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Gambia Diary: 15 – 22 February 2008 
Chris Robertson 

With apologies for any inaccuracies – particularly with Gambian names  

Day 1 
Julia drives me to Gatwick. I don’t enjoy having to say goodbye. 
Queuing at check-in, I am surrounded by a group of 
senior cricketers. Monarch has no record of my excess 
baggage allowance but the email print out from Gambia 
Experience is enough to smooth the way.  The cricketers 
are not so lucky having to pay over £200 for the pleasure 
of transporting their equipment, much of which has been 
donated by Gray-Nicholls and will be left at the schools at 
which they will be coaching.  I sit next to a couple of the 
party on the plane. They are members of Sussex Over 
50s Cricket Club on tour to the Gambia.  They are very 
jolly and remind me of Dads Army. Before the descent I 
retire to the loo and “DEET” all exposed areas against 
the impending mosquitoes. 

Off the plane 
onto the tarmac 
at Banjul  
airport, it is hot 
but not 
excessive, Most 
passengers pile 
into the first two 
transfer buses.  I wait for the last one which is almost empty. We 
could have walked to the terminal - it is only 100m away.  
Although last in line for immigration, I am still through in 15 minutes. 

I manage to squirm close enough in to the luggage conveyor to lug off my two bags - the green wire tags I 
added to the handles of my otherwise anonymous black bags were a good idea.  
Politely declining an offer to help with my bags I trundle into immigration. Some passengers are putting bags 
through an x-ray machine, others seem to be drifting past. I adopt a dawdling sidle and find myself past 
without challenge. (It seems that when Pippa and Ian announced their bags were full of items for schools 
they found themselves ushered through a side door and never had to negotiate immigration at all). 
On the bus with a cool courtesy carton of juice ("anything for the boss lady?"). A lad in a wheelchair sits 
quietly by.  A young woman limps with awkward gait from tourist to tourist begging. She appears mentally 
disabled too.  Some local lads loiter outside the mosque opposite the airport. 
The coach is full of Brits who disembark at a series of hotels on the coastal 'cote d'Gambia' south west of 
Banjul leaving just two of us. She gets off at the hotel opposite the low whitewashed prison. We pass a 
conveyor equipped factory for peanuts, Gambia’s main export. 
An open-topped Land Rover passes us at speed; it is  full of 
standing passengers on the open back.  I am surprised to see 
they are white – an intrepid way to travel they would hardly 
contemplate at home perhaps.  Eventually, they turn up like me 
at the Corinthia Atlantic Hotel. 
Within 5 minutes of entering my room, Frances is at the door. 
They have moved me from the far reaches of the hotel to the 
room adjoining theirs (just vacated by their friend Sarah), and 
Pippa and Ian’s.  I will particularly welcome this when the 
entertainment round the pool thumps into life.  Our rooms look 
the other way onto a well tended garden.  Half a dozen white 
egrets stalk the verdant lawns for insects. 
As night falls we walk to Billy's restaurant from the hotel.  We shake hands with the proprietor, who used to 
run the à la carte at the hotel, and his son.  Sitting outside it is actually a little chilly.  A group of drummers 

Cricket revival in Gambia, 19 February 2008 
Sussex over 50's cricket team is to play against the 
Gambia Cricket Association this week in Banjul, 
gambianow.com reports. 
The match comes as part of an initiative by the country 
to revive interest in all sports. 
Director for Youths and Sports, Sait Mbye, praised the 
Cricket Association for trying to retrieve cricket's 
former status as the second most favourite sport in the 
country after football.  
This is sentiment that Johnny Gomez, vice president of 
the Gambia Cricket Association, echoed: "The Sussex 
Over 50's visit to the Gambia was a great boost to the 
association in their quest to sustain the game in the 
country". 
Matches between the two teams will take place at the 
MRC Cricket grounds and at the July 22nd Square in 
the capital. 
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and dancers perform expertly as we eat in front of Arch 22, a 
monument erected by the present incumbent as president.  The 
flood lighting from behind means nearly all we see is their 
silhouettes.  Small children are ranked on the wall to watch. 
Rosie, Lauren and Frances walk back early.  Frances is a little the 
worse for wear having sat up chatting and drinking (only a bit) with 
Michelle until 4am. 
 

