Our Journey Newsletter

August 23, 2008

Mildred (the local Zulu woman I work with on a daily basis) and I have been so busy the past two week distributing blankets. Over 1200 blankets have been given out; some in the valley where we live and others in squatter camps near the out skirts of town.  I have asked Mildred to do this newsletter describing what we experienced with the River People and Forest People. 

The following are Mildred’s words:

“Swayimane is an ultra-rural place with a population of approx 200,000 people.  It is situated 60km east of Pietermaritzburg.  I travel to PMB (Pietermaritzburg)  at least three times a week.  PMB is the nearest town.  Each time I travel to PMB I pass through a myriad of informal settlements (squatter camps), but two always haunt me when I go back home to (Swayimane) to sleep.  They literally haunt you because they are an eyesore.  It is inconceivable to imagine that human beings including children live in these settlements.  People leave their homes because of abject poverty which prevail in rural areas.  They immigrate to PMB bringing with them a hope of a better life.  They soon realize this is just a pipe dream.  People do not even have money to go back to their families.  They settle in the immediate surroundings of town with literally nothing.  Lucky ones survive on “piece jobs” for very minimal pay. 

Because of their geographic location Maureen and I decided to name them – Forest People because their “shacks” are situated deep into the forest.  Unless you go deep into the forest you only see them emerging out like bees from a hidden bee-hive. 

The second settlement is situated along the river on very steep river banks.  I had often wondered if children do not fall into the river.  When it rains the place is a mess, conditions are appalling.  This settlement is within walking distance to town –Pietermaritzburg, it has a population of approx.  500 people of whom 65% are children aged 0-15 years, those older are already mothers themselves.  To paint a picture of a shack – it consists of black plastic sheeting for both roof and walls, occasionally walls are mud constructed.  On windy days or nights these get blown off and occupants are literally left without roofs over their heads.  Because of the dampness and hostile environment children often suffer from chronic infections.

Since 2007 Maureen and I have been targeting the worst areas around Pietermaritzburg.  We decided to work with my church because we felt that in their poverty they still need spiritual healing and counseling. Last year we went to a settlement called “Happy Valley”, just the direct opposite of the name – How Ironic!!  We distributed 200 blankets but because it was our first experience it was a bit chaotic.  Even children cried for blankets, I remember Maureen captured one on the camera with tears on his cheeks … then a feeling of contentment when he received a blanket.

This year 2008 we targeted the “Forest People” and the “River People”.  On Saturday, we started out to town where my church is located to deliver blankets.  Our first hurdle my Bakkie (truck) would not start.  We learned later that there was some major technical problem.  I had to contact a member (Victoria) of my organization; she responded favorably and agreed to come with her Bakkie (truck).  We proceeded to town after 1 ½ hour delay.  We loaded 100 blankets to take to the River People.  The climax of the trip was when Maureen chased and caught a young man who stole two blankets from the Bakkie while we were loading them into the truck.  The boy just froze and Maureen courageously retrieved the blankets.  Everybody laughed afterwards.  Though we had not informed the people we were coming, when we got there we parked our vehicle at a very rudimentary crèche (nursery), no different from other dwellings.  The crèche teacher helped organize the people and everything went very smoothly.  What shocked us was the high number of children.  Some of them so close in age you would think they were twins.

Our next stop was another 100 blankets to the “Forest People”, we were accompanied by my Pastor and his assistants.  We started with a prayer, singing and a short sermon.  We always target families with children.  It went very smoothly – we had a Quiz from the Bible for the few extra blankets that remained after every one got one.

However, because of hunger and no source of income (we saw something that still haunts us) these people go to the dumps and collect whatever is edible.  This time they had collected dead chickens – (half rotten) and they were cooking them on an open fire; it was a most depressing site.  What amazed us was the spirit of sharing that prevails there.”

Mildred

Much love,

Maureen 
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HOW YOU CAN HELP

Cash, stock and real estate may be donated to help support Our Journey's projects in South Africa.  Donations may also be included in wills. Since Our Journey is a non-profit 501 (c) (3) public charity licensed in the State of Georgia all contributions can be tax deductible. Receipts will be provided for tax purposes. Please send your donations or questions concerning contributions to:

Our Journey, Inc. 
Fred G. Mills, CPA, LLC 
15617 US Hwy 17
Townsend, GA 31331 USA

