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    To my children, grandchildren, and all generations to come - So you wlll know your history

 

 I dream of an Africa which is at peace with itself.

Nelson Mandela
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Prologue


[image: ]




I wasn’t quite sure what awakened me that night- Perhaps the sound of tires on the gravel in the driveway, or maybe some sixth sense told me that danger might be near.

I lay very still for a moment, straining to hear. The familiar sounds of the East African night filled the room; the rhythmic chirping of insects, the mournful wail of night birds, the soft rustle of the fronds of the banana trees stirred by the gentle night breeze. But there was another sound, the quiet, steady hum of a car engine.

I slid out of bed and crawled along next to the wall until I was under the open window. Slowly raising my head, I chanced a look outside. The moon shone brightly in the clear East African sky and I could see the Land Rover in the driveway. Three men sat inside talking.

Who were they? Who had they come for? Would they kill my children, or me? Would we disappear as so many had before? Tears of fear and anger began to flow. Why did we have to live like this? I didn't know how much more I could take. Please God, help us to get out.
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Chapter 1

Portraits in Black and Whites
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He cried. In our twenty-one years together, I never saw him cry - - even when we buried his brother and his father. But on that day the most exciting day of my life, my father cried. His head moved slowly from left to right as though to say, “No. It can’t be true. She can't be leaving.” The light brown summer straw hat he wore was slightly askew, and when he removed it, to dab at his eyes and blow his nose, it ruffled his wavy, gray hair which he wore pulled straight back and molded to the scalp.

My mother stood with her usual stiff schoolteacher posture, a death grip on my hand. Her brown eyes stared at me from her chocolate brown face. They reflected an ever- changing mixture of pride, love, sadness and longing. I wondered what she was feeling. Envy? Regret? Her dreams of being a missionary in Africa had been stifled.

My grandfather refused to let her go. And now, forty years later, her daughter, her only child was going to Africa in the Peace Corps.

Travelers bustled by as we stood at the departure gate in O’Hare Airport that September day in 1966. The loudspeaker barked out the last call for my flight to New York and the moment of final umbilical and paternal separation was at hand.

“Take care of yourself, Piggy,” my father croaked. The use of his special name for me brought comfort rather than embarrassment. “Remember, we’re here if you need us,” he said, giving me one final short but intense bear hug.

In her most rounded and pear-shaped tones my mother said, “You know how to act. Remember who you are and how you were raised.”

“I’ll call you as soon as I get there,” I interjected before I could be instructed to do so. Giving my mother a brief embrace, I hurried down the walkway to the plane.

A sense of freedom filled my heart. For the first time in my life I was truly on my own. Growing up as an only child born to parents in their forties came with certain perks; but there were drawbacks. For instance, the matter of being named after my mother. She said, “This was my only chance to name a child after me; so, I took it.” Because having two Sara Louise McWrights in the family was confusing, and due to an unfortunate remark by my cousin, “She's as sweet as pie,” I became known as Sweetie Pie.

As the plane lifted off and the familiar skyline of my native Chicago disappeared under the clouds, excitement and anticipation rapidly turned to feelings of inadequacy and panic. What did I think I was doing? Leaving a perfectly good home, with loving parents and a cute nickname and going out into the big cold world? Was I crazy? No. I might be stifled, smothered and bored, but not crazy.

I am a living experiment in child rearing. My parents believed that a healthy combination of discipline, love and exposure to all things intellectual would produce a happy and well-balanced human being. And they were right, sort of. Love abounded in my life. I can’t recall ever being left with a babysitter. Wherever my parents went, I went. Being a well-disciplined and obedient child, I was a pleasure to have around. Because I kept quiet and amused myself without adult intervention, my ears developed radar for intercepting bits of information and gossip. I didn’t always understand what I heard, but I knew it was important.

Books, music, TV and news filled our home. My parents read the newspaper every day. We watched the national and local news as we ate dinner. My father, who only finished the eighth grade in his native Mississippi,  read avidly and could hold his own in a conversation about boxing or the causes of World War II. He taught me the basics of football and baseball and the words to Guy Lombardo songs.

I endured piano and violin lessons, enjoyed Young People’s Concerts at Orchestra Hall, where I was introduced to Peter and the Wolf, and The Nutcracker Suite. I listened to Fibber McGee and Molly on the radio and watched Lucy, Ed Sullivan and the Hallmark Hall of Fame on TV. I was as well rounded as a Hula-Hoop.

