February 26, 2007

Public Letter #6:  Collecting Best Days

My Second Best Day in Lesotho

I am collecting “best days” in Lesotho.  I’m not getting a salary here, but perhaps collecting experiences is another form of spiritual materialism, if that’s not a contradiction.  I described my first “best day” in Public Letter #2 (Nov. 16, 2006), when I hiked for 8 hours in a spectacular valley in the Qaches Nek district.  This week I had my second “best day.”

I’m staring school visits, not because anyone asked me to but because I need something to do, my college having given virtually no instructions for how to spend my days.  So I head out by foot, by “4 plus one” (dilapidated taxis), or in crowded vans (called taxis) to a rural school where there’s a non-certified teacher enrolled in our college distance education program.  She’s supposedly “observed” by someone twice a year, but this seems to be a part of the program that is under-resourced.  Off I go.

Yesterday, I took the taxi for 1 ½ hours, heading for a school called Majara Primary.  The taxi dropped me off and the driver pointed to a road, heading into the mountains.  In my skirt, carrying a canvas (ASCD) bag with a water bottle, toilet paper, and a pen, I headed down the path.  The taxi driver had given me some additional directions, which I didn’t understand.  When I came to a fork in the road, I realized what the additional directions were probably about.  No one around, so I followed the road rather than the path. It led up a steep hill.  The sun was scorching;  I was sweating.  After about 20 minutes I came upon some road workers, rebuilding a bridge.  “Ha Majara Primary?”  I asked in my basic Sesotho.  The men gestured I should go back the way I came from.  They added some additional directions and this time I thought I caught the additional phrase.  “Turn right at the river?”  I repeated.  They nodded.

OK, back down the mountain.  Soon I was on the right trail.  Fabulous vistas.  I felt like I was walking on a rim of the Grand Canyon.  Purples, blues.  Valleys with rows of corn.  I could see 11 layers of mountains, each behind the other.  It was all I could do not to stumble on the rocks, trying to walk and look at gorgeous landscape.  After 1 ½ hour the school came into sight, around a bend, still far below me.

By 3 in the afternoon, I was headed back up again, this time escorted by two 6th grade girls as guides.   I’d spent the day in the classroom of a wonderful and gentle teacher, in a large classroom with dirt floors, 19 5th graders on one side and nine 6th graders on the other side of the room.  Just long benches, no desks.  The teacher had developed 20 minute units of instruction, followed by 20 minutes of written work, and walked back and forth between the two groups.  She spoke softly, always in English, and the children were on model behavior.  They might always be so or they might have been extra good with such an official observer in the back of the room.

For lunch I talked with the teacher, then ate with all 3 teachers (one was absent) one teacher’s rondaval, which doubled as the principal’s office.  We had a hearty meal of papa and moroho (spinach greens).  I gave them a gift of a 2007 calendar, which many of you are sending me.  2007 calendars are a rare commodity, and they were delighted to have “Smokey the Bear” to mark their months.  Then I was off.

I’d left home at 6 am and got back home at 6:30 pm, exhausted from the scorching sun, mountain walking, curious children, and dusty, jolting taxi rides, always with an extra kid on my lap.  But my soul was overflowing with the beauty of the land.  The taxi route was breathtaking.  The driver told me how his passengers have to get out and push the taxi up steep passes, once the snows start to fall.

Schools All Different

The primary schools are all quite different.  Some, like this one, have few students.  Others have 120 students practically bursting out the windows, 60 students each in two classes in one room.  Some have desks;  others not only don’t have desks but don’t even have benches.  Children sit on the floor.  Some schools have broken windows and trash all around.  Others, like Nking Primary, are brand new, built by parents who hauled the stones themselves, and are a point of community pride.

I’m not doing much “of use” yet – just turning up and encouraging a teacher.  Many of the teachers are in their first year of teaching, have little education themselves, and by definition (for the program I’m working with) are not yet certified.  My encouragement and admiration are quite sincere.  While this is perhaps all I can do, plus a few suggestions about group work and pair work and student-centered classrooms, it may be what’s most needed and appreciated.  