Day 2 
A good breakfast then off for my first dose of real life.  On the steps of the hotel a 
smartly dressed girl (perhaps 19), who was picked up by Wandifa on the way to the 
hotel, approaches Pippa.  They talk and Pippa takes her photo.  Later Pippa explains 
her story.  Her father has died and her stepfather wants to marry her off to a man she 
does not know.  She wants to complete her Senior School education. (Linda is to look 
in to helping her if possible). 
We visit four compounds.  The first is well kept with a tiled floor house, matching 
curtains, electricity and a TV and well turned out children.  William has sponsored 
Mariama for a number of years.  Michelle hugs a lovely little baby who eventually falls 
asleep in her arms.  As she gets up to leave her leg buckles beneath her and she 
falls.  The baby is mercifully unharmed but Michelle’s leg begins to swell up below the 
knee as we continue our itinerary. 

The second compound is smaller and poorer.  The father died last 
week after a progressive unspecified illness.  His two widows are 
sitting on mattresses on the floor.  It seems an elder daughter has 
had to give up her IT course to look after the children since the 
death.  
The third compound is the smallest.  One 4m square room 
(possibly another back room), and loads of children.  The mother 
is not well and is lying on the bed.  We are invited in as children 
cluster curiously round the door.  Pippa presents her with a lovely 
top which cheers her up.  The father is out of work.  There is a 

problem with providing a school 
receipt for one of the children 
being sponsored.  Its all very 
amiable but without this there will 
be no money for him from 
Pageant.  The family does not appear ill nourished but the children are in 
clothes we would use as rags.  One little girl (6) is particularly full of smiles.  
I point out wordlessly that the (white) Barbie doll she clutches has no 
clothes.  She says nothing but later appears with Barbie in a pink dress.  
The last compound, like the first, is walled all around with wide steel doors. 
A dozen cheering waving kids greet our arrival.  Wandifa's family compound 
is perhaps more basic than the first but bigger.  The welcome is the 
warmest by far - lots of little hands find their way into yours.  Lauren and 
Rosie play a matching pairs card game on the ground with the smaller 
children – this is very popular.  The young boys and I play with a bouncy 
ball brought by Pippa and Ian - one lad sensibly covers the well with sheet 
iron so we don't lose the ball.  
Later we are offered mango and several little ones crowd onto my lap as we 
all sit under a tree.  I chat with an older lad.  He supports Liverpool (witness 
the Alonso shirt he is wearing) and agrees with my Matt's views on Rafa 
Benitez’s team selection shortcomings. 

In all cases the people are welcoming and dignified.  There is no apparent resentment towards us or the 
inequality of how the gifts are allocated.  As we travel, William comments on the elegant dress and poise of 
many ladies as they walk the dusty streets; most must come from homes such as we have visited; mud brick 
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walls, dirt floors, thin corrugated steel roof, no 
electricity, water or toilet - yet they would look 
elegant walking down Oxford Street. 
Back to the hotel, we relax with tea by the pool.  
Late afternoon before “Happy Hour” there is a 
regular volleyball session.  Ian, Lauren and I join in 
– its good fun but I can’t help hitting the ball into the 
adjacent tennis court. 
Later, Jerreh drives us in his taxi to an Indian 
restaurant on the main tourist strip.  I find myself 
sitting next to two special needs teachers working 
on a UK lottery funded project with Lindsay, a lady 
who has previously lived in a north bank village for 
two years.  Rosie and Frances, beguiled by John's 
stories of gambling exploits, go to see the casino 
with him and William (Michelle is at the hotel after her fall).  Lauren and I discuss modern history, the subject 
she intends to study at university.  Faks the taxi driver joins us.  They argue about the relative merits of men 
and women drivers.  She enjoys his attention but it is well in control. 
 

Day 3 
A poor start. I wake to realise I've lost the camera.  This puts a damper on breakfast.  I search all over but no 
joy.  The pouch has gone too so was it cut off my belt last night?  Eventually, Pippa taps on the door camera 
in hand.  Jerreh found it on his back seat.  I now know the camera bag strap has an unhelpful stud at the 
end!  I wasn’t worried about losing the camera so much as the photographs on it. 

