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To mum, who taught us the


value of education.




1. PREFACE


I went to Birnin Kebbi in north western Nigeria in 1968 when I had just graduated as a geography teacher. When the interviewers at VSO asked me where I would like to go I said anywhere I might be needed. They chose Nigeria. I signed up for a year initially, but with an option to extend beyond that.


Until I went to Nigeria I knew little of the country except what we heard on the radio and television news. The Biafran War was regularly featured and I think my mother was a little alarmed for my safety, but I assured her that British Council, who would be watching over us, wouldn’t be sending volunteers into a situation which was unsafe.


From the moment I arrived in Nigeria I loved the experience. The environment, the culture, the work I was asked to do and the warmth of the people all left an indelible mark. I tried to convey my experiences to my mother who had been widowed a few years earlier and who was a keen traveller herself, in regular letters home. I also kept a diary for a while when time allowed.


Unknown to me she had kept every one of those letters I had sent her, in date order, because she thought one day I might like to relive the experience of BK. She gave me three A4 folders, packed with my long handwritten letters when she was downsizing in her later years.


And so it is that many years later, in my own retirement, I have the time to do just that. Without those letters, I had forgotten much of the detail of my year in the bush, although there are many things about BK that are firmly imprinted in my mind and in my heart.


I have found that I occasionally look back and reflect on the experiences through my life that helped shape me into the person I am today. My sixteen months in Nigeria played a large part in that. I also wondered how that small town on the southern edges of the Sahara had changed over the years and what happened to those boys I taught in the late 1960s.


Several years ago I wrote to the Principal to ask about the school. I wasn’t too hopeful of a response but he did write back eventually. He had also mentioned my letter to a former student on the chance that he might remember me. To my great delight sometime later I received letters from a few of the boys I had taught. By then they were mature men who had achieved senior positions in the state and contributed to the development of their country as well as raising families with children who are following in their educated footsteps.


Maybe for them and maybe for my own children and grandchildren I decided to recount some of the events of my daily life in BK, to try and give them a flavour of a time past. And then I can finally dispose of the bundle of letters written so many years ago…




2. INTRODUCTION TO VSO


In the 1960’s, if you went to grammar school it was expected that you would go on to university. I took that path not because I had any great academic ambitions but because I had no clear idea what I wanted to do with my life and university deferred that enormous decision for a few years.


The professor of our department in my postgraduate year was a very dull lecturer so it was a relief one morning to discover we had a visiting speaker. She was a young woman, a year or two older than us, who had recently returned from teaching in a developing country on a voluntary basis. Her brief was to interest some of us into following in her footsteps.


This was just the opportunity I had been looking for, the chance to travel and live in a different culture but knowing that someone else who knew the ropes better than I, would make the necessary arrangements and be there to take charge if major problems arose. The lack of a proper salary was not a deterrent; our flights would be covered and also accommodation in the overseas posting, along with a small living allowance to cover food and other local expenses. After four years of living on a student grant this seemed generous. It also seemed to be an opportunity to give a little back for the excellent education I had received just as a matter of course.


So I picked up a form at the end of the lecture, filled it in and sent it off. I was invited for interview in which I was faced by a panel of five, some of whom threw out questions while the others wrote everything down. They asked whether I would prefer to be in a town or a rural location. Could I manage without a church nearby? How would I react if I saw an animal being beaten? If we offer you a place on the scheme, will you accept? I did. I left the building knowing my life was about to change. It was a strange feeling – excitement and apprehension rolled into one.


Then shortly after I received notification of my posting. I remember that morning, taking the letter into the big kitchen of our old Victorian house in Wimbledon where my mother was busying herself preparing breakfast for the family. I had the distinct feeling that she thought the whole venture slightly worrying even though I was now 22 years old. I was the oldest in the family and our dad had died just three years earlier. There were still two brothers and a sister at home in full-time education, and here I was, about to leave the country instead of settling down into a steady job. Did she hope I might change my mind? If she did, she said nothing to dissuade me. Years before she had instigated our family move from Australia to Europe, so perhaps she understood how I was feeling.


My posting was to be a place called Birnin Kebbi. Well, that didn’t mean much. In North Western Nigeria. Nigeria? I gulped. The Biafran civil war was raging in the South East. But then I reasoned that Birnin Kebbi was at the opposite end of the country and a very large country at that.


