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will enjoy being transported to those 
countries through these two accounts.

a Semester on Safari
Professor Betty Levitov had her work cut 
out for her when she proposed a semes-
ter-long course involving travel through 
Africa. Not only were the logistics com-
plicated, but she would have to convince 
both the administration of Doane Col-
lege in Nebraska and the parents of stu-
dents (mostly from Nebraska and many 
of whom had never traveled outside the 
United States) to allow the trip in the 
first place. It was impossible to guaran-
tee a no-risk trip, so Levitov hosted a 
meeting with the parents at her house, 
serving them honest, open answers and 
good food to smooth the way. 

The course, entitled “Introduction 
to Africa,” begins with the students get-
ting a blank map of the continent to fill 
in—“requiring perfect spelling as well as 
precise locations of fifty-three countries.” 
After some lectures on African history, 
the students leave for Kenya. From there, 
they travel south through Tanzania, Ma-
lawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Botswana, 
Namibia, and South Africa. On the way, 
each student spends one week in an “ap-
prenticeship,” shadowing a member of 
the community, such as a teacher, arti-
san, fisherman, cook, street vendor, or 

soldier. The students also do their best 
to learn functional Swahili. The open-
ness of the local culture makes these  
connections easy to coordinate and ex-
tremely rewarding. During the trip, Levi-
tov periodically imagines the administra-
tors’ reactions:

When the students are bungee jump-
ing from the Victoria Falls Bridge or 
we are sand-boarding on the Namib-
ian dunes, I think, “What if the vice 
president for financial affairs could 
see us now?” … [They would worry  

 
about] lawsuits,  ru-
inous f inancia l  set t lements ,  
and damaging publicity.

Thankfully, the students faced 
no major problems on the trips, 
aside from a healthy share of mi-
nor crime and unpleasant illnesses 

that passed with time. This is perhaps 
because they mostly avoided larger cities 
beset with higher crime rates, more overt 
poverty, and fewer avenues in getting to 
know people. Aside from Sudan, Soma-
lia, Eritrea, and Libya, all other African 
countries are on Levitov’s list to visit at 
future semester travels.

Two Years in Mali
Monique and the Mango Rains has a very 
different style from Africa on Wheels. 
Written more like a literary travelogue, 
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Cruisin’ Africa: A Semester on  
Safari and Two Years in Mali

TheRe IS SoMeThIng MYSTeRIouS anD FaSCInaTIng about the vast continent of Africa and that it takes 
a simultaneous review of two books to scratch the surface of its rich cultures and heritage. Africa on Six Wheels: 

A Semester on Safari (University of Nebraska Press; $17.95, paperback) chronicles a unique study-abroad pro-
gram of travel through South and East Africa by van. Monique and the Mango Rains: Two Years with a Midwife in 

Mali (Waveland Press; $17.95, paperback) traces the adventures of a Peace 
Corps volunteer in a West African village from 1989 to 1991. The books 
share the common themes of African hospitality to U.S. visitors and the 
visitors’ challenges and rewards in adapting to the local lifestyle and con-
ditions. These books will make all but hearty travelers think twice about  
venturing to rural Africa, but readers  
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Kris Holloway describes very little about her life or “finding her-
self” in Africa through her work as a Peace Corps volunteer al-
most 20 years ago. The book focuses on one very small village, 
Nampossela, rather than the whole continent, and tells the story 
of Monique, its unsung hero. 

In her early twenties, Monique provides the only medical care 
her village sees in a run-down clinic and birthing center. She is 
trapped in a marriage with a man who mostly ignores her and 
co-opts her salary to buy a radio, scooter, and other unnecessary 
expenditures. 

The difficulty of life in the village echoes throughout the book. 
At a funeral for an elderly woman, Holloway writes: 

People begin to dance, and as they did, the strangeness began 
to fade. I had never lived so close to death. Death here was not 
quarantined, something that only took place in slaughterhouses 
and hospitals, [and] that only occasionally escaped in the form 
of car accidents. It was in every home, all the time. And for a 
person to have lived this long, in a place where life is frequently 
cut short, it was truly something to celebrate.

Yet, as with Semester on Safari, the openness of the culture drew 
Holloway in. She “loved living in an inviting community, where 
you were always asked to share food and drink, where you spent 
time greeting and joking rather than avoiding others because of 
a busy schedule. Generations intermingled, there was always an 
excuse for celebrating, and death was sad, but not feared.”

Many specific aspects of life in the village were eye-opening 
to Holloway as a visitor and to the readers. The lack of knowl-
edge about health (hydration, nutrition, etc.), especially about 
caring for infants and young children, is surprising (keeping in 
mind the book takes place almost 20 years ago). Also, the way 
young children are cared for differs markedly from child-centric 
America. For example, Monique carries her son, Basil, strapped 
to her back while she delivers babies.

Overall, Monique and the Mango Rains is relatively nonjudgmen-
tal. At one point, Holloway realizes that the women she has seen 
giving birth have been circumcised (excised), and that is the reason 
there is so much tearing in childbirth. Holloway and Monique dis-
cuss these issues later in the book in a casual, open way. A portrait 
of their deep friendship emerges in the retelling of conversations 
like these.

