Public Letter 13:  Down the Other Side of the Mountain
(April 29, 2008/copy c)
 

Four months since my last public letter.  

 

Four months since my last public letter.  Four months that held the death of my brother David, the death of orphan Dintle.  A flight to the USA in February 2008 to share in an Oregon memorial for David, held amidst tall pines of Portland's lovely Unitarian Universalist Fellowship.  A walk to the next village of Ha Koali in Lesotho to see the grave of Dintle.  No money for a funeral for her – just an unmarked stone atop a hill that overlooks dry valleys and distant mountains.

 

Two deaths that intersected in my life ~ a brother I'd known my entire life.  A neighbor girl I'd known barely a year.  A brother who'd spent his last years investing wisely in the stock market.  A girl without a penny to her name, who somehow survived through the kindness of neighbors and strangers.  On the last day of both their lives, they both joked and laughed.

 

There are more parallels and ironies, but perhaps they are more private than public.  Suffice it to say that two showers of grief befell me simultaneously.  When I returned to Lesotho after three weeks away, the sunsets were stunning.  

 

Had David and Dintle met?  Were they trying to tell me something?  Sunsets seem an unlikely afterlife symbol of either Eeyore Dave or gentle Dintle.  And yet – what do I know of the Everafter?  Day after day, the sunsets keep rolling in, brilliant reds, fading to soft fire.  Complex clouds softening into night.  I search the skies each evening, hear whispers:  rejoice, rejuvenate, be calm, be alive.  

 

Starting Down the Mountain
 

On this two year Peace Corps Mountain, I've summited and am coming down the other side.  Gone is the excitement and amazement of year 1.  The stars at night continue to take my breath away, but five-hour jolting taxi rides to cover a mere 60 miles no longer elicit notice.  Teaching practices that exasperated and dismayed me seem normal, as do primary schools without window panes or desks.  I rarely take out my camera these days.  The Sesotho language continues to be a struggle:  I improve when I study, plateau when I don't.  I continue to miss friends, though our letters coming and going to one another across the seas have flowed to a trickle.

 

Two years is not enough to accomplish great things, but it's more than enough to look at a desperately poor country, to wrestle with an unfamiliar culture.

 

At my college lecture today, we examined the statement, "Lesotho remains underdeveloped, in part, because of its gender-insensitive traditions and policies."  Discussion was spirited as we listed:
 

The gift of cows or money given to the bride's family before marriage

Rape of girls

Violence to women

Inability of women to inherit land

Right of a younger brother to marry his brother's widow

Inheritance to the oldest son, rather than to the widow

Inability of women to borrow money without a husband's signature

Right of a man to determine when it is time for the next child to be born

A man's decision as final, such as selling a car without consulting a wife

Men's lack of participation in domestic chores and the raising of children

The lack of enforcement of child support, such as when a man leaves for another woman or for work in the mines in South Africa 

 

Development is more than creating jobs.  Yet it is unfair to point too critically at Lesotho's retrenched policies and traditions.  The failure to develop has external factors that are even more crippling than internal ones:  the way a wealthier world buys Lesotho's resources cheap, and sells them back at great cost.  The scars of colonialism.  The realities of neo-colonialism.  The lack of opportunity at every turn.

 

How Can You See Your Own Country?
 

Still, I see solutions everywhere.  Beauty and potential everywhere.  I want Lesotho to seize its moment – majestic mountains, clean air, no traffic jams, unspoiled children, and for Africa, a relatively educated citizenry.  I want Basotho to see the uniqueness of their country, to find power in ancient customs.  Yet to do this one has to have traveled.  How can you know what's unique – except in comparative terms? Basotho people think the few tourists that trickle through come to see Mohale Dam or to buy straw Basotho hats.  How do I explain that the world is full of lovely dams and junky souvenirs?  How can I warn them about throwing away the wisdom of sangoma traditional healers or intricacies of lithema mud wall patterns?  A frequent fantasy I have is that I could put everyone on a bus and travel through South Africa to neighboring Swaziland, a similarly small, land-locked country, but one that somehow has trees, has tourism, has beautiful arts and crafts, has a larger middle class.  "See?"  I'd say.  "This is possible."

 

What Next for Madeline?
 

Soon to be as unemployed as most of my Basotho neighbors, my thoughts now turn to "what next?"  I've gambled, thinking that development would be a swell late-in-life profession for me.  Thus I'm looking at the UN, Peace Corps, World Vision, and Lesotho College of Education as possible next employers, but I'm a sadder, wiser applicant, more knowledgeable that development is a career with a tiny window for "accomplishment."  Working in a poor country is deeply humbling.  Though I've found no Buddhists here, the words Thich Nhat Han resonate.  

 

Smiling is very important. If we are not able to smile, then the world will not have peace. It is not by going out for a demonstration against nuclear missiles that we can bring about peace. It is with our capacity of smiling, breathing, and being peace that we can make peace.
***
You who are journalists, writers, citizens, you have the right and duty to say to those you have elected that they must practice mindfulness, calm and deep listening, and loving speech. This is a universal thing, taught by all religions.
 