Birnin Kebbi was in North Western State and my new workplace was called Government Secondary School, a boarding school for boys. I received a standardized information sheet filled in by a girl called Brenda who had recently returned from Birnin Kebbi, although she had been teaching at the girls’ school there. From her I discovered that the shopping facilities were rather limited, that living conditions were simple and that the pupils were very keen to learn. She had clearly enjoyed her time there and now I was beginning to look forward to September when my own adventure would begin.




3. ARRIVING IN NIGERIA


The heat was a surprise as we stepped out of the aircraft at Kano Airport. It was still only 6 o’clock in the morning and the September air was already thick and heavy. The last greyness of night lingered on as we walked across the tarmac to the airport terminal building.


Kano, Northern Nigeria. Beyond the airport lay the unknown, a year of discovery, and, we hoped, some adventure. Just hours before we had said our farewells to family in the familiar surroundings of Heathrow Airport and here we were in a totally different world. What lay ahead of us? Excitement, anticipation and uncomfortable seats had prevented most of us from sleeping on the overnight flight, but sleep was the last thing we were thinking of now.


A bus which had seen better days trundled us through the streets of the waking city to the offices of British Council, our guardians while we were here. The office occupied a traditional style building, a squat square structure of dried, orange coloured mud. I marvelled at the way Richard, the local British Council representative, seemed so relaxed and confident in this strange environment and I began to wonder would I ever feel the same. Would I cope with this new life?


We were welcomed into the cool building and given a cold drink. This was the usual welcome in a hot, dry land, in the way a cup of tea is at home.


Before leaving Kano to drive south to Kaduna we were taken on a guided tour of the city. By now Kano was waking up. The main roads were already congested with dilapidated minibuses which were being used as taxis, weaving their way between laden donkeys and pedestrians with loads precariously balanced on their heads.


Off the main thoroughfares the roads were unmade and potholed. Flocks of scrawny sheep or goats wandered at will, scavenging for whatever scraps of greenery they could find. To me the goats and sheep looked all the same, but it was pointed out that a sheep’s tail hung down whereas a goat’s tail stood up proudly behind its undernourished frame.


We drove past the dye pits, an open area pockmarked with countless circular holes filled with indigo liquid where men, stripped to the waist, were wringing out yards of deep blue cloth and spreading it to dry in the sun. And everywhere, in shaded doorways and in the dappled shade of the occasional tree, men and children were sitting, relaxing, oblivious of the passage of time. We saw very few women because here in the Muslim north of Nigeria they were home in purdah, not to appear in the streets until the veil of darkness had descended to protect their anonymity.


Could this fascinating city really be part of the same world we had left only a few hours earlier? Everything was so different, so unfamiliar, so exciting. We had been warned about culture shock at our briefing in Birmingham a few weeks before we left but nothing had prepared me for this. How would I ever be able to describe it to my family and friends back home? How would I cope with living here for twelve months? Had I done the right thing in coming, after all?


There was little time to dwell on such thoughts; we said goodbye to Richard and set off in the same old bus for Kaduna.


The journey south took us through vast stretches of open savanna country, rolling landscapes littered with sparse, stunted trees. Having missed most of our sleep the previous night, few of us were awake long enough to see much, in spite of the uncomfortable old bus. Large enough to carry our group of thirty-six and our luggage, it lumbered southwards, tossing nodding heads against rusty window frames and shaking our tired limbs around on thinly upholstered seats.


In Kaduna we came to a stop in front of a grand white painted building in a wide tree lined avenue of similar homes. These striking buildings, a far cry from the square mud houses of Kano, had been homes of ministers in the earlier colonial government of Northern Nigeria. This particular one had been donated by the present government to serve as a volunteer centre, a haven where we could always find a bed and food in the ‘big city’ when we came visiting from our homes in the bush.


That afternoon we had a chance to go in a Land Rover out into the ‘bush’ a forested area beside a river not far from town. It was hot and steamy as we walked around. Huge trees stretched far above us, birdsong hung in the humid air and termite nests, almost as tall as ourselves, stopped us in awe. This was so different from the grassland we had left behind us earlier in the day.


We slept that night in a 13 bed dormitory where every bed had its own mosquito net. We had already started taking an anti-malarial tablet each day to protect us from the danger of mosquito bites, and mosquito nets were going to become a part of our life here.


