Public Letter #17  

Youth, Old Age & the Wild Coast
(March 3, 2009)

I don’t know what I thought that the word “wild” in South Africa’s Wild Coast would refer to.  But I didn’t expect two-story high waves crashing against black, shiny boulders or hidden monkeys screeching in tropical trees.  Nor did I expect that gravel roads would bounce and bump inland from the coast for an hour or two then wander back out in an inconvenient zig zag to the next town upcoast:  no Coastal Highway yet.  
In a matter of years Port Saint Johns will probably resemble a stop along Big Sur, with white picket B&B’s, coffee shops, and Internet cafes.  But I was happy to catch it pre-tourism – where there was little else to do than stroll pristine beaches, wander atop a deserted mountain airport, attend a couple church services, and write letters home.
It was Christmas, a subdued holiday in South Africa.  There seemed to be a fair amount of food, few presents, too much candy for kids, way too much alcohol for adults.  Since this was on the coast, much of the food-drink intake took place on beaches.  The sun was unabashedly hot.  With Xmas’s spent in Japan, where Dec. 25 is an ordinary work day, I should be used to non-Xmassey Xmasses, but it’s still a mental struggle to re-arrange expectations, especially after 20 + years of Folklore Village celebrations.  Hot weather helps.  The staff of our B&B wanted us to dress up and eat a formal luncheon, but we preferred to lounge about in slacks, read our books, and watch waves crash into sunsets.

We in this case were me plus Karrin and Kaye, two of the “golden girls” netted in the Peace Corps campaign to attract over-50’s.  We elders in Lesotho (I was the only one in my group), now total 10% of our 85 Volunteers, all women - no accident.
Returning from South Africa

As magnificently beautiful as South Africa is, I always feel humbly appreciative and relieved to return from it to Lesotho.  I am glad South Africa was not my posting.  It’s an African giant and continental leader, and it has changed the world with its Peace and Reconciliation movement.  Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela may be revered over the world, but here they are possessed with huge affection.  
To drive from Lesotho to South Africa is to drive from the 3rd to 1st world.  Factories spill out fumes;  highways change to eight lanes; shopping malls with multiplex theaters and elegant restaurants abound.  The gap between the very rich and very poor is stark, however.  Every town has a shanty town on the outskirts, often with cardboard or tin shacks;  most towns likewise have classy suburbs, with rose bushes peeking over high brick fences and security guards in evidence.  A black middle class, stomped down for decades, has risen magnificently from the ashes of Apartheid and shares the gated communities with wealthy whites.  A young South African man told me proudly, “If you’re educated and black, every door is open to you.  You can fly as high as your abilities allow.”
What strikes me, as a white person, is the kid-gloves reception I get.  Especially older people, especially males, address me carefully, almost always in the Africans language. “Tanki, Madame”, and do respectful little bows that I hardly ever encounter in Lesotho.  In Lesotho I’m approached by Basotho not with carefree, cheerful friendliness that Americans are famous for, but more with curiosity, humor (including laughing at me), and an expectation that I might be bringing something nice (toilet seats? seeds? teacher workshops?).  Their experience with white people is more apt to have included interactions with European NGO workers or American Peace Corps Volunteers.
In South Africa, a legacy of Apartheid has guaranteed that I’m greeted more with caution than curiosity.  I get nothing “free”.  I am sure that if I learned the language(s) and proved myself a dedicated activist, I might get a begrudging respect.  But dedication isn’t something seen from the outside.
The other side of this is the way many white South Africans continue to talk about their black countrymen.  Racism, if not open, is sotto-voce.  “Your black people in Lesotho at least WORK.  People here don’t want to work.  They want the government to give them everything,”  says the white motor-cyclist in Clarens all-white B&B, lowering his voice as the black waitress comes to serve him coffee, while the black maid, back in his room, makes up his bed.  He won’t bother with tips:  there’s little tipping in South Africa.

On the other hand, all watch South African politics carefully.  This black/white, rich/poor social experiment must succeed.  As in the case of Germany, working to overcome decades of East and West separatism, we say, “If they can’t do it, no one can do it.”  It is an amazing time in history to be South African;  the struggle is both immense and tiny;  daily and historic;  new and generational.

Lesotho, South Africa’s Insignificant Cousin

Lesotho feels but a corollary to South Africa.  Opinion about whether it should become the 11th of South Africa’s 9 districts is divided and controversial.  Salaries and old-age pensions in South Africa are three times higher;  employment, though low, is at least possible, especially in big cities like Cape Town and Johannesburg.  

In Lesotho, as I see crumbling buildings and sidewalks, everything here seems like it must have had a golden age.  Was it pre-1994, when intellectuals and activists resided here, momentarily safe from the South African Police?  When prestigious NGO offices set up in Maseru because operating in South Africa was illegal?  1994 independence began South Africa’s global acceptance, but heralded Lesotho’s decline.

