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(Synopsis)
Wanting a career change and armed with a graduate degree in international studies, a woman in her mid-40s leaves her divorce and ordinary life behind for a two-year stint as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Togo, West Africa.
She learns survival skills in order to live without electricity or plumbing like the rest of the people in her adopted village. She also gains language skills as, in addition to French, which is still the official language, there are over half a dozen local languages in common use at her village. Adjusting to a new culture, several different languages and some very old attitudes is sometimes difficult, frustrating and funny.
There are friends to be made, foods to get used to, bureaucrats and insects to contend with, health issues to recover from and red tape to choke on. Dealing with people who want to rip her off, who harass her (sexually and otherwise) and who always want something from her isn’t easy. The challenges are offset by the warmth and friendship that was found along the way as well as some amazing adventures. As a wise man said to her, “Africa will change you, whether you want it to or not.”
To protect their privacy, the names of many of the people in this memoir have been changed.
Peace Corps personnel met my trainee group at the Lomé airport. We were whisked through customs and driven to our “hotel” in fairly late-model vans. I use the term “hotel” loosely, but more on that in a moment.
It was only about 6:30 p.m. on a Thursday night, but as Togo is near the equator, the sun goes down at that time all year round. The air was a bit steamy but not unpleasant, especially without direct sun.
As we drove through the heart of Togo’s capital city, the roadsides and sidewalks simmered with activity. Streetlights were few and the streets were dim, but people were out and about everywhere. Women in colorful clothing with head wraps and rubber sandals ambled gracefully down the sides of the road with huge loads on their heads. Men in loose, tie-dyed outfits slapped hands and laughed. Vendors still hoped to make a sale, their makeshift roadside stands lit by flickering candles or small kerosene lamps.
Earsplitting African music blared from boom boxes and stores. Buildings were mostly in a state of disrepair or decay. Many looked like shacks, with rusty corrugated tin roofs. The road, when it was paved, resembled gray Swiss cheese.
Mimosa trees, banana trees, palms and other tropical foliage erupted from every possible patch of soil, no matter how small or unlikely. Car exhaust and the odor of uncollected trash were Lomé’s perfume. Decay and poverty notwithstanding, the atmosphere was like a giant block party. It was my first glimpse of West Africa, and it was exciting.
We pulled up to a two-story whitewashed cement block building that had seen better days. This was Mamy’s, a hotel that didn’t need to advertise because it was so often filled by stagiares (trainees) and Peace Corps Volunteers (PCVs). There was no sign, and no street numbers appeared on any of the buildings on the street. If you didn’t know it was a hotel, you’d never guess it from the exterior. But finding an address is never a problem in an underdeveloped country. All you have to do is ask anyone, and they’ll give you directions. Everyone knows where everything is. It takes a bit of getting used to, but get used to it you will if you stay in Africa for any length of time.
Most of the larger houses in the city were surrounded by eight-foot high concrete cinderblock walls. Mamy’s was no exception. There was always someone posted near the front door to open the gate for visitors and guests.
Mamy’s couldn’t in all fairness be considered even a one-star hotel. It’s closer to a youth hostel. But if you’re budget travelling, you can’t beat the price at $3 a night. As it turned out, there were many much worse places to stay. Entering the grounds of Mamy’s, I saw that the pool had been emptied long ago. The yard was somewhat overgrown, and there was an odd hut with a thatched roof built on top of the flat roof. I expected Mamy to be African, but she was instead a wiry little Vietnamese woman in her 60s or 70s.
The drivers of the Peace Corps vans helped us bring our ridiculous amount of luggage upstairs to our rooms. We then assembled in the dining room for a few brief remarks by the Peace Corps Country Director, followed by dinner. The dining room held several rows of wooden chairs and tables covered with plastic tablecloths. I sat at a table at the back of the dining room and discovered a relative I didn’t know I had.
Koffi (pronounced COE-fee) was the trainer for the small business program. He spoke excellent English, and we talked about all sorts of things. I asked him about his children, which pleased him. In Africa it’s courteous to ask about family members. Koffi then invited me to guess his age. I guessed him to be in his early 40s. He was 45. I told him I was 43, and he smiled broadly. He said, “In Africa, one would call you ‘my little sister.’” And so I became his petite soeur.
After dinner we settled into our rooms. They were clean and spacious with four beds to a room, each topped with filmy white mosquito netting. Excitement was running too high to sleep, despite our exhausting flight.
Several of us, along with a couple of Volunteers who had been in country for three months, walked three blocks down the sandy, unpaved, dimly-lit road to Mandela’s, a bar frequented by PCVs. Mandela’s outdoor seating was festive and romantic, illuminated by colored Christmas lights under a thatched roof.
Everyone ordered Bière de Benin except me. I don’t much like the taste of beer. I had a Lionkiller, a local soda somewhat like 7-Up. After about an hour of animated drinking and chatting, I was starting to wind down. No one else was, so I walked back to Mamy’s through the dark, sandy streets alone. This quartier (neighborhood) was mostly residential, and there was practically no one around, but it didn’t feel dangerous at all.
Curious about the hut on the rooftop at Mamy’s, I climbed the stairs to investigate. I noticed that several of the houses in the quartier had them. Mamy’s didn’t have air conditioning, so the rooftop hut was just a place to catch a breeze and get out of the sun. I saw that the roofs of almost all the houses were flat and were used like a patio or to hang up laundry.
The moon was full as I looked at the stars from Mamy’s rooftop. I felt like an explorer who had come to a new world. Ah, Africa! Quelle aventure!
I was so exhausted I thought I might oversleep the next morning, but I was needlessly concerned. I wake up when it gets light, and the curtains in the rooms were no deterrent to the sunrise. At about 5:00 a.m. when the sun’s presence began to be noticeable, I opened my eyes. Then at 5:30 a nearby church began its thunderous morning chimes. I could never have slept through that.
I woke up with a touch of a sore throat, which often happens after I fly. At midmorning, I was beat. It didn’t feel like jet lag, but I hoped it wasn’t more than that. I didn’t want to be sick my first few days in Togo.
Togo was first colonized by Germany, which established itself as the protectorate of Togoland in 1884. Germany abandoned Togo in 1914 at the start of World War I. France and Britain were given control over the Gold Coast by the League of Nations. In 1956 the British controlled areas were consolidated and maps redrawn. The nation of Ghana emerged from the British colonies. Togo remained in French control until 1960, when it gained independence. French remains as Togo’s official language today. English is being taught more often in Togolese schools now, but in 1996 it was rarely heard.
Since it was a French environment, there were many terms for which the PCVs used the French word instead of the English one, even when speaking English amongst ourselves. In Togo, it was more natural. For example, the Peace Corps office was always referred to as the bureau, the French word for office. Trainees were always called stagiares, again, the French word.
Most of the stagiares in my group would live in villages with no electricity and no running water, just as people in the villages did. A few, who were in the Small Business Development group, would live in cities in houses with indoor plumbing and electricity. I was in the Rural Community Development group, and my post would be in a village.
The first phase of training involved health. We were given a second round of vaccinations to augment those we’d already received a few days earlier at staging in Washington, D.C. Then we were taught what we needed to know to avoid getting ill when living au village in a less developed country. Since most of us weren’t going to have electricity, there were special considerations for food handling and storage. Without refrigeration, leftover food had be heated to boiling about every four hours to kill anything that might be thinking about growing in it.
We were advised to boil and filter our drinking water. The Peace Corps provided each stagiare with a water filter, a large blue plastic container with a spigot and an interior filter. The filter needed to be removed and washed every few months with boiled water so as not to recontaminate the water you were trying to decontaminate. As for street food, there were certain things that were less risky. Hot food was less risky. Dried fruits and breads were no problem. It was pretty common sense.
Malaria is endemic in West Africa, and it can be deadly. We were given supplies of mefloquine, a once-a-week antimalarial, and were told to come to the medical bureau whenever we needed more. We were also strongly urged to buy mosquito nets for our beds. Finally, we were urged to use bug repellent. I ended up not using the bug spray much. It was one more thing that made my skin feel sticky, and the humidity was doing a good enough job of that already.
* * *
Three days later we had our first meeting at the bureau with Rose, a formateur (trainer), whom I liked immediately. She had a ready smile and a big laugh. She was to be at the Pagala training camp with us to teach us Togolese French.
We had our language interviews in the morning to test everyone’s level. They were pleased at my fluency. My standard French was already pretty good, but there was a slightly different flavor to French in West Africa and nuances to be learned.
I asked Rose questions about the Lomé grand marché (big market) which I wanted to visit after that day’s briefings.
“There’s a good one at Pagala, where you’ll be going for training,” Rose replied. “The Center has an arrangement with the vendors in the market there so that the people don’t charge too much. The women sellers at the Lomé grand marché, they like money too much.”
“I think that’s true the world over,” I said. She laughed one of her great big laughs.
After lunch, a group of us set off for the grand marché. I was anticipating going alone, but word got around that I was going, then everyone wanted to tag along. It turned into a large group, with several who had minimal French wanting me to bargain for them. I don’t like going out with large groups of people. It complicates everything. I had misgivings from the start, and it didn’t take long for me to wish I had gone alone.
The day before, I had taken a walk with one of the stagiares. I had mentioned to him that I was going out and that I didn’t much care to go places in groups because most people walk too fast. I’ve always been a rather leisurely stroller, even before an injury some 15 years before joining the Peace Corps gave me perpetual ankle problems. I like to take my time and observe things. It turned out that he did, too, so we had a really nice outing. We checked out the plant life in the city and noticed all the different kinds of birds and lizards. We also found a luxury hotel where we could change money and buy a street map of Lomé.
The visit to the grand marché was the complete opposite. The group immediately began outpacing me. I couldn’t keep up, and even if I tried, I’d be uncomfortable and get overheated. After a while they would stop and wait for me to catch up. I didn’t like being the one that was holding them all up.
