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Amadou el-Hadj Yebedie, imam and one of Yambo Ouologuem’s only friends, leaves the
mosque where Yambo used to pray, in Sevare. — AFP photos

P
akistan and India have fought
three wars and countless skir-
mishes, but as summers get hot-

ter with climate change, their peoples
are united by love for a cooling 115-
year-old pink libation with a secret
recipe. The ultra-sweet concoction of
herbs and fruits, Rooh Afza-which
translates as “refresher of the soul”-has
not only survived the 1947 partition of
the two countries but thrived on both
sides of the border.

On a furnace-hot recent day in Old
Delhi, the formidable vendor Firoza
chops up in a metal cauldron an ice
block delivered to her by motorbike
down the tight alleyways. She then
stabs the top of a bottle of Rooh Afza
and squeezes in the viscous, lipstick-
red concentrate before attacking a milk
carton and adding that too, along with
pieces of watermelon.

This is the 50-year-oldʼs own special
version, “Sharbat e Mohabbat” (“Drink
of Love”) — every vendor has their
own-which she sells for 20 rupees
($0.25) per plastic goblet. “We use
more than 12 bottles of Rooh Afza and
20 boxes of milk, even 30 at times, and
up to 40 when business is good,” she
told AFP in her booming voice, hoarse
from hawking her elixir.

“I took over this shop a decade ago

when my husband passed away. He
started selling Rooh Afza here some
40-50 years ago. Itʼs my only source of
income.”

Topped with a date 
In Pakistan, the drink is a particular

favourite in the holy month of
Ramadan, when it is served as an
evening thirst-quencher with the Iftar
feast, when Muslims break their fast.
But served in desserts, milk and cus-
tards, it remains popular throughout
Pakistanʼs summer season, during
which temperatures hit 50 degrees
Celsius (122 degrees Fahrenheit) earli-
er this year.

At one roadside stall in the megacity
of Karachi, owner Muhammad Akram
handles a hectic cash flow of dog-
eared banknotes proffered by eager
customers. “A homeless man once
suggested that if I blended Rooh Afza
with diced watermelon it would be deli-
cious,” he told AFP. “The taste was
marvellous.”

At the same stall, Abdul Qahar works
12-hour shifts commanding a dozen
staff serving tankards of Rooh Afza
brimming with chunks of ruby watermel-
on, topped with a date and speared
with a straw.”It soothes the spirit,” said
25-year-old housewife Neelam Fareed,
who travelled five kilometres (three
miles) on a moped with her husband
just for a drink.

Divided 
Rooh Afza was first sold in 1907 in

Old Delhi, the congested heart of the
Indian capital, by Hakim Hafiz Abdul
Majeed, a traditional healing practition-
er. In 1947, with the partition of British
India, one son stayed in Delhi while the
other upped sticks for the new
Pakistan.

They set up factories in each coun-
try-as well as one in East Pakistan,
which became Bangladesh in 1971
after a bloody independence war-under

two firms, Hamdard India and Hamdard
Pakistan.

Hamid Ahmed, the great-grandson of
the founder, who runs the Indian busi-
ness, said the recipe had not changed
in the last 115 years. “Itʼs a big secret;
even the people at the factory will not
know it... There would be, I think, three
people who would know it,” the 45-year-
old told AFP with a chuckle.

Bright future 
Apart from being served ice cold, the

drinkʼs blend of fruits and herbs is
thought to help with the northern sub-

continentʼs dusty summer winds, known
as the loo. Since South Asia is suffering
ever-hotter summers, a phenomenon
blamed on climate change, the future is
bright-for Hamdardʼs business
prospects at least.

