Public Letter #18:  Two murders
July 22, 2009

I know months have passed since my last public letter.  Frankly, I got stuck.  I was in a different place than you.  You were asking, “When are you coming home?  What are you going to do next?”  Or “How is that desk building project coming?’

But I was back here pondering two murders.  As in that pause before I told you about the death of my brother and the orphan Dintle, I didn’t want to be a downer, dragging you, my friends, through sad stories.
But the purpose of my public letters is two-fold:  1) to help me remember the details and emotions of my time here, and 2) secondly, to share it with you.  So skip this letter if you don’t want to follow me on this particular path.
I’ll back-track to March 2009, where my heart and head remain, and tell you about the second murder, then the first.

The second murder
In my 2 ½ years here, I’ve made four wonderful women friends, all teachers.  Halieo (pronounced hah-DEE-oh) and Lingoane (pron. deen-GWAN-ney) were two teachers I found in the remote mountain village, Pulane, where I wanted to build the little school.  The first time I visited, arriving well past dark (I was surprised that neither of them were surprised), all three of us slept together in Lingoane’s big bed, giggling.  I gave them my cold;  they gave me their bed bugs.

The two women were inseparable friends, always laughing, obviously making life in the village fun and important for one another and others around them.

Their teaching assignment was a tough one.  Halieo had been there for 14 years, starting as a volunteer teacher, finally being hired by the School Committee, then enrolling in (my) distance education program to get certified.  Lingoane had been there for 4 years.  The school was 45 minutes from the road, up hill.  You didn’t start walking till you’d been on the bus for 2 to 3 hours – bump, bump, bump – crossing and re-crossing the river – then you re-crossed the river on foot after you got off the bus.

The village of Pulane is just spit on the side of the mountain.  A few old women living in huts, a chief who’s not quite all there in the head, and a hundred children, half of them orphans, who somehow rise from the rubble each day to attend the little school.  The school is everything to them.  
So, on a Sunday evening in March, Halieo got off the last bus.  It was twilight, autumn.  She’d been visiting her mother in the hospital in the camp town, Quthing.  At 6 pm, Lingoane went to her rondavel and knocked, expecting her to be home by then.  Later, Lingoane figured that 6:00 was exactly the time that Halieo was being murdered.

A shepherd fell into step with her as she left the road.  He was a former student;  she’d last taught him in 3rd grade;  he’d dropped out of school after 5th grade and had been in the mountains for several years.  He hadn’t been seen in the village, where his grandmother still lived, for months.
Later, he told the police that he “proposed love to Halieo and she insulted me.”  She even spit in his face.  But another neighbor was following them, and the young man split off the path from Halieo, heading toward home.

The next part is scary.  The road at this point is absolutely isolated – no houses.  If Halieo had turned back, or chosen any other way to go home, maybe she’d be alive.  But she followed her usual path home, past a little creek.  At that point, in the darkness, the young man had made a circle and ambushed her. One shoe was found near the creek, another in the woods between the creek and the school.

Did he murder her, then rape her?  Or rape her, then murder her?  To Lingoane the order of what happened is important. Halieo once told Lingoane that she’d rather die than be raped.  We only know that she, a small, slender, beautiful, woman, fought mightily.  She screamed.  Villagers heard screams, but never imagined a murder.
Was she running without shoes over small boulders?  The boy chased her, caught her repeatedly. Finally he pummeled her to death with one, then another sharp stones.

The story gets worse.  He raped her, and left her to bleed to death in front of the school.

The next day was Monday.  He slept, then came back to the school in the early morning, re-dressed her, and tried to hide her body in the weeds just in front of the school.  But too late.  Small children were arriving for their school day, and they found her.

Lingoane, walking to school at 8 am that morning, was met with shrieking, crying first and second graders, “Madam is beaten!  Madam is beaten!”  they were delirious.  Lingoane set off at a run, and could not comprehend the scene.  Too much blood.  All over the playground.  Her disheveled, crumpled friend.

To me the saddest part is that after an hour of mayhem and confusion, when parents gathered, when Grant the South African guy who runs a little orphanage was sent for, then tore off to get the police on his motor bike, Lingoane and the children formed a circle around Halieo’s body.  They found her shoes and put them on, smoothed her skirt.
The police arrived in record time – 3 hours.  Of that time, for at least 2 hours, Lingoane, the other two teachers, and all the children, sang hymns to ‘M’e Halieo.  Oh, that breaks my heart!  If you could see how small these children are!  Singing to their blood-covered teacher.
The young man was apprehended easily.  He was in his grandmother’s hut, washing blood from his clothes.  He denied nothing.  The policeman, sobbing because he, too, was a friend of Halieo, took him to jail in the camp town, where he remains today.

