December 15, 1999

Hiya Folks-

This letter, which began sometime in August, has now become our official year-end Christmas letter.  Or rather, our official none denominational year-end letter, given the nature of half of the intended recipients.  So from both of us to all of you, have a -

Merry None Denominational Celebratory Season!

Anyway, the letter isn’t about this season, it’s not even about the come-all end-all Millenium bash extravaganza that will occur on our doorstep (I’ve got my funky millenium sideburns groomed for the occasion).  Rather, this letter is about something far more important; it’s all about us. Well, so that isn’t terribly important, but it is the letter we promised to so many of you (and are forcing on the rest of you) since we left the good’ol U S of A.

So, I’m going to sit here on this wonderfully cold and drizzly day, listen to Ella Fitzgerald, and finish this Goddamn thing before my computer blows up in 16 days.

Here’s the first draft, dated Mid-October, 1999-

Some of you have received a little more info than others have to date, some are owed responses, some probably couldn't care less about what's been going on in our lives. To all of you (except the latter) we apologize and plan to make it all up with this lengthy email. My suggestion is to read it at work while you're on the clock.

First things first, we're in Windhoek and this is our new email address.  Our respective yahoo addresses still work so if you're too lazy to update your address books, don't sweat it.  And to answer those who have already asked, yes - puretuna.  It's an amalgam of English and Oshiwambo, the Oshiwambo name “Tunelao” which means loosely "we're fortunate" or "we're blessed" and abbreviated to “Tuna”, a rather common and genderless handle in Ovamboland, and the English word “pure”. So you could interpret Puretuna to mean “pure fortune”.  However, if you are Oshiwambo speaking, you’ll know that while the implied meaning of “tuna” is the same as Tunelao, “tuna” by itself really means, “we have”.  So for the Quaker Oshiwambo linguists in the crowd, feel free to interpret it as “we have purity”.

I should correct myself, by the way - I am in Windhoek; Ndeshi is in the foothills of the Himalayas, in a town called Chandigar.  But I’ll get to that later, first the trip. 

The Trip: 

Phase One, the U.K.

For those of you who weren't around at the time we left California, in our last week we had a garage sale, packed and shipped about 25 boxes, moved that rest of our crap to storage in Napa, bought a small tractor, and got married.  Getting on that plane was about the most relaxing moment of my life, though the excitement and gravity of siting down on that international flight prevented any sleep the whole way to London. 

The wedding day was fantastic by the way.  What was intended to be a quick visit to the Justice of Peace, Kirsten and Jim forged into a delightful little wedding ceremony on the farm in Napa with a Minister.  How they managed to get a true spring day in the middle of that cold rainy week is beyond me.

Anyway, the trip.  We left an unseasonably cold and rainy California spring and arrived in an unseasonably warm and sunny London.  The effect on a jet-lagged mind was feeling a bit like landing in Oz. We had plans to stay with Pam and Dave, friends of Sandy and Jose who we had never meet. Having been misinformed on the plane that a Taxi to our host's neighborhood would approach $200, we decided to follow the underground directions. With our four 70-lb bags and three overweight carry-ons, we struggled and stumbled our way across London. We learned that London is not handicap friendly, which is effectively what we were with so much heavy luggage on wheels.  The project started with getting to the underground platform by Ndeshi rolling our fancy luggage onto the escalator/make-shift conveyor belt, one piece at time while I received them at the bottom, enduring about a half dozen witty comments by passers-by on the virtues of travelling light. Getting on the train was easy, getting off the damn thing with a 30 second stop was like a hay bailer’s nightmare competition, pitching 70 lbs. blocks through the air. The crux however came when we realized our exit station was three stories below the streets of London and had neither an elevator nor an escalator. Dripping with sweat, jet-lagged and reaching exhaustion, I ran up to the street, hailed a cab, and ferried each piece of the 70 pounders up from Ndeshi in the midst of Monday morning commuters. Ugh.

