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Chapter 1 The lesson

"Cholera," said the Headmaster in his loud voice, "is caused by
the germ Vibrio Chole rae." He wrote the words on the board.
The chalk squeaked. "WHAT CAUSES CHOLERA, ABDU?'' The
Headmaster asked this in his very loud voice. He only had two
ways of speaking, loud and very loud.
"The germ Vibrio Cho/erae," said Abdu. The Headmaster
could not trick him like that. Yes, ninety per cent of his mind had
been thinking about football, but there was always ten per cent
on guard like a night watchman, in case the teacher tried to
steal up with questions. Abdu was a tall twelve-year-old with a
thin sharp face, and he was probably the brightest child in the
class. His parents were farmers and rather poor. They lived in a
very crowded area on the edge of the town . Even though it was
close to a big hotel, the house had no running water, just a well
five hundred metres away.
"The stools of someone with cholera can contain millions of
these germs," the Headmaster went on. He had a special voice
for teaching. "They can get into the soil, and even through the
soil into the water in the well. They easily get on your fingers.
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Your fingers can touch pots or dishes or fruit. Other people eat
from the dishes, or eat the fruit."
"Fruit ... " Miriam looked up from her desk. She thought of her
father's shop near the market. The fruit and vegetables were
piled up high on the tables outside the shop, bright yellow
bananas, purple eggplants, shiny green peppers, tomatoes as
red as fire. The colours spun round in Miriam's mind. They
made patterns like the patterns on a dress. In her mind she
designed a cloth all covered with pictures of fruit and
vegetables. She would make it into a dress and wear it on
Sunday. The boys would look at her and smile. Miriam was no
longer thinking about cholera.
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"Now, how do you recognise cholera?" the Headmaster went
on. He wrote the question on the blackboard. Often when he did
this the question would come up in a test later, so everyone
wrote it down in their exercise books. "I will tell you," he went
on.
"I hope he gets it right this time," thought Aliu. "Last week I
showed my mother what I had copied down from the board
about immunisation. She said the new times were different."
Aliu was a small boy with spectacles. He was rather serious
and very hardworking in school. The other children liked him
but they teased him too. His mother, as you have probably
guessed, was a health worker. She worked with a team which
spread health information throughout the district, and also gave
advice to schools.
"WHEN PEOPLE GET CHOLERA ... " the Headmaster was
using his very loud voice now, "THEY LEAK LIKE A BUCKET
WITH A BIG HOLE IN THE BOTTOM." Every child was now
awake and listening. This sounded more interesting. "Their
stools are just like smelly water with no solid matter or blood.
The stools come one after another. The people get dehydrated
and die. DO YOU FIND THIS FUNNY, KOLA?''
"No, Sir," said Kola, taking his hand from his mouth. Kola was
a fat boy. He sat at the back of the class with two of his friends.
They were not always well behaved, even when the
Headmaster took the lesson. Kola's father was rich and
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important in the community. He owned a hotel. He was on the
town council. He knew everyone, and did business with
everyone. People expected him to stand for election to the
senate one day. He gave Kola many things, but seldom had
time to see him or talk to him.
"Please, Sir," said Kola with a wink at his friend. "What
medicine do you use to stop these shits ... oh, I am sorry, Sir, I
meant stools?"
The Headmaster looked angrily at Kola. He was not quite
sure about the answer. "No home medicine," he said. "Patients
must be taken to the hospital immediately." This answer, as we
shall see later in the story, was nearly right. It silenced Kola.
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"Are we likely to have cholera in this town, Sir?" asked Miriam,
coming out of her day dream.
"No, Miriam," replied the Headmaster. "But you are likely to
have it in the leaving exam." There was a small wave of laughter.
Then the bell rang. The children spilled out into the sunshine.

