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			To my family and friends in Abéné

		

	
		
				Foreword

			
			“So what do you do, then?” This is what I would ask people at parties and such like. My detractors would take issue with this, saying that I was superficial and that it was more rewarding to know what people are than what they do. Superficial, well, maybe I am, but I do like to know what people do; it goes some way towards defining them. Without this particular piece of context, people tend to appear in a vacuum of cold spiritual inclinations, and revolting predilections and habits.

			Understandably many of us are reluctant to spill the beans on what we actually do, given that what most of us do – with our working lives at least – is utterly fatuous and devoid of meaning. We have been fooled, by Capitalism and the corporations and the besuited thugs who run the media, into trading those basic human rights of creativity, discovery, freedom, adventure and joy, for comfort and security, for ease and vanity. A crap deal if ever there was one, but it’s true: from my investigations I have established that the great majority of people have never swum in a lake or a river, have never slept beneath the stars nor walked in the moonlight, nor even climbed some wild and distant hill. Poor misguided wretches; soon they will find themselves on their death-beds, totting up the reckoning. 

			“Did I drink to the full the joys and glories that were set before me upon the table of life?” 

			All too often the answer will be “No, I didn’t want to run the risk, or lose my job in the design and marketing of baubles to fool the foolish into parting with more of their money; I didn’t fancy getting wet and cold or a little bit scared…so I stayed in and watched the telly.”

			When it all boils down to it you’ve only got yourself to blame, but it may not be too late to do something about it. You’ve got the book in your hand, now read it, and then act upon it. We can’t all be Semen Fenton (Senegalese pronunciation), but we can take a leaf from his book and get out there and walk a little on the wild side. Because Simon Fenton certainly has taken life by the balls, and better still, he has the gift of being able to communicate it. It’s still a long way off; he’s young, but I assure you that when his time is up, Simon will be able to slip away in peace, because he has lived a real life and rejoiced in the fabulous and varied wonders of the world. And it’s a comforting thought, to be able to die easy.

			There’s a whole genre of this sort of book, and they are written by people who are blessed by curiosity and daring and a healthy disdain for the conventional way…and cursed perhaps, by Vermittlungsdrang (sometimes only a German word will do, and in this case it means “urge to communicate”). Fenton does the Vermittlung well; his style is easy and his experiences irresistibly fascinating…and you like him…and you like even more Khady, his wonderful Senegalese wife, who is the kingpin of the whole shebang.

			The genre – self-help, travel, lifestyle – it’s all of these and yet none of these, but good, anyway – is there for inspiration. It worked for me: I was inspired back in my time by Laurie Lee, Gerald Brenan, Paddy Leigh-Fermor, and having read them and others, made decisions in my life according to what I had learned from their books, and it stood me in good stead.

			So go on, read the book, and then act upon it. You could start by checking out the Little Baobab, Khady and Simon’s guest house in the Casamance. I would certainly do it myself, except that I would have to miss my favourite television programme.

			Chris Stewart
El Valero, August 2016
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			As with my first book, although one or two names have been changed and minor modifications of chronology made, everything in this book did happen. However, interpretations, and indeed misinterpretations, are my own. For explanations of unfamiliar words not explained within the text, please refer to the glossary at the back of the book. 

			Oh, and anyone of a delicate disposition might prefer to skip the fourth chapter.

		

	
		
			The Heart of Lightness

			
			I’m driving down the smugglers’ route with Omar. We pass through the forest, down from the Gambia to Abéné, across the border in Senegal. After weeks in England it’s exhilarating to speed through mile after mile of vivid green forest and lakes of mud through which Kermit, my fluorescent green Land Rover, slithers and slides. As we cross an open patch of land, I spot two large birds pecking at the ground. 

			They’re huge – perhaps a metre tall each. Omar screeches to a halt, leaps out and runs towards them, flapping his arms and squawking like a bird himself. The two birds, Abyssinian ground hornbills, start running, then take off, and I see a flash of white beneath their black wings as they only just clear the trees. Bemusedly, for I thought I’d heard it all by now, I ask a slightly breathless Omar what’s going on. 

