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Out the back
of Timbuktu

Fast facts
Getting there: There are no
direct flights from Australia
to Mali but Point-Afrique
(www.point-afrique.com)
flies from Paris and
Marseilles to Mopti for
$366 (one-way, plus taxes)
a couple of times a week.
There is regular transport
from Mopti to Bandiagara
(80 km), one of the gateway towns to the Dogon
country, from where taxis to
Dourou can be arranged.

Anthony Ham provides an intimate portrait of the Dogon people of Mali, in
West Africa. It’s a country where Indiana Jones would feel right at home.
school in Dourou, driven by the
hope that he will one day become
a guide like Hamadou.
Unable to sleep, I am captivated
by the stars that fill the sky above
where we lie on the roof of the
chief’s compound. I search in vain
for Sirius, which the Dogon call
the Dog Star. It is easy to consider
traditional villages such as these to
be simple or naive. But the Dogon
have always believed that Sirius
consisted of three stars, long
before a powerful radio telescope
discovered the third star in 1995
and gave such knowledge to our
supposedly more sophisticated
world.
Silence descends as the village
falls softly to sleep. In the morning
we are woken before sunrise by a
goat symphony and by the braying
of donkeys, a cacophony that echoes off the escarpment. As I rise,
Antoine calls my name from far
out across the village, wishing me
a fine journey as he begins his
daily trek to school. I am struck,
not for the first time, by the
innocent goodwill and
generosity of spirit that come
so easily to the Dogon. I
cannot help but conclude
that these villagers, who
shower such gentle kindness upon the travellers in
their midst, possess all the
open-hearted grace and
civility that we have lost
from our own world.
It is not long, however, before
our path along the base of the
escarpment and away from
Nombori brings the first sense of
discord to our day. Children
scramble towards us, forsaking shy
smiles for shouted demands for
gifts. Small piles of tourists’ rubbish litter the path. Hamadou
shakes his head, saddened that we
have left behind the unsullied
charms of Nombori.
‘‘I see too many changes since
tourists started coming here,’’ he
says. ‘‘Dogon people no longer
wear traditional clothes, they ask
money for photos and the children
all ask for something. Before, the

The Dogon woman in her 50s
has two tourist suitcases
balanced on her head, a child
tied to her back and a bucket in
each hand. She offers to carry
me on top.

‘

’

As we near the summit of
Nombori, which now seems
dwarfed by the looming darkness
of the cliffs, we find a sinewy,
friendly Dogon woman in her 50s.
She has two tourist suitcases balanced on her head, a child tied to
her back and a bucket in each
hand. She offers to carry me on
top, but instead settles for a
Dogon dance.
And then darkness is upon us,
a night black as black in this village without electricity in this land
without roads. While we rest, a
young Dogon man named Antoine
draws close, eager to practise his
English. Every day, he tells us, he
leaves home at 6am and climbs for
two hours up the path to the
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As for other peoples, the hollow
trunks serve as reservoirs of water
in times of drought and the pods
can be used to fashion bowls or to
make slow-burning fires for smoking fish. Baobab leaves are also
used in traditional medicines.
Pendulous fruits — known
among the Dogon as monkey
bread — hang like teardrops from
the gnarled branches. Perhaps
with dinner on his mind,
Hamadou eyes the fruit with
enthusiasm and tells how his
mother used to crush the leaves
and seeds into a fine powder,
which she used in sauces or to
make juice.
Nombori is preparing for nightfall as we arrive and begin to
climb its stone paths. We pass the
well where women gather. To
Hamadou’s called greetings, the
women reply in unison
‘‘Se-oSe-oSe-o’’ (‘‘fine, fine,
fine’’), which rises up from the
earth.
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HE sounds of village
Africa rise from the
boulder-strewn landscape and announce
that we have left
behind the noise and
clamour of the city.
All across the village of Dourou,
high atop an escarpment, the ‘‘toctoc, toctoc’’ of women pounding
millet echoes off the rocks like an
ensemble of African drums.
The children who surround us
squeal and giggle and play. Then,
just beyond the village outskirts,
the last child of Dourou is called
home by his mother and we are
left with the silence of the great
monoliths of stone.
‘‘Are you ready?’’ asks Hamadou
Ouologuem, my Dogon guide. I
am ready. We descend into
another kingdom.
Down through the narrow canyons we climb, clambering on
ramshackle wooden ladders,
searching for footholds and for our
first glimpse of a world that for
centuries lay hidden from outsiders.
High above us in the sheer rock
walls of the escarpment, small
cocoon-like caves are all that
remain of the Tellem, the People
of the Cliffs, who once inhabited
the land. No one knows where the
Tellem came from, or what
became of them. They live on only
in the tales told by the Dogon.
According to the Dogon, the
Tellem were a small, red-skinned
people who made their homes,
sheltered from their enemies,
along the rocky perches and caves
of the escarpment wall. They
hunted atop the plateau, encircling
their prey before driving them
down off the cliffs.
At the end of the day, the Tellem returned home by scaling the
vertiginous walls using vines and
creepers, although the Dogon are
so in awe of Tellem agility that
they ascribe to them magical
powers, including the ability to fly.
As my eyes pan down from the
Tellem caves, a landscape of cinematic beauty sweeps into view.
The cliffs, hundreds of metres high
and turned amber by the setting
sun, yield to villages that grow out
into the valley floor like an extension of the escarpment. A scarcely
perceptible mist — perhaps it is
smoke from the cooking fires of
Nombori — hangs above the
broad, sere river valley that
stretches out to the east. The horizon lies somewhere out beyond
the ridge of sand dunes that close
off this Dogon world from the
plains extending deep into the
heart of Africa.
I grasp for the nearest boulder
to steady myself.
After a careful, halting descent
to the valley floor, we find ourselves among a small forest of
baobab trees, well known in
northern Australia. So improbable
is their appearance that some cultures, the Dogon among them,
have it that the tree once so
angered the gods that it was ripped from the ground and
replanted upside down as eternal
punishment.

