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The Gris-Gris


The Baye Fall are Sufi mystics: a whirl of bright patchwork robes, beads and dreadlocks. In Dakar, one is trying to sell me some tourist tat, but he realises I don,t have any money left. So we sit and chat around a fire on the sandy roadside. His name is Ibrahima and before long, he beats a rhythm with a plastic water bottle and chants:


“Simon, I wish you long life, I wish you good life ...”


Later, as I prepare to leave, Ibrahima pulls off one of his many necklaces, which consist of small leather pouches on cords.


“This a gris-gris, wear it to protect you when you travel. Never take it off. Never give it to anyone.”


The day after I nearly died, I sat in the Senegalese gloom, sweating and aching, whilst a bare-chested black man vigorously rubbed my back. He took my head and violently cricked my neck, shoved a knee in my back and pulled on my shoulders. I felt my spine crack, then I rolled exhausted, onto the floor.


I was in a small mud-floored chamber with a dirty mattress and posters of American superheroes pinned to the wall. By my side was Khady, a beautiful Diola tribe girl who worked at the house I was looking after. We’d travelled together to the provincial capital of Ziguinchor to try to connect said house to the electricity grid and to collect her identity card.


The trip was unsuccessful. The man at the electricity company – who was working hard in his hammock when we arrived – said he’d been too busy to complete the connection. Definitely next week, though.


“Okay, great, see you next week.”


“Inshallah,” he replied. This translates as “Yes, if God wills it”. But in real terms it meant that we might have electricity in the next few months or we might not.


If I were a betting man I’d have tended towards the latter.


As for Khady’s identity card, that took a further two years.


The masseuse was named Tierno and he was a marabout – a West African Islamic holy man who is a kind of shaman, sometimes known as a witch doctor. Tierno was also Khady’s brother-in-law. The previous evening, she and I had been on a local bus when a tyre burst, causing us to crash. We were up front near the driver, who was drunk, and everyone was screaming as the top-heavy vehicle swerved from one side of the road to the other. I felt an odd calm knowing that I had a slim chance of surviving this crash. It wasn’t so much my life flashing before my eyes as a satisfaction that despite the mistakes, the struggles and the disappointments, I had lived my life my way, mostly happily, and in a way I was proud of. I was ready, which is not to say I wasn’t shitting myself.


That evening, after the crash, I crouched in the dark and ladled water over myself to wash off the diesel, dust and blood. I felt Ibrahima’s gris-gris around my neck and when I returned to the house, voiced my cynicism. It hadn’t worked; the gris-gris was nothing but superstitious nonsense.


“Of course it worked. You were the only person to walk out of the crash without even a scratch, weren’t you?” Khady replied.


As the crash occurred, the bus skidded on its side for a few hundred metres as everybody screamed. The windscreen popped outwards and I clung to the side window, holding Khady with my left arm for as long as I could before being jolted off. We both fell on the driver.


As we slid to a stop, I felt the warm wet spray of diesel in my face and heard a cacophony of moans and groans. Khady was dead; I was sure of it. I went through the motions of dragging her out, panicking as I thought the whole bus would blow – a Hollywood fallacy, of course. Thankfully, she came around and we were able to assist others to safety.


Apart from my emergence without a single scratch, there were a couple of other remarkable things about this accident. First, we were only a mile or two away from a military hospital, and the medics arrived within minutes. Second, Khady’s uncle lived minutes from this military base. In hindsight, the latter fact seems less remarkable – it doesn’t matter where we are in the province, Khady will always be related to somebody there, often someone useful like Tierno. My bag was lying in a bush about 15 metres away. It had been ejected through the front window. I am writing these words on my laptop, which – along with my camera – was in that bag and survived as unharmed as myself.


At this point, Khady and I could barely communicate through language, but we seemed to understand each other perfectly. Tierno had finished roughing me up and she indicated that he was going to give a reading. These procedures are important after a near-miss with death. He carefully unwrapped a dirty cotton cloth, tied at the corners. Out fell a collection of beads, shells, old coins and bones.


