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                Last Week
   It’s 2200HRS, Harare time. Chrissy and I have just departed Addis
   Ababa en route to Washington-Dulles by way of Rome, where we’ll spend
   only refueling time and not be allowed off the aircraft. I am hoping
   to send this note shortly after we arrive in Charleston, which seems
   very far away right now.
   Our last week in Zimbabwe was an eventful one. On Tuesday, 23 November,
   I emailed my last from-Africa message toward GR Davis. I also sent a
   note to Elaine Jenkins, of GBHEM in Nashville. Since that Tuesday I’ve
   been unable to make any Internet connection whatsoever, so I’m glad I
   didn’t promise to send any more weekly updates. I hope that none of
   y’all have worried; we are OK.
   Also on Tuesday students took my biometry final. Of course I was not
   present; at AU lecturers are never allowed to attend their exams.
   After I signed for the completed examination papers, the Dean told me
   that I should be as charitable as possible.
   Wednesday, 24 November. Today Chrissy and Hoang went in to town to buy
   ingredients for our Thanksgiving-dinner contributions and to check for
   any emergency emails. (Chris said I had a non-emergency note from
   Elaine; I’ll reply as soon as I can read it.) After grading exams for
   a few hours I took a break and went to re-bait my trail camera. On the
   way back to our farmhouse I stopped by the chicken-hill mine where
   Randy had photographed bats. There at the entrance to the mine, lying
   in dappled sunlight, was a magnificent mamba. Perhaps it was the same
   animal that Randy & I had seen deep in the other chicken-hill mine,
   but it looked larger, out in the open. I’d estimate its length at a
   bit over 3 meters (I could be wrong in either direction); its diameter
   was about like my forearm. Without apparent concern the snake looked
   at me, briefly. I walked away. Back home I completed grading the
   biometry finals. As per instructions from the Dean, I flunked
   nobody—though one long-legged, fashion-model type probably deserved
   it.
   Oh, also today Chrissy and I became semi-legal in Zimbabwe for the
   first time in almost two months. Upon entry to the country we’d both
   requested 90-day visas. The Immigration Officer, perhaps intending to
   appear friendly, had nodded her head and said OK. Foolishly, Chris & I
   did not thereafter examine our passports until early November, when we
   thought that Chris might need to make a USA run on family business.
   And then we discovered that both of us had been given 30-day visas,
   which had expired on 3 October. We figured that, at best, we’d be
   deported when our offenses were discovered, and we decided not to
   desert our students in mid-semester. On Monday the 22nd I finally
   ‘fessed up to FANR’s Dean about our illegal status. He put AU’s
   personnel manager to work on our case. We were fined $50 each and had
   to pay $50 more, each, for emergency issue of visas. (Even with the
   fine and emergency-issue surcharge, this was actually much cheaper
   than the procedure we should have been following all along—which would
   have involved two overnight trips to Mozambique.) We were delighted
   with our visas because, a couple of years previously, an AU lecturer
   had spent 10 days in the Mutare jail for an immigration offense no
   worse than ours. Of course, even with our freshly inked visas we
   weren’t really legal because we were teaching without work permits. So
   thank goodness Zimbabwe is not Arizona.
   Thursday, 25 November. This was Thanksgiving Day, and as our
   contribution toward an evening pot-luck supper, we’d planned to
   duplicate the Trakas Corn Pudding that Deno had fed to us during the
   previous week. In the morning, however, we had no electricity, so I
   cut up carrots and ginger for a room-temperature salad. Then, about
   noon, I walked to the office, where I would worry over biometry grades
   and await the hand-over of my Wildlife Management exam papers.
