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  To the memory of my mother and father, quite what they’d have made of all this is anybody’s guess.
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  PART ONE




  STARTING OUT




  That I should travel anywhere at all, enjoy it, and produce this volume, would have surprised nobody more than my parents. For, embarrassingly labelled a somewhat reluctant traveller, great delight would be taken in explaining — to all and sundry — an apparent childhood disability of falling lamentably homesick when barely a mile or two from home; that’s all it would take. With reddening cheeks then, considerable effort would be required if I was ever going to visit the Taj Mahal, say, or Mount Fuji; two photographic images I vividly recall selecting, aged nine, as part of a what-and-where classroom exercise. But change, albeit slowly, was afoot; and although it remains somewhat difficult to pinpoint exactly when, where or even how this interest in travel originated, or manifested to a degree where one really had to do something about it, I’m each time reminded of a dismal winter afternoon, the Haydn Road Primary School, and those two rather grainy magazine cuttings. To this childhood awakening however, there existed, possibly, one extenuating circumstance. In the austere, post-war forties, my mother and father immigrated to England from Germany and Lithuania respectively. A fact which constituted, mother remained convinced in later years, the more significant promoter of an emergent wanderlust. So journeying of sorts, one might conclude, had inevitably been engrained at birth.




  For years to come, nevertheless, I remained blissfully unaware of the potential adventures inherent in my primary school discovery. As a typical pre-teen, an infatuation with motor sports introduced a plethora of glamorous destinations from Monaco to Macau, as did a burgeoning Stanley Gibbons stamp album, not to mention dear Auntie Agnes’s consistently beguiling holiday slides. At secondary school meanwhile, a refreshingly flamboyant English teacher tantalised enquiring minds with accounts of Lawrence of Arabia and Mediterranean summer retreats. Such though would be the sum of any early influence, life to a certain age proving uneventful to say the least: born in Nottingham, raised in Nottingham, schooled in Nottingham. Uneventful indeed, though as a life template I dare say it cut a standard shape to many a person’s formative years.




  At the spotty age of sixteen, an engineering apprenticeship distracted attention from the rigours of full-time college. Further study seemed of little benefit and I was glad to be free; instinct led and the seeking of one’s fortune via gainful employment seemed a wholly more enticing proposition. Under the accomplished tutelage of a vivacious septuagenarian, Mr Ron Storer, my engineering prowess would be finely honed. Entrenched quite contentedly in Nottingham during the seventies therefore, the appeal of working outside the city, let alone overseas, had scarcely registered. This persisted until the age of twenty when, an opsimath perchance, I discovered an academic side later than most and, catching all by surprise, enrolled for tertiary education at Trent Polytechnic. The campus enabled one to socialise, unwittingly, with students hailing from the more exotic corners of the world and, intriguingly, witness course contemporaries obtain either employment or voluntary duty abroad. So, despite graduating in 1982 with a civil engineering bachelor’s degree, a seed, more crucially, had been sown; and although it would take a couple of years more to germinate, the early effects were evident as a future beyond the county boundaries beckoned.




  Up until that time, travel had failed to feature significantly. Our family, largely for economic reasons, never holidayed abroad, though I doubt we really wanted to anyway. Independently, via the young persons’ InterRail promotion, a work pal and I survived a summer of ‘81 camping escapade across Western Europe. Following graduation, and a couple of uncomfortably-worn jobs, a yearning for adventure gathered pace and, consequently, the time seemed achingly right for a radical departure: to exchange England’s uninspiring shores for a life elsewhere. With open mind, the appointments pages of New Civil Engineer (a professional journal) were scanned eagerly each week for a suitable opening; in December 1983, a box-advertisement caught my attention: ‘Our associated practice in Nigeria requires a Graduate Engineer with a minimum of five years’ experience in Structural Engineering to undertake design work on a number of commercial and industrial projects…’




  Now, admittedly, Nigeria would not have been my first choice but no matter, imagine a philosophical shrug of the shoulders; at worst it would be a baptism of fire, at best, an opportunity to succeed. With job application hastily despatched, the interview process, under the auspices of Colonel Bishop, duly followed; three weeks thereafter and congratulations, the post was mine. So, as secretly hoped, destination Africa it would be; clearly the sixties television series Daktari had much to answer for. It wasn’t, incidentally, until much later I discovered, bemusedly, that only two candidates had applied. By that time, needless to say, it was too late; I already knew why.




  ‘Where? You’re joking! You must be mad!’ exclaimed a majority on greeting what I at any rate considered first-class news; a few offered the more ambivalent, ‘Oh really?’ Remaining undeterred, I would be going and that was that but, more interestingly, had I really detected the odd trace of admiration, well-disguised I grant you, nestled cosily between the guffaws of each and every disparager? Perhaps not, the imagination plays tricks. Mad? Yes, of course, it went without saying, though not for the reasons they considered; fortune favours the bold and with each passing day came a greater realisation that semi-detached England was certainly not for me. On New Year’s Eve, a military coup d’état in Nigeria, thankfully bloodless, did little to convince family and friends that my intention constituted either a sensible choice of adventure or a rational career move. I remained resolute nonetheless.




  Over the following weeks formalities for departure were set in place and the service agreement signed. Contractually obligated, there could be no turning back, not that the thought ever crossed my mind. A hardship posting? My new employer left absolutely nothing to chance; one contract clause in particular required the successful applicant, if failing to complete the said one year period, to reimburse the company pro-rata all transport and local expenses for the period so reneged. A failure to hack it, I soon realised, could cost dearly. The company meanwhile progressed an entry visa application via the Deputy High Commission of Nigeria in Liverpool and, as stipulated, our family general practitioner conducted a medical in which I was declared: fit to travel to and work in Nigeria. Acquiring immunity from an unsavoury selection of exotic diseases, the advised inoculations followed. Yellow fever, typhoid, cholera, tetanus, poliomyelitis and hepatitis, all combined to induce the expected febrile reaction; furthermore, issued with pesky, blood-sucking anopheles in mind, two packs of anti-malarial pills for consumption in situ.




  All set and with only days to spare, a good time to start packing, bid farewell and, confidence brimming, attend a local book signing by another keen traveller, David Attenborough. Mr Attenborough incidentally expressed quite an interest in my impending sojourn. ‘Best of luck,’ he cordially concluded whilst busying himself with the next enthusiast and, for the record, the half expected you’ll-need-it quip never followed. Next morning, 3rd March 1984, cold, bright and early, I was delivered to the East Midlands Airport courtesy of my parents, still somewhat perplexed by number-two son’s unexpected agenda; the homesick tale well and truly laid to rest. I must admit, even so, to a certain apprehension that day but, effectively suppressed, needs dictated and a connecting flight to London stood waiting. Barely two hours later and scrutiny of the lengthy check-in queue at Gatwick Airport revealed an interesting snapshot to one’s forthcoming life in Nigeria; myself, checking in a boringly conventional suitcase, fellow passengers however, much to the maddening bewilderment of airport staff, frantically juggled personal weight allowances to permit a variety of extras from radial car tyres to a hefty, twelve-volt battery. Unusual souvenirs I thought for tourists visiting London — little did I know. The journey had indeed commenced and yes, should readers wonder, I did, albeit years later, make it to the Taj Mahal and Mount Fuji; and no, homesick I was not. Perhaps mother was right all along, I can still hear her now: ‘Mensch!’ she would proclaim with unbridled Teutonic pride as the next adventure loomed, ‘Er ist seine Mutter ähnlich!’




  SURVIVING LAGOS




  

    I had a job, it excited and scared me, I was twenty-one, and you couldn’t talk of darkest Africa with any conviction when you had known Nottingham well


  




  JOURNEY WITHOUT MAPS,


  GRAHAM GREENE




  With gin and tonic empties marshalled tidily along the club bar, the old-Nigeria-hands were in their element. ‘Lagos bound flights,’ they wryly quipped, ‘arrive invariably after dark.’ This master stroke of timing, the wise ones insisted, prevented newcomers from gaining an immediate and clear understanding of their folly and, much to an employer’s chagrin, remain seated until the aircraft returned whence it came. To this, there may well be a grain of truth. Not a particularly welcoming sight would be the city’s lebensraum, the ramshackle, shanty suburbs; the first and unavoidable glimpse of an arrival’s new home. Descending over the northern reaches of Lagos, the darkness was undeniably effective in eclipsing the extent of indigent squalor. Remaining distinguishable however, scenes one would expect seconds prior to touch down: dwellings, roads and vehicles, momentarily captured in the lambent glow of a suburb’s spartan illumination. Illumination which, notwithstanding the shadowed impecuniosity, bestowed even on Lagos that magical, almost enchanting, aura so characteristic of an after-dark approach.




  The first thing I recall, when stepping out of the aircraft’s air-conditioned environs, was a blast of hot air received to the back of the neck. I initially suspected a malfunctioning vent in the docking bridge. Not so. An over the shoulder glance revealed an unsealed gap between bridge and fuselage. The outside temperature was seeping inward and quite how hot and sultry Lagos was going to be, not that one ever assumed otherwise, became abundantly clear; barely an hour shy of midnight and uncomfortably sticky — high twenties Celsius minimum.




  The queue at immigration proved long and painfully tedious, a less than efficient air-conditioning system making for some discomfort as sweat beads were quick to form. Curiously, the officer in charge gathered several passports at a time, all piled neatly for processing, though certain of these, I could not help but detect, were surreptitiously shuffled to the bottom of the pack. A discreet, though not too discreet as to be unnoticeable, exchange of cash revealed the true intent of the scam. Clearly, if one or two individuals were made to stew a little, an opportunity to extract a sound financial favour in return for a duly actioned entry stamp would undoubtedly manifest. Those ear-marked for such flim-flam, with cash unflinchingly exchanged, were clearly the old-Nigeria-hands; both parties conducting the transaction with an unashamedly convivial, see-you-next-time demeanour. A valuable lesson, I mused, and, with this freshly garnered handle on Nigeria’s immigration procedure, stepped up to the mark. Perhaps I looked a little too green, a tad too pathetic, as the officer — doubtless a good judge of character — evidently considered me unworthy of his finer efforts and, in next to no time, returned my passport duly chopped. And so it was I entered the Federal Republic of Nigeria feeling somewhat derided by this let-off but, never mind, opportunities to redress the injustice would indeed arise.




  With formalities cleared and suitcase retrieved I emerged to a rescue party comprising two evidently patient colleagues who, having learnt of my three hour delay, had nonetheless returned. The Murtala Mohammed International Airport dated from the late seventies and bore a strong resemblance, not surprisingly, to Amsterdam’s Schiphol, the airport upon which it was based. I never did ascertain however if the old-Nigeria-hands’ claim of equipment supplied under a northern hemisphere procurement deal actually included a snowplough or not. Outside, nevertheless, I was reacquainted with the over-bearing heat, accentuated no doubt by chilblained feet still thawing from a traditional British winter; patient acclimatisation, I reassured myself, would do the trick. Guided by the rescue party I was ushered into a red Peugeot 305, our transport to the company house located in the Ikoyi district of Lagos. En-route however, three armed checkpoints required careful negotiation; my suitcase opened each time for inspection and, the true aim of such journey interruptions, a firearm search conducted. Caucasians, though unlikely to carry weapons, were anyway halted in a reassuring spirit of impartiality. The police, regardless of objective, contenting themselves with a pilfering rifle for, typically, surplus currency, duty-free whiskey or equally beneficial items which might see them more comfortably through the night; but, patently mapped across youthful faces, the disappointment of finding no bounty in my case. A wee dram certainly wouldn’t have gone amiss, I thought, and, feeling somewhat sympathetic, apologised profusely to my new hosts for this inconsiderate oversight. It wouldn’t happen again we promised, several times, and with search exhausted were motioned onwards, albeit somewhat reluctantly. Reaching the house well after midnight, I was immediately, and not before time I can report, introduced to one of Lagos State’s finer products: a bottle of Star Lager Beer, cold. This, much to my rescuers’ approval, was sluiced appreciatively down in minutes. ‘The first test passed,’ they glowingly concluded, one’s revival process well under way. A promising start to life in the Dark Continent, I reflected, though of Nigeria, there was clearly much to learn.




