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The Up-Country
Man

 by

Kenneth C.
Ryeland.

 


The setting for
this autobiography is the West African state of Nigeria in the late
nineteen-sixties. The former British Colony is wracked with
political turmoil and tribal unrest that finally results in civil
war following the secession of the former Eastern Region into the
independent state of Biafra.

Ken Ryeland, a
young British engineer, arrives at Ikeja Airport in April 1967, to
take up the position of service manager with a large British
company, just in time to witness the beginning of the Nigerian
Civil War.

His first
up-country posting is Enugu, soon to be the capital of the
breakaway, oil-rich state of Biafra. During his short stay in the
rebel capital, he is harassed and threatened by the military and
the secret police, simply because he tried to prevent his driver
from being beaten by Biafran soldiers at one of the many road
checks. When war threatens the town, he is evacuated by road to the
coast. During that chaotic journey, Ryeland faces several death
threats from the Civil Defence Volunteers manning the hundreds of
roadblocks before reaching the comparative safety of Port
Harcourt.

The Italian
freighter, MV Isonzo, is the only way out of the now
besieged rebel enclave. Humiliated, threatened and robbed, he joins
over 800 expatriates of all nationalities in the most harrowing of
sea journeys. Having finally arrived tired and hungry at Lagos,
young Ryeland is given the opportunity of a fresh start.

A further
up-country assignment to Ibadan in the west of Nigeria should have
been something of a respite from the war, but he arrives there just
as Colonel Ojukwu’s rebels cross the Niger River, put the Federal
Army to rout and capture the town of Ore, only 90 miles from
Ibadan.

The
Up-Country Man: A personal account of the events leading to
secession and the conditions inside Biafra during the early days of
the Nigerian Civil War.

 


December 2005,
Berkshire, England.

 


 


 


 


Map of Nigeria Showing
the Main Population Centres
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This 1966 map
of Nigeria shows the main population centres and many of the towns
mentioned in the narrative. The Eastern Region seceded and became
the short-lived Republic of Biafra. It was bounded by the River
Niger to the west; the border with the Cameroon to the east; the
Eastern Region border with the Northern Region to the north and the
Atlantic Ocean to the south.

 


 


 


 


In the Beginning;
Palaver in Paradise




For dissy firs
time notting dey only dissy Lawd, na Him dey; an’ dissy Lawd; Him
go work hard for make dissy ting wey dem callam Earth. For six day
dissy Lawd; Him work an’ Him go make all kind ting, eberyting Him
go put for dissy Earth. Plenty beef, plenty cassava, plenty banana,
plenty yam, plenty guinea-corn, plenty mango, plenty groundnut,
eberyting. An’ for dissy wata Him go put na plenty fish, an’ for
dissy air Him go put na plenty kind bird.

After six day
dissy Lawd; He go sleep. An’ when Him sleep na plenty palaver start
for dissy place wey dem callam Heaven. Dissy Heaven be place where
we go live after we don die make we no do so-so bad ting for dissy
Earth. Dissy Angels dem dey for dissy Heaven, all day dem play
banjo, catch plenty fine chop an’ plenty palm-wine.

Dissy headman
for dem angel, dem callam Gabriel, an’ him dey, dey when dissy
palaver start for Heaven. Na plenty palaver go come from dissy bad
angel dem callam Lucifer. An’ Gabriel he don catch Lucifer an’ beat
am proper an’ palaver stop one-time.

Na dissy Lawd;
Him say na Gabriel him be good man too much an’ Him dash Gabriel
one very fine trumpet. An’ dissy Gabriel him go play trumpet an’
beat dissy drum all dissy long day wey dem catch for dissy Heaven.
An’ dissy Lucifer him go for Hell-fire where him go be headman
now.

After, na Lawd
go look dissy ting wey callam Earth an’ Him sabby na no man him dey
for seat. So dissy Lawd Him take na small piece of dissy earth and
him breath, an’ man him dey, dey. An’ dissy Lawd; Him call dissy
man Adamu. Dissy Lawd; Him say, “Adamu.” an’ Adamu him say,
“Yessa.” Dissy Lawd; Him say, “Adamu, you see dissy garden wey
callam Paradise? Na eberyting wey dey for garden be for you, but
dissy Mango on tree wey dey for middle of garden, dissy no be for
you. Dissy tree go be na white man chop, him no be black man chop.
Wey you go chop am, you get plenty pain for belly, sabby?” An Adamu
him say, “Yessa, Lawd me sabby.” Dissy Lawd; Him go for Heaven to
hear Gabriel play him trumpet, an’ Adamu him go walk in garden
where eberyting go be fine too much.

By an’ by dissy
Lawd; Him come back for Earth to look Adamu. An’ Him say, “Adamu,
na eberyting fine, fine, you like am?” An’ Adamu him say, “Yessa,
eberyting no be bad, but...” An’ dissy Lawd; Him say, “Whatin,
Adamu? You catch na small trouble?” An’ Adamu him say, “No, sa, I
no get trouble, Lawd, sa, but I no get dissy woman.” An dissy Lawd;
Him say, “Ah, ha.”

Dissy Lawd; Him
make Adamu sleep for one place, an’ Him go take na small bone from
Adamu body, wey callam wishbone. Dissy Lawd; Him go breath an’
woman him dey, dey. An’ dissy Lawd; Him call dissy woman, Eva.

Dissy Lawd; Him
go wake Adamu an’ Him say, “Adamu, you see dissy woman?” An’ Adamu
him say, “Yessa, Lawd, I see am, him be fine pass stinkfish.” Dissy
Lawd; Him go for Heaven an’ Adamu an’ Eva dem go walk for garden
an’ dem go play plenty.

One day, na
Adamu him go for catch Barracuda, an’ Eva take na small walk for
garden an’ him meet snake. Na snake him say, “Hello, Eva.” An’ Eva
him say, “Hello, snake.” Snake him say, “Whatin, Eva, why you no
chop dissy fine Mango wey dey for tree in middle of garden?” An’
Eva him say, “Ah! Ah! Dissy Mango, him go be white man chop. Dissy
no black man chop. Adamu tell me say we go get plenty pain for
belly wey we go chop am.”

Na dissy snake
him say, “Ah, dissy Adamu, him go be bloddy fool. Dissy Mango be
good chop for black man. Wey you chop am, you go like am plenty.”
An’ Eva chop am, an’ true, true him go like am plenty. Dissy Eva
him go put dissy Mango for Adamu’s groundnut stew, an’ there go be
plenty palaver for Paradise one-time.

Adamu an’ Eva,
dem sabby wey dem neffa catch cloth for dem body. An’ dissy Lawd;
Him come back to dissy Earth an’ Him call for Adamu, but Adamu no
dey for seat, him fear dissy Lawd an go for bush one-time. Again
dissy Lawd; Him call for Adamu an’ Adamu him answer with na small,
small voice, “Yessa, Lawd.” An’ dissy Lawd; Him say, “Close me
Adamu, close me.” An’ Adamu close dissy Lawd.

Dissy Lawd; Him
say, “Whatin, Adamu, why you go for bush?” An’ Adamu him say, “I no
catch dissy cloth, Lawd, I no want for you see me naked.” An’ dissy
Lawd; Him vex too much. “Whatin? Who go talk say you go be naked?
Ah, ha, you go chop dissy Mango from tree wey dey for middle of
garden.” An’ Adamu him say, “I no go chop am by myself, Lawd. Dissy
woman wey you dey make for me, him go put dissy Mango inside dissy
groundnut stew.”

Dissy Lawd; Him
go make na plenty, plenty palaver. An’ Him go drive dissy Adamu an’
dissy Eva from Paradise one-time.
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Chapter
I

The Rewards of Hard
Labour




The weather on
the morning of Friday, 21 April 1967, was very similar to previous
mornings of that month: overcast, damp and distinctly chilly.
Elmdon Airport, which served the city of Birmingham and the
Midlands of England, was beginning to come to life as dozens of
hopeful travellers rushed about here and there anxious to check-in
and depart for their various destinations.

It must have
been about 7.20am when, complete with heavy suitcase and travel
bag, the taxi delivered me to the entrance of the one and only
terminal building. The taxi ride had been but the first stage of a
very long journey that would take me well beyond the continent of
Europe, for I was on my way to London Airport to board a British
Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) VC10 bound for West Africa.

Only a few days
previously, I’d celebrated my twenty-fifth birthday with my wife,
Anne, and our son of eleven months, Stephen. However, the birthday
celebrations at our home in the pleasant greenery of the eastern
suburbs of the city had been overshadowed by my imminent departure
for Africa and the prospect of being parted from my family for at
least three months.

The farewell on
that fateful morning had been difficult, full of uncertainty and
mixed emotions. Since our marriage in 1961, Anne and I had never
been apart for any period longer than a week; therefore, I felt
that I was deserting her, especially since she would have the
additional burden of looking after our baby son alone.

Clutching my
boarding pass, I sat down on one of the many vacant seats in the
departure lounge and tried to put all thoughts of my family
aside.

After
all, said the voice of my conscience trying to absolve me from
all guilt, you and Anne have discussed everything thoroughly.
The outcome was that you should go to Africa and, if all went well,
Anne and Stephen would join you after three months.

The feeling
that I was deserting my family persisted until finally my
conscience reminded me that even if I’d wanted to pull out, it was
too late. The contract had been signed, like it or not I was
committed.

My eyes closed
for a moment and thoughts of the forthcoming flight to London
filled my head, but they didn’t last. My mind kept wandering back
to my wife and son and the events and circumstances that had
brought me to one of the most crucial points in my life.

* * *

Having served a
six-year engineering apprenticeship with the Midland Region of
British Railways’ Road Motor Division, a wave of restlessness had
washed over me after finishing my ‘time’. The main reason for my
unrest was the further requirement of my contract to serve in the
capacity of a journeyman for at least another year.

The term
‘journeyman’ referred to the additional period of learning that was
traditionally considered necessary to instil a sense of
responsibility when using the skills and knowledge that had been
imparted by the ‘master’. This requirement originated in the Middle
Ages when the whole idea of apprenticeships had emerged from the
ancient guilds of craftsmen. In 1963, it was an excellent excuse
for an employer to delay payment of the full craftsman’s wage rate
for a further twelve months. No doubt, the modern railway
accountants were well pleased at the wisdom and foresight of their
medieval contemporaries.

Being an
apprentice meant a young man was, by convention and without
question or exception, the lowest form of life at the work place.
Being a journeyman imparted the tiniest sliver of importance, but,
despite this, holders of the post were not regarded in the same way
as that of a craftsman. A journeyman was positioned just one rung
up from the bottom of the evolutionary ladder of the engineering
world. Of course, apprentices and journeymen were investments for
the future, but the assets were never really appreciated by
employers until, in later years, apprenticeship schemes became
unfashionable and skilled men became scarce.

Not long after
completing my time as a journeyman, I was promoted to the lofty
position of chargehand. Following this promotion, I was transferred
from the main workshops at Saltley in Birmingham to the Black
Country, heartland of the industrial Midlands and so-called because
of the ever-present grime and filth of heavy industry.

Several very
happy months were spent in the various ‘district’ workshops
scattered throughout the region, the most notable being Wednesbury,
Quarybank and the large depot at Walsall. The workforce at these
locations were stolid, but nonetheless pleasant, Black Country men,
steeped in the traditional skills of engineering and manufacturing
for which the grimy towns throughout the undulating West-Midland
plain were famous throughout the world.

Despite my
youth, the men respected my position and looked after me as they
would a visiting foreigner. They would patiently explain the
meaning of the many strange Black Country sayings they constantly
used and, in the early weeks at least, they tried to modify their
heavy dialect when addressing me. Thinking about the situation now,
perhaps I was a foreigner to them. After all, we hardly spoke the
same English language.

After being
assigned to the area, I found it very difficult to understand the
local dialect, especially when spoken quickly. However, the will to
survive persisted and at the end of my tour of duty, I could just
about hold my own with the best of them.

A genuine
feeling of sorrow filled my heart when it was time for me to leave
the Black Country and the no-nonsense, rough and ready kindness of
the workshop staff. However, the move back to the Birmingham area
did put an end to the lengthy, and somewhat tiring, train journey
to and from work every day.

An opportunity
to further my supervisory experience presented itself when I was
appointed relief chargehand at several of the many Road Motor
Department workshops in the city. As a result, several months were
spent undertaking relief duties at the Curzon Street, Garrison
Street, Lawley Street and Aston workshops. Thankfully, my itinerant
working habits finally ended when a vacancy for a permanent
chargehand was announced at the Coventry workshop and, after a week
of nervous anticipation, the job was eventually offered to me.
Within a fortnight, I’d settled in well and was ready to enjoy a
period of stability, rejoicing in the confidence my masters had
clearly placed in me.

It was my
privilege to be the youngest chargehand on the books at the time
and my academic qualifications exceeded the requirements for the
job. Evening studies and a day release scheme at Aston Technical
College had enabled me to obtain an Ordinary National Certificate
in mechanical engineering. Previously, I’d achieved first class
passes in the City and Guilds Mechanics and Technicians
examinations, and gained a Full Technological Certificate in motor
vehicle subjects. The distinction of achieving the highest marks in
the National Craftsman practical examination for 1963 completed a
very successful initial period of further education. My academic
achievements promoted a feeling of well-being and superiority of
such a magnitude that the end of almost every working day would
leave me wondering how the British Railways’ Board could be
anything but amazed at my knowledge and ability. Like all ambitious
young men, I really thought I knew everything.

The various
assignments to the district workshops and my early promotion
suppressed my restlessness for a couple of years. However, despite
the secure job that enabled me to enjoy a reasonable standard of
living from the full chargehand’s rate of £12-4s a week, my
impatience quickly returned. I was fiercely ambitious, unable to
accept the ‘dead man’s shoes’ system of promotion that existed
within the British Railways organisation. An escape from the
humdrum, day-to-day activity of a railway workshop was very high on
my list of priorities. I wanted to meet new people, visit other
countries and, above all, earn more money than British Railways
could ever pay me.

Towards the end
of my second year as a chargehand, I left the employ of the
railways after managing to secure a job with Girling Brakes Ltd,
the car and commercial vehicle brake manufacturer. On receipt of my
letter of appointment, it became clear to me this unsuspecting
company was about to benefit greatly from my superior knowledge of
motor vehicles and my outstanding ability as an engineer. I was
twenty-three years old, over confident and full of my own
importance.

My position at
Girling’s engineering development centre in King’s Road, Tyseley
was that of technical assistant. A year later, promotion placed me
in the post of an assistant development engineer.

My work in the
advanced commercial vehicle brake development department taught me
many new things, not the least being the disciplines, both personal
and professional, necessary to be a good engineer. Consequently, it
soon dawned on me I was not the golden boy of the engineering
fraternity, since there were many people within the organisation
who were more skilled and much wiser than I was. These facts
quickly brought me to my senses and helped me to knuckle down to
the business of learning more about the craft and obtaining
further, more advanced, academic qualifications to compliment the
unique practical experience that my job provided on a day-to-day
basis.

At this time,
my wife and I were trying to establish a home in a rented flat on
my weekly income of £17-10s; therefore, cash was always very short,
especially on Thursdays. However, through a lecturer friend of mine
at Handsworth Technical College, the opportunity of earning extra
cash soon presented itself.

Working for the
Birmingham City Education Authority as a part-time lecturer
certainly added to my overall experience in dealing with people,
particularly since many of my students were considerably older than
me. Of more importance, however, the job enabled me to add a
further £2-18s-6d a week to the family coffers; a much-needed boost
at that time.

At the height
of my part-time academic activity, I was out of the house for five
evenings a week during the period September through to May. My own
Higher National Certificate course in mechanical engineering at
Aston Technical College demanded three evenings, whereas the other
two were spent teaching mature students the whys and wherefores of
vehicle technology and workshop practice at Handsworth Technical
College.

I was grateful
for Anne’s support during my two years of academic night-owling.
She never complained once about my absence from the family home,
despite the stress it must have imposed on her.

The mid-sixties
were difficult times in many ways, but happily employment was
plentiful. This was especially evident in the Midlands of England,
the veritable workshop of the world, where it was possible to
resign from one job before lunch and start a new one in the
afternoon of the same day. However, this wonderful freedom of
movement was never fully appreciated by the majority of the people
working in industry during those days.

Within my
circle of friends and acquaintances, it was customary for the
ambitious types to scour the classified jobs pages of the local
newspaper in an attempt to secure more lucrative employment.
However, to be serious about finding a good job it was necessary to
consult the king of the job newspapers: The Daily
Telegraph.

Having no
university degree and falling dramatically below the ‘currently
earning £2,500 a year’ bracket, the Telegraph jobs were, for
the most part, out of my reach. However, one very cold evening in
January 1967, I was undertaking my usual scan of the vacancies when
my eyes locked on to a small, boxed advert. It was just one column
wide and about an inch and a half long.

My heart
skipped a beat and the excitement began to heighten inside me. This
was it, just what I’d been looking for: a job in my line of work
and in an overseas territory too.

Transport
Engineer

A
well-established British Company in West Africa holding
distributorships in commercial vehicles, cars and agricultural
tractors and equipment requires the services of a working Transport
Engineer for our workshops. A sound knowledge of repair and
overhaul of diesel vehicles together with knowledge of all types of
welding and lathework an asset. 18-month tours with 3 months leave
on full pay. Free furnished accommodation, medical attention and
passage for self and family, contributory pension scheme, salary no
less than £1800 per annum depending on qualifications and
experience. TE 15992

A conceited
thought immediately flashed through my head. This is my job. No
one else need apply.

Everything
fitted perfectly. Most of my working life had been devoted to the
repair of heavy trucks and buses, even the occasional steam
locomotive, and my experience included the use of machine tools and
lathes. Daydreaming, I began to wonder how these people had ever
managed without me.

The decision to
apply for the job was made immediately and I began to rummage
through the sideboard drawers for some notepaper and a pen. Moments
later, my searching hands suddenly stopped and I came to my senses.
What’s wrong with you? I thought. What about Anne and
Stephen, your father, mother, brothers, sister, friends and
everybody, what will they have to say about it? You’re not thinking
things through.

Over the next
few minutes, many thoughts and ideas began to race through my head
like flashes of lightning. How can an ordinary young man like me
go to Africa? It’s just not possible. People like me can’t just get
up and go. There must be a million things that have to be attended
to and settled first. However, not being too sure of what they
were set me thinking again. I realised that a journey to West
Africa wouldn’t be like my one and only overseas trip to France for
a week’s holiday as a schoolboy, some ten years ago. My fading
memory of the administration required for that adventure tended to
concentrate on the need for a passport and sufficient spending
money.

Moving to one
of the easy chairs, I continued to think about the possibility of
actually living and working in Africa, and soon began to realise it
was not an altogether impossible dream. Of course, it would be
necessary to get to grips with many detailed arrangements, not the
least being the need for protection against all the nasty diseases
that abound out there. Then I checked myself. What about
Stephen? He’s only eight months old. How would he fare in the Dark
Continent?

Whilst all
these thoughts battered my brain, Anne had been sitting quietly
reading in the chair opposite and Stephen was in his playpen in
front of the guarded electric fire. Placing the newspaper on my
knees, I posed the big question.

“How would you
like to go to Africa then?”

My wife looked
up from her reading and said, “Africa, what do you mean?”

There was an
element of surprise in her reply, but later, having shown her the
advertisement and given her time to think about it, she glanced up
at me, smiled and nodded her agreement.

We then
discussed the subject for twenty minutes and concluded that a year
or so in Africa would benefit us greatly, not to mention the boost
to our financial status of course.

