Public Letter #3 – HIV / AIDS in Lesotho
December 4, 2006

A village near Maseru, Lesotho

I imagined that during my two year of Peace Corps service, HIV/AIDS would be the theme of every letter.  Yet I noticed something remarkable yesterday.  Even after only 3 weeks here, I’m starting not to notice the “Combat HIV”; “Fight HIV, not HIV people”;  “Know your status”; “ABC” (“Abstinence, Be faithful, Condoms”) signs peppered here and there.  Well, it’s a government, not commercial campaign, so one has to admit that the signs are drab.  They’re painted on all the primary schools:  “Mahfateng Primary – HIV affects everyone” and are downtown here and there.  But it’s not as if someone was trying to sell us dish soap or cell phones or Nikes.  The messages are tired and small.
Saturdays are for funerals

Saturdays are for funerals.  The Volunteers who’ve been here a year say that they have to be cautious of the number of funerals they attend.  The whole village is invited, but the Basotho people seem stoic about all these deaths.  To grieve fully would unleash a tsunami of tears. Who has time for grieving amidst planting sorghum and gathering firewood and eeking out a living?
No one dies of AIDS here

Deaths are seldom attributed to HIV/AIDS.  One’s mother dies of a “cold” or “a cough”, or maybe even a disease with a name – tuberculosis.  There is enormous fear of contracting AIDS, and great misunderstandings of it.  Most of all is the social stigma of it:  one’s family is shunned; the HIV-positive person is shunned.  There are now HIV networks;  brave people, open with their positive HIV status, start discussions, challenge people to get tested, and to to know their status.  But this is a relatively new movement.

As trainees, we’ve had three workshops on HIV/AIDS – all fascinating.  The first one was by our Peace Corps doctor – “return home healthy.”  He showed us a video of five Peace Corps Volunteers who acquired HIV while serving (none in Lesotho, by the way).  Their stories, told amidst tears, filmed in the US Appalachian foothills, brought us to tears.  It’s easy to plan to be celibate while serving, but the reality  is that most Volunteers are in their twenties, that the Basotho people are beautiful and engaging human beings, that service abroad is full, rich, often lonely, and that life moves on, including sex.  With my age and current inclination, I feel more immune than most to the possibility of finding a sex partner here, but nonetheless, our first HIV/AIDS lesson was riveting.
Then we moved on to lessons about cultural differences.  Here it’s important to note that the Basotho were once a polygamous people.  Kings had dozens of wives (one is rumored to have had 141 wives).  Today this translates as couples being married, but being perhaps not as shocked as Americans are when one learns of one’s spouse’s ongoing affair.  Both men and women do it, and both “pretend” not to notice.  Lesotho’s economic fragility helps this along.  Men go to the diamond mines or South African factories for months on end.  There they may have not only mistresses but entire other families – wives and children.

You wouldn’t eat candy with the wrapper still on

Condoms aren’t popular.  One myth is that they contain worms; another is that white people are trying to prevent Africans from multiplying.  “You wouldn’t eat a candy with the wrapper still on,” high school boys can say in English, a choice phrase.  Women don’t feel they can make their husbands wear a condom.  The idea that a woman is not the “mistress” of her own body is reinforced by the tradition of “buying” a wife with cattle.  Even modern families still present the wife-to-be’s family with a monetary dowry.  While modern day, urban Basotho are undoubtedly as “liberated” as westerner’s in bed (we heard some graphic descriptions from our trainers about sex ‘then and now’), condoms remain unpopular.  Perhaps young people DO use them.  Sale and distribution of condoms is measurable and it is up.
No one wants to talk about sex
One of the biggest problems seems that no one feels COMFORTABLE talking about sex.  Peace Corps Volunteers do it; NGO workers do it, but our Basotho trainers, who are college educated and sophisticated, say they can’t bring themselves to talk to their kids about sex.  And after all, are we so very different?
Current Peace Corps Volunteers urge us to begin talking about sex (in general) and AIDS (in particular) as soon as possible in our English classes and teacher workshops.  “You may not make a difference in their lives teaching transitive and intransitive verbs, but you CAN make a difference by saving their lives,” a trainer said to us.
Still, it’s not just my tiny vocabulary that keeps me from bring up the subject with my host mother and women neighbors.  On my second day here in the village, the neighbor’s “N’tate” (dad) came home from the mines.  He had some extra time, money, or both, and showed up.  
Bed springs creak at night

“N’tate” was young, handsome, and quiet.  He didn’t play with the kids, and seemed at a loss for things to do around the house or village, as his teen-aged son and nephew (from a brother who died of AIDS last year) pumped water, tended the cattle, pigs and chickens, watered the garden, washed clothes, cooked, etc.  But at night, the whole house rocked.  You’ve heard that sound before, bed springs creaking.  Even next door, I could hear it.  I thought the entire village might wake.  In the morning, he was off, back to the mines, not to be home again till Christmas.

Well, I’d momentarily forgotten that that Basotho sleep around.  But two nights later the neighbor’s house was rocking again at 2:00 am.  And two nights later, and two nights later.  There’s probably more here than my simplistic assumptions merit, but there’s no way I want to talk to the neighbor woman about it.  Primarily, it’s none of my darnn business.  On the other hand, I have access to all the free condoms in the world during these two years.  She’s the “mom”  of a houseful of delightful kids, and HIV rages in her country.  Woman-to-woman, couldn’t we, shouldn’t we talk?
Yet the cloak of silence falls fast.  
Ashamed  and afraid to be tested

Our trainers say they will NOT get tested.  Why?  “Because to know would kill you.  You’d die faster – just the stress and fear and the social ostracism.”  Can I blame them?  Is NOT an HIV test scary?  7 of 8 people who test here test positive – but that’s a squewed statistic, since people who finally do get tested probably already know for sure they have AIDS.  The UN statistic for AIDS in Lesotho is 23%, though most medical personnel think it’s closer to 30% - and climbing.  The “and climbing” is the scary fact.  Women are more susceptible than men, and among women 25-35, the rate is over 40%.  With so many women in this age group as teachers, that’s one reason why schools are in crisis.  The implication of losing literacy has decades of devastating implications.  Can a country disappear?

Invisible orphans

Anyway, I THOUGHT somehow I’d have to face HIV everyday and be surrounded by dozens of pathetic, heart-wrenching orphans.  To my surprise, it’s much more invisible.  Of the five children in my village family, who include two HIV/AIDS “double orphans” (both parents deceased), the two orphans are the “cheerful” ones.  I asked Tankiso, whose mother died last year, how he liked living in this village, rather than the capital city where he was raised, and he smiled and said in English.  “I like it.  There is much food in this village.”  He’s the one who goes running with me early in the mornings.  A totally engaging 15 year old, always humming songs, cheerfully doing errands, promptly coming when called.  A kid who knows what “lucky” means, who knows the relief and value of “parents.”
There is a full moon rising majestically over the plains.  Our dirt courtyard is alive with laughing children, helping “M’e” (mom) sift and winnow the corn, which will be ground to corn meal then cooked into “papa” – the one endlessly available food.  The children are starting to cook over iron pots outside.  I’m typing in my little room by kerosene lamp and candlelight, watching my battery light go from “60% of power available” to “20 % available.”  Time to end, though the HIV/AIDS commentary will continue.
Holiday wishes from this summery, cool, mountain kingdom…
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