			“Simon, this bird is very special to the Diola people and we always make it fly if we see one; otherwise we will have bad luck.” 

			Not long after, I was sitting on the roadside while my Land Rover was being fixed. It was nearly finished when I felt a large splat on my leg. Africans aren’t the only ones with bird-related superstitions…

			Back in Abéné, I go to see my African mother, Diatou. She will often explain the finer points of Diola culture to me and I want to check if hornbills held any deeper meanings for the Diola; they don’t – or if they do, she isn’t telling. 

			“But Simon, don’t you remember when we went to Ziguinchor with Tom?”

			Of course I remembered that trip. Khady and I had taken a car with Diatou and her late husband Tom, who had died while we were there. Then Khady and I had taken a bus back, and it had crashed en route, nearly killing us both. 

			“Well, we saw that bird on the way there and I told the driver to stop, but he just carried on.” 

			We’d neglected to chase hornbills that day, and seemingly paid the price. 

			Over the coming months, when I experience tropical illness, near death, voodoo madness and seriously question my own sanity, I find myself wondering if I should have joined Omar and chased them today.

			I arrive back in Abéné with fresh eyes, following a two-month absence. I feel a renewed sense of wonder and recognition of the place as my true paradise after the harshness of the Sahara, the bleakness of the Sahel, the freezing cold of Europe and the workaholism of England. Once again I’ve travelled overland from Europe to Senegal, but unlike the funk I’d been in the first time, I am joyful about returning to Africa, to Khady and my children. Even the Mauritanian iron-ore train, a two-mile-long goods wagon where I froze and was sandblasted while being chucked around for hours on end, couldn’t wipe the grin off my face. 

			I have never felt surer that this is where I want to be. My family is safe and healthy and happy, and so am I. To think how different my life could have turned out if I had not crossed the Sahara five years ago, so unaware of what lay ahead... Now I feel clear. I have jumped and a net has appeared. I have met someone special. I have started a family. I have bought some land and started to build and run the Little Baobab, an eco guest house and tour business. I have friends, and I feel part of something meaningful at last. 
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			Gulliver is waiting by the gate as I arrive home. He is barefoot in a pair of shorts, and eating rice from an old plastic bowl. When he sees me he puts the bowl on his head, but for the next few days he won’t let go of me, clinging on day and night. Although speaking mainly Diola, he remembers his English, now referring to himself in the third person as “the monkey boy”. 

			After a joyful reunion with Khady and the extended family, I set off again; I want to re-acquaint myself immediately with the village and its people. This is still a dry spring heat, bearable despite the temperature. In fact, pleasant, for me, as my body has not yet forgotten the chill of England. 

			I follow narrow sandy lanes where the cows and goats roam free. When Gulliver walks here with me he shouts the names of all the trees with the same excitement as if he’s been given sweets: “Mango! Cashew! Palm!”

			The children next door are excited to see me and cry out “toubab,” “Simon,” or “Daddy,” a term I’ve become known as locally. They run out to follow me, a blur of bare feet, dusty skin and snotty faces, shrieking, then beating a hasty retreat when I stop or move to approach them. Who needs the kankurang when I’m around?

			I pass the local shop, where Barrie, a tall thin man, invariably in a boubou, greets me. Today he’s with a friend and they call out some extra words in Fula, their language. I don’t understand a single word and, for all I know, he’s shouting “salad” at me. Probably not though, as all conversations follow pretty much the same pattern: 

			“Assalaamu alaykum or bonjour or hello or kassumei or nagadef”

			“How are you?” 

			“Kokobo (Fine).” 

			“How’s your family?”

			“Kokobo.” 

			“How’s your house?”

			“Kokobo.” 

			“How are you?”(Again.) 

			“Kokobo.” (Still.) 

			“How’s Khady?” 

			“Kokobo.” 

			“How are you?” 

