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    About the book

    Courage, Humanity, and the Call of a New Life – told by the woman who became "Mama Tenga".

    After a life-changing trip to West Africa, Katrin Rohde makes a radical decision: she sells all her possessions in Germany and emigrates to Burkina Faso. In the capital, Ouagadougou, she begins working with street children—boys fighting to survive amid poverty, drugs, and violence. What begins as a single act of compassion becomes a lifelong mission.

    With courage, discipline, humor, and a deep belief in the power of education and community, Katrin Rohde builds a network of support over the years: orphanages, women's shelters, workshops, schools, counseling centers, and training programs—all rooted in the principle of helping people to help themselves. Her initiatives represent real empowerment, social justice, and hope for change.

    Today, she is known across Burkina Faso as "Mama Tenga – Mother Fatherland." In this deeply personal and compelling memoir, Katrin Rohde tells her true story—an inspiring journey of female leadership, cross-cultural connection, and human resilience, rich with African wisdom and the courage to make a difference.

    About the author

    Katrin Rohde, born in 1948 in Hamburg, completed her secondary education in England and opened her first bookstore at the age of just twenty-four. She successfully ran two bookshops in Germany and training a total of twenty apprentices before radically changing her life and relocating permanently to Burkina Faso.

    There, she founded AMPO International e. V., a nonprofit organization that has achieved great success in supporting street children, orphans, girls, and women. For over 30 years, her name has stood for courage, social justice, and intercultural commitment. In Burkina Faso, she is widely known as "Mama Tenga" – Mother Fatherland. Her work has earned her multiple awards, including the Federal Cross of Merit, First and Second Class, as well as national honors in Burkina Faso.

    To mark the 30th anniversary of her organization, her autobiography is now being released with a new foreword.
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Foreword


    Hope – in the past, was a daily gift in Burkina Faso, a country from which everyone drew their livelihood from. Today, hope has to be worked for anew each day, because Burkina Faso lives in a state of war.

    I moved to this small West African country 33 years ago: 20 million inhabitants in the middle of the Sahel, consistently one of the third- or fourth-poorest countries in the world, roughly half Muslim, with 60 ethnic groups – and thus 60 languages.

    There are only three months of rainy season. During the other nine months, you could easily fry an egg on the bonnet of a car – temperatures rise to 45–48 degrees Celsius.

    How did I, a Nordic child from the banks of the Elbe, end up there of all places? I am happy to explain in this book. It is a portrait of a bygone era of peaceful coexistence. Life was sparse and harsh, yet the ever-present peace and joy of life gave us strength.

    AMPO, the first small orphanage, has developed over the past thirty years into a large organisation. In Germany there is tremendous support: many generous donors, an association and a foundation. In Berlin there is even a small shop, where three wonderful ladies work tirelessly, dealing with foundations, donors and benefactors.

    You can have a look online at www.ampo-intl.org.

    There is now even a foundation in America, and we very much hope that this book will find readers and listeners not only in German, but also in English. Meanwhile, in Africa, we have become a small enterprise – with 140 staff. Who would have thought it? Our medical clinic now treats 90,000 patients each year. We help 2,000 mothers with malnourished babies annually. One hundred HIV-positive families receive training and medical care.

    In a large project for the early detection of breast cancer, 80,000 women are connected through an app. The workshop for people with disabilities donates 150 wheelchairs each year to women, children and men with limited mobility. In the rehabilitation centre, injured children learn to walk again. Opticians and dentists treat patients at low cost. Breast examinations, as well as eye operations, are free.

    Fifty young women under the age of 21 are given a new chance at life in the MIA-ALMA House. Eighty young people learn ecological farming in our TONDTENGA farm school. Five accountants alone ensure the strict and proper handling of finances.

    I myself withdrew from daily operations seven years ago and now serve only as an advisor. “Africa for the Africans” – that was always my goal. Today, all decisions at AMPO are jointly carried out by seven directors. And now the younger generation is stepping up: 200 of our former orphans have founded their own association and look after those leaving the orphanage, supporting them until they finish their diploma studies.