  My first day in Lagos, a Sunday, passed peacefully. Left to my own devices, much of the day was spent unpacking and recovering from the journey; or, more precisely, the delay in one’s journey. That evening my colleagues and I would meet for a welcome dinner at the China Restaurant, located in the nearby Ikoyi Hotel. I also dedicated a little time to enjoying the pleasant garden of the house; a house situated on a quiet cul-de-sac named after Chief Festus Okotie-Eboh, ex-finance minister and unfortunate recipient, during a 1966 coup d’état, of an assassin’s bullet. I met Joseph for the first time, the friendly and ever-cheerful steward who dwelt, with wife and thirteen children, in the boys’ quarters occupying the rear of the plot. Stewards, similarly drivers, gardeners and watchmen, constituted something of a local institution, their engagement conveniently absorbing large numbers of unskilled labour; the Nigerians, particularly the government, preferred it that way. Employment of a steward or housekeeper therefore proved mutually beneficial. With a constant stream of comings and goings, some business, some pleasure, many company properties doubled as guesthouses and a trusty steward, effectively managing the property and performing simple household chores, could be a considerable asset. Of course, such appointments, one must be honest, constituted a welcome requirement for the bachelor of the species who had, metaphorically speaking, washed up upon Nigeria’s distant shores.




  My admittedly scant knowledge of Nigeria comprised, geographically, an imperial-pink shaded region on an aging stamp album map; and, historically, attainment of Crown independence in 1960 — according to an equally aging schoolboy edition of the Junior Pears Encyclopaedia. Practical travel information in the early eighties however was sketchy to say the least; references appeared generally unflattering and most publications unanimously surmised Nigeria to be a place in which nobody of right mind would voluntarily set foot. This, I would later discover, with some irony, to be a sentiment unequivocally shared by most Nigerians. It was probably about this time that, with only minimal cognition, I experienced, though short-lived, a feeling of some disquiet; I had actually succeeded, it suddenly dawned, in attaining a place which nobody by choice, neither tourist nor trader, unless coerced by considerable arm-twisting, would ever dream of visiting — let alone staying. But then I reasoned, a tad more positively, if Graham Greene’s comparison to neighbouring West African states was anything to go by, a native of Nottingham — handsomely equipped for survival in these parts — should stand a far better chance than most.




  In the house, a humidity-warped bookcase supported several regional maps, clearly well used and sticky-taped accordingly; alongside sat a couple of locally produced volumes, dust laden, dog-eared and yellowing. I sat a while and browsed in the hope of gleaning a few interesting statistics. Amazingly, Nigeria comprised over two hundred distinct, ethnic groups; the predominant factions (population-wise) being Yoruba (one quarter), occupying the south-west, Igbo (one fifth), to the south-east and both Hausa (one quarter) and Fulani (one tenth) to the north. Demographically, the north remained predominantly Muslim whilst the south, Christian. With numerous languages and dialects, English, together with a spoken pidgin derivative, constituted the lingua franca. The most populous African nation (almost one hundred million) at the time, apparently, Nigeria was home to one-in-six Africans; Lagos, the capital, had grown to be one of the continent’s largest cities. Topography varied: mangrove and rain forests to the lowlands of the southern Niger delta; swathes of grassy savannah to the central plateau. To the north, an ever encroaching Sahara Desert; to the south-east, bordering the Cameroon, a mountain range (2,419 metres, the highest).




  Built upon a thirty kilometre (north-south) strip of seaboard, the state of Lagos stretches some 200 kilometres (east-west) along the Gulf of Guinea; enveloping in the process, several islands, creeks and lagoons. Resisting the ocean’s advance, a sand bar forms the southern-most extremity; a one kilometre break affording shipping access to the slightly inland Apapa quays and the expansive Lagos Lagoon beyond. Lagos City occupies the mainland fringing the western reaches of the lagoon together with two developed islands, Lagos Island and, merging with the southern sand bar and white-flecked rollers of a bluish-green Atlantic, Victoria Island. The Portuguese arrived in 1427, the first Europeans to do so, naming the area Lago de Curamo; subsequently adjusted to plain old Lagos. The mainland, Lagos Island and Victoria Island are nowadays connected by a system of elevated roads and bridges. Victoria Island and Ikoyi (part of Lagos Island) — the city’s Beverley Hills, one might proffer — remained the reserve, generally, of well-to-do Nigerians, a large percentage of the expatriate community and the verdantly lawned villas of diplomatic missions and embassies; idyllic sounding, the reality however could be quite the reverse.




  Whether factual information or simple hearsay, nothing quite prepared one for the culture shock of Lagos; the simple medium of words never quite conveying the resultant effect of heat, smells, insects or simply the way things are: different, very different. Differences which, on occasion, presented a jarringly shocking affront to sanitized western faculties. An oppressive heat stymied many a newcomer, with ninety-five percent humidity and the mercury nudging thirty-five degrees Celsius, stepping outside an air-conditioned enclosure required enormous incentive. Torridly energy sapping, transforming one’s shirt in a matter of seconds to a soddenly wet flannel. And after dark? Slight relief, temperatures only a degree or two lower. The rains dominate from May to October, the heavens frequently opening to bestow not only a seasonal deluge but a refreshing respite from a taxing, tropical sultriness; August, proving somewhat anomalous, stays curiously dry, wet weather reappearing in September. November to April constitutes the dry season, notably less humid though remaining relatively comfortable for Europeans at least; temperatures in the more manageable mid-twenties. Effecting hazy skies, the cooling harmattan winds from the north deposit a fine veneer of Saharan dust across the nation.




  Outside on the streets, well, accustomed one most certainly was not unless amongst the leafier and more affluent suburbs of Ikoyi or Victoria Island, where one at least stood a chance. In the commercial centre of Lagos Island however, Nigerians went about their business as best possible; the daily grind of the city, facial expressions suggested, was to be endured, never enjoyed. Forbearance, one soon learned to be an appropriate byword for surviving Lagos. Even so, office workers would be smartly attired in colourful, traditional garb, safari suits or casual western dress, tailored to an appropriately tropical mode. Men often bore small patent leather handbags, not dissimilar to the French in style, and same-gender friends or colleagues would, quite innocently, hold hands at the first opportunity. On more than one occasion did a male colleague teasingly suggest doing likewise on a walk to the market; western sensibilities however ensured my polite decline.




  Decay, inherent in many years of neglect, formed my overriding impression of Lagos. New, high-rise concrete and curtain-walled buildings emerged bravely from within the commercial district though most, consistent with European trends, lacked any semblance of architectural finesse; it appeared that Africa and Europe shared common ground in at least one discipline. Colonial buildings (pre-1960) and those constructed in the post-colonial era (1960s through 1970s), bereft of maintenance or restoration, survived in a somewhat dilapidated condition. Admittedly, in modern Nigeria, there existed more pressing issues with which to contend; principally the economy or, expressed in everyday terms, placing food on the table. Between the faded colonial and the shining curtain-walls however, sat numerous low cost derivatives; African sprawl, 1980s-style, essentially low-cost, two-storey blockwork, top-end versions bolstered by a framing system of sorts. Many bore brightly painted facades constituting, one assumed, the developers sole concession to beautification; unfortunately, regardless of age, traces of dishevelment, flaking paint and crumbling plaster lay blatantly evident. Journeying north, off the islands and deep into mainland Lagos, the greater the scale of ruin to be observed, assuming more drear, shantyesque proportions the further one travelled.




  Prior to arriving in Nigeria I had lived a while in London and, as interest in my tropical appointment gathered pace, I remember discussing with a colleague (of Ghanaian descent) the situation regarding pavements and the ease, Lagos-style, of perambulation thereon. Walking down Broad Street or Marina, months, even years later, her disbelievingly, eye-brows raised retort of, ‘What pavements?’ never failed to force a smile; my naiveté so easily reinforced. Should one put leg for road, to quote the local vernacular, Lagos pavements required constant attention; broken, uneven, voided and, in most cases, non-existent. Concurrent to trip-hazard concentration, the pedestrian’s olfactory sense was likely to suffer the noisome emanation of open sewers, drains and manholes, the concrete covers of which had long since crumbled. Within, lay pooled, stagnant liquid compounded by decaying vegetation, discarded food and the rotting carcasses of creatures which, presumably, lived and breathed prior to entry; a foaming unsavoury concoction, topped up nicely by the timely needs of the local populace. A man urinating in public could never be too shocking a preconception; after all, imagine any British city centre on a Saturday night. Puritanical eyebrows unfailingly rose however when a seemingly respectable lady, bedecked in local finery, straddled an open drain to do likewise. Accounts of either sex defecating in public I shall entrust to the more fetid corners of one’s imagination but, with mid-thirties temperatures, certain drains could become a tad over-powering to say the least; prudent pedestrians, reluctant to hear di smell, might spend a moment sensibly contemplating possible route options. Clearly such conditions offered a haven for creatures of an objectionable variety; the extra-large, multi-skilled cockroach particularly required little encouragement as indeed did the rat, recoils of abhorrence guaranteed from the unsuspecting passer-by. Furthermore, blocked drains and standing water the perfect breeding conditions for squadrons of teasing mosquitoes intent solely on annoyance; the slapping of exposed flesh, like the endless hubbub of car horns, an integral component of the city’s background din. Strikingly agreeable, in contrast, would be the bluish-black, orange-headed agama; lizards a foot or so in length, lethargically basking or, in search of sustenance, sauntering saurian over sun-bleached render. Whereas the agama seemed content outside, the smaller gecko preferred an internal domain and, consequently, few households would remain uncolonised. With suction-pad toes utilised to good effect, the greyish almost translucent ceiling dwellers helpfully, and with silent efficiency, cleared a house of more bothersome insect life.




  Aside the heat, insects and poor sanitation, there remained yet more challenges for the unsuspecting newcomer. Typically, annoyingly routine cease light (power cuts), tap water of dubious potability and a high risk of contracting exotic sounding diseases from wildlife bites or ill-prepared food. Furthermore, if a worrisome increase in fatal armed robberies, especially on the lonely airport road, should fail to scare one, then a population of erratic and suicidal, demon drivers might. No, Lagos was never going to be easy. And what of the occasional commodity shortage? One month sugar, then meat, then petrol; incomprehensible in Nigeria, the world’s sixth largest oil producer. Chaos ensues as vehicles dash madly to the pumps, roads soon gridlocked and petrol stations under siege. On one memorable occasion, from all sides, forty-plus vehicles attempted simultaneous access to our local Mobil vendor; the small corner plot rapidly overwhelmed and effectively cut off. Needless to say, a slugfest of Wild West proportions erupts. Some competent brawlers too, the dispensing nozzle a worthy prize; the filling stations of Lagos clearly the ideal venue in which to hone one’s pugilistic skill. With a wary eye on the Land Rover fuel gauge, I successfully out-manoeuvred the melee to arrive home safely. Patience sapped? Wait, there’s more. Believe it or not, a currency shortage. To thwart those who had grafted vast sums to overseas bank accounts, the government instigated a swift, overnight, currency change; unfortunately, also thwarting the entire nation with many honest citizens caught on the hop. With existing bills immediately rendered obsolete, nothing — nothing that wasn’t already in short supply that is — could be purchased until new versions were obtained; nightmarish queues persisted for days, exactly as the filling stations were besieged so too were the banks. Readers might now appreciate the old-Nigeria-hands’ yarn of newcomers remaining seated on planes; those who subsequently disembarked were sorely tested. With forbearance faltering, some, after only a short time, could hack it no longer; with sanity in tatters, they elected to escape whilst still able. For those who stayed and endured, an interesting ride was assured; the joys of Lagos. Frustrating? Constantly. Boring? Certainly not — read on.




  If sufficiently wealthy, or in the lavish employ of a multi-national, transport for most comprised the motor car; if unavailable, the humble taxi would suffice. A role filled by the ubiquitous Peugeot 504, workhorse of West Africa; Lagos versions liveried a distinctive golden-yellow with two black stripes centre and along each flank. Condition varied from the quite rare, newer models to the more common demolition-derby retirees; most vehicles evidently decades beyond one careful owner, side wings, bonnets and doors barely hanging on. Of equal concern would be the grinding mechanical sounds, alarming vibrations and black smoke, habitually manifesting at velocities in excess of twenty miles per hour. Most drivers seemed unfailingly amiable, apologising profusely for their humble though battered charge; which served only to augment one’s guilt yet further when alighting, should the door handle snap-off or, even worse, the door itself. One would frequently question the wisdom of riding in less than road-worthy vehicles, particularly those which lurched violently from side to side under high-speed braking; impartial Jesus saves! dashboard stickers and fetish charms, draped off rear-view mirrors, instilling a reassuring calm; the driver having at least sought insurance of an appropriately superior cover. Having successfully hailed a taxi and conducted exhaustive fare negotiation, it would not be too unusual to share the ride with a brace of clucking farmyard chickens or other market livestock. This, whilst the latest Yoruba, juju rhythms molested one’s hangover and an ambient temperature, exacerbated by movement barely above a crawl, adhered one soggily to a well-worn, polyvinyl seat. Quite normal also to share the vehicle with three or four other passengers travelling in the same direction. The driver, having considered journey economics, would pick up additional fares en-route for which I, invariably the wealthiest passenger, would pick up the tab. Not that I minded, occasionally the diverse company and varied conversation made it all the more worthwhile. Of course, with hours spent ensnared in an infamous Lagos jam, good conversationalists proved a godsend. For numerous enterprising traders, the go-slow presented the perfect sales opportunity; vehicles at a standstill and an audience stalled captive. Consequently, within seconds of traffic grinding to a halt, seemingly from nowhere sprang an avalanche of windscreen cleaners, newspaper boys, vendors of soft drinks, fruit and various snacks; each bearing local produce displayed on wide-brim baskets and transported, cranially aloft, between successive car windows. Within the hour, if lucky, the blockage would clear; dispersing the traders with equal speed to that with which they appeared, leaving drivers free to kick motor (restart the car) and continue onwards.