He threw them into the dust, raised his fingers to his temples, closed his eyes and made a pronouncement. Khady translated.


“You will have a child in Africa.”


I laughed. “Yeah, right.” I had tried to have a baby for nearly 10 years with my ex-wife back in England, and had reached the point where I figured it just wasn’t going to happen. I was cool with that. Although I’d have liked a family and the experience of being a dad, I also loved travelling and my freedom. Besides, Khady and I were only just beginning to make tentative steps towards a relationship, and at that point everything felt way too crazy to take seriously.


The date was 31 March, 2011.









A New Life


Khady and I walk along a sand track with our son strapped to her back. There is not a cloud in the sky and the sun beats down as we shuffle along trying to keep in the shade of the cashew trees. Abruptly, Khady halts, beckoning for me to do likewise. Ahead, crossing our path, is a strange creature – a chameleon, almost luminous green in colour – with an alien head and an odd circular motion to its limbs. Without missing a beat Khady pulls out a breast and with a deadly aim, fires milk at it.


“What the …?”


“If I don’t offer it milk, our son will grow up to look like a lizard,” she explains.


Clearly I have a lot to learn about life in Africa.


31 March, 2012


Khady woke me from a deep sleep. Bleary eyed, I pulled together some belongings and guided her, groaning, towards our Land Rover. It was 3am. We set off down the deeply rutted sand tracks through the dark forest towards the small village clinic. I parked and Khady leaned against the truck, clearly in agony.


“Simon, it hurts. Help me, help me.”


I plunged into the darkness, knocking on doors until I found and woke up Ndoumbe, the midwife.


After much deliberation, Khady and I had decided to have the baby at the maternity ward in the local village. Ndoumbe had impressed us and the ward had been recently fitted out by a French philanthropist. When I say “fitted out”, this meant it had basic equipment and a fresh lick of paint, not new incubators and so on. They just had three light bulbs wired in above a bench.


It was mostly me doing the worrying; Khady was casual about the whole affair. It turns out that women have babies all the time in Africa. In the event, she started labour both in the middle of the night and 10 days early, so even had we made the decision to go to a European clinic in neighbouring Gambia, we’d never have been there in time.


Forty minutes later, a little boy popped out. A wriggling blue slimy thing who, after a few minutes, turned surprisingly white.


The previous day, Khady had been swimming in the sea and running up and down the beach. I had to stop her from carrying a 20-litre water drum on her head. African women are strong. In Africa, having a baby is, well, just having a baby.


A little later while looking back through my diaries, I realised that the date was 31 March – exactly one year to the day of Tierno’s premonition.
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Khady Mané has always been strong. I first met her when she was working at a house I was staying in. I saw her folding sheets and as she looked up she gave a huge grin that lit up her face. For the next week, she was a distinct and silent presence that I felt inexplicably drawn to. She had no formal education, but a wisdom and presence lacking in many people I’ve met who have strings of degrees, and she spoke seven languages.


Although English was not one of the languages she spoke, we seemed to instinctively understand each another. When the house owner asked me to look after her home while she visited Europe, I leapt at the opportunity. Khady and I quickly became firm friends, but it was the bus crash that jump-started our relationship. I resisted at first as I felt like a burnt-out husk, unable to ever care or love again. But there’s an African proverb: “Wood that has burnt once is easier to set aflame,” and one day I realised I never wanted to leave.


Khady was born in the Casamance province of Senegal in 1981 during a period of upheaval and war. Like many people here, where birthdays aren’t generally celebrated, she doesn’t know her date of birth. When she finally renewed her identity card, she gave her birth year as 1991, knocking a decade off.


When she was a young girl, her father moved his two wives and 14 children to Dakar, the Senegalese capital. He worked as a mechanic for a French company, and brought his children up well. Senegal, although independent since 1960, was colonised by the French and still retains a strong Francophone influence, including the language, which is used in politics and education. The Casamance, 300 miles south of Dakar, is cut off from the rest of Senegal by the Gambia and hence the local Diola tribes have long wanted their independence.


