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Above the Colonial Subconscious, Africa Moves




 





The journey began with the fight for independence and ended with freedom and progress when we understood that the battlefield was in the mind. Though we won the physical battle against the colonial powers’ occupation, we struggled to liberate our minds as a result of derogating, subtle and systematic programming of our subconscious through systems, methods and programmes put in place to control us. The colonial subconscious takes us through a journey of self-discovery. A journey where most pitfalls are unconsciously dug by ourselves and its discoveries lead us to a stage of self-actualisation where we finally reach a period of consciousness, taking a firm decision to be ourselves and act together for our common good. Finally aware of self, the prevailing situation, our potential and power within, we are determined to take full charge of our destinies, rising above all prejudices and stereotypes, advocating for reparation damages whilst rejecting all forms of subjugations and sub-human treatments, we change our strategies to win; holding tight to our memorandum of hope, our guiding principle to the top. Africa moves above the colonial subconscious, standing tall where everyone else comes short. We lead the way as we did since mankind was created. After all, the first man was born here and the first great civilisation started here; for now, we have all we need to be who we are and want to become. The journey has started and the destination is known. We are moving above the colonial subconscious!
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I am proud of you, my dear friend Michel Ngue-Awane and I agreed with what you say in this book. Your analysis is pertinent and I entirely adhere to your vision of offloading ourselves from tars that obstruct our vision for a better Africa. This book contributes to the awakening of our young Africans’ conscience and will help in building a new Africa of peace, integrated freedom, unity and prosperity.


All the best and I have hope that this book will touch the heart of many as it reshapes and contributes to the whole debate of a better Africa in the media and where discussion takes place on the future of Africa.
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This book is an honourable initiative and the key facts discussed in this book show that despite the time elapsed, our history follows us and our children. If people understand the aims of this book, the battle will be won. However, compensation alone will not heal our wounds. Despite the hurts and torts of the colonial era, there were some positive outcomes. We need to have some sort of introspection to understand that we are to blame for some of our demises. Let’s shift our focus on how to build our infrastructures in order to overcome unemployment that prevents us from developing. It is best for now to move forward, though our past will never go away.
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Preface of the book: Above the colonial subconscious, Africa Moves.





When I first glanced inside this book, I laughed; when I read more pages, I smiled and when I read deeper I faded off and my reading ended with cries and remorse. Not only because of the quality and level of the reflection caused by its content, but also because of the truth, the veracity of it. Immediately, what came into my mind is this statement from the apostle Paul: I die daily. This is one of the most philosophical statements ever to exist in my opinion and that should be our motive and our driven purpose for life.


From my own perspective, what Paul means by that is our perpetual questioning of our purpose in this life, on a daily basis. To understand today’ death, we have to revisit yesterday, a renaissance. But, revealing your real feeling is the starting point of your healing process. Using the subconscious mind-set to establish your continuum can perhaps be an open door to your real existence. The reality is the conversation one can have with oneself about one’s real nature and driven purpose for life. Who are you and where are you going? Those are the questions.


Is the author a sort of countryside lawyer, villagers’ lawyer or simple a street lawyer? The reason I mentioned this is because whoever is addressed in this book is part of it and, as stakeholders, they are all accountable for the success of their community wherever they are: our conscience on the unconsciousness of our existence. This book has so many themes and so many openings that will open doors to real life.


Who really reads the preface of a book? Not many people, but for this particular one, I hope students in general, students enrolled in international relations and/or African studies, researchers in political science, philosophical studies and economy, investors, teachers, invaders, oppressors, oppressed and so on will do so. If that is you, I guarantee that the preface is way less interesting than the book itself and if you are eager to consume pages of it before it gets dark, run and continue to read the book to find out your purpose and come back here later because it is what it is all about.




 





Let’s first talk about the author: I have known Michel Ngue-Awane since he was two hours old; from this early on because I was at the neighbour’s house when he came into the world, and since then, I have watched him grow as a baby, a toddler, a young boy, teenager and, then, as the man. There has always been something special about him that I admired and I bet most people who know him will agree with me: determination.




 





Dr Appolinaire Lekeuneu, Buffalo, New York, USA

















Part One:



Our Journey Begins





















Chapter 1:


The call was answered and ended with despair





I was tired and upset. So, too, were my six brothers. At this time we were uncertain little children whose only demand was the right to run around in the open. The wait was too long for us to bear, having stood at the same place waiting for a car that was nowhere to be seen for over five hours, and with nothing to do; we became restless in that parents forbade even just crossing the road or running around.