  The city’s importunate beggars instinctively descried a sitting target (me) in a go-slow, homing in with such remarkable effect that for a time I remained convinced all taxis bore a coded roof-top indicator. Even those clutching a white stick succeeded in singling out, quite uncannily, the vehicle in which I happened to be ensconced. Needless to say, Lagos beggars, in common with similarly unfortunate souls elsewhere, constituted the city’s sub-class. Not only derelict, most contended with grotesque malformations or loss of limb; a by-product of disease, accident or conflict, I never discovered which, though doubtless it matters little. Although refuge centres existed, Lagosians were only too keen to impress, the act of begging proved a far more challenging and profitable draw for the hungry man, the poor down-and-out. One wretched individual worked the Marina where, passing an open palm into a plentiful volume of stationary cars ensured a steady supply of kobo; especially should, for maximum effect, the other hand — or what remained of it — be dangled loosely, by a mere filiform of flesh, alongside. Elsewhere, gathered on numerous street corners, one encountered sorrily bedraggled groups of amputees; those quite literally with little or nothing from the waist down. Sturdy, muscular arms and rubber hand pads achieved mobility of sorts, remaining lower stumps dragged doggedly across dusty, filthy thoroughfares; with prosthetic limbs seemingly non-existent, several individuals had fashioned small, ply-wood trolleys to ease the chore of movement. So, with a lamentable there but for the grace of god go I moment, of which numerous occurred on a daily basis incidentally, one unremittingly obliged; a pocket full of coins contained for easy distribution. Amazingly, amongst such destitution (the last place on earth I’d have expected) one discovered humour. Quite how these characters, and I use the term in the highest possible repute, achieved any semblance of humour, let alone good humour, lay entirely beyond me. Incessantly cheery greetings on recognition, and a line in small talk, suggested a disbelieving contentedness, born of resignation possibly, with their lot. Surely not, I laboured incessantly to comprehend. Needless to say, in the face of such devastating hardship, complaints harboured regarding one’s own situation were seriously questioned. I recall an incident relayed one morning by a friend who found himself sharing a taxi with a well-to-do English madam and her two irreversibly spoilt offspring. Caught in a go-slow, a beggar had passed his stumpy, misshapen forearm, fingers and thumb long since withered, through the open car window. The lady, quite coolly and without any reaction of abhorrence whatsoever, diverted her gaze towards her brood and, with an authoritative air, calmly delivered: ‘Now look children, this is what happens if you bite your nails.’




  The less well-off Lagosians traversed the city by public bus; lumbering Mercedes hulks, golden-yellow and most, if not all, of a dilapidation on par with the humble taxi. Door-less, poorly ventilated, trailing a plume of rich, black exhaust, thickening dramatically if attempting even the slightest of incline. The molue, in the local patois, invariably travelled packed to heaving; those passengers unable to gain access precariously riding the footplates, grasping for dear life any projecting fixture to appear even remotely secure. I never once observed a foreigner aboard; stiflingly hot, go-slow stymied for how long nobody dared guess and, with pick-pockets rampant, little wonder we all shied away. A mode of transport of which our travel-wearied staff would gripe endlessly, even though the evidently despised molue provided on numerous occasions the perfect alibi for lateness. But the poor, overwrought molue conductor harnessed the bane of passengers’ frustration; performing a thankless task especially on vehicles so crammed as to render movement down the aisle nigh impossible. Countless times I’d listen patiently, and sympathetically, to accounts of fares being collected where, with insufficient coinage available, the conductor had despairingly discharged a single bill to cover each and everyone’s change. To which the standard riposte, go marry yua sef (go marry yourselves), would be authoritatively issued; the conductor, his problem neatly solved, thus beating a hasty retreat. Bewildered customers, if not already approaching the end of their tether, would be left to argue it out amongst themselves; presumably those with previous petrol-pump experience emerging financially triumphant.




  Shopping for essentials in Lagos, one’s choice wavered between traditional, outdoor markets or several newer, air-conditioned stores. Within a five minute walk of the office on Marina, one attained, via Broad Street, the nearest modern supermarket: UTC (United Trading Corporation); a blue and white building with the usual assemblage of beggars encamped by the main door. In addition to aisles of tinned fodder, UTC possessed a finely presented counter of refrigerated meat. A more pleasant alternative to the fresh market outside where a crawling patina of buzzing, black aphids laid constant claim to the joints and cuts on offer; the splendour of meat markets in tropical climes plainly manifest. For one’s pound of flesh therefore, the supermarkets were greatly preferred. A pair of jocund females, late-twenties I would hazard, immaculately attired in matching white pinafores and hats, staffed the UTC meat counter. As most foreigners entrusted their chop money (weekly housekeeping) to an employee, namely one’s steward or house boy, quite a rarity was a white man stood waiting in a check-out queue. Although initially feeling somewhat conspicuous (sore-thumb fashion) and extremely self-conscious, I gradually — the benefit of experience — grew accustomed to the habitual sideways glances issuing from fellow shoppers; glances not in any way hostile, simply intrigued, if not amazed, that one comparatively privileged should bother at all. In fact, one’s African assimilation progressed to the slightly bizarre extent where catching sight of one’s reflection in a mirrored surface instilled momentary surprise, if not shock; observing not a physiog borne of appropriately dark, negroid features, but a pasty, ill at ease, sun-blotched version — albeit a vaguely familiar one — peering curiously back. Regarded originally by the meat-counter duo as something of an eccentric novelty, an understandable view and one not too far off the mark, familiarity effortlessly spawned service with a smile; which, Lagos ladies’ surly reputation considered, was certainly something to write home about. I have to confess incidentally, a smiley service upon which I regularly, and unashamedly, capitalised to secure, as a welcome respite from overly chewy bush-meat, a put-to-one-side leg of lamb, albeit frozen; goods imported directly from New Zealand should the reefer dock as scheduled. With supplies invariably hit and miss, one’s much-prized joint proved a welcome treat, thanks to the assured service of UTC; alas, in Africa’s most populous conurbation, not a single jar of mint sauce graced the supermarket fixtures.




  As for fruit and vegetable staples, supermarkets, though adequately stocked, could never quite compete with produce from the open-market; in our case, situated beneath the Apongbon Street, concrete flyover, a structure, in the shade of which a coterie of commerce-savvy madames held daily court. With sizable trays or sacks perched skilfully atop, the Lagosian madames conveyed the finest of agrarian produce to this unromantic and decidedly dingy, below-the-arches location. On first visit, once sighted, a multitude of portly madames would stampede, comical swagger combined with ground-shaking tenacity, in one’s direction. Escape, there was none; reduced instead to febrile palpitations and flashbacks to a previous life imbued with attractive employment contracts and danger-money clauses. From within this ensuing melee, the victor, having bagged her prey (me), would emerge as successful claimant of yet another client; an understanding thus immediately established and, with she, all future business would be exclusively transacted. Honour amongst madames was indeed high, on subsequent visits not a single rival dared stir; interestingly, I must have been recognised, in itself a somewhat mysterious if not contradictory occurrence. According to local sentiment, all Caucasians look identical and remain therefore entirely indistinguishable: typically, pale, longish nose, coloured eyes, fairish hair (as likely as not). So it had me wondering, on many an occasion, how madame’s cohorts had realised it was I and no other. I could only conclude, without too much scrutiny, that my debut debonairness that day had stood me well apart from fellow buyers. I quickly warmed to my captor, a tall, big-boned madame of considerable stature and ample frontage. Victoria her name and she bore handsomely, face only minimally cicatrized, the characteristic nose and lips of African physiognomy; colourfully attired, indeed all madames were so, in agreeably matching akeda (headscarf), buba (top) and iro (wrap). ‘My friend!’ she would thunderingly beckon each time I passed, insistent some business, however minor, should, nay, must, be conducted. Even though I required nothing her gaze proved impossible to avoid; with hawkish eyes honed to fix on potential prey at fifty-yards, resistance I soon realised to be utterly futile, especially if white and obvious.




  ‘How are you?’ I would greet, with a diffident, fancy-meeting-you-here demeanour.




  ‘Fain, you sabi now,’ (Fine, you know how it is) would come Victoria’s unfailing pidgin response. Crouching down beside this imposing figure I’d point to the produce arranged neatly upon a handful of baskets.




  ‘Price?’ A simple request uttered by the customer would kick-start the bargaining process.




  ‘Five naira!’ Victoria, eye-contact avoided, might sharply deliver.




  ‘Five naira? You joke?’ I’d exclaim with mock-pidgin horror; clearly room for improvement existed. Then, without a word, Victoria, well-drilled theatrics employed to good effect, would gesticulate, a simple wave of the hand, that an offer (a sensible offer) should thus be submitted. Purely for mischievous amusement, I could not help but on occasion tender an unreasonably low figure; if only to savour her endearingly comical Nigerian response. This consisted usually of, ‘Eh? Eh?’ (What? What?), followed instantly by a predictably high-pitched and derisory, ‘Ah! Ah!’ (For pity’s sake!), suggesting preposterousness on an unprecedented scale; ‘Dat joke stop am!’ she’d implore, oozing wry laughter, intimating that my initial bid really ought be improved significantly and decidedly upwards (obviously) in madame’s eminent favour; and of course it would. Victoria’s wide grin would soon appear to reveal a perfect set of bedazzling, coconut-white teeth. Before one could utter ‘The Ikorodu Road’ I would emerge fully laden bearing cabbage, potatoes, onions, mangoes and a painfully awkward to carry pineapple; all neatly packed with several extras thrown in for good measure. Previously crisp naira bills would, quick as a flash, be adeptly secreted, grin unwavering, within the voluminous gathers of her wrap; with an ear-shattering ‘Tomorrow!’, I would be perfunctorily dismissed to continue whatever business had unwittingly guided me across Victoria’s domain in the first place.




  Apongbon Street never failed in presenting a hive of rich, cacophonous activity, nothing impressing more than the sight of a mobilised madame; an African caricature, entire day’s stock transported on head and with impeccable grace. Stock stowed high, madame below, rock-steady, neck bearing considerable compression, manoeuvring the centre aisle at a rapid, time-is-money, pace; dozing picken more than likely papoosed to the rear. Although food would invariably be transported so, heavier, unwieldy items, such as a crate of bottled drinks, a substantial load to carry by hand let alone above, would be conveyed likewise. The weight-lifting gold however lay reserved for the industrious ejika-ni-shop (literally, shoulder is one’s shop); roadside tailors who unflinchingly, and quite conveniently, carried the tools of their trade either by shoulder or, more impressively, aloft. Ponder for one moment the weight of dear granny’s black and gold, cast-iron, Singer sewing machine; then, ponder a little longer the feat of hoisting it firstly upon one’s head and, secondly, keeping it there — perfectly balanced, no hands. Then of course, try navigating, poise-perfect, the pock-marked streets of Lagos and the word marvellous springs readily to mind. The ejika-ni-shop would, once hailed and with fee negotiated, set machine down there and then to hem and overlock as requested — all work considered, no stitch too small, no footpath too far; a roadside rescue and renovation service for the wardrobe one might say, and a delightfully practical one too.




  Having arrived in Nigeria, it would not be too long before one became fully conversant with two significant words in the local parlance. The first, dash, a versatile word, noun and verb, conveyed the concept of transfer, usually money, via oneself to another, for certain favours. As vast as the nation itself, the range of such favours might include, typically, dashing a doorman for parking one’s car, to a loftier ministerial level, where a considered, well placed dash could influence those who required extra impetus in a somewhat banana-shaped (bent) direction; the term originated, allegedly, from the Portuguese pidgin for gifting. The second word, oyibo, is a Yoruba term for Caucasians and, according to Nigerian friends, translates quite charmingly as a black man whose skin has peeled. Logical, if offered some thought — Africa being regarded as the cradle of humanity after all. I mention these two words because when used in tandem, with a particular, objective pronoun, they form the very meaningful phrase: Oyibo dash me! A phrase adopted by a large slice of the community, from the phatic greetings of impish children to authority’s more baleful pilfering; as spearheaded to profitable effect by a greedy though poorly paid police force and their equally on-the-make, traffic counterparts. An ineradicable way of life in Nigeria, dash conveniently reduces potentially protracted negotiation to little more than a ‘how much?’ should doors need opening; indeed, from escaping a traffic infringement, opening a bank account, easing along a foreign exchange remittance or even, should one require it, access to high office; not an instant exists were dash might fail to grease a resistant palm. Inordinately useful too; the blasé indifference incidentally with which westerners (we) adapted to this new found means of assuagement continually astounded.