***

"That man is amazing," said Abdu to his friend Aliu. "I think if he
described the final of the World Cup it would sound boring. Thank
goodness for our Health Club. Mr Garbo can tell us more. They
tell me that a cholera epidemic can be a very terrible thing."
Thanks to Aliu's mother, many schools in the area had set up
Health Action Clubs. Health was taught in Science lessons, but
the time for it was short and teachers, like the Headmaster, were
more interested in getting their children to pass examinations.
Who could blame them? Examinations are very important. But in
the Health Action Clubs, it was all different. Here the teachers,
like Mr Garbo, who organised the clubs, were keen and had been
specially trained. The children chose what they would like to
learn about, and planned the action they could take. Sometimes
that meant making songs and plays and posters. Sometimes it
meant really helping in the community. Aliu's mother was always
there to give advice and to encourage the children. She called
them "My junior health workers".
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"Shall we ask to learn about cholera at our next meeting?"
said Abdu.
"Not yet," said Aliu. "Let me ask my mother first."
But Abdu was worried. Something that the Headmaster said
had frightened him. The well ... what if the water in the well had
cholera germs in it? Everyone drank from the well. Everyone
washed in water from the well. Would they all die as the
Headmaster said? He went home and asked his father. Abdu
loved and admired his father. His father was kind and wise.
"Yes, Abdu," said his father. "I can remember cholera.
Twenty-five years ago they had it. Not here though; in the town
over the river. Many died, my brother among them. People said
it was God's will. Some even said those people were wicked.
We prayed in the churches and in the mosques. But I kept on
telling myself 'These people are like us, some are good, some
are wicked.' My brother was a good man. No, Abdu, we are not
safe. It could come here any time."
***

"Of course it cannot come here," said Kola's father. He was as
proud as a peacock. His suit was made by the best tailor in
town. His shoes shone li:<8~lass. He wore a bright silk tie. His
hotel had flags all down the driveway. A minister was coming to
meet him that evening. "All our rooms have their own flush
toilets ," said Kola's father as he poured another beer. "They are
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modern and hygienic."
"Yes," said Kola quietly to his friend. "Yes ... providing the
town water supply is working. When it isn't, they have to carry
water up in buckets from the well!"
***

"Just go to the well, will you," said Miriam's father to Amina,
"and bring a bucket of water to wash those vegetables. We
want them to look fresh and clean."
Amina wearily took the bucket and set off. She thought "Why
always me, why always Amina? Why did my mother send me
here? Why does Miriam go to school while I stay here carrying
buckets?"
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Amino's mother was poor. There was not enough food at her
home. Miriam's parents had agreed to take her, but Miriam's
father had said "The girl must help me in the shop," and so
Amina found herself carrying the baby and the buckets. She
preferred the baby.
When Miriam came home from school she did not bother to
tell her parents about the cholera lesson. Her father was busy
counting money on a table. Her mother was busy cooking.
They had never been interested in what she learned. She went
outside to find Amina washing the vegetables. Would washing
kill cholera germs? she wondered.

***

"Washing fruit and vegetables with water," explained Aliu's
mother, "does NOT protect them from cholera, unless the water
has been boiled and you wash them very carefully. In fact it
can do the very opposite. If the water has cholera germs, it can
spread the disease."
"But we are not in danger here, mother," said Aliu. "The
Headmaster told us so."
Aliu's mother didn't say anything. She looked at Aliu and put
her arm round his shoulders. Earlier in the day they had
received a phone call in her office. Cholera had been diagnosed
in a town only fifty miles away.
8

Chapter 2 Rumours

Two weeks later most of the children had already forgotten
about the cholera lesson. The Headmaster had moved on to the
next part of the syllabus, the human skeleton. He liked this. The
bones had long and difficult names. He wrote them up on the
board. The children copied them down, but when he asked
them to name the two bones below the knee, even Abdu had
forgotten. Outside the sun beat down. The earth was red and
dry. Sometimes a few clouds gathered in the afternoon and the
lightning flickered on the horizon. But the rains would take their
time to come. Last year they were late and poor.
Kola's father was in a bad temper. The water had been off for
two days. At this time of the year there was always a shortage.
They turned it on for two hours in the morning and two hours in
the evening. The staff at the hotel filled buckets and carried
them up to the rooms. There was one tank left, half full, but that
had to be kept for the guests. The staff had to go down to the
well and collect water for themselves and for the kitchen. Two
cooks had been absent for three days.
A lot of the staff were complaining of diarrhoea, and Kola's
mother gave them pills from a big bottle. The pills did not seem
to work well.
9

"What will happen," thought Kola's father, "if it is like this next
month?" He put his hand on his head and poured out another
beer. Next month might be the most important month in his life.
The President was coming to visit the district. Kola's father was
chairman of the committee which was planning the visit. The
President would hold a party in the hotel.