Looking up, I could see a wonderful scene, which demanded an unwavering gaze; a fiery red orb of light slowly sinking beneath the horizon; threads of light lingering in the sky, mingling with the rolling clouds, dyeing the heavens first orange, then red, then dark blue, until all that was left of the sun was a chalky mauve.


The sun had started to find its way back home, easing behind the mountain whilst blinking its eyes. Tired and giving up his hope of riding on four wheels down to his village, my dad, Mbii, after a vain five-hour wait for a car, decided to take the road to Mengan on foot.


It took some time for him to decide as there was still hope that at least one car would eventually take our direction. Despite the wait, nothing changed and Dad finally made up his mind. But before we could leave town, the sun had begun closing its eyes, melting away in intermittence as stygian darkness took over the sky. Sequin-silver stars like the glowing embers of a dying fire soon winked down at me, illuminating the atramentous curtain of sky, then suddenly the clouds parted, and I found myself looking at a lustrous, argent disc casting brilliant rays of moonlight onto the dark grounds. What wonderful magic from Mother Nature! At this time of the year, the sun usually goes to sleep between 6.30 and 7 pm. This means, anyhow, we were somewhere close to 7 pm; however, undeterred by the darkness that had suddenly taken the place, my dad took us through a small path leading to a tiny village in the middle of the forest in the south west of the country. We were heading to Mengan, from where our last ancestors could be traced and which, I was now told, would be my new home.


I wasn’t born there but I was told that I was from there, and this knowledge gives me a reference point in life. I was also told later that some of my forefathers, brothers and sisters will never trace their roots or know exactly from which part of our continent they came because they were forcefully dragged out of our lands to far away west, where they helped build the greatest nation on earth, and where till now they have never been recognised or praised for their endeavours. Until now, despite our cries for justice and our cries for recognition, no one has ever apologised or paid for damages caused to our land. A land used and dumped, sucked at will of all goods that it holds as presents from God, the creator.


Our journey was a defining moment in our lives, yet we as kids were completely unaware of upcoming changes. To us it was a moment like any other, though a deciding moment in our lives. This was the day where Dad and Mum, I and my six brothers were returning to the village Dad left over 20 years before to help his country fight for independence and restore peace. He left as a teenager and was returning as a man. Since leaving the village, he had regularly returned home, but had not gone back in the last five years due to his army duty, which did not leave him much time to return as often as before. Perhaps, if Grandma had still been around, Dad would have found time to visit, but her passing away created a void in Dad’s heart and he saw no reason for regular trips to the village.


On this day of his first visit in five years after Grandma’s crossing to eternity, and our first in our entire life, sadness was written all over my mum’s and dad’s faces. Dad was saddened by losing his job without notice and without any rewards, saddened about the separation from his friends he had worked with for over ten years, aggrieved by lack and the poverty that was already taking his toll on him, just weeks after losing his job, and concerned about his future and ours; he was heading remorsefully to his native forest village.


Mum, on the other hand, was saddened because she dreaded returning to the unproductive farm work. Amongst her friends, she had been considered as fortunate when she married someone who lived in a city. But now that she was returning to her native land, she would have no choice but to re-join her ancestors’ profession – subsistence farming – which requires a lot of hard work and yields little return. Subsistence farmers never had enough to meet their own needs and they lived perpetually in poverty. They aged very early, and most of them died before they reached their sixties. Mum had, at least for the time she was in the city, forgotten about this hard life. In the city, she didn’t have to wake up early in the morning and go to the farm and return at night, tired, to have a little sleep and wake up the next morning to start the same process. In the city, she could buy produce from the village and she didn’t have to do the hard work. She couldn’t imagine how her life would become in the village and she hoped that, by some mysterious powers, the situation would turn around. This was a vain hope and she had to accept what waited ahead.


Dad couldn’t believe what was happening to him. Twenty years ago, the whole country was in turmoil and all native citizens were called to show a sense of patriotism and fight against the enemies of independence; those who everyone believed were against peace and stability in the land. Aged only 18, he accepted the call of duty and enrolled in the army as a commando where, after a brief induction, he was sent to battle fronts in various areas of the country. Soldiers, as well as all people of the country, were promised a better life after the independence. They were told that the independences would bring freedom, prosperity and a better future for all. It was repeatedly proclaimed that poverty would become history and that resources endowed by Mother Nature to this great country would serve its inhabitants once the invaders were gone.


