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Vigil I

1. When the partridge takes flight, its fledgling does not linger on the ground.

2. It is with the end of the old rope that we begin to weave the new.

3. Even in the darkness a calf does not lose its mother.

4. The old eye closes, the old ear still hears.

Vigil II

5. When we see the mice frolic on the cat’s pelt, we can imagine what challenge death may inflict upon us.

6. We are slow to grow, but not slow to die.

7. Death devours the man, but it does not devour his name or his reputation.

8. A boat is never so large that it cannot capsize.

9. Death grinds without boiling water.

10. Where a man is destined to die, there he goes early.

Vigil III

11. A bird’s feather may fly into the air but ultimately it comes to earth.

12. When the vital nerve is severed, the chicken kills the wildcat.

13. If a fly dies in a wound, it has died in its appointed place.

Vigil IV

14. Only he who has never wielded power believes it is unpleasant.

15. The croaking of the frogs does not hinder the elephant as he drinks.

16. In a dictatorship, the hand ties the foot; in a democracy, it is the foot which ties the hand.

17. The drum which does not punish the crime is a cracked jug.

18. A fish-hook is useless to catch a hippopotamus.

Vigil V

19. The fire which will one day burn you is the same as that which warms you.

20. It is he whose impotence you cured who steals your wife.

21. If someone has bitten you, he has reminded you that you have teeth.

Vigil VI

22. There is not but one day alone, tomorrow, too, the sun will shine.

23. He who lives long will see the dove dance.

24. A day that is yet to come exists, not so a day that will never come.


About the Book

Ahmadou Kourouma's remarkable novel is narrated by Bingo, a West African sora - storyteller and king's fool. Over the course of five nights he tells the life story of Koyaga, President and Dictator of the Gulf Coast. Orphaned at the age of seven, Koyaga grows up to be a terrible hunter; he fights mythical beasts, and is a shape-shifter, capable of changing himself into beasts and birds. He fights in the French colonial armies, in Vietnam and Algeria, but on his return he mounts a coup and becomes ruler and dictator of the Gulf Coast. For thirty years he runs a corrupt but 'clean' state, surviving repeated assassination attempts and gaining support and investment from abroad. But when the 'First World' decides it no longer want to support dictatorships and call for democracy, he needs another ruse to maintain himself in power ...
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WAITING FOR THE WILD
BEASTS TO VOTE
Translated from the French by Frank Wynne
Ahmadou Kourouma



First Vigil

Your name: Koyaga! Your totem: the falcon! Soldier and president are you. You will be the President of the République du Golfe and its greatest general for as long as Allah (may he yet preserve us for years and years to come) does not take from you the breath that gives you life. You are a hunter. With Rameses II and Sundyata, you are forever one of the three great hunters among men. Remember the name of Koyaga, hunter and President-dictator of the République du Golfe.

See, the sun begins to disappear behind the mountains. Soon it will be night. You have called together the seven most celebrated masters from the multitude of hunters who came forward. Here they sit, crouched about you. They wear their hunting dress, their Phrygian caps hung about with grigri, mirrors and amulets. They wear their long rifles slung over their shoulders, in their right hands they bear the fly-swatters of the master. You, Koyaga, sit enthroned in the centre. At your right hand sits Maclédio, your Minister of Orientation. I am Bingo, the sora; I sing, I pay tribute and pluck the cora. A sora is a teller of tales, one who relates the stories of the hunters to spur their heroes to greater feats. Remember the name of Bingo, I am the griot, the poet and chronicler, the musician of this Brotherhood of Hunters.

On my right, the performer with his flute and strange attire, is Tiécoura. He is my responder; a sora is always accompanied by his apprentice or responder. Remember the name of Tiécoura, my apprentice, my responder; an initiate undergoing purification; a king’s fool.

Here are we all gathered in the great gardens of your palace. Everything is ready, each is in his place. I will tell the tale of purification; the story of your life, life as master hunter and dictator. In the Malinké tongue, the tale is called a donsomana. It is an epic told by a sora with his koroduwa – an apprentice in the purificatory stage, the cathartic stage. Tiécoura is a koroduwa and, like all of his kind, he plays the fool, the idiot, the loon. He can do as he wishes. Everything is permitted him, and nothing that he does goes unpardoned.

Tiécoura, all are gathered here, all has been said. Add your pinch of salt.

The koroduwa trills his flute, jiggles and dances. Suddenly he stops and addresses President Koyaga:

‘President Koyaga, General, Dictator, here we will sing and dance your donsomana over the feast of six vigils. We will tell the truth, about your dictatorship, your parents, and your collaborators. The whole truth about your dirty tricks, your bullshit, your lies, your many crimes and assassinations...’

Cease from insulting this gentleman, a man of great honour as is Koyaga, the father of our nation for if you do not ruin and damnation will hunt you down and destroy you. Hold your tongue!

A vigil cannot be spoken without a theme, purring softly in its wake. It is wise and good to respect tradition. This will be the theme from which will spring the proverbs spoken in the interludes of this our first vigil. Tradition should be respected for:


When the partridge takes flight, its fledgling does not linger on the ground.

Though he may sojourn long in the branches of the baobab, the partridge will never forget the nest of lowly brush where he was hatched.

So then, though a man know not whither he is going, let him remember whence he came.
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Ah, Tiécoura! In Berlin in 1884, when the great powers of Europe carved up Africa among themselves, the Bay of Benin and the slave coast fell to the French and Germans. At once the colonial powers began their first experiment in civilising the Negroes of what was called the Gulf. From America, they bought the freedom of black slaves and shipped them back to settle these lands.

It was a wasted effort, a complete failure. These freedmen knew but one profitable trade: trafficking in slaves. They began once more to capture and sell the Negro. It was a trade past its time, one that had been banned by international treaty since the conference in Berlin. The colonial powers were forced to rule without the freedmen.

