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The sound of the boys crying out in pain is new. The other sounds are the same. The bat 

wings, quick and rubbery, flitting overhead in a haze of mango leaves and wood smoke. The old 

counterfeiter, sitting outside his front door talking quietly with visitors in threadbare suits.  

The children sing a school song in French outside in the dark, then start up a game of “de 

donc/dernier,” Simon Says, jump forward and backward over a circle drawn in the dirt. They 

cheer noisily out of habit when the electricity comes on, although they continue playing the same 

games electricity or not.   

There are no vehicles again tonight on the main road, due to a military curfew that’s been 

in place since the near-assassination of President Dadis Camara more than a month ago. A 

dundunba party carries on, however, past 11 p.m. in a neighbor’s yard, with drumming and 

dancing and excited announcements coming over a microphone. C’est normal.   

Why have I come to Guinea, West Africa, at a time when the U.S. embassy is closed and 

all Americans have been urged to leave the country? Why have I left the comforts of Seattle, 

Washington for this? Partly, to remind myself—yes, there is power in ordinary people, even the 

world’s poorest people, going about living their daily lives. It can save a nation. It can make a 

nation worth saving. It can turn around your thinking in a lot of ways.  

I only know one person “on the ground,” Karim Koumbassa, my drum and dance teacher 

and good friend from Seattle. He grew up here in Guinea before coming to the U.S. in 2004 and 

he still spends three months a year in Conakry, the capital city, providing hands-on support to his 

extended family. Within hours, they have taken me in as one of their own. I am the only 

Caucasian I’ll see for the next three weeks.  

This neighborhood, Enco Cinq, goes profoundly dark at sundown except for the faint 

glow of downtown lights visible in the distance near the Presidential palace, beneath a low cloud 

of yellow smog that never moves out to sea. Conakry (Con-a-cree) has two Presidential palaces, 

one that looks like a five-story parking garage and one that looks like a basketball arena, circular 

with a zigzag roofline.  

You will not find two million people in the world more “off-the-grid” than the residents 

of Conakry, hidden in plain sight on the west coast of Africa ten degrees north of the equator. 

This is a fiercely hot, pulsating, musical city, a kaleidoscope of cinder-block walls and tin-roof 

slums. The population, one of the ten poorest on earth, overwhelms the minimal infrastructure 

here, and yet on their faces you see energy and engagement and outright joy.  

Tonight the electricity lasts for an hour before Enco Cinq goes dark again. Water flows 

from an outdoor pipe every third or fourth day, but usually not on weekends, and families fill 

buckets and old vegetable oil containers at the tap. Fifteen containers or so will keep a family 

until the next time the water flows. These are large, yellow, plastic containers, like 5-gallon gas 

cans, still labeled Ciao, Huile Végétale. Everything is fried in oil on small outdoor stoves except 

for the rice boiled in water.  

The water is fairly clear. Not crystal clear, but fairly clear. Karim, like most everyone he 

knows, has a stomach ailment he treats by eating honey or a yogurt and sugar mixture he buys 

from women along the main road.  

This is January and the mosquito season is nearly over, although there are still cases of 

malaria in the neighborhood. The rainy season will start again in late spring and go through the 
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summer. It’s cooler during the rainy season, and the chickens often die, but cool is a relative 

term. The average high temperature in Conakry remains in the 80s or 90s year-round.  

The boys crying out in pain have leg and foot sores. Karim is treating them on a wooden 

bench outside. He’s wearing a small headlamp to see better in the dark, and using a fairly clean 

rag with alcohol to rub the sores clear of pus, scabs, and dirt. Some of the smallest-looking sores 

are the most painful. Some are three inches long, raw, angry, and red. One boy holds down his 

own leg with both hands, trying not to flinch. Karim tolerates no crying and will yell at them 

until it stops. After cleaning the sores, he rubs on Ampicillin powder with his finger. He shows 

the boys his own foot with scars from similar sores to make the point—these will heal. Within a 

few days, the treated sores are looking better, and the boys who were limping aren’t limping 

anymore.  