Tropic of Cancer

Local myth: In Dogon cosmology, the
earth is an oval which is encircled by a
snake with its tail in its mouth, thereby
protecting the earth from the ocean. The
Dogon believe that if they don’t make
an annual sacrifice to the snake’s spirit,
the snake will uncoil and allow the
oceans in to destroy the world. For three
months every year, the snake releases
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Dogon people were nicer. They
were very friendly. Now everyone
is asking for money and no one
wants to work.’’
But this thoughtful Dogon man
knows that preserving the old ways
is complicated. ‘‘If I go to a village
and say, ‘You must keep the traditional customs,’ they say to me,
‘‘If the village is better, why do
you live in the city?’’ When they
say that, I cannot say anything
because I love my village, but I
also do not know if I could now
live without electricity, cars, television, internet and cinema.

Perhaps these villagers should also
have that right.’’
The deeper we venture into the
Dogon Country, the more
Hamadou lapses into silence. All
along the valley floor, a new generation of Dogon is coming down
the mountain, abandoning the
houses that cling to the lower
ledges of the escarpment and leaving half-empty villages in their
wake. In Komokan, where the
phenomenon is particularly pronounced, Hamadou sighs with
despair. ‘‘All of these villages, they
are nearly empty. One day, no one

will live here. The life, it is easier
on the plains.’’
There is still magic at every
turn, to be sure. There are sacred
crocodiles lounging by the water in
Amani. Enchanted, conical mudand-millet granary stores stand silhouetted against the cliffs. Villages
everywhere contain a secret and
sacred gathering of shrines and fetishes with signs and symbols
known only to the Dogon.
In Tireli, masked dancers reenact the ceremonies that call on
the dead to cease their wandering
among the world of the spirits and
take refuge in the masks. Old men
in indigo cloth beat out rhythms
on ancient drums, while dancers
circle with mock menace in masks
such as the kanaga (a bird-like
mask that protects against vengeance) or the house-like sirige,
which symbolises the place where
traditions are passed on to the
younger generation.
But these ceremonies — intricate, self-assured and rich in
symbolism — are now performed
largely for tourists. There are some
villages where the inhabitants —
recently converted adherents to
Islam or Christianity — no longer
know what the dances mean, let

Further reading: Dogon — Africa’s
People of the Cliffs, by Stephanie Hollyman and Walter van Beek, is a stunningly photographed coffee table book.
Lonely Planet’s guide to West Africa
contains extensive coverage of Mali’s
Dogon country. (Anthony Ham’s contributions to the forthcoming sixth edition
include the Mali chapter).

