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Dedication:
For my children, Jaime and James, and for our children of the world. May peace and good health envelop you.
And for Jennifer, with her soft strength and unending goodness. May you always reap the kindnesses you sow.
What others are saying about Poverty and Promise
Publishers Weekly: Though Brown decided to return to America before finishing her two-year contract in Kenya with U.K.-based international relief organization VSO (Voluntary Services Overseas), she relishes her recent experiences there in this compassionate, affecting memoir. She describes her work for the TICH (Tropical Institute of Community Health and Development), the programs they try hard to implement, and the hours she and her colleagues spend in training. Impressed with her natural surroundings, Brown endures overbearing heat and celebrates the country's intrinsic grace ("I see more than dustiness, more than landscapes made hazy by the sun's glare") while witnessing the harsh living conditions, constant hunger, disease, crime and corruption plaguing its citizens; young men repeatedly try to befriend her, hoping to marry and emigrate to the United States. Though ultimately unnerved and overwhelmed, Brown conveys her story honestly and effectively, upfront about her fear and frustration, as well as the rare occasion for hope. Book proceeds go to support programs in western Kenya.
Midwest Book Review: It takes a special type of person to volunteer - to do something for another with no compensation. “Poverty and Promise: One Volunteer's Experience of Kenya" follows Cindi Brown as she speaks about her days as a volunteer in rural Kenya, where many of the luxuries taken for granted by Americans are simply unheard of. A touching story filled with little triumphs over great adversity, "Poverty and Promise: One Volunteer's Experience of Kenya" is highly recommended for community library memoir and biography collections.
"An inspiring journey of the soul, and a rare insight into the lives of Kenyans. The author shares her emotional struggles dealing with overwhelming poverty; and with the cultural stereotypes and doubts that keep most of us from ever embarking on such a courageous journey."
Julie Conover, Host and Producer, Passport to Adventure TV
“A compassionate memoir of the highs and lows of volunteering internationally. The reader is swept into the author's love, anger, frustration, and deep connection to the poor, the sick, the brave, and the caring people of a troubled Kenya. A compelling read!”
Rita Golden Gelman, Author, Tales of a Female Nomad: Living at Large in the World
"If you've ever dreamed of volunteering in a country like Kenya – a place that is at once heartbreakingly beautiful and rife with suffering -- Cindi Brown's Poverty and Promise is a great place to start. An honest portrait of the good and the bad as one woman strives to make a difference in a foreign land."
Jillian Robinson, Author/Photographer
Change Your Life through Travel: Inspiring Tales & Tips for Richer, Fuller, More Adventurous Living
Rewards are not possible without risks.
This book reveals the risks Cindi took when she decided to leave her life in America and volunteer in Kenya. It reveals the risks she took each day as she worked side-by-side with us. When she first came to Africa, Cindi was brand new to the idea of development and knew little about non-government organizations (NGOs) operating in third world countries to eliminate poverty, hunger and disease. Cindi was relatively green.
I, on the other hand, was anything but. Born into the Luo community and raised in Saradidi, a tiny village on Lake Victoria’s edge, I was cared for very well by my parents. My father, Jaduong’ Clement Seje, and my mother, Mama Stella Anyango, tilled the land and raised livestock to provide for our family. However, as a child, I was quite sickly and needed regular treatment to sustain my life, so a local retired nurse took care of me for much of the time. On several occasions, my father had to carry me on his back, walking 18 kilometers to a clinic where I could get more sophisticated care.
As a devout Christian, my father did not leave the care of his children to my mother but, instead, took an active role in household chores, including childcare. My father often described opportunities he missed as a young man to become better trained in the medical field. His regrets and my early experiences influenced my desire to become a medical doctor when I grew up.
This vision came under threat during my high school years, when our school stopped offering a course in biology due to a lack of resources. My dream compelled me to study biology on my own and to sit for the exam. This earned me scorn from some teachers, as they thought I was arrogant in thinking I could study and pass in a subject as complex as biology without being taught by them. However, three of my teachers encouraged me: the Headmaster, Mr. Nathanael Oloo; David Kieffer; and Thomas Levit, an American Peace Corps volunteer who encouraged me to pursue a career in medicine or research. I passed biology, along with the other required subjects, and was eventually accepted to and finished medical school.
Although I enjoyed clinical practice, my mentors (Professor John Bennett, a South African, and Collin Forbes, a Canadian) urged me to contribute to a wider constituency by training other health professionals. My young professional life was well nurtured by my peers: Professor Harrison Spencer, the current President and CEO of the Association of Schools of Public Health; James Kagia, a resident of Washington who was the Chair of our Department; and Miriam Were, a senior colleague in the Department of Community Health, University of Nairobi. These and other great medical professionals gave me the momentum I needed to do what I do today.
While Cindi grew up hearing about people in need in Africa, I grew up in the midst of people in need in Africa. Early on, I understood how systems of colonization and post-colonialism hold countries like Kenya in a vicious cycle of poverty and ill health. I wanted to help change things, and found public health to be the catalyst for my personal growth as well as the growth of Kenya. After becoming a doctor, I specialized in tropical public health at the Harvard School of Public Health and studied theology in Vancouver in the 1970s. I then taught at the University of Nairobi, and later worked in Geneva as the Director of the Christian Medical Commission (CMC), the mother of the Primary Health Care Movement, alongside WHO/UNICEF.
I returned to Western Kenya to found TICH in 1998. Even with my professional contacts around the world and the support of donor groups and UNESCO, building a private institute of higher education in a developing country involves great risks. In partnership with individuals like Cindi, who understand the connectedness of societies and economies the world over, and who want to be part of positive change, TICH focuses on enabling all households to enjoy dignified living. Our mission is to mold students into concerned and effective leaders who will transform health in the African context.
Africa experiences more than her fair share of the burden of poverty, disease and death. There are appalling disparities within and between countries, complicated by the attenuation of human resource capital through death, disease, civil wars and brain drain. Poverty compounds powerlessness and increases ill health, as ill health increases poverty. An estimated 54 percent of the total population in sub-Saharan Africa lives in absolute poverty. Poverty eradication will require years of diligent hard work, with victories eked out in small bites. More than 40 years of multilateral and bilateral anti-poverty programs show that reducing rates of poverty is not an exact science.
We must think and act in the long-term. Three hundred million Africans living on less than one dollar a day cannot, by any stroke of economic or management genius, suddenly escape the cold hands of poverty. Social welfare programs of Western countries show that gains are incremental, sometimes intergenerational. Even then, these successful scenarios occur in environments where the policy is fairly stable, rule of law is present and most recipients can read at reasonable levels. This scenario is not applicable in many African countries.
The only realistic hope for making a dent in the extreme poverty of Africa is to have Western and African leaders on the same page. These leaders must agree on to how to end the choking debt burdens in Africa; how to end all forms of corruption and malfeasance in Africa; how to end trade inequities and agricultural subsidies in Western countries which impoverish African farmers; how to end the lack of genuine elections and democracy in many parts of Africa; how to end extrajudicial forms of justice in Africa; and how to end the use of Western financial centers as the preferred end destination of misappropriated funds from poor African countries. In a situation whereby policy makers in the West and Africa reach abiding accord on these issues, the war against poverty in Africa can dramatically change.
Anti-poverty eradication programs in Africa must take advantage of the natural entrepreneurial spirit of its citizens. We like to trade on goods and services, and have done so for centuries. Creating opportunities for small-scale businessmen and women is critical. To make this happen, governments in Africa must create enabling regulatory environments that encourage budding entrepreneurs to push ahead with their ideas and that motivate large-scale entrepreneurs and foreign investors to plan for the long-term. Nurturing a sustainable private sector in Africa should also be a major strategic objective of poverty eradication programs in Africa.
At TICH, we have faith in the possibility of reversing today’s trends in Africa. Our relative success so far is not based on the abundance of our possessions, but rather on the abundance of our hard work and faith. We refuse to believe our destiny is defined by the narrow limits of our existence. We dare to plan and act toward our dream, starting with small actions we can handle and improving toward the higher goals of our calling, until all poverty trends are permanently reversed. We are joined in this effort by people like Cindi, people from other societies who share our dream. We will all invest without reservation, because we have a passion and we believe it is possible.
Because of our intensive approach to learning at TICH, our graduates are highly prized by employers, including government ministries, universities and NGOs. Cindi shared with me her favorite aspect of TICH’s education model: the “community college” we create in each partnership to share knowledge and skills with rural villages. Village members enroll and follow parallel programs developed to meet their specific needs using their available resources. At these colleges, everyone is a learner and a teacher. TICH students and staff view people not as vulnerable, powerless or sick individuals, but as partners who are already engaged, as my parents were, in solving their own problems and transforming their own situations.
Cindi has a unique capacity to listen. She listened to us and wove her contributions around our strengths. That is why every initiative she started at TICH continues today. She cross-fertilized our ideas and was comfortable recognizing our expertise and leadership. When Cindi left Kenya, she did not leave hope behind. Instead, she left determined to continue supporting TICH through the foundation of a non-profit called Just One Voice (www.justonevoice.org). We were encouraged that she would spearhead an entity in the United States to support our work, by sharing our stories and spreading the legacy of our efforts in lifting Kenya and Africa out of poverty.
TICH exists because we take risks every day, and because intelligent people around the world take risks to dedicate themselves to improving life in developing countries. In this book, Cindi highlights the efforts made toward development by the people at TICH, and she recognizes the promise of Kenyans. As we all take risks to improve our ways of life, no matter which country we live in, we might stumble. We might even fall. But we continue risking. It is the African way. It is the human way.
Dan Kaseje Director Tropical Institute of Community Health and Development in Africa
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After being in Kenya for two months, I come to realize the love sent by family and friends is my secret weapon against the hardships of living in Africa. Their love for me is the sap in my spine, straightening me, keeping my head level, keeping my mind perpendicular to the floor. No tilting.
Family and friends give me strength, and I must be strong, because there is so much need here. So much need.
I recently sent my friend, Jennifer, a note saying I maintain a balance of being open while protecting my personal boundaries with Kenyans who constantly approach and ask for things; a job, money, food, shoes or to be taken to America.
Who am I bullshitting about balancing openness and personal space in Africa?
Me, that’s who.
Then a creak, a pop, like tons of ice shifting down a mountain.
A tilting.
Living in Kisumu, seeing poverty, walking around with an open heart (yet having little to give but myself ) is heartbreaking. Each day in Africa brings a thousand heartbreaks. But I ignore the heartache and go to a funeral.
Maybe it was spending the day at Eric’s funeral, where dogs are kicked and drunks are hit (“It is the African way”) and young men drink while burying their friend and women wail. Maybe that’s what led to the tilting.
While walking home that evening, two brothers, Churchill and Andrew, run down the darkening Kisumu street to catch up with me, claiming to be taking a pleasant stroll, but I know they have run just to talk to me, to be my friend, to go to America with me. They run in the dark, pretending to be casual, and they’re very polite, but I cannot be every Kenyan’s friend! And don’t they realize I might be frightened when people run to catch me on darkened streets?
Flashback to last week’s journal entry:
Sometimes I grow tired of being in Kenya. Like today. I get tired of smelling hot smoke from yard fires and from wringing heavy clothes by hand. Sometimes when I hear a rooster crow I want to scream. There is constant noise; people shouting, dogs barking, gates banging opened and closed, cars crunching down dirt roads, people worshipping through loud song and clapping (for hours and hours), hammering everywhere and bizarre, terrifying calls from huge birds. I get tired of not being able to walk down the street without someone (typically a man) introducing themselves and wanting to be my friend, or wanting to tell me their dreams. I long for my own space, my own home to decorate and run naked in if I please. I resent rocks in the road that make it impossible to walk without looking down, rocks that tear up a pair of good shoes in one trip. I want a refrigerator so I can have cold milk instead of room temperature milk on cereal, and mayonnaise for sandwiches. And so bread will keep for more than two days. But mostly I grow tired of Kenya because it causes me to feel too much and think too much, with orphans in our yard and funerals every day. I want to stop feeling and stop thinking for just a little while, for just a few hours.
And then I break down.
It begins Sunday afternoon, once I’ve washed two tubs of clothes and hung them on the line outside the kitchen window. After I read Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, I suddenly feel tired and sit on my bed, under the mosquito net, and ache to hold my daughter, Jaime. I cry for Jaime, silently, so no one will hear, because all the windows are open and all the household children -- Paul and Mercy and Joyce and Modis -- run hither and thither, mostly past my bedroom window. I rock on the bed, aching to hold Jaime, and lift my arms, imagining her in them, crying silently.
Could this be hormone-induced? There certainly is a strange, hollow feeling in my gut, near my ovaries. I cry and rock and wonder at the source of the pain until I sleep. Monday morning, I wake and find I don’t want to get out of bed. Don’t want to lift my head from the pillow. Tired. Immense headache. I text the reverend and say I won’t be in to work, and then I curl up and cry and sleep. Chris from VSO calls and wakes me and I say I’m home with a headache and he says it could be malaria, and to go to Dr. Sokwala for a test. I go back to bed and read and cry and feel disoriented, thinking ‘maybe it is malaria.’
I grab my pack with the emergency medical card and flag down a boda boda, pointing to Dr. Sokwala’s address on the card: Ogada Street. The driver doesn’t know it, but I climb on the back of his bike anyway and we head to town. I stare at the ground, sort of despondent, though I don’t really know the definition of despondent. Suddenly I don’t care... about a lot of things. I don’t care that I’m not looking and smiling at others. I don’t care that I’m not at work. I don’t care that I’ve put the burden of finding Dr. Sokwala on this nice man. I don’t care that I don’t care. I’m very peaceful in my not caring. It is the African way.
I’m wearing my glasses, but cannot focus my eyes. From nowhere I hear the words, “the truth will set you free” and scenes fl ash through the sunny haze. My father, drunk, in the middle of the night, taking every bottle out of the cabinet and smashing them onto the Formica kitchen table, cursing all the while. Ketchup, mustard, mayonnaise and broken glass commingling in front of my sleepy four year old eyes… Waking one morning with a breast infection, the sickest I’ve ever been. I’m nineteen, and Jaime is two weeks old, and I can’t lift my arm to hold her, to nurse her. Overnight, my left breast becomes hard and red and hot to the touch. I call Daddy in the next town, crying, saying “Please take us to the doctor because Jaime is so tiny and hungry and I can’t lift my arm to nurse her.” Daddy comes for us... Granny banging the piano with her fat fingers, me sitting next to her on the stool, my feet just touching the floor, Uncle Bill standing over us as we all sing, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me, all the days, all the days of my life.” Uncle Bill, my father’s brother, Billy Joe Brown, puts his hand on my shoulder as we sing and when we’re through, he says, “Cindi, honey, you have a very nice voice.” I smile down at my feet just touching the floor. I remember his hand on my shoulder again when I was reading Mama’s email three weeks ago saying Uncle Bill had passed away. Uncle Bill passed away… Uncle Bill passed away and I’m half a world away. I swallow the news, swallow the grief, swallow hard, sending it down down down to the hollow in my gut near my ovaries. I can’t lift my arms to feed her. It’s the African way. The truth will set you free.
What is my truth? I feel unloved, uncared for. Not my truth with a capital “T,” just my unfocused truth on the back of a boda boda headed some place we don’t know how to find. What’s my other truth? I CANNOT CARE ABOUT EVERYONE IN KENYA AND REMAIN WHOLE.
We see Daktari’s office. I enter and sit on the right, facing other patients. The room is 12 feet deep from front to back door and about 8 feet wide. Five people are ahead of me. I stare at the floor and seep weep. I avoid looking at the others because I cannot stop seeping weeping. The tears roll until I pull the travel pack of Charmin toilet paper from my bag. Jaime and James gave the Charmin as a gift. A very wise gift for Africa. I miss my children and look at the floor, seeping.
The receptionist says, “Madam, you can go in now.” So I rise and walk through the door with a wet face and Dr. Sokwala is surprised by my tears and almost hides it.
“I’m sorry” I say sitting across from her. “But I can’t stop crying.” She offers a box of tissues.
“What’s wrong?” she asks.
“I have a headache since yesterday and I’m disoriented and tired.”
“What anti-malarial do you take?”
“Lariam.”
“What day of the week do you take it?”
“Tuesday.”
“Do you feel this way every Tuesday?”
“No.”
Never...
“Lariam’s most common side effect is depression,” Dr. Sokwala tells me. “We may want to switch your medication. But I’m going to send you for a malarial test, okay?”
“Okay.”
She asks me to rest on the examination table while she checks my liver, kidneys and glands for swelling. Nothing noticeable. She avoids the hollow space near my ovaries.
“How old are you?” she asks.
“41.”
“Oh, you can say only 41 because you’re young. I’m 56.” She works to level my brain, un-tilt my mind with her soft laugh.
“You’ll get the test results and bring them back to my office this afternoon. I think they’ll come back showing nothing, and then we can talk about changing your malaria medicine.”
They take my blood at the lab at the Nakumatt plaza. An hour later, I pick up the test results and return to Dr. Sokwala. She reads the test results and says, “Are you happy?”
“Yes, it’s not malaria.”
“I think,” she begins, “that you’re not sick, you’re adjusting. Everything here is new; new food, new climate, new friends, new language. Your friends are far away. It’s very hard and if you don’t admit it’s very hard, then the stress will manifest itself physically. Some people get sick, some people cry.”
Admit it’s hard? That’s the cure?
Ahhhhhh.
This shit is hard.
I tell her everyone approaches me, asking for things – money, jobs, food -- and she says, “Give it back to them. Tell them you’re not a tourist, you live here! You’re a volunteer and you don’t make any money and you’re helping through your work and then, you’ll see, they’ll turn around and will begin to sympathize with you! Stop being a victim.”
There it is.
My Truth with a capital T.
I created this victimhood. Now I must un-create it.
The tears stop. The tilting slows, and then reverses, and once again my mind is perpendicular to the floor.
But despondency scares me – whatever its definition – and in the very early African hours with crickets popping and in the late Kenyan hours with thunder slapping, I think ‘This shit is hard, this shit is hard.’ Admit it and despondency will leave my hollow gut.
No more bullshitting.
No more victomhood.
This shit is hard.
Kenya was the region’s (maybe Africa’s) most stable country since its independence from Britain in 1963. The world watched as Kenya’s December 2007 democratic election approached, knowing this would test the leaders’ ability to hold legal and fair elections. Instead of a free and fair election, Kenya suddenly became home to carnage acted out in rage against supporters of the incumbent presidential candidate, Mwai Kibaki. With questions about vote counts, and Kibaki and Odinga appearing exceedingly close in the outcome, Kibaki forced the electoral commissioner to name him winner of the presidential election, ignoring voting fraud protests and denying the presidency to Raila Odinga, leader of the Orange Democratic Movement opposition party. Kibaki called for a swift and secret swearing-in ceremony, which caused people throughout the country to scream, “The election has been rigged, the rightful president is Raila, Kibaki has stolen the presidency.” They were enraged, and for good reason. Their votes and voices were ignored, dismissed and trampled on.