It was clear in my father’s mind as he recalled that, if this was going to be the case for everyone, soldiers would be better off. They were told that the country was rich with natural resources – which is true – and that the only reason common citizens did not enjoy it was down to the colonial powers which exploited everything for themselves; but once they were gone, they said, the land would be managed by us and our resources would be used for the benefit of all citizens. This thought alone made everyone dream of a new paradise. Some even interpreted that as meaning that in the new state they wouldn’t have to work at all, but would get what they wanted at will.


Now, having served for 20 years and having helped bring peace, he was returning to the village empty handed. He had no provisions for the next day and no hope for tomorrow. When he was a soldier, he was housed in the army barracks and fed; he had a small salary and got married. In his 14 years of marriage, he had seven children and was taking them back to his native village, knowing not where the next morning’s dinner would come from. I mean, next day – how about next week or next year? He knew not and his wife dared not to ask, even though this question was bothering her mind.


On the way I and my brothers had many questions; many were asked, at times with answers, but most of the time, no answers were given. However, Dad had no choice but to give us some hope in order to feed our curiosity as we looked forward to settling in this much-talked-about village.


Children are always excited when they hear about new things but when they are travelling, they are even more excited. Like any other children, we were looking forward to this day but our euphoria on reaching Newtown, the closest city to the village, did not last long. The gentle sunset on that afternoon may have given it an appearance of normal life but as we waited for the village’s cars, we found the apparent normal life to be a shell. We witnessed at least four different fights amongst citizens and observed brutality from the so-called anti-gang forces. To us they were soldiers, but what was striking was that their behaviour was not honourable at all, even to my child’s eyes. As he murmured and sighed, dad informed us that most of these people were those who had organised themselves to defend this city during troubled times, and who had become high street robbers. During the independence, they defended the city very well hoping that, with the departure of the colonisers, they would have jobs as was promised, but no one remembered them and they took hold of the city. The city became prone to spasms of brutal anarchy and chaotically administered public services by these new bosses who took over without any formal training, vision, or planning. They thought that the treasury was full of inexhaustible supplies of money. What they found in place was quickly embezzled and they soon found themselves out of supplies, having gotten used to the high life. It was only for them to they identify new sources of revenues. Unfortunately, only normal citizens paid the price for their folly.


Anyone in a position of responsibility defended their right to eat and use what could be obtained, legally or not, to feed the needs of the present in the wait for tomorrow, where they started the same and so on. They inherited a system about which they knew nothing, and maintaining this system was becoming too much for them.


To his bigger surprise, Dad could not find any car to our village. If he had only known that things had changed so badly, he wouldn’t have come back with the entire family – which had increased tremendously in the last five years with the addition of three more children.


Walking in the jungle-like territory, we were sweating, falling and rising up, not giving up at this time, where the raining season had ended and, following a dry day, dusk had started to answer the call of winds. By now, the wind – carrying all sorts of debris – forced us to sneeze often. We had just left the main city and were continuing to the village by foot after five hours’ wait in vain for a car that used to go to his village. Up to five years ago, he could take the car to this village, but Dad was surprised how quickly things had changed. Frustrated after 5 hours wait, Dad tried to enquire why there was no car heading to his village and he was told that bridges have ceded and no car was able to cross the many rivers that lead to his village, leaving people no choice but to walk or cycle to Mengan and beyond.


With seven children and all that he brought from the army, he had no choice but to proceed at a convenient rhythm for the family. He remembered that just 20 years ago, when the Europeans were still in the country, there was a big road leading to far away villages through his village. People were often forced to dig the roads by hand and those roads were regularly maintained. Every weekend, there was human investment, whereby all villagers came together and give their time free for community work. This helped the entire village progress. Beside villagers’ wilful contribution, they were often forced to work in big programmes and projects instigated by the central administration, under the colonial power. Roads were built through forced labour. The colonial powers used it to access the villages they ruled, but everyday users were the locals.


