14 April 05

We took bush taxis up to Dakar where we stayed the night and enjoyed the last of the Wollof we’d hear for 2 weeks. The next afternoon we flew to Bamako on a massive plane that touched down for us and a mass of other passengers before continuing on to Abidjan. 

Just before landing, Sara took up this conversation with a guy across the aisle from her who was a dual citizen of S. Africa and Ireland and working in Mali mining gold…how random, eh? Well, he had a liaison picking him up who he said would know where the P.C. office was and he didn’t mind actually giving us a free ride there—which was wonderful since it saved us a huge hassle bargaining for a taxi and trying to find where we were going...

So dropped off at the door and taken to the P.C. hostel in Bamako where we stayed 2 nights since the next day we had to get visa extensions and used the rest of the day to marvel how many more “modern conveniences” this capital had than our own capital of Banjul. The markets were much the same but with more local crafts (Gambia’s crafts are predominantly non-native to T.G.) and it was fun to get lost in the crafts for a few hours…anything from carvings to colored blankets (Fula) to mud clothes (Dogon) to beaded necklaces (Bambara) to drums to the smaller cloth paintings we have here.

So, got our visas and took the early morning bus ride (on paved roads, not crammed into our seats and actually followed a time table – amazing for W. African transport) to the Mopti/Severe area a mere 12 hr. bus ride away (yet only a third of the way across the country). We got there with enough time to arrange for a Guide to meet us before going into the Dogon Country the following morning for a 3-night trek.

We didn’t meet our Guide until the next early afternoon, but that night we were sleeping on the roof in a small village in the Dogon Escarpment (SE of Mopti above the Burkina Faso border).  Our hike down the cliff to the village is where my pictures start…

This was such a fascinating area since it was traditionally Tellum inhabited with Animist beliefs, then the Dogon co-inhabited with the Tellum…but the Tellum were in the cliff face while the Dogon lived at the base. They now say the few Tellum that remain live on the plains and are only recognizable by their last name. However, legend describes the Tellum as short, red people, some of whom had the ability to fly to the cliff dwellings to do black magic. At any rate, present day Dogon Country finds 60+ dialects of Dogon spread throughout the escarpment with an interesting mix of Muslim, Animism and Christianity—each religion group respecting the other…or at least according to our Dogon guide, Oumar.

The Animistic sites were the most interesting to us since we live in Muslim W. Africa. Each compound had a clay mound about a foot in diameter and about 1.5-2 feet tall which was used for all sacrifices. Sometimes you’d see one stained with chicken blood or millet porridge. They also had one compound where the medicine man kept his natural remedies on a shelf above his door, made out of mud, like the rest of the hut.

Each village would also have menstruating huts where the women go every month for the duration of their cycle. As females we were allowed to enter the hut. To our relief it was empty while we were there (one village has multiple huts so perhaps another was occupied or maybe the moon wasn’t quite right, who knows) but the hut would be kinda cramped to stay in for a week. We had to stoop over upon entering the circular structure that was no more than 2 ½ meters in diameter. The mud walls had sculptures of both women and men’s bodies nude with appropriately placed hair (I think sheep hair) and the women would also have a line coming from between her legs that we first thought to be a tail but then quickly realized it represented her menstrual flow. The cement ground was largely burned from cooking in the hut and the cement sloped downward to an opening in the wall for drainage. Only a pounding stone was found in the hut, otherwise it was void of furniture or other commodities. We asked who built the hut and were kinda relieved that the men did as they are responsible for all other construction in the village in general.

The last night in Dogon Joanna got kinda sick, so we spent an extra night in Bankass when we were done in Dogon and went straight back to Bamako the next evening (skipping the big mud mosque in Djenne) so she could get checked out by the P.C. Medical Officer in Bamako. The PCMO wanted to keep her around for a couple days so we putzed around the capital for a couple days, buying a few souvenirs and just hanging out, enjoying the amazing street food, socializing with the Mali PCVs and just relaxing—which was much needed. 

Once J was feeling better we took a bus to Kayes where we stayed yet another night in yet another P.C. hostel. The next morning we made it all the way back to Basse (Mali to the Gambia in one day…not bad) to complete the trip. 

I would’ve liked to have made it to Djenne, seen more of the Sahel, made it up to the rocks in Hombori or caught some more Malian music, but considering that we only had 13 days (once we figured out all of our vacations) I think we did pretty good. It was nice to have 3 people such that when one was sick, Sara and I still had each other to do things with. 

It was crazy to see how similar certain things were, but it was definitely a different culture in other aspects. Still mostly Muslim, but the influences are different…It is definitely hotter there, but we caught it just before it was unbearable (so I was told).

At one point we were asking the Mali PCVs so many cultural questions that one commented that we really had no clue, when really we were just trying not to assume that it was all just the same as here…and frankly, I’m glad we asked some questions as it helped to distinguish here from there…otherwise it would have been easily mistaken as an extension of here..but we wanted to know the small differences (which that other PCV didn’t quite understand – oh well).

So, also enclosed is the pic narration (where more parts of our trip come out) (kw: attached to photos on web) and a compilation from Sara, Joanna and myself on the Dogon/Tellum cultures. Most of this was from our Dogon Guide, Oumar…and we found a lot of it quite interesting…hope you enjoy it as well. Please, if you have any questions about the trip or about what I’ve written, don’t hesitate to ask. It really was a nice trip and a good compliment to my West African travels thus far… I know The Gambia and have a sampling in Guinea, Cape Verde, Senegal, and Mali, and am debating the Ghana area once I C.O.S. (close of service). However, that is not quite finalized yet.