Three of Khady’s siblings are married to Europeans and she tells me they are “sought after” because they are direct, honest and were taught to marry for love. Senegalese women tend to have a reputation for a healthy interest in money and a visa to Europe. While Khady would like to visit, she has a strong sense of her heritage and no wish to live anywhere other than here.


African children are often passed around the family and Khady was sent to her aunt, who promised to educate her but instead made her work throughout her childhood – washing, cleaning and scrubbing from dawn to dusk. In-between, she had to cook for 20 people. Consequently, Khady never attended school. She later confided in me that the same aunt told her that I was just a source of money to be sucked dry.


In that time, without her aunt knowing, she taught herself six new languages on top of her native Diola – French, Fula, Sera, Wolof, Mandinka and Creole. She saw her mother during this time, but not her father. He was very angry when he found out Khady had not gone to school.


Khady’s great passion is traditional dancing and as a young woman she was a professional, joining a dance troupe called Casadamance at the age of nine. When she was old enough, she left to tour the country with them, including long-term residences on the highly touristic coast to the south of Dakar. They were invited to perform in Europe, but disbanded due to power struggles within the group, much to her dismay. I’ve never seen her perform professionally, but occasionally she’ll let rip at a djembe party. It’s an impressive sight.


Having spent several months in Abene, I went back to England with vague plans to return, and then rapidly slipped back into Western life. But Khady was never far from my thoughts and we spoke whenever possible. The African rains were by now so heavy that telephone communications were often down for a week or more at a time. When we did actually connect we could barely hear or understand each other. Although we could by now communicate reasonably well face-to-face with our odd French-English mélange, on a crackly long-distance line it was a different matter.


Before I had left Senegal, Khady’s pregnant sister had told me that if her baby was a boy, he would be named “Simon Fenton”. So during one conversation with Khady I enquired about her sister’s health. Khady misunderstood me and said that yes, she was pregnant. Khady was pregnant. How did I know, she wondered, not realising that I didn’t?


“Did the Gods tell you? Are you a devil?”


“No, no, I was asking after your sister,” I stuttered, my mind reeling. “Oh, never mind about that now.”


Khady was pregnant! My initial feeling was of joy and relief. In fact, I couldn’t wipe the grin off of my face and I was sure I could hear my heart thumping. But had I really understood correctly? Had she really understood me? Perhaps we were in fact discussing her sister’s baby or some other family member – there are babies everywhere in Senegal. What should have been an ecstatic time became a confused mess. After several nerve-wracking phone calls over the next few weeks, I was about 75 percent sure I was going to be a father. Damn the crackly lines and damn, I needed to improve my French. I was only absolutely certain four months later when I returned to Africa and saw her growing figure.


Aside from my joy levels now running at 80 percent (on the Fenton scale, that’s still nearing ecstatic) due to impending fatherhood, no longer did I have any difficult decisions to make about what to do with my life. I’d left it to chance and the decision had been made for me. I wasn’t just deciding to go back and do the right thing out of obligation. Doing the right thing was forcing me to do what my beating heart told me I really wanted – something that I may have been too scared, or too worried about what others might have thought, to have ever done otherwise.


I later realised that I’d only opened myself to the possibility of that chance because that was what I truly desired. I wasn’t entirely sure where I was heading, but I’ve always thought that if I can see past a challenge, then the challenge isn’t big enough. Somehow and sometime soon I’d go back and support Khady. We’d have our baby and build a life together.


Khady lived in Abene, a small rural village full of artists walking to the beat of the drum, situated on the Atlantic coast of the Casamance just a few miles south of the border with Gambia. With its endless beaches, lush forests, fertile soil and friendly people I could quite easily see myself living there with my new family. And I couldn’t wait.


There were hurdles to overcome, of course. Not least telling my family. They’ve always wholeheartedly supported me and encouraged me to live my life my own way. But I’d never before declared that I was off to live in a mud hut and have a baby with an African woman who I had known fewer than six months and who they had never met. On an uncertain income. (More than three years later and having visited me, they’re on board with the idea.)