We finally
agreed I should send off to the box number for an application form.
After all, we’d argued, if we didn’t like what was on offer, we
could always say no. The letter was posted on my way to work the
next morning.

The whole
episode caused me a great deal of excitement and, as far as I was
concerned, the posting of the letter was the very first step on our
long journey to Africa. For almost two whole days the only thoughts
in my head, during the lunch hour or when motorcycling to and from
work, were concerned with ‘my’ overseas job.

On the second
‘thoughtful’ morning, my dreams were shattered and reality
prevailed once more. One minute I was dreaming of Africa, the next
minute a police officer was flagging me down. My 500cc AJS
motorcycle seemed to stop automatically. After pulling my goggles
down around my neck and removing my crash helmet, I received a
greeting that was typical of a bored official having to deal with a
very stupid member of the public.

“Mornin’, sir.
Are you, by any stretch of the imagination, an army dispatch rider
with an urgent message regarding a Russian invasion, sir?”

There was no
suitable reply to this form of sarcasm except to shake my head.

The officer
continued in a monotone.

“In that case
you have no possible excuse for doing thirty-eight miles an hour in
a thirty mile an hour area, sir.”

How could I
have missed the parked Morris-Minor police car that was now two
hundred yards behind me? It was not as if they’d tried to hide it.
The damn thing was clearly visible in my rear-view mirror and, on
closer examination, it was even possible to see the policeman
inside the car working the radar speed trap. Little wonder the
motorists coming from the opposite direction had been flashing
their headlights as I approached the police car’s position.

As the
constable noted down my particulars, some of the drivers speeding
by grinned at me; safe in the knowledge the officer could only deal
with one ‘criminal’ at a time. This was the first time I’d ever
been stopped for speeding and the feeling of foolishness and
self-pity stayed with me all day.

A few days
later, the job application form arrived. None of the questions
caused me any difficulty except the one about having a clean
driving licence. After some deliberation, I eventually answered in
the affirmative. The theory being, it was true at the time the form
was completed. Naturally, the enclosed letter revealed the identity
of the Company and, though it was not familiar to me, the address
in the Edgbaston district of Birmingham was impressive and the
letterhead style inspired confidence.

The following
morning the completed form was popped into the letterbox at the top
of the street and I rode all the way to the office taking great
care not to exceed twenty-eight miles an hour, even in the forty
limit areas.

According to
the letter that arrived several days later, the Company had
arranged an interview for me on Thursday, 2 February at 10am.

Shortly after
my arrival at the Company’s well-appointed premises on Hagley Road,
I was ushered into an office where one of the directors, a Mr
Burns, was standing with his hands behind his back facing a large
picture window that occupied the whole of the wall opposite the
door. The man didn’t turn to face me as I entered, but instead
mumbled something and pointed briefly with his left forefinger at
one of the two chairs in front of his highly polished desk.

Does he want
me to sit down? I wondered. My decision not to move until sure
had me panicking slightly. After all, there was nothing to be
gained from irritating the man at this early stage.

Without turning
to face me he mumbled again, but this time the sound had an urgent
ring to it. My inability to hear him properly prompted demoralising
thoughts to rush through my head concerning the outcome of the
forthcoming interview; not the least being the dread it would be
conducted in an unintelligible mumble by a stupid old buffer who
refused to look at the person he was addressing. Despair and
irritation set in and I began to contemplate abandoning the
interview, and thus all hope of securing the job, when suddenly the
man turned and said, very clearly this time, “Are you deaf,
boy?”

Mr Burns was a
thickset man of average height and it was my guess he was in his
early sixties. He had an air of military authority about him that
was enhanced by the thick, greying moustache that covered the whole
of his upper lip. For my money, he could have been a colonel in
anybody’s army.

My reply was
swift and surprisingly sure.

“No, sir. But
you were talking to the window and I couldn’t hear you
clearly.”

The handshake
was followed by a proper invitation to sit and the interview began
in clear, concise speech.

First, he posed
some general questions about my family and me, followed by an
enquiry about education and academic qualifications. Finally, he
asked some technical questions to ensure my knowledge embraced as
much of the broad subject of vehicle engineering that was necessary
to satisfy the Company’s requirements.

Just before he
was ready to say goodbye, Mr Burns indicated he’d been impressed by
my forthright attitude during the mumbling episode.

“I had to know
if you had any guts, boy. You’ll need all you can muster if you get
the job. A lesser man would have said nothing and put up with the
bullying and mumbling all day. Make no mistake, I would have
continued to mumble and bully throughout the interview if you
hadn’t said anything.”

My sickly smile
must surely have given me away, and the thought that he did in fact
realise just how close I’d come to being a ‘lesser man’ haunted me
for several hours after the meeting. Later, after some analysis, it
became clear that my personal shortcomings had saved me. My growing
irritation at his mumblings had overturned my fear of saying
anything that could have been considered slightly aggressive and
thus reduce my chances of impressing the man.

Reviewing the
outcome of the interview with my wife in the comfort of our living
room that same evening, I felt, overall, the day had gone well for
me, despite the dramatic and stressful start.

* * *

Tony Burns
became a friend and colleague in the years that followed that
memorable interview. On many occasions during his not too
infrequent visits to West Africa, we would indulge in the simple
pleasure of an ice-cold beer whilst sitting on the stoop of one of
the Company’s many well-appointed bungalows.

Tony had served
as a major in the Royal West African Frontier Force during the
Second World War. Having ‘stayed on’ after the cessation of
hostilities in 1945, he quickly recognised the huge potential for
profitable business in the region.

“Transport,
that’s where the greatest opportunity presented itself in those
days, my boy,” he said when pressed for an answer to the obvious
question.

Even though the
business of importing goods into the territory from the UK was
relatively expensive and the supplies erratic due to the acute
shortage of raw materials, he was determined to do something. The
thought of returning to a war-ravaged, food-rationed England simply
didn’t appeal.

Together with a
fellow officer, the two men pooled their service gratuities and
started trading in general goods, head-ties, tinned food, brass
bedsteads and Raleigh bicycles. Good judgement and, no doubt, a
large slice of luck enabled them to acquire the Rover car
franchise. In 1948, they were offered the exclusive rights to the
best all-terrain vehicle in the world: the Land-Rover.

Business boomed
in the immediate post-war years and more prestigious vehicle names
joined the increasing list of agencies: Leyland, Albion, Scammell,
Massey-Ferguson, Standard-Triumph and eventually, the jewel in the
crown, Rolls-Royce. All were imported in large numbers and helped
to establish the Company as one of the premier vehicle distributors
on the west coast of Africa.

* * *

During that
first interview with Tony Burns, many questions had been asked on
both sides and, from my point of view, the most important was the
one that would reveal the Company’s location. In other words,
exactly where in West Africa did the Company have its headquarters?
I’d considered this point many times before the meeting with Mr
Burns, and had spent several hours poring over an old school Atlas.
Geography had not been my strongest subject at school and,
consequently, my knowledge of West Africa was increased and
enriched after looking through that old book.

It didn’t occur
to me that the Company would operate in a country where English was
not spoken, or, for that matter, anywhere that had not been a part
of the British Empire. Unwittingly, my chauvinism had eliminated
the huge tracts of land that represented the countries formerly
administered by the French and the Spanish.

Leafing through
the pages of the Atlas, I began to wonder which of the countries
along the west coast of Africa could possibly fit the bill. Having
found the appropriate map, my task was quite straightforward. It
was simply a matter of eliminating the unsuitable countries. By
working down the west coast from the Straits of Gibraltar and
ignoring anywhere that hinted at ‘foreign’, the following countries
came under my scrutiny: The Gambia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Ghana
and Nigeria.

My uninformed
opinion led me to discount The Gambia. After all, I mused,
the country is far too small and narrow to accommodate all those
trucks and buses.

Sierra Leone
is well known for the diamonds it produces and its Portuguese past,
but not much else, I thought.

Liberia, isn’t
it something to do with freed American slaves?

It could be
Ghana of course, but then I dismissed the thought due to the
recent economic difficulties the country had experienced under its
first post-colonial leader, Kwame Nkrumah.

Then I spotted
Nigeria. Not having heard much about it, I couldn’t be sure.
However, I did recall there had been some sort of a military coup
there about twelve months ago.

“So, you want
to know where the Company operates, eh?” said Burns with a
smile.

“Well I’ll tell
you, boy. We trade in the country that has the greatest potential
for growth and prosperity if only the locals would forget all their
inter-tribal squabbling and get on with running the place
efficiently. Nigeria, that’s where we are, boy. Four times the size
of the UK, crowded, noisy, dirty, sticky and bloody hot.”

The words were
spoken with the authority of someone who had lived and worked there
for some considerable time.

After the
interview, I spent most of my spare time trying to learn more about
Nigeria and discussing with my wife many of the questions about the
country that had naturally occurred to us.

How would we
get there? What about the climate? Where would we live? What kind
of food would we eat? What would the local people be like? How
would our baby son cope with the heat?

Not knowing the
answers to these questions, we consoled ourselves with the
conviction the Company would provide the necessary answers when
they offered me the job. Unfortunately, no job offer had yet been
forthcoming and it had been eleven days since the interview. Fully
convinced I’d been rejected, my confidence dwindled away and a
thoroughly miserable mood enveloped me for several days. However,
on my return from work one evening, exactly fifteen days after the
interview, Anne met me in the hallway.

“It’s arrived,”
she said.

There in her
hand was a long white envelope with my name and our address printed
boldly on the outside. Anne indicated it had arrived that afternoon
by the second post. My fingers gripped the letter automatically and
I stared at it for quite some time.

The Edgbaston
postmark confirmed its place of origin and my heart missed a beat
as a voice inside me urged action. Go on. Open it. Everything
will be all right.

The envelope
ripped open quite easily, but my hands were shaking so much it took
me a few moments to open the neatly folded letter.

‘Dear
sir…further to your interview at these offices...your application
has been successful...we are prepared to offer you...at a salary of
£1900 per annum.’

My eyes scanned
the letter again to be sure, and then the message hit me. The job
was mine and here it was in writing. My letter of acceptance was
posted the same evening. Undue haste perhaps, but I wanted that job
more than anything else in the world.

The official
letter of appointment arrived on 21 February, and its contents
brought me down to earth with a jolt. It became abundantly clear to
me, after reading the lengthy document, that my naivety had only
been exceeded by my blind enthusiasm for the job.

The information
provided in the letter made me realise it was time to stop
daydreaming and approach the Company’s job offer with some degree
of caution. Acceptance of the terms, as requested by the Company,
was to be a major step for my family and me and it could have a
far-reaching effect on our future. It was up to me to see that the
arrangements were right for us.

Overall, the
conditions of employment were satisfactory, but there were one or
two important areas that worried me considerably. The first concern
being my pay, according to the Company it was to consist of two
parts: a basic salary of £1086, payable upon signing the contract,
plus an £814 expatriation allowance that only became payable from
the day of my arrival on the Coast.

It had never
entered my head the salary would be split in such a way. I really
thought they would pay me the full amount when the contract was
signed. However, things were not too bad; my current salary at
Girling was only £975 per annum.

The paragraph
that caused me a great deal of concern was worded as follows,
‘Subject to satisfactory service and accommodation being available,
wives and families are able to join their husbands after a period
of three months’.

Although I’d
been told there was a probationary period, it had not properly
registered with me until my eyes scanned the words in the letter.
It would be difficult for Anne, being left alone in the UK for
three whole months with our baby son, even though we both had
relatives living close by. Happily, my wife understood the
reasoning behind the three months probationary period and accepted
the condition in good heart.

The question of
accommodation really did worry me. Was it unreasonable of us to
expect the Company to house its employees and their families?
Certainly, this particular point required urgent clarification and
I made a mental note to ask about it as soon as possible.

The letter went
on to explain that the offer of employment was subject to
satisfactory references and the outcome of X-rays and medicals for
both of us. There would be no problems with these particular
requirements; we were both young and healthy and several people,
including my manager at Girling and our local GP, had offered to
provide good references.

A note about
appointments for the medicals and some information about the
contributory pension scheme led me to the most worrying passage of
all. The whole agreement was subject to the necessary immigration
permission and a work permit being obtained from the Nigerian
authorities. Knowing how difficult it was to deal with governments,
I began to wonder just how long it would take the Company to
complete all the necessary formalities and, indeed, whether we
would ever actually arrive in Africa.

A further
interview was suggested for 24 February, but this time Anne was to
accompany me. Naturally, we had many questions to ask about living
and working in Nigeria, not the least being about the availability
of accommodation and the problem of immigration clearance and a
work permit. To ensure we cleared all our doubts about the
contract, the next few evenings were spent writing down those
questions we thought to be most important.

The second
interview went exceptionally well. The personnel manager did a
marvellous job, putting us at our ease and answering all the
questions we’d noted on paper. The general manager, who was the
co-founder of the Company, met with us and spoke to my wife at
length about Nigeria and the kind of life we could expect to lead
out there. We were shown photographs of beautiful houses and
bungalows and they reassured us over the question of availability
of accommodation on the Coast. We were also relieved of our worries
regarding immigration clearance, work permits and the other
formalities. Apparently, the Company had sufficient influence to
ensure that Nigerian Government approval for their new people
joining from the UK was automatic.

After hearing
that our medicals and X-rays, undertaken during the morning, were
fine, we departed for home well pleased and quite excited at the
prospect of living and working in Nigeria. Just before leaving the
Company’s offices, the personnel manager handed me a thirteen-page,
closely typed document full of information about Nigeria. It was to
become well thumbed before my final departure to West Africa.

Over the next
few weeks, my time was occupied preparing myself for departure to
Nigeria. There was much to do, inoculations against Yellow Fever,
Typhoid and Tetanus, and vaccinations against Smallpox and
Poliomyelitis. Most of these were given by the family doctor except
for the Yellow Fever jab, which had to be administered at
Birmingham’s Public Health Department in Congreve Street. To
protect myself against Malaria, the Company advised me to take a
prophylactic called Paludrine. One small tablet was required every
day whilst resident in an endemic area.

Whilst the
injections and the after effects were mildly unpleasant, none of
these essential health preparations gave me any cause for concern.
The thing that did give me a problem was handing in my resignation
to Girling. It was not that they reacted badly; the people there
were very good about it. My section leader was very sorry to see me
go, but nonetheless he wished me luck in my new appointment. No, it
was me who was giving me a problem. Handing my resignation letter
to the girl in the personnel office was final. The moment the
envelope had slipped from my grasp, I knew at once that there could
be no turning back for me; my new place of employment was to be
Africa, come hell or high water.

My main problem
was one of an underlying reluctance to change my lifestyle, my
friends, my country and, most of all, leave my wife and child to go
to some far-off, primitive land. Naturally, these fears were kept
well below the surface and were never discussed with anyone, not
even my wife. When exchanging views about my new job with
work-mates and friends, only the bravest face was permitted to show
through. My insistence that nothing Africa could throw at me could
deter my enthusiasm even had me fooled on some occasions. Deep in
my heart, I really wasn’t so sure.

Friday, 17
March 1967, was my last day at the Girling office. During the lunch
break, a farewell toast in canteen tea was offered and everyone in
my section wished me well. In the afternoon, just after three, a
young lady from personnel delivered my P45 paperwork. My
association with Girling Brakes Ltd had been severed for good.

While riding
home after close of work, my mind mulled over the somewhat
traumatic events of the day. It had not been my imagination, there
had been a genuine feeling of loss shown by my colleagues and even
some of the men from the development workshop and the prototype
machine shop took the trouble to wish me luck as we all made our
way to the works’ car park. Being unprepared for such a spontaneous
show of kindness, I well remember having to turn my head away from
the crowd on several occasions to prevent them from seeing the
tears that filled my eyes.

During the
period of leisurely ‘unemployment’ that followed my resignation
from Girling, my wife took the opportunity of ensuring I cleared
the inevitable backlog of household chores and long awaited
decorating jobs. My new employer was very good, leaving me alone
for a couple of weeks to get on with the domestic work and arrange
my affairs. Soon afterwards, however, they kept me very busy
visiting their suppliers in the UK, attending training courses and
going through the administrative procedures at head office.

A few days
after completing my period of induction at head office, the
envelope containing my return air ticket and work permit arrived at
my home by recorded delivery. The date was very appropriate; it was
the morning of my birthday. The enclosed letter instructed me to
report at Birmingham Airport for Flight BE 4307 to London Heathrow
and then to board Flight BA 259 to Lagos, the capital of Nigeria.
In the letter, the personnel manager had mentioned there would be
another new employee on the same Lagos flight and he suggested that
perhaps we should look out for each other.

* * *

The old British
European Airways (BEA) Viscount lumbered down the runway at Elmdon
and, much to my relief, actually took off when it neared the end of
the tarmac. As the pilot eased off the power and altered the
propeller pitch, the dramatic change in exhaust note convinced me
the engines were going to stall. The high-pitched scream had
reduced so abruptly it frightened me out of my wits. My hands began
to sweat and my heart ended up in my mouth. Mercifully, the engines
soon settled down to an even, reassuring drone and since my seat
was situated close to a bulkhead, I was sure no one had seen my
silent, but intense, panic.

The remainder
of the flight to Heathrow was quite uneventful and my time was
spent wondering how the maintenance engineers prevented the whole
plane from vibrating itself into little pieces.

On the ground
in London, the signs to the baggage claim area were clear and no
difficulty was experienced in finding my way around. The check-in
girl at Birmingham had failed to convince me it would be quite safe
to book my luggage through to Lagos. Nothing she said would
persuade me to let her do it. How on earth, I’d asked, were they
going to find my particular bag at Heathrow and put it on the right
plane? She had not pursued the point very strongly, probably
thinking I was a most distrusting person or an idiot or, perhaps,
both.

In the now
crowded departure lounge at Heathrow, my attempt to find the other
new Company employee was frustrated. No one looked like the kind of
madman who would give up a good job in the UK, leave his family in
the lurch and head for darkest Africa; especially the part known as
the white man’s grave for the last 200 years.

Undaunted, I
settled down in one of the few empty chairs and waited for the
Lagos flight to be called.

Compared with
the ancient Viscount, the VC10 was completely different. Superbly
comfortable seating, clean and bright interior, plenty of room and,
above all, it was smooth in flight. The almost total absence of
vibration was a clear demonstration of the superiority of the jet
engine over the turbo-prop.

Soon after
boarding, the pilot informed us our flying time to Lagos would be
about six hours. He also indicated that although Nigeria was
conveniently within the same time zone as the UK, we should alter
our watches by one hour to compensate for British Summer Time.

Settling down
in my seat, I read the Company’s information brochure for the
umpteenth time and tried to absorb and understand all the facts
relating to my new ‘home’.

* * *

Nineteen months
were to pass before I used the return portion of my ticket and this
period of my life was to be so eventful that, even in my wildest
dreams, I couldn’t have imagined what the future held in store for
me.

 


 


 


 


Chapter
II

Welcome to
Africa




My first close
look at Nigeria was neatly framed by one of the small cabin windows
on the left hand side of the VC10 as it rolled to a halt near a
cluster of wooden buildings. The grey gloom of an impending
thunderstorm gave the impression of dusk, even though it was only a
few minutes past four in the afternoon.

“Ikeja
International Airport,” I muttered to myself, reading the sign on
top of what must have been the main terminal building about 150
yards from where the VC10 had stopped.

I could see
that the terminal, not to mention all the other buildings nearby,
was in a very poor state of repair. The windows were filthy;
indeed, the only windows capable of being looked through were
broken. The paint was peeling off the outside walls in strips a
foot long and the poor daylight conditions cast a sinister shadow
over the whole scene. The place reminded me of a dismal army
barracks, or one of those awful prefabricated secondary schools
that had started to spring up all over England at the beginning of
the 1960s.