They took to recruiting warriors from African tribes and began the subjugation of their territories with cannon-fire. This murderous suppression went as planned until one day, in the great mountain ranges, the Europeans came face to face with something unfamiliar; something of which the treatises of the Africanists, which were the explorers’ Bible, made no mention. They came upon the ‘naked people’. A people who lived completely naked. They had no social system. No chief. Each clan lived in a walled village and the chieftain’s power extended no further than an arrow’s flight. Here were savages so savage that no wise words nor brute force might reason with them. Moreover, these savages were formidable archers. They had to be crushed village by village in vast, mountainous and hostile territories – a task ill-suited to the Europeans’ meagre forces. The conquering heroes call in ethnologists. The ethnologists name them the ‘naked people’. They name them the Paleonegritic people – and since the word is unwieldy let us use the abbreviation: ‘Paleos’.

The ethnologists advised the troops to skirt the mountain people and continue their bloody and victorious mission among the organised, clothed and well-ordered peoples of the savannah.

The Paleos were thus temporarily exempted from their duties as drudges and labourers (forced labour, unpaid and compulsory, was the service rendered to the colonists by the tribes of Africa). The mountain people were excused this labour and left solely to the mercies of the priests, whose task it was to find invent some way to communicate with the ‘naked people’; to enlighten them, convert them, civilise them and so make them amenable to being colonised, controlled and exploited.

Every people, every tribe, every village has a hero – a man best known, best loved, an idol. Such a man may be a singer or a dancer. A tribe in Senegal awards this honour to the most gifted storyteller, the most consummate liar. The Konate in Katiola (brothers in jest to the Kourouma clan) favour the finest farter. The Paleos – the Naked People abandoned to the priests and the ethnologists – honour the évélema, the wrestler, champion of the bouts of initiation.

Every year a ceremony among the Paleos brings the young men from the every village fort throughout the mountains – this is the combat of initiation called the évéla and the hero of the Naked People is the champion among them, the évélema.

At the dawn of the century, when the mountains to the north of the Gulf were the domain of priests, there came a Naked Man from the Tchaotchi Mountains named Tchao – your father, Koyaga, who became the most celebrated fighter in the long history of the Naked People.

Your father Tchao criss-crossed the mountains year after year and fought in every village fort, and never once was he pinned by any wrestler. Finding no match in the mountains, he went down to the plains there to challenge the tribes of Peul, the Mossi, the Malinké, but in all the land he could find none to equal him. The griots acclaimed him, they sang his praises; the French, they told him, were seeking heroes and warriors.

This was an unfortunate linguistic misunderstanding: it was not true. Neither the French nor Blaise Daigne, the first black recruiting officer in Senegal, were seeking wrestlers. (What preoccupied them was worse than anything that might cause a crocodile to flee the marshes.) In fact they were recruiting Negro soldiers to fight overseas, in a war which was devastating the lands and villages of France. So explains Maclédio, the Minister of Orientation, seated at the right hand of the general. The master hunter went on to explain:

Unluckily, in the language of the mountain people, to wrestle, to fight and to wage war share the same word. And so, when Tchao came before the commander to sign up for some great world wrestling championship to be held far across the seas, the French congratulated him on his patriotic spirit.

Tchao was the first of the Naked People to answer the plaintive cry of the motherland, of France in peril. They enlisted him on the spot and posted him to a regiment of Senegalese infantrymen in Dakar, due to leave for Verdun in 1917. It was in the trenches, beneath the thunderous, merciless shrieking of the German shelling, that Tchao learned the difference between wrestling and war. For three moons the bombardment thundered without respite. As a man of the mountain tribes, one of the Naked People, Tchao could not resign himself to the chill in his bowels and the slow wait for muddy death, explains Tiécoura.

One morning, he simply exploded, and with blatant disregard for the sergeant’s orders, went over the top and rushed headlong towards the opposing trenches, where, taking the Germans by surprise, he killed five men before a sixth came from behind, beat him unconscious with the butt of his rifle, impaled him on a bayonet and hurled his body into no man’s land. The French crawled on their bellies to reclaim the body and found a little warmth still in the mountain man’s toes. They worked feverishly and managed to revive him and nurse him back to health. Here was a champion, a true hero. They promoted him at once and decked him out with their four greatest honours: the Military Cross, the Croix de guerre, the Légion d’honneur and the Colonial Medal.

Tchao returned to his mountain home weak but adorned with these honours. In the mountains, healers rushed to his aid and with leaves and roots and magic they brought him to his former self, with all the agility and valour that had made of him a champion fighter.

Only when Tchao’s strength had returned and he wanted to leave his village hut did the champion realise his dilemma. He could walk about unclothed, return to primeval nakedness, but to do so, he would have to go out without his medals. He could not wear them in his hair, nor hang them about his neck, nor attach them to his penile sheath; he could wear the medals only if he wore the uniform the French army had issued him. Tchao wavered. Then, one morning, his mind made up, he walked out in his military uniform for all the Tchaotchi villagers to see, glittering with decorations.

The elders gathered in the sacred woods where first they offered wise counsel, then fierce threats. Nothing would move him. Tchao, in his army jacket bedecked with medals, still strode about the mountains from dawn to dusk.

This was a transgression, a grievous transgression to the community of the Naked People for the offender was their most revered champion.

For more than a century, the Naked People had faced nothing more threatening than attacks from without. Now, for the first time, their world was threatened from within, explains Maclédio. The brush-fire that burns at the edges of the plains can be contained; the fire that burns at its heart cannot be extinguished. A man may take a bullet in the leg and yet live, but not a bullet through the heart.

This offence against nakedness, the oldest and most respected tradition of the Paleos, could not go unpunished by Allah or by the manes of the ancestors. Tchao would pay dearly for his crime; pay for it by death in excruciating agony.

Tchao’s misdeed warmed the hearts of the authorities, it confirmed their suspicions and led them to some momentous decisions.

The French, with all the acuity of a civilised people, had long observed Tchao’s movements, his habits as an infantryman in Dakar, at Verdun. They had analysed their observations statistically. They had seen that, like other soldiers – better, even than many of the peoples of the plain – Tchao could wear the red chéchia, could wrap his belly with red flannel, strap the puttees round his calves; he tolerated boots well. Without undue effort he had learned to eat with a spoon, to smoke Gauloises, so it was with satisfaction that the French learned that back in his mountain village he refused to return to his previous nakedness. The administrators took from the ethnologists the conflicting files which, though they had advised the continuance of preferential treatment granted to the Paleonegritic peoples, clearly showed that the naked mountain people had needs like other humans.

