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Travel

SOUND THE RETREAT
“I needed crisp white sheets
and calm ladies who would
rehydrate my elbows”
KAZ COOKE AT THE PRINCE, PAGE 6

Left: Gorom Gorom market, northern Burkina Faso. Above: Avenue Yennenga looking towards the Grande Mosque, central Ouagadougou.
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The road to
Ouagadougou

A bus trip through one of the world’s poorest
nations reveals a world of light and dark and
small bright wonders, writes Anthony Ham.

G

OROM Gorom is a
very African name
that rolls around in
your mouth, exotic
and childlike, in a
very African way, a
tom-tom to the
world’s sophistication, which
lies many miles from here.
Ouagadougou, another
rhythmic African name, also lies
many miles from here, and so
we leave behind the great tree of
Gorom Gorom, anxious to reach
the capital of Burkina Faso by
nightfall.
We are sent on our way by a
chorus of giggling beggar boys.
Shy girls, too, giggle and point
and sell peanuts to passengers.
A young man insists on
boarding the bus to warmly
shake my hand. The bus is

harangued for some 50 metres
by the incandescent abuse of a
calabash-bearing water seller
who has not been paid. Shamed
and sheepish, the offender
throws a few coins from the bus
window and goes to sleep. A
tattered old man, a bystander in
the history of his nation, sits in
the shade against the urinestained wall of the ticket office,
watching without surprise all
the strange things that have
come to pass since his birth.
At the gate of the bus station,
an expansive woman of the
Fulani people tells the world the
story of Gorom Gorom on
market day. Her hair is braided,
adorned with silver threads and
pulled close to her head.
Jewellery cascades from her like
a waterfall; heavy silver earrings

We inch forward and then
stop on the threshold of the road.
Through the cloud of dust, a
feticheur looms, proffering up
the sacred objects of a shrivelled
frog and a tiger’s tooth with the
conspiratorial air of an
informant. A camel parts the
crowd for a regal Tuareg man
who rides above it all in robes of
indigo. The urgent cries of a
porter, wearing only
underpants, clear the way for a
two-wheeled cart piled high
with fabrics. His black body
glistens with sweat, his face
strained as if imagining all the
hideous punishments that await
him should he be forced to wait.
Everywhere, Songhai women in
colours. In the shade of one
woman, little Salif looks up at
my window and says in a soft
voice that he is from Gorom
Gorom and that his father died
last year but that his grandfather
is a bad man and that he, Salif,
likes to play with toys and baby
goats but only when his
grandfather isn’t looking and
that he is learning to read and
can count to 10 in French but

swing like pendulums. She
laughs her voluminous laugh,
her necklaces dangling solid
silver Maria Theresa dollars.
Arms draped with bracelets of
red and green and silver direct
traffic, she tells the fortune of all
who pass and gesticulates with
wide arcs calculated to catch the
sun and draw attention to the
charms for sale and on which
her own fortune depends.
A small boy, a foot-soldier of
Islam, runs over and announces
that he has information that the
Americans are about to attack
the Palestinians alongside
whom he pledges to fight. His
father nods in serious
agreement and then offers with
warm and gleeful pleasure to
buy me some palm wine so that
we may sit and talk.

only makes it to six before he
becomes embarrassed and
hides himself in the folds of his
mother’s pagn.
Across the aisle from me in
the bus sits a child of rare
beauty, of five or six or 10 years,
her dreadlocked hair, her
enchanting face. Her family pay
her no heed and she sits,
travelling the roads of Africa
alone, self-contained and
melancholy. I think of my own
nieces, of Greta born just days
ago, and I weep, without
knowing whether it is for the girl
before me or in gratitude that
my girls were born far from here
and not in Burkina Faso, one of
the poorest countries on earth.
Unable to hold her gaze, I am
relieved when she disembarks
in Dori. The child’s mother
struggles off across the dusty
square, her attention held by
her three other, younger
children. The obedient girl
walks behind, erect, docile,
thoughtful, looking neither left
nor right.
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