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La Mort D’Afrique 

 

by Frank Janzen 
 

It wasn’t just Camile’s suicide, or even my presence that night helping build her 
coffin that made such a terrible impact on me. It was the fact that now, after three 
wonderful years in West Africa, I was leaving, and my departure was marked by death. I 
was leaving Africa behind, just as she had done that hot Saturday afternoon, April 14, 
1979, the day before Easter.  

We were in Tambacounda, the regional capital of Senegal Oriental 
(Eastern Senegal), where I had spent two years as a Rural Development Peace 
Corps Volunteer, in Botou, the Bambara village seven miles east of Tamba. And 
then another year in south-central Mauritania with the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) before returning to Tambacounda to visit.  
I was 36. 

    
 

On the afternoon of the day Camile killed herself, I was walking down the 
road from the Animation House (Peace Corps lodging) when Pascal, driving his 
white Peugeot pickup truck up toward his house stopped beside me. We greeted 
each other. Then he asked me if I was going to Jules and Chantal's, about 200 
yards away. He seemed a bit disturbed, but only slightly, as I thought nothing of 
his emotional state until later when I knew what had happened. I said no, I was 
going up to the Asta Kebe hotel.  

 I walked up to the Asta Kebe Hotel. It was an air-conditioned tourist hotel 
with a restaurant, swimming pool and bar, a luxury not found in many African 
towns the size of Tambacounda. 

I was at the Asta Kebe that evening drinking coffee and writing letters. After 
that I walked back down to Jules and Chantal’s house, thinking they would surely 
be having a farewell party, since they were supposed to leave the next day. Their 
replacements, Dr. Bruno Hachet and his wife, also a doctor, Camile Hachet, had 
arrived three months earlier and had been staying at Jules and Chantal’s while 
they went through orientation.  
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When I got there, there were three French people whom I didn’t know 
outside on the front terrace. Two men and a woman. I greeted them and went 
inside where I heard voices. Inside, I found Chantal, Charlene, another 
Frenchman, and a couple of other people. They were in serious discussion about 
something and didn’t greet me, which was uncommon for French people. I just 
came in and stood around and didn’t understand what they were talking about, 
due to my moderate French language skills. 

After some minutes, people began to leave the room. I took the opportunity 
to ask Daniele, who seemed the least occupied with the affair, what had 
happened. She said that the French doctor’s wife had died. I thought this meant 
Jasmeen Bigard, and I said, “Jasmeen?” She said no, the new doctor’s wife, 
Camile Hachet. All the French people, all the doctors and their wives were in the 
best of health, and I was surprised, shocked, to hear that anyone had died, 
especially Camile, as I had just seen here one or two days earlier. 

I asked how she had died, and Charlene replied, but I didn’t understand the 
French well, and there was too much “gravity” in the air for me to want to continue, 
plus I didn’t want to keep asking for clarifications caused by my poor French. 

Everyone went out onto the terrace. I was feeling increasingly sad knowing 
that Camile, 26-years-old, had died. The others left. I was in a chair near to 
Charlene. More discussion took place. A Senegalese man whom I took to be the 
“médecin-chef” [chief medical officer] of the hospital, was at the table, and had a 
key, #16, from the Asta Kebe in his hands. I understood that Camile’s body was at 
the hotel in room 16.  
 Others left the house or went inside. I took the opportunity to ask Charlene if 
Camile had died in the swimming pool at the Asta Kebe. She said no, that Camile (and 

now I understood the French) “Elle s'est suicidée,” had committed suicide, and that they 
had her body at the hotel in an air-conditioned room to retard decomposition.  
 I learned that Camile had eaten lunch at Moriba Fane's Teranga Café and then 
walked down to Jules and Chantal's house. She took an overdose of pills and laid down 
next to her husband. Bruno noticed Camile’s breathing was irregular, something was 
wrong. He got up and asked the others to come in to see if they could help. They found 
the note that she left saying that her life had become too difficult for her. She was barely 
conscious, and everyone was asking what pills she had taken, to find an antidote. They 
wanted to know how to help her, but she could not speak coherently. She refused to 
say. They tried to get her to throw up, but she wouldn't, they couldn’t, then she died. 

Everyone was leaving the house now. Chantal asked if I was going, too. I 
said no, I’d stay at the house in case anyone came, to relay messages. Chantal 
left the keys with me and said to help myself to what is in the fridge.  

I sat. I got a Coke. I was stunned by the thought that Camile had killed 
herself that afternoon. I felt lost. I thought of the times I had seen Camile during 
the past two weeks.  

I had met Bruno and Camile for the first time two weeks earlier at Jules and 
Chantal’s house. They had arrived three months earlier for the handover from 
Jules and Chantal who they were replacing.  

