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January 20, 2012: Cape Verde (an archipelago of nine islands 400 miles off the east coast of Africa and a former Portuguese colony) and then to Senegal (a former French colony on the West Coast of Africa)

We are back and miraculously in health – and pleased we went. 

This trip was supposed to be easy. Irving chose Cape Verde, in part, because once a week a DIRECT flight to Santiago (the main island of the archipelago) departs from Boston. The flight is supposedly only 5-6 hrs. It sounded simple. Well, he was wrong. The reality was something else. By the end of the journey, the concept of one direct flight had turned into NINE flights, many of which took far longer than scheduled, and most of which were cancelled, delayed, or shifted to another time. We were constantly in waiting rooms or crawling out of bed in the middle of the night to keep to our itinerary. As one guide said as he uttered his farewells, “you two are flexible.”  Adding to the complicated rhythms of the nine-day trip were the pace and distances. We never unpacked nor did a wash. With relief, this morning I tossed everything into the washing machine. We have come back wind blown, dry, covered in red dust and probably crawling with chiggers (they are up and down my legs). The official papers that kept our lives in a semblance of order are now finger marked in a fringe of rather murky dust particles and sweat.

In this account I shall attempt to give some sense of what we saw and the flavor of it all.

We left prepared: typhoid shots, tetanus, yellow fever, malaria pills, and a drug that is not yet approved of in the United States: Dukoral – a liquid vaccine one mixes with Sodium Hydrogen Carbonate and drinks (felt like committing suicide). The vaccine protects one from Cholera and Travelers Diarrhea. One takes two doses, a week apart. We learned about the drug from an acquaintance who had spent time in Senegal; got Irving’s son to prescribe it, and picked it up in Canada.

We flew first to Boston from Buffalo and spent the night at a B&B. The following evening we began our so-called direct, simple journey. After an hour of searching for something that does not exist and fearing we had come to the wrong terminal at Logan Airport, we finally found the check-in line. In Boston, Cape Verde Airlines goes under another name: “TCV Airlines.” Then began the first of many experiences in waiting. When we reached the departure gate, we learned that the flight to Santiago, the main island in Cape Verde was delayed – for how long we did not know; no personnel were in sight. To pass time we ate an indigestible hamburger; eventually the lights went off, the restaurant closed, and so did everything else. Even the heat seemed to disappear. Four or five hours later, well into the late night, an attendant finally appeared. 

Everyone waiting to catch the flight came from Cape Verde (we were the only “tourists” and were visibly out of step – indeed when I went through customs upon our return to Boston, the officer asked me “what are you doing here – nobody like you takes this flight?”). A sizable number of people living in the Boston area have emigrated from Cape Verde, so a weekly flight allows people to go back and forth. There is a significant relationship between Boston and the islands – even John F. Kennedy, when he was running for President, spent a week campaigning in the archipelago in order to court 60,000 absentee votes. 

The scene in the waiting area was like a family reunion: people of all generations were chatting, laughing, eating food, and sitting astride huge bags of presents. Overtired children interrupted the merriment and general patience. Once we boarded, the voluble chatter continued amid the confusion of carryon suitcases tumbling over our heads. Bodies squeezed into dilapidated seats, three on each side of a narrow aisle. Like a misfitting piece of a complicated jigsaw puzzle, I sat squished between two people. Once everyone was more or less seated, there was still another wait. The communication system between the pilot and the attendants had broken. An hour or so later, we were airborne. People mingled, ate dinner, and finally slept. The cabin was terribly overheated; no movie was shown to assuage the soul. Six hours later, I caught my first glimpse of the islands: jagged, mountainous, volcanic dry soil, wind, and a spectacular coastline. I discovered that I had been sitting next to a policewoman from the main island. Just before landing in the island of Santiago, people started to look after us and give us advice. We had begun a journey in which we were never invisible.

Picking up bags from the carousel was just as full of tumbles as had been the boarding of the plane.

We were met as planned by a driver from the Hotel Limeira, a place in the old city (Ciudad Velha), half an hour from the capital, Praia. Neither of us shared a language. Our winter clothes were now completely irrelevant, especially the thick socks inside my hiking boots – my feet were stewed and remained so. The hotel van by-passed the busy main city (a place to miss) and drove up and down hills. Thousands of plastic bags flew in the hot wind and impaled themselves on wire fences and rocks punctuating the dusty landscape. From time to time I thought I had seen a beautiful bird, but realized I was looking at a torn blue plastic bag fluttering in flight. We left the main road (built by the Chinese in exchange for fishing rights) and rattled along a cobbled road, shining in the morning sun, and wound along the coast. We looked down upon the volcanic rock and sand as well as upon the dashing surf. A haze hung over the island. Dust blows from Santiago’s dry soil as well as from the parched landscape of West Africa 400 miles away – this dust floated in a broad reddish band across the sky. Eventually we pulled into the hotel courtyard, passed in our voucher, filled in official forms (that task gets to be tiring), and received a key. We still were not really sharing a language. Nothing seemed to work. Irving could not understand their French, English, or Portuguese. We were listening to Creole. Communication was precarious.