Several people wanted to change money, so I showed them the hotel where I had done it the day before. No one else had had time to do it the previous day because we’d had health and security meetings all day. Someone mentioned that they’d heard you could get a better exchange rate at the marché from the money changers. No doubt they had found that out by reading their Lonely Planet guides, but most of these people were fresh out of college and had not travelled much if at all. They weren’t aware of the darker side of transactions of that sort.
I replied that the marché is full of con artists who will rip you off and as for myself, I didn’t feel comfortable changing money there with my current level of French. Also, our lack of experience in Africa made us easy targets. I added that they should do whatever they felt comfortable with. They all changed their money at the hotel.
I looked for a public restroom while they were doing that. In an underdeveloped country, you don’t find them easily the way you do in the U.S. or Europe. And if you do, they certainly won’t be in the condition that Americans and Europeans are used to. I went back to tell the others in case someone needed to go, but by then they had all gone outside and had sent someone back inside to look for me. I would have liked to have used the restroom but I was hating the feeling of holding everyone up again, so I didn’t.
I was soon lagging behind. The stagiare with whom I had gone out the night before was kindly snailing along at my pace. Soon we came to an intersection where I wanted to take the direction I had seen on the map. Another stagiare wanted to go a different way, the way she had gone to the market earlier in the day. It turned into a big debate. This drama added to my regret at being swept up in a group outing that I had wanted to avoid to begin with.
The stagiare asked someone on the street for directions to support her position. I knew that there was more than one way to get to the marché, but I didn’t want the role of group leader. Despite the fact that I had a map, she insisted that we take her route. Against my better judgment, I followed, knowing they were taking the longer route, and swore to myself I would never let myself get into anything like this again.
Soon a blister began to form on the sole of my right foot. I had to walk even slower. Someone asked if I was okay. My face was pretty flushed from the heat, and I probably looked like I was going to pass out, but except for the blister, I felt fine.
When we got to the market area, I knew if I stayed with the group I’d still feel under pressure. I wouldn’t feel free to take my time and observe things the way I wanted to. As the stagiares were about to disappear in the crowd, I looked at my companion and asked which way he wanted to go. He didn’t say anything, so I headed in another direction and ditched the group. He came along with me.
I loved the marché. It was jam packed. You couldn’t get through it without brushing up against people. It was noisy, smelly, dirty, lively, exotic and colorful. I bought a pair of rubber-soled sandals that were heaven on my sore feet.
Next, I needed a towel for the training center at Pagala. The Peace Corps advised us before we left the States that that was one of the things we should pack and bring with us, but I figured I’d save the room in my suitcase for something more critical. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but it turned out there were no towels at Mamy’s. Not to dry your hands on after washing them and not to dry yourself with after showering. I got used to letting my hands air dry after washing or just wiping them on my shorts.
After talking to three towel vendors, it was clear that no one would budge on the price. They weren’t too expensive, but in Africa it’s customary to bargain. You won’t be respected if you pay the first price. I bought my towel from the last vendor, who told me she thought I was going to say it was too expensive.
By then my face really was frying. When we left for the marché, it was a little cloudy, so I didn’t take my hat. What a mistake! I never again went anywhere the whole time I was in Togo without taking a hat. Fortunately, this time I had sunblock with me.
I thought I’d be exhausted from the long walk, the sun and the din of the market, but after returning to Mamy’s, I still had energy. I hand washed some clothes then went up to the roof.
Several stagiares were up there sitting under the thatched hut. Music was blasting from speakers two back yards away, where there were some adults and children having some sort of festivity. It was great music, so I started dancing. That immediately caught their attention. The adults laughed, and the kids waved and went nuts. I had a feeling I was going to like Togo.
After dinner my throat was feeling worse, so I asked Martin, the chef, to call Veronica, a Ghanaian nurse who worked for the Peace Corps medical bureau and who would be taking care of us during training. It turned out I had bronchitis.
One of the employees at Mamy’s, a young woman named Kuburra, took a particular liking to me. If I had a question or needed anything, Kuburra was pleased to answer or help me out. She was extremely worried about me, particularly as the bronchitis got worse. When my voice got hoarse and she heard me speak – or rather croak – she urged me to go see Veronica again. She came to visit me in the evening after I had gone to bed just to see if there was anything I needed.
Kuburra was so very kind to me that when we left Mamy’s several days later to go to Pagala, I dug through my bags and gave her my rhinestone earrings as a goodbye gift. From her reaction, you’d have thought I had given her the crown jewels.
The next day I noticed that my legs looked ravaged. The African bugs were finding me delicious. I’d have to start remembering to put on insect repellent daily. Many months later, I found out that Mamy’s had a bedbug infestation. That was why my legs looked like an attack of chicken pox.
My eyes also felt a bit sticky, as if I were coming down with conjunctivitis. I remembered that I had accidentally splashed some water into my eyes when I was in the shower. At the health briefing we were told to use filtered and boiled water for face washing. So much to remember, so much we take for granted.
There were no mirrors anywhere at Mamy’s. Not in the bathrooms, not in the hall, not anywhere. I hadn’t worn makeup since we arrived in Togo (pointless, since you sweated it off in short order) and hadn’t seen myself in a mirror for four days. I needed to see what was going on with my eyes. With some trepidation, I fished my hand mirror out of my suitcase and took a look. Not too bad. My eyes looked okay. I had a little more color on my face than usual, but the sunblock had saved me.
I was exhausted, and my sore throat was worse. Veronica took me to the clinic and gave me antibiotics for the sore throat and calamine lotion for the bug bites, chiding me for not using the insect repellent. Its application was going to become part of my daily routine. Bug repellent, hat, sunblock. Every day.
Chapter 2 – How I Ended Up in Togo
From 1996 to 1998, I was a Peace Corps Volunteer in Togo, a tiny country barely touching the coast of West Africa. How did I end up there?
Following my divorce five years earlier, I realized I was starting out with a freshly-wiped slate. I had no children. Now that I had no one else’s opinion or needs to consider, I could do whatever I wanted. The only trouble was, I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to be when I grew up.
My B.A. in Economics wasn’t going to get me anywhere. Near the end of my undergraduate studies, I knew Economics wasn’t what I wanted to pursue, a decision influenced by an advanced course in Econ which required math skills I neither had nor wanted to acquire. By then I’d taken an interest in international affairs. I had some extraordinary and dynamic professors who had immigrated from Zimbabwe and Iraq. I had always been intrigued by other cultures, so I decided to get an advanced degree in the international field instead.
In order to do so, I’d need a foreign language. Arabic was my first choice, as I had a strong interest in the Middle East. Unfortunately, Arabic was dropped the semester after my first class at California State University of Sacramento because of low enrollment. French was touted as being one of the most widely used languages in diplomatic affairs, so I had my first French class in my final year of undergraduate work.
Acquiring a second language later in life can be difficult for some people, but I took to language studies far more easily than math. Although I was in my early 40s when I first began to study French, it didn’t pose any special problem. It was a lot of work, but it was a labor of love. I really enjoyed it.
Since I’d made the decision to switch to international affairs so late, I needed extra credits to meet the minimum foreign language requirement of the graduate school where I’d been accepted. The Monterey Institute of International Studies, where I was transferring, offered an intensive summer French language class, the equivalent of a full year of college study, just for that reason. I enrolled in that class before I began any graduate course work. The second and final catch-up class I took was a summer course at a language school in France, which I took the following year.
My interests at MIIS soon focused on international development. We were taught the difference between sustainable and unsustainable projects. Sustainable projects were those that could be created and maintained by people at the grassroots level. They were often small projects such as small business loans of less than $500.
Unsustainable projects were often glamorous, big money projects brought in by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). These had been popular in previous decades but were problematic in several ways. First, few local people were educated enough or had the skills to participate in these projects other than in a perfunctory way. Second, as soon as the NGO left, the project often fell apart because of corruption, lack of skilled workers or the lack of funding by the local population to keep the project going.
Finally, big money projects encouraged dependence. They fostered the attitude that outsiders were always going to come to the rescue. Rather than make any effort to change, the local population would simply wait for manna from heaven to fall into their laps. In those fatalistic cultures where they believed that God would provide, the expectation that outsiders would step in to cure their societal ills was even worse.
In May 1996, at the age of 43, I received my M.A. in International Policy Studies from the Monterey Institute of International Studies. Staff at MIIS, as well as students who were former Volunteers, highly recommended the Peace Corps as the best way to get international work experience. I applied to the Peace Corps well before I graduated, as I’d found out that it often took a year or more to go through the application process. Three months after receiving my diploma, I received my invitation letter to become a Peace Corps Volunteer.
I started to research Africa and life in the Peace Corps ten months before receiving my acceptance letter. I had an interview in the San Francisco Peace Corps recruiting office where I was advised that since I had four years of college-level French, it was highly likely that I’d be placed in West Africa. When the acceptance letter arrived, it was followed up by a phone call from a recruiter. I was given four countries to choose from: Haiti, Niger, Togo or Jordan.
I had already spent most of a year in an Africa mindset, so I rejected Haiti immediately. Haiti was also going through some political disturbances at the time, and this was to be the Peace Corps’ first year to be established in the country. That sounded like a recipe for trouble and confusion.
The thought of going to Jordan was momentarily interesting. I still had a strong interest in the Arab world. I’d also spent two immensely enjoyable weeks in Egypt in 1980 and would have loved getting more in-depth experience in the culture. But I hadn’t been able to study Arabic, and after it had been suggested I’d likely be placed in West Africa, I had invested many hours researching it. Sub-Saharan Africa was the least likely place I thought I’d ever go as a tourist. If not for the Peace Corps, I’d probably never have the opportunity to see it. So West Africa it would be.
Between Niger and Togo, I could find next to no information. At the time, there were no publications available about Togo specifically or even about West Africa in general. I made do with whatever used books I could find on Africa, most of which were ten to fifteen years old. I decided on Togo because I thought it might not be as hot as Niger. Niger is landlocked, and Togo has a small strip of land on the coast.
