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  A participant in full body paint at the Mount Hagen Festival in Papua New Guinea, where more than 50 tribes from the Western Highland Province gather for a sing-sing and perform traditional dances and songs.
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  Horsemanship skills are a highlight at the annual Shoton Festival in Tibet. Originally, a religious observance dating back to the 11th century, the Shoton Festival now incorporates a rich tapestry of Tibetan traditional and cultural activities.


  
[image: Title Page of Around the World in 500 Festivals]



  [image: images]

  Introduction

  I must confess to a touch of personal bias in this book: the Weston-super-Mare carnival—part of England’s West Country Carnival circuit, of which the Bridgwater Carnival was and still is the main event—was the first festival I ever went to. I can still remember as a young child watching open mouthed as each of the massive illuminated floats passed by. I have vivid memories of standing by the side of the road, usually in West Country drizzle, bathed in the waves of noise from the music and the heat from countless light bulbs that provided a brief respite from the winter cold. As a family we would attend every year and be treated to a hot dog. Once the last float had passed, everyone ran for their cars like the start of the Le Mans 24 Hours race in an attempt to avoid the monster traffic jam on the way out of town.

  It seemed so extraordinary and so impossibly glamorous that I was totally hooked. It was a festival that gave me my first significant published work in a magazine, too (‘Venice Carnival’, Ritz Newspaper, 1988). When the publisher asked if I knew anyone who could write a story I volunteered in a fit of bravado, which set me falteringly on my path to becoming a writer. Since then I have travelled to as many festivals as possible.

  I started going in the ‘here-be-dragons’ days, when guidebooks barely mentioned festivals, and if they did it was in desultory fashion, more in the spirit of warning people that they might be inconvenienced by the crowds or by the lack of accommodation. Yet like the people of the West Country running for their cars, I went anyway and made the most of the inconvenience and hardships, just so that I could experience the magic. Now, festivals are in vogue, attendances are up and many of the celebrations in this book have their own official Facebook pages.

  Since the days of the West Country carnival, I have run with bulls (or more accurately run from bulls) many times, bathed in the Ganges with millions of pilgrims, got drenched at Lao New Year and drunk too much rice wine and fell in a ditch seeing in the Lisu New Year. I have dodged a yak at the Korzok Gustor in Ladakh, and danced with Gypsies at the Pèlerinage des Gitans, along with countless other exploits that often left me somewhat battered and bruised, but in no way chastened by the experience.

  Why am I so attracted by festivals? To me they represent the best time to visit a destination. Festivals characterize so many places. Flick through a rack of postcards in almost any city in the world and the majority of images will be of its main festival: in Venice you can’t avoid the Carnevale, in Pamplona everything seems to revolve around the Fiesta, and Rio is all about the Carnaval. During festival time people seem more alive, more engaged, often spending much of the year in anticipation of these few days of intense activity. I remember speaking to some young locals at their village fiesta in Spain. They worked in Madrid and said that they could be away for Christmas or birthdays, but if they didn’t go home for the fiesta they were in big trouble with their families. A friend who lived in Pamplona maintains that if someone misses two fiestas in a row they aren’t considered a local anymore.

  For many of the religious festivals included here, people might plan and save for months, years or even a whole lifetime to attend. Driven by great faith to travel vast distances, enduring privations and often spending large amounts of money, pilgrims appear to team up like ants when viewed from a distance. Yet, up close, a pilgrimage is a collection of unique individuals driven by their own hopes and dreams. Talking to pilgrims and appreciating just how much going to a festival means to them is a humbling experience, even for a hardened old cynic like me.

  To create this book we first had to agree on what actually constitutes a festival. By our definition we were only interested in festivals with some cultural significance, with a tradition or history, or that have evolved from historical or cultural events. Commercial events, like the jazz, food or shopping festivals dreamed up by hyperactive PR consultants or brainstormed by tourist boards, were instantly dismissed. We have selected festivals that actually have a true connection with a place and that are unique in some way. A few may have had inauspicious commercial origins, but have since been taken over by the populace and developed an identity of their own.

  Wherever possible, we wanted festivals that are held at a particular location, rather than vague national celebrations, so the only mention of Christmas, for example, is at Bethlehem, where it all began. As this is essentially a travel book, we also only wanted to select festivals that are open to anyone, and so have not included events that can only be attended by one particular community, such as the Muslim Hajj.

  Of course, I haven’t actually been to all the festivals in this book. Going to all the carnivals included here would take over forty years, travelling to one a year. Attending many festivals has given me experience in festival spotting—researching an event and deciding if it’s worth going to. Some people will disagree with my selection, be horrified at the omission of their favourite, consider some a little too light-hearted and others too cruel to be included, but I think this list goes a long way towards illustrating the extraordinary diversity in the ways we celebrate our cultural and historical heritages. Certainly, my own personal bucket list of festivals that I am planning to visit has grown significantly. If this book has the same effect on the readers, and encourages them to throw caution to the wind and seek out some of the amazing celebrations I’ve included, then I will consider it a success.

  
    A NOTE ON DATES

    Because many festivals are set by local custom or lunar calendars which do not correspond to the Western solar year, their dates can vary widely. For current dates please check with the local tourist authorities.

    Festivals may sometimes not be held for a number of years. This might be the result of wars and international conflicts, legal or civil restrictions or more local issues. Where we expect that this is likely to be a temporary situation, we have still included them in the listing. Please check before making any travel plans.
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  An exuberance of colour and costumes, sound and dance marks the street parades at the Trinidad and Tobago Carnival.