“I think with global warming, tem-
peratures are increasing... the rele-
vance of Rooh Afza is not going any-
where soon,” Ahmed told AFP. “Sales
are increasing.” — AFP

The rise, fall and
return to grace of
an African great

A
t the end of an abandoned field in
Maliʼs war-ravaged Mopti region
lies the overgrown tomb of Yambo

Ouologuem, once a huge star of African
literature whose career imploded in
scandal after he was accused of plagia-
rism. He was all but forgotten until last
year when a young Senegalese writer
won Franceʼs top literary prize for a novel
inspired by Ouologuemʼs strange and
tragic life. Mohamed Mbougar Sarr
became the first sub-Saharan African to
win the Prix Goncourt in November for
“The Most Secret Memory of Men”,
which recounts the misadventures of an
African writer not dissimilar to
Ouologuem.

Ouologuem himself had been the first
African to win another major French
award, the Renaudot Prize, for his 1968
novel “Bound to Violence”. That was in
his first life as an urbane and acclaimed
writer in France, before a stunning fall
from grace led to a second life as a
“crazy” and reclusive Islamic fundamen-
talist in Mali. Today Ouologuemʼs
youngest son Ambibe occupies the cinder
block house in the town of Sevare where
the Malian author lived out his final years
until his death in 2017. Ambibe makes
tea before leading visitors to his fatherʼs
tomb, which, judging by the weeds, has
lain unvisited for a long time.

Breaking up bars 
His son recal ls his fatherʼs lost

years, full of anger at the West and at
the injustice he felt he had suffered. He
said his father would demonstrate
alone in front of the UN peacekeeping
mission in Mali.

Ouologuem would also take his son
on a motorbike to raid local bars. “We
would arrive, he would break bottles
and tell people they were bad Muslims-
then we would leave,” Ambibe said with
a laugh, proud of a man he said was
“right in his ideas”.

Ouologuem was “traumatised” by the
scandal he suffered in France when he
returned to Sevare, family members
say. Born in 1940 when Mali was still
colonial French Sudan, the brilliant son
of a school inspector moved to Paris to
study when he was 20, the same year
his country achieved independence. By
28 Ouologuem had published “Bound to
Violence” an acerbic critique of the vio-
lence of pre-colonial West African
empires. It was critically acclaimed and
won the Renaudot that year. Then
Ouologuemʼs story began to sour.

First the book was criticised by his
African contemporaries-intellectuals like
Leopold Sedar Senghor, the longtime
president of Senegal. His answer to the
horrors of colonialism was to glorify
African culture and he accused
Ouologuem of “denying his ancestors”
to “please the whites.”

Then Ouologuem was accused of
plagiarising other writers including the
British novelist Graham Greene. He
argued that his borrowings were about
paying homage, but his Renaudot
award was withdrawn and Ouologuemʼs
books disappeared from the shelves.

Raging against whites 
By the end of the 1970s Ouologuem

gave up trying to write and returned home
to Mali, where he began a new life. He
embraced Islam, replacing his tailored suit
and cigarette with a traditional boubou
robe. He no longer wanted to hear about
literature and forbade his family from read-
ing. He would regularly rush onto the soc-
cer field next to his house to interrupt the
“white sport”. “He was an old fool,” said a
local elder, reluctant to say more about a
family rumoured to have a lot of land and
connections in the neighbourhood.

On a small chair in his courtyard, El
Hadj Amadou Yebedie, the imam of the
local mosque, said Ouologuem “wanted to
know everything about Islam” when he
returned to Mali. “He read a lot,” he said.
“Above all, he shunned anything to do with
white people.” Ouologuemʼs son Ambibe,
who runs a small freight business, did not
know about his fatherʼs former life until he
was 12. “He didnʼt say anything,” the son
said. “I couldnʼt believe he smoked ciga-
rettes when I saw the photos.” Today there
is no trace of Ouologuem or his work in
Sevare, where the children who fill the
sandy streets at dusk have their heads in
TikTok rather than books. A Malian literary
prize in his name was renamed several
years ago.

