


In the Gambla during elecfions . . .

By Raya Dunayaskaya

it's a fong, hard road to independence

HE GAMHBUIA, the Inst of the British West African
Tcolnm'es. hns, this May 31at, attained self-govern-
ment, This was not the underlying issue in the election
held in Ilate Mny., The Secrctary of State for the
Colonies, in hiz report of the 1961 Gambis Constit-
tionnl Conference, cnvisaged “internal self-govern-
ment” as o result of 4 general election to be held “not
Inter than May 1962." The underlving issue between
the contending parties—the ruling United Prrtv (UM

and the opposition Teople's Progressive Party (PPP) .

—wns an unstated one: how near is the road to inde:
pendence when self-government is weighted down by
the Governor's commanding presence over internal
- security, defense, foreign affairs, and the Public
Service, plus the unspecified “reserve powers.”

The campaign of the Chief Minister and lender of
the, UP, Mr. P, 8, N'jie, gave one answer: “The Gam-
bia is in no hurry.” The leader of the PPP, Mr, D. X.
Jawara, gave a totally different answer. Back in 1860,
when he first went into opposition, he issued an “In-
dependence Manifesto,” which called for internal relf-
government in 1961 and independence in 1962, On

May 81 the Gambians made the PPP the majority -

party, giving it 18 seats plus one for its: ally, the
Democratic Congress Alliance (DCA). The UP got
18 seats, a not inconsiderable minority. A further com-
plication in the election picture is the status of the
four non-elective Chlefs whose votes are as valid as
' those of the elected members of the legislature. A blae
betwecn them and the UP could make the road to in-
* dependence as difficult to travel as are the real, and
impossible, rcada in the protectorate, which are wiped
out during the wet season.

Anyone who watched the campaign at close range

knows that the election results do not tell the full
story. As the coming struggles are sure to disclose,
the election results are only the consequence of the
fact that the parties, concerned with winning powar,
muflled fundamental issues. The PPP concentrated on
stories of nlleged bribery by the ruling party “or its
agents,” while the UP, for its part, reacted to the
collection of membership dues by the opposition party
by demnanding in its Newaletter that “poor people's
parting with pennies . . . be stopped.”

To get the full import of the slection results, it is
necessary to see &l the crosscurrents and undercur-
rents in this historic election. Besidea the political
parties, there are the trades unions, which, officially,
remained neutral, but whose power was felt in the
strikes of 1960-61 when constitutiona! reforms were
wrested from Great Britain. Nor can the observer
discount the role of the youth, whe, in the 1960's, met
to ask their leaders to form a united purty so that
the Gambia should not be left in the backwaters of
the continent-wide struggles for independence. Some
of these, in the present clection, are no doubt re-
sponsible for the fact that the DCA, under the Rev.
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J. C. Faye, who had organized the firat political party
in the Gumbia in 1951, nevertheless this time won
only one seat. This lack of confidence in the ally of the
PPP did not enme from “the right,” but from the
youth in the civil service who, fn 1960, had expected
strike support from this party, which, insterd, had
advised them not to strike. An additionnl insight into
the andarcurvrents playing thenugh a eolonial police de-
partment ecume, quite unsought, fo this writer by
virtue of having incurred the displeasure of the
authorities throngh someé lectures delivered to certain
citizens who are now too young to vote but who will
influence the future development of this enchanting
but ravished land, which was the first, and is the Jast
romaining, British colony in West Afrjca.