Kibaki went on to seat many cabinet posts and made the third-place candidate his Vice President. Odinga refused to serve as Kibaki’s Prime Minister. Odinga’s camp garnered the powerful seat of Speaker in Kenya’s unicameral parliament, but Kibaki could refuse to recall parliament for 12 months, which would make Odinga’s position as Speaker one of impotence. When the people spoke out in rage against Kibaki’s sly-handedness, Kibaki used police force to mute them. The BBC reported bodies were piling up in the morgue at the Provincial Hospital in Kisumu, the city I lived in.
I know this hospital and this morgue. You will read about the Provincial hospital and morgue in this book. The thought of nearly 100 bodies lined up on the bare concrete floor, some half-clothed and others naked, some women and children, brought my heart low. I wondered if I knew any of the people.
Why Kisumu? Why so much violence in the western provinces? Because Raila Odinga is from Kisumu. His father, Oginga Odinga, was a hero in the independence struggle against Britain and was Kenya’s first vice president, serving with Jomo Kenyatta, before Odinga broke away from the party and its divergent ideology. The main street through Kisumu is called Oginga Odinga Street. Raila Odinga can now inflence Kenya’s future, positively or negatively, by his action in this political standoff where more than 1,000 people have died in post-election violence. On his party’s website, Raila says Kenyatta’s 1963 government wanted to retain the colonial status quo, which has hampered Kenya’s development in the last 45 years. Raila writes of Kenya’s first elected government:
The new government’s policies were based on maximising growth immediately and taking care of equitable distribution later. This meant investing in those parts of the country that were already prosperous, due to their proximity to the centre of colonial power. The policy was justified with the explanation that, as the nation became more prosperous, the benefits would trickle down to everyone. The promised trickle-down effect has never happened. Families who were poor then have become poorer. Millions of Kenyans have since been born into poverty – grinding poverty that defines and dogs their lives from birth to death, and from which there appears no chance of escape. (www.odmk.org)
Binyavanga Wainaina, the Kenyan born editor of Kwami?, a literary magazine, offered these insights in a New York Times editorial, dated January 6, 2008:
Our Kenyan identity, so deliberately formed in the test tube of nationalist effort, has over the years been undermined, subtly and not so subtly, by our leaders; men who appealed to our histories and loyalties to win our votes. You see, the burning houses and the bloody attacks here do not reflect primordial hatreds. They reflect the manipulation of identity for political gain. So what was different about this election? What brought Kenya’s equilibrium to an end? Five years ago, we voted for a broad and nationally representative government. Inside this vehicle were the country’s major tribes: the Luo, the Luhya, the Kikuyu, many Kalenjin — all the people now killing one another. We wanted this arrangement to quickly introduce a new and more inclusive Constitution, deal firmly with corruption and start a process of defining the nation in terms that include everybody. Tragically, President Mwai Kibaki instead steered a course away from the coalition and cultivated the support of his Kikuyu community. He did a good job rebuilding the civil service and managing the economy, but he did it within a framework that was not sustainable. When it came time to conduct our most recent election, Raila Odinga had built a movement on the back of President Kibaki’s betrayal of the spirit of 2002. His political party, the Orange Democratic Movement, was the big ethnic tent similar to the one that had first brought President Kibaki to office.
Reading each day’s news reports, I worried about my former colleagues at the Tropical Institute of Community Health (TICH), who are working hard to help the poor Kenyans described by Raila. Dr. Dan Kaseje, Director of TICH, emails me from Kisumu and reports on the staff and students. He writes, “We have been preserved so far, although the government is using undue force to contain an impossible situation. The people are too angry to be intimidated by guns and so they end up being killed, as they attempt even peaceful demonstrations. We are paying too expensively for greed and lust for power by a few.”
Security forces clamped down across Kenya as protestors tried to leave slum areas and assemble, so they could be heard, saying “No Raila, no peace,” and “Kibaki step down!” Police used water cannons and tear gas to stop the crowds of mostly young men who had no other way of being heard. Businesses were looted and destroyed throughout the country, especially in Kibera, the country’s largest slum area in Nairobi and the parliamentary constituency of Raila. A church in Eldoret, in the west, was burned, killing 30 people, mostly women and children seeking refuge from angry mobs.
Oginga Odinga Street, the main street through Kisumu’s business district, was burned out, most stores down to Lake Victoria’s edge in ruins. Street children, mostly boys, were more exposed than ever, even as they were reported to sift through the ashes of businesses on Oginga Odinga Street. Most Indian residents, who made up a large percentage of merchants in town, fled to Uganda, leaving Kisumu a ghost town. American Peace Corps volunteers were evacuated from throughout Kenya to Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. Nyalenda, the slum area of Kisumu, experienced its share of violence. Only two blocks from TICH, and from where I lived, Nyalenda stretches for five or so miles along Ring Road and is home to many people, mostly those from rural villages who come to the city looking for work. I suspected many of the bodies in the morgue were young men from Nyalenda, who are often out of work with little prospect for employment. Men in Kisumu were saying they would never surrender their quest for political right, while other men called for guns. TICH, in the midst of the violent aftermath and on-going tension, sought to assist the residents of Nyalenda. Dr. Dan Kaseje writes:
We wish to make a meager contribution to the healing among the people of Nyalenda, where neighbors have destroyed each other. Post-trauma management is essential as we seek to prevent more violence by promoting discussion among the residents. However, to those who have been bodily hurt and have had shelter and possessions destroyed, mere discussion is not enough! We are seeking a way to be with those who are suffering right next to us.
As the days went by and talks between Kibaki and Odinga broke down, new spurts of violence erupted across the country. Those feeling helpless attacked anything they thought might send a message to Kibaki, who remained tucked away safely in his mansion, avoiding the media. He seemed to be sitting quietly, waiting for the protestors to wear themselves down. However, they did not wear down within a month, or within two months. They ripped up miles of the railroad running from the coast to Uganda. They burned out businesses and pulled down streetlights. They burned cars and homes, and set up roadblocks to extort money, and to screen passengers and kill people from other communities. Luo men living in Kibera told reporters they attacked Kikuyus because they could not talk with Kibaki, so killing Kibaki’s people was the only way they felt they could reach him.
Men used machetes and bows with poisoned arrows against their former neighbors, driving them away or killing them. Families and communities were now severing intertribal marriages once accepted unquestioningly. Fearing for their lives, an estimated 300,000 Kenyans fled their homes in areas where they were in the minority. International aid organizations had difficulty delivering food and other essential supplies to these displaced people. Aid as well as commercial supplies arrived in the port city of Mombasa and stayed there. The trains could not get through and companies would not risk their vehicles and cargo to travel through the many roadblock gangs. Food, fuel, medical care and other essentials did not pass through Kenya to Uganda, Rwanda, South Sudan or the DRC, crippling the region and causing prices on most goods to double and triple.
After weeks of angst, displacement, suffering and uncertainty, there remained hope of a unity government. Many Kenyans felt the situation could not be resolved because of arrogance, myopia and greed. Then, Mugabe Were, a newly elected member of parliament from the opposition party was murdered in his driveway. Two days later, a police officer at a roadblock in the Rift Valley killed David Kimutai Too, another newly elected member of parliament. Clearly, these were political assassinations, though a rumor circulating said Too was murdered because he was having an affair with the wife of the officer who shot him.
I, along with many others around the world, grieved for the injured and the terrified and the dead, for the children who saw and heard and felt the tragedy, and we grieved for how greatly this post-election carnage set Kenya back on many levels, especially economically. In this book, you will read about the successful flower and produce industry near Naivasha. Planes carrying tourists back to Europe typically carry millions of cut flowers and tons of fresh produce, but because tourism to Kenya has evaporated since the election, the flowers and produce are staying in Kenya. Tourism was Kenya’s economic engine driving growth, which has been around 5% annually for the last few years.
The people I met while living in Kenya were doing well if they could attain the basics, like shelter and minimal nutrition, and if they were able to feed their children and perhaps send them to school. Barely getting by. That is how most rural Kenyans and slum-dwellers lived. They had been looking for that trickle-down of economic prosperity and it has not come. They possessed only their freedom to vote for their choice of leader, and suddenly, with the election, that freedom taken away, too. As you read this book and notice the daily struggles of Kenyans, know their lives are even worse now. As Dr. Dan Kaseje says, many only have their life, which they are willing to give to fight a police state masquerading as a government.
Kenya’s National Anthem says, in part, “Justice be our shield and defender. May we dwell in unity, peace and liberty; plenty be found within our borders.” Like all other citizens of the world, Kenyans deserve justice, unity, peace, liberty and plenty. With each passing day, I continue to read the news reports with a heavy heart and look for a glimmer of hope that Kibaki, who is 76 years old, will tire of being a tyrant and Odinga will bend for the good of the people. I read the news reports each day with a low and heavy heart and hope Kibaki, who is hiding safely behind his money and high walls, will look beyond his personal quest for power to allow Kenyans access to what they deserve; freedom and prosperity.
We are training in Nairobi, this newest influx of Voluntary Services Overseas (VSO) volunteers. Our employers sit with us through classes each day as we learn about development issues particular to Kenya and the regions where we will work. Reverend Boniface Obondi, director of Finance and Marketing at TICH (and my new boss), has a quick smile and great mischievousness behind his eyes. I’m nervous, wanting to make a good impression on him this first week. Immediately, it’s apparent the reverend is a dear and is equally anxious to make a good impression on us.
One evening, our large group of nearly 50 people goes to dinner at The Cellar, a restaurant built under massive trees behind a high wall just across the street from the Methodist Guest House where we’re staying. It’s dark when we scurry from our guest house to the gate at The Cellar, where armed guards allow us entry and make us feel safe again. We are volunteers, employers and VSO staff enjoying a meal together.
After we eat, Pushparaj, a fellow VSO volunteer, takes charge of the entertainment and invites us all to stand around a fire built next to our dining tent. We’re handed a glass bowl filled with folded pieces of paper and told to pass the bowl as Pushparaj plays “drums” on a metal plate with a spoon. When the drumming stops, whoever holds the bowl selects a piece of paper and does as it instructs. For an hour, in a circle around the fire, under a tree with the bright moon peeking through, we all laugh and clap and sing traditional songs (sadly, this even includes “YMCA”) and dance tribal dances. Filipinos, Ugandans, Americans, Canadians, Dutch, Kenyans and Britons are all connected through playfulness.
During our week of training in Nairobi, we receive instruction in Kiswahili, Kenyan culture and what to expect from VSO and our employers. We are also briefly introduced to life in Africa; Dave and Barbara, a couple from Canada who have been in Kakamega (north of Kisumu) for 18 months, kindly give me the name of a hair stylist in Kisumu who can cut “soft” hair.
VSO (www.vso.org.uk) was voted the top international development charity in the International Aid and Development category at the Charity Awards of 2004 for its work in promoting innovative approaches to globalizing volunteering. Their tagline is “Sharing Skills, Changing Lives.” VSO currently has 1,500 volunteers in 34 countries working to tackle the root causes of poverty. The average age of a VSO volunteer is 38 and the majority comes from skilled, professional backgrounds. Since its inception in the UK in 1958, VSO has sent more than 30,000 volunteers to work in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, the Pacific and Eastern Europe in response to requests from governments and community organizations such as TICH. Their vision is a world without poverty where people work together to fulfill their potentials. Instead of sending food or money, VSO sends human currency—women and men from all over the world.
Our group of volunteers is diverse. Pushparaj is the first VSO volunteer from India; he now lives in Mombasa. At 34 years of age and schooled in gender studies, Pushparaj understands better than most of us how difficult life is for women in Kenya. Vini is also from India but has lived in the United States for a while. She works in a village in east Kenya and is accompanied by her partner, Dawn, who is from Austin, Texas. Gelasius, from Uganda, works with an orphanage and school in rural Kenya. He is tall and lean, his face well-structured and gleaming. Gelasius gave four cows to his wife’s family as dowry for her hand in marriage. They have four children—three boys and a girl—and their family is pressuring them to have more. To rural Africans, respect increases with the number of children a couple has. Gelasius and his wife believe they can do more for their family by stopping at four.
The newest volunteers are me and Ian from North America; Tom, Heidi and Frank from the Netherlands; Hilary from the UK; and Lino, Mila and Sandra from the Philippines. Ian will also work at TICH as a finance manager. We’ll share living space in Kisumu.
Tom is an engineer who will work at APDK to improve the process of designing and producing wheelchairs. Heidi will work at APDK, too, training speech therapists. She is currently the only speech therapist in Kenya; her goal is to train a corps of therapists to carry on the work after she leaves. Frank is also from Holland. He’s quite handsome. The women take to him because of his dark curly hair and blue, blue eyes. He genuinely delights in life and is eager to get to the small hospital in Ndhiwa where he will act as administrator.
Hilary is from the UK, although she was born and raised in South Africa. She’ll work as a physical therapist at a center in Dagerotti, a suburb of Nairobi. We room together during training and both of us find it difficult to talk about racial issues. Hilary grew up in South Africa before the end of apartheid. I grew up in the American South, a spot rife with old hurts and continued tensions. Neither of us is proud of the heritage of our homelands. In fact, we both carry guilt about the way blacks were and are treated. We find it painful to discuss, so we don’t speak about it, just nodding in total understanding and looking away when the subject is broached.
Lino, from the Philippines, will work as the administrator of a drug and rehabilitation center. He left the Catholic priesthood to volunteer. Lino spends a good bit of time with his iPod, listening to all types of music and singing off-key. He especially loves Madonna and Michael Bublé. Mila will work in a remote area of west Kenya. Her location is remote; she’ll need to learn to ride a motor scooter. Sandra, like Lino and Mila, is also from the Philippines and will work in business management in west Kenya. Although she is quiet most of the time, Sandra loves music and has no reservations about singing aloud when so moved.
Training ends on Saturday with a prayer from Reverend Obondi. We collect our certificates for completing the training and admire the group picture on the front, rows of intermingled white and black smiling faces. Our group is splitting up, heading with our respective employers to destinations all over Kenya.
Kenya gained independence from Britain in 1963. All too often, outsiders don’t take time to consider the lingering effects on peoples once ruled by a foreign government; their religions have been annihilated, their languages suppressed and natural clan or tribal areas bisected by colonial borders. Many volunteers are aware of these effects on countries, but we’re now going to experience them on the ground and learn how the average citizen is impacted. Most of us realize that in a state of post-colonialism, newly-independent countries lack internal structures, institutions and good governance. They often experience human rights violations and, most visibly to the rest of the world, are left with an uneven distribution of resources, which can lead to corruption. We’ve all asked ourselves if we can accept corrupt practices we might encounter in our jobs. Most volunteers agree a little corruption won’t cause them to give up their ideals of making a difference. But knowing how colonialism leaves many countries bereft of natural resources and without people skilled to organize and govern its citizenry, we must really ask ourselves how much corruption is too much?
Leaving Nairobi with the reverend, Ian and I follow his lead through the hectic streets to the Akambe Bus station. We drag our bags, containing all we were allowed by airline weight restrictions. My luggage includes a large duffe bag and suitcase and my backpack. Ian has two large suitcases and a backpack. Even with the three of us, we have to work to make sure our luggage is watched throughout our six-hour bus ride to Kisumu. The bus is ratty and the heat is almost unbearable, even with the windows down. The seat cushions no longer cushion. Faded, worn curtains fly in the breeze. However, the views are spectacular as we climb the Rift Valley Ridge and descend and cross the valley floor. Mount Longenot, a volcanic relic, stands tall and handsome in the distance.
Baboons lounge on the side of the road and zebra are plentiful. Mid-way, we stop at a station and use the public toilets, which are pit latrines like most of the toilets in Africa. Also like most toilets here, there is no running water and no toilet paper. (I learned the importance of carrying a small roll in my pocket while climbing Kilimanjaro. I also learned to hold my breath and not mind the flies.) Often, in the countryside, even pit latrines are not available, so using shrubs and rocks as shelter becomes commonplace.
Ian and I have agreed to share living space even though we only met for the first time last month in the UK. We share the wing of a house in Milimani, a nice neighborhood in Kisumu. Our wing consists of two bedrooms, a living room, toilet room, shower room and kitchen with a walk-in pantry. Our house is walled in with a courtyard and gate, which is manned by 10-year-old Paul, an AIDS orphan. In addition to letting folks in and out of the gate, Paul sweeps the yard at 6:00am and again at 6:00pm and boils our landlady’s water on a fire outside their back door. He sleeps in a storage shed behind the main house. Phoebe and Joseph, our landlords, have raised five children and have also taken in Paul and two teenagers, Boniface and Joyce. All three children are orphans, their parents having died from AIDS.
Although Phoebe says Paul attends the primary school next door, we never see him in uniform and he’s always at home during the day, usually in the tree outside our kitchen window, watching over the schoolyard wall as the other children play.
We live next to Lake Victoria, the second largest freshwater lake in the world (Lake Superior is the largest). Yet only 40 percent of Kisumu residents have piped water, and even the piped water is unsafe to drink. We can shower in it and wash our clothes with it, but we’ll invite certain unsavory waterborne diseases if we drink it.
We buy a gas cooker from the Ukwala supermarket on Oginga Odinga Street, the main street in Kisumu named after Jaramogi Oginga Odinga, a local hero of the successful Kenyan independence struggle against the British. We also buy a set of pots for boiling the water. Even though it’s 34 degrees outside (100 degrees Fahrenheit!!), we boil pot after pot of water, pouring it into our VSO-issued water filters and allowing it to settle overnight.
It is hot in Kisumu in February and March, the height of summer here. Dancing around 100 degrees Fahrenheit each day, there is no relief and no air conditioning. Walking to town or to work on the red, dusty roads leaves our feet and shoes coated in dirt. All windows are kept open at home, at work, in shops and in hotels; so when cars speed down the unpaved roads, dust clouds travel indoors where we smell and taste it. I keep my computer in its case and zipped in the backpack to ensure it remains dust free. To keep my feet clean even in the house, I have taken to wearing rubber sandals. The dirt washes away in the shower and I am temporarily relieved by the cold water (we do not have hot water at home). But as soon as I dry off, the heat returns. They say things will cool down when the long rains start.
The equatorial sun beats down most furiously between 1:00pm and 3:00pm. Adding to the intense heat is the smell of fire from nearly every yard. People burn their trash and leaves, generating thick smoke. Walking in the strong sun and smelling fire is like being in a tolerable hell. Even though the dirt roads will be especially muddy and messy when the rains come, I’m looking forward to daily rain showers.
My first day of work isn’t spent at the college but at the New Gulfstream Hotel, where TICH is hosting a two-day Leadership Retreat. Board members and key personnel are gathered—19 in all—to assess TICH’s current status and to determine areas of improvement. Everyone speaks of the director, Dan Kaseje, with great respect; and they are dismayed he is not available to open the retreat. Instead, Reverend Obondi opens the conference and we sing hymns and pray. We’re on the second floor of the hotel looking out onto the dirt road leading to my new home.
Fans mounted high on the wall oscillate, reminding me of being in Eureka Baptist church in South Georgia. A rooster crows nearby. The muezzin calls Muslims to prayer.
