A Senegal

Travelogue

by Fred Tutman

Background: About 3 yearsago | was hired
by Ford Foundation to write a video script
about a program they were funding in West
Africa to fuse the wisdom of ancient African
healers with modern medicine. | did the gig
onaverytight scheduleand asl recall, turned
my script in literally on the way to catch a
plane to Paris for another project. Quickly
caught up in other things—1 had all but for-
gotten about the project until mid May of this
year. The same folks contacted me again and
asked if | would consider traveling to Senegal
with their cameraman for a little over a week
to research and write a new script asafollow
up to the original piece | had done for them.
Even though | lived for a few yearsin Africa
asayoungster, it seemed like a unique chance
to visit the continent again and seethingswith
adult eyes, so | accepted, got my yellow fever
shot and received a plane ticket in the mail
shortly thereafter. On the day before the trip
the cameraman cancelled and so| hopped on
the plane with a load of camera gear and my
laptop computer determined to wing it. It's
actually been about 9 years (and about 15 |bs)
sincel had last hefted a broadcast video cam+
eraon any regular basis. Once | got over the
aching joints and feet, | had what | think was
quiteaninteresting adventure. Hereisa short
travel ogue about the experience. | hope you
enjoy reading it as much | enjoyed preparing
it...

Aroad lined with Baobob trees -

Customsturned out to beabreeze after seven hoursof dreary
flight time out of New York on“Air Afrique.” It'sreally
muggy here. However, it'srefreshingtotravel for oncetoa
third world country that does not seemto haveahuge pres-
enceof gunsand anti-terrorist posturing. Panama, Argen-
tina, Cuba, England, France, even Puerto Rico and severa
other places| havevisited, generaly havewatchful military
typeswith deadly-looking weaponsdl over theplace. Here,
the copshave holstersbut no gunsinthem (hmm). Thehotel
DOES have abunch of UN peacekeeping troopswho ap-
parently are staging herefor somereason. Lotsof fatigues
and blue berets about the place. A pretty congenial bunch
who seemto begiving thelobby bar arunfor itsmoney at dl
hours. | guessbeing abarfly isoneway to gpproach “ peace-
keeping.” | haven't asked, but | wonder if thisgroupisinthe
vicinity because of the not-too-distant SierraL eone. I've
been hanging out with Dr. “Maurice” who worksfor NIH
near DC, and who isanative Nigerian with the traditional
tribal markingson hisface. Onceyou get past theinitial
contrast between hisheritage and hiswestern education he
isamost asurbane as James Bond (but laughsalot more).
Heand | havebeen swapping “Mindspring” storiessincewe

share the same Internet service back in the States..
Maurice camehereontheplanein conservativewest-
ernéttire, but hasnow switchedto Africantraditional
dress, whichincludesaturgouisetogawith matching
Fez-looking hat.

The Africans| have encountered here seemtofind
humor inmogt everything. Very warmand hospitable..
When they speak withyou they look into your eyesas
though they want to seeinto your soul. Themission-
ary | met onthe plane said that theway to avoid un-
wanted communi cation hereisto not make eye con-
tact. That Africanspercelveeyecontact asaninvita:
tionto communicate. Incidentaly, “ Gordon” a local
missionary | met on the plane explained (along with
various biblical references) that AIDS hereisspread
by theModem (mde) lifestyleof having severd wives.
Also, that women aswell asmen tend not to be mo-
nogamousby culture. | don’t know what to make of
thisexplanation. | suspect Africaasseenthroughthe
eyesof missionariesislikely avery different place.
Nonetheless, --one of my hoststold methat the body
count here (all over Africa) ismany thousands per
day fromthat illness. Couldthat really beso?If there
any truthto thisl don’t think it gets much attention
back home.
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Friday
Day 2

| finally got to tour the city (Dakar) somewhat today.
Wow, there are some pretty rugged places! Thewhole
town seemsto bebuiltinthedesert. Thereareno side-
walks, just sand...andtrash...and moretrash. Theout-
skirtsof town areonehugeopen-air dump. Many people
seemtolivein cardboard, thatch and tarpaper shacks,
strewn about the placewith no obviouspattern. One of
themorestriking scenes| saw today wasashantytown
of squattersall livinginthe shadow of anancient 727
jetliner that seemed to be stranded in themidst of some
sand dunes. | don’t know if there used to bean airport
there and the plane wasjust abandoned-- or if it made
an emergency landing decades ago and could not take
off again. Itisrusted and seemed to have vegetation
growing around it. Likeascenefroman Armageddon
movieset. Pollutionisheavy, lotsof diesel fumesand
trafficjams. Peopledrivelikethey arepossessed. The
taxicab | took didn’t have windows, barely had brakes,
and | had to hold the passenger door closed with my
am.