    What good fortune! Years of persistence and a constant flow of care and love have given us bright young people who make use of their unique opportunities. Today they are conscientious doctors, judges, engineers, teachers, accountants and nurses.

    Among them are seamstresses with their own studios, mechanics and carpenters with their own workshops – a true blessing.

    Since 2002, there have been four uprisings, a revolution, and three coups – I experienced them all in this once so peaceful country. Almost every European barricaded themselves in at home, but thanks to my great notoriety in this city, the people knew me. I could travel freely through the country with my pickup truck, bring the wounded to hospital or distribute medicine.

    The real danger is the rebels. No matter what they call themselves or where they come from – they are brutal, drunk or drugged mercenaries. Dialogue is unthinkable. Any plea is met with immediate death; every cry for the lives of one’s children goes unheard. Our Western concept of humanity ends here.

    Just last month we operated on a baby – only three months old. The child had been on its mother’s back while she worked in the fields. She was shot from the front, and the bullet became lodged in the child — but the child survived. Today we have children in the orphanage who had to watch as their parents were shot, raped or tortured – right before their eyes.

    How on earth can I ever teach you that there is still love and trust in this world – and that it will exist for you too? Since the revolution of 2014, now eleven years ago, the killings have continued. The former, deeply corrupt president had ensured with large payments that the rebels were occupied elsewhere.

    There was international assistance: large camps were manned with European and American soldiers. Unfortunately, they never intervened in emergencies, despite having every piece of military equipment. The Burkinabe soldiers had no boots, no helmets, perhaps a Kalashnikov, but no ammunition. Condemned to death, they sat together helplessly when hordes of rebels attacked. I know this because some of them were my AMPO boys. Very few of them survived.

    Almost no one – even today – has any idea how French governments ruled in Africa during post-colonialism; they intervened in every area and took control of the currency. The wealth of West African presidents was rooted in bribery. Uprisings by Sankara, Lumumba and Nkrumah were swiftly quashed.

    After the next coup, the three affected countries – Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger – stood their ground. The three juntas formed the AES Alliance. This encouraged them to expel the French, who had long exploited the Sahel region under neocolonialism. For decades they had taken 50 tonnes of gold each year. Today, this belongs to the state of Burkina Faso.

    At long last, Burkinabe soldiers wear boots, have helmets, rifles and ammunition.

    Thousands have been recruited to fight the terrorists. Security remains the government’s top priority. 3,800 schools were closed by jihadists. At times, we had three million internally displaced people. Now schools are being rebuilt, whole villages and regions recaptured. Yet there are still massacres with up to a hundred deaths at once.

    There is, however, still hope: factories are being built, hospitals are functioning.

    This war will last many more years. It is not over, but the people stand united.

    Much about this new government is good, some things are questionable: Why is there no press freedom? Are unwanted critics really being sent to the front lines?

    Should homosexuality be officially banned? Such topics make me uneasy. They simply do not fit with the acceptance and tolerance of the different ethnic groups that were once so highly valued.

    We do not know what the future holds. But the joy of life has remained. Mutual comfort and our hope strengthen us every single day. Hopefully, a better future awaits our AMPO children. We wish for training opportunities, jobs and enough food every day – that would truly be a blessing.

    But do not worry: on our roof, on our AMPO roof – there sits an angel.

  


  
    
Chapter 1 

Panamtougouri

    All excited, Panamtougouri was secretly gathering some millet straw in the field. He was finally going to be able to put together an awesome surprise for Maman. In the neighbouring dump he had found an old electric plug welded to a cable. All he had to do was twist some corn straw together to make a big star, and then hook it all up.

    She would be so happy! To the great joy of all the children, at Christmastime Maman had brought back from Germany a similar star which lit up the AMPO orphanage for the fifty boys.

    Panam had thought that he would not be able to make the same kind of star himself, even though in all his seven years he had seen many things! From the age of five, he had spent many nights on the street; he did not know his father, his Togolese mother did not take care of him, and his grand-mother was to old to keep him.