The Colonial Minister made the sovereign decree that the Naked People could be civilised, Christianised and put to forced labour. That is to say, three months of mandatory, unpaid work for the white colonists. They could be compelled to pay a poll tax. They were economically exploitable. Civilising them would be profitable, feasible. The cost of conquering the mountains could quickly be offset.

One can find the French wanting in many things, but never in their vast experience as conscientious, humane colonisers. When, after rigorous investigation, an offensive proves financially viable, they do not hesitate, they summon up their mission to educate, to heal, to evangelise. They shout it from the rooftops and spring into action.

They attacked at once. Without waiting to finish off the Germans, the French encircled the mountains with veteran regiments equipped with modern armaments. Tchao, the champion wrestler, was by right the supreme general of all the mountain armies. He assembled the archers, divided them into guerrilla units, and trained them. Fort after fort, the mountain men fought back. Through the winter, their savage forays kept French troops in the valleys far from the forts. The French did not, as Negroes would, consult an oracle, they went to see the ethnologists.

One can be betrayed only by one’s closest friends. The ethnologists, friends of the Paleonegritic peoples, advised the French authorities to suspend direct assaults, because they could not prevail in face-to-face combat against the naked men of the mountains. Patience was called for. The ethnologists quoted to them a Paleo proverb which says that the patient man will succeed in boiling a stone until he can drink it as broth. They recommended that the military calmly make camp and wait for the harmattan. They affirmed that nothing in the world would induce the mountain people to abandon the initiatory combats of the dry season. The commander-in-chief of the colonial armies was wise to heed the ethnologists.

As soon as the first hazy mornings of harmattan came, and the first birds appeared announcing the fair season, warriors were seen leaving their mountain refuges and the trenches of the forts.

Calmly, they made their way to the lands at the verge of the sacred woods, adds Tiécoura.

With the disinterest of civilised, Christian peoples, the French allowed them to assemble. Without turning a hair! They allowed the warriors to put aside their poisoned arrows before entering the combat area as their code of honour commanded. Without batting an eye. Without crossing themselves. The chief weapon of the White Man, of the civilised man, is not his repeating rifle but his patience. The conquering French extended this patience to allowing the bouts to begin, to come alive. Tchao, ever the invincible évélema, made his way into the circle, shouts rang out and the tom-toms clattered.

Clearly, in the exhilaration of the games, the naked men – the fathers of all Negroes in the universe and, like all Negroes, fashioned of music and dance – had forgotten that they were at war, confirms Tiécoura.

The French did not trouble to fire a single gunshot. It was unnecessary. One does not shoot at guinea-fowl when one has them in one’s net. The French troops needed only to appear suddenly and surround the unarmed warriors and their supreme general, Tchao.

Tchao refused to yield, he fought the infantrymen like a wild beast. The French, determined to avenge their compatriots who had died at his hands, spared nothing in their implements of torture. They tied him with ropes fit for cattle, shackled him with chains fit for slaves, and dragged him to the main prison of the district of the Mountain region at Ramaka.

In prison, Tchao broke his bonds, burst his chains and sowed panic among the inmates and the guards. He forced his French gaolers to bring chains that had been forged specially for the rebel in their capital city. They secured him with these chains which they set into the walls and the floor with concrete.

Tchao, fettered in irons at the far end of a cell, left in his own urine and excrement, took three months to die of hunger and thirst. He died under the White Man’s torture. The White Man to whom he had been a hero, an example.

Koyaga! These physical torments and the spiritual pain that comes of ingratitude were the retribution visited on your father by Allah and the spirits of our ancestors for his grave transgression.

‘Tchao, my father, should not have lasted three weeks. He survived for three months... thanks to my mother,’ adds Koyaga.

Nadjouma, your mother, took up her position at the gates of the prison where her husband was in irons. She was wise in the ways of boiling roots, of healing potions, of casting powerful spells and weaving powerful alliances.

Nadjouma, your mother, was generous and kind.

With the connivance of the guards and the nurse, but chiefly through the extraordinary powers of which she alone knew the secrets, all her handiwork passed through the impenetrable prison walls. These many deeds of his wife made it possible for Tchao to hold out, to survive for three months.

Before he breathed his last, before he surrendered one by one the many souls of the Paleonegritic people, he sang and prophesied. He devised evil spells against the French more potent than Fouta-Djalon.

He summoned you, you his only son; you were seven years old. He spoke to you privately. What did he say to you? Tell us...

‘He began by saying “The terrible death I suffer is a punishment; it was effected by a curse, by the wrath of the spirits of our ancestors”,’ replies Koyaga.

‘Then he took a moment to recover himself – he was exhausted, he was living his final hours. And, as though inspired, he spoke softly to me, with the flights of oratory of those who utter their last words. “This monstrous end is my punishment for having violated the taboo of nakedness. The spirits of the ancestors believe that only death can expiate my offence, death in the most inhuman conditions. I knew this, I knew what lay in store for me. I have deserved this, I asked for it. I sacrificed myself chiefly for you and also for the youth of all the Paleo tribes. My voyage to Dakar, to France, to Verdun has taught me that the world is one of clothed peoples. We cannot enter this world unless we clothe ourselves, unless we abandon our nakedness.

“It is true that I am the first combat champion to be ashamed of his nakedness, to have dared to clothe myself. It is true that for thousands of years nakedness and nakedness alone has protected us from the Mandingos, the Haoussas, the Peuls, the Mossi, the Songhai, the Berbers, the Arabs... It is because of our nakedness that every invader, every empire builder, every evangelist of some alien faith, has despised us and deemed us too savage to be fellow believers, to be exploitable. Perhaps the French colonisers would have had the same contempt. Perhaps, if I had not been mad enough, foolish enough to pit my strength against the greatest fighters in the universe, and especially to clothe myself, the Frenchmen would not have violated our refuges, would not have Christianised us. We might have postponed being clothed only by a year or two. We would have done no more than defer our entry into the world, delayed our descent to the plains to cultivate richer soil, put off sending our children to school... we would but have adjourned... but suspended... some respite...”

