
 

 

In Sankpaag 
We had our first evening here. We went to the main rectory for dinner, where we ate a soup of 
fish, which was very spicy and eaten with yams and plantains. It was very good. Everyone 
watched me to see if I would like the spicy stew. They were amazed that I could handle spicy 
food so easily. (Thank you Laura Santacruz) Later we returned to the house out in the middle of 
the field. It was very dark and even the stars did not light up too much. I could not believe how 
dark it was. This morning I was awoken by a herd of cattle walking by the house on the way to a 
nearby culvert to drink. Later on it was goats. The cows are Longhorns,with large humps on 
their backs. They are not big and fat like ours, so they look hungry, but are actually well fed. 
They are followed by a flock of white birds that look like egrets. They follow them with the hope 
that when they brush by trees and bushes, they will disturb bugs,which they then eat. Following 
up in the rear is the herder making sure strays keep up. The cows make a lot of noise because 
they are upset that their path is now interrupted by a house. One can see that the house was 
built right on the cow trail. Thank God this is not elephant country!!  
 
The people are another story. They live day to day and often their first though upon waking is 
will I have enough or make enough to eat today. We cannot really compare their lives to ours as 
everyday, life is very difficult, lived at subsistence poverty. Culturally, it feels like  we are 
stepping back two or  three hundred years. They people live in round huts with straw roofs. 
They must change the straw each year or risk the rain coming in on them. The mud sometimes 
deteriorates in the rain and then they start all over again building up what was destroyed. Since 
they are so poor, they cannot afford to buy materials to build something more solid. Although 
they live only a few miles from a city, it is very rustic and simple. They farm lands are given to 
them by the local chief and they are responsible to him. They grow peanuts, yams and palm nut 
trees. Everything they cook seems to have some of this.  
Today I got a close look at the two wells. I watched as people came with big buckets and 
sometimes jerry cans to fill them up. They go to the pump the church built and donated to the 
town. It is a simple hand pump much like the one Father Felix in Zambia showed to us a few 
years ago. They either put the cans on a small truck, or in the case of the buckets, put them on 
their heads and walk home. The average distance is probably a 1/3 of a mile. It is always very 
hot although today it was windy and really threatening to rain. The other well is on the property 
the pastor hopes one day will have a church, rectory and parish center. They also have a 
property where we have helped to build a school. It is close to being finished and lacks only a 
water source before being finished. This is an important point, because the local law rightly says 
that children need a water source close to them while at school. 
We went into Tamale (pronounced ta ma allez). We ate lunch, visited the cathedral and then 
picked up a few items. It is a mostly Muslim city and so at 1:00 pm the city came to somewhat of 
a standstill as the main prayers for the week were said. There are two main mosques, one for 
the Shi'ites and the other for the Sunni. Around the corner was the cathedral, quite large, where 
we visited and then prayed in front of the tomb for the former Cardinal, whose case for 
sainthood just opened. We went around the back streets of the city looking for a repair shop. 
Everywhere there are motorcycles buzzing back and forth. Helmets, those are for the weak. 
Riding in lanes? Obeying signals and police instructions? What fun is that. Everywhere there 
are Muslim women with their faces covered or in some form of a bhirka. One can also hear the 
prayers called from the minarets. It was a little intimidating, but mostly it is just poor people 
selling things to one another.  
 
Along the main road, everyone is selling something. Everything is for sale, some used, some 
new. Your uncle's old tires? They are here. The whole place has an open air market to it along 
the streets and one can buy anything from A to Z. Need a wallet, a picture of Tamale or Jesus? 
It is here. 



 

 

Today was also the day that we went to meet the chief of the tribe and to officially hand over the 
well to the people. I have pictures of this in my camera and will come back with those. We had 
an interpreter who spoke for us. He is a catholic man who only has two wives, but somehow has 
managed to become an elder. I made an important speech to the chief and then he made a 
speech to me. I said that the people of St. John the Baptist parish are pleased to share with 
these people, through the Catholic Church, some of their surplus so that they might have better 
lives. I actually presented a token of money called a "kola". This was in gratitude to be allowed 
to speak with him and his council.  A "Kola" used to be an expensive nut from a tree that grows 
nearby. When meeting, the chief would first receive this, then they would all share a piece and 
then talk. Now the tradition is to either bring the "Kola" or bring the money. After the translated 
speeches and conversations,  we went to the well. There we took pictures of the well and the 
people and some of the elders posed for pictures. We also told them that now the well is their 
responsibility. The pipes will always be okay because they are underground, but sometimes the 
hand pump needs to be changed. The elders accepted responsibility for this.  Everyone cheered 
and then the ceremony was over. The people (mostly women and children) come every day and 
draw water and sometimes stay and wash their clothes. The well has not gone dry the whole 
time since December when it was drilled. It is amazing to the Fr. Sylvester and to the town 
people. They believe that every night it is replenished from underground streams. Interestingly, 
some still go to a dam to get water. This a large hole scraped into the  earth that  catches 
rainwater. The animals come and wade in to drink and people wash clothes and their children. 
They drink it anyway.  I was told that many people feel better now that they are drinking from the 
well. We watch people all day going and fetching water. It is something to see. We also saw a 
mother surrounded by women, burying her young child. It was very sad, so we just said a prayer 
from a distance and left quietly. More on this later. 