The internet was in its fledgling state in 1994 when I was looking for information on West African countries, and there was very little information on Togo even there. However, there were a number of USENET Returned Peace Corps Volunteer (RPCV) groups out there, and I managed to find several RPCVs who were kind enough to correspond with me by e-mail and answer my millions of questions. That was the most valuable source of information I had. If you're preparing to go into the Peace Corps as a Volunteer, you'd do well to do likewise. RPCVs love to talk about their experiences, and most will be more than happy to help you as someone helped them. One RPCV, who was grateful for my interest, told me, “You end up with all these stories, and no one to tell them to.”
One of the biggest sources of anxiety surrounded what to bring to Togo. The Peace Corps sent some information on what was available in country and what items were useful to bring, but it was a little vague. The best advice I got was to bring a good can opener (which I wish I had), and a Swiss army knife (which I was glad I did).
As for the can opener, the literature assured me that most everything you might not have brought could be obtained in Lomé, in regional cities or au marché. These are little local traveling farmers’ markets near each village where you can buy matches, soap and used clothes, among other things. If everything could be gotten in Lomé, surely it wouldn’t be too hard to find a decent can opener. That was logical, but it was wrong. Practically all that was available were cheap, dull, poorly-made metal can openers from China that mostly didn’t open anything. Bring a decent hand can opener with you and give it away when you leave, said the Peace Corp brochure. It was good advice. If you don’t bring a can opener, though, all isn’t lost. You’ll soon learn how to open a can the Togolese way: with a knife and a rock. It takes a bit of brute strength, but it can be done.
Swiss army knives, on the other hand, aren’t available in Togo at all. Beer bottle openers are good to bring, but more as gifts for the Togolese friends you’ll make. You won’t need one yourself, as you’ll be set with your all-purpose Swiss Army knife.
The Peace Corps also recommended bringing jeans. I brought two pairs and never wore them. Why? Togo has two types of weather: hot and hotter. Even during the harmattan, Togo’s winter, daytime temperatures didn’t drop much below 70 degrees Fahrenheit. Some Volunteers wore jeans occasionally, but I was rarely seen in anything other than shorts.
A decent pen was sought after by Togolese and Volunteers alike. What was available in Togo was mostly the French version of Bics, which leaked horribly. I bought a box of inexpensive pens at Office Depot to give as gifts. I soon found out that among my Togolese friends, even a cheap American pen was prized.
Peace Corps supplied us with first aid items like aspirin, ibuprofen and even tampons. Soap for washing yourself and your clothes was available even in the remotest village marché, but it was sometimes necessary to go to the nearest large city to find a store that carried deodorant. Only foreign NGO workers were able to afford nonessentials like that, so wherever they were posted was where deodorant was sold.
The other dilemma was how much to bring. Everyone overpacks. A good rule of thumb is, don’t bring any more stuff than you can carry or drag all by yourself. Friends and relatives can ship you anything else.
Over the next few days, we had meetings about the Peace Corps Volunteer live-ins we were going on. We were to spend three days with PCVs who had been in country for a year and see for ourselves what PCV life au village was like. We also tried out bicycles and helmets. I started getting over my bronchitis and feeling better.
The night before we left on our live-ins, there was an afternoon reception at Mamy’s for the stagiares. Johnny Young, the U.S. Ambassador to Togo, was there. He spoke briefly, partly in English, partly in French. His French was beautiful, and I was impressed. Some local Togolese government officials were there, also, but they didn’t say a word.
Kodjo Amesefe (KOE-joe Ameh-SEF-eh), who was to be my boss at Peace Corps headquarters, said to us in his welcome speech: “Welcome to Togo. Please stay. We need you.” His plea for us to stay was based on the number of Volunteers who came to Togo then asked for early termination within a few months after their arrival. The Peace Corps is not like the Army. You can ask to leave any time, and they’ll send you back home. Among all the countries where Peace Corps operated, Togo had one of the highest percentages of Volunteers who ET’d.
Kodjo spoke about how important Volunteers were for initiating change at the grassroots level. He closed by saying, “Africa will change you, whether you want it to or not.”
After the reception I went to Mandela’s for a beer. Everyone else went back to Mamy’s early because we were scheduled to leave at the crack of dawn the next day for our live-ins. But as I had spent the last few days lying around with a sore throat instead of partying, I stayed late listening to several PCVs spill the dirt on behind-the-scenes problems at the Peace Corps. The biggest complaints were about the poor performance of the country director and one of the assistant country directors, none of which, I soon came to realize, were overexaggerated.
The next morning we got up at 5:00 a.m. to get ready to leave. Those of us who were headed north piled into the Peace Corps van and went to the bureau where we picked up the bikes, helmets and mattresses that we’d need for our weekend upcountry. The Peace Corps sent mattresses with us for the live-ins because most Volunteers who lived au village only had one mattress for their own use. But the guy who had the helmets wasn’t going to be there until 8:00 a.m., and the helmets weren’t where anyone could find them, so we had to wait. Damase (dah-MAHS), the training director, came by and was furious when he heard about all this. We finally got on our way about 7:30.
I was assigned to spend the three-day live-in at Bitchabé (BEECH-ah-bay) along with Sally, another stagiare. It was one of the far northern posts, but not the farthest away from Lomé. Still, we’d be one of the last of the trainees to reach our destination that day. Mensah was our driver. He was cheerful and funny, and he helped make the time pass very pleasantly on the long journey northward.
“Any time you want me to stop, just tell me,” he assured us. He was referring to pee stops. There are no rest stops with toilets in Togo like you’d find along the highways in America. Togo is a very poor country. It barely has roads in some places. We were going upcountry, out in the bush. Out in the bush, if you had to “go,” you were obliged to go in the bushes.
We dropped off a trainee in Atakpamé (ah-TACK-pah-may), a large town nestled in the hills in southern Togo. We had lunch in Sokodé (SOAK-oh-day), one of the small cities in the northern region, and dropped off two more. The further north we drove, the prettier the land around the main road became with beautiful teak forests and rolling hills. Bassar (bah-SAR) was one of the smallest towns we went through, maybe with 5,000 to 10,000 people, and I liked it the best.
We made a pee stop. Even in the larger towns, finding a place to use the toilet, if you could even find a toilet, was a nearly impossible task. If you were lucky, the squat latrine that you did find wouldn’t be too disgusting. Most of the women stagiares hopped out of the van and squatted among the five-foot high grasses by the side of the road without a fuss. The grass was more than tall enough to offer perfect privacy. Most of us didn’t even bother with toilet paper. It was so hot, that wet feeling didn’t last long.
But there was one woman who was not about to pee in the grass. This was the same stagiare who brought her blow dryer to Togo. In the first place, this is Togo, not New York, and you’re not ever going to find yourself in a situation where you’d look out of place if your hair wasn’t perfectly coiffed. In the second place, this is Togo, and there isn’t electricity anywhere except in Lomé and in a very limited way in the larger towns. In the third place, this is Togo. Get over yourself.
I had noticed Angelica curling her lip in disgust and not drinking much water, deliberately dehydrating herself so as to avoid having to pee alongside of the road like the rest of us. In the African heat, that was not only ill-advised, it was dangerous. If she succumbed to heat stroke, we were far, far away from any medical facility.
She’d been a complainer ever since staging in Washington, D.C. I wondered why she applied to the Peace Corps and how she managed to get through the recruiting interview. And why would she agree to come to Africa, of all places? With her attitude, I couldn’t see her getting through her entire two-year commitment.
The road to Bitchabé was blocked by a fallen tree, so we had to take an hour and a half detour to get there by another road. We were now more than eight hours away from Lomé in a beautiful wilderness. The remoteness of the location made me a little nervous. If anything happened and you needed medical attention this far away from Lomé, there were no doctors and no hospitals you could go to. And there were plenty of things that could happen. People in Africa often die of causes that would be simple to attend to in the U.S., where medical care is easily available.
Finally we reached Bitchabé, a small village at the base of a cluster of gently rolling hills. There were mud huts with thatched roofs, some falling apart. There were cement block houses with rusty tin roofs. Garbage was casually strewn about pretty much everywhere. Among all the beauty of the surrounding nature, Bitchabé was a canker sore. We pulled abruptly into a space in front of one of the dilapidated houses, and Mensah cut off the engine.
“This is for you!” Angelica sneered. She was feeling superior because she was going to spend her live-in further north in a larger town with a Volunteer who had a house with electricity.
Turning the other cheek does not come naturally to me. Allowing people to get away with being nasty, mean or abusive amounts to an invitation for them to do it to you again. Up to now, I usually clashed spectacularly with these types. After doing so once, they usually gave me a wide berth, which is exactly what I preferred. But for once in my life, for reasons I still don’t understand, I resisted the urge to engage in a verbal smackdown or cast aspersions on her character in four-letter syllables and merely gave her a considerably evil eye instead. I didn’t know if I was growing up or getting old.
After getting over the initial shock of the extent of the poverty and the trash, I saw the beauty of the plants, the trees and of the entire surroundings and shrugged off Angelica’s snottiness. She wouldn’t last here ten minutes, but I was already starting to like it. Mensah helped Sally and me carry in our bags, then we waved goodbye.
Everything in Bitchabé was in poor repair, but it was wonderful anyway. The people were extremely warm, welcoming and friendly. Pam, the Volunteer we were staying with, had a three-room house behind her Togolese host family’s concession. A concession in West Africa is a complex of buildings which form a family’s living quarters, often surrounded by a fence or wall.
Pam’s house had a brand new latrine, only a few steps away from her front door, which was for her exclusive use. This was a Peace Corps requirement. Most families in Togolese villages are so poor that they don’t have a latrine. To ensure that the Volunteers had adequate access to toilet facilities, the Peace Corps not only built one for them, if the Volunteer’s housing didn’t already have one, but they required that the Volunteer keep it locked so that no one else could use it. That sounds terribly selfish and unkind, but there were reasons.