Age Attacks
The first serious Age Attacks have befallen me here in Africa.  You’d think I’d be happy to be in a country where elders are respected, where women aren’t supposed to be thin any longer, and where everyone, not just the elderly, is allowed to saunter slowly.  But creaking bones, fear of memory loss, and an increasing tendency to look backward rather than forward have been something I’ve been suffering alone during my rondavel evenings.  
There are few ‘fellow’ elders, much less spas or hormones to help me cope.  I don’t think I’d even have noticed I was aging in the USA.  So BUSY was I and so many races to ski, bike, or run!  But here I’m surrounded by 20-somethings, breathless over prospects of their first job-to-be, excited by graduate school offers, optimistic about marriage.
Once again, an author rescues me.  In this case Haruki Murakami’s Dance, Dance, Dance.  A brilliant, zany, Japanese writer, he’s a couple years older than me.  His main characters reflect my frame of mind – a bit dispirited, disoriented, disappointed.  To feel this way yet make your readers laugh is a many-splendored thing.  Rather than hiding them (though his main characters do try to hide their depressions), he wins literary prizes for exploring them.  The message here is loud and clear. Still, it takes more courage than I currently have to write publicly about insecurities, depressions, inadequacies. The “ending” to my 2 ½ years in Lesotho would be so much better if I could tell you I’d won a Nobel Prize, submitted a book for publication, or saved Mt. Moorosi.  But with three months to go, I suspect these are not to be so.
A Different Attitude about Kids

One of my struggles here is a different attitude toward children.  Comparatively, in America, we spoil children.  They get nutrition, time, opportunities (piano. soccer, and -not or- ballet), educational things like books, puzzles, computers, as well as materialistic things like designer clothes, iPODS, even cars for high school students. We spoil them because we can spoil them.  America’s 1890’s or even 1940’s were less magnanimous toward children.  Spare the rod and spoil the child.  Children should be seen and not heard.

Sometimes here, I think the attitude that regards children as “undeserving” comes from adults that themselves had so little in their own childhoods.  In some interactions with children, I find adults (parents, teachers) competing with the kids for whatever’s being offered.

After Christmas, for example, I went back to the village where I was trained, as a Peace Corps Volunteer, and tried to do a holiday party.  This was my 4th visit back to the village and my second Christmas with a wonderful family of 5 kids (including two orphans).  As soon as I arrived, the courtyard swelled with neighbors, who easily totaled 40 kids and 15 Moms and Grannies.  Undaunted, I baked two cakes, popped a bushel of pop corn and shouted out the door, “Party’s on!”  (In Sesotho, mind you).

I shaped the children into a huge circle and started playing games.  We weren’t even into the second game when the Moms, watching from the sidelines, all started yelling rudely, “M’e Lerato!  Enough!  Let’s eat!!!”  The kids were having a gas, and I had more games up my sleeve.  But the ladies had heard that my Xmas sack included a box of wine, and THEY were ready to party.

I tried to ignore them, but they were insistent.  They had a RIGHT to their wine.  To hell with the kids.

This happens in small ways everywhere I turn.  Teachers are absent more than present in some primary schools.  (To heck with the kids.)  Kids sit inactive in classes, minutes and hours a day, while the teacher grades notebooks or has a teacher’s meeting.  (To heck with kids’ brains).  First graders are left untended while resources go to 7th graders, who are soon to take their School Leaving Exam.  (To heck with little kids).  In the villages, tiny children are left to wander (someone will surely look after them).  “It takes a whole village to raise a kid” sounded like an admirable proverb when I was stateside, but here it seems to reflect more on the absence of responsible adults, than to a village’s dedication to raising children.

Peace Corps Volunteers, myself included, are often adored by village kids, and the adoration flows both ways.  But parents and villagers would prefer that we be stricter with these small people.  I invite the children in to draw;  my ‘M’e tells them shortly afterward that it’s time to go home.  I let them swing on the rubber tire swing;  my ‘M’e tells me they will steal the peaches.  The kids ask to use my outhouse;  my ‘M’e tells them to go pee in the donga.

Basotho Wisdom about Kids

In defense of Basotho wisdom, however, I will admit children here seem happy compared to US or Japanese kids.  I seldom hear pouting or fretting.  Research by my Japanese friends, the Yokoyamas, compared Japanese and Mongolian kids, and noted that having responsibilities in the family (herding sheep, taking care of younger siblings, looking for firewood) helps children understand their roles are important and genuine.  They are not mere decoration or extensions of their parents’ egos -- feelings that more affluent children might suffer.

Nonetheless, changes in raising children are underway here.  In recent years the Lesotho Ministry of Education has added kindergarten classes in many schools.  Pre-school teachers now have training workshops and even a new degree course at the Teachers College, and parents volunteer to run pre-schools in villages where there is none yet.  With these changes will come discussions about child development, including detrimental effects of beating children.

With these musings your older, sadder friend -- still enamored with kids -- still willing to run into the waves of the Wild Coast, leaves you for today . . . . . hoping you are well, much love,
Madeline Uraneck / ‘M’e Lerato
globalmaddy@gmail.com 

ADDRESSES:
	Between now & May 31, 2009:
PO Box 172
Mt. Moorosi, 750 
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	June & July 2009:

c/o Peace Corps Lesotho

PO Box 554
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	After  August 2009:

c/o Marilee Sushoreba

1818 Adams Street

Madison WI 53711 *** USA
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Madison, Wisconsin’s independent weekly newspaper ISTHMUS printed two of my articles on the front page.  The 2007 article won the Wisconsin Newspaper Assn. Award in the “Best Feature” category.  Both articles include a gallery of photos.  (Thanks, ISTHMUS!)  

August 2, 2007, “Letter from Lesotho”

http://www.thedailypage.com/isthmus/article.php?article=8019
Dec 18, 2008, “Lessons from Lesotho”

http://www.thedailypage.com/isthmus/article.php?article=24620
 
MADELINE’S PUBLIC LETTERS & A FEW PHOTOS ARE ON THE INTERNET: (Thanks, Ben!)

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)

16.   Guilt and Herd Boys (October 6, 2008)

17.   Youth, Old Age & the  Wild Coast (March 3, 2009)
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