Public Letter #10:  9 Vignettes – Books, Baths & Bribes

7 June 2007

Every week, small stories accumulate, like scraps of fabric for a quilt.

SALADS

Class 6 is studying SALADS in their Home Economics text book.  There is no glass in the windows, and students are shivering on this sunny, but windy day.  Since most Basotho live on a high carb diet of papa (corn meal mush) and leshelele (sorghum cereal), the text stresses the importance of a DAILY salad.

Teacher:  Let’s review what we’ve read.  Please close your books.  There are 3 kinds of salads.  What are they?  Bonang?

Bonang:  Potato salad, carrot salad, and cabbage salad, madam.

Teacher:  Yes, good.  What is salad dressing?  Thato?

Thato:
It is mayonnaise, madam.

Teacher:  Correct.  When do we eat salad?  Retumetsie?

Retumetsie:  At Christmas, madam.

Teacher:  Right.

The discussion is finished, and the class proceeds to the next subject.

A BALANCED MEAL

At a teacher workshop on how to teach Home Economics, a professor from Lesotho College of Education is talking about the importance of a “balanced diet.”  She asks the class, “What do we need to have a balanced meal?”


The teachers contribute ideas:


“Meat.”


“Papa.”


“Boiled cabbage.”


“A salad.”

“Right.  Right.  Right.”  The teacher says.  Then, with no more suggestions, she asks, “What about a dessert?  Something sweet?”


This provokes an animated discussion about custard, cookies, and cakes, though only at funerals have I ever eaten a dessert here.


Looking at the list of foods now on the board, one teacher raises her hand and asks, “Is all this for ONE MEAL, or for the day?”

THE PRICE OF A POLITICAL OPINION


My favorite neighbors are the Ntoeba family, two houses down.  Nkono (Grandmother) is my Sesotho teacher, and the 4 youngest kids (ages 3-12) are frequent visitors.  Though the children have both a mother and a father, unusual in my neighborhood, the family nonetheless runs out of food at the end of the month, and live almost entirely on Nkono’s meager pension.

      
In 1988, Ntate (dad) was doing his military service, and learned there would be a military coup.  He opted not to participate, as he didn’t respect the general who was planning to overthrow the Prime Minister.  The coup succeeded, however, and he and 12 other non-participants were thrown in jail for 8 years, then re-jailed for 4 more years when they completed their sentences.  


As the ruling party of the coup leader is still in power, Ntate is unable to land any government job.  He suffers from a lack of confidence, frequently coming up with ideas for home-based businesses, but has so far been unable to follow-through on the steps it takes to get started.  He paid a high price to express a political opinion.

A DEBATE ABOUT CORRUPTION


On a long van ride with my college professor colleagues, I listen to them debate in English about political corruption.  The art professor expresses disgust with the corruption of a current leader.  The female home economics professor articulately defends him, saying, “But the money is helping his family and all his relatives.  They are building homes, buying cars, and sending their children to good schools.  It’s not as if the money is going to waste.  It is strengthening Lesotho.”

BRIBES


Cars on Lesotho’s one highway are almost entirely public transport – taxi’s, vans, and busses.  They are frequently stopped at police check points.  If the driver doesn’t hand over a 20 Rand ($3) bribe, the uniformed police make all the passengers get out, and spend considerable time frisking them, saying they are looking for weapons and drugs.


“Why don’t you object?”  I ask a driver.


“Because then the authorities would take away my license,” the driver replies, looking at me like I'm incredibly naive.  “The police chief, the top ministry guys, everyone is getting a cut.”


Relative to other countries, however, bribes and corruption in Lesotho are reputed to be only moderate.

NO TEXTS – HIGH SCHOOL


High school students must pay a fee to attend school, a fee for a school uniform, and a fee to rent textbooks, returning them at the end of the year.  Now that primary schools have been free since the year 2000, and huge numbers of students are attending school, the multiple fees come as a shock to many poor families.  Perhaps 60% of Lesotho’s students are unable to continue from grade 7 into secondary school.


The school fees are mandatory and uniforms are mandatory.  But students with little money often skip buying textbooks.  This means that text books left lying around at desks at school are often stolen.  Teboho, the high school student that lives with my ‘M’e (host mom), runs around each afternoon after school, borrowing and then returning a text here, another text there, hiking from one end of the town to another to get books.