Most people in Togo, especially the ones who live in villages, have very little education. They don’t know that you can’t throw your garbage in a latrine. They would throw anything and everything in there, including dead flashlight batteries. Not only that, but people in the village were often jealous of anyone who had something they didn’t. Vandalism happened all the time. A Volunteer who didn’t lock the latrine would soon have it ruined.
Pam also had an outdoor douche. A douche is the bathing area. It’s often four cement walls about five feet high with an open entry and no door or closure of any kind. It also doesn’t have a roof. Douches were outdoors because in the village there’s no plumbing. They’re usually not connected to a building but built a couple of feet away with the open entry facing a wall, which gives the bather privacy from people walking by.
The douche floor can be of gravel or cement. A drainage hole on one side allowed water to exit. Bath water would often form a sludgy pool a few feet away, creating a mosquito breeding ground. The way to combat that was to plant banana trees nearby. Banana trees suck up water like crazy. It just makes them grow faster.
The best part about the outdoor douche is that it’s outdoors! After the sun sets, you would take your kerosene lantern and set it on the floor in the far corner of the douche. The sky was full of stars, the air was soft and balmy. You heard the banana trees rustling in the night breeze, the frogs calling and the undulating, electrical sounds of bats finding their way in the night. It was magical.
It was here where I learned the art of the bucket bath You wouldn’t think one bucket of water would be enough to get your whole self and your hair clean, but it was. You took the plastic 30-ounce made-in-China cup you bought at the marché, dipped it into the bucket and poured it over yourself. The water was never that cold and always felt refreshing at the end of a hot day. A couple of cupfuls and you were wet enough to soap up and lather your hair. By the time I left Togo, I was so good at it, I didn’t always need a full bucket. Tipping the last one-quarter of the bucket of water over myself at the end was just icing on the cake.
The first evening, we just talked. Sally and I asked Pam hundreds of questions, which she was glad to answer. She didn’t get many visitors due to the remoteness of her post, and she was happy to have us there. Sally and I were both a bit nervous about being so far off the beaten track, but I wasn’t panicked by it. It certainly was food for thought, though.
It make me realize that I didn’t want to spend two years in an area so remote as to make it difficult to get to Lomé for medical care should I need it. I might not have thought too much about it if I had been in my 20s and fresh out of college like everyone else. But I was more than twice the age of the average Volunteer, so I had a very different outlook. That turned out to be one of my considerations when I later chose the village where I was to be posted.
The next day we walked around the village and met a few people. Pam taught us a few words in Bassar, the main language in Bitchabé. The greeting was “a dom pa,” to which you replied “alafia” (alla FEE ya). Another great phrase was “nyan ga pa,” which means “that’s good.” The villagers were delighted when they discovered that Sally and I knew even two words of Bassar.
We then got into our first bush taxi, a 1940s vintage long-bed truck with a hard cover over the cargo area, and headed for the marché at Banjeli, nine kilometers away. The driver invited us all to sit up front. The front seat of a bush taxi is generally more comfortable, or less uncomfortable, and African hospitality is such that they’ll offer the most comfortable seat to the yovo (white person), the guest in their country. Sally and Pam climbed up front, but I thought four in the front would have been too crowded. (I was so green!) Besides, I really wanted to ride in the back with the Togolese and see if it got too claustrophobic for me.
Even with 19 other people (yes, I counted), a ton of cargo and a few chickens which eventually all squeezed in, it wasn’t too bad. The rear shocks were totally shot, so it was kind of like an amusement park ride, with people bouncing off the seats when we hit a bump. Everyone just laughed when that happened, and it happened often.
The ceiling was low in the back of this truck, and when we hit one pothole, I bounced off my seat and hit my head on the ceiling. Everyone laughed, including me. No one takes things like that too seriously here. The Togolese sense of humor was something I always loved. No matter how horrendous the situation, they always seemed to manage to laugh or at least smile in spite of it.
The Banjeli marché was interesting and fun, big enough but not too big. Marchés were the local equivalent of a supermarket. Different villages had a market one day a week, each on a different day. Thus, if you missed the market in Banjeli and needed something not available in your village, there was bound to be another village nearby with a market in the next day or two where you could go get what you needed.
You could get most necessities at village marchés. In addition to fresh locally-grown produce, there were plastic cups, tin dishes, bars of soap, candles, matches, kerosene lanterns, used clothing, cloth for making new clothing, tomato paste, spaghetti, even toilet paper, but there were no tourist trinkets. It was too far off the beaten path, too far north from Lomé. This was truly an African market, selling food and items for everyday living. For tourist souvenirs and nonessentials, you’d have to go to Lomé, Kpalimé or one of the other regional large towns.
I was fascinated by the beautiful outfits of the Togolese. The fabrics they wore were bright and colorful, the patterns large and vibrant. I got some incredible photos. Unfortunately, none of these incredible photos survived.
A few weeks later when we were at the Pagala training camp, I mailed the roll of film back to a friend in Los Angeles to get it developed. I had read on the internet in 1996 that film processing was almost impossible to get done in Togo. That information was already outdated by the time I left, which I had no way of knowing. We hadn’t been told in any of the Peace Corps orientation meetings in Lomé how easy it was to get film developed either in Lomé or most of the large regional towns. Not only was I horrendously overcharged for the postage, but the film never arrived in L.A.
When we left the marché, the clouds opened, and it began to pour. At first we didn’t think we’d be able to get a taxi ride back. If you waited too long, the taxis wouldn’t be going in the direction of Bitchabé. Once the marché was finished, there wouldn’t be any customers going in that direction.
One driver said we could ride on the roof. That would have been dangerous enough in fair weather, the way the baggage was piled up so high, so we passed. Finally we found another bush taxi and piled in. By the time we got back to Pam’s, the torrential rain had stopped.
* * *
One of Pam’s favorite children in Bitchabé was Abouma Lamalá. He was about five years old and full of energy. One day she asked one of the people who spoke French how to say to him, “you’re acting silly” in Bassar. This got translated into “you move very quickly,” which then in French became something like “aboum a lam a lá.” Everyone in the village, including his mother, called him that ever since.
The kids were really curious about Sally and me, but Sally didn’t spend any time with them. We’d been told at the Peace Corps health briefings how we should be very careful about diseases and infections to the point where one Volunteer confided to me that after the briefings, she was almost afraid to touch any of her village kids. Maybe Sally had been spooked by those briefings, too.
Sally, a young woman from New York, was sick most of the time we were there. She must have picked up a bug before we arrived because she only ate a pasta dinner that Pam made the first night. She was focused on staying close to the latrine. Apart from being sick and holing up in the house all the time, she seemed uneasy with the living conditions. She seemed to be way out of her comfort zone.
The next day I went around the village with Pam and met people while Sally stayed in the house, still not feeling well. I met Felix, the village doctor, at the three-room Centre de Santé (Health Center), and we saw a four-hour-old baby. Pam was then called away by the village chief, who had sent someone to find her. The villagers wanted to use the leftover cement that remained after Pam’s latrine was built, and they wanted Pam to give it to them. She made them buy it.
Then Pam wanted to go back home and write some letters. I opted to take another walk by myself around the village. Sally still needed to stay close to the latrine. I went back to the Centre de Santé where Felix asked me to take him to the U.S. and marry him. He was kidding, sort of. We were told at our briefings that women stagiares should expect many marriage proposals while in Togo. The Togolese had a great sense of humor, and this was one of their favorite jokes. But Felix really did want to go to the U.S.
Later on Pam and I took yet another walk and saw a ritual animal sacrifice. A village woman came to the chief saying that someone had put the evil eye on her, and she wanted him to counteract it. A chicken’s throat was slit over a cone-shaped rock, and the blood was carefully squeezed over it. They pulled a bunch of feathers off the chicken and dropped them all over the blood-soaked rock. A baby pygmy goat’s throat was then slit, and its blood was also poured over the rock. The ritual was done in Bassar, Bitchabé’s most widely-used language, so Pam and I didn’t understand much of what was going on. I had read that these practices still existed, so the spectacle didn’t come as a complete shock to me. It was fascinating, though morbid.
After dinner Pam and Sally stayed inside, but I couldn’t. It was too warm in the house, and there were too many stars in the sky. It was only about 6:30 p.m. but already completely dark. Looking at the sky all by myself soon lost its charm, and I required a little more stimulation. I heard voices coming from the family compound in front of Pam’s house, so I grabbed my flashlight, made my way through the pitch blackness of the moonless Togo night and went over to hang out with whoever was out there.
I must glow in the dark, because long before I could see any of them, I heard several children’s voices calling my name: “Da Marie! Da Marie!” “Da” is short for dadavi, which in many local languages means “little sister.” It’s the courteous form of address for an older person. The way the Togolese pronounced it, it came out sounding like “Dama Reeee.” They rolled the “r” a bit and elongated the final syllable for about two seconds. That was what everyone called me the entire two years while I was in Togo, and I really liked it.
I shone the flashlight in the direction of the children’s voices and saw a group of smiling faces, among whom I recognized Abouma Lamalá. They were all busy shelling peanuts in the dim light of a few distant kerosene lamps. The lamps were on the ground at the far end of the yard near several women who were preparing dinner. I sat down on the ground near Abouma Lamalá, and he solemnly gave me a handful of his peanuts. I put them in my pocket. Then, one by one, all the kids started coming up to me and giving me handfuls of their peanuts until my pocket was full. And again until my other pocket was full.
I played with the kids awhile then went to sit with the women. They smiled, said my name several times and continued chatting rapidly in Bassar. This village being so far north, not many of the villagers spoke French, so I couldn’t communicate with them at all. I just smiled and said “alafia” (alla-FEE-yah), a common greeting, the meaning of which I wasn’t quite sure, or “ah HANH” after everything they said. That was the local version of “uh huh,” only more nasal, more forceful and the final syllable elongated for several seconds. It was an expression you heard all the time. Though we shared no language, by the smiles and chuckles, these women were getting quite a kick out of me.