Parliamentary procedure runs the meeting. The master of ceremonies introduces the co-chairs of each section, who then introduce the speakers. Permission is sought and granted to contribute and everyone graciously acknowledges each person’s contribution. All is very formal and polite and time-consuming. But the content is good, giving me a background on the institute, its programs and its progress. I meet many coworkers from TICH.
We’re several hours into the retreat when a bit of a buzz begins, as if a celebrity has walked in. The director, Dan Kaseje, is at the door. Everyone stands while he enters and takes his seat. He’s gentle and respectful, maintaining the reverence in the air. This kind of ambience is fitting, as this gathering contains many of the men and women who worked hard to make TICH an institute of higher education. They are professors from other universities who were able to excel in a country where options are limited. They’ve held and hold positions in government and private businesses. Many have lived abroad and received their educations in Europe or the United States.
Dan speaks to the group, thanking them for taking time from their busy schedules to explore ways to make TICH better. He acknowledges me and Ian. Dan puts a little humor into his talk before he turns it back over to the meeting chair. His manner is not overbearing but one of a moderator. It is immediately clear that Dan values every person’s opinion, no matter their position, and he strives for consensus by allowing everyone to have input and buy-in before decisions are made. He’s not afraid to speak up and make suggestions, to show other perspectives. Within a few minutes of being in his presence, I know why everyone trusts his guidance.
Dan is a Harvard-trained scholar, an Anglican priest and a medical doctor. In the 1970s, he specialized in malaria, a field that continues to need much attention today. He has also lived in Vancouver, Boston, Geneva and South Africa. Like all great philanthropists, he uses his network of supporters from around the world to attract donations to TICH. Many of his friends and supporters teach at universities in Europe, North America and Australia. They often travel to TICH to teach, to help develop specialized courses and to share their public health research at conferences.
“I believe in hard work because of my very poor background,” Dan tells the group. “I had to change primary schools several times to get my education and when it became too difficult for my parents to care for the entire family, I stayed with relatives to complete my schooling.”
Dan worked as Director of the Primary Health Care Programme of the Aga Khan Health Services of Kenya (AKHSK) between 1975 and 1988. The organization sponsors health services to reach the poorest and most remote populations of Kenya; Dan contributed substantially to its methodologies for reaching those most in need. Dan acted as a senior lecturer in the Department of Community Health at the University of Nairobi, and, in 1979, he and a colleague established and managed a community-based health and development project in the Siaya District of Nyanza Province. The project, funded by the World Health Organization (WHO), was so successful it became a learning site for community-based health care and development in Kenya, eventually expanding to Kisumu District. This project was the seed that would sprout as TICH in 1998.
As his career progressed, Dan served as the Director of the Christian Medical Commission (CMC), World Council of Churches from 1989 to 1992. While there, he enhanced the capacities of churches to interact with national governments, as well as with the WHO and other international organizations in promoting health care and education for the disadvantaged. Between 1992 and 1996, Dan brought together the Health Department, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies to address the needs of populations in distress from various forms of violence and despair.
I soon learn Dan also has experience in crisis management. In 1998, Dan evacuated students from war-torn Congo’s Great Lakes University of Goma and brought them to this peaceful academic environment on the shores of Lake Victoria, an action that instantly transformed the lives of many paramedics who would later become leading African peacekeepers. As founder and Director of TICH, Dan created a satellite college to the Great Lakes University of Goma. His education model integrated Kenyan public health students and nurses into the university system, making certificates and diplomas available to them and changing the core functions of their work as paramedics. Previously, the public thought paramedics simply shuttled patients between hospitals and markets, dealt with opportunistic diseases and consulted for HIV/AIDS projects.
Dan continues to make huge contributions to Kenya and Africa even today. He knows what universities in Africa must do to help the continent develop. At TICH, he reaches beyond the usual campus-based education and research to include the communities of Kenya and Africa. He believes in coalitions of universities, corporate sectors and communities that will directly engage those in need in the process of advancement, making them full partners in change rather than simply recipients of aid.
“As you know,” he tells us, “TICH is a community university founded to pull the community out of health disasters through public health education. I do not own the school, but the community contributes local funds to develop a sense of need and ownership. Membership is open to all. Thank you again for joining us to strategize about improving our processes.”
TICH’s objective is to improve the lot of Kenyans, who cannot seem to catch a break. It often appears everything is working against them: lack of safe water, lack of health care, lack of markets for their goods, lack of political will, inaccessible education, very limited resources, corruption, civil war and the infiltration of terrorists. The list goes on; poverty leads to infections, insufficient nutrition and frequent pregnancies. Newer influences, such as smoking, eating too much refined sugar and vehicle accidents, are also working against Kenyans. Even the smoke from wood fires in their huts increases the risks of children contracting some types of meningitis and acute respiratory infections (ARI). But Kenyans persevere, and so does TICH.
Looking around the room, I can see how colleagues and students at TICH are absorbing Dan Kaseje’s values and the processes for using those values in meeting the challenge of creating health and human well-being for Africa.
A photographer takes candid photos during the two-day retreat and offers them for sale. This is a common practice; freelance photographers show up and snap pictures at all Kenyan gatherings, and most people buy the photos as mementos. I’m hesitant to buy the photo of myself, but when Dr. Stephen Okeyo, who heads up TICH’s Health Sciences Department, asks me, “What will he do with it?” I give the photographer 50 shillings.
We break into small groups to discuss a variety of issues, and I’m placed in the Institutional Development group. We move our discussion to the hotel’s deck during the hottest hours of the day. Sweat pours down my legs and soaks my skirt. With Dr. Okeyo in our group, we manage to agree upon the need for more facilities and leadership development for staff and managers. It’s our last task of the day and we’ll recap the group’s work in the morning.
TICH spends a good deal of money to meet the requirements for becoming a university, as mandated by the Commission of Higher Education (CHE). At this time, TICH is striving to earn a Letter of Interim Authority from the CHE, which will give the college actual university status and allow it to begin nursing classes and a master’s program in Community Health and Development. Until then, their master’s program is offered at TICH through the Great Lakes University of Goma. Management worries about the college’s ability to pay for the CHE requirements if accreditation isn’t awarded soon.
Both days of the retreat spotlight the issues TICH faces. These issues aren’t taken lightly, because TICH teaches rural people the necessary skills for farming and husbandry—as well as other skills to produce a steady income—through its academic programs. The school directly impacts villagers living in poverty while training students in establishing health and income programs.
After dinner in a small room on the hotel’s second floor, a security guard escorts Ian and me to our house a couple of blocks away. He’s an old man half my size and he carries a fat, wooden stick. As he heads back to the hotel alone, I worry for his safety.
I awaken at 6:00am to the scratch of Paul’s broom outside my window. The school bell is rung by hand at 7:00am. Children’s voices pray and sing. I taste dirt drifting into the house.
After walking to the hotel for breakfast and the second day of the leadership retreat, we are surprised to find only 10 attendees. Others had to return to their homes and jobs. Even with the smaller group, we begin with a devotional, singing and prayer, followed by two minutes of silence to confess our sins to God.
We present our group assessments before breaking for tea. Our group leaders consolidate the objectives from all group presentations. Each objective is assigned a team, a team lead and a deadline. Overall, it is an excellent culmination of two day’s work.
We’re given the rest of the day off to set up our house.
The first day I actually go to work at TICH, a driver picks me up at home. He tells me this ride is a privilege for today only. I’ll have to walk from now on. As a volunteer, I knew there wouldn’t be enough money for a car or a cab and fully expected to get around on my own. TICH is only a mile from the house, so walking provides exercise.
TICH’s building is very attractive and well-maintained. My office, on the second floor, has a number of windows and the view is astounding, looking out over flowering trees and lush vegetation.
Dan Kaseje’s house is next door, separated from the school by a wooden gate. Chickens, roosters and sheep wander from his yard into the school grounds. At morning devotion, Reverend Obondi mentions that Dan’s house was ransacked by “thugs” the day before, as were a few other local houses. Everyone seems saddened, but not surprised, and almost resigned to such misfortunes.
Devotionals at 10:00am mean hymns to sing, prayer requests and vigorous hand-shaking. Drinking a cold Coca-Cola after the devotional, when coworkers gather for tea in the common room, reminds me of home. The geographical distance is vast, but the human difference is virtually nonexistent.
Elizabeth, the librarian, asks if I’d like a tour of the library. It is much like libraries I have visited in the past, but the books are not catalogued on-line (they’re working on that). They are still catalogued on cards and sorted alphabetically and by author. Elizabeth also introduces me to TICH’s student hostel where lunch is served. Prices are reasonable. For 100 shillings (or about US $1.25), you get tilapia, rice or ugali and a side of greens. The café is really a cement floor with a tin roof and open sides. Pots of food are set out on a table and dished up by the cooks.
I’m very much at home eating Kenyan food, even with my hands, because I grew up in the American south eating fried chicken and ribs. Kenyans like to cook their vegetables with meat. Sukuma wiki, a sort of green, reminds me of the turnip and mustard greens we eat at home. Sukuma in Kiswahili can mean to lift up or to stretch, and wiki means week, so the name refers to the greens’ ability to help stretch the household budget to the end of the week. Ugali, made from ground corn, is cooked to a stiff consistency. We pinch a piece of ugali and wrap it around a piece of meat with sauce, or around sukuma wiki. Ugali reminds me grits, just a more firm version. I’m very much at home with the tasty food here.
After lunch, I spend the rest of my first day meeting with various co-workers. I learn I am to attend a 4:00pm meeting for the upcoming Annual Scientific Conference. Dan Kaseje puts me in charge of the communication committee for the event’s planning. To accomplish this, I’ll work with Rose in our Nairobi office.
On the equator, Kenyans use Swahili time, a 12-hour time-keeping system. Throughout the year, the sun rises around 7:00am and sets around 7:00pm each day with very little variation. In Swahili time, 7:00am, when the sun first appears, is considered the first hour of the day, or 1:00 o’clock. The people I work with never mention Swahili time. Maybe it’s so obvious to them, they think everyone else knows. But the difference in the two time systems is apparent when we schedule meetings and someone doesn’t show.
“Where were you?”
“Oh, you meant European time instead of Swahili time, huh?”
1:00 o’clock in the evening, the first hour of night, begins at 7:00pm when the sun sets.
Primary school children are required to learn English. The first words they learn are “How are you?” and “fine,” as the proper response. These are often the only English words young children know. As I walk through Kisumu, there are constant “How are you” questions coming at me, yelled with a clipped: “How. Are. You?!” When I respond, “Fine, how are you?” they fall apart giggling. Sometimes, before I utter a word, they chime in with their “fine,” which makes me laugh.
People, both children and adults, call white people “mzungu.” A boda boda (bike for hire) driver trying to sell me a ride might even simply say, “Hey, white lady, let’s go.” Children in their yards will run to the gate and yell “mzungu!” as if they’ve made a brilliant discovery. It’s nice to be discovered and my response is a big smile along with the expected, “How are you?”
No matter where you are, in the city or in a village, in a store or in a home, there is always a rooster crowing. It doesn’t matter if I am in the middle of a meeting at work, reading in the living room, or walking into town—a rooster is trumpeting. This is not the only soundtrack to my days; early in the morning, while it’s still dark, when the city is quiet and even the roosters are sleeping, the song of the Muezzin will float across town. It arrives from Mosque Road, over our back wall and into my bedroom window. His ancient song is soothing, though it rouses the Muslims to prayer.
People sweep their yards every morning and evening, piling up leaves and seeds. Push brooms are uncommon. Instead, they use a bundle of sticks tied together. These are handmade and can be bought at street markets and department stores. Paul sweeps our yard daily, bending low to pull the branches across the drive. It takes countless swings of his small arm to clear the yard.
Each morning at TICH, another Paul, a grown Paul, mops the painted cement floors of the school. He mops inside and out, although “inside” is “outside” here. The two intermingle, because windows are almost always open, walls rarely reach all the way to the ceilings and doors don’t have seals. The crimson cement floors shine with Paul’s mopping. His movements, swishing in the bright morning sun, are reassuring.
Chapter Three
Wailing
Would you like to go to a funeral today?” asks Ogutu, a co-worker who usually bubbles with joy. “You should learn how the Luo bury their dead.”
The deceased, Lorna, is the sister-in-law of Dina, another co-worker at TICH. To reach the funeral we drive far from town to the ring of mountains circling Kisumu and Lake Victoria. The ride grows bumpy in the back of the TICH vehicle as the road narrows. The farther we drive, the more pregnant women I see; and the younger they are. After riding an hour and a half and stopping several times to ask women and girls if they know where Dina’s father lives, we arrive at the compound where four houses form a U-shape. The funeral is set in the middle of the compound, under blue tarps tied to trees and houses. The coffin, hand-made and stained mahogany, sits toward the front, surrounded by several Anglican ministers—both men and women—in full robes.
A choir dressed in white sits to the left. Chairs of every sort, as well as church pews and prayer benches, are lined up under the tarps. We approach from the back and several men stand so we can sit in the shade. People move about outside the tent, going into the houses, carrying food and pots. Young children from the community wander through. I sit next to a very tiny, man.
An older man stands next to the coffin, his hat crushed in his hands as he gives testimony about Lorna. Since he is speaking Dholuo, I have no idea what he is saying. Although English is a national language in Kenya, most rural Kenyans never attend school, the primary place to learn English. Many do not even know Kiswahili, the other national language, and only speak their local, tribal language. After the old man finishes, a young man also gives his speech in Dholuo. He is followed by each minister. The lead minister appears to be 50 years old. He reads from Genesis, Chapter Six, and then preaches. Every once in a while, he’ll switch to English.
“For 20 years,” his anguished voice proclaims, “people have been dying of this cursed disease. For 20 years. Because they have sinned.”
Lorna was 32 years old. She died from AIDS. She contracted it from her late husband, who died five years ago. The disease is hitting young people aged 18-30; an age when people are normally at their most productive and earning money. But those suffering from AIDS are too ill to work and the usual outcome is death. In addition to the obvious medical repercussions, the economy also takes a hit, and the children are left for relatives (usually the grandmother) to care for.
“Redemption,” the minister says. He raises his arms and talks of redemption while the choir stands to sing for 15 glorious minutes.
“Please pass and pay your respects,” the minister instructs in English. While the choir sings and a drum sounds, visitors pass the casket for a final look and to deposit an offering in a plastic bowl. Ogutu and Liz, a coworker, debate whether I should visit the casket.
“Do you have any money?” Liz asks.
“Yes,” I say.
The choir and the congregation sing “Onward Christian Soldier” as we walk to the front. Near the coffin, an old woman sits and shakes hands. I turn to look into her face and her eyes light up. She smiles and I notice she is missing three front teeth. Taking my hand in hers, she clasps her left hand just below her right elbow, a sign of respect. I do the same. She pumps my arm in rhythm with the hymn and we look at each other until the line shifts and I’m forced to move on.
The coffin and Lorna are tiny. Glass encloses the casket top, revealing Lorna’s torso. She wears a white lace dress and her face looks surreal, almost plastic. She certainly doesn’t resemble the full-faced young woman in the photo held by a young man stationed at the casket’s head. I drop coins into the red bowl on top of the casket.
Several young men answer the call to carry the casket.
“Would you like to stay and see the coffin buried?” Ogutu asks.
It only feels right to say yes. The choir walks and sings, followed by the young men who slowly carry the coffin out into the sun. The crowd, with me in it, moves solemnly behind. Between the houses, we pass through a gate into the backyard and across a small field. Beneath a stand of trees, with the mountains looking on, the hole that will become Lorna’s grave is surrounded by two mounds of black dirt.
The ministers stand at the foot of the grave while two young men jump in to receive the coffin. The entire group struggles with the weight of it. The coffin bobs and slides, often off-kilter, and my heart goes out to these young men working so hard to place the coffin carefully in the hole. The minister asks family members to throw a handful of the dark soil into the grave. What a heavy, hollow sound the dirt makes on the casket. Then, as the choir sings and drums, men grab shovels and spades, swinging them furiously, pushing and pulling the soil into the hole.
They work quickly and with strength, fighting to keep their footing in the loose dirt as their sandals slip about. As each one grows tired, a new man steps up to take a shovel or spade, swinging in tempo with the choir. They all work earnestly to move the soil back from where it came. One man, tall, skinny and probably in his mid-20s, begins sobbing out loud. He will not be comforted. Soil lands on the casket in this backyard where mountains rise and sobs echo above the falling dirt.
A man speaks to Ogutu and Liz, telling them our presence is requested in Dina’s father’s house. We enter the walled courtyard and see a square house with a tin roof.
Inside, the walls are painted shiny turquoise, the cement floor painted brick red. The low ceiling is covered in a shiny material with embossed fleur de li symbols. Old photographs hang on the walls and a wooden plaque of a forest scene tells us to “Find a place you love and go there.” In the corner, a table is set with chicken, stewed beef, cole slaw, and piles of steamed rice and rice pilau. A warm bottle of either Coke or Fanta Orange sits at each place setting. They insist we sit and eat. Ogutu had warned us about the Luo, how they treat visitors as special guests; to refuse their food would be considered rude. We wash our hands and dig in, eating with gusto.
“I didn’t expect to see so many of you come to say pole,” Dina says.
“Pole” means sorry.
And we are.
On the way back to TICH, I sit in the front of the truck with Liz and John, the driver. Several local people from the funeral ride with us, so we stop frequently along the bumpy dirt road to let them out. As we travel, Liz shares with me that she has a four-year-old daughter.
“Why are you volunteering?” she asks.
Liz is the first person to ask about my previous life and my personal background. I feel like I’m connecting with Liz as a friend, moving from “stranger” status to something warmer, closer. In this foreign land where funerals are common, I need to feel a connection.
When Kenyans learn I’m from the United States, they almost always ask about the weather and how it compares to Kisumu. Differences in finances are also a pretty common issue.
“How much would that white car cost in America?” they ask as they point. They all want to know the cost of air fare from Kenya to the United States.
Street children ask me to take them to America, and grown men want to know if we have lions and cows and giraffes as they do in Kenya.
“What about these secondhand clothes,” one shop owner asks, “do people sterilize them before they’re sent to us?”
The United States is the land of milk and honey to Africans. I know why, after seeing the poverty, and especially when a merchant asks if people back home are as poor as the people in Kenya. Before he asked, I had somehow managed to avoid thinking about the disparity.
“Not even close,” I answer.
No matter how little money someone may have in the United States, everyone has access to emergency medical care, even if they can’t afford it. When disaster strikes, they have somewhere to go in the middle of the night, and they usually have the means for transport. In Kenya, most rural people have no money to pay for any kind of health care, and they can’t even ford the cost of a ride to get to where help is.
TICH works with rural communities to provide medicine and to train local women as Community Health Workers (CHWs) who can dispense medicines to their neighbors. Working closely with communities is the heart of TICH’s partnership model, which focuses on partnering with communities to meet the needs of the most vulnerable. Through the partnership department, TICH aims to ensure that all households have access to food security, income, shelter, water, sanitation, health care, education and personal security.