If my parents knew that there wouldn’t be cars to their village, they would have prepared themselves, they said. For example, they would have done the trip in two or three separate journeys at day time to spare us such misery of trotting in the middle of the forest at night. But now that we were already on our way, we had no choice to continue, as we progressed and did our best to get to the village. We were advancing in the deep of the forest, where trees as tall as three storey buildings often blocked our way, and because the forest here was very fecund, it was difficult to move faster. The path we were walking on was the remainder of the main road between Newton and Mela, a faraway town in the west, and Mengan was a village in between where Mbii, my dad, was born. “This road used to be the main road leading to Mela with regular four-wheeled traffic, when the western colonisers were still in charge and up to five years ago,” he said. Even five years ago, despite the degradation of the road, it was still accessible by car; but it is astonishing how much worse the road had become. For the most part of the journey, we progressed in silence, even when familiar landmarks from the past flashed back; Dad said no words, as it was now a new experience for him. None of us had ever been to this village and our excitement was turning into disappointment as, tired of walking, we started crying.


Our village was just seven miles from the main town, but at this rhythm, it could take the whole night to get there. Luckily, along the road, there were several villages and people who could host us for a night so we could continue our journey the next morning. We tried to go as far as we could but around 9 pm we stopped somewhere for the night as we became tired, hungry, and unwilling to move a foot further.


Ten years ago, when Dad visited the village, the road had started degrading and there was a lot of talk about how the work to rebuild it would start soon. Five years ago, when he returned, it was exactly during the general electoral campaign and the rebuilding of the road was one of several promises made to the villagers. The villages along this road were even visited, one by one, by the new governor, who travelled all the way to Mela promising that the construction would start soon. When he visited, he reassured the villagers that the president had sent him to inform them that he was aware of the state of the roads, and that not only the road, but new schools would be built. Each time the governor visited, he went home with the villagers’ precious possessions – cattle, goats, chicken, pork, food – and he was even attributed plot of lands in each village. Children were named after him and some people prided themselves to have had a head-to-head talk with the governor. They were his friends and he knew them by name. But in five years, two different governors came and went, and no one had heard about when the big project would start.


Dad was probably prepared for anything but he was not at all prepared to find out that the road to his village had disappeared so suddenly. It is surprising how any goods badly maintained can be lost forever. As we progressed, he asked himself, how do other villagers beyond Mengan ever get to their remote villages, how do people now get to Mela? He couldn’t answer this question, though this was not his immediate preoccupation. The urgency was to get to the village safe with his family. The advancing jungle had reduced the road to a single-track footpath, snaking around growing trees from the centre of the old carriageway, and past vast mudslides and eroding rock falls. Bridges had been washed away, small or big ones, and villagers had managed to line up bundles of mature trees across the old washed away bridges. With bamboos, they had built walls on both sides to help passers-by maintain their balance when crossing, thus preventing them from falling into the water, but some people still found themselves in the water when they tripped. Despite the villagers’ efforts, it was impossible to travel all the way along this road without facing water. Such traditionally made bridges were constructed by villagers on some rivers but smaller streams were seen here and there along the path, making people pick their way down to the bottom of the streams’ courses and then charge up to the other side. The recent end of the raining season made it harder to walk quickly, because the rain had left holes all over the path, and some fallen trees added to our misery as Father, freshly released from duties, was now marching towards uncertainty.


When the road was in operation, it was hard to walk for a mile without meeting people, but now, we had walked for over three miles without seeing anyone; but at last a figure emerged from afar, with an old bike overloaded with palm wine and food. This person was going to the city. He stopped to greet the family. He had a brief chat with Dad and before he continued he asked, “Are you from here?” “Yes,” Dad replied, “but I have not been back for five years, and see what my village has become?”


“You are better here; I have been travelling for three days and want to reach the city to sell my provisions in exchange for soap and oil. We have not seen a car for over two years and we are losing our children and pregnant women as never before! When they are sick, it is difficult to get them to the hospital, and sometimes we carry them through this path; they often die on their way before we reach the town. Some of our sick people prefer to die in peace on their bed rather than attempting this perilous journey. We hoped the independence would bring prosperity and development, but just a few years into it, we now understand that our destiny was not into other people’s hands. We understand that things need to be done by ourselves. The new government took power by presenting themselves as the only people who could take this country forward, but clearly it is not the case. Other people who were seen as nationalists were chased, killed and silenced.”


