Dragons In Gambia 09
At 5am on Friday 24th July 15 members of the Dragon explorer group began their journey to Basse in the Gambia.  After a 6 ½ hour flight we finally made it to Banjul airport just in time for a huge tropical storm to break, we loaded up the cars and made our way across the capital to our hotel.  The journey was an eye opener to all of us and the silence in our car showed that better than any words could of, as we watched children showering in the run off from guttering, and whole families huddled in tiny metal shacks with sand bags at the front trying to stop some of the flood water pouring into their homes.  The journey didn’t pass entirely uneventfully though after the discovery that there was more than white Suzuki truck in Banjul and one car had followed it and been separated from our convoy, with this and the creative driving skills of the Gambian’s the journey to our hotel was one of the fastest learning curves of our lives.  After a game of water polo it was time for dinner and bed before an exhausting drive across the length of the country, which would take us 12 hours and put our 4x4’s to the test.
On our journey across the country we realised that whilst the city had many areas that looked like shanty towns, in the countryside the remote villages often had no access to health supplies or clean water.  Everywhere you go children run out of the villages to chase the cars and beg for school supplies.  

Once in Basse we were greeted like celebrities the entire town had shown out to meet us, the army saluted us as we passed through the final checkpoint and the scout band were stood to attention playing us a fanfare written for our arrival.  After a meeting with a village elder and the chief of police we were marched across town, our presence announced by the scout band in front of us (by this time it’s 11pm) as we made our way to dinner!  

Accommodation in camp falladu was basic but it had all the luxuries we needed a high tap as a shower and a flushing toilet, each room slept 4 people (plus 10 millipedes, 2 lizards, 4 spiders and a bat) and were sections of the traditional round huts.  Each day we would get into tiny metal fishing boats and cross the river where the main town and school were situated.  On day 1 we divided ourselves into 3 boats and were taken over the river but by the end of the trip the 15 of us were being bundled into a tiny fishing boat with a motorbike balanced on the front!
Whilst in Basse we spent 5 days working in a local school, we were told to expect around 50 children aged 5-7, on arrival at the school we were instead greeted by 300 children aged 3-17 with the promise of even more tomorrow!  The explorers in particular adapted fantastically and really rose to the challenge set to them, working in 35oc+ temperatures with a huge ability, age and language range within each group.  Days were themed and activities included, friendship bracelet making, plays on George and the Dragon, anatomy classes, literacy, numeracy, English country dancing as well as camp fire songs and playground games.  Each day the children were fed, which ensured that they all received at least one meal a day, throughout the day the groups grew larger as children from the neighbouring villages would hear the activities and come and join in, some bringing babies of their own.  Before leaving the school we donated some equipment to enable the children to continue learning, this included; inflatable globe, over 300 pens, 1000 pencils, paper, felt tips, stickers, balloons, farm animals, coloured papers, rubbers and sharpeners.  The poverty of this area in the Gambia was far more visible at the school where the children would often arrive hungry, barefoot and wearing ripped clothing.  
By the time we left Basse we had met every chief, dignitary and governor the town had to offer, we had been guests of honour at cultural shows, stroked monkeys, attended in access of 15 ceremonies, planted tree’s on the scout land, taught the scouts knots and pioneering, heard the bands entire repertoire, been beaten at football spectacularly and were followed by the sounds of ‘hey toubab!’ (white man) and children singing the songs we’d taught at the school.  We left the Basse scouts with a selection of uniforms, 70 football shirts, thousands of scouting badges which were to be distributed around the region and handbooks for scouting in England today.
We made the 12 hour drive back to Banjul and arrived at the 5 star luxury Ocean Bay hotel (the travel company upgraded us () dirty, smelly, in our over worn uniform, covered in red sand, dripping with sweat and utterly exhausted to be met by waiters with champagne cocktails and very confused looking holiday makers!  

After 2 days to relax by the pool, sample the local markets, beaches, nature reserves and of course a chance to stroke Charlie the friendliest crocodile in the Gambia we returned back to the UK filled with the over whelming memories of everything we had seen and done, ready to think about where we go from here…….
On behalf of all the dragon explorers, the children of Kopa Kundi Lower Basic school and the re-named Basse Dragon Scouts I would like to thank everyone who supported our fundraising efforts.  There are too many of you to name here, to those of you who came to events, donated prizes, offered your advice, or a few kind words when the burden of paperwork just seemed too much.  I’d also like to thank the leaders for their hard work and dedication, the parents for allowing us to take their boys half way around the world and the boys themselves for being fantastic representatives of Scouting, England and Hornchurch District.

Susie Lyus

(very proud ESL of Dragon Explorers Upminster)

If you’re aged 14-18 and would like to get involved with explorers then contact us as we currently have some spaces in our group: princess_susiebell@hotmail.com or call 07917 137 999, www.dragonsingambia.org.uk  