Following a curved steep driveway past bougainvilleas, planted papaya, as well as a grey-headed kingfisher (has a beautiful translucent blue back), we reached our room. Once in a while a fragrant promise floated by. We unpacked, but received a call to say they were moving us to one with a better view. We pushed the stuff back into our suitcases and moved down the hall to a room that overlooks the bay. A screened French-door leading to a balcony let in a ceaseless and welcome breeze (though the screen did not quite fit, but that was o.k. for insects did not seem to be a problem). Desperate to take a shower, I ventured into a dimly lit bathroom and discovered a cold water shower that sprays all over the floor. I took one anyway and mopped the floor. Knowing that we were going to be flying out the next day in order to go to another island, we hiked down the hill to the bar (where we could buy bottled water), had a snack, and strolled into the old town. Curiosity overcomes fatigue. 

The old town was once the Portuguese capital of Cape Verde. The Portuguese made their fortune on the slave trade between Africans, Americans, and Europeans. For over 200 years merchant galleons visited the island of Santiago to barter and buy slaves imported from West Africa. Captain Cook, Sir Francis Drake, and Vasco de Gama – not to mention Darwin – had all been there to take on fresh water. One reminder of the slave trade was a pillar in the square to which rebellious slaves had been tied and whipped. Now people waiting for local transportation sit at the base of the pillar and chat. Around the square are older, crumbling buildings with shops too dark to see what is being sold and a tourist office, which never seemed to be open. Other vestiges of the colonial presence were the ruins of a large cathedral built in the 1500s. Today people use it as a pathway to water. Women carry water in containers on their heads. Men sit on the broken columns, talk, and look out to sea. Pigs, goats, ducklings, and cattle wander through. One young woman leaned against a stump of a broken baptismal font and worked on her Apple computer (I took a photo of her). In the seventeenth century, the cathedral was sacked by French pirates for its treasures.

When we walked around, people paid little attention to us, except for the occasional stare. The streets were intimate. People talked across the cobbled streets and over low stone walls. Women and men sat on stoops; children bounced all over the place; young men hung out in the fishing cove among the long narrow fishing boats, and dogs and cats either darted or sulked amongst everything. On our way back to the hotel, we passed by a shrine to the Virgin Mary by the sea and then by a Baobab tree, which held a statue of Mary surrounded by animistic symbols. Animism and Catholicism live side by side. 

Back at the hotel, we tried to get change for the larger bills we had purchased at the airport. Nobody has change. It is impossible to purchase anything. Indeed, for the rest of the time in both Cape Verde and Senegal this matter of having small money was a problem. That night we ate at the hotel (nowhere else to eat) by the swimming pool and next to staff who were watching a football game on television. A poodle belonging, I think, to the owner turned out to be a skilled beggar. I fed her. We and two others were the only guests at this rather large place. After dinner, we groped our way through the dark up the hill and back to our room. The corridors were pitch dark. Irving had a flashlight. I had trouble finding the keyhole. Once inside we opened the window and listened to the ocean wind blowing outside. We heard the fronds of the palm trees slapping each other with each gust. That night the hallucinations of the malaria medication paid a visit. I dreamed of a man with a pineapple head.

The following morning I walked as best I could through the grounds of a failed and now abandoned restaurant (filled with squatters) and onto the volcanic cliffs from which I watched two fishermen with long poles (one fisherman stood on an island out at sea – how he got there I do not know). Soon it was time to go back to the airport in Praia and take another flight. This time Cape Verde Airlines flew us, in a propeller plane, to Fogo island, 50 km west of Santiago. Fogo was “discovered” in 1460 by Sir Francis Drake. Beggars in wheelchairs cruised by as we sat and waited for the check-in to open. The plane was delayed/cancelled. After a four-hour wait, we and a few other tourists boarded and began a flight that lasted less than an hour. In the waiting area, we met other tourists, among whom was a couple from Sweden with their two children. They were going to stay at the same hotel as we. The little boy was coughing badly. He had caught pneumonia from his mother. In Fogo he went to see a Cuban doctor who gave him an x-ray and prescribed antibiotics. We also made the acquaintance of a young British couple. 

Once on the island of Fogo a driver delivered us to the Colonial Guesthouse in the center of San Felipe. We arrived too late to take the tour around the island, so we decided to stroll around this charming colonial town. In the darkness of an early evening all too rapidly transforming itself into night, and with only a few lights to mark our steps, Irving and I lost our way in the maze of streets, squares, and hills. After an hour or so, feeling a bit desperate and fatigued, we asked people the way back to our hotel (again a problem with language). No one, and I mean “no one,” recognized the name of our hotel. Fortunately I recalled the name of the tour agency, which is attached to the hotel (“Zebra Travel”) and immediately one person (who also spoke some French) recognized the title, and pointed us in the right direction. She ran after us to make sure we made a left turn where we should. That evening we had dinner and a much-needed glass of beer under a tent at the Guesthouse. To order food we had to give the cook an hour’s notice because she was sick – reminded me a bit of The Canterbury Tales with the cook and his running sore. 

