Aisha Dem Carleton College 1 N. College St.
Northfield, MN 55057 dema@carleton.edu 612-963-0931

2626 Words

How I Remember Home

As humans, our personal memories are important. They are what shapes us, what makes us who we are. They are the only real tether we have to our past selves, and are signs we use to guide our futures. Without them, we are lost.
Culture is also important, and is a type of memory in its own way. It is the legacy of our ancestors, carried on from generation to generation. It is what we are. Without it, we are disconnected.
Together, personal memory and culture determine what home is. So what happens when you lose elements of both?
#

My parents immigrated to the United States from The Gambia in search of opportunity. But that quest demanded sacrifice. It required the geographical separation of our family members across continents. It required saving every penny to send back home. It required hard work and manual labor, only to be rewarded by tough calluses on their hands and feet, imprinted on their bodies forever. It required the loss of dignity and respect due to the rejection they would face in white America. It required the assimilation of their American-raised children, slowly stripping the elements of the Fulani culture they so intentionally tried to maintain in the home, to the point that we never even felt the loss coming.

#

I went to Gambia with Baba—my dad—when I was 4 years old. He hadn’t been back for a few years by then, and wanted to visit. Da—my mom— wasn’t going, so they decided that I would accompany him instead. They wanted me to meet my grandparents and my older siblings (who were raised by my grandparents), see all my aunts and uncles and cousins, to have fun in our home country before I would start school in the fall, and to fully experience our culture. Rahma, my younger sister who was only a baby then, was to stay home with Da, as she was too young to be without our mother. Inshallah (God willing), we would be gone for only 2 months (I would turn 5 there in April), but it would be my first time traveling and leaving the borders of Minnesota.
#

They say that in general, adults can recall childhood memories from ages 3-4, despite the possible effect of infantile amnesia on memories before the age of 6. Personally, I feel like I remember a lot from my trip to Gambia, albeit most of it only in bits and pieces. It’s something that my family frequently comments on when we reminisce about the trip.
I remember the night before my father and I left (or was it a few nights before?). It was late at night— I think Da had already gone to bed. Baba was sitting on the living room floor, the half-filled suitcases wide open in front of him. He was carefully folding his clothes and fitting them within the suitcase. As for me, I was jumping on the couch (I think Baba had told me to stop doing that a few times already), singing “Dora, Boots! Dora, Boots!” to myself. At the time, I had thought that was how the theme song to Dora the Explorer went. It wasn’t a few years later that I realized that I was singing it wrong. Baba stopped packing for a second and pulled out the
 (
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camcorder that he was bringing with him to Gambia. He pointed at me and began recording. Then he put the camera away and resumed packing.
#

I don’t really remember going to the airport, although I know it must have been a tearful goodbye, especially for my mom— after all, this would be the first time that we would significantly be separated in my entire life. But I can vaguely picture sitting in the window seat, with Baba in the aisle (or was it the middle?). Baba tells me that there was a moment where I was upset at him, and when he tried to peer through the window, I slammed the blinds shut.
I remember landing in a different airport, and going down the escalator (or were we going straight on a moving walkway?). Baba tells me how I played a little game of peek-a-boo with a stranger.
I remember getting on another plane, and later landing in England. A few people were getting off the plane, but Baba and I stayed seated. I looked out the window, and saw Buckingham Palace. It was surrounded by a tall, pointy black iron gate, and on each side of the wide, fancy front door were the Queen’s Guard in their crisp scarlet tunics, fancy buttons, black trousers, and funny bearskin hats. Unfortunately, I didn’t see the Queen.
#

I remember landing in Dakar. I don’t remember much of the journey of how we ended up in neighboring Gambia, but I remember a fancy train station. I saw a sleek gold and green train pass by, as I stood in a large parking lot with Baba, as he greeted our driver (I think he was a family friend). The car was also green. Based on the dark color of the sky, it was late in the evening.
We drove for a long time. Then our car broke down. The temperature was awful— it was sweltering outside, and the blistering heat of the sun so high in the sky didn’t help. Baba and his

friend got out of the car and opened up the hood. We were going to be there for a while, so Baba took me to a nearby tree on the side of the road and sat me down under the shade. He told me to stay there, and that he was going to try and fix the car. I smiled happily up at him. I didn’t mind— I knew exactly how I was going to occupy myself.
I sat there for a while, under that tree, gathering the dirt in front of me and forming it into a mound with my small hands. Baba came back to check up on me. He asked what I was doing, and I told him I was building a mountain. He laughed, and went back to the car. I’m not sure how long it took, but the car started up again, and Baba came to collect me. Unfortunately, I had to leave my mountain behind, but I placed a perfectly shaped four-leaf clover on top. That would have to do.
#

We got to Changally—my father’s village — late at night. It was pitch black outside, so I assumed it was midnight. Everyone came out to greet us. I met my entire paternal family for the first time ever that night: my grandma Mama Debbo (who is called Da Abu), my grandpa Mama Gorko (who is called Alhaji Saradou, but I just call him Mama, as the Fulani, the word for grandparent is Mama), my aunts, my uncles, my cousins, and my older brothers. There were probably over a hundred of us all together.
We stayed in Changally for the majority of our trip, and most of my memories of it took place there. I remember unpacking a big box that Baba and I had brought with us (it may have been on the plane, or maybe came with a container that we sent in advance). It was filled with a bunch of American snacks that I vaguely recalled either buying or packing with my parents. I can’t really remember the specifics of what was inside, but I remember the giant container of animal crackers (to this day, I can’t buy animal crackers without thinking about this).