Our hosts were not home when we arrived but had arranged a key for us. Late complications in getting visas for Ndeshi to visit western Europe changed our travel plans drastically, changing our intended stay in London from a couple of days to a week.  In the madness, we had forgotten to inform our hosts of this ahead of schedule which dawned on us when crashed out in bed, jet-lagged, Pam asked through the door, “So are you going to leave early, tomorrow?”.  Fortunately, as we should have expected by knowing Sandy and Jose, Pam and Dave turned out to be incredibly hospitable and delightful people. In short, our stay turned me from someone who never really cared for London to someone who looks forward to returning in the future.

The following week we left everything except two small, light weight backpacks in London and trekked up to Edinburgh, Scotland on the (not so) high speed train.  After arriving almost 3 hours late we found our way to a youth hostel. Now, for the Californians in the crowd, you will be amazed at how spoiled you are by our no-smoking laws. Needless to say, we were disgusted with most public facilities as everybody smokes and ventilation, well, lets just say HVAC engineers could have a field day there. Even the supposedly non-smoking rooms in the hostels stunk from stagnant air in the building. Other than that, in a nutshell Edinburgh was beautiful. We visited the castle and "royal mile" as well as hiked the neighboring hills. The food was a nice improvement from London but still sub-California standards and a lot more expensive. Tim Hobgood’s preferred meal, “bangers n’ mash”, became almost a staple for me while Ndeshi tackled the Edinburgh fish population.  Ndeshi, believe it or not, anxious to try haggis could not find it anywhere in town; when we asked for it people grimaced and looked genuinely surprised. The hand pumped cask beer was mighty tasty and Scotch whisky turned out to be more expensive than in the States.

From Edinburgh, we bussed and ferried to Belfast North Ireland. Belfast was enjoying a lengthy peaceful break from the terrorism/fighting that has gone on for so long one could argue is the North Irish culture. (As you may know, violence has erupted again since we were there). We took the opportunity to take a "black cab" tour of the Catholic and Protestant neighborhoods. By the "culture" comment, I meant no sarcasm.  The so-called "Peace Wall" is a phenomenal piece of peace-keeping infrastructure that physically divides the two neighborhoods with huge, remote controlled steel doors across all connecting roads that can be closed in under half a minute when riots break out. Cheerful sounding pub songs, reminiscent of English soccer club songs to the ear, praise violently killing their respective neighbor of a different Christian disposition.  All in all it was both depressing and amazing to see. It also provided a lot of nice photos for my album to show the Africa-is-hopeless-with-tribalism people that “hate thy neighbor” is a human condition. Not that the former Yugoslavia isn't enough to show people it can happen anywhere.

From there we had a nice tour of the North Irish coast, Giant's Causeway and the Mourn 

Mountains. Unfortunately, we couldn't do any of the lengthy hikes we went to Mourn to do thanks to constant rain.  We returned to London via the same route. We decided to try a more upscale hostel in Edinburgh on the return to avoid the smoke; the smoke wasn’t as bad but I was attacked by bedbugs.  Returning to Pam and Dave’s in London felt like a nice little homecoming. We had coincidentally brought a bottle of Champagne with us only to find that day Dave had just been appointed Senior Lecturer, the equivalent of being tenured.  A few days later we left, VIA TAXI, for Heathrow airport destined for Johannesburg South Africa, better known as "Jo'berg.”

Incidentally: no matter what ant airline tells you in America, when you travel through Europe and stop over, your luggage allotment is reduced to the European standard when you get back on.  They expected us to pay almost US$2000 additional tariff.  After a few minutes of protesting and looking pathetic, the nice-lady at the counter got the fee waved for us.  

“Skee-dee-ap, Skee-dee-ap
Boo-dee-ap boy!

Boo-dee-ap boy!”

-Ella-

Phase Two:

Africa

We were meet at the airport by Bongi Maseko, for those of you who knew Bongi in Oakland, who is doing very well. We saw Nada and baby Thando as well as sister Pumzele (sp??). Everybody has lost weight, presumably from eating leaner meat and less American junk food.

