whole new 
problems started here. Language, culture, no one, no 
friends. After three months, I just gave up on my life, 
I tried to kill myself, but it didn’t work. Sometimes I 
smile when I talk about it or I laugh, but inside 
it’s killing me.

I’m tired of losing people. I have been losing 
people my entire life. Losing my friends, losing my 
best friend, losing a lot of people to stupid ISIS. I’m 
like no, I will live my life however I want it. And people 
will accept it or not. Not just accept me as being gay 
or straight, but accept me as who I am. Once I open 
that, now I am not afraid to say to anyone, I am gay. 
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http://video.idahoptv.org/video/2365841597/

Business Insider:  
http://www.businessinsider.com/portraits-of-refugees-in-america-2016-5

Roads and Kingdoms:  
http://roadsandkingdoms.com/2016/life-of-peace-in-boise-qa-with-angie-smith/

Bustle:  
https://www2.bustle.com/articles/155667-these-incredible-photos-of-refugees-in-idaho-shine-a-
light-on-their-unique-experience
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http://www.idahostatesman.com/entertainment/arts-culture/arts-blog/article100959937.html
http://www.booooooom.com/2016/04/20/kickstarter-of-the-day-stronger-shines-the-light-inside/
http://www.boiseweekly.com/boise/here-we-have-idaho/Content?oid=3676119
http://aphotoeditor.com/2016/04/19/the-daily-edit-angie-smith-stronger-shines-the-light-inside/
http://boisestatepublicradio.org/post/photography-project-shines-light-and-within-boise-s-refugee-population#stream/0
http://boisestatepublicradio.org/post/photography-project-shines-light-and-within-boise-s-refugee-population#stream/0
https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees/articles/2016/06/13/resettled-in-the-heart-of-america-part-1?platform=hootsuite
https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees/articles/2016/06/13/resettled-in-the-heart-of-america-part-1?platform=hootsuite
http://hafny.org/blog/2016/4/shedding-light-on-refugee-experiences-in-the-united-states
http://kboi2.com/news/local/refugee-inspired-art-project-for-downtown-boise
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/09/11/magazine/refugee-students-boise.html?_r=0
https://newrepublic.com/article/136775/destination-boise
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2016/06/30/bright-spots-welcoming-and-integration
http://proof.nationalgeographic.com/2016/05/09/angie-smith-boise-idaho-refugees/
http://www.wired.com/2016/06/angie-smith-stronger-shines-the-light-inside/
http://video.idahoptv.org/video/2365841597/
http://www.businessinsider.com/portraits-of-refugees-in-america-2016-5
http://roadsandkingdoms.com/2016/life-of-peace-in-boise-qa-with-angie-smith/
https://www2.bustle.com/articles/155667-these-incredible-photos-of-refugees-in-idaho-shine-a-light-on-their-unique-experience
https://www2.bustle.com/articles/155667-these-incredible-photos-of-refugees-in-idaho-shine-a-light-on-their-unique-experience
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FOR ALL QUESTIONS
related to Stronger Shines the Light Inside, please contact:

Angie Smith
323.839.0456

angie@angiesmithphotography.com

Website: www.strongershinesthelightinside.com 
Facebook: facebook.com/strongershinesthelightinside

Twitter: @StrongerShines
Instagram: @strongershinesthelightinside

http://www.strongershinesthelightinside.com
http://facebook.com/strongershinesthelightinside
https://twitter.com/strongershines
https://www.instagram.com/strongershinesthelightinside/
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