My lasting memory of the volunteer centre is the pungent odour of groundnut oil that wafted up to us early next morning from the kitchen where Peter, the centre’s newly employed cook was frying plate after plate of guinea fowl eggs. These eggs are smaller and more strongly favoured than chicken’s eggs, but in case the eggs were not enough of an experience, Peter followed them with mincemeat sandwiches.


Peter clearly had an endless supply of groundnut oil, because our omelettes next morning slithered around the plate like skaters on a pond, but his satisfied grin as he placed our food in front of us made it impossible not to tuck in with delight.


Finally, before we set off from Kaduna, we were sold an airletter each and instructed to write a letter home. Then after a briefing on practical living matters like how to employ a cook/steward, we were handed an advance of thirty Nigerian pounds to see us through the first few weeks in our new posting.




4. GOODBYE KADUNA


In Nigeria people rise early before the heat of the day arrives. By eight o’clock next morning we were at the British Council office in Kaduna. We were given a thick handout on how to teach English as a foreign language, and a booklet on the customs of the Hausa people, the main tribal group of North Western Nigeria. Then we waited for transport to take two of us to Sokoto. On the map, Sokoto is in the top left-hand corner of Nigeria, and my final destination was somewhere beyond that on the southern fringes of the Sahara Desert.


Only two of us were heading so far north west, myself and an intent nervous young man called Tony who was to teach at a boys’ school in Sokoto. Two other girls had already arrived in Birnin Kebbi where I was going, and yet another would be joining us in a few weeks.


But as other members of our group gradually dispersed amidst promises to meet up again in Kaduna at Christmas, no-one was quite sure how we were going to get to Sokoto. The only remaining Council vehicles had either broken down or could not be relied on to make the four hundred mile journey or had somehow been temporarily ‘lost’. In desperation, a message was sent to the British High Commission, who promptly sent around a shiny black chauffeur driven Ford Zephyr and a Land Rover.


We were in luck and were allocated the car. The soft comfortable car seats were a direct comparison to the hard benches of the bus which had brought us to Kaduna, and sitting in the back seats in unaccustomed luxury, we sped off northwards towards our new home, the British flag on the front of the car flapping in the wind.


Waziri, our chauffeur, covered the distance to Gusau, the first main town on our way, in what must have been record time. We later learned that when drivers saw a bridge coming up ahead (for much of the year over a dry river bed) and a vehicle approaching in the opposite direction, in the absence of road etiquette both drivers would race to get across the bridge first; this helped to explain the number of rusting hulks beside the road at these spots. However, that day there was almost no other traffic and the road itself was as good as a motorway at home.


Waziri did have to stop at military road blocks along the way, however. Because of the Biafran Civil War all foreigners were suspect to a certain degree. But this being a diplomatic car, we were able to pass without the usual baggage checks and were waved straight through two check points further north.


News of our arrival had gone before us. When we stopped for lunch at Gusau, Waziri introduced us to a friend of his, the local Chief of Police, who told us that he had heard twice on the radio that more British volunteers were arriving. He clearly felt it his official duty to welcome us on behalf of all the people of the North and did so repeatedly with great waving of arms and boisterous hand shaking.


Beyond Gusau the vast expanses of the north opened up around us, broken only by the occasional grey, granite mounds of rain smoothed rock rising steeply from the rust coloured, lateritic soil.


Clusters of circular thatched huts hidden behind walls of dried grass matting merged into the landscape. Beside the road, in pools remaining from last night’s rain, naked children splashed around. Groups of boney white Zebu cattle with humped necks ambled slowly along in search of a watering hole, followed by their Fulani herders.


Gradually, as we drove towards the southern fringes of the Sahara, the air became drier and the heat more intense. What vegetation there was appeared to be slowly but inevitably giving up the struggle to survive. By the time we reached Sokoto, a city which had prospered as a southern terminus of the trans Sahara trade routes, the grass was parched and brown like the soil from which it had sprung in the first rains of the wet season several months earlier.


Far from his familiar territory of Kaduna, Waziri spent half an hour in Sokoto trying to locate the boys’ school Tony was to teach in. We finally pulled up in front of the Principal’s office only to be informed by a khaki uniformed night watchman that Mr Bride had left, but his house, as was usual here, was on the school compound.


Mr Bride, who had been in Nigeria for eleven years, was delighted to see us and took Tony straight to his new house. He then drove me to the only hotel in town, the Government Rest House where I was to spend the night. Now, for the first time since we had arrived in Nigeria, I was on my own.


