Public Letter #8:  Madeline Learns about Orphans

April 18, 2007

I should probably use a “not real name” since I’ll write about her a lot, so let’s call her Dintle (Beautiful).  She’s the orphan I mentioned in Public Letter #3 (One Day Down: 724 to go ,January 3, 2007), when my ‘M’e (host mom) took me to a hut just behind mine where two young women, age 13 and 19 were living.  The 19 year old was in bed, sick, with no money to go to the doctors (a clinic visit costs 40 Rand = $7), and the younger girl was doing dishes, washing clothes.  The house was sparsely furnished, but not the poorest I’ve seen. It sits on the side of  a steep hill, overlooking the beautiful Sebapala River valley.

Impregnated by a High School Teacher

Their story makes me furious.  Ntate (dad) died in 2001.  I think he was a miner, working in the South African mines, a place where many Basotho contract HIV/AIDS or TB or lung diseases.  The mines are not healthy places, and are symbols of cultural destruction, as they take the men from the community, with all that implies.  The ‘M’e (mom) got sick in 2005, and both girls, then in primary school, missed a lot of school those years, especially Neo, the older sister.  With sick parents, children are left to garden, find firewood, shop, cook, clean house, go to the stores for paraffin, shoe repair…

During 2005, Aussi (aussi is a title for unmarried girls) Neo, the older girl, then in 6th grade, was “befriended” by a high school teacher, from the prestigious high school up the hill.  You can imagine her vulnerability – having no dad, trying hard to help her mom, and feeling bad about missing school.  Needless to say, she was soon pregnant, and the rumors around the pump are that she had not one but three abortions in a two-year period.

The Road to Becoming a Village Tramp

I had only one chance to talk with Neo, soon after I arrived, and I tried to talk her into going back to school.  The problem is that she dropped out of PRIMARY school, and is now tall, beautiful, and 19.  She needs one more year (class 7) before any high school in the country will accept her.  My ‘M’e, who is a primary school principal, tried to talk her into going to HER school, a couple hours walk away, where there are 3 women in their 30’s, studying in classes 6 and 7.  With the gossip around the pump being particularly vicious, I can see why Aussi Neo wouldn’t want to go back to our local primary school.

In English, which Neo understands, I was trying to build her self esteem, saying things like “You can do it!  One year seems long now, but it will open many doors.  As a double orphan, you can get a full scholarship to high school.”  My ‘M’e, who tends toward stern and moral, was “translating” for  me.  Later I learned that she added her own little lectures, like, “And what kind of girl isn’t home at night?!  What do you think this neighborhood thinks of you?!  You should be ashamed of yourself!”

Aussi Neo left, almost in tears.  Given the “translation” I don’t think I’ll get a second shot at talking with her.  I heard she was working the local taxi ranks, plying the drivers for a little money (in exchange for ….).  And a month or so later, she’d gone to Johannesburg, which to this community is our “New York City”, and which is, for a young and beautiful and poor girl, a den of sin.  Two months later, I hear she’s back, no job, no money.

In the meantime, I decided I’d join those helping to feed Aussi Dintle.  My neighbors and Peace Corps volunteers advised me not to.  But I was interested in how Lesotho’s 180,000 orphans survive, and thought that it would be a good idea to get to know one.

Locking Out Rapists

Aussi Dintle sleeps, not in her own house, but in a neighbor’s house, to protect herself from the high school teacher and other men who know she’s an orphan living alone.  Her house had been broken into, including stones thrown through the windows, as men (the high school teacher) pursued her sister, refusing to take her “no’s” seriously.  Before I started giving her food, neighbors gave Dintle a bit of this, a bowl of that, keeping an eye out to see that she wasn’t getting too skinny.  The first time I sent her home with 12.5 Kilograms (25 lbs.) of maize meal (for “papa”), however, one family demanded that she re-pay in papa what they’d given her.  And now neighbors refuse to feed her, and tell her to go ask ‘M’e Lerato.  Hence beginning my education about interfering in neighborhood economies.

I was immediately concerned that Dintle would become more of a target for theft, as people would want to know what I’m giving her.  No secrets in this town.  Dintle also told me that kids at school were envious of her and taunted her, saying she has her own  “lehua” (white person).  I paid for her to be able to go to a track meet, where she ran a few feet and then stopped, seeing that she wasn’t going to win.  (Lots of kids do this.)  I paid for her (and other kids) to go on some field trips.  This is, after all, what parents do.  I feel strongly about giving kids opportunities.

