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Unpacking from my Journey 

The Idea for the Learning Journey 

It started with a call, buzzards circling, line crackling. 

Standing in the middle of the drought-baked, barren field in 

Zimbabwe (once Africaôs breadbasket). 

Just outside of Harare, a spark of life;  

Kufunda means learning, together we have 

everything we need.  

People just getting on with life as the world around 

implodes (all structures inadequate in the face of 

decolonization). 

But this is another storyé 

Finally connecting, my ñrealò life a memory lurking somewhere in my overloaded brain. 

Election Day, 2006 back in the states (Democrats prevailed). 

ñHoney, is that you?  How are you? What is going on?ò 

  ñMommy, will you take me to Africa?ò 

Of course!  And the idea for the Parent-child learning journey was born. 

 

The Journey Begins 

Two years pass, many preparations, Zimbabwe is collapsing, we will stick to South Africa. 

Back to familiar sights and friendly faces in Johannesburg. 

Stefanie and I arrive and I am her guide (suppressing any 

fears I have by my outward bravado). 

What has changed in two years?  Am I in a time warp? 

The Mews welcomes us, Jinks and Colin familiar faces. 

We settle in,  

uncoiling and collapsing after thirty-six hours of 

travel.  

Meeting the rest of the hosting team, more old friends, 

 Bob, Annie, Dorah, Nicole, Silas. 

How will we open the learning space for the rest of the travelers, assembling from around the 

globe? 

Delayed flights, missed layovers, everyone is here now, all the little family units. 

Will we be a family together over the next few weeks? 
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Building our Community 

Our first circle, making friends with the talking piece.  

Who are we, this transient family? 

Allison, Stefanieôs best friend, and her mom Cindy, a reluctant adventurer along for the 

ride, all of us from New Jersey, 

Nancy and John and daughter Catherine, from New Jersey, 

Li -lu and Dave with their son Alex, from Seattle, 

Bob and daughter Annie, from Spokane, 

Dorah from Limpopo and Johannesburg, 

Nicole and her baby, Jaz, from Johannesburg, and 

Silas and Lorraine from Kufunda Village, Zimbabwe. 

Sharing our stories in small groups.   

How did we each find our way to this moment in time in South Africa? 

I am seeking hope in a world gone mad. 

Sculpting ourselves as learnerôs.  

I am a vessel, fill me to overflowingé 

It feels naughty talking so freely about race,   

awakening my colored conscience. 

Time runs out, the question remains, what does it mean to be safe in South Africa?  (this comes 

back to haunt us soon) 

 

Meeting the Community in Johannesburg  

Our first venture outside our zones (of comfort, of course). 

We board our bus, first stop Soweto and Ikageng Itireleng. 

What started as a neighborly gesture (how do you support a child who 

has just lost both of her parents to AIDS and is left responsible 

for all of her siblings?) 

Mama Carole speaks, ñthese are children of my heart even if they 

are not children of my loinsò. 

You canôt do it by yourself; students from CIDA mentoring the 

children, learning leadership from Armabrand
.
 

Mama Carole and her 1500 children, co-creating a new definition of 

family within the community.  

I hold the child of my loin and listen to the children of my heart as they share their 

stories. 
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We begin to connect.   

And then move on to Kliptown. 

Kliptown, where 45,000 people call home. 

No running water, no sewers, no electricity, no schools.  

Houses are pieces of tin holding each other up.   

What is holding the people up? 

Children playing in an overflowing dumpster, a young boy 

blowing up a used condom. 

Do you give up?  

Thulani is our guide as we parade to Kliptown Youth Program, a phoenix rising in the midst of 

the mud and garbage. 

Started a year ago 

Children line the entrance to their community center and proudly show off their new 

laptops. 

So this is what the ñone laptop for every childò 

program really looks like.  Thank you for having 

the vision Nicholas Negroponte. 

The goal is to graduate high school, the carrot is dancing.   

The gumboot dancers stomp their story (which has its 

beginning years ago in the mines outside of 

Johannesburg, the only way to communicate when speaking is forbidden by the regime),  

the young girls gyrate and bump (acting out the rape 

of everyday life in Kliptown).   

Thulani quietly stands off to the side, gazing at the children that he 

has dedicated his life to, himself not much more than a child.  

(This day is a special day for Thulani, it is one year since his 

motherôs death and end of his mourning period. Now 

twenty-seven, he is responsible for taking care of and 

providing for the rest of his five siblings.)   

I looked into his eyes and see a depth of fatigue I 

have never witnessed in a human being.  I see the 

scars crisscrossing his face and nose and the deep flesh wound on the palm of his 

left hand.  Where does he draw his energy?  How does he get up every morning in 

the face of insurmountable issues and face the day?   

A baby girl takes a hold of Stefanieôs hand, neither lets go.   

How do you retake possession of your heart after Kliptown?  



Poems from a Parent-Child Learning Journey to South Africa, August, 2008  4 
 

These are not the children we see on TV.  Yes they are hungry, yes, they are wantingé 

But they are not waiting for us to come and save them. 