  Accommodation, shared with a colleague, consisted initially of a pleasant, eleventh-floor apartment on Berkley Road, Lagos Island; one of the tallest buildings in the district, the south facing balcony afforded fine views over Tafawa Balewa Square to the harbour approach and a distant Gulf of Guinea. Observing numerous fully-laden, cargo vessels edge towards the Apapa quays was, for one who derives enormous pleasure from ships and ports, both fascinating and, coincidentally, quite appropriate. Appropriate in that a significant portion of cargo so viewed would be handled by surviving, nineteenth century Liverpool traders, John Holt Limited; a principal client whose converted Marina warehouse contained a number of offices including our own. In a similar historical vein incidentally, a few doors down the Marina at number 47 stood one time head office to a rival Liverpool concern; the Elder Dempster Line — operators of the London to West Africa mail route commencing mid-1800s. Though the original tenants had long since vacated, the 1960s maritime inspired Elder Dempster Building remained a prominently pleasing (in that it reminded of the region’s mercantile heritage) waterfront landmark.




  Berkley Road and its harbour views came with an unfortunate downside, manifesting specifically during the recurrent power failures of NEPA (National Electric Power Authority); though one shouldn’t be too parochial, it affected the entire city also. With no standby generator, elevators would thus be rendered instantly inoperative, leaving one with little choice therefore but to trudge, reluctantly, eleven storeys skywards. Failings occurred with despairing regularity and invariably at the most inopportune of moments, one’s physical fitness it must be said owed much to the power company’s erratic supply; jaded Lagosians aptly reinterpreted the NEPA acronym as Never Expect Power Again. An unexpected bonus to living at height, sans NEPA, existed in the form of natural ventilation. If a sea squall stirred the stillness of a sultry summer’s day, the balconied French windows (opposite sides) could be slid open to savour the refreshing coolness of a gusting through-breeze. Quench light, as the locals would say, occurred invariably after dark; in a perfect world, presumably, to facilitate implementation of much needed maintenance work; but clearly not in Lagos where power cuts continued unremittingly. Drowsiness, during hot, sticky nights — even with windows open — could rapidly desert; one becoming unnervingly restless amidst the vexing drone of mosquitoes drifting inward upon the sound of distant revelry and beating drums. The compounded effect of heat, buzzing and bites, experience soon taught, could be duly anesthetised (and only anesthetised) by the copious slugging of Star Lager Beer or, for that matter, any other equally intoxicating liquor. Such an altered condition afforded one the opportunity of embracing oblivion with, at the very least, a modicum of serenity; ‘It eases the pain,’ a colleague’s lament, borne of bitter experience. Hours later, if not awoken from one’s alcohol induced slumber by the strafing of mosquitoes — prior to daybreak at around 5.00 a.m. — then one very soon would be. With alarm clocks rendered redundant, a broadcast of the adhan would burst purposefully through the open windows to reverberate spiritually from one plastered wall to another. Emanating from the neighbourhood mosque, the electronically amplified muezzin, summoning the faithful to salat, informed us not only as to which unearthly hour one’s tranquil state of unconsciousness had been abruptly terminated but, more pleasingly, that NEPA had, sometime in the early hours, recommenced generation — praise be to Allah!




  Besides the open city drains, the apartment itself provided a venue, surprisingly, distance above ground considered, for numerous close-encounters with the tropical cockroach. Healthy examples of these, out of interest, attained some three inches or so in length. A repulsive, leathery-backed creature, readers will be aware, though unaware possibly (as I initially) that in the locale certain roaches develop wings and assume the ability therefore, nuisance factor infinitely increased, to travel airborne; their presence on the eleventh floor therefore explicable. The predominant infestation stemmed from directly above the bathroom suspended ceiling, the tapping of which resulted in the clearly audible scurrying of the colony housed within. Their point of entry I soon discovered to be a small, half-inch orifice at the edge of one tile. An orifice through which the vanguard would, exploratively, lower twitching antennae to ascertain, one presumed, a clear coast. If such movement caught my attention, for sensory appendages were certainly lengthy enough to do so, the first non-breakable object to hand would be hurled with considerable verve ceiling-wards. Unfortunately, being something of an abysmal shot, it usually struck wide off the mark and the creature, clearly unfazed, calmly withdrew. A capable adversary, it remained hidden until, sensing my probable absence, it doubtless reattempted; and indeed succeeded, often. Safely tucked-up in bed one mosquito-free night I remember sensing, with mild abhorrence, a light-footed presence which, having discovered my inner leg, proceeded to follow a northward trail to where I wished not to find out. Cracking a shin on the solid bedside table in the act, the haste of my subsequent withdrawal impressed even I; a speed of rising which remains unsurpassed to this day.




  The final straw, not surprisingly, came early one morning when discovering a pair of the creatures curled intimately, antennae twitching and doubtless smirking, around the fluoride-whiffing bristles of my toothbrush; my unscrupulous foes had clearly upped the ante. Inexplicably, the cockroach seemed drawn to toothpaste, an unfortunate habit of which I was previously unaware. Action stations, I decided, and, consequently, implemented a timely escalation of the struggle; the offending ceiling orifice instantly plugged — The Vanguard front page aptly did the trick — to render bedroom and bathroom relatively cockroach-free at least; curtains for one colony, though needless to say my accompanying smugness would be short-lived; one battle easily won but the war would be long and bloody. The treatment of cockroaches, readers with tropical experience will empathise, is much akin to treating a radiator leak; plug one area and within moments a fresh spout appears elsewhere. With the promise of sustenance, the kitchen, predictably, constituted a major draw; an area in which my foes effortlessly thrived. The darkness within a closed cutlery drawer offered a particularly suitable environment; a sudden opening forcing several of the creatures to scurry over stored cutlery to the shadowed safety within. A common and somewhat repugnant occurrence, nothing and nobody could stem the flow; the kitchen-front forming a never-ending campaign. Even on the lofty eleventh floor, it seemed, one stood minimal chance of victory. Philosophically, complete cockroach elimination a pathetic ideal, tropical Africa their domain after all. My vile, antennae twitching adversaries proved by far the more able, the safety-in-numbers, fight-on-all-fronts stratagem implemented to greater effect. Battle-wearied, I conceded, doubtless like thousands before me. Interestingly, what surprised most in defeat was not the creatures at all — or their untimely appearance in the most stomach-churning of locations — but how quickly one’s revulsion tempered and within a relatively short period, tolerance growing, their crawly presence dismissed as inconsequential. By example: with barely a second thought, pulling open the cutlery drawer and, occupants having scarpered, pick a knife and, without recourse to soap and water, use it to prepare food.




  In the 1980s, Julie’s Bar on Victoria Island, already a local institution, had reputation further enhanced by a favourable mention in a Nigerian business supplement issued by the Financial Times of London; those who knew of Julie’s Bar were bemused by its inclusion. The establishment was hardly a swanky restaurant or chic wine bar, nor a particularly favoured haunt of international subeditors or stringers; far from it. Julie’s Bar was a dilapidated, part-open, partly-roofed, timber shack, painted a drab shade of mud-brown and thrown together, somewhat loosely, beside the similarly coloured waters of Five Cowrie Creek. Naked bulbs over roughly-sawn, wooden tables and benches comprised Julie’s fixtures, all arranged on an open, rickety, boarded platform projecting four metres or so across the water; to which several less than convincing, creaking, timber piles effected structural support. A hole in the ground, set within a walled enclosure, constituted a state of the art, unisex lavatory; catering also for the many mosquitoes and cockroaches with which one had, by this time, gained totally familiarity. Alternatively, though not exclusively, for male punters, an external block wall sufficed should the hole be otherwise engaged. Unlike its more swanky counterparts, Julie’s Bar scored highly on atmosphere; the growing number of corporate stickers adhered to the walls, typically, Electrolux, Julius Berger, Kellogg, Rolls Royce, Cable & Wireless, attested to its popularity amongst expatriates and Nigerians alike. Running a tight ship, Julie wore the formidable Nigerian madame mantle with considerable aplomb. Shrouded in an element of mystery, one could never pinpoint exactly where Julie’s business interests lay; only a brave man dared enquire, though the phrase fingers in many pies undoubtedly suited best. At Julie’s one could enjoy a clocking-off sundowner, essentially cold beer accompanied by simple snacks of suya (barbecued meat), or yam chips, prepared by the ever-attentive Bengar; a young, extended relative of Julie, though as to which line we never fully ascertained. As the sun sank slowly downwards, the lights of Ikoyi would flicker reassuringly across the water and, although no guarantee, a promising indicator that NEPA would indeed be powering the homestead later on. One could not imagine a more gratifying way in which to indulge the gloaming: Star beer to hand, the sound of groaning timber, a gently lapping creek, the mellowing, reggae rhythms of Bob Marley and the Wailers — not the only cassette available, though it seemed permanently en-loop whenever calling in.




  Quite appropriate that one evening then I should enjoy a brief moment in the presence of founding Wailer himself, Peter Tosh. A measure of Julie’s esteem that, in between performances at the National Theatre in Iganmu (on the mainland), the musician should make the effort to journey over to Victoria Island to imbibe, amidst the languid still of the creek, Lagos’s finest. Entering the bar that night, strangely empty, I spotted a solitary, dreadlocked patron sitting at the table by the water. Assuming my usual place, likewise by the waterside, the enthusiastic Bengar speedily delivered a cold beer; whilst reassuring a noticeably, nervy Tosh that I was all right despite, explanation slightly out of earshot, being white. Nodding amiably in my direction the great man, once informed, silently resumed his indifferent gaze across the creek; not too keen, I guessed, on another presence, particularly mine. Although looking familiar, only when Bengar whispered the name did I realise that indeed, here sharing the table, should be the reggae maestro in person; odd however that a superstar should travel minus entourage with not the remotest sign of expected, hanging-on retinue. I regarded it as particularly endearing that Bengar should convey my presence as all right to anyone, let alone a musical legend. After a while, the visitor, with characteristic Caribbean lilt, warmed to the balmy ambience of Julie’s, chatting briefly on music, particularly his, and Lagos. Then without warning he stood, issued a definitive, ‘Peace’ and disappeared into the night.




  Predictably, any establishment welcoming of the expatriate wallet served also as a magnet for ladies of the night; of which Julie’s Bar together with numerous nightclubs, typically Phoenicia in Apapa, or Bacchus in Ikoyi, were synonymous. For expatriates employed on bachelor status and, more revealingly, a fair smattering of those not; flattery personified took the form of several young, attractive club-girls (a euphemism for ladies of ill-repute). Suddenly, way past their prime patrons, they with a many-pints-to-perfect corporation, became the object of desire for an unlimited supply of sonsie, satin-skinned curvaceousness. It wouldn’t be too wrong either to suggest that a considerable number of years had elapsed since the recipients had enjoyed a fawning of equal magnitude, if in fact at all. At a price, the creek-side timbers transmogrified into a fertile Garden of Eden, a shrine to carnality and where, with surplus naira to burn, money talked; a talk negating even the crudest of male advances, for adept Lotharios Julie’s punters were most certainly not. For those wishing to indulge a peaceful drink however, resisting the advances of nubile Amazonians could be equally tiresome to repulsing swarms of annoyingly hematophagous teasers hovering in off the creek. In fact, not wishing to cast aspersions, parallels could well be drawn; the girls patiently, purposefully, though unfailingly playfully, draining off a prey’s life blood (an expatriate salary knows no bounds) and, contrary to clientele opinion, undoubtedly emerging on top, so to speak. At Julie’s Bar, a pair of fine-looking, protean girls enjoyed a residency status of sorts, helping out around the bar when busy and conducting more lucrative services in between. Two modest cubicles located at the rear of the kitchen served as accommodation and where, following satisfactory negotiation, such passionate trysts were conveniently enacted with unbridled lascivious abandon. I remember one girl with great affection, an extremely attractive, nay, buxom lass with all the correct attributes and, quite rightly, the worthy object of hot-blooded, male desire. One morning, a colleague asked me to deliver a surplus, upright, electric fan; no longer needed, she would certainly find it beneficial, engaged in a line of work which could, presumably, get a little steamy from time to time. A friend accompanied me on the drive down to the creek, safety in numbers, I thought, just in case. Though I needn’t have worried, meeting her away from the rigours of the performing arena, for the first time, proved revelational. Taken aback, my assumed man-eater, devoid of war paint, came across as the sweetest, most charming person one could ever hope to encounter; quietly spoken and attractively mellifluous. Abundantly clear it thus became, the simple truth, that all ‘evening’ girls were indeed so; transformation between night and day dramatic, the only-making-a-living label somewhat clichéd but, in this case, fact undeniably. A genial, bright and entertaining posse with whom many laughs and drinks would be shared, with or without value added services; somewhat quirkily it all seemed about as far removed from sleaze as could possibly be imagined. The fan, by the way, went down a storm. Julie’s riparian establishment, incidentally, directly neighboured Tarzan’s jetty, the departure point for small motorboats to Tarkwa Bay; a favoured family beach and tranquil Lagos getaway. A diminutive man, Tarzan provided a friendly and reliable ferry service; though regrettably, for Africa and this narrative, potentially exciting comparisons with the Edgar Rice Burroughs character remained in name only.




