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A Timeline of  Our First Year (some significant events 
and goings-on):
Sept 26, 2010 10:25pm -- Arrived; Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania
Oct 4, 2010 -- Began KiSwahili Language School; Tanga, Tanzania
Nov 2010 -- Team house-hunting trip to Mtwara; found houses for 
Meeks and Frasers, but none yet for us.
Dec 2010 -- Our first Christmas in Tanzania; Zanzibar Island
Jan 28, 2011 -- Last day of  formal KiSwahili Language School
Feb 1, 2011 -- Moved to Mtwara; resumed house-hunting while living 
at the Lutheran Guesthouse.
Feb 2011 -- Found a house, but it needed some repairs before moving 
in; lived with Meeks, Frasers, and at VETA Guesthouse while waiting 
for house to be completed.
March 1, 2011 -- Moved into our house (still no running water).
March 2011 -- Water starts running, and we temporarily postpone 
more needed work on our house in order to dive into continued full-
time language study, field research, and relationship building.
April 2011 - July 2011 -- Full-time language study, field research, 
and relationship building.
April 22, 2011 -- Day-long team meeting marking six months on the 
field; we discuss where we are and where we’re headed.
July - Aug 2011 -- Language study and field research continues but 
with encouraging family guests in our home. Among other things, they 
helped us with much-needed, long-awaited house projects.
Sept 2011 -- Work resumes as normal, but finally with our home 
more comfortable and “inhabitable” than ever.
Sept 15-18 -- Team has 1-Year-Mark “Big Picture” Meeting.
Oct 2011 -- 3 Week Vacation to Lauren’s sister’s wedding in the States
Nov 2011 -- Back on the ground (see Action Plan: pages 3-4)

Before we had a house, we got 
a P.O. Box. Not big enough to 
sleep in, but exciting 
nonetheless.

TRAVIS & LAUREN
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Preface to Our 
First Year Report:
To sum up an entire year is a 
difficult task, especially a year like 
this one. There were moments 
this year when minutes and hours  
seemed to extend themselves 
across decades. Just moments 
later we felt as if  we’d aged a 
hundred years and so found 
ourselves to be entirely different 
people all together. Of  course it 
was only a trick of  the mind, for 
only minutes or days had passed 
and we were still, essentially, 
ourselves. But the life 
adjustments have been 
tremendous and often very 
difficult. The conversations we’ve 
had, the people we’ve met and 
befriended, and things we’ve seen 
have all changed us significantly. 
Really everything has changed, 
and that is the summary of  our 
year; in a word: change. Winter is 
gone. Paved roads are few (and 
far between). Mosquitos invade 
even our living room at night and 
carry with them new sicknesses. 
Gas stations don’t sell delicious 
road trip snacks and sometimes 
don’t sell gas either. Dense green 
forest and rolling hills are 
replaced with sandy soil and a 
fantastically vibrant, beautiful 
blue sea. New friends come into 
our lives, and we struggle to 
navigate the new cultural 
friendships. Everything has 
changed; but really nothing has. 
Like every other year we’ve yet to 
live, this year we went swimming 
as often as possible; we met many 
incredible people; we made good 
friends; we had ups and downs; 
we laughed a ton; and we were 
grateful to be a part of  something 
bigger than ourselves.

“To sum up an entire 
year is a difficult task, 
especially a year like 
this one. There were 
moments this year 
when minutes and 
hours seemed to 
extend themselves 
across decades.”
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Our Year in Summary: 
What We’ve Accomplished 
in One Year on the Field

The house that we live in is, overall, a 
functioning shelter. A cursory look around will 
suggest a well-built home. However, if  you look 
much longer you’ll soon notice wide cracks 
running the length of  our living room floor, 
then up and across two of  the four walls. These 
cracks are continually growing as more time 
passes and more rains soften up the ground 
below -- they are suggestive of  structural 
problems: in particular, a poor foundation.

If  you want to build a structure to last, the 
foundation is key. The first stages of  
construction require tedious attention to detail 
and careful intentionality. This stage is much 
less satisfying than later stages because the work 
is slow and it is more difficult to see measurable 
progress (compared to say, constructing a wall). 
Also the end product still seems so far away, too 
distant to not question whether the day will 
truly ever arrive when the roof  is built and the 
final coats of  paint are applied. Yet without this 
careful attention at the beginning, the structure 
will sink and warp under the pressure of  the 
harsh seasons and passing time.