  AFRICA >> EAST AFRICA

  > ETHIOPIA

  MASKAL

  Addis Ababa

  Bright yellow Maskal daisies carpet the city squares on Maskal day, when Ethiopian Orthodox Christians traditionally celebrate St Helena’s reputed discovery in AD 326 of the True Cross upon which Christ was allegedly crucified. The faithful converge on city squares to light a bonfire commemorating the saint’s vision of a trail of smoke that led her to the True Cross. Splendid ceremonial processions of priests and choirboys, ornately dressed in gold-embroidered vestments, circle the pyre before enthusiastic crowds. As the sun sets, torchbearers draw close to light the bonfires, where celebrations continue until dawn.

  Where: City squares, especially Maskal Square, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

  When: 27 September (28 September on leap years)

  

  TIMKAT

  Gondar

  Every January huge and happy crowds of Ethiopian Orthodox Christians gather in Gondar to celebrate the feast of Epiphany by commemorating Christ’s baptism in the River Jordan. On the eve of Timkat, which means ‘baptism’ in Amharic, a replica of the Ark of the Covenant—a casket described in the Book of Exodus—is carefully wrapped in crimson cloth and borne in procession from the royal enclosure to the royal baths. Priests clad in rich vestments lead the procession of pilgrims bearing candles and bamboo crosses. At dawn the water is blessed and sprinkled on the faithful, who are invited to immerse themselves in the pool for a second baptism. Many leap in and splash around joyfully. After a day of singing, dancing and feasting, a lively carnival procession returns the Ark to its sanctuary.

  Where: Gondar, Ethiopia

  When: 19 January (20 January on leap years)

  

  > KENYA

  MAULID

  Lamu Island

  The tropical island of Lamu comes alive every February with spiritual festivities that draw Muslims from across Kenya to celebrate the birth of the Prophet Mohammed on the 12th day of Rabi-al-Awal (the third month in the Islamic calendar). From sunset until dawn the next day, the faithful pray, sing and chant praises of the Prophet. During the last week of Rabi-al-Awal, the National Museums of Kenya stage fairground-style entertainments and community-building events, from tug-of-war to donkey races. On the final day, men congregate for prayers at the city cemetery, then stroll back along the ancient seafront, reciting religious poems.

  Where: Lamu Island, Kenya

  When: 12th day of Rabi-al-Awal (3rd month of the Muslim calendar)

  

  > MADAGASCAR

  FAMADIHANA

  Central Highlands

  The Malagasy have their own special way of keeping family ties. Every seven years, the bones of the razana (ancestors) are taken from their crypts, cleaned and wrapped in a fresh shroud before appearing as the guests of honour at a party held in their name. The gatherings, which can last several days, are lively affairs with feasting and tomb-side music. Some family members even dance with the shrouded razana. The ancient ritual of famadihana, or bone-turning, dating back almost 400 years, is believed to bring good fortune to the surviving family members. Today, though, the custom is apparently declining due to the cost of silk shrouds and lavish feasts.

  Where: Central Highlands, Madagascar

  When: June to September

  

  > MAURITIUS

  MAHASHIVRATREE

  Gango Talao (Grand Bassain)

  A magical night festival glowing with candlelight, the Great Night of the Shiva draws the mainly Hindu population of Mauritius to the Temple of Shiva, overlooking the Ganga Talao. After travelling many miles, more than 400,000 white-clad pilgrims converge on the holy lake, bearing little wooden arches decorated with mirrors, paper and flowers. At the lake, devotees perform pujas (acts of worship), such as bathing in the sacred waters and immersing Shiva lingams—phallic-like stones, symbolizing divine energy. As night falls, the lake glows with the lights and colours of myriad candles and flowers, set afloat as offerings to Shiva.

  Where: Ganga Talao (Grand Bassain), Mauritius

  When: February to early March

  

  > SEYCHELLES

  CREOLE FESTIVAL

  Victoria

  If you think that the Seychelles are just about beaches, then this lively celebration of all things creole will change your mind. For generations the Seychelles have welcomed diverse cultural influences from around the Indian Ocean, which have produced a unique Seychellois identity, regarded by the islanders themselves as ‘creole’ or mixed. Reflecting their rich cosmopolitan heritage, the Creole Festival bills itself as the oldest pan-creole event in the world. With dance and music, fashion and food fairs, it certainly offers an exciting medley of Seychellois culture and customs, crafts and cuisine.

  Where: Victoria, Seychelles

  When: The last week of October
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  Ethiopian drummers line up for the religious procession to the royal baths during Timkat, the Ethiopian Orthodox celebration of Epiphany.

  > TANZANIA

  MWAKA KOGWA

  Zanzibar

  There are many ways to settle scores before the start of the New Year: negotiation, conciliation, forgiveness, even a fist fight. The people of Makunduchi on Zanzibar have been staging a mock fight for more than 1,500 years. The male fighters used to swing clubs for the ceremonial contest, but now hit each other with banana stems in a ritual punch-up that is meant to clear the air before the New Year. While the battle warms up, the womenfolk stroll around singing songs, some of which poke gentle fun at the fighting men. Once the battlers have worked any rivalries out of their system, the local shaman sets fire to a hut to bring good luck—a cue for the women to prepare a large banquet where guests are welcomed before everyone heads off to dance.