			“Kokobo.”

			“Where’s Khady?” 

			“Om bo sindeye (at home).” 

			“How are the little ones?” 

			“Kokobo.” 

			“Where are they?” 

			“Om bo sindeye.” 

			“How are you?” 

			“Kokobo.” (Still.)

			“Where are you going?” 

			“Village.”

			“Kermit oh mey?” (No one can understand why I’d walk when I have a vehicle).

			“Om bo sindey – Leggy leggy (I go right now).“

			“Ça va?” 

			By this point I’ve gone.

			Sometimes this seems to go on forever, with plenty of ‘ça va’s thrown in during conversational lulls. I’ve noticed that often people will declare your name out of the blue, joyfully. I’ll be sitting, staring into the middle distance, surrounded by people, and someone will heartily declare “Simon!” I think this shows that they remember your name, but perhaps more importantly, it’s an acknowledgement that you are there; a sign of respect. 

			Opposite the shop is a tiny mosque, just a simple banku room with water jugs outside, a zinc corrugated roof and a loudspeaker. The only time I hear the sunrise call to prayer is when we have guests, during which times it always seems to boom louder – at earsplitting volumes. There was a phase when they broadcast religious lectures on the radio over the distorted loudspeaker, usually between about 6am and 7am. I fantasised about visiting in the middle of the night to cut the wires, but in the end I realised that I’m the one who has to fit in. 

			Ironically, the house next door to the mosque is of the Balanta tribe – Christians from Guinea Bissau – and is it is a dagga, a drinking den. Occasionally I’ll stop by to drink cadeau, fermented cashew fruit juice, from empty mayonnaise jars. At about 10p for two litres, it’s affordable, and although it tastes like regurgitated pineapple juice, I rather like it. Swedish visitors, clearly of the glass-half-full disposition, declared it to taste like sherry, which will probably make for a better marketing campaign. This time I cry “aye lama lama” (cheers) to the motley collection of drunk rasta boys and continue on my way. 

			Beyond this house is a small dwelling belonging to the chief of our sector, which is named “Tranquil.” Aside from the mosque, it is. He’s a serious-looking old man, always in a boubou and skull cap, often teaching the Quran to a gaggle of kids clutching their wooden prayer boards. He also digs wells. 

			There’s a track leading down to the village centre through a forest of cashew trees. It’s cool and pretty. I pass Bert’s house. He bought land recently and has built a roundhouse of mud, decorated artistically with shells and bits of kembo wood. Bert is the Dutch artist and a former Mickey Mouse at Disneyland, who paints the covers of my books. You meet all sorts in Abéné. He’s not there, so I carry on, passing a few banku huts and a field of cows, and finally reaching the main street by a shack where Bouba repairs motorcycles, and a Mauritanian, called – like seemingly every Mauritanian man I know – Mohammed, runs a general store, which sells all the same stuff as all the other mostly Mauritanian stores staffed by Mohammeds. 

			Sacks of rice, sugar and onions, plastic containers of oil, sachets of tomato purée, bread spread (the local margarine that lasts forever without refrigeration and tastes furry; I prefer to go without), mayonnaise, sticks of tapalapa and so on. Tapa-lapa-tapa-lapa goes the sound as they pound the dough of these French-style baguettes. Outside, a couple of women stir peanuts, which grow like weeds here, in a sand-filled cauldron over a fire, while another spreads out old secondhand clothes to sell. This is where your charity bag donations end up. 

			Opposite is a bar decorated with gaudy crocodiles and palm trees sculpted from cement. Our gardener Fakeba’s friend ”Family” made this and has threatened to make us concrete crocodiles and other animals for our garden. 

			I walk past, towards Lipali’s quincaillerie, where some of our building materials were bought. Outside, Lipali, a tall friendly man, chats with Omar the driver and Fitty Futta over cups of attaya, the strong sweet local tea. Fitty Futta (try saying that after a few beers) is a friend of Khady’s, and often does odd jobs for us, although he does have a tendency to shout about everything and just be ever so slightly annoying for no discernible reason. 