“Yes, I know,” said Dad; “I am a soldier and have just been sent home. Our job was to silence those rebels and because they have all been killed, I and most of my colleagues have been told that we were no longer needed. Here I am going back to my village I left over 20 years ago, with no hope, no provisions, no indemnity, no plans for resettlement, nothing, apart from these seven children I have been blessed with. What are they going to become and what are they going to eat? If only I could ever reach my village. Let’s hope that we gather enough strength to reach the village. This road five years ago was a national road and today, I am walking on a path all the way to my village despite the fact that we have been in charge of this country for just 20 years. At this rate, we will all disappear in 60 years!”


“You are right, we have handed our country into the hands of young turks who have used their flattering language to lure us into believing that our country belongs to us. I am sure they are still serving the colonial power, with the difference that the colonial power can now make our leaders do what they want, from far away. I am sure we are still under the colonial control in some way and that our leaders are nothing other than their servants. It would have been better if they were still here because if they were still here, they would have at least continued to maintain the roads which helped them exploit whatever resources they wanted. Now I am sure, they are still get what they want without any investment in our land to get it, and our ill-trained leaders are busy finding ways to stay in power rather than opening their eyes to the reality. All they want is to preserve the influence that had been handed over to them by the west; after all, weren’t they groomed by them”?


“Our true heroes have been killed using stupid people like you. Brothers have been used to divide and kill brothers who have been doing so unconsciously. You thought you were serving your country, but remember that history will tell us who was right and even right now; you can begin to see how foolish we all were. Your chief lured back all those who could oppose them and publicly executed them; now that the country is full of frightened and alienated people, he no longer needs your services. Look, you have been dismissed without notice! People still have the memory of slaughters, the killing of those who dared to stand up against this government. As for me, politics is not the issue, what do ordinary people need apart from peace, food and health? Now apart from the appearance of peace, we are all dying of hunger and diseases. There are no hospitals in many villages and where there are hospitals, they are not properly equipped; hence you have to pay huge sums of money to receive treatment. Over 80% of our people are unemployed and cannot afford any treatment. The so called schools have been created to train another bunch of slaves who are unable to undertake anything by themselves. Once the finish their studies, they sit home and wait for a job. Who will create jobs for them? Before these independences and before the colonial powers, did our ancestors wait for jobs? Did they ever work for someone else? I know and this is what I always tell my children, to create jobs themselves, or rather to invent, create opportunities for themselves because any one who create opportunities is free and those who work for other are servants. It is simple as this. A part from the fact that citizens have been abandoned, our infrastructures have been abused and neglected. Look, just around where we are standing, we have no roads, no infrastructures, nothing! The administration is dysfunctional. There are no rules, no control, and no customer service but a lot of corruptions and nepotism”.


“Those who have suddenly found themselves in power are developing a culture of self-help. Yes, we now have a national self-help culture where each civil servant thinks only in terms of personal gain. Bribes, corruption have become the norm in our country. They are helping themselves, not to bring the country forward as they promised, but they are helping themselves to the remains of whatever resources we had left. If everyone follows their example, this country will be sold out in 20 years and you will have to pay to be counted as a citizen of this nation. Yes, I am sure, if they continue like this, there won’t be money left to pay them or to maintain their lifestyle, and you will have to pay for every public service. When I think that our hospitals used to be free, the schools were free, I cry when now we are asked to pay for everything to get almost nothing.”


By now, the stranger was crying. Tapping his shoulders gently, Dad told him that God would help and that hope was necessary to see tomorrow at this point. The man said, “Let me not keep you too much with these children.” He progressed whilst sobbing and coughing.


“May God protect you on your way, thank you and may you have good luck and sell all your produce.” It was now getting colder and luckily a group of people were coming from the city, most of them having sold what they had taken and only carrying a few possessions. They greeted us and offered to help. Some of them carried my siblings and helped them with their heavy loads. They were going to the next village, about three miles from Mengan, and they knew Dad. They helped us to the village and offered us some food and beds to sleep in. We spent the night there and continued early the next morning. This was a relief but not surprising. Despite their suffering, they had not yet lost the sense of hospitality and mutual help. Early in the morning we continued with our family and got home around 12 noon. When the road was open, it only took about 30 minutes to cover this distance by car, and two hours walking but today, the journey from my village to new town takes a minimum of 6 hours.

