The college has three formal workshops scheduled, where all the teachers will assemble, but these are for giving them, essentially, a college education in a weekend.  I’m now holding tutoring sessions on Tuesday nights for area teachers enrolled in the program, and teaching things I learned in 7th and 8th grade in my Oklahoma country schools.

The Pleasures of Giving to God

My third best day in Lesotho was yesterday, a Sunday.  I attended convocation of 1,000 Lutherans, a gathering of multiple parishes from 6 large districts.  With everyone else, I was in my Sunday best, my red/white “sesoesoe” dress and my nice black heels, tripping daintily through the dirt.  No sooner was I out of the “taxi” (van of folks who’d sung hymns the full two hour trip), than I was escorted to the speakers’ tent, already in the midst of prayer, full of the preachers from all of the churches.  Oh, dear – don’t yet know how to say any sentence with the word “God” in it.  Would “have a harmonious day” be sufficient?

Fortunately, I was merely introduced.  Ladies ululated and the crowd applauded: Church-going folks tend toward kindness.  I alternate my church attendance between the Catholics across the donga (dry river bed) and the LEC (Lutheran Evangelical Church), which requires a hike up the dry foothills.  I prefer the Catholics, because they have a short, early mass.  They require the high school students in the Catholic High School to form a 200-person choir, and the kids keep the hymns upbeat and lively.  The Lutherans have obviously been to too many funerals – their hymns are slow dirges and the sermons long.  After church they visit a home of a sick (HIV?) person and we stand outside in the hot sun and pray.

Anyway, at this colorful event, the Lutherans made an art of “contributing.” We came forward in huge groups, 100-200 people, led by men in wolf costumes.  Much stamping, ringing of bells, thumping on padded Bibles.  You’re almost in a trace.  The songs are call and response.  I have no idea what I’m singing, but I belt it out best I can, and fall into the beat of the group.  We circle the contribution table, put down our 1 or 5 or 10 rands (8 cents - 60 cents), and keep on singing till the church treasurers have counted and announced the totals.  Then the next group is called forward.

Besides our geographic church groups, there was competition for who could give the most between the men’s choirs, youth choirs, women’s choirs, visitors (oops – up again – I’m a visitor as well as a member of the Sebapala District).  The collection of people in one of the poorest countries of southern Africa thus raises 15,000 rand ($2,000) and never has giving been so much fun.

Finally, at 3 pm, it’s time to eat lunch.  Long lines.  Kids, old women, old men.  Everyone greeting one another.  They bring their own plastic utensils and eat with their hands.  Papa, moroho, sweet potatoes, squash, and (hallelujah, praise the lord), beef buried in fatty tissue.  I leave the fat and the bones and ‘M’e Mabokang grabs them off my plate.

Did you miss me?

It’s been two months (did you notice?) since I’ve sent a Public Letter.  No Internet for Madeline!  There have been so many experiences:  my neighbor who spent 9 years in jail for refusing to participate in the military coup;  the 13-year old orphan I’ve adopted against everyone’s advice (she doesn’t live here;  I just give her food);  my dreaded trips to the pump, where the women love laughing at my inability to carry buckets of water on my head; teachers who sleep with their high school and older elementary school students;  rape in this town.  But each vignette is a letter in itself.  I’ll save them for later, or put them in the letters from those of you who are kindly writing by hand.

It’s time for “Pula!”

Corn is wilting in the fields.  It’s been 18 scorching days without rain, supposedly “autumn” (Sept. by USA equivalents), but it’s hotter than ever.  I heard that Lesotho pays South Africa for its own water, since they control mountain waters in a couple state-of-the-art South-Africa-built dams.  The “Pula” of the Sesotho greeting, “Khotso!  Pula!  Nala!” (peace, rain, prosperity) is non-existent.  May it rain here soon, may we collect the rain in buckets and barrels, and where you are, may you collect many fertile, best days in your memories.

Madeline

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