			We exchange greetings and I tell them about my newspaper articles advertising Abéné. They’re very happy, and flick through my first book, smiling at the pictures and pointing out those they know. Lipali tells me his shop is my home and I am welcome any time to eat, drink or “blah blah”. 

			Everyone is greeting me: “Simon. Où est Khady?” and so on. I always find myself humming The Who’s “Who are you? Who, who...who, who...” It’s so easy for them; they can easily remember the names of the handful of toubabs living here. About 3,000 people know my name but I can’t possibly remember all of theirs. Well, it could be 2,000, or perhaps 4,000, who know my name. I could just go out and count, then insert the correct number, but that’s a bit too much effort.

			The sense of community is strong, and although it’s easy to be cynical and wonder about people’s motivations, it feels natural enough. On a recent visit to a local nightclub, before I’d reached the bar I’d high-fived and fist-bumped half the guys in the village. I love living in a place where everyone knows each other’s name. 

			At a row of ladies stirring, frying and serving from pots on fires at the roadside I speak to Fanta, then Farmatta and then yet another Binta. If I forget the name, I can usually say Binta, Khady, Mariama or Fatou, by which time I’ve covered 90% of Senegalese women. It’s the same for men. If I walk into a busy place and shout Lamin or Moussa, half the blokes will turn round. 

			Then I hear a cry: “Hey, Big Man!”

			“Petit Homme!” I call back to Cherif, Khady’s cousin and one of the largest guys in town. He’s a djembe drum teacher and runs the Makou bar. A lot of people call me big man. I may be six-foot tall, but I’m not that big. Although a year or two ago I may have been mildly offended, I’ve now discovered that the big man has power and commands respect. They’re not referring specifically to size. 

			He enquires after my health, as I’d been sick last time we met: “How is de body?” 

			I enquire after Simon, his son, named after yours truly. All is good. 

			Meanwhile, we are surrounded by kids, all bearing baskets on their heads, selling things: “Peanuts?” “Cashews?” “Mandarin?” “Fataya?” and so on. 

			“Never buy food from people you don’t know,” Khady has warned me. “They might poison you, or cast a spell. Do you know women can add something to make you fall in love with them?” She has told me what, though she made me promise not to say, but it has put me off buying from strangers, and includes body parts that would stick in the teeth. I don’t tend to eat out too often. 

			As a toubab in West Africa, you don’t have to possess physical beauty or youth to attract the attention of someone who could probably have a career as a supermodel in the west. Even in remote Chinguetti, Mauritania, I’ve been approached. 

			A beautiful desert girl wearing a brightly patterned robe and headdress took me by the arm and, when no one was around, pulled me in close enough to feel her firm body, so close that I felt intoxicated by her musky perfume and could see tiny beads of sweat on her brow as she breathed sensually. 

			“Where’s your wife?” 

			“In Senegal.”

			 “No wife in Mauritania? Now you have one.”

			Well, I say, I hadn’t expected that in the seventh holiest city of Islam.

			Even now, several years after arrival, I was still regularly accosted by Binta, whom I affectionately think of as the “jiggy-jiggy woman.” She still maintains that, as she saw me before I met Khady, she commands some kind of right over me, but that doesn’t stop her chatting up every male toubab new in town. The other girls of Abéné, knowing and respecting Khady, tend to keep their distance, but further afield is a different story.
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			I pass the hospital where Gulliver was born and then see Papis’ shack with its motley collection of trinkets, although I’ve never seen him actually sell anything. He greets me, handing over a USB stick. Papis is one of the few people here who likes Western music – and not just the obvious stuff; he’s got very eclectic tastes, having spent time in Paris. “Have you got any Nirvana or Massive Attack?” he asks. 

			Next door is Dukou’s new restaurant. She’s Bert’s wife, and runs this while he’s busy building his house. There’s an outdoor area fenced off with creotine, a kind of woven basket-like material used to make walls. There’s no one there and when I enter, a monkey tethered to the bar stares back. I demand a drink but it doesn’t understand, so on I go. 