  Where: Makunduchi, Zanzibar

  When: Four days around the 3rd week of July

  

  >> NORTH AFRICA

  > EGYPT

  MOULID OF SAYYID AHMED AL-BEDAWI

  Tanta

  The quiet Muslim city of Tanta fills with pilgrims during Egypt’s biggest moulid (religious festival), when up to 2 million devotees gather at the city’s triple-domed mosque to honour the 13th-century Sufi saint Sayyid Ahmed al-Bedawi. During the eight-day festival, Sufi brotherhoods chant and dance until many slip into a trance, which helps them draw closer to God. At the saint’s tomb, children draw near to be blessed, while the sick pray for health, and everywhere food vendors ply the crowds with sugar-coated hubb el Azziz nuts (seeds of the Beloved Prophet). On the final Friday, drummers lead pilgrims through the streets in a fervent religious procession.

  Where: Tanta, Nile Delta, Egypt

  When: Late October

  

  SUN FESTIVAL, ABU SIMBEL

  Abu Simbel

  Twice a year, the rays of the rising sun penetrate the entrance of the rock-cut Temple of Abu Simbel, reaching down its 60m hall to light up the statues of the pharaoh Ramses II and the sun gods Amun and Ra. The fourth statue on the left remains in deep shadow, as befits Ptah, god of the underworld.

  The dramatic solar effect, first achieved when the temple was built more than 3,000 years ago, was probably designed to coincide with the anniversaries of Ramses’s birthday on 21 February, and his ascension on 21 December. Three millennia later, in 1971, the erection of the Aswan High Dam necessitated the relocation of the temple further uphill, where the solar effect now occurs one day later. Outside the temple, the breathtaking light show is celebrated locally with much feasting, dancing and music-making.

  Where: Abu Simbel, Egypt

  When: 22 February and 22 October

  

  > LIBYA

  GHADAMES DATE FESTIVAL

  Ghadames

  After the arduous labour of scaling date palms for the annual harvest, the desert tribes of Arabs and Berbers, including the Tuaregs, celebrate in the old quarter of the stunning oasis town of Ghadames, now a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The bright white limestone city is officially uninhabited, but its relocated residents return every year for the date festival, enjoyed in the ornate splendour of the old quarter among a maze of narrow, shaded streets and squares. On the final day, the action shifts from the city to the sand dunes for the camel and horse races. After lively displays of daring and skill in and out of the saddle, the desert tribes settle down to a day of peaceful feasting and merrymaking.

  Where: The old city of Ghadames, Libya

  When: Three days in October

  

  NALUT SPRING FESTIVAL

  Nalut, Nafousa Mountain

  The desert town of Nalut hosts an annual festival every spring showcasing a Berber culture relatively unaffected by tourism. After a ceremonial flame is lit, regional tribes display traditional customs and skills, from desert horsemanship and camel transport to acrobatic feats. In the old quarter, a local market sells decorative handicrafts as well as culinary delicacies and local produce, such as oil and dates. Bands in local dress play historical Libyan instruments, such as the zukra bagpipe and eddenget drum, while food vendors keep people fed and watered.

  Where: Nalut, Nafousa Mountain, Libya

  When: March

  

  > MOROCCO

  IMILCHIL WEDDING MOUSSEM

  Imilchil

  Finding a partner isn’t easy for the nomadic Berbers, but the yearly Imilchil Wedding Moussem provides the perfect opportunity to date prospective mates. Up to 30,000 Berbers camp on the outskirts of Imilchil in pitched tents, surrounded by dozens of goats and donkeys. Hopeful brides dress up in their finest outfits and lure potential suitors with their dancing. When a woman views an admirer favourably, she utters the encouraging words, ‘You have captured my liver’, as the liver, rather than the heart, is considered the seat of true love in Berber culture. Nuptial negotiations then begin in earnest over a cup of mint tea.

  Where: Imilchil, Morocco

  When: September (variable)
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  Berber brides-to-be converge on the Imilchil Wedding Moussem in Morocco in search of prospective grooms.

  MOUSSEM BEN AÏSSÂ

  Meknes

  By far the largest and most atmospheric pilgrimage festival in Morocco, the Moussem Ben Aïssâ honours the 15th-century Sufi mystic of the same name, whose devotees are renowned for their evocative music, ritual dances and ecstatic trances. In earlier times, some brothers were known for their death-defying feats, such as eating glass or snakes. These days, though, anyone crunching glass is likely to be a street entertainer. After soaking up the spiritual atmosphere, visitors can enjoy the city’s medieval pageantry and fantasia cavalry charges as riders gallop towards the crowds, firing into the air before skidding to a halt at the last moment.

  Where: Meknes, Morocco

  When: The day before the birth of the Prophet 12 Rabi-al-Awal

  

  MOUSSEM OF TANTAN

  Tantan

  A sort of Saharan Mardi Gras, the Moussem of Tantan is easily the most eagerly awaited gathering of nomadic desert peoples in North Africa. Up to 30 different Arab Bedouin tribes are drawn to the small desert town of Tantan not only to celebrate, but also to preserve Bedouin customs and culture. Lines of camel-wool tents exhibit a surprising array of local metal and leather handicrafts, Saharan culinary arts and even herbal remedies. Outside, dancers swirl and stomp in dazzling dress, while virtuoso riders perform acrobatic feats at full gallop.

  Where: Tantan, Morocco

  When: May to September (variable)

  

  > TUNISIA

  FESTIVAL OF THE OASES

  Tozeur

  Set among lush palm trees in the old Moorish, sand-coloured city of Tozeur, the Festival of the Oasis attracts Berber and Bedouin tribes from across the Sahara to display their desert traditions. The opening parade is a grand spectacle: resplendent horsemen rein in spirited Arab stallions adorned in dazzling woven saddles; camel-riders, shrouded in tumbling silks, glide past on tall, loping camels; one by one the dance troupes whirl and leap to the rhythm of drum and horn. Over three days of Arabian delights, there’s something for everyone, ranging from camel fighting to knife-throwing, from story-telling to snake-charming and dancing. The final camel races across the undulating dunes make for a breathtaking evening.