My chalet at the Rest House was one of a number scattered around the central building. All the buildings were corrugated iron roofed bungalows. The main building housed the reception area and the restaurant. These various buildings, shaded by tough acacia trees, were linked by roads, some tarred but others dry and dusty. My chalet, spacious but sparsely furnished, had a large ceiling fan and what looked like a four poster bed. It was really nothing more than a double bed with poles nailed to the four corners to support an expansive mosquito net, designed, I later discovered, not just to protect me from catching malaria in the hours of darkness, but also to deter the unwelcome attention of other wildlife which might find its way into the chalet, such as cockroaches and lizards.


The steward who showed me to my quarters nonchalantly told me to leave nothing within reach of the windows, to keep the toilet door locked from the outside as the outer window was broken and to sleep on my passport and other documents. Thus reassured as to my personal safety, I slept deeply until morning.




5. WELCOME TO BIRNIN KEBBI


Sokoto, with its Rest House, polo field, mosques and sprawling market, was a veritable metropolis in this corner of Nigeria. But there was no time to explore it yet.


I had been told that someone would come to collect me and take me to Birnin Kebbi, but whoever it was didn’t arrive next day. There were only two residents at the Rest House that day, myself and a Canadian woman who had accompanied her husband on business to Sokoto. While he was out working we sat on the verandah of their chalet, chatting and eating sugared peanuts which she had brought with her. Peanuts, called groundnuts in this part of the world, are a major crop of the region and she had a recipe for coating them in sugar which left them crisp, brown and sweet on the outside, crunchy and chewy and quite delicious.


The following day, Dick, a teacher from the school I would be working in, came looking for me. He had come to Sokoto to run some errands for the school and collecting me was the last item on his list. Dick was a Scot who had come to Nigeria on a two year contract, and he had been posted to the boys’ school to teach English. He was dapper, charming and as I got to know him better, I realized he was a dedicated teacher, always very correct and professional. I often wondered what had brought him to Nigeria, and I’m certain he wondered how I would fare in Birnin Kebbi. With Dick was another BK teacher called Art, short for Arthur. He was an American Peace Corps volunteer who had already been in Nigeria for well over a year.


The road which snaked out of Sokoto towards Birnin Kebbi quickly narrowed to a strip of tarmac with wide laterite verges and was used more by passing camels and donkeys than by motor vehicles. It was hard to believe that this lonely road really led anywhere. We passed no villages. The only signs of human life were the occasional distant cluster of grass matting shelters, blending perfectly with the landscape, announcing the presence somewhere nearby of a group of Fulani. Even plants found this environment inhospitable; those that survived were thin and straggly, hardly worthy of being called bushes. And as we went further North West it became hotter and hotter.


For miles the horizon stretched flat and barren but now ahead of us a series of flat topped hills rose steeply in the distance. And beside the road a dilapidated signpost erected many years earlier read ‘Birnin Kebbi Airfield’. Was this some sort of joke? A kind thought perhaps planted here to give hope to the weary traveller who felt totally cut off from civilization in this empty spot?


‘That’s it’, explained Dick. ‘Built by the missionaries when they were in BK. Made it easier to fly in supplies and take sick people to Sokoto. But it’s not used anymore’. He grinned. Beside the unmade runway was a small building that looked like a garden shed, with a rusted iron roof and a faded green door hanging limply on its hinges. ‘And that’s the terminal building’.


The road now began to drop from the plateau and another signpost, gaunt against the ochre landscape read ‘Welcome to Birnin Kebbi’. There before us in a wide, open valley was the small town, an oasis of green surrounded by desert. On the far side of the town a mud filled river meandered sluggishly through a swamp known locally as the fadama. Here the Fulani congregated with their herds of cattle in the dry season, one spot in which they could find a dependable supply of water when other watering holes had long since dried and cracked. The town itself relied on water accumulated underground in earlier times and now brought to the surface by artesian bores.


At first glance as we drove through the town I was impressed by the facilities it offered; a small cluster of colonial style houses, whitewashed and ringed with wide shady verandahs under corrugated iron roofs, one of which had been taken over by Barclays Bank. A long, low rambling structure behind a high whitewashed wall was the hospital and at the far end of the town were two secondary schools, one for boys and the other to train girls for careers in primary teaching.


This was more than I had expected. What hardship would there be living here with so many of the services I was used to at home? Experience was to prove that all was not quite as it seemed.