  Of considerable contrast to Julie’s Bar were the infinitely more conservative, and strictly ‘No club-girls’, establishments; principally the Ikoyi Club 1938, the Lagos Motor Boat Club and the Lagos Yacht Club. Although the haunt of old-Nigeria-hands and various expatriate cliques, such clubs no longer served as a colonial domain. In fact, fulfilling the posts of Chairman and Commodore of the Ikoyi Club 1938 and Motor Boat Club respectively, one found well-respected Nigerians under whose helmsmanship both committee and membership appeared harmoniously balanced. Fortunate to have experienced all three on occasion, I considered the Ikoyi Club 1938 to be marginally more eccentric, remaining thereby, in my view, a considerable curiosity. One could rub shoulders in the company of inebriated expats, high-court judges, colourful local chiefs and Alhajis in the Main Bar or the pertinently titled Cad’s Bar. And where else could one observe the safari-suited, old planters and the like; the old-Nigeria-hands, anachronous colonials who, by presence alone, furnished this erstwhile outpost of empire with a quaint air of historical authenticity. I often wondered what hope for this hardy British variety, sadly dwindling in number, endangered by an ever encroaching, slacks-and-moccasin attired generation; extinction likely unless efforts be firmly directed to forestall their imminent demise. If the humble elephant could be rescued from the brink, the safari-suits, along with favoured habitat, the club, would be equally deserving of a well-intentioned tonic of preservation; we owe it to future generations surely.




  The club restaurant provided the ideal venue for Sunday evening dinner, offering excellent European favourites including a praise-worthy French onion soup and a competent Chateaubriand; standards instigated by the pink gin colonials of 1938 steadfastly maintained. Acceptable evening attire was trenchantly stipulated: no shorts whatsoever, a safari-suit would suffice, similarly the Alhaji’s agbada, otherwise collar and tie de rigueur. If by chance one turned up sans necktie, the affable maître d’ intervened to offer, from a positively garish, polyester selection secreted by the entrance, the loan of one’s choice. And a less inspiring choice would be impossible to imagine, most ties originating undoubtedly from 1938 and abundantly clear why previous owners had been only to keen to part company; but needs must and, fortunately, the restaurant’s expediently dim lighting successfully concealed one’s Sunday style infraction.




  A charming, two-storey, octagonal building formed the main club house; referred to as the rotunda and constructed, not disappointingly, in a style behoving a thirties colonial institution. The cream-coloured, masonry façade contrasted pleasingly with its green, conic roof, leafy surrounds and well-tended lawns; could this really be Lagos? Unwinding after a hard day’s work, the verdure setting of the rotunda veranda proved a fitting oasis from which to enjoy a hot drink, as would be termed anything remotely alcoholic; service provided by a joshing band of good-natured waiters. One in particular, Benjamin, a squat Louis Armstrong look-alike would inject, unfailingly, an element of slap-stick humour to any order; reaffirming one’s faith thereby that whatever bureaucratic obstacles might be encountered during the day, Nigerians were indeed possessed of a genial disposition. After only a hot drink or two, that’s all it took, frustrations would rapidly melt to be replaced, gradually, by the time-honoured sentiment: well, perhaps it’s not too bad here after all. More beer, accompanied by the obligatory bar snack of suya, liberally strewn with fiery, ground pepper, completed the transformation; the yam chips however remained a curious form of life, and certainly an acquired taste, as most patrons would subscribe. Ensconced on the verandah one afternoon I sampled, for the first time, another Nigerian institution: the Chapman’s, an agreeably refreshing, soft drink comprising orange juice, lemonade, blackcurrant, angostura bitters presented with, for good measure, a slice of lemon and cucumber. Orangey-red in hue, the taste is likened to an alcohol-free, Pimm’s No.1. Club legend had it a waiter, Chapman by name, employed in a similarly British establishment, serendipitously concocted the compound whilst clearing the empties one night; various dregs, comprising the aforementioned ingredients, were thus decanted into a single beaker which, for some inexplicable reason not recounted, he decided to sip. So was the Chapman’s born; gracing the bars of Nigeria ever since and becoming a firm favourite with under-age drinkers, and those not so under-age who, in contrast to the former, would in all likelihood be suffering the pounding effects of the night before; unless on medication, no other reasons spring to mind.




  For many members, the club constituted more than a feeding and watering hole. A strict no club-girls policy deemed the environment instantly suitable for families, of which there were many. Tidily avoided, therefore, the potential embarrassment of various corporate big-wigs bumping in to previous (unsuitable) liaisons requesting further sweeteners, or simply keen to expand client-base; the children wouldn’t understand. For those of a sporty persuasion, a golf course, swimming pools, tennis and squash courts were provided. Swimming, I considered an inordinately sensible pastime in the sweltering heat of the day. The committee provided two commendably well-kept standard-sized pools; certainly not for me, therefore, the thirst-inducing, fore and backhand lunges of racket sports. Golf, also a definite no-no; an activity in which the slightest enthusiasm on my part seems nigh impossible to muster. Having said that however, I could see how the old-Nigeria-hands’ tale of fearsome crocodiles upon the browns (the tropical, sandy-oil equivalent of greens) could inject a slightly more stimulating dimension to the art of teeing-off. Recompense for enduring an element of privation, club fees would normally be reimbursed as a company expense. Without actually joining per se, I gained entry initially on a string of temporary, three-month memberships but, tiring somewhat, adopted quite brazenly the identity and corresponding membership of a colleague who had since vacated the country. Granted, a rather unorthodox approach but, all things considered, quite appropriate in Nigeria, home of the well-executed scam. A far more preferable move than undergoing a lengthy wait-list, subsequent seconding and swearing-in procedure; not to mention the stigma of possible rejection. When in Rome therefore seemed an appropriate idiom; a policy I’m sure accomplished Nigerian fraudsters would graciously countenance.




  Vacating the Berkley Road flat on Lagos Island (lease expired), I assumed residence in the company’s charming, Okotie-Eboh Street house; set in the relatively quiet, leafy suburbs of Ikoyi, a spacious two storey, three bedroom building endowed with the more pleasing features of a tropical African dwelling: whitewashed walls and pitched roof, below which a deep, insulating loft suggested, in all appearances, a third storey if viewed externally. Deemed superfluous by the intensity of tropical downpours, roof gutters seemed a sensible omission, even the largest half-round would be instantly overwhelmed. One’s moment of departure during rainfall therefore well chosen, if wishing to avoid a rain beat you drenching from the torrents cascading, in a worthy imitation of Victoria Falls, off the eaves. Slatted windows provided essential and effective ventilation, the tief man continually deterred by a series of unobtrusive metal grilles. I liked the house instantly, it was everything an African house ought to be and, consequently, soon came to regard it as home, and a very comfortable one too. Berkley Road’s fine harbour views and slavering cockroaches (apparently cockroaches do slaver), fortuitously sacrificed for old-fashioned character and garden. The interior decor could not have been simpler; white-emulsion walls, cooling terrazzo floors upstairs and down. Sparse furnishing reflected use as a company residence though a succession of predominantly bachelor dwellers, I surmised, had more than likely influenced. Infiltrating the internal fabric, the living room had become imbued with a mild, tropical mustiness to which one, in a not unpleasant way, grew quickly accustomed; accustomed to the extent whereby many years and jobs later, the merest whiff of a similarly frowsty odour transports me instantly back in time — and continent — to a sun-drenched African house and its under-furnished living room within. A spacious room which, aside from the kitchen, occupied the entire ground floor. If pressed, two ceiling fans whirred laboriously into action (NEPA permitting) in an attempt to agitate an air both stagnant and heavy; should the heat prove excessively overbearing and the blades ineffective, the option to on the air-conditioner remained; a primitively decrepit and clanking window-type contrivance of indeterminate age. In a corner of the room sat the only other appliance of note, a well-used, shortwave wireless which, courtesy of the BBC, provided our only reliable link to the outside world. As with any tropical building the interior provided a haven for the omnipresent gecko. Evidence of a clean house, friends duly informed; though I never established if this valued snippet applied to before or after the sticky-toed ceiling dwellers took up residence. Geckos, particularly in the bedroom, remained a welcome presence; their voracious appetites contributing to a natural, pesticide-free mosquito cull. Viewed from on the bed, their progress along the ceiling tile grooves often mesmerised; more so the stand-offs arising when two or more less than agreeable creatures met at panel intersections. Difficult to predict the outcome of such bouts, though should quarry be at stake, size and experience, needless to say, invariably won the day, the vanquished occasionally crashing unceremoniously down to bed level before the altitudinal challenge be regained at a rapid, panic-induced scamper.




  A straggly, not particularly well kept sward, surrounded by various shrubs, succulents (mother-in-law’s tongue, a line of defence instigated by male residents I wondered), a couple of palms and a fragrant, trumpet-flowered frangipani, constituted the garden. Bearing a regular bounty of fruit, two trees, banana and pawpaw, added worth to the compound. Unfailingly alluring to step outside, early morning, and revel in the magical ambience in which the garden would then be enshrouded; to take breeze and appreciate the relative coolth of a day which one knew, within an hour or so, would be quite the opposite. Pervading would be the slightly sweet aroma of vegetation mingled with the lingering residue of a nearby wood fire; caught in the sun’s strengthening rays, traces of dampness as the glistening dew evaporates to a mist lustred gold. The break of day dimness receding slowly to highlight, frond by frond, the radial, spade-like extremities of a bordering traveller’s palm; turning vibrantly scarlet alongside, meanwhile, the previously dulled flowers of an adjacent flame tree. Silently, apart from the occasionally whistled tune, the gardener would tend the grass, a large, self-fashioned scythe brandished to good effect; or a rhythmic, thwack, thwack, thwack as a handily wielded machete relieved the palm, one by one, of dry and withered fronds. A new day and all seemed well in the garden as a resident family of agama tirelessly explored the numerous nooks and crannies of the house façade. With shrieks fair piercing the early stillness, a brace of turquoise-plumed peacocks heralded their regular arrival before proceeding, with typical aristocratic insouciance, to inspect the grounds. Maintaining a vigilant eye for the tief man, Julius and Tony formed the daytime watch; an overly gentle, mild-mannered pair, I dared not contemplate the obvious should a gun or machete flourishing intruder ever appear. A rough, timber shack constituted the gatehouse, assembled from discarded boards with all the hobbled together grace of a low-budget, pantomime prop; in contrast, nailed to the exterior, a handsome placard declared our residence. Occasionally, a sudden flurry of movement from both gardener and watchmen would, in all likelihood, indicate a sighting of the illusive snake which slithered, occasionally, to or from its lair amidst the roots of the banana tree. Conducted with typical malaise however, the suddenness of each flurry, to my knowledge, ensured the serpent was never successfully bagged and doubtless it — and subsequent issue — slither still to this day. With the watchnight (night watchman) being of the Muslim faith, comings and goings bore minor disruption if coinciding with evening salat. At which times, facing the direction of Qibla (towards Mecca), the salat, the second pillar of Islam, would be performed upon a modest raffia mat unfurled beside the metal gates. Orientating himself eastwards, prostrate and with kufi (skullcap) donned, the watchnight issued selected verses of the Qur’an, decisively but with a strangely reassuring calm. With no wish to invalidate such earnest devotions, I’d quietly, and as gingerly as possible, see myself in or out; pulling the gate gently to whilst hanging on to every murmur lest some irritation or disturbance be detected. Fortunately, the tief man chose not to operate during the hours of salat, or any other time for that matter; our tenure at Okotie-Eboh proving unfailingly peaceful and secure. Not surprisingly perhaps, with Joseph a chief of considerable standing in his home village; a fact sufficiently crucial, at least in our neighbourhood, to deter any potential pilferers, or so we liked to think.