‘My father did not conclude; he passed out in his chains, in his urine, in his excrement. He died the following day.

‘The image of my father in agony, in chains, in a prison cell will always be the central image of my life. Relentlessly, it will haunt my dreams. When I speak of it, or when it comes to me in some defeat, some ordeal, it will lay waste my strength; when it comes to me in victory, I shall become cruel, without the least concession or compassion.’ So ends Koyaga.

‘From time to time in any tale, one must pause to take a breath, we will pause here,’ announces the sora. Then he sings, accompanied by the cora, while the responder performs a frenzied dance lasting five minutes, and then stops. He takes up the air again, this time on the flute. The sora asks him to cease and intones some proverbs concerning tradition:


It is with the end of the old rope that we begin to weave the new.

You may plough on a day of rest but lightning keeps its words in its belly.

You will escape the damp of the dew if you walk behind an elephant.
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Ah, Tiécoura! Once they had rid themselves of Tchao, once they had become masters of the wealth of the mountain people, the French were not content to impose a poll tax, to recruit infantrymen, forced labourers and catechumens: they called for schoolboys. They demanded the sons of tribesmen, of war veterans, of former wrestling-combat champions, of heroic hunters, of simbos, of griots, to feed their schools.

Koyaga was among the first consignment of recruits and was sent to the school at Ramaka. He was ten years old.

Before we speak of Koyaga’s schooling, we must speak of his birth. The donsomana – the narrative structure of the donsomana – demands that we recount the hero’s life from the moment the seed was planted in his mother’s womb. Later we will tell how the seed that would become Koyaga came to be lodged in Nadjouma. For the present, let us content ourselves with the gestation.

Tiécoura, my dear pupil, koroduwa and responder, listen well. The day that follows Friday is named Saturday. Koyaga was born on a Saturday. The gestation period for a child is nine months; Koyaga’s mother carried her child for twelve full months. A woman suffers the pains of labour for two days at most; Koyaga’s mother suffered in labour for a full week. Human children are not born with the strength of a panther cub; Nadjouma’s child was born as heavy as a lion cub.

What then was the humanity, the truth, the nature of this child?

Everyone knew at the moment the mother freed herself of the child and it fell to the ground at daybreak.

The animals, too, realised that he who had barely seen the light of day was destined to be the greatest slayer of game of all huntsmen. Tsetse flies left the far-off bush of the mountains and rushed headlong to attack the child. In fistfuls, you crushed the tsetse flies with your bare hands, Koyaga. When you could crawl, you did not spare the life of a single chick or lizard that pecked at your food after you were weaned. By the time you were five, rats were no longer safe and secure in their holes; you were a great and skilful rat-catcher. Turtle-doves no longer exulted in the restful branches of the trees; you were an able marksman with the sling-shot.

When you were nine, the far-flung jungles of the mountains rang with the cries of distress of beasts passing from life to nothingness, the animals watched their ranks dwindle irrevocably; many among them were orphaned.

Already, Koyaga, you had shot down and killed a panther with your bow and on the night of the vigils you danced within the ranks of the master hunters when the white men came to take you to their school. Wild beasts are not made to be tamed; those who are truly wild can never be tamed. You, Koyaga, were passionate, impetuous; you suffocated in the confines of those four walls. To breathe freely, you needed open space, rivers and mountains, challenges and ever-present danger. You loathed the school, it sickened you. You wished only to continue your life as a heroic hunter and champion wrestler. Already, you were the finest wrestler in all the mountain forts of your homeland. School was dull; the master flogged and punished.

Some moons after you went to school, the wind changed, bringing with it hazy mornings. By day the sun was merciless; twisters growled in the vast, far-off brush. The leaves yellowed and fell: the bare branches of the trees seemed to implore the pitiless sky. At night the horizon was lit up by far-off brush fires.

A new season had come to follow winter, and that season was the harmattan. The harmattan meant combat, dancing and hunting in the mountains. A true Naked Man could not bear to spend the harmattan far from the mountains.

At your school at Ramaka, you roused the children who, like you, were mountain people. As soon as the moon had set, you deserted en masse, arriving at dawn at the foot of the Tchaotchi Mountains. You sang as you stripped yourselves of your shirts, your shorts, your underwear. You slipped your penises into their sheaths. You armed yourselves with bows and quivers. You found your places, your ranks among the various companies. You hurled yourselves into the dances, the initiatory combat, the hunts. In the exhilaration of the festival of the harmattan you are transported, you forget everything.

Koyaga and his classmates did not remember that they were schoolboys until a dozen weeks had passed, when the rainy season had appeared over the horizon and the mountains were swathed with green. Unfortunately, by then it was too late.

Your schoolmaster was named de Souza, a descendant of emancipated Brazilian slaves. As soon as it was observed that you had run away, de Souza decides to get rid of all the disruptive, undisciplined little savages from the mountains. When you return, he refuses to admit you to the classroom. He goes directly to the military governor’s office and offers your expulsion papers to the white commissioner for him to sign.

The white man refuses. He refuses and gives his reasons.

He likes the mountain people, studies them, understands them.

In his dealings with the Minister for Colonial Affairs, he boasts that he is the only colonial administrator with a school capable of teaching the Paleos of the mountains to read and write, the only one in the course of producing the first literate Naked Man.

Forced to tolerate Koyaga’s escapades and those of his classmates, the schoolmaster administered to their naked buttocks – before they had dressed once more – thirty lashes of the chicote, the mandatory punishment for natives who ran away. Thirty lashes on the buttocks of the Naked Mountain People seemed like delicate caresses to the miscreants. It did nothing to dissuade them: they did it again and again.

For six years, at the beginning of each harmattan, Koyaga incited the other mountain savages to desert their desks and their lessons for the intoxication of the dry season in the mountains. Each time, when the first clouds blotted out the sky, they returned. And each time, before taking their seats again, they mounted the podium one by one and offered their naked buttocks which Monsieur de Souza lashed with thirty strokes. The toubab held firm. He never agreed to sign the expulsion papers of the future Supreme Guide nor those of his friends.