   In Zimbabwe, employed Americans (even illegally employed Americans
   like Chris & me) have to work on Thanksgiving, so the obligatory
   gringo feast is postponed until evening. Certainly Chris and I have
   many blessings for which to be thankful this year, but the most
   immediate one was a return of electrical power for about 45
   minutes—just long enough to cook Trakas Pudding. After I returned home
   from work, we all walked over to the Kies’ house, which was crowded
   with about 35 Thanksgiving celebrants who had at least some distant
   connection with the USA. Chris and I were pretty tired, so we retired
   to the edge of the gathering, leaving our social obligations in the
   capable hands of Dao Van Hoang. Oh, Deno’s maize-pudding was very well
   received, and people even ate my carrot and ginger salad. (No, there
   was no turkey; when available such birds are somewhat stringy and very
   expensive.)
   Friday, 26 November. I pretty much dedicated the daylight hours to
   grading tests, but when Chrissy & I walked out the farmhouse door at
   nightfall, we heard the joyful songs of a few hundred frogs. No, we
   still had not received the rain Zimbabwe so badly needs, but the Farm
   Manager had decided to pump water from the Mutare River into a
   recharge pond. The frogs were taking advantage of the newly filling
   pond, so Chris & I took advantage of the frogs. I photographed
   Guttural Toads, Flat-backed Toads, Bubbling Kassinas, Leaf-Folding
   Frogs, and Rubber Frogs on site; we also captured specimens of the
   latter three species for Hoang’s drawing/watercolor projects. And,
   with the Wonder of so many frogs, we certainly had another blessing
   for which to be thankful.
   Saturday, 27 November. We’d promised Robert (Crop & Field Supervisor)
   that we’d accompany his family to Pennalonga for the annual gathering
   of Mutare District’s Anglican congregations. Those of you accustomed
   to American Episcopalians (or, I presume, to UK Anglicans) cannot
   imagine the nature of this ecclesiastical event. At tiny Saint
   Michael’s Church there was so much shouting, dancing, singing,
   Amen-ing, and Praise-the-Lord-ing that I thought repeatedly about Ray
   Stevens and his legendary Pascagoula Squirrel. Indeed, the longest
   sermon included a hilarious, 15-minute imitation of a murungu (=
   white) High Anglican genuflecting his way through a Book of Common
   Prayer service. As the day progressed, Hoang drew two pictures, one of
   Saint Michael’s and the other of the fattest preacher in attendance.
   These masterpieces were passed from hand to hand and received
   universal acclaim. Some folks even learned a few words of Vietnamese,
   which mixed with the near-constant Shona. Unfortunately, about half
   way through the gathering, I was called upon to offer a prayer, which
   the locals found disappointingly Respectable- (= murungu) Methodist.
   Finally, after about 6 hours and a million-calorie meal, a
   particularly loud preacher started shouting about fighting against
   lions (metaphorical, I think); with the congregation’s attention thus
   occupied, Hoang, Chris, and I made our escape. Overall, two things
   about the day at Saint Michael’s impressed me most. First, the service
   was exceedingly long. Second, the people all seemed very appreciative
   of our presence. (Here’s my evidence for such appreciation: the
   congregation clapped for a long time when we were introduced; the
   preachers injected a fair amount of English into their sermons; the
   majority of folks shook hands with us; when an afternoon shower began,
   we were ushered to areas where the roof did not leak; Chrissy was
   handed a worship-rattle to shake in accompaniment with the hymns.)
   In the evening Chrissy and I returned to our frog pond, where the
   number of rubber frogs had increased appreciably. I really wish that
   Randy Babb could have been there to hear and see them.
   Sunday, 28 November. In the morning Debbie, Robert’s youngest
   daughter, came over to play with us (perhaps the big draw was our
   digital cameras; this 8-year-old kid is quite a photographer). As our
   young guest was leaving, Hoang noticed a mob of birds harassing a
   boomslang in the jacaranda tree at our gate. I grabbed my clampstick,
   Hoang recovered his digital camera, and Debbie decided to hang around
   and watch the action. As I may have written, boomslangs are unusual
   among snakes because they are sexually dichromatic: females are
   usually tan or gray while males are vibrant green above and
   yellow-green below. Today’s boomslang was a big male, gleaming like a
   stream of florescent paint as he flowed along the branches. Apparently
   he was not hungry, and I think he was wearying of the bird-mob because
   he made only half-hearted strikes at his tormenters and eventually
   began looking downward for an escape route. Finally, as if he had
   steeled his snakely courage to break our blockade, he streaked out of
   the jacaranda and into the tall, bushy shrub by which I was standing.