Soon they began to eat dinner. I was invited to partake, but I had just eaten. Also, since I’d only been in country a few days, wasn’t used to the local microbes and was unfamiliar with their level of hygiene, I couldn’t risk becoming sick. I especially didn’t want to take the chance of having diarrhea on the long bush taxi trip to Sokodé the next day, so I declined. After the adults finished eating, the children ate the leftovers from the same plates. It was a custom that took a little getting used to, but here in Togo, that was the way it was done. No food went to waste ever. There was always a hungry child who would gladly eat whatever you handed them.
When dinner was over, a little girl came to me and said, “Venez, nous allons danser” (come, we’re going to dance). A little boy brought out a drum and sat near me. The kids made a semicircle in front of me, and someone placed a kerosene lamp near my feet. The drummer began to pound out a rhythm, and the children began to dance. It was utterly charming. I’m not one who likes to just sit and watch, so I soon got up and joined them.
The kids got all wound up when they saw me dance. They were laughing, screeching and jumping. The women were hooting with laughter, too, and egging me on. The laughter wasn’t mocking, they were just delighted that I was dancing with the kids. By their reactions it was clear they thought I was doing one hell of a job. We couldn’t understand each other’s language, but in this moment there was no need. I was having a great time, and they were thrilled that I had come to spend time with them.
Soon the beam of a flashlight came around the corner and the kids began calling, “Ja-choooo! Ja-choooooo!” which is Pam’s Togolese name. It means “the second,” because she’s the second PCV they’ve had in Bitchabé. The kids always elongated the second syllable, and it sounded really cute.
“I could hear all the laughing in my room!” Pam said. “I had to come and see what was going on. I figured it was you, Marie!”
We both danced with the kids, then we sat with the women and watched the little girls dance and sing. We all sang a lullaby to a baby, they in their language, Pam and I in ours. We were there a long time before we finally bid them goodnight. As I lay on my mattress, I could still hear the drumming, the laughter and the singing. It continued long after I fell asleep.
* * *
One of the side benefits of spending several days with Volunteers au village was that it gave the stagiares the opportunity not only to learn first hand how to get around on the bush taxi system, but it also gave us an immediate opportunity to use what we learned. Although the Peace Corps had driven us to the live-in posts, we stagiares were expected to get ourselves to the training camp at Pagala by bush taxis.
On the way to the live-in, we had driven through the junction at Langabou that led to Pagala. The Route Nationale, the main and only paved north-south road that went from Lomé to Ouagadougou, formed a T junction at Langabou. The only road connecting to the Route Nationale at Langabou was the road to Pagala going west, so it would be easy to get there.
We woke up early. We’d been told it was always best to get an early start because with the bush taxis around Bitchabé, you never knew what would happen. It rained like hell for about a half hour, then we went out to the taxi stand. Not many taxis would be coming there that day because the heavy tropical rains turned the dirt road into a muddy soup. This was one of the disadvantages of living in a village like Bitchabé far from the Route Nationale. It didn’t have the best transportation access or service.
Pam accompanied us to Bassar village and made sure that we got on a taxi that was bound for Sokodé. To get to Pagala, we would have to get off the bush taxi at Langabou and find a local taxi that made the Langabou-Pagala run. After you did it a few times, it was no more difficult than changing trains on a subway system. But for the very first time, Sally and I were just a bit nervous.
We finally got a place on a bush taxi. It got a flat on the way to Bassar. They fixed it. Then it couldn’t get up a small hill with the load it was carrying, so we all had to get out and walk. Finally we made it to Bassar and got a taxi right away for Sokodé, where we were to spend the night at the Peace Corps maison de passage. There was no way to make the trip from Pam’s house to Pagala before nightfall unless you were being driven there in a well-maintained Peace Corps vehicle which didn’t make any stops.
Maison de passage was a rather glamorous name that evoked a gently decaying colonial mansion serving out its final years as a hotel for Peace Corps Volunteers who were passing through. No doubt it was staffed by the Peace Corps and although the place was old, the rooms were clean and spacious. This charming fantasy of mine couldn’t have been further from reality.
The maison wasn’t staffed by anyone, just used frequently by the PCVs in the region and was available as an overnight stopping place for any Volunteer passing through. As there was no one to let you in, the method of entry was ingenious. The front gate was secured with a combination padlock. Affixed to the gate was a small sign with clues to the padlock combination which were impossible to decode by anyone but the PCVs. For example, for the first number, the clue was “an American TV show named ____ is Enough.” They don’t get American TV in Togo, and most people don’t have TV sets, much less electricity. Not only that, very few Togolese speak English. So it was highly unlikely that any Togolese would have ever known which number was associated with that program.
Walking through the front gate, you had to watch your step, as the sidewalk was broken in several places. The maison was on the second story of a dilapidated building that looked like it wouldn’t withstand a stiff breeze. The handrail on the steps wasn’t fully there.
As the maison was not staffed, no one was responsible for cleaning it. Peace Corps Disgusting Filthy Flophouse would have been a far more accurate name. It was so horrendous that I couldn’t even stand the thought of taking a shower there. It seemed ridiculous anyway, as I had no clean clothes. There hadn’t been enough time to wash them when we visited Pam.
There were no beds, just some quaint and charming filthy mattresses on the floor for people to sleep on. Dustballs as big as tumbleweeds floated around everywhere. From time to time someone from the Peace Corps would come to collect the 1,000 CFA per night ($2.00) payment the PCVs would leave in one of the drawers in the hall bureau. Even at that price, it wasn’t a bargain.
The only positive thing I could say about the place was that because there were no wooden bed frames for bedbugs to hide in while they waited for their next tasty meal, I didn’t get any additional bug bites there. But I never stayed at a Peace Corps maison de passage again.
I went out for a beer that night with some PCVs who were also staying the night at the co-ed Filthy Flophouse. They had been in Togo a year, and like most Volunteers, the majority were women in their early 20s.
A few of them had extremely negative attitudes towards the Togolese, especially one woman who was inexcusably rude to a Togolese man who saw us all sitting there and came to introduce himself. This is a country where people show visitors the utmost in kindness and hospitality, and strangers are special to them. Many Togolese have never met or had the opportunity to talk to a white person, and they are curious. The Volunteer refused even to try to speak French with him and rudely ran the guy off, saying how sick she was of these obnoxious African men. I told her it seemed to me he was simply being friendly.
The rudeness and nasty attitudes of these Volunteers were embarrassing to me as an American representing my country in a foreign land. I hoped that not all Volunteers became as cynical and bilious as these people were. Once again, I was sorry that I had gone out somewhere with a group.
One of the reasons we were there at the bar was that one of the Volunteers was taking an Early Termination. He had a bad attitude concerning the Peace Corps work he was doing, despite the fact that the country director had allowed him to change his post and his job responsibilities more than once. But at least he liked Togo and the Togolese and spoke French with them. Two Togolese musician friends of his, whom he jammed with, came to say goodbye and give him a parting gift.
Practically no Volunteer except the soon-to-be-departing PCV spoke to the two Togolese musicians, partly because their French was lousy (the Volunteers’ not the Togolese’s) but mostly because of their extreme lack of interest in talking to locals. After I finished pumping one of the women PCVs for information on what it was like to be a Volunteer in Togo, I turned my attention to the musicians and had a very nice conversation with them. They were impressed with my French and assured me that any time I was in Sokodé, I now had friends there. They gave me their phone number.
I didn’t like Sokodé. It was really hot, really dry and nothing about it was interesting. But after meeting the two musicians, I wanted to return some day to listen to Inoussa and Esso play guitar.
I then went to dinner with a health Volunteer who was close to my age. We’d been strongly urged at the staging in D.C. to develop friendships with other Volunteers who could serve as a support system. For some, living alone in a foreign land and struggling to get by in a foreign language could be overwhelming. Some Volunteers suffered from the social isolation and became depressed. It would be good to have people you could talk to, Peace Corps told us. The health Volunteer and I had a nice conversation, but she wasn’t very social. I didn’t get the impression that she was interested in developing a friendship. So much for my support system in Togo.
I couldn’t wait to get out of Sokodé the next morning and get to Pagala, where we would train for the next twelve weeks. I had brought only one change of clothes for the three-day live-in at Bitchabé. Normally, that would have been enough, but not, as I discovered, when it’s humid. There was no time to wash clothes at Pam’s. Because of the constant threat of rain, Pam’s own clothes, which she had washed before we got there, were hung up to dry inside the house. They were still damp when we left, so even if I had had an opportunity to wash clothes over the weekend, the clean ones wouldn’t have been dry. I was eager to get to Pagala, get cleaned up, be reunited with my suitcases and put on some clean clothes.
Finding a bush taxi to Pagala would be easy. There was a taxi staging area a couple of blocks away from the Filthy Flophouse. Anything going south would get us there, so it was just a matter of waiting for the next minivan to come along. I was happy to leave Sokodé, but we would meet again.
Chapter 4 - Pagala Centre de Formation
Pagala is about halfway between Togo’s northern and southern borders, some 20 miles west of the Route Nationale. It was about a four-and-a-half-hour drive from Lomé.
It took over an hour and a half to get to the Langabou junction from Sokodé where we were delighted to discover Mensah waiting in the Peace Corps truck to take us to Pagala. The ride from Langabou to the Centre de Formation (training camp) took about 20 minutes. The countryside was beautiful with rolling hills and plenty of trees. It wasn’t the jungle, but it was pretty, and it was still exciting just to be in West Africa.
The training center had an abundance of large trees shading the grounds. There were a half dozen cement block buildings with tin roofs, each with four spartan sleeping rooms, plus one shared toilet and shower stall. These were the dortoires, French for dormitories. Lucky for us, we were a small group of only 19, so we were each given our own dorm room. Normally trainees had to share a room.
I unpacked and immediately felt at home. The first thing to come out of the suitcase was my portable radiocasette player. Then it was time to get the road grit scrubbed off. The dortoires had indoor showers, but there was no running water at Pagala. I still had to take a bucket bath.
Camp workers carried water in giant basins on their heads daily to each building and stored it in two covered barrels. We scooped water from the barrels with large plastic bowls to fill a metal bucket then brought it inside as needed for bathing and flushing the toilet. The camp had had running water long ago and still had standard indoor toilets, but now in order to flush, a bucket of water had to be emptied into the toilet bowl.