The Gambia Workers Unjon (GWU) has more than
9,000 paid-up members. This is not denied by the
Gambia Labor Union (GLU), from which the GWU
split. Mr. J. R. Forster of the GLU questions the’
integrity of the leadership of the GWU but not Its
militancy nor its membership. Mr. M. E. Jallow, the
young, energetic, and astute General Secretary of the
GWU, denied the accusations of non-integrity in
finances, accusing. the GLU of “talk, talk, talk, and

- no action.” He said that the GLU had cut itself off -

from the masses by not participating in the 1960-61
strikes. He told me that in this, the first general
ftrike in the Gumbia, the police had made the error

‘of using tear gas on the strikers, thus rallying the

entire population behind them. After the Enquiry of

-1961 the union won recognition from the Gambia Oil-

seeds Marketing Board. and a rise in wages. “More-
over,” continued Mr. Jallow, “before the. Gambia
Workers Union cama into existence, things wore
static. Then political movementa really developed, but
these do not give us credit for the political davelop-
ment, and the union does not endorse any party. But
80 percent ‘of all workers—artisans, farm laborers,
clerks, dock workers—are in the Gambia Workers
Union. We have all workers except the senior grade
of civil service. We have a closed shop on the docks.”

The union has not only ‘dock workers and farm In-
horers, but also carpenters, masons, and tappers of
palm trees, Mr, Jollow acknowledged that the GLU
was the first union on the scene, back in 1929. He did
not exclude reunifiention with it, hut insisted that the
aplit had been duc only to Jack of activity, not to the
ideological differences that divide other African unions
between the Ghana and the Dakar blocs, Both unions
are affilinted with the ICFTU (International Con-
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federation of Free Trade Unions), and de nol wish
to follow the Ghana model of giving up trades union
independence to become an integral part of the party
or the state.

1t was alse admitted that during the clections there
hns been some decreagze of membership, Tt is hard to
say how much of this was due to the fact that the
political parties thought the trade unions were "in-
terfering in politics,” and how much to the si‘uation
registered in the complnint of one trades uriwn of-
ficial: “The workers want to strike ail the time. We
thought we should wait tiil after the election and see
hiew close we are to independence.”

From old timers I also pieced together the pre-
history of the firat trades union. When most Amer-
ican and European workers did not know Afrien was
on the map, there were strikes in the Gambin, The
river craft seamen seem to have been the first to
strike “during the troubles following the First World
War." Each firm uscd its own craft pluy privately

owned cutters to transport its nuts—the main basis .

of the whele economy to this day—to transit sta-
tions, and each firm imported its own purchases: yet
all the firms united in the Chember of Commerce and
refused the workers so much as an interview when
the spontanecus strike broke out. Scldiers called out
used their gun butts on the strikers, who had the
- gympathy of the people. Then a Commission of En-

quiry was established, snd finally the workers got a

amsll increasu—-they had been earning on]y s single
shilling a day—'
shillings fishmoney monthly for each man”

The old timer continued. “The old saying was, ‘The -

sun never sets on the British Empire, and tho wages
never rise,” During the world depression there were
more strikes, but the unemployment and misery were
such that the workers could not hold out”* He con-
cluded: *“Organizations come very quickly ' here,
_especially among the young, and alao disappear, but
revolutions are going on all the time."

Ninety percent of the Garitbinns are peasant furm-
ers producing the basic cash crop, the groundnut, with

the most primitive tools: an ax, a hoe, a sock-sock (a,

" kind of trowel). Despite the British Information Of-
fice’s assurance that “mechanization has been tried in
the form of government-sponscred tractor ploughing
by contract, and experiments made with mobile thresh-

ers and hulling machinery,” many of the farmers do

not have even an ox, much less a tractor.

Farmers live in thatched houses—more often, just
gingle rooms with nothing in them but hard beds and,
perhaps, scme hard chaira and what pnsses for a
table. Several of such houses meke up a compound,
"which is fenced in with woven rush knitting and
separated from other compounds and houses by a
narrow, dusty alley called a street. There is mno
electricity, ne plumbing, no transport, a single hos-

pital for the whole of the 8,974 square miles. Many .

villages do not even have a well.