    What a life! At night he posted himself in front of the bars of Ouagadougou, and closely observed the drinkers. The barmaids knew him well…and boom! Off he would go! Everyone watched when the little fellow executed, without a running start, a back flip - OK – so it wasn’t always great, but even if he didn’t quite pull it off, he was given something to eat that much faster. Men would even give him some of their beer! Cartwheels, the splits, and headstands were his specialty, and when he walked on his hands, people would applaud him. Everyone was in love with little Panam, with his irresistible, gap-toothed smile which just beamed. The prostitutes let him sleep on their little piece of pavement; even the policemen, who often picked him up, gave him something to eat. In spite of all this, his charm had no effect on the social welfare people; each time they brought him to a new family, but he never stayed more than one night – no, Panam was a street kid. Furthermore, these people always wanted to clean him up, and that didn’t suit him at all; on the contrary, he never screamed louder than when he was under a running tap! Everybody dreaded his frightful screams - that’s why they just dabbed the tip of his nose, and ever so kindly dried his flood of tears. After a good breakfast, however, Panam would disappear, for adventure awaited him on the street, not to mention that on the street his pride prevented him from owing anything to anybody. From the age of six, he alone decided where he would go.

    As he was the smallest boy on the street, he got away with more than a few things: the other boys considered him to be a sort of mascot, and gave him some of the money which they begged for. His only fear was of the older boys who took too many drugs, and who behaved unpredictably.

    One night, he and a few friends had gone to sleep in the ditch, kitty-corner across from the bakery where sometimes, at five in the morning, they were given a present of day-old bread; but that night he was wakened a lot earlier, still in complete darkness, by a strange moaning. Was the older boy next to him sick? Around his mat, in spite of the dry season in Ouagadougou, the ground was damp – it couldn’t be water.

    Panam stood up, and looked around for the other boy, but there was no longer anybody there. He could not hear the boy breathing beside him any more. He then became frightened – where was he supposed to go in the middle of the night? He quietly slipped under the bench in front of the bakery – even if the menacing night watchman were sleeping there, that was still better than being alone. No one likes to be alone in Africa, especially at night. Over the city, hung a deathly silence. At last, as the sun was rising – Panam had felt that the pitch-dark night would last forever –

    he saw the bloodstains on his shirt: someone had killed his friend who slept by his side.

    Panam took off and threw away his shirt – no way would he be mixed up with what had happened. He looked for his grand-mother, but she had left for the village. He spent that day in his hideout under a burnt-out car, without eating, and without moving. That is where Maman found him, in the evening, the boy she would keep forever…

    “Maman? look! here’s a surprise for you!”. Before I could react, the plug was in the outlet; there was a deafening roar, and a blue flame - Panam had brought the whole orphanage to a standstill!

    A Christmas star! Once again, was that not a magnificent example of the native intelligence, the beautiful innovative flair, and the independent thinking which I have come to expect from all the children? Thank God, nothing had happened to him. I was thrilled at what he had done, even though everyone else wanted to give him a good thumping, for the orphanage had to do without electricity for days: good electricians are hard to find in Burkina Faso.

    Panamtougouri, in More, the language of the Mossi people, the name means “flying monster”. How often has he sought refuge in my bed, for fear of spending the night in the ditch again. How many times have I had to go fetch him at the police station, because he had once again taken off. So many times, I found myself at the school, trying to calm down his teachers. His big yap, during an argument when he believed that he was in the right, his unbearable shrieks when he was being washed, I could pretend not to hear all that. I am very strict with the children. Even today, after seven years, Panam can cry on command, big crocodile tears with which he hopes to get what he wants, but that doesn’t work with me. I know him too well, and I know for sure when he really is sad. During such a drama he watches me out of the corner of his eye, and when I begin to laugh, he just can’t contain himself, and both of us roar with laughter. Everyone else just shakes their head – what’s up with those two?

    So quickly does a tragedy turn into a comedy when we’re together.