Indoor plumbing and electricity were available in Lomé and the small cities like Sokodé, but even there not every building had electricity. Pagala was a village and had no electricity at all. Any lighting or refrigeration at the local buvettes was supplied by private generators. Since the Pagala training camp had its own generator, we had electricity for a few hours in the evenings. The camp was well staffed, and there were about a dozen Togolese who had been hired to cook for us, do our laundry and bring water to the dortoires.
The classrooms were screened-in paillotes. A paillote (pye-yote) was a structure with a conical thatched straw roof which had no walls, just poles holding it up. It was an outdoor room, a much-needed way to get out of the relentless tropical sun. The French word for straw is paille, hence the name.
All the formateurs in the training center knew my name, even the ones who weren’t my teachers. Several of them had come to Mamy’s in Lomé to meet us, and I hit it off with a few of them. I especially liked Rose and the two Koffis. In addition to the Koffi whom I had sat next to in the dining room the night of our arrival, there was another Koffi who was the head trainer for the Small Business program. They all had great, loud laughs, and I had amused them in Lomé.
Little by little I began to connect names and faces of the Togolese formateurs and the staff at Pagala. I became well known for cracking them up at the dinner table. Everyone had also seen me dance at the little party Damase had for us a few nights after we arrived. They liked that, too.
I was more than twice the age of most of the stagiares, and I had little in common with them. Several times I attempted friendly overtures, but I got mostly only lukewarm responses. Friendships shouldn’t be hard. If it’s an effort to create one, it’s usually not worth it. At first I didn’t feel as if the age difference had anything to do with it, but maybe it did. My attitudes towards so many things were so different from most of the others.
I had traveled a bit overseas already. I grew up in the country where there were bugs, so the bugs in Togo didn’t faze me. I had spent the last five years learning French and could already easily converse in French with the Togolese. Having studied underdeveloped countries and cross-cultural issues as part of my master’s degree program, I was familiar with the problems and issues we were likely to encounter. In my graduate studies, I had also come across the concept of culture shock, what it was and how to cope with it.
Being in my 40s, the umbilical cord had long been cut. I never suffered from homesickness or culture shock. I was well prepared for this adventure and glad to be there. Since my efforts to make connections with the other stagiares weren’t reciprocated, I began spending more and more time with the Togolese formateurs.
* * *
At the Pagala Centre de Formation we were lulled to sleep at night by the chirping of millions of crickets, the croaking of hundreds of frogs, the echolocation of thousands of bats and the whining of the occasional mosquito which managed to find its way inside our mosquito nets.
We learned the basics of rural community development, working in groups and local languages. The Peace Corps reinforced what I’d been taught at the Monterey Institute about our role in the community: we were there to help the villagers help themselves with whatever resources were available locally. The Peace Corps has no money giveaways. All we were expected to give was advice.
Occasionally we were sent to the village on field trips. Among the most fun was going to the local marché so that we could get used to bargaining. (I imagine the local vendors just loved to see us coming. There was no evidence of any agreement with the vendors not to overcharge us, as Rose had told me.) Another field trip involved mapping the village. We split up into four groups, each of which was responsible for mapping one quarter of the village (NE, NW, SE and SW) and walked everywhere, drawing in roads, major buildings and landmarks. Wherever we went, we were followed by curious children who loved getting their pictures taken.
At night the stagiares often went on field trips of their own design, usually involving Bière de Benin (Benin Beer), found in abundance at any of the several local buvettes (bars).
* * *
One night I had a couple of very interesting conversations with several formateurs. Sylvester had been amusing himself by calling me “la fontaine de la joie” (the fountain of joy). The fontaine business got started a couple of nights before at dinner when Rose and I had been joking around. She said something I found particularly amusing, and I dubbed her “La Fontaine de Sagesse” (the fountain of wisdom). She liked that, and I in turn became La Fontaine de La Joie because the Togolese staff noticed that I joked around a lot and was nearly always in a good mood.
Out of that conversation, the professors had been remarking on my other abilities. I was also La Fontaine de Danse and La Fontaine de something which I couldn’t quite understand but which was a compliment from Cyril about my singing. He told the others that his room was in my dortoire. During the sieste, the two-hour break at midday, he has heard me play the cassette tapes that I brought with me. They included some favorite tunes that I liked to sing, so when I played the tapes, I almost always ended up singing along. Cyril found my music interesting and loved to listen in secret when I sing. He admitted he turned off his own radio to hear me, and when the sieste is over and I turn off my radio and leave for class, he is wistful. I was very touched.
Cyril told one of the stagiares and me yesterday that he hadn’t been feeling well lately. That was why he has seemed so listless. But he’s feeling better now. Sylvester said it was my singing that made Cyril well. They were so kind to me, I couldn’t help but love those guys.
* * *
The first full day we had free at Pagala, it rained heavily almost all day. At nearly 8:00 p.m. it was still raining. In the dorm rooms it was uncomfortably warm, and even with all the windows open, I was a little sweaty. Thankfully, the rain let up for the first market day.
I really enjoyed the marchés. They were always crowded but a lot of fun, and I loved looking at everyone’s clothes. At the Pagala marché, I bought some Nigerian fabric to have some shorts made. It was tough to choose among all the bright colors and bold patterns.
After returning from the marché, I went to check on Kossi, one of the language teachers, who had dislocated his knee playing frisbee with the stagiares. Fortunately it went back into place, but he was in a lot of pain and couldn’t walk. I noticed that the other formateurs were looking in on him quite a bit, so I decided to stop by and see how he was doing. When I discovered that he thought he could get around on crutches, despite his protestations that it was too much trouble, I went to ask Veronica if we had any on site. We did, so I brought them to his room.
Kossi, a handsome young man in his early 30s, had a graduate degree in business management but couldn’t find work. He felt lucky that the Peace Corps hired him to train two sets of stagiares this year. He had to do whatever he could at other times to get by. He had started an importing business, but there was some kind of trouble with the last shipment, and customs seized everything. He lost a lot of money because of that, gave up hope and quit the business.
Kossi was unmarried and lived alone in Lomé. He had a couple of married sisters and a few younger brothers who lived with his mother in a small village. He was soft spoken, as were many Togolese, well educated and a really nice guy. It made me sad to learn that he was having such a hard life. It was a situation I would see over and over again during my stay in Togo.
Despite the grim economic picture and the heartbreaking stories of hardship I had heard, there were many things about Togo that I liked. I liked the importance placed on greeting people, even strangers. I liked the value placed on interpersonal relationships. I liked how people helped each other out. And I liked how the people were so warm and welcoming to us all.
As a former Volunteer told me, the Togolese make you feel like you’re somebody special. The Peace Corps is very well respected in Togo, and their presence much desired. But despite the fact that most communities hoped that the Volunteer would bring them money, there was also a respect and admiration accorded the Volunteer, much like Americans have for movie stars. It was very seductive, and some Volunteers had a hard time getting over their celebrity expat status after returning to the States.
The Togolese are friendly and curious about strangers. They like Americans. I was told many times by Togolese that they felt the French are too formal, snobbish and separatist. Their experience with PCVs was that they were very informal and integrated well into the community. Some of them, anyway.
* * *
Dinner was fun once again. Paul the velo (bicycle) man sat at the table with me, his grande soeur. We all had a huge laugh about something or other, and I told the stagiare next to me that a good laugh was almost better than sex. When I tried to explain that in French to Paul, he thought I was saying something about insects. When I got the confusion cleared up, we just about died laughing.
Meal times were occasionally lessons in local cuisine. Although we weren’t served Togolese food at each meal, it was important that we be familiar with the most common dishes which we’d likely be served by our host families.
One of the most popular Togolese dishes is fufu. Fufu is a white lump of starch made from igname (IN-yam), a root that grows to the size of a man’s arm. The tough outer skin is peeled and discarded, then the root is cut up and boiled. After cooking, the pieces are put into a large wooden mortar and pounded with pestles the size of baseball bats until it reaches its proper doughy consistency. Nothing is added, not even salt, so fufu is nearly tasteless.
Fufu is served with a sauce and traditionally eaten with the bare hand. You pinch off a piece of fufu and dip it in the sauce. Togolese swallow it without chewing. That was hard to get used to, but if you wanted to show that you’d been around awhile, you didn’t chew it unless you didn’t mind being giggled at. Fufu is a hugely popular dish in West Africa. It’s as important as potatoes are to Americans, maybe more so.
Other ways of preparing ignames were serving the boiled pieces with sauce or deep frying them. With a little salt, it was almost as good as French fries. When it was deep fried, it was called koliko, one of the safest street foods to eat. Another dish was pâte, pronounced “pot.” It was like fufu except that the dough was made of corn meal. Much less tasty than fufu, it costs less and was available year round, while fufu was available only in season.
One thing we learned quickly was that chicken was prepared for stew by hacking it to pieces and tossing it in the pot. I’m not talking about cutting it into distinct body parts like we’re used to in the U.S. It’s more like taking a cleaver and whacking the entire thing any which way into small bits. That meant that there were always bone splinters in your sauce. You soon learned to eat slowly so as not to impale your mouth with a random sliver.
Even if you were served chicken with rice and were lucky enough to get a whole drumstick, the leg bone would be whacked off at one end or broken in the middle. Extremely poor people eat almost all parts of the animal. The bones were broken so that the marrow could be sucked out.
* * *
Two of the formateurs and Jean, the male secretary, gave me the back story about their jobs. Koffi A. had had a full-time job but got laid off earlier in the year. Kossi and Jean were unable to find work. Jean didn’t like to talk about it much because it made him feel bad. Both Jean and Kossi were grateful to have contract jobs with the Peace Corps. Jean felt that while he wasn’t well off, there were people worse off than him.
