Public Letter #21
Madeline’s Mountain Schools Desk Project

This letter is intended as a HUGE thank you to 100 friends who gave $10,000 in donations large and small, to help me deliver 100 desks and school materials to 4 schools in Lesotho!  The desks seat 2 kids to a desk, or 3 if they’re skinny.  So thanks to you, 250 kids are sittin’ pretty.
Thank goodness my original application got turned down

My original goal was to build a school at Pulane village.  Thank goodness the proposal to the American Embassy in Maseru, step #1, didn’t come through.  Because I had enough trouble with 400 desks.  I shudder to think what would have happened if I’d gotten that grant.

Having failed to build a school, I thought, “Well, the least I can do is to get some desks to some schools.”


I chose the four schools for different reasons:  two had barely any furniture at all, and two were schools nearest my village, whose teachers and kids had worked with me over three years.  There’s virtually no school in the entire country that couldn’t use 25 desks in good condition.  This is a country of schools without windows, heaters, or textbooks, much less computers, libraries or colorful wall posters.
My original idea had been to employ men in the four villages to build the desks, thus creating not only desks but short-term jobs.  But visits (bump, bump, hours in sweaty taxis) to the four villages showed this was impractical.  People not only didn’t have tools, they didn’t have skills.  I didn’t have skills – more importantly I didn’t have time.  My Last-Months-in-Lesotho-clock was ticking.

“No problem” to build 50 desks

So my neighbor Bonga came to me and told me he could build 50 desks in two weeks.  I’d been in Lesotho long enough to know that there’s a tendency to under-estimate the time things take, so I disregarded the “two weeks” estimate.  But I went to see some work he’d done, saw that he had a nice furniture shop in town, and said, “OK, let’s try 50 desks.  I’ll pay for materials up front, then labor when you’re done.  If you do a good job, you can build the next 50.”

So I plunked down the first R20,000 ($2,000), and left town, to work at my college.  Months passed.  No word from Bonga.  No desks.  Neighbors told me he was now driving a new car.

The stomach sank.  Not that there’s not corruption all over Lesotho – but this was my friends’ money.  My project.  So I arranged to have a talk with Bonga.  “No problem,” he told me.  “Some delays.  Desks will be coming.  Don’t worry.”

I worried.  Another month:  no progress.  This time I went back to Mt. Moorosi and called a meeting of the four principals.  We discussed civil rights activism tactics:  students could make signs and picket his furniture shop.  We could put his shop out of business.

Word started to trickle around town, I guess, because after a week I got a desearate call from Bonga, “Call your people off!  They are ruining me.”

“The desks, Bonga?”  I asked.  “They are coming!” he fairly shouted.

But this time my time was truly up and I walked into big office supply construction yards in big Maseru and ordered the 50 remaining more desks.  “No problem,” they said.  “Give us three days.”
Even the big guys struggled

Well, it took even the big guys a week, and I tried not to feel too responsible when they told me the roads to Masia village had broken an axel and they had to send for a wrecker.  But they also said parents and kids danced on the road when the truck arrived, and carried the desks up their mountain, four kids to a desk, singing all the way.  Sorry I wasn’t there to see it.

Meanwhile, back in Mt. Moorosi, all was not well.  The workmen, feeling that they’d never get paid once I left the country, had delivered 25 desks, but locked the remaining ones in a storeroom, holding them hostage from me and Bonga.

“Work it out,” I told Bonga.  I left for Namibia.  I fully expected a cell phone text message that the final desks had been delivered and that Bonga was billing me for the final payment, to be deposited in his bank account.

Returning to Lesotho, the long way
But no call came.  “Damn!” I said, in Sesotho.  I realized I was going to have to bus, taxi, bump and shudder back across Namibia, South Africa, Maseru to Mt. Moorosi, re-tracing my steps, to make sure the project was closed.  I grit my teeth and traveled, non-stop, across three countries.

When I arrived in Mt. Moorosi, things went so smoothly, you’d never know there was a problem.  The warehouse was unlocked; Bonga was gracious and proud of his work; the desks were piled high on a truck.  I went with the driver, not fully confident the vehicle could summit the mountain.  I’d been to Pulane village four times, but had never seen a vehicle there.

But we summited.  It was sunny and windy, and guys unloaded the truck in minutes.  The only sad thing was that no one was there.  It was after school, and two of the three teachers were “away.”  This is the school where my murdered friend Halieo had taught.  I’d intended at least to spend the night, and was vacillating about teaching there a half year – no other job offer on the table at that point.

My courage leaves me

But as I stood there, I got the most forlorn feeling.  The wind was intense, it was a lonely valley, and I knew how few resources there were, material or human.  I said to the driver, “Do you mind if I come back to Mt. Moorosi with you?”  As I hopped it, I felt like a total coward,  like a dog with its tail between its legs, leaving a deposit of a few desks instead of the full talents and connections I’d been considering.  Back down the mountain we bumped, over the river, paths, dongas, past the cliffs, river, curves, more dongas, river again.
So, all four schools had desks.  I have photos of the 6th graders in Sekhonyana, dancing exultantly when their desks were delivered, and photos of the unloading atop Pulane mountain, and pre-desk photo, the poor little first graders in Masia sitting on paint cans, as well as the pre-desk furniture-less classroom in Pulane.

Each of the principals gave me a list of materials they school needed, and the desk gift was also accompanied by cash enough to buy such things as a school bell to ring, cement for a non-dirt floor, books for a library, and panes to replace broken windows before winter winds arrived again.

Hardly ‘Three cups of tea’
Even the simplest project in a developing country takes a ton of effort.  This was hardly the Three Cups of Tea victorious building of schools or changing of lives.  But I love the respect it conveys – learning is a serious matter and learning deserves a nice place to sit.  
I wish to thank each of you who contributed.  I also want to thank Friends of Lesotho, a modest organization comprised mainly of returned Peace Corps Volunteers, who managed the accounting and tax exempt receipt of donations.
Madeline