***
 
To let you know I do smile, despite reflections in these letters, I'll share three vignettes from this week.

 
Fine
            

Four-year old neighbor Mutsuane stares up at me and says in English. "Fine."  I look down as his wide, serious eyes and remember I've forgotten to ask him, "How are you?"  But he knows the answer.

 

I pass several houses, hurrying to town.  Small children Mutsuane's age yell at me, "Fine!"  Mutsuane seems to have been coaching the neighbors.

            

On the other hand, the little neighbor girl on the other side, Thabellang (the name means "we are rejoicing") bursts into smiles as I go for water in the morning, "How are you?"  I answer "Fine.  How are you, Thabellang?"  She repeats, "How are you?"  I smile.  "How are you?" she yells, as my steps take me farther away.  "How are you?"  Now it's a little echo that follows me, long after she's out of sight. "How are you?"  How are you?"

 

Closer to town, children see me coming, far in the distance.  They jump up and run out to meet me with the greeting. "Bye, bye, 'M'e Lerato.  Bye, bye!"

 

Coming back from town finally, the sun is setting.  High school boys nod politely, "Good morning, madam."  Good thing I'm not an English teacher.

 

The Staff Photo
 

I had an odd experience last week when I was observing teachers.  One particular teacher was in year 4 of the distance education program, ready to graduate.  She did a wonderful class session, with her 7th graders enthusiastic and involved.  I took photos of her with her many girl students, then one with her and her two male students.  And a photo of her own two grinning sons who attend the same school.  

 

She signed the observation form, pleased at my comments.  Then the principal handed her another form, on which she'd evaluated the teacher as "poor" in every category – lesson planning, attendance, leadership, punctuality.  The teacher frowned, reading it, and just as I was taking a staff photo, she burst into the tears. 

 

 "The principal has been mean and jealous, every since I started this program," she explained, as we walked toward my car, to exit.  I looked at the photo later in my digital camera – a teaching staff wreathed in smiles, but one teacher oddly crying

 

No problems
 

A unit in the education module is about guidance and counseling.  It talks about changes in Basotho society:  school classes with an average of 50% orphans, many of them acting as heads of households; children stressed by parents who are alcoholic or parents who are ill;  the detrimental effects of violence against women and the rape of young girls. Early sex, including sex with teachers;  pregnancy;  school drop-outs;   increasing prevalence of drugs.  I call on a young male teacher who looks a bit bored, "What problems do your students have, Ntate?"

 

"They have no problems, Madam," he answers sincerely.

 

In conclusion
 

In conclusion, I can borrow from Midwest radio star Garrison Keillor, reminding you all that I live in Mount Moorosi, ‘where all the children are fine, where all the teachers are smiling, and where, sincerely, there are no problems.’

 

Madeline
 
ADDRESS:        1/2007 – 11/30/08
Madeline Uraneck  / ('M'e Lerato)
PO Box 172
Mt. Moorosi, 750  (Quthing District)
LESOTHO ** * AFRICA 
 
E-mail –globalmaddy@gmail.com  (I get to an Internet sites about every 3 to 6 weeks):
On the other hand, I love "real" mail!  92 cents to air mail a letter from USA to Lesotho
                        
After 1/2009:
C/o Marilee Sushoreba
1818 Adams Street
Madison WI 53711 *** USA
(608) 255-0772  
E-mail:  msushore@facstaff.wisc.edu
 
PREVIOUS PUBLIC LETTERS BY MADELINE ARE NOW ON THE INTERNET.  Click on
http://www.globalmaddy.moederogall.com/    
and you'll find:
 
1.       First Impressions (November 11, 2006) 
2.       First Impressions, Continued:  A Mountain Village (November 16, 2006) 
3.       HIV/AIDS in Lesotho (December 4, 2006) 
Published in WorldView Magazine: http://www.woldviewmagazine.com/issues/dispatches.cfm?id=44
4.       What's Your Name?  4 Weeks in a Basotho Village (December 31, 2006) 
5.       One Day Down: 724 to go (January 3, 2007) 
6.       Collecting Best Days (February 26, 2007) 
7.       What Can I Send You?  (March 24, 2007) 
8.       Madeline Learns about Orphans (April 18, 2007) 
9.       Hello, Neighbors:  Swaziland (May 20, 2007)  
10.     9 Vignettes – Books, Bribes & Baths (June 9, 2007) 
11.     Why Lesotho Doesn't Work, 5 Funerals, 1 Mountain (September 1, 2007)
12.     Candles on My Christmas tree (December 1, 2007)
Published in Dec 2007 Web page of Wisconsin Network for Peace & Justice
http://www.wnpj.org/node/9206
13.  Down the Other Side of the Mountain (April 29, 2008)
 
My article about Lesotho, published on the first page of Madison, Wisconsin's August 2, 2007 weekly independent newspaper Isthmus: http://www.thedailypage.com/isthmus/article.php?article=8019
won the 2007 Wisconsin Newspaper Assn Award in the "Best Feature" category.
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