We stayed with Bongi for a month, which was nice.  He’s living quite large in a 4-bedroom house with a pool, house cleaner and gardener…. all for about $600 a month! He also helped us to locate a car within a week, a nice little 1995 Toyota Conquest, which is a 4-door Corolla hatchback not available in the US.  Tuned up and with four new Michelins, we decided to take a test ride down to Kruger National Park.  The car runs like a top and weighs about as much. Kruger was uneventful due to the season (bush was too thick) but the private lodges we stayed in were incredible.  For about $50 a night, we stayed in an elevated chalet with a deck and view of the Crocodile River (Hippos to sing us lullabies at night) with all the fixins: wall-mounted TV, pools, spa, etc.

Back in Jo’berg with the car properly checked out, we departed for Namibia at one-third speed in pea-soup fog at 5:00AM, just how you want to start a 12-hour drive. Crossing the Kalahari Desert, married, in an air-conditioned Toyota with a CD player, at 90 mph was almost surreal as the last time I did it I was on a single cylinder, air-cooled Yamaha doing about 60 and sweating. Just after midday, we passed the spot where I camped the first time around. After a relatively uneventful 14 hour drive, we bedded down in a post stamp little town, ate a huge meal, drank a bottle of wine, and slept.  The next day we drove to the exclusive diamond-mining town of Oranjemund, just inside the Namibian border, where I would finally meet my wife’s best friend, Maenge, and Ndeshi would meet her best friend’s husband and their two year old son, who’s named after her.  

First of course we had to get in.  The original plan was to drop in and surprise them.  Fortunately, Ndeshi called ahead as security permits need to be arranged 2 weeks ahead of time.  We spent a very relaxing and enjoyable week with the Kali’s playing with little Ndeshi (the really little one, not my wife – it’s all relative), playing tennis, and going for walks on the coast.  That we did not enter the restricted diamond areas is event by our lack of bullet holes.

Speaking of bullets, our car from Jo’berg had this bothersome rattle in the door that kept getting worse.  After a few weeks, I opened the door panel to have a look and found 9mm-pistol clip with 15 live rounds in it! I quickly searched the rest of the car, inside and out, to make sure we didn’t wind up with some arms smuggling wrap.

From Oranjemund, we drove to the Ai-Ais natural hot springs for a night since we were in the area.  Very nice place but what a wonder privatization could do for the Ministry of Tourism.  The biggest drawback turned out to be the clientele, however.  For those of you who have not had the pleasure of getting to know any Afrikaaners (White South Africans of Dutch decent and former empowered governing body of South Africa), here is a little example of their attitude towards life.  We met two young male Afrikaaners, both prime specimen, at Ai-Ais who were driving from Cape Town to Windhoek and had also just pulled in; they were sauced.  I was admiring their new Toyota Land Cruiser when they told us they had learned the perils of drinking and driving that day. While they were stopped to drain themselves, one of the two had put his glass of J&B on ice on the ground.  When they got in, they drove over the glass and punctured the brand new R400 tyre.  We were comforted to learn that people can grow. After telling them what we were doing, they informed me that I shouldn’t renounce my US citizenship for a Namibian one.  I thanked them for the sage advice. That evening they stayed up drinking and blasting some collection of American Eighties’ Rock (the sort of stuff I avoided in High School like a crack addiction) until about 3:00 AM. Now realize that Ai-Ais is situated at the base of the Fish River canyon with lots of stone walls and echoes.  When one of the two discovered the acoustics (circa 2:00AM) he broke into an off-key and slurred rendition of “The Hills are Alive With the Sound of Music”. Knowing only the one line he repeated it numerous times to make sure those of us trying to sleep got the gist of the melody.

The next day, after 2.5 hours of sleep, we headed for Windhoek, about 6 hours of driving through absolutely the most uneventful dessert scenery you can imagine – this is coming from someone who likes dessert scenery.  Great way to prepare for meeting your in-laws for the first time.  I did resist the urge to wake up our neighbors and wish them a safe and sober journey. 