Thae largeat tribe is the Mandinka, which tracea it-
aelf back to the glorious Mandinge or Mali Empire
But the Wollofs too are mainly farmers, and so are
the Fulas, the Serahulis, the Jolas. Thefr lives re-
volve around fwo seasons known as “the Hungry
Season” and “the Trade Season” As if these were
natural phenomena like the rising and setting of the
sun, the Gambians relate how, during the Trade
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“plus 456 pounds of rice and eight

Senson (which lasts from December to April) they
#ell their groundnuts to firms acting as agents for
the stattutory Qilsceds Marketing Board, which pays
them so little for all their hard labor that they do
not have encugh money left for many of tho remain-
ing months of the year: May through November,
The Hungry Season reaches the most serious propor-
tions just before harvest time, and, in trying to live
on # hungry stomach, they depend un the Syrlun and
Lebanese middlemen, to whom they are always in
debt. In reaponse to the Hungry Season cooperatives
arose, but they are by no means widespread. Many a
village has asked for ora without getting one, and
these coops likewise act as agents for the Gambin
Oilsceds Marketing Board (GOMB), and while the
people go hungry, nejther the GOMB nor the middle-
men are in want. The British Government remsins
the biggest single employer, and its top-heavy bu-
reaucrncy eats up 50 percent of the budget. Truly the
Gumbis j» an “extravagance.” It is so to the Gam-
biuns, who muat bear the burden, not to the British,
who pay themselves very handsomely for this extrava-
gance,

After Great Britain abolished chattel slavery in
1807 the Government was compelled to encourage
agricultural development; nevertheless ‘the only major
development came with World War 1I, when rice pro-
duction was doubled. But, worked mainly by women,
again with the most primitive of tools, it still re-
mains a sbsistence, not a cash, erop. The causeways
and dikes built in the rice swampland snd mangroves
along the river are so inadequate that that wes the
nmjor complaint at all political rallies uynder the .

- susplces of-both parties that detailed “how we really

suffer.” Not only has no industrislization of any
sort been embarked upon, but even in primitive agri-
culture palm kernels, which could have been devel-
oped, now grow wild,

The Britizh do not even know Gambia's popnlation
~—the 300,000 is just a guess since no census has been
held since- 1952; most Africans feel that they now
probably number a haif-million, The Pritish have con-
centrated on “the city”—Bathurst—which has a pop-
ulation of around 30,000 and is the only big city in
the whole country. There the streets, or most of them,
are paved, There i3 found not only electricity but
even cable gervice. The plumbing is modern, especially
if you live in “European” homes or in the one plush
hotel in town, the Atluntic, which is patronized mainly
by Europeans, The British lilke to say.there are only
“209 Europeans,” but a cluser look reveals that the
insular British, when in Afries, evidently consider
themselves the only *“Europeans,” for they do not
count some 50-756 Frenchmen, not to mentivn the 600
or more Lebanese and Syrians, who could hardly pass
for Africans.

Bathurst also hns “the schools,” not only primary
but secondury, and, at Yundum (where there is an
airport) also a teachers' training college, Even here,
however, school is not compulsory, and there i{s only
10-11 percent literacy.

The British point to their program of “Alricaniza-
tion" which has been geing on “for decades,” and it is
true that the civil service, especislly in its lower
rungs, ia staffed by Africans, Here the Wollofs com-
prise 50 percent of the population, and tho Akus—the
detribalized "Weaternized" minority——help swell the
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civil service as clerks, Which does not mean that
cither the Wollofs or Akus are satisfied with the
Britiah interpretation of “Africanization.”
Tn one of the major meetinga of the campaign, held
in McCarthy Square in Bathurst, the Chief Minister
and leader of the ruling UP faced this electorate and
revenled at once the wide gulf between lenders and
ranks, In a quiet volee which meant to thunder, Mr.
N'jie said, first in DEnglish and then in Wellof: "It
all boils down to thir, that the United Party wants
evolutien, not revolution. Memories are not so short
that you should have forgotten the disturbances, the
upheavals, the looting in the protectorate. There are
those who think self-government means cutting off
from the United Kingdom. We are not quarraling
with Britain. They're giving us self-government, and
for u long time we will have o depend on them.” He
then paused, and with gentlemanly disdain cuntin-
ved: “The more I look at the People’s Progressive
Party the more I discover what is foul and filthy in
this organization. Their iniention is to leave the West
and join Ghana and Russia.”
Yet, in fairly impromptu meetings held just a few
miles away, a UP organizer spoke wilth great passion
against Europenns in general and the United King-
dom in particular: “You can’t manage a country when
you are not a citizen of that country. Eurapeans know
. their land; we know ours, The British know the
- United Kingdom; we know the Gambis. A farmer
knows how. to farm and we know how to manage our-
selves, It is time we did so. It is time the British
learned we -intend to do g0