Besides having the decision made for me to move to Africa, I was happy at the prospect of actually becoming a dad. In 2005 my first wife, Mikaela, finally became pregnant. For three months we read baby books, told those close to us and investigated the prices of prams. All of our friends were having babies and it was what we wanted more than anything.


Then we went for the three-month scan. Mikaela lay there as the doctor slid the probe over her belly and I held her hand. Then I felt her hand squeeze, glanced at her face and saw tears. No words were needed – the doctor’s face said it all. The baby had a chromosomal abnormality, Edwards Syndrome – one of those one-in-several-million chance things. Even if she had been born, the baby wouldn’t have survived more than two or three days.


Sometimes, events in our own lives are mirrored by those in the wider world. One day we were wildly happy, travelling up to London to have the scan. The city had just been awarded the Olympics and everyone was in a jubilant mood. The sun was shining. We were having a baby. Then, as we learned our bad news, London was hit by terrorist attacks. Looking back, this experience was perhaps one of the nails in the coffin of our relationship. We drifted apart until one day we couldn’t remember when we’d last been happy together.


I fell into a new three-year relationship after that, and although we didn’t set out to have a baby, neither did we take any steps not to. We decided to leave it to fate and, probably for the best, nothing happened. I concluded that it was probably not meant to be. Although part of me craved to be a father, an equal part relished my freedom to travel and live the life of a bachelor. Well, that’s what I told myself – until my happiness upon hearing Khady’s words revealed my true feelings.


This jubilation was all very well, but I also had to think about what I would do in Africa. Khady was adamant she wanted to stay in Senegal. It was unlikely she’d be able to land herself much more than a menial job in the UK, or perhaps teach dance. My career had reached a plateau and was ready to start a descent, unless I took radical steps. At that point, quite frankly, I’d lost interest. I wanted family, community, adventure and to nurture my creative side.


In my twenties I’d worked for the private sector and in my thirties in social enterprises, trying to make the world a better place. Now, recently turned 40, I needed to follow my own passions and do something for myself. I’d always loved photography and wanted to pursue it professionally. This would be difficult in the UK and especially in Brighton, where every other person seemed to be an artist and photographer. Perhaps Africa was my chance, where I could take images of extraordinary things. I also wanted to write. So I could write a blog, sell articles and images, host tourists, lead tours, run music-and-photography workshops and other things.


We’d have to look at buying land and building a house, along with rooms for guests to stay in. Not only would paying guests provide me with European companionship, but would help supplement our income. I’d backpacked for years and knew exactly the kind of places I liked to stay in. I could take the best ideas from around the world and create an ideal spot to relax; a base from which to explore; a centre for culture and the arts, as well as a personal retreat for a world-weary man wanting to get away from it all and write his first novel.


It was all starting to look like an exciting – and more importantly – realistic proposition. In Africa, I would only do things I enjoyed and wanted to do. I’ve noticed that when I do that, the money follows.


I tried to discuss this with Khady but rare was the occasion I could get through on the phone. On some occasions I became quite distraught at the thought of her in her parents’ remote village, cut off from the world and with no access to decent nutrition or medical facilities. I decided to book a trip to Senegal to check that she was okay. We could discuss the future and perhaps look at plots of land to make our dream into a reality.


I flew back with the package tourists to the Gambia, which is much closer to our home village, Abene, than to Dakar. I had been telling Khady I would come but hadn’t been able to give a date. Then, finally I called and said: “I’ll be there on Monday.”


“Is it true?”


I could hear her sobs of joy.


There are so many stories in Africa of white guys sowing their seeds and then never being heard of again. Despite my earlier promises, she was never entirely certain. Until now. There are also stories of white Europeans being tricked into returning because of a baby and then when the baby is born, it is black. Although we both trusted each other implicitly, after a long separation with limited communications, doubts creep in. Many of my English friends, who’d never met her, wanted me to exercise caution. Given some of my previous romantic experiences, this was perfectly understandable.


