Public Letter #15:  Not Coming Back to the US
(August 26, 2008)
What I Will Miss about Lesotho
In an inspired moment, with the peach blossoms again in full bloom, softening the harsh, dry landscape, I renewed for another 6 months of Peace Corps Service, giving my date of completion as August 7, 2009.   From today, about another year to go.
My fellow 25 (now 23) Volunteers who arrived with me are making applications to graduate schools, doing job interviews by telephone, talking excitedly about their long trips home via Madagascar, Zanzibar, Egypt.  There are 3 other Volunteers also renewing, though they have signed up for a full year in addition – all of us are “older,” at least mid-career.  Younger people are eager to “start” their lives.  We who’ve already had experience in the work place, who’ve already tasted graduate school and international travel, want to hold on to what we have here a bit longer.

What is it we have?  I sat waiting for a taxi (crowded van) on a quiet dirt road, sitting beside an older Masotho teacher, who said, “I’d love to live in your country.”  “Ah, ‘M’e,” I said, “you would love some things, I am sure.  But you’d also miss many things.”  “What could I possibly miss?”  she mused.

I looked out over 50 KM of clear skies, ridges of 13 mountain ranges layered against one another in gray and purple shadows.  “You’d miss this,” I gestured.  “In America we’re often inside, not sitting outside, looking over mountain ranges.  And in the cities, there are tall buildings, so you can’t see this far in the distance.”

 “You’d miss the quiet.  If we were sitting on the side of the road in America, noisy cars and huge trucks and busses would be tearing by.  It’s not a nice place to sit, like this.  And you wouldn’t see people walking, like they are walking here, carrying firewood and porridge and car batteries on their heads.  You’d miss the greetings.  In American people are in a hurry.  They don’t have time to greet you, unless they know you well.  You can be among hundreds of people in the city, yet feel very lonely.”  She shook her head, trying to imagine such a strange place.
After an hour, no taxi had come, so we started off, intending to walk 2 miles to the highway, where there would be a better chance of getting a ride home.  She was carrying papa (corn meal porridge), left over from school lunch, in a big plastic bucket on her head, for the orphans who live with her at home.  I tried carrying it a pace, but couldn’t even take my hand away for a second (see photo eventually on Web page:  www.globalmaddy.moederogall.com/ ).
The conversation with the teacher continues in my head, as I think of all the things I’ll miss when I return to Wisconsin.  When I went to Oregon last March for my brother David’s memorial service, I arrived in the Portland airport, grabbed a cup of Starbucks dark Kenyan roast, jumped into a traffic jam, and started compulsively reading the billboards.  It didn’t seem like a culture shock – I’ve been abroad many times – but I was conscious of the layers of “development” that supports each thing:  chain stores that import coffee from poor nations then sell it at $4 a cup; people who have enough money to buy coffee at $4 a cup; media conglomerates that shape opinion through mass advertising; the use of land for billboards rather than crops; traveling in the USA at night, the landscape a sea of lit billboards, rather than glints of flickering firelight through distant windows; the conglomerate tangle that supports our ability to travel by personal cars – gas stations; land use for highways; taxes for bridges and repairs; stock markets that rise and fall on the price of oil; the necessity for wars and power struggles to insure the availability of cheap oil…
A Gift to Myself

 “Returning” is one of the gifts of the Peace Corps experience – seeing one’s own wealth, re-examining its assumptions.

 “Not returning” will be a gift I’ll give myself awhile longer.  Certainly the slower pace is the best gift, especially for this workaholic who has crammed two days of busy-ness into each day for decades.  I can be busy here – my busy workshop days are almost as full as ones in the US – 4 am to 7 pm of go-go-go.  But here I have the option, especially if I’m in sync with my neighbors, to move slower.  

Reading 50 books in a year and a half is a gift.  (My Volunteer friend Rachel has read twice as many.)  Reading African authors is a gift.  I read when it gets dark. I snuggle into bed, in winter as early as 6:30 pm.  What did I do after 6:30 pm in the USA?  Talk on the telephone at length to friends, watch TV, go to a movie, leaf through The Isthmus, Madison’s weekly newspaper.  Or perhaps I was still at the office, creating work for myself and others.  All of these activities seem easy exchanges for the re-captured pleasures of thinking, reflecting, and exploring my world through literature.