Pay attention, it could save us. 

We have to leave.  After all, we are just visiting.  The children dance us out of their lives. 

How do you ñjust visitò Kliptown?   

 

Safety in South Africa  

Safely back in our gated Inn (where it takes three keys to get near us). 

Cindy and Allison head out for a quick walk before dinner. 

Stefanie and I lay quietly journaling in our rooms. 

ñDrive byéknifepointéAlison on the groundémuggedéò  What are we hearing?  

Alisonôs wound, while superficial on human skin, cuts at Cindyôs core, releasing hidden fears of 

powerlessness and something deeper. 

Resisting the temptation to hate everyone in this foreign land, resisting the temptation to flee, 

back to safer shores. 

 What does ñbeing safeò mean anyway? 

The next day we gather on the shore of Zoo Lake, playing with 20,000 drums, 

each with our own djembe.   

A primal release.   

I look around the park and see we are all one family; men and 

women, young and old, black and white, Muslim, Christian and 

Atheist. 

Why here? What is it about the ancient beat that brings 

together all lost souls? 

Cindy lets it go and settles back into the journey. 

Dumpster Diving with the Recycling Ladies 

In the middle of Johannesburg in a once gracious but now run down Joubert Park, we arrive at 

the Greenhouse Project. 

It remains as I last saw it, the roots still there, leaves struggling to unfurl.   

The mud-brick community center half finished. 

The bones of the conservatory silhouetting the skyline. 

No electricity for two years (a bill misplaced somewhere in the 

system). 

Another project holding on for dear life. 
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There is still life in the midst of the decaying dream, Doreen with her gardens and Mama Grace 

and the recycling ladies going strong.   

We split into group, those that want to bury their hands in Africaôs soil and those that want to 

bury their hands in Africaôs garbage. 

I am one of the latter. 

It is Monday and the piles of discarded Amstel and Black Label bottles reach the sky,  

First we sort; green glass here, brown glass there, urine splashing 

out as we toss the half-filled glass corpses. 

Alex and John crushing them to scree with glee. 

Then the collection run.   

What was I expecting, neat little gift-wrapped piles of 

sorted glass? 

We walk through the streets of Johannesburg, our whiteness glaring (and somehow bestowing 

respectability on the business at hand). 

Staring up at the over-flowing dumpster, making the best of it. 

The first bag Stefanie tears into, medical waste and needles. 

Try another bag. 

The competition is on. 

I hit the jackpot. 

The Colonel never had it so good (Sanderôs that is).   

Behind the KFC (Kentucky Fried Colonization?),  

Coke can bonanza! 

Our collection bins full, we trudge back to the recycling center, oddly proud. 

Idle conversation, ñYou have changed how I think about white people.  Maybe they 

arenôt all badò. 

I want so much to believe that we have actually made a difference.  Hubris? 

Back at the Greenhouse Project, we hold hands in the circle and give thanks with our new 

family, singing a song of Africa.   

Not an eye is dry. 

What it might feel like when things start falling apart 

All aboardéthe Shosholoza Meyl pulls out of Park Station, whooaaaawhooé  

900 miles and 26 hours, a new adventure. 

First class compartments, of course, 

beds and bedding. 

We go exploring and find Afrikanerôs, having taken 
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over the dining car, 

still fighting the Boer war and drowning their fears in another bottle of Reisling, 

blocking the black wait staff in the already narrow passages. 

It is eleven in the morning. 

They are nice to us and offer to share their wine and biltong 

The passengers are all white, except Dorah and Silas  

and Afrikaner, except us. 

What does ñAfrikanerò mean (with apartheid over and all)? 

Dorah is agitated and cannot stay in the car with them.   

We gather round her like some protective coating, with our arrogant, ignorance. 

How do you erase the memories when Apartheid is still the reality? 

The Shosholoza stutters to a stop. 

When will we get going again? 

The hours tick by, slower and slower. 

I learn the African concept of time; ñnow, 

nowò means ñI donôt knowò 

We cycle through all of our coping mechanisms; cards, 

reading, talking, drinking and laughing until it becomes too 

long a wait. 

Retreating into our individual worlds, breaking apart the fragile bond we have begun to 

develop. 

I fall asleep in the still stopped train. 

 Awakening with a start, panic and anxiety overtake me. 

Is this a premonition of our future world, imploding on its decaying 

infrastructure?  

A poem writes itself as I lay in my sleeping berth in the middle of the Karoo. 

Laying in my Birth 

I awoke with a start 

   (after sleeping I donôt know how long) 

The stillness drowned out by the beating  

   of my heart 

 Finding my courage to give it up, 

   All the best laid plans  

      settle with the dust 

         when the train stops running. 

 

So, do I, stop running? 
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   is to live 

      in the moment? 

Still is a journey 

   when the train stops running. 

Written on the train during the power outage August 7, 2008 

We pull into Cape Town, 11 at night, 11 hours late,  

(later to discover it was all about the value of copper wire on the black market, you do 

what you have to do to feed your family). 