I left Brighton early, exhausted, with a cold, and slightly worried about whether I was doing the right thing. Several hours later I was flying over the Sahara, transfixed by its emptiness and full of memories of having crossed it by land a year earlier. As the tourists around me played with their iPads, I tracked my route past the High Atlas, the dunes and escarpments of Mauritania, across the Senegal River, the dusty Sahel and finally the estuary of the River Gambia, before descending across white sandy beaches, clusters of rusting corrugated-roofed buildings, and the occasional mosque.


One man at Customs recognised me, flashed a grin and said, “Welcome home”. I’ve made many journeys into the Gambia, and they are often eventful. I’ve had two marriage proposals from officials and made several pen friends. You don’t seem to get that at Heathrow any more.


This time, I’d arrived loaded up with solar chargers, torches, two cameras and two laptops. I set the beepers blaring and was whisked off to a small room, where a rotund Customs woman gave me a sheet outlining the tax I was due to pay.


“If only I could have one of these torches,” she said as she gave me a bill for around £100.


“Maybe you can,” I offered.


“No, no, that’s against the rules.”


We discussed the problem for some time and I offered a few solutions. Eventually, she believed my pale lie that I had only £5 in cash.


“So what will we do?” she asked.


“I could give you the £5 and walk out of here?”


“Okay. Next time bring me a torch.”


“It’s a deal.”


I was met by an older Senegalese lady called Diatou and her driver, who fired up his car using a screwdriver. Diatou is my African “mother” and source of much advice as, not only is she very knowledgeable about local culture, but she has also been married to a white man, Tom. When Khady and I had visited the town of Ziguinchor, we’d travelled there with Diatou and Tom. Khady and I were involved in the crash on our return, but tragically during their stay in Ziguinchor Tom had died. It really was a bad trip.


Diatou and I drove down through the Gambia to the Senegalese border, stopping briefly to change money with Mauritanian traders in a market. We turned off the road and travelled through villages where crowds of kids chased the truck shouting “toubab” (white man). Then we drove towards a swamp fringed with lush jungle and teeming with birdlife. A troop of monkeys played on the road as Bob Marley played on the stereo. It felt surreal having been on a train crossing the misty Sussex countryside just a few hours earlier.


I called Khady who said she’d meet me at Diouloulou, the town near the border. We arrived and after 10 minutes I saw a motorcycle approaching. There was a girl on the back in a long, flowing orange gown. It was my girl and she definitely had a bump. It was a relief to know I hadn’t misunderstood those crackly, long-distance phone conversations. Now I really was home.
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Five months later, we sat in the concrete room that is Abene’s maternity ward. Our boy was swaddled in brightly patterned African cloths and we were receiving a steady stream of female visitors. Khady is of the Diola tribe, and according to their traditions, no men – including a baby’s father – must view a baby until seven days after it is born. Khady was happy for me to break that rule.


We had decided that the baby would have an English and a Senegalese name. If it was a boy, the English name would come first, and if it was a girl, the African name first. Khady suggested “Rambo”. (Action films are popular here in Senegal.) I talked her out of that and we named our boy Gulliver Bassirou. Bassirou is the name of my good friend who brought me to Abene and introduced me to Khady. Sometimes people ask me why I, a lifelong traveller and bookworm, chose the name “Gulliver”. Well, I thought it would sound cool with the Senegalese-French accent.


One of the advantages of the African family system is the help you receive at times such as this. For our baby’s first two weeks, the family rallied around to help and I barely needed to lift a finger. I really did have to fight for my right to change a nappy, as it’s not something men do here.


If you go to an average Senegalese family home, there can be up to 20 kids running around. Kids of four or five years old are already caring for and carrying babies on their backs. There’s none of the preciousness of the West. Kids wander around eating worms, playing with knives and chasing chickens. Of course, there’s also a much higher rate of sickness and mortality. I hope that, by taking the laid-back African approach while keeping a keen eye on the wee fellow, giving him nutritious food and decent medical care, we can have the best of both our worlds.


