Opportunities
Six boys walk down the main road of a small rural town. They are talking loudly to each other, grinning, fooling around and enjoying each others’ company.  Their pace is unhurried but yet purposeful and soon they reach their destination on the edge of the town.  They walk in through gates to an open yard. There are three familiar buildings, modern, clean and brightly painted in a pale green.  Forty or fifty younger children, some barely toddlers are playing unsupervised in soft sandy ground.  The older boys don’t notice, but the noise of the children shouting and laughing gets louder as more and more swarm in through the gates.  There is a sense that this the right place to be.  It’s 3pm on Friday afternoon or maybe its 3.30 and Friday prayers are over.  

One of the older boys shouts and gradually everyone files into a concrete open-sided building out of the hot, hot sun.  Over a hundred children squeeze in, the tiniest squashed up sitting on the floor and the older ones taking the prized seats on the concrete benches.  More shouting and then a hush descends and the Scout meeting starts.  Fifteen or so of the oldest boys and girls wear smart, clean Scout uniform.  Amongst the rest there is a scattering of Scout jumpers, shirts and neckers but most children wear their everyday clothes; the ones they wear everyday.

Everyone recites the Scout Promise and motto and a lesson is given regarding the importance of the Scout Law.  Then the fun begins with singing and dancing in the grounds of the Scout centre. A girl, no more than seven, dances in the circle with her baby brother on her hip.  The older girls are shy and dignified at first but gradually take the floor.  Somebody is playing a drum, the beat quickens, the dust flies and the girls lose their self-consciousness and dance beautifully, shyness giving way to infectious giggling.

Even the English Explorer Scouts from the New Forest are drawn into the dancing and singing; forwards and backwards, round and round.  The song seems to last for ever.  Eventually a barked instruction stops everyone and sends them off into groups.  There is much excited chatter, the UK Explorer Scouts have brought games and activities to share, new things to try, what will there be to do?
The English Explorer Scouts are nervous.  They planned the activities at their training weekend in the UK but now, surrounded by a crowd of expectant Gambian Scouts will the ideas work?

As the group come towards him, one Explorer, Baden (his mates call him ‘Den) thinks about everything he has seen and done since he arrived at KK only a few days before.  In the UK the name of the Gambian Scout centre ‘Kaira Konko’ had seemed strange and difficult to remember, now it seems like a home from home.  On the first morning of his stay Den had been confused and a bit nervous as three small children had grabbed hold of his hands as the Explorers walked through the dusty fly blown streets to see the village chief.  Now he knows the children’s names.  The older Scouts had been very friendly but what, he had fretted, would he talk to them about; surely they had nothing in common?  Well, Den had not known what to say when he asked one older Scout what job his Dad did, only to be told that he was dead and he lived with his mother, step-mother and four younger brothers.  However, when the conversation turned to football, he found they both supported Manchester United.  They talked players, transfers and tactics, and agreed that a football match should be arranged between the UK Scouts and the Gambian Scouts.  Den was impressed by his new friend’s exam grades and it turned out they both wanted to study engineering.
Den was invited by his new friend, Lamin, back to see his home, so a couple of the Explores and Leader Susie had gone one afternoon.  Lamin wore a smart T shirt and jeans (although as the week progressed Den noticed that it was the same two shirts) so Den expected a smart house, not the mud-block shacks with corrugate iron roof his friend showed him.  The visitors had squeezed in to the front room, which was dark as the windows were cover by corrugate shutters.  It took a while for his eyes to adjust and then he started to make out a dirt floor, white washed walls, a chair, a bed and some pictures torn from a magazine pinned on the wall.  A beautiful woman dressed in traditional, brightly coloured printed fabric came into the room beaming and welcoming them all.  The Explorers practised their newly learnt greetings in Mandinka to Lamin’s Mum and this met with even more smiles.  Younger siblings peeped shyly round from behind a curtain.  Outside several people were sitting, sharing a bowl of rice and sauce.  They shuffled round to make room for the Explorers to share to join too, but there hardly looked enough for the diners already gathered.  Lots more smiling and thanks and soon it was time to go back to KK for flag down.
The next day Den and some Explorers had gone to paint a classroom in a nearby school.  Den was shocked; the floor was dirt and dusty, the walls were brown with dust and the desks were very old and broken.  The headmaster welcomed them warmly and explained how difficult it was to find teachers.  A fully qualified teacher had to train for three years and then earned less than a soldier who trained for six months, and look where they had to teach… all day with hardly any books or resources other than a scratchy blackboard.  Painting the classroom would make a real difference to staff morale and to the children.  “ Can we mend the furniture too?”  Den had asked.  As the boys had set to work on the desks, Lamin and some  other older Scouts turned up.  This was where his brother went to school so he wanted to help.

Den grins at the group of boys and girls eagerly running across KK towards him.  He recognises Lamin’s brother, his big brown eyes and missing tooth.  The little boy is bursting with excitement, grabbing Den’s hand proudly. Den knows his activity will be a highlight in the boy’s week, but he has also seen how the books and clothes he had collected will make a difference as will the mended classroom furniture.  He looks around Kaira Konko; it is an amazing place, he can’t believe how comfortable and happy he feels in the middle of Africa.  Scouting is the same here as in Copythorne.  How glad he is that he signed up to come.  The fundraising had been hard work and a bit scary; he had give a presentation at school and baked cakes to sell at a jumble sale (cake baking was not his greatest skill, as even his Mum said).  The training weekends been brilliant and he had met some really nice people and even the jabs were not too bad…. It was certainly worth it now.  All the projects would make a difference to Lamin, his family and the Scouts at KK, but the expedition had made a difference to Den too.

Later that night Lamin and the other Gambian Scouts leave KK and return to their homes.  They turn and wave as they walk out the gate and, in evening, by the moonlight they can hear the boy scouts singing and as they are going they can see the words of Baden Powell painted on the wall of Kaira Konko  ‘Try to leave this world a better place than you found it’.
Two places are available for Explorer Scouts, aged over 14 ½  at the time of travel, to take part in the forthcoming Expedition to the Gambia. Departing 28th December 2008 returning 13th January 2009. Cost £1100 of which at least £440 should be fundraised.  Contact Paul Stubbington or Jackie Heath.

If you would like to support the Scouts at Kaira Konko, why not consider a regular monthly contribution to the Schooling Sponsorship Fund, which helps with scouts education costs, or the Rice Fund which helps to feed hungry families, or  make a one off donation to support our expedition.
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