Even though Holloway, as the Peace Corps volunteer, is supposed 
to be bringing knowledge and assistance, Monique is the one with 
the actual medical knowledge, which creates an interesting dynamic. 
The one way in which Holloway can do more to assist Monique is as 
a liaison to village elders on behalf of the clinic—something that is 
only possible because of her status as a Westerner. ➞
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After Holloway’s Peace Corps service ended, Monique made 
a trip to the United States where, together, they conducted 
presentations, traveled, and obtained some very much-needed 
dental work for Monique (the dentist noted that he could not 
believe how much pain she had lived with). Not long after she 
returned to Africa, Monique became pregnant for the fifth time 
and died in childbirth. Holloway wanted to understand the 
medical reasons, but gave in to the local culture by accepting 
the peacefulness of her departure as described in a series of 
beautifully written letters from Monique’s family. Despite Mo-
nique’s attempts to obtain and use birth control (which was very 
uncommon at that time), she was not able to avoid her final, 
tragic pregnancy.

Less Is More
Levitov and Holloway stress the minimal number of posses-
sions in small African villages and how this affected the Ameri-
can visitors. Levitov writes that she even felt self-conscious 
about bringing a guidebook (standard fare for a Western trav-
eler) because, “If you can’t eat it, wear it, sell it, or use it for 
changing a tire, it’s not truly valuable in Africa.” She meets a 
90-year-old man, whose sole possession is a long stick that he 
had owned all his life—it was used for “farming, hammering, 
fixing, securing, and walking.”

Both books also note the different sense of time in Africa, 
where people are not tied to the clock as Westerners are. This 
makes it nearly impossible for Levitov to plan when they would 

Still Cruisin’
Levitov still runs the “Introduction to Africa” course and is still 
exploring new paths with each trip. She also has taken an alumni 
group, ages 26–71; a higher-end adventure with a private bus 
instead of the old van, and pricier spice tours and gorilla safaris. 
However, the effect on the participants was as striking as with 
the college students. The trip opened their eyes to life in Africa. 
Levitov noted that finding someone to take over the program is a 
challenge, as faculty members with children are less able to take 
extended trips on the road.

Q: How many people over the years have asked your help in 
getting to the United States? 

A: Very few. I am helping [to] bring a wildlife guide to Doane for a 
residency, [but] no one else. The philosophy of my program is to 
learn from, rather than change, the places I and my students visit.

Q: Over the years, have you found ways to bring greater 
security and peace of mind to the worried parents and 
administrators? 

A: Little has changed. I still do not even bring a cell phone (but 
can now easily borrow one), although e-mail makes it easier to 
update people in the United States of our adventures. I get used 
to being without 9-1-1 service. Even if there is an emergency, 
the group is often a day’s trip from a hospital, and treating a 
major illness or accident would be a challenge. I feel that stu-
dents on my trips are actually more careful than students on a 
study-abroad program in Europe because the risks in Africa are 
real and palpable. 

Interestingly, Doane University has recently created the  
Doane Corps, a program like the Peace Corps, for alumni to  
do after-graduation service in Africa. For more information,  
see www.doane.edu/Alumni-Donors/Alumni/Stay_Connected/

Magazine/Summer07/18744 and www.doane.edu/Academics/
Programs/doane-corps.

Mali Encounters
Because Holloway lives in Berger’s town in Massachusetts, he 
had the chance to meet her in person. Since the book was writ-
ten, Mali has become a democracy, the radio is less controlled, 
cell phones and the Internet have brought connections between 
the bigger cities and the Western media, and global climate 
change has wreaked havoc with the staple cotton crop. 

Q: What was Mali like as seen by a Westerner?

A: I was introduced to a different world. None of my sisters [was] 
betrothed at age five and married at age 17 as Monique was. 

Q: Did Malians want to obtain U.S. visas?

A: Very few did, and the ones who had visited found the 
United States exciting, prosperous, and green, but also cold 
and expensive. 

Q: How do you balance helping without trying to change  
the village to Western standards?

A: I am involved in raising money for a new clinic—the goal is 
to help out the first year, then less the second year, and finally 
making it self-sustaining so it becomes a local venture. The 
people in the village have guided the process, choosing dental 
care over birth control, and specifically asking for separate 
birthing and sick patient areas. 

For more information about the books reviewed and the 
authors, see www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Africa-on-Six-
Wheels,673129.aspx and www.moniquemangorains.com.

Authors’ Q&As

Dan Berger spoke to Levitov and Holloway, who candidly talked about their writings  
and the impact the books have had on their lives as well as those around them.
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be in each town—a driver arrives 11 days late after spending 
days negotiating at a border-crossing for the right to pass, the 
van repairs depend on getting parts, etc. In Tanzania, she notes 
that she “never figured out the best times to find food. At lunch, 
the ingredients might not be bought from the market, although 
the proprietor will not admit it. He takes my order, disappears 
into the back room, and returns to sit in his chair and drink 
chai.” She learns to use the waiting periods as opportunities to 
talk to people and get to know them—in the true spirit of the 
local culture.

Finally, the books stress the communal nature of life in Africa. 
Levitov noted that there is “no alone time in Africa.” Relatives, 
friends, and neighbors always fill one’s house and one’s days. 
The idea of “I need my space” is a U.S. concept that she did not 
appreciate until she was without it. Given that both authors are 
non-Muslim, foreign women, it is surprising how few times they 
were excluded from anything. Once in Tanzania, Levitov was 
kept out of a mosque she wanted to visit, while village males 
excluded Holloway from some games and meetings. Otherwise, 
the students and authors were welcomed and included through 
most of their travels. ILT

dan h. berger is chair of the American Immigration Lawyers 
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