    When we are sad, we don’t talk at all, but we always stay as close as we can to each other; sometimes our eyes will meet, and that is how we get through things, together, until things get better. During the last six years, except for my trips to Germany, only once have we been separated from each other, by force of circumstance. Panam’s grand-mother stubbornly insisted that he should stay in Togo with the new family into which his mother had married. No one at AMPO wanted that. (AMPO is the acronym of the name of our orphanage: Association Managré Nooma pour la Protection des Orphelins – Managré Nooma Association for the Protection of Orphans, in English. In the More language, “Managré Nooma” means “No good is ever lost”. I firmly believe that to this day.) In Togo, in the mother’s village, there was no school, and naturally no doctor. Even if there had been a doctor, the family would not have had the money for medicine, or none would have been spent on a child who had entered the family through a marriage. Death is always right at the doorstep in Africa.

    The grand-mother, however, would not yield; she came to see us everyday, secretly gave magic charms to poor Panam, and, bathed in tears, would throw herself on the ground in front of me to make me understand that tradition demanded that it be so.

    We asked the head of the “Togolese Colony” in Burkina Faso for advice, for we did not want to make any mistakes. He too tried to persuade the old lady that it would be much better for the child to try his luck at AMPO, but it was no use. In the meantime, the grand- mother had exerted such pressure on the child, that he had no choice but to agree with her. What an atrocious woman!

    Never shall I forget how Panam and I packed his bags. In Burkina Faso it is not proper to show one’s sorrow; both of us gulped, and tried to hold back our tears until finally he was gone. Then I threw myself behind the desk, and wept bitterly, exactly what Panam was doing in the car, Issaka was to tell me later. Neither of us wanted to upset the other. I had sent my child-care worker, Issaka Kargougou, to accompany Panam on his four day journey, in order that one of us would be able to see the place where the child was going to live.

    Issaka next paid a visit to another family in Togo, and at the end of two weeks, he came back through Panam’s village. He found him sick, lying in front of the hut. He immediately convened the family council.

    Since, in any event, the family was having some difficulty putting up with this demanding child, everyone agreed to allow him to return to AMPO. As soon as he heard this decision, and in spite of his fever, Panam rushed into his hut, immediately reappeared with his bag, took Issaka’s hand, and was ready to leave: he hadn’t unpacked one thing during the entire two weeks.

    For me, it was as if the AMPO had been empty all this time, in spite of the fortynine other boys. Everyday we talked about Panam, even his most ancient adversaries missed him. His nit-picking was forgotten, his insults, and his haughty look; let him play hooky, and may he never want to wash himself, in the end, all that wasn’t terribly important. Where is Panam – is he not one of us?

    Four days later, in the middle of the night, they arrived in Ouagadougou. Issaka knocked on the front door until I woke up, and when I opened the door, a little eight year old bundle weakly fell into my arms: at long last, my Panamtougouri had returned home… The next day, he made a royal entry into AMPO, laughing casually, and dismissing with a slight wave of the hand: “So what? it was only one little trip to Togo!”

    However, to this day, when something goes wrong, I only have to ask him with a look whether he would perhaps prefer to return to Togo, and each time he turns around, and gets washed or sets off for school.

    Today he is applying himself in school. His dilemma is typical of that of former street kids, for he is intelligent, but has no attention span whatsoever. From his earliest childhood, he has done solely what has interested him, and that, only for as long as he enjoyed it; then he sought out other activities. He was entirely without discipline, without any rules, spending his days begging, sleeping, fishing, eating, and playing. Since a primary school class in Burkina Faso has between one hundred twenty and one hundred forty children, much patience is required to learn anything.

    It isn’t every day that one is top of the class, which is precisely Panam’s goal: it’s got to be him or nobody; otherwise, he quickly loses patience and runs off, just as he has always done.

    In the schools of Burkina, there’s a lot of hitting, not with the hand, but with sticks, rulers and whips. We have had to stitch up wounds on the skull, or to spend all day treating badly scratched backs. Often, as punishment, the children must remain kneeling for hours on end on grains of rice strewn about, or wear paper donkey ears when, inadvertently, they speak More, instead of French. One day I removed four children all at once from a school, because the teacher was intolerable.

    Obviously, it isn’t easy to teach children in such large classes; and it is always unfair, because the shy ones are held back. In addition, during recess there are many scraps, because the supervision is never adequate with so many children.