Recently I’ve found two more Zakes Mda Books: The Whale Caller (think of how many African people live near the ocean – not Basotho, surely – but the main character in the book poignantly calls whales and what’s lost in our modern lives, to himself. She Plays with the Darkness, which takes place in Mafeteng, a nearby district in Lesotho, amazes me with the folklore, magic, and delight in every other paragraph, all things in my everyday life here.

A 20-year Old in 4th Grade
Perhaps my single greatest accomplishment of Peace Corps service to date is getting Ausi Lerato, (orphan Dintle’s older sister) out of the taxi ranks of Lower Moyeni and Johannesburg where she was a young prostitute and into primary school.  She’s 20, so I thought she could get into high school, where the govt. pays school fees for orphans, but it turned out she’d last been only in 5th grade, dropping out to care for her mother.  We tried 6th grade first at the neighboring Catholic school.  Once in her school uniform, full breasts mashed modestly into a blue jumper, she blends into the school children as merely a “tall” girl.  But when the ½ year tests came, she ran away.  Tutoring her occasionally, I found myself going backward each time – now we’re doing simple addition and subtraction, trying to memorize multiplication tables, sounding out words with phonics.
She’s a complete non-reader, and like other non-readers, she’s managed to hide this for all these years.  It makes school, and especially written tests, a nightmare.  I need to study dyslexia – my former  7th grade teacher is a national expert – in order to help her.  But even if I do my best for another year, what happens after that?

With 180,000 orphans, Lesotho has lots of projects for “orphan income generation” – gardening, small-scale crafts (though only in the bigger cities are there a couple of craft shops as outlets), raising chickens or pigs.  Even these modest undertakings are huge challenges, however, and I have no easy answers for Lerato, who’s disinterested in gardens, animals, and making things with her hands.
I’ve told her as long as she has perfect attendance at school, I’ll help her buy food.  This costs me about M 50 ($8) a week.  Every Sunday, she modestly comes to my rondavel with a written list - Kotex pads, a cabbage, kerosene for her heater (a horrible, eye-burning way to keep warm), 5 apples, a bag of papa.  I’ve seen her going to her house, where she lives alone, trailed by a high school boy, but I’ve chosen not to supervise her sex life.  I give her condoms and facts about sex.  Neighbors describe her as “a liar”, “worthless”, “a bad girl” – but I see her as a young woman that poverty stacked up against.  Her lying and early sex and flights of terror from school on test days are her survival skills.  We’ve demoted her to 4th grade, and believe it or not, the teachers say she seems happier and is doing well.

Lying and Stealing

Ausi Lerato isn’t the only bad kid in the neighborhood.  Currently Sera, an 8-year old boy in my favorite little foursome of  kids who hang out after school at my rondavel, coloring, reading books, or playing games, must stay away for a full two weeks.  His father came to speak with me, saying his sister had tattled on him.  He’d stolen 50 lisente (US 4 cents) and a pack of Kool-Aid from my table.  I know how horrible a punishment this is for Sera, and we’re both looking forward to Sept. 1, when the punishment will be over.
It reminds me of me and my brother David going through a stealing period when we were about the same age.  My mother Barbara said if we stole again she’d hang a sign around our necks that said “I am a thief” and send us to school.  I think that cured me.  I was terrified of such a punishment, not even thinking of the possibility of taking off the sign before I got to school.

Last weekend, we went to a Peace Corps party to welcome Julie, the newest arrival assigned to our district.  I arrived in time to see a straw rondavel roof in flames, seven Volunteers at work throwing basins and pails of water on it.  It turned out that Diteboho, the 6-year old son of the host family, had been playing with matches.  He told his mother, “Boy, if it had been my fault, I’d be shivering.  But I didn’t do it.”  Later he confessed that he did do it.

I really laughed at these two little boys – it has more to do with their ages than with being Basotho.  All children lie.  It’s a survival skill, and I’m not above lying, or certainly exaggerating the truth, even as an old lady.  

A Paradise – If You Don’t Mind Poverty
I went to Mozambique for 10 days with my friend Laura, a former Peace Corps Volunteer who landed a sensational job with a development organization here, a story in itself.  Mozambique was one of the few countries in Africa NOT on my travel list, but the instant get-away in the midst of a cold winter, with its promise of beaches and warmth, was too much to resist.