But in 2018, Ouologuemʼs French pub-
lisher, Seuil-with whom he had long fallen
out-brought out a 50th anniversary edition
of the novel that changed his life. “It is now
generally agreed that ʻBound to Violenceʼ
is a dizzying montage of rewritten texts
from multiple cultural horizons [assem-
bled] to form an autonomous literary work
that brilliantly detaches itself from its
sources,” the publisher said.—AFP

British-Portuguese 
artist Paula Rego 
dies aged 87

T
he celebrated British-Portuguese
artist Paula Rego has died aged
87 in London, her representative

the Victoria Miro gallery said on
Wednesday. A statement said she “died
peacefully this morning after a short ill-
ness at home in north London sur-
rounded by her family.”

“Our heartfelt thoughts are with her
children Nick, Cas and Victoria Willing,
and her grandchi ldren and great-
grandchildren.” Rego, who was born
near Lisbon on January 26, 1935 and
moved to Britain in the early 1950s,
attended the prestigious Slade School
of Fine Art.

In the 1960s, she exhibited with the
London Group of art ists, including
Frank Auerbach and David Hockney.
She was known for figurative, emotion-
ally charged paintings and prints based
on storybooks, often reflecting feminism
and Portuguese folk tales.

Last year, Tate Britain held a major
retrospective of her work, hailing her as
“an uncompromising artist of extraordi-
nary imaginative power”. “She has revo-
lutionised the way in which women are
represented,” the London gallery said.

One series of pastels she made in
1998 after the failure of a referendum to
legalise abortion in Portugal had a huge
impact in her tradit ionally strongly

Catholic homeland, ultimately helping to
shift public opinion to allow terminations
under certain circumstances in a sec-
ond referendum in 2007. The series
portrayed women after illegal termina-
tions. She also depicted human traffick-
ing and female genital mutilation.

Another 1990s series of work, enti-
tled Dog Women, also brought to the
fore feminine capacity to rise above suf-
fering and oppression, nurturing within
themselves a survival instinct. Elena
Crippa, the curator of the Tate exhibi-
tion, told the BBC in 2021 that she saw
Regoʼs influence in the work of most
female painters.

“I would struggle to think of a signifi-
cant painter, particularly in Britain,
where I canʼt see a connection to
Paula,” she said. “Paula takes you to
uncomfortable places — Jung called it
the shadow. They are taboo areas,
where love and cruelty touch each oth-
er, and our drives and fears live.”

“This is a national loss,” said
Portuguese President Marcelo Rebelo
de Sousa in a statement, hailing a “very
complete” artist of “great international
repute.” Portugalʼs Minister of Culture
Pedro Adao e Silva described Rego as
“the most international of artists” his
country has produced, as the govern-
ment prepared to decree an official peri-
od of mourning.

Rego, who was married to the British
artist Victor Willing until his death in
1988, received numerous honours in
Portugal and Britain. She was made a
dame by Queen Elizabeth II in 2010. A
museum to her work opened outside
Lisbon in 2009. — AFP

In this photograph taken on May 25, 2022, a
vendor prepares to serve Rooh Afza water-
melon beverages to customers along a road-
side stall in Karachi. — AFP photos A vendor (R) prepares Rooh Afza watermelon beverages for customers. A vendor displays Rooh Afza beverage bottles to customers at a market in Karachi. 

Hamid Ahmed, the chief executive officer and
trustee of the Hamdard Laboratories India,
speaks during an interview with AFP at the
factory in Manesar. — AFP

A worker opens tins of ingredients during the production of the Rooh Afza beverage.

Ambibe Ouologuem (C), son of author Yambo
Ouologuem, returns from his father’s grave in
Sevare. Yambo Ouologuem, the first African writer
to win the Renaudot prize in 1968, had it confiscat-
ed following accusations of plagiarism. 

File photo taken on April 20, 2022 shows a visitor viewing “Oratorio”, 2009, by Portuguese artist
Paula Rego , during a press day at the 59th Venice Art Biennale in Venice on April 20, 2022. —  AFP


