In case this is your first “Public” letter, I’m in Africa for the next two years.  My address is at the end.  Feel free to pass this along to interested friends.  Thanks so very much for the notes and letters!  

 -- Madeline Uraneck

***************

Public Letter #4:  “What’s Your Name?”

Four weeks in a Basotho Village (Lesotho, Africa)

December 31, 2006

There is a pause as 2006 changes to 2007.  From warm, summery, far away Lesotho, I send you best wishes for a new year.

We just spent four weeks in a Basotho village.  It was just 45 minutes from the capital city, Maseru, but it may as well have been 4-5 hours, for as often as people traveled there.  The 23 of us Peace Corps education volunteers were divided into 3 smaller groups and dropped off at 3 different villages – actually walking distance from one another along the same dirt road.  The goal was to “practice” village life – learning how to bathe in a basin, cook outdoors, shop for local foods, and most important, begin to speak Sesotho.

The villages are caught in a time warp of having one foot in the 21st century – as one sees kids in Nike shoes and Chicago Bulls t-shirts, TV antennae on a few rooftops, and stereo systems in many living rooms – and yet the other foot in lifestyles from 100-200 years past – women washing clothes in the river, hauling water from a central pump, and cooking in cast iron pots over open fires.

The four weeks were rich and insightful, certainly the best four weeks of my year.  Our last day in the village fell upon my birthday, and I felt how enormous was the gift of cultural wealth. 

A Deafening Dawn

To give you a picture of life in the village, let’s start with day break.  Donkeys bray, roosters crow, dogs bark.  A woman with a creaky wheelbarrow passes our house on the way to the pump.  I jump out of bed and put on my running shoes, trying to head down the rocky road before the sun rises.  Alas, too late: the sun in Lesotho leaps from behind the mountains.  It smiles upon the dew on the corn fields, turns the winding, muddy river golden, and shines on me as I pant across newly-planted fields, family dog running at my side.

Children Waken

By the time I return, the six sleepy-eyed children have emerged to the courtyard.  Orphan/niece Kefue and visiting cousin Zwoleka haul cornstalks to start the fire; daughter Matsediso prepares the morning “papa” (hot corn meal); and teen orphan/nephew Tankiso feeds the pig, chickens, dogs, and donkey.  Oldest son Retabile takes the wheelbarrow to haul two 20-liter jugs of water from the pump. Puloko, age 3, sits on the outdoor step, eating his “papa” while kicking away the hungry puppy.  Mom, called  “‘M’e” (probably from ‘Madame’), sweeps the courtyard, pushing scraps of plastic, matchsticks, and cans and bottles into a pile which Tankiso will later burn.  

M’e and the children all greet me with, “Lumela, Ausi Lerato”.  (Good morning, Sister Lerato).  “Lerato” means “love” and it’s my name in the village.  

Choking on Q’s

Meanwhile, I’m dressed for school and ready to head down the road (Sesotho class). I quickly learned to leave a little early, because in Basotho culture, greetings are very important.  At every house along the way (about 10 of them), I have to greet the ‘M’e and children in their courtyards.  They wave and yell, “Lumelo, ‘M’e Lerato.”  They ask if I’ve slept well, and where I’m going (even though the answer is always the same.)  They also quiz me to see if I know the name of my ‘M’e’s and the names of my siblings, as if everyone doesn’t know the answers to these questions too.

Ironically, my Sesotho name caused me one of my first problems.  “Lerato” is easy enough, but my surname, the same as my host family’s, is Moqasa.  Sesotho “Q’s” require a click, which I haven’t yet mastered.  So one of the hardest questions for me to answer is, “Lebitso la hau u mang?”  (What’s your name?) 

I pause, frown, concentrate, then screw up courage and give it my best shot.  You don’t know your own name?  People immediately think I’m retarded.  Or, like my Sesotho teachers, decide that I need to be in the “slow” language class, which infuriated me.  So I proceed down the road, people correcting me on my name, pronouncing the “Q” authentically, and insisting that I repeat my name a few more times.  

I’m praying that I’ll get an un-Q name in my new village.  Though, yup, you know it: I’ve been assigned to live in the district of Quthing – another clicker.  You never know what problems you’re going to encounter in a new land.

Villages without Men

The village consists of 50 - 100 huts, both tin-roof huts and round mud “rondavals,” all of which circle a prominent hill. We did a “community mapping” exercise and wandered around, locating the church, school, jail, chief’s house, herbal doctor’s home, tiny stores, bars, river gully where you wash clothes, as well as homes where men couldn’t enter because a new child had been born;  places where people were newly buried, etc.  Since none of the huts have signs in front of them, it was a cool exercise in learning new ways to “see.”

One of the first things we noticed was the absence of men.  The village seemed to be one of children and women.  Men work in neighboring South Africa, many in the diamond mines, but recently in large textile factories, largely owned by Chinese.  They’re away for months at a time.  The global economy, and Lesotho’s own lack of economic infrastructure, thus are defining realities.