Peering
apprehensively through my little window, I began to wonder what I’d
let myself in for.

After a few
moments, I spied a number of surly-looking individuals lounging
about close to some of the other aircraft parked nearby. They wore
steel helmets and military uniforms of varying styles. I also
noted, with some alarm, they had in their possession pistols,
rifles and the occasional sub-machine gun. Clearly, they were there
to guard the aircraft and therefore represented some form of
authority. However, their general appearance gave the impression
they’d just finished a long cross-country exercise through very
muddy fields and had not had time to change. It was not until later
that I realised they were actually soldiers of the regular
army.

A number of
vehicles began to approach the VC10. Among them was an old
agricultural tractor towing some steps to enable us to disembark.
The tractor stopped several times on the way to the aircraft and
the driver had to fiddle with the engine on each occasion before
the vehicle would move again. When the tractor finally arrived at
the aircraft, it took a while to set the steps in place, by which
time the crew had opened the doors and everyone on board was
patiently standing in the aisle waiting to get off.

When it was my
turn to exit from the aircraft, a sea of hot, moist air engulfed
me, its intensity causing an involuntary gasp from my lips.
Initially, I thought the two massive jet engines nestling close
together on my left near the tailplane were the source of the heat.
However, on following the other passengers down the steps and away
from the engines, my new position on the tarmac convinced me
otherwise. The heat was quite natural and all around me. My heavy
English suit was not helping the situation either; it simply made
me feel very clammy and uncomfortable. Having read about the sultry
weather conditions in the Company handout, I began to wonder what
madness had prevented me from wearing lighter clothing. The
information had been very clear in recommending light cotton attire
for the very humid, tropical climate of the coastal regions of
Nigeria. This was to be my first mistake; many others were to
follow in quick succession.

I was able to
establish later that the temperature and humidity had been
exceptionally high on the day of my arrival. However, even the
seasonal norm – eighty-five degrees Fahrenheit and ninety-two per
cent humidity for the Lagos area – was more than debilitating for
any newly arrived expatriate.

As I followed
the other passengers across the apron, more armed soldiers suddenly
flanked us on both sides. They had emerged from the terminal
building and, I was pleased to note, they were a little cleaner and
more professional looking than those who were guarding the
aircraft. However, they were just as intimidating since they too
were armed to the teeth. A question suddenly arose in my mind.
Are all international passengers arriving in Nigeria greeted in
such an unfriendly manner, or has there been some sort of trouble
at the airport?

The
overpowering heat and the awful humidity inside the terminal
building were unbearable. My jacket soon came off and so did my
tie, but any attempt at remaining cool and comfortable was to fail
miserably. Though there were dozens of fans fixed to the ceiling,
half of them were not working; those that were working rotated at a
snail’s pace and, consequently, were of little practical use. To
add to the problem, the terminal was packed to bursting point with
people. There were passengers, troops, police and others who
appeared to be just hanging about. Many of the Africans in the
latter category were dressed only in khaki shorts and a selection
of dirty string vests. They wore no shoes or socks and looked, to
me at least, like homeless waifs. I found it difficult to
understand what they were actually doing there.

The soldiers
who had escorted us from the aircraft herded us into a small corner
of the incredibly dismal building. The area was separated from the
rest of the terminal by crush barriers and resembled a corral for
animals rather than people. Whilst we waited for the immigration
desks to be manned, our movements were so severely restricted
everyone was forced to stand shoulder to shoulder. The resulting
crush was such that many of the women and children in our midst
began to cry out for more room. Most of the men did their best to
provide as much space as possible, but it was very difficult
because of the steel crush barriers surrounding our position. When
all the VC10 passengers had been herded in and we could move no
more, a tall, well-built man in his early thirties called out to a
police corporal who was lounging on the other side of one of the
steel barriers. The tall man requested that the barriers be moved
so we could spread ourselves a little to relieve the pressure. I
watched in absolute amazement as the corporal simply frowned at the
tall man, straightened up and walked away, completely ignoring the
plea.

The tall man
had been standing quite close to me and, when the corporal walked
away, he swore loudly and said, “Bloody typical that is.”

Happily, our
discomfort was quickly relieved when, moments later, the
immigration desks opened and the people at the front were allowed
to move forward for processing.

Waiting
patiently to present my passport provided me with an ideal
opportunity to scrutinise the arrivals hall in some detail.
Notwithstanding its run-down, dirty appearance, the overwhelming
heat and the crowds of people who appeared to be just hanging
about, it was the number of armed soldiers and policemen in
attendance that appalled me. I simply couldn’t understand the
reason for so much security. We were no more than a group of
harmless travellers with many women and children in our number.
What, I wondered, could we do to harm anyone?

As the queue
moved forward, further questions began to rush through my mind.
Was there a desperate criminal on our flight? Has there been a
revolution? Perhaps the Africans don’t want us here in the first
place. I was confused and slightly irritated at myself for
failing to work out what had gone wrong.

As I shuffled
steadily towards the immigration desks, an altogether more patent
observation struck me. Every individual within sight, including the
soldiers, policemen, immigration officers and everyone who had been
outside on the apron, was of African origin. The only Europeans in
the vicinity, as far as I could see, had disembarked from the VC10
with me.

Naturally, I
was well aware that Nigeria – now an independent African nation –
would have a population that was almost exclusively made up of
Africans. However, not having given much thought to the matter, the
sight of so many Africans in one place had intrigued me. Ridiculous
as it may seem, it didn’t occur to me until that moment, standing
in the arrivals hall at Ikeja Airport, I would be one of a
relatively small number of Europeans living and working in
Nigeria.

My arrival at
Ikeja made me realise what the thousands of West Indian immigrants
who came to Britain during the 1950s and 60s must have experienced.
They too had been a minority group arriving in an alien land with
weather conditions almost the opposite to those that were normal
for them. Sullen, unsmiling officials probably greeted them too,
thus I was now able to sympathise with their plight. However, on
looking around the arrivals hall at the many armed soldiers and
policemen, that was where the similarity between a West Indian
arriving in Britain and me arriving in Nigeria, ceased. Even the
reserved British didn’t greet visitors to their shores in the way I
was being received at Ikeja. Having to face the business end of a
number of assorted firearms could in no way be termed friendly,
even at the longest stretch of the imagination.

My passport and
work permit were dwarfed in the hands of the huge immigration
officer who stared down at me across the tall, pedestal-style desk.
After studying my documents for a moment, he addressed me in a
version of the English language that was entirely alien to my
ears.

“You dey, dey
for dissy Landrober pepol, na so? Whatin you go do wey you dey, dey
for dissy Nigeria?”

Thoroughly
dumbfounded, my brain began to work overtime trying to decipher
what the man had said, but without much success. Obviously
impatient at my lack of response, he spoke to me again.

“Na make you
talk me, Oga. Na plenty pepol him dey, dey an dem no fit wait.”

My confused
state didn’t prevent me from knowing instinctively he was urgently
requesting some sort of answer. However, since I didn’t even know
what the question was, it was difficult for me to react
appropriately.

An English
voice in my right ear made me turn quickly.

“He knows you
have come to Nigeria to work for the Land-Rover people, but he
wants you to tell him what job you will do for them. He also wants
you to hurry because there are many people waiting.”

My eyes met
with those of a middle-aged European man dressed in a very sensible
two-piece suit of a style unknown to me. I learned later that it
was called a safari suit. The man displayed that ‘cool as a
cucumber’ appearance and smiled kindly. Mumbling hurried thanks, I
turned back to the immigration officer and quickly provided what I
thought were the answers to his questions; well aware of my sweaty,
dishevelled appearance in contrast to the calm, unruffled images of
my helper and the immigration officer.

The huge
African stamped my passport and work permit. He then thrust them
back into my shaking hands, muttering something as he did so. My
ears were still not tuned to the strange sounds and therefore the
words meant nothing to me. My one desire was to remove myself from
his presence and get out of the sweltering heat of the terminal
building as quickly as possible. My first close encounter with a
Nigerian official had unnerved me.

I quickly moved
away from the immigration area towards a large trapdoor in the wall
through which suitcases were being ejected on to the dirty concrete
floor at approximately half-minute intervals. A small Nigerian boy
of about twelve years old was retrieving them inside the
cordoned-off area. Smiling to myself, I concluded that this was the
luggage carousel.

The boy had
already stacked a number of items of baggage on the floor and
there, quite close to me, was my single suitcase lying on its side
at the front. Relieved that my case had been loaded on to the plane
in the first place, I stretched out my hand to retrieve it.
However, before making contact with the handle, one of a group of
Africans who had been standing nearby ran quickly forward, shouted
something quite unintelligible, grabbed my case, whisked the travel
bag off my shoulder and shot off through the crowd. My fleeting
glimpse of his dirty singlet, ragged khaki shorts and bare feet had
me frozen to the spot. Had I really been robbed in broad daylight
in the middle of the arrivals hall of an international airport?

My mentor in
the safari suit must have witnessed my dismay because he caught my
sleeve and said urgently, “Follow him, he’s a baggage porter.”

My hurried and
confused thanks must have gone unheard in the rush to keep up with
the porter and my luggage.

I finally
caught up with my belongings at the customs area, where both my
bags had been placed on a low bench. The porter was busy chatting
to the customs officer and I wondered what they had in common.
Unfortunately, it didn’t take me long to find out.

The customs
officer searched through both my bags for quite some time in
complete silence. I formed the impression he was simply having a
good old rummage and didn’t really know what he was looking for.
When he’d finished searching, the officer spoke briefly to the
porter and then eyed me closely for a moment. After further
consultations, the porter shook his head and said something to the
officer.

They had
conversed in a language that had baffled me. This didn’t worry me
too much since I wouldn’t have been any the wiser had they spoken
in English, at least not if they’d used what appeared to be the
local version of that language.

The officer
suddenly asked if I’d brought any whisky into the country. At least
that’s what my poor confused ears told me he’d said. The only
intelligible word in the whole sentence had been ‘whisky’.

The excitement
and all the rushing about at Heathrow had conspired to make me
forget to purchase any duty-free items whatsoever; therefore, my
negative reply and shaking head had disappointed the officer. More
strange words were exchanged with the porter and this convinced me
they were working some kind of racket between them. Not being sure
of the exact nature of the arrangement, my suspicious mind told me
that at some stage during his normal duties, the porter was somehow
instrumental in assisting the customs officer to identify those
travellers with duty-free goods and spirits. Cynically, I guessed
that some excuse would then be found to confiscate the booty from
the poor unsuspecting traveller.

When the
officer had marked my bags with chalk, the porter whisked them off
the bench and headed for the exit beyond the health check desk.

The sweat
rolled off me in buckets and my clothes felt like heavy, damp,
uncomfortable rags hanging limply about my body. The conviction my
belongings would be lost forever should I lose sight of the porter,
forced me to run after him like a man possessed. Quite naturally,
this hectic activity only added to my personal discomfort.

The health
document check was carried out in a perfunctory manner and didn’t
delay me for more than a few minutes. However, some few yards
further on, my progress was halted close to the exit by some
temporary steel barriers and a policeman armed with a Lee-Enfield
rifle. To my utter dismay, the porter had been let through and was
now well out of sight.

The policeman
addressed me in the now almost familiar broken English.

“Oga, make you
no fit pass dissy place, wey I go sheck dissy paper for you.”

Not quite
understanding all the words, I eagerly offered the passport and
work permit I was still clutching in my sweaty hand. To my absolute
horror, the policeman shook his head and said, “No, sa. Dissy paper
no fit, sa. Na bring dissy small, small paper wey catch am from
dissy himmigration somebody.”

The
understanding came slowly. He wanted the small pink slip the
immigration officer had placed inside my passport.

On presentation
of the correct paperwork, the police officer allowed me to pass
through the barrier. Smiling pleasantly, he pointed to a set of
double doors that would lead me out of the heat and squalor of the
airport buildings.

My emergence
from the gloom of the terminal was so abrupt I was forced to squint
at the brightness outside. The grey thunderclouds had completely
disappeared; giving way to bright sunshine of such intensity it was
difficult to see anything for a few moments. However, when my eyes
had adjusted to the glare, I looked around desperately for my
porter and uttered a loud sigh of relief when he was spotted some
yards away sitting on my suitcase with his bare feet resting on the
travel bag.

He’d chosen to
wait near some railings in an area immediately next to the only
exit from the terminal building. The grey expanse of concrete in
front of the exit had been cordoned off with steel crush barriers,
as had the top of the steps that descended to ground level on each
side. Both sets of steps, and the area immediately below the
concrete platform upon which I was standing, were absolutely
swarming with Africans. A single policeman armed with a long bamboo
cane – which he used frequently – prevented the crowd from spilling
over the barriers into the restricted area. When the officer
spotted me, he paused from whipping some poor soul with his cane
and saluted smartly. Then, as if nothing were amiss, he continued
to lash out at the crowd on both sets of steps.

Nervously
threading my way through the small groups of travellers who had
already emerged from the terminal building, I made my way over to
where the porter was sitting. However, before I could say or do
anything, the cane-wielding policeman permitted a short,
grey-haired European wearing sunglasses, long slacks, a
short-sleeved shirt and a tie, to squeeze between the barriers.

The European
pointed at me and said briskly, “Are you Ryeland or Longton coming
to join the Land-Rover people?”

The look of
relief on my face made him smile momentarily. Had I not been met at
the airport it would have been necessary to make my own way to the
Company’s headquarters at a place called Apapa. Since I had no idea
where Apapa was, the very thought of such a journey had filled me
with dread, especially after seeing all the armed troops inside the
terminal and the solid mass of Africans on the steps.

The moment the
grey-haired European had mentioned my name, I recalled having been
informed by the personnel manager in Birmingham that the general
service manager (GSM) would meet me at the airport. Clearly, the
long journey, the jostling crowds, the armed soldiers and the
incredible heat had conspired to make me forget all about it.

Though not yet
confirmed, it was natural for me to assume that the European
standing in front of me was the Company’s GSM.

During the
first few seconds of our meeting, it had also occurred to me I
didn’t have a single bean of the local currency with me and there
didn’t appear to be any banks in the vicinity where money could be
changed. There was no sign of any taxis or buses anywhere close by
and there were no public telephone boxes either. Not that a
telephone box would have made any difference; I’d failed to make a
note of the Company’s local phone number. My stomach churned
nervously when the enormity of my personal disorganisation dawned
on me. Left to my own devices, I would have been hopelessly
lost.

Standing in the
hot sun, I closed my eyes and silently gave thanks to the UK
personnel manager for taking the trouble to arrange for someone to
be at the airport to meet me.

The real world
interfered with my prayers when the porter tugged at my sleeve,
giving rise to another problem. He was grinning at me like a court
jester and holding out his hand in anticipation of a tip. Since my
pockets were devoid of Nigerian currency, there was probably going
to be a scene. However, the grey-haired European saved the day when
he addressed me in an authoritative voice.

“Did he carry
your bags all the way from the claim area?”

I nodded and
said, “Yes.”

He narrowed his
eyes and said, “Did he give you any trouble?”

A little
confused by the question, I shook my head and said, “Well, er,
no.”

“Good, give him
these.” He delved into his trouser pocket, drew out four copper
coins with holes through the middle and thrust them into my
hand.

I nodded again
and said, “How much is this?”

“Four pence;
two pence for each bag,” said the man, patiently.

“Is that all
right? It seems a bit mean to me,” I said, frowning.

He eyed me for
a moment and then said, “You’ve a lot to learn about Africa, lad.
Now give him the money while I go and look for the other chap. You
haven’t seen him have you?”

I shook my head
to indicate I had not seen the other new employee and then handed
the four coins to the porter who grinned broadly before running off
in search of more bags to carry.

We had to wait
for over half an hour for the other new man to show his face.
Unlike me, he’d not had the benefit of a friendly and experienced
traveller to help him. Whilst waiting, I’d kept an eye out for the
man in the safari suit in order to thank him for his kindness.
Alas, I never saw him again.

When the new
man finally emerged from the terminal building, he looked just like
a drowned rat. His huge crop of black hair was plastered to his
forehead and his heavy English suit looked as though he’d slept in
it for a week. My sympathy went out to him because he mirrored my
own looks and feelings exactly.

The new man and
I barely had time to shake hands before the grey-haired European
signalled us to follow him. He headed straight for the barriers at
the top of the left hand set of steps, growling at the crowd as he
squeezed through the small gap the cane-wielding policeman had
opened for us. I looked at the crowd and wondered what was going to
happen next. Then, like Moses, the European waved his arms and the
‘Red Sea’ of Africans on the steps below parted to let us through.
I was very impressed and so was the other new man.

We struggled
with our suitcases along a dusty road that was crowded with traffic
and pedestrians. The road was so full of potholes it was difficult
to walk. After what seemed like an age, we came to a car park.
There, just inside the broken gates, was a black Rover 90,
double-parked.

As the other
new man and I began to load our bags into the boot, a small boy
appeared as if from nowhere. He was holding out his hand and
grinning. He said something that was completely unintelligible and
when he received no answer or reaction from us, he tut-tutted
loudly and moved towards the front of the car. The grey-haired
European exchanged a few strange words with him and handed over a
small bronze coin that looked like a British threepenny piece. When
the boy had gone, the man turned to me and said, “Yes, yes, it was
only threepence, but don’t worry, it was enough for him.” He then
locked the boot and motioned us to get into the car.

Just at that
moment, a strong, cooling breeze blew across the car park, whipping
up little whirlpools of dust in its path. It so fascinated me to
watch those mini-twisters as they scurried around the car and
disappeared into the distance that I delayed getting into the Rover
for several moments.

The grey-haired
man walked round to my side of the vehicle, placed a hand on my
shoulder and said, “Get in the car, those dust devils are a sure
sign of rain very soon and we need to be on the main road or we may
get stuck.”

The other new
man settled into the front seat and I spread myself out in the rear
of the car. Just as we moved off, the grey-haired man introduced
himself properly.

“By the way,
I’m Edward Davies. I’m the general service manager for the whole
territory of Nigeria. You can call me Edward, but never Ted,
understood?”

As he spoke,
the GSM eyed me through the rear-view mirror.

Suddenly, the
other new man piped up, “Frederick Longton, but I like to be called
Fred.”

A quick glance
in the mirror confirmed Edward was slightly irritated at Fred’s
sarcastic humour. The incident prompted a smile from my lips, but
not before making sure Edward couldn’t see me in the mirror.

“I’m Ken
Ryeland,” I said, as yet another armed policeman waved us through a
barrier.

Edward turned
left out of the airport gates into what appeared to be a minor
road. Fifteen minutes later, he turned right on to a main road with
plenty of fast moving traffic. I sat in the rear of the car
sweating and staring blankly at the scenery as we sped along at
about fifty miles an hour.

There were
hardly any buildings at the side of the road, only trees and bushes
with the occasional palm tree dotted about here and there. Much to
my delight, I soon spotted some banana plants. Many of them had a
single long stem hanging down from the top of the plant with
immature fruit attached to it and a huge purple flower at the end
nearest the ground. They looked almost artificial just growing
there at the side of the busy highway.

After some
distance, the trees and bushes gave way to buildings. Each one was
of similar design and construction: double wooden front doors,
wooden shuttered windows, rusty corrugated iron roofs and dirty
rendered walls that had originally been painted in pink, white and
yellow pastel colours. However, the years and the tropical
conditions had obviously taken their toll, because the buildings
now looked very sad and tired. Each construction had a painted
black strip about three feet wide all the way round at ground
level. Having enquired as to its purpose, Edward told me the black
strip was there to hide the laterite stains when it rained.