TICH has partnership sites in 14 districts, and each district engages approximately 400,000 people. TICH aims to impact 20 percent of every district. The hope is for the changes to spread throughout. In total, TICH’s partnership department covers a population of about two million people. This approach has so far succeeded beyond TICH’s expectations because the Kenyan government has adopted the model into a government policy implemented country-wide. National, regional and district teams have been trained in the partnership approach.
Some of the training allows for communities to use evidence-based information to discuss issues affecting them (such as health, education, environment, nutrition and food security). This is evident during our visit with the CHWs in the Bondo district. The CHW women farm for a living, so the work they do in the community pharmacy is voluntary.
We visit the community pharmacy in Abom, Bondo District, during the weekly partnership field trip. Alice, a co-worker and student at TICH, works with the community as research for her master’s program. To reach Abom, we ride with other co-workers who are going to rural villages in the area. After driving for two hours, we cross a field and are dropped next to four mud houses, which make up the compound owned by the com-munity’s leader, Alex. Each home is for one of Alex’s three wives and their respective children. The vehicle leaves us to take the students and staff to the next village.
It’s quiet here in the country except for goats bleating and children talking as they play. The pharmacy, a round mud house with a thatched roof, sits near a huge mango tree on the edge of the compound. It’s incredibly neat inside the hut and cool compared to outside. Chickens and their offspring walk into the room, peck around, and then tumble over themselves out into the yard. Several wooden fold-up chairs stacked in the corner appear to be handmade. Flip chart pages cover the walls and show the community’s animal and farming projects: their objectives, goals and results in graphs and photographs, everything seen in the boardroom of a major U.S. corporation (except for the little chicks pecking at our feet).
One flip chart shows a list of the most common illnesses for the people of Abom: malaria, diarrhea, cough, common cold, headache, fever, rashes, backaches, worms, wounds, scabies, measles, stomach aches, cholera, swelling body, typhoid, asthma, ulcers, amoeba, TB and Virus (HIV). Another poster shows the project’s membership broken out by gender. In 1998 (their first year), 10 members were male and 20 were female. In 2005, there are 50 male and 65 female members. Their various projects include activities like animal feeds, pest/insect control, vaccination, soil conservation, water harvesting, soil improvement, energy saving, food processing, kitchen gardening, bee-keeping and tending to dairy goats.
Two men from the area sit under the nearby mango tree. They called a community meeting to inform everyone of their rights to participate in directing how their tax monies are spent. Projects will begin soon, and the men want the people in the area to set priorities for what should be done. One man tells me he was a schoolmate of Dan Kaseje, TICH’s Director, when they were small boys.
Lucas, Alex’s 18-year-old son, takes me across the path to his father’s houses. Lucas’ mother is the first wife, and he is her only child. His father’s second wife has borne three children: Alfred, 14; Vivian, 7; and Zyron, 3. Lucas’ aunt and uncle died, so their two children, Cathy and Fin, also live in the compound. Lucas calls them his sisters. He has his own house next to his mother’s.
Phelesia, Janet and Priscah are the three trained CHWs for all of Abom. Phelesia looks old. She’s a Traditional Birth Attendant (TBA), more commonly known in the Western world as a mid-wife. With eight children of her own, Phelesia has delivered 20 babies in her neighborhood in the last seven years. When I ask if they discuss birth control with their neighbors, especially the 16-year-old girls who have just given birth, they giggle.
“Yes,” she says through Alice’s translation, “we can discuss these things with the women, but it is still the man who wears the pants in the family. He decides if they use birth control and if they have more children.”
By now, Alice has completed her work, giving us time to relax in the hut’s coolness while waiting for our coworkers to pick us up. The women are bright and energetic, bringing us tea and tiny bananas. Alice refuses to drink tea until they bring cups for themselves. She translates into Dholuo and English so we can all share stories with one another. Though we don’t speak the same language, I feel a kinship with these women.
Our car arrives so we say hasty, but sincere, goodbyes. We go to pick up Charles Wafula, TICH’s accounting head, at the church where our colleagues are training women in counseling techniques. On the road back to Kisumu, 11 of us pile into the back of the truck, hold on and talk.
“I remember in 2002 and 2003,” Charles says, “traveling down this same road, and every 100 meters passing a group of people waiting for a body to be delivered. So many people were financially ruined by funerals. Their wealth, their animals, were being slaughtered and served at the funerals. Most people who die in the city are brought to their home places, the villages they grew up in, for burial. Everyone wanted to have their funerals on Saturdays so bodies were delivered on Fridays. Some villages had as many as three funerals on a Saturday.”
“Yes,” George Nyamor, another passenger, adds, “there were so many funerals that only people who had large families were buried on Saturday.” He says with a bitter laugh, “Young men with no wife or child would be buried during the week since they didn’t expect a big crowd.”
“This region has the highest percentage of the virus,” Charles says. “We can probably predict the day and hour when the last Luo will die.”
“That’s a morbid thought,” I say.
“Perhaps Luos need to hear something like that to snap them into the reality of AIDS,” answers Charles.
Before going to work one morning, I go out back to find Paul. He is crouched next to a fire, boiling tea in a pot. Porridge boils over a second fire. Peter, a neighboring teenage boy, walks up and we greet each other. Peter is friendly and his English is very good.
“He doesn’t speak Kiswahili, does he?” I ask Peter about Paul.
“Yes, he does,” Peter says, putting his hand on Paul’s shoulder, a familiar movement an older brother might do.
“He’s quiet then?” I ask.
“When he gets used to you,” Peter says, “he’ll be talking to you all the time.”
I like that prospect, but will definitely have to learn more Kiswahili to keep up my end of the conversation. I pull a pack of colored pencils from my back pocket and hand them to Paul. He is pleased. Peter laughs out loud and pats Paul’s head, instructing Paul to say “asante” (thank you). Paul is shy and offers his response while looking up at Peter rather than me.
“I’ll get him a drawing pad over the weekend,” I tell Peter. He shares the news and Paul laughs. There is genuine affection between the two boys. I can’t help but feel that Paul, who spends much of his time sweeping the yard and boiling tea outside, is treated by our landlords like a yard slave.
Ian and I walk to the Police Officer’s Mess, a bar-like place close to our home. We enter the dim interior to find two men sitting at the “bar,” which is more like a store window than anything else. Two other men sit at a white plastic table watching television and drinking beer. Overhead, two fans stir the air. I’m cheered to find moving air and a television. The beers here are a mere 60 shillings, the cheapest price in town.
We watch Manchester United play an Italian team, followed by motorbike trials and a show on female runners. After a little more time, “Flying through Time” comes on, depicting Boeing building their 747 in the late 1960s, complete with scenes of the United States. I feel a little homesick, even if the U.S. footage is from the 60s. I enjoy this show; enjoy seeing flashes of the stealth fighters and Harrier jets that I’ve actually seen up close at air shows in Warner Robins, Georgia.
Both my parents worked as civilians at Robins Air Force Base, so we visited frequently and attended annual air shows. My mom worked as a scheduler for the maintenance performed on F-15 Eagles. These planes are returned to Robins every six years from wherever they may be in the world. They are then disassembled and rebuilt, which is where my mom’s scheduling came in. She worked with the mechanics to document the rebuilding process and to have new parts manufactured if needed. It was always an amazing sight to me, walking into a vast hangar and seeing those machines, stagnant and wingless, lining the walls.
Watching the Harrier take off vertically was thrilling. The vibration of the jet pulsated into the ground, running up through my bones and veins until my heart was ricocheting off lung and rib. I can understand why men (and women) become addicted to fantastic flying machines. Being close to such earthshaking intensity is intoxicating.
After the Boeing show back in Kenya, the local news comes on the KTN station. I complete my usual (one beer), and Ian finishes two. We head home in the dark, walking down a divided street with neat homes tucked safely behind high walls, noticing how close and plentiful the stars are.
“KTN shows movies at 8:00pm every Saturday night,” I tell Ian, “We should come back next week to watch a movie.” He agrees. I miss things like movies and planes flying overhead. The other night, I heard a plane in the distance, the only plane I’ve heard since being in Kisumu. At first, I thought it was thunder.
I must be losing my plane sensibilities. Growing up in Warner Robins, planes and jets were constantly streaking the sky. Sonic booms were common place, occurring almost daily, and I learned not to flinch as the shock wave landed on our house, rattling windows and doors. That is, until just before I came to Kenya when I was sitting across from Mama in her living room in Warner Robins, chatting. Suddenly, the French doors in her dining room seemed to come into the house, forced inward by a horrendous racket. The pressure subsided but left me shattered.
“What was that, Mama?”
“That’s a sonic boom,” she said, looking at me a little oddly. I could almost hear her thinking, ‘Don’t you remember?’
There’s quite a bit lately I’m remembering I remember.
Elizabeth, the librarian at TICH, has taken huge stacks of neglected books and organized them into a beautiful symphony of literary opportunities, filling shelf after shelf. Most of the books are old. I’m reading Emma by Jane Austen, a paperback edition published in 1964—only one year younger than me.
As I check out my latest two choices, Dennis, the library assistant, reaches for his bottle of paper glue. He smears the glue on a piece of paper and presses the form into the back of the book. He then checks the calendar next to his desk, looking ahead one week, and adjusts his date stamp.
As Dennis stamps the date onto the paper, a smile spreads over my face. Just the thought of taking that book into my hands brings me joy. It’s not a new book. It possesses yellowed pages and an ancient smell, but it’s new to me. Knowing I have only one week makes me want to scurry away, to devour this goodie before it expires. There are many, many other yellowed pages on Elizabeth’s shelves for me to turn while the turning is good.
On the way to lunch, an older woman stands in the road and stops each passerby. She tells them she has a stand just around that corner (she points), asking them to please stop to see her Maasai-made goods. She is not easily put off and I admire her marketing technique of standing at the intersection of two dirt roads and taking folks to her “shop.” Wanting to be considered a neighbor and not a foreigner, I like to support local merchants. As I pass her, I learn her name is Priscah. I tell her I’ll stop by on my way to work the next morning. And then I forget.
As I’m writing a workshop proposal in my office, Eric comes in to tell me I have a visitor. Upon arriving at the gate, I recognize her face but can’t quite place it at first.
“Oh, Priscah,” I say, “I’m sorry I forgot.”
“It’s okay,” she says, holding onto my arm.
“Can I meet you at the guard gate tomorrow at 12:30pm, so we can walk to your stand and see the Maasai-made goodies?”
“Yes,” she says turning to pick up her bag and still holding my arm, “that will be nice.”
In the evening in town, I stuff my backpack with cereal, milk, peanut butter, bread, potatoes, carrots and bananas from the Nakumatt, a sort of very tiny Super Wal-Mart, and start walking home. At the end of Oginga Odinga Street I come upon a young man. Because we’re walking in the same direction at the same pace, trying to avoid the same speeding cars in the dark, we begin to talk.
His name is Walter Odede and he started a non-profit called Pambazuko Youth AIDS Link Project three years ago. Pambazuko means “new horizons,” which is what he’s trying to offer street boys. Once a victim of drugs (those are Walter’s words), God spoke to his heart and told him to help others. His type of organization is called a “briefcase NGO” because it is operated without office space and lacking other assets like computers, business licenses or marketing materials and credentials, such as degrees.
Walter pulls an introduction letter from his pack, fills in my name and signs it as chairman.
“Are you single?” he asks as he signs. I laugh out loud. No one else has cared to ask that question since I’ve arrived in Kenya.
“Yes, I am,” I tell him, “and you’re the first person here to ask me that.”
“Well,” he replies, “you’ll continue to be single whether I ask you if you are single or not. So I ask you.”
Like most Kenyans, Walter sees my white skin and thinks I can turn his organization into a top performer. If I don’t give money, then perhaps I’ll know how to write a proposal or get my friends to give money. He doesn’t say it, for they seldom say it, but I know what he’s thinking.
Although I want to contribute in some way while I’m here—maybe with money, maybe with my time, maybe with writing proposals—it’s important to me to assess each organization. I want to make sure it is managed efficiently and the monies go directly to those who need it most. I ask Walter if he will take me to the slums one day, so I can meet the boys he is helping. He readily agrees.
I don’t want to go to the slums, but must. Otherwise, I’ll never know how I can help. We part company in the night, on a dirt road with dim light barely showing his face. I will definitely meet Priscah tomorrow to view her wares, and I will definitely email Walter so we can walk through the slums.
Deep down, I don’t want to. But I must.
We’re sitting under a tin roof, supported by beams of tree branches with the “walls” open. Paul is in a chair with a worn sheet wrapped around his 10-year-old shoulders. I sit on a stack of loose rocks, and Joyce, Paul’s “foster sister,” sits opposite me on stones. Today is the first time they’ve left our yard and ventured to town with me. Paul doesn’t seem to mind this break from his gate-guarding duties. A “barber” clips and clips, shearing away the one-quarter inch of growth on Paul’s head. Occasionally, I see Paul squeeze his eyes, as if in pain. And some cord, attached from his flinch center to my viscera, causes me to feel it, too.
“Does that hurt him?” I ask the barber, who is young and considerate.
“I’m sorry,” he says, “I do not understand you.”
“Is it painful?” I clarify.
“No,” he says reassuringly, “it is not painful.”
Next door, about 40 feet away, an old man works under a tree, making furniture. On the corner next to his shack sits a grove of trees under which boda bodas congregate to lube their bikes and fill their tires. Foot traffic passes on the road more than cars. From the house next door, a man pushes his wooden handcart loaded with 12 black water containers. On top sit two boys, grinning. When they stop in front of the furniture maker, the boys jump off and run back to their yard. The man rebalances his load and turns toward town, using his upper body as leverage to steer.
The barber asks Paul where he’s from. “Unatoka wapi?” When he doesn’t get a response, the barber asks again in English. Paul is shy and answers, speaking in a low voice. When Paul doesn’t respond to a question, the barber asks Joyce. She replies, but also in a low voice. At 15, Joyce is shy, too.
We’ve just come from town, me, Paul and Joyce. Our destination was Black Berry Enterprises, a school uniform shop. Paul will begin attending school soon. After telling the sales girl the name of Paul’s school, Central Primary, she assesses his size and heads to the back. As we wait, an attractive woman walks up and greets us as though she knows me. It’s not uncommon to run into friends and colleagues in town, so I look closer to see if I’ve met her before, but I’m pretty sure I haven’t. I greet her warmly just the same, and shake her hand as she says, with much heart, “Thank you so much for helping him. It’s so wonderful and we’re very appreciative.” Her remarks embarrass me.
“No thanks are necessary,” I assure her, “the thanks are all mine because Paul is such a fantastic kid.”
The sales girl brings back a shirt and pants. Gently, she guides Paul into the dressing room, where he tries on his new clothes. Joyce points to the wall behind the counter and says, “bika.” I follow the direction of her finger and see some very lovely lingerie bikas hanging overhead. They’re shaped like shorts with lace trim on the legs. Local women wear them under their pants and skirts. We ask to see their bika selection and Joyce picks out a pair. About the same time, the sales girl escorts a nicely dressed Paul to us. I check the fit around his waist and find the suit fits nicely, with a little room for growth. Paul is quite thin.
“He’s missing one other thing,” she whispers. I’m puzzled until she says, “He was missing something when he tried on his clothes.” So I ask how much boy’s underwear costs and we settle on a pair, which she takes into the dressing room with Paul. We also buy a pair of socks, part of the uniform.
“Can he try on a pair of these shoes?” I ask her, “I didn’t bring enough money today, but if we know what size he wears, I can run by next week and get them.”
We remove Paul’s shoes, a black pair so worn the sides and back droop. The soles, smooth from wear, no longer display the size. We hold the old, ratty shoe up against the shiny new ones. She hands Paul a plastic bag to put over his foot while he tries on the shoe. I remind her that we’re buying the socks, so she can let him wear them while trying on the shoes. She refuses for some reason I cannot fathom. Size three is a bit snug, so we decide on four. They’re handsome black leather shoes, very well made, but I can’t help but feel he needs some tennis shoes, too. His only other shoes are red plastic flip flops that sell for 59 shillings, or about 75 cents. Perhaps next month we’ll buy sneakers.
As we exit the store, I ask the kids if they’d like a Coke baridi (cold). Paul grins and shakes his head no.
“No?!” I respond, teasing him, “what do you like then?”
“Fanta,” he says. We go to the Somi Snacks, a vegetarian shop operated by Indians, and sit at a table. The waiter brings menus and we each order a cold Fanta orange along with three samosas. The television behind me is playing an Indian movie. It’s a musical scene in which two attractive stars sing to each other, standing close among beautiful landscapes. The woman’s colorful sari blows sensuously in the wind, its loose movements juxtaposing the couple’s sexual tension. Paul is mesmerized. He sips Fanta from the straw in his bottle, nibbles on the samosa and never removes his eyes from the screen. I’m a little embarrassed at the intimacy portrayed between the adults on screen, but cannot help but grin at Paul’s face, turned toward the television, eyes wider than usual. We linger so he can take it all in.
I suggest we run into the Nakumatt, quickly, so I can buy mazewa (milk). Paul shakes his head no again. I laugh, because I’m not suggesting he has to drink the milk. We grab the milk and head to the checkout, where I encourage them to pick out a candy bar. They both select a Cadbury with nuts. I get a Twix. We head home, munching our candy bars. We pass through town and head toward our neighborhood when Paul sees the barber under the tin roof and trees. He tells Joyce he wants a haircut, and she repeats the request to me.
“Let’s see how much it is,” I say.
“10 bob,” Joyce says, using the more common term for shilling. That’s nothing really, but when I ask the barber his price, he tells me it is 30 bob.
“Wow,” I say, “we were expecting 10.” I look at Joyce, who also indicates the price is too high.
“Okay,” the barber says, “I’ll take five shillings.”
“Five!” I say.
I don’t understand why he lowered the price to five, a figure much lower than I am willing to pay. So often, things happen here that I don’t understand. Like many things, I accept it, hoping with time to learn the cultural nuances.
The barber sits Paul down and begins working diligently. Once he’s clipped Paul’s hair, he unwraps a brand new razor blade and very, very carefully shaves a tiny path around Paul’s head, making a straight hair line, even over Paul’s ears and neck. Paul looks very sharp. I’m impressed by the amount of work required as well as by the barber’s compassionate treatment of Paul, so I give him 20 bob. We’re both pleased.
As we walk home, Paul and Joyce cannot know how much pleasure they have given me, allowing me to take them to town, to buy them needed clothing. It’s something I did weekly when my children were young, and I miss that part of parenting. There’s nothing quite like making sure children have what they need. Not necessarily what they want, but what they need.
It’s a rainy night in Kisumu. Around 7:45pm, thinking the evening’s storm has passed, Ian and I walk to the Police Officer’s Mess, hoping to catch the Saturday night movie and drink a beer. I plan to order a whole chicken just for myself, I’m so hungry. We use a flashlight to navigate mud puddles and dirt paths. It’s a bit trickier than I imagined and I regret being out here, afraid of the speeding cars on roads with no street lights. Only the thought of chicken and ugali keep me moving. A car flies up behind us, going too fast. It brakes suddenly and slides, the horn blaring. There, frozen in the middle of the road, is a boda boda. The car stops just short of hitting the man, pausing only to steer around him.
“What the hell is that guy doing?” Ian asks.