We arrived in Windhoek earlier than we were expected, while the Shiyandja family was in the middle of preparing our arrival party.  Needless to say they were a little disappointed about that but happy nonetheless.  That evening about 25 ululating Meme’s came over with their husbands and children to welcome Ndeshi home and to greet me.  It was quite an evening to say the least.  Unfortunately, “the least” is about all I can say, as I was so exhausted I hardly remember the rest of the evening.  I do seem to recall continuously greeting people that evening with the Oshiwambo expression for “Good morning”.  Several nice speeches were made, and lots of praying.  We were prayed out by the end of the evening.  I was praying it would end. Little did they know their beloved Shiveli (first born) had brought home an unbaptized heathen and had, herself, only gone to church when they were visiting her in the US over the past 14 years.

The next day, this information was meted out by Reverend Shiyandja, Ndeshi’s father (did I mention that about him?). And here is where the beauty comes in.  Ndeshi’s dad thought we had been married in the courthouse by a judge.  As a Lutheran Minister it is of tremendous importance that his daughter’s marriage be conducted by a minister and that could not happen as her aforementioned heathen husband, your’s truly, ain’t baptized, thus precluding him from being wed in a church. To further upset the balance of good and evil, I explained that I wouldn’t receive the holy water sprinkle before the upcoming Namibian wedding simply for the sake of location (logic even a minister couldn’t argue with).  

Now, if you recall, Kirsten and Jim had arranged for us to be married by a minister at last minute. When this came out, problem resolved.  Ndeshi showed her dad the copy of the service we had (minus the pages indicating premarital co-habitation and knowledge, biblically speaking) and we were off the hook, and all thanks to a non-denominational Minister of questionable sexual orientation.  Kirsten and Jim, thanks again!  The second wedding became a Church blessing rather than a ceremony.  I guess you can bless a heathen you just can’t wed them  (If you can’t join’em, bless’em).

Well, a rather uneventful two months passed.  Ndeshi and I connected with some old acquaintances and made wedding preparations. Fortunately Ndeshi’s parents agreed to shop for the cow I was to buy for them, as I’m not too well connected in local bovine circles. Namibia has had a good ten years of independence providing significant economic development and solid infrastructure. There are lots of new paved roads, the completion of the Trans-Kalahari Highway (probably the only place you can hit an elephant at 100 mph in a sedan), new shopping centers in the former black location, down town, and way up north in Rundu and Ovamboland.  The end of economic sanctions against both Namibia and South Africa has really improved the quality of living as well (well, for people with enough money to shop at least).  We can get all sorts of food items you simply couldn’t get in the past like regular fresh vegetables, varieties of lettuce and cheeses, cilantro, Oyster sauce, Thai spices, etc.

Politically things are happening here.  SWAPO, the liberation party of Namibia, is beginning to wear thin with many of the more educated people.  This year marks the third election in independent Namibia, which will see Sam Nujoma, the SWAPO leader running for a third term allowed for by a constitutional amendment and the CoD battle things out. The CoD is a splinter party formed by disaffected former SWAPOs, bothered by the third term amendment and overwhelming SWAPO majority in parliament (72%).

The CoD is the first viable opponent to SWAPO as it is made up of former freedom fighters and stars of the SWAPO party who are (or at least were) held in high regard amongst many SWAPO supporters.  Needless to say, Namibian democracy is receiving its first real test. Many of us are waiting with fingers crossed, hoping Namibia continues to be a rarity of progress on the continent instead of backsliding into yet another African personality cult régime. 

One of the CoD cofounders is an old friend of Ndeshi from her extra-Namibia study days.  She relayed a funny story of the CoD name-brainstorming meeting at its inception. The first name suggested was “Congress of Namibian Democrats”, evidently not thinking of the abbreviation “CoND”.  Cond happens to be the vulgar Afrikaans term for a particular part of the female anatomy, which has in common with its English counterpart, four letters and begins with a “c”.  You can imagine how that would have gone over, as several of the front persons of the CoD are outspoken members of Namibia’s underrepresented feminist movement. Personally, I think the suggestion was made knowingly, based on the recurring popularity of Bush in US presidential campaigns.

FOCUS.

Okay, after two months we were desperate to move out of Ndeshi’s folks’ house, especially before my mother came for the wedding.  We jumped on the first thing we found, a nice two-bedroom flat in a complex chockfull of expatriates.  Expensive by local standards but would work for a few months until one of us was employed and provided housing.