“Yes of
course,” was my automatic response, but I really had no idea what
he’d been talking about. What is laterite and how did the rain
cause it to stain the walls of buildings? I wondered.

Edward must
have been watching me in the mirror again because he began to point
at the bare patches of red earth at the side of the road that were
becoming more prevalent as we proceeded towards the city of
Lagos.

“Can you see
those patches of red earth? Well that’s laterite, my friend and, in
just a few minutes, you’ll see what happens when it rains
heavily.”

As if to
Edward’s order, it began to rain. Gentle spots on the windscreen at
first, then, after a moment or two, it came down in sheets. I’d
never seen the like before and it soon dawned on me how the rain,
which was now bouncing off the hard ground to a height of about
twelve inches and coloured red, would cause laterite stains to the
lower walls of the buildings.

Edward slowed
the car to a crawl, but even with the wipers working at full speed
he couldn’t see to drive safely.

“The biggest
problem,” said Edward, “is avoiding the massive potholes in the
road. Now they’re full of water, it’s difficult to tell how deep
they are.”

Before the
onset of the downpour, I’d noticed quite a few African women at the
side of the road. Some had been sitting behind what looked like tea
chests and it occurred to me they might be selling something. Many
others had simply been walking in single file perilously close to
the traffic. Most of the walkers had been women with large bundles
of sticks on their heads. Some even had little babies strapped to
their backs. I considered the situation for a moment and decided
the head load alone would have seen me off, never mind the added
weight and responsibility of a baby too. Significantly, the few men
I saw walking with the women carried nothing heavy and were often
positioned two or three yards in front of the females. Though they
turned to address the women from time to time, they did not attempt
to help them. Clearly, the women’s equality movement had not yet
reached this part of the world.

With the onset
of heavy rain, all the pedestrians had gone under cover and the
road was now completely deserted except for the heavy traffic
struggling against the downpour.

Edward’s car
proceeded slowly through the sheet of red water that now flowed
along the road like a river. Meanwhile, the scenery had become
increasingly depressing. The greenery, that had been prevalent when
we’d set out from the airport, had given way to what could only be
described as a mixture of industrial and residential slums. The
area immediately next to the road and around the buildings was
littered with rubbish, scrap iron and old vehicles. The torrents of
water pouring off the corrugated iron roofs together with the
rubbish that blocked the overflowing storm ditches did nothing to
improve the overall skid row effect.

Edward must
have been watching me in the mirror again because he said, “Don’t
worry, this is Ikeja; you won’t have to live here. You two are
staying in the flat above the Company’s offices in Apapa.”

The words fell
like angel music on my ears, because thus far I’d not seen anywhere
that could be considered a suitable place to live.

After about
thirty minutes, the rain eased off and we were able to speed up a
little. We crossed several main intersections heavy with traffic
and I soon discovered the rules of the road were interpreted
slightly differently in Nigeria. Even though the rule was to drive
on the left, everyone appeared to do as they pleased and drive on
the best side of the road or in the middle. Despite these minor
difficulties, Edward was able to hold his own and we made
reasonable progress.

As we passed
through a particularly dirty, dingy area, Edward said, “By the way,
this is Ebute Metta; more commonly known as EB. Not too far
now.”

It was
difficult to believe what my eyes were seeing. The further we
travelled into the city, the worse the scenery became. It was
simply dreadful. Junk, rubbish, old cars, rotting trucks and worn
out tyres lying about all over the place. Rising up from the heaps
of rubbish were hundreds of dilapidated buildings; each one with a
rusty corrugated iron roof, and walls that had never seen a lick of
paint for many a long year. To add to the delights of the scenery,
the traffic congestion was quite unbelievable. There were cars,
trucks, taxis and motorcycles cutting in and out, overtaking on the
inside, the outside, and indeed any side. The hundreds of people
wandering about all over the place further enhanced the general
image of chaos. They walked, talked and sat at the side of the
road. They wandered along the middle of the road between the
traffic lanes. They darted across the road causing dozens of minor
accidents. Worst of all was seeing them having to walk between the
piles of rubbish and junk as they went about their daily business.
Watching from the relative comfort of the car, I began to wonder
how the people tolerated such deplorable living conditions.

It was
interesting to see just how many motor repair establishments there
were at the side of the road and they all had strange names. Some
examples being: Doctor of Volkswagen, Praise the Lord Mechanical
Workshop and Allah Dey Workshop. Every establishment was the same:
no overhead cover, no equipment, no hard standing and the whole
area littered with old batteries, tyres, abandoned engines and
dilapidated car bodies.

Often there
were dozens of young African boys attending to the several cars
that generally littered the premises, but as far as I could tell,
they were doing nothing to alleviate the mechanical problems that
brought the vehicles to the repair shop in the first place.

The heavy rain
had flooded the storm ditches and, consequently, many of the
roadside workshops were under several inches of water, especially
where the drain formed part of the facilities.

Quite
naturally, I began think about the facilities my new employer may
or may not have. Are the Company workshops going to be like
these at the side of the road? Will they have the proper tools and
equipment? Will the staff be properly trained? The questions
were endless and the answers were not, for the moment,
forthcoming.

I sank back
into the rear seat of Edward’s car and began to wonder, yet again,
what I’d let myself in for by coming to Nigeria.

Fred had been
very quiet throughout the journey thus far. He’d not said a word
since leaving the airport complex and it struck me that perhaps he
too was profoundly culture shocked. Suddenly, a consoling thought
crossed my mind. We’re both new men starting our careers
together; we can help each other in coming to terms with living
here.

A further
thought prompted me to make a conscious decision not to let the
filth and squalor get me down.

Edward made a
point of telling us all about the different districts of Lagos as
we drove through them and we both noted, apprehensively, that the
outlook didn’t improve with our progress through the city. We soon
became engrossed in our own thoughts and Edward, noting the
silence, fell silent too.

Ten minutes
later, I snapped out of the mood of despair that had overtaken me
and mentioned to Edward that the airport had been thick with armed
police and soldiers. I then asked him if there had been any trouble
recently. Edward turned his head to look at me and I couldn’t help
noticing the expression of incredulity on his face as he
replied.

“Bloody hell,
Ken. Don’t you read the papers? What do you think is going on here,
bloody manoeuvres?”

He turned back
to face the road, but fixed me with his eyes in the rear-view
mirror. My sheepish look must have told him everything.

He addressed me
again in the same tone.

“Bloody hell,
didn’t they tell you anything in Birmingham?”

Suddenly, Fred
piped up.

“They told me
there had been some political trouble, but I didn’t take much
notice.”

Supporting Fred
I said, “Yes, wasn’t there a military coup in January last year, or
something?”

“Yes,” said
Edward firmly, “but that’s not the half of it, lads. I’d better
fill you in for your own good. Now listen to me very
carefully.”

Edward
confirmed there had been a coup in January 1966, during which some
young Ibo officers had overthrown the civilian government and
killed the prime minister, the minister of finance, the premier of
the Western Region and the premier of the Northern Region.
Major-General Ironsi, an Ibo, became the head of state and
appointed military governors for each of the three regions: north,
east and west. After a few weeks, the Western Region was divided
and a governor appointed to the newly formed Mid-West Region.
Ironsi then attempted to abolish the federal system, which resulted
in many thousands of people being killed in the north, mostly Ibos.
Then, in July 1966, there was another coup. This time, Muslim
officers of northern origin led it. They killed Ironsi along with
many more Ibos and formed another military government with
Major-General Yakubu Gowan in charge. Edward confirmed that Gowan
followed the Christian faith rather than Islam, even though he was
a northerner. Apparently, he was still in power and, by all
accounts, doing a good job.

Edward
continued to relate the many problems that had beset Nigeria over
recent months. He indicated that in September 1966, there had been
more killings of Ibos in the north and this had led to a general
flight of panic-stricken refugees to their home region in the east.
I was astounded when Edward told us over fifty thousand Ibos had
been killed during the troubles and over one million had already
fled back to their homeland.

Recently,
according to Edward, Colonel Ojukwu, the Military Governor of the
Eastern Region, a very prominent and rich Ibo, had been holding
back oil revenues that should have been paid to the Federal
Government in Lagos.

“A sure recipe
for trouble,” exclaimed Edward.

Fred stared at
me over the back of his seat and then addressed Edward in a loud
voice.

“Bloody hell,
Edward. Why didn’t they tell me all this at home? If I’d known, I
wouldn’t have come to such a bloody place.”

Edward ignored
Fred’s little outburst, but the whole situation had me wondering
what would be the outcome of Ojukwu’s latest action and, therefore,
I posed the question.

“Edward, what
will happen if the Federal Government doesn’t get their hands on
the oil money?”

He laughed at
my question and said, “Probably end up fighting each other. They
love palaver.” The words were said with a tone of cynicism and
inevitability.

Further
comments from me were directed at Edward’s image in the rear-view
mirror.

“I thought
these Africans were all brothers together. From what you’ve told
us, that’s not the case.”

Edward smiled
ruefully and replied, “They’ve been at it for years. Tribalism, the
scourge of Africa. You should be aware there are three main tribes
here. Yorubas in the west, where we are now. Ibos in the east, and
Hausas in the north. By the way, the Hausas are Muslims as are many
of the Yorubas, but the Ibos are mainly Christians so you have the
added complication of religious bigotry too. There are hundreds of
other tribes, but I won’t confuse you with all that now.”

“How do we tell
one from another,” said Fred.

“It will take
some time before you’re able to do that,” declared Edward, “but as
a rough guide the Yorubas make a lot of noise and are generally
considered to be palavermen. The Ibos are clever buggers, sometimes
too clever for their own good. The Hausa, on the other hand, is
generally a quiet sort of chap who does as he’s told. I like the
old Hausa man. I’ve spent several years in both the north and the
west, and the north is by far the best place for an expatriate. The
Hausa ranks top in my book every time. In general, northerners are
nice people. I think it’s because they’re Muslims.”

Clearly,
Edward’s experiences in Nigeria accounted for his somewhat biased
view of the tribes.

It suddenly
occurred to me why the airport had been thick with armed police and
soldiers. They were obviously expecting trouble from the Ibos, but
in what form I was at a loss to understand.

As our vehicle
negotiated a large traffic island, we were surprised to see that
its circumference was lined with whitewashed stones and the centre
was smothered in a mass of brightly coloured flowers that formed a
pleasant pattern. Most of the traffic islands we’d seen thus far
had been little more than rubbish dumps. Clearly, this one was
special. Edward watched us for a moment and then proudly announced
we were now in Apapa and the traffic island was sponsored and
maintained by our Company.

It soon became
obvious we were close to the port of Apapa because we could see the
jibs of the large dockyard cranes jutting towards the cloud-laden
sky from behind the quayside buildings. The car sped past the
various buildings for a few minutes and then turned right on to the
broad frontage of a large white-painted two-storey building. It was
then I saw the Company’s name spelled out in big black lettering
above the central entrance.

The building
must have been over one hundred yards long and had showrooms on the
ground floor on each side of a main entrance that allowed vehicles
into the workshop beyond. Above the showrooms were, what I assumed
to be, administrative offices.

“This is it,”
said Edward, “quite smart, don’t you think lads?”

The twinkle in
his eye and the amusement in his voice were barely disguised.

“Wait till you
see inside,” he continued, “it’s not like the bush mechanics’
places you saw at the side of the road. We have some very well
trained African staff and our equipment is first class. However,
first things first, let me take you up to the flat so you can dump
your stuff and meet your cook.”

Fred and I got
out of the car and looked at each other. Our own cook eh, things
are looking up, I thought.

We waited for
Edward to unlock the boot, but, as we attempted to pick up our
bags, he told us to wait. He then called over to one of the
Africans standing near the main gate. As the man ran towards us, we
could see from his uniform that he was a security guard.

Edward pointed
into the boot and said, “Take all dissy load box for up.”

The African
snapped a smart salute, grabbed the bags and headed off towards the
right hand side of the building, where a set of concrete steps rose
to the first floor level.

Fred followed
the African and I followed Fred closely. On reaching the top of the
steps, we stopped and waited for Edward, who was by then only
halfway up. He called to us breathlessly, “Go right in...The
door...not locked...your cook...in there...making chop.”

Fred opened the
door and allowed the security man to go first with the bags. We
followed him into a large living room with a small dining alcove,
and the gateman placed the luggage on the floor. Fred asked quietly
if it was necessary give the security man a tip, but Edward simply
frowned, shook his head and said, “Right, my lads. I’ll show you
where everything is.”

However, just
as we were about to follow Edward across the living room, an
African appeared in the doorway. Edward saw him too and
stopped.

“Oh, by the
way, this is your cook/steward. Pay him £10 a month provided he
behaves himself. You can speak to him later,” said Edward
casually.

With that, he
shot off across the room again and we followed, nodding brief
greetings to the cook.

The glazed
double doors led into a corridor. Off the corridor were two large
bedrooms, a shower room and a bathroom with a lavatory. At the far
end of the corridor was another separate lavatory. Having been
shown each room in turn, we followed Edward back through the living
room into the short entrance corridor near the front door. We
turned right and found ourselves standing in a small kitchen where
the cook was busy preparing food.

The African
greeted Fred and me respectfully and, having acknowledged the
greeting, we were then ushered back into the living room by
Edward.

The whole flat
was furnished with what could only be termed, utility furniture.
The sort of stuff that was common in England immediately after the
Second World War. The occasional rug in each room tended to
brightened things up a little, but generally, the floors were just
well-worn, highly polished parquet blocks. There were no pictures
on the whitewashed walls in any of the rooms and, though it was
spotlessly clean, the whole place was generally lacking in
character.

The heat inside
the flat was oppressive and Edward had already started to open the
windows in the living room. As he pushed the last one open he said,
“You’d better tell your steward to switch the air-conditioners on
in the bedrooms ready for tonight, otherwise you won’t be able to
sleep.”

Fred and I must
have looked a little confused, because Edward invited us to follow
him into the first bedroom again. Once inside the room, he reached
up and flicked a switch on a large oblong box that was stuck
halfway through the bedroom wall next to the corridor. The box
immediately throbbed into life, making a noise similar to that of a
cement mixer starting up. My words were almost drowned out.

“Edward, do
they all make that sort of noise?”

“Oh no, some of
them are much worse. These are Westinghouse air-conditioners and
quite smooth. In fact they were overhauled for your coming,” said
Edward proudly.

“Oh good,” I
said weakly, wondering how I was going to sleep through the
terrible racket.

The unit in
what was to be Fred’s room was equally noisy and we soon discovered
a further interesting detail about these machines after they’d been
running for a while. Because both air-conditioners exhausted hot,
moist air into the bedroom corridor, the temperature and humidity
there soon became quite unbearable. Naturally, this had an
unpleasant influence on the temperature and humidity in rest of the
flat. Unfortunately, only the bedrooms were air-conditioned,
therefore, Fred and I soon learned not to leave the units running
during the day for fear of turning the rest of the flat into a high
temperature steam room. Why the air-conditioners had not been
fitted into the opposite wall, overlooking the forecourt, so they
could then exhaust directly to the outside, was anybody’s
guess.

When we’d
finished examining our new home, Edward pointed towards the windows
in the bedroom corridor and said, “Let’s go and have a look at the
workshops whilst your steward prepares your evening meal.”

Directly below
the windows, we could see a huge modern workshop. It had two large
covered areas separated by a main access drive, with many different
types of vehicles parked along its length. As we stood at the
windows taking in the view, Fred broke the short silence.

“There’s one
thing about living here, we won’t have far to go to work.”

As we descended
the stairs from the flat, Edward remarked that since it was now
early evening all the staff had gone home. As a result, the
workshop was completely deserted except for the security man who
had taken our bags up to the flat, plus one other.

The two
uniformed men saluted smartly as we approached the main gate and
Edward stopped to speak to them.

“Dissy pepol
wey him dey for me, dem go be na new, new mastas. Make you look am
well. Dem go pack for up.”

As he spoke,
Edward pointed to the flat above our heads and both men nodded to
indicate their understanding. They then turned to Fred and me,
bowed slightly and said in unison, “Yessas, welcome to dissy
Nigeria and dissy our Company.”

When we’d
entered the workshop area, I asked Edward what he’d said to them.
He smiled and replied, “I told them you were new men and they
should remember your faces because they’re going to see you both
around from time to time. I also said you’re both living in the
flat above.”

Edward’s
ability to speak the strange English that had been used so freely
by every African I’d met thus far impressed me, and I asked him if
it was essential to speak to all Africans in this peculiar way.

“It helps if
you learn pidgin English,” he admitted. “There’s less chance of a
misunderstanding if you use it. Especially with the workshop
people.”

Unable to grasp
the logic of Edward’s statement, I let it go hoping an
understanding would come to me eventually.

Edward then
added a caution. “Of course, you don’t have to speak to all
Africans like that. You’ll soon learn when not to.”

Thinking about
what Edward had said for a moment prompted a firm decision. I
will learn pidgin English quickly, if only to disguise the fact I’m
a new boy.

When we
discussed the subject later, Fred said he didn’t think he would be
able to manage pidgin.



“After all,
I’ve only just learned to speak ordinary English,” he quipped in a
broad Lancashire accent.

It began to
rain gently again as we walked across the courtyard into the main
workshop. After half an hour looking around and asking questions,
Edward talked about the procedures and systems employed by the
Company and gently advised us how to deal with the African staff.
When we finally returned to the main entrance, the security men
snapped smart salutes and locked the small wicket gate behind us.
Edward said goodbye and handed me the keys to the flat, indicating
he would be speaking to us both officially on Saturday morning.

The rain began
to fall a little heavier as we climbed the concrete steps and it
was beginning to get dark. I looked at my watch; it was exactly
6.15pm.

As we entered
the flat the steward came running out of the kitchen and said,
“Welcome sas, dissy chop him dey, dey small time.”

I thought about
what had been said for a moment, then turned to Fred and said, “I
think he means the food will soon be ready, Fred.”

“Yessa, I go
talk you so,” said the steward smiling broadly.

Fred was not
impressed, but for me it was like translating the first simple
sentence of a foreign language and I was very pleased with
myself.

After a short
discussion on the events thus far, Fred and I headed for our
respective bedrooms where we quickly unpacked our cases, put our
clothes away and returned to the living room to await our evening
meal.

We began to
talk about our individual impressions and experiences at the
airport and some of the dismal sights we’d seen from the car. We
also touched on the political situation, especially the most recent
problems that Edward had outlined.

Whilst we were
chatting, the steward entered carrying two huge bottles of beer and
two glasses on a tray. He waited until we’d finished talking and
then announced clearly, “I tink you won drink beer, sas.”

The bottles
were streaming with condensation and they looked very inviting
indeed. The steward poured some of the amber-coloured beer into the
glasses and offered them to us. I took a long drink and gasped for
breath. It was the coldest beer I’d ever tasted. Fred said it was
unlike anything he’d ever tasted before; indicating that at his
local pub the beer was usually brown, sweet and warm.

As we talked
and drank our beer, the steward popped in and out laying the table
for our chop. Suddenly, Fred posed a question.

“I wonder where
this chap comes from?”

Not having
really thought about it, my reply was not very helpful.

“Lagos I
expect, but why don’t you ask him, Fred?”

The next time
the steward came into the living room, Fred asked him his name.

The steward
stopped what he was doing and then said, “My name is Samuel,
sa.”

“That’s nice,”
said Fred. “Where are you from, Sam?”

Sam hesitated
for a moment and then replied, “Umuahia, sa.”

“Umu...what,
and where’s that?” stumbled Fred.