    [At AMPO I see real proof of how valuable our system of educating the children is.]

    At the orphanage, both adults and the older children are forbidden to strike the little ones, and this constitutes an exception in Burkina Faso. For days on end, indeed for years on end, in all our staff meetings I have had to listen to people tell me that when it came to African children, it was necessary to discipline them, and that I, as a European, didn’t understand a thing. Nevertheless, I have remained firm on this point, and I have often had to warn, and even fire employees who did not respect my policy. The consequences have been immediate: in all these eight years, only twice has there been a serious quarrel between two boys, even though we shelter several really big, tough fellows. Little by little, people are beginning to understand what I mean, even our master carpenter.

    Our daily practice, then, shows that non-violence is the best solution, and this makes me glad. Each AMPO boy has a “brother”, an older boy and a little one always forming a pair. They help each other; when one of them is sick, the other one sleeps beside him in the infirmary; when one gets into a scrap, the other will come and sort things out.

    We have been able to verify that the most important thing in a child’s life is the responsibility which he assumes. Someone who has been on the streets for years will be happy to take care of a little dog, a little chick, or a little brother. Finally, someone has faith in him, and he has to show himself worthy of it in front of all the other children. At first, there are quite a lot of slip-ups, for both deadlines and rules are ignored; but how could it be otherwise, when one has never known a single rule? Thank God that this is the country in which forgiveness was born. Here, people are not sparing with their advice, which is listened to, out of respect alone. When it comes to consideration, respect and politeness, without a doubt, Burkina Faso is a little paradise. Consideration is rooted in Mossi tradition: for centuries people fell to their knees when greeting both the elderly and royalty, and to this day many still do. All the AMPO children, even the boys, will bow when they greet you.

    In any event, in Burkina Faso greetings take time, especially in the countryside, where they can last for several minutes. Using precise formulaic expressions, people will enquire about your house, farm, fields, livestock, children, women and grandparents. Next they discuss the weather, the harvest, possible arrangements with others, travel plans. Furthermore, when saying goodbye, each member of the family must be addressed; and with great feeling, many blessings are said for farm and fields, for without blessings, nothing works here. The blessings of the Mossi were the first thing which I learned in their language.

    Naturally, things are different in the city. The tone is more casual, but in general the elderly are still respected in word and manners: people lower their eyes, and bow their head; but after a few jokes, everyone ends up talking about what’s bothering them, or what they want.

    This beautiful politeness combined with an unbridled love of life, is truly one reason for my wanting to grow old in this country. In Germany, I am always alarmed by the amount of carping and complaining; in Burkina Faso, it would be unthinkable for a child to answer rudely. In Africa, I have seen government ministers bow when speaking to their father on the telephone. Here, normally a son must do what his father says, even if the son is sixty years old, and the father eighty – that is how things are done in Africa.

    So, in general, the children at AMPO listen to us, as well as to each other. In this regard, we have it easier here than in Europe. Even Panam, in spite of all his wilfulness, must eventually give in, although I have to make sure that he comes to understand things himself; if not, he feels pressured, and his pride is wounded. That requires long talks, but in the end he always comes back to me and admits the validity of what he was told. Through years of giving him approving looks following favourable ear inspections, he is today persuaded of the usefulness of getting washed up. Now, it is on his own initiative that he comes to have his fingernails cut. Each morning he returns from the pump freshly washed, his socks pulled up, his teeth sparkling clean, and, in his hair, not the slightest bit of wool from his blanket – I think that it’s because he is discovering girls, and in this field of endeavour, as in all others, he wants to be the favourite, my Panamtougouri.

  


  
    
Chapter 2 

An unforgettable honour

    For years I was trying to avoid the decision, I know that now. And yet, I am generally known for my fast, logical decisions!

    Now I am sitting at the edge of the sea, and I see it clearly: There is a definite void in my life that I have done a superb job of ignoring. The huge waves of the Atlantic rush in… I’ve been sitting here for three days now.

    What does life want from me?

    What do I have to offer?

    The palm trees were blowing, like you see in the movies.