The man and his bike do not move. As we approach, the boda boda driver attempts to pedal away, but he hits the edge of the road, his tires sliding out from under him. Afraid he’ll be hit if left lying half in the road, I cross and lean over him. He’s in his 20s and very, very drunk, his legs entangled in the bike and his seat now twisted sideways.
“Are you alright?” I ask, gripping his arm and feeling the mud.
“Yes, Mama, I’m alright. I’m alright.”
He tries to right himself but is pinned by his bike and his blurred senses.
“Pull the bike away from him,” I tell Ian, “so he can stand.”
Ian lifts the bike slightly while I assist the boda boda driver out of the mud puddle. His back is wet and his breath is loaded. I fear for him trying to make it home in the dark on his bike.
“Do not ride your bike,” I tell him sternly, “walk your bike. Stay off the road. Go straight home.”
I can tell that if he didn’t sober up when almost hit by the car, he needs to sleep this one off. I repeat myself as though I’m his mother, emphasizing every word, realizing my heart is pleading with him while my voice reveals nothing but a command.
“Yes, Mama, thank you very much. Have a nice evening, Mama.”
He shakes my hand, then Ian’s, and pushes his bike in the opposite direction, shakily.
It’s a rather disappointing evening at the Police Officer’s Mess. They don’t serve food inside, just outside, and even then only if you’ve ordered ahead. To make matters worse, there is no movie on, just a Latin soap opera dubbed in English by people from the UK. It twists my brain to hear British accents coming from beautiful Latinos. I get a bag of crisps and devour them while watching the very masculine men and ultra feminine women working at a Brazilian coffee plantation.
The guy who owns and runs the farm in the soap opera looks like Fabio. While his long, wavy hair hangs across his face and flows over his shoulders, he broods about being impotent. We audience members are forced to wonder what could be weighing on him to cause this problem. We are then introduced to the very spirited, very shapely, almost angelic-looking female laborer, who fights tooth and nail to ward off unwanted sexual advances from her fellow laborers. The Fabio-hero intervenes and quiets her feistiness. The way he looks at her says he wouldn’t experience his “problem” with her. It’s all gloriously stereotypical, but not quite interesting enough to keep me from walking to the door occasionally to see if it’s still raining. I feel caged by the night.
We finally leave around 9:40pm to avoid watching “The Nutty Professor.” It’s drizzling. We turn down a side street, and from the dark a voice says, “Why are you walking at night?” A security guard approaches, an automatic weapon hanging from his shoulder.
“The bad boys of Kisumu are about,” he tells us. I just want to be home, out of the drizzle, to wash the mud from between my toes and to read Emma.
“It is not safe for you,” he reconfirms.
“What should we do?” Ian asks.
“From now on, when it’s this late, take a taxi,” he says, turning and walking back into the darkness.
“The bad boys may not want to be out in the rain, our natural defense,” I say to Ian.
I’ve never been so happy to see our locked gate. I wash my feet and climb under the mosquito net, opening the book to read about Emma’s family and circle of friends, safely tucked away in their English village, threatened by nothing more than an inconsiderate remark.
I hope the drunken man is home now, sleeping, perhaps dreaming of daylight and dry roads.
Casmos, a local man who looks to be about 40 years old, sits next to me at the cyber cafe, waiting for a computer. Although we have never met he asks me where in the States I am from, just like that.
“How did you know I’m from the States?” I ask, “Don’t I look the least bit European?”
“I could tell by your face,” he responds.
Casmos tells me his brother lives in Houston, and he wants to go there. He is very animated when he talks, sounding much like a Westerner with only a slight Kenyan accent. We each get a computer and start to work away in our own separate spheres, but when Casmos is leaving, he stops by to give me his business card. He asks if I’d like to get a coffee when I’m done. “I’ll be here at least two hours,” I tell him and give him my email address.
Sunday morning, I’m back at the cyber cafe when Casmos stops by.
“I sent you an email asking you to meet me here last night for dinner.”
“This is the first time I’ve checked emails,” I say.
“Would you like to get a coffee?”
“I’ll be here at least two or three hours,” I say.
He says he’ll check back around 1:00pm. Casmos dresses nicely, has a relaxed manner and his business card says he sells medical equipment. He wears sunglasses pushed up on his head and nice athletic shoes. Casmos is not in any real need, but I can tell he thinks I can get him to the States.
Albert, the security guard at Kisumu Hotel, stops me as I walk home from the cyber cafe. We’ve never met but he says he’d like to discuss something with me and wants to know when I will be by again. I tell him I may be by the next evening, wondering briefly what it is he wants to discuss.
After I leave Albert, a young man catches up with me and introduces himself as Victor. He’s 18 and walks beside me, matching my quick pace.
“My father passed away Friday and we need money for a coffin,” he tells me as casually as if he’d told me about a sale on eggs at the Nakumatt. I stop walking and grab his sleeve.
“Your father passed away this past Friday?!” I exclaim, letting it sink in. My heart goes out to him.
“Yes, and we still need 1,500 shillings for the coffin, to get him out of the morgue.”
Victor’s request for money is very quick; he allows me no time to digest the news. His eagerness causes me to doubt his story, but he appears earnest, so it is with great pain that I tell him, “I cannot help you. I’m sorry.”
He then tells me how thieves broke into his home and, when he woke up to discover them, they threw fire on him. He pulls up his left sleeve and shows me a horrendous scar on his forearm, massive and raised at least half an inch. It is difficult not to be moved by such obvious suffering, but I can tell the wound has been healed for years. Victor is using his full arsenal to pull at my heartstrings.
When I commiserate about his troubles, he says, “I do not want your sympathize.”
This remark amuses me slightly because getting my “sympathize” is obviously the persuasive tool he is using to get my help. But I honestly don’t have the money. Fifteen hundred shillings is about US $20, which is a lot to me.
“Can you help me with the means to get back to my father’s village tonight?”
“Sorry, no.”
“I’ve never slept outside and I’m scared to be out alone.”
“No,” I say nicely.
Victor has walked with me about one-half mile and I worry he might follow me home or become angry, maybe even hit me. The thought passes quickly, however, and I walk confidently on, saying goodbye and turning left when he turns right. He says goodbye and moves away.
Casmos, Albert, Victor.
The hits just keep on coming.
Victor’s request for US $20 is indicative of the nation’s economic status and the desperate measures people will take to be able to eat. Each year, the United Nations releases the Human Development Index (HDI) focusing on three measurable dimensions of human development: living a long and healthy life, having access to education and having a decent standard of living. In 2006, Kenya’s rank fell to 152 out of 177 countries. In 2004, the country was 148 out of 177 countries. Norway ranks number one, Iceland ranks number two and the United States ranks number eight.
The poverty line in Kenya is US $17 per month per adult in rural areas and US $36 per month per adult in urban areas. More than half of Kenya’s population (56 percent) lives below the national poverty line. If the current trend continues, this percentage is projected to increase to 66 percent by 2015. Poverty remains a major impediment to the fulfillment of basic needs, especially for women and children. The average life expectancy in Kenya is just 45.2 years.
In the past few years, the UN created eight Millennium Development Goals intended to coalesce the objectives of governments and aid organizations in all developing countries. The goals they hope to accomplish by 2015 are to:
Halve the proportion of people whose income is less than $1 per day.
Ensure children (boys and girls) will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling.
Eliminate gender disparity in all levels of education.
Reduce the number of children who die under the age of five by two-thirds.
Reduce the maternal mortality ratio by three-quarters.
Halt and reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS; halt and reverse the incidence of malaria.
Integrate principles of sustainable development into country policies and reverse the loss of environmental resources.
Develop a global partnership for development.
Kenya adopted these goals in 2000 and is currently tracking the nation’s progress. Half-way to 2015, many of these goals appear to be unreachable, and critics of the MDGs say they’re a waste of time. For people on the ground, though, MDGs provide focus and create strength in the number of organizations tackling the same issues simultaneously.
Saradidi (pronounced Saradeedee) community is an hour and a half drive from Kisumu, heading north and then west, skirting Lake Victoria. The lake lies silent just a mile away from the church where we have gathered. Our mission today is to meet with 70 Community Health Workers (CHWs) for their sixth weekly session of counseling training.
These women come from near and far for the event. They’re amazing— simply wives and mothers who elect to volunteer time to their community and their neighbors. (I shouldn’t say they are “simply wives and mothers” because being a woman in Kenya is not simple. Plus, two of the students are men.) What these people are doing for their neighbors is quite extraordinary. Several of them have babies—some only a few months old—that they nurse as the need arises, passing them to a friend when it’s their turn to role-play.
One child is exceptionally cute at three months of age. I can’t resist putting my finger in his firm grip.
“What’s his name?” I ask.
“Dan Kaseje,” she says.
I think I’ve heard wrong and I ask again.
“Dan Kaseje,” she says again. I am awed. This child’s name is a testament to Dan’s dedication to rural communities and their acknowledgement of his hard work. In fact, she went into labor when she was attending a class here at the church and Dan was the instructor that day. The baby was born the next day.
Kenyans have a tradition of naming babies for great people and current events. Whatever is in the news and the talk of the nation is fodder for naming. Many babies born these days are named Senator Barak Obama, who is a hero in this part of Kenya. Senator Obama’s father is from a tiny village outside of Kisumu and his grandmother still lives there. At Pandipieri, where a colleague named Ed works, I visit for lunch one day and a baby less than six months old lies on a cot next to the table where we eat. He cries until his mother picks him up.
“That’s Senator,” Ed says, “Senator Barak Obama.”
This is the sixth and final session of counselor training provided to CHWs from the area. Local children come to the church where we’re holding class and position themselves outside of the door to look at me. I go out to say hello and they appear scared, shifting as though they’ll run. One girl is brave and stands her ground, taking my hand to shake it. I snap their photo on the red, dirt road to Lake Victoria and show it to them. As a response, I get lots of giggles and pulling at the camera so they can peek at themselves again.
After photographing the girls, I return to watch the women (and two men) prepare for their role-playing by selecting a problem one of their neighbors might have. Sitting under the trees in the churchyard, they prepare and gossip and laugh. They then practice their counseling skills in front of the trainers, my coworkers from TICH. The ladies speak English and Kiswahili and Dholuo, and even though I can’t always tell what they’re saying, I always want to stand and applaud their magnificent acting skills.
“Bravo!!” I cheer to myself. These ladies can act!
In these remote Luo villages, there are a variety of problems to be enacted by the groups. In one, a mother-in-law dislikes her new daughter-in-law, who lives at the family rural home while her husband works in Kisumu. The new daughter-in-law eats too much food and doesn’t share any of the monies her husband sends. In another, a woman who has been married for five years has not become pregnant. Her husband beats her regularly and threatens to take a second wife, who will surely produce a son for him. The groups of CHWs are commended by their trainers for picking such real issues.
Next week, the ladies will again congregate at the Saradidi Church. They’ll bring their packed lunches and one or two live chickens with their feet tied together to sell at market. The women will throw the chickens into a corner of the sanctuary and then spread their colorful kangas under a shade tree, where they’ll sit and gossip and laugh easily. They’ll take the written exam, the culmination of their training. If they pass, they’ll receive a certificate proclaiming them to be professional counselors. I suspect these women (and two men) are already excellent counselors. Certainly they are gifted actors, every one.
Chapter Five
Holiday
Several VSO volunteers from across Kenya meet at Lake Naivasha Lodge for Easter holiday near Hell’s Gate National Park. We begin walking to the park’s entrance, hoping a matatu will come by, when a private car stops and the driver introduces himself. Patrick, who lives in Durban, South Africa, is in Kenya working with the Mamias Sugar Company. He gives us a ride to the park, which is about 10 kilometers from Lake Naivasha Lodge. As we cruise along the lake’s rim in Patrick’s company car, he says, “You are about to see some of the worst roads in Africa.” Soon the road becomes a checkerboard of pocks, large and small and deep and wide. The road is so bad that many vehicles leave the road entirely and ride along the side (if there is a shoulder to ride on). We bounce and jar, ever cognizant of other cars also bouncing and jarring—often straight into our path. The jostling goes on for four or five kilometers and is all the more remarkable because along the road are nurseries where flowers are raised and exported to Europe.
This area hosts multi-million dollar horticultural industries. Homegrown, one of Kenya’s largest growers, exports more than 50 million flower stems to the UK each year. Someone told me a flower can be cut in the morning and arrive in Holland the same afternoon. It’s hard to believe transport is so quick with these roads.
Because of the number of horticultural farms and their contamination of the lake with pesticides, environmentalists managed to get Lake Naivasha listed as a Ramsar Site. In recent years, the growers have started to show an awareness of the dangers of pesticides for workers as well as the lake, which is a wetland of internationally recognized ecological importance. Measures are being taken (such as not cultivating within one kilometer of the lake to prevent runoff) and health checks are becoming required for workers. Still, the danger of chemical use is pervasive in its way of settling in soil and water and living tissue. In her 1962 book “Silent Spring,” Rachel Carson describes the impact of pesticides in the United States after two decades of use:
Synthetic pesticides have been so thoroughly distributed throughout the animate and inanimate world that they occur virtually everywhere. They have been recovered from most of the major river systems and even from streams of groundwater flowing unseen through the earth. Residues of these chemicals linger in soil to which they may have been applied a dozen years before. They have entered and lodged in the bodies of fish, birds, reptiles, and domestic and wild animals. They have been found in fish in remote mountain lakes, in earthworms burrowing in soil, in the eggs of bird; and in man himself. For these chemicals are now stored in the bodies of the vast majority of human beings, regardless of age. They occur in the mother’s milk, and probably in the tissues of the unborn child. (p. 15-16)
Even with awareness concerning pesticides, the future of Lake Naivasha is uncertain. The Rough Guide to Kenya states that “Some of the area’s 350 types of bird, hippopotamus and other wildlife are still threatened with extinction, and already the Lily-Trotter, the Great Crested Grebe and the Crested Helmet Shrike have all but disappeared” (p. 237).
As we skim the lake in a fiberglass boat, I peer at the hippos and flamingos through binoculars, knowing the nearby horticultural houses go on for miles and miles. But in my view, the landscape rolls away in layers, with a wall of hills followed by a wall of mountains ringing the valley. Looking at the shoreline and beyond through the binoculars is like watching a National Geographic special. There is so much beauty in the grass at the water’s edge, in the furred and un-furred animals, in the feathered creatures only yards away. I feel my heart expand into my throat as the waterbucks graze and the pelicans preen. The beauty fills me.
The delicate, delicate beauty fills me.
Hell’s Gate is one of only two parks in Kenya where people can walk and see animals. All other parks require guests to be in a vehicle, but here we rent bikes just outside the park’s entrance and cycle through, rolling past zebra, warthogs, baboons and wildebeest, Cape buffalo and gazelles. At one point we actually stop as we cycle past the buffalo, out of fear they might attack us. Stopping is precisely what you don’t want to do in this situation, because these young and frighteningly large buffalo are just as curious about us as we are about them. When they start staring and turning toward us, taking an occasional step out of curiosity, we turn back. Quickly. A British couple comes along in their red four-by-four and offers to drive ahead to scope out the herd. They return to tell us the buffalo are actually young and we can safely cycle by if we just keep on cycling. We follow their advice, albeit with a bit of trepidation; as we pass the massive animals, we are surprised to find them turn and run away from us.
Geothermal pools run underground throughout this area. At the park’s lower gorge, a power station has been constructed to tap into these pools with minimal impact to the area, boasting pipes of all sizes zigzagging in earnest. Experts predict the station will eventually supply half of Kenya’s electricity. The super-heated underground water can reach 304 degrees Centigrade, one of the hottest sources in the world. On our hike through the gorge, our Maasai guide, Jackson, shows us the hot water running down the walls and over rocks, steam rising. Shells lay on the ground where someone has taken the challenge to poach an egg. The water is so hot it appears to bubble in a small, bowl-like rock.
Hilary, a volunteer from the UK, Heidi, from Holland, and I take a break from biking in the park. The sun is severely hot, so close overhead, and the roads are dusty. Sometimes, the deep sand in the road’s grooves causes our wide, knobby tires to scoot out from under us.
“I don’t find Kenya beautiful,” Hilary says cautiously, peering as though she is waiting for a backlash from me or Heidi. I glance at the walls of the gorge rising straight up for hundreds of feet, showing off their stratifications, their lovely geometric fissures, their strength in standing for eons and eons.
“I think I’m spoiled,” Heidi remarks, “because I’ve traveled to so many other beautiful countries in Europe and Latin America.”
I want to say, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” but I know it’s trite and not nearly powerful enough to express what I see when I look at Kenya: beauty and ugliness and sometimes beauty in the ugliness. I see more than dustiness, more than landscapes made hazy by the sun’s glare. Sometimes I’m not exactly sure what I see. Other times I see beauty so exacting my breath catches at the bottom of my lungs, trapped, until my brain furiously registers the sights and smells of a million grass leaves and pine needles and feathers floating, past and present, landing on lion tracks pressed into soft sand, landing on zebra carcasses with faded stripes of decomposing flesh stretched against dried bone. Arresting beauty, heartbreaking beauty, beauty especially poignant in its ugliness.
I guess I know what Hilary is saying.
I find beauty in the strangest places. One such place, Nyalenda, is a slum in Kisumu. Just as I promised when I met Walter on the darkened road that evening, I follow through with my plan to visit the slums. I email him and we arrange to meet at TICH at 8:00am on Wednesday morning. My initial concerns about this man I met on the street soon subside. As it turns out, Walter grew up in Nyalenda with Tonny, a coworker and friend of mine. It seems everyone knows Walter and thinks of him as a fine man.
On a Wednesday morning, Tonny, Walter and I walk ten minutes along Ring Road to Nyalenda, turning into their neighborhood at the water source: an open stream. Tonny still lives in Nyalenda, though he has a university degree and works in IT at TICH. He’s a role model for the children.
Tonny and Walter have huge hearts. They know the people we pass on the streets and speak to them with warmth and coded handshakes and smiles. Their plans are huge, too: Get the government to change plastic pipes to metal pipes running from the stream to the houses. Build a well at the back of the slum, creating a single, treated water source for everyone so they aren’t bathing and washing their dishes or putting their toilet-contaminated feet into the stream. Build pit latrines for those who now use “flying toilets” (plastic bags filled with feces and tossed along with hundreds of other feces-filled plastic bags into piles near the stream). Construct a tin-roof structure under which they’ll gather the neighborhood children to teach them ABCs and 123s and about children’s rights, because so many of them are orphans living with guardians who do not care if the children are educated or even if they are loved.
Walter and Tonny also plan to create income-generating activities for the widows of the area. Activities such as weaving mats from Papyrus, which grows along the river, and fishing can go a long way here. We talk with one widow who looks like a teenager but who has six children. She makes the local alcoholic beverage, illegally, and sells it to feed her children. Tonny worries because she drinks much of the “illicit brew” herself. We walk through and they introduce me to their neighbors. We talk to the older woman at the back of the slum who currently has the land rights to where the water will be collected into a single, treated well for everyone. I marvel at the children who are naked, who have runny noses and crusty eyes, but who have incredible light shining out of those very same eyes.