Before everyone left the house, they discussed how to get Camile’s body 
back to Dakar, the capital. They wanted to avoid having the police come in to 
investigate the death, because that would delay the transfer of her body. They 
needed to get the body “released” from Tambacounda “authority”. The Chief 
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Magistrate (public prosecutor) in Tamba had to officially release the body. 
At one point Jules and Chantal and Charlene came back and were looking 

for the note that Camile left. They went inside and I followed. They found the note 
on the shelf in the room where Bruno and Camile had slept. It was in the common 
blue air-mail envelope and was folded. I saw the note from a distance, legible, 
beautiful handwriting. Just a few sentences in one paragraph.  

Jules looked at the note for a moment and then put it back into the 
envelope. Then Jules left to take the note to the chief magistrate as an explanation 
of the death to avoid an investigation, to verify that the death had been a suicide, 
not a homicide. 

 After Jules left, I again took the opportunity to speak to Charlene alone, to 
ask what Camile had said in the note. Charlene said that Camile spoke about how 
her life wasn’t working out well, personal problems, and that she didn’t want to 
cause Bruno problems by her wanting to return to France and abandon their posts 
in Senegal. She thought it would be better for her to leave the scene – to die – and 
let her husband carry on. 

Taking her body to Dakar would be a 287-mile road trip. They spoke of 
having phoned the déléguée, the director of their program, in Dakar, earlier that 
Saturday afternoon hoping for a charter plane but having heard nothing since.  

After Jules left, only Chantal and Charlene and I were in the house. We sat 
on the terrace in silence. It was perhaps 11:00 or 11:30 p.m. and still very hot.  

A Peugeot camionnette (pick-up truck) drove in. It was the Lebanese 
couple, the Boukaroums, who managed the Air Senegal office and a 
Tambacounda auto parts store. They had lumber in the back of the pick-up. They 
backed the car up to the terrace. Mr. Boukaroum, Chantal, and Charlene and I 
began unloading the lumber and putting it in a pile on the terrace. I assumed that 
we were going to make a box to get the body back to Dakar. After all the lumber – 
various odd-sized boards, and a large paper bag full of nails – was unloaded, Mr. 
Boukaroum spoke to Chantal, then drove off.  

We continued to sit in silence. 
About 20 minutes later Mr. Boukaroum returned with a Senegalese man 

named Keita who had a burlap bag on his shoulder with tools in it. The Lebanese 
spoke to Chantal about the work that the Senegalese was to do, and then he 
turned to me and asked, in French, if I could help Keita. I said, of course I’d help. 
We looked at the boards, discussed the length and widths, and then I realized that 
we were discussing a coffin, how long and wide it was to be. Chantal entered into 
the discussion. When we finished, the Lebanese man left, and Keita I began 
looking over the boards.    
 I wasn’t sure exactly what I was supposed to do to help the carpenter, but I 
stayed close to him and helped when I was able. I had seen lots of African 
carpenters at work – and I had even made a small wooden table myself in my 
village – so I was confident with my task. We were soon beginning to saw planks 
lengthwise to create boards the proper length and width, like the ones you would 
find in a lumber store. But here, we make do with what we have.  

I assumed the role of the “apprenti” (apprentice), sitting with all my weight 
on one end of the board, on the terrace wall, while the carpenter, using only a 
hand saw, cut the board in from the other end. It was hot. There was lots of 
sawdust that made my skin itch and I was sweating a lot. I lasted about 15 minutes 
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and then I got down and said that I was going off to change my pants. It was 
midnight and probably 90 degrees Fahrenheit. I walked up to the Animation 
House, about three blocks away, and changed my pants and shirt.  

I was back at Jules and Chantal’s within 10 minutes, and I was ready to 
really work. I asked Chantal for coffee, and she put some water on to heat for 
Nescafe, the instant coffee that was the standard coffee in rural Senegal.  

I sat on the boards, moved them out when the carpenter was ready, held 
the boards steady, got nails, and became friends with the carpenter. The name 
Keita is a typical Bambara name, so I occasionally tossed in a phrase of Bambara. 
I had learned Bambara as part of my training for life in Botou. “A ka ne wa?” [Is 
that good?], about a board length and he said “Yo” [yes], in response. We 
continued working. He began nailing some of the boards together, forming the 
sides of the coffin, measuring the boards to insure they were the same length. We 
were speaking French, but now and then he began to speak to me in Bambara. He 
had heard of Botou village. 

We continued working. We did good work. He was very good at making 
coffins, at cutting up boards with his hand saw to make them the correct length 
and width for the proper dimensions for the coffin. It was strenuous work, but he 
did it well. 