    My life was looking so good: My bookstore in Northern Germany was doing great business, and my numerous apprentices were pleasing me. My son, John, was old enough to live independently. I had had lots of men in my life, and good friends too.

    How was it possible, then, that I was not happy with all of it? I always had beautiful music, nice motorbikes, I could work in my wonderful garden, travel and eat whenever and wherever I wanted. I couldn’t possibly wish for more. Right?

    Many women had told me how envious they were of my life – they saw me as the personification of emancipation. I didn’t worry much about my reputation; over the course of my lifetime, I had gotten divorced at my own expense. Although I lived in a small town, I had married an African. At the beginning, this cost me a few clients, but after they realized that nothing had changed, they came back. In any case, I had had loads of fun in my life! But somewhere there was a hole. I had always endeavoured to be honest with others and myself, but I must have overlooked something. And it was something essential. The next wave rolled onto the beach, and I felt hopeless. Where had my lust for life gone?

    In 1989, I traveled to Africa for the first time. This dark continent had been left out of my previous travels: too dangerous to go there alone; too complex to understand. I didn’t want to get into it.

    But one day a patient from an asylum landed himself in the psychiatric ward in our town.

    At that time I was a member of the “Friends of asylum patients” Association, and we visited him in turns.

    He was not well. Each time, we found him tied to the bed or in a straight jacket, and he was becoming thinner and greyer by the day. We tried to convince the attending doctor to consult with doctors in France or Belgium, given that the cultural and traditional background of an African must be very different from a German’s. In the other countries, doctors had more experience with Africans who had gone “crazy”. But she rejected any help. In Africa, bird flight has great meaning. One day the doctor brought the young man to the fourth floor for a consultation. As he was entering, a flock of birds flew past the window. He ran straight over, and the doctor, believing he wanted to jump from the window, hit the red button right away. The orderlies came, and he was strapped to the bed again, and given sedatives – a natural misunderstanding between two cultures.

    It couldn’t go on like that anymore. Luckily, I found one of his brothers in the phone book, who was working in a sugar factory in southern Burkina Faso. He was of the strong opinion that his brother could be healed through traditional medicine, and that he was probably under a spell that his ethnic groups had the means to combat. He thought I should come get traditional medicines.

    What to do?

    I had just come back from a trip, and had neither the time nor the money to fly to Africa.

    I didn’t want to go there! Flights to Africa are more expensive than to anywhere else in the world. Add to that the fact that my travel agent had never even heard of Ouagadougou. Who on earth had ever heard such a word? Where was it supposed to be?

    In Sahel?

    I met so much resistance that I finally had to take the bull by the horns: I bought a ticket to Banjul in Gambia, the cheapest ticket on the market at that time, studied the map of West Africa, and thought: So, the 2000 kilometers over land to get to Banfora are surely easy doable. Borders? With all my travel experience, they’ll surely be no problem!

    As a novice, I had no idea: I didn’t know about the war in Mali, the train bandits, the nightly attacks, the terrible accidents on overfilled minibuses, the serious illness that had to be faced without access to proper medical support, the swindlers and small-time thieves. Now I know: Trips in Africa have to be carefully planned; no one knows whether he will arrive, not to mention when or how. Even with the best car, with two spare tires, special diesel and water reservoirs, the best compass in hand, something can always go wrong. This continent is so huge, one can get lost.

    Everyone in my hometown warned me. My husband was not in agreement, my son was afraid for me - I told my mother as little as possible. After an orgy of vaccinations, I was on my way.

    Africa!

    To this day, I can remember my sudden loneliness at the airport in Banjul, at two in the morning. The busses were there to take tourists to the hotels on the beach, and I found my self confronted, all alone, by my first difficulty: how would I get into town? In truth, I was perfect prey for a swindler, but I got lucky and got a ride and found myself in front of a sketchy little hotel – one where you pay by the hour – where the prostitutes sat on the steps and had a royal laugh at my expense. Under my bed there were mice scurrying around, and pigeons had built a nest in the broken air conditioner. All night long women walked up and down the hallway, knocking on doors and calling out : “Sir, It’s love dropping by!” As I couldn’t sleep under the circumstances, I ended up talking with them all night.