  Where: Tozeur, Tunisia

  When: Three days in November or December

  

  FESTIVAL OF THE SAHARA

  Douz

  Feisty Arab stallions, alluring Bedouin brides and salughi hunting dogs—all take a whirl in a compelling show of Saharan cultures and customs. During four days of festivities, thousands of desert nomads witness awe-inspiring camel marathons and equestrian virtuosity. The brilliance of the riders’ displays is matched only by the splendour of their robes. The cultural events showcase tribal song and dance and even Bedouin marriages. Poetry, too, plays a role, recounting the history of the Bedouins. A highlight is the poetry contest run by the desert poet Abdellatif Belgacem.

  Where: Douz, Tunisia

  When: Four days at the end of December

  

  >> SOUTHERN AFRICA

  > BOTSWANA

  KURU DANCE FESTIVAL

  D’Kar, near Ghanzi

  Although a fairly modern event, founded in 1997, the Kuru Dance Festival celebrates the very ancient traditions of Botswana’s first people—the San, Basarwa or Bushmen. Each year, the festival attracts San from all over the country for a cultural revival of song, dance, music-making and story-telling. During San dances, performers enact specific cultural traditions, such as the gemsbok dance of the Gantsi and the diware healing ritual of the Hambukushu.

  Where: D’Kar near Ghanzi in the Kalahari Desert, Botswana

  When: Three days in August

  

  > SOUTH AFRICA

  KAAPSE KLOPSE

  Cape Town

  A flamboyant minstrel carnival, Kaapse Klopse takes off on 1 January every year, when more than 13,000 brightly dressed minstrels jauntily parade through the streets of Cape Town, singing and dancing the New Year in. The custom apparently stems from the time when enslaved Africans celebrated their New Year’s Day on 2 January, the ‘second new year’ (Tweede Nuwe Jaar), as they were bound to work on 1 January. Today, the festival kicks off when more than 160 different minstrel clubs (klopse) take to the streets. Clad in eye-catching, themed costumes, they prance through the city to the delight of cheering crowds. The festivities, which roll on into January, include street marches and costume competitions.

  Where: Cape Town, South Africa

  When: New Year’s Day

  

  UMKHOSI WOMHLANGA

  Nongoma

  An ancient Zulu rite of passage steeped in the royal history of the Zulu Kingdom, the Umkhosi Womhlanga reed dance marks a Zulu maiden’s passage to womanhood. Up to 10,000 girls gather reeds from the local river and present them to the king in his KwaNyokeni palace as a sign of their loyalty and chastity. It is an honour to take part and, by tradition, only virgins are eligible. If any maiden is less than chaste, her reeds will apparently break, much to her embarrassment. After presenting their gifts, the women put on their finest beadwork to sing and dance before the king, who might choose one of the girls for his wife. Thousands come to watch the stunning display of Zulu culture.

  Where: Nongoma, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

  When: September

  

  [image: images]

  A young Kaapse Klopse minstrel sings his heart out in Cape Town.
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  Love and Marriage

  THE RITUALS OF COURTSHIP ARE AS OLD AS TIME. TO HELP YOUNG PEOPLE FIND THEIR PERFECT PARTNERS, AND PRESERVE THE TRADITIONS OF MARRIAGE, COURTSHIP FESTIVALS ARE CELEBRATED IN MANY SOCIETIES AROUND THE WORLD.
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  Young girl carrying a reed to the King’s Palace at KwaZulu-Natal during the Zulu Reed Dance Festival.
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  Wodaabe men showing off the whiteness of their teeth and eyes at the Cure Salée.
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  Berber woman made up to attract a husband at the Imilchil Wedding Festival.

  We in the West are spoiled for choice when it comes to ways of finding a partner. The sexes can freely meet, drink and be merry. The Internet means that we are not confined to our local area, and speed dating allows us to break out of our usual circle of friends. In many traditional cultures, though, the options are more limited. Geographical isolation can make finding a partner all but impossible, and cultural restrictions can prevent girls and boys from getting to know each other.
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  Wodaabe men dancing at the Cure Salée.

  Many societies rely on courtship rituals. These may just mean formal inquiries, introductions, and unions arranged by families or village leaders, but some cultures have festivals where young people can meet and socialize under controlled circumstances and conduct their courtship without breaking local taboos.

  One of the most visually stunning courtship festivals is the Gerewol, held by the traditionally nomadic Wodaabe Fula people of Niger. This is a yearly courtship ritual in which young tribesmen compete for the attentions of single women of marrying age. The most famous Gerewol is the Cure Salée at the town of Ingali, on the southern edge of the Sahara, where the clans gather for the festival, a market and meetings (see p. 31).

  The Gerewol includes a beauty pageant in which it is the men who dress up, apply elaborate face make-up, and then dance, sing and pull extreme faces in order to impress the girls with their white eyes and teeth—considered the most beautiful features by the tribe. Once they have attracted a prospective partner there are complex rules about what happens next, including the bartering of a dowry.

  The Tuareg, who also attend the Cure Salée, show off their camel riding skills and take part in a mass procession of riders.

  In Morocco there is a tradition of wedding festivals among the Berber population. Berber communities who live in remote settlements come together in festivals called Moussem. These usually commemorate a saint, and involve music, dancing and general revelry. They also allow fathers to show off their daughters. The most famous of these is the Betrothal Festival in the small town of Imilchil in the Atlas Mountains, where Berbers from all over the region congregate in order to meet a partner (see p. 16). Women dress up in traditional finery and the young are free to choose a spouse for themselves. There are no long engagements here: weddings are carried out en masse at the festival, sometimes up to forty at a time.
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  Swazi girls processing to the Umhlanga Reed Dance.