There’s a light that emanates from most young Kenyan eyes. This beauty, always captivating, especially grabs my attention in the slums of Nyalenda. It is an energy. Amongst the mud and the hogs wallowing in the mud, alongside the dogs chasing goats from between thatched houses, there is this happy energy. It is excited shouting and frenzied hand waving. It is a bright intelligence. I see it in children of all ages in Kenya, this potential. They are all pregnant with promise.
To me, the most amazing thing about being in East Africa is the thought of this area as the birthplace of humankind. John Reader, in Africa: A Biography of the Continent, reminds us that “the ancestors of all humanity evolved in Africa.” The earliest evidence of human existence has been found in East Africa, north and south of the equator, from Ethiopia to Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania. I visited Olduvai Gorge on Christmas Day in 2004, as we traveled through the Serengeti, a wide space of grass, zebra, hyena, Thomson’s gazelle, wildebeest and an occasional lion pride.
We turned off a major dirt road onto a minor one that ended abruptly at Olduvai Gorge, the archaeological workplace of Mary and Louis Leakey.
In Olduvai Gorge, the Leakey’s discovered Homo habilis, the first hominid with a brain larger than a chimp’s. Homo habilis, a new genus that appeared in Africa 2.5 million years ago, was the first toolmaker, using stone tools, such as sharp flakes of rock. Their direct descendent is Homo erectus.
During our Christmas day visit, our group of eight joined many other people from Australia, Canada and Asia making their way through Olduvai Gorge’s two-room museum, where artifacts lay within touch, not separated by glass. On display, in addition to stone tools and fossil skulls, was a re-creation of the fossilized footsteps discovered at Laetoli, a site not far from the museum. Mary Leakey was in charge when these fossilized footsteps were uncovered. They were created more than 3 million years ago when rain showers mingled with light ash falling from nearby volcanoes. The mixture of ash and water turned to mud that, when walked on, captured the footprints of more than 20 different animals of all sizes: cats, hares, giraffes, rhinoceros, elephants, hyenas, antelopes, pigs, baboons and even the hipparion, the ancestral three-toed horse.
The trail left by the three hominids is nearly fifty meters long. It shows they walked north toward the plains of what is now Serengeti, away from the puffing volcanoes. These three individuals—two adults and one juvenile—walked together, leaving their prints alongside those of the animals. I stand and stare at the reproduction of the footprint scene in the museum. Nearby, children run and scream; parents talk and read exhibit signs loudly to their kids. I work to block out the noises, to imagine what it was like for these small people to walk through this valley millions of years ago.
The Great Rift Valley is the only geographical feature of the world visible from the moon. The Rift runs like an inverse scar from Africa’s coast, near the Saudi peninsula’s attachment to the continent, down through Ethiopia, Kenya and Tanzania. It is dotted with ancient volcanoes like Mt. Kenya and Mt. Kilimanjaro, along with dozens of other equally beautiful volcanic mountains rising from the plain floors. The first time I see Mt. Longonot on the road from Nairobi to Kisumu, I want to climb it. The Maasai name “oloonong’ot” means “mountain of many spurs.” Those jutting spurs along the crater rim, crown-like, create its royal beauty. Longonot is not an extinct volcano; the puffs of steam rising from its interior give it the classification of “senile.”
I leave my fellow VSO volunteers to travel home from Lake Naivasha on Easter Sunday, crossing the Great Rift Valley, and John, my matatu seat mate, points out the rice project in Ahero. He tells me how it failed, although many of the people still, of their own initiative, farm their plots of flood plain to raise rice. I tell John about my conversation with Heidi and Hilary, how we discussed the beauty and promise in Kenya. I tell him of the potential I see in all Kenyans—in Kenyans of every age—but especially the street boys. John agrees. He’s headed to his home village north of Kisumu. John lives in Nairobi and is doing well for himself, but he can see the need of his fellow Kenyans. If only they had the resources, if only the government made sure everyone had clean, piped water, if only there was available electricity. If only every child could go to school.
If only.
Back from Easter break, I visit Nyalenda again. As we walk through the slums of Nyalenda, meeting people and discussing their daily struggles, Walter and Tonny ask if I mind visiting Eric, a friend of theirs. We cross the creek and pass two mud houses with thatched rooftops to where Eric’s mud house sits. They show me the thatching, made from stems of Papyrus. We hear singing and hand clapping, a rather mournful sound.
“Eric has AIDS,” Walter tells me. Eric is 26 years old and has been showing signs of the illness for several months. He has been bed-ridden for a few weeks, but his family is in denial. They believe demons are visiting him. Their spiritual leader is here, exorcising the demons with songs and prayers and hand clapping.
Walter and Tonny visit Eric often. They work diligently to convince him to go to the Voluntary Counseling and Testing (VCT) Center to be tested for AIDS. But the stigma of AIDS is still too strong. Eric can see no benefit in telling everyone he is infected and actually thinks it will cause people to shun him, despite the fact that Walter and Tonny accept him. They know how Anti-Retroviral (ARV) drugs can impact Eric’s quality of life. The drugs are now being given free by the Kenyan government; they can restore health, cause weight gain and prolong life.
While we stand outside the mud house, in a compound in the heart of Nyalenda, Walter and Tonny decide we should come back another day. We settle for a week later.
Walter pops his head into my office, a lovely surprise in the middle of a busy day. He’s looking for Tonny but cannot find him. Walter shakes my hand, gives me a hug and takes a seat. He’s preoccupied.
“Remember Eric?” Walter says.
“Yes,” I say, “we’re still going to visit him tomorrow, aren’t we?” Walter rocks in the chair and makes a tsking noise with his tongue. He tells me he’s just been to the hospital and Eric is dead.
Walter tsks and rocks and repeats, “Dead. Dead.”
“I’m so, so sorry, Walter,” I say, watching as his mind throws thought on top of painful thought. Eric, part of Walter’s non-profit organization, was dedicated to improving their neighborhood and the lives of their neighbors. Walter talks about Eric’s intelligence, his widowed mother who is now left with one son. They’ll probably take Eric back to their home place to bury him. The body will be at the morgue soon, he tsks.
“Dead.”
I suggest that Walter name the shelter he plans to build for the children in Eric’s honor. He nods agreement.
“This is a lesson to me,” he says, leaning forward, “I won’t wait with my other friends; I will insist they go for testing and medicine.”
“Do you have many other friends with AIDS?” I ask.
“Several. Too many.”
I’m called into a meeting so Walter and I walk to the front. I tell him I’ll let Tonny know the news as soon as our meeting is over.
“Please find out about the funeral arrangements,” I say.
“What about the camera?” Walter asks in a panic, “will you bring it tomorrow?” The three of us had already discussed documenting the slums’ water source and latrines, the children and widows, so I reassure Walter I’ll bring the camera.
Walter is tall, about 6’ 2” and slim. He leans in with earnestness and says, “We missed an opportunity.” I instantly know he is talking about Eric. One more day, just one more day, and we would have had a photo of Eric.
Walter needn’t worry. I’ll bring the camera tomorrow and we’ll photograph the neighborhood and its people, his friends with AIDS. We’ll photograph all of them, too many of them.
On our next tour of the slums of Nyalenda, Walter wants to show me the interior. Tonny is in town uploading the latest version of the TICH website, so he’s unable to join us. In the interior, garbage dumps sit on paths between the houses. These dumps contain human waste as well as household waste. Chickens and goats climb on the mounds, digging and pecking. The stench is overwhelming. Garbage pits are okay if they’re dug below ground and filled in with earth, but these are simply piles of trash and waste sitting outside someone’s front door. With the camera, we document the dumps, the defunct latrines left standing near the water, the minnows from Lake Victoria spread to dry in the midday sun as hundreds of flies turn the fish from white to black, two boys drawing water from the stream, women at their fruit stands and widows with their children at play.
The children pose for pictures like professionals. Walter asks a group of women for their permission to be photographed. They ask for some-thing—maybe money—in return. Walter speaks with the woman who runs the fruit stand, explaining what his organization is doing in the community. He explains to her she’ll see long-term benefits, not just a few shillings for the photo. But the talk turns somewhat heated and while I can’t understand what’s being said, I understand what’s going on. When Walter says we should just move on, I listen and move.
As we change directions, an older woman walks up and speaks in English. She shakes my hand, welcoming me and inviting me to stop by any time. She is Mama Ogai, the village elder’s wife. She tells us to photograph her with another woman selling corn. As we set up the shot, the woman from the first group who wanted to be paid tries to sneak into the frame. Our corn seller uses her entire body and three “nos” to push the woman out of the picture. I grin from behind the camera.
The woman’s corn is in a wheelbarrow. She digs a container deep into the corn, dramatically, while Mama Ogai flourishes her basket out for filling. The basket is almost flat and made of woven straw covered in dried cow dung. Corn floats kernel by kernel into the cow-dung basket.
It’s understandable why the people of Nyalenda expect payment. They see so many groups come through, so many people with cameras who promise more this and better that. Then they never see the visitors again. Some people use the slums and its inhabitants to raise funds from donors, and then skip out with the monies. It’s hard to believe, but I try to reserve judgment. With such poverty everywhere, any amount of money is tempting to people. In the end, it’s just one more symptom of the extensive corruption in Kenya, beginning at the very top and trickling down. The government is trying to tackle corruption through transparency, but it is slow going.
We visit the older woman who owns the land where the common well will be built. She’s sitting just outside her door in the same chair she occupied on our last visit. She’s been ill, perhaps tuberculosis, and doesn’t move around a lot. Most of the people I meet are ill, close to death. They’re not always ill with AIDS: there is cancer, diarrhea, TB and typhoid (which is common in the slums and deadly for small children). Several toddlers, between 18 and 24 months old, sit naked in brightly colored plastic pans, an older child soaping and rinsing them under the bright sun.
The last time we visited, almost all the children were terrified of my white skin. They screamed and ran into the house. This time the reactions are less extreme, although one four-year-old girl sitting under a fruit stand begins to cry. As usual, the ladies laugh and I back away saying “pole” (sorry). The mother yells at the child and throws a flip-flop at her legs. It only makes the child scream louder. I back away as quickly as I can, distressed. The rest of the children simply look at me with curiosity.
We stop to visit Mama Eric, but she’s not home. In East Africa, a mother and father are named for their children; Eric’s mother is known by the name of her first born. Walter opens the door to Eric’s house and leans in, but only slightly, enough to determine Mama Eric is out. He spent quite a bit of time with a bedridden Eric in this room. A framed picture of Jesus hangs on the wall, above two wood-carved chairs with red velvet cushions. Eric has only been gone for two days. We stood in this spot last week and heard the singing prayers and clapping hands.
Today we hear nothing.
No longer able to bear not hearing my children’s voices, I go to town during lunch to buy a mobile phone, the first in my life. I don’t even know how to turn one on. After going through all my choices and finally settling on a phone, I don’t have enough money on me. I go to the bank to exchange U.S. dollars to Kenyan Shillings and am astonished to find that they’ve closed my account.
It wasn’t easy to open that account. I had to show a letter of introduction from VSO and have my supervisor, Reverend Obondi, stand next to me at the time. In addition, they needed to see my passport, my Kenyan ID and a passport photo. A month ago, when first opening the account, I tried to deposit money, but Robert Matete, the “personal banker,” said I’d receive a note at TICH’s P.O. Box letting me know when my debit card was ready for pick-up. I would be able to put money in the account then. What he didn’t tell me was the account would be closed if monies were not deposited within five days. I never received the notice. Today he tells me the account is now closed and we must go through the entire application process again.
“But you made copies of all the paperwork,” I say.
“Those papers have been sent to the Nairobi branch,” Robert replies.
“Didn’t you keep a copy of the papers here?”
No answer.
I’m mad. I stare out the window and state the obvious.
“I’m mad,” I say.
Robert agrees with me, saying, “I’m sure you’re mad at yourself.”
I’m not mad at myself; I’m mad at the bank’s restrictions and mad at Robert for not telling me about the five day deposit rule. Barclay’s bank does not operate in any way like banks in the West. They don’t even take a customer’s home mailing address because the postal service doesn’t deliver to homes—only to P.O. Boxes. Robert writes my address down as “Milimani Road behind the Classic Guest House.” They’ll send a letter to TICH’s P.O. Box when the debit card is ready. Barclay’s doesn’t send out monthly statements. You have to go to the bank and stand in line to get a copy of your bank statement. I’m determined to get this account settled today because it’s needed for payroll deposits. I get on my bike to peddle home and get money and my debit card for my U.S. bank account, plus all the paperwork.
I peddle back to the phone store, where it takes an hour to buy the phone. Afterwards, I go to the bank and wait for one of the “personal bankers” to assist me. The first one free is a sour looking woman. She calls me over, saying, “You want something?” rather snottily. I wonder if she thinks I like waiting around banks for hours on end. She looks at my documents for what seems like forever with her face all screwed up tight, finally saying, “This is a copy of the introduction letter.” I tell her the original was sent to the Nairobi branch by Robert. For effect, I point to Robert, who is sitting at the next desk. He’s with a customer. She tells me to wait for Robert because he saw the original.
Eventually, Robert opens the new account and sends me downstairs to get a counter deposit slip, which he and I must sign. At this point, we both want money deposited into this account so the same thing doesn’t happen again. It’s now 2:25pm. He hands me the slip and tells me to go to the cashier and bring a copy of the receipt to him. I’m fearful he means for me to stand in the line in the lobby.
“You mean the cashier downstairs with the long line?”
“Is the line long?” he asks innocently.
The line is always long. It’s long inside and it’s long outside at the ATM. I have no choice but to stand in line. There’s a horrible American movie on the lobby television that I can’t stop watching. At 3:00pm, the security guard closes the front doors. I step up to the cashier’s window at 3:25pm, take the receipt to Robert, and head downstairs to leave. Unfortunately, the security guard is not around and the door is locked from the inside. Everyone is just sitting or standing, complacently, waiting for someone to let them out. Ten minutes later, the guard arrives, all smiles, and sets us free.
I travel to campus on a bike with a flat back tire and arrive at 3:50pm, only to be told that the director just called a meeting of the Scientific Conference committee. I attend the weekly meetings, usually held on Fridays, because I head up the communications team for the conference. But I’m hot—hot and thirsty—so I ask Apollo, an intern in the computer lab, to get me a Coke before going to the meeting. We walk to the break room where Apollo removes the padlock and chain from around the cooler to extract a Coke. It costs 20 shillings and is worth every one!
Luckily the meeting is not long. Several of us confer afterwards to fulfill some tasks, and I go to my office to write a piece for the website about a new East African cooperative that’s starting up. Once it’s written, I take it to Tonny, who will load it to TICH’s website. He tells me there is something he meant to tell me, but can’t remember. As I turn to leave, he yells out, “Oh, yes, Walter wants us to meet him at 5:30pm downtown.” Even though it’s my internet cafe night, I figure we can meet Walter for a few minutes. Tonny and I make plans to leave campus together on our bikes.
As the time for us to leave approaches, Tonny gets held up a little. Remembering that my back tire is flat, I go to Fred at the guard stand and ask if he can show me how to use my pump. He does so quickly and cheerfully, and I’m very grateful for the assistance. Mobile once again, I’m ready for the end of the work day. I wait in the cool shade of a tree for Tonny and our trip to town—my third one for the day. It’s 6:15pm.
Tonny and I cycle into town and lock our bikes together around a sign post. We walk to where Walter sits, displaying his handmade wares for sale to passersby. He has a spot near the entrance of a shopping center, along with other men who hawk their goods on the sidewalk. Although I’m impressed with Walter’s handmade flower vases and clocks, it’s now after 6:40pm and I can feel my internet cafe time slipping slowly away. Communicating with family and friends keeps me going and I feel desperate at the thought of not hearing from them this evening.
Walter packs his merchandise in a giant, faded cardboard box that no longer stays closed. He ties it up with rope and puts it behind the sliding locked gate of the center, where security guards will watch it until tomorrow morning. As he’s working to box up his stuff and Tonny is on the phone, two street boys come up to me with their hands out. Tonny begins talking to the boys in Dholuo. Walter calls the boys over to a woman sitting on the curb selling bananas and oranges. Each boy picks out an orange and begins to eat.
Tonny gets off the phone and talks to the first boy, who is hiding a plastic bottle containing glue. Tonny exchanges the bottle for bananas, warning me to never give the boys money because they will only use it for glue. He holds the bottle out for me to sniff. When I do, all I can say is “dang!” It’s much more potent than I imagined. When we were growing up, we used it to put model airplanes and cars together. It’s been a long time since I smelled airplane glue. Suddenly, I can see other boys carrying their bottles of glue wherever I look. I wonder how I’ve missed it this long.
I feel foolishly naïve. Didn’t I see boys at the matatu station fighting over what appeared to be an empty plastic bottle? At the time, I couldn’t understand why they were tussling over a bottle. It occurs to me now that this is how they spend their days, sniffing and looking through hazy eyes with their hands out.
Walter and Tonny know these boys better than the boys know themselves. They know because they’ve been there. Although they may have never lived on the street, they know what it’s like to be from the slums, hooked on drugs and with little hope for the future. When Walter and Tonny talk to these boys, it is with compassion and firmness. They get tough when they have to and use kindness when they don’t. They calm the boys and talk to them like the human beings they are. This means a lot, especially when you compare them to the many people who are afraid of boys on glue, or any street child who asks for money. Sometimes people hit the boys. Sometimes policemen hit the boys.
Walter and his organization, Pambazuko, plan to build a shelter to house their program next to the main water source in Nyalenda slums. The stream of water separates Nyalenda A from Nyalenda B, a rather strange division created by the municipal government. The location for the shelter is ideal for bringing street children and widows together for income-generating programs, education on children’s rights and AIDS prevention, as well as training in water sanitation.
Walter, Tonny and I get together to look at Walter’s drawings of the building sketched in pencil in a spiral bound notebook. We’ve already determined that 30,000 Kenyans shillings (or about US $350) will buy all the materials needed for the shelter. Labor will be provided by community members, many of whom are members of Pambazuko and lifelong friends of Walter and Tonny.
Tonny worries about not having the landlord’s agreement in writing. He wants to know why they can’t just sign a formal lease or even a lease to own contract, but Walter assures him the landlord is committed to Pambazuko’s cause. Walter considers the landlord’s word as good as a contract.
“Just the sight of building materials being delivered to this little parcel of land,” Walter tells us, “will be enough to lift the spirits of Nyalenda’s residents.”
In Kenya, road detours are called diversions. Leaving town, I decide to take a diversion along Ring Road, the front line of Nyalenda slums. I pass row after row of wood kiosks and shacks. I pass sewing shops with colorful cloths draped on open doors and ladies sitting behind Singer sewing machines, pumping with their feet to move the needles up and down. Butcheries pop up occasionally with huge meat chunks hanging in the day’s heat. Beauty salons are frequent, as are video stores with movie dialogue blaring from a back room. People call out to me: “Hello!” “How are you?” “Hi, Madam,” and “Hey, white lady.”
