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Muslim pilgrims gather on Mount Arafat, also known as Jabal Al-Rahma (Mount of Mercy), southeast of the Saudi holy city of Makkah, on Arafat Day which is the climax of the hajj pilgrimage early yesterday. Arafat is the site where Muslims believe the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) gave his last sermon about 14 centuries ago after leading his followers on the pilgrimage. — AFP

Dusk settled on Sainte-Cecile square and the oil
lanterns cast a soft yellow light as a storyteller took
to the stage and bound the audience with a magic

spell of words. The tale was about a naughty little girl who
disobeys her parents and whistles at night-a way of sum-
moning evil spirits. She is attacked by fierce beasts but is
saved from death thanks to the courageous intervention of
her neighbor, a hunter. Djimada, a teenage high-school
student, was among those who were captivated by the
centuries-old story. “I was always told never to whistle at
night but never understood why,” she said. “Now I know.”

The tiny African state of Benin is perhaps best known
to the world as the cradle of voodoo. But this is only part
of a rich cultural history that includes a seam of folk tales,
many of them handed down from generation to generation
by walking storytellers known as “griots.” Each year, a
festival is held in Cotonou, the capital, to honor the proud
tradition. For two nights in mid-August more than 30 com-
munities from across Benin held the event organized by a
Franco-Beninese association, Memories of Africa, that is
now two decades old.

Amelie Armao, a professional storyteller from France,
came to steep herself in Benin’s oral treasures-an extraor-
dinary but vanishing catalogue of spirits, talking animals,
magical creatures, kings and queens, heroes and villains
and witches.

“I started my career telling African stories,” Armao
said. “I find them steeped with meaning, humor and philos-
ophy”. Like Djimada, this was the first time many people in
the audience were hearing the stories, a sobering reflec-
tion of the reality that oral storytelling has been losing its
cultural prestige. Chris-Mael Tonoukouin, a private school

teacher in Cotonou, came to the square to relive his child-
hood memories. “In the good old days, we sat on the floor
around a kerosene lamp,” said Tonoukouin. “We were lis-
tening to our grandparents tell these funny stories
between humans and animals.”

‘African wisdom’ 
Tonoukouin can be forgiven for feeling nostalgic.  The

oral tradition is being lost little by little, said Raoul
Atchaka, a representative of Memories of Africa. “We
must act so that the African wisdom is not forgotten in the
tombs of the old people who die,” said Atchaka. The point
of the festival, whose tales are recounted in French and a

local language, Fongbe, is get younger people to hear
them, “and then teach their children,” he said. To do this,
the association held a storytelling contest in 2000.  More
than 1,000 young people took part in the contest to help
create several books containing over 1,500 stories.

Getting the stories on paper is critical for Beninese
author Carmen Toudonou, who says the future of African
fairy tales is not under trees but on pages of books. “I
encourage writers here to be more interested in this genre,
to be able to offer our children stories through which they
can identify,” Toudonou said. “We must create African
heroes to stand alongside Snow White and Little Red
Riding Hood,” she said.

“Then the parents have to read to them very early to
make them later lovers of beautiful stories, lovers of read-
ing.” Transferring this knowledge is important to preserv-
ing Africa’s heritage, said Patrice Toton, a Benin storyteller
based in France. “Storytelling is for us a perpetuation of
the knowledge, languages, practices and history of peo-
ples,” Toton said. “It plays a role of conservation of her-
itage, history, knowledge and perpetuates the identity of
peoples.” He hopes that 100 years from now a child in
Benin will still know not to whistle at night, when wild
creatures are lurking in the dark. — AFP

For some Egyptians,
camels make a 
bigger and better
Eid sacrifice

Muslims often slaughter sheep at the annual Eid
Al-Adha “feast of the sacrifice” which falls next
week, but some Egyptians are thinking bigger.

Wealthier customers are flocking to the Birqash market,
northwest of Cairo, where traders from across east Africa
bring animals for auction - not sheep, but camels. “This
camel market is the biggest in the world ... it is the only
one that still operates by word of honor, without paper,”
said camel trader Faraj Al-Gammal, 50. “Any businessman
who comes from abroad, bringing in ... camels, knows he
is safe and secure here.” Buyers inspect camels that limp
around on three hoofs, the fourth tied at the knee to
restrict their movement.

Many are sold at prices ranging from 15,000
Egyptian pounds ($840) to 40,000 pounds, while some
fetch as much as 65,000. Sheep sell for as little as
3,000 pounds. One trader pointed out that camels were
reared more naturally than cattle or sheep. “Cattle get

hormone injections to increase their weight, but camels
don’t,” said Azmi Mansour. Used mostly for desert
transport, camels also provide Bedouin with milk, meat
and hair to weave into clothing. Eid Al-Adha commem-
orates Islam’s version of the biblical story of God’s test-
ing of Abraham’s faith by commanding him to sacrifice
his son. Meat from the animals slaughtered for Eid is
traditionally shared with the poor. — Reuters

An Egyptian boy holds a camel at the Berqash camel market
northeast of Cairo. — AFP Photos

Camels for sale are seen at the Berqash camel market northeast of Cairo.

Once upon a time... preserving folk tales in Benin

Professional storyteller Agbanglanon Cosme Patrice to the public gathered in Sainte Cecile
Square in Cotonou during a night of tales. — AFP photos

A presenter addresses public gathered in Sainte Cecile Square in Cotonou during a night of tales. 