			A young guy with dreads and dark glasses, large, scowling but looking very cool, approaches. I don’t recognise him and avoid his stare. I can spot a “bumster” at 20 paces, but he veers towards me.

			“How is de holiday?”

			“What holiday?” That baffles him. 

			“I is Skippy innit,” he says in a Gambian-London accent, pulling out cheap plastic rasta bracelets and trying to force one upon me. It’s a common tactic to give something cheap that you probably don’t want, in order to make you feel guilty and buy something else. 

			As a middle-class English white boy, I guess it’s an instinctive response to feel threatened by African men. Whatever the reality, years of media propaganda of angry guys waving machetes, of black youth crime in London and so on have conditioned me, rightly or wrongly, to feel that. In all of my years in Asia, I never really felt threatened, even when I was shaken down at knife-point in a Shanghai night club. I was a foot taller than the average guy for a start. But, in Africa it’s different: body language, the physical size of people, facial expressions, conversations that are often shouted and, predominantly, the aforementioned media-induced preconceptions. Of course, it’s mostly nonsense, and the moment you smile, the big scary guy breaks into a heart-warming grin and turns out to be a big softie. 

			Although I never normally feel danger in Abéné, a tourist was recently robbed at knife-point by an outsider. Skippy is a big guy, and I feel slightly anxious, deciding skulduggery may be afoot, so quickly push on as he declares me a bad man for not wanting to talk. 

			Another dreadlocked rasta is approaching on his motorbike, this time a paler, toubab one. Miguel is a Portuguese dude who runs a permaculture project in nearby Kafountine. In fact, the Portuguese have long had an impact on African agriculture, having introduced maize and manioc in the 16th century. 

			Still in his late twenties, Miguel has spent the best part of a decade in Africa, running a bar just inside the Guinea Bissau border for several years and then starting up a number of permaculture gardens. We discuss a film I’d made of his recent performance. As well as DJ-ing and gardening, Miguel is a reggae drummer (of course) and recently performed at Abéné’s second biggest night of the year. 

			The biggest is New Year’s Eve, when several thousand people from across Senegal, along with tourists, congregate upon the beach for what have been some of the best parties of my life. The second biggest is the 11 May celebration, the anniversary of Bob Marley’s death, when every bar, nightclub and sound system in Abéné kicks off. Miguel’s band, the African Roots Rockers, performed, while a variety of guys got up and sang Bob’s greatest hits to an ecstatic crowd. Although my film could never capture the intensity of the performance, I was pleased with the result and promised to give Miguel a copy.

			I call in to see a pal. Soulyman is a dreadlocked mamapara (stilt dancer) who may win the prize for friendliest chap in Abéné. He is out and has chalked upon the wall of his house, “I’ve gone to a village to watch football. See you down the road.” I pick a piece of charcoal from the fire and leave my message on the wall. A standard method of communication in these parts. 

			I see a broken-down quad bike by the side of the road. I know it belongs to my friend Deanne. I’m no longer the only Brit in the village year-round. Deanne, of Anglo-Ghanian heritage, radiates love, and seemingly lives either to help people or to fix her quad bike (a bit like me with Kermit). She’s not there, but I’m prompted to visit her soon as we regularly exchange films, seeds and plants. 

			There’s another local bar where I stop for a refreshment but they don’t have any drinks, according to the large lethargic lady who has yet to attend a customer-service training workshop. On I go.

			I’m glad I do, as I bump into one of my best friends. Crazy Jack is the bighearted Dutch man who has built a rather wonderful house in the jungle and an equally wonderful school for the local kids, balancing his time down here with truck-driving in Northern Europe to feed the coffers. He also has a rather amusing name that never fails to make me giggle.