Here there were a few tourists from England, Denmark, Sweden, and Germany. All were most sociable, and before we knew it we felt a sense of community. We sat on cushions in wicker chairs and chatted. We met a couple from London whom we shall see in June. Travel creates coincidence. As it turns out one of the couple had sent her daughter to the boarding school I attended as a child, and the other part of the couple had attended Harvard Business School where he had been a student of Rachel’s grandfather (who taught there). We also shared an interest in travel writing. They both live in Highgate. He, much to our amusement, is the financial manager for The Daily Mail, one of the less reputable newspapers in England, but one everyone loves because it features gossip. All in all there was a nice feeling being with tourists who travel because of curiosity and are willing to risk being in places that are less well known.

After dinner we retreated to our quarters at the Colonial Guesthouse, and discovered just how awful the room was. It was really a garage. The smell of freshly laid concrete and some sort of incense made me feel ill. There was no way to bring in fresh air, for there were no windows. The doors opened up onto the main square, so we had to keep them shut. There were no chairs, no drawers, no hooks, no shelves (but a little hot water), and a really bad mattress. The air conditioning unit blew directly on us when we got into bed; the mirror was set for someone seven feet tall. The second night (I was a slow learner), I remade the bed so that our heads were where our feet had been. In that way we avoided the blast of the air conditioner. 

Following the advice of the British couple we had met, the next day, instead of truncating our tour to the volcano so that we could also take a tour of the island, we spent the entire day exploring the volcano, Pico de Fogo which is 2,829 m. high. This volcano last erupted in 1995. Miraculously no one was killed. The first recorded eruption was in the 16th century. The fire from the cone once burned so strongly and with such endurance that ships used to navigate their course according to its flames (hence the island’s name, “Fogo”). After breakfast (more pleasant conversation), Irving and I climbed into a van and off we bounced up, up, and up through villages built upon the lava flows and through winding steep mountain roads until we reached the interior of the original explosion. The crater’s walls surrounded us. We drove through, over, and beside layers of lava from various explosions. Each layer has a different color. Some of the lava twisted into pieces of sculpture, others resembled huge fields of ploughed earth, and some imitated swirled cake dough before it is poured into a baking tin. For miles we took side passages up and over volcanic sand; we passed by other craters resembling erupted sores on the landscape’s face. Within the major crater, we stopped to look at a school, at village dwellings (some of the people who live here have blond hair and blue eyes – the supposed inheritance of a 19th. C. profligate French duke who made wine and children). Then we paused to eat alone at a modest café run by two local women. Here Irving first tasted the exquisite wine made in the area.

After lunch, in an intense light, we bumped and rolled along another side “road.” We stumbled by areas where people are cultivating vineyards in the jagged landscape of the volcanic remains. Occasionally we passed a few blushing apples growing on an isolated, dwarfed tree. Sometimes a single poinsettia cast its shadow over the volcanic sand. We passed a cave where a cannibal is said to live and catch passers by. And we went up to the rim of the crater and looked over to the other side facing down to the ocean and leading into a semi-topical rain forest. A roll of clouds covered the tree crests. One pays a toll to enter this dirt road. The tollhouse is out of medieval Britain. It is a painted yellow concrete block inhabited by a man with a stick. On the way back down to San Felipe, we followed the strata of lava flows. Twice our van narrowly missed colliding with an oncoming vehicle coming round a curve and heading straight for us. In the heat of the late afternoon we arrived back at the Guesthouse. Armed with another litre of water, Irving headed straight into the concrete block of our room to lie down.

I, however, was curious and wanted to see more of the island. There was still some daylight left. The guide and driver agreed to take me along part of the coast to a fishing cove in Seline. Once more we followed narrow coastal roads and descended a steep winding path to reach the sea. I think it is one of the roughest seas I have ever seen. It swirled in troubled turbulence. The sea crashed on the rocks. How could anyone in a small boat manage this? How could anyone shipwrecked survive being mangled on these rocks? I was relieved when we left, for I could feel darkness approaching and did not want to be out on the mountainous roads at night. I realized, though, that rather than retracing our steps, we were not following the same route. I could not ask where we were going, for the guide was hopeless. He had been terribly ill informed on the volcano trip (I was pleased that our English acquaintances had lent me their guidebook), and spoke with a limited vocabulary. His name is Simon; he is only 17 years old, from a small village in Denmark. His parents sent him here to “toughen him up”! He knows nothing about the area. The driver was no good for me either because he spoke Creole. I too was no good. Where were we going? The mystery was solved when we stopped to pick up some handmade sandals at a booth by the side of the road and then several miles later delivered them to a friend! Phew, we eventually got on a recognizable route and got home. On the way, just as the sun was going down, I noticed a dusty football field on which a team was practicing. The players’ movements kicked up the dust; the lowering sun caught the dust and sprayed it with light. The sun traced the figures’ actions; let their movements linger in the air for a moment until the particles slowly dissolved into invisibility.