 

The Blinding White of Cape Town 

We awaken to the paradox of Cape Town. 

Hillsides of Protea, an ecosystem unmatched. 

Table Mountain and all of its majesty presiding over the pristine elegance 

of Europeôs playground for the rich and royal. 

The convergence of the Indian and Atlantic Oceans swirl beneath our feet. 

Everywhere I turn is white; the sand, the buildings, the people. 

The new V&A Mall rises on the waterfront. 

Am I in Baltimore? Boston? I could think so except, 

off in the distance rises something éRobben Island,  

forced home of Nelson Mandela for 28 years. 

White is, no color, in Cape Town.  

Is this the future for Africa, a white hologram of capitalism? 
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Mandelaôs Pedagogy 

16 and 6 years. 

His only crime, to speak the wrong name. 

Mandibaôs words inched their way through the prison bars, 

While I am angry that you are not in school, be assured you will get your 

education here. 

Modise returns to the scene of the crime, continuing his teachers lessonôs. 

Where prisoner and guard are both victims, forgiveness is the only way out. 

 

The Story of the Fisherwomen 

Sahra Luyt, fisher of women, welcomes us into her parlor. 

Flicking her hijab from the corner of her cheek, she begins her story. 

Raised by her grandfather to love the sea, lesson learned at eight when he is swallowed 

like so many fish. 

Colored and married to a white man, his family strips her grandmother of all 

property and rights (but not her soul). 

Always know your husbandôs business, she passes on to her grand-daughter. 

A plundered fishing industry, 

 (yet another casualty of apartheid and its cousin, capitalism) 

leaves fishing families floundering (no pun intended). 

Mandelaôs government tries to right the wrong but doesnôt account for gender apartheid. 

ñCome with me and we will fish togetherò, she says, 

collecting broken and forgotten women scattered around the western cape. 

500 strong now, the women stand together. 

The South African Fisherwomen Association, the only fishing cooperative of its kind, 

Reclaiming their children, their communities, and their self respect. 

 

Growing up in Ocean View 

Poem written in two parts by Cyndie and Stefanie during a poetry workshop in Durban with 

mTombisi the poet. 

(Stefanie) 

When we laid in the bed in Ocean View, 

after having walked through unfamiliar streets, 
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eaten with unfamiliar people, 

and seen unfamiliar sights 

We talked about our fears and  

 apprehensions while we held each other 

 and said that everything would be all right. 

And it was. 

(Cyndie) 

Your courage in Ocean View 

As you led me through my fear 

From parent, child to two humans, 

 girl talk inspired. 

The bright light of your spirit 

 as you danced and played with all of the hungry children. 

My baby, my child, my lighté 

 Yourself. 

 

mTombisi The Poet 

My name is mTombisi. 

My name is mTombisi. 

My name is mTombisi. 

I give white people 3 chances to remember my name. 

I met a poet in Durban, his name is mTombisi. 

Dropping some food for your mental, thatôs what weôre into, and 

weôre spreading Ubuntu. (mTombisi, August 2008) 

 

The Last Colonist 

In Kwamashu Township, white condoms distributed. 

Sheathôs for the black manôs protection (so they say). 

(or to render white and contain his manhood?) 

No colony allowed here! 

(and no protection, the scourge continues.) 
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The Second Coming 

He is coming; he is going to save us, 

I heard them whisper wherever we went. 

Look there he is, 

his arms unfurling over our great cities, 

his bones knitting together across our skyline. 

The Messiah is coming; he is going to save us all. 

Letôs drink a toast to World Cup 2010. 

While mother Africa stands at the edge of the stadium, weeping her tears of hope. 

 

Awakening a Motherôs Consciousness 

I have a beautiful daughter. 

The sparkle in her eyes and wide open 

smile fill the sky, 

her deep cackling laugh fills my heart, 

her spirit cascades from her body 

and envelopes all of those around her. 

I have a beautiful daughter. 

She has a dream 

to give her children a taste of sweet, 

to be the best facilitator of change 

in the world, 

to take care of her family, 

to lead.  

I have a beautiful daughter. 

She is HIV positive, she is grateful 

her babies are not. 

Her husband beat her for it. 

She has four children to feed. 

I have a beautiful daughter. 

I chose to bring her into this world, 

She deserves a world worth living in. 



Poems from a Parent-Child Learning Journey to South Africa, August, 2008  11 
 

I have a beautiful daughter, daughter of my heart. 

My mother spirit weeps. 

Her laugh echos in my soul. 

My daughter is Africa. 

 

Landôs Relocation Act 2008 

Our last day, 

I am almost embarrassed to say, 

On Safari. 

Beautiful lodging, the jockey ownerôs private 

playground. 

Jostling in our Jeep, Ranger Tyrone at the wheel. 

We spot Giraffe, Zebra, Elephant, and Springbok springing. 

 2 Lionesses parade by our cars. 

What is that off in the distance? 

A Zulu village, the owner paid them to move. 

I am here to report, Economic Apartheid is alive and well in South Africa. 

The Beginning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