Well, the rain is threatening to hit soon, the temp & humidity are both rising, the wind is dry, the dust plentiful and the farming season is about ready to begin. FYI—my official COS date is Nov 28, 2005 and I’m still taking suggestions to post P.C. plans. I hope things are going well there, temps are still kinda cool and semesters are finishing out well. Thanks once again to all of you who have written me, it is always nice to hear what you all are up to. I can’t believe I only have abut 6 months left of my P.C. tour..that will fly by for me I’m sure.

So once again, take care and hope all is well!

Peace & Love,

~M’Lin.


http://www.allafricatravel.com/images/atlas/mali.htm
Other Notes from the Dogon:

•
Where we were and when —

3/3/05; met Oumar in Bandiagara and drove into Nombori. Danced and drummed with beautiful old women, drank gin and coke from a calabash, and spent our first night on a roof. 

3/4/05; walked to Dourou and then to Konsogou where we ate lunch in the ‘new village’ and took pictures of the ‘old village’ on the cliff. Spent the night in Benimatou, a village with 3 quarters — animist, Christian and Muslim.

3/5/05; walked to Indelou in the morning to see women’s menstrual huts. We had lunch in Yabatalou and spent the night in Endé, where Oumar is from. We met his folks.

3/6/05; shopping! Then we took a horse cart to Tirelli and hiked up for the last time into the escarpment. We continued on for another hour and a half (26km!) to Bankass.

•
In Nombori, we danced with Yandiñyé Guindo and her group. We invited the party people to our celebration by calling their names out in song. The man is Sogulé and is wife is Basse. We listened to songs about men with long hair down their backs and looking like your mother from whom you breastfed.

•
Ama = God = Allah (all the same). Dogon means ‘brothers, monotheistic, peaceful.’ Everything (e.g. water, earth) has good and bad within. The lizard symbol is the emblem of the Dogon. The lizard is praying up to the sky as we are on earth. The people left the Mandink region to escape the forced practicing of Islam and war. They fled to the escarpment where some were eventually converted to Catholicism when the missionaries came and offered food to any converts during a severe drought.

•
The crocodile is sacred because it helped the original ancestors find water when they moved from the Mandink region. It helped spot it from the top of a baobob tree.

Each family kept a tortoise that was offered the first taste of every meal. The woman who cooked sat on the animal as she pounded and cooked. If the tortoise refused the taste, she was thought to be a sorcerer practicing black magic within the family.

•
Each star represents the life of a person; a shooting star denotes the person’s death. The brighter the shooting star, the more important that person was in life. There is a group of 8 stars that represent the original 8 ancestors of the Dogon. Every 60 years, when the star Sirius (?) appears, the anniversary of the Dogon is celebrated in the village of Yougo, in the north (the last one was in 1967 and the next will be 2027). Every village sends a representative to this ceremony that is called Sigi. There is dancing with the Yassiginay mask.

To keep the world from ending during a lunar eclipse, people will stay awake dancing, crying and making noise all night long.

Rainbows are bad omens because they take the rain from the earth. If a rainbow is spotted in a body of water, no one will swim there. They are feared to bring bad harvest.

The world has 14 levels and we are in the 7th  from the bottom. The 7 that are above us have past, and when this one finishes, another will move up. When a person dies, her spirit goes up to a different level depending on her deeds in life, class, work, etc. The life you live has a pre-determined length that you asked for and were granted by Ama before you were born. Whether 2 hours or 120 years, you cannot die before your time even if you fall from a cliff or are sick and suffering.

•
The Dogon and the Bozo: During the famine, a Bozo man brought his son to be cared for by a Dogon man while he went off on a food-hunting adventure. While the Bozo was gone, the Dogon’s food ran out and he had nothing left to feed the boy. He cut off and cooked a piece of his own leg to give to the child. When the Bozo returned he was forever indebted to the Dogon for saving the life of his child. He swore his eternal gratefulness on his ancestors and the relationship continues to this day.

· During the 7th  century, the Tellem people built small houses way up in the cliffs of the escarpment. They flew up, built these houses for jewelry and fetishes in the escarpment, and flew back down. They have since moved to the plains and mixed with the Dogon people. Until about 50-60 years ago, the Dogon lived up in the escarpment because the plain were all forested and full of wild animals. The hogon, or king, lived in his house without leaving, except when there was a change of that post every 60 years. He was responsible for answering the needs of the people with fetishes (women wanting children, etc.). Paintings done outside of his house were black, red and white. Black for his shadow, red to represent the blood of sacrifice and the heat he wears when taking control of the kingship, and white for purity. He never bathed, but was cleaned by the tongue of a snake every 5 days and had his head shaved on that 5th day. The Dogon markets still run on a 5-day week. Only virgins and uncircumcised boys brought the hogon’s food to him. The meeting/judgment place is just next to his house. If a discussion gets heated and an angry man jumps up to emphasize his point, he will quickly be ‘knocked’ to his senses by the low ceiling of the place. The water dripping from these caves was also collected and given to people as medicine for goiters (high iron content).

The number 7 is important for the Dogon, 4 for the women — breasts and split clitoris, 3 for the men — penis and testicles. A child’s naming ceremony is done 7 days after birth. Mothers pick the names for their daughters and fathers pick their sons’ names. Your future spouse is picked for you at birth. A girl is circumcised around the age of 2 and a boy at age 15. Before that time a boy cannot find out who his wife is or witness mask ceremonies. Only women who are born within 60 days of the Sigi ceremony can attend the mask dances of the Yassigiga (unless they are menstruating) because they are considered sisters to the mask.