As my own house in BK was not ready for occupation, Dick dropped me off at the home of Mrs Stiles, a formidable Englishwoman, Principal of the girls’ school and an old hand at coping with the challenges of Nigerian village life. What had become of Mr Stiles we never did learn, but after thirteen years in Nigeria she had a considerable local knowledge. She had recently adopted a ten year old Fulani boy, Wadatta, and was overseeing his education.


When we arrived at Mrs Stiles’ house she was out. The house itself was a bungalow with louvred glass windows. Inside, her living room with the curtains drawn against the heat, was cool and dark compared to the glare outside. She had rugs neatly arranged on the tiled floor, scatter cushions on the armchairs and the curtains moved gently in the breeze at mosquito proofed windows. Her steward, dressed in immaculate white cotton, brought us a cool drink.


When Dick left I met the other two volunteers, Sue and Nicky, who lived next door to Mrs Stiles. They had arrived a few days before me and already seemed to be old hands. Their brick built house had a wide shady verandah at the front and it was very pleasant sitting there and chatting. They had already found a cook/steward and by the end of the afternoon, with their help, I had employed a one too, for £2.15 a week, but initially on a trial basis, as we had been advised.


I spent my first few days in BK with Mrs Stiles. She told me that there were seven Europeans in BK in addition to a small number of Asian professionals, and she had everything planned to help the three of us settle in.


Next morning Mrs Stiles decided I should meet the Principal of the boys’ school where I was to teach. After a breakfast of guinea fowl eggs and toast, she drove me down the dusty track from her house, away from town, towards a group of buildings located where the town gave way to scrub. This was Government Secondary School, Birnin Kebbi, a prestigious establishment for such a small town and all the more impressive for having the only two storied building for miles. In this Northern, male dominated society there was great pride in this school. The boys who were fortunate enough to win a place would gain an education which would open new doors for them away from the drudgery and precariousness of farming in this hostile environment.


The Principal had better things to do that morning than meet a new female teacher. He was busy interviewing candidates, all of them male, for the evening school classes he was setting up, and he asked me to return the next day.


Mrs Stiles, who had considerable presence and stature in the town, was none too impressed by this reception. So instead of hanging around where we were not wanted, she took me to show me her own school. All the girls were boarders living in traditionally built mud huts in a compound surrounded by gated walls and watched over by several eagle eyed matrons. Their main responsibility was to prevent the girls from escaping under cover of darkness to visit gentlemen friends they euphemistically called their ‘brothers’. Such visits all too often resulted in pregnancies and a disrupted education.


One class that morning was engaged in an art and craft lesson, grinding locally collected rocks and mixing soils and sands with water to make paint. Another group was being taught by an old village woman how to weave dried grass to make mats and baskets.


It was normal practice for expatriates then to have some domestic help, someone to wash and iron clothes, keep the house clean, shop in the market for foodstuffs and prepare food at mealtimes. The cook-stewards made up the middle class of society, having improved themselves sufficiently to leave farming but not enough to undertake work which required full literacy. They spoke English with varying degrees of fluency and some had been taught to read and write a little by their former employers. Their skills included knowing how to cook European dishes (albeit with local foodstuffs), how to iron European style clothing and in some cases knowing how to make bread. Many of these things I could do for myself. I could clean, cook and wash my clothes, but when I discovered that these things all had to be done without electricity I was glad to have someone else take over, and I certainly lacked the skills in Hausa, the local language, to buy food in the market. There was nowhere else to shop.


Mrs Stiles met and spoke to my new cook-steward, Umaru. He was a tall, athletic man with dark glowing skin, who came with a fistful of excellent references. I felt he would be a great asset in helping me get settled and no-one would trouble me with such a burly protector. In return for all he would do for me, I was to pay him a weekly wage, provide him with a set of working clothes, a simple cotton drill shirt and trousers made to measure by a market tailor. Umaru lived in town, but Mrs Stiles told me there was a steward’s room attached to my house, which I hadn’t yet seen, and this would be his to use as he wished.


All I needed now was a house and some transport to get around.




6. MOVING IN


‘Your house is up by the bank, just by the Sokoto Road. You may have noticed it through the trees on your way in the other day.’