  In southern Africa, in Swaziland, the famous Umhlanga, or Reed Dance Ceremony, is a ritual where young women compete in a pageant to be selected as the next wife of the Swazi king (see p. 28). Thousands of unmarried women travel from their villages to the royal village, where they collect reeds to mend the wall surrounding the queen mother’s palace. They then dance for the royal family, and try to attract the king’s attention in the hope of becoming one of his many wives. At the last count he had thirteen.

  There is also a Zulu Reed Dance Festival that takes place at the palace of the Zulu king at Nongoma in KwaZulu-Natal. Up to 25,000 virgins fetch reeds from the river and dance in front of the king. Again, this is a celebration of chastity and the king will select one of the maidens to be his wife. The common man, unfortunately, doesn’t get a look in, so if you are looking for love, this might not be the festival for you (see p. 17).

  In Asia, many of the minority hill tribe societies have regular festivals that include courtship elements. New Year celebrations for the Hmong people in Shi’Dong in Southern China all feature games where boys and girls can meet under the supervision of their elders.

  The Hmong (erroneously termed Miao by the Chinese) have an entire festival devoted to courtship. At the Sisters’ Meal Festival, marriageable women dress in their finery, which includes much silver, collected over the generations (see p. 96). This is supposed to ward off evil spirits, but also traditionally gave women a chance to carry their dowry with them. Some of this jewellery is so heavy that the women can hardly walk. They dance for the menfolk to the strains of the lusheng, an ancient form of reed instrument. A man will pass a bowl of rice to a woman who interests him. A return gift with one chopstick means ‘let’s just be friends’, two chopsticks indicates an interest.

  In the village of Lisdoonvarna in western Ireland, the annual Matchmaking Festival is billed as the largest singles event in the world. It originates in the tradition of matchmaking, where villages used to have a go-between who would sift through the various romantic options and perform introductions for people living in remote rural communities.

  The Lisdoonvarna festival comprises a series of dances, events and then a beauty pageant. In truth, few people nowadays expect a real relationship to grow out of this—most are here for the famous Irish craic—but there are still those who make an appointment with the last matchmaker in Ireland, Willie Daly, in the hope of being introduced to the love of their life (see p. 211).

  As if confirming that some people think foolhardy and even aggressive behaviour is a way to win over the ladies, there are a couple of festivals where unmarried men fight with each other and even with bulls to secure a wife. At the Usaba Sambah festival in Bali (see p. 148), combatants duel with handfuls of spiky pandau leaves to try to draw blood from each other, watched over by the unmarried girls of the village. The Indian Jallikattu tournament, which is part of the Pongal Harvest Festival (see p. 120), sees local men being charged by an enraged bull. The winner of this ritual is the one who manages to hold on to the bull for 50 metres. In the past, this meant that he won a bride. Although Jallikattu is now more of a sport than a matchmaking ritual, the prestige still doesn’t do the winner any harm in the bridal stakes.
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  Fighting to impress the ladies at the Usaba Sambah festival of the Bali Aga people in Indonesia.
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  The ancient sport of bull-taming called Jallikattu used to be a way to win a bride.
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  Hmong in their festival finest at the Sisters’ Meal Festival, Shi’Dong.

  [image: images]

  Hmong girl weighed down by silver jewellery.
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  Kalash people dancing, telling sacred stories from their past and performing rituals at the Joshi (spring) festival in Rumbur Valley, Kalasha Desh near Gilgit, Pakistan.

  The patron saint of romance is, of course, St Valentine, and the city of Terni in Italy throws the biggest St Valentine’s Day festival in the world. There is a feast outside the Basilica where the saint’s remains are interred and awards are given to couples who are celebrating gold and silver wedding anniversaries (see p. 208).
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  Young Kalash girls dancing at the Joshi festival in Bumbaret Valley, Kalasha Desh near Gilgit, Pakistan.

  In the remote valleys of northern Pakistan live the Kalash people who are non-Muslim animists. In their culture marriage is frequently by elopement, which often takes place during the colourful Joshi (spring) and the Uchau (autumn) festivals (see p. 144). Festivals happen on different days, attracting people from other valleys. Much mulberry wine is drunk, leading to a raucous atmosphere, with men and women dancing together—a taboo in neighbouring tribal regions of Pakistan. In Kalash society, women enjoy greater equality than their sisters in the surrounding Muslim communities, and if a wife is unhappy with her husband she can divorce him by eloping with another man.

  > SWAZILAND

  INCWALA

  Royal Kraal

  One of the last surviving mass ceremonies in Africa, Incwala, or the Festival of the First Fruits, unites the people of Swaziland in an eight-week festival that welcomes the harvest, invokes ancestral blessings and renews the power of the king. While the king retires to meditate in the royal palace, young men trek more than 37km to gather ceremonial branches from the sacred Lusekwane bush, whose telltale leaves apparently wither if touched by impure hands. On the third day, warriors slaughter an ox and dance the inczuala near the royal enclosure, encouraging the king to emerge. Eventually he comes out in full regalia, performs a sacred dance and, in a symbolic gesture, tastes the first pumpkin of the harvest. The New Year harvest party can then start in earnest, with joyous feasting, music and dance.