I remember eating Tapalapa (a bread similar to a baguette) with cheese and Ovaltine with Baba, Mama, and some of my uncles in Mama’s room for breakfast.
I remember waking up every morning, going to Mama, where he would give me a few bututs. I would then go to one of my favorite cousins Haruna and give the money to him. Haruna would then run off and buy a single piece of Werther’s Original Hard Candies, and when he returned, we would split it. And every day, Baba would halfheartedly tell Mama not to, as the candy would rot my teeth. Mama would say he would stop, but we would do it all over again the next day. Anything, for me, his first lady (the name he still fondly calls me).
I remember sleeping with Da Abu every night. She had a mosquito net that would protect us at night. I also remember wetting the bed once.
I remember when Baba and some of my male relatives built me a little hut in the middle of the compound. I remember them carrying the materials, and the straw they used to make my roof. I remember some of the girls spreading fudda (henna) on the ground to make my floor. I remember being instructed to not go inside until it dried. I remember the bed that was put inside for me to hang out in, and a hen with her nest and eggs in the corner. I remember the dark grey metal door, which didn’t close properly. I remember hosting the girl cousins that were my age in that hut (which I fondly referred to as my clubhouse), where we just sat, and talked, and played. I remember my older brother Musa trying to peek in through the door, and every time I caught him, I would chase him out. He was always faster, and I always hoped to catch him one day.
I remember standing outside, after gathering all my cousins and making them sit on a bench in front of me. I remember teaching them one of the most important things to me at the time— the Dora theme song. “Dora, Boots! Dora, Boots!”, I would make them chant. To this day, no one ever lets me live that down.

I remember my uncle teaching me how to walk properly. He would tell me to swing my arms as I walked.
I remember the animals. We lived on a farm in the compound, and had horses, cows, sheep, goats, and chickens. There was also a shepherd dog (that looked like one of those firefighter dogs that I now know are called Dalmatians). Mama also had a cat. I remember my brothers and cousins riding horses, and milking the cows. I also wanted to participate, but I was too young. I remember Mama sitting me up on a bull that was tied near the front of the compound. Mama was standing next to me, and didn’t let go, but I remember the bull rearing.
I remember getting sick, and everyone thought I had malaria (turns out it was just dehydration). I remember going to the hospital on a donkey cart with Baba and an aunt. I remember reaching the hospital and needing to be restrained while they gave me a shot. I remember the donkey cart driver doing the restraining. I still haven’t forgiven him for that.
I remember my older brothers and cousins going to the neighbors to watch TV. I don’t know who lived there, but I remember there was always a white van outside. I would beg Baba to let me go, but he wouldn’t. I was just too young, he said.
I remember the entire family gathering somewhere, like a hallway, and Baba showing them the recording of me jumping on the couch singing Dora Boots (the remix).
I remember walking through the forest with Baba and my other relatives. We walked and walked for a bit until we reached a neighboring compound. Right in front of us was a
unicorn-themed waterpark. There was a long winding slide, and at the very top, there was an arch with a picture of a white unicorn head with a sparkling pink horn painted on a circular board right in the center. I didn’t get to go on the slide, but I do remember being offered some mangos, and initially refusing, telling them my Baba told me not to take food from anyone without asking

him first (my immune system was just too American for me to risk eating anything). Baba cautiously acquiesced, so I ate it. I threw up later that night, but Baba rubbed my hair, comforting me.
#

I remember all of that, and so much more. However, as it turns out, memories are a funny thing: not all of my memories were real.
For some of the things I remember—such as closing the blinds of the plane to punish my father—I remember the retelling of the story more than the actual event. Baba laughed about it frequently as I grew up, and I think I formed a picture of what it would have looked like as a result.
Other things are completely false and can probably be attributed to the active imagination I had as a child. I know now that I didn’t actually see Buckingham Palace at all, or the Queen’s Guards, although I can recall it vividly, and it is one of my clearest memories. I don’t even know for sure if we even landed in London. Or Dakar for that matter. But I do know that there was a train. I know that the car broke down. I know that I attempted to build a mountain, and although it was just a small mound, and there probably was not a four-leaf clover, everything else did happen (although my memories are inconsistent with the time of day). I know that I met my family, enjoyed my baguettes, and ate caramel candy everyday (or every few days at the very least). I know that I peed on Da Abu’s bed. I know that they had built my clubhouse and had given me a pet hen (I did not know, at the time, however, that they had actually cooked that hen—which I ate— and replaced it with a different one without my knowledge). I know that I taught my cousins the Dora song, and that Baba had shown everyone the video. I know my uncle taught me how to walk, and that we had all the animals (although I’m not 100% sure about the

horses). The bull part was real however, as was the malaria shot. TV at the neighbors also happened, but there may or may not have been a mysterious white van— that remains unclear. We definitely went to the neighboring compound where I ate the mangoes, but my parents have managed to convince me over the years that there was absolutely no unicorn themed-waterpark. My brain still says otherwise.
#

A part of me wishes I remembered less, so that I wouldn’t confuse the real with the imaginary. The larger part, however, wishes I remembered more, so that I carry more memories about my family and culture with me. This is the part of me that realized the effect of assimilation a little too late, the part of me that wants to fight back. The part of me that recognizes my parent’s sacrifices, and the fact that my story begins with them. The part of me that desires to perfect my Pulaar, to learn to cook Gambian foods, to learn Gambian and Fulani music and dances. The part of me that wrote a whole senior thesis at college on what it’s like to be Gambian-American. The part of me that wants to stay grounded, to reconnect with my culture and identity so that I won’t get lost. The part of me that wants to claim Gambia as home despite never returning since. The part of me that wants to go back home.
Maybe next year, inshallah.