Mozambique had a civil war just 10 years ago, and we saw many legless people, victims of land mines still planted around the country.  We met a Dutch girl doing her Ph.D. on conflict resolution.  I got pick-pocketed by three small boys for a rather large sum, $80 US, a full month’s salary for a Mozambique adult.  

But for the most part, Mozambique’s war and poverty were distant.  The beaches were pure white sand.  We ate barracuda, sail fish, red snapper, and sardines, all fresh from the ocean that very day.  We read, ran, swam, and snorkeled in some of the world’s clearest waters.  It was very much NOT Lesotho.  Even the Colonial language, Portuguese, spoken all over the country, seemed easy to pick up.  There are many Peace Corps Volunteers in Mozambique, and I reflected how different one Peace Corps assignment is from another.  Just to remind you you needn’t feel sorry for me here!
Amazing Guests

Lesotho is truly off the tourist track.  The visitors who do pass through are troubadours, activists, former Volunteers, generally unique and remarkable people.  My latest visitor was Theresa Adam, literally walking 800 km across Lesotho, visiting three places she lived as a child.  Her current home is Tasmania, the island south of Australia.  From atop mountains, every Wednesday, she does a live radio broadcast on her satellite telephone, carried on ABC stations across Australia and Tasmania.  Plucky girl!  Her adventure is described at www.treadingtheforgottenskies.com
Peace Corps Parties and Travel

It is our parties and travel styles that give away Peace Corps Volunteers as middle class Americans.  We may learn the language, pee in pee buckets, and struggle without hot water, showers, or electricity, but see us on vacation or at a party and you’d feel right at home.  When I first arrived here, I read about a US Senator who accused Peace Corps of being “a ticket to a vacation in a 3rd world country.”   It got a lot of hot reaction from Peace Corps Country Directors and former Peace Corps Volunteers.  But there’s truth to it.

The experience would feel very different if I didn’t have a return ticket.  Our parties, with lots of booze, shared chocolates from care packages sent by parents and friends, non-stop chatter about the latest US movies and elections, are excused as a place to let off steam.  But if there were more Basotho people invited, and the partying were more bi-cultural or less expensive, I’d feel more comfortable.

Many thanks for the loyalty of your continued letters and e-mails.  They mean a lot and bring much joy.  Apologies for the formality of this “public” letter in return.

ADDRESS:        1/2007 – 8/1/2009
Madeline Uraneck / ('M'e Lerato)

PO Box 172
Mt. Moorosi, 750 (Quthing District)
LESOTHO ** * AFRICA 
E-mail –globalmaddy@gmail.com  I get to an Internet sites 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 8/2009:

C/o Marilee Sushoreba

1818 Adams Street

Madison WI 53711 *** USA
(608) 255-0772  
E-mail:  msushore@facstaff.wisc.edu
PREVIOUS PUBLIC LETTERS BY MADELINE ARE NOW ON THE INTERNET.  http://www.globalmaddy.moederogall.com/    

 
1.       First Impressions (November 11, 2006) 
2.       First Impressions Continued:  A Mountain Village (November 16, 2006) 
3.       HIV/AIDS in Lesotho (December 4, 2006) 
Published in WorldView Magazine: http://www.woldviewmagazine.com/issues/dispatches.cfm?id=44
4.       What's Your Name?  4 Weeks in a Basotho Village (December 31, 2006) 
5.       One Day Down: 724 to go (January 3, 2007) 
6.       Collecting Best Days (February 26, 2007) 
7.       What Can I Send You?  (March 24, 2007) 
8.       Madeline Learns about Orphans (April 18, 2007) 
9.       Hello, Neighbors:  Swaziland (May 20, 2007)  
10.     9 Vignettes – Books, Bribes & Baths (June 9, 2007) 
11.     Why Lesotho Doesn't Work, 5 Funerals, 1 Mountain (September 1, 2007)
12.     Candles on My Christmas tree (December 1, 2007)
Published in Dec 2007 Web page of Wisconsin Network for Peace & Justice
http://www.wnpj.org/node/9206
13. Down the Other Side of the Mountain (April 29, 2008)

14. The Crazy Lady on the Bus (June 12, 2008)
15.      Not Coming Back to the US (August 26, 2008)

 
My article about Lesotho, published on the first page of Madison, Wisconsin's August 2, 2007 weekly independent newspaper Isthmus: http://www.thedailypage.com/isthmus/article.php?article=8019
won the 2007 Wisconsin Newspaper Assn Award in the "Best Feature" category.
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