***

On the same day, Aliu's mother visited the hospital. She always
went on Monday, but this Monday she was worried. The radio
was reporting many deaths from cholera in the south of the
country, and her friends had told her that in at least one area
they had set up emergency centres to treat the sick. Here, too,
there were many cases of diarrhoea. At this time of the year
there were always many, but this year there were even more.
Could some of these be from cholera? Aliu's mother knew that
cholera strikes the weakest people first, little children and old
people. Babies who drink only breast milk seldom catch it.
Older children and adults often have the strength to fight it.
"I am not sure if you are right, Sister," said Dr James at the
hospital. "But I am worried too. I have also noticed more cases
of diarrhoea. I shall begin sending samples for tests. I shall try
to order more drips. We must be prepared."
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Let us explain about "drips". You will read a lot about them as
the story goes on. When people have bad diarrhoea , they lose
water and salt from their bodies. Their bodies become
dehydrated. When the dehydration is too great people can die,
as plants dry up and die when the sun burns up the water in the
earth. That is why Mr Garbo teaches all the members of the
Health Club to make a special rehydration drink of sugar, salt
and water so that they can help their families make it, and feed
it to the babies at home when they get diarrhoea. The drink will
stop the children from becoming dehydrated.
But sometim es when someone has very bad diarrhoea, and
always when someone has cholera, the dehydration is very fast
and very bad. Rehydration drinks often cannot put enough
water and salt back into the body quickly enough. So doctors
sometimes put a needle into a person 's arm. They attach that
needle to a bottle full of water with salt in it. They let the salt
and water solution drip steadily into the body of the sick person .
A drip can help save the life of someone who is very badly
dehydrated. Another way of giving the solution is to pass it
through a tube that is put through the nose and into the
stomach.

"Yes, Dr James," said Aliu's mother. "We must be prepared. I
must see that my assistant health workers know how to help if
there is an epidemic."
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Dr James looked at her and smiled. He knew she meant the
children. Dr James was very fond of Abdu's mother. He admired
her work. He admired the way she had looked after Abdu after
his father had left home.
***

"Amina," shouted Miriam's mother. "Have you given the baby
its bottle?"
The shop sold tins of baby milk powder, and bottles to put the
milk in. The tins showed fat and healthy babies. At first, Miriam's
father did not want to buy the tins for his shop. He did not know
if they would sell.

But the man who sold them convinced him. "See," said the man.
"You buy one case, and I will give you another one free for
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yourself. Your wife has a new baby. She can give the baby the
milk in a bottle. I know she works very hard in the shop. If she
doesn't have time to feed the baby, that girl of yours can do it.
What's her name?"
"Amina," said Miriam's father.
So Amina fed the baby from the bottle. They told her she
must keep the bottle clean. She tried, but she had a lot of other
work to do. So sometimes she did not boil the water to wash
the bottle or mix with the powder. Miriam should have helped
her, but Miriam was unhappy about her feeding the baby. Mr
Garbo had told the club that babies need to have breast milk
and not bottled milk. He never told them how to keep bottles
clean. Miriam could not tell her father or mother what Mr Garbo
had said. They would be very angry, so she left the baby to
Amina. When it got diarrhoea, she made rehydration drinks for
it. That baby ALWAYS had diarrhoea.
***

"Diarrhoea," said the women to each other as they drew
water from the well. "It's very bad this year ... Two babies have
died in the last month, and just this morning, one of the old men
has been taken very ill."
"Terrible," said one of the women. "He's shitting all over the
place. He's like a bucket with a hole in it. Just like coloured
water. And he's getting so weak."
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Abdu was fetching water at the well. "You must take him to
hospital," he said.
"How can we take him?" said the old lady. "Besides, it's only
diarrhoea. He's had it before."
But Abdu wasn't listening any more. He was running ...
running to Aliu's house a kilometre away.
He was panting for breath as he told Aliu's mother what the
ladies had said. "Yes, Abdu," she said. "You were right to come.
My neighbour has a taxi. I know he will let us use it."
And he did. He drove Abci11and Aliu's mother and Aliu,
because he wanted to come too, down to the market. And they
loaded the old man and two old ladies into the back of the taxi
and drove to the hospital. The old man was very, very weak.
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His eyes were sunken and Aliu could only see the whites of
them. They put the old fellow on a blanket in the back of the
car, and when they took him out, the blanket was wet and smelt
horrible. Abdu held his nose.
"We'll burn this," said Aliu's mother to one of the old women,
and her voice was sharp like a knife. "And for God's sake, wash
your hands and your clothes with this. Go with them, Abdu, and
see that they do it." She handed him a bar of soap and a bottle
marked Disinfectant.
They saw her talking with Dr James. "I'll send a specimen for
tests in the laboratory," he said. "But I don't like the look of it. I
don't like it at all."
On the way home an hour later, Aliu asked his mother, "What
about the old man, will Dr James save his life?"
His mother looked at him sadly. "Dr James is a wonderful
doctor," she said, "but he cannot raise people up from the dead.
That old fellow died before I left the hospital."