   With my clampstick I made a grab for the boomslang, catching him by
   the tail. Then, because I couldn’t figure out what to do next (or why
   we wanted to catch so big a snake in any case), I let him go, and he
   disappeared into the brush that lines our fence. Debbie, of course,
   was greatly amused by our antics.
   At this point Chrissy reminded Hoang and me that we’d promised to walk
   over to Mr. Ziwa’s house in Tsvwingwe. (I now know how to spell the
   man’s name but not the name of his township.) He’d said that the trip
   was about 10km each way, but I don’t think it was much more than 7 or
   8. The Ziwa house has two rooms, each about 3m X 2.5m. Small,
   glassless windows admit little light, and because there is never
   electricity, the house is filled by smoke from cooking fires. Uh, it’s
   also filled with Ziwa children, and before we’d finished the lunch Mae
   Ziwa had prepared, sundry friends of Ziwa children had arrived to
   enjoy the spectacle of white people eating a poor person’s food in a
   poor person’s residence. Mr. Ziwa said that he was praying to God that
   his economic situation would improve, and he explained to me for
   perhaps the 99th time how his “good friend, Dr. Ferguson,” could
   safely send lots of money. I suggested that ole John Mark should
   probably concentrate on the prayer-angle.
   After we’d returned to our exceedingly spacious farmhouse and had
   drunk a few liters of good AU water, Robert showed up, inviting the
   three of us to his house. Satiated with African socializing, Hoang
   made excuses, but Chrissy and I agreed to go. (Justice did prevail!
   Hoang enjoyed very little peace and quiet because after Chris & I had
   left, Debbie showed up with a gaggle of her closest friends, all of
   whom wanted to learn Vietnamese, play with digital cameras, and go
   swimming in our bathtub.) During our long visit to Robert’s house, I
   learned a little about African cotton culture—and a lot about
   “Development Experts.” Earlier in the semester our Faculty had
   suffered a visit by an ag economist from Tufts University. This
   erudite white boy had suggested that all local small farmers should
   immediately plow under their maize and plant cotton “because corn
   prices are near an all-time low while cotton prices are very high.”
   Fortunately, nobody paid the man any attention, and Robert explained
   why. There is but one cotton-buyer in Zimbabwe. This is a
   quasi-governmental institution called something like Cot-Co, a name
   that I’ll now use as if it were really correct. Cot-Co really does pay
   top dollar if you’ve got a major plantation of, say, 1000ha—indeed the
   prices to big farmers are so high that Cot-Co makes little profit upon
   resale, though the big farmers guarantee Cot-Co the volume needed to
   stay in the international market. On the other hand, Cot-Co has small,
   half-hectare farmers in a real bind since, to feed their families,
   they must sell their cotton at whatever price is offered. Furthermore
   it’s only by paying minimal prices to small farmers that Cot-Co
   remains profitable. Robert also reminded me that cotton requires
   enormous quantities of expensive petrochemical “inputs,” particularly
   pesticides. I asked about pest-resistant genetically modified cotton
   and learned that because Zimbabwe does not strictly enforce patent
   laws on GMO’s, the seed companies don’t sell GM-cotton in-country. (At
   least for now, GM-cotton breeds true, so savvy Zimbabwean farmers
   would save the seeds, and after one season of non-enforcement, the
   big, international seed companies would lose their monopoly.) After
   these explanations, Robert was really wound up, proclaiming that you
   can always sell your maize—at very low but marginally profitable
   prices—and that if you don’t want to sell it, you can eat it, while
   unsold cotton is entirely useless. And, finally, our region of
   Manicaland does not get enough “heating days” to grow cotton reliably.
   According to Robert, every local farmer knows all these facts, and
   consequently the farmers ignore the, uh, wise advice of cotton-happy
   Development Doctors.