Sam lifted his
head and said proudly, “Eastern Region, sa. I go be na Ibo
man.”

We both looked
at each other in amazement and felt compelled to drink from our
glasses to hide the surprised looks on our faces. When Sam had gone
back into the kitchen, Fred let out a low whistle and whispered,
“Bloody hell, Ken. What have we got here?”

After an
excellent meal of rice and spicy meat, we moved away from the
table. I smoked whilst Fred read out what he called the ‘funny
bits’ from one of the local newspapers that had been lying on the
coffee table. Meanwhile, Sam busied himself clearing away the table
and washing up. At about 8pm, the steward wished us goodnight and
informed us cheerily he would be back at 6.30am to prepare our
breakfast. Only then did we both realise we had to report for work
at 8.30am the following morning.

Fred and I
agreed it would be a good idea to turn up for work looking bright
and alert; consequently, we decided to retire early. We checked
that the steward had locked the front door and then we closed all
the windows in the living room, switched off the lights and headed
for our rooms.

The
air-conditioner in my room was pounding away and making an awful
din. However, the room was beautifully cool; indeed, it was the
coolest place I’d experienced since my arrival in Nigeria. Having
stripped to my underpants, I sprawled on the bed with just a sheet
over me and reviewed the events of the day. It was hard to believe
that only a few hours ago, my wife Anne and our son Stephen had
been saying goodbye to me at our home in the Midlands of
England.

Sleep came late
and then only intermittently. Throughout the long hours of
darkness, the tractor-like noise from the air-conditioner conspired
to keep me awake.

Moments after
the alarm sounded at seven, the steward startled me as he entered
my room with an early morning cup of tea. It was time to get up and
face my first full day’s work in Africa.

 


 


 


 


Chapter
III

Culture
Shock




Fred and I
consumed our breakfast quickly and, when the time was right,
descended the steps leading from our flat. At the bottom, we turned
right and headed for the main gate.

The forecourt,
in contrast to yesterday when we had just arrived, was a hive of
activity with vehicles parked everywhere and lots of people milling
about all over the place. It was surprising to see so many market
traders, mainly women, sitting beneath the showroom windows selling
peanuts, cigarettes and cake-like objects.

As we
approached the main gate, it was possible to see the workshop
office block beyond. It was then we noted the GSM’s black Rover
parked outside his office.

“He’s an early
bird, it’s only ten past eight,” said Fred.

We made a
beeline for the car, but, before we’d actually passed through the
main gate, a smartly attired sergeant commissionaire stood in front
of us barring our way. He looked at us and announced formally,
“Sirs, please identify yourselves.”

We stopped
abruptly and looked at each other. There was no doubt the tall
uniformed man standing in front of us was an African. What had
surprised us, however, was the total absence of pidgin in his
speech. His uniform, which was a dark olive-green colour, was very
clean and immaculately pressed. Above the sharply angled peak on
his cap was the single palm tree badge of the Royal West African
Frontier Force. Most noticeable, however, was the row of medals on
his tunic. They gleamed brightly in the morning sunlight leaving no
doubt as to the care and attention they regularly received. The
ribbons, in stark contrast, were somewhat the worse for wear, with
signs of mildew and much fraying. I was able to recognise the
British Military Medal, the Burma Star, the Africa Star, the
1939/45 Star and a War Medal. It crossed my mind that this man had
certainly seen some action; they didn’t give medals like these for
sitting on your backside.

“We’re the new
engineers. We arrived yesterday. We’re staying in the Company flat
up there,” said Fred, pointing into the air.

“Ah, then you
must be Mr Ryeland and Mr Longton,” he replied in a satisfying
tone.

“Which one are
you, sir?” he queried, looking directly at me.

“Oh, I’m
Ryeland,” I said quickly.

He consulted
his clipboard and ticked something off with a stubby pencil.

“Thank you,
sirs. I am sorry to have delayed you,” he said formally. “The GSM
is in his office and will see you both right away. I will see to it
each one of my gate staff is made aware of your identity. You will
not be bothered again, gentlemen.”

He took a step
backwards, stamped his boots on to the tarmac and delivered a
salute that was stiff and very formal. It was the best I’d ever
seen. The subsequent about-turn was sheer military precision and we
watched with our mouths open as he quick-marched back to his little
hut on the outside of the gate.

While the
commissionaire had been questioning us, several of the Company
people passing through the gate had made ribald comments about the
man. They’d obviously seen him in action before and thought it
amusing he should stop and quiz us. He, on the other hand, had
ignored them completely, thus proving, to me at least, he was not
the sort of man to be deterred from his duty by silly remarks.
After the incident, I remember thinking how out of place he
appeared to be.

“I see Sergeant
Musa had a little word with you at the gate,” said Edward, smiling
as he offered us a seat in his office.

“He seems to be
a very efficient sort of chap,” I replied.

“Oh, he is,”
said Edward. “He’s an old Nigerian Regiment man. During the war, he
served in Abyssinia against the Italians and in Burma against the
Japanese. He won the British Military Medal for bravery in Burma.
Of course, he never talks about it; though he did tell me a long
time ago, he had to eat a Japanese soldier once when the rations
ran out. He hates the Japanese.”

Fred looked at
me with raised eyebrows and quipped, “Didn’t the Jap taste very
good then, Edward?”

We all smiled
at Fred’s feeble attempt at humour.

“It’s true,”
said Edward, as if to reinforce the story. “He’s a Hausa man and
takes a great pride in the fact he speaks better English than most
of the British out here. Won’t hear a bad word said about the Queen
or her father, the late King George. He served both of them of
course. He’s very reliable, trustworthy and one hundred per cent
loyal. Which is saying something in this bloody place.”

The cynicism in
Edward’s remark was not lost on me.

After a moment
of absolute silence, Edward clapped his hands together as if to
signal he was ready to discuss business.

“Right. What am
I going to do with you two? Fred, you’d better tell me about your
experience so I can place you in the most suitable area.”

This remark
prompted me to ask if the people in Birmingham had sent our CVs
(Curriculum Vitae) over.

“Oh yes,” he
replied, “I have both of them here, but I like a fellow to tell me
what he’s best at. He fits in better when he’s had a hand in his
own assignment.” As an after-thought, he added, “Then he can’t
complain too much can he?”

It was
difficult to argue with Edward’s logic.

Fred told us
he’d spent all his working life with the same company: Rainbow
Transport of Southport, Lancashire. He was a native of that county
and this was the first time he’d been any distance from its
borders. He’d served a full apprenticeship with the company and,
after finishing as a journeyman, had spent most of his time working
on buses and coaches. Public Service Vehicles as they were termed
in the trade.

In answer to
Edward’s question regarding product range, Fred confirmed he had
virtually no experience of cars or Land-Rovers.

At Edward’s
prompt, Fred then went on to explain he was married with two
children. I was aware of Fred’s personal details because we’d
discussed our respective families with each other at the flat on
the evening of our arrival. Edward had made notes while Fred was
relating his story and it struck me we were being interviewed for
our jobs all over again.

A moment or two
after I’d finished talking through my CV, Edward announced that
he’d decided what to do with us. Fred would go to the heavy vehicle
overhaul shop and I would be placed in the new vehicle preparation
area. The idea being, my general experience of all types of road
transport would be useful to the section that dealt with trucks,
buses, Land-Rovers, cars and agricultural tractors. Being very
pleased with my assignment, I looked forward to taking it up as
soon as possible.

Edward then
asked whether we’d remembered to bring our UK driving licences with
us and whether we had any Nigerian currency.

The Birmingham
office had reminded us about taking our driving licence to Nigeria
and therefore we were able to confirm to Edward that we had indeed
brought them with us. Only when the subject of Nigerian money was
mentioned did Fred and I realise we didn’t have a single penny
between us.

“Oh, and while
I remember,” began Edward, “you’d better see the estate manageress
before the morning’s out, or there will be trouble.”

His words
sounded ominous and his tone of voice told me the manageress was
probably not the sort of person we should upset.

* * *

“Now then you
boys, you owe the Company £10 for chop and £2-2s for beer.”

The estate
manageress was in her late fifties, with greying hair and sharp
features. She was a tall, slim Edinburgh Scot with a shrill,
authoritarian voice that grated after five minutes of dedicated
listening. She continued with her lecture. “I suppose you did
notice I’d arranged for food and beer to be put in the fridge for
you?”

As we muttered
our thanks, I marvelled at how much this woman reminded me of Miss
Lapworth, the headmistress at my junior school, and of the many
scoldings I’d received from her.

Edward was
quick to note our joint discomfort and sprang to our defence.

“Actually, they
haven’t been to the bank yet, so they don’t have any money.”

The woman
frowned at Edward and said, “Then stop wasting my time, Edward.
Bring them back when they can settle the account. I’ll have their
personal issue of sheets and blankets ready by then. Away with you
now.”

We were soon
scurrying down the steps of the main office block towards Edward’s
office on the ground floor. From the flushed appearance of his
face, it was clear Edward was highly irritated.

“Bloody hell,
she’s a bit of a bugger. Where did you get her from?” said Fred,
none too subtly.

Edward’s
expression told me Fred had said the wrong thing.

“Never mind all
that,” growled Edward, “Let’s go to the bank and open accounts for
you both.”

Conveniently,
the Apapa branch of Barclays Bank DCO (Dominions, Colonies and
Overseas) was no more than a hundred yards along the street from
the Company’s main building. The European manager there couldn’t
have been more helpful. All we had to do was sign a few forms to
secure an instant overdraft of £50 each. Payday, we were pleased to
hear from Edward, was only a few days away.

We also
arranged to remit regular amounts of cash to our wives at home. The
manager explained that exchange control permission was required
from the Central Bank of Nigeria, but we were assured this was just
a formality. He also informed us that currently the Central Bank
set no limit on the monthly amount that could be remitted. However,
the rules were soon to change drastically when the political
situation began to deteriorate rapidly.

We were very
pleased that the bank business had been conducted quickly and
efficiently, and we thanked the manager accordingly. Our final
transaction was to take delivery of our chequebooks from a Nigerian
clerk as we left the manager’s office. On the way back to the
Company’s premises, Edward imparted, what he termed, sound
advice.

“Don’t forget,
lads. When you come up against a brick wall with the Africans,
always ask to see the white man if you want anything out here.
Generally, there’s always a European lurking about in every
company.”

A slight smile
creased my face. Edward’s cynical views were showing through
again.

Fred and I
decided to split the living expenses while we were together in the
flat; therefore, we each gave the estate manageress a cheque for
£6-1s in payment for the beer and food she’d so kindly provided.
However, this action didn’t please her. She complained it was twice
the work for her to put two cheques through the books, when we
could so easily have given her a single cheque and sorted it out
between us later. Clearly, there was no way we could win with this
woman.

On a table in
the corner of her office were two piles of bed linen, blankets and
towels. When she’d finished complaining about the cheques, she
walked across the office, placed a hand on each pile and delivered
a warning.

“This is your
personal issue. Tell the steward to change the bed linen
immediately and wash what was on your beds and then return it all
to me. He should do the same with the towels and dishcloths. Please
sign for the issue before you leave my office and remember it has
to last you for three years. If you lose anything, you must replace
it from your own funds. Do you hear me now?”

She caught me
pulling a face at Fred, but all she did was frown and continue with
the lecture.

“Don’t forget
to pay your steward at the end of the month. It’s entirely your
responsibility. I don’t want him coming up here complaining to me.
Make sure the lazy devil cleans the flat properly. I’ll be
inspecting it from time to time to ensure it’s clean. It’s a
transit flat, you know, so I don’t want it, or the furniture,
damaged. Oh, and be very careful who you invite home at night, we
don’t want the Company’s reputation to suffer.”

Fred and I
simply stood there like schoolboys taking a scolding from the
headmistress; suddenly, Edward remembered we had to go to the
Vehicle Licence Office urgently. He stressed it was important for
us to obtain a local driving licence before the office closed at
two o’clock. No sooner had the words left Edward’s mouth, than all
three of us had turned on our heels and taken our leave of the
estate office.

“She’s the most
infuriating woman you’ll ever have the misfortune to meet,” said
Edward as we scurried down the stairs. “I don’t know how her
husband puts up with it.”

Edward was
absolutely livid and stomped about his office for a good five
minutes before snapping at his secretary to bring us coffee.

We then spent
the next ten minutes listening to Edward rant and rave about Mrs
Mack, as he called her. He told us she could have easily put what
we owed for food and beer on our sales ledger accounts, since every
European member of staff was entitled to open such a credit
facility with the Company.

“She was just
being bloody awkward, as usual,” said Edward, finally.

When Edward had
calmed down a little, I posed a question.

“What did she
mean about the flat being a transit flat? Who do we have to be
careful about inviting in, and what’s the Company’s reputation got
to do with anything?”

Edward looked
at me and said, “Use your head, lad. The proper living
accommodation for engineers in Lagos is the block of flats in
Obanta Road. You two are in the transit flat until I decide which
one of you should go up-country. The remaining man will then move
into Obanta Road.”

I apologised,
but added that since we’d not been privy to any of Edward’s plans
regarding our futures, we couldn’t be expected to know what was
going on. Fred also chipped in wanting to know what Edward had
meant by ‘up-country’.

Edward looked
at us both, calmed himself and apologised.

“Sorry, lads.
It’s that bloody woman. She has me in a muddle. I shouldn’t have
mentioned up-country assignments, not for a couple of weeks at
least. I like to give new men time to settle in without having to
worry about that sort of thing. Anyway, it’s too late now. The
cat’s out of the bag and it’s going to happen eventually
anyway.”

He was clearly
embarrassed and, as a result, looked away from us towards the large
window that gave a view of the main gate. Suddenly, he turned to
face us again and changed the subject entirely.

“Girls,
females, women. Don’t take African women into the flat. That’s what
she’s on about.”

“Bloody cheek,”
I said indignantly. “I’m a married man with a child; it would never
have crossed my mind to invite African women into the flat. I’m
sure that goes for Fred too.”

Fred responded
very quickly.

“I can speak
for myself, Ken. But you’re dead right. I wouldn’t deceive my wife
either.”

Smiling, Edward
walked behind us and placed his hands on our shoulders.

“Very
commendable sentiments, gentlemen. Ever heard the saying: Absence
makes the blacks grow blonder?”

The bad joke
broke the slight tension that had built up between us and we all
laughed.

Suddenly Edward
became serious again and said, “You should be aware there’s a lot
of, well, er, you know, disease and things out here, so you would
do well by keeping to your word. That goes for the men as
well.”

The look of
horror on our faces registered with Edward and he was quick to
correct himself.

“No, no, I
don’t mean what you think, though there’s a lot of that going on as
well. Just make sure you supply soap and a hand towel for your
steward, and tell him to wash his hands every time he enters the
flat or prepares your food. If he’s a good steward he’ll do it
automatically, but just make sure.”

Fred uttered
his usual, “Bloody hell,” but this time I joined in.

Edward smiled
and said, “Don’t worry, lads. You’ll soon learn the ropes. Now
then, let’s sort out this licence business.”

* * *

We cashed
cheques with the Company cashier to provide us with some spending
money and the wherewithal to buy our driving licences. We also
discovered that keeping tabs on the money was going to be easy
since the Nigerian pound was, very conveniently, par with the UK
pound.

Edward had
arranged for a driver to take us to the Licence Office in the
Company Land-Rover. However, before reaching our destination, the
driver stopped the vehicle at the side of the road. He then
explained that we must have our photographs taken for the licences.
Puzzled, we got out of the vehicle and followed our man as he
picked his way through the dozens of market mammies who had chosen
to ensconce themselves on the derelict land between the road and a
high wall. Close to the wall, we saw a Nigerian dressed in
traditional robes. On his head was a tall, embroidered, highly
colourful hat. The massive tripod camera at his side looked quite
out of place, surrounded as it was by the small market stalls
packed with cigarettes, matches, tins of condensed milk and other
goodies.

In turn, we sat
on an old box with our back to a light patch on the wall that, at
some time in the distant past, had been painted white. With great
theatrical flair, the photographer loaded and adjusted his camera.
When everything was ready, he removed the lens cap and counted to
himself. It was as if we’d slipped back in time to the turn of the
century, such was the age of his magnificent photographic
machine.

By some
chemical miracle, the camera operator was able to develop the film
on the spot and, in no time at all, Fred and I were gawking at our
small portrait-style photographs and laughing heartily.

The pictures
cost us five shillings each, quite expensive even by UK standards,
although we came to realise later all traders considered Europeans
fair game. Haggling over the price, we discovered, was the thing to
do. The Nigerians expected such behaviour.

When we finally
reached the Licence Office, the driver asked us to wait outside
while he went inside to collect the necessary forms for us to
complete.

Nigeria had an
agreement with the UK that enabled us to obtain a full Nigerian
driving licence on production of our full UK licence, plus the
payment of the usual annual fee, which, Edward had informed us, was
one pound.

The driver soon
returned with the forms and we quickly completed the details as
required. He then said, “Ogas, make you gib me na two, two pound,
wey I go catch licence for you.”

We gave him a
pound note each.

The driver
looked at the cash in his hand and said, “No, sa, na two, two
pound.”

Fred counted
the notes in his hand and said, “One, two. You have two pounds
there.”

Clearly
frustrated, the driver replied, “No, sa, dis na one, one
pound.”

“Bloody hell,
what do you want an extra pound each for?” said Fred,
indignantly.

“Na dash sa.
One, one pound for dissy licence, na one, one pound for dissy
clerk, make him write am in time, sa,” said the driver in a
matter-of-fact way.

Savagely, I
turned on the driver and said, “Are you saying we have to pay the
clerk to write out the licence, in addition to paying the
government fee?”

“Yesa,” was the
reply.

Losing patience
very quickly, I said, “Well I’m not having any of that bloody
nonsense. Give me your form, Fred. I’ll see to this.”

With that, I
snatched the money from the driver and marched swiftly into the
building. I was about to learn a salutary lesson in how not to get
things done in Nigeria.

The interior of
the building was very dark and dingy and there was an underlying
stink about the place. It was a musty sort of smell, mingled with
that of human sweat. The main public hall was crowded; therefore,
my instinct told me to join the shortest of the several queues that
were positioned in front of a line of post office-like counters,
with steel bars and wire mesh at the windows. Waiting patiently for
my turn gave me the opportunity to look around, and it didn’t take
me long to realise I was the only white man in the whole place. No
wonder all the Africans were staring at me in such a strange
manner.

There was a lot
of shouting and pushing going on, but this was mostly because of
queue jumping. The line I’d joined alternated between an orderly
queue and a loose scrum every few minutes. Trying to keep my place
was an impossible task. At least half-a-dozen or so people had
pushed in front of me over a period of about ten minutes. Since
pushing-in appeared to be the thing to do, it occurred to me I
should do the same. After a few moments, I found myself at the
counter staring through the wire mesh at an African clerk. With all
the authority I could muster, I said loudly, “I want two driving
licences please.”

The clerk
looked at me blankly, sucked his teeth and said, “Whatin?”

“Two licences
please,” I repeated, thrusting the forms, our UK licences, the
photographs and two single pound notes under the wire mesh. The
clerk looked at the money, sucked his teeth again and said
casually, “You no fit catch na licence for dissy place, Oga.”

“What do you
mean?” I snapped.

The clerk said
something in his own language, grinned at the crowd of Africans
behind me and then addressed me directly.

“Na counter for
licence no be dissy one, Oga. Make you go na different, different
counter.”

He pointed
further down the line of counter windows by pursing his lips at
them.

The crowd
behind me was becoming very restless, pushing and shouting for me
to move so they could be served. However, the initial rebuff had
made me more determined than ever to obtain the licences from this
particular clerk, and I refused to budge.