Formal education fell to my mother. She was one of twelve children raised in an Alabama family that valued education. After receiving her teaching certificate, she spent many years in rural areas using creative methods to teach under difficult circumstances. This was not a woman who would believe the dog ate your homework. I was groomed to excel. Reading by age four with a vocabulary far beyond my years, I skipped two grades in elementary school and at the tender age of twelve was thrust into high school.

Here was the rub: While delighting adults and feeling comfortable in their presence, rapport with my own age group was difficult. Because they were older, everyone else in high school could do things I couldn’t. My skirts were longer, my shoes less stylish and my parents dropped me off and picked me up from every party; social suicide. Even after graduation, my parents didn’t feel that a sixteen- year-old could handle college campus life. So, I lived at home and took the bus to Roosevelt University in downtown Chicago.

Determined to break free, after graduation from college, I used a sophisticated job search technique. I wrote a letter to the Air Force and one to the Peace Corps.

Whoever answered me first would get me. The Peace Corps won. Originally, I was scheduled to go to Tunisia in North Africa as a Health Care Worker, but my inability to pass an organic chemistry course necessitated attending summer school. The Peace Corps, however, still found me worthy and reassigned me to an education project in Uganda, East Africa.

I didn’t know where Uganda was until I located it in the atlas. Uganda is west of Kenya, and east of what was then known as Zaire (formerly know as the Belgian Congo, and now known as the Peoples Republic of the Congo). The encyclopedia revealed little else except that Uganda is about the same size as Oregon, produces great coffee, and that the headwaters of the Nile River could be found there. My assignment to teach in secondary school (roughly equivalent to high school) delighted my mother. Little Sara fulfills her destiny and follows in Big Sara’s footsteps. The Peace Corps only required that the trainees for this project have a Bachelors Degree. Teaching experience was helpful, but not mandatory. 

With my degree in Microbiology and minor in Chemistry, I would most certainly teach science. My original intention in entering science was job security. The Russians beat the United States into space and now the push was to catch up. I figured that science was my ticket to a great job and an opportunity to find a cure for cancer in my spare time. I really wanted to study drama or writing, but no child of Sara and Edward McWright could fritter her time away in such foolish pursuits.

The plane trip was uneventful. After landing, I moved through the terminal with an air of confidence that I truly didn’t feel. My mother taught me that if you look like you are alert and know what you are doing, even if you don’t, you won’t get your purse snatched or be otherwise victimized. This seemed a perfect time to test her theory. I found my luggage and secured a taxi without incident and said with as sophisticated an air as I could muster, “Paris Hotel, 752 West End Avenue.”

New York City rolled past the taxicab window. Skyscrapers where captains of commerce and industry fueled the American economy; neon lights advertising cigarettes, Broadway plays and beer; graffiti-covered walls marking gang territory. I knew all about gangs. After all I saw West Side Story six times. The kid was loose in New York. Training promised to be as great an adventure as going to Africa.

The Paris Hotel bordered on the edge of seediness. It retained remnants of days gone by when it had been chic and fashionable. But now the carpet was worn in spots, the elevator creaked, and the towels were beginning to ravel around the edges. As each of the 150 trainees arrived, they were assigned a room, and directed to the mezzanine where Peace Corps staff welcomed them with forms, reading material and schedules.

My room was nondescript, but to me it was heaven.It had a double bed, small bathroom and even a tiny refrigerator. And best of all it was mine - - just mine. I could come and go as I pleased. I could stay out late and walk on the wild side. Free at last.

After settling in, I went down to the mezzanine to pick up some training information. In the midst of gathering piles of paper a voice behind me said, “It sure is a lot of stuff, isn't it?” I had no doubt that the owner was female and from the South. I turned to face her and looked

into smiling brown eyes. She wore simple black frame glasses and stood about my height of 5'4”, maybe a little taller. Her brown hair was teased in a soft bouffant style.

“Yes, it sure is,” I replied. “My name is Sara.” “My name is Nadine,” she answered. We shook hands awkwardly, trying not to drop our load of books and papers. As we continued down the line of tables, I found that Nadine was from a small town in Georgia. Her degree was in English, and she was already teaching in North Carolina when she decided to join the Peace Corps. Both of us were assigned to Uganda.

Nadine asked if I would walk with her to dinner at a nearby cafeteria where the trainees were to eat that evening. We agreed to meet in the lobby later. As Nadine walked away, I mused, “Why would a white girl from North Carolina want to go to Africa?”

My reaction surprised me a little. My upbringing was what I considered liberal. I was taught to judge everyone by their actions, not their color. But I was steeped in the realities of what it meant to be black in America. It meant always being a little bit better than whites to get the same position. It meant never acting “typical”, as my mother would say. That meant not being loud or boisterous around whites so that they wouldn't think you fit the stereotype. I could hear my mother's constant admonition to me whenever I left the house “Act your age and not your color.” Your shoes must be shined, your hair in place and your underwear clean. Never be loud, never be ignorant, and never let them see you sweat.