Violence amidst beauty

This valley is incredibly beautiful – something like Colorado.  There’s a distant waterfall.  Sheep and goats graze on steep hillsides.  The sunsets are spectacular.  The mind cannot accept violence amidst such beauty.  We need the why‘s.

Some of the why’s came when it was discovered that Halieo’s rape was the boy’s sixth.  His first murder, but his 6th rape of both women and girls.  Each had complained to Pulane’s chief, a relative of the boy’s, but the boy had gone un-apprehended.  Because he was a shepherd, the rapes were distant from one another, and none of the women knew of the rapes of the others.  Each thought she was the only one.

Townspeople describe the young man as a short, dirty boy, disliked by other children.  To this day I don’t know his name.  The story hasn’t appeared in the newspaper or on the radio.
The story continues.  Halieo was to be buried at her parent’s village.  The funeral would be too far for the school children to attend.  Knowing they needed to deal with this trauma in some way, the three teachers planned a memorial service at the primary school.

The memorial service 

I attended the memorial service.  It was a crisp autumn day.  I’d had to arrive the night before and had NOT hiked up the mountain in the dark, though I very much wanted to be with Lingoane.  More than 300 teachers and children attended, the farthest-distant getting up at 4 in the morning and hiking down steep mountain paths to be there at 9 am.  Three schools of children were in attendance, all in uniform – the primary school children;  the 7th graders who had to go to another primary school because their little school lacked a 7th grade; and the entire neighboring secondary school, all of whom had been taught by ‘Miss Ntomane’, as she was known.

We sat outside on benches, and the CHILDREN conducted the service.  It was healing, poignant, powerful.  They told what they’d remember about her.  They’d made pictures of flowers, which she loved.  They explained that they would not walk on the playground at the place where she’d been killed.  Most amazing of all, they did a role play about the rape of a girl.
In the role play, the blame for the rape is not on the boy, but on the chief.  In the role play, the chief will not listen when the girl says she has been raped, nor will the village councilman.  The audience howled.  They knew exactly who was being parodied.

The teachers later explained to me that a school cannot operate in a vacuum.  This particular alcoholic, developmentally disabled chief, and the never-present, alcoholic councilman do not serve the village.  Pulane, with so many (old) (pregnant) women and (ragged) (hungry) orphans, needs resources.  Four, now three, teachers cannot be everything – parents, counselors, grocers, disciplinarians, preachers, mediators, cooks, planners, shoppers, builders, laborers.

At the service, there were many stories about ‘Miss Ntomane.’ The one I liked best was that after she’d worked as a volunteer for the school for three years, she told people that if she ever got hired by the School Committee, she’d throw a feast for the whole village.  And she did just that.  In her 4th year as a teacher, newly hired for a real salary, she spent her entire first paycheck to have a goat slaughtered, and treated everyone in the village for a feast of meat, vegetables, papa (corn meal mush).  At the feast she said, “I will teach in this village till the day I die.”  And many recalled that statement.

In another story, Lingoane told how her friend Halieo was generous to a fault.  She’d repeatedly give away their last sugar, or their last cup of beans, if she knew someone was truly hungry.  One day Lingoane came home and found there was no flour.  Halieo’d given it to the old grandmother living up the hill.  “No!” objected Lingoane.  “Go get it back!  I say, go get it back!”  But Halieo refused.  And the old grandmother in the story, of course, was the grandmother of the boy who’d murdered her.

Vicki’s irises  

There are two more small chapters to this story.  A month later I came back, bringing irises to plant.  Our Wisconsin Folklore Village friend Vicki Amble had passed away, 53 years of age, in Wisconsin.  Irises being one of the flowers Vicki loved, her husband Greg had offered them to friends.  He sent me some.  I decided that Vicki had a kind of gritty strength that somehow matched this story and its mountain setting.  So Vicki’s Wisconsin irises got involved in a planting ceremony we held for ‘M’e Halieo.  There was a Tibetan prayer flag, Jane Farwell dances, gospel singing.  It was another gorgeous, cold, autumn mountain day.  I was helping to create the healing I needed, inspired by little kids.
Kicking butt

Then I visited Pulane a month later.  Lingoane had somehow found a taekwondo expert, and decided the girls in school needed to learn self defense.  So I walked into a school where the girls were sparkly eyed and alive, yelling, kicking.  They were thrusting arms in unison, powerful, vital.  They weren’t wearing martial arts uniforms, not even slacks.  Just doing head-high kicks in their little red cotton school skirts.  Don’t mess with these gurls!

The first murder

The first murder was as complex, and has as many sub-stories, but I’ll make it shorter.  It happened during my first year in Lesotho, but I didn’t mention it in my public letters.  At the time it seemed private, not a part of the LESOTHO story.  Now it fits right in.

