For those of you who haven’t heard, I’ll be an education volunteer  in Lesotho, a landlocked country surrounded by South Africa,  for the next 2 years (until Jan 2009) for the US. Peace Corps, part of my late-in-life career change from “international education” to “international development.”  My address is at the end of the letter.  My access to e-mail is quite irregular, so I’d love “real mail.”  

LESOTHO - First Impressions (11/12/06)
Khotso, pula, nala (peace, rain, prosperity)….  (A greeting)

It’s a Sunday, a free day, and we’re on sofas, sitting on the porch with doors wide open.  Some doing laundry, others writing home, Todd making a homemade hacky sack, James examining his camping stove.  We’ve been together 3 days now, but it feels like a month.  We met in Washington, DC, spent a day together in “Staging”, then flew hours and hours to Johannesburg, South Africa (a huge, modern city), changed planes for Bloemfontein, South Africa (the edge of the frontier), then finally took a two-hour bus ride with spectacular mountains in the hazy distance into the capital city of Maseru, on the western edge of Lesotho.
First impressions:  I’m in another developing country.  Fragrances of flowers, songs of birds, sweet caresses of summer winds.  Streets are rocky, minimally paved.  For the time being, we’re “locked in” a modest set of dorms (4 to a room) until we learn enough of the language to be safe.  We go out only as a group, and are briefed for hours the first day about minor stick-up’s, not carrying back-packs and other signs of obvious wealth, not going out alone, and not walking at night.  A Peace Corps Volunteer David, who is Asian-American, was held up with knives on the bridge near the training center just last month, robbed of 69 Rand (about $12) and the groceries and KFC sack of chicken he’d just bought.  “Don’t stand between a desperate man and his hunger,” we are warned.  “Your life is not worth an I-Pod, a computer or a cell phone.  Give them up.”  So we are duly impressed to be careful.
Yet I fail miserably on our first trip to town.  As women, we are told not to greet or smile at men.  It’s regarded as a come-on.  But we’re also told that Basotho (the plural word for people of Lesotho) often scowl when seeing a white person, then melt into smiles when you greet them in their own Sesotho language.    After all, their experience is with generations of violent racism, and the power and temptation of melting the scowl into a smile is irresistible for me.  “Lumela, lumela.” (hello, hello / “L” pronounced as a “d”)….
At least I’m a “granny” – a senior citizen – (any person over 50), in a country where the median age is 35.  Despite a high birth rate, the population is declining due to HIV/AIDS.  When we came, we were told that 1/3 of the teachers (parents, grandparents) have died.  Now that we’ve arrived, they tell us the decline hasn’t yet leveled off.  With so many young people still dying, and people not talking much about HIV/AIDS, the death rate among adults may be closer to 50%.  
Enroute to Lesotho, the driver points out a “new cemetery – recently built but already almost full.”  A long line of cars and busses is driving to graves far in the distance.  “Funerals are on Saturdays” and are not necessarily sad occasions – more like large family gatherings with joy and eating as well as sorrow for the deceased.  People die of “a headache”, “a cold.”  No one dies of AIDS.

Me Mamote, our female training director, says that the “Know your status – get tested” campaign has caught on in South Africa, which surrounds Lesotho, but not here.  “If I’m going to die, I don’t want to know it,” people say.  “It’s too depressing.”  Also, if there is an HIV/AIDS awareness campaign here, it’s pretty subtle.  A few small ABC billboards:  Abstinence.  Be faithful.  Use Condoms.”  That’s a campaign?

On the other hand, at the border there’s a huge sign that reads:  “Welcome to Lesotho.  Vodacom”  Not just a billboard – it’s the official national welcome.  I don’t know where to get a condom, but I know where to get a cell phone.
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