Karim is no doctor, although he’s been nearly everything else. He grew up working on 

his grandfather’s farm outside of Conakry, too far from any village to get formal schooling. He 

drove taxis in Conakry, sold food along the main road, repaired cars, learned to weld. “Whatever 

it takes, you do,” he says. “You can’t sit around waiting for something to happen. There is 

always a job you can learn.” He and his American wife now teach West African drum and dance 

classes to a growing community of fans in Seattle, when he isn’t back in Guinea helping his 

family.  

One of his uncles died here a few months ago, leaving seven children behind. He was 

crossing the main road downtown, where the center median is higher, and as he jumped onto the 

divider he fell backwards into traffic. One of his daughters now needs her appendix removed and 

the family is trying to figure out how to pay for it. Meanwhile, she lies on a thin mat on the 

concrete floor of her house, waiting.  

 

. . 

 

Karim locks the metal door to his cinder-block house for the night. “Life unfolds the way 

it’s meant to unfold,” he tells me. “Allah hahm did la lie.” God is great. The humid night air 

hangs still and hot inside the house, and the small but persistent mosquitoes of Guinea are finally 

quiet.  

The house consists of a front room and a bedroom, with a locked storage area where the 

family keeps its 50-kilo bags of rice and other supplies. This house, and the main house, sharing 

a wall, accommodate 10 to 15 adults, children and orphans at any one time. No one goes to sleep 

hungry. The youngest children are chubby. The older women have thickened around the waist. 

The men are as strong as steel from head to foot without an ounce of body fat.   

Before going to bed, Karim places a lime rind on the window sill for good luck. Guinea is 

still a land of superstitions, taken seriously, with Islam overlaid. Limes and spiders bring good 

luck. Money given as a gift is cursed unless you buy something liquid with it. A flying devil 

gives animals seizures and is responsible for their deaths. Karim has seen this devil kill chickens 

and the family’s pet baboon.  

After midnight, guard dogs start up in the neighbors’ yards. They bark incessantly at the 

first noise they hear, and keep up all night long, woofwoofwoof-woof, woofwoofwoof-woof. Like 

many things in Conakry, what drives a person mad at first will become, over time, another 

familiar drumbeat in the rhythm of life.  

At three in the morning, Karim is roused by a noise in the yard. He runs outside and finds 

two men trying to steal the long planks he uses as forms when he pours a new concrete base for a 
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cinder-block wall. Whatever they take, thieves can re-sell along the main road. Karim yells at 

them and throws a rock as they flee. “If you come back here, I’ll kill you!” he shouts. Then he 

laughs. Allah. What a world.  

At five in the morning, the cocks crow their guttural uh-ah-EE-uh, followed by prayer 

calls in Arabic from each of the mosques in the city, amplified with loudspeakers and bullhorns. 

The prayer calls combine to make a howling sound and the guard dogs howl with them, and the 

babies cry for breakfast and dry clothing, and a freight train rumbles by slowly on nearby tracks, 

its whistle sounding the same as a horn on a long-haul truck.  

A lot of work is already underway by dawn. Karim’s mother and sisters have stoked the 

outdoor cook stoves with charcoal and are boiling water for rice, fanning the fire with whatever 

is handy, a plastic bowl, the hem of a skirt, an old tin sign for Petti Brand tomato paste. One of 

his younger sisters is scrubbing baby clothes on a washboard in a shallow plastic tub outside. She 

hangs the clothes on one of the laundry lines strung from the mango tree to the eaves of the 

neighboring houses. Today they wear colorful African fabrics, tomorrow, cast-off T-shirts from 

other continents. There is no rhyme or reason to it.  

The babies are nursed and wrapped to their mother’s backs for the day. Later on, the 

women will quietly braid each other’s hair in the shade, or walk up to the main road to sell deep-

fried plantains and bananas, 500 Guinea Francs for a handful on a square of paper. Karim’s 

mother spends one night a week at her husband’s house, teaching the man’s younger wife how to 

do woman’s work.  

