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My Storytelling background notes and  

a bit about HAYA HAYA HAYA 

By Tololwa M Mollel 

My early memories of stories and storytelling are of my mother sharing stories with me 
as she was doing chores. She got me to help quite a bit. I didn’t mind. The chores 
came with stories. She liked to tell stories. And to sing. Many of her stories had songs. 
She was a good singer, a talent she never passed to me! I don’t remember many of 
her stories but now and then, from nowhere, I recall snippets of the songs in them.  

Years later from time to time, I happened to live with my grandparents. I enjoyed even 
more storytelling with than with my mother. They had a coffee farm in a place far away 
from where my parents lived. Their home was like a grand central station with visitors 
coming and going and stories flowing. We were drawn to good stories, even those 
meant for adults that we happened or succeeded to eavesdrop on. We enjoyed the 
stories even when we didn’t fully understand them. Adults, for their part, liked to listen 
to stories meant for the young that they felt offered something to think about. In 
conversations, they referred to things in those stories to make a point.  

Like my mother, my grandparents liked to tell stories. Koko (Grandmother) told 
folktales in her smoky, shadowy kitchen as we waited irritably for supper. My 
grandparents’ homestead was always filled with grandchildren. I never knew when 
one or more of my many cousins would come, or leave, or where they had come from. 
Koko shared tales that stopped our dangerous fights and playing near the woodfire 
and a pot simmering with our supper. We grew grumpy waiting for the evening meal. 
Our days were long. School started at 8, which meant we usually got up at 6. God 
forbid you arrived late to school! School didn’t end until 4:30 pm, with a lunch break at 
midday. When we got home at the end of the day, we had chores to do until dark. So 
Koko’s tales helped to fill the problematic wait for supper, which took forever. Tales 
about ill-mannered, gluttonous characters like the hyena, to remind us not to be selfish 
or greedy, and to have good manners, when sharing meals. She told tales of the 
trickster hare (rabbit). Tales of the dupes, such as the elephant, the lion, or the 
hippopotamus. And so on. She told us tales about unwise or foolish boys and girls, 
and even grown ups! Some days when we grew so tired that we dozed off, her tales 
about monsters – who came alive in her smoky shadowy kitchen – woke us up with a 
jolt and kept us rigidly awake. Like my mother’s stories, my grandmother’s too, had 
songs which I and other grandchildren sang along.   

Akwi (Grandfather) did his share of storytelling, too. In the evenings and at other 
times. He told primarily true-life stories. Stories on current affairs and politics, the 
old days, and from his time as a child or young man, which we loved to learn 
about! Now and then, he told us a folktale, to make a point, to caution or criticize, 
or for fun. Like my mother, he got me to work hard. I remember toiling beside my 
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workaholic grandfather on the coffee farm, which was required a lot of hand 
labor. But I didn’t mind. Work filled my grandfather with cheer and talk, and 
stories just poured out of him, to my delight, as we worked and worked, or as we 
sometimes thankfully took a break, so he could smoke his pipe and enjoy a 
focused telling of a particularly good story.  

My mother and my grandparents were not the only people from whom I heard stories 
in Tanzania. Tanzania, as are most other African countries, was very much an oral 
culture as I was growing up there and it continues to be, although in different ways.  

As humans, we love stories and storytelling. They capture our imagination and 
thinking. We use stories and storytelling in many ways. To teach and learn. In 
conversations. To share news and information. To interact or connect with each other. 
For emotional release. In religious sermons. In speeches. In greetings and when we 
trade news with one another. In performances (e.g. opera, musicals, films, plays, etc.) 
and of course in books. Everywhere. 

Many of the stories I heard whether from my mother or grandmother or other people, 
contained songs. Tanzania, as does much of Africa, consists of song-and-dance 
cultures. So, it’s no wonder that song is common in oral stories and in storytelling, and 
in a variety of other activities and areas of life. 

The song in HAYA HAYA HAYA originally comes from a very gory story about a 
monster disguised as a human being. He is married to a woman whose sister he lures 
away and kills. He then uses the skin of his sister-in-law’s face to make a drum. But 
the drum gives away the monster. When he beats it, the singing voice of his victim 
comes out, announcing to all the grisly way the monster had killed her.  

