
 

The Man Who Plants Baobabs (2025, Burkina Faso, 82 min.), written, 
produced and directed by Michel K. Zongo; cinematography by Michel K. 
Zongo and Soulemane Drabo; music by Sylvan Dando Paré; sound by 
Moumouni Jupiter Sodré; edited by Dmitri Ouedraogo; Voice of the Baobab 
People by Charles Wattara; Text of the Voice of the Baobab People written by 
Aristide Tarnagda. In Moré with English subtitles. 

I didn’t want the baobab to be just a tree of legend, a tree that people would 
not know . . . 
--El Hadj Salifou Ouédraogo 
 

When many of us think of the African savannah, it’s the image of a baobab 
tree, huge and resplendent, that comes to mind.  Baobabs are crucial 
elements of savannah ecosystems, both environmentally and socially.  They 
can grow to nearly 100 feet in height and scores of feet in circumference, live 
thousands of years, store massive quantities of water  to carry them through 
long periods of drought, produce fruit that is tasty and extremely nutritious. 
They serve as shelters and nurturers for insects, birds, animals, and people. 
They have been cultivated for centuries and have been important features of 
the social life of rural villages.  They have religious significance as well, 
considered by many to be a conduit between the upper world and the lower. 
(In fact, during the dry seasons, its tangled, bare branches resemble a gnarled 
root system, as if the upper world is mirroring the lower.) It is traditionally 
known as the Tree of Life.  



But for a variety of reasons, and for some time now, they have been 
collapsing, dying, and disappearing. Scientists suspect that the base cause is 
global climate change (which has made them weaker and more susceptible to 
drought, diseases, fire, and wind) and a lack of effort to replant them.  But as 
the title of this film suggests, one man IS making the effort and IS making a 
difference.  

The film tells the amazing story of El Hadj Salifou Ouédraogo, an 82-year-old 
resident of Burkina Faso, who has dedicated over two-thirds of his life on a 
mission to restore these magnificent trees to their native homes. It is 
estimated that over the last fifty years, 4,600 baobabs now stretch across the 
dry landscape thanks to him. 

In this documentary El Hadj tells us his story, speaking directly to the camera 
or through voice-over narration as we see him going about his business, 
teaching his son, grandson, and others the art of planting and the many things 
that must be taken into account to do it right, skills that he had to learn the 
hard way.  

As a young man in the rural area of  Siguinoghin in the province of Bonwa, he 
had no intention of becoming a farmer and had no education in agronomy or 
environmental science. In fact, he went to Mali to attend a Koranic school and 
stayed there eleven years, with the intention of remaining a scholar and 
becoming a marabout. But when he was called home to help his elderly 
mother, he complied, and found himself drawn into farming.   

Still, he tells us, he dreamed of becoming something extraordinary. He wanted 
to do something that would help people practically and also preserve 
traditional spiritual values.  That led him to his extraordinary mission. 

At first, and for many years, people thought he was crazy.  It was such an 
arduous, slow process, requiring enormous patience and determination.  In 
addition, he had to fight against a folkloric belief that anyone who planted and 
gave life to a baobab would soon lose his life. At the age of 82, he has of 
course become living proof of the reverse.  



The film tells his story, shows us how he does it, and at the same time reveals 
the deep significance of those traditional spiritual values.  The director, Michel 
Zongo, has chosen a unique and compelling way to do that.  He gives voice 
not only to El Hadj Salifou Ouédraogo but also to the baobabs themselves!  

Zongo asked the well-known Burkinabe playwright, director and actor Aristide 
Tarnagda to take on the persona of the baobabs and produce a text in their 
voice, articulating what El Hadj’s work has meant for them.  He did, and the 
text was then spoken by actor Charles Wattara. They add a real poetic, 
spiritual, and timeless quality to the film. (You can find the text reproduced 
below.) 

At the time that Zongo was making the film, Burkina Faso was in the midst of 
tremendous pressure from jihadist groups carrying out terrible atrocities 
(which continue to a lesser but still significant extent). In an interview with a 
Burkinabe journalist (https://lefaso.net/spip.php?article135698) he was asked 
why he chose to tell El Hadj’s story and not that one. He told the journalist that 
it was important to him that the world not see their people as merely and 
always victims, victims of outside forces. Africa is also home to people of 
great courage, who are doing great things for the world at large.  

Let’s therefore give the final word to El Hadj Salifou Ouédraogo himself, with 
the words that end The Man Who Plants Baobabs: 

When I look at all this [the rich baobab plantation before him] I thank God and 
I pray that peace will return to the country.  I’m very happy.  It rained and the 
children have work and the baobabs are doing well. I am in good health.  I am 
a fulfilled man. 

*** 

TEXT OF THE VOICE OF THE BAOBAB PEOPLE 

Ouadroago 
Where are you, Oadroaogo? 
Where are you? 
Your people, the people of the Baobabs are looking for you. 