I grew up with stories of the victimization and brutalization of black people. My father and his family were run out of Mississippi when he was eighteen because my grandfather tried to organize the tenant farmers. My mother taught school for months during the Depression without being paid, while the white teachers never missed a paycheck. Being black in America, I had experienced my share of direct and indirect racism. I never marched or picketed, but my dedication to the civil rights movement was deep. So I found myself a little apprehensive about going to dinner with a white southerner, even a fellow Peace Corps trainee.

As we strolled along in the twilight and talked, I found that Nadine, like me, was looking for a way to have some adventure and help someone at the same time. Nadine was a trained teacher with a degree in education. As we ate, we talked about family, fears, hopes, and  expectations. Honesty and genuine warmth radiated from her smile. She could laugh at herself and laugh with others. I had made my first Peace Corps friend.

The next morning training began at Columbia University, a short bus ride from the hotel. Nadine and I arrived early and took seats down front in the huge tiered lecture hall. The room filled quickly and when the session began, I tried to survey the group of 150 as unobtrusively as I could. A group of black men sat nearby speaking in a language I didn't understand. My suspicions were confirmed when they were introduced as our language instructors. As I studied the remaining people in the room, my heart rate doubled and my stomach turned. I was the only black trainee. I wanted to leave. I wanted to scream.I wanted my Mommy.

I had been the only black in a class at college or a seminar or a weekend retreat. But this was for three months, day in and day out. Why, if we were assigned to the same school in Uganda, I might even end up having one of these people as a roommate. My mind ran amuck. The significance of my situation took on global implications. It was 1966, in the midst of the civil rights movement, and I alone carried the fate of my entire race on my shoulders.

For surely if I failed, the future of blacks in the Peace Corps was bleak. I wanted my Mommy.

Any notion that my fellow trainees were oblivious to the situation was soon dispelled. Whenever a speaker would say African, Negro, or black, 149 pairs of eyes stared at me. I didn't know whether to raise my fist and shout “Black Power”, or ask everyone to join hands, sway from side to side and sing We Shall Overcome.

During the first break, I hurried to the bathroom, splashed water on my face and sought the solitude of a toilet cubicle to compose myself. After taking a few deep breaths and determining that I wasn't going to lose my breakfast, I resolved that I could handle this situation and walked out of the stall and into the hallway renewed and steely in my determination. That was when I saw him coming toward me. I had met him many times before.

Sometimes he is a she; old, young, rich, poor, he came in many forms. The one distinguishing characteristic was that if you were the only member of a minority in a group, this person, “Larry, I'm Going to Show Everyone I'm a Liberal”, would find you.

He worked his way through the crowd with his eyes fixed on me like Sylvester stalking Tweety. His face fixed in a wide, forced smile and his hand poised either to shake mine or pat me on the head.

“Hi, there,” he boomed. “My name is Larry.” Or whatever; I really don't remember.


“Hi, I'm Sara,” I replied through clenched teeth. 

“I saw you in there, and just wanted to introduce myself.,” he continued



I thanked him and asked the standard questions about home state, school and Peace Corps destination. To my great relief he was going to Kenya.

As the group began to file back into the classroom, he dropped his final pearl of patronization. “I just want you to know that I'm really glad that you are here. I don't have any problem with it at all. In fact, my cousin married a West Indian man and my family just loves him.”

I wanted to say, “I'm sure he's thrilled with you, too,” but decided that sarcasm at this point wasn't wise. Smiling politely and mumbling an insincere, “Nice to meet you”, and “See you later”, I returned to my seat.

I pondered as I sat there, why was I alone? Where were the other black trainees? Maybe they were involved in the civil rights struggle. Maybe they were taking advantage of the new opportunities that were available. Maybe no serious efforts were being made to recruit minorities. For whatever reason, it struck me as odd that white Americans were more interested in going to Africa than black Americans.

Was something wrong with me? Was I different from other blacks? Had my rather sheltered upbringing made me think or act differently from others of my race? None of that was relevant. I was there.  I wasn't going home and everyone, including me, would just have to cope.

The trainees ranged in age from twenty-one to thirty- married couples, Jews, Catholic, Baptists and two trainees in their seventies. Every area of the United States was represented, as were Ivy League schools, state universities and smaller liberal arts or church affiliated schools. Majors ranged from the standards like English, Biology, and Sociology to the more eclectic such as French Literature, Biochemistry, and Anthropology.