At the end of his seventh winter at school, Koyaga passed his certificat d’études and the written matriculation exam for the école primaire supérieure. Unfortunately, the oral exam took place in the middle of the harmattan. Like a good master hunter, he was absent, heeding the call of the mountains, called to the feasts and the ritual initiatory combat of the harmattan. When the sky clouded over, the paths vanished, and the valleys filled with torrents of mud; when the mountains were green and mysterious once more, Koyaga returned to class where, without so much as a greeting, he took off his quiver of arrows and his penile sheath.

With his customary solemnity, the schoolmaster administered the regulation thirty lashes to the buttocks of the mountain man, but he would not let him take his place at his desk. Koyaga had finished his elementary studies at the rural school and there was no longer a place for him in the classroom. Monsieur de Souza went to the office to inform the commander that Koyaga was to return to the mountains.

The White Man ordered that the boy be kept at the boarding school; Koyaga was not to return permanently to the mountains. France owed a debt to Tchao’s son. She had had his father, Tchao an infantryman, put in irons. Infantryman Tchao had killed five Germans in the Great War, and had been the first of the Naked Men to adopt clothing. Thus, the first to introduce the beginnings of civilisation to the mountains. The commander considered it his duty to find a position for Tchao’s son. He wrote, he telegraphed commanders in neighbouring districts, to the Inspector-General of the colonies, to the Governor-General of the Federation, to the Minister for Colonial Affairs himself. He went so far as to ride all the way to the administrative capital where he campaigned with such conviction on behalf of the first naked Paleo in the mountain district to receive qualifications – which you were – that he succeeded in obtaining a place for you at the school for tribal children in Kati in French Sudan.

To arrive in Bamako is to reach Kati, which is not far from Bamako. Koyaga is remembered still in Kati. In Kati there were some who were better at reading and arithmetic than Koyaga, some who were his equals at the assault course and in marksmanship, but there was none to rival Koyaga at fighting and insubordination.

When the harmattan came, the spirit of the wrestler and master hunter of the mountains welled up once more in Koyaga. The sole profession he studied seriously, assiduously, was that of the hunter. In Kati, he found a celebrated master hunter and became his disciple, his companion and his most faithful apprentice. When he was not with his master hunter, when he was back at school, he was an insufferable rebel.

In the dormitory, in the refectory, it was you who blasphemed, who swore, who smashed, who thumped, who boxed, who knocked out. The lieutenant who ran the school quickly lost patience with your savagery and sent you to the school for tribal children in Saint-Louis.

Saint-Louis is at the furthest point of Senegal, the mouth of the Senegal River; at the time, it was the capital of colonial Senegal. The colonel who supervised all of the schools for native children in French West Africa lived in Saint-Louis. The colonel publicly received Koyaga. In a loud voice he proclaimed his admiration for infantrymen who had a firm pair of balls between their legs, for infantrymen who liked to brawl, to fight. Koyaga’s brawls with his schoolmates amused him, until one morning during the harmattan, just as the son of the Naked Man and the Naked Woman was beginning to feel a gnawing homesickness for the mountains, two friends taunted him. Both of those who taunted him were knocked down, and when they got up, each had a broken limb; the general supervisor who attempted to intervene had his jaw broken. The colonel laughed, but he realised that Koyaga already had the mind and body of a warrior. He was the epitome of a great warrior and was wasting his time in class. The colonel locked him up for a month, as the regulations required. When he was released, the colonel expelled him from the school and had him recruited as a Senegalese infantryman, second class.

Greetings, my koroduwa responder! Greetings, Minister Maclédio, sir! Greetings to you, master huntsmen, and to you my Lord, the Supreme Guide.

Transgression is like a tiny ember thrown on to the vast savannah at the height of the dry season. You can see the place where the flame catches, but no one knows where it will end. Tchao’s transgression led not only to the schooling of the children of the mountains, but to the wholesale recruitment of mountain men into the infantry. It transformed the mountains into a stockpile of soldiers which the French could plunder for their wars.

Tchao’s rapid adaptation to the life of the infantryman, and the subtleties of a civilised lifestyle and, above all, his contempt for danger spurred on the colonists to pursue their experiment; they recruited a hundred mountain men and sent them overseas. When they returned, these veterans behaved exactly as the great wrestler Tchao had done; they committed the outrage of parading from fort to fort decked out in their uniforms. They strutted about in their costumes, done up with red flannel about their waists and red chéchias on their heads. Those who know the mountain people’s marked taste for finery and colour will realise that these veteran soldiers, these infantrymen, were instantly respected and admired throughout every mountain and outpost where the Naked Men lived in all of Africa. They will know, too, that the mountain women wished to possess them, to serve them. Mothers abandoned their husbands and their children in the best mountain tradition of kidnap-marriage so they could be carried off by men bedecked in red about the waist and head.

Ah, Tiécoura, my responder, the things that happen when mountain men carry off women inspire a frenzy which has no like save the endless wanderings of the sparrow-hawk whose chicks have been stolen from the nest. The men, cuckolded and scorned, decided that they too would get hold of the boots, the chéchia and the red flannel of the White Colonist. They came down from the Tchaotchi Mountains and presented themselves at the district headquarters at Ramaka clad only in their penile sheaths, their caps, their bows and quivers. The commandant thought that they had come to enlist and advised them to wait to be conscripted.

In time, every single mountain man who had been cuckolded showed up at the district headquarters to enlist, falling like a pinch of salt into a gumbo. The White Man did more than sympathise, he congratulated them. The French army was in the process of recruiting a horde of Negroes for the war in Indo-China; the Naked People were particularly in demand. Their reckless disregard for danger made them excellent for combat in the paddy-fields. For months, regiments composed almost entirely of infantrymen from the mountains had been formed and shipped off to the Far East. One last regiment, lacking only a mountain man who could speak French to act as interpreter, had for weeks been waiting in Dakar for the next ship. The colonel in charge of the military school at Saint-Louis had been advised of the delay in the regiment’s shipping out. You, Koyaga, the most literate of Paleos, of all the Naked Mountain Men, were assigned.

