Public Letter #11:  Why Lesotho Doesn't Work, 5 Funerals, 1 Mountain 
 
 (My article about Lesotho was published on the first page of Madison , Wisconsin's August 2 , 2007 weekly independent newspaper Isthmus!   http://wwwthedailypage.com/isthmus/article.php?article=8019 
 

AND, thanks to friend Ben, all my previous public letters are now collected on a Web page:          http://www.globalmaddy.moederogall.com/
  

Dear friends:

 

I guess I'm skirting the edges of a depression.  Peace Corps has been in the business of training Volunteers for 45 years, and I'm right on schedule at the 9 month mark – facing realities of how little can be accomplished, how difficult it is to learn a new language, and missing you. 

 

Even a depression is interesting, however, and rich in insights.  I spent 5 weeks during our winter (your summer) in the capital city Maseru, living in a drafty, two-story guest house of the Lesotho College of Education.   The 2,000 teachers who are getting their certification through the distance teacher education program were in residence during their winter break, and I was put to work proctoring and marking their exams. 

 

Why Lesotho Doesn't Work

 

My major insight during this period is that Lesotho doesn't work because:  everyone lives in Maseru. 

            

In my office of distance education specialists only 3 of the 30 of us actually LIVE in the district we serve.   And two of those three are Peace Corps Volunteers.   For example, the guy who "serves" teachers in the far mountainous region of Mokhotlong lives in Maseru ;  same with the woman who "serves" teachers in remote Thaba Tseka.  At most, they make it to their district to teach, advise, and observe teachers a week or two out of every term.   Damn!

 

Not only is it this way in our college;  it works similarly with the "district" officers in the Department of Agriculture, Dept of Welfare, and Department of Highways.   Their "district" offices are always locked;  their district homes, built at government expense, are empty.  Senators and Councilors who "represent" us come home only at election time every five years.   Man!  This is key – no wonder there are no rural services, projects or monies.   It's all in Maseru .

 

Where Would YOU Live?

 

As Peace Corps Volunteers we debate this phenomenon. "Look, if you were stuck here - you couldn't leave - you couldn't travel – this was your WHOLE LIFE – wouldn't YOU live in Maseru?"  Harder is trying to figure out how to reverse it – how to get educated, sophisticated people, people who LIKE the things electricity brings, who LIKE a decent cup of coffee or a spicy round of pizza – to continue living in dusty villages.   Help me figure this out and we'll solve the Basotho brain drain.

 

 "Only Peace Corps Volunteers like living in rondavals!" one of my office mates intoned, and others laughed derisively.   I returned to Mt. Moorosi in a huff.   Two weeks later, however, I was delighted when a committee meeting necessitated that I schedule two more Maseru days.  Pizza!  Hot bath!  A decent cup of coffee!  

 

Five Funerals

 

In the states and Europe and Japan, it's autumn.  Here in southern Africa, it's spring. By Wisconsin standards, winter was mild, with little snow.   But if you didn't have money to pay for gas (I do – and my rondaval is always cozy warm) or if you work all day in a chilly school, you're glad to welcome back warmth

 

It's dry and dusty – no rain in weeks and weeks.  But somehow hundreds of peach trees found enough ground water to burst into bloom, coloring the countryside pink.   Also in bloom are funerals.  I'm up to five.

 

Technically speaking, five funerals occupied only 5 days of the past couple months, but psychologically they've colored a huge part of my impressions.   I'll share some images not to depress you or to ask for your sympathy, but to comment on the strange symbiosis of life and death.

 

The best book I've read since I've been here is South African author Zakes Mda's Ways of Dying (1995), the tale of a professional funeral mourner who goes from funeral to funeral in modern day South African slums, reflecting on the richness and contradictions of life.   Thank god I found the book!  Not only does it have 100 details that are straight from daily life in Lesotho , but it has given me a key to living here.

 

"Does one HAVE to attend funerals," you ask?  "Do I live in a nation racked by AIDS?" I answer. 