15

Chapter 3 We have cholera in the town

You remember that dirty blanket? Before he burnt it, Dr James
cut off a piece and put it in a plastic bag. Dr James put on
I

rubber gloves before he touched the blanket. He sent the
plastic bag to a laboratory. The lady in the laboratory looked at
the dirty water from the blanket through a microscope. It was
full of cholera germs. She telephoned Dr James. "I am afraid
you were right," she said. "You have cholera in town."
Three days after the old man died, Dr James had five more
people with cholera in the hospital. All came from the area near
Abdu's house. When the women and children came to the well,
they told of others who were sick. "You MUST take them to
hospital," Abdu told them.
"I am frightened," he told Aliu. "What must I do?"
"Boil all the water you use in the house," said Aliu's mother
who was listening. "Not just the water you drink. ALL the water.
Cook all your food. Cooking kills the cholera germ. Be very
careful when preparing and storing food. Wash your hands very ·
carefully with soap before you touch it. Do not eat raw
vegetables, and peel fruit before you eat it. When you have
used your cooking pots and plates, dry them carefully in the
16

sun before using them again. Cholera germs like water. The sun
dries up the water and the germs cannot live."
"That's a lot to do," said Abdu.
Aliu's mother looked at him. "Do you want to be like the old
man?" she said.
***

Later that day she went with Dr James to see Kola's father, not
at the hotel but in his office in the middle of town. They had to
go through a door marked 'Secretary'. The secretary was sitting
at the desk. She was painting her nails red.
"We must see your boss urgently," said Dr James.
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"He is busy," said the secretary. "Take a seat." There were
several chairs in the office but people were already sitting on
them. Dr James could see that they had been waiting a long
time.
The secretary started painting the other hand. "Will she start
on her toes next?" thought Aliu's mother.
There was a sound of laughter in the next office. The door
opened, and Kola's father came out with his arm round the
shoulders of a large smiling man. "You will hear from me," he
said. "After the President's visit."
The man on the chair nearest the door got up and tried to go
into the next office to see Kola's father. Dr James would have
let him go in, but Aliu's mother pushed him aside and marched
into the office. "Councillor," she said loudly. "We have an
emergency. There is cholera in the town. You must cancel the
President's visit."
Dr James took up the story. He explained what the lady from
the laboratory had told him. He explained about the other cases
in the hospital. "This could be very serious," he said. "But if we
act now, we may be able to stop it spreading. We may be able
to stop an epidemic."

An epidemic is when a disease gets out of control. A cholera
epidemic starts small, in one place. At this time it can be
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stopped. But, if it isn't stopped, it spreads faster and faster, like
a grass fire. Then, very soon, within a week or two, it can get
out of control. Thousands can die.

Dr James told the councillor what needed to be done. "Find
out quickly where the cholera is spreading from. Use the radio
to tell everyone how to recognise cholera, and how to prevent it
from spreading. Send health workers round the city to talk to
the people. Prepare the hospital to receive and treat many
cases."

Kola's father listened politely, but his mind was working in top
gear. "It's only two weeks to the President's visit," he thought.
19

"My big chance to show what a good district this is, what a
good councillor I am. I have been working for six months to
prepare for this. I have used some of my own money. I can't let
these people get in my way."
He said to Dr James, "Thank you very much for letting me
know. Of course you can count on my help. But we do not want
to alarm people just yet. I don't think we should make any radio
announcements." He went on, "You are quite a young doctor, I
think." Dr James, who was thirty-five, wondered what was
coming next. "I am sure you will welcome a second opinion on
what you are calling cholera. Now, as it happens, my brother-inlaw, Professor Oladipupo, is coming to visit shortly. He works in
the teaching hospital at the University. He can take a look at
some of your patients for you."
"When is he coming?" asked Aliu's mother.
"Oh, very soon ... the day after the President's visit."
Aliu's mother and Dr James looked at each other. They got
up together and walked out of the office. The councillor sat still
for a time behind his big desk. Then he called his secretary.
"You can tell those people in the office to go home," he said. In
his heart he was frightened. Perhaps he should send his family
away to stay with his wife's sister.