John, William and the girls take 12 of the sponsored kids we 
saw yesterday off to the market to spend 250 dalasi (~ £6) 
each on clothes.  This is enough to buy shoes, trousers and 
t-shirt in most cases.  Frances, Lauren and Rosie judge the 
best outfits and present a small prize to the winning boy and 
girl.  We play beach football.  The boys are too fast and 
skilful but fortunately for me the sand limits their advantage.  
The girls tend to swarm round the ball like (most) English 
girls.  Playing on the girls side, my efforts to encourage man 
to girl marking are fruitless but we still salvage a draw with 
me as centre back.  William says he would have red carded 
me (fair comment). 
Cooling under a sun umbrella, I am enlightened regarding 
the frustrations of trying to inject some dynamism into 

education management here.  There is no sense of urgency.  Projects drift to the right but there is a very 
forgiving or accepting attitude to this sort of thing.  Teachers routinely do not arrive till 4-5 weeks after term 
starts.  Head teachers do not report them (that would be wicked) and since there is no mechanism they get 
paid all the same.  The emphasis is on benefits for 
me.  Wages are so low anyway.  A head teacher 
earns 1800 dalasi (~ £45) per month.  A waiter earns 
1200 dalasi per month (~£30 or £1.20/day) for a 6 
day week 8 till 5.  Out of this must come travel and 
some social security tax (not that there is much social 
security).  Promotion is by seniority not merit.   
Hotels treat their staff poorly.  All are on short term 
contracts.  If you make a mistake you have to pay out 
of your wages.  I hear the story of an airline pilot who 
avoided or forgot to sign for 1000’s of dalasi in 
expenses.  When he refused to pay this sum was deducted from the wages of the staff held responsible.  
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We have lunch under beach umbrellas; some older girls are a bit late for lunch 
having gone to pray for 15 minutes.  Then it is games in the pool.  Some of the 
older ones can swim a bit.  Two older boys like me tipping them out of an inflatable 
boat.  An English lady plays with one of our girls. Nobody seems to mind their 
presence.  One of our lads, maybe 8 and small, stands on the side in a rubber ring 
wanting to get in but nervous about doing so.  I beckon to jump and hold his hands 
but he is still not confident enough so I lift him; he clings on to me.  After a while 
he relaxes a bit and does a sort of doggy paddle. He shivers but won't get out – it 
is too exciting.  Finally we must. Shivering, he gets out.  Like the rest he has no 
towel so I use mine.  He is delightful, vulnerable and at home at the same time.  
Ice creams, photos then time to go.  We leave the Brits broiling themselves, rather 
too ostentatiously in some cases, on the sand to see the happy waving children off 
to their homes in a different world. 
Dinner in the hotel is relaxing but not as good as Billy’s.  Michelle's swollen leg is 

much recovered but she has an impressive bruise.  William is whacked and does not join us. 
 

Day 4 
I recognise a young waitress at breakfast as the one who had been ill with malaria.  She is trying to save 
enough to do a course on “electrics” and then work in that area.  She noticed us playing with the Gambian 
children yesterday and complemented us on it.  I mention the frustration of not being able to help more but 
she thinks even helping one child helps the whole family. 
We play volleyball again in the afternoon.  Lauren 
seems to be enjoying the attentions of another local 
lad. He carries her off!  Later I discover her leg was 
troubling her (honest).  Feel free to correct this 
interpretation, Lauren! 
We have dinner at Billy's again.  Fish yassa for me, 
very good.  Pippa instructs Billy in how to cook a 
rare steak after their failed attempt to do so.  Vic 
and Jackie join us.  They are having problems 
finishing off a water project at their school.  Linda 
tries to set us up with a contact to help get us on the 
first ferry tomorrow.  The girls go off to the casino 
with William, Michelle and John.  They are leaving 
tomorrow.  
 

Day 5 
Start of our 2 night away trip 'up country'.  
We are up and into breakfast by 5:40.  The poor staff are already setting up.  Foday, Faks, Yankuba and 
Wandifa meet us in Foday's minibus.  Ian, Pippa, Frances, Rosie, Lauren and I pile in with luggage and 

resources for schools and compounds.  The excess is 
strapped to the roof. 
The dockside is dark at 6:15 as we creep in amongst the many 
waiting passengers for the first ferry of the day.  A stern young 
soldier checks us over.  This is the through route for lorries 
from/to Senegal and a source of political tension.  It turns out 
he used to go to a Pageant supported school and its all smiles 
- useful. 
Linda’s contact does not show but we are still almost the first 
through the gate. We meet our man inside.  Loading is 
uneventful - we walk on. Vehicles stream on at the same time 
as passengers – not very safe but very African. 
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We cross in the cool freshness of the dawn.  The girls drowse beneath their 
sarongs.  Wandifa and I chat.  Hawkers offer watches, cans, peeled 
oranges, sweets, small loaves.  Pippa and Ian exchange pleasantries with 
a disabled beggar they know.  "What is an appropriate amount to give?", I 
ask Wandifa. "Give whatever is on your heart", he replies.  His wisdom puts 
me to shame. 
We stream up the ramp into Barra on the north bank.  A mass of locals wait 
behind a gate in a tall wall to embark.  The difference in "wealth" compared 
with Banjul is immediately apparent.   Potholed tarmac runs through a 
desperately run down area.  Rubbish is 
everywhere.  Poverty drives people to 
reuse everything.  Wrecks of vehicles lie 