“Where does it
say no licence for thissy place? This is the Licence Office, na
so?” I said, slipping into pidgin English.

Irritated by my
persistence, the clerk tried to dismiss me.

“Oga, make you
go away. Na you go be big palaverman.”

By this time,
the sweat was rolling down my chest and back and no doubt adding to
the suffocating smell that surrounded and enveloped me. Suddenly,
the clerk pushed the paperwork and money towards me and over the
edge of the counter. Unable to react quickly enough, my eyes simply
followed the paperwork as it fluttered slowly to floor. Quite
naturally, I bent to retrieve it and promptly lost my place in the
scrum.

Undeterred by
the clerk’s unruly behaviour, I moved to the next queue a few feet
away. However, on reaching the counter some five minutes later, I
received very similar treatment from the clerk there. This second
rebuff coupled with the noise and the smell inside the hall, forced
me to stand to one side for a moment as I tried to summon enough
energy to go into the fray again. As I was leaning against the
filthy wall moping my brow on my shirtsleeve, a young African boy
approached and said, “Oga, dash me, make I catch dissy ting wey you
dey want.”

I eyed him
suspiciously and declined his offer.

“No, I will do
it by myself. Thank you.”

The boy laughed
at me and, as he turned to return to the dingy corner of the hall
from whence he came, called out, “Masta, you go be sorry-oh.”

I fought my way
to another counter and proffered my somewhat crumpled documents and
money. Yet again, the clerk told me no licence was available from
him and I must go to another counter. Having reached the fourth
counter, an elderly Nigerian behind me whispered hoarsely into my
ear.

“Oga, make you
go dash dissy clerk. Den him fit help you.”

“Dash, what’s
dash?” I said in a vexed manner.

The old African
laughed and said, “You no be for dissy Nigeria long time, sa. Dash
go be money wey gib to dissy lazy clerk make dem do na propa ting.
You neffa know dissy ting?”

Naturally,
Edward had told Fred and me about the endemic corruption that
existed in Nigeria; therefore, I was well aware of what ‘dash’ was.
Having considered my situation for a moment, I decided it was not
worth fighting against the system. The wear and tear on my nerves
and the frustration of the whole business were more costly to me
than the measly extra pound dash money.

Having made my
decision, I addressed the clerk in a slightly louder voice than
intended.

“OK, you win. I
give in. Here’s your bloody dash, now let’s have the licences
bloody damn quick.”

The sudden
silence was uncanny and its effect was exaggerated when everyone in
the hall turned to stare at me. A feeling of acute embarrassment
overcame me, quickly followed by one of extreme discomfort. The
look on everyone’s face couldn’t have been worse if I’d delivered a
personal insult to each man in the room and included in it their
immediate and extended families.

The people
directly behind me began to shout and scream. Soon, the whole place
was in total uproar. The clerk I’d tried to dash began to shout at
me.

“Oga, you go be
very bad somebody, sa. You go try dash na poor man make him go
sheat dissy government make dey no catch money plenty.”

The crowd loved
it; they jeered, jostled and pushed me right out of the queue on to
the dirty floor. The clerk loved it too; he was playing to the
crowd and winning. I decided, hastily, it was time to go.
Scrambling to my feet, I pushed and shoved my way to the exit and
was truly thankful to find myself outside where it felt much
cooler, despite a late morning temperature that must have been well
into the nineties.

Fred had heard
the commotion and was on his way into the building as I burst out
through the swing doors.

“What the
bloody hell have you done, Ken. Caused a riot?”

“I think so,
Fred. Let’s get to the vehicle,” I gasped.

The driver had
been buying small-chop at a roadside stall, but he must have heard
the palaver because as he approached he said in an agitated voice,
“Sa, please make you no go do na dissy ting again. Na dissy GSM,
him go make na big palaver for me wey you go catch na trouble from
dissy very stupid pepol wey dey for Licence Office.”

His point of
view was easy to comprehend. If I got into trouble or, worse still,
was hurt, Edward would blame the poor driver.

I apologised to
Fred and the driver for the palaver and proceeded to tell them what
had happened inside the office.

Fred was
indignant, indicating that had he been in my shoes he would have
called for the manager to discipline the clerks. He didn’t seem to
understand it was my fault and that calling the manager wouldn’t
have been prudent under the circumstances.

The driver
listened carefully and then explained, very politely and in detail,
where I’d gone wrong.

Apparently, my
biggest mistake was in entering the Licence Office in the first
place.

“Dissy
European, him neffa go dissy kind place, sa. Him go send him driber
or him cookoo. Dissy pepol go see na white man inside, dem go say
him no fit catch driber or cookoo. Him no be so, so big man,
sa.”

My second
mistake was not to present the dash money right away and without
comment.

“Dissy
government pepol, dem no fit to do anyting at all wey dem no catch
dash, sa.”

My third
mistake was to mention dash when finally resigned to paying it.

“We Nigeria
pepol, we go learn dash from dissy white man. We no like to talk
dissy ting.”

Whilst the
first two points made by the driver were wholly acceptable, it was
difficult for me to accept that the white man had invented
dash.

After some
discussion, we sent the driver into the office to obtain the
licences, which he succeeded in doing so within ten minutes flat.
Whilst he was inside, we could hear the sound of laughter and
shouting. Undoubtedly, the driver and his fellow Africans were
having a good time at my expense. On the way back to the workshop,
Fred and I decided not to mention the fracas at the Licence Office
for the sake of us all.

When we finally
arrived back at the workshop, Edward spent some time introducing us
to the other expatriate staff. He’d previously indicated I was to
work with an ‘old coaster’ called Bill Farnham. He was the engineer
in charge of new vehicle preparation and, as we approached his
section of the workshop, I began to wonder what he would be
like.

Bill was in his
late forties or early fifties, tall, well-built with a shock of
fair hair over a ruddy complexion. He was the sort of man you would
be glad to have on your side in the event of trouble. He’d been in
Nigeria for twenty years and had been working for Post and
Telegraphs (P&T) before joining the Company about two years
ago.

It was easy to
take an immediate liking to Bill. He was kind and very gentle,
despite his size and build. He also understood perfectly the
difficulties encountered by a new man in adjusting to the
life-style in West Africa. His sense of humour was keen and, I
discovered later, he was an excellent pidgin speaker. In fact, it
was difficult to believe a European was speaking once Bill was in
full flow.

Edward, knowing
I was in good hands, left Bill to introduce me to the Africans
working in the section.

We had eighteen
men, ranging from mechanics to painters – an adequate number for
the volume of work being handled on a daily basis by the section.
Most of the work involved checking to see that every vehicle was
fit for sale after the long sea journey from the UK. Some of the
heavy trucks and buses were shipped deck cargo and suffered
accordingly, despite a heavy protective coating of wax. The section
also received vehicles from Port Harcourt, where the Company had an
assembly plant. Delivery was by road and, judging by the condition
of some of the vehicles when they arrived, the road was obviously
not in a very good state.

Bill told me
Port Harcourt was in the Eastern Region and because of the
political troubles, we could expect to see a drastic reduction in
the number of vehicles delivered from the plant. He went on to
explain there were rumblings of rebellion in the east and talk of
the Ibos declaring the Eastern Region an independent state, which
they intended to call Biafra. When pressed to give his opinion on
the likely reaction from the Federal Government, Bill said, “The
first thing the Federal Government will do, is close the bridge.”
Bill didn’t say which bridge, so I had to ask.

He smiled and
shook his head before saying, “The Niger Bridge of course. It’s the
only road link across the river for hundreds of miles. It was
completed just a year ago, in 1966, and, at 4,600 feet, it’s the
longest bridge in the country. Before 1966, the only way across the
Niger River was by ferry. Now all the ferries have gone, so if they
close it we won’t be able to receive anything from our assembly
plant. Not that it would make a great deal of difference. Biafra,
or whatever they choose to call it, won’t last five minutes once
the Federal Army has a go at them.”

I asked Bill if
the Ibos were serious about this independence business. His reply
shocked me. He was convinced it would happen within the next month
or so.

“What will the
Federal Government do if it really happens?” I asked, but I already
knew the answer to this question.

“They’ll have
to put a stop to it,” retorted Bill. “The northerners simply won’t
stand for any more palaver from the Ibos. They have already given
them a bashing over the Ironsi coup, so they’ll certainly not let
them steal all the oil revenues and hijack a quarter of the
country.”

The crisis in
Nigeria was becoming clearer to me by the minute, but to be very
clear I summarised the situation to Bill in the hope he would
correct any misunderstanding I may have.

“So all this
nonsense is really about oil money? And presumably all the oil
wells are in the east?”

Bill’s nod
confirmed my thinking on the matter. There was now no doubt in my
mind; the Federal Government would take action if the oil money
dried up, even if it meant resorting to military action to restore
the status quo.

At about a
quarter to one, Bill asked me about my plans for the afternoon. We
worked until 12.30pm on Saturdays, which pleased me because I was
still tired following the journey from London and my sleepless
Friday night. My answer suggested that Fred and I had no immediate
plans for the afternoon; therefore, we would be grateful for any
suggestions.

“Why don’t you
both come to the Apapa Club with me and have a gargle before
lunch,” said Bill, eagerly.

I liked his use
of the word ‘gargle’ instead of drink.

“Thanks very
much, Bill. Let me tell Fred,” I said, walking towards the heavy
vehicle section.

All three of us
clambered into Bill’s 1954, Hillman Minx convertible and he drove
us sedately through the main gate. We were about to join the
traffic on Commercial Road when Fred asked Bill if we should tell
our steward we would be back for chop a little later than
planned.

“No need for
that. He’ll know the form if he’s worked for Europeans before. In
any case, we won’t be too long,” said Bill, winking at me as he
pulled out into the traffic.

He drove the
Hillman very carefully, explaining that because of the high risk of
an accident it was better to be safe than sorry.

“It’s always
your fault and the palaver is just too much,” he said ruefully.
“Money inevitably changes hands and the crowd, who appear in
seconds from nowhere, can turn quite nasty if you don’t pay up
immediately.”

None of these
revelations surprised me in the least, because I was beginning not
be surprised at most of the things people were telling me about
Nigeria.

The Apapa Club
was situated in what could be termed relatively quiet surroundings,
especially when considering the mass of humanity and traffic that
moved in and out of the busy port of Apapa at all hours of the day
and night.

The clubhouse
consisted of a single storey building with a swimming pool at the
rear that was shielded from the road by a dense wall of flowering
shrubs. Inside, there was a main bar, a cad’s bar for those wearing
shorts or no tie after 7.30pm, and a snooker room with six
full-sized tables. There was a large dance floor and several other
function rooms together with a large kitchen capable of producing a
good three-course meal and the usual sandwiches and snacks.

Bill signed us
in at the door while the Nigerian doorman eyed Fred and me
suspiciously. After the doorman had scrutinised our names and
nodded his approval, we moved away from the entrance and followed
Bill straight to the cad’s bar.

“What will you
have, boys?” said Bill eagerly.

Fred looked
around and mumbled, “Can I just have a soft drink please?”

“Come on, Fred.
This is your first full day in Nigeria; you need something stronger
than a soft drink.” The mock scorn in Bill’s voice got through to
Fred and he said, “You’re absolutely right, Bill. Get me whatever
you’re having.”

“Good,” replied
Bill, turning to me. “Now then, Ken. What’s it going to be,
beer?”

I asked Bill
what sort of beer was available.

“Star,
Heineken, Beck’s, and Carlsberg,” he replied, counting off on his
fingers.

Never having
been a big beer drinker, I didn’t know what to order. In the UK,
drink rarely passed my lips. The occasional beer or a glass of port
at Christmas and that was it for me. However, I did enjoy a smoke
and was pleasantly surprised to find that cigarettes were very
cheap in Nigeria.

Finally, I
asked, “What do you drink, Bill?”

“Star, it’s the
cheapest. Only three shillings and sixpence a bottle,” he replied
positively.

My doubting
frown was cast in Fred’s direction before turning to Bill and
saying, “That’s a bit heavy, Bill. It’s only a third of that price
at home.”

Bill came back
very quickly. “Yes, Ken. But here you get more of it and it’s
stronger.”

The barman had
been waiting patiently for us to make up our minds. On hearing
Bill’s final order, he grinned from ear to ear and produced three
large bottles of Star beer from the bottle cooler behind the bar.
We sat on the high stools next to the counter waiting patiently for
the steward to take the tops off the bottles. However, he didn’t
attempt to do so until Bill had placed his hand on all three in
turn and nodded his approval. Bill then delivered a clear
warning.

“Listen
carefully, lads. Never let them give you warm beer, it’s
undrinkable.”

This was an
excellent piece of advice that I was to heed throughout my stay in
Africa.

We each poured
our beer into pint glasses and, I noted, when my glass was full,
there was still a third of a pint left in the bottle. Bill raised
his glass and gave us a toast.

“Cheers to you
both. Best of luck, lads. You’ll need it to survive out here.”

The beer was
very cold and when I gulped down an extra large swallow, the top of
my head felt as if it were splitting in two. On the plus side,
however, the beer was very refreshing, especially after the intense
heat of the midday sun.

Fred talked
enthusiastically and at length about his staff and his section,
whilst Bill and I listened intently and smoked cigarette after
cigarette. Later, when Fred had exhausted his repertoire, we
listened to some of the tall stories being told by the older,
regular members of the club. In our turn, we called for more
bottles of Star and, as the hours melted away, I really began to
enjoy myself.

After some time
it was necessary to heed the call of nature. Bill provided the
directions to the lavatory and, after thanking him for the vital
information, I clambered down from the barstool. Almost
immediately, my legs gave way momentarily and I was forced to hold
on to the bar. I couldn’t understand the sudden giddy feeling that
had overcome me. Disregarding the signal from my brain, I proceeded
at a fast pace through the snooker room looking for the
‘gents’.

My legs seemed
to be detached from my body and somehow refused to do what they
were supposed to do, causing me to stagger from side to side as I
moved between the green-topped tables. In the lavatory, my image in
the mirror was very fuzzy and, from time to time, it floated about
until I could see two of me. On my way back through the snooker
room, my body collided with a man who was about to pot a red ball
on one of the tables. For some inexplicable reason he growled and
swore at me, but this unfriendly gesture didn’t cause me any
concern whatsoever. I simply didn’t care about anything.

The bar stool
presented a huge obstacle and I slipped trying to remount. Only
when Bill pulled me up did it strike me I was probably drunk.
However, I was not about to let this simple fact deter me from
taking further drinks, smoking more cigarettes and talking well
into the evening.

Some time
later, I noticed that only Bill was sat next to me at the bar. Fred
had gone missing. Bill was speaking to me, but the words didn’t
seem to make sense. The steward took away my empty glass and Bill
helped me off the stool. Apparently, it was time to go home.

“Wharabout
Fred, whereish she?” I slurred.

We finally
found Fred slumped in one of the easy chairs near the entrance. He
was fast asleep.

As we left the
club in search of the car, Bill was supporting me on one side and
Fred on the other.

A vague
recollection of being bundled into the back of the Hillman was my
last coherent memory. The next thing I remembered was the living
room of our flat. The steward greeted us and asked if he should
serve the chop.

I said,
“Whatime ish it, Sham.”

Sam looked at
his watch and replied, “He go be na twelve in dissy midnight,
sa.”

Fred said,
“Bloody hell.”

Bill laughed,
refused our offer of food and said goodnight. When he’d gone, Fred
and I stared at the food Sam had placed in front of us and almost
simultaneously made a rush for the bathroom and separate
lavatory.

There was no
recollection of climbing into bed that night, though I must have,
albeit fully clothed.

When Sam came
in with the tea on Sunday morning, my head felt as if it were about
to drop off. The pain across my forehead was the most intense I’d
ever experienced. My mouth was so dry my tongue had stuck to the
inside, making it extremely difficult to talk. The tea revived me a
little and the shower and a change of clothes made me feel more
human. However, on my way to the dining room, I staggered several
times as if still drunk, and the bright sun shining through the
windows made my eyes blink with pain.

Fred was in
exactly the same state and my observation of him made me realise
the dreadful toll an excess of alcohol can have on the human body.
Breakfast was not a thing to be contemplated and, come mid-morning,
Fred and I gave up the struggle to survive and retired to our beds
for the rest of the weekend.

On Monday
morning, we felt a little better, but it was still a struggle to
make our way to the workshop for our second day of work in
Nigeria.

When I arrived
at the section, Bill said, “By God you look rough, Ken. Been on a
binge?”

He then laughed
as I virtually crawled into my chair in the small office we shared.
He was as bright as a button, with no sign of the heavy drinking
session on Saturday, and he’d probably been at the club all day
Sunday too.

Holding my head
in my hands I muttered, “Oh God, how many bottles did I drink,
Bill?”

“You only had
six, that’s about eight and a bit pints,” said Bill,
dismissively.

“Bloody hell,
that’s more beer than I’d normally drink in a month of Sundays,” I
protested.

Bill smiled and
said, “You’d better get used to it, lad. It’s the only thing that
keeps you sane around here. These blokes will drive you batty,
especially if you get an up-country posting where there are hardly
any Europeans about.”

It was
mid-morning before the waves of nausea had subsided, but by
evening, my system was back to normal and ready for more beer.

Bill drove us
to the club again, but this time I was mindful of the strength of
the beer and drank in moderation. Fred abstained altogether. Of the
two of us, he was probably the wisest. However, by my way of
thinking, the strong beer was just another challenge. It was a
small part of the day-to-day difficulties and problems that were
associated with living and working in West Africa. The whole
adventure was one of the most testing challenges I’d ever faced in
my life and I was determined to win through, no matter what
difficulties had to be faced. That I should make a complete success
of my new existence was foremost in my mind, and that included
being able to drink Star beer without falling over too much.

 


 


 


 


Chapter
IV

A Testing
Time




The very
different way of life on the Coast was beginning to grow on me.
That my work was interesting was a great help and, although only of
minor importance, so was my growing fluency in pidgin English. Sam,
our cook, and the men at work were a great help in this respect.
All I had to do was listen carefully to the way in which they
constructed and phrased their sentences and replicate their style.
Of course, Bill was an excellent teacher too, not only of pidgin,
but also of all the hints and tips necessary to enable a European
to live comfortably in Nigeria. He was a strong, resilient man and
both Fred and I really appreciated his constant help, not to
mention his loyal friendship.

Fred missed his
family terribly and it showed. Sometimes he would remain silent for
long periods; no doubt thinking of his loved ones far away in
England. Thoughts of Anne and Stephen often popped into my head
too, but I’d made up my mind not to let our forced separation get
me down. Making the best of the situation would, I concluded,
ensure my family’s well-being in the long term.

Shortly after
being assigned to our respective work sections, Fred and I were
constantly tested by the Africans to determine whether we were real
engineers or not. The African mechanics would deliberately fault a
vehicle and then ask us to sort it out, indicating that they,
allegedly having tried, couldn’t. At first, we thought their pleas
for help were genuine. However, it didn’t take us long to realise
what they were up to, and thereafter we took great pleasure in
diagnosing and correcting the faults as quickly as possible.

The youngest
mechanic in the section, acting under orders from his seniors,
would often initiate the ruse. However, each time the Africans
decided to test me, they would always give themselves away by
gathering around the subject vehicle to watch my every move until
the fault was found. They were not very subtle in their choice of
faults and, luckily, I was able to turn the tables on them very
easily. My ploy was very simple. Having solved the problem, I would
adopt an attitude of serious concern and declare loudly that in my
opinion they must all return to the Company training school for
further courses of instruction. I would then add casually, but
deliberately, that any first year apprentice worth his salt could
have solved such a simple problem without my help.