The girl who was murdered was Tumi.  She was the daughter of Teboho, a tall, brilliant, remarkable woman I’d met in the 1980’s when we were both graduate students at the University of Wisconsin.  I don’t know in those apartheid years how many black South African women attended UW-Madison, but Teboho was certainly the first I knew.

Now it was 2007.  The little baby boy she’d had with her in the 1980’s was 33 years old, and getting married.  I’d received an engraved wedding invitation and was honored to be a guest.  Teboho’s family lives in Pretoria, in a gated community in a ritzy suburb of South Africa’s capital city, and it was important for me in those days of comprehending poverty to meet real, warm, wonderful, but affluent families.
Somehow, in the time between when I bought a ticket to fly to South Africa and when I landed, Teboho’s daughter was murdered. She was murdered not in South Africa, but in New York City, where Teboho currently lives and teaches at NYU.  The young man wasn’t a shepherd but a former boyfriend of Tumi’s.  Like both murderers, he wasn’t a stranger, but someone “known.”  He suffocated Tumi with a pillow, then exited the apartment, leaving the radio playing.

Though Tumi was barely 20, she was mourned in multiple communities on two continents.  Her classmates at Mills College in California were outraged, and spoke out about violence against women.  Teboho’s colleagues at NYU held a memorial service.  But there were literally hundreds of people, all the same people who now came to her brother’s wedding, who had attended her funeral in Pretoria.  They had known her as a child.  They knew the family.  In African solidarity, they knew how to mourn a child.  Many thought it terrible that Tumi was murdered in a violent, dangerous country.
It was powerful.  The wedding, breathtakingly lovely and public, was book-ended by the family’s private grief.  It was palpable, unspoken.  You had only to look in eyes of any family member.  The strength of that family, choosing to celebrate joy amidst sorrow, was awesome.

So what have we here?  
So what have we here?  Two murders.  Two continents.  Two women in their prime.  Loved and valued by their families and communities.  
What we have here is violence against women.  The murders are linked to the AIDS pandemic – not that either woman was HIV positive – but that violence against women / refusal to wear condoms / assertion of the right to have sex, without love, with multiple partners is a part of cultures here and in the US that is SCREAMING at us.

Too often the screams are muffled.  In too many places rape is condoned.  Sex, so beautiful, so powerful, is somehow too close in the brain to anger, violence, rejection, desire to hurt, even destroy another.  

In combination, the murders exhaust me.  They are much harder to reconcile that the death of my brother, from a disease.  They remind me that the death of orphan Dintle was related to her rape, at age 9, by another shepherd boy, albeit a 7th grader / classmate.  In that case too, the chief refused to prosecute, saying both children were under-age.

So perhaps having my head and heart back here with this violence is part of what prevents me from returning to my “old life.”  As I have powerful and moving experiences, I change, and it takes a bit of time to find out in what ways I have changed.  What I want to “do” next?

Is it acceptable simply to grieve?  To howl at injustice?  To write poetry?  To spend a year with the small children who have witnessed atrocities?  To try to comprehend violence?  
So though these aren’t good answers, they are my answers of the moment to your questions, “When will you be home?  What will you do next?”  And with apologies, they account for my longer than usual pause between public letters.  
As I moved out of the village of Mt. Moorosi, neighbors said to me, and I say to you, “Tsumaea ka Khotso.”  Go in peace, 
Madeline 
Madeline Uraneck / ‘M’e Lerato
globalmaddy@gmail.com 
ADDRESSES:
	Until September 1, 2009:

c/o Peace Corps Lesotho

PO Box 554

Maseru 100

LESOTHO *** AFRICA

globalmaddy@gmail.com 
	After  Sept 2009:

C/o Marilee Sushoreba

1818 Adams Street

Madison WI 53711 *** USA
+(608) 255-0772   Her E-mail is:
msushore@tds.net


                        
Madison, Wisconsin’s independent weekly newspaper ISTHMUS printed two of my articles on the front page.  The 2007 article won the Wisconsin Newspaper Assn. Award in the “Best Feature” category.  Both articles include a gallery of photos.  (Thanks, ISTHMUS!)  

August 2, 2007, “Letter from Lesotho”

http://www.thedailypage.com/isthmus/article.php?article=8019
Dec 18, 2008, “Lessons from Lesotho”

http://www.thedailypage.com/isthmus/article.php?article=24620
 
MADELINE’S PUBLIC LETTERS & A FEW PHOTOS ARE ON THE INTERNET: (Thanks, Ben!)

http://www.globalmaddy.moederogall.com/      

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)

14.  The Crazy Lady on the Bus (June 12, 2008)
15.   Not Coming Back to the US (August 26, 2008)

16.   Guilt and Herd Boys (October 6, 2008)

17.  Youth, Old Age & the  Wild Coast (March 3, 2009)
18. Two Murders (July 22, 2009)
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