The streets are just teaming with crowds of people,
many of whom show obvioussignsof malnutrition. Kids
with spindly legsand distended scomachsfromdrinking
water instead of ingesting food. Women with papooses
strapped to their backsand carrying huge bundlesbal -
anced ontheir heads. Mulecartsand horse drawn wag-
ons. Sometimes peoplejust seemed to be sleeping or
were passed out inthe middle of thesidewalk. All of
thisunfoldsin the presence of huge colorful billboards
depicting hedthy smiling Africansdrivingfast cars, drink-
ing Nestcafe or smoking abrand of cigarettessold here
caled“Houston’'s’ and their dogan... “USAuthentic!”
Sometimeswewould find ourselves crawling through
gridlock and drive past alean-to with peopleout front
selling peanuts, mangos and dried fish to the blaring

soundsof a boom box hanging from acoat hangar inthe
shack. Much of the scenery islikewhat | remember from
havinglivedin Serral eoneyearsago. Theclashof smells,
sight and sound. Frenetic activity and constant blending of
impressionslikesomekind of human soup. It'salternately
wonderful and horribleat the sametime. More UN troops
arrived today. Each bunch arriveswith some 4 cases of
Beck’sbeer per man. Someonetold metoday that they
receive $1,000 per month for their services as peacekeep-
ers--which soundslikefar lessthan minimum wage back
home. Inany event, it seemsthat beer isthefuel of choice
forthisarmy.

TheAfricansinmy contingent arehaving afabuloustime.
We ate dinner tonight in the garden of our host, alocal
Doctor. Hishouse staff served usamulti- course medl that
began with an enormousfish. Thefishwaslargeenoughto
feed about 14 of us, with plenty left over. Wethen moved
tolamb and then chicken. They kept trying to pour straight
Scotch down our throats, followed by wine (first red and
then white) then cocacola, thenjuice, and finally for the
toasts...champagne. It'ssotypical of an Islamic country
that some people heredrink likefish. The Africanseach
got up and made elaborate toasts to each other. To the
host...to hischildren...to the guests...to the cook... and to
thehostess. Eachtoast wasdonefirst in English and then
againinFrench. Much pomp and circumstance. What can
| say but that it wasvery African.

A Discovery TV camerateam joined usthisevening. They
arefilming adocumentary here. They areahusbandwife
duothat actudly fitin quitewell withtheeffusive Africans.
Thewifeimmediately adopted traditiona Africandresseven
though shelackstheregd African posturethat women here
have (Senegal ese women walk asthough they arealways
bal ancing something ontheir heads, evenwhenthey aren't).
By theend of the evening, thetwo “yanks’ weredightly
tipsy and well into the spirit of the occasion, playfully teas-
ing theothers, trading hugsamidst offering their own ab-

surdly longtoasts. Thecameramanisashutterbug
and had to take everybody’ s picture severa times
to make sure he covered al the possible photo-op
combinations. All thewomen asagroup, all the
men asagroup, each of the men with each of the
women and soforth. It'sall good natured pande-
monium. Thethree (inebriated) Africansinthecab
with me dlept (snored) all theway back to the ho-
tel. Just aswell sncethecabby drovelikeafighter
pilot al theway back.

Earlier today | went to an island off the coast of
Senegdl cdled” Gooreg’ (pronounced likeit rhymes
with Hooray) which wasasdlave depot during the
1700's. Itispreserved asahistoric stenow by the
Senegdesegovernment. Gooreewasonce heavily
fortified and guarded by the Dakar harbor. Later,
(after thedlavetrade) during WWII, itwasasite
of strategic importance because of it’sgun place-
ments, and severd shipsweresunk here. Theguide
tellsmethat part of thefilm The Gunsof Navarone
was shot here using the giant guns asabackdrop.

Wetook aferryboat, about the size of ariver tug-
boat, totheidand. They cramasmany peopleas
possibleontheboat. Thewholething seemedto
beindanger of tipping over. Half way over, Srens
went off in the engineroom and boat handsthrew
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open abunch of hatchestolet cloudsof gray smoke
comeboiling out of the bottom of theboat. A very
hasd ed |ooking engineworker kept climbing thelad-
der from down below asthough hewas coming up
for air. Thepassengerswerequitefreaked out. The
boat crew seemed bored like this happens all the
time. Theboat sort of yawed it'sway over tothe
idand, which seemscarved out of solid volcanicrock.
Theformer gun turrets now house squatters who
have added homey toucheslike curtainsand TV
antennaesto theformer powder magazinesand gun
batteries.