One very large man, big enough be a bouncer in a nightclub, calls to me, “Madam, will you greet me?” I step of the sidewalk to shake his hand. Several men stand nearby, watching me closely. My new friend has a white cap that fits snugly on his head. He tells me they are gathered here for a funeral, and I notice the truck parked on the sidewalk, ready to take the deceased to the family’s burial place.
“Pole,” I say. While still holding my hand, the large man tells me his name is Godwill and the deceased is his cousin’s sister. My first thought is that such a relationship should make her his cousin, too. But I know in Kenya, “Sister” means different things. It could be a biological sister, someone from the same community or even someone from the same church. I can smell alcohol on Godwill’s breath and see in his eyes he has a good buzz going. But he’s not quite drunk. Yet.
“Will you pay your respects to the deceased woman?” Godwill says.
I nod yes.
We walk away from the road, down a dirt path for nearly 100 yards. Because I’ve been in this neighborhood with Walter and Tonny, I am comfortable following Godwill into the slum. He tells me the deceased woman’s name is Susan. We come upon a group of people under a tarp strung between two houses. A woman is standing and speaking in Dholuo. It’s strange to me to approach a group of mourners I don’t know.
People tend to welcome outsiders just because their skin is white. I’m becoming more comfortable with being the person with the white skin who is afforded the honor of paying respects to deceased loved ones. Everyone is watching me as I follow Godwill through the crowd, past the woman who is speaking and into a narrow doorway. The room is dark and the casket is on the ground. I grab Godwill’s arm at the sight of Susan. She seems tiny; her simple coffin is small, less than half the size of caskets in America. The dead women always seem so small.
I kneel by the casket to get a better look and notice how young Susan is. Perhaps in her late 20s, she’s wearing a white lace dress. There is no glass separating her from the dimly lit room. Susan is leaving behind three small, fatherless children. I stand to follow Godwill back to Ring Road.
“Here’s the father of the deceased, will you greet him?” Godwill asks, pointing to an elderly man.
“Pole for your loss,” I say and shake the man’s hand.
He returns my grip and smiles. I find it hard to understand why he’s so kind to a strange white woman pulled off the street while people eulogize his daughter under a nearby tarp.
As I turn to leave, Godwill tells me he is a “business man,” with a clothing store just back on Ring Road. He wants me to visit his shop, so I tell him I’ll come by another day.
“Tomorrow?”
“I can’t give you a definite day, but I’ll be coming by here regularly,” I say. He thanks me and shakes my hand, giving me the coded handshake for intimate friends.
Chapter Six
Peace
As the marketing and communications adviser at TICH, I’ve been busy creating a marketing plan that targets TICH’s niche markets of students, partners, donors, and members. As I work on the plan, I learn most TICH staff members have lived and studied abroad. Luckily for me all meetings, classes and communications at TICH are in English.
Most people, including slum-dwellers, are well-versed in development vernacular: “People living with HIV/AIDS” (PLWHA), “vulnerable persons,” “capacity building.” The Mamas in the slum can talk to you about the psycho-social needs of orphaned children. Women in rural communities know how to “mobilize” their neighbors into taking action to increase their crop and animal husbandry yields.
Students planning to work in the health industry to help these “vulnerable persons” come to TICH for diplomas and degrees. TICH continues to grow. Two programs in Community Health and Development—a PhD and a master’s program—have been approved and will be launched when the Commission for Higher Education awards TICH university status. Students follow a rigorous coursework curriculum and experience hands-on practical training by going into the field every week. These field visits are performed by students and staff members, who work in partnership with community members to determine which programs will most benefit the community. Students collect data for baseline surveys, write their reports, guide the communities in implementing recommended programs, and follow up on the community’s progress, all of which is documented in their research papers. Through this partnership program, students learn theoretical and real-world concepts, while communities receive the benefit of shared knowledge and techniques to improve their health and agriculture.
TICH has friends around the world. They will all come to Kisumu later this month for the Annual Scientific Conference, co-sponsored by UNESCO, a division of the United Nations. This year’s conference theme is “Linking Research to Policy for Evidence-Based Action towards the Realization of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).”
It’s quite exciting to be part of the conference planning committee. University professors and guest speakers will join us from Ethiopia, the UK, Tanzania, Australia, Uganda, Canada, South Africa, Botswana, the United States, France and Holland. Already, preparations are under way at TICH. Our water system is being repaired with a new tank and piping. The old well in the central courtyard, once covered with wood slats, has been demolished and filled with dirt. New gravel is being laid and floors are being painted. We’re even ordering a screen for the LCD projector (it seems someone complained last year when the presentations were projected onto the bare wall).
Everyone here is busy working on their research projects, preparing class materials, developing the Enterprise Department (five chickens arrived this morning, huddled into one corner of a cage on their way to the field), making travel arrangements for our conference guests, preparing the conference agenda, printing banners and moving computers to a new e-center. In addition to the three-day conference, we’ll host several workshops before and after the conference. An Israeli organization and TICH are co-hosting a four-week workshop in entrepreneurship. Visiting academics will convene to optimize TICH’s master’s degree program. Three editors from African peer review journals will conduct a one-day workshop instructing attendees in writing research for publication. And, finally, two workshops will be held to explore social determinants of health status and tackling health improvement through community partnerships.
Dorene, a graduate of TICH, stops by my office this morning to ask about our upcoming scientific conference. She’d like to present her study on the psycho-social needs of orphans. Dorene tells me every orphaned child she interviewed cried at some point during their discussion. Her work demonstrates that even orphans who are cared for by relatives are suffering from a lack of love and emotional support. They may have food and a bed, but they are usually treated unequally to other children in the family. Oftentimes, they clean and do chores while the other children just sit.
Dorene tells me about two sisters, 9 and 11 years old, who are living in their father’s house, being cared for by their aunt and uncle. The girls sleep on the floor while their uncle takes their father’s bed; the house and bed they technically inherited from their parents. Meanwhile, their cousins bathe with soap while the orphans do not. Her work has led Dorene to become an advocate of counseling for these girls and other orphans growing up without the love of parents.
After being in Kenya five weeks, I realize I need my own private living space. The wing of the house Ian and I share is too small for two people who do not know each other. Elizabeth, the librarian, tells me about Sam, a man who “finds places.” Sam found Elizabeth an apartment in the home of an Indian woman just around the corner from TICH. He’s not a real estate agent, this Sam; he’s just a guy who makes money connecting landlords with tenants.
“How much do you pay him?” I ask Elizabeth.
“Oh, I bought him a Coke.”
A large Coke goes for 30 shillings.
Sam shows up at TICH one day while I’m hosting a meeting in my office. It’s hard to tell his age; perhaps late 30s. He has a bare spot near the center of his head as though someone swiped his forehead off with a sword. He stands in the hall beckoning to me.
“I have a house for you to see,” he says. He promises it is nearby, in a good neighborhood and with good security. After work, we walk over. It’s actually on my way home, just around the corner from TICH. I’ve walked past this house every day on my way to work. Sikh Indians live in the main house. The guard lets us in and we sit on the deep veranda with the landlady, Mrs. Ruprah, who is waiting for her husband.
Neighbors stop by. Sonya, the Mama from the house across the street, is with her husband, father-in-law, two daughters and a nephew who looks like a girl. (Sikh males wear their hair long and wind it up under turbans.) This little boy looks about two years old, with his hair pulled into a ponytail, wisps floating around his face. Sonya is kind to me and tells me if I move in, I am invited to her brother-in-law’s wedding celebration in a couple of weeks.
Mr. Ruprah comes out to join us. We talk price and he tells me the place will come fully furnished. Anything I need is “no problem. Is no problem.” He says this phrase a lot, and I like hearing it. I also like the little carriage house (actually the servant’s quarters) with its openness and brightness. It needs painting inside and out.
“Is no problem. We paint. What color?”
I want to live here. I want to sit on their veranda drinking tea. I want to go to wedding parties.
We negotiate a price both he and VSO can agree upon. We shake hands. They’ll start painting the interior tomorrow, no problem.
They paint, two coats, and it’s lovely, lovely, lovely.
Eric is being buried in Seme, a community 40 minutes from Kisumu. I meet Walter at 10:25am in downtown Kisumu, and we walk to the matatu station. He carries a bouquet of fresh flowers with ribbons, placed tenderly in a plastic bag and sprinkled with water, and stops to buy two trees to plant as memorials near Eric’s grave.
We seek out the matatu going to Seme. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a street boy shadowing us. Walter, without a word, hands a Coke vendor 20 shillings and points to the boy, who gladly takes the Coke. Once the matatu fills up, we climb aboard and head north around Lake Victoria.
Seme is located next to Kit Mikaye, a giant natural rock sculpture made of three huge, stacked stones. Kit Mikaye means “first wife,” an appropriate name since the structure does resemble a woman’s figure, large and powerful, who might dominate her husband’s second, third or fourth wives.
We alight at Kit Mikaye along with a man named Tom, who lives in Nyalenda. We walk back along the red dirt “highway” until we hear music. About 200 yards from the road, a red tarp is strung between trees; energetic, modern music bounces out to meet us, as though there’s a festival in the bush. Mama Eric once had a mud house here, but it crumbled. Now only bits of wall enclose bushes where rooms once enclosed people. A temporary “house” has been constructed from tree branches and grasses. In the doorway stands Mama Eric. Just outside the hut, Eric rests in his coffin, a woven mat protruding from the roof shading Eric’s glass-encased face.
A scrawny dog sleeps in the shadow of the coffin. We stop to view Eric while Walter says a prayer. Though only 26, Eric looks like an old man. He died Tuesday a week ago, 11 days before the funeral. His family didn’t have money for the coffin or for transporting the body from Kisumu, so the funeral was postponed while money was raised. Eric’s body was kept in the city morgue.
We step under the tarp and are ushered, encouraged, to the front—the very front, where cushioned couches wait. Taking the most comfortable seat doesn’t seem right, but they insist on the mzungu sitting up front. I don’t want to offend. I actually just want to melt, invisible, into the furniture, but that doesn’t happen—could never happen.
Several men from Nyalenda are there and we shake hands. Walter walks away to photograph Eric. As I’m sitting, looking at Kit Mikaye across the field, I hear a toy whistle being blown above the music, which comes from a boom box powered by a car battery. The whistle is blown incessantly. Wondering if this is part of the ceremony, I look to see a tall, thin young man—clearly drunk—stumbling through the dusty bush toward the tent. He grins and stops in front of me. But he doesn’t really stop because parts of him, mostly his head and shoulders, keep moving in circles. He shakes my hand and speaks to me in Dholuo. One of the ladies sitting behind me throws a stick at him to scare him away. His hand, covered in dirt, deposits soil into mine. As he jerks away, blowing his whistle, I notice dirt and dried leaves clinging to his back.
The tradition at Luo funerals is for friends and family to speak about the deceased before the clergymen take over. Walter is the first person to speak. He talks for 15 minutes, followed by a young woman, followed by an old woman, followed by an even older woman—Eric’s tiny, creased grandmother. It’s all in Dholuo, though Walter occasionally translates, such as when to stand and when to sit.
The choir arrives. It is made up of ladies of all ages, each one wearing a white lacy scarf tied around her head. They sing and clap with fervor, one solitary voice ringing out the verse while all other voices meld as backup. It’s quite lovely and uplifting. The dog keeps coming into the inner circle between our front seats and the reverend’s table. At first, Walter throws dirt clumps and sticks at the dog to move him out of the “sanctuary,” much as the ladies tried to scare away the drunken young man. As the elders of the church arrive, the reverend announces that the choir will go to the road to escort them. The choir sings and claps, walking in unison to the beat. They surround the elders and start heading in our direction. All of a sudden the reverend, just behind me, pulls back his right foot and lets it fly into the dog’s backend. There’s a shrieking howl and I jump. The dog runs from the tent. I feel his shock, feel it for awhile because the reverend didn’t care about the dog being in the center until the elders were approaching.
Seven elders stop in front of Eric, serenaded by the choir. The leading man raises both hands, a Bible in his left, and yells out a prayer. The preachers take their places in front of us, on cushioned couches, as young men from Nyalenda lift Eric’s coffin and bring him under the tarp, lowering him onto a coffee table. The ground is uneven, so someone places a stick under the table leg. Now Eric is with us, only inches away. And his mother weeps.
Each preacher gets up to deliver a sermon; every one of them speaks in Dholuo, never a word in English. The choir sings as the men take turns preaching. One man, a small guy in short sleeves with a belt buckle that reads “Ford,” gets up, clutching a Bible wrapped in bright yellow oil cloth. Each preacher has a Bible that looks as though it’s been read at least four million times, any previous color worn away by sweating hands. The short preacher puts on a performance, practically screaming his message, spraying me with every word. At first, I turn my head because his voice is so loud and its intensity offends me (and I can’t, just can’t, watch any more spit sailing my way). Just when it seems the protruding veins in his neck and forehead will surely burst, baptizing us all in his blood, his face goes completely slack, with a slight smile, and he says “Hallelujah.” The crowd immediately answers with an “amen.” He continues his sermon with the same intensity, but every time I’m sure he’s about to explode, as I feel his spittle hitting my face and knees and shirt, he steps forward with his slight smile and softly says “Hallelujah.”
“Amen.”
I want to walk away to protest his very obvious performance but instead sit quietly. The man goes on and on and jumps and jerks his arms and spews on more people in the audience. The choir members are rocking and holding their faces in their hands and speaking in tongues. Well, they’re not actually speaking in tongues—just Dholuo—but they’re each saying their own personal prayer in response to the frenzied, spittle-filled words being hurled at us.
Finally, the short preacher stops and asks the choir to sing. He moves back to his spot next the other preachers and I hope and pray he doesn’t talk to me after the service.
Mama Eric stands to speak and a heavy-set woman stands next to her, for physical support. Mama Eric’s grief slaps me like the reverend’s foot on the dog’s rear. Tears form and roll from my eyes. She is a mother who just lost her oldest son, and I cannot imagine the pain she’s in.
During her speech, Mama Eric says the word “mzungu” repeatedly. It is only later that Walter tells me what she said. It’s seems because Kenya was a British colony, Kenyans think wazungu, or white people, know how to do everything. They also think when a white person says he or she will do something, it will get done. Mama Eric was comparing Eric to wazungu, because any time he told her he was going to do something for her, he did. Mama Eric’s voice catches and she sobs, though she’s working hard not to. When she hesitates, to reclaim her calm, the woman at her elbow begins to sing; the choir joins and soon everyone is singing, giving Mama Eric time to compose herself. She does. But she doesn’t speak much more before sitting down again.
Robert, a young man from Nyalenda who I met in the slum, stands in front of the group in a very white long-sleeve shirt and dark slacks. He begins to speak in English.
“There is someone with us today who cannot understand anything that is being said.”
The ladies in the crowd shout at him, telling him to speak in Dholuo. He responds in Dholuo and begins to speak to me directly, in front of the group, in English, thanking me for being there and for everything I’ve done. It’s too late for melting into the furniture. I’m ashamed to be thanked simply for showing up.
“Will you greet the crowd?” he asks. I stand and pivot and cannot believe the number of faces turned toward me. Over the last couple of hours, more than 200 people slowly accumulated under the tarp. Walter says he will translate.
“I’m honored to be with you today,” I begin, “but I’m saddened to not have known Eric. Walter and several young men in the congregation have shared with me what a wonderful man Eric was.” I pause to allow Walter to translate.
“I look forward to getting to know Eric better by getting to know you, his friends. Thank you for allowing me to join you on such a sacred and solemn occasion.”
The faces looking toward me are upturned, many leaning forward, intent on what I’m saying. I see compassion and recognize genuineness. One young woman’s face tells me she finds me sincere. I love her face.
It’s time to give contributions, so space is cleared in front of the coffin. The choir sings and everyone lines up to pass Eric and drop money in a plastic bowl. It takes awhile for everyone to pass, but once we’re out of our seats and standing in the sun, the reverend calls several young men to lift the coffin, to carry it the 12 feet to the grave. The young men scramble into position, gripping the homemade handles and lifting Eric. The choir surrounds the men and the preachers take their places at the head of the grave. After placing the coffin on the ground, some of the young men leap into the hole to receive the box and lower it. The hand-off isn’t smooth. It can never be smooth when the grave is barely wide enough to hold the box. The men brace their feet against the grave’s walls, hovering, to bend and lower the coffin. They have to tilt it back and forth to get it into the people-free space.
Lowering a casket is never smooth.
Mama Eric sits in a chair next to the grave, her ever-present friend at her side and Walter’s bouquet of flowers on her lap. The choir sings. Men leap up onto the dirt mound, swinging shovels and their contents toward the coffin, flinging red dust onto Mama Eric. Women begin to wail. Several women. Many women. Walking and wailing and with tears fl owing, they lean forward and speak of their agony between their cries, marching to the choir’s tune.
As I feared, the small preacher in the blue short-sleeve shirt stands before me with a big smile on his face, pumping my hand. He tells me his name, but it doesn’t catch. Behind him, on the other side of the grave, I hear loud and quick bursts on the toy whistle. As I look into the short preacher’s face, I hear the women wailing and the whistle blasting and cannot concentrate on what he is saying.
“We heard there was going to be a white man here today,” he says. I could swear he’s salivating, as though he’s picturing me as a cooked and stuffed turkey.
“You have come here to preach God’s word?” he asks. The whistle blasts three hard times.
“No,” I say, waiting for him to release my hand, “I’m here as a volunteer at a college.”
It’s no use. I cannot pay attention to his dancing, happy eyes when women are in pain a few feet away and a drunken guy is tripping over the dirt pile, blowing his whistle and being rejected by the men who shovel.
“We would be honored if you would visit our church,” the preacher tries again, “because when people hear a white person will be there, it draws a big crowd.”
The drunken guy wants to shovel, but they brush him away—some-times gently, sometimes not—and keep throwing dirt into the hole. As the dirt piles up over the coffin, Walter and his friends from Nyalenda plant the trees. I take photos of the group bending and packing soil around the tiny trunks. Walter says a prayer over the trees, blessing the locale with prosperity.
The drunken man breaks branches from a bush next to the grave and pokes the branches into the dirt. Someone lays the floral bouquet at the head of the mound. These are the only markers for Eric’s grave. A few older people want to be photographed by the grave. Then a few more, including Mama Eric. Then younger people want to be photographed, and when they see the digital image on the camera, they all laugh out loud and press their heads together to glimpse the tiny screen. Robert, who thanked me for being there, is standing at the head of the grave, waiting to be photographed with a few young women. The drunken guy steps up behind him but is brushed away. He is persistent and doesn’t go away, so Robert pulls back his hand and slaps him across the neck and face. I stop breathing. My eyes widen and I want to speak but don’t. Can’t. And I don’t take the photo. Walter is nearby, so I call him over and say, “Robert just hit the drunken guy.”
“That’s the African way,” Walter says with an apology in his voice. I must be shaking my head from side to side.
I take the photo and as the group disburses, Walter calls to the drunken man, motioning for him to stand by the grave to have his photo taken. He stands at the head of the grave, alone, with a smile.