***
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Amina had been to the well to fetch water. It had been a bad
day. Up at first light. Give baby a bottle. Clean the shop. Help
to set out the fruit and vegetables. Now down to the well again
for water to wash the vegetables and make up the baby's milk
again. No rest. No "thank you's". Miriam had gone to school, so
there was no one to talk to. "I'm fed up," thought Amina.
Coming back with the heavy bucket, she thought to herself,
"There is no boiled water left. If I boil it, I'll have to get firewood
and light a fire, and that will take time. But if I just wash the
bottle with this well water and make up the baby's drink, it won't
take me long, and I can rest a little in the sun. After all, the
water from the well is clean."

***

Two days later it was the day for the Health Club meeting.
When the children came together, they found not only Mr
Garbo, but also Aliu's mother waiting for them. Both were
looking very serious. "Today," said Aliu's mother, "I am going to
choose the topic for you. We are going to learn what to do
when there is danger of cholera."
"But the Headmaster said there would be no cholera here,"
said Miriam.
"That's what we all thought," said Mr Garbo. "But we were
wrong. There is cholera in the hospital." Aliu looked at Abdu.
21

They knew already .

"Now there are many things that you children can do," said
Aliu's mother. "In the next few days you will be working with Mr
Garbo to make plays and posters and puppet shows to tell the
people around your home what they should do. I'm also going
to speak with Dr James. His brother works for the radio station.
Perhaps he can use you. But right now you are going to learn
what you need to do at home. Do you remember our three
golden rules about hygiene?"
They all remembered. Miriam had designed a poster :
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"Now you will have to learn four more rules and keep them. I
told them to Abdu. Let's see if he can remember them." Of
course Abdu remembered them. How could he forget? Every
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time he went to sleep he remembered the old man's sunken
white eyes ... and Aliu's mother's words .

..
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;;;if"' '

Without speaking he got up and wrote them on the board:
Boil all water.
Cook all food well.
Avoid raw vegetables.
Peel fruit.
Dry all cooking and eating utensils in the sun.
"But Mr Garbo, what can we do if someone in our house gets
cholera?" Kola asked. "The Headmaster said that there was no
medicine we can give at home ... only the hospital can help."
"Even in the hospital, medicine cannot save someone's life,"
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said Aliu's mother. "It isn't the cholera germ which kills people.
It's the dehydration. There is one medicine which can make the
diarrhoea last a shorter time. But it is the rehydration through
the drip or through the tube which saves their lives."
"So why did the old man die?" asked Abdu. "Dr James had a
drip. The old man was alive when we brought him into hospital."
"He was too dehydrated," explained Aliu's mother. "The drip
could not save him."
"So this is where you come in," said Mr Garbo.
"If someone in your house gets cholera, take them straight to
the hospital, but GIVE THEM A REHYDRATION DRINK
IMMEDIATELY ... GIVE IT TO THEM WHILE YOU ARE TAKING
THEM. Then they will not become too dehydrated. Then the
hospital can give them the drip. Then they will probably live.
"The rehydration drink is made with salt, sugar and water.
You need to mix four level teaspoons of sugar with half a level
teaspoon of salt, in one litre of clean water. Find out which local
containers you can use to measure a litre. Very often beer
bottles or water bottles contain one litre or half a litre. The
amount is always marked on the bottle."
"And do remember," explained Aliu's mother,"if you are
helping someone with cholera, wash your hands with soap and
disinfectant if you have it. And soak all bedding or clothes in
water and disinfectant before you wash them.
"Now go home," she told them. "I hope you will never have to
24