There is a lot that Europe can learn from Africa and other developing countries about childcare, and vice versa, of course. One of the biggest differences is that I’m not surrounded by stuff or advice. Gulliver has a few toys but not too many. He has shown zero interest in them anyway and is far happier playing with a lemon or an onion. There’s plenty for kids to play with and do here. We had two of his cousins with us for a couple of weeks, aged five and two. When I tried to show them Madagascar, a children’s film, they refused to watch it. They preferred to amuse themselves outside, running around and playing in the dirt with bits of wood. There’s a money-saving tip in this: save the cash or education.


Like all new parents, I felt a bit lost at the beginning. I had one childcare book, but I quickly relaxed and went with the flow and that seems to work. If it’s possible to do this in the West, I’d certainly recommend it. Fashions come and go and I’ve been reading about various theories from the past few years that have already been discredited. All you can do is what you feel is best and it probably will be. You’ll never be perfect and accepting that will be beneficial for you and the child in the long run.


I tried introducing a feeding schedule, but Khady ignored what I said and just fed him when he was hungry. It worked fine. Many of these things are designed for the parents’ convenience in a busy Western work culture and that’s not applicable to us. When I asked her about postnatal depression she seemed confused, then said women don’t have time for that in Africa. The reality is that new mothers here are always surrounded by people, and life continues much the same. In England, the mother has nine months of attention while pregnant, a week or two of attention once the baby arrives and then that’s it. The dad goes back to work and she’s left at home alone with a screaming bundle of joy for days on end.


Having said all that, the African family is the hardest thing for a toubab to get his head around. There’s always someone around to help, but the cost is a loss of privacy and the sense of individuality that we Westerners prize so highly. Khady and I seemed able to find a reasonable compromise, having both family time and time to ourselves because of the support we were given.


Trying to work out who’s who in an African family is like trying to unravel a large bowl of spaghetti. With men taking up to four spouses, there are many siblings around and it seems every other person is introduced as a brother or sister. Usually a brother turns out to be a cousin, distant relative or close friend; it is very confusing when you’re used to taking these things literally. When I visited a local village, my friend N’ssa introduced at least 15 older men to me as his father. Then there are “Le Petit Papas”, which I gather to be uncles or family friends who take a particular interest in a child, like a godparent.


Families are large. They need to be to account for the high infant mortality rate and to provide heirs to look after elderly members when they grow old in this land of no pensions, social security or savings plans. Visit any household and the kids will be the ones fetching wood, pulling up chairs, making tea or running to the shop for sugar. Children are very respectful, and any adult will discipline them if they are mucking around. Meanwhile, the old folk sit back and enjoy a rest after a long, hard life.


For the first week, Khady and Gulliver had to stay at home as no Diola man was allowed to see the baby. On the seventh day, the village chief and elders arrived, along with a griot couple. A griot is a traditional praise singer who attends ceremonies. They know the histories of the local families and attend all the important ceremonies. In the book Roots, after Alex Haley had traced his lineage back to a small family on the north bank of the River Gambia, the local griot sang the family’s history back to him, allegedly confirming much of Haley’s research.


The griot, Bouley, played kora (a West African harp), while his wife sang and hassled us constantly for donations. Nobody had invited them; they just seem to know about every village birth. I suspect they have an insider at the hospital. The music was lovely, but at this time of new financial pressure, I was feeling less enamoured with this local tradition.


Gulliver’s head was shaved in the traditional manner, blessings were made and then Bouley announced his name in song. I’d also been offered an unofficial local name. Thinking through the various options, I decided that Chérif (pronounced Sheriff), had a certain ring to it. So Khady now calls me Chérif Mané, using her own surname.


Following the ceremony, we were free to leave our home to travel. Khady was keen to visit the local marabout for Gulliver’s gris-gris protection. A very old woman in a small local village took him and massaged him with shea butter (known locally by the French term, karité), a cure-all potion that is rubbed into the body any time something is wrong. A marabout made him a tiny cloth-sewn gris-gris which – along with a small bottle of herbal medicine and a pouch containing his umbilical cord – were tied around his neck.