That’s the way it is in West Africa. I was amazed that they weren’t more discouraged or depressed, the way some of the poor in America are. Maybe it’s because in West Africa so many people are so poor. In the States, there are people that you see every day on the street and especially on TV who have so much more than you. In America you’re constantly being bombarded with advertisements that try to convince you that you can’t live without x, y and z, leading to feelings of resentment among the have-nots.
In contrast, people in Togo who have very little are very grateful for the little that they do have. I compared that with being back home where I had all the comforts of electricity, indoor plumbing, transportation and health care and was complaining about my job and my life. How lucky I really was! I hoped that my work as a PCV would be of some help to someone.
I gave a pair of K-mart rubber sandals that were a bit too snug to Amma, the young woman who carried water to the barrel outside my dortoire each day. She knew my name and said hello to me often. I was embarrassed that I couldn’t remember her name for a several days. African names were difficult for me at first, and I had a lot of trouble remembering anybody’s name. No doubt that was the reason that so many Togolese introduced themselves by their Christian names instead of their African names when they met us. They were easier for us to remember.
Because Amma was so nice and always had a pleasant disposition, I decided to give her the sandals. I hoped she wouldn’t be insulted because they weren’t brand new. I’d only worn them a few times in the shower, but they didn’t fit right and were uncomfortable. I needn’t have worried. They were a little too big for her, but she was very excited. She shook my hand two or three times and must have said “thank you” a half-dozen times. You’d have thought I’d just given her a Cadillac. She continued thanking me the next day and the day after that.
It was going to be a lot of fun giving things away at my close of service.
* * *
One day after class, I went back to my room to find a visitor waiting for me, a small brown lizard perched at the edge of my desk. I grew up in a rural area in Northern California. Lizards, bugs, frogs and even snakes were creatures I had observed, caught, played with and let go many times in my childhood. I was familiar with which ones bit or stung and how painful they were. This diminutive lizard wasn’t going to do either, nor was the salamander who was in my room the other night.
Outdoors large red and black lizards skittered around everywhere, and snakes lived in the tall grass beyond the business center. The night watchman asked people not to walk in certain areas at night because venomous snakes were often found there. Pagala was like a natural history lab. I was happy to have the lizards and salamanders as guests, especially because I also shared my room with various insects which became dinner for my reptilian visitors.
My dortoire next door neighbor, Angelica, didn’t share my enthusiasm for the nonhuman creatures of the earth. I heard her shriek one morning and went to see what the problem was. There was a bug in her room, an insignificant, little one. She declared her absolute hatred of bugs. I wondered once again what she was doing in Africa.
One night after dinner we were told that we had been served goat stew. At the time, I assumed it was tough beef but hadn’t given it any thought. When I was told it was goat meat, I thought “Oh, yeah, now it makes sense.” Pygmy goats milled around lazily all over the training center grounds. Now there was one less of them. The goat stew didn’t taste bad, just a little gamey. Upon learning what the mystery meat really was, Angelica had a screaming fit.
The day we were issued our velos, we all went out for a ride. After I returned and locked up my bike, I walked back to my dortoire, where I saw Angelica and another stagiare making adjustments on their velos. I was too far away to hear what she said, but I clearly heard the other stagiare say, “Aw, Angelica, what are you complaining about now?!”
* * *
When the stagiares arrive in country, the Peace Corps promises everything but delivers almost nothing. They then can’t understand why they have a bunch of disillusioned Volunteers on their hands and try to deflect responsibility by saying “The Peace Corps experience is what you make it.” In a way that may be true, but the Peace Corps experience could be made a lot better by being honest and straightforward with the PCVs from the very beginning.
We were promised the moon and the stars with respect to our language training. If you need something more than was being offered, just tell us and we’ll provide it for you, they said. With five years of university-level French, there wasn’t much they could do for me. They were focused – and rightly so – on dealing with the rest of the group, who mostly had little to no exposure to the language. They had promised, also, to give us lessons in Togolese French, the nuances and idioms of French as it was used in this part of Africa. That was something I could sink my teeth into, but it wasn’t being taught in the classroom.
I was bored out of my mind in my slow-moving French class and discussed it with my professor Koffi, my grand frere. I asked if I could do some advanced solo work whenever my class was doing something which wasn’t challenging enough for me. I wanted to work one-on-one with a professor to improve my reading comprehension, vocabulary and learn Togolese French idioms. Koffi said he’d see what could be done. As for the idioms, he said he could give me a list if I wanted, but he thought it would be better to go talk to people in the village and learn it from them. I replied that I had been doing that already but that I wasn’t learning anything that way because they were hard to understand.
Simon, the language coordinator, spoke with me later. He was under the impression that I simply didn’t want to go into the village and talk to the locals. I tried to unclench his grip on that mistaken idea but got nowhere. He agreed to work privately with me for the next class but said that I’d be starting my local language class soon and didn’t think working alone with a professor was the best way to learn. Besides, he said, there wasn’t anyone available apart from the recently started tutoring sessions. It was clear that they didn’t know what to do with me.
Simon’s paternalistic and chauvinistic attitude that he would decide what was best for me got on my nerves. It was the typical African way of doing things, but we Americans are quite comfortable challenging authority. After working with American stagiares year after year, it should have come as no surprise to them that we would constantly take issue with the status quo and not accept no for an answer. But it always seemed to take them aback.
After being told repeatedly that whatever we asked for, we would get, I was more than a little irritated at being denied the special help I requested. More annoying was being told that I should learn Togolese French myself from the villagers after being promised so many times that that was part of the curriculum.
I pointed all of that out in our first feedback session, venting all my frustrations on the form provided. Damase was there along with Simon. I reiterated that Simon’s suggestion to learn Togolese idioms from the Togolese was unworkable. The average Togolese is hard to understand when you first arrive in country. My position was that if I were familiar with the nuances ahead of time, it would aid my comprehension, even if I couldn’t altogether understand what was being said. Not only that, but I felt it best to take full advantage of working with the Togolese professors for the limited time that they were available to us.
Damase agreed, which irritated Simon. Togolese society is hierarchical, and you do not question authority. It’s also a highly patriarchal society in which women, like children, are expected to do what they’re told. Finally, this culture equates age with wisdom, and the elders are given great respect. One does not question those who are older. They were getting a trifecta with me: I wasn’t following any of those rules. Damase said in essence, this is what she wants; give it to her. Then he smiled broadly at me and said, “Da Marie!” People often punctuated the end of a conversation by saying my name, as if it provided some kind of emphasis. I found it amusing.
I may have won a battle of wills, but I really didn’t win anything. I never did end up getting the type of instruction asked for or promised to me. It’s easy to say yes if you know you can’t deliver. The Togolese don’t like conflict. Saying yes to everything avoids conflict and gets people off your back.
Although I was frustrated with the French language instruction, one of several areas where the Peace Corps did an especially good job was training us in local customs. One of the first things we learned was the importance of greetings. It was very important to greet members of your host family each morning, as well as the people in your village. If you wanted to be extra polite, you asked people how are their families.
We also learned about the various ethnicities in Togo. One of them was the Fulani, a group of migrant cow herders. Their cows were so important to them that if you met a Fulani, you could make friends by asking him how were his cows.
The Togolese were people with many names. They had their African name, a Christian name, if they were of that faith, and a nickname. There were also birth order names. Mensah, for example, meant fifth born. Depending on which day of the week you were born, there was also a name corresponding to that day. There were male and female variants:
Monday – Kodjo, Adjua
Tuesday – Komla, Abra
Wednesday – Koku, Akua
Thursday – Yawo, Yawa
Friday – Koffi, Afi
Saturday – Komi, Amma
Sunday – Kossi, Akossiwa
The local language training at Pagala was also very good. We learned enough of the local languages to make us stand apart from the occasional tourist. One of the most widely spoken local languages was Ewé (EV-veh). We learned greetings in Ewé and expressions of politeness such as please and thank you. We also learned some very useful words like asigame (ah-see-GAH-meh), the Ewé word for market, and yovo (white person).
Much later, I got in a taxi at Lomé and asked the driver to take me to the asigame, which was the other designation for the grand marché. Astonished to hear that word from a yovo, he cried, “You speak Ewé!”
“No, only a few words,” I protested. He was so delighted, he didn’t even try to overcharge me for the taxi fare.
* * *
Veronica and I spent one night talking girl talk. Although Togo is a much more liberal society than the virginity-before-marriage-or-death social requirements in some countries, the same sexual double standard exists here as it seems to exist worldwide. Quite simply, men have more sexual freedom than women. Some things never change, level of development or education notwithstanding.
In Togo you can be sexually active in the cities, and it’s no problem. In the village, if people see the same man coming to a woman’s house on a regular basis, that’s acceptable even if they’re not married. If a village woman has many different male visitors, however, people will talk, and the woman will get a bad reputation. It’s also unacceptable for a woman to have extramarital affairs.
As polygamy was still alive and well in many parts of Africa as of 1999, men were free to sample other merchandise. Even so, a man will get a bad reputation if he runs around too much or divorces too many wives. People here care a lot about what others say about them. Social pressure is enormous and effective.
Marriage to most Togolese means living together. It’s rare for them to perform a marriage ceremony before an official or sign any kind of a marriage document. Most people in the villages live too far away from a town large enough where official marriage documents could be drawn up, and there’s no real social or legal pressure making it worth the trip.
* * *
Many years ago, the Peace Corps issued motor scooters to Volunteers, but the accident rate was too high. The other consideration was that many Volunteers are posted in remote locations where medical care isn’t available. Motor scooter accidents are more likely to be serious than bicycle mishaps, so now Volunteers are issued bicycles only.
Paul, the velo man, was a diminutive Togolese in charge of training us how to use and fix our Peace Corps-issued bicycles. He was good natured with a huge smile, and I just adored him. He often sat next to me at dinner, and we always managed to find something extraordinarily amusing in each other’s company. I frequently left the dinner table with a stomache ache from all the laughing.
Once during some free time, he offered to accompany me to the Pagala marché. We’d been there only once briefly as part of a stagiare cultural training exercise in learning how to bargain, but we didn’t have much time to browse leisurely. I was interested in returning, so on the next market day, off we went.