A village of women and children has delightful rhythms.  The women work from dawn till dusk, but they pace themselves.  They yell across courtyards to their neighbors, scold children, and sing and laugh while hoeing the corn, sorghum, peas and beans.

The lives of children are enviable in many ways.  They have enormous freedom.  Even two and three year olds are left in the care of older siblings, or may be found wandering the roads.  Kids play in the mud, chase pigs and chickens, play house with scraps from the garbage, climb trees.  I made a PowerPoint of slides called “children’s games” – the games of boys (making “cars” from wire), the games of girls (playing jump rope with ropes braided from grass) and the games they play together (tag, hide and seek, cards).  A few of their freedoms would shock middle class parents:  small children start fires, herd animals in the fields, or play in the rain for hours on end.

In all directions there are mountains, so the daily “playground” of children here looks more like a camping trip that American kids might take once in a lifetime.  Also noticeable about the children is the large amount of work they do, usually cheerfully.  Small girls carry pails of water on their heads, pails I can barely lift.  Retabile repairs shoes, using glue and a heavy needle.  Tankiso takes the cows and donkey to far off pastures, leaving at 9 in the morning and coming back at 5 in the evening.  All the children can cook “papa,” “lesheleshele” (porridge), and moroho (wild greens from the fields).

Culture and Cows

We had a couple wonderful sessions with the ‘m’e’s, as we discussed, with our language trainers as translators, our respective cultural values.  The women hooted with laughter when we talked about how “time is money”.  They talked about their Basotho culture being based on the value of cattle, honor to ancestors, feasts that come with the changing seasons, and their love of peace (by which I think they mean community harmony).

We discussed stereotypes, and they said they were surprised that we spend so much time playing with children, that our rooms are so messy, and that even though we are white, that we are unable to repair things or to administer medicine.  We said we were surprised that they had so many modern conveniences and that they kept their homes immaculate.  We couldn’t translate the words “creativity” or “innovation” into Sesotho.

During our four weeks here, we Volunteers chose community research projects, and did oral research about healing with herbs, male teens’ 6-month long “initiation schools” in the mountains (focusing on circumcision), pregnancy practices for women, marriages, funerals, and community celebrations.  Our reports were fascinating, and I filled pages and pages of my notebook.  (My report was about children’s games.)

In my last public letter, I wrote about HIV/AIDS, so I’ll mention again that its visibility was low, although there were six new graves in the village cemetery.  The tiny shops didn’t appear to sell condoms.  The feast planned for our last day in the village was muted, since a funeral of a woman who’d died was going on at the same time.  Villagers did no work in the fields for the preceding week, to indicate they were a village in mourning.  We weren’t allowed to dance or to sing a song that we’d been practicing in Sesotho for weeks (though I’m sure every one in the village had heard it aplenty). 

Correction:  There ARE Men

The week before Christmas, the village assumed a completely different feel.  As the men returned from the mines and factories, and young men and women returned from universities, suddenly we could hear much more English spoken.  People stopped us on the roads with curiosity and sophisticated questions.  “Town fashions” popped up.  It wasn’t just a village of women and children, after all.

To give the families a couple days of privacy (and free up our beds for visiting relatives), we left the villages for three days over Christmas, and had our own strange ex-pat X-mas.  The cooks in the Peace Corps training complex were off duty, so we cooked piles of food ourselves, swam in the swank pool of the Maseru Sun Hotel, and re-discovered pleasures of taking hot showers and watching with satisfaction as our clothes spun in the washing machine. 

We watched old US movies and read newspapers.  We learned the government of Sesotho has been disbanded, in preparation for the elections, scheduled February 17, 2007.  The elections occur every 5 years.  10 years ago there was violence, deaths, and rioting, with the ousted party fleeing the country.  In contrast,  the elections five years ago went smoothly.  Everyone’s a bit jittery, but if our village was any indication, there was little interest in or mention of politics (at least that I could understand….)

Just in case, the Peace Corps has briefed us on safety and security – elaborate evacuation measures with code names for the various stages, like “Water Bottle” / “Horse”.  We’ve just been assigned our permanent sites, so we are all hoping very much that evacuation won’t be necessary.  The timing would be awful, and there’s no guarantee that we’d be able to come back, even if Lesotho resumed its peaceful ways.

So, I’m hoping very much you WON’T see me soon, at least in the US.

Very best wishes for a good new year for you, friends, and family.  May there be ‘community harmony’ on earth.

NOTE MY NEW ADDRESS**:

1/2007 – 11/30/08

Madeline Uraneck

C/o Peace Corps – Lesotho

PO Box 172

Mt. Morosi, 750 LESOTHO

AFRICA 

E-mail – for best results e-mail t AND air mail it.  84 cents to air mail a letter from USA to Lesotho

globalmaddy@gmail.com

(I get to Internet sites only rarely):

After 1/09:

C/o Marilee Sushoreba

1818 Adams Street

Madison WI 53711

(608) 255-0772

E-mail:  msushore@facstaff.wisc.edu
** (Any mail previously sent to Maseru will reach me, don’t worry) 
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