Chapter 2:


The village, like all our villages





It was noon; the sun was over the middle of our heads and each person shadows ringed at their feet, not behind, not long, or very tall. Just there! “It is 12 noon,” Mum announced. That is how, in this part of the world, people made sense of where they were and what time it was. The position of the sun and their shadows indicated the approximate time of the day and the sun helped people guess the time of the day until nightfall. At night, it was difficult to tell the time, particularly when the moon was asleep. There were no lights that could be seen at night in the village. It was very dark and trees often seemed like animals or monsters. The quietness of the village at night gave the appearance of a cemetery. Everything was still; quiet and dark only the wind and night birds could trouble this tranquillity.


As soon as we arrived in the village, I noticed that the village houses were hidden beyond the mountains and hills, but they revealed their true colours beneath the green. Yes, it was easy to tell, no matter how hidden it was beneath the trees, that they were all huts. It was pass midday and you could hear the birds singing and continuing to sing their favourite song in this bright sunlit day, even though, for some reasons, no one appeared to care about the beautiful noise they were making. Despite their melodies, everyone ignored or refused to dance to the tune.


Departing from the main path was nothing but a wonder; a different world altogether! Lost in the middle of nowhere, and, not far away, the horizon appeared to mark the end of the world. Some people, I guessed, dared not know or question what was beyond the horizon, yet, beyond the mirage of the close horizon, was another world far way. But the most astonishing thing was that as far as one could walk, the horizon appeared at a similar distance ahead, revealing in between more and more wonders, new trees, new mountains, new forests and, at times, huts and houses that signalled undeniably that people lived around. At times they were those we knew, sometimes those from other beliefs and cultures, but yet in our minds we knew that the land was ours together.


Mengan was small, but happy; yes, a happy village despite the cries of hurt and lack, due to deaths too soon of a child malnourished or a mother in pain, who gave birth in struggle, or the commotions of those who had lost a son or a daughter, without a name yet; the joy long awaited, which soon turned to despair, gripped the hearts of many who had forged the habit of coming together to sympathise, all cried together, to ease their pain. They formed a community of people who had the same history and who grieved together, lived together, suffered in silence, but together they hope of a better tomorrows.


The road in this tiny village, when there had ever been one, or when there was one left, was bumpy and never received the care from anyone who used it, despite the call for works, to make it more alive for everyone to enjoy. The tall trees continued to flourish, canopying the shorter ones, who depended on the mercy of the creator for a little sunlight, and from time to time they became a shelter for the farmers, who after hard work, rested on their feet. On those days, and up to present times, beside the sound of the birds, it was not surprising at all to hear the roaring voices of the chainsaws along the forgotten roads, pulling down the mighty odum and sapele trees of ancient times, just for timber which benefitted not the people of the land, but which was carried away from here, to be used for luxurious household items and furniture, for the pleasure of people known not in this hidden part of the world, forgotten and left alone to fate. If only the beneficiaries could know the true origin of the goods they were enjoying, perhaps they would be human enough to pay the right price or compensation to the land they were so shamelessly robbing.


Descending on the road leading to Mengan, the village where Dad was born, snaked here and there numerous footpaths, branching north, south and forth from house to house and leading to the farms, where livestock were freed to eat and serve themselves on what they could find and judge good enough to eat.


After just a few steps there appeared these small erected structures roofed with dry grasses, sometimes with some rusty iron sheets on them, sheltering human souls from the serpents and scorpions. At night, mosquitoes enjoyed the most, as their duty without fail, from night to night, was to bite. Biting even the eyeballs, digging through the bodies in search of gold and raising the victim’s body temperature to a thousand degrees Celsius within a few days; only those with strong will lived. With nothing to slow the mosquitoes’ works, most of the time children paid the price with their lives and this explains why there was barely a month without commotions, to cry over the loss of loved ones.


With no pipe-borne water in my village, at day time, little children were found here and there with big buckets and pans heading towards the riverside to fetch water. This river serves as the main source of drinking water as well as water for domestic purposes. Animals, when they had the chance, also bathed, drank and defecated in the same river. After fetching water, children changed jobs, whereby boys picked up cutlass and hoe, and the girls took over their duties in the kitchens.


Education depended on the father’s pocket and when more hands were needed on the farm; children born in the farm remained there all the days of their lives.