  

    Joseph’s face was black as night,




    The pale yellow moon shone on his eyes,




    His path was marked,




    By the stars in the Southern Hemisphere,




    And he walked his days,




    Under African skies


  




  UNDER AFRICAN SKIES,


  PAUL SIMON




  Nigerians, I found, could be difficult to age, our steward Joseph proving no exception; mid- to late-fifties I assumed, though possibly younger; the siring of thirteen children could understandably have taken its toll. Of less than average build, Joseph, a genial, round-faced character, retained a sprightliness belying his years; a number of those years in the company’s employ had nurtured a fine level of spoken English and an understanding of the white man’s curious habits, of which there are many. At the rear of the house lay the simple, unadorned, boys’ quarters inhabited by Joseph, his wife and the numerous children of a largely extended family. To their father’s eternal credit, all without exception had emerged intelligent, well-mannered and respectably turned out. Attired in the steward’s favoured garb, a blue, nylon uniform comprising short-sleeved shirt and trousers, Joseph flagged us off each morning with a light and reasonably healthy breakfast; scrambled eggs on toast a favourite. Our departure signalling the start of household chores, typically: washing, cleaning and cooking. Fortunately, our minimal home presence, leg no dey house (to adopt the local vernacular), provided Joseph with time — plenti, plenti — to address all manner of kindred affairs arising at the rear.




  Though well prepared, evening chop often comprised quasi-European fare. But, with adventurous side blossoming, it wasn’t too long before we suggested a timely infusion of local flavour. Needless to say, Joseph, quite delighted, required only minimal cajoling on our part. There followed a veritable assortment of stews, spicy fried rice, eggplant and plantain. Despite the eternal heat of the tropics, hot soups, quite literally, figured highly in Nigerian cuisine; particularly vegetable soups, including okra and the multi-ingredient egusi (melon seed); a combination of chilli peppers, onions, tomatoes, palm oil, okra, spinach, dried fish and meat — though doubtless any more could be crammed in to a standard-size pan. A further concoction of ground peppers, onions, tomatoes, palm oil and meat broth, bubbled hot and spicily into the nation’s favourite: pepper soup. A piquant offering, which I suspect Joseph, to spare our losing yet another layer of palate skin, de-chillied significantly for blandly western taste buds. Boiled rice, fufu (pounded yam) or garri (ground cassava root) accompanied most dishes or, if having secured flour and baking powder, freshly made rolls, lukewarm. At the close of day, chop consumed and duties discharged, Joseph’s face would appear from within the kitchen to issue an amiable ‘Goodnight sahs’; signing-off till morning, kitchen light thus quenched and the outside door secured.




  Ikoyi was not immune to the inconsistencies of NEPA, taking light with annoying regularity; unlike the flat, however, at the house we possessed the means at least with which to counter the sudden black outs. Having seen far better days, a portable Hitachi generator connected at the rear of the house could, for the small cost of a jerry-can brimming two-stroke, be pressed into service. Numerous times, in the middle of the night, did we founder through the pitch black of the garden, enduring torrential rain or, as likely as not, incessant mosquitoes, to coax this characteristically un-Japanese machine into action. Eventually, after dogged refusal, several tugs of the pull-cord and a string of encouraging expletives (from ourselves), the obstinate Hitachi spluttered into life; the house bulbs flickering erratically before settling down to a marginally dimmer, though stable, glow. Within moments, as if on cue, a chorus of similar sounds would emanate throughout the neighbourhood, similar devices whirring likewise to a frenzy. Not only did the inconvenience or discomfiture of failed appliances prompt our action, the contents of the refrigerator had also to be considered. With prolonged power cuts, sometimes of a day or more, perishables could rapidly reduce to a crawling, festering mass in next to no time. Never quite sure of how long our aging generator would bear up to the challenge, meat we therefore concluded was better off cooked; Joseph administering the task come daylight and, with luck, the timely restoration of mains power would save them so. It was not, incidentally, only the shortfalls of NEPA which contributed to numerous powerless periods. Occasionally, and somewhat embarrassingly, an oversight on our part resulted in sudden disconnection due, unsurprisingly, to non-payment of bills; but even here one needn’t fret, for precisely such a dark scenario did a uniquely Nigerian solution exist. A lightning foray to the regional NEPA branch, located on nearby Kingsway Road, would have one tendering outstanding payment and indulging in well-intentioned grovelling supplemented, the decisive factor, by the obligatory offering of dash. Indeed, dash, the only measure guaranteed to spark action, so to speak, and appease jumped-up officialdom, thereby ensuring one’s prompt and effective reconnection.




  In contrast, NET (Nigerian External Communications) proved infinitely more reliable than other utilities; even exercising, dare I suggest, a modicum of generosity. Our telephone seemed unfailing in its domestic capacity, providing, on occasion, the unexpected bonus of an International Direct Dialling facility to which we had neither subscribed nor paid. Admittedly, we had subscribed previously but failure to pay the stipulated international surcharge had resulted in disconnection sometime in the deep and distant past. Clearly we had failed to dash adequately, if at all, the well-meaning NET representative who visited to advise of our impending predicament. But, and though numerous efforts would be required, with persistent and determined dialling one could, by chance alone, still obtain a direct line to England gratis; and that, in my book, represented service to a commendably generous degree. Rather annoyingly however, for a downside had to exist, came the occasional crossed-line in which an absurd three-way conversation ensued. With international connections somewhat unpredictable, callers were understandably reluctant to relinquish a line considerable effort had been expended in securing; each caller claiming ownership and advising others, in phraseology best described as unrefined, exactly where to go. Any other country and callers would simply hang-up and try later, but not in Nigeria. Certainly not; degenerating into a heated three-way argument ending only when, and it could take some time, exasperated rivals conceded. The victor permitted free range as, one by one, distant receivers were heard to slam down in rage. With persistence, I discovered a combination of patience, cheek and nerve would ultimately triumph. Then, as luck would have it, within seconds of claiming victory and greeting one’s called person, came an infuriating silence; power having been quenched somewhere down the line leaving it all to do again. Welcome to Nigeria!




  The luxury of a spare bedroom led to a succession of varied and interesting guests who, from time-to-time, were either thrust upon us or, somewhat irrationally, for there could be no other explanation, entrusted themselves voluntarily. Be it business associates, colleagues, friends or relatives; for having arrived in Lagos with no reserved accommodation they opted, speaking volumes one assumed for our hospitality, to stay a few days at Okotie-Eboh. More likely, this willingness highlighted a well-placed reluctance on the part of our visitors to chance one of the city’s infamous hotels. A regular guest was an affable Sri Lankan civil engineer by the name of Kumar, a key player in the company and an accomplished administer of dash; artfully inveigling the stubbornly bureaucratic functionaries of ministries and banks into releasing outstanding monies, remittances and fee-payments. Consequently, most of our staff, me included, would at some time or another be entirely indebted to Kumar and his efficacious ways. The honking horn of an aging, white Peugeot 204 heralded the capable Sri Lankan’s arrival, careening into the compound amidst a billowing cloud of harmattan dust. In store, a dramatic change to one’s culinary habits; an added bonus to Kumar’s tenure manifesting in the very best of subcontinental fare.




  Kumar’s forte of prawn curry left one’s taste buds, those familiar with Sri Lankan cuisine will testify, numbed and duly inoperative for several days post-onslaught. With the occasional assistance of a select group of fellow countrymen drafted-in for the occasion, the kitchen, with Joseph in subsequent retreat, would be commandeered. From within, clattering pans and billowing steam-clouds as Kumar’s seething, fiery creation emerged in sufficient quantity, vats a plenty, to satisfy the proverbial army. A most appropriate metaphor I would soon discover. For applying his financial acumen to good effect, Kumar had effectively organised the Lagos State contingent of Sri Lankans, or more correctly, the Tamil contingent, into a covert entity. Of the other faction, the Sinhalese division, assuming any such existed in Lagos, not the faintest was heard. In mid-1980s Sri Lanka, the hostilities between the army of the southern, Sinhalese government and the northern, separatist, Tamil guerrillas raged incessantly. Consequently, all hands to the pumps, revenue raised via Kumar’s cannily connected network would be despatched directly to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam; presumably to assist in the funding of resources which might, from a Tamil perspective, lead to a satisfactory conclusion of the struggle. The proverbial army metaphor thus blatantly apparent; so, not only were Kumar’s visits laced with a welcome influx of Asian spice, but a sprinkling of factional intrigue to boot.




  

    Na Nigerian Government ee-oh,




    Dem dey talk ee-oh,




    My people are useless,




    My people are sens-i-less,




    My people are indiscipline


  




  BEASTS OF A NATION,


  FELA KUTI




  In 1984, a uniquely Nigerian event occurred; an event which, I dare say, received only scant publicity outside of Africa. The deplorable state of the nation, discipline-wise, had inspired the government of Major General Muhammadu Buhari to implement, quite admirably most concurred, much needed improvements. Hence, declaration of the War Against Indiscipline; giving birth, subsequently, to the WAI acronym. Citizens were encouraged, forcibly if necessary, to behave with an element of decorum. Consigned to the past, the regime insisted, would be corruption at all levels (standing not an iota of a chance), urinating or defecating in public (a marginally better chance of success), rubbish strewn hither and yon (a possibility of success), disorderly queuing (impossible), slipshod work ethics and a general disrespect for the flag (possibilities remained). Noble intentions indeed; however, the inception of WAI offered the outsider an endless source of fascination as the nation’s morals were galvanized, literally overnight, into fervent action. Presenting a different theme each day, radio and television channels aired public WAI announcements extolling government’s vision of a nation cleansed of indiscipline; each broadcast outlining the many ‘do’ and ‘don’t’ objectives of the campaign. Even the post office entered the foray by issuing a twenty-kobo, War Against Indiscipline stamp, snappily annotated, ‘Punctuality’; the graphic depicted a smartly suited, though evidently flustered, office worker bursting through the door at 9.00 a.m., late; this, alongside another in which a clock, above a comparatively relaxed, and dare I suggest sanctimonious, colleague already grafting hard (grafting in the honest sense of the word obviously), displayed 7.30. The message could not have been clearer. Though quite what message the comic imparted to overseas recipients of Punctuality-stamped post from Nigeria is anybody’s guess, certainly not punctuality if local mail efficiency was anything to go by. Regardless of WAI, staff were, Lagos travel logistics considered, victims of the dreaded molue for instance, reasonably punctual. The nation eventually embraced the struggle with much gusto, though not without prior persuasion from the authorities. Overzealous police horse-whipped or batoned offenders into, typically, queuing at bus stops, retrieving litter or using footbridges to cross highways. Resistance being futile; anybody stepping out of line or, more to the point, unlucky enough to have caught the hawk-like gaze of the police whilst perpetrating, would be ruthlessly punished. One would have to tread carefully, in Nigeria the boys in blue had an uncanny knack of cropping up at the most inopportune of moments; penalties thus swiftly meted out. On the spot one would be forced, humiliatingly, to spend time sweeping the section of road littered barely seconds earlier; or, for an hour or more in the sweltering heat of the day, kneel directly beside the highway so inadvertently crossed, unwisely spurned footbridge tauntingly visible. An offender’s protestations would be brusquely brushed aside, neither status, purpose nor destination of consequence. Be it work, a crucial meeting or a doctor’s appointment, one had absolutely no choice but to succumb to the whims of authority; lest the baton be wielded, an activity in which the force appeared inordinately well-versed. ‘What a great scheme, let’s adopt it,’ opined many an expatriate, weary that similar action would hardly go amiss back home. Even Nigerians proclaimed WAI a defining moment, a disciplinal watershed and, to be honest, initial results in Lagos yielded noteworthy improvements.