For some
obscure reason, the Africans regarded participation in any sort of
formal training as something of a stigma, and would use all of
their considerable ingenuity to avoid attending courses at the
training school. Therefore, my suggestion indicating they required
further training was considered something of a punishment. After
such pronouncements from me, a shaking of heads and shuffling of
feet would follow as they waited for me to smile, thus signalling
that my words were uttered in jest. Having exposed their little
ruse, let them sweat for a while and then delivered the
all-important smile, we would all laugh together and return to our
work.

Happily, they
soon tired of this particularly irritating activity and accepted me
as not such a bad engineer and quite a reasonable man too.

I’d noticed
that when addressing a European, the African staff would always
initiate or close each sentence with the word ‘Master’, ‘Sir’ or
‘Oga’ – the latter being the equivalent Yoruba word – each being
mutually interchangeable. This form of address was strange to my
ears at first, mainly because no one had ever referred to me in
this way before. Of course, my own conscience was very clear on the
matter. In no way did I consider myself their master in the strict
sense of the word. However, since they addressed all Europeans in
this way, I was happy for them to apply it to me too. In my book,
it meant they acknowledged my skill as an engineer and my position
as a manager within the structure of the Company.

Bill had
already told me that the average African workman would generally
respect a European boss, provided the European knew what he was
talking about and was fair but firm in his treatment of the staff.
It was easy to see that Bill had earned the deepest respect from
the men in his section and it was my sincerest hope that, given
time, I too would earn a similar level of respect.

It didn’t take
me long to discover, as in all walks of life, we had good and bad
workmen among the African staff, and that the success of any
section was largely dependent on the African foreman. Get a good
one and there was very little to worry about. Get a bad one and
life could be hell.

One of the
Company’s finest African foremen worked in our section, and both
Bill and I treated him with the respect he’d rightly earned. He was
a very tall Yoruba man called, appropriately, Mountain. He could be
trusted to keep the men working in our absence and, when necessary,
keep the paperwork straight. This was very often the most neglected
skill with the African staff. Overall, he was a first class, highly
skilled foreman with a pleasant disposition into the bargain.

It was easy to
learn from Bill and Mountain, for they were both good teachers and,
as the days quickly passed, so my confidence grew and I became
wiser in the ways of working and living in Nigeria. As the old
coasters at the club would often inform us, ‘getting your knees
brown’ was an urgent priority for any newcomer. In reality too, my
knees were becoming brown since I’d taken to wearing shorts, long
socks and bush boots, as did most of the other European engineers
at the Company. Of course, the ‘knees brown’ term was used to
indicate that a new man had a lot to learn, and it did no harm at
all for a young man to understand this very clearly. However,
despite being aware there was still much to learn, my considerable
headway since arriving had given me a boost. It was, therefore,
disturbing for me to note that Fred was not able to assimilate into
the way of life, especially at work. He was, without doubt, a first
class technician with a great deal of experience, but he was unable
to get to grips with the supervisory elements of the job.

The European
engineers working for the Company were more than just technicians.
We were also managers of our sections and were thus obliged to use
the resources available to the best advantage. It saddened me to
observe, therefore, that Fred was not getting the best out of the
men in his section. Every time I ventured close to his work area,
Fred could be seen carrying out much of the heavy work: removing
huge gearboxes and engines from buses and trucks, whilst most of
his staff stood by looking on.

His people had
tested Fred in the same way mine had tested me, and he’d come
through with flying colours. However, he did seem to be doing a
great deal of the heavy work long after the time when the Africans
in my section had become bored with testing.

When I finally
tackled him about it, Fred refused to discuss the problem in any
detail. He would simply say he considered himself very fortunate to
have been born a Lancastrian. He also thought we Europeans owed the
Africans something for the shameful way in which our predecessors
had enslaved them, not to mention the one hundred and fifty years
of British colonial rule that had been imposed upon Nigeria of
course.

This reply from
Fred became the norm every time we discussed the subject and it
would often make me think about what the white man had actually
achieved in Africa. My own view was quite clear: Nigeria had most
certainly benefited from being a British Colony, even though it was
currently experiencing constitutional and political problems.
However, since no amount of discussion could change what had
happened, I was always reluctant to be drawn into any argument with
Fred on the subject. However, being an essentially practical sort
of person did prompt me to direct Fred’s attention to one
relatively simple, but important aspect of his behaviour that I
thought was causing him some difficulty with his staff.

Early on in our
assignments, Fred had confided in me that he’d asked his men to
call him by his Christian name. Diplomatically, I tried to point
out that perhaps this was not such a good idea. However, Fred,
being one of nature’s liberals, had argued long and loud about the
evils of one man calling another ‘Master’, ‘Sir’ or ‘Oga’,
especially when one of them was white and the other black. My
feelings of friendship towards Fred prevented me from labouring the
point with him, even though Mountain had told me the Africans in
Fred’s section were not happy about using his first name. It was
alien to their culture and made them feel uncomfortable. For many
reasons, which I really thought were valid at the time, neither I
nor anyone else disclosed this information to Fred. It is my belief
that this omission may have initiated his difficulties in Nigeria
and, because of what eventually happened to Fred, the guilt
associated with not telling him was to live with me for a very long
time.

The situation
was in keeping with my experience at the Licence Office. The
Africans expected certain patterns of behaviour from Europeans and
being a nonconformist didn’t help; it simply made them suspicious
and cautious. Fred demanded a very high standard of work and found
it difficult to delegate that responsibility to his men. This gave
them the impression he didn’t trust them and simply made matters
worse. His only alternative, as far as he was concerned, was to do
the work himself, soliciting minimal help from his staff. This was
all very well as a matter of principle, but a European couldn’t
undertake heavy physical work for long periods in the high humidity
and temperatures experienced on the Coast. I was afraid Fred would
overdo it, especially since he didn’t replace lost fluids by
drinking plenty of Star beer.

* * *

Fred and I
usually spent our weekends with Bill at the Apapa Club, drinking
beer, eating the excellent club chop and swimming in the large
open-air pool. As an alternative, we would sometimes go to one of
the beaches that abounded in the Lagos area. Here we would enjoy
the sun and the fantastic Atlantic surf. However, there was always
a very strong undercurrent close to the steep shoreline and the
backwash from the waves could be very dangerous, especially when
there was a heavy swell. The recollection of one particular visit
still conjures up the feeling of helplessness and terror I
experienced when, despite being only yards from the shore, I had to
swim hard for at least twenty minutes before being able to scramble
back to the beach, thoroughly exhausted. Whilst in the water, no
amount of shouting on my part could attract anyone’s attention over
the booming of the heavy surf. This terrifying episode put me off
swimming from these beaches and, consequently, our visits became
less frequent.

We soon
discovered there were precious few leisure facilities available to
Europeans in the Lagos area. However, Edward had recommended the
nine-hole golf course at the Railway Club in Ebute Metta worthy of
a visit. As a result, Bill, Fred and I went there one weekend with
the intention of thoroughly enjoying ourselves. We each hired a
selection of golf clubs and had a wonderfully hilarious time
hacking and beating our way around the neat little course. The
‘tenth hole’ was a welcome break from the hot sun and the Star beer
they served at the bar was refreshingly cold.

The old Railway
Club was a fascinating place; full of historical artefacts
concerned with the building of the Nigerian railway system during
colonial times. Being an ex-railwayman myself, there was little
doubt in my mind that we British were the world’s experts when it
came to building railways. Since the beginning of the British
colonial era and the coming of steam, our engineers have laid
thousands of miles of track in dozens of countries throughout the
globe. This single act alone played a major role in opening up and
civilising the more remote corners of the world, and Nigeria had
been no exception.

The first
railway line in Nigeria was constructed from Ebute Metta to Ibadan,
a distance of about one hundred miles. It was completed in the year
1900. The last line to be constructed ran from Jos to Maiduguri and
was only completed three years ago, in 1964. Nigeria would indeed
have been a much poorer place had it not been for the foresight and
courage of those early railway engineers and the hundreds of
Nigerian workmen who struggled against the elements, the geography,
debilitating diseases and, in certain places, some very unfriendly
tribesmen, to construct over 2,600 miles of track throughout the
country.

Ebute Metta was
the railhead for Lagos and the place where the railway system had
begun. Naturally enough, it became the headquarters for the
Nigerian Railways Corporation (NRC), with lines extending north as
far as Gusau and Nguru. A further line from Port Harcourt also
extended north to Maiduguri. For geographical reasons, it was not
possible to construct an east/west line, except for a very small
stretch between Kaduna and Kafanchan in the north.

Bill informed
us there were still a few expatriates working for the NRC, but the
heyday for the European had long since past. In the early 1950s,
Indians and Pakistanis had replaced many of the British engine
drivers and signalmen for reasons of economy. However, a
Nigerianisation program introduced in the early 60s was soon to see
the expatriates from the Indian sub-continent quickly being
replaced by Nigerians.

Shortly after
settling down in the bar of the Railway Club, Bill began to talk
about his time with P&T during the pre-independence era. No
doubt, the railway memorabilia that surrounded us on all sides had
inspired him. His stories were so fascinating we lost all track of
time. However, after many Star beers and a regular helping of fresh
cut sandwiches, we left the club at 1.30am, with both of us
exhorting Bill to drive carefully through the almost deserted
streets of Lagos.

For some
inexplicable reason we never returned to the Railway Club. Perhaps
the sight of so many relics of former colonial times was too
painful for Bill to endure.

* * *

I wrote home as
regularly as possible telling Anne all about Nigeria as seen
through my eyes. It was very difficult for me to describe the
squalor of the Lagos scenery to her or discuss the trauma of Ikeja
Airport and, accordingly, the way of the coward was considered and
quickly adopted. However, I did tell her all about Bill and Fred
and some of the other people who worked for the Company.

One married
couple, Walter and Nellie Müller, decided Fred and I needed looking
after and, as a result, we became very friendly with them. They
were a very pleasant couple with a quiet little daughter of about
seven or eight called Heidi. Any other name for the child would
have been out of place since the Müllers were German-speaking
Swiss. The family lived in the flat at the other end of the
headquarters building. It was a mirror image of our accommodation,
except it was more homely and had a clean, fresh furniture polish
smell to it. Undoubtedly, this was due to the presence of a
European woman in the house, chasing the steward and exercising her
skill in arranging the furniture and the ornaments in an orderly,
but pleasing fashion.

Occasionally,
the Müllers would invite Fred and me for drinks. We were always
pleased to accept, if only to get away from the boozy lot at the
Apapa Club for once in a while.

Walter was a
tall, bronzed, athletic fellow with an excellent sense of humour.
He was probably about thirty years old and had learned most of his
English in Nigeria: to be more specific, in a workshop environment
in Nigeria. As a result, his accent, a strange mixture of German
and Nigerian, provided amusing listening. We soon realised,
however, that at regular intervals, he peppered his sentences with
good old Anglo-Saxon four-letter words. His wife, whose English was
excellent with only the slightest hint of an accent, was somehow
able to ignore Walter’s linguistic quirks.

One of Walter’s
hobbyhorses, for which he was well known, was the shortage of parts
in the stores. At the workshop, he was in charge of the private car
repair section and had to accommodate many different models of
motorcar. Because of this diversity, it was more difficult for the
stores to stock many of the parts he required. This was always a
problem when the sales department operated an indiscriminate sales
policy, selling anything it could with no regard for backup
services.

Walter would
often relate many sad stories concerning the lack of parts, and
they always ending on the same sad note.

“For me, the
bloody-fucking store is full of bloody-fucking nil stocks.” Later
he would deliver a damning indictment of the sales staff. “These
bloody-fucking salesmen, their mothers they would be selling for
only a bloody-fucking penny of profit.”

Whilst Walter
sat cursing the parts and sales departments to hell, Nellie would
simply look up from her dressmaking and smile, seemingly quite
oblivious to the social gaff Walter was committing. Fred and I, on
the other hand, would colour up with acute embarrassment every time
he used a four-letter word. If Nellie knew what the words meant,
she managed to conceal the fact very well.

We enjoyed our
association with the Müllers, particularly Fred since it gave him
an excellent excuse to talk to Nellie at length about his family.
Lucky for him she was an infinitely patient woman.

We soon got to
know the other Europeans who worked for the Company and socialised
with many of them in turn. We were looked upon as being in need of
care and attention, mainly because we were the new boys and our
families were still at home in the UK. The wives felt particularly
obliged to invite us for meals and social gatherings. They
obviously thought this would prevent us from getting into so-called
bad company at the club and drinking too much.

Edward was very
good too. He made sure we experienced all aspects of the Company’s
business. The result being, after a couple of weeks, Fred and I
could be likened to old hands as far as the Company’s
administrative procedures were concerned.

One day, we
were summoned to Edward’s office for a meeting at which he
announced he now considered us fit to serve at any one of the
twelve branches outside Lagos. Neither Fred nor I could see the
significance of this curious pronouncement at first, but as Edward
continued with his little speech, the true meaning behind his words
began to emerge. He was making it clear to us that, as Europeans,
we were expected to go where we were sent and to carry on with our
work as if nothing were amiss, regardless of any civil or political
unrest that may envelop the country.

“After all,” he
pointed out, “it’s none of our business if the Nigerians want to
fight over oil revenues, is it, lads?”

Slowly we began
to understand the reason for his somewhat rambling speech. He’d
already told us, albeit by mistake, one of us would be required to
go up-country very soon. It was pretty clear to me the up-country
he was talking about was the troubled Eastern Region. Although he
had not yet specifically named the branch office he had in mind,
Edward did say he would be talking to us again on the following
Friday; at which time he would have more definite information. A
quick glance at the calendar on the wall confirmed next Friday
would be 12 May. Not quite Friday, 13, but very close. Strangely
enough, Fred and I didn’t discuss the implications of Edward’s
words after the meeting; neither did we discuss the possible
outcome of the meeting destined to take place on the twelfth. It
must have been because we each hoped for satisfaction with Edward’s
decision as to who was to do what. My private thoughts led me to
conclude it would be easier to do as I was told, regardless of
where the Company wanted to send me. Just because my current job in
Apapa happened to provide an acceptable level of satisfaction,
didn’t mean an up-country job wouldn’t. The situation could be much
better up-country, who knows? After a moment of thought, the answer
came to me. Bill would know, he knew almost everything there was to
know about Nigeria.

After locating
Bill in his little office, I proceeded to bombard him with general
questions about up-country postings. Then, without waiting for an
answer, I peppered him with more specific queries regarding Eastern
Nigeria. Bill’s reply was something of a disappointment to me.

“Hold your
horses for a moment, Ken. One question at a time, please. Let me
start by telling you I’ve never been further east than Benin City.
Having said that, I wouldn’t imagine Iboland or the Rivers area are
any different to the Western or Mid-Western Regions. You know, the
usual muck and rubbish in the towns. But the countryside may be
very pleasant. I’m not sure. The people and the politics couldn’t
be any worse than they are here, that’s for sure.”

Bill waved his
arm in a circle as if to encompass the whole of the Western
Region.

We continued
our discussion until the close of work. Then, after collecting Fred
from his section, all three of us headed for the club and a gargle,
as Bill would put it.

On our arrival
at the club, Bill told the usual crowd in the cad’s bar it was on
the cards for one of us to be posted to the east. This announcement
was greeted with catcalls and general banter. Many of the comments
indicated, though in different ways, the chosen one would be either
eaten by cannibals in Calabar or thrown into prison on charges of
espionage by the Military Governor of the Eastern Region, Colonel
Ojukwu.

We took the
ribbing well and called for a round of drinks for the three or four
regulars whom Fred and I had come to know fairly well since our
arrival. They returned the compliment and the night seemed set on
being a somewhat boozy session.

One of the
regulars told us he’d previously spent some time in the east and
proceeded to relate all sorts of stories about the region, some
credible and some not.

Dai the Water,
as everyone knew him and as his nickname would imply, was a Welsh
water engineer working for Lagos City Council. He had, by all
accounts, spent many years up-country and was generally considered
a wise old bird as far as his knowledge of Nigeria was concerned.
He was about fifty-five years old, short, round, dark and fiery,
the typical Welshman. We never did learn his last name and it was
doubtful anyone else at the club knew what he was called either.
The man was simply known to everyone as Dai the Water.

As the evening
wore on, Dai became more serious and began to tell us something of
the geography and climate of the Eastern Region, which I found
fascinating. However, when he thought some of the people around the
bar were not paying attention, he asked the steward to fetch a
blackboard and chalk. It was an intriguing request and we wondered
what he was going to do with them. The board duly appeared and was
propped up against the wall at the end of the bar. Suddenly, Dai
stood on top of a plastic beer crate and began to draw an outline
map of Nigeria. When he’d finished he called out loudly, “Now
listen to me you buggers and you might just learn something,
see.”

Bill waved his
arms about and shouted at the assembled crowd, “OK, boys. Now Dai
the Teacher is going to educate you, so pay attention, or
else.”

Dai thanked
Bill and then proceeded to describe the whole country in a lilting
Welsh accent as he filled in the detail on the blackboard.

“Right,
gentlemen. Consider, if you will, a large truncated rough-edged
wedge shape with a bulge pushing out into the sea at the bottom. As
we all know, that bulge is the Niger Delta.”

Dai looked
straight at me and said, “You did know that didn’t you, Ken?”

I nodded and
said, “Yes, sir. I did.”

Some of the
others began to hiss and boo, but Dai took control again.

“Right you lot,
listen. The northern border is 860 miles long in contrast to a
southern coastal length of only 530 miles. The whole wedge shaped
land mass is pushed over to the right, as you look at the map, by
an average of twenty degrees. The greatest distance between the sea
and the northern border is about 650 miles as the crow flies and,
don’t forget, the country is four times the size of the UK with an
area of about 357,000 square miles. The population is probably
about fifty-five million, including, God forbid, thirty thousand of
you lot. Bloody expatriates.”

One or two of
the people around the bar looked at each other and nodded. Dai
continued with the lecture.

“Lagos, as we
all know, is situated at the bottom left hand corner and Port
Harcourt, the other major port, is at the bottom right. The whole
country is then split into three geographical areas by two mighty
rivers. The Niger and the Benue.”

Dai stopped
talking for a moment to mark in the features he’d described and
then he drew a large ‘Y’ shape roughly in the middle of the outline
drawing of Nigeria to represent the two rivers.

“The Niger
River is 4,200 miles long and is the third longest river in Africa.
It enters Nigeria about two-thirds of the way up the left hand
border with Dahomy and flows to the huge delta on the coast near
Port Harcourt. The Benue flows into Nigeria about two-thirds of the
way up the right hand border with the Cameroon and meets the Niger
at Lokoja, which is situated approximately one-third of the way up
from the coast and about central east to west. Now we all know it’s
on the cards for Fred, or Ken, to go to the east and therefore I’m
going to describe that region in a little more detail. Thank you,
gentlemen.”

The little
Welshman quenched his thirst with a large swallow of beer before
continuing.

“You’ll have
gathered from what has been said the Eastern Region is bounded by
the Niger in the west and the Benue in the north, though the actual
northern border is some eighty miles south of the Benue. The sea
forms the southern limits and the Cameroon forms the eastern
border. As we all know, gentlemen, Enugu is the capital city of the
Eastern Region and Port Harcourt is its major port. Enugu is just
left of centre of the region and directly north of Port Harcourt,
with Umuahia halfway between the two. North of Enugu is the
University of Nsukka, and east of Nsukka is the large cattle ranch
at Obudu, very close to the border with Cameroon. West of Enugu is
the important town of Onitsha, where the only road bridge linking
east and west crosses the Niger. This is the gateway to
Iboland.”