			“Simon, let me tell you, my name, Jack Wijnker, is pronounced Jaques Vanker but I wanted to Anglicise it when travelling, so I named myself Jack Wanker. I had no idea what this meant but I noticed the English were very happy people. They were always laughing when they met me. Simon, I am proud to be a Wanker. My Grandfather was a Wanker, my father was a Wanker, I am a Wanker and my children are little Wankers.” 

			Moving on, I pass Wassolon’s drum shop, Gerard’s restaurant, Yula’s hardware store, Serin Fall’s car workshop (a greasy patch of earth and a few old wrecks under a mango tree), the Nelson Mandela English/French school, José the Spaniard’s restaurant, another Lamin who mends shoes, Raoul the Fula with his small general store, the djibiterie where they grill lamb, and where I’ve often been tempted to try the ‘cow foot and empty chips’, Ortos who makes wooden furniture under a tree, countless lads selling art for tourists, often made from old mobile phones, oil cans and other junk, my friend Bass the tailor and more, more, many more. Each wants me to stop and run through the greeting outlined above, which is why I often cycle or take Kermit. And if I’m with Khady she’ll chat for ages with each. It can take us an hour or two to walk the one kilometre to the beach. 

			An old man on a bicycle beckons me over. With a conspiratorial wink he opens a bag strapped to a rack over the back wheel. I glance in to see a flash of green and, heart racing with excitement, hand over my cash. It’s not a common crop in these parts and for the first time in a year here, I have myself some courgettes. 

			Local tastes are very conservative and Khady won’t touch them, so I’m now thinking about whether to chop them up with tomatoes and whip up a ratatouille-type concoction, or grill them slowly over the fire with a little salt, pepper and olive oil. Mmm, my mouth’s watering at the thought. It’s these simple pleasures that make me happy. Happier in fact than when I have everything easily available in supermarkets or to buy at the click of a button. The struggle to find things sure makes you appreciate them more. 

			Before reaching the beach, I take a left turn down a track past Cherif’s Makou bar and on towards the bolong, a low area that turns into a swamp during the rainy season. Bert was once wading across this and thought he saw a crocodile, which turned out to be a log, so we all had a good laugh. There’s usually plenty of birds to be seen and it’s a pretty spot, only a couple of hundred metres from our place. I continue up, back into the shade of cashews and along the track to our house. As I approach, I hear the cries of “Daddy”. Not only Gulliver, but Fakeba, our young Gambian gardener. They’re together, putting mulch around the flowers. Everyone calls me Daddy, even Fakeba’s father, who must be in his 60s. 

			The new cat, Marina, tangles around my feet, and little Gulliver runs towards me, tripping as he approaches, but so excited that he forgets to cry, and leaps into my arms. Khady, who is pulling water out of the well, declares I’m a “salty homme” and sends me to the shower. When I finish she is ladling a broth of vegetables and fish into a bowl. It’s delicious; like an African version of French bouillabaisse. 

			I feel very at home on my land, and sometimes even find myself forgetting how life was back in England. The odd things become normalised until I am reminded by guests fresh from Europe that perhaps it’s not typical for chickens to jump up on the table as we eat. Or that to transport a cow along with ourselves in a canoe is not a normal state of affairs. Or that a driver kicking you to indicate that the car is about to leave and you need to get in is an acceptable level of customer service. Or that tomato ketchup is a satisfactory base sauce for a pizza. 

			I sit down on my verandah and look out to the purple sunset and the silhouettes of my palm trees, gazing as intently as if I were watching television, while eating a homegrown guava the size of a large grapefruit, surrounded by my people and a deep tranquility. 

			As darkness falls, we do as man has done for millennia, and sit by the fire, alternating staring into the flames with looking up at the incredible starlit sky. Africans don’t put their kids to bed early; everyone just lives to the rhythm of the day, as we’re not bound to the nine-to-five lifestyle. Often there is a little drumming, when Khady and the kids will dance. Gulliver takes after me with his natural rhythms, whereas Alfie has a more unique dancing style, like his mother. (Or should that be the other way around?)

			Life in Africa is, for me at least, sweet, and for the time being I’ve forgotten about those hornbills.