do these things. I hope the cholera doesn't spread."
But she hoped in vain.
***

As soon as Miriam got home she knew that something was
wrong. There was a very bad smell from the baby's bed.
Amina rushed up to her. "Please Miriam, help me. The baby is
very ill. It makes a mess all the time. It is getting very weak. It
doesn't even cry. And there is nobody in the shop ... nobody is
here to help me."
Miriam thought, "Shall I try to give a rehydration drink?" Then
she thought, "No, it will take me time to make the drink and give
it spoon after spoon to the baby. The hospital is only ten
minutes away and I'll run."
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"WASH YOUR HANDS WITH SOAP," she shouted to Amina.
"Don't touch the baby's bedding," and with that she picked up
the baby and ran like a hare towards the hospital.
Dr James was putting up a drip when she rushed in.
"They tried to stop me coming to see you," Miriam panted, "but
I think this baby has cholera. Aliu's mummy said we must bring
babies with cholera straight to hospital. She said a drip or tube
will save their lives. Please save my sister's life." Miriam could
hardly talk. She was panting and crying at the same time.
Dr James took one look at the baby. "Nurse," he shouted.
"Take that baby to the children's ward and put up a drip
immediately." Then he turned to Miriam. "You did the right thing.
I will try my best. Perhaps we can save your baby. But isn't that
baby breastfed?" he asked.
Miriam hung her head. She told him about the bottles. She
told him about poor Amina. Dr James looked very angry but he
did not say anything.
***

When Kola got home from the Health Club, he found his
mother packing up her clothes in a big basket.
"Your father said we must go and stay with my sister in the
country for a few days," said his mother.
"But what about my school?" said Kola. "What about our
Health Club?·We have to help. Mr Garbo tells us we can help
26

stop the cholera from spreading."
"Don't argue with your father!" said Kola's mother. "You are
much too young to have anything to do with health. It's that silly
woman, Aliu's mother. She puts ideas into your heads. Junior
health workers! I never heard such nonsense. Besides, your
father said there was no cholera in this town."
"So why is he sending us out of it?" said Kola.
His mother aimed a smack at his head. Kola ducked out of
the way. But she didn't answer his question. Instead she
handed Kola another basket. "Take this," she said. "We'll take
this fruit with us. Look how fresh and clean it looks. They have
just washed it. The water was off again, but they brought some
up from the well. I told them to wash it. Have a mango."
"No, thank you," said Kola. "Can I have a banana instead?
And please, mother, they told us that we should peel our fruit
now."
"Peel a mango!" said his mother. "Is that what they teach you
in school? What will they think of next? Don't have a mango,
then. But I'm going to have one. Now hurry. The taxi is waiting."
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Chapter 4

Can we stop it spreading?

Two days later Kola's mother began to feel very ill. It started in
the night. She felt sick and had terrible pains in her stomach.
Every hour she had to go to the latrine. There was no running
water in her sister's house. She had to go out to the latrine
every time. The third time she went out, she did not reach it in
time, but had to stop and do her stool on the path. They gave
her tea and pills from the big bottle she kept in her bag, but the
pains did not stop. By morning her stools were like water, and
she began to feel weaker and weaker.
"LISTEN TO ME!" shouted Kola. "You must listen. I think my
mother may have cholera. Where is the nearest hospital?"
"There is a dispensary in the next village," said someone.
"We could take her there."
"Can you find someone with a car?" asked Kola.
"Let's wait until your uncle gets back," said his aunt.
"When will he come?"
"This evening."
"But mother could be DEAD before this evening ..." Kola was
nearly crying. Finally the family agreed to go and find someone
with a car.
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"Now, please," said Kola, "let me have a jug of water and
some sugar and some salt."
So Kola made a rehydration drink for his mother, and sat
beside her and fed it to her until the car came.

Kola sat with his mother in the car and kept helping her to drink
little by little. When they arrived at the dispensary, she was not
too badly dehydrated. They put her on a drip, and after five
days she was out of danger. She will never again tell Kola that
his Health Club was not useful.
***

Back in town, Abdu was talking with Aliu and Aliu's mother. "I
have been thinking," he said. " Where did the old man come
from? Where did the other people who have caught cholera
live? Round our well.
"Where did Amina get the water she gave the baby? From
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our well. Perhaps the cholera comes from the well. Perhaps we
should close it."
Aliu's mother laughed. "Good thinking, Abdu, but we were
there before you. Dr James has already sent some of the water
to the laboratory. We got the results this morning. You are right,
the water is infected. Someone dug a latrine too near the well.
Someone in that house had the cholera germ in their
stools.They brought it with them from the south. The cholera
germs got into the well. We are closing it today. We will make
sure the people get clean water while we are putting in a new
water supply. Perhaps we can stop the disease from
spreading."
***