  Where: Royal Kraal, Swaziland

  When: Late December to January, set by the moon

  

  UMHLANGA REED DANCE

  Ludzidzini Royal Village

  It’s an unforgettable sight to see more than 25,000 brightly dressed Swazi maidens cut reeds twice their height for the prestigious Umhlanga Reed Dance, which occurs at the end of an eight-day festival. On the first day, the girls gather at the queen mother’s village, before dispersing to fetch tall reeds as a symbol of tribute labour. On the sixth day, the young women don splendid beadwork dresses and rattling anklets, and parade to the royal court to dance before the king. Many carry bush knives as a symbol of their virginity. On the final day, cows are slaughtered and their meat given to the girls to take home. For many, the ceremony serves to promote respect for the purity of young women.

  Where: Ludzidzini Royal Village, Swaziland

  When: August to September

  

  > ZAMBIA

  KUMBOKA CEREMONY

  Limulunga

  Loosely translated, kumboka means ‘getting out of water onto dry land’, which is exactly what the Lozi chief does each year at the end of the rainy season, amid the pomp and splendour of a 300-year-old ceremony dating back to the time when the first Lozi migrated to Zambia. Sometime in April or May, the River Zambezi swells and floods the Barotse plains—an unmistakable cue to the chief at Lealui to take to the royal barge and lead his people safely upriver to dry land at Limulunga. Escorted by his entire village in a flotilla of canoes, the barge glides serenely upriver, paddled furiously by boatmen crowned with splendid red turbans. When the flotilla reaches dry land at the end of the day, a huge crowd celebrates with joyful singing and dancing.

  Where: Upper Zambezi between Lealui and Limulunga, Zambia

  When: From April to May, depending on the rains

  

  LIKUMBI LYA MIZE

  Mize

  Striking, boldly patterned robes and haunting masks make the Likumbi Lya Mize an event like no other. Every August, the Luvale tribe gather at the palace of the senior chief, or ndungu, at Mize to celebrate their heritage at a vibrant cultural fair, with varied displays of local handicrafts and traditional song and dance. A popular highlight that always draws the crowds are the makishi masquerades, performed by masked dancers clad in boldly patterned lakishi costumes and arresting masks that represent mythical characters and deities. Stemming from boys’ initiation rites, the masquerades enact morality stories, imparting practical lessons for life and values to live by. Throughout the event, the festivities spread out on both sides of the River Zambezi, with round-the-clock entertainment and lively market stalls. After much feasting and dancing, the party reaches its climax with a splendid makishi procession for the chief.

  Where: Mize, Zambia

  When: Last week of August

  

  >> WEST AFRICA

  > BENIN

  GELEDE

  South-east Benin and south-west Nigeria

  With their shiny, brightly painted wooden masks, the Gelede masqueraders look like supersize dolls coming to life in a magical street drama. Flashing goofy smiles and tear-stained cheeks, they grin, grimace and weep with convincing drama in vivid masquerades dramatizing the legends and history of the Yoruba-Togo of Benin and Nigeria.

  Gelede pays tribute to the primordial mother goddess Iyà Nlà and the spiritual role of women in Yoruba-Togo communities. The masquerades enact the legends of the Yoruba-Togo and impart morality messages on more than one level—both for the general public and the initiate. The dramas are often satirical or humorous and evoke cheers from the crowds. Gelede rituals are performed at the end of the harvest, during drought, epidemics and at funerals to stave off the effects of evil witchcraft.

  Where: Yoruba areas of south-east Benin and south-west Nigeria

  When: The end of the dry season, between March and May

  

  VOODOO FESTIVAL

  Ouidah

  A high point of the voodoo calendar is the festival at Ouidah, which draws the faithful from as far afield as Nigeria and Togo. At the heart of voodoo, known locally as vodun or spirit, is the animistic belief that everything on earth is ‘animated’ by spirits, whether we can see them or not. A good time to reach them is during voodoo rituals when they are thought to possess masked dancers. Essential to the rituals are fabulously elaborate costumes that help a dancer ‘put on the mantle’ of a particular spirit. Among the most impressive are the massive, swirling, multi-coloured robes of the Yoruba. Feathered, sequinned and appliquéd into the most extraordinary forms, some even come with matching modern accessories, such as handbags and gloves.

  Where: Ouidah, Benin

  When: 10 January and the preceding week

  

  > CAMEROON

  NGONDO

  Douala

  The coastal Sawa pay an annual tribute to their ancestors on the lush banks of the River Wouri. Martial contests, choral singing, folk dancing and even the election of the next Miss Ngondo showcase the unique coastal culture of the Sawa. The festivities culminate in the Festival of Water, which includes ritual processions to the water’s edge and a dramatic dugout race fought between teams of brightly clad rowers. The main action of the ceremony then unfolds as a diver takes a sacred clay pot to the riverbed, where the Sawa ancestors are thought to dwell. After nine minutes, he returns to the surface with a miraculously dry pot, filled with predictions for the year ahead.

  Where: Wouri Bay and the banks of the River Wouri, Douala, Cameroon

  When: The start of the dry season (November to December)

  

  > CAPE VERDE ISLANDS

  SÃO VICENTE MARDI GRAS

  Mindelo, São Vicente Island

  It is a long way from the streets of Rio de Janeiro in Brazil to the islands of Cape Verde, but São Vicente’s Mardi Gras has all the verve and atmosphere of Rio’s street carnivals. The main event is a flamboyant float parade celebrating the festive season before the privations of Lent. Joyous revellers clad in exuberant costumes sway to the beat of the bossa nova and other vivacious Cape Verde rhythms. In the evening, the festivities rave on with lively dancing, street parties and an electrifying firework display.

  Where: Mindelo, São Vicente Island, Cape Verde Islands

  When: Two days, generally before Ash Wednesday

  

  [image: images]

  São Vicente Island throws an exuberant Mardi Gras.