  Patriotism blossomed; the green and white standard of Nigeria wafted respectfully and proud above all institutional and commercial premises. Many enterprises, ours included, purchased handsome new examples which flew, one hoped, noticeably more proudly than ever before; doubtless yielding a bumper quarter for the flag manufacturers, the more amongst proffering a link between ministers responsible for WAI and the flag manufacturers. Previously drab concrete walls, many utilised conveniently for urination, were suddenly emblazoned a pleasingly, patriotic green and white; bands arranged vertically or horizontally, it mattered not. It certainly went some distance, quite ingeniously, to achieving another crucial war objective; preventing urination in public spaces. One could imagine the furore of being caught, not only red-handed, as author of a patch still damp, but having simultaneously defiled the national symbol. I often wondered how many baton lashes that particular infringement might warrant; fortunately, it may never have occurred, green and white masonry a glaringly obvious deterrent even in the dead of night. Amazingly, in the spirit of WAI, the press relaxed, if only momentarily, its fusillade of government criticism; criticism it was prone to offering on just about every facet of Buhari’s governance. Instead, gracing the morning papers, attention grabbing leaders enthusiastically extolling the benefits of being Nigerian. Typically, and self-satisfyingly, ‘It’s official: Nigerians are the happiest people in the world.’ Or, going one better, ‘It’s official: Nigeria is the best place in the world.’ Sensationalised slogans our economy-wearied staff would greet each morning with derisory hoots of laughter. A similarly talked-up headline quoted a beauty contestant who, having returned from an American pageant, astutely opined, ‘And I thought I was born in a jungle but America, that’s a real jungle.’ Sour grapes aside for having lost out on the tiara, the girl, I felt, had a point; and the WAI protagonists loved it. Predictably, yet more derisory snarls from our WAI-weathered staff; it was one thing being told that you’re happy, quite another that should one’s dreams involve attainment of an elsewhere paradise, forget it; in case you hadn’t realised, you’re there already. The emperor’s new clothes sprang readily to mind, those enduring poverty thought likewise, but on it went.




  Perhaps the WAI initiative got slightly ahead of itself when government commenced indiscriminate bulldozing of structures considered illegal. Now, anybody with knowledge of West Africa will appreciate the hotchpotch city warrens so existing; the legitimacy of which would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to determine. Not a problem in Lagos however, as an army of trumped-up officialdom toured the city daubing black condemnatory crosses — as if an outbreak of plague had hit — on anything which lacked legality — or at least appeared to — before the machinery rolled mercilessly in. Not immune to government zeal, liberally selected shacks and shanties were frenziedly torn down, similarly some of the more solid, though no less dubious, masonry buildings. Poor Julie’s Bar suffered the ignominy of partial demolition to the rear walls before dozing halted abruptly; but then only somebody of Julie’s fortitude could ever hope to successfully stand-off a revving bulldozer, maniacal operative intent on destruction — the dozer, a betting man would rightly wager, never stood a chance. Needless to say, undeterred, punters simply clambered over the rubble, dusted themselves down, and returned the bar to business, thankfully, before the beer had even warmed; the powers of juju, the chaos at least demonstrated, lay well beyond mortal comprehension.




  Various bodies happily complied with government’s WAI edict, especially when in keeping with departmental agendas. Buildings, for example, constructed in the shadow of high voltage power lines — rightly deemed (by experts) as far too perilous to inhabit — must, it ruled, be demolished. Of course, this may have been interpreted a little too literally on several occasions and one particular instant springs to mind. Driving west along the Lagos–Badagry Expressway one morning, I noticed a three-storey building had recently been destroyed; protruding above a pile of rubble, several, jagged, ground floor columns and mangled reinforcement. Surely not an illegal structure my first thought, having noted it on previous trips; it appeared, from a distance admittedly, distinctive and seemingly far too well built to qualify. Later, I enquired off those in the know as to the rationale behind the destruction. The reason, though shocking (no pun intended) proved utterly predictable and in keeping with current diktat. So, word on the street had it, doubtless sparing substantial cost, time and effort in wayleave negotiation, or land purchase, the line was anyway erected over the planned route, regardless of what lay beneath. With the system due to go live, the authorities deftly issued demolition orders to existing, impinging households before proceeding to flatten all, the residents powerless; yet another simple though ingenious Nigerian solution.




  

    Start start them corruption,




    Start start them inflation,




    Start start them oppression,




    Start start them confusion,




    Start start them oppression,




    Start start to steal money


  




  INTERNATIONAL THIEF THIEF,


  FELA KUTI




  But what of graft, one wondered, especially at government level. How could WAI address the question of those unscrupulous ministers who had fled the country, deep, cash-laden pockets, in the wake of the tainted Shagari government’s downfall (a civilian government, Nigeria’s second stab at a republic); instigated by a military coup d’état, New Year’s Eve, 1983. Although time had subsequently advanced to July 1984, the nation plundered, and one plunderer in particular, would not have to wait too long for an answer. Although we could never, in our wildest imagination, have predicted the outcome, plans were evidently well in hand. A drama was to be enacted, not in Lagos but many miles distant at a vaguely familiar sounding location: Essex, England, of all places, Stansted Airport to be precise. Whereas most nations might consider a more conventional extradition process to secure the return of malefactors, Nigeria, a law unto itself, could always be relied upon to go one better; not a local forte per se, potentially long winded diplomacy, someone in the corridors of power had prudently surmised, would be better off by-passed. Ex-transport minister, Alhaji Umaru Dikko, had fled to London spiriting, allegedly, some six billion US dollars of the nation’s revenue into private overseas accounts. In hand at the time was Dikko’s application for United Kingdom asylum. A matter of clearly minor relevance to the military government who desired (although stringently denied) quite the contrary, principally Dikko’s repatriation to stand trial for corruption and, ultimately, the return of the pilfered stash. So, it transpired, one fine summer’s day, out of the blue four bounty-hunters — Mossad agents supposedly — delivered an unorthodox wake-up call to the eminent Alhaji’s swish, west London residence. Alas, the visitors had not in mind a first-class, Champagne-quaffing passage, luxury to which the ex-minister would doubtless be well accustomed; instead, the assailants, with prize heavily drugged, adopted a novel form of kidnapping: folding limp figure neatly into a standard, plywood packing-crate, aptly labelled Diplomatic baggage, bound, via Nigerian Airways freight, directly for Lagos. Fortunately for Dikko, the vigilant officers of Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise stymied the well-orchestrated trepan; alerted by an unusual odour emanating from the crate already stowed aboard a due to depart aircraft. Smelling quite literally a rat, the case was rapidly unsealed to reveal its human cargo, a little worse for wear but generally intact. The inevitable diplomatic row ensued in which relations between Lagos and London grew a tad fractious to say the least. As a retaliatory measure for thwarting repatriation of said politician, and delaying a scheduled flight, the regime held a departing British Caledonian Airways service hostage for several hours at Murtala Mohammed International Airport; causing significant discomfort to over two hundred odd passengers of all nationalities including, needless to say, many Nigerians. To conclude the fiasco, diplomats meanwhile busied themselves with the usual face-saving manoeuvres to ensure both parties emerged with claims to the moral high ground; such are the mores of international diplomacy.




  The laboriously played out repercussions however entailed considerable personal disruption. Concurrently, at the hallowed Immigration Service in Lagos, my re-entry-visa application process, saga to be more accurate, fast approached completion. The member of our staff charged with the difficult task of delicately nurturing, whilst simultaneously chasing, the application from departmental pillar to post had, on a positive pre-Dikko note, considered said visa to be imminent; legally, issuance should theoretically occur within weeks of arrival but, Nigeria being Nigeria, various obstacles had arisen and, six months later, it laggardly remained nothing but a wish. Effectively a residence permit, the document allowed one to come and go at will. In my case, the ‘go’ part of the deal was of particular relevance; eagerly anticipating some longingly due home leave (sustained periods in Lagos had that effect) which, as a consequence of diplomatic hostilities, would thus be stalled indefinitely. The problem being, through no fault of mine, that a departure would have defined my presence, technically, as illegal and subject therefore to various penalties; the worst, or best of which, depending on viewpoint, would have resulted in a firm refusal — by immigration officials — for me to re-enter Nigeria. Clearly I had failed to appreciate the possible hidden advantages the predicament had to offer; but, need I have been unduly concerned either way? Not at all. For those not averse to the subtleties of irony, how appropriate that amidst the Dikko affair, the tangled roots of which could be traced down to WAI, an outstanding residence and re-entry permit should be issued with a little dash directed at the appropriate member of the Immigration Service. Job done and, albeit slightly delayed, I was eventually reunited with family and friends for some well-earned civilisation (one can take only so much of the best place in the world) and, bordering on boring they would doubtless opine, anecdotal relaying of how my return had come to be. In one way my delayed exit had proved worthwhile. The Dikko fiasco yielded reams of entertaining tabloid leaders and commentators’ quips, generally along the New Nigeria Airways economy class and Jack in a box drollery (‘A crate way to travel’ offered Private Eye in London); one had to laugh and it was, admittedly, mildly exciting to observe a diplomatic brouhaha first-hand. A bad man, staff enthused, knowing well Dikko’s crime, though more touchingly came concern that my exit had been unnecessarily delayed; perhaps they were trying to tell me something. After a week or two the story tired and slipped effortlessly from the front pages, the situation returning to normal, or as normal as one could ever hope for in Lagos. In a strange turn of events, Dikko, I remember reading some years later, received a pardon from the Nigerian government and was allowed, such is the bizarre nature of African politics, to return without consequence to the homeland he so thoroughly and lovingly fleeced. Why? To participate in a constitutional conference — only in Nigeria.




  

    I pledge to Nigeria my country,




    To be faithful, loyal and honest,




    To serve Nigeria with all my strength,




    To defend her unity,




    And uphold her honour and glory,




    So help me God


  




  THE PLEDGE




  Returning to more domestic WAI concerns, the Lagos police, one had to report, proved tirelessly enthusiastic in administering the stipulations of the offensive. This, needless to say, so long as the flow of dash in their direction continued unhindered; such petty cash remaining, thereby, an essential supplement to a meagre civil service stipend. Police roadblocks, incidentally, were originally instigated to curb the incidence of armed robbery which plagued the capital, especially by night. Although one should indeed have been grateful for the extra security such roadblocks allegedly provided, they nonetheless infuriated the entire population; not only by the instant emergence of desperately slow tail-backs, but for the enterprising extraction of dash, or as the locals would term it: sacrifice. A sacrifice would be extracted by inveigling any unsuspecting motorist into believing that an indiscretion had been committed; typically, a defective side or brake light or, heaven forbid, driving the wrongly registered car on the wrong day of the week; when in Lagos, if you don’t mind, odd-number plates on Monday, Wednesday and Friday, even-number plates on Tuesday and Thursday until 6.00 p.m. Such would be the healthy divestment of cash, one could be forgiven for assuming the humble roadblock served only as an extremely profitable, Highways Department toll; until of course one realised a policeman’s pockets attained unfathomable depths, particularly after dark. Not many people, I imagine, could include the successful bribing of police officers in their repertoire of everyday life skills; in Lagos however, one retained a remarkable propensity for doing so. I advise, obviously, exercising this option with considerable solicitude if requested to pull-over in other countries.




  With patience worn so thin as to appear virtually transparent, many Lagosians, myself included on occasion, would simply hand a readily available fifty-kobo bill (the smallest paper denomination) to the officer on duty. This, without even stopping the vehicle, would guarantee a hassle-free passage minus mundane, catechistic small-talk as one cruised slowly and effortlessly passed, grubby bill dangling from outstretched hand as if a mail train drop-off; no questions, no answers, money well spent. Favourable times for road journeys occurred during any of the region’s famed downpours. Not surprisingly, in such treacherous conditions, few people ventured outdoors and Lagos roads, consequently, lay practically deserted; police roadblocks proving likewise. With a suddenness equal to the onset of rain, the threat of armed robbery had presumably vanished, along with our fleetingly absent, fair-weathered force. With oil-drum barricade long-since dismantled, there stirred, having mysteriously scarpered, not a single, dashable, law enforcement officer; one’s trip, despite less than favourable driving conditions, thereby rendered instantly quicker. Quicker beyond belief and, more significantly, free of both harassment and sacrifice, though the latter simply deferred to another day.




  Appearing often in the same well-tried places, the by now familiar up and down motion of a hand-held flashlight constituted the signal for a motorist to pull-up sharply. Registering an oyibo behind the wheel, one could almost sense the mental rubbing of hands as officialdom’s unscrupulous eyes feasted on the golden opportunity thus presented. Oh no, here we go again, inevitably flickered across one’s mind as, winding down the window, ‘Oyibo, car no good,’ yielded the policeman’s opening gambit; he, bearing the well-worn hallmarks of grasping anticipation, chiefly, a broad Mephistophelian grin. But, fortuitously for me, not the case every evening; most occasions it would quite literally be a matter of seconds only beyond the cut off time of 6.00 p.m. The officer’s wide and greedy beam would be mockingly reciprocated and, to reinforce the obvious, wristwatch attentively flashed to exhibit unarguable, northward-pointing, minute hand. Cleared of yet another petty fictitious offence it nonetheless demonstrated, importantly for myself though not for the police, that I was hardly as green as the bands featured on the national standard fluttering proudly overhead. Having tried it on but failed miserably, the encounter would often end in smiles all round and, more often than not, a good humoured exchange before driving off; very wise, perhaps, when looking down the barrel of a loaded weapon, at the back of one’s mind a vivid image of the bullet hole aperture in our Land Rover rear door, but that’s another story. Countless other occasions, spawning equally spurious offences, arose; all quoted verbatim from a catalogue of potential dash yielding misdemeanours initiated, more than likely, at the whim of those on duty.