"I don't know if I can stop it spreading," said Dr James to
Aliu's mother. It was two days later, and they were standing in
the hospital. "I have fifty cases already, and I am running out of
drips. At least they are all from the same area of the town. Our
only hope is to go and see the councillor again. Perhaps we
can change his mind."
This time the secretary did not try to stop them. They found
the councillor sitting behind his desk looking old and tired. He
had just come from the dispensary where his wife lay ill. "But I
sent her away," he moaned. "I sent her away outside the town.
She was well when I sent her. There must be cholera in the
country."
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"That is not so," said Dr James. "She probably caught it in the
town here before she left. It takes two or three days between
the time the germs get into the body and the time the disease
begins."
"Do you ever get water from the well near your hotel?" asked
Aliu's mother.
"We never drink it," said the councillor. "Perhaps they use it in
the kitchen for washing the fruit and vegetables."
Dr James and Aliu's mother looked at each other. The
councillor saw that look and understood. He stood up. "I have
been wrong," he said. "I did not help you before, but from now
on I will help you one hundred per cent. No, one hundred and
fifty per cent."
He banged his fat fist on the table. "Gloria," he shouted.
"Telephone the members of the committee. We must postpone
the President's visit. We must set up a task force to fight the
cholera. I will ... no, no, Dr James will lead it."
For the next two weeks they did not know if they could stop
the epidemic. The number of cholera cases rose, from fifty to
sixty, from sixty to eighty from eighty to a hundred. Dr James
and his nurses worked day and night at the hospital, putting up
drips, nursing the sick, encouraging them to eat as they got
better.
It is very important to eat after you have been ill ... it helps
give you strength to get better.
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Most patients lived, but some died. Some of these were old
and weak. Some were brought in too late. The relatives cursed
Dr James and his nurses. "Why did you not cure our sister?"
they would scream. "Why did you not give them strong
medicine? Why did you not give them injections?" Dr James
would look at them and shake his head. He was too tired to be
angry.
The hospital had no more beds. The councillor closed the
school. They put beds in the school.
Dr James did not only use drips. There were not enough. He
showed his nurses how to put rubber tubes through the noses
of his patients. The tubes went down the throat and into the
stomach. This is another way of getting water and salt into the
body.
The number of cholera cases reached about a hundred, but
did not rise.
Like Dr James, Aliu's mother worked without rest.
In her friend's taxi she visited every corner of the town. She
called people together, in the schools, in the churches, in the
mosques. She told them how to avoid cholera, and what to do if
someone at home had bad diarrhoea.
The councillor telephoned the provincial capital. They sent a
team of experts to test all the wells. Thank God, only one was
infected. They put chemicals into the town water supply. It
tasted horrible but it was safe.
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The health scouts also played their part. "You are front line
troops," Aliu's mother told them.They made posters (Miriam
helped to design them). They made plays. Abdu even made up
a song in his own language. In English it goes something like
this:
"Old Mr Cholera, here's what we've got,
We'll boil our water and make you hot.
Old Mr Cholera, what did you think?
When you catch people, we make them drink.
Old Mr Cholera, you're going to shout;
We'll dry our dishes and keep you out.
Old Mr Cholera, we're getting mean,
We know you hate a clean latrine."
Abdu and his friends sang the song on the radio. A famous
local singer took it up. Soon everyone knew Abdu's song.
The scouts also showed people how to make a rehydration
drink from sugar, salt and water, and how to give it to people to
stop them getting too dehydrated, before they reached the
hospital and after they came back. (Dr James had to send
people back to their homes while they were still very weak. He
needed their beds for others. He needed the drips.) The health
scouts worked almost as hard as he did. "I'm really proud of
them," Dr James told Aliu's mother.
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Chapter 5 What have we learnt?

It was now six weeks from the time they took the old man to
hospital. The rains had come. There was no longer a water
shortage in town. The hotel had running water every day. The
school was open again. In the hospital there were still some
cholera cases, but the number was getting less every week.
The health scouts had finished their meeting and were
standing with Mr Garbo. "What have we learnt?" he said. "What
have we learnt from the last two months?"
"We've learnt that we can make a difference," said Abdu.
"Last week a wonderful thing happened to me. I helped a
neighbour take their mother to hospital. I ran for the taxi. I made
a rehydration drink, and do you know what they said to me
when she came out of hospital? They said 'Thank you, Abdu,
you saved my mother's life' ... ME, ABDU, SAVED A LIFE!" He
smiled a big wide smile.
"The Headmaster spoke to me," said Miriam. "He didn't
shout at me. He was really nice ... He said he was glad that we
were doing health education and not just learning for the exam.
I didn't know he was interested in the Health Club."
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"My mother and father really like the Health Club now," said
Kola. "My father even says he'll buy us a First Aid Box. I hope
he remembers. His head is full of the letter he got from the
President. It seems that they were very happy with the way he
helped to stop the cholera epidemic."
"I've learnt more about my mother," said Aliu. "Of course I
love her, but I never realised how important her work is. I never
realised how much people looked up to her and listen to her.
She's a hero."
***