The dry seasons were accompanied by droughts and bush fires, leading to about six months of hunger and hardship. It was at this time of the year, unfortunately, that we had no choice but to come to live in the village. Like other villages in this part of the world, Mengan was as in the picture painted above. Everyone in the village had a plot of land and lived from the produce of their farm, but what the farm produced was not enough to go on all year long.


Women cultivated the plot whilst men grew coffee and cocoa which was exported to the western hemisphere for chocolate and other delicious products. In this part of the world, people knew each other by name and sometimes organised themselves as a community to help each other.


When Dad arrived in the village, he entered his parents’ old house and we were helped by villagers until we were able to fend for ourselves. The villagers knew how generous Dad had been when he was still in the army. Every time he returned to the village during his army’s years, he brought them fish, meat, bread, sardines, Maggi cubes and salt. It was now their turn to show their recognition. Villagers truly showed kindess to us. They helped us settle, heped us with farming. In fact, we were well initiated into the village’s life and quickly integrated. After a year, we had all forgotten about our previous life in the army barracks. It was as if we had never lived there. Dad blended in easily and was given the title of Chief Counsel. This was in recognition of his experience gained elsewhere during his years in the army as commando. A commando was the name given to unqualified and uneducated soldiers who joined the army to silence the rebellion in the country. He regularly sat on the king’s advisory committee.


There was one small school situated in the centre of the village where every young person aged six or above went. I had the impression that some of the pupils were old enough to be my dad. Some left the primary school to get married, both girls and boys. Some girls were getting married to the primary school director or teacher right there in front of our eyes. It was strange for me. Although girls as young as 15 were getting married, must people boys or girls must have been in their early twenties when they left the primary school.


Some children were fortunate to live close to the school, but we were about three miles from the school and we had to endure this journey twice a day as if this was not enough, I will later endure a journey of 18 kilometres every day from Mengan to Sa’a Nzock during my first two years in the secondary school. I was the only child in the village who ensured this fate of 9 kilometres each way to school and back every day for two years.


During our primary school years, we went to school in the morning with our food, spent our lunch break at school and returned every evening. Years went past and the story was being told in the village that Dad helped destroy the rebellion, and for the independence of the country. After peace was affected, he was sent home with his children at the age of 38 with no retirement provisions, no salary and no job. He had spent his youth fighting for his country and helped it gain and ensure stability and peace during the years of independence.


When they were fighting for independence, they had a lot of hope. They hoped that the departure of western countries would give them freedom and growth. They hoped that the change would be effective and that every citizen, now free from the colonisation, would have the possibility to get a decent job. They hoped that the change would bring prosperity and that every citizen would feel it. He was told of a better future for his country, a future that was being undermined and harmed by those who called themselves nationalist. They were being told that if these rebels were nationalists, they would have stopped their fighting and contributed to the development for the country. They were told, and this is true, that it was impossible for their country to progress without peace. Dad was called, like others, brave and intelligent young people to join the army.


He remembers that at his early age, he helped the white men in the road works and in planting coffee and cacao. These were new crops that were being introduced and each person was trained how to grow their own even though no one knew what it was and what to do with it. These plants were being grown at the instruction of the colonial power, for the colonial power. They were mainly for export and food that people needed to eat was neglected.


Using the same techniques he had learned when he was younger, Dad started his own farm and was growing his produce when the war broke out and he was called to defend his country. He was proud to serve this newly formed country and he served for over 20 years in the army. When he was in the army, he was often moved from one village to another and barely had a day off or holidays.


Now back in the village, apart from his farm, Dad worked in other people’s farms to earn a bit of money to help him send us to school. Life was very tough; although Mum grew some crops, it was difficult for her to exchange them to get other products, like soap and oil or salt, which were necessary.


Dad often went from village to village to find a bit of work and people often failed to pay him the agreed fee at the end of his labour. There were days he came home covered with blood because he had been fighting to get his salary. He was often mocked as a poor ancient commando who had nothing. He never stopped talking politics. He talked about his disappointment about the government’s broken promises and how the country’s financial situation had worsened, how they were promised a lot of rewards that had never materialised and how they were sent home like animals without any form of assistance. He talked about his disappointment about the new government cracking down on any person who dares to say the truth, how no one could speak freely, how any voice of opposition was silenced and every political activity prohibited when it wasn’t to help the propaganda of the current ruling party. He talked about his delusion of the free and prosperous country that was promised during the independences. What he wanted the most was to see a day when he and his children could have enough to eat.


