Public Letter #20  
Last Days in Southern Africa
October 26, 2002

Countdown to Departure

Finally, I have a ticket to return to the US (October 28/29, 2009 – Johannesburg, South Africa to Washington DC Dulles).  I have a new job (Peace Corps Headquarters, Washington, DC, Education Specialist).  I have couple days to go before ending this chapter of three years in southern Africa:  I’m feeling incredibly nostalgic.

Wind in my Hair

The past months since my official Peace Corps Close of Service (COS) on September 8, 2009, has given me three gifts, each with amazing insights to southern Africa~ two weeks of camping in the awesome deserts of Namibia;  two weeks of bouncing in bush taxis along narrow roads of Madagascar; and the third, sandwiched between these, a whirlwind trip back to Lesotho to finish the Madeline’s Mountain Schools desk project (see next letter).

Last Days in Lesotho
I had a lingering departure from Lesotho, with eight farewell parties, and much vacillation about whether to take on my bravest job ever – teaching in one of the mountain schools, the one where my friend Halieo had been murdered, which still hasn’t been able to find a replacement teacher.  It’s jinxed.

 My favorite farewell party was Folklore Village-esque, cramming 150 neighbors, mostly small children, into a community room of the neighboring school.  Lesotho-style, there were praise speeches, prayers and hymns.  The sixth graders decorated the hall and prepared impressive dances and songs.  (Already I cry when I see the 7-second video on my camera).  Madeline-style, we played Broom over the Head, cavorted through “German” football, did an “American” folk dance (no music:  I hummed the tune once and then the crowd picked it up, in 4-part harmony) and everyone lined up at the end to grab at colorful snacks the kids and I had spent a day preparing.

Throngs of neighbors dropped by my hut later to see if there were any left-over.  (There were)

Angry Neighbors

As Peace Corps Volunteers, we’d been warned not to “give away” our belongings when we departed.  It makes it hard for the next Volunteer, and Peace Corps strives not to be part of the “give away” game.  So I told my neighbors they could each have ONE thing from my house.  This seemed to go well, until two of my favorite Ntoeba Family kids helped me scrub carpets, wash windows, and pack dishes for two days following the party.  I had an empty cardboard box and kept tossing in “worthless” things that I said their family could have – a couple of band aids, some wire clothes hangers, scrap paper with one side clean.  By the end of two days of packing, the box was heavy enough that it took both scrawny kids (ages 8 and 10) to carry it home.  My ‘M’e saw them haul it away, and that was the end of the neighborhood peace.

She declared this was unfair, and that she’d never host another Peace Corps Volunteer.  When I returned a month later, on a whirlwind trip back to Lesotho from Namibia (all via exhausting local taxis), there had been a break-in to my now-empty rondavel.  Two empty gas tanks had been stolen (each worth its hundred Rand deposit – about $15), and she accused me of giving away the key to neighbors to help them break in.  This after three years of peaceful coexistence.  
The moral of this story is that you should leave following your glorious farewell party and NOT come back.  Suffice to say that my ‘M’e is an elementary school principal and by local standards very well off.  I think her way of seeing things, though, is that as a single woman raising 6 kids, she has worked herself to the bone.  And the many inconveniences of hosting me (e.g., I sometimes came home after dark;  I had many children constantly in and out of the compound;  and I funded several ‘unworthy’ orphans) should have been somehow compensated at the end.  I marveled that my cultural lessons never stopped coming – from day one till even after I’d officially ended.  
Transition to Tourist

     As soon as I left Lesotho there was no way NOT to become a tourist, even a low-budget, backpacking, compulsively friendly, outgoing one. Suddenly I no longer had a local language or knowledge of the local culture, or a local REASON to belong to a neighborhood.  Separated from villages by the window on the bus, I felt my insights receding, though the time for reflection and looking back was precious.
Awesome Namibia

On the advice of Peace Corps Volunteer Kami in Namibia, I joined a tour of this awesome, breathtakingly beautiful country.  She told me that hitch-hiking is hard (few cars in a day), and I had no idea that even on the tour, I’d be traveling gravel roads for most of 12 days.

I’d wanted to go to Namibia to see the red sand dunes I’d glimpsed in photos.  The Namib Desert is one of the oldest in the world, stretching 1200 miles along the Atlantic Ocean.  The dunes are indeed spectacular, and I saw a sunset from atop Dune 45, the morning sand red, fine and cold.  
I’m prejudiced against safaris and lions because generally, in modern times, only rich tourists get to see Africa’s giant animals.  But even I had to gasp when our bus rattled its way to Etosha National Park, and elephants, zebras, giraffes, and springbok shared the same watering holes.  I saw more animals in two days than I had in the rest of my life combined – even counting zoos and children’s story books.