An hour passed. I asked the carpenter if he wanted coffee. He said yes, 
and I made a cup for him. Later I gave him some water when I had some, too. 

Before we had finished the sides, Jules and Chantal showed up, and I 
asked them to verify that the box was long enough. They came over and looked 
and said they believed it was OK. They said to make the ends a bit wider, in order 
to ensure that the width, in the middle, was enough to accommodate Camile’s 
hips.  

Later, after we had the bottom and sides nailed on, and were working on 
the top, Chantal showed up again with a piece of typing paper and began laying it 
out again and again, measuring the length of the box. I said, “C’est trop tard 
maintenant,” (It’s too late now.) but she said she wanted to be sure. Luckily, the 
box proved to be sufficiently longer than what Chantal had measured from 
Camile’s body. 
 The carpenter and I continued working. We decided to use screws instead of 
nails for putting the top on in case they were stopped on the road to Dakar and needed 
to open the coffin to verify what was inside. At one point, after 2 a.m., a car pulled into 
the compound and two Frenchmen got out. One I recognized as having just been at 
Jules and Chantal’s house a few days earlier. The other man was the déléguée, the 
director of the Senegal “Volontaires du Progrès” (Volunteers for Progress), the French 
foreign aid program that all the French doctors belonged to. They had arrived from 
Dakar. 
 It was around 80 degrees F. There was a bright, full moon. The coffin was 
ready, and the screws were in place on the top ready to close. Camile’s body was 
brought down from the Asta Kebe in the back of a station wagon, on a stretcher, 
covered with a sheet. The stretcher was placed on the ground next to the coffin. Several 
people were there to lift the body. I was at the top and as we lifted, I was holding her left 
shoulder, which was still warm. Her body was covered but her face was visible. I noticed 
the sickly-sweet odor of death combined with cologne and perfume that they had used 
to anoint her body. Then she was in the coffin. 
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 We screwed the lid into place and put the coffin in the back of the station 
wagon. At 4 a.m. on that hot Easter Sunday they departed by road for Dakar, an eight-
hour trip. Two cars left – the station wagon with two guys in front and the coffin in the 
back, and the other car with four people, including Bruno, her husband, and some of his 
luggage. What a sad time. I went home and took a shower, but I couldn’t sleep. I was 
haunted by all that had happened and grieving for Bruno who, in a flash, had lost 
everything. 

Early the next morning I walked up to Jane and Lucy’s house, two Peace 
Corps Volunteers who taught English at the secondary school. I had a strange 
experience that morning. As I was walking, I looked at the faded yellow sun as it 
was coming up in the east and I noticed a small stationary black spot on the sun. 
Was it something in my eye, or in the sky, or on the sun? It was as if through the 
heat and brilliance of the sun and the events of the previous night, Africa, for me, 
now carried a small black mark.   

When I got to their house, I told Lucy what had happened, and I cried, and 
she cried a little. Then she told me that her husband, who had died a year and a 
half earlier in the US, had also died by suicide. 

Two women that I knew in Tambacounda also knew some of the French 
people and they had agreed to bring in the rest of Bruno and Camile’s baggage. 
So I went with them to Dakar, a forlorn trip with the remainder of that couple’s 
belongings.  

In Dakar I was invited over to the offices of the “Volontaires du Progrès” 
where many of the French people from Tambacounda were assembled. There 
were refreshments and we all spoke French. I met with the déléguée and he 
thanked me for my assistance with the events in Tambacounda. I also spoke with 
Jules and Chantal, and that’s when I told them that it seemed to me like “la mort 

d’Afrique” (the death of Africa). This was due to my having been in West Africa 
for three years straight, and to have my last days be involved with the death of 
another expatriate like myself. For me it was like “the death of Africa”. It was an 
emotionally sad meeting and brought me close to tears.  

On Wednesday we all, including Bruno, attended a Catholic funeral mass 
for Camile at the Benedictine monastery, the Abbaye de Keur Moussa, in the dry 
arid land 25 miles east of Dakar. Then Bruno flew back to France with his wife’s 
body on board. She was to be buried in France. The irony of that tragic day was 
that in the end Dr. Bruno went back to France along with his deceased wife, who 
had wrongly thought he would stay in Senegal without her.  

Those powerful events of that time slightly overran my memories of the 
previous three wonderful years in West Africa. Perhaps this was just what I 
needed, what I wanted. To purge my mind. I had a good, long cry after it was all 
over, lamenting the death of Camile and feeling the stress of that night, as well as 
the end of my three-years’ stay in Africa.  

That was long ago, and this is now only a profound memory that stays in 
my mind and on this page. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benedictine

