
A Ride on the Wild Side
by
Eyes Right 
On a road in Tanzania - As I was taking a walk today along the side of the Moshi-Arusha road (most highways here do not have numbers, just names), I happened to see my latest Tanzanian BFF (best friend forever), Steve.  I have no idea what Steve’s actual name is in Swahili, but that is what he goes by when interacting with us English-speaking types.
I first met Steve only yesterday, again while on a walk.  I had stopped at a small convenience store along the highway to purchase a candy bar.  In response to my inquiry as to the cost of a Snickers bar in U.S. dollars, the woman behind the counter smiled and told me,  “Two dollars.”  I assumed that this was her initial bargaining position because I had spent the past two weeks in such negotiations with Tanzanian merchants.  In this case, two bucks meant two bucks.  So I politely returned the candy bar, smiled and said, “Asante sana.” (Thank you very much).
As I left the store to resume my walk, I recognized a fellow, Inno, who had driven me in the hotel to airport shuttle several times.  We did the 3-step Tanzanian handshake (regular handshake, a grasp of the right hand with thumb up, followed by another regular handshake).  Inno speaks rather good English, and, after exchanging pleasantries, I told him that I wanted to hire one of the nearby “motorcycle boys” to take me for a ride in the countryside.  He immediately said, “Hakuna matata!” (No worries) and pointed to a single nearby shiny motorcycle.  
It turned out that the motorcycle belonged to his very good friend, Steve, who, coincidentally, was a friend of the woman with the expensive candy. We did the handshake ritual, exchanged Jambo’s (the universal Tanzanian greeting of Hello), and began to negotiate a price for a ride.   Inno translated as I said that I wanted to see a bit of the surrounding area off the main highway and then be returned to my hotel (less than a mile away).  We settled on five dollars for maybe, Inno said, ten minutes.  We again did several handshakes, and shortly I was riding on the back of Steve’s sweet bike.  Not being familiar with local customs for how a guy holds on to the guy in front who is doing the driving, I opted to maintain position with a light touch of his shoulder with one hand.   Just as we were to depart, Inno yelled to Steve in Swahili recommending that he take me to see (as he quickly translated to me) the local coffee plantation.
So off we went.  Neither of us were wearing helmets as required by national law, but I figured that since we were going very off-road, hakuna matata!  Steve seemed to sense that at my age I was probably far more interested in safety than thrills, so he was driving slowly.  
Essentially all Tanzanian roads off the main highways are dirt....not gravel, dirt.  Consequently they are basically a series of pot holes and bumps.  Steve navigated all of these extremely carefully.  It turns out that he could also speak a bit of English, at least enough for us to communicate basic thoughts.  He was married and had a two year old daughter.  As we approached the coffee plantation, Steve yelled, “Camera?” so I very carefully pulled out my iPhone while we were bumping along and started to take photos and even several video clips.   It was a great experience.  Steve stopped the bike and suggested that I get some close-up shots of the green coffee beans.  After I hopped back on the bike (I was now feeling rather nonchalant) we headed on progressively narrower dirt roads (a.k.a., paths) toward a river.  By this time we had passed through a labyrinth of roads and paths and I had no idea where we were.  I have to confess that the thought did cross my mind that if Steve was going to rob me and chuck my corpse into the river, no one would ever know.  But the absolute beauty of the riverside area (there was a falls) quickly erased the negative thoughts and I savored the moment.
Steve’s ten minute rode turned into nearly 45 minutes, so when we arrived back at the Stella Maris (my hotel), I gave him an extra two dollars.  Inno was there and he took several photos of Steve and me next to his still shiny Haoju motorcycle.  When I asked if it was Indian or Chinese, he proudly said in English, “Chinese!”  Apparently Indian bikes are inferior, and I had unintentionally accused him of owning a low-end variant.  
What I learned from this experience with Inno and Steve confirmed what I had observed the past two weeks here, namely that Tanzanian citizens are almost universally friendly, intelligent, hard-working people.  Their initial response whenever I met someone was not only “Jambo!” but a warm smile.
Before I left Steve and his bike.....you guessed it.....several handshakes!
I thought you might like to know.
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