TheAfricansin the group found the place very mov-
ing, somegot teary over being near the sceneof so
much human misery and suffering. They say close
to 20 million peoplewheretransshipped here by the
French until the 1840’s. All of thegroup withme
arerespected healersfrom their own countries—
someevenclamto havespiritua abilities. They ex-
plained to methat the spiritsof the dead davestill
inhabit the island and that it needs to be ritually
cleansed. They fed these spiritsare now dominat-
ingthoseliving ontheidandtoday. Truly, resdents
hereseemabitlow in* spirits’-- | just thought it was
everyday strifebut the® Africanos’ withmeingstit
istheweight of tearsfrom thelong dead peopleonce
imprisoned herethat areaweighing on thelocals.
Thereare many touristsherebut | noticethat while
people snap alot of picturesof their companions
posed in front of monuments, nobody wassmiling
asintypical tourist snapshots. | imaginethismust
be so at the Holocaust memoria in DC, too? There
arehuge cdllblockswherethey used to storemen, a
much smaller onewherethey stored women, and
redly tiny onesthat werereserved for children. There
aretiny roomswith 4-foot cellingsthat wereused to
confineand subduerebe liousdavesin solitary con-
finement. Thereis along sloped ramp that runs

throughthefacility, whichleadstothesealikeadiv-
ing board, which iswhere sick or uncooperative
davesweresmply thrownintothewater tofeed the
sharks. A coupleof the Africansexplained that the
davetradeiswhy they will never trust any white
people...ever. Although oneinthegroupwhowas
laughing, indicated thet someof hisbest friendswere
white! Quiteasidefromthewhite-black racerela-
tions, however, the Africansin thisgroup seemto
have complicated rel ationshipswith one another.
They are tribaly competitiveand aredternately e-
ther “brethren” or good naturedly arguing with each
other from one moment to the next. The spark for
one such debate occurred when one of the African
gentleman was chagrined to learnthat in America
therearelawsagainst hushandsbesting their wives.
Heinsiststhat he could never livein abackward
country that hassuch stupidlaws. Wifebegting, he
ingstedisatimehonored artinhishomeland. Two
inthegroup keep peppering mewith theories about
my own family origins. Eachtribal factiontriesto
clammefor their own. | kept mumabout my Afro/
Irish origins. One of the South Africansexplained
that thereissimpletest she can perform, whichin-
volvesplaying adrumwith arhythm uniqueto each
tribe. When| hear theonefrommy ancestors, | will
feel anuncontrollable urgeto dance!

The Gooree ferry boat

Sunday
day 4

Thisisone helluvahot place! Now that the taping has
finaly begunand | have been outintothecountryside, itis
unbelievable how hot it getshere. | think | wasbadly de-
hydrated earlier. | had aNa gene backpacking water bottle
with mebut thewater inthe bottle turned scalding hot dur-
ing the course of theday. |1 think my scalp is sunburned
becauseit hurtsto comb my hair. 1t wasreally toughto
work inthese conditions. | felt woozy and nauseas most
of theday. Thank goodnessfor sunglasses! Tryingtogo
without them feelslike ahot lance being pushed into my
eyeballs. It'sjustthat bright! | havesunburnall over. It
seemstojust burnright through my clothes.

Today we were at acombination rain dance and sooth-
sayer event which featured much furiousdrum banging and
lotsof chanting and dancing. Turnoff thesound andit’dike
aBaptist revival back home--just more pastel colors! |
think I met a cabinet minister today but | wastoo busy
trying not to passout to register exactly fromwhichminis-
try. By theway, | learned today that itiscommonfor men
who arefriendsto hold hands here, whichisinitialy eye
catching but soon becomesquaint, althoughit would prob-
ably beashow stopper back home. Right now | fedl coated
from head to foot withthedust. A rather surreal moment
inthe day occured when my trandator explained that our
taping subject (aloca medicineman) wantedtovidt atree
whereagiant black snakelivesto seewhat the snake could
tell himabout potential deathsor weddingsin hisvillage.
They told menot to beafraid -the snake hardly ever comes
out (hedidn’t). | kept my distance--no one can proveto
me that snakes don't fly! The lunch they served at the
event consisted of hugecommund troughsset ontheground
surrounded by very hungry peoplesitting Indian stylesand
using their handsto scoop couscousinto their mouths. They
were happy to share, but, it wasn't my cup of tea--if you
know what | mean.
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Today wasmuch better heat wise. | actualy had agood
time and the climate seemed moretolerable. Wetook a
bone-shaking trip up some mighty bumpy roadsto a
“temple’ wherethey perform “transference’ of allments
using chickens. It was quite a pretty spot in marshy
lowlandsthat would have made some great kayaking.
It kind of reminded meof pictures| have seen of parts
of the Nile. A wide expanse of water with lowland
grassesand heat shimmering off thewater. Therewasa
hot wind blowing off thewater and everyone seemed to
movein dow motion fromthe hest.