In the early morning light, the children sweep the red dirt courtyard clean of debris, using 

a bundle of long straight straws tied together at one end. They find only a few objects they 

actually throw away. Orange rinds. Banana peels. A strand of soft wire is kept for making 

repairs. A bent nail can be straightened. A torn scrap of thick paper from a bag of cement is 

beaten clean of dust and used for serving up deep-fried bananas along the main road.  

When the sweeping is done, the oldest boy, Yousseff, carries the garbage pail to the back 

of the property and empties it over the wall. With no city garbage collection, families make piles 

where they can, over walls or along the railroad tracks. When a pile gets too tall, someone lights 

it on fire, sending a toxic cloud of burning plastic and rubber wafting through the neighborhood 

and into homes.  

The railroad tracks cut a nice corridor through the neighborhood—a space for setting up 

food shacks and tele-centers, and playing soccer. Also, for making cinder blocks and drying 

them in the sun for sale—the blocks that build every wall in Conakry.  

Karim goes off to the latrine with a teapot of cold water for a shower. The teapot is a 

plastic one with a spout, the kind every house uses for showering and cleaning up after going to 

the bathroom. The left hand, cupped to hold a little water, cleans better than toilet paper, which 

doesn’t feel like washing to them.  

Anyone showering or going to the bathroom crosses the courtyard in front of everyone 

else, carrying a teapot of water. If you want privacy in Guinea, they say, you close your eyes and 

go to sleep. Still, there’s something very strong and communal and unifying about the fact that 

everything, all day long, takes place outdoors with everyone else.  

Before going off to school, the older children wash and dress the younger children in the 

yard. The older ones are already in their school uniforms, lightweight khaki shirts and shorts for 

the boys, lightweight dresses for the girls, pulled over their regular clothes. The extra layer of 

clothing doesn’t bother them in the heat. During the rainy season, they ball up their uniforms in 

backpacks and run to school and dress there.  
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The route to school requires stepping over a black and blue-gray trickle of sewage that 

wanders down the middle of the street, while chickens peck at the liquid, looking for food. The 

“street” is only a red-dirt alley, hilly and deeply rutted from the rainy season, leading to the 

railroad tracks. The children step over the tracks and the long strand of barbed wire lying there 

that everyone knows to avoid. They pass the tin-roofed mosque with its two wooden minarets out 

front, ten feet tall and painted green with a crescent moon on top. The building would otherwise 

be mistaken for just another house along the tracks.  

It seems we have mapped the entire globe and yet the route these children walk to school 

is unrecorded territory. This is our newest frontier, the exploding population of the developing 

world, its slums devoid of street names and addresses and pavement, where a cell phone number 

written on the outside wall of a house is its only identifier.  

At the main road, paved and hot and crowded already with morning pedestrians and 

traffic on three unmarked lanes in each direction—by the way, there are no signs of road rage 

whatsoever—the children leap an open sewage ditch and wait as a group for a break in traffic, 

then dash to the center median. They jump onto the high divider as traffic fills in quickly behind 

them, and wait for a chance to run to the other side. At some schools, the teachers will step 

bravely in front of cars and trucks, waving large red flags, to allow the children to cross.  

Anyone can start a school, a Groupe Scolaire, to make a little money. Quality is hit or 

miss, but it’s typically better than the public schools provided by the government. One school is 

called Bill Clinton Groupe Scolaire. You can name your school anything you want.  

The roadside shacks and day stands along the main road are not nuisance vendors to be 

avoided. They are the city’s primary economy, selling food and clothing, easy chairs, bed 

frames, tools, cement, rice, phone cards, motor oil. There are no recognizable “stores,” other than 

gas stations—usually a Total, or a Shell.  