At the market, Paul saw another stagiare and stopped to talk. I was busy going up and down the aisles looking at merchandise and didn’t notice that Paul had disappeared. It didn’t matter. The marché was walking distance from the training center, so I could easily get back by myself. After about a half hour or so, Paul popped up out of nowhere.
“Da Marie!” he cried. “Je te cherchais partout! (I’ve been looking for you everywhere!) Je ne savais pas ou tu étais, et je me suis dit, fuck!” (I didn’t know where you were, and I said to myself, fuck!)
The incongruity of hearing the lovely flow of French and then that particular vulgarity come out of Paul’s mouth just about had me peeing in my pants laughing. We laughed about that many times afterwards.
* * *
One of the training exercises was an overnight stay with a Pagala village family. We were coached on a few things, like bringing food as a gift, something simple like rice or spaghetti, which was easily available in the marché. We were given tips on social etiquette and local customs. Still, everyone seemed a little anxious about it, even me.
The families that were chosen to host us lived literally right across the street from the training center. My host family didn’t speak a lot of French, but they were all smiles when introduced to me, and I felt very welcome. I was shown to my room, which had a bed in it but was bare of any other furniture. Someone had to sleep elsewhere that night so the guest could have the bed.
My host father’s French wasn’t too clear, but I understood he wanted me to go for a walk with him through the neighborhood. I was introduced to a lot of his friends, but they mostly spoke one of the local languages right after the introduction, so I had no idea what was being said. My host father frequently punctuated his attempts at conversation with me with a jab to my sternum. It soon got annoying, not to mention painful, but he was so happy showing me off to his friends and neighbors that all I could do was smile.
He took me to a tchouk hut for a bowl of local brew. Tchouk is a milky looking alcoholic drink made from millet and has a varnishlike bouquet. It’s definitely an acquired taste. It goes for about 25 cents a bowl, and the bowls are almost always made from calabashes. You can get a buzz from tchouk on a dollar’s worth or less, depending on your tolerance. I didn’t care for the taste of tchouk, but I drank as much as I could stand, to be social. My host father was having a great time and getting a little drunk.
By the time we went back to the family compound, most of the family members had gone to bed. Several of them were sleeping outside on the ground, with nothing but a grass mat beneath them. I felt guilty taking one of their rooms with the bed, but I was the guest. They wouldn’t have allowed me to sleep anywhere else.
It was pretty hot in the room because this family’s home was a series of cement block rooms with a tin roof. Tropical temperatures made the rooms ovenlike at night, so sleeping outside when it wasn’t raining wouldn’t have been so bad, if you weren’t risking death from a malaria-carrying mosquito.
I mentioned my host family sleeping on the ground to another stagiare afterwards. She said, “They probably don’t know any better.” I was stunned by that remark. Wasn’t it obvious that these people were painfully poor and didn’t have much choice?
I was in my mid-forties on this Peace Corps adventure, the age at which I began needing to get up to use the toilet in the middle of the night. My host father told me that if I needed to go to the latrine during the night, that I was to wake him and he would show me the way.
I wouldn’t have minded just going out in a nearby field, but that wasn’t an option. First, I was in an area where there were a fair amount of houses close by. I didn’t know where an appropriate outdoor peeing place was. Second, I remembered the night watchman at the Pagala center warning us of venomous snakes in the area, so it wasn’t safe to wander out in the grass. When the time came, I had no choice but to tap on my host father’s door. Since there was no electricity, we took our flashlights.
I thought the family had their own latrine, but we were walking away from the family compound and down a path. No wonder he was showing me the way. I couldn’t have found it on my own. It turned out to be a common latrine, one available for use by multiple families. Worse, it wasn’t completely enclosed. But there was worse to come.
My host father moved the wooden lid off the seat, and I prepared myself for the wave of eau de latrine that was about to waft heavenwards. What I wasn’t prepared for was the wave of enormous cockroaches that boiled out of the hole. I was glad for the darkness, as it hid the shock and dismay on my face at the sight. A few little bugs are nothing, but giant cockroaches in horrendously large quantities are nothing but disgusting.
My host father took a few steps away and turned his back to me so I’d have privacy. I waited until I thought most of the roaches were gone. Praying that the wood wasn’t rotting and that I wouldn’t fall in, I hovered over the seat. I wasn’t going to sit down on that thing under any circumstances.
Peeing in the grass by the side of the road would always be a treat after that experience.
* * *
Towards the end of our training at Pagala, the stagiares were allowed to pick the villages where we were to spend our two-year stay. We were to make our choice based on scanty information on villages that we’d never had an opportunity to visit. You could make as good a choice by picking a name out of a hat.
We had a map of Togo in order to find the location of the villages. I was able to narrow down my choices to two pretty quickly, factoring in that I didn’t want to be more than six hours away from the Peace Corps medical bureau in Lomé. One village was Kpélé Elé, less than two hours from Lomé in a lush coffee growing area that I had heard was beautiful. Not so beautiful was the description of the living quarters, featuring a nearly full latrine.
The other was Blitta, much further north. In fact, it was only about an hour from the Pagala Centre de Formation. It didn’t sound particularly interesting, but it had the advantage of having a public telephone. Not a lot of villages at that time had any form of communication. It was also located right on the Route Nationale, so getting in and out would always be easy.
Had I had the opportunity to visit each location before we were to make our final selections, I would have made a different choice.
Chapter 5 – First Blitta Home Stay
Amma came to help me bring my bags to the truck the day the stagiares left for a one-week live-in at their posts, but I had already done it. She was sad to see me go. This was the end of the first phase of training, and we wouldn’t be returning to Pagala. The stagiares were excited, but Amma was gloomy.
The trainers went home and would rejoin us for technical training after the home visit. The seven Small Business Development stagiares would then regroup at Kpalimé. The Rural Community Development group, of which I was a part, would go to Kuma Adamé, a tiny village in the mountains a half hour north of Kpalimé. Kpalimé was in the heart of the beautiful coffee growing region, not far from Kpélé Élé, one of the villages I had considered choosing for my post.
Blitta had been my final choice. It was only about an hour northeast of Pagala, so I was the first one dropped off. Toussaint was my driver for the day and asked me before we left if I knew where my family’s house was. This didn’t instill a lot of confidence. I had never visited Blitta and was told that the trainer who was coming with us would know that. There was another last-minute change, and now Adjara, a different trainer whom I didn’t really know, was to ride in the truck with my group. I liked her, but she had a meek nature which only increased my feelings of uneasiness. She obviously hadn’t been told anything about where I was staying in Blitta.
The Route Nationale, a two-lane road riddled with potholes and only partially paved, ran right through Blitta. Blitta was not a pretty place. It was very small, with maybe 300 houses. Houses lined the road to the east only. On the west side, there was nothing but trees and a large tract of empty land. I would learn later what that empty land was really full of.
The truck came to a stop, and I thought Toussaint was going to ask one of the people at the side of the road where my house was. Instead, he unloaded my bags. They had barely hit the ground when Brigitte and Hubert, two members of my new Togolese family, appeared. Toussaint had parked right in front of the house I’d be staying in, so someone must have told him where it was before we left the training center.
We were also told before we left the training center that the formateur in each group would help us get settled in and not just drop us off. As soon as Brigitte and Hubert took my bags inside, the Peace Corps truck zipped away. So much for helping me get settled in. I was now on my own, but I had absolutely no misgivings. My French was good enough to communicate more than just essentials. Let the adventure begin!
Brigitte was perhaps 18 or 19 and very shy. She was pretty, and her round face was full of smiles. Hubert was in his early 20s. He was born with one leg much smaller and shorter than the other and walked hunched over with a pronounced limp. Birth defect or polio, it could have been either one. His teeth were prominent, with a large space between the two front ones. Although far from handsome, he was very warm and welcoming, and I liked him. Hubert’s French was well enunciated, and I had no trouble understanding him.
My first impression of Blitta was that it was larger than Bitchabé, but probably not a thousand inhabitants. It seemed to be slightly better developed than Bitchabé and was also cleaner. Cleaner but not clean. Still, I was excited to be there.
My family seemed to be slightly better off than many in the village, as they had one of the biggest and nicest homes. That was relative, as their house was far from luxurious. The family compound consisted of three cinderblock buildings with cement floors and tin roofs. There was no fence or walls surrounding their buildings. They were arranged in a U formation, and each building had three apartments. The main building alone was painted white. The other two were unpainted. By comparison, a large number of dwellings in Blitta were made of mud. They had dirt floors and straw roofs. Some of them were tarred, which protected the mud building from erosion during the rainy season.
They family had an uncovered well right in their own yard, very handy since there was no running water here. The douche was behind one of the buildings. But like everyone else in the village, they had no latrine.
The family’s main house, the white one, had a store front which was rented to Gregoire, a young Nigerian who sold bike parts. He also slept in the store. The second building also had a store front, rented to Saminou, another young Nigerian who sold general merchandise. Various members of my host family lived in the second building. The third building had three apartments that were rented to unrelated people.
In the white building, I had been assigned the two-room apartment at the far end, the farthest away from the road. The roof was high, which was good. When the dropped ceiling that Peace Corps promised to build me was added, it would be high also, which meant that the rooms would be more comfortable in the heat. Slightly less unbearable would prove to be more accurate. A tin roof heats up a building tremendously, but a ceiling will insulate it somewhat. Pam’s house in Bitchabé had low ceilings, and it got overly warm fast when she cooked and had a few candles burning.
The two rooms I’d be staying in had been recently whitewashed and were spacious. No attempt had been made to get them ready for my arrival, despite their knowing exactly what day I was coming. I was dismayed at all the dirt and junk on the floor. Brigitte swept and washed down the floors, then she and Hubert moved my bags in. The bedroom was empty except for a double bed with a straw mattress on a low wood frame. They brought in a chair and a small table to put my Peace Corps issued kerosene lantern on next to the bed. There was no electricity in Blitta.
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