Later, I joined a PPP transport with the energetie,
Jevel-headed leader, BMr. Jawara. It would take no time
at all to get a masa meeting going, The sight of the
PPP truck, a minstrel shouting out that “D. XK. will
speak,” a single dvum beat, and, in a few minutes,
under the bantaba (a shady tree where villagers
gather to discuss) hundreds would assemble and listen
and speak. The meeting might be preceded or followed
by an asico, the PPP's own musical invention, a com-
bination of felk and iazz in praise of the leader. A
fow drums beat out the tune, the leader of the band

speaks it, the solo soprano sings it; and the chorus .

repeats it. It was infectious and exciting and it went
on for hours, as did the meetings themselves,

I heard no referance to Ghana, much less to Russia.
Mr. Jawara had & considerable number of the USIS
publication, “Americati Qutlock,” and he denied lean-
ing toward any particular African bloc, insisting that
one cannot think of relations with other countriea
until one is independent. Az the Reverend Faye
phrased it, “The aim of England is to cdge vs around
to Senegal. The Britich do not want to free us even
now. They are starting to call us an enclave of Sene-
gal, although we were pever that under colonisl rule.”
The PPP and DCA favor cconomic ties witk Senegal,
and only one eingie PPP candidate, Paul Louiz Baldeh,
spoke agninst Senegal, and he stressed that it was
his personal pesition, not that of the PPP: “My view
is that if Senegal's independence is tantamount to
permitting French influehce in West Africa, then I
favor reviewing the whole set-up of African unity,
becauge I belicve Weat African unity can be achieved
by Africans only when they meet as Africans and are
not belng influenced by former colonizlist powers. If
the Senegaiese Government feels it can speak of Sene-
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gal without dictation from France, then an Inde-
pendent Gambia would do sll in its power to cooperate
with such a government.”

My, Jawara himself stuck to the concrete economic
question — “The living standards, the productivity
and purchasing power of the mazs of people, the farm-
ers and manual workers, is abysmally low. . . . It ig
sometimes argued that hecause of its small aize and
its lack of rich resources the Gambin dore not claim
its frecdom. This argument is not valid as all people,
rich or poor, are equally entitled to freedem.” More-
over, he continued, the natural resources have not
really been tapped *“any more thon the human ve-
sources.” And one of the PPP entourage, pointing to
the one sll-weather rond that the British have hegun
and that is supposed to be completed next year, spid:
“It took the British 375 yeara plus one to bnild a
gingle rord. We cannot dn warae than thetl.”

