Public Letter #9:  Hello, Neighbors - SWAZILAND

May 20, 2007

There are 52 diverse countries in Africa.  Few people have been to all, or even many – maybe a few Africanists.  People here with money and contacts travel to Europe or North America….  So, now that you have a few mental images of Lesotho, let me tell take you on a quick tour of neighboring Swaziland.

The most amazing thing about Swaziland was not Swaziland, but was South Africa, though which we had to travel to get to Swaziland.  All the images I had about the “new” South Africa – Nelson Mandela, Desmond Tutu, and the Truth & Reconciliation Commission – dissolved as our rented car sped past shanty towns.

In my mind, Lesotho and Swaziland, both tiny countries with many similarities, form two vertical bars of the letter H, and the cross bar is South Africa, which we crossed to get from one to the other.  H for “Hello, neighbors!”

SWAZILAND

Swaziland is much what Lesotho would look like if Lesotho hadn’t cut down all its trees, and if it were more affluent.  It is a mountainous country, but the mountains are green and beautiful, bathed in mists and clouds.  It is noticeably more affluent, neat white and red-tiled houses spilling down the mountain sides.  Like in Lesotho, people were warm, open, friendly.

We stayed at a Backpackers Lodge in Milwane Wildlife Preserve, merely 30 minutes outside Mbabane, another tiny capital city.  This is one of those remarkable preserves where one walks amidst the animals, rather than drives through, seeing them only through binoculars from a jeep.  So we walked among wild pigs, a plethora deer whose names I wasn’t familiar with.  We saw sleepy crocodiles in the water and were enchanted by the shy, elegant zebras.

I’ve never been a person who wanted to go on a safari, and indeed, most Africans have themselves never seen a lion or tiger.  But animals in the wild are stunning.  One had the vision, walking among the waterfalls and tall grasses of Milwane, how the world looked before so many of us, human beings, took it over.

SWAZILAND’S NOTORIOUS DISTINCTION

Swaziland is the world’s #1 HIV country (South Africa #2, Lesotho #3).  A tragic statistic.  Indeed, until the AIDS pandemic hit, Swaziland had been taken off the list of countries that host Peace Corps Volunteers, so affluent had it become.  But with HIV/AIDS, Peace Corps was invited back, and a small handful of Volunteers all work in its health sector.

Unlike Lesotho, we saw lots of billboards.  All showed sophistication in tackling the disease, like “A friend with AIDS is still a friend.”

SWAZILAND:  CRAFTS MECCA

The real reason I’d gone to Swaziland, with two fellow Volunteers, ‘Lizbeth and Sara (of Sara up the hill), was to get some fabric for my bare rondaval walls.  I felt like a hypocrite to leave Lesotho to buy crafts from a country that has exactly the same crafts as Lesotho.  But Lesotho has not developed its crafts industry, or its tourism network, both of which flourish in Swaziland.

We bought baskets from GONE RURAL, a women’s cooperative (it has a web site) whose profits go to supporting AIDS orphans.  The cooperative sends up trucks to the mountains where local women gather a unique mountain grass.  The grass-laden trucks return to Mbabane and cooperative workers dye them, then take the multi-colored grasses back to the mountain women.  The women weave them into breathtakingly beautiful baskets, which are sold back at the cooperative and over the Web site at fair prices.  

At a local market, we bought batiks of beautiful drawings.  Two fascinating and dedicated European women have had a hand in shaping both ventures.  The Western / Northern taste appreciates certain images, colors.   We wondered what the indigenous batiks and baskets had looked liked.

SOUTH AFRICA – METAPHOR FOR THE WORLD

I grew up on Doris Lessing’s novels of South Africa.  I remember her writing of the open spaces and stark beauty of the land.  The South African landscape was no disappointment – vistas that dwarf Idaho’s Big Sky country, 360 degree awesome hues, shapes, vastness.

On one hand, it was shocking to realize that just 5-6 hours from my mountain site, across Lesotho’s borders, were fancy shopping malls, pharmacies that sell L’Oreal make-up, movie-plexes, and restaurants.  South Africa is a “first world” country.

On the other hand, the poverty of South African blacks, and the open racism of many of its white Boers, was a slap in the face.

We stopped at a gas station and asked for directions.  The black gas attendant gestured for us to go ask the white gas station owner.  That happened repeatedly.

At another gas station, we asked if there was a bank or ATM anywhere nearby.  “There is no bank here,” a black woman answered.  Whereupon customers in the shop, overhearing her, shouted indignantly, “Oh, my gosh!  There’s a bank just a block away!”  and proceeded to give us directions, looking scornfully in the woman’s direction.

Back in the car, we reflected that if you’re dirt poor, you don’t put your money in a bank.  Banks here charge outrageous fees, for example, you have to pay a fee just to learn your balance.  If you’re living on pennies, every penny counts.  Anyway, we could see why blacks preferred we ask whites for directions.

The most striking difference between South Africa and our Lesotho / Swazi experiences was that when we approached blacks in South Africa, they looked down at the ground or away from us.  Mind, we were tourists.  Indistinguishable from Boers.  When you’re murdered or harassed for your relations with whites for several centuries, you don’t exactly jump up and say, “Hi!  Where y’all from?”

Still, when we got back to Lesotho, we said, “Thank God!”  By comparison, Lesotho is marvelously friendly.  We were also glad we lived in a community where, forgive me for saying this, everyone is poor.  The democracy of poverty.  Rather than the painful daily injustice of poverty surrounded by wealth.  The stark contrast of one’s own (black) poverty amidst the (white) mansions, swimming pools, Peugeots, and casual designer fashions.

I read somewhere that South Africa, with its 10% wealthy whites and 90% poor blacks, is but a metaphor for the world – 10% Northern wealth contrasted with 90% Southern poverty.  If we Americans enjoy feeling outraged by South African politics and race relations, it’s only because it’s one of the few countries that allows our own race relations to seem comparatively “advanced.”  

H for Hello.  Hello, neighbors – Swaziland and South Africa.  Hello, big world.  Hello to you, dear friends.  I hope you are well.
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