The regiment disembarked at Haiphong. They took up their position at Post PK204 not far from Cao Bang on the Tonkin–China border.

Let us be clear from the beginning. Water always flows along the ancient bed it has carved; the antelope does not leap and leave its calf behind. After his fashion, Koyaga earned the same honour in the paddy-fields as Tchao, his father, in the trenches at Verdun. Like his father, he would be decorated and sent home healthy.

The chief warrant officer of the regiment of Naked Men at Cao Bang, Post PK204, was of the Koto, a tribe of the plains, time-honoured enemies of the mountain peoples. The proud mountain peoples despised the Koto. They called them unclean, inferior. And it was just such an inferior, an unclean Koto, the chief warrant officer Koto, who ordered that the mountain men give blood when the corps responsible for collecting blood throughout the army arrived at the Paleo regiment at Cao Bang. ‘What race of men were the wounded who would receive this blood?’ the mountain men asked the charge nurse. Men of every race and colour and nationality, the nurse replied. It was a clumsy thing to say, an offensive thing to say. It disregarded the customs, the magic and the logic of the Naked Men. To the mountain peoples, to all animist Negro peoples, to give one’s blood to another was to give him one of your souls, to create a double, a second self. Any violation of a taboo by that double would count against you and his death could bring about your own. And so it was a risk, a danger, for any mountain man to give his blood to a stranger. The chief warrant officer should have known this. He should have known, too, that the order to give blood, when given by a Koto, would be seen by the mountain men as a provocation, an insult.

It was a dangerous situation, Koyaga, and you realised this at once. You gave longer and longer explanations to the mountain people. But you were unable to sway them.

En masse they refused to obey. The chief warrant officer, his pride wounded, became angry and came down hard on them. His punishments were harsh. The two leaders were arrested and locked up to await their appearance before the council of war. According to the beliefs, the mind-set of the mountain people, the chief warrant officer had aggravated his insult with injustice.

Better to take a lion cub from its mother than to commit an injustice against a Naked Man. Better to tread on the tail of a desert viper than to be unjust to the mountain people, adds Tiécoura.

Injustice unites the mountain men and when mountain people are united against an outsider they are capable of the most inhuman, the most savage things. All of the mountain infantrymen believed it their duty to come to the aid of those who had been jailed and they helped them to escape. The runaways holed up in a bunker where they waited silently until the regiment was assembled for roll-call on the parade ground. The chief warrant officer arrived. The impure, the antagonistic warrant officer arrived. The two men ambushed him and killed him. They cut him down with a submachine-gun and with him, thirty-five soldiers one of whom (sadly, very sadly) was the twin of a mountain man. One does not kill a twin before his brother, one must never kill a brother of the mountains in front of his kin.

The brother of the murdered man falls into a trance, he howls for vengeance, he calls for help from others of his clan. Three infantrymen join him and the four of them take the bunker opposite. Using heavy artillery, bunker against bunker, the mountain men proceed to fire salvos at each other, machine-gun fire rakes the whole camp. The death-toll of the innocent victims in the exchanges between the mountain men is great, the parade ground is littered with corpses, but the firing does not cease.

The high command decide to save the survivors who, crouched in blind spots, have managed to escape the bloody barbarism of the Naked Men. Two regiments are hurriedly sent to quash the mutiny, they surround Post PK204 and carry out their orders with flame-throwers, gas and napalm. At least another hundred mountain men are grilled to death by the flames. But nothing, nothing in the murderous arsenal succeeds in dislodging five mountain men from the bunkers. They hold out for three days and three nights until the Officer for Indigenous Affairs arrives from headquarters.

The officer proposes and puts into practice a different strategy: bluster, African bluster. He summons Koyaga and gives him a loud-hailer. As a true mountain man, you sing the lament to the heroic hunter which is performed in your honour when you dance within the circle of master huntsmen. The lament is followed by a canticle of the sacred woods; you recite sonnets, you harangue them. The miracle comes to pass.

The mountain men, fingers on their triggers, realise that the man calling to them is the son of the most illustrious combat champion in all the mountains and the plains of Africa and is himself a heroic hunter celebrated in the vigils of the harmattan.

You ask them to put down their weapons, to come out of the bunkers, to surrender. You convince them that this is the only way, the only possible action. The bodies of the dead can thus be buried and their souls returned to their mountain home to join the ancestral gods. And it works brilliantly. Before the astonished French officers, the rebels come out with their hands up, quietly singing the very same lament that you had chanted.

The French weigh up the influence you, son of Tchao, already a master hunter, wield over your compatriots. They decide to decorate you: they award you the Ordre de l’Armée and promote you to corporal.

Ah, Tiécoura! A bird that has never left its tree cannot know that elsewhere there is millet. Let us break off for a moment from this talk of the savagery and folly of mountain men and of the Supreme Guide Koyaga, and sing a panegyric of the Vietnamese warriors. The donsomana is a eulogy, a literary form whose aim is to celebrate the actions of the heroic hunters and heroes of every kind. Before a hero can be introduced into the donsomana, the form insists that his panegyric be recited. The hero is a great mountain and the sora who tells his tale, a traveller. From far off, before approaching it, before rubbing shoulders with it, before associating with it, the traveller perceives the mountain. The Vietnamese soldiers are heroes; they are like a range of high mountain peaks. Their names have tumbled into our tale. We must stop for a moment to recite their panegyric.

Ah, Tiécoura, the Vietnamese are the Pygmies of Asia, frail Pygmies. They have driven from their lands all the great peoples of the world. Peoples great in number like the Chinese; peoples great in military prowess like the Americans; peoples great in culture and history like the French. It is a safe bet that should the entire world join forces to occupy Vietnamese territory, the Viets would defeat them and toss all the world’s soldiers into the sea.

The Vietnamese sacrificed themselves in the mud, in the streams, in the mountains, in the paddy-fields and in the prisons to ensure that a certain form of colonisation could not prevail in their land. The Vietnamese, in their war of words, told great truths to colonised peoples everywhere, words which did not go unheard.