Ko youth has impressed me more than the youth
of the Gambin. Here is a land where, in the country,
literacy is only one percent, and, in the capital, 10
or 11 percent. Even ‘the city” cannot boast a public
library or a hookshop, cutside n small mission one.
There i8 no newspaper; indeed the laws governing
the publication of newspapers make it very nearly im-
possible, aince Inrge bonds and securities are required
as guarantees agninst “‘blasphemous ar seditious or
other libel.” Thia charncteristic of a police state per-
vades the whole life-of the town, which is supposad
to have “the charm of & quiet seaside resort.” It may
be that, in the case of the Gambia, the police may
have less of a terroristic and more of a paternalistic
character, but there is no doubt that every one feels
he ia being watched and informed on. :

Nevertheless {lie youth twice invited me to epesk,

once on youlh movements the world over “like the -

Freedom Riders in Ainerica, the Soclaliat Youth in
Great Britain, the Zengakuren in Japan”; the second
{ime on “The Humanism of Marxism: a Philosophy of
Freedom.” B '

. An interval of a week separated the two talks, an .

interval during which the police departwent invited
me to make their acquaintance. The firat ipvitation
for an interview with the Assistant Superin{endent
of Police, a Britisher named Mr. J. L. Hobbs, came
the morning after my first speech, The subjects dis-
cussed ranged from the question concerned with how

I knew Africans well enough to be their houseguest -

to the information that “here” my speech would be

“misunderetood.” I asked Mr. Hobbs whether it was .

required that I clear my speeches with the Police De-
partment; I thought attitudes like that produced
Communism. His reply was that, while he found my
anti-Communismm “interesting,” what disturbed him

was my “pre-African nationalism.” He said he would -

need to report the whole conversation to his suparior.
1 do not know whom he thought this would frighten—
me or the youth who had invited me to speak. But cb-
viously the police were not prepared for a2 repetition
of “the act.”

Bright and ecarly on the morning following the
second speech a policeman once again came to fetch
me, this time to the Superintendent of Police, an
Uncle Tom type of African named Mr. H. L. Evane,
who simply tried to declare my “re-entry” (I had
beon to Dakar) “illegal.” When I made it clear that I
had no intention of bowing to a technicality, which
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waa discovered only aftor I had spoken to the youth,
Fwas ushered in to the Commissioner of Police him-
aclf. Once gain I was in British hands, Mr. E. L.
Eates was very polite and no fool. After I stressed
that “If it were not for another matter of which the
police had full reporis, this technicality would never
have arisen, end 1 had no intention of bowing to any-
thing so contrived before completing my assignment
of reporting the elections,” Mr. Eaiea extended my
stay 24 hours beyond the time I had requested, My
every stop, however, continued to be watched. Thus
when I wos in Xaur (the Interior of the Gambia, not
Sepegal) the Chief Minister’s soclal and propagnnde
secretary, a Mr. Karayol, who was my guide there,
found & not very plausibla excuse for my reporting
to the police station there and registering. This T did.
When I went up to the protectorate ngaiw, this time
with the entourage of Mr. Jawara, I was not asked to
participate in any such farcical situation, However,
as I would meet the police who supervised the eloc-
tion, I would be greeted with, “Oh, yes, madam, we
heard yon were somewhere in the bugh,” Fieally, al-
though I arrived at the airport & half-hour before de-

purture time, I was told, “You are Inte, The plane
kas been in for some time.”

1 do not know what deprivations will be visited
upon the youth groups who had tendered the invita-
tions to spesk. 1 do know that their spirit will not be
easily downed. Far froin having “misunderstood” my
pro-African freedom viows, thesc youths spoke of Pan-
Africanlsm as an “umbrella” which was presently
covering different. views, and hoped that the Gambia
would “have learned from hoth blocs of African na-
jons” and would make its contribution to “true and
full independence.” There i8 no doubt whatever that
they will become a force ia the post-clection develop-
ments. It is this, in fact, that werried the Police De-
partment, which, as Mr. Evans stressed, “like the
Gambia guict and intend to see it remein so."”

Symbolie of the apirit of the Gambin is the titie
of s new newsletter, Africa Nyaatol {(Nuyasto is the
Mandinka word for “forward.”) The small box along-
side the name proclaims that it stands for “Workers'
Tnterests end Pap-Africanism.” Quletly or otherwise,
the struggles for freedotn did not end with the clec-
tion. They have just begun. .