about.  It is not always obvious whether a car is under repair or 
cannibalisation. (Old leaf springs are fashioned into adze blades I am told).  
The town peters out followed soon by the tarmac and we jolt onto Africa's 
favourite surface- the dirt track. 
As we pass through villages, the cry of excited children can be heard before 
we see them, "Toubab, toubab!" (it is thought this is a corruption of “two bob” 
or shillings – what Africans were paid by the white man at some point).  A 
combination of excitement at the novelty and the enlightened practice of 
tourists throwing sweets from vehicle windows accounts for this.  They run 
calling and waving - quite dangerous.  Bad for their teeth says Wandifa. 
Good tarmac, surprisingly, and our speed rises from 20 to 60 mph but in a few tens of minutes we take a left 
onto the bumpiest track so far.  An hour of juddering later, we arrive at Bakalarr Basic Cycle School about 
9am. The heat is already bakingly oppressive, the air still. 

Children gather excitedly.  Most are smartly uniformed but having 
the children in school takes priority.  Mr Gitteh, the head, slim in a 
smart tan summer suit, greets us warmly and shows us into his 
office.  We chat and look at some of the text books used.  Foday 
and Faks rest in the minibus.  Time passes.  Eventually, sponsored 
children begin to file in for a short chat, receiving their Pageant 
form and having their photograph taken for their sponsor.    
The girls and I decide to go outside again and are immediately 
surrounded by groups of excited children.  They all want to shake 
hands, "How are you? What is your name?  We play silly games 
and chat - some older children have quite good English.  They are 
all so interested to be with us – very humbling.  They offer me a 

small chair in the yard.  Another chair is nearby so I place it opposite me and gesture for a lad to sit.  He 
realises I want him to copy my actions and we have a good laugh. 
Our Bakalarr breakfast' is now ready unbeknown to me.  Rosie looks but cannot see me.  She rightly 
diagnoses I must be in the middle of a crowd of boys and burrows in to extricate me.  We join the rest in Mr 
Gitteh's office (the office, I think) where several large multi-coloured deep plastic platters covered with 
identical tops are arrayed; goat, beef (perhaps), and (fortunately, for my eating tastes) breaded prawns and a 
peanut dish.  We use rolls to mop up the sauce 
and rice.  The meal is made by Mr Gitteh’s 
delightful wife, Mariama. 
We wait while the children have lunch in shifts -  
the morning children and afternoon children 
overlap at this point.  Eventually, the whole school 
with parents, perhaps 200 in all, congregate under 
the two spreading trees which provide blessed 
shade in the oppressive heat.  We are given the 
place of honour in smart chairs on the veranda on 
either side of Mr Gitteh, flanked by the teachers on 
one side and the ladies dance group on the other.  
Prayers and speeches of welcome are given 
concluded by one from Mr Gitteh.  Their 
gratefulness is touching and poignant.   
The dance group has been champing at the bit, 
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particularly Juju, the somewhat wizened and scary leader.  They almost force their way onto the stage and 
we are treated to a vigorous and impressive display by the beautifully dressed ladies to the accompaniment 
of drumming on a large empty plastic vegetable oil container, a large ball floating in a bowl and the whistle in 
Juju’s mouth.  I glance sideways and happen to catch the eye of a lady in blue.  She gestures at me in a way 
which seems to suggest some connection between us.  I deliberately avert my gaze but the lady drummer 
next to me makes some comment which seems to reinforce my uncomfortable instinct that I am being 
propositioned in some way. “I am already married”, I say as lightly as I can and make a point of avoiding 
looking in that direction again.  Inevitably, we get hauled onto the dance floor.  Ian and Pippa show their 
experience having positioned themselves too far away to be propositioned.  The girls and I have no choice 
and make our best of it to great cheers.  The girls think I was the best of us at dancing (Julia would find this 
hard to believe).  Frankly, I have no idea what they were doing – my whole concentration was fixed on 
keeping up with the lady who took me in hand. 

