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You might think this is a story about the beauty of this basket -- its intriguing zigzag design. But it's actually a story about healing and about making peace. 

It's a story about how healing and peace can be achieved with the weaving of one reed under and over another -- like hands intertwined in a handshake. 

We have seen beautiful baskets before, but when we opened this basket, we learned its secret: That it was made by the hands of Rwandan widows -- from the Hutu and Tutsi tribes. These women had lost their husbands and families in the 100-day slaughter in 1994, which was led by Hutu extremists who sought to wipe out Hutu moderates and all Tutsis. Nearly 1 million people were killed in that genocide. 

We looked deeper into the handcrafted container and found the story of how these widows and their peacemaking efforts were discovered by the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM); Business Council for Peace, an international coalition of women business owners; and Eziba, a New England company that sells handcrafted home furnishings and decorative accessories, jewelry and fashion from around the world in its mail-order business and three retail stores. 

"The baskets were a way for the women to come together. They tell the story of entrepreneurship and of peacemaking," says Amber Chand, co-founder of Eziba. Chand was the person who dubbed them "Vessels of Peace" or Peace Baskets after learning that, for the widows in the central African country of Rwanda, scarred by machete killings, grief and resentment, the baskets helped them to move forward and restore some sanity to their lives. 

Basketmaking is not new to Rwandan culture. In fact, shortly after the 1994 genocide, the Rwandan government decided to redesign its national emblem to remove the image of crossed machetes at the center. Today, where the machetes once were is a basket that looks coincidentally much like the Peace Basket that the widows make. 

Tom Phillips writes about coil-sewn baskets with cone-shaped lids, called agaseki, in his book "Africa: The Art of the Continent" (Thames & Hudson, 296 pages, $27.96). Tutsi women of the aristocracy were known for making the baskets throughout the country's history. 

The Tutsi were known for these baskets because they comprised Rwanda's ruling class and had more time to perfect the skills needed to make the "ultra-fine and elegantly patterned containers, which were often miniature marvels," Phillips writes. "The restrained colour palette and subtle variations of pattern, based on spiral lines and zigzags with triangles incorporated, make this among the world's most refined achievements in basketry." 

"There are baskets that date back to the 19th Century and examples well before that," adds Vanessa Moraga, whose husband, Andreas, is a dealer in antique textiles and fiber arts in Berkeley, Calif. "The art died out for a while and was revived in the 1950s and 1960s." 

While Chand gave the baskets made today their "peace" moniker, the baskets already had a link to the theme of new beginnings because they had been traditional wedding gifts in the 19th Century. 

The baskets, which were in the courts of Tutsi royalty, also were given as part of the marriage promise in weddings and engagements. Chand provides one example where a ring was hidden in a smaller basket that was nestled inside several larger ones as a gift to the bride-to-be. Baskets also were given by the bride to her groom and her mother-in-law with promises to be faithful to the groom and her acceptance of his mother as her mother. 

Now the baskets symbolize new beginnings for the Hutu and Tutsi widows, whose tribes once were at odds but who now are working hand in hand to rebuild their lives. 

Chand first learned of the baskets in November at the Business Council for Peace conference in Geneva. Noeleen Heyzer, executive director of the United Nations Development Fund for Women brought the Rwandan women's peacemaking story to life at that meeting. 

"I was so moved by the story and I wanted to do something," Chand says. 

Anne Glauber, an executive committee member on the Business Council for Peace, says others at the session also were touched by the story and other peacemaking efforts by women in Afghanistan and a group of Palestinian and Israeli women. 

Before Eziba or the Business Council for Peace became involved with the widows, the women were already making the baskets in hopes of selling them in Rwanda. But UNIFEM's executive director Heyzer and Glauber believed there would be worldwide interest in the baskets and their story. 

"Of all the people who could make this happen, we thought Amber [Chand] could do it," Glauber says. "[And now] through Eziba, the women are selling more than they would have hoped to in only Rwanda. With these baskets, they are telling their story of reconciliation and showing reconciliation is possible." 

In March, when Eziba offered the baskets for sale on its Web site (www.eziba.com) and in its catalog (phone: 888-404-5108), the North Adams, Mass.-based firm sold about $10,000 in baskets. 

Today, about 50 women make baskets as part of AVEGA, or the Association des Veuves du Genocide d'Avril. Just a year after the genocide, 50 Hutu and Tutsi widows gathered under a eucalyptus tree and formed the group to help survivors who had lost family members or were left maimed or disabled. No one person heads the group. 

Chand says the baskets are sold, in addition to phone, mail and Internet orders, at ABC Carpet & Home in New York and in Boston's Prudential Center. Eziba (which means "beautiful" in Persian) also plans to open a boutique in Chicago by fall. 

The Peace Baskets cost $48, plus shipping. Of that price, the Rwandan widows receive $15, AVEGA, $5 for the association's administrative costs and to support HIV clinics and orphanages. 

"We would make a profit if we were to sell the baskets for $68," says Chand, whose 3-year-old company specializes in selling artisan-made products from around the world and returning some profits to the craftspeople. Her company makes no profit on the baskets. "We don't want to do that. Making a profit wasn't why we got involved. It was [to tell] the story of the Rwandan widows coming together to make baskets and their peacemaking efforts." 

Bearing witness 

At the meeting in Geneva last fall, Chand had committed herself to the project with her heart. And after returning early this year to central Africa where she grew up, Chand knew she had made the right decision. 

During that four-day trip, Chand met the approximately two dozen widows, saw their baskets and witnessed how art and business could equal peace. 

"You know in our country [the United States], people have this nervous energy when they are stressed, when they are going through something and have undergone trauma. I expected to see that there," Chand says. "There was no nervous energy. Instead, there was a strong clear way of responding with great dignity. 

"The women sat together -- very close -- on a bench. Their arms sometimes touched -- each one of them working on a basket. Their faces were very calm. Their hands moved in a steady rhythm," she says. "Occasionally, they spoke to each other, smiling and laughing." 

The women would cradle the coiling reed in their laps, needle in hand, sewing the coils until their basket was complete. Generally, each basket takes about two to three weeks to make. 

The dance of peace 

"In their body language, we didn't see the trauma they had experienced," Chand says. "We did see it in their eyes. Their eyes really were the testament of what they had gone through." 

Chand, who is Indian, grew up in Uganda and was among the Indians expelled from that country during Idi Amin's reign in the 1970s, watched the widows and was compelled to say peace in different languages -- including her own, in which peace is "namaste." 

A photographer, who is Jewish, added the Hebrew "shalom."And in the two languages spoken in Rwanda, "peace" is paix in French and amahoro in Kinyarwanda. 

"The widows repeated the words with a rhythm," Chand says. "They began to sing and got up and danced. We danced to this incredible burst of energy. 

"And they held each other and we all danced."