After sitting and jostling in the back seat for nine hours, I had welts on my “behind.”

Before we left the Colonial Guesthouse, I met the husband of the vivacious owner, Louise – she is a native of Fogo. He, Morten Vincent, was a character for Robert Louis Stevenson. I kept wishing Stevenson were with me to hear his story. Morten is originally from Denmark. In the army, he had an accident that badly injured his arms. He was given a pension and would not have had to work again. Bored, he decided to travel and to fish. He ended up in Fogo, where for months he lived alone as a hermit on a nearby island. He fished everyday. One day he was shipwrecked. He washed up on the sand, and was found unconscious on the beach. All his ribs were broken. He remained in Fogo, met Louise and married her. In the course of his fishing, he grew more and more upset with the Chinese who brought their large boats to take the fins of the sharks. He started firing at the Chinese ships. They, in turn, threatened him and his family. For a while he moved Louise and their children back to Denmark so they would not be harmed. He sent spies to take photographs of these illegal activities, got the photographs published in the newspapers, and scared the Chinese away. Now he is in the tourist business. Just before I said “goodbye,” I remarked upon his tattoo. That was all he needed, for off came his shirt so that I could admire the designs on his back and arms. Yes, he is a man for Stevenson.

In the morning, we were off to the airport again so that we could fly back to Santiago. That was not so easily done: another flight change and another wait. Some got on the plane; others did not. Eventually we arrived in Praia much later than we expected. There was no one to meet us. When I was searching for my cell phone to make a call to someone, we saw our driver. He did not want to take us yet, but asked us to wait for the next plane that was supposed to arrive in an hour’s time with our British friends on it. Irving put his foot down and insisted he take us now, so he did – a good thing, for that plane was also badly delayed. Once we arrived at the Hotel Limeira, which now seemed like utter luxury compared to our previous room in San Felipe, we learned that our flight the following day to Dakar (Senegal) had been changed. Instead of departing at 7 a.m. (a half civilized hour), it was now going to leave at 5 a.m. and, worse, we were to be at the airport at 2 a.m. We would have to leave the Hotel at 1:00 a.m.! No choice but to accept this alteration. We went to the room, reshuffled our bags so that we would be traveling more lightly, and took down three plastic bags of clothes to the office. We would reclaim these upon our return from Senegal. Throughout that sorting, I realized I was becoming a bit hysterical. I was overtired. I saw the full moon and really went off. We had dinner at the bar. The poodle recognized me; she came running up, wagging her tail (she knew she was going to be fed). She sat with me through dinner. We took a shower, set the alarm for 1 a.m. and went to bed to see what rest might come. Of course, when we got to the airport at 2 a.m., there were delays.

Dakar is 400 miles from Cape Verde and is the capital city of Senegal, The city serves as the center of the whole of Western Africa. We really only saw it superficially. When leaving Cape Verde, we had left a Christian country for a country that is 90% Muslim. As soon as we arrived in Dakar, I felt I was in Africa. Iron bars separating me from the public were visible and so were the outstretched arms pushing through the gaps in the bars. We were met by our guide, Amadou, and our driver, Checkh, who were to be with us for the next eight days. The drive to the Novotel Hotel downtown took us through incredibly bustling streets (even though it was a Sunday). The pollution was immediately noticeable and so were the dust in the air and the smoke. The heat was more intense than it had been on Cape Verde.

After putting our bags in the hotel room, we left almost immediately for Isle Goree. We had been up for 22 hours, but trooped on. We walked to the ferry terminal through streets that were relatively empty since office workers and dock employees were away from their businesses. As we walked I heard falcons cruising above. The ferry terminal was crowded with people taking a Sunday outing. If I ever saw “hybridity” it was there: so many colors, mixtures, classes, ages, nationalities mingled. We sat and waited with Amadou until the doors opened. With the crowd we pushed through them and reached the gangway. Each ferry takes no more than 300 people. The ride over is short and gives a view of the massive harbor. 

The Isle of Goree is a peaceful spot. No cars allowed. We sat in a dusty square at a restaurant and ate a much-needed lunch – chicken with lemon and onion sauce, and, yes, a coke! While there I had a chance to note the colorful and often beautiful clothes and textiles that both men and women wear. With their tall and graceful figures, these people wear their clothes elegantly. I watched women carrying burdens on their heads. I saw children playing. I felt oppressed by people wanting to sell me things. After lunch we strolled through flowered avenues, past an elite girls’ school (supposedly only those who pass a difficult exam – given regionally – are selected to go there), an early mosque, a military post, and a slave house (one that remains or is designated) which functions as a museum about slavery, and finally into a dreary, dark “woman’s museum.” In the slave house, I saw lots of groups. I overheard the explanations and despaired at how oversimplified they were. Late afternoon we queued up for the ferry on the dock, got on, and eventually walked back to the Novotel. Amadou gave us strict instructions not to leave the hotel. Exhausted and hot we were actually in no mood to go anywhere. We rested, went down to have dinner (I think this was the day of my birthday), and collapsed into bed. This time there was a fairly hot shower. Before that we attempted to use the one computer in the hotel lobby (absolutely filthy keyboard), but there was no back slash, so I could not access my email. I have since learned that all I had to do was press Alt and 8. We met a tourist from University of Montreal. Communication here is easier because Senegal was a part of the French colonial power. Most of the people who stay at this hotel are on business.