Another pause.  Ian and I go across the school to another block to 
mastermind the assembly of some “Workmates” for teaching 
carpentry.  Older lads come to help us.  It is not easy with the tools 
to hand and for lack of time we are forced to leave the benches not 
quite finished.  A couple of the masters appear competent and we 
hope they will finish them off ok. 
Back under the trees where the rest of our group has been enduring 
and nodding off in the afternoon heat.  Ian and Pippa respond and 
present a complete set of football shirts, marker pens, and many 
other resources from a huge bag. 
The children go 

home and I explain how a laser plumb line for the builders 
works to Mr Gitteh and the science teacher, Mr Daffeh.  The 
others drive off to see the progress of the Artemisia plants 
being propagated to make an anti-malarial tea.  I chat with 
Mr Daffeh who shows me round the science room.  He is 
enthusiastic and appears very capable but not unreasonably 
aspires to greater things. 
After a very worthwhile but protracted day we leave Bakalarr 
joined by Mariama and her three daughters in the minibus.  
Mr Gitteh leads the way on his motor bike inexplicably 
wearing a thick green anorak in the heat.  Half an hour later 
we at last reach our resting place for the night, a guest 
house in Albreda.  All I want is a shower but we stop for a 
drink which is welcome nonetheless.  The owner greets us 
warmly.  His son is very friendly and explains the history of 
the place and James Island which can just be glimpsed far out in the river, the horrific last staging post for so 
many Africans shipped off into slavery.  A large modern antislavery statue outside the bar stands facing the 
river.    
Our rooms comprise separate small round huts with traditional grass roofs but there the similarity with how 
the villagers live ends.  Each hut has water, a western toilet, shower, electricity, tiled floor, beds, mosquito 
net, a well made roof and a lockable door.  They are interconnected by neat paths between neat gardens.  A 
swimming pool is in progress of construction overlooking the river.  Even so the accommodation has a very 

Gambian rough edge to it.  The electricity does not work 
and the wall mounted fans in some rooms cannot reach 
the sockets.  To be even noticing such shortcomings 
given the circumstances of everyone living outside this 
first world bubble seems unforgivably petty. 
... but the day is not over yet.  We are invited to Sika, the 
village where the Gitteh’s live and where PAGEANT has 
been active in several ways.  It would be the height of 
rudeness to refuse and we would not consider it.  At least 
I am clean by the time we head off at 8pm under a 
cloudless sky with a full moon.  I’ve managed a shower by 
torch light under the hopeful dribble in my hut.  The others 
have fared less well it seems.  I bring my special 
Cameroonian top – at last an appropriate opportunity 
where it is not too hot to wear.   
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Mr Gitteh again leads the way in the pitch black.  None of his 
lights work but our beam floods his way ahead.  The road 
surface is worse than usual even for a dirt track.  Mr Gitteh’s 
bike steadily pulls away and disappears.  We judder along in 
his wake – we hope.  After perhaps 20 minutes a huge crowd 
of people looms out of the darkness surrounding us and 
forcing the minibus to halt.  Perhaps strangely this does not 
seem at all threatening to me as we all climb out.  The crowd 
surges around us and small, rough hands reach for and clasp 

mine.  Two 
children on 
each side 
guide me 
along.  Whenever I look down, one little girl in particular is 
looking up at me smiling, her beautiful eyes and teeth 
reflecting the moonlight.  Everyone else in our party has 
been similarly accosted.  It is clear that the whole village of 
2 or 3 hundred has turned out to lead us in.  Our slow 
procession takes perhaps 20 minutes to reach the village.  
We enter the Gitteh’s compound and are introduced to 
grandparents and other notables.  We are again seated in 
the place of honour.  Children crowd round and are 
continually shooed away by adults.  It is amazing to be 
treated so -  I feel completely unworthy. 

We are all so tired, the evening is still very hot and various of the party are finding it difficult to keep their 
eyes open while we wait for something to happen.  Lauren is given another baby to hold.  The boys hanging 
over the low wall of the house behind me all shake my hand.  I 
teach them to play thumb wars which they find very amusing.  
The wonderful food arrives just for our group and Mr Gitteh 
(hopefully the villagers do eat some time). 
Dancing by the ladies groups who are involved in the 
PAGEANT interest free loan scheme is in preparation but the 
moon continues its course and nothing is happening yet.  
Pippa and Ian try to quietly explain how exhausted we are and 
that we have an early start - but still nothing happens.  Too 
tired but impossible to leave and they are so kind.  Rosie and I 
play games with the little girls on the ground in front of us.  She 
and Lauren show them an impressive playground rhyming 
clapping song. 
Three drummers appear who tune up for ages.  A piercing whistle accompanies the dancing by many 
different ladies but this fails to wake Frances who slumbers through the whole thing.  The climax is a dancer 
dressed in a bush with a red-headed mask.  This is supposedly a muskrat but I’m unable to spot the 
resemblance with any rodent I’ve ever seen1.
Finally, finally it is safe to say our farewells which are heartfelt despite our desperate tiredness.  We bump 
back to our guest house.  I am still very hot and trickle shower in the dark before collapsing into bed at 
1:30am. 
 