   Monday, 29 November. For most of the day Chris & I addressed academic
   issues while Hoang drew frogs. Then in the evening we went out for a
   last, sentimental walk through the AU lowlands that we love so much
   (while Hoang, bless his heart, kept drawing frogs). As we wandered
   through the reeds at a Hyperolius pond we spotted a spotted bush
   snake, which we caught.
   Tuesday, 30 November. Hoang spent all morning painting a watercolor of
   our bush snake amid a cluster of reeds. Now I should tell you that
   green is my favorite color and that snakes are among my favorite
   animals—and that spotted bush snakes, bright green with dapples of
   black, are thought to be beautiful even by ophidiphobes. Since Hoang
   is also my favorite painter, you can imagine how much I liked the
   result of his labors. Maybe someday he’ll be able to send a scan of
   his painting to GR.
   In the evening Chrissy and I walked around a little, just listening to
   frogs and worrying about how sentimental-sad we’d be when we left the
   next morning.
   Wednesday, 1 December. But Africa in general and AU in particular will
   often surprise you, cutting straight through your sadness with its
   wonders! Our departure had been scheduled for 0600, so I got up at
   zero-five, planning to do a little last-minute packing and a lot of
   sentimental moaning. But I’d been up for less than five minutes when
   there was a knocking on our door. When I answered this call, Jaffit
   (who lives close) said, “I have two important pieces of information.
   First, your transport will be here in ten minutes. And second, a man
   has come to say you must catch a python that has invaded the broiler
   house.” Of course all our snake-catching equipment was deeply packed,
   and of course we had no time to dig it out. Meanwhile the little man
   from the broiler house—he spoke little English—was saying “Come come;
   huge huge!” So I shouted that Chrissy should finish our packing and
   send Hoang as soon as she could wake him. Then I set off after the
   little man at a dead run. (With my wretched feet & back, running is
   not a super-good idea, but a chickens-and-python call constitutes an
   emergency.)
   When we reached the broiler house, five farm workers had gathered.
   “Still here, still here,” one shouted. He pointed to a crack between
   the walls & the roof of the broiler house where, sure enough, I could
   glimpse a few python scales. “Good,” I thought, “this is a small one,
   and I can have it bagged without further trauma.” By that time a
   worker named David had found a key to the broiler house, so in I
   went—to discover the magnitude of my misjudgment. The snake, which had
   already killed a couple of chickens, was in full view, and I backed
   out of the broiler house immediately, saying that this python-capture
   would have to await the arrival of my fearless Vietnamese colleague.
   Meanwhile, as I waited for Hoang, I used a worker’s machete to modify
   a long piece of firewood into a python-stick.
   Hoang arrived promptly. He too entered the broiler house to evaluate
   the snake; he too exited quickly, and then we laid our plans. We’d
   make a simultaneous assault, during which I’d try to get the animal by
   the head, and Hoang would try to manage the back end. Now as y’all can
   imagine, I would like to make this last AU-letter exciting, but
   actually everything worked out quite OK. (That is, the python was
   captured unhurt, it was tied into a feed sack, and nobody got bitten.)
   We did not have time to measure the animal, but it was probably a hair
   over 4m long and probably weighed about 30-35kg (that is, it was a bit
   longer than and about 3-4 times as heavy as the python we’d caught
   with Paul Moler back in October). The worst part of the event was
   carrying the thing back to our farmhouse—where our transport was
   waiting.
   To be sure that the snake (a legally protected species in Zimbabwe)
   was released unharmed, we decided to drop it off with the Kies family.
   So Chrissy woke up Jane Kies and told her that she’d have to curate
   our python briefly and then release it safely at some distance from
   AU’s chickens. Jane is a true Africa girl and a true U.Meth.
   missionary, so receiving such an assignment at 0530 on a December
   Wednesday did not phase her in the least.
   Thus, reeking strongly of python musk and too well entertained to be
   sad, Chrissy Hope & I departed Old Mutare toward Harare, where we’d
   catch the Ethiopian Air flight into the North.
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