John Nuttman waved his hands in the direction of the edge of town as he spoke. He was the District Engineer at the Ministry of Works in BK, in charge of housing, among other things, and Mrs Stiles had driven me to his office to find out where I would be living. John was a wiry man, another old hand in Nigeria; confidence oozed out of him in the way I felt would be forever beyond me.


Sometime later I discovered that John had long ago served in the army in Burma and elsewhere for many years. Before coming to Nigeria he had worked on an HEP station in Scotland until his marriage had broken up; Scotland had also caused frostbite, so he headed for somewhere warmer and arrived in Nigeria. In BK he now lived with Hawa, a Nigerian woman much younger than himself. John greeted me with a quizzical smile; he knew far better than I did what lay ahead, but I was still blissfully ignorant and keen to get settled.


I hadn’t noticed it as I came into town the first time, but I was anxious to see the house now. It seemed amazing that I would have a house to live in after university bed-sits. Another volunteer who was yet to arrive would be sharing with me, but John assured me there would be plenty of room for us both.


The house was at the opposite end of town from the school, down a short dirt track from the bank in an area called the Government Residential Area, more commonly known as the GRA. The GRA was a part of BK where large houses with rambling gardens were built for colonial administrators in the days before Nigeria became independent.
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It was an imposing house, a large whitewashed bungalow with the usual corrugated iron roof sloping down low over a shady front verandah. The unkempt garden extended at the front to the main road from which it was screened by spreading flame trees and tall, dried grass. I later discovered a lime tree off to the side of the house. At the back, some of the grass had been cleared to make a yard stretching from the back door to what looked like a block built shed; this turned out to be the kitchen. A few paces behind that was a traditionally designed thatched round house which had earlier been used as a guest house, an overnight shelter for visitors passing through BK. Rising high above these buildings was a huge baobab tree, swollen and misshapen with the life giving moisture it had stored in its trunk.


A sleeping cage occupied another part of the garden. This was like a large box made of a wooden frame covered with fine wire netting and it had a concrete floor. The whole structure was covered with a tin roof. It was designed for sleeping in when it became too hot to sleep in the house. The sides were open to the slightest breeze, mosquitoes were kept away by the mesh and there was enough space for 5 or 6 people to sleep inside. I never did, preferring the security of the house and because this one was in a very poor state of repair.


The bungalow had been empty for a while. Mrs Stiles opened the front door and went in. Umaru, who had come with us, followed me. I was not prepared for the sight which greeted us. We were in a living and dining room which extended across the width of the house. The walls, once white, were now orange with desert dust and the concrete floor had been painted red which was now patchy and peeling. Across it lay a selection of dead wildlife, mostly bats who had taken up residence in the absence of humans.


On each side of this huge room a door led off to a bedroom and next to one of them was a bathroom. All the windows, uncurtained, were heavily barred with a metal grid to protect against intruders. The wooden furniture, thick with dust, was exactly the same Government issue that Mrs Stiles had in her house but these armchairs had no cushions.


I gulped. This was going to be a challenge. Where was I to begin? How could I ever hope to make this barn of a place into a home? And would I ever be able to cook in that kitchen, blackened with smoke from its ancient wood stove?


I now realized how very different my life here would be. No electricity at all, and that was something I’d taken for granted all my life. At least it explained the need to have the kitchen away from the house; the old wood stove could smoke away and not suffocate us.


John had arrived to join us. ‘This is how you light the fridge’, he was saying bending down next to a very large, heavy looking fridge. Light the fridge?


‘You pour the kerosene in here, then light the wick.’ Seeing the alarm on my face he continued, ‘Don’t worry, it’s very efficient, and you can always get the kerosene at the MOW.’ So that was alright then.


‘And tomorrow I’ll show you how to light the Aladdin lamp; you’ll need it because it gets dark early in the evenings here,’ Mrs Stiles added.


I gulped again. Suddenly I wasn’t in such a hurry to move from the comfort of Mrs Stiles’ house. But I had forgotten Umaru. He was keen to show me what a great choice I had made in employing him, so, equipped with one pound, he set off for market to buy essential cleaning materials. I was happy to leave him to it.


Two days later I returned with my suitcases. Umaru greeted me warmly and proudly showed me around. No dead animals. No sign of dust. Green twill covered cushions had been delivered from the MOW for the armchairs, and a new white mosquito net now hung over my bed.


