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When the scouts of Atlanta’s Troop 370 left Atlanta for Uganda two days after Christmas they were expecting a week of scouting activities with a small troop from the Humble School in Lukojjo, Uganda. What they experienced, however, was much bigger than they could have dreamed. Upon arrival they discovered a whole field of scouts from throughout the Mukono District of Uganda who had travelled to the Humble School to share the international scouting experience with the Americans. From marching and dancing to singing around the campfire the Scouting Bridges: Uganda program taught the scouts that the true core of scouting transcends national borders.

The Scouting Bridges program is designed as a five year program incorporating visits by American Scouts to Uganda as well as visits by Ugandan Scouts to the USA.  Scouts from both countries will participate in multiple events such that they serve as both a guest and a host for the program to establish friendships that span beyond the time frame of a one or two week visit. “The Bridges program allows the participants to engage in a deeper relationship and understand the perspective of the foreign scout, his or her typical life activities, scout activities, challenges and opportunities.” said Troop 370 Scoutmaster Harry Evans. “The image of a bridge was chosen for the program name because bridges are points of connection. The purpose of Bridges is to connect scouts from disparate countries to work together to make a difference around the world.”
One day in Lukojjo, New Year’s Eve, was set aside by the scouts as a day of service. The American and Ugandan scouts worked together to build a latrine for a 70 year old women and her family who had no bathroom facilities. From moving bricks to mixing mortar and laying the bricks the scouts worked in tandem to make a difference under the watchful eye of dozens of the Lukojjo villagers who stopped to see what scouting was doing in their community. “I thought the service project was great because it gave us a chance to achieve a common purpose together. You could look into that lady’s eyes and see the thankfulness she had for scouting.” Scouting Bridges participant Josh Waldron reflected.
Prior to leaving for Uganda, the American Scouts had demanded that this would not be a sight seeing tour of Uganda. All activities were to be a shared experience with the Ugandans, sleeping, eating and scouting side by side. While camping at Humble School, on safari at Queen Elizabeth National Park and hiking in the Mountains of the Moon, the scouts formed bonds that will last a lifetime. The Ugandans have a term the American Scouts heard often as they walked through the villages or travelled down the streets of Kampala – muzungu, which means “foreigner”. Near the end of the trip, when a group of children excitedly followed the scout group shouting “Muzungu! Muzungu!”, Ugandan Scout Ronald Kabuubi looked at his American friends and said “They don’t know you’re not a muzungu, you’re one of us.” Indeed these two groups did become one over the course of the adventure. When it came time to say goodbye, there wasn’t a dry eye in the group, including the 16 and 17 year old American scouts having to say goodbye to the scouts they had known for eight days.

That goodbye was not the end of the Scouting Bridges: Uganda program. Far from it. Plans are well underway for twelve Ugandan Scouts to come to Atlanta in June to attend summer camp at Woodruff Scout Reservation with Troop 370 and work has already started on the return trip by the Americans to Uganda in December – this time with a contingent of 48 instead of the 12 who participated in the first Bridges adventure. “We’re building a bridge to connect a lot of scouts between these two countries” Evans said, noting that one goal is to take 100 US Scouts to the Ugandan Centennial Jamboree in 2015. “We really see this program as an example of what scouting in the 21st century can be – blurring the borders between countries and continents and sharing the core values that scouting has across the world.”
Harry G. Evans, Scoutmaster of Troop 370, St. James United Methodist Church, Atlanta, GA.
www.stjamesscouting.org
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