Dai hesitated
for a moment to allow the facts to sink in. Then, after taking
another deep swallow from his beer glass, he continued.

“The Niger,
gentlemen, expels many millions of gallons of water and silt into
the Atlantic Ocean. So much so, over many thousands of years, a
large delta has formed. This area is covered in mangrove trees and
is generally little more than a huge swamp, some 120 miles wide and
extending inland for about 140 miles. There is, believe it or not,
an intricate network of creeks and streams in the delta that join
with other channels and rivers to make a navigable waterway the
whole way from east to west.”

There was a
burst of chatter from the ever-increasing number of people in the
audience, but Dai soon quietened them down so he could be
heard.

“The climate in
the east is similar to that of Lagos, but more severe. There are
two basic conditions: rainy season and dry season. The rainy season
starts at the end of May and lasts until the end of October,
bringing over 120 inches of rain in Calabar and about 75 inches in
Enugu. With the rain comes an almost constant temperature of about
eighty to eighty-five degrees Fahrenheit. The humidity is always
high at about ninety per cent. The dry season starts in November
and continues through to April. A short Harmattan, a cool, dry
northern wind that brings fine particles of sand from the Sahara,
prevails during December and January. Now, on that chilly note, my
friends, I’ll shut up and let you buy me some beer. I hope you
enjoyed the geography lesson and learned something from it, you
bloody ignorant lot.”

Dai took a bow
and then retired to his bar stool amid clapping and shouting from
the thirty or so people who had gathered in the bar. Even the club
stewards were applauding.

Bill stood on
the rungs of his bar stool to gain extra height and shouted over
the din, “Gentlemen, I think we owe Dai the Water a drink for his
masterful grasp of West African geography. Let’s have a kitty.”

Bill proffered
an empty peanut bowl and everyone threw in some shilling coins or
five-shilling notes. The money was then placed behind the bar and
the steward was given strict instructions it was to be used to buy
beer for Dai, as and when he made an appearance at the club. Fred
reckoned there was enough money to purchase about thirty-five
bottles of Star beer. Clearly, the kitty would keep Dai going for a
few days at least.

When things had
quietened down a little, I approached Dai to ask him about the
Ibos. His opinion of them was important to me. We sat down at a
table in the corner and Dai explained that in his view the Ibos
were, in his own words: “Clever buggers they are, boy. Known as the
Jews of Africa, see. All your artisans, clerks, cooks, and
professional people, they’re all Ibos, see. If this trouble gets
worse, the few remaining Ibos in the west will clear off back to
the east. Then we’ll all be in trouble, boy. The whole bloody
country will grind to a standstill. That’s how important the Ibos
are to the economy of this place, I can tell you.”

Fred had also
been listening to what Dai had to say about the Ibos and, although
he’d remained very quiet throughout the evening, it didn’t take a
genius to work out he was upset. I also suspected that he’d swilled
more whisky than was good for him.

Suddenly Fred’s
arm lashed out in front of him, sending his glass and a couple of
others flying off the table and across the floor. The action was so
sudden and dramatic everyone in the bar was stunned to silence.
Then Fred began to shout, “Stuff the lot of you. They won’t get me
to the bloody Eastern Region. I’ll pack it in first.”

Bill laid a
hand on his shoulder in an attempt to console him, but Fred pushed
it away and said, “I won’t be some bloody cannibal’s dinner for
anybody. I won’t go to a place where they’re about to start a load
of bloody trouble.”

I tried to calm
him down by saying, “Come on, Fred, we don’t know who’s going yet.
It might be me for all you know.”

Fred looked at
me through bloodshot eyes for several seconds. Then he spoke
clearly and without slurring. “You won’t have to go, Ken. It’s
going to be me. I can feel it in my water. I’m going to see Edward
first thing in the morning and tell him to stick his bloody
job.”

Bill managed to
talk Fred out of seeing Edward and, since we’d all consumed
sufficient alcohol, we decided to discuss the whole matter fully in
the morning. The small office in the new vehicle preparation area
would be an ideal spot. It was out of the way and Edward was
unlikely to disturb us, since he rarely ventured to the bottom end
of the workshop.

Bill, holding
his beer well as usual, loaded us safely into his Hillman
convertible. On the way home, we stopped at the Obanta Road flats
for some coffee. Bill’s steward greeted us and had the coffee ready
in minutes. The next thing I remembered was Bill shaking me gently
and saying, “Come on, my old china, time to go home.”

We were bundled
into the car again and arrived home at about midnight.

Sam placed the
chop on the table and said goodnight. Fred and I ate heartily, but
in silence. It was the first food since lunch and we were
starving.

Later, lying in
my bed listening to the air-conditioner droning away, I thought
about the evening at the club and the stories Dai the Water had
told, and found myself wishing it would be me who was to be sent to
the east. Then, the memory of all the palaver and political
nonsense came to the fore and I quickly changed my mind.

* * *

A feeling of
remarkable well-being enveloped me the following morning, which was
quite extraordinary considering the amount of beer my system had
absorbed the night before. Fred, on the other hand, looked like
death. He was not used to drinking spirits and last nights binge
had taken its toll.

At about ten,
we met in Bill’s little office as planned. Fred reiterated his
resolve not to go east or anywhere else for that matter, except
home to the UK. He told us he hated Nigeria and missed his family
tremendously. Bill and I had never seen him so low or feeling so
very sorry for himself. Bill spoke quietly to Fred for some
considerable time and mentioned his own wife and child and how he
too missed his family. He also emphasised that Fred was not the
only man in the world who had ever had to leave his family in the
UK to undertake a job in Africa.

This was the
first time I’d heard Bill mention his own family and it surprised
me a little to learn they only came out from UK for short periods
during each of Bill’s tours of duty. I wanted to ask Bill more
about his wife and daughter, but the time was not right. We had to
concentrate on trying to calm Fred down rather than being
sidetracked into discussing other subjects; despite the interest
they may have held.

Bill continued
to speak to Fred like a Dutch uncle. As a result, he soon had him
feeling much better. Later, when all the talking had ceased, Fred
realised he’d been somewhat over-emotional and apologised to us
both, indicating it was probably last night’s binge that had made
him so outspoken and miserable. We agreed to forget the whole
incident and await the outcome of our meeting with Edward on
Friday, which was the day after tomorrow, or ‘next tomorrow’, as
the Africans would say.

* * *

On Thursday
night, Bill, Fred and I, recently renamed the Three Musketeers by
many of the Europeans at the Company, had dinner at Bill’s place.
Later, we’d planned to join some other friends at the flats.

Bill provided
us with some excellent chop. It was so good Fred and I decided to
give Bill’s steward a suitable dash to show our appreciation of the
food. We both handed Ebenezer a five-shilling note and thanked him
for the superb meal. He was highly delighted and suggested Bill
should bring us for chop more often. Whilst Ebenezer was washing up
in the kitchen, Bill playfully castigated us for trying to corrupt
his steward. We chuckled for several minutes over this, before
saying goodnight to Ebenezer and proceeding to the top flat for an
evening of television with Angus and Morag McDonald. Thinking about
it later, Bill’s steward was probably closing early for the first
time in months. No wonder he wanted us to come again.

Angus McDonald
was the Company’s training school instructor. Like Bill and the
other Company engineers, he lived at the Obanta Road flats with his
wife. There were just the two of them occupying the top left hand
flat. Morag was an extremely pleasant young woman with a touch of
the schoolmarm about her, and she made no secret of her disapproval
of the amount of time we spent at the club. She was right of
course, but we particularly enjoyed the club and the company that
could always be found there.

It was nice to
sit in a flat with all the little ornaments and knick-knacks that
make a home homely. It’s the woman’s touch; it never fails. Men
rarely bother to put out ornaments or hang pictures on the wall
when they live alone in temporary accommodation. This is because
lone men on an overseas posting are often more mobile than the
family man. The company they work for will have no compunction
about using them freely for relief duty in other branches when the
regular managers are due for leave. Consequently, ornaments and
knick-knacks become a burden to pack and unpack for the lone man.
From a personal point of view, I still didn’t consider the transit
flat to be my home. Neither did Fred, so there was very little
point in us putting knick-knacks and ornaments out, even if we had
any.

We quickly
discovered that the television programmes were a complete waste of
time and the set was soon switched off. Nigeria was the first
country in Africa to have television and, indeed, Western Nigeria
Television (WNTV) was the first in Nigeria. Unfortunately, most of
the programmes it transmitted were either very old BBC Television
recordings or old American films and were hardly worth the bother
of watching. The remainder of the programmes were live, locally
produced and performed in the Yoruba language. Consequently, it was
very difficult for us to appreciate them fully. When these points
were combined with the fact the electricity was off more often than
it was on, there was very little advantage in hiring or buying a
television set in the first place.

With the set
switched off, we sat drinking beer and chatting. Inevitably, the
subject of the political situation soon came to the fore. Angus was
something of an expert on local politics and we each listened
carefully whilst he gave us a summary of the latest events. When
he’d finished, I was even more convinced there really was a serious
threat of civil war between the Ibos and the rest of the country.
After the usual questions, Angus went on to explain that the
northerners – the Hausas and the Fulanis – wouldn’t stand for any
nonsense from the Ibos and would only need the slightest
provocation to start killing them again.

“After all,” he
said, “they did away with many thousands of Ibos only last year
without batting an eyelid.”

He also
mentioned, a mite too casually for my liking, that after the second
coup, when northern officers overthrew an Ibo led military
administration, a death list had been found with the names and
addresses of the most prominent Europeans in the country carefully
recorded upon it. Apparently, the listed people had been due for
immediate liquidation because of their alleged political activities
and affiliations. This snippet of information worried me a little.
For when all was said and done, the politics of Nigeria were no
longer the white man’s palaver. Why should the Ibos have included
Europeans on their death lists, I wondered.

“I hear Charlie
McKay has resigned,” volunteered Angus, “and he’s asked Edward to
allow him out of the east as soon as possible. I dare say one of
you two will have to go to Enugu to replace him.” As Angus was
speaking, so Morag was nudging him in the ribs. Clearly, she didn’t
wish to worry Fred or myself, especially after talk of death lists
and the like.

“Well that
settles it,” said Fred. “There’s no way I’m going to Enugu or
anywhere else. It’s bad enough being here in Lagos.”

We all turned
to look at Fred, and Bill sighed loudly before explaining again
that if Fred didn’t go to the east then Edward would simply send me
instead. Then in a more cheerful tone, Bill said, “All this talk of
war and palaver, it can’t do anyone any good. Let’s go to the club
and have a night-cap.”

“Good idea,
Bill,” said Angus as he got up from the sofa pulling his wife up
with him.

Fred remained
very quiet as we all piled into Bill’s old Hillman and shot off
along Obanta Road to the club nearby.

Angus and Morag
sat next to Bill on the bench seat in the front of the car and
cuddled each other all the way to the club. It made me feel just a
little awkward and sad, especially when I began to think of my wife
three thousand miles away in the UK.

By the time
we’d ordered our drinks, all conversation had ceased. The Three
Musketeers had run out of funny quips and jokes, and we simply sat
there looking into our beer. No doubt, we were all thinking of home
and our loved ones. I certainly was. It was not fair to blame Angus
or Morag, but it had been their show of affection for each other
that had dampened our spirits. Later, as Bill drove Fred and me
back to the transit flat, he adeptly summarised our conclusions on
the evening by saying in a half-joking tone, “Have you ever
noticed, every time a bloody woman comes on the scene it buggers up
a good night’s drinking?”

The following
day, as Fred and I walked through the main gate, Sergeant Musa
greeted us. He gave us the usual smart salute and told us, in his
very formal way, that the GSM wished to see us right away. He then
did a very strange thing. He turned to me and said he was sorry
Nigeria was going through a bad patch now, but he was sure it would
all be sorted out very soon. My reply reflected his feelings on the
subject, but stressed that he could in no way be held responsible
for all the palaver in Nigeria.

“But I am to
blame in a way, sir,” retorted Sergeant Musa. “Had I stayed in the
army and tried to knock some sense into these young officers, then
perhaps the problems would not have existed. When we had British
officers, there was none of this tribalism. It is destroying our
country, sir. The only hope we have is for Her Majesty to intervene
and stop Ojukwu in his bid for secession.”

I could think
of no appropriate reply except to nod slowly, make my excuses and
walk away in the direction of the GSM’s office. As we walked, Fred
grabbed my arm and said urgently, “Why was old Musa talking to you
like that; apologising for all the palaver and all that stuff about
the Queen?”

“I don’t know,
Fred. Perhaps he knows something we don’t.”

Edward met us
at the door to his office and invited us in.

“How are you
both this morning? Fit? Well? Good, the coffee is on its way.
Nothing like coffee to chase the cobwebs away in the mornings is
there?”

We both knew
Edward was feeling tense. He always talked too much when he had
something difficult or unpleasant to say. We sat down and wondered
what was coming next.

When his
secretary had served the coffee and departed, Fred immediately got
up from his chair and stood in front of Edward’s desk. All I could
do was take a deep breath and pray for him to keep quiet. Of
course, he didn’t; instead, he began to rant at Edward.

“Now listen to
me, Edward. I’m not going to the east for you, the general manager
or anybody. So you’d better cancel me out of any plans you may have
in that direction.”

Fred began
pouring out all the old arguments, and it was clear from the
expression on Edward’s face he was livid at such an outburst. At an
appropriate moment, Edward stood up and shouted, “Sit down, Fred,
for God’s sake. Nobody has asked you to go anywhere have they?
Instead of bawling and shouting at me, why don’t you wait your turn
and let me do the talking around here?”

My mouth
remained closed. However, it did cross my mind that Fred had been a
little premature in his outburst. He should have waited for Edward
to say his piece before jumping in at the deep end.

Edward eyed us
both angrily for a moment and then he began to speak.

“I was going to
spend some time explaining the reasons for the decision I’ve
reached, but there’s no point now. So here it is, no frills. Fred,
you’re staying put, which will please you no end I’m sure. Ken,
you’re going to Enugu to relieve Charlie McKay.”

Even though the
decision had been half expected, it didn’t prevent me from being
taken aback somewhat. As the information began to sink in, my hands
started to sweat and I decided to protest.

“Bloody hell,
Edward. What about all this talk of rebellion and white men on
chopping lists and Biafra and everything?”

Edward managed
a smile and then said, “Oh, come off it, Ken. You don’t really
think they know you from Adam, do you? How can you be on anyone’s
death list? You’ve only been in the country for five minutes, and
anyway, all that nonsense was last year after the second coup.”

Since there was
no answer forthcoming from me, he continued talking.

“Charlie McKay
has been there for ages and he has his family with him, so there’s
nothing to worry a young chap like you.”

A sudden
thought entered my head and I voiced it immediately.

“Just a minute,
Edward. The whole point is, this McKay bloke is coming out and I’m
going in. Just as all the bloody trouble is about to start.”

Edward
tut-tutted and said, “You’ve been listening to all those old
buggers at the club again. I don’t think it will come to a fight
and even if it does, it will be over in five minutes. They don’t
have the nerve for it, the Ibo; especially against the northerners,
and you can bet your bush boots these Yorubas will keep right out
of any fighting if it comes to it.”

I thought about
what had been said for a moment and concluded that Edward was
probably right. Everyone who had expressed an opinion to me was
convinced the Yorubas would back away from anything that hinted at
physical violence. The biggest problem, according to the pundits,
was the Hausas. They would fight the Ibos given half a chance, and
they were good at it too. They had a long tradition of soldiering
with the British when Nigeria was a colony. I thought about
Sergeant Musa and concluded he would certainly give the Ibos a
bashing, despite his age. The sound of Edward’s voice calling my
name interfered with my train of thought.

“Ken. Ken, are
you with us? You should be ready to leave on Sunday. You’d better
see the carpenter right away and ask him to make you a load box; he
knows the form. The box will be quit valuable too. He makes them
from best mahogany, you know. It’s as cheap here as pine is at
home, and don’t forget to dash him. Ten shillings will do.”

My further
protestations at having to leave so soon were met with a steely
gaze and an explanation that McKay was now well overdue for leave
and had been making quite a fuss about his replacement. Resigned to
my fate, I said, “Presumably someone will give me a lift to the
airport on Sunday and whom do I see about the air ticket,
Edward?”

He eyed me
carefully over his glasses and said slowly, “Only general managers
and up-country personnel travel by air. There’s a brand new
UK-built 88-inch wheelbase Land-Rover station wagon due for
delivery to Enugu, and I’ve delayed its departure for you.”

“Whaaaat? I am
up-country personnel; you have just confirmed it, Edward. Why can’t
I go by air?”

“You’re
headquarters personnel at the moment,” said Edward calmly. “You
won’t be up-country personnel until you actually get to Enugu.
Don’t worry; you’ll have one of our own drivers to take you there.
You won’t have to rely on a casual driver.”

Highly
irritated at being caught in a ‘Catch 22’ situation, I tried
not to let it show.

“How bloody far
is this Enugu place from here then, Edward?”

Edward tried
not to notice my belligerence and replied very calmly, “Oh, about
350 miles. It depends on how much of a detour you have to make
because of bad roads.”

“Bloody hell,
Edward, 350 miles in a bloody 88-inch station wagon. I won’t be
able to sit down for a week, particularly if the roads are
bad.”

“You’re lucky,
my lad,” he retorted. “The rains have only just started. Another
week or so and the roads will be completely washed away in certain
areas.”

My irritation
ensured a continuous stream of questions and belligerent discussion
until I could think of nothing further to say about my transfer to
Enugu. Fred had remained silent throughout my exchange with Edward.
No doubt, he was feeling somewhat guilty over the whole
business.

* * *

When the old
carpenter heard my request for a load box, he grinned from ear to
ear and said, “Ah, ha, dem go pack you for dissy Iboland, na
so?”

His words
amazed me. How did he find out so quickly? Clearly, my best pidgin
was called for.

“How you go
sabby dissy ting, baba? Na dissy GSM him only talk me Iboland na
short time before.”

His weathered
old face cracked into a wide grin as he said, “Ah, masta. We Africa
pepol, we dey sabby many ting dem white man him neffa sabby. When
you go come dissy Nigeria-side, make I sabby dissy GSM him go pack
you to dissy Iboland, one-time.”

I’d learned
during my short time on the Coast that the older Africans loved to
create an aura of mystery over anything they thought they could get
away with. Quite clearly, the old boy had been talking to Edward’s
secretary, which would also explain Sergeant Musa’s strange
conversation earlier on. The incident illustrated why it was
necessary for the directors of the Company to employ European
secretaries.

The old
carpenter demanded half his dash money immediately. It was
necessary, he said, to ensure he could start work on my load box
right away. The balance would be paid on Saturday afternoon when,
as he’d promised, the box would be completed. Leaving the old boy
to get on with his work, I made my way down to Bill’s little office
to break the news of my imminent departure to him.

“Well,” said
Bill, after hearing my news, “all I can say is, the piss-up’s on
you tonight, boy.”

He then placed
his hand on my shoulder and said in a more serious and sombre tone,
“Don’t worry, Ken, you’ll be OK. You’ve enough about you to survive
for years in dissy Nigeria.”

 


 


 


 


Chapter
V

Go East Young
Man!




Fred, Bill and
I had a great time at the club on the Friday evening before my
departure to the east. However, on this occasion I made a point of
drinking in moderation to ensure no dreadful hangover on Saturday
morning. It was my intention to be up early to see to the packing
of my things and several other personal details, such as the
transfer of my bank account from Apapa to Enugu and perhaps some
last minute shopping.
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