The following week, we held a party for the family and local people. Although I had wanted it to be small, people announced it around the village and soon it became a free-for-all. This is a totally normal practice in Africa.


In preparation for the party, I went to the city with Bassirou, the friend after whom Gulliver was named, to see a man about a goat. On the edge of town, we found a tented area where robed men displayed their animals. Negotiations began and very soon I was the proud owner of Geoff, a large black-and-white male. He rode home on the roof of our Land Rover. We also bought rice, onions and an entire sack of sugar to make traditional drinks, among other things.


I don’t think people in Abene believe me when I tell them that a small bag of sugar, perhaps 250g, would last me a year in the UK. That barely lasts a day here. There’s a big diabetes as well as a tooth decay problem, not helped by the fact that the only dentist in a 50-mile radius is a man who only had one month’s training.


On the Friday, our verandah was filled with local women who came along to help, peeling onions, making sauces, sweets, drinks and so on. The party began around 7am on Saturday. Yes, you read correctly: 7am on a Saturday morning. The village elders arrived again along with the griot who’d spotted a second opportunity for extortion. A DJ played popular Senegalese hits and when the music was over, people chanted, danced and drummed on water containers.


Little Gulliver soon got used to the constant noise and attention of African society. He slept through most of the day. The parties aren’t for the child in question, but for the community and as a way to display wealth.


As Senegal is a Muslim country, the main drinks were tea and bissap (a sweet red juice made from hibiscus), while I drank what I call bissap Anglais (red wine). Geoff was very good indeed. I was invited to sit under a sacred tree and eat his liver. The next day we ate what some say was a tasty goat’s head soup.


Along with the general process of becoming a father, I was also discovering the local traditions. Every culture has its own traditions for childcare, some that we can learn from and others best ignored. A few ideas in the Casamance and Diola culture are just plain odd, if harmless.


For example, babies tend to hiccough a lot. Whenever this happened with Gulliver, Khady pulled a few threads from the cloth he was wrapped in, chewed them a bit, then stuck them on his head. The hiccoughs generally stopped, although I suspect they would have anyway. We used washable nappies, but had some disposables for when we were out and about. When I went to throw these on the rubbish fire, everyone looked horrified and told me not to. They believe that if you burn a nappy, the baby will get diarrhoea.


If you cut a baby’s fingernails he or she will become a thief. When Gulliver started scratching himself, to everyone’s horror, I cut his nails. Babies are given bead necklaces that they wear tightly around their necks. As Khady explained to me, she doesn’t want Gulliver to grow up with a droopy head.


People don’t take their babies out at night, for fear of dangerous spirits and genies. Sometimes, after a full day working on our land, we would fancy going to a local restaurant. Khady was fine with bringing Gulliver – as long as we wrapped him in blanket after blanket for protection.


One that made me chuckle was when Khady insisted on licking Gulliver’s feet. This was to help him learn to walk faster.


I have to remember that some of the traditions here are no odder than the things we do in the UK. When Gulliver’s hair was shorn during the naming ceremony, it was wrapped up in a piece of material that was tied around his wrist. My mother also kept a lock of my baby hair. Mind you, she didn’t keep my umbilical cord tied around my neck for six months.


When I mentioned to friends in Africa that in the UK some people have superstitions about breaking a mirror, walking under a ladder or the number 13, everyone thought that was hilarious. We all believe what we want to believe.


I was of the opinion that if I went along with these small things, it would be easier to argue with the more extreme tribal traditions, such as circumcision, particularly if we later have a girl. I hadn’t counted on one of Khady’s first requests, though – cutting his tongue. I’d never heard of this tradition, but here, the Diola cut the little flap under the tongue. If it is not cut, they believe the baby will grow up unable to speak properly.