The second wedding finally came.  My mother came over for the event as well, which meant a lot to the people here.  Now, the wedding/blessing was to occur in the north, in Ovamboland, where Ndeshi’s family has a traditional house, situated six soft, sandy miles from the main road. As Windhoek is still the place for supplies, everything had to be transported the 350 miles to Onankali, and that sandy road requires at least a high suspension 2 x 4. What a pain; thank God it wasn’t me doing all of that work (is an unbaptized heathen qualified to “thank God”?)

Ndeshi had to spend the week before the wedding at the house while I had to stay in Windhoek to pick up me mum from the airport. My mother’s mother, known widely as Omi, passed away a few weeks before the wedding which put a sorrowful note as well as a tremendous strain on my mother’s visit.  Those of you who knew Omi also know what an amazingly dynamic woman she was, and what a great namesake she would make if only Gertrud was a more acceptable name in the modern world.  That woman was more active at 89 than most of my friends are at 29; she touched more lives and will be missed by more people than I one can imagine. Ndeshi and I were deeply saddened by our inability to attend the funeral service but took great comfort in having planned our real wedding around having Omi with us. She was just weeks shy of turning 90.

Off that sad note, my mother arrived two days before the wedding after a 50-hour journey with a 10-hour time difference. The next day we had to make the six-hour drive to Ovamboland. The best word to describe how she must have felt is “uughh” (downward inflection). In that physical state and on the eve of the wedding, we journeyed out to the Shiyandja’s traditional home in a VW minibus, which only got stuck in the sand once. At the house we were met by the whole damn village, with lots of shouting and dust-raising dancing. My mother met the new in-laws and received an Ovambo dress (a moo-moo) to wear to the wedding/blessing. 

Ndeshi’s sister, Ndapanda is a restaurant and hotel management person and took care of the entire reception proceedings. I didn’t appreciate the extent of her effort until we arrived from the church, sweating, dusty and famished from the long day of speeches in a language I don’t understand, to an oasis. Under a tent that could host a small circus, we had ice cold drinks, an avocado seafood cocktail, Greek salad, farm fresh chicken, and of course mountains of beef.

After the wedding, we returned to Windhoek with a three-day stop over in Etosha Park.  We saw virtually everything there is to see including a leopard (very rare) and a pride of lions. After a quick trip to the German coastal town of Swakopmund, we said good-bye to my mother and left for our official second honeymoon in Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe. 

In contrast to the progress of Namibia, Zimbabwe has backslide dramatically since I was there last.  The first indication was at the boarder where I had to buy a $30 visa to the once free travel nation. When we got to Victoria Falls we found public and private sector alike had learned how to beat the monthly 10% devaluation of currency by charging US dollars for everything. In addition, they are asking western prices for the once cheap attractions. Game parks are significantly more expensive than Namibia or South Africa and the facilities are beat.  At the moment, the country is running dry on petrol, as the government is US$100 million in debt to the oil companies, which have completely boycotted the country. While we were there all of the food service establishments were on strike, leaving hundreds of unprepared tourists hungry (fortunately we were camping and had all our cookware).

The highlight of our trip was the nightly elephant visits at the Vic Falls campground.  As part of the dilapidated conditions, all the electrified fences had long been knocked down so, like bears and chipmunks in the US, elephants would come in the early evening while people were eating looking for food.  Unlike chipmunks and bears (brown bears at least) you can’t scare off an elephant.  Ndeshi and I learned this without losing any of our precious food, although we did have to run with hot pots of food in hand to the shower blocks one night as they came ahead of schedule.  The second scheduled visit came every evening about 2:00 AM to graze the trees in the campground.  One night Ndeshi and I woke to the crunch crunching of the tree we pitched our tent under.  First amazed at the beautiful trunk and tusk profile shadow on our tent wall, we fled in a panic as the bull wrapped his trunk around the main branch of the tree and pulled it crashing down 3 feet from our tent.  We sat at a distance watching the bastard feeding on the top foliage he had just toppled, praying for our new $400 Northface tent. 