    The next morning I saw my first African sunrise – I saw the filth and the poverty, but I also looked into happy faces and couldn’t grasp their general enjoyment of life! Tea was readily shared with me, because I had no Gambian money. A plate with dubious-looking rice stood in front of me. After an unsteady look around, I began to eat just as heartily as my friends from the night before. It did me no harm, and I learned that morning that sharing is an absolute natural law in Africa.

    So began my travels in an unknown continent. The colors, the poverty of the people, their friendliness and their modesty made me happy. I had never traveled so free from worries. And strangely, the biggest difficulties somehow became blessings, because everything always worked out – for every problem there was a solution.

    I tackled this new world head-on – the Africans recognized it, and were always ready to lend a hand. At the beginning, I had to get used to the African way of traveling. In a typical rushed European way, I hurried every morning to the various trains stations or stops, where the famous biush taxis were taking off in different directions. The price always had to be negotiated. It took me days to understand that the drivers were shamelessly lying to me.

    “No problem, yes of course, Madame, we’re leaving in five minutes!”

    Sometimes these five minutes turned into five hours, because a bush taxi only leaves when it is full, and full means overloaded. They always manage to stuff in two or three more people, some sheep, motorbikes, baskets of vegetables or bananas; all of which gets shaken up during the trip. What does time mean in Africa? There is always time, a proverb says: there is always more time on its way. I rarely got angry, because these stops were full of life and marvellous for me: everywhere there was music, beautiful colors, and enigmas. No matter what corner you stick me in here in West Africa, to this day I have never gotten bored. There is always so much happening, and I’m right in the middle of all this life!

    You always come across people who want to tell you their life story. Many funny misunderstandings happen around comings and goings, and you drink tea, pass around aspirin and food. You exchange recipes, compare illnesses, discuss newspaper articles; it all depends on your traveling partner, what language you are speaking, and what direction you are traveling in. Everywhere I encountered friendly interest and exquisite politeness. My questions were always answered, and people were overjoyed by the interest I showed, so they wanted to inform me. Why are those four women all dressed the same? They have the same husband who gave them a roll of material as a gift, and they express their family spirit that way.

    Why has my seat partner so carefully stained her hands with henna? She is going to a wedding.

    Why, among the Mossi, can a man not address his wife by her first name? It’s out of respect – before the wedding, he can, but not afterward. And the formal form of the pronoun “you” (vous) is used to address one’s inlaws. Why do the huts in this village have white stripes? That’s how you ward off a stranger’s evil eye. Why do we have to stop the car for the weakest cyclones? Because they transport evil spells, even curses.

    Why do babies all wear those little collars? So it doesn’t hurt when they are teething.

    Why do you see so many people with a scar over their left eye? The flight of a nocturnal bird can bring on an incurable illness in pregnant women and children, but it is warded off by that cut.

    A new world! I was delighted! And completely shaken up! Mostly there were no paved streets, just paths, sand streets full of potholes with a wavy surface. You can’t drive less than 70 or 80 kilometres per hour, because you would fall into the holes, and if you go faster you can dodge in and out faster, because it’s almost impossible to brake in the sand. So that you can still drive in the rainy periods, most of the roadways have been elevated, leaving 2 or 3 meter slopes on either side such that, when accidents happen, the cars roll several times. Driving in Sahel is a science. But we always pulled through.

    My luck seemed to run out when, after two weeks, I fainted one night, at customs between Mali and Burkina Faso. In San, a petty thief had stolen what was left of my money – I was out of traveler’s cheques, and I had a hard time finding a driver who would take me to Bobo-Dioulasso, over the border at night. I had a high fever, I was feeling awful, and the back of my neck was hurting – what on earth could I have? I had to get to a doctor one way or another.

    Still today I can remember that night trip, as if in a dream – right in the middle of the bush, we were stopped by a Malian military patrol; all around the car, they noisily released the safety on their Kalashnikoffs – we were surrounded. The men had threatening faces, and the light from their cigarette lighters revealed deep scars in their faces.