A vast country can only subjugate a small people who do not know how to unite and face the aggressor head on. A rich people can dominate a poor country only if its people do not know how to sacrifice themselves. A country which is a master of technology can defeat an underdeveloped people only if they lack cunning and courage. After the Vietnam War, there are still peoples the world over who languish in their colonisation, but none who cannot regain their liberty. Let us all bow before the Viets.

The Viets was the mocking name the French soldiers gave to the members of the resistance in Indo-China. To be scornful of one’s enemy, even when he is small and weak, is always a strategic error in combat; all too often, an insignificant thicket will put forth a creeping vine strong enough to bind us, explains the Supreme Guide.

The Viets are slim like climbing plants, but small and resourceful, courageous and cunning like marmosets. The French will begin by mocking them; the Viets end by gaining the upper hand. In a battle between a swarm of flies and a herd of elephants, it is not always the larger who comes off best. When the French drive them from their villages; the Viets will attack them on the roads and decimate their forces in deadly ambushes. The French will subjugate the roads with tanks, with fire, destroy the villages, massacre the villagers; the Viets will hide themselves in the paddy-fields. The French will pursue them into the fields, drag them from the streams like silurid fish and murder them; the Viets will climb into the branches of the trees like monkeys. The French will destroy the forests and every hiding-place with napalm, fire, death and aircraft; the Viets will disappear into foxholes, dens and mountains lairs. The French, confident of their technical prowess, will take up their positions in a valley at the foot of the mountain to cut off all routes the Viets might use to return to the rice fields for harvest. The Viets, with the patience and perseverance afforded them by their religion, will hold fire for long days and nights while the French assemble their men, their aircraft and all the complex armoury of modern warfare in the basin at Diên Biên Phu. One night, as the moon is setting, the Viets will come from the mountainsides like countless ants from innumerable anthills, surround the French and destroy them, them and all of their infantrymen: the Arabs, the Negroes of the plains and of the mountains, their cannons, their aeroplanes and their equipment.

These French lions, will slink away dishonourably by night. After the French and the Americans, the indomitable Indo-Chinese warriors will add the Chinese to their list of conquests! Since that time, no other invader has dared to try to occupy Vietnamese soil.

Ah, Tiécoura! It was the Viets, these heroes, these cunning foxes who watch day and night the internecine slaughter of the mountain men. The post was damaged by the mutiny. The Viets, watching like hawks, do not wait for the repairs to be completed before they strike. One night, as the moon is setting, they attack with substantial forces. By daybreak, everything has been overwhelmed, captured, burned.

Aerial reconnaissance concludes that there are no survivors in the still smouldering rubble. Everyone at the post, all of us, remarks Koyaga, were believed to have died for our country, for France, all killed on the field of honour.

The information is cabled to the white bureaucrats in the lands of the Naked Men. The white bureaucrats bring news of the deaths to the families. The mountain people weep, worship the gods and the souls of the ancestors, sing and dance their unending funeral rites.

The Paleos, the mountain people, are a race apart. After news of so many deaths any other people would desert the recruitment offices, there would be no more volunteers. The opposite happened. Despite news of so many Paleo deaths, volunteers besieged the recruitment offices. At the recruitment centres the volunteers declared themselves just as eager to go to war, just as eager to wear the flannel and the red chéchia which the Paleo women have come to demand of their husbands as the price of fidelity.

There is one among the great passions of your youth, General Koyaga, which is rarely mentioned in your official biographies. It is the passion you had for Fatima, a Moroccan prostitute in Indo-China. Your sycophants pass over this affair in silence. In the purification ritual of the donsomana we will deal with it at length.

The colonial army thought of the black infantryman, the Senegalese soldier in the Far East, as a child, a great buffoon, and looked after him as though he were incompetent. The army took care of his correspondence with his wife, his parents and his children back in Africa. It took responsibility for managing his savings. It saw to his entertainment (children’s animated films), his pilgrimage to Mecca if he was Muslim. Above all and in particular, the colonial army was concerned to satisfy the sexual fury of the infantryman. The colonial officers claimed that an infantryman stuffed with rice was barely serviceable until he had visited a brothel.

Officers from the social and medical services in Indo-China had been sent to Casablanca in Morocco. They went down into the seedy areas of the city, the red-light districts, where they recruited the most accomplished prostitutes, the select few. These privileged prostitutes were given the rank and status of officers. They were shipped out to Indo-China where they were assigned to camps and outposts along the main routes. Military patrols had arranged for beaters to flush out the local jungle and had captured a number of young Vietnamese girls. The Vietnamese girls were placed under the command of the chief prostitutes who planned and set up military campaign brothels, MCBs, at each camp.

There were two Moroccan chief prostitutes and half a dozen Vietnamese girls in the military brothel at Post PK204. The Moroccans were too far from Casablanca; they sang wistful songs about the Atlas Mountains. Fatima, the more buxom of the two, had a voice like a nightingale, which stirred something within you and, in the end, conquered you, you the mountain man, the most educated man in the regiment and already a celebrated hunter. Your humanity (what am I saying?), your compassion, your persistence and your prowess succeeded in soothing Fatima’s heart, so that you might rip it out and make it yours. Once her day’s work was done (satisfying thirty-or-so soldiers every night) and her petite toilette and grande toilette complete, she granted you the inestimable privilege of sleeping with her until morning. Fatima was good-hearted and very generous; she felt for you something both maternal and intensely passionate. You could take as you pleased from her large suitcase of piastres. The surprise attack by the Viets happened while you were in the arms of your beloved. You dressed quickly and took up your post. You fought like a wild animal. When the camp began to crumble under the onslaught of gunfire, you ran to save Fatima.

After the fall of Post PK204, the High Command in Hanoi ran several aerial reconnaissance missions over the camp, which still smouldered and smoked. The photos were developed, enlarged and meticulously examined. The conclusion was reached that all installations had been destroyed, everything had been razed, there were no survivors, no one could have escaped alive. As stipulated by regulations, but holding out little hope, the High Command sent nearby patrols to the outskirts of the jungle. Not content to operate solely on the outskirts, these patrols ventured along paths and rivers to the heart of the jungle. They watched, looked and listened conscientiously for four whole weeks. After four weeks, the High Command in Hanoi recalled all the patrols. They speculated that no survivor – had there been any – could have survived four weeks in the jungle which teemed with wild animals and Vietnamese soldiers.