The day before, Mrs Stiles had taken me shopping in Sokoto to buy essential items for the house. She had contacts everywhere we went and people greeted her like an old friend. From an Egyptian acquaintance, the proprietor of Northern Hardware Stores, I purchased an Aladdin lamp for £4.10; another of her friends sold me enough crockery and cutlery for two, and a third friend guided us around the sprawling market to buy the best fruit and vegetables available. Now, well stocked with guavas, limes, grapefruit, oranges and cabbages, we made our way to a photographer to get passport photos for my new driving licence.


We found Jossy Photos advertising a ‘wait and get service, photos ready in one and a half hours’. Jossy’s studio opened straight onto the street, as did many of the small shops here, rather like a garage. Against one wall was his bed and underneath it were stored boxes of photographic materials. On a rope in a corner hung his towel and on the wall next to it was a poster promoting travel to Germany. While his transistor radio blared out West African rhythms, Jossy himself sat perched on a stool, reading his Bible and waiting for customers.


So now, after our shopping trip to Sokoto, my house was equipped and habitable. The only room that had any privacy was my bathroom where the sole curtain in the house hung limply at the window. As if to make me feel better, Umaru had made a bowl of jelly. Jelly? I didn’t even like it much at home, and wherever did he conjure jelly up from? I thanked him as though he had prepared a luxury meal. He had stocked the fridge from the market with other delights; guinea fowl eggs, liver, spinach and rice, food I was to become very familiar with over the coming months.




7. DISCOVERING THE SCHOOL


Transport was my next problem. I was feeling quite settled in my new house but it was two miles from school, past the sprawling market and on the other side of town. To walk there and back would not be practical in this heat.


All volunteers were provided with a motorbike, a small machine with leg guards which we used to call ‘ladies’ Hondas’. For some reason the one allocated to me was in Sokoto waiting for a lorry to bring it to BK. In the meantime Dick offered to ferry me about. His house was beyond mine on the GRA and he passed by on his way to and from school. I was very grateful; people were exceptionally helpful and supported each other in all sorts of ways in BK, as so often happens in challenging environments, but I wanted to be independent and make my own way about.


My first official visit to school was to attend the staff meeting just before the start of the school year. The meeting took place in the staffroom which was in a converted house on the school compound. What had been the living room was filled with desks, one for each teacher, and against the walls were stacks of dusty, yellowed papers and books. Most of the other teachers were already there when I arrived. I knew I was the only new member of staff and I didn’t expect to be able to sneak in unnoticed.


I took a deep breath and walked in pretending to be confident. Dick followed, introduced me briefly and showed me to my desk; so now I had a space in the school and I felt I was really beginning to belong. On the desk were some geography notes and a few exam papers left by the last volunteer geography teacher, all covered in a fine layer of dust. There was also an inflatable globe which I looked at with interest. Later I tried to blow up. The school’s Imam, the teacher of religion, was sitting behind his desk in the corner watching me with interest through his thick lensed glasses. He chortled and I laughed with him; he must have known that the globe was punctured and that my efforts would be in vain.


The other members of staff were all male and Nigerian except for Dick, Art, one Indian teacher and one from Pakistan. As the Nigerian Principal led the meeting, I wondered how the boys would receive me, a young, female teacher in this totally male environment. I always preferred to blend in, but here I was going to stick out like a sore thumb.


‘I don’t yet know exactly how many teachers we will have on the staff this term’, the Principal informed us. To me this was slightly alarming but clearly not for him.


‘The Ministry in Sokoto are still allocating teachers and will let me know soon’.


So when subject allocations were handed out I discovered that for the moment geography, my degree specialization, was not the only subject I was to teach. When we had our briefing in Birmingham before leaving England we were warned that we might be called on to teach subjects other than those we had specialized in, and we had all been told to expect to teach English simply because we were native speakers.


As well as the exam classes in geography, I was timetabled to take a first year class in English and the first and second years for French. At A Level I had studied French, so I felt confident enough. What I didn’t realize at the time was that although Hausa was the main language of Northern Nigeria, for many of the boys Hausa was a second language. They spoke a variety of tribal languages as their mother tongue, learned Hausa later, and then English when they came to primary school but often to a very rudimentary level. French, then, would be a fourth language for many of them.


After the meeting, I wandered over to the school store to see what resources were available for use in class. The storekeeper greeted me and helpfully showed me what he had. Very few textbooks. No paper to make charts. No tracing paper. No coloured pencils. One last box of white chalk for the whole school. And so far I had been unable to find a geography syllabus.


