Everyone:

 

I am sorry I haven't written anything since that first email.  I've been trying to get settled in, and the internet here can be rather slow, so I just have't had the time.  Once things settle down over the next 1-2 weeks I should be able to send more detailed and frequent emails though.  

 

So far things have been going pretty smoothly.  I am living with my family now, and they are wonderful.  My new name is Aminata Traori.  I have about 3 brothers, an uncle, 4 sisters, a servant, my mom and a sad, dirty dog named Lion living at the house with me.  They are all in late teens/early 20s.  The father lives there a couple days during the week because he has 3 wives, so he spends time at all of the houses.  The wives live separate, I have visited one of the others so I actually have tons of brothers and sisters scattered throughout Bamako that I will be meeting throughout my time here.  There are also aunts, uncles and cousins everwhere in the neighborhood I live in (which is called Zafiabougou), so I meet new family members all the time.  Tons of little neighborhood kids hang out at the house too, in particular these two cute 5 year-olds named Mami and Koura, a 4 year-old nephew named Muhamed and a 1 year-old named Awa.  The first time I met Awa she cried and ran from me because I was the first white person she had seen.  The family finds this hysterical and never misses a chance to scare her with me.  I have tried to woo her with balloons, bubbles and candy but to no avail.  I am the only white person in this part of town, so all of the neighborhood kids like to stare at me and call me Tobabou which is a kind of taunting word for white people.  They are all cute though and get very excited if I say something in Bambara to them.  I really like the neighborhood though, it's just what I wante! d- an average, Malian neighborhood.  The streets are dirt, there are goats, lambs and chickens running around everywhere, tons of people and shops, lots of energy.  My house is pretty well-off compared to others, but it is still pretty traditional.  There is a courtyard where everything takes place- cooking, cleaning, watching tv, hanging out, etc.  I take bucket baths and I sleep in the most uncomfortable bed in the world, but that's ok I guess.  I share a room with my sister Aramata, who is 21 and a lot of fun.  Her and I are becoming close.  The food is pretty good, and I eat with my right hand here.  Typically we eat bread and cheese and porridge in the morning, rice with sauce, potatoes and beef in the afternoon and potatoes, vegetables, fish, cous-cous, beef, plantains, some other porridge, etc. in the evening.  They want to fatten me up here, so they make me eat a lot.  Some days I eat 4-5 meals.  

&nb! sp;

Bamako is a very large city, so much larger than I thought it would be.  I went to a village called Kangaba last weekend and I fell in love with rural Mali.  It's so natural and peaceful there, not to mention beautiful. I got to go to the banks of the Niger river too, which was incredible.  We rode these green rickity vans sans windows with benches in the back the whole way (3 hours) so my butt is still sore from all the bumps in the unpaved road and I am still finding red dust in my luggage.  I had a great time though.  I met a fortune teller who told my future, and the village kids had a dance party of sorts the last night there.  Essentially we paired up with a kid, formed a semi circle with drummers at one end and an opening for the audience (the adults) to watch, then 2 pairs at a time got in the middle and danced.  We tried to dance at least, African dancing is incredibly hard to learn on the spot.  It's pro! bably some of the craziest dancing I've ever seen, and everyone got the biggest kick out of watching us white people mimick the village kids, who were amazing by the way.  I was exhausted after that, but I had a lot of fun.

 

I like my professors a lot, and the girls are ok but starting to get on my nerves.  Too much estrogen at any given time gives me a headache.  Too much giggling and girly nonsense for me.  There are a couple of girls I get along well with though, so things should be fine.

 

People here like to laugh at me and the other students, a lot.  Which is pretty humbling, because I know I'm not that funny.  It's all in good fun, but I can't help but feel like a bumbling idiot most of the time.  I can never seem to do anything with as much grace as the people here, and they sure do get entertained by watching me try.  It's nice though, I've gotten used to being the butt of ! all jokes and the people here are so friendly and hospitable, I'm already starting to feel at home.  This is by far the most challenging thing I've ever done, and I have to admit it's a bit harder than I anticipated.  I have no regrets though, and I'm vey glad that I'm here.  I have a new respect for immigrants (both legal and illegal), international students and anyone that attempts to live in a place entirely different from there own, as well as for minorities.  It can be incredibly frustrating and exhausting, both mentally and physically.  The french here is very hard to understand, but I'm getting used to it and my french is improving (at least my comfort in speaking it) because I don't have a choice but to speak it, otherwise I can't communicate.  I am also learning Bambara, which is really hard.  By the end of the semester though it will be interesting to see how different I feel and am, because I've only been here for a week and I've experien! ced and learned so much it feels like it's been a month.  It still hasn't sunken in that I'll be here for another 3.5 months.  I can't imagine how things are going to be or how I'll feel when I leave.

 

That is all for now.  I have a million other things to write about but no time.  In the future I will write more detailed, regular emails though I promise.  Also, people can call me now if they wish.  I got a new SIM card for my cell phone so I can receive phone calls here.  To call me from the US you buy an international phone card and dial 0-11-223-903-9946.  I am 5 hours ahead of you, so keep that in mind.  Also, the times I'm available to talk here (in Malian time) is weekdays 6pm-midnight and weekends 7am-midnight.  

 

Take care everyone.  I miss home and family and friends a lot, so please keep emailing and call me if you like.  I am going to attempt to up! load some pictures soon.

 

Kambe (Goodbye in Bambara)

 

Aminata aka Jen

 

a) You pronounce my name like the word "amie" in French (female friend).

 My whole name is Aminata, with the Ami emphasized a bit, but in my

family we usually shorten names if we feel comfortable with each other,

so everyone calls me Ami.  I am not sure what it means in Bambara, but I

will ask.  My last name, Traori, is that of one of the noble families of

Bambara society, and one of the oldest.  Also, I spoke to people here

about the word "Bambara" and it's not considered offensive in general.

Some individuals might take offense to it, but it just depends on how

you look at it.  My program director told me that he is proud to be a

Bambara because the word means those who refuse God, and to him that

means that the Bambara people were strong and stuck to their guns.  Many

other people think this as well, and every single person that I've met

here uses the word, blacks and whites.