I put my foot down on this one and explained that the majority of the world, to my knowledge, manages to speak perfectly well with intact tongues. Although not a believer myself, I use the argument that God made us perfect and it’s not good to make changes unless there are medical reasons, or unless you choose to inflict something upon yourself.


As for the circumcision, it is expected that a boy will be cut. I’ve heard various explanations of why most Africans perform this, one of which is that the foreskin is a feminine body part and needs to be removed for the boy to become a man. In a similar way, a girl’s clitoris is considered masculine, which is why more than 80 percent of Casamancais girls are circumcised1.


It’s very difficult to say anything about female genital mutilation (FGM) as a foreigner, and especially as a foreign white male. Change needs to come from within the African societies themselves, from organisations such as Tostan, which sends trained Senegalese women into remote villages to discuss and to engage people in debate with an ultimate aim to end the practice. Organisations such as this have led to the abandonment of the practice in 5,000 communities, and Tostan is aiming for Senegal to become the first African nation to completely abandon FGM.


Fatou, Khady’s sister, wishes her three daughters to go through the ceremony. When I expressed disapproval she laughed and told me I had no culture, which is frustrating – FGM has only been in practice for a few generations by the Diola. This backs up my theory that organisations such as Tostan are the most powerful way forward. Although I recognise that male circumcision is not the same as FGM, I am still uneasy about putting my son through it. There is a risk involved in Africa, and there are fatalities. For something I see as cosmetic, that to me is an unacceptable risk.


According to local tradition, circumcision is required in order to take a wife. The cutting itself is only part of a wider initiation ceremony, which in Diola culture is called bukut. All young Diola men, whether in the Casamance, Dakar, Paris or wherever they are in the world will return to their ancestral village for the bukut, which occurs once every 25 years. Those that don’t attend are not considered part of Diola society.


The bukut ritual is thought to have existed since at least the 12th century and before the arrival of European colonials, was the only formal method of education. The ritual prepares young men to take their place in society and to defend it. An entire generation of men are initiated into the tribal secrets and by this token, obtain the status of adults. Preparation for the event takes several years and the ceremony itself includes days of dancing, eating and drinking, involving hundreds of cattle and tonnes of rice.


Due to the Islamic influence, cow sacrifices have replaced pigs and milk is offered to animist shrines, usually a sacred tree, instead of palm wine. Whereas the ceremony used to last two or three months, due to the modern pressures of work and education, this has been reduced to a few weeks.


The early converts to Islam, current Iman’s and missionaries have all protested against the pagan bukut ceremony. But rather than abandoning it, instead the Diola consider the bukut the most authentic expression of their cultural heritage.


Consequently I do worry that by being uncircumcised, Gulliver will stand out and not be accepted by the community, but as a matisse (the French term for mixed race), he’ll stand out anyway. A few months after Gulliver’s birth, Khady’s cousin circumcised his own boy. The wound wouldn’t stop bleeding and became infected. For a week or so, it was touch-and-go whether he would survive. Since then, Khady has been adamant she won’t put her own child through that risk.


Despite situations like this one, many comment that people seem happier in developing countries than in the West, and most of my anecdotal experiences confirm this. Well, if you have nothing and have never had anything, you only have the present to think or worry about. I think modern Western life has stripped away our ability to be in the now. We’re too busy thinking about some imaginary rosy future that might never arrive, or worrying about what has already happened.


I’m trying to be mindful of all of this with Gulliver. Kids are happy with whatever they’re doing – playing with a stick, in a stream or climbing a tree, which is kind of where I’m regressing to. As adults in the West, we bombard them with “How was your day?” “What did you do?” and “Did you enjoy it?”, beginning the conditioning that “now” is the least important thing.


Each day in Abene, I just try to enjoy every sandwich, every cup of coffee, watching the birds, playing with my baby. On the whole, I’m feeling happy.


1 According to a 2005 Demographic and Health survey, 28 percent of Senegalese women between the ages of 15 and 49 have been subjected to FGM. This increases significantly in the Casamance, where 94 percent of women are cut in the eastern region and 69 percent in the Ziguinchor region.
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