It’s time to eat, so we pack up the camera and walk about one-half mile to the next group of houses, where Robert grew up. Under a huge, spreading Mango tree, eight couches are placed in a giant square. A coffee table sits in the center. People coming from the grave site carry couches, chairs and cushions over their heads, placing them in the shade of houses and trees. Under the giant tree sits a group of about 30 men; most of them are from Nyalenda and most are drinking. After Walter introduces me to each one, we go into a small house across the way. It’s just me, Walter, two boxes to serve as chairs and a coffee table.
Robert brings in a tray bearing dishes of fried calf liver, dried fish, shredded and steamed cabbage, ugali, sukuma wiki, stewed chicken, rice and goat. It is a beautiful spread of food just for me and Walter, and we dig in, eating with our hands from the tray and from the bowls. I’m very hungry and very grateful for this delicious food. They bring us water to drink and water with which to wash our hands afterwards. The 30 or so men from under the tree start heading back to Kisumu, a few of them on bicycles, which will take about three hours. We say our goodbyes and walk to the road to hail a matatu.
Trucks carrying soldiers pass by, headed back to Nairobi after providing security for the president’s visit. Kenya’s President Kibaki was the great hope for Kenyans when he and his rainbow coalition party were elected in 2002. While they promised to stop corruption, little progress has been made since then. People feel the corruption is still just as bad, or that it could return to the extreme very easily. Each day, the newspaper headlines call for Kibaki to dismiss his cabinet.
Overhead, two helicopters buzz, carrying ministers of this and that— possibly even the President of Kenya himself. Matatus going to Kisumu are packed with people who came out to see the president.
We finally squeeze into a matatu. It’s not long before we stop to let a passenger off. I recognize the place; it’s the town where George Nyamor, a coworker, grew up. He pointed it out to me on one of our weekly field trips. On an impulse, I look for George down the center street, even though the chances are slim that I’ll see George. He lives in Kisumu and rarely goes home.
George is one of my favorites because his eyes always twinkle and his voice is soft. He teases that his last name means the roar of a lion, which is the opposite of his gentle nature. I’m missing George and my other co-workers from TICH and would love to see one of them right now. Wishful thinking.
The first man I see on the street is facing away, but his build is like George’s, his gait leisurely and sure. The woman to my right wants out, so I exit the matatu and look back into town, to see if it actually is George.
My impulse was right! George looks up to the road before I even have the chance to shout at him. He sees me immediately. I wave and he waves back, smiling.
“Where are you coming from?” he calls. I can’t answer because I’m being commanded back into the matatu.
“I was looking for you,” I yell, “because this is your home. It’s good to see you! See you Monday.” I watch George turn behind a house and am happy to see him glance back once more before he disappears. After this hard day, I am elated to see George’s friendly, familiar face looking back at me.
I walk to the main road looking for two strong boda boda drivers. I explain I’m shifting house and ask if they’ll help.
“20 bob,” one guy offers.
“No, you’ll get more than that for moving heavy stuff,” I respond.
They come home with me. I bring out my suitcase, duffle bag, box of books and a bag containing the water filter. They work to balance it all on their bikes, securing it with rubber straps.
We walk to the Ruprah’s house. I’m carrying a box with a bag over my shoulder and the bigger man is telling me his story. He struggles with English but tells me he was orphaned young, has two children, has a hard life, he’s trying, trying to get by but it’s tough. I listen, nod and agree. We drop off the goods and I pay the men 200 shillings each.
The first night in my new home, Mrs. Ruprah sends Samuel, the guard, to fetch me. I find her sitting in a white plastic chair on their driveway, just down the steps from the marble-floored veranda. In her lap is a huge mound of white netting, collected around an iron hoop. Exotic.
Mrs. Ruprah is lovely. She wears traditional Sikh attire, a Punjabi suit with a long tunic top covering loose pants. Each day, I look forward to seeing what she’ll be wearing. The fabrics are all beautiful: some glittering, some with beads, mirrors and sequins sewn on. I’m in love with the Indian fabrics.
Mrs. Ruprah hands me the massive net as well as a set of embroidered linens to drape over the velvet couch and chair. There is so much pleasure piled in my arms. I immediately hang the net and drape the linens. The net stretches over the wide, wide bed, forming an erotic, gossamer canopy, perfect for frolicking. Climbing inside, there is so much room: room to stretch and room to play. The high wattage bulb is bright enough to read by. I can even sleep with books on the bed instead of having to un-tuck the net to deposit the books on the bedside table.
A cool breeze steals in from outside. It comes from under the giant trees, slipping over my head and into the tent. Crickets howl and cars pass infrequently on the paved road just beyond the purple gate. I hear the television from the Ruprah’s bedroom, faintly, and am content to lie in the cool tent and stare at the ceiling, to gaze at the roundness of the net’s high gathering spot and to watch the occasional long, red ant crawl up the wall. I’m just relaxing and enjoying the space.
Content.

Chapter Seven
Kiboko
Ed and I cycle out to Kiboko Bay for lunch. Ed is a fellow VSO volunteer from the UK who works as financial adviser to Pandipiere, a Catholic center servicing the residents of Nyalenda slums. The bike ride takes about 20 minutes to the lake’s edge, even though we have to stop at a fundi (handyman) under a tree to fix the chain guard on my bike. We cruise down paved streets until the pavement ends at the Impala Reserve opposite the Kisumu water works. We bump along on the rocky dirt roads, passing huts and cows and men weaving furniture from the water hyacinth that grows in Lake Victoria. We lock our bikes to a black fence and admire the new pool next to the restaurant, overlooking the lake, complete with lounge chairs “imported” from Nairobi. It is mostly white people reclining by the clear, cool water.
Ed and I sit on the patio and talk for hours. We’re hoping to take a trip to the coast. Mombasa. Malindi. Lamu. All three cities appeal to us. But other questions remain. Do we want to travel by bus or overnight train? How much time can we take off from work for this trip? It’s fun to dream of a trip to the coast in a first class train cabin, which will surely be better than a second class ticket for an uncomfortable chair with very little chance of sleeping. Two fellow VSO volunteers, Tom and Wendy, live in Mombasa. Surely we can stay with them and find inexpensive accommodations in the other towns.
When we finish talking and eating, we peddle over to Dunga, a fishing village. Cows stand on the dock. Fishermen sit under a pavilion where the fish are weighed. I take photos of boats, men, cows and mountainous shorelines. As we’re on our bikes headed out of the village, a young man named Kennedy approaches and asks if we know about the mimosa plant. Or the sausage tree?
Kennedy tells us to follow him and we do, somewhat reluctantly, to a spot in the grass where a few mimosa branches are growing. They’re no taller than the grass. He tells us the Mamas pull the branch from the ground, chop the root, boil it and give it to children with stomachaches. He reaches down and touches the delicate branches. Before our eyes, the tiny leaves fold up to meet in the middle, and the branch seems to press itself closer to the ground.
“If a fly lands here,” Kennedy says, “the plant will fold around the fl y and absorb it.”
He then leads us to the sausage tree, so called because there are giant, flesh-colored pods hanging from the tree that look almost like fat, uneven sausages. There are only two sausage trees in the village, and it is taboo to cut them down. The pod fruits are fermented to make the local brew. The bark is boiled to make a stomach remedy. One side of this huge tree’s trunk is stripped clean of bark.
“If I go out on the lake,” Kennedy tells us, pointing to Lake Victoria, “and I drown, but they cannot find my body, they will bury these sausage pods in place of my body.”
Kennedy shows us the jacaranda tree, with its milky blood. He beckons us past the huge trees and onto a narrow footpath running between houses. Have you seen the hammerhead bird’s house? Come, come this way. Two men walk up from behind and pass us, going where Kennedy is leading us into the woods. I imagine they’re trying to lure us behind the houses so they can rob us. Ed is hesitant, as well. We push forward, following Kennedy, without communicating our suspicions to each other.
I think, ‘We’ll just jump on our bikes and ride fast if they try anything.’
I can’t stop these thoughts because before we left on our daytrip, Mr. Ruprah, my landlord, mentioned that three people were recently shot near Kiboko Bay. Three men and three women in a UN vehicle pulled off the road to look at hippos in the water. “Thugs,” as the local bad boys are called, surrounded the vehicle, robbed them and shot into the car, hitting three people. Luckily, none of them died, but I think about those thugs as Ed and I cycle to the bay and as we push our bikes on the narrow footpath behind Kennedy.
‘How did I let this happen? There’s no turning back,’ I think.
Ed is pushing on as well, both of us trusting Kennedy. We turn a corner and he points up to a clump of rags and rope and plastic draped in the fork of two tree branches, about 25 feet up. It’s the hammerhead nest and I’m relieved. Even more relieved when two children approach and Ed greets them in Dholou. The dirt road—our passage to safety— is only 20 feet to our right. Ed and I both visibly relax to listen to Kennedy talk about the hammerhead.
“They’re very clever birds,” Kennedy says, “While the outside of their house is ragged layers of cloth, inside the walls are smooth. And there are partitions sectioning the house into rooms. They are very clever, these birds.” The bird house is a very large square and looks like a ragtag mess, as Kennedy says. What a sight it makes; a multi-colored and textured house sitting in the tree’s crook.
Very clever birds, indeed.
I know Kennedy didn’t give us this short tour merely out of the kindness of his heart. I ask if he’ll take 20 bob for the tour. He says fi ne.
“Please come back if you want to take a boat trip or to arrange a guided nature tour,” Kennedy says, “I’ll take you all over the village and bay area, showing the trees and birds.”
Later, when Ed and I are at my place enjoying a cup of coffee, I tell him I became scared when Kennedy was drawing us deeper and deeper into the bush and away from the busy lakeshore. Ed said he had the same thoughts and fears. We were both wearing backpacks and looked like tourists, easy marks for easy money. Except that we’re not tourists and we don’t have money. Throughout his tour, Kennedy kept a smile on his face and showed us everything he promised. As far as he was concerned, he was simply showing us an experiential brochure promoting a much longer and more expensive tour for our next visit.
He didn’t even notice we thought he might kill us.
For the first time since being in Kenya, I dress up. No flat, wide shoes with thick rubber soles to navigate rocks. No hair pinned up to tame a mass of moist tresses. Make-up is carefully applied. A blue, silky skirt rests around my waist, caressing my hips and legs all the way to the ankle. I feel feminine—something I haven’t felt in nearly three months.
Mrs. Ruprah is wearing a lovely black sari with shiny turquoise embroidery that catches and throws the moonlight. She asks me to clasp a black velvet choker around her neck. Her earrings shimmer, the bangles on her arm dazzle. She’s wearing a bracelet of red cloth with tiny brass bells attached, a typical wedding ornament provided by the hostess to female guests.
Mrs. Ruprah jingles when she walks.
We’re going to Sonya’s house to celebrate the arranged marriage of Sonya’s brother-in-law, Raju, to Goldie, a woman who lives in Nairobi. Goldie will not be at the party; she is in Nairobi holding her own celebration. She will arrive Sunday night, after she and Raju are married in Nairobi. She’ll be brought to Kisumu, to the house across the street, where she’ll live in a room on the second floor while Raju’s extended family lives downstairs. Sonya’s family lives across the street from the Ruprahs, in the corner house. They’ve strung thousands of lights, colored and clear, flashing and flickering in trees and on the rooftop.
We can hear drumming as Samuel escorts us out of our yard. We walk in the darkness to Sonya’s gate, where a uniformed security guard allows us to enter. We cross the marble veranda and enter the house between thick glass doors. To the left, mattresses are side by side across a large room. Couches and chairs have been pushed to the wall. We move down the hall and out the back door, onto a covered patio surrounded by a wall. Beyond the wall, men have gathered, some sitting like Mr. Ruprah while others stand around a cooking fire. Raju, the Ruprah’s son (who has the same name as the groom), is stirring oil and spices in a giant skillet with a spoon as big as an oar. The men toss in earth-colored herbs and spices as the mixture tries to boil. This is where the men congregate, so we return to the house, to the front room carpeted in mattresses, where the women gather.
We remove our shoes and step carefully across the mattresses, taking a seat on a couch. Stripped of my lovely shoes, I’m conscious of my de-formed-looking big toes where my toenails have fallen off from climbing Kilimanjaro. The ladies enter, remove their shoes and manipulate yards of cloth around their bodies so they can sit comfortably in a tight group. We are practically shoulder to shoulder, facing a woman in the center who plays the drum. Some of the women look at me and speak. Others do not. Lying on its side, the drum has animal skin stretched across both ends; one side is larger than the other and produces a deeper and richer boom. Opposite the drummer, another woman hits a spoon against the wooden drum, providing a higher pitched percussion sound. In Punjabi, they discuss which song they’ll sing. There is laughing and teasing leading into song. Voices fall away as lyrics are forgotten. The drum beat slows then stops, followed by more talking and laughing and false song starts. I’m enchanted, watching the way these 50 or so women (they keep coming in and coming in and finding spots to sit amongst their friends, on the floor, on couches, on laps) act as though they’re all sisters, as though they’ve known each other forever. They are easy with each other, with their head tosses and thrown comments, with a single conversation amongst the group instead of 20 conversations whispered to a nearby ear.
I’m told they’re singing love songs and songs about marriage. Perhaps those are the same thing. Perhaps not. This is an arranged marriage.
I’m getting used to hearing strange words rapidly spoken (or sung)—getting used to not understanding, but also not necessarily needing to know. With so many new sensations and emotions swirling around, it’s often a relief to not follow conversations. It calms me to simply sit and watch, letting words and laughter and hand gestures wash over me. It is amazing how—even without knowing words—it’s so easy to tell if someone is earnest or playful, chastising or simply providing information. Dholuo, Kiswahili, Punjabi. Their sounds come in crescendos, softly, harshly, day and night, registering but not understood. And that’s okay. For now.
During a lull in the drumming, we hear the front gate clang and women’s voices, singing, move toward us.
“Jagoo,” Mrs. Ruprah laughs and everyone hurriedly stands to put their shoes on.
“Juggle?” I ask, and they respond, “Jagoo!” We move to the front door and spill into the yard, propping against porch rails and cars as a parade of women come from the dark night beyond the gate and approach the house, led by a woman in red whose face is illuminated by her crown of flames (she has a circular tray on her head filled with colorful flowers and six lit candles). The parade grows and follows her under the color-strung trees, around the house and onto the patio where a DJ has set up 10-foot tall speakers. Four young men—black and Indian—crank up the music, an Indian rap with heavy bass beats. The ladies use the large patio as their dance floor. They perform traditional Indian dances as the flaming tray from the woman’s head is passed from woman to woman, around and around, until the men move onto the dance floor, taking the flaming tray onto their heads. Then it is time for the young boys and girls to join.
We dance and eat delectable Indian food, even a little goat and chicken appearing in our meal. (Although Hindus are normally vegetarians, Sikh Indians sometimes eat meat—except for beef, because the cow is still sacred in India.) Nearing midnight, we prepare to leave. Before we head out, two ladies come by carrying a large tub from which they hand out brown paper bags filled with baked goodies that soak the brown paper with oil. Mr. and Mrs. Ruprah, Raju and I walk home under the stars holding our goodie sacks tightly. There are no cars and no boda bodas at this hour. We own the road and practically dance across it.
The wedding for Raju and Goldie was today. Many, many family members and friends loaded up in a coach early yesterday morning and headed to Nairobi from Kisumu. It is now evening and they return, tired but happy, bringing Goldie with them to her new home. She’ll stay here two weeks. Then, following tradition, her father will come from Nairobi to collect her and Raju. They’ll stay with her family in Nairobi for a week, after which she’ll return to Kisumu to live with Raju and his family forever and ever. She’ll return to live in Kisumu, to build a life with people she doesn’t yet know, to bear children and raise them in Kisumu for the rest of her life. Just like Mrs. Ruprah did 35 years ago.
At 9:00pm, Mrs. Ruprah calls to me through the open windows of my little house. I dress hurriedly and we go to the party across the street, where Indian rap music is already directing our feet to meet the new bride. She remains upstairs until it’s time to cut the cake. When she appears, she is very shy, looking down throughout the cake cutting and also while dancing with her new husband in front of the crowd. Couples take turns sandwiching the bride and groom, simultaneously feeding them cake.
Goldie is bedecked and bedazzling in her jewelry and ornamentation. Everyone wishes them happiness, forever and ever, in the upstairs room of this Kisumu hamlet by the shores of Lake Victoria. Happiness forever and ever, for their children and their children’s children.
TICH’s Annual Scientific Conference is underway on campus. Handmade items are displayed on the second floor of our library. These items, made by rural women from our partner communities, include painted gourds from which to eat porridge, painted terracotta pots, homegrown Soya beans and rice, woven baskets and a rattan basket for cooking. This last item is especially interesting. It is essentially a fuel-saving device; when cooking beans or rice, the woman will cook them for 10 minutes, drain them, and then pour the food into this cloth-lined woven basket with a cloth-covered lid. The food sits for three or four hours and is ready to eat.
During the conference, Professor Violet Kimani from the University of Nairobi describes a study she conducted around Lake Turkana in northern Kenya. This area of the country is a no-go zone for VSO volunteers for two reasons: bandits frequently shoot at passing vehicles, and there is continued fighting in Sudan, which borders northern Kenya. Many of the tribes in the Turkana region are either nomadic or forced to become nomadic—typically migrating due to drought, war or bandits. Kimani tells us anthropologists and other researchers use the word “emic” to describe how the subjects define certain concepts. This is necessary because many researchers use Western and standardized definitions of things, skewing the study results if the people within a culture define a concept differently.
In Professor Kimani’s study, when she asks the people around Lake Turkana what they call someone who has AIDS, they reply, “White Teeth.” Asked why they would call a disease by the name “White Teeth,” they explain that when people reach the final stages of the disease, they lose weight and their skin tightens all over their bodies—especially on their faces—pulling their mouths open to reveal lots of white teeth. They also use the term “Long Neck” because a patient’s neck appears to grow longer as the patient loses muscle mass.
Conference attendees crowd our outdoor courtyard at lunchtime, lined up around the serving tables to receive their stewed beef, ugali, chicken, goat or rice. Sometimes green bananas are cooked with the goat or stewed beef; the bananas taste just like potatoes. Despite the delicious smells, staff members hang back to make sure attendees get fed first, just in case we run short.
Today, I’m standing in line behind Jack Bryant, a lovable, white-haired professor from the United States who has worked in development for decades. Jack comes to Kisumu every year to teach courses on many topics: ethics, equity, human rights, social determinants of health, benchmarks of fairness for health care reform, health system development for poor populations.
“You know,” Jack says, “Jaap Koot had an interesting remark in his session today.” Jaap Koot is a public health consultant from Holland. He’s at the conference to present on community-based action research. Jack tells me that while Jaap was addressing the group, he asked those who live in rural areas to raise their hands. Nearly 70 hands went up because many CHWs from TICH’s partnership communities are attending the conference. Jaap then asked the group to keep their hands up if their family has ever experienced the death of a child.
“When he asked them to keep their hands up if they had lost a child,” Jack says, “nearly all the hands stayed up.” Jack’s voice catches on the word “all” and his eyes tear up. I grip his upper arm while he collects his emotions. “Jaap then said, ‘I’m 52 years old and my family has never lost a child. Not my immediate family nor my extended family.’”
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