“That cat was raised on loco-weed,

He’s what ya’call a swing half-breed”

-Ella-

Phase Last:

Getting back to life

Well, we’re back to the present, December of ’99. SWAPO won the elections by a landslide.  Evidently the formation of CoD scarred the lazy SWAPO supporters of Ovamboland to come to the polls in masses.  So, while CoD has become the official opposition with a whopping 10%, this election had the highest voter turnout in history, higher than the first free election that countless freedom fighter died for, and SWAPO went from 72% to 78% of parliament.

Can you say “Backfire”? Come on - I know you can. (That’s Mr. Rogers for the non-Americans out there) 

“Get aloooong, 

Get hip, little doggie,

Get aloooong,

Betta be on your way
Com ita ya ya yeah 

Com ita yippie ya yeah”

Anyway, Ndeshi is gainfully employed with the government doing drug policy and review.  It’s the pharmacists dream job, effectively creating a FDA and revising an embryonic essential drugs list.  Unfortunately it hasn’t taken two months to drive her mad with government employee incompetence. Ex. It took two and a half months to get her first paycheck, which had the wrong name on it.  When she complained to the accounting department they said, “get a letter to take to the bank and explain why it has the wrong name.”  Well, the long and short of it all is, she’s made a few enemies by insisting on people doing their jobs.

It’s also through this job that she went to India for a month.  She’s supposed to go to Nigeria next month for two weeks but that’s questionable after she pissed off some official of the Nigerian high commission in Namibia.  Apparently the guy wasn’t happy that Ndeshi wanted to know why she had to pick up the visa application paperwork in person and couldn’t just send a driver to get them.  So after yelling at her, he says she’s “not going to (his) country” after the Nigerian government invited her.  I know what you all are thinking, you’re thinking, “Ndeshi has to curb that hot-headed, bad-ass attitude she struts around with all the time before she gets into real trouble.”  I know, I know. I’ve been telling her for years. (Yes, this is sarcasm)

As for me, I’m unemployable, but you all knew that.  Well, sort of.  There’s a lot of xenophobia in the work force.  Most jobs insist on Namibian Citizenship as a key credential.  So, I’m filling my time writing research grant proposals. Evidently local employers are happy to take you on if you can bring your own money.

We’re living in a government apartment block, the “ Doctor’s flats” which is pretty nice and pretty cheap.  I painted the whole place while Ndeshi was in India, re-grouted the kitchen and shower, and put in new lighting, which really picked the place up. We’re in the tallest building around, so the view is great. And we have a mama and baby Falcon that like to hangout and presumably hunt pigeons. 

We’re also the stationary reference point for small aircraft taking off from Eros airport as we’re right on the extension of the runway 01.  I was talking to a pilot that told me, if he losses an engine on take-off on a hot day, he’ll crash straight into the flats (Windhoek is over 5000 ft msl).  Ndeshi asked me to find out which days he flies and at what time. I like it though because it reminds me of California, the occasional 4-prop heavy aircraft rumbling over head, slow and low has a sort of simulated earthquake feel.  I also like to watch the heavily skewed light aircraft battling the Windhoek crosswinds on landing through the kitchen window while I’m doing the dishes. Does not look fun  - Windhoek means “windy corner” in Dutch and is very appropriately named. You can just see the green faces in the cockpits as you see the little Cessna’s drop fifteen feet the moment they break out of the wind shear behind our building.

“Sound of violins,

Way up yonder 

Where the blue begins”

Before I finish up here, did I/we mention that American guy named Thomas married to the Ovambo Pharmacist? He was a volunteer teacher in Namibia years ago. They just got married a few months ago.  They live in the Dr.’s flats at the central Hospital. And, no I’m not speaking in the third person.  These two live downstairs from us.  To top it all off, Ndeshi knew the wife, Justina, 20 years ago and I hitchhiked with Thomas across the Caprivi six years ago - small world.  We had actually heard about them as they were getting married in Ovamboland a week after our “blessing” which had a lot of Ovambos confused as to date and location since a lot of them attend weddings on word of mouth only.

And so it goes, or is going.  We hope you all have a wonderful new year/decade/century/millenium.  Stay in touch and keep us informed.  

With love,

T & N 
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