I jumped off the tour bus in northern Namibia, visited a Peace Corps Volunteer named Rachel in the township of Otani, and felt back at home with someone busy transcending borders.  Now without transport, I hitched to Windhoek, which, Namibia-style, consisted of going to a gas station and waiting for a car headed the right direction.  I lucked out on a ride with a fascinating man whose family fled to Angola after the father was killed in Namibia’s resistance against South Africa. As a small child he was airlifted to a Czech orphanage, only to be unceremoniously dumped back into Namibia when the war was over.  Such are the unexpected gifts of travel.
Namibia shares much history with South Africa, so I shouldn’t have been surprised by its almost identical rich white / poor black apartheid inheritance.  Windhoek, the capital, is modern and impressive.  Townships surrounding all the white areas of towns, though, are mired in poverty.  The book Second Avenue, by Es’kia Mphahlele, born in 1933, describes township life from a boy’s perspective:  a brilliant work.  Despite the injustice of it, Namibia’s segregation felt somehow gentler than South Africa’s, probably because the population is so tiny – only 2 million people in a vast land.

I loved everyday of Namibia, especially camping under stars that fell to the horizon.  I envy Volunteers placed there.

Mad Madagascar

    
This was my third try to fly to Madagascar, and amazingly my old ticket, unused during their political upheaval in March, 2009, worked.  I traveled south on the immense, diverse island, taking in two national parks, Ranomafana and Isalo, finding an amazing old Japanese nun in her 25th year of work at a maternity hospital in Antsirabe, and swimming every dawn in Amakao,a fishing village near Tulear. 
    
Peace Corps style, I chose to travel in bush taxis, and “wasted” days waiting for them to load, arguing with taxi men who tried to jack up the fare, and peeing behind aloe plants alongside the road with the other women on the bus.  
     
I had ample time to reflect on the value of tours, travel agents, and advance planning, as air conditioned tour busses zoomed past us, stopping at nice handicraft shops or hand-made paper factories, while our bus re-rumbled past them.  Still, it had been a deliberate choice, and was rewarded with first lessons in the Malagassy language, an introduction to sizzling street food, and two evenings with local families, including17 persons crowded into a tiny room.

     
My companion for all of Madagascar was my Japanese age-mate Akemi, who I’d met on the Namibian tour.  She was gutsy and fun, willing to try anything.  I was a comedy of languages.  I couldn’t remember any Japanese in Namibia when I first met Akemi;  then it started to come back to me in Madagascar, but then I couldn’t think of my French.  French came to me when I got back to Johannesburg, where I seemed to have forgotten 100% of my Sesotho.  Always one language behind.  

    
Yesterday, in Johannesburg, I asked people on the bus to please help Akemi get off at the right stop, and she, standing at my side, said (in Japanese), “Mado-rin-san – why are you speaking to them in Japanese?”   I looked at the 15 people in the bus, staring at me expressionless, and realized I’d seen that same strange stare often in the last month.  Mad white lady speaking in tongues:  don’t move.
    
Three beautiful woman named Niry, Lalatiana and Mami welcomed Akemi and I to the capital city of Antananarivo (fortunately everyone calls it Tana), at the beginning and end of our circuit.  Knowing “real” women in Madagascar made it “home.” 
So how does it feel, returning to the USA?

     
I am humbled, almost to tears, at the thought of seeing good friends and dear family again.  I’m looking forward to exploring Washington DC, and hope to find avenues to continue my growing interest in international development.  

     
I’m delighted to have been invited to do a couple presentations in Wisconsin, almost as I get off the plane, and will appear in a new Zulu dress, to distract the audiences from the disorganized, richocheting thoughts and impressions that are criss-crossing my brain.

     
I’ll leave coherent thoughts about re-entry and culture shock for a future letter.  Thank you for your e-mails and encouragement these three years.  The experience has been profound and your willingness to walk at my side has made it even more special.  

(Use the Madison address below until I’m settled in Washington, DC).

Madeline Uraneck / ‘M’e Lerato
ADDRESS:  After September 28, 2009

Use my e-mail:  globalmaddy@gmail.com
Madeline Uraneck

c/o Marilee Sushoreba

1818 Adams Street

Madison WI 53711 *** USA
+(608) 255-0772   Her E-mail is:
msushore@tds.net
                        
More Questions than Answers, Published in Issue 2, 2009, Peace Corps Times
http://multimedia.peacecorps.gov/multimedia/pdf/media/PCTimes2009_02.pdf
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/      
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