Kwa dem di mola kwa dem di mola  
Shemeji mbaya kwa dem di mola 
Kufika njiani kwa dem di mola 
Akanitamani kwa dem di mola 
Kanipiga kichwa kwa dem di mola 
Kanichuna uso kwa dem di mola 
Kaniwamba ngoma kwa dem di mola 
Sasa anipiga kwa dem di mola 
Sasa anipiga kwa dem di mola 
 
Kwa dem di mola kwa dem di mola 
Evil is my brother-in-law kwa dem di mola 
When we arrived at a place kwa dem di mola 
He hungered after me kwa dem di mola 
He struck my skull kwa dem di mola 
He skinned my face kwa dem di mola 
He used the skin to make a drum kwa dem di mola 
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And now he is beating me kwa dem di mola 
And now he is beating me kwa dem di mola 
 
In 2017, the Kiswahili Learning Centre (KILECE) in Edmonton asked me to write a 
dramatic skit for children to use in a performance during a festival for the International 
Mother Languages day in the city. KILECE conducts Kiswahili language classes. 
Among their students are children of parents descended from Kiswahili speaking East 
African countries of Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda, and pockets of countries in 
Eastern and Southern Africa, that neighbor those three.  
 
The annual International Mother Languages Day Festival is an annual event 
involving organizations that teach and promote international languages that came 
with immigrants to Canada, languages such as Italian, German, Dutch, Spanish, 
Hindu, Nepali, Portuguese, and many more. Many of these organizations, like 
KILECE, conduct classes in such languages to children and adults. The children 
are usually from families with those international languages as their mother 
tongues. These are families that desperately want their children to retain their 
heritage through their parents’ or grandparents’ mother tongue.  
 
For the dramatic skit, I used a version of this story for a performance that involved six 
children. I included a mix of English and Kiswahili in the language for the kids, besides 
the Kiswahili which recurred a lot more in that version than in the one that I’ve shared 
with you. It was important that I include Kiswahili in that skit, which was meant to be 
another means, besides classroom instruction, to familiarize the children with the 
language.  
 
Before 2017, I had used the tune of the HAYA HAYA HAYA, with different lyrics, in 
another story, a published monster story for children that I titled Song Bird.  
 
I’ve learned something preparing this story to share with you, as I have from working 
on many other stories over the years. Stories are so adaptable. We can use stories 
that have been shared with us for different purposes and for different audiences, 
merging them with other art forms like drama or music. That’s how I’ve been able to 
keep the stories shared with me relevant to the times. Whenever I work on the same 
story for various purposes, I notice how different each version is, and that pleases me.  
 
I notice that stories change even more when I adapt them from English to Kiswahili, 
my first language and effectively my mother tongue. (Kimasai, one of 120 plus ethnic 
languages in Tanzania and my mother’s and grandparents’ mother tongue, should 
have been mine as well. However, this was a time the Tanzanian government was 
pushing hard for Kiswahili (especially in the school system) to become the national 
language, as one of the efforts of unifying the 120 plus ethnic groups in the country. 
My father, being a teacher, happened to be in the forefront of promoting this budding 
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national language, so he spoke to us his children with a promoter’s zeal in Kiswahili all 
the time. Only later when I lived with my grandparents did I learn our mother tongue. 
When I lived in Tanzania I wrote in both in English and Kiswahili, but more in 
Kiswahili. For a while after I moved to Canada, I stopped writing in Kiswahili. In the 
last few years I began to write and share stories in Kiswahili. I’ve translated some of 
my English language stories into Kiswahili. I’ve published children’s story books in 
Kiswahili in Tanzania. From 2015 – 2017 regularly, I wrote and shared stories in 
Kiswahili in a Kiswahili radio program that KILECE ran out of Edmonton to Kiswahili 
speaking listeners in North America and beyond.  
 
When I share my English language stories in Kiswahili, they take on a whole new life 
and I feel they are more real. In crafting and sharing the stories in Kiswahili it is as if 
I’ve fertilized them with the home soil of my first language. It’s as if I’m expressing who 
I am, one of my national identities – the Tanzanian. (My other identity of course being 
Canadian, which I express through writing and sharing stories in English.)  
 
 


