Ayni – An nonprofit organization dedicated to cultural preservation and social welfare in the central highlands of Peru
By Hedy Hollyfield
In 2005, I visited Barbara Wolff, who was working on an archaeological project in Ayacucho, Peru.  Barbara and I have always patronized local crafts and were particularly enamored of Ayacucho’s  weavings.   On Barbara’s return to the US, we founded Ayni to aid cultural preservation in Ayacucho.  Ayni means mutual aid in Quechua, which reflects both the local culture of Ayacucho and our hopes for the organization.  We incorporated in 2006 and were granted nonprofit status in 2007.  Artist/educator Kathlyn Avila-Reyes joined us on the board.  Our first priority in creating Ayni was to market the Ayacuchan weavings in the US as a way to sustain Ayacucho’s disappearing fiber traditions.  
Ayacucho is a quaint, Spanish colonial city in the central highlands of Peru.   During the 1980s and early 1990s, the area was the center of the Shining Path revolutionary movement.  The resulting violence left nearly 70,000 dead, and 600,000 displaced throughout Peru.  The devastation isolated the city of Ayacucho, exacerbating its already considerable poverty.  Additionally, international and Peruvian travelers abandoned Ayacucho as a tourist destination.  Now, more than 15 years after the violence ceased the city remains impoverished.  Few tourists venture there, leaving local artisans largely without a market.  Ayacucho’s weavers use traditional techniques, hand spun alpaca and sheepswool, natural dyes, and handmade 2 harness looms, to create spectacular tapestries used as wall hangings and area rugs.  The area has been known for its textiles for thousands of years, and the weavings feature iconography from cultures around Peru, including Huari (Wari), Inca, and Paracas.  Prehispanically, backstrap woven cloth with similar motifs was used primarily as ceremonial dress.  Many of the weavers can trace their weaving roots back for generations.  
Our cultural preservation work has included exhibiting and marketing the weavings in the U.S., and assisting weavers in finding opportunities to study prehispanic textiles.  In January 2010, Ayni’s support  allowed three Ayacucho weavers to participate in a joint US-Peruvian textile conservation workshop held by Massachusetts’s Museum Textile Services in Lima.  We’ve also helped US weavers and tourists arrange visits to weaving workshops in Ayacucho.  In the US, we promote the weavings at various venues in Washington DC and Raleigh, NC, and at the Maryland Sheep and Wool Festival each May.
Proceeds are used to donate to social welfare causes in Ayacucho.  We primarily donate to Los Gorriones orphanage (http://www.casahogarlosgorriones.org/english/), a small private orphanage that takes in many severely handicapped children.  Ayni’s nonprofit status allows us to take tax deductible donations on Los Gorriones’ behalf.  In 2007 we were awarded a U.S. Ambassador’s Fund grant for a project to improve archaeological collections management at Ayacucho’s University of Huamanga, and we’ve given some small grants to archaeology students there.  We’ve also assisted ANFASEP, an organization formed in 1983 to uphold the human rights of people who were victimized by the violent conflict during the Shining Path era.  In 2006, Kathlyn taught ANFASEP’s women elders to needle felt, and they’ve begun creating needle-felted and embroidered art cards to sell for much needed cash.  Proceeds from sales of each card go directly to the woman who made it.  It has been gratifying to watch the women grow as artists over the past 3 years.
What is next for Ayni?  We would like to expand sales of Ayacuchan textiles to a larger market in the US, in a way that sustains the artists economically while preserving the tradition and quality of the work.  We would like to facilitate opportunities here and in Peru for US fiber enthusiasts to meet and exchange ideas with Ayacucho’s weavers, and we would like to continue to help Ayacucho artisans expand their direct connections with buyers.   It has been fun and very exciting to participate in this organization.  We were thrilled to find WARP and discover what a nice fit we are within the organization.  More information at www.ayni-usa.org.  NEEDS:  Volunteer with an interest in marketing or finance or web development that may also serve on the board of directors.