    Naturally it was forbidden to drive across the border via the back roads. But I felt absolutely no fear, although they were hollering at us through loudspeakers. My fever was so high that it was like I was in a dream. I mechanically held my cigarette packet out the window, and I was more interested in the giant yellow moon that had just come up behind a field, and which seemed to be stretching across the entire horizon. Fascinating!

    After exchanging some excited words, the driver and the soldiers seemed to calm down, some money changed hands, and we continued on our way. We got lucky, because there were always skirmishes at the border. Here the Africans say: “White heads are counted!” An hour later I collapsed in the Burkina Faso customs office.

    Even before I had opened my eyes, I smelled gas and heard cicadas. Then I saw a huge grin with white teeth shining in the light of a gas lamp.

    Still I was not afraid!

    It was Rayayesse, a customs officer, who had picked me up in the night. Later he would become the best friend I had ever had.

    His family healed me, his wife brewing me bitter medicine. I spent days sitting still with her children in the yard. A healer was called. He came and wrote mysterious words on a piece of paper with a concoction of specific plants mixed with ink. This mixture of stain and water was poured over my head. For hours, he counted shells in the sand, nodding lightly and muttering encouraging sounds. I felt that I was taken seriously and well cared for. I had to drink bitter, black concoctions, and I had to pour burning herb-steeped water over myself. After several days, the fever came down, and I started feeling better.

    Rayayesse took me into town. Meningitis, the doctor said – I had gotten lucky… Lucky! Yes, my luck persisted. Rayayesse lent me his motorbike, and I continued on my own as far as Banfora, where I met the brother of the patient in Germany. For several weeks, I had to wait for the traditional medicines – it’s true that I had learned patience along the way – and my plane left without me from Banjul. This gave me time to learn some things. Grateful and astounded I experienced a new world – yes, a different planet, because I only had African friends. Over the course of the next four years, I would not meet any Europeans during my visits. Thus I got to know the real Africa.

    From corn mash to marriage rites, to the latest fashion, to the art of respectful salutations adapted to different age divisions, to proper market behaviour to child care – everything.

    I learned everything directly from Africans: merchants, artists, housewives, bank employees, and children, especially children.

    They proudly led me all over the place, showing off their new German friend. This is how I came to understand about the diversity of families and lifestyles, about the lack of money and poverty, and the art of survival in Burkina Faso. I was submerged in openness and hospitality. It often happened that I would be sitting covered in sweat in a small clay hut, visiting, and someone would set down a coca-cola in front of me. The money it cost could have fed three children for a day. Feeling ashamed, I would leave a bag of sugar or tea sitting on the table – how could that be my only response to such generosity?

    I would go away and feel unsatisfied with myself and the world – what had I done to deserve my privileged place in the world?

    Why was it I could have anything I wanted without having wondered about it? Of course, I was not rich, but I couldn’t have been more comfortable. I had, in my life, given large donations to organizations in India, and in Africa, but I had not been aware to what point very honest people were working to survive day to day, how much time it took to go haul water, gather wood, and keep gas lamps lit. At home, I only had to turn on a tap, turn up the furnace, flick a light switch.

    However, they did it all happily together – how many jokes were thrown back and forth across the river during a communal laundry washing session, all while singing and dancing! When I tell them that in Germany there are machines to wash the laundry, all the women burst out laughing. What would we do with our time on laundry day?

    There was always something to laugh about. Here chickens are cut in two to be grilled over charcoal, a delicacy that an average family can only very rarely afford. When the first electric grill arrived in town, and the chickens turned automatically on spits behind glass, the population contemplated the spectacle with surprise, and to this day everyone calls it chickenvision: telechickens!

    Soon I learned to recognize the order in the apparent chaos. I was wrong to think that everything was just rolling along wildly and haphazardly. Even in the most frenetic dances, for example, there is a man who is responsible for everything. He mainly plays the Lunga, a little tambourine that can actually make words; tucked under his arm, he makes it emit sounds of different tones that resemble phonemes. This is how he clearly indicates when who dances what dance, even the names of the dancers – I was perplexed – so that’s how it works!
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