As for our work here in Mtwara, this is our 
current stage: foundation-building. We 
painstakingly study the terrain of  our site; we 
meticulously lay the initial stones on which 
structures can be built. The work is slow, and it’s 
often hard to see the results, but we are 
convinced that if  we want to build something 

that will last, this work may be the most 
important stage of  the work that we’ll ever do. 
Otherwise, if  we take easy shortcuts now for the 
sake of  quick, cheap, measurable results, the 
structure will likely not stand the test of  time.

Practically speaking for our work here in 
Tanzania, one key foundation is learning the 
language: the phrases, the idioms, the structures 
of  well-told stories, the nuances of  local humor, 
the non-verbal body language, the subtle hints 
embedded in simple comments or questions, the 
unspoken rules of  engagement and interaction. 
This is more than memorizing words and 
grammatical formulations; it takes much longer 
and requires deeper, longer involvement, but it 
also reaps far greater treasures. 

Another foundational element for our work is a 
rootedness in the local community: to be a good 
neighbor, to know our neighbors and our 
community leaders, to understand the existing 
structures and the roles that they serve, to have 
friends who engage us in conversation, to know 
where we fit into the local community and what 
the local community expects of  us and hopes of 
us. This rootedness must consist of  a firm 
understanding of  the place we live and must 
also include building solid relationships with 
people from this place. Establishing ourselves as 
learners has been key for this step, as has been 
conducting research on specific topics.

And that, most basically, is how we’ve spent our 
year. It’s hard to numerically measure what 
we’ve accomplished, to send a list of  goals met. 
We could fabricate a structure for doing so, and 
that might be worthwhile in its own way, but it 

could never truly portray the foundation we are 
building. A more accurate measure might be for 
you to join us on a bicycle ride into town -- to 
see how many neighbors wave to us along the 
roads, to see that we often don’t get far without 
being stopped by someone and asked how 
things are going or when we’ll stop by their 
house for a visit. Or you could join us at the 
local market -- to hear us navigate the vegetable 
stands in effective though imperfect Swahili, to 
watch us make hit-or-miss attempts at local 
humor, to observe as we recall the names of  
various vendors and ask for news of  their 
families. You could just spend a day at our 
house -- watching how a handful of  guests and 
acquaintances stop by on the average day, or 
watching us interact with our closer friends on 
our back porch, listening to the latest news from 
their lives. You could travel with us out to 
villages and discover that we have initial 
contacts in more than a dozen different villages 
spread across 200 kilometers -- people who have 
been welcoming to us and have invited us to 
return anytime for a longer visit, people who 
have offered to teach us their local dialects and 
their local stories, people who have expressed 
interest in learning what we have to offer as well 
and who are as eager to hear stories from our 
traditions as we are from theirs.

It has been a full, busy year. Though it’s often 
hard to see in the face of  various challenges and 
discouragements, whenever we step back and 
look at where we were when we started and 
where we are now, it’s incredibly obvious that 
our solid foundation is well on its way -- and 
with it a well-built home that will last long into 
the future. A place for many to dwell.
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Nyumbani Kwetu
(Our House)... and how it’s becoming a home.
We have learned through a process of  discovery that 
when you are far from your family and your home-
country, and looking for a new place to live long-
term, it is important to make your house feel like 
home. 

When we first got to Mtwara we searched no less 
than 20 houses in search of  our new home. Options 
were limited, but we finally found a place that 
seemed to fit us. We moved in and have slowly been 
working to make it our home. The house was in 
pretty rough condition when we moved in, so it has 

taken a great deal of  planning, saving money, and 
hard work to transform it into a space where we can 
comfortably live and hosts guests.

We are so thankful to everyone who helped us work 
on our house, from local fundis (handymen) to 
friends and family who visited and helped us with 
house projects.

Below are some Before And After Photos that will 
help give you an idea of  the huge task it has been.

After:
The exact same bathroom 
as it looks now. A very 
important improvement.

After:
And our bedroom now. A 
local carpenter built this 
bed for us from a design 
we gave him. He did great 
work.