  > CÔTE D’IVOIRE

  FÊTE DU DIPRI

  Gomon

  The people of Gomon don’t mess around when it comes to chasing evil spirits out of their village. In a purification ritual that has its roots in an ancient mystical cult, families steal naked from their huts at midnight to take part in a communal exorcism rite. When the chief arrives, the villagers dance to the beat of the vibrant drums, and slip into a trance. At first light, celebrants daub themselves with chicken blood and drink hallucinogenic potions. Some cut their stomachs, but their wounds apparently heal quickly. Afterwards, they wash in the local river, smear themselves with white kaolin powder and dress in white, symbolizing purity.

  Where: Gomon near Abidjan, Côte D’Ivoire

  When: April

  

  FÊTES DES MASQUES

  Man

  For the Dogon, their boldly chiselled masks embody the spirits of the earth and the souls of the dead. Wearing a mask that represents a particular spirit, be it an animal or an ancestor, helps a dancer transform into that spirit. Rich in symbolism, Dogon masks serve varied spiritual purposes. Some are protective, while others help to impart wisdom during morality masquerades. The dances performed by members of the Awa cult serve as funeral rites, or damas, with dramatic enactments that symbolically lead the souls of the dead to their final resting place.

  Where: Man, Côte D’Ivoire

  When: November

  

  > GHANA

  ABOAKYERE, ANTELOPE HUNTING FESTIVAL

  Winneba

  If you are a vegetarian, Aboakyere probably isn’t for you. It kicks off with a contest between two troops of warriors who compete to capture a live bushbuck. When the dust settles, the winning troop presents its trophy at a colourful royal court. The bushbuck is then slaughtered to mark the start of the festival. Rooted in Simpafo history, Aboakyere commemorates the Simpafo’s successful migration from Timbuktu in the ancient empire of Sudan to their current home in Winneba on the central coast of Akanland, Ghana. While giving thanks for their present plenty, they also petition the gods for a bountiful harvest and spiritual guidance.

  Where: Winneba, Ghana

  When: The 1st Saturday of May

  

  FETU AFAHYE

  Cape Coast

  In the days of their ancestors, the Oguaa were afflicted by a deadly plague that threatened to wipe out the entire community. They prayed to the gods, who purified the village, which was cleansed of the epidemic. Ever since, the Oguaa have purified their town in a time-honoured ritual that starts with a ban on drumming and fishing while the omanhene, or main chief, retires to meditate. A week later he emerges and casts a fishing net into the Fosu lagoon, lifting the ban. After a night of libations and incantations at the lagoon, the people gather in the public square where the omanhene sacrifices a bull to seal the purification. The event rounds off with much lively drumming, dancing and musketry fire as the chiefs, clad in fabulous gold and red attire, parade through the streets of Cape Coast.

  Where: Cape Coast, Ghana

  When: The 1st Saturday in September

  

  HOGBETSOTSO FESTIVAL

  Volta Estuary

  During the Hogbetsotso (exodus), the Ewe celebrate their ancestors’ peaceful escape from an oppressive regime in Notsie, Togo, with a period of ritual peace-making and purification. A spate of energetic cleansing—sweeping and burning the rubbish in every village—starts at the Volta Estuary in Ghana and finishes a few days later with a huge royal durbar at the Mono River in Benin. Royal chiefs, clad in full regalia, are feted by their subjects with singing and dancing, including the local borborbor, a lively dance with rapid hand-tapping and elaborate footwork.

  Where: Volta, Ghana, culminating at the Mono River, Benin

  When: The 1st Saturday in November

  

  > MALI

  DEGWAL

  Diafarabé

  The Degwal, or ‘crossing of the cattle’, when herdsmen lead their cattle across the river to new pastures, has been celebrated at Diafarabé since the founding of the village in 1818. During the one-day event, local herdsmen compete for the Best Caretaker Prize, awarded for the fattest and healthiest cows. More than a simple contest, though, the Degwal offers nomadic herdsmen the opportunity to reunite with their families and catch up with local news. It is also a prime time for courtship, when unmarried men and women can put on their Sunday best and vet potential mates during the popular Promenade des Jeunes.

  Where: Diafarabé, Mali

  When: A Saturday in November or December, depending on the rains

  

  FESTIVAL AU DESERT

  Oursi

  An exotic concert among the sand dunes, the Festival au Desert stages both traditional Tuareg and contemporary international music. Although only founded in 2001, it is based on much older Tuareg gatherings, such as Takoubelt in Kidal and Temakannit in Timbuktu, which provided the regional nomads with a location and occasion for socializing and celebrating their culture. Reviving the earlier gatherings, the festival today offers a chance for the Tuareg to congregate, exchange news and resolve clan issues. Alongside the social events, Tuareg families celebrate their culture with song, poetry recitals, dance and camel races.

  Where: Oursi, Mali

  When: January or February

  

  FÊTES DES MASQUES

  Dogon country

  Beaded, feathered, tasselled and carved in mesmerizing shapes and patterns, Dogon masks are world-renowned, both for their intricate craftsmanship and their rich symbolism. But though we might well appreciate the aesthetic qualities of each unique creation, Dogon masks are carved for specific ceremonial roles in sacred dance, where they serve varied spiritual purposes, whether to ward off evil, to guide the souls of the dead or to pass on knowledge to the young. The Fêtes des Masque is both a memorial and a celebration—commemorating the spirits of the dead and giving thanks for the harvest. For outsiders, it is a vibrant symbol of Dogan culture. Masked dancers, clad in rich costumes and often on stilts, dramatize the story of the Dogon since the dawn of time.