Surprisingly, at least for me, a significant number of the trainees came from affluent backgrounds. They had attended Ivy League and exclusive private colleges, and many expressed a need to get out and learn about the real world.

The training schedule varied daily. From 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. we attended structured activities. Classroom teaching techniques were reviewed. We scrutinized the syllabi used in East Africa. East African history and culture were discussed in detail. Former Peace Corps Volunteers

(PCVs), college professors, psychologists and a variety of experts facilitated these sessions. Some were enjoyable, others we just endured. By the eleventh week of training, each trainee was required to prepare a research paper on some aspect of Africa. I cannot remember what I wrote about or what grade, if any, I received.

Female trainees learned netball and male trainees learned soccer, both to promote physical fitness and be more versatile as members of a school faculty. As trainees we undertook our own fitness program. We walked from the hotel at 97th Street to Columbia at 120th Street and back again in the evening. The weather didn't really bother us. Youth seemed to generate heat and energy.

However, other health concerns were a big issue. A parade of doctors told gruesome stories, complete with color slides, of a variety of exotic diseases. Infant mortality rates, short life expectancy, and overpopulation concerns were drilled home. In ominous tones the doctors admonished, “Take your antimalarial tablets once a week. Never eat raw vegetables unless they have been soaked in potassium permanganate overnight.” And then there was the dreaded Mango Fly that laid its eggs in the waistband of clothes hung out to dry. The larva bored under your skin, forming a small pustule. The only way to rid yourself of this infestation is to coat the pustule with petroleum jelly that forces the larva to come to the surface for air where it can be removed with tweezers. “All clothes hung outside must be ironed before wearing.” I wondered if anyone in East Africa would be healthy enough to go to school.

Inoculations were administered almost every week; tetanus, polio, typhoid, thypus, and gamma globulin for general immunity and for hepatitis in particular. My personal favorite was typhoid, for within a few hours your arm became red and sore in a three-inch square around the point of the injection. It generated enough heat to roast marshmallows. Gamma globulin was given according to weight. One 6’2”, 280 lb. male trainee, after receiving the shot, returned to his third floor room at the hotel and fainted. On any given day someone was either feverish, achy, tired, nauseous or weak. But, for fear of being deselected very few trainees missed classes.

To be deselected meant that for some reason (physical, psychological, political) you were found unfit to serve. The criteria for deselection were, I believe, intentionally vague. Outside of being a card-carrying Communist or schizophrenic, we could only imagine what would precipitate deselection.

Sometimes lasting six hours a day, language classes dominated the schedule. Swahili is spoken throughout East Africa and, since hundreds of languages are spoken in Kenya and Uganda, it seemed the best choice. Our exact teaching assignments were unknown, so it wasn’t possible to learn the local vernacular.

For the first three weeks, no English or textbooks were allowed in language class. Amazingly we quickly learned such useful phrases as “Sina twiga mufukoni mwangu”, which means I do not have a giraffe in my pocket. Being young and slightly insane, we would walk down the streets of New York or get on buses and subways and speak to each other in Swahili. One trainee would shout, “Menvu mwako mbichi,” pretending to argue when they were really saying, “Your bananas are not ripe.” Our instructors were Kenyan, Ugandan and Tanzanian graduate students from various colleges and universities in New York City, who used repetition and pantomime to teach.

Finding your class offered more of a challenge than the class itself. As visitors at Columbia, we used whatever classrooms were available. To further complicate matters, the teachers changed every week so we could hear a variety of accents. Schedules were issued weekly. But you often found the original room assignments changed and your class on the other side of the campus. They also divided us by ability so no one would feel pressured. So, not only did your teacher change, but your classmates changed as well. Mastery of Swahili and/or attendance at language classes wasn’t a requirement, but with the ever-present specter of deselection, absenteeism was low.

The language instructors were the first Africans that many of the trainees had ever met. One of the most fascinating things for me to watch was the interaction of the white female trainees with the language instructors.

Because they were men, in the company of scores of attractive, single women, the instructors flirted furiously. When the women politely but firmly rebuffed their advances, they used the oldest trick in the ethnic book. With an expression somewhere between outrage and hurt they said, “You won't go out with me because I'm black.” Often this would do the trick, and the young women would agree to the date.

This was my first experience with “White Guilt.” I watched in disbelief as woman after woman was coerced into going out with and tolerating advances from men they didn't really like and who were often not very likeable. Some of the women came to me for advice and I would say, “Tell the man the truth.” I tried to explain that going out with someone just to prove you weren't prejudiced is as bad as not going out with someone because you are prejudiced.
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