		

	
		
			Teranga: Feeling at Home

			
			Teranga is a word you hear a lot in Senegal, a Wolof word, meaning hospitality or welcoming generosity. It’s one of the many things that makes Senegal so special in my eyes, and is at the core of the culture. 

			When Khady cooks, she prepares a large bowl of rice with fish and sauce, which our staff, kids and various hangers-on crouch around to eat with their hands. If we happen to have a carpenter doing a job, a taxi driver has dropped someone off or somebody is wandering past – even a stranger – then they are beckoned over to join in. That’s teranga. 

			When the choicest morsels are flicked in my direction on the plate, that’s teranga.

			When I rock up in a remote village and the Chief sends out for drinks and makes up beds without even asking if I need a place to stay, that’s teranga. 

			Value isn’t measured by how much you have, but by how much you give. That’s teranga.

			It’s one reason I love living here, although I must admit that when Fitty Futta just happens to turn up exactly as we’re serving dinner every night for weeks on end, my toubab side shines through, and I can’t help wondering where teranga ends and urinal extraction begins. I suppose, as an Englishman, I feel making others welcome must ultimately have its limits – so that we can make ourselves fully at home, perhaps. It’s been tough enough work making this home for ourselves...

			My garden is blooming, the sea is warm, the food fresh, the teranga overwhelming and, as always in Abéné, the drums beat night and day. I have arrived back just in time for Gulliver’s third birthday, so we bake a lemon cake in our mud oven. It is a beautiful day.

			Neighbours with drums show up and start dancing, then stay on through the evening. Gulliver wows us all on the dance floor, before running scared from the mamapara, a masked stilt dancer who unsuccessfully tries to whisk him up for a bird’s eye view of our land. 

			Gulliver is no longer the only little baobab in town though. Alphaseyne Harry Fenton, or Alfie, joined us during the previous rainy season. On a particularly hot and oppressively humid day, Khady declared during breakfast that she thought we’d better go to the hospital. I got up with a start, only to be told to sit down and finish my coffee. 

			Later on there was a huge crack of thunder, a massive downpour of rain, the lights went out, and out popped Alfie. At more than 4kg, he was big, so everyone had been telling us there would be twins. They did the same with my first son, Gulliver. As Khady lay exhausted, I was left peering at her deflated belly wondering where the other baby was. 

			My job was to fan her as her aunt brought food and water and fussed around as, typically for an African hospital, it is the family’s responsibility to organise food, bedding and so on. The nurses were competent, although not exactly blessed with a bedside manner, and the power cut was also typical. But there was a back-up battery and it was no big deal. This is Africa. 

			Alfie is growing fast, and started walking at seven months. He has a beautiful smile and a happy nature, and beeps and buzzes like a little unstoppable, indestructible robot, always busy and constantly both delighting and exhausting us. When Soulyman the mamapara gives up trying to lift Gulliver, Alfie has no such qualms about being scooped up, and is not in the least bit fazed. 

			I really enjoy spending time with Gulliver now that he is talking, running around and forming a headstrong little character. The monkey boy is a happy boy and, by the time he was three, he was already speaking English, French, Diola, Mandinka and Wolof. I take him and Alfie to the beach several times a week and Gulliver is becoming more confident in the waves, having swum with me since he was six weeks old. One day we saw an older French lady enter the ocean.

			“Look Daddy – toubab!” said Gulliver. 

			“What am I?”

			“You’re a daddy-bab.”

			“And what are you?”

			“I’m the Gulliver,” he said, diving back into the waves, laughing. 

			There are many comedy moments. One day he ran towards me crying “Foo koff! Foo koff!” I was about to get angry with someone for teaching him that when Khady saw my surprise and said, “But don’t you know? Foo koff is Diola for ‘head’.” It turned out he’d scratched his head and it was buco-buco (painful). 