"My son calls me a hero," said Aliu's mother. "But I am a stupid
woman. Why didn't I start spreading those messages earlier?
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Why didn't I think about that well as soon as the old man died?
No, I'm not a hero."
"Of course you are not a hero," said Dr James. He
laughed and put his arm round her waist. "Heroes don't make
jokes like you. I don't think I could love a hero. Let's go dancing
tonight," he said.
***

Activities
1

Pretend you are health workers and that you are writing for
adults who do not read very well. Write and illustrate a two
page handout with the title Cholera. This must contain all
the most important information but set out in a very simple
way. We suggest it contains three sections:
Knowing about cholera
Preventing cholera from happening
What to do if cholera strikes

This is a difficult task. Two or three pupils can work on
pamphlets together. Groups can compare what they have
produced.
2

Turn the whole story into a play and act it. It will be quite a
long play and will need careful preparation. You should, of
course, adapt it to suit your own local conditions.
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3

From the story, draw a map of the town and label it. You will
need to put in the hotel, the well, the hospital, the school
and the children's houses. Try to put in a scale marked in
metres. (This is a very good exercise both for social studies
and language comprehension.)

4

If you do not already know how to make a rehydration drink,
make one with sugar, salt and water (see page 24). After
you have made the solution, taste it. It should not taste
more salty than tears.

5

Construct a model to show how a latrine which is built too
near the well can infect the water supply.

6

Put music to Abdu's song . Can you make a Cholera dance
out of it? Can you make a better song of your own about
preventing diarrhoea and cholera?
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Remember
Miriam's

1

three golden

rules for home

hygiene:

Wash hands with soap after going to the latrine and before
handling food.

2

Keep latrines clean and covered. Make sure little children's
stools are buried. They are full of germs.

3

Keep drinking water covered and use ladels. Never put hands
into drinking water.

Safe water

supplies:

Make sure public water supplies are

protected and cannot be infected.
Extra care if there is danger

of cholera:

1

Boil all water.

2

Cook all food well.

3

Avoid raw vegetables; peel fruit.

4

Dry all cooking and eating utensils in the sun.

If you suspect

1

a case of cholera:

Get the person quickly to the health centre. Home remedies
may not save them.

2

Give rehydration drinks immediately, and keep giving them
until the person arrives at the health centre .

3

Protect yourself and your family against infection. Burn or
disinfect anything which has been soiled. Wash hands and
utensil very thoroughly ... use a disinfectant if possible.
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The Child-to-Child Primary Health Readers have been developed to teach and
encourage primary school children in Africa to become concerned with the health
and general development of their pre-school brothers and sisters and other
children in the community . Each book has been written by an experienced
educationalist in conjunction with a panel of medical and language specialists. The
books have been graded into three reading levels, and each book deals with a
different health topic of relevance to children in Africa.
The Cholera Crisis is a Level 3 reader which tells the story of an outbreak of cholera
thatturns into an epidemic. The children in the story often know more about cholera
than the adults and through them we learn how an epidemic could have been
prevented by good hygiene, adequate, clean water supplies and proper nutrition.
They also show how to recognize and treat the early symptoms of cholera .
The emphasis of the book is on proper education on such a vital health matter, from
an early age, through schools and health centres .
The readers can be used as an integral part of a primary Science, Social Studies,
Environmental Science, Home Economics or Health Science curriculum . They can
also be used in language lessons .
The books in the series:
Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Accidents
Dirty Water
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and Other Stories
Not Just a Cold
Uncle George Feeds
His Baby

Diseases Defeated
Down With Fever
Flies
I Can Do It Too
A Simple Cure
Teaching Thomas

The Cholera Crisis
Deadly Habits
Who Killed Danny?
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