The next day was a “city tour.” Amadou and our driver took us around the usual places: president palace, colonial public buildings, oversized monuments supposedly designed by an artist from North Korea, a mosque modeled after the one in Casablanca, the university, and a large Catholic cathedral (very simple with interesting murals on the dome). We first stopped at a market and walked around the fish stalls as well as by the bulging stalls of fruits and vegetables. Driving through the streets, though, was the real education. Here the life of the poor spills onto the streets. Every inch to the left and the right of the van are people crowding up to the window pressing their wares and their plight. One sight I shall not forget. In the hottest part of the day in the middle of the street, an albino pressed his face up to the back window and begged for money. I recalled that in some parts of Africa, albinos are considered evil and are either ostracized or murdered. Also the pollution from the trucks, buses, cars, motorcycles, and vans bursting with people either hanging on to the sides or running to catch a place was overwhelming. Black dirty smoke spewed into a city that is already depleted of any green and is full of dust, garbage, and noise. At one point our gentle driver lost his temper when a woman stopped her car in the middle of the road and came to confront him full of anger – he had cut her off. Road rage was at its worst. We passed by political signs spray painted on whitewashed walls. An election for President is coming in early February. Dissidents and oppositions figures have been jailed. The current President Wade (people kept saying that Irving is the same age as Wade) wants an illegal third term and is determined to hold onto power. One opponent has already been murdered.

Another revealing scene was when Amadou took us down to see traditional fishing boats. They are brightly painted. But next to them I watched young boys going through garbage, picking out little bits of things (I’m not sure what). And next to them were men sifting through mud by pouring water on mud in a trough. They hoped to expose something precious. I had read about the Mudlarks in London during the nineteenth century. Trying to find something they could sell, these people would go through the deposits on the sides of the Thames and in the sewers. I never thought to see such people with my own eyes. We had always heard about the magnificent Patisseries in Dakar. We went to one that was less than magnificent. Amadou was nervous whenever we got out of the van and if we showed any money. On the way back I saw the usual dogs lying in packs in roundabouts, urban monkeys and sheep wandering the streets. Once more we were returned to the hotel with strict instructions not to leave it. That evening I felt as if I had swallowed a whole pack of cigarettes. It seemed as if they were burning in my bronchial tubes; my throat was swollen; my nose ran; I sneezed. The air was bothering me. Irving was not doing so well either. His throat was sore. We sat around the hotel lobby, had a dinner, and gathered ourselves together for leaving the next day. Here we watched CNN and had an almost sleepless night.

The following day we left Dakar early in order to ride to Kaolack, the next largest city in Senegal. The ride was amazingly awful. It was like riding into Hades. The trip was made more complicated (and fascinatingly terrible) by the fact that our journey happened to coincide with an annual pilgrimage to Touba, the center of the Mouride Muslim Brotherhood. Once in a person’s life, one must go. Two million were on their way. Imagine the scene as we were among the cars, vans, buses, trucks absolutely stacked with humanity. Legs, arms, and torsos straddled trucks that usually carried gravel, rock, and sand. 17 deaths resulted from falls. Mattresses were strapped to the tops of cars. People stood on the sides of the roads waiting until a van came along and then ran to try and catch on to the back doors. Some of the way we were parallel to a train track. We saw a special train bursting with pilgrims going to Touba. In addition to the confusion of traffic were heavy vehicles carrying loads of sand for the construction of new roads (400 loads of sand are removed from the coast each day in order to make roads); black smoke spewed from these trucks. As we left the city behind, we went through semi-industrialized areas, which added to the pollution. And when we drove through the villages and smaller towns, we passed through smoke and more smoke from burning wood. Small shops made of concrete and tin bordered each side of the road; people gathered to sell things or to find rides into Dakar either to work or sell things in the street. When we moved closer to the less inhabited areas, we passed by a flat, desert-like landscape with the occasional bush or tree. Dust blew everywhere; cattle (Zebu) eked out whatever they could find; goats walked in the road; donkeys stopped traffic. We passed by dead carcasses and overturned, overloaded trucks.

Eventually we left the main road for a less frequented one. We then entered another challenge, for the road has deteriorated. The potholes exceeded those we survived in Armenia. The traffic moved slowly in an S formation, from side to side, attempting to avoid the holes. On this road it took us seven hours to go 90 miles. The rising heat was oppressive. In the rainy season all this gets flooded; water rushes into dwellings; mud is everywhere and so are mosquitoes.