			The kids are free-range, climbing trees, playing in the sand and worrying our guests when they sit too close to the fire. They’ve grown up with fire and animals. There are plenty of eyes watching them and yes, occasionally they get a minor burn, but that’s how they learn.

			Along with the children, there are also the animals. Life for pets in Africa tends to the tough. Our first four dogs, Toubab, Scrappy, Mango and Bandit, were all either stolen or succumbed to snakes or unknown illnesses, but Ketchup has been going strong for more than a year. Incidentally, the name is my spelling of his traditional Diola name, which sounds something like “Cachup”. He’s a friendly chap, and I often drag him around the village on a leash, which he strains at to give chase to monkeys and lizards. We were also given a kitten, which Gulliver named Marina, after one of our English friends. She in turn went on to have kittens and we kept one, Bruce the Moose. Moose is the Wolof word for cat. And “cat” is the Diola word for “stop.” 

			“Gulliver, cat!” 

			It’s all very confusing. 

			The cats eat only leftovers but they are in good condition and we haven’t seen a mouse since their arrival. In addition, we still have chickens, albeit an uncountable number. Khady usually knows how many and occasionally we will eat fresh eggs for breakfast. Only occasionally though, as the feed quality is low in protein. 

			“We need to feed them eggs if we want them to give us eggs,” says Fakeba, our young Gambian gardener. That, to me, seems to defeat the object. 
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			I’m soon settled back into a routine, getting up in the morning to water and tend the garden with Fakeba before the heat builds up, or I’m attacked by mosquitos or tsetse flies or baffe, the prickly bush that is everywhere and can cause a dull ache for days if it stabs you, which it regularly does. Luckily we don’t get too many dangerous creatures like snakes on our land... 

			...Well, there were a couple of puff adders we found while clearing the bush. Unlike most serpents, they stay put when they hear you coming – and will bite – but you have a day or so to get the antidote, so no worries. Then there was the two-metre-long skin shed by a python that I found not long after moving here. I also mustn’t forget the green mamba in the kitchen. Oh, and the black cobra in the toilet. Then there was the unidentified blue and red striped snake...but apart from these, we don’t really get too many snakes... 

			
			[image: ]
			

			Little by little we have been developing our house, our land and our lives. I say little by little, but actually we have achieved a remarkable amount in just a few years in which, between us, we’ve built five houses, raised two children, developed a travel business, travelled around, written and published two books, and much more. The secret of such productivity? I don’t have an internet connection at home. 

			We’ve made a château – a water tower into which we pump water from the well. This then feeds into the tap, shower and toilets. Running water may be a human right in the West, but here in Senegal it’s still not a given. After several years of bucket showers, turning that tap on for the first time was a ‘wow’ moment. 

			We try to reduce our living costs by living as self-sufficiently as possible: I don’t have any utility bills; the fruit trees are coming along nicely; we have some modest vegetable success and, as the garden develops, I hope to produce more and more of our own food.

			Our garden and forest areas have been coming on very well over the past couple of years, although it’s always one step forwards and two steps back. Fakeba and I work hard for months and everything is flourishing, then heavy rains or a break-in goat destroy our crops. It’s harsh, and there’s little respite from the sun that kills some plants, the desert-like dry-season aridity or the trench-like mud-bath of the rains. We provide teranga to the monkeys, squirrels, wild cats and other creatures who pop in for their fill of ripe fruit and vegetables. It can be heartbreaking to find your entire aubergine crop eaten after months of careful watering. 

			My philosophy has been to try to keep everything as natural as possible, and to combine the practical with aesthetics, so I mix fruit trees, vegetables and medicinal plants alongside pretty flowers and plants. I don’t like straight lines in the garden and wanted to avoid its looking like an orchard, preferring to develop what I call a “forest garden”. 

			I have been battling with Fakeba, who has a tendency to follow the traditional agricultural methods, ploughing the same sections every year, then planting maize and beans – to little effect, as the soil nutrients are long since depleted. He works hard but is none too eager to heed my advice.

			“Fakeba, you did this last year and we didn’t have any corn growing.”
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