Dear ones

It is two months since I last wrote from Bangladesh and this email now is really just a brief catchup to let you know that I am now in Rwanda beginning my next appointment in Africa - Senior Adviser Governance/Gender. The SNV work in this country is advisory across two divisions. I am one of 12 advisors in Team North, supporting organisations in their process of capacity building, working with provinces, districts and ministries at national level and with business development organizations, business membership organisations, entrepreneurs, policy makers and international organisations in market chain development. Good governance, accountability and the participation of women and men in decision making in policies and programs are really central to development and this will be a great challenge. 

The last couple of weeks in Bangladesh were fully occupied as I continued the round of emotional farewells, worked hard to complete project tasks, and leave staff with references. The wonderful Lyn Casey from Terrigal managed my packing through all of this and when we had finally filled the whole of a 20 cubic metre container we flew to Nepal for a great weekend. Once again we arrived in the midst of political strife and strikes as people reacted to a policeman running amuck and killing 14 citizens but we were able to adapt to a changed itinerary. The highlight was flying over the snow capped Himalayas – the top of the world - and going by road to another vantage point for sunrise on the peaks. I must say I had a great feeling of relief when I was at last on the plane home from Dhaka– the uncertainty of the political situation in Bangladesh had made the last few weeks extra stressful and I left with a peaceful sense of completion about my two years of service there.

Lyn and I parted company at Singapore when I flew on to Perth to care for my mother while Erica was at a retreat. Jenny was in fine form, now 93, cheerfully alert but with reduced mobility, nevertheless every day we went to the movies and to lunch, at the ocean front, in Kings Park and other places. I caught up with my brothers and sister and their families as well as a few of my friends over the Christmas and New Year period. Then Erica and I moved Jenny to the Regents Gardens resort for two weeks respite care before flying to Sydney where I was able to assist Adam to look after Jessicca and Alicia while Ellen was at a rowing camp in Jindabyne. Both Andrew and Ellen have been extra committed to rowing trials at this time of the year and their rowers are doing well.

Then followed a visit to Vanuatu for a week to attend to business matters, house renovations and again enjoy renewing friendships with former colleagues. I was dismayed on the very last day, about an hour before I was due to leave for the airport, to slip in the bedroom while packing and to break my arm. Ellen and Erica met me at the airport to take me direct to RPA Hospital where the arm was x-rayed and plastered – a broken radius has been a huge handicap to my plans to organise my computer records of Bangladesh and very inconvenient in undertaking the 25 hour journey to Paris via London and subsequent 12 hour journey from Paris to Rwanda via Brussels. Fortunately the requested assistance to board eventuated in wheelchair support at the terminals which was helpful given my extra luggage.

Before leaving Australia I had three days in Adelaide with Doug, Julie and Nathan - Doug is off to Afghanistan in March to give medical oversight to Australia’s next contingent of service people accompanying two of our Chinook helicopters - a couple of days in Canberra to deal with tax, a week with Andrew and his Emilia, Harrison and Isabella and the final days with Adam, Ellen and the girls as well as renewing precious friendships. All in all a very refreshing break despite the disability. As usual Adam was a great help with my computer.

I completed two weeks intensive French learning with Ecole Langue Franque in Paris. I did not make the dramatic progress I expected but am better equipped for working in Rwanda where a lot of French is spoken. I visited my friend Gerda in Amsterdam over the middle weekend by train and we had a most enjoyable meal at the home of the Bangladesh ambassador in the Netherlands as well as visiting a wonderful Rembrandt exhibition in the Rembrandt renovated house/gallery on the occasion of his 400th birthday anniversary and an exhibition of artworks from the Hermitage. After that we walked through the snowing to a really traditional evening in a dutch pub before a sauerkraut meal at Gerda’s home. On the way back by train I enjoyed seeing thick snow which was everywhere – it has been a cold winter in Europe.

Paris too was cold. I arrived in -2 degree centigrade but clear weather, and was met by longstanding friend Bruce Macarthur who helped me move first from the airport to my hotel near the Eiffel Tower and then to my home stay. Bruce and I walked in the streets of Paris, a favourite city, enjoyed a French lunch, organized the week’s travel via the underground and visited the Rodin Museum. Bruce also took me to another French meal before I left and to the Lido which was the usual spectacular program and absolutely wonderful 

My French lessons were at Ecole France Langue near the Arc de Triomphe – the ‘intensive’ language program turning out to be only three hours from 4.20-7.30 each evening from Monday to Friday. All the other students were in their early 20s. I attended voluntary pronunciation sessions in the language laboratory most days and some French-speaking functions organised by the school during the day, including cultural visits to the Catacombs and the I’le de Cite with its Notre Dame, the Cordon Bleur where I watched how to make profiteroles in French, and a wine tasting where I learned more about French wine – Boulogne. My home stay was with an Italian woman much my age who had been married to a Frenchman, had lived in the Congo for some years and is now a retired Italian teacher. As French was mother tongue for neither of us I did not get as much practice as I had expected. 

I did however have a couple of wonderful French meals with old and new friends and had two mornings at UNESCO – once to meet people involved in gender and education and once to meet with staff of the International Federation of University Women who traveled over from Geneva to discuss IFUW project and other matters with me(I am the Projects Director for IFUW). On the final night the class went out to a Karaoke evening and we sang French songs. 

I arrived in Rwanda Saturday evening but arrangements to meet me fell through and I was lucky to meet mission staff who brought me to the Gorilla hotel where I presume I will be staying until I find more permanent accommodation. I have had a lonely but productive day with my computer and continuing my French primer and am looking forward to meeting my new colleagues tomorrow. Today I have had some excellent walks in the neighbourhood, discovered several diplomatic missions, a Presbyterian church, and am impressed with the cool weather and amazing hills of Kigali. I can see from just a day here that I will need to continue fairly intensive French lessons.

Thanks for emails and for enquiries about my arm – it is five weeks since I broke it and I will check with a doctor this week, hoping to manage without the cast after a week or so here. 

I will send this email as soon as I am able to connect to the internet and look forward to telling you more about my new ventures shortly.

Loving greetings to you all

Shirley

Dr Shirley Randell AM

Senior Adviser Governance/Gender
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