On the way, we stopped for lunch at Lake Rose or the Pink Lake (pink because the way the sun strikes the salt). Here there are miles of salt flats; the area is replete with “salt dust” flying through the air. After lunch we boarded a dune truck, which took us around the Lake to see people standing up to their chests, next to narrow boats, in the salt water. With long sticks workers pound and loosen the salt below. They gather and bring it to the sides where mounds of salt eventually get bagged and shipped out. A few flamingoes, plovers, and egrets graced the scene. Then we left the lakeshore and began a daring ride through and over the sand dunes by the sea. Before the driver switched on the motor, our guide took him aside and explained, “They are very old, go slow.” Well, if what we experienced is “slow,” then I am glad I am not young. For several miles we dashed along and made daring turns. I was glad we had the sides of the truck to hold onto. I realized, of course, that we were experiencing a little of what it must have been like to have been in the Paris to Dakar race – part of which was on this course. The famous race has now been moved to South America because several French tourists were murdered in neighboring Mali. The truck bumped into a tree, a branch broke over Irving’s head and fell around him. 

Breathless we returned to the lunch place, got back in our own van, and laboriously moved along on the bad road to a village in the dunes. Within a few people lay resting on the sand and one or two gathered at the central well. The grandson of the founding Chief welcomed us and showed us around. It was interesting to enter and actually look inside the “huts” (that is what they call them) we had seen everywhere but had no sense of what their interiors are like. These dwellings are arranged in a circle bordering a dug well. They are made of thatch and wattle, are round, and have a pointed roof. Inside are two beds: one for the adults and one for the girls. The boys sleep on a mat on the floor. The girls stay with the family until they marry. They boys go out after the age of eight and live with other boys. The village is run communally. They share earnings; they cook and eat together. Men and women work in the adjoining fields in which grow crops. In the morning women gather water at the well and make the fires. Around each village (of about ten dwellings) there is a stockade made of reeds bound together.

Back on the bad road, we eventually reached Kaolack, a junction town full of dust, sweat, lines of traffic, garbage. We bumped down a dirt road and entered an oasis, a hotel by a salt-water river. Even though I could not get the shower to work, it was a pleasure to be here after the day’s journey. Like all our hotels, it was spotlessly clean. When the sun fell, I watched flocks of v-shaped birds fly in a silhouette across the red sky. I listened to the call of the Minarets over the water. Here we were among a few guests. Two were farmers from Wisconsin who came to the region to try and dissuade farmers from using pesticides. The man had been in the peace corps here many years ago. 

The next day we were off to Tambacounda. This time we followed a better road. We visited a smaller market. Wooden horse carts serve as taxis. Women carrying eggs on their heads walked gracefully through the dirt paths. Later I stopped to take pictures of the train station for a friend who is interested in train travel. When the French were in control there was a regular, well-run train between Dakar and Mali, the adjoining country that is now dangerous (the guide, after he left us, was to lead a group to Mali, but it has been cancelled because it is now off limits to tourists because of murder and kidnapping). Now the train only runs once a week; the tracks are garbage dumps; goats wander in the crumbling train yards. On this road we passed by many “stockaded” villages similar to the one we visited. They are scattered over the Savannah. The dry wind, the burnt grass, the cut trees (for construction and firewood) recall the word “desertification.” Smoke issued everywhere. Once elephants and lions roamed here. Now they have all disappeared through poaching as well as slash and burn.

We continued past more dusty landscapes to Wassadou, which is just outside the Nikola Koba National Park. We were now in the southeastern part of Senegal. (By the way, people do not go to the extreme South of Senegal unless they fly there because of hostilities between the southern and northern parts of Senegal. The South wishes to secede and keep its wealth to itself.) We arrived early evening. I expressed a wish to go out in boat on the Gambia River, which runs by the camp where we were staying. Amadou talked to an employee, a man from Gambia, who kindly agreed to take us. We went down a steep bank and stepped into a rowboat with a motor and started down the River. We were alone; it was lovely and tranquil after the horror of the roads. We stayed out for nearly two and a half hours – at times it was almost chilly; heavenly. The only insects were those that swarm around one when one approaches the riverbank. The boatman stomped his feet to rid himself of their annoying presence. Beautiful bright blue and red and yellow birds perched on the lower branches extending into the water, parakeets darted into sand holes along the banks. I spied a long, long Cobra winding its way down a steep bank; a group of baboons scattered all over the bank and swung and barked at us; green monkeys jumped among the branches; a large lizard sunned itself on a dead branch, kingfishers (some seem striped in black and white) darted across the water; wading birds of all sorts strutted on the sandbanks; a fish eagle sat above, and finally, we see them: the hippos were starring at us. Their round bulbous eyes took us in. They sprayed in the air and disappeared. They resurfaced and the male opened his jaws wide; with a loud bellow, he advised his mate to take care. We went further down the river and saw even more. Near the hippos, hugging the shore were fishermen with green nets in dug out canoes, which sink perilously into the water. The two exist in harmony.