Well, I was going to have to improvise….somehow. And quickly. Term was to start the next day with a 10 o’clock assembly. The Principal had informed us that for the time being assembly would take place outside the assembly hall, not in it. The assembly hall, a long low building between the classrooms and the dormitory block, already doubled as a dining room. But now, for the tail end of the wet season, it was needed as a dormitory until someone mended the leaking dormitory roof… and this was a remote possibility as the Ministry had run out of money.


Since that afternoon was free, Dick suggested that Art, the other two VSO girls and myself might like to go down to the river, find a boatman and arrange a ride in what looked like a huge dugout canoe. This could be an adventure and I hoped we wouldn’t all fall in, but as it was Dick’s suggestion, I had faith that all would be well. However, after lunch it started to rain so the river trip was postponed in favour of a visit to Jega.


Jega was about 20 miles or so beyond Birnin Kebbi on a good but narrow road, and as we got closer to the town the weather picked up. Dick drove us straight through town to the banks of the Zamfara River which at this time of year, after the wet season, was very wide and full with water the colour of mud. Along the banks men were sitting on large rocks bathing and women were doing their washing. The grassy slope above the river banks was covered with brightly coloured washing laid out to dry. Higher on the slope were the simple mud brick houses of the town, and above it all the sky was a clear, bright blue with puffy white clouds. A beautiful day!


Our next stop was to visit Miss Lawson, a Canadian who had been in Nigeria for 17 years and was a member of the Sudan Interior Mission – better known in Nigeria as SIM. She shared a house with a lady who was involved in medical care in the nearby communities. Entering their house was like coming home, with large slices of home-made cake and mugs of coffee as a welcome. As we chatted, Miss Lawson’s friend told us that she had recently seen many cases of malaria among local children although this area had been treated to try and eliminate the disease. Some children had recently died from malaria and some others from measles which had been introduced to Nigeria by Europeans and from which the children here had no immunity. The nearest hospital was the one in BK, and many families in Jega were unable to take their children there because they had no transport, so she did as much as she could to help. I wondered as I sat in their simple little home how two women coped with living in such a remote town so far from others who shared their background and interests; I would have found it a real challenge and could only hold these two in awe.


Art wanted to visit the market next; he told us on the way that this was one of the oldest markets in the area, and much larger than the one in BK. He wanted to find some leather workers because leather goods in Northern Nigeria are a speciality, but unluckily for us it wasn’t a market day today and there were very few people around. We turned out to be quite an attraction though, a group of 5 Europeans in Jega market! We had just met the only two other Europeans in the area, and we were quickly surrounded by a large crowd of children who watched with big, interested eyes as we walked around and chatted to each other. They clearly weren’t sure what to make of us because they kept their distance, running away in laughter when we drew close to them.


We passed by the post office in BK on our way home to discover that the mail had come in from Sokoto. Art was delighted to find some letters for him, but there were none for us yet as it was just a week since we had arrived in Nigeria. We hadn’t been here long enough yet to realize how important those letters from home were.




8. PREPARING FOR THE START OF TERM


The classrooms of the school were arranged in two single storey buildings lying parallel to each other and between them the soil had been compacted and a few young trees, struggling in the harsh climate, had been planted to provide shade. This was where assembly took place.


Boys straggled across from the two storey dormitory building where some of them had slept. Only the ground floor was in use because the roof upstairs was leaking. Those boys who would normally have slept upstairs had moved their simple iron beds to the school hall which is why assembly had to be outside.


The staff lined up on a verandah facing the boys with the Principal in front of us. He wore traditional dress, a riga or gown, made of pale blue cotton, over a loose cotton shirt and trousers. This was my first chance to see the boys I would be teaching. It seemed to me that they all looked alike with their dark skin, dark curly hair and brown eyes; how would I be able to tell them apart? I had grown up in societies where people’s physical characteristics, hair and eye colour, were noticeably varied but here, it seemed, there was so much similarity. It didn’t take long, though, for me to realize that among this apparent similarity there were, indeed, many differences, and I soon recognized the boys’ unique characteristics.


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
~ AVOLUNTEERN ‘60S NIGER

- JaneAdams






OEBPS/image/titlepage.jpg
Bush Girl

A Volunteer in ‘60s Nigeria

Jane Adams

rrrrrrrrrrrrrr
Publishing Limited





OEBPS/image/p21.jpg