Hereishow the chicken deal works. Water isdrawnin
bucketsby young children (becausethey are pure) and
brought to thetemplewherethewater ismixedingourds
and heated with specia herbs. Patientsdisrobeand don
specia ceremonia clothing and thenthey are bathed by
apriest who usesalive chicken that has been dunked
repeatedly in the sacred water. After the bath, the
chickenisbeheaded and gutted. Theentrailsareexam-
ined for dark spots, which represent toxins, or ilInesses
that have been“transferred” from the patient. Andyou
can haveadll of thisfor amere 20 cents (probabably not
covered onmy hedth plan). Thechickenpart wasgridy
but I just shut one eye and kept the other glued to the
viewfinder. | learned sometimeago that gore doesn’t
look quite so bad whenitisinblack and white. | inter-
viewed one of the South African healerson camerathis
morning and asked whether African healing only works
for Africansor would healersbejust aseffectivewith
non-Africans. Sheexplained that it workswith people
who are African inside (which she saysincluded many
Europeans). Sheexplainedthat quiteafew Europeans
are Africaninside but don’t know it and thus she can
always tell when she “throws the bones” whether a
person’sancestorswill be opento the healing remedies

\Wednesday

day 7

Weran out of battery power for the cameragear and
had to drive back early. There'sapattern herethat
wherever we go we get amob of folkswho want to
hitcharide. A rideinaprivatecar isawelcometreat
hereinthecountry. Publiclorriesareusualy jammed
with peoplestanding onthetailgatesandridingonthe
roof. Ateach port of call wesuck itin, makemore
room and end up like a circus buggy with people
crammed in the cargo hatch, sitting on laps, and
packedinlikesardines.

Friday
day 9

| had astrange experiencethismorning. My tranda
tor and | grabbed acabto gotoour first location and
fromthemoment weleft thecurbthisguy drovelikea
nut case. Hewasweavinginand out of traffic, driv-
ing onthesdewak and even nicked hissdemirrorin
an attempt to scoot past aMack Truck at an inter-
section. Ittook usafew minutesto realizethat the
cab did not haveworking brakes! Theguy wasdriv-
ing that way because he had no way to stop the car!

Wemadehim pull over (hecoasted into an openfield).

Needlessto say, weflagged another cab. At theshoot
| was asked to remove my shoesand my shirt sowe
couldfilminaceremony inatemple. | think thetrans-
lator snapped apicture of meinthisstatetoting the
Betacam (1’1l get even later, hecan run but he can’t
hide). Inthetempletherewereanima skullshanging
intheair and numerous empty (sacred?) bottlesand
objects. Thepries’ wasinasort of Roman styletoga
and did avariety of chantsand incantations. Mean-

while, | wasbeing eaten aive by mosquitoesfeasting
on my barestomach. Theceremony concluded with

thepreist taking shotsof vodkaand spitting them onto
awoman inthetemple. Shedidn't seemtomind. |
narrowly got the cameraout of theway to avoid being
nailed myself. After hedribbled vodkaon her chest
and back, shethen stood up and lifted her “ Sarong” so
he could do her legs. | won't be trying this at home
without proper supervisr-

Sunday

Departureday

So muchfor my Senegalesesojourn. | leaveto go back
tobeltway traffic, afull voicemail box and afridgethat
probabaly containsitemsgrowing hair by now. Of what
importanceistraditiona healing inacountry with high
infant mortality, malnutrition and still hostsydlow fever?
In Africa sfuture, what rolewill modern medicineplay
when 85% of the population goesto traditional practi-
tionersand distrustsadvanced medicine. For that mat-
ter, how much of my perspective hingeson whether |
amAfrican“ingde’ asmy South Africafriend putit? Is
thekey to healing in thisenvironment, expunging the
bad spirits--or isit iminating the hazardous bacetriain
the local wastedumps (or both). | leavetheanswers
to these questionsto peoplewho haveto livewith the
solutions. For me, my assignment wasabreak inthe
usual rotuine, achance draw someimpressions about
Africaand Africansin acontext that was somewhat
unique. | amhopel will get back hereagain someday.




