Public Letter #2
First Impressions, continued ~ A Mountain Village
November 21, 2006

            An amazing 3 days with Claire Dennison, our site visit to see how PCV’s (Peace Corps Volunteers) actually live.
            
Like Walking in a National Park

Today we walk 8 hours down the valley of her river and walk to Andy’s (another PCV) village. The views are stupendous – as magnificent as Norway, though without trees. I don’t know whether they’ve been deforested through centuries or come with sparse shrubs. It’s summer and a delightful temperature. Clouds play over the mountain ranges. We walk along the river, following the paths of herd boys, goats, sheep, horses. There are no houses along the entire way. It’s like walking in a national park before the development of marked paths. 
            By noon we reach the intersection of the two rivers, and a stone-built overhang where the herd boys spend nights, caring for the Basotho’s valued cattle. (Herd boys can be as young as 5 years old; seldom go to school; wear tall rubber boots as shoes, and blankets – an estimated 60,000 of them in the country, like silent shadows on the edge of village gatherings.)  My water is gone.
            We are already sunburned and still have hours to hike. Despite pleas by our Peace Corps trainers for modesty, an hour later we strip to undies and plunge into a waterfall-lined pool to soak up the cool. Twenty minutes later, in the bright heat, our clothes are completely dry again.
            Every bend in the river brings new flowers, bugs, birds, vistas. Finally we round a corner and see a wisp of smoke from Andy’s village, Rankankal. We see an empty packet of condoms. We hear a donkey braying – signs of village life.
            Andy is not home, unfortunately, so we wander past children hanging around the (round) rondavel huts and village well, fill water bottles (I risk our trainers’ admonitions to filter and boil all water, so parched I am), and head for home along the road.

I Meet My First Orphans

As we rest in the tiny shade of a high school sign, two high school boys stop to chat. Both turn out to be double orphans, the phrase used when one has lost both parents.
 “I don’t know what will happen to me”, the taller one says. “I am working so hard.” 
They disappear up a steep hill toward their village, called “Hilltop”. Passing near it later, as we follow the longer way, by road, we count 5 new graves in the cemetery.
 “One person in my village dies every week,” says Claire.
A Peace Corps Volunteer’s Dream Site

Claire has been a magnificent hostess, fed us great dinners, cooked atop her tiny gas stove, and answers every question we’ve had, some of them miniscule – which things she must have sent from the US, which can she buy here, where has she traveled on vacations (Durban, South Africa, Swaziland, Malawi).
Here truly is the site that epitomizes a Peace Corps Volunteer’s dream – a tiny hut, in a tiny village, surrounded by awesome mountains. Donkeys roam the village, stopping by her yard to eat the green grass and herd boys trot by on horses, greeting all. 
Claire teaches at three schools: one a top quality government school; another very poor, religiously-affiliated one; and a third one. It shocks us to learn that teachers are frequently absent from school, and there are no substitute teachers. Children sit (fairly quietly) in the room, just waiting, preferring to be at school with friends than at home fetching water, gathering firewood, feeding the cows, or cooking.
Why aren’t teachers at school? 
“Three sisters died, all in one year, and the funeral of a family member takes a full week.” 
Or one must take her own child to a clinic. The Ministry of Education organizes required workshops during school hours. Or other reasons… 
“Basotho don’t like to read.”

We observe classes where the children wait, so patiently, so quietly, while the teacher passes out pencils, then 10 stones each, for a math lesson. It (the passing out) takes 30 minutes. There’s no learning going on, except the great African lesson of patience and low expectations. Later, we agree to grade the children’s end-of-year math test, where the first graders haven’t yet learned 5 + 2 = 7.
To hear one of our own Peace Corps training colleague say, “Basotho don’t like to read. We like to sing and dance,” gives one an inkling of the educational challenges here. There is not a single bookstore in Lesotho
. There are no books in schools, other than texts. Children – even whole families - don’t own a single book.
NGO’s and previous volunteers have created and donated little libraries here and there, but we frequently see them in disarray or locked in the principal’s room.
The Singingest Land in the World
On the other hand, volunteer Elizabeth tells us she taught her pre-schoolers to sing, “I’m a little tea pot” and they did it in harmony!  The Lesotho National Anthem and school songs explode into gorgeous harmony whenever sung.
I arrive as poor in song as they are poor in books. I can’t sing or harmonize, know few songs, and now I live in the singingest land in the world.
I’ve never been in a country so poor in material goods. I’m struck at the beauty in contrast with totally undeveloped tourism, virtually no hotels or guesthouses, no post cards, no bill boards, much less “green” kayaking expeditions.
Girls play jump rope with grasses they’ve braided; they play jacks with stones. Girls play netball.  Boys play soccer (barefooted) but there are few balls in the villages, so one seldom sees a soccer game in process that’s not part of an official school function.
Kids hang around on the dirt roads, talk, play tag. There’s no TV, no movie theaters, no MacDonald’s, no video arcades. Just gorgeous views of mountains in all directions.
When we walk into the school yard, 100 kids run to meet us, shouting, “Good morning, Madam,” no matter that it’s now afternoon or that our group includes a “Sir” as well as two “Madams.”  
A Small Girl Understands Me

Like most underdeveloped countries, garbage blows in the wind. No one comes to pick it up. So people feed scarps to the pigs, burn their paper and plastic and bury their bottles. Women aren’t supposed to drink alcohol (except prostitutes), so we female volunteers are warned to drop our bottles down the outhouse hole or dig a hole and bury them behind the house.
Everywhere I see women and children. Few grandmothers. The men are working in South African factories or diamond mines.
I understand so little Sesotho. It takes time to study. When I hear the same phrases I’ve practiced in context, they are like rapid-fire bullets, and I’m wounded before I can reply. The speaker shrugs at my dumb hesitation and turns to talk to someone else, dismissing me.
Today a girl, age 8, caught on that I needed to be spoken to slowly and clearly, and hung with me, walking ½ mile just to hear me struggle to say my name and that I was from America and to ask how was she doing. I wanted to hug her, wondering how a child could see beyond all the adults that I just wanted to have a chance to say something to someone, at my own pace.
Learning my 4th language – I know I can do it.  I can hear the melody and rhythm. And I am impressed how much other volunteers can speak after only a year here.
The 6-hour bus ride to and from Claire’s district of Qaches Nek was exciting, despite my diarrhea and exhaustion. Hours of plateaus gave way to foothills then to mountain ranges.
There’s a rumor I’ll be assigned to live in the Quthing District, in the town Mt. Moorosi, at the end of the foothills.  It’s a disappointment not to be IN the mountains, but I think I’ll let the assignment unfold, bringing what it will….
We’re “trainees” until January 2007.

Madeline Uraneck
C/o Peace Corps – Lesotho
PO Box 172
Mt. Moorosi 750
Africa
Lesotho

Email (not reliable): globalmaddy@gmail.com
� An incorrect first impression.  There are actually quite a few bookstores in Maseru, though many of them specialize in textbooks, rather than “for pleasure” books.
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