Day 6 
5:15am (hooray!?): I dress and pack by head torch.  Foday and Faks are changing the front tyre which is 
quite flat - a slow leak they say.  They have no pump but intend to re-inflate it at Farafenni.  We leave at 6:20 
having woken the night watch man to unlock the gate.  A bumpy 5 miles in the pitch dark then we stop for 10 
minutes at a small mosque so the guys can go to pray.  There is a slight edge of chill in the moonlit air – as it 
hangs above the road and the fields. 

 
1 Pippa, thinks it could be “masquerade” not “muskrat”.  That makes more sense perhaps. 
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A dirt road south-ish for one hour as light dawns, a 
decent tarmac road west for another hour and then 
back onto dirt track again south for 45 minutes.  This 
last road is an arterial route for lorries getting from the 
north to the south of Senegal without having to go 
round the eastern end of the Gambia.  Checkpoints 
on this road are more stringent. 
We arrive at Farafenni at 9 and walk on to Ro-ro ferry 
about an hour later.  I chat with an older teenager.  
His English is good and enquires what we are doing.   
He gently asks if there is any chance of being 
sponsored in his studies.  Sadly there are already 75 
children on the Pageant waiting list.  He shows no 
anger or resentment at this – just quiet acceptance.  

Back on the north bank we enter Soma.  It has the look of a wild west 
town, straight lines of dilapidated low buildings and shacks – the dirt 
between thus becomes the road.  We refuel and pump up the tyre.   
The bush varies from quite thickly wooded areas near the river and 
drier plains with trees sparsely dispersed.  The principal building 
materials in towns are mud bricks and cheap corrugated iron.  As we 
penetrate further into the bush the metal fencing and roof gradually 
gives over to traditional grassed roofs.  Somehow this seems less 
agonisingly poor but this is probably entirely cosmetic. 

The road to Jarreng is of the worst possible type, a 
tarmaced road pock marked with huge pot holes.  
This is a nightmare surface akin to driving over a 
succession of the most severe speed bumps you 
can imagine.  The alternative is to drive with two 
wheels off the road on the dirt.  Foday weaves the 
car to miss the holes as best he can for the two 
wheels on the road.  In the worst cases all four 
wheels come off the road.  The bushes whip the 
side of the car.  Under these conditions there is no 
left or right side of the road, just the least worst side to drive.  Foday would make a good slalom skier. 
We endure this for 3 hours.  Inevitably, unexpected holes and miscalculations occur; the bus rocks violently 
and the girls squeal in the back and very occasionally clutch a head after making contact with the roof. At 
one point the spare wheel is knocked off the pan of the car and we have to stop to retrieve it. 

At last Jarreng - we swing through the gates into the 
school. The headmaster is new and decidedly cool in his 
reception.  He denies all knowledge of any of our 
sponsored children.  Eventually he wanders out of his 
office and we do not see him again.  His smartly dressed 
secretary snoozes in the lunchtime heat slumped over her 
typewriter (probably provided by Pageant).  Despite the 
head’s assertions, the deputy head knows all about the 
Pageant kids in school.  One by one Yankuba (who used 
to attend the school) tracks down our children and they 

come to meet us, collect forms and have their photos taken.  
One of them is the young lad sponsored by my family, the first 
time we have met.  He is not surprisingly quiet but friendly all 
the same.   
The atmosphere is so different from Bakalarr.  One useful 
contact is made however – a district education coordinator 
who is very friendly and may prove a useful ally.  After only 
about one hour we leave the school, the large bag of 
resources intended for the school will go elsewhere.  I can’t 
help feeling there is a hidden agenda operating. 
A helpful lad swings the one closed gate open and lets it go as 
he watches us leave, fascinated.  Too late, the steel gate 
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swings back to demolish the glass in the offside mirror.  There 
are no recriminations, no raised voices – not one word is said.  
Ian and Foday simply clear the glass and off we drive.   
We enter the maze of small buildings that is the village and 
are welcomed into my lad’s family home, two rooms about 
3.5. x3.5m each.  Shabby like all other buildings on the 
outside, the walls inside are painted and the roof above is well 
fitted metal corrugated 
sheet.  Three piles of 
smart cooking vessels 
are piled neatly in one 
corner.  We are 
welcomed warmly by his 
parents, grandparents 

