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Karatu, Tanzania - I first met Noel just under a year ago in Karatu, a small city in northern Tanzania.  My wife and I were members of a group of 16 Americans on safari in the Serengeti.   As part of one of the “learning experiences” of the itinerary, we stopped to visit a local primary school. 
As in all schools in Tanzania, private and public, the students wear uniforms consisting of sweaters over shirts, trousers for the boys, skirts for the girls.  Each school has its own combination of colors for uniforms, and they appear to be worn with pride and attention to neatness.  In this school, the sweaters were maroon.  After meeting with the Principal (a middle-aged woman who exuded a sense of authority) we were offered the opportunity to visit individual classrooms.  When the teacher of what was the equivalent of an American 6th through 8th grade classroom learned that I was a retired teacher, he offered me the opportunity to teach a lesson to his class. 
I accepted his offer and suggested that I conduct a mathematics lesson.  He nodded approval, so I went to the blackboard and drew a triangle with numbers given for two sides, but not the hypotenuse alongside which I posted a question mark.  I then offered the class (in English - all Tanzanian students study both Swahili and English to supplement their tribal languages) one dollar for whoever could be the first to solve the problem (which required a basic Pythagorean solution).  Several hands were raised, and I selected a girl to attempt to find the answer.  She came to the board, did some calculations, but was obviously solving for the area.  I shook my head “no.”  She was followed by two others, a boy and a Muslim girl, but both were unsuccessful.  There was one remaining hand up, so I called on this boy in a black sweater.  Later I learned that he and a few others who had black sweaters (as opposed to maroon) were orphans.  Because parents must purchase uniforms, orphans receive black sweaters from the government in all schools....an obvious stigmatization, but....).
After this boy correctly wrote out the formula for the Pythagorean Theorem, he entered the data I had provided.  He then totally amazed me by solving manually for the square root of the number he had obtained.   No calculator, no problem!  I am certain that none of my American high school students had this skill.   After I gave him the dollar to the cheers of his classmates, I asked his name (Noel) and then gave him my business card.
Six months later I received a bolt-out-of-the-blue WhatsApp message from a Tanzanian number.  It was Noel, proudly telling me that he had successfully passed the national examination to be advanced to Secondary School.  I replied congratulations and mentioned that I would be returning to Tanzania to attempt to climb Kilimanjaro.  I told him that I wished him luck and that maybe we would meet again.  I heard no more from Noel, but when I arrived back in Tanzania the following January, I contacted him on WhatsApp and asked where he was now studying.  He gave me his full name, and the name and location of his new school (also in Karatu).  
It was only because I was forced to terminate my hike on Kilimanjaro early due to altitude illness that I found myself with a few days free.  I decided to hire a car and driver who spoke English to drive me the 225 kilometers from my hotel in Moshi to Karatu to visit Noel.  The cost was $210, a fair price in view of the day-long trip.  My driver was the same fellow, Deo, whom I had hired previously.   
When we arrived at the school, I asked Deo to assist me in speaking to the Headmaster, a handsome, well-dressed man apparently in his mid-30’s.  In view of the fact that I had not notified him of my visit (I had told Noel that I was going to attempt to come), he was very cordial and helpful.  Deo and I introduced ourselves, and learned that his name was Sulle.  He did not know Noel, who was a new student among the 750 in the school.  When he looked up student information, he flashed a smile and said that Noel had the third highest score of the incoming students.  He then had Noel brought to his office where we had a long embrace.  After a short exchange in English, Noel sat down next to me.
Sulle told me that due to his orphan status, Noel was living with a family but having to work long hours for the family after school to be able to live there, not leaving appropriate time to study.  When I asked what options might be available, Sulle and Deo had a long conversation in Swahili before telling me that it would probably be best if Noel could be placed in a private boarding school.  There was one in the area, but a transfer would have to be arranged - probably not a problem in view of Noel’s grades.  I replied that I was interested in providing financial support for the cost of the school and for the obvious additional expenses for new uniforms and other minor items.
Throughout our discussions, Noel sat quietly listening.  Sulle and I talked for some time about the logistics of making this transfer happen, for example, how money could be wired directly to the school.  Fortunately I had cash with me and was able to make both a donation to Sulle’s school and to provide money directly to Noel to get him started at the new school.  Noel had tears in his eyes as we embraced and posed for a photo together.  Sulle gave me a tour of his school and assured me as we left that he would be in contact with me to ensure that the transfer went smoothly.
As Deo and I began our long drive back to my hotel, I marveled at how one boy raising his hand and my developing altitude sickness were two totally random events which may forever change Noel’s life.  Absolute serendipity!!!
I thought you might like to know.
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