  I was once reprimanded by a keen young officer for driving a vehicle minus wing mirrors, even though said items were clearly not a standard fixture on the model under scrutiny. It required rigorous persuasion to reassure my apprehender that our vehicle, in evidently wing mirror bereft condition, was in fact perfectly legal; going so far as to point out similar cars concurrently flashing unknowingly passed our roadside contretemps. But alas, to no avail; remaining stubbornly adamant, the vehicle he insisted was indeed unlawful. After all, how could I possibly observe traffic behind unless, as he so quaintly put it, conjuring the dark powers of juju. Obviously he could do little more but — and clearly well-deserved — impose a penalty. Of course, a penalty; how remiss of me not to have realised from the onset. But wait a moment, the thought suddenly occurred, grey-matter activated, I’ll give you juju and directed my captor to view inside the car. ‘Ah!’ I uttered with accomplished and splendidly hammy Nigerianness (Victoria would have approved), ‘My friend, this is how!’ Hand flourished theatrically to reveal fully-operational, internal, rear-view mirror; a simple device with which not a significant number of Lagosians appeared overly familiar. Ha! The white man’s juju! I resisted blurting out, already sailing close to the wind I decided, quite wisely, to keep that snippet to myself. It proved to be the decisive blow, crestfallen, the poor man, despite a sterling effort, conceded. I was free to go. In Nigeria, if only such earnest attention stemmed from a devotion to public duty. If only…




  ALL IN A DAY’S WORK




  

    Remember that there is nothing stable in human affairs; therefore




    avoid undue elation in prosperity or undue depression in adversity


  




  SOCRATES




  Affording — to parody an estate agent’s cant — uninterrupted views across Lagos harbour, the company’s office comprised mid-sized, rented accommodation within the John Holt Building; a three-storey, converted warehouse dating from the 1930s. A pitched roof and distinctive gable arrangement offered a hint of colonial charm; and, Lagos Island being Lagos Island, a mere hint of charm, be it colonial or indeed indigenous, was the best one could hope for. The plastered exterior had been finished, for want of a better description, a shade of peachy-ochre; besides whitewash, seemingly the most prevalent shade available. I was designated to share the main open-plan room with a dozen or so local staff, chiefly technical and clerical. One could never be too sure what to expect by working in Nigeria, aside the obvious in that life would, more than likely, never quite be the same again. I would have to be honest in admitting therefore to a certain uneasiness at the start of day one. An uneasiness stemming not only from starting a new job, as if that wasn’t bad enough, but also a new life, in a new country amidst a culture about as far removed from anything I’d experienced previously and, for that matter, depending on what happened next, might ever again. A white man in the heart of Black Africa and although I would hardly be alone, an established expatriate trail and consequent fallout community existed, what, I wondered, would my new colleagues make of yet another pale and relatively privileged newcomer; what ill-feeling, if any, might they harbour inwardly or otherwise. I needn’t have been too concerned as it turned out. Having never craved the authoritative role (a role so easily spurned), getting to know staff required only minimal effort and, with obvious cultural divide metaphorically bridged, we gelled famously amidst good-humoured rapport and, as often the case, considerable laughter.




  A melting pot, office-wise, members of Nigeria’s three main ethnic groups, Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo were represented, and the working atmosphere proved generally harmonious. Historical grievances, usually centring on religion, leadership disputes and even the Biafra War, were generally cast aside in the interests of a sunny, sub-Saharan, entente cordiale; however, undercurrents of suspicion and distrust surfaced occasionally, though fortunately for me restricted to decidedly more mundane and petty matters. Typically, engrossed in a mind-bending, structural analysis, attention would be distracted by a quietly spoken, ‘Psst, Mr Ben.’ My assailant, with furtive over the shoulder glance — privacy thereby assured — would swiftly occupy the seat opposite. With hand laid gently across my forearm, as if to reinforce the gravity of the situation, the offender’s identity (unfailingly of differing ethnicity) and alleged deed would be clandestinely divulged. And so I would be informed that so-and-so is consistently late, or so-and-so shirks, or, casting another furtive over the shoulder glance, so-and-so has far too much time off; in fact any petty snitch that a Yoruba could employ to reflect badly on a Hausa, or a Hausa on an Igbo, or an Igbo on a Yoruba, and so forth. To the accuser’s instant appeasement I would be tirelessly coerced into ‘having a word’ with the perpetrator; an act designed to restore harmony, at least until the following day when the victim’s revenge would be sweetly exacted.




  Although I never experienced deeper, more engrained rivalries, they nevertheless existed. I recall an Igbo lady relaying, with evident humour, the instance she announced impending marriage details to her parents. The father, a devout traditionalist, became quite agitated, if not outraged, on news that his daughter’s intended was not to be a member of the Igbo community. The shame of it, a Yoruba or Hausa groom would be totally unacceptable, the family — of proud Igbo stock — would never live it down. Eventually, so the story went, the father, temper simmering, was eventually pacified only when learning that daughter’s future husband would, thankfully, be neither Yoruba nor Hausa, not even Nigerian, but foreign. An Englishman no less; yes, even a foreigner appeared preferable to a fellow countryman of differing ethnicity. So ran the undercurrents and in the office, as occupier of neutral ground, I soon became the focal point at which troubles, secrets and requests for an advance — a local euphemism for ‘I need cash’ — could be aired in complete, ethnic-free confidence. It soon became abundantly clear that my duties were in no way limited to the core business of civil and structural engineering. For in Lagos, one’s listening skills would be well and truly honed; so too a canny intuition in attempting to second-guess those who simply sat, stonily silent, before me. A silence artfully manipulated so that I would start the dialogue and thus talk myself willingly into offering time off work or a cash advance. The recurrent family crisis would inevitably form the basis of a time-off request; usually a bereavement and usually the mother who, with great misfortune, passed away on a regular basis at least once or twice a year; or so it seemed. This amazing feat of expiration initially baffled until one realised the mysteries, and indeed splendours, of the extended family structure; each family equipped with a conveniently unending supply of relatives for the purpose. Incidentally, despite a nationwide propensity for dash and well-documented financial scams, all monies loaned were unfailingly repaid, in full, as and when promised; a measure, I would like to think, of a trust well forged.




  Keen that I should share in a culture so patently alien to a European, colleagues spared little effort in extolling the vices and virtues of a troubled land. Vices: political and economic; virtues: mostly cultural, peppered with a generous helping of hometown family anecdote. Such accounts helped enormously in attempting to understand, not that one ever could entirely, the local psyche; needless to say, it firmly bolstered one’s appreciation of what the man in the street had endured, hardship-wise, over the previous few decades. Similarly, and in consequence, one soon learned to share in a dark despondency for the future, a national trait it appeared. With evidence of even the slightest improvement in living standards remaining ominously scant, I sympathised greatly; sadly, it was all one could do. Notwithstanding the trials and tribulations of everyday life, we managed to churn out, as a team, numerous engineering designs and the working drawings thereof. Paragons of industriousness hardly, it mattered not; more importantly, my colleagues appeared reasonably enthusiastic, keen to please, well-mannered, marginally devious (in an admirable way) and, it must be said, not bad company at all.




  But as for any ill-feeling I might have feared initially, it was not I, or the white invader at all, who suffered the bitter blunt of local sniping; far from it. I will never forget the occasional outburst issued by the undisputed office raconteur, Sam; an ebulliently voluble, moon-faced Yoruba of roguish humour. ‘Dem black bastards! Dem black bastards no care for us!’ venomed Sam, opining on the virtues of the nation’s past and present leadership with energetic, finger wagging vitriol; not that anybody could disagree. For Sam and his ilk, every day constituted a dogged, hand to mouth, furtherance of the struggle; exasperated by a succession of inept, kleptocratic governments interested only in lining substantial pockets and those of equally venal acolytes. Personal, high-office agendas conveniently omitted management of the economy via decent governance; consequently, reports of cronyism regularly graced the dailies, at least until press censorship arrived. Political altruism, as a quality, had yet to evolve locally and, on current form, it doubtless never would; so much was clear. For ordinary citizens then, only despair with living standards in decline, income tumbling and retrenchment likely; in the shadow of pilfering government officials, keeping head above water their only hope. That significant swathes of the population endured impoverished conditions in a country blessed with an abundance of manpower and natural resources never failed to astound; ambling, on a brush with poverty, around the dusty, decrepit streets of Lagos, one could easily forget that here existed — at the time — the world’s sixth largest oil producer and a prominent member of OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries). With the greed and corruption valve jammed wide open, an unstoppable drip, more of a gush perhaps, spirited desperately needed oil revenue — asset-stripping Nigeria-style — into overseas bank accounts; and no one could be sure it stopped there, both international and local media occasionally hinted at the disappearance, likewise, of foreign loans and various aid packages.




  What chance, I found myself contemplating on numerous uncomfortable occasions, for the likes of young Gabriel; the popular, diffident office boy who wished only to please. Equipped solely with primitive besom, Gabriel swept the floor diligently and, at the most opportune of moments — grinning profusely — furnished one with timely cups of coffee. Well, predictably, contemplating all one could, there would only ever be one conclusion. Perhaps Gabriel understood perfectly, taking solace with the Boy Scouts of Nigeria movement and looking, it must be said, immaculate in uniform; though small consolation for Gabriel, Baden Powell would indeed have been proud. Many, including Sam, embraced religion, as one might have judged from his somewhat restrained demeanour. There was no stopping Sam when on a ‘Dem black bastards!’ roll. ‘Dem sin in dis life, dem in next life be Nigerian!’ he reasoned, acerbically, observing me through narrowed eyes; then a few seconds of silence before resuming not his normal, peaceful demeanour but one of mild surprise, as if his own profundity had astounded even him. ‘Abi?’ (Isn’t it so?) Sam concluded rhetorically. A remarkably acute comment indeed on the perceived value of a Nigerian’s existence, especially when issued directly from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. Having by this time endured Lagos for little over a year, I understood perfectly and promised — if only to myself — to be unfailingly righteous, well, at least good, or maybe goodish, from that day onwards…




  The degree of corruption and mismanagement of the economy had grown to the extent that on more than one occasion did I hear the paradoxical sentiment: if only the British could return, at least jobs and order existed back then. A sentiment voiced unequivocally, with seemingly little reservation and, I could not help but surmise, from the heart. One might have expected such a lament from an older generation; a generation harbouring nostalgic attachments perhaps to a stiff-upper-lipped, colonial administration, notwithstanding the rapine exploitations that may or may not have occurred. Uttered however from twenty- to thirty-year olds, born amidst the hopeful slipstream of independence, had me once again staring wide-eyed in amazement; revelational, hardly the correct political line one would have expected to hear deep within colonial-bashing Black Africa. Amongst our staff, the overriding opinion intimated employment by the dreaded white man to be markedly preferred, if not actively sought; an employee would be treated fairly and, somewhat remarkably for Lagos, paid in full and on time. In fact, should cash-flow problems surface, as they did so with unnerving regularity, we deferred on personal remuneration to ensure no staff member ever went short. I relate these mutterings for the simple reason they contradicted, significantly, certain more forthright opinions of the time. Winter 1984 had arrived, and with it an assemblage of artistes (named Band Aid) who enjoyed chart-topping success with the charity anthem: Do they know it’s Christmas? Attention therefore exigently focused on problem-Africa and the considerable humanitarian crisis being enacted in Ethiopia. Whilst at a friend’s gathering in England, I received quite a ribbing from a group of students for, as they suggested, indulging a salaried involvement in the Dark Continent; the words ‘racialism’ and ‘exploitation’ figured prominently in a confused and crapulent discourse (or was it a crapulent diatribe — I forget now, though it matters little). Whilst listening, I experienced sudden flashbacks to the regular easing of a worker’s financial burden, or of sitting, a solitary Caucasian, in a local clinic to ensure appropriate care and drugs be administered to an employee. Furthermore, barely two days later, I would return to Lagos and a workforce whose attendance could be attributed principally — and with some irony — to a white presence; some even yearning for a return to colonial-style, British administration. In the process we contributed, or so I thought, to the good of the community, constructing schools, universities, clinics, vital infrastructure and the like; some, incidentally, carried out on a voluntary, un-salaried basis. One could go on. Exploiting-racialist, no, I could never accept their view. Our role in Africa clearly differed from the generally held belief but, doubtless raised within mollycoddled surroundings, how could our students have known otherwise, let alone heard and comprehended Sam’s paroxysmal indictment of post-independence government. I could have explained further but in the end thought better of it; for them, my rebukers, things were indeed not what they seemed. After all, barely a year previously, and without the meaningful perspective living in Nigeria so afforded, I may well have held similar sway.
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