(none of whom speak English, I think) and his sisters.  My lad and I sit 
together and talk but its quite difficult in this crowded space.  Various 
PAGEANT presents are given out, cooking pots, mosquito nets etc. 
The room is packed only being cleared at last when food is served.  
Mother provides a lovely meal of rice with various sauces including 
peanut.  Only our party eats – it is difficult to do justice to their selfless 
generosity as the heat saps the appetite. 
We have little time left.  Its three hours to the ferry and we want to be 
at Soma at least an hour before the last crossing of the day.  I am 
nervous about giving out my presents in case I offend but it seems to 
go very well and they are very gracious.  I leave mum to choose where 
our miscellaneous presents go. 
Sadly we must go, a long way to travel for so short a time there.  We drop off the last large cooking pot at the 
house of a lady who has only recently been widowed as we leave the village. 
Three hours, a puncture, a foot wash by Frances and many bumps later we call in briefly on the compound 
of Wandifa’s family.  There are many children and many charming elderly ladies.  One is sorting or preparing 
a huge pile of fragrant mint under an awning and gives me a piece.  They clearly have very little here.   
About 7pm we are back early in Soma where we buy a “new” tyre 
(160 dalasi or £4) and queue for the ferry as the light finally fades.  
Stalls line the sides of the road and peddlers weave in and out.  The 
ferry is a long time in coming and disgorges mostly huge lorries into 
the night.  A searchlight high up on the ferry picks out fish jumping 
near the bank shaded by mangroves.  Seemingly one of the dozen or 
so cattle on the ferry has fallen in.  Whether it is this, stubbornness or 
feeling comfortable where they are, the cattle do not budge.  Over the 
course of a good hour they are individually manhandled off the ferry – 
most of them remain sitting down despite the fact they are being 
dragged.  Rosie seems to have nodded off on the quay side.  The ribs 
of ancient boats rot in the black mud adjacent to the ramp.  The whole 
process of dealing with the cattle seems very African – you can’t help thinking that a rope and a vehicle to 
haul with would have got the job done in half the time. 
At last we load, a taxi with a coffin on top has been allowed to the front.  The crossing is swift and as we go 

down to our vehicle from the upper deck a man and a couple of 
youths drop down into the cavernous empty container of a lorry.  
Hitching a ride Gambian style. 
Two hours more and we are back home in Albreda just before 
midnight.  A table has been kept with the chairs out for us 
despite the lateness of the hour. Pippa and Ian decide to have a 
drink and something to eat. The girls and I are too exhausted to 
contemplate this and go straight to bed – we now have 
electricity but the shower performs no better.  I can hear wild 
dogs howling in the distance. 
It is not until the morning that Pippa reveals that a major reason 
they stayed up to eat was to ensure our four Gambians had a 
proper meal to keep their strength up. 
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Day 7 
The luxury of a lie in.  The morning breaks to the cries of monkeys 
and birdsong.  Foday and Faks are again changing the tyre with a 
slow leak as we load up.  We drive up to the covered open air bar 
for breakfast at 8:30 - I'm famished and devour an excellent 
omelette.  We say goodbye to the Albreda bar and its staff and 
head for our last stop, Jurunku.  

This is the school where 
Jon Quinnell has been very 
active.  We have a 
courteous reception from 
the head and his deputy.  
The children gather 
curiously (I have yet to see us interrupt a lesson).  We are shown into 
the office.  Discussions and meeting sponsored children and parents 
goes smoothly.  The deputy is very switched on and shows me some 
excellent drawings he has made of the pulmonary system and also of 
medicinal plants and their uses.  He would like blu tac or tape to keep 

these resources on the wall and some coloured drawing pens for posters.  Most of the class rooms have a 
handful of desks at most. 
Pippa and Ian discuss the school kitchen, now reduced to a pile of 
rubble.  Pageant is prepared to support the rebuilding of this with 
local labour but real progress will have to be shown 
In the early afternoon we leave and return to Barra.  The ferry is a 
long time in coming it seems to us in the heat.  Bales of 
unidentifiable content are unloaded from traditional boats onto the 
beach below and to the side of the loading ramp.  The usual 
procession of hawkers patrol the decks.  One beggar passes us – 
his legs are deformed and he walks with bare swollen and 
calloused knees on the steel deck – a tragic sight but he does not 
appear bowed by his situation.  A little way across, the ship turns 
right around and proceeds the rest of the way in that sense.  The 
theory goes that the engines are not what they were.  Wandifa 
says it used to be a lot faster.   