     
Ironically, since double orphans get their texts paid for by the government, they become popular with other students.  Many students, however, never crack a book for 4-plus years of high school, relying on lectures, notes in class, and copying homework from students who’ve used texts, for their education. With high rates of exam failure, five years of high school frequently become 7-8 years of high school.  

NO TEXTS – PRIMARY SCHOOL


At primary school, in contrast, the national Ministry of Education provides text books, often even helicoptering them in to remote mountain schools.  Well, perhaps not enough for books for each student to have one.  But since the students are jammed together four to a bench anyway, they can usually share.


To my delight, I find the texts excellent.  They use Basotho names and experiences, have many colorful photos and drawings, and are full of suggestions for hands-on, learner- centered activities.


Rarely, however, do I ever come into a classroom and find a teacher using the texts, much less doing the interesting activities.  Texts are kept neatly stacked and locked in the principal’s office.  Students are seldom assigned homework and certainly not allowed to take books home.  Some schools use their old, tattered texts, to keep the new ones new longer.


When I ask the teachers why they are not using the texts, they reply, “The students read so poorly.  It takes them too long to read the textbook.”  I mutter something about a vicious circle.  The texts, and sometimes a previously-donated small collection of “library” books, remained locked in the principal’s cabinet.

HUMILIATION AT THE PUMP


My days start at 5 or 6 am, as I tumble out of my warm bed, and throw on my skirt and kerchief, to go get water from the neighborhood tap.  If I arrive by 6:30, water is gone.  Some days there is no water at all, and families have to use water from their rain water barrel, if they have one, or just use less water.  No clothes washing, for instance, or they lug clothes to the river and wash them in the muddy water there.


The pump has its own etiquette.  You take water in the order that you arrive.  If you hesitate, however, people step right in front of you.  Each family may fill just one 10 liter bucket, until everyone has one full bucket, before you can fill a second bucket or your 20 liter Gerry can. If someone has left a bucket there, you fill their bucket before you fill yours, even if they themselves aren’t there.  You rinse your bucket before you put water in it.  I’ve learned each rule by having invectives of incomprehensible Sesotho hurled at me when I’ve unknowingly violated one of rules, so obvious to everyone else.

    
In the morning darkness, the 20-25 water gatherers are usually silent, sleepy, and surly, dressed in tattered skirts, scarves, and now that it’s winter, mismatched hats and jackets.  No fashion show here.  No flashlights.  Mostly they are women, but strong young sons or high school students who board with families add to the crowd.  I bring “Puppy,” my ‘Me’s big dog, and people make disapproving comments as I sit and pet her, waiting for my turn – a dog being an animal to be kicked rather than spoiled.


Women have carried water since girlhood, and have impressive upper body strength.  They can carry one big bucket atop their head, using no hands, plus two more buckets, one in each hand.  Every time I start for the house, uphill, carrying my two sloshing buckets, they yell after me (in Sesotho, of course), “On your head, put one on your head.”

 
“Yeah, and break my friggin’ neck,” I mutter to myself.


One day I decide that I have face up to learning how to properly carry water.  I bring one half-sized bucket, determined to build up my neck muscles.  Just the sight of me with a little bucket has them all giggling, but when I hoist it to my head, the congregated females howl with laughter.  Hoping they can’t see my front, I walk with dignity up the hill, balancing it with one hand, water sloshing over the rim, blurring my glasses, dripping from my ears.

WATER IN A DRY LAND


There’s a Peace Corps joke that goes, “I used to look at a glass of water and wonder if it was half empty or half full.  Now I see a glass of water and say, “Hey, I can bathe in that!” 


To minimize trips to the pump, I use tiny amounts of water.  I wash dishes only once a day in two-three cups of water, and rinse with a couple cups of scalding water.  I don’t toss out that water, but pour it into my wash basin to bathe in.  I take sponge baths, shivering in front of the heater, looking at the water in the morning candlelight to see if it’s still clean enough to wash clothes in.  I sudse the clothes items, but don’t rinse them till all are soapy, then rinse and wring with a tiny amount of water to get out most of the soap.  I do a second rinse in another tiny amount of water.  Now that I’ve scrubbed dishes, bathed, and washed clothes, all in the same water, I take it to the garden, to encourage my spinach, cabbage, and rape.  Or use it to wash my stove or scrub my outhouse.


No matter what time of day or night rain starts, I’m out of  house like a bullet, strewing buckets, basins, pots and pans at the edge of my ‘Me’s tin roof, catching every possible drop of rain. 

So please eat your salads this week, bless your water, and enjoy railing against politics you disrespect.
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