 

My first funeral was the hardest.   I hadn't known the young woman who'd passed away suddenly (AIDS?), but my college asked me to attend, as she'd been one of our enrolled distance education teachers.   Primary school students from her two schools stood shivering on the cold day in their thin cotton school uniforms, singing hymns.  That brought fast tears to my eyes, since I knew that they'd sit in a teacher-less classroom the following Monday, and months of Monday's to follow. 

 

During the many hymns and eloquent, extemporaneous remembrances, people got up in pairs and stood at the foot and head of the coffin, wishing to leave the young woman alone at no time:   two uncles, two brothers, two 5th graders…

 

Without any notice, someone asked me to give a "speech" at the service. I didn't even know a single expression of condolence.   So I stood before grieving relatives, sitting on benches under the holey, flapping tent.  Another teacher stood beside me and spoke "for" me.   To this day I have no idea what she said.   

 

The burial was beautiful and comforting.  Everyone walked from the funeral tent, down the middle of highway, to the scrappy cemetery on the edge of the village.   The sky was clear blue, the mountains magnificent, and circling hawks participants in our mission.  Women gathered to the side and sang more hymns, while the men and boys shoveled the dirt.   First family men shoveled, choking back tears, including youngest sons, even little boys, then one by one each man took his turn. 

 

Walking back, the sad hymns changed to jazzy, upbeat ones, and people started laughing and joking.   It was at this moment I got one of my few propositions.   "Madame, where is your husband?  He's not here?   Well, I'm coming to sleep with you tonight!' loudly slurred a man, who'd already had a good share of home brew behind the funeral tent. 

 

When I asked, in Sesotho, "What did he say?" the fifty people walking closest to me burst into laughter a second time, as an elegantly-dressed woman beside me translated loudly and clearly, and people laughed a third time.   "Sorry I asked," I muttered to myself. 

 

Back at the tent, the gathering was softly festive.  Plates were piled with beef from a newly-slaughtered cow, plus beets, sweet potatoes, squash, potato salad, carrot salad, and multiple custards.   People ate, as they always do, with their hands.  As I walked back to my own village after the six hour service, I realized the day had exacted a huge emotional price.   I was exhausted.   One mourns the loss of the teacher, but adds her to all one's other losses, both in Lesotho and those I carry within me.  One's personal sorrow is deep, cumulative.

 

It didn't get easier when , the next day, the family sent a representative to my rondaval to ask what the college would do to support the family.   My answer:  nothing.   If the college couldn't give money, couldn't I at least please tell them how to support the children?  They made sure I understood that the young teacher, herself a double orphan, was the sole support of her younger sisters and brothers.   I think it's the helplessness of not being able to help that creates my exhaustion.

 

Just a week later, in the same village, the first Quthing snowfall greeted my second funeral.   Hundreds of  beautiful Basotho blankets were bright amidst the white landscape.   A 17-year old boy had been knifed in a midnight bar brawl.  At least, I thought, it wasn't AIDS.   But his mother was a teacher in the school where my 'M'e is the principal.  I didn't want to go, but 'M'e insisted.   My important job title and white face were prestigiously on display, lending dignity to the occasion. 

 

A Funny Funeral

 

Surprise!  My third funeral was filled with laughter.   Again, my presence, as part of college staff, was mandatory.  An instructor from Ghana had died (AIDS?).   As no one had come from Ghana for the memorial service, the faculty, many of us stealing looks at our watches, was not weighted down by the proximity of grieving family.   A Ghanaian colleague, who apparently did not speak Sesotho, spoke in English (to my appreciation), but in long-winded detail.  A second colleague "translated" for him, considerably shortening the lengthy oration.   Every now and then the speaker would look accusingly at the translator and ask, "Are you translating everything I say?"   "Every word!" the translator would reply, as the bilingual faculty guffawed.   Welcome comic relief in the Land of Funerals.