Upon our return to camp, the sun was settling down and the reflections were lovely. We stayed in a “cabin” modeled on the circular dwellings we had visited. We were the only guests in the place. Here there is no electricity, no hot water, no chair. There is a generator that occasionally fails – I was standing in the cold shower when it did and could hardly find my way out. We did not use the mosquito net because we did not sense any mosquitoes around us. We took our food in a large thatched area that looks out over the River. People were most accommodating; the food was nice and plain. The camp, like many villages, has its own clay bread oven. The bread was delicious. I also tasted my first Hibiscus juice. In the morning I liked the place especially well (we stayed two nights here) because when the light began to arise, I heard the layers of bird calls begin; I saw the baboons and green monkeys start to be active and bark. 

We got up early the next morning to drive into the National Park. I was not expecting much; I knew it was not going to be like driving in places like Kruger Park. But even though I did not expect much, I was still a little disappointed because the park, at least, the section we were able to see (apparently it would take a month to go through all of it), is so horribly compromised. Two villages were moved to create this part of the park. I am wondering if people still feel they have a right there, for close to the entrance, groups encroach and slash and burn (and probably continue to poach). At one point we drove by one of the fires actively out of control. The flames were consuming the grass and passing quickly with the wind from tree to tree. I took photographs of it. Amadou became impatient with me; he was fearful we would get caught in the midst of the fire. I was fascinated that the beautiful roller bird was attracted to the fringes of the fire; groups of them kept darting in and out. I wondered if the fire released insects. Yet even though the person in control of the park was informed, nothing was going to be done about it for a couple of days. Smoke trails and ashen tree remains follow one in this park. And so does a memory of poaching. There were elephants here until 1986. That year the last one was shot. Gazelles, water buffalo, and all sorts of deer, crocodiles, hippos, and warthogs remain. 

We drove through the Park with a really bad guide who sat uncomfortably in the very back and did not seem interested in what is there. We followed dirt narrow roads and passed a dilapidated hotel that once was part of the landscape – I saw an avid bird watcher wandering hopelessly around; the landscape when it is not black from burning casts a reddish-yellow glow. Eventually we came to a space high above the River and watched hippos with their young out on the rocks and sandbanks. It did not take long for them to catch a sense of our presence. They started deliberately entering the water and began bellowing among themselves. It was a lovely moment.

Lunch in the park was in a small village and in a shaded area protected from the sun by a thatched roof. These times were the most difficult. The temperature must have been above 40 degrees C. One sits and wishes the middle of the day would disappear and let the coolness of evening enter. Green monkeys surrounded us at a discreet distance (sling shots keep them at bay). When we finished eating, though, they ate the leftovers placed on a stone wall surrounding the table. One ventured in and sat on the chair near me. I admired him, but that admiration turned to “yuck” when I caught him happily urinating all over the backs and arms of the chair. I was glad I had washed my hands before peeling my egg. What was I sitting in? I decided to try and take a walk, but the heat delivered me back. I went down to the river and looked at the washing drying on the rocks.

We returned to Wassadou Camp at 4:30 p.m. Even though we had been out since nine, I arranged to go back on the river. The man from Gambia obliged me and out we went together for another boat ride. He moved more slowly so I could take photographs of the birds. This time we drew more closely to the Hippos, perhaps too close. I suggested we leave them alone. I was fascinated by a couple of Hippos that seemed to have patches of white, almost like a Harlequin mask, on their faces. The light reflected off these patterns.

In the evening the owners came to their usual reserved table. They did not mingle with the guests. They live in a house next to the camp. They are from Switzerland and seem to suffer from emphysema (the coughing spasms are disturbing). I was fascinated with these hotel owners. What is their background, how did they get here, what is the source of their money? Do they live isolated lives? I was also especially taken with the elderly white owner of the Hotel Limeria who always sat at the same table in the Bar, talked to no one, was solitary, and walked with a cane. He lived above the hotel. What is his history? From what is he escaping?

Leaving early in the morning was difficult. I was loath to depart this place. On the way out I saw a troop of Baboons (one was carrying a baby on its front) walking on the path. I wished I had gotten up even earlier to go out with them. In the morning, I listened to the honey bees swarming in the large tree next to the eating area and I watched the rising sun. Not far away by the side of the road, we caught a glimpse of a man with four small boys, all dressed in robes, trotting barefooted behind him. The guide explained to us that these six or seven-year old boys were being prepared for circumcision. Excision for girls is now illegal, but still practiced in remote areas. All along the way we also saw women pounding millet with wooden sticks and gathering wood (which they carry on their heads) to make the cooking fires. Our eyes also focused upon solitary, tall male figures dressed in bright indigo robes and standing in the dry, dusty, hot, and windy panorama – an image that no photograph could replicate.

We were now on our way to Saly, a so-called Beach resort south of Dakar which some call the Senegalese French Riviera. Well, it certainly was not. On the way we stopped at the incredibly busy market in Kaolack. Today, however, many of the stalls were closed because the people had gone to Tuba on the pilgrimage. These markets were beginning to become familiar. We worked our way through piles of garbage. Suddenly the guide turned round and warned Irving not to step on the kitten among the pile. The kitten was camouflaged among the stuff. I too might have not seen him. I noticed a shop named after Kennedy, and one after Obama. We looked at tin trunks made of tin hammered from cans of tomatoes. The can labels decorate the trunk – a Warhol moment. When we approached Saly, we saw loaded trucks and vans of people returning from the pilgrimage.