On one visit to the main road, Karim buys a small tin of grease, about a quarter cup, 

covered by saran wrap, for use on squeaky hinges at home. He buys hydraulic fluid for one of the 

boys to apply to his face and arms like a lotion, to clear up a skin condition he has. There is also 

Obama brand motor oil for sale. You can put the name Obama on anything you want in Guinea. 

Finding gasoline is another matter. Shortages are “life as usual.” Karim tries three or four 

stations until he finds one with gas. In the meantime, there is the black market—the small 

wooden stands along the main roads with a wine bottle set on top filled with gasoline, indicating 

gas for sale. These are often tended by boys, sometimes with a machete for protection.  

 

. . 

 

Conakry is built on a long, volcanic peninsula, with downtown at the tip. Electricity is 

more reliable downtown. There are traffic lights, and 10-story high rises, billboards, named 

streets. The police are everywhere, in black uniforms and heavy black boots, checking ID papers, 

vehicle registrations, asking for bribes (“a little something for my sister” or “to buy water”). If an 

argument breaks out between citizens, they will walk away. It isn’t part of their job description to 

keep the peace.  

Across the street from the newer Presidential palace, sewage flows over open land into 

the sea. A bustling fish and food market has sprung up there, where the fishermen bring their 

daily catch ashore to gut and sell. Tomatoes, onions, and sweet potatoes are laid out on tarps over 

dark soil reeking of sewage and fish entrails stewing in the midday sun. Fish are filleted and fried 
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in oil and sold on site or packed into vehicles to take to markets throughout the city. One taxi has 

a trunk loaded so full of fish the lid won’t close.  

Most of the people in Conakry are strikingly beautiful, strong, cheerful, playful, children 

and adults alike. They speak French and at least one of the local, unwritten languages. They end 

most arguments with laughter to ease the tension. I come to expect this, in fact, as a sign that the 

conversation is winding down. They gesture and shout like Italians, usually about minor things. 

One exchange between Karim and another man goes on for five minutes, both men waving their 

arms, complaining, yelling. At the end, Karim goes and gets the man a handsaw, which is all he 

had been asking to borrow.  

Karim’s niece—the girl needing her appendix removed—has finally gone to a hospital 

for surgery and we drive there to see how she’s doing. It’s a one-and-a-half-hour drive, 15 miles 

out of Conakry, through a checkpoint at the city border and down a country road with foot-deep 

potholes.  

The hospital is a one-story complex spread out under leafy shade trees. The walls are a 

deep, earthy, yellow color. Inside, we walk to a recovery room with six small beds, all occupied 

with patients, lined up head-to-toe along the walls. There are no IV stands or monitoring 

equipment, no signs or smells of sanitation. Panes of glass are missing from some of the 

windows, allowing mosquitoes in. 

There is no limit to the number of visitors allowed in the recovery room, or the hours they 

can visit. Karim’s niece is sitting up in bed, quietly enduring her pain. One sister is lying beside 

her, another sister with an infant is sitting next to them, and two other sisters, a cousin, and the 

girl’s mother are sitting on the edge of the bed with their feet on the floor. Karim and I sit in 

plastic chairs facing them. There are no medics attending to the patients, no painkillers being 

given. The hospital provides no food or water or clothing. Nothing in the room is “hospital 

issue.” The family brings whatever the patient needs. Under each bed are pans of rice and soup, 

and plastic teapots with water for going down the hall to the bathroom.  

Without painkillers, the distraction of a large family is welcome. One woman has had a 

hard time giving birth to twins. She lies topless in bed behind us with her newborn girls asleep. 

Twenty strangers mill around the room talking on cell phones. Relatives fan patients; rub their 

feet; hold down their legs to control the pain. Families talk to other families. No one cries out, 

although there is agony in each bed.  

When our visit is over, Karim’s niece walks us to the car and then she walks herself back 

inside on her own. There is no place in Guinea for handouts or pity or carrying a lighter load. 

There is no expectation that the government will provide even the bare minimum of assistance. 

The people here live in the present tense, and are genuinely glad for what they have. Life is 

unfolding exactly the way it is meant to unfold.   

 

 