Dintle is a tall, outgoing, friendly girl, and as for the teasing, I feel she can take care of herself.  She’s doesn’t like to study, reads poorly, has few math skills – again, not too unlike other kids in her class.  I try to tutor her now and then, but the school gives almost no homework.

Like many kids her age (me too at that age), Dintle lies adroitly.  She once came to me barefoot, saying her shoes (which we’d sent to the shoe repair man twice) were now too broken to use.  I bought a cheap pair of school shoes (she wanted expensive ones, promising she’d wear them for a 5 full years, and saying she’d do without cabbage, etc).  The next week I see her once again wearing her old shoes and her best friend wearing the new shoes.  As you see, there are many economies and networks I still don’t understand.

How Lesotho Feeds Orphans

Continuing orphan research, I trekked to the Social Services Dept.  They assured me trucks come to schools with orphan food through the United Nations World Food Program.  In reality, the schedule is irregular.  The last truck came here a year ago.  Trucks drop off huge sacks of maize meal, which are taken by parents, guardians, and neighbors.  In my school travels, I’ve seen long donkey processions, carrying the sacks from the drop off point to remote mountain villages.

Guardians Inherit Treasures

Dintle does have an official guardian – her grandmother (father’s mother), who lives in the adjoining village.  Dintle’s grandmother supports five children – as well as having “responsibility” for the two older girls, Dintle and Neo.  She is probably my age, speaks good English, limps (many older women suffer from various nutritional diseases that cause swelling of the legs).  All of her own children have died, so she has inherited their treasures ~ 2 toddlers, a first grader, and a 12 year old who now has a baby of her own.  They live all in one room, and one can see why Dintle and Neo have chosen to remain in their parent’s house, though one can also see what an enormous help they could be to Grandma.  When I shared with Grandma my help to Dintle, she said she appreciated it, but was furious with Dintle that Dintle hadn’t told her, or hadn’t shared anything with the other children.  

Next week Grandma and I will go back to the Social Services Dept an hour away (I’ll pay bus fare) to see if we can get her signed up for welfare payments, though these are merely  100 Rand / month ($15).  In the meantime, Grandma has school uniforms to buy, and secondary school fees upcoming for the 12 year old, who doesn’t qualify as a “double” orphan since she never knew her father and thus can’t produce death certificate for him.

So – now I understand more about orphans!

Few Orphanages in the Land of Orphans

Lesotho has practically no orphanages.  To have orphanages, you  need buildings, staff, a regular food supply, regulations, and officials to enforce regulations – again, an infra-structure.  Instead, in this poor country, orphans have been taken in by aunts, grandmothers, and neighbors.  Some do simply roam about the neighborhood.  In primary and secondary schools, the orphans tend to hang out together.  The children form little gangs.  You can easily spot them – they’re more unkempt, usually playing on their way to school (thus late), and noisily running here and there after school, rather than reporting home to take care of cows, cook, etc.

At first glance, it seems it might be better for children to be incorporated into a family rather than sent to an orphanage.  But, without an extra support, the “extra children” in a family produce enormous strains, injustices, and a double standard.  Reflecting on the 3 extra kids in the village family that I lived with during training, I could see that the orphans didn’t have as nice clothes, weren’t sent to the better high schools.  In addition to grieving for her lost sister, my village ‘M’e felt resentful that her sister had left her with extra mouths to feed, meaning that her own children were eating less and would have a lifetime of  fewer opportunities.  It was easy to take that anger out on the kids, making them do more chores, harder chores, speaking to them less kindly, etc.  The double standard was subtle, but undeniable.

So weighing down the imbalance of wealthy and poor nations is this imbalanced ton of opportunities for children.  I try hard not to resent the opportunities and wealth (too much wealth, too much food, an abundance of opportunities) that American, European, and Japanese children have, and to focus instead on how all children need love and opportunities.  Just as wars take generations to heal, so will it take generations to produce healthy children from these children raised without love and opportunities.  When we look at all that is bad in the world, perhaps we need look to no farther than the lives people lived as children, and the scars and needs it left.  An overly simple analysis, but one that nonetheless calls for complex solutions.   

May we all help children feel loved, safe, healthy.
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