Saly is a rough place outside the tourist compounds. Children pressed up to and surrounded the van as soon as we stopped for gas. Once inside the compound, though, the place resembles a resort. We had our own circular thatched “cabin,” 44 but to reach it, we wound up a hill through a labyrinth of paths. It took several tries to find our way down and up, a bit like a rat learning a maze. The key did not work, nor did the safe. The water was hot and the screened window opened. For the first time we were really aware of mosquitoes. A hot haze hung over us. We had dinner by the sea and looked at French Canadian tourists who had come just to stay here.

The following morning, after a sleepless night, was lovely. The air was cool and only a few were at the breakfast by the pool. Life seemed possible. Doves and cats surrounded me for food. A bird flew down when I went to get more coffee and stood on my croissant. We were picked up and taken to Bandia, an animal reserve a few miles from Saly. The guidebook warns one that it is more like a zoo. The guidebook is correct. There are no carnivores (except the crocodiles which are fed chicken), so the beasts wander around this huge estate owned by some Germans and Lebanese. We went around with another lifeless guide. I took close up pictures of many animals: giraffes, warthogs, monkeys etc. The weirdest scene of all was when we got out and walked right up to several black rhinos who were resting. I wonder: were they drugged? Sort of disgusted, we returned to the hotel, ate lunch within the tourist compound, and attempted to look at shops, but it was too hot, and we had no change. Amidou suggested that a cousin who deals in scarves come over to see us. She met us outside the hotel (she was not allowed in). We bargained for some rather nice ones. Irving then retreated to the room, and I went out to a pier which was virtually empty and looked out to sea and enjoyed the breeze in the shade. I read Oscar Wilde’s essays! I caught sight of some local children wearing dresses and clambering on the volcanic rocks in their bare feet. I pointed my camera down and got a lovely picture of them.

Taking photographs was difficult. I carried my camera around with me everywhere and at all times. I had to be quick because things happened quickly. Moreover, people do not like their pictures being taken. Sometimes the light was too intense, and often, I discovered, the dark skin blended into the background and the face disappeared. What was vivid to me was not necessarily vivid to the camera.

The next morning we went to Dakar and to the airport so we could fly back to Santiago Island in Cape Verde. We were to have two nights at our now familiar Hotel Limeria before flying back to the States. In the waiting area were prayer rugs and mosquitoes. There were more delays, confusion (men walk into ladies rooms and women walk into mens rooms). When we went through passport control, the officer was reluctant to let me through. Upon arrival in Cape Verde, we discovered that we only had a single entry visa. We had to buy another one – all done very cheerfully. Indeed at the Praia airport, a person escorted us through everything and welcomed us back like an old friend, indeed so did our driver from the Hotel. This time we were the only customers. We recovered our left dirty clothes, changed room twice (I cannot remember why and requested a light bulb for the bathroom – not available). It was home though. The dog welcomed me back; the food by the pool was good, and the grey-headed kingfisher obligingly reappeared.

Our last day was spent on a grueling all-day tour round the island of Santiago. Language was still a problem. No one understood each other. First we visited a fifteenth-century Portuguese Fort overlooking the old city and a fourteenth-century Jesuit College. Then we set off into the island’s interior through an incredibly jagged mountainous landscape with fertile valleys growing papayas, bananas, and maize. We stopped at a charming market in Assomada (a central town) and caught sight of a little movie house; we carried on to a mountain town in sight of Pico D’Antonia (1,392 m.) where we saw children walking on the side of the road many miles to school. The roads are first class, built by the Chinese. With a small broom women, placed at strategic distances, sweep the dirt from them The Chinese have also built a reservoir to make the valleys more fertile. Eventually we reached Tarrafal, a fishing village. Before going down to the sea, we stopped at an abandoned concentration camp, “Campo da morte lenta’ (slow death) or “Aldeia de morte” (death camp) where the Portuguese dictator had put political prisoners from Guinea, Angola, and Cape Verde. The camp opened in 1936 and was eventually closed in 1975. I must read more about this. Before I paid to go in (only person there), children crowded around me and put their hands in my pockets.

We had lunch by the sea in the fishing village. Throughout the trip Irving enjoyed the fresh fish that seemed to be available everywhere. We got back to the hotel at 6:30 p.m., had dinner, and packed. I convinced Irving to put his dirty clothes in the bottom of the suitcase and leave the few remaining clean ones for our return trip. In the morning the sea was a shiny piece of translucent leather. Back at the airport, the lines for those going back to Boston was long and chaotic. Our bags were searched and security was much, much tighter (fingerprinted etc.). Of course there were more delays. Once more we squished into the plane, and to our surprise, this direct flight to Boston made another stop in the island of Sal in order to get fuel. The flight home was arduous, hot, uncomfortable (good fish pie though), and ten hours long – so much for an easy direct flight. We were late. Rachel was waiting for us; we went back to our B&B and collapsed. We are now, more or less, back to normal.