Action Plan for 
the Coming Year:
While we’re still in the 
foundation-building stage of  our 
work, we are in the later stages of 
it. We have reached a very 
conversational level of  Swahili, 
we have quite a few local friends 
and have already built some good 
initial inroads into local 
communities, and we have 
finished preliminary research on 
various topics that give us a good, 
general understanding of  the 
situation here. Now we must 
continue with these same efforts, 
but take them even deeper.

Swahili-learning will still be our 
most important task. To engage 
at the truly local level that we 
need to, we will have to speak 
Swahili fluently, using local slang, 
idioms, and stories to 
communicate successfully. This 
year we will also begin learning 
some basic KiMakonde, the 
predominant local dialect of  the 
region. To learn these languages 
we will study grammar, translate 
texts and stories, use repetitive 
exercises, and especially spend as 
much time as possible in 
immersive conversation.

We will continue building 
relationships and making new 
connections. This year we plan to 
spend more time than ever out in 
rural villages, making more 
connections with and inroads 
into these communities where we 
hope a great deal of  our work 
will focus in the years to come.

Research will continue, but we 
will now focus our research to 
more specific topics, as well as to 
very specific areas of  
anthropological research. This 
anthropological research will be 
geared toward understanding the 
traditions, customs, and beliefs of 
the rural Makonde people. We 
have collected books and articles 
that contain much of  this 
information, however most of  the 
research we will do ourselves on 
the ground to ensure our 
information is accurate and up-
to-date. This research will also 
facilitate good language learning 
time as well as give good 
opportunities to meet new people 
and form new relationships.
(continued on next page)
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Before: 
This is what the Choo 
(toilet) looked like when 
we moved in. Yikes!

After:
 

Before: 
Our kitchen when we 
moved in: a rusty old 
sink in an empty room; 
no running water. 

Before:
This was our bedroom 
when we first moved into 
the house: basically a 
mattress on the floor.

After: This is our kitchen 
now. Beautiful cabinets 
and counter built by 
Lauren’s dad while he 
was here. You can see we 
still need to build a final 
drawer to finish it off.
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Stay in Touch:
Please keep track of  us more 
regularly on our blog:

travisandlauren.wordpress.com

To be notified whenever we add 
a new blog post just find the 
“Subscribe” button on our blog.

You should also read and 
subscribe to our team blog at:

makondeteam.wordpress.com

If  you want to contact us the best 
way is via email:

ttrull@harding.edu

We also can receive postal mail 
and packages at our address 
listed on the first page of  this 
newsletter.

Thanks for reading and thank 
you all for all your prayers and 
encouragement.

Tuko pamoja. We are together.

With Love, Travis & Lauren

Action Plan for 
the Coming Year:
(continued from previous page)
After conversations with local 
government officials, we also 
know it will be important to be 
involved in some small initial 
projects in the coming year. 
While the government 
appreciates our slow, long-term 
approach, they also hesitate to 
view us as a legitimate group 
until they see us providing 
concrete, needed services, 
regardless of  how big or small. 
This could be as small as 
volunteering to teach once a 
week at a local school -- 
education is a big problem here, 
plus this is a good way to build 
our Swahili and make some new 
connections -- or as large as 
partnering with a local NGO by 
providing time and skills to a 
project they have going which 
also overlaps with our own vision. 
It is still not yet entirely clear 
what this will look like for us 
specifically as a couple, but 
whatever we do we want it to be 
something that is also 
contributing to the three areas 
mentioned above: language-
learning, building relationships, 
and learning more about 
important issues or topics.

A major part of  the next year will 
also be clarifying our vision and 
our approach to the work here. 
What we discover and learn at 
the village level should greatly 
influence the direction our work 
begins to take. The main 
question on our minds is 
something like this: What should 
it look like in the Makonde 
context for us to appropriately 
engage local communities in 
conversations that cultivate 
visible renewal, transformation, 
and reconciliation in us all?

“Haraka haraka haina 
baraka.”                  

Translation: “Quickly 
quickly it is no blessing.” 
Or in other words, slow 

and steady wins the 
race.
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Below: Lauren and Anna sit together on our back 
porch. Anna is one of our neighbors. She helps us 
around the house and helps us learn Swahili.

Above: Travis and Bakari visiting Bakari’s family 
in his home village. The man on the right is 
Bakari’s father.