He had land, but this had been used and re-used by his great-grandfathers and was no longer producing enough food to feed the family. He wished he had fertilisers to help him grow his produce. Fertilisers were available but they were far more expensive than the price of the produce they grew. So my parent worked every day, but we hardly ate every day.


In this forest land, hunger was constant and people wished there was someone to help them with technics to grow their cops better. Everyone was talking about school and this was the new hope of the country. People needed to study in order to get the knowledge required to help the country stand on its feet. What people hoped in the village was that the knowledge acquire at school will help children and the country as a whole discover technics to produce better food, better systems, better tools, great inventions and discover new ways of doing things for the benefit of the country.


Unfortunately, qualifications obtained were those put in place by the colonial power which only trained people to get a job in the administration. People were trained with a servant and jobseekers mentality. At school, people were rather conditioned to depend on other people. People were trained to find a job after their studies. No one was ever trained to become an entrepreneur, all were trained and groomed to become servants and workers in the country’s administration. In fact, locals had never been trained to own anything by the colonial power. They were trained to be servants, good servants.


They were trained to get a job in the administration. The colonial power knew why they invented this type of education system. They knew that the administration would hold locals captive all their lives as they worked to gain just enough to eat. Unfortunately, after their departure, no one understood this and no one dared to change the system, worse, it was being maintained and perpetuated.


This was one of the reasons why the country was moving rather backward. There was no new inventions no new ideas, no new technologies, no new machineries, no new industries, no new products made in the country, no new people with new mentalities in our lands. Rather we were still following the colonial system, waiting for the old colonial power to bring new technics, new inventions, new ideas, new technologies, new industries and those industries were in the colonial powers’ countries, not in our countries. Few that were in our countries were totally controlled by the colonial power and we dared not to set up ours. You see, we depended on the colonial power for everything including our education and administration system, even though we had chased them out of our land. They were out by still in, and unconsciously they were still controlling and ruling us.


Being the first of seven children, I was the hope of my father. He hoped that if I was able to finish my secondary school, I would get a job and would help him send my brothers to school. He hoped that, if I were able to succeed, there was a chance for my brothers and sisters. He worked hard, borrowed money, sold part of his land; all to push me forward in his limited capacity.


I was brilliant from the start. None of my parents was educated but this was not a handicap for me. Despite my parents’ inability to buy me books or to follow me at home, I was able to progress well in class and was always the first of my class during my primary school years. I got my first primary school certificate and started the secondary school, but we knew no one in the city; so I live study in the nearest city while still living in Mengan and for that, I had to troll every day for 18 kilometres, through the bushes from my village to the Sa’a Nzock, the nearest city for my first two year. In my third year, a friend took me in their house and this is how I was saved. I lived in the city for the first time since dad left the army.


I was a brilliant pupil and my teachers put me forward for general studies. I studied biology, maths, French, English, Spanish, history, geography, citizenship, sport, art, chemistry, physics, philosophy, a bit of economics, but none of these was related to what I could see. Formulae and the names of places were alien; they talk about Trafalgar Square, Waterloo battles, we sang La Marseillaise, talked about the Elysees. These names were foreign and irrelevant to my immediate environment. In geography, I studied the types of climate, vegetation, rocks, mountains, the archaeology, and I knew almost every country and part of the world. In philosophy I studied all the ancients and new thinkers, who were all western thinkers, and was told that the knowledge was universal. In science, I studied the human body, which I understood because I was a human being. In physics, I had no means of testing my theories in the lab and was told that in Europe, students could actually test and see what they were learning. In chemistry, I heard all the names but had no means of trying out what I was being taught, though this would have been useful to me. I was told that there was no money to buy all the equipment needed for a good lesson of chemistry. I learned that a good chemist could find new ways to grow crops, new medication etc. I was also told that most medicines are substances from plants.


I came from the forest and was eager to understand how I could use these plants to cure malaria, and all these diseases that killed people every day. To my disappointment, I completed my A-levels with no expert knowledge in any field. I was told that I could choose to become an expert at the university. I started university, still eager to become a good chemist and help solve my country’s food crisis or find a cure for malaria which could help me save lives. I had grown up in a village where child death, hunger and diseases were part of everyday life.
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