Show yourself Ouedraogo 
The people of the Baobabs are asking you for allegiance, Ouedraogo 
We whose breath looks at eternity  
We whose roots your sweat has fertilized 
Approach, let it be said to earth and heaven that your 
Sweat was the sweet juice of our breath 
Yes, Ouédraogo 
Son and grandson of the water-swallowing amulet  
Son and grandson of the proud Ancestor who enthroned the Centuries on his 
horse Soarba 
Ouédraogo 
You whose path is always cleared with a Tail 
 
Proud Ouedraogo approach 
Come. Show yourself to your people 
At your feet we are kneeling.   
Your people, once threatened with extinction 
We people, once abandoned by the rain and by the sky itself 
We, a people of whom all men distrusted 
We,the people accused of ingratitude 
Yes, Ouedraogo, in the past, it was said of us that we deprive 
The man who brought us into the world of longevity 
It was said that before we died, we dug in the courtyard of the man who lent us 
breath 
A deep grave that swallowed up the life expectancy of this man. 
It was said that once our roots were well griped in the belly of the earth 
We made a pact with djinns and evil spirits in order to plant 
In the joy of man the torment  
It was said that we were complicit with the witches and wizards who ate the 
souls of children of man 
Ouedraogo 
In the past everyone confused us with death 
We were fear.  We were trembling in the passage of any ignorance, lies, 
mythology 
 
Everyone forgot the flavor of our leaves during and after the rains 



Everyone forgot the iron that we supply to pregnant women in order to 
strengthen the Breath of Man 
Everyone forgot that out of gratitude we offer our children as vitamins to the 
children of man 
Everyone forgot  
Everyone turned a blind eye to our extinction 
Everyone was plugging their nostrils on the smells of our putrefying bodies 
except you Ouedraogo 
Except you. 
 
Proud Ouedraogo 
Have you ever fled war? 
Never. 
Making your Soarba gallop 
You smash during the day and you cut through the night to embrace the fight 
The fight for light 
The fight for freedom  
The fight for dignity 
Ouedraogo, Son of the wind 
Wind that brings people together 
Wind that plants 
Wind that transplants 
Are you not the son of man and woman, a stone that no sun could melt 
Are you not the son  of man and woman who leaves when and where he 
wants? 
Are you not the son of man and woman whose word has never been gagged 
Ouédraogo 
You alone have stretched out your hand to our tears 
You alone have listened to our cries 
You alone have stretched out your sweat to our thirst for life 
That’s why today we are ahead of you, Ouédraogo, We Baobab people 
We are here to entrust the day, the night, to the stars, to the moon; 
To the sun, to the earth, trees, plants, rivers, seas, 
Mountains, birds, animals, women, children, men, in short we 
We are here to say that it is in your pugnacity and tenacity that we have been 
fertilized 
It is in your stubbornness that we have learned to laugh at the drought  



It is in the solitude of the misunderstood 
That we have demanded from the earth the inalienable breath that swells our 
chests and roots 
It is in the brambles of your exclusion that we stood up to your brothers’ axes 
It is in the silence of madness that you carried us 
It is with your dreams that you have watered us.  
It is with your faith that you have healed us. 
It is with your insomnia, your pains, your fatigue, that you have consoled us. 
 
Ouédraogo. 
From now on we say to the world that Warrior you have sheltered us from the 
infertile winds 
Warrior, you have taken us from the gates of the cyclones and other storms 
Warrior, you have gathered us here in the fraternity 
On this land where once men fled our smile, our look, our visit 
So today we have come to tell you thank you 
We have come to tell you that we baobab people we crowned you Ancestor 
We crown you the unquenchable sun 
We crown you Caress the Beloved 
We crown you Man of God 
We crown you Incandescent Laugher at Eternity 
Ouédraogo, Ouédraogo 
On our knees we Baobab people let us consecrate you Baobab for the Eternity 
of Eternities 
 

*** 
 

BIOGRAPHY OF MICHEL K. ZONGO from the Press Packet 

Michel K. Zongo was born in 1974 in Koudougou, Burkina Faso. He trained in 
cinematography at the National Center of Cinematography, followed by 
internships as a cameraman at the National Television and as a first assistant 
camera operator for Cinédoc Films in France. 

In 2009, he directed his first documentary films, Ti Tiimou and Sibi, the Soul of 
the Violin. After completing training in documentary film production in France 
in 2010, he became co-manager of Diam Production, based in Burkina Faso. 



In his first feature film, Espoir Voyage (2011), he travels from Koudougou to 
Côte d’Ivoire in search of his missing brother, exploring the migratory 
movements affecting many African families. 

In La Sirène de Faso Fani (2014), he revisits the economic prosperity that 
Koudougou once experienced and contrasts it with its present-day reality. 
More than a decade after the closure of the local textile factory, he gathers 
testimonies from former workers to revive a collective spirit. 

Pas d’or pour Kalsaka (2019) explores the impact of globalized economic 
forces on the town of Kalsaka, exploited intensively by a foreign gold-mining 
company. 

Since 2014, he has served as Artistic Director of KOUDOUGOU Doc Festival. 
In July 2020, he became a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences Oscars. 

 --Notes by Michael Dembrow 
Cascade Festival of African Films 
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