The High Command were mistaken, sadly mistaken. Their analysis of the photos was accurate, no human being could have escaped alive from such rubble, such wreckage, such conflagration. But Koyaga was more than a man: master hunter and son of a naked Woman, a sorceress, he escaped alive. It is true that an infantryman, an ordinary soldier, could not have survived for four weeks in the inhospitable jungle teeming with beasts and Vietnamese soldiers. But Koyaga was no ordinary infantryman – he was the son of Paleos, man and woman, the son of Nadjouma and Tchao – he strolled about the jungle for six weeks and more.

Corporal Koyaga, master hunter, surprised everyone after the annihilation of his post by appearing out of the jungle about fifty kilometres from Cao Bang, at the head of his unit. The detachment returned carrying not only its equipment and armaments (the 36mm rifles, the submachine-gun, ammunition and a bazooka), but also with two former members of the military brothel (Fatima and her deputy).

At first, the idea of trekking through the jungle with two fat Moroccan whores was greeted with laughter in the mess-hall, but when they discovered that the corporal had pulled off this feat with a bullet in his shoulder, their derisive smiles turned to astonished, admiring exclamations of ‘Shit!’.

The High Command awarded you some medals and made you a sergeant on the day you embarked for home on the SS Pasteur, with a medical discharge.

At reunions of veterans of the war in Indo-China, they tell stories of the great exploits of soldiers in the paddy-fields. They always tell of the corporal who led his unit through the jungle, fought off the Viets for eight weeks and outwitted them with a wound in his shoulder and two fat whores in tow. It is your story, Koyaga.

And so you will always be as great a hero of the French army as was your father. Your father Tchao became a hero because, without so much as an order from his corporal, he leapt from his foxhole at Verdun and in a single bound skewered five German soldiers in the opposite trench with his bayonet. You are a hero, and will remain so until the universe itself shall end, because you saved two fat whores from the jungle.

Even at the height of the harmattan, the sun from time to time asks the clouds to veil it for a moment. Let us do likewise, and stop for a short time to mark a pause, announces the sora. Bingo and his responder perform the second musical interlude. Tiécoura dances. The sora concludes the interlude with reflections and proverbs concerning respect for tradition:


Even in the darkness a calf does not lose its mother.

The elephant dies, but his tusks remain.

The young of the centipede-curls up in imitation of its mother.
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Ah, Tiécoura, how important it is to respect one’s mother. African tradition holds that the respect due to the mother is greater than that due to the father. The physical prowess of a child he owes to his father, his moral prowess to his mother. The mountain Paleos – who are the most ancient African civilisation – always favour mother over father. The Negro tradition proposes that all the sorrows which a mother chooses to accept in her marriage are transformed into vital energy, into values, into success for her son. The son of a rich man is not himself necessarily rich. The son of a man of exceptional wisdom may be a fool. But a son always becomes what his mother is, possesses what she possesses. Among the white men, the respect and love for the mother do not always overshadow the reverence for the father. The expeditionary force in the Far East did not know that Koyaga’s mother Nadjouma was the architect of his feats. In the Tchaotchi Mountains, everyone knew this, spoke of this; no one doubted it. In the mountains, his mother stood at the head of the party which welcomed Koyaga when he stepped down from the postal truck. The praise due to her for his exploits was greater than his own. It was thanks to his mother’s magic, a part of which magic was passed from mother to son, that Koyaga had succeeded in saving his unit and the Casablanca prostitutes.

When the Viets raided Post PK204, Koyaga, using all the magic taught him by his mother, transformed himself into a powerful night owl. On his left wing, he carried the prostitutes; on his right wing, fifty mountain infantrymen and their weaponry. The Viets saw nothing but smoke. Near Hanoi airport, he unloaded his passengers who had but to walk to the road to be welcomed by the High Command.

It is your mother, Koyaga, that you have always admired and adored. For as long as she lives, the world will be within your grasp...

Ah Tiécoura, many women believe that their duty as a mother ends when they give birth.

‘No, the duty of a mother does not end there,’ prompts his responder. Others believe that a mother’s duty ends after twenty-four months when the child is weaned and she no longer has to carry him on her back.

‘No. That is not enough.’

Still others believe her obligation to her child ceases when he marries.

‘No, no, all her life a mother supports and teaches her child. A true mother’s duties continue for as long as she lives,’ concludes Tiécoura.

Ah, Tiécoura, a mother is everything in life; the sufferings of our childhood stem from how little reverence we pay her. It is not easy to carry a child in one’s womb for nine whole months!

Let us speak of Koyaga’s mother. Let us venerate the woman who, at Ramaka, in the mountains of the République du Golfe, waited for her son to be returned to her by postal truck.

You speak much good of your mother. It is fitting. The mountain people will never again know a woman to equal Nadjouma. She was beautiful – she is beautiful still. She was courageous – she is courageous still. She is intelligent. Speak, speak! We, the soras, have but words, and no words are sufficient to conjure the whole that is Nadjouma. She will for ever be an exemplar, a perpetual source of inspiration to all the women of Africa. You owe to your mother, Koyaga, everything that you have, everything that you are. She was the champion wrestler of the mountain women and she will die without any woman’s ever having forced the nape of her neck to the earth. The Naked































































































This ebook is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form (including any digital form) other than this in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Epub ISBN: 9781446444306

Version 1.0

Vintage Digital, an imprint of Vintage Publishing,
20 Vauxhall Bridge Road,
London SW1V 2SA

Vintage Digital, is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose
addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: logo]

Translated from the French, En attendant le vote des bêtes sauvages

Translation copyright © Frank Wynne

Ahmadou Kourouma has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

First published in the United Kingdom in 2003 by William Heinemann

www.vintage-books.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

OEBPS/images/prh.jpg
Penguin
Random House
UK





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
&« VINTAGE

WAITING FOR THE
WILD BEASTS TO
VOTE

AHMADOU KOUROUMA





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
A

WILLIAM HEINEMANN - LONDON