 

No one dies of AIDS here

 

And then another teacher – one I'd tried to hard to get an AIDS test.  A brilliant and beloved man.   At the funeral they said he'd died of "piles" (hemorrhoids).   There is always a reason given for the death: TB, common cold, now piles.   No one in this land ever dies of AIDS.  You see the problem:  if we can't name it, we can't solve it. 

 

Finally – the son-in-law in my family died.  I didn't go to the all-night-before grieving ceremony, though as a family member, I should have.   But I spent the whole next day in a Maseru suburb at the funeral and took photos, with the family's encouragement. It gave me a role.   Being a family member means I contributed cash, and helped with cooking, and now, a month later, will do the same again, as the "removing the thapo" (black cloth neck band worn by family members) ceremony will be held at our Mt. Moorosi homestead.   The widow will shave her head a second time, and neighbors will offer condolences, and a cow or sheep will be slaughtered again. 

 

In the old days, before coffins, the deceased was wrapped in the hide of the cow.  In present days, if a family doesn't have enough money to slaughter a cow, they honor the deceased with a feast later on, when they can afford one, meaning there are funerals, then later, even as much as a year later, memorial services. 

 

These funerals and memorial services serve as the primary social life of communities.  Everyone is not only welcome – your absence is noted.   Gossip is exchanged, friendships renewed.  Funerals are rich in time:   Time to greet everyone, to become acquainted with the family of the deceased.  Everyone pitches in to cook, to put up the funeral tent, and later to wash hundreds of dishes, take down the chairs, return the borrowed plastic plates.   The beer that's brewed is enjoyed for weeks; the inebriation numbs one's sorrows.

 

One Mountain

 

Behind my rondaval Mt. Mokotjomela rises 2,385 meters.  I finally climbed it, together with my Peace Corps Volunteer neighbor Sara, a visiting passer-by, Matt from Colorado, three brothers from my favorite family of neighbors, and Teboho, the high school student who lives in my 'M'e's house.  We started out at 11 am and dragged back at sunset.  It was a great experience.  There was a rock tunnel midway up, a surprise greeting of snow on the shaded side, magnificent views from the top, and a two-hour steep slide to get back down.   Once down, I was dismayed that we still more than an hour's hike back, through small villages on the back side of the mountain. 

 

I was the oldest hiker, slow both up and down.  But I think I redeemed myself by being the only one with food and energy to cook dinner upon our return.   Here's to the power of 'M'e's!  The neighbor guys said they thought I was the first "grandmother" ever to climb the mountain – something I doubt – but the women at the pump seemed impressed! 

 

So, physically and symbolically, I'm climbing, struggling.  I send you blooms of an African spring, and insights of rebirth and good living that are found amidst even the hardest days. 

 

Tsumeya hantle (go well), 

 

Madeline / Sesotho name "M'e Lerato" (Lerato = Love)

 

So far the hardest thing about living abroad is to be far away when dear, dear friends endure illness and death.  Many of you knew Mary Bettner, who lived in the farm across from my "cornfield cottage" in Dodgeville, Wisconsin.  

Obituary:   http://individual.com/story.php?story=69859333
Sadness also for the loss of two remarkable women, Malinda, age 31, daughter of childhood friend Julia in Oklahoma, and Margot Babler in Madison.  Both changed the lives of those who knew and loved them. 

 

ADDRESS:             1/2007 – 11/30/08 

Madeline Uraneck  / ('M'e Lerato)

PO Box 172 

Mt. Morosi , 750   (Quthing District)

LESOTHO ** * AFRICA 

 

E-mail –globalmaddy@gmail.com   (I get to an Internet sits about every 3 to 6 weeks):

On the other hand, I love "real" mail!  92 cents to air mail a letter from USA to Lesotho 

                                

After 1/2009:

C/o Marilee Sushoreba

1818 Adams Street 

Madison WI 53711 *** USA

(608) 255-0772  

E-mail:  msushore@facstaff.wisc.edu 
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