Public Letter #5:  One Day Down, 724 to Go

January 3, 2007

Mt. Moorosi, Lesotho, AFRICA

Anything But Thrilled

I admit I wasn’t thrilled when I learned my two-year Peace Corps assignment would be Mt. Moorosi, a little “wild west” town on a major highway.  I’d passed through it twice enroute to Qaches Nek – a dream site far up in the mountains (see Public Letter #2), as it’s the town where busses stop to give passengers a pee break / lunch stop.  My memory was of smelly toilets, tiny stands selling apples and greasy meat, and a street full of trash.  Now that it’s my home for two years, I must admit that my impression of the town is still one of smelly toilets, tiny stands selling apples and greasy meat, and a street full of trash.

I’d hoped at least to be far from the road, but I’m literally five minutes off it, and (may lightening not strike me dead), in the midst of a Roman Catholic mission, living next door to a lonely primary school principal, who delights in speaking English and telling me about the six kids she’s raised single-handedly.  (She’s still married, at least on paper, to a guy who sells seeds, and lives with his 4th wife somewhere in South Africa.)

OK, initial disappointment.  So, just to let you know that Lesotho has many layers, let me review my first day on site.  (Yes, I’m typing again by candlelight, and another full moon is rising behind the mountains.)

Corn, Orphans, Chiefs

5:30 am:  ‘M’e (the ‘Madame’) and her two sons and I don gum boots and hoe in the garden for two hours.  The corn didn’t come up well, due to the sparse rainfall, so we plant watermelon seeds and squash seeds in the empty spaces.  I feel like a farm woman.

8:30 am:  ‘M’e and I go to pay a courtesy call on the chief, a guy named Bohale Koali (Bohale means “intelligent”).  Just as I’m enjoying the walk with its fantastic view of distant mountains, ‘M’e stops in to see how two orphan girls are faring.  They are 14 and 16 years old.  The 16 year old has been sick with diarrhea for two months, but cannot afford to go to the clinic.  They have no money for food or supplies and subsist on the kindness of neighbors.  I know it’s not coincidental that the lady feels it’s important for me to know of their plight.

The chief is not home, but his elderly sister offers me a bowl (no spoon) of watery, sour mokopu (fermented sorghum), cooked over an open fire.  Just as I’m enjoying this breakfast, after a morning of hoeing and walking, the chief’s sister begins telling of her dizziness, blackouts, and her inability to afford doctor’s fees.

10:00 am:  ‘M’e suggests we find the chief at his office “down the road.”  We hitch a ride in a pick-up truck, and wait in line in the shade of a tree.  The guy before us is talking about a knife fight he was in last night.  Finally it’s our turn.  ‘M’e gestures to me to uncross my legs and sit up straight.  The chief listens to me stammer on a bit in Sesotho, and then in perfect English, tells me about his agricultural studies in Washington DC, Washington State, and Iowa.  I’m beginning to enjoy the conversation when he and the ‘M’e begin discussing the plight of the orphans, and both suggest I “do something” for the HIV/AIDS orphans in the village.  They estimate there are 35-40 of them, but have no actual statistics.  (The next day I learn there is an orphanage across the creek from me, with over 200 elementary-school age orphans.)

Textless Teachers

11 am:  From the chief’s office, we drop by a teacher’s home.  The teacher will be one of my “distance education students.”  I’m delighted to meet her.  She says she hopes that I can help her.  For instance, she has an upcoming exam in music next week but hasn’t yet received the music text that the exam will cover.  Will I please tell her everything about music theory?

Heavy Beans, Heavy Expectations

12 noon:  We walk to the chief’s brother’s home, behind the chief’s office, since he’s mentioned that my ‘M’e can buy a sack of beans for 60 Rand ($10).  His farm is beautiful, with every inch growing roses, garlic, fennel, spearmint, plus the usual fields of beans, corn, and wheat.  We leave, but now have a 20 pound sack of beans to carry.  ‘M’e suggests I learn to carry it on my head, like the local women do, so I struggle along, the dead weight of beans slipping off my head as I stumble down the rocky dirt path.  Fortunately, ‘M’e says the Police Station is quite near.

1 pm:  After a 30 minute walk, we arrive at the Police Station, in the middle of godforsaken nowhere.  There is a jail with bars, a couple white pick up trucks, and a Sergeant and Deputy Sergeant on duty.  This time everyone lets me struggle with my Sesotho.  It is, after all, the afternoon’s entertainment.  The sergeant gives me the tel. numbers I’ve come for (emergency numbers in case the US Peace Corps has to evacuate during the upcoming elections – Feb 17), then he quizzes me about special education.  It turns out that he’s upset that a 20-year old deaf woman, who does not speak, was raped yesterday.  He makes me promise, before leaving, that I’ll ask about facilities for educating her, when I get back to the Lesotho College of Education.

2 pm:  We walk back to the main road, taking turns with the heavy sack of beans.  We wait in vain for a taxi, while eating oranges two women are selling along the road.  Finally ‘M’e suggests we continue to walk, as she’d like to visit a friend along the way.

We sit in the tiny, dark house of the friend, an old woman who seems to be taking care of 4 grandchildren.  There’s one bed.  The children are sent out to hail down any passing taxi’s, and I doze off while the women talk.    Upon leaving, ‘M’e explains that the woman’s son, who owned a hardware store, has died, and “friends” of his have taken over the store, leaving her with no ownership, no input, no profits, etc.  She cannot afford a lawyer, so ‘M’e has given her various advice.

3 pm:  Still no taxis have passed.  We walk the long way back to Mt. Moorosi, ‘M’e greeting everyone, women, men, boys, girls.  She’s been a teacher or principal in the area for 30 years, and says she knows everyone.  I believe it.

4 pm:  I’m exhausted, not only by the long walk in the hot sun, once again ruining  my black dress shoes on rocky paths, but also from the tit-for-tat – everywhere I go trading my presence and enjoyment of Lesotho’s beauty for the deepening sense of Lesotho’s problems, and the constant requests that I be a part of its solutions.

Disappointment Reconsidered

On the other hand, I realize that my initial disappointment of being “on the highway” is ridiculous, as this simple walk around the neighborhood covered about 15 miles and has given me awesome views of the Drackenberg Mountain range, the towering mountain right in front of my house, and the winding Orange River that flows through several countries into the Atlantic Ocean.

In the process of what I thought would be brief courtesy calls to the chief and the Police Station, I’ve been introduced to knife fights, rape, lack of special education, inaccessibility of health care, lack of easy transportation, children who live without parents and without money, and problems in the teacher education system I’m to work within.  I have not learned how to balance beans on my head.

On the positive side, I’ve seen and been seen by a couple hundred friendly people, have a new respect for local agriculture, seen cow hides drying, watched wheat sheaths being stacked, beer and mokopu being brewed, and oxen plowing red soil.

After the hot day, it’s a pleasure to walk into the cool of my one room “rondaval” – a round hut with a thatched roof.  No running water, indoor toilet or electricity – and the principal, her children, and dogs a bit too close for privacy.  Still, it’s a rich, first day:  one day down, 724 to go.

I collapse, exhausted, ready for a nap, while ‘M’e cooks beans and papa, washes clothes, and carries water from the well. 

May your new year be layered and full.

Madeline / Sesotho name “M’e Lerato” (Lerato = Love)
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