We are nearly home but we have to wait a 
few minutes more at the point of 
disembarking; the ramp from the shore will 
not lower far enough to meet the deck of the 
ship – it is about one foot out!  As Pippa has 
mentioned before the normal trick is to drive a 
vehicle up the ramp and use its weight to 
force the ramp down.  This works.   
17:45 - Hotel, unload, heartfelt thank you’s to 
Yankuba, Foday, Faks and Wandifa, drink, 
shower – what a relief to be clean again.  
Later we walk out to bar called Michelle’s. 
Excellent food and company marred by some 
horrendous TV from the set on the bar.  It 
shows a man hanging himself from the side 
of a building and then repeats it in slow 
motion (shades of “You must be evil” from 
Chris Rea’s album “The Road to Hell”).  I 
switch it off to the protests of some loutish 
Brits but I ignore them. 

 

The words behind the chair read “Always say 
no to corporal punishment” 
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Day 8 
Last day!  I brave Banjul market with Frances, Lauren and Rosie as shopping consultants and Wandifa and 
Siaka in support (Siaka won a Datsun Cherry in the Gamtel raffle - he is going to sell it and buy some land 
for his mother to live on).  We park opposite the David Beckham fashion shop (it may not be officially 
endorsed) and penetrate the craft market, a warren behind the main market street.  The girls know where to 
go and we soon find ourselves the centre of attention at the stall where they bought their own sarongs a few 
days ago.  Wandifa goes to change some money for us.  Other stall holders try to entice us away as Lauren 
helps me choose some beautiful sarongs; where the colour we want is not on the stall, the holder brings 
others from elsewhere.  Lauren takes charge of negotiations - she really enjoys the cut and thrust.  She had 
already got on good terms by correctly identifying the Chelsea change strip top beneath the proprietor's 
traditional garb (his favourite player is Didier Drogba).  Despite Lauren's persistence, agreeing the sharp 
price they won a few days ago is proving difficult.  It seems the stock came from the holder's Dad and the 
low price caused some friction.  Even so,  Frances & Lauren cut a good deal - smiles, hand shakes and we 
head back to the car, declining the attentions of other vendors on the way. 

I make my goodbyes with our party as they head off to yet another school.  
This is a specific mission for Lauren as she and her family have decided to 
take over the sponsorship of a girl who goes to a private primary school (fees 
are 2400 dalasi (£60) per term - very expensive by Gambian standards).  
Meanwhile I sort myself out and calculate I have just enough for a toasted 
sandwich and a drink by the pool.  
The transfer coach is late so I am able to say goodbye again to Pippa, Ian, 
Frances, Rosie, Lauren and Wandifa.  Lauren shows me pictures of her with 
her new friend; it's lovely to see her so excited. 
60 dalasi left, I can't afford any more tips so decline the porter's help and fork 
out a measly 10 dalasi  to the guy loading the baggage.  Enough left for one 
drink as I enter the terminal, but then a porter asks me to swap some 

change- he only has £7, I only have a tenner so I end up with more dalasis again. 
Many tourists I meet have visited schools or compounds.  Some are providing gifts or support off their own 
backs.  I have found visiting schools/compounds awkward enough, but the organised tour described to me 
sounds a ghastly piece of voyeurism.  The headmaster gives a short talk then the children sing and dance 
drawing in selected tourists.  Finally, gifts and donations are made.  However, well meant and well received it 
seems soulless, manipulative and lacking in relationship. They visit a compound.  The occupant is paid to 
allow the sight seeing tour. How can it be right to bus in the “haves” to observe the “have nots” like this? 
Through immigration a chat with two couples who are travelling together.  Amazingly one of the gentlemen 
was in the same hall of residence as me at Exeter University.  One couple are helping a school in 
Serrekunda somewhere. 
Just over an hour late we take off.  Perhaps 
the adrenalin of the trip is wearing off 
because I suddenly feel very tired.  We 
touch down an hour late – I get some 
money out of a cash machine to pay the 
taxi driver at the station and catch the very 
last train by just 6 minutes.  Home, shower 
bed 1:50 am.   
 

So that’s it.  My abiding memory is of warm, friendly, generous people of stoicism, dignity and grace.  
Despite the fact they have so little in material terms, they have so much to teach us of values we are losing 
in the west – the importance of family, relationship and community, the ability to be content whatever your 
circumstances. 
 
If you would like to know more about the work of PAGEANT visit www.pageant.org.uk.
Chris Robertson 