alone how to perform them.
Momentarily uplifted by the spirit
of the dance, Hamadou watches, at
once proud of his people and nostalgic at the thought that we are
witnessing a world that may soon
disappear.
By the time we reach Ireli,
spectacularly beautiful and alive
with activity, we have made our
peace with the world. Great baobab trees encircle ponds of
flowering lilies.
A young boy astride a bullock
pulls alongside us, studies us for a
moment, and then continues on
his way, clearly having decided that
he has more important things to
do. The elders of Ireli sit beneath
the toguna and regard us with the
impenetrable gaze of the ancients,
all the while initiating a handful of
young men into the stories of
Dogon history.
High above the village, I can
see the path that weaves up
through the escarpment and into
an altogether more clamorous
world.
Tomorrow we shall take that
path and leave behind, perhaps
forever, the wonder at large in this
endangered but resilient outpost of
tradition, this world apart.
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WIN
a $15,000
DREAM TRIP TO

BRITAIN
CHOOSE FROM 4 EXCITING HOLIDAYS!

India Film night

WORLD-LEADING

Meet our India experts
CBD, Wednesday 14 Mar from 6.00pm

EXPEDITION VOYAGES

To reserve your complimentary seat
call 1300 367 666

Antarctica & the High Arctic

www.travelindochina.com.au
Meeting the people, India

state-of-the-art vessels • frequent shore excursions
expert guides & naturalists • amazing wildlife encounters

Film & information evening:

Tuesday 27 March 6.00pm
See your travel agent or call

1300 854 444
WIN YOUR ULTIMATE ADVENTURE VISIT WWW.PEREGRINEADVENTURES.COM

ANTARCTICA
with renowned adventurer
Jon Muir
Join Jon Muir for an
unforgettable adventure to
the Antarctic Peninsula in
December 2007. Experience
Antarctica's wildlife and pristine
wilderness on this unique small
ship voyage.
We also offer several other
voyages to the incredible South
Shetlands, the Weddell Sea
and more.

Call 1300 720 000
www.worldexpeditions.com
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Call us today for your trip of a lifetime!

Go to www.winabritishadventure.com.au and you could
WIN one of four amazing trips to Britain valued at $15,000 each!
Just choose the trip you prefer and enter online today!
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The
Royal
Treatment

Sports
Heaven

Theatre &
Comedy

Culinary
Delights

Revel in the ultimate British
sports tour – see Lord’s,
Wimbledon, and The
Millennium Stadium in
Cardiff, play a round with
a PGA Golf pro on one of
the famous St Andrews
courses, and rest up
after each action-packed
day in exquisite luxury
accommodation.

Indulge in the best of
British entertainment
– with exclusive tickets
to the Royal Shakespeare
Theatre, a West End show
and an exclusive pre-show
dinner, a trip to the famous
Edinburgh Fringe Festival,
and show-stopping luxury
accommodation at every
location.

Feast on some of the finest
food Britain has to offer
– dine at Jamie Oliver’s 15 in
London, and at Rick Stein’s
The Seafood Restaurant in
Cornwall, plus tickle your
taste buds on the Malt
Whisky Trail throughout
Scotland, with luxury
accommodation all the way!

See Britain like a Royal
– be chauffeur-driven to
and from the airport, enjoy
sought after show tickets,
exclusive shopping, luxury
accommodation, exquisite
dinners and even afternoon
tea at The Ritz!

Full prize details at www.winabritishadventure.com.au

Go to www.winabritishadventure.com.au to enter.
Hurry, competition ends 31st March 2007!
Entry open to residents of Australia and New Zealand aged 18 years or over who log on to www.winabritishadventure.com.au (for Australian residents) or www.winabritishadventure.
co.nz (for NZ Residents) and submit the online entry form in the required manner during the promotional period. Promotion commences 23/2/2007 and closes 31/3/2007. Prize
judging at 12:00 noon on 13/4/2007 at Rapp Collins, Level 3, 46-52 Mountain St Ultimo NSW 2007. Winner published in The Australian on 20/4/2007 and the NZ Sunday Star Times on
22/4/2007. The eligible entrant judged to be the best entry from all eligible entries received will win 1 trip for the winner and 1 travel companion to Britain valued at up to AUD$15,000
(RRP incl GST). The entire prize can be taken only after 1/6/2007 and must be booked and travel commenced before 13/4/2008 otherwise the entire prize is forfeited. For full terms and
conditions, see www.winabritishadventure.com.au (for Australian residents) or www.winabritishadventure.co.nz (for NZ Residents). The Promoter is British Tourist Authority trading
as VisitBritain (ABN 78 819 377 551) of Level 2, 15 Blue Street, North Sydney NSW 2060.
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