  Where: Villages in Dogon country, Mali

  When: Five days in April or May
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  A Dogon masquerader peforms at the Fêtes des Masques in Mali.

  SANKÉ MON

  San

  In an extraordinary communal fishing rite in the small, dusty town of San, hundreds of townsfolk cast their conical nets into the Sanké Mon pond to celebrate the founding of their town and the start of the rainy season. Locals make their way to the muddy pond by foot, donkey, bicycle and horse-drawn carriage, clasping noisy roosters and stubborn goats that will be sacrificed to the spirits of the pond before the fishing starts.

  The fifteen-hour fishing rite is a steamy, joyous scramble to net fish in the shallow waters. The fishing techniques are traditional using small- and large-mesh pocket-shaped nets with which the seasoned fishermen scoop leaping fish out of the churned-up waters of the pond. Immediately after the mass fishing, masked dancers, fabulously adorned in cowrie shell costumes and headdresses, swirl and leap to the sound of drums in the village square—a cue for some spirited dancing and feasting to get underway.

  Where: San, Mali

  When: Every 2nd Thursday of the 7th lunar month

  

  > NIGER

  CURE SALÉE

  Ingall

  A crucial time for desert people, the Cure Salée (Salt Cure) marks the end of the rainy season, when clans converge on the salt pools near Ingall to refresh their herds before heading south to survive the dry season. Traditionally, the gathering at the salt flats benefitted the desert tribes in other ways, too, by providing medicinal trade and the chance to attract future mates. The Wodaabe, especially, are famous for the Gerewol, a dramatic courtship ritual, when young men show off their charm and stamina by dancing in line for seven days under the burning sun. Male beauty is prized by the Wodaabe, whose women are especially drawn by height, elegant features and white teeth and eyes, which the boys obligingly reveal by grinning and rolling their eyes.

  Tuareg women, too, take the opportunity to size up the local talent, while potential mates display their skills as horsemen, musicians and craftsmen.

  Where: Ingall, Niger

  When: Three days in September

  

  > NIGERIA

  ARGUNGU FISHING FESTIVAL

  Argungu

  At the sound of a gun, up to 35,000 eager fishermen, teamed in pairs, race to the Malan Fada River and plunge into the swirling waters to compete for the biggest fish, which often weigh more than 50kg. During one frenetic hour of frenzied fishing, with nothing but hand nets and flotation gourds, contestants test their skills to the limits. The winning pair earns a million naira prize (c. $800US) and a minibus. The dramatic fishing contest marks the end of a four-day cultural festival, originally conceived in the 1930s as a peace-building ritual between the Argungu and Sokoto peoples.

  Where: Malan Fada River, Argungu, Nigeria

  When: Mid-February

  

  EYO MASQUERADE FESTIVAL

  Lagos

  In the hauntingly atmospheric Eyo masquerade, hundreds of white-clad, masked Eyo figures parade round Lagos to commemorate a recently deceased oba (king) or other prominent person. The tradition dates back to 1854, when it was first staged as a funeral rite of passage for Oba Akintoye, but the custom is probably older. For the procession, the Eyo are organized into five separate groups, each identifiable by a particular hat. Masked by white iboju face cloths, they bear a decorated bamboo staves with which to beat anyone who breaks their taboos, such as smoking, raising an umbrella and, sometimes, even using a camera.

  Where: Lagos, Nigeria

  When: Variable, decided by the current oba

  

  KANO DURBAR

  Kano

  Kano’s royal durbar is the site of a breathtaking cavalry charge every year. At the culmination of the Muslim festivals of Eid-ul-Fitr and Eid-al-Adha, the emir annually hosts a splendid royal durbar. The highlight of the event is a procession of ornately clad cavalry en route to the emir’s palace. Quite suddenly, the mounted warriors charge the emir, but stop just in front of him and raise their swords in salutation. The dramatic military ritual dates back to the 19th century, when every town and noble household in the emirate was expected to provide the emir with a mounted guard. Twice a year, regiments were summoned to the emir’s durbar where they would be inspected before ceremonially saluting their lord. Today, after the durbar, the festival continues with traditional dancing and drumming.

  Where: Kano, Nigeria

  When: Eid-ul-Fitr and Eid-al-Adha in the Muslim calendar
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  Argungu fishermen compete to land the fattest catch during an intense one-hour fishing contest in Nigeria.

  OSOGBO FESTIVAL

  Osogbo

  The Sacred Grove of Osun, ancestral home of the Osogbo, attracts huge crowds to draw water from the River Osun in an ancient fertility rite. The ceremony, unchanged in more than 700 years, forms part of a 12-day cultural celebration of the Osogbo kingdom. It opens with the ceremonial cleansing of the pilgrimage route from the palace to the grove, followed by four days of masquerades and processions honouring the Osogbo gods and ancestors. On the night of the sixth day, a 14th-century 16-point lamp is lit in the palace grounds at 7 p.m., burning until 7 a.m. the next day in honour of Osanyin, god of healing. On the tenth day, the crowns of all past rulers are blessed in a symbolic reunion of the people with their founders. The grand finale is a spectacular ceremonial parade of the whole community to the Sacred Grove.

  Where: Osogbo, Nigeria

  When: August

  

  > TOGO

  GUIN FESTIVAL

  Aneho-Glidji

  Unlike the Makunduchi of Tanzania, who start the New Year with a mock brawl (see p. 15), the Guin people mark the turning year with a festival of prophecy. In a ritual that dates back 350 years, Guin priests glean the future by reading the colours of a sacred stone. Red is a sign that the gods are angry, white suggests peace, while blue indicates mixed blessings. On the final two days, a carnival party gets underway, with much dancing, parading and feasting.
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