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Hiring a Car and Driver Through a Local Travel Service
Ghana is a small country in West Africa, a part of what formerly was called the Third World. These days, it’s more often referred to as a developing country or a less developed country by economists and development organizations. But whatever you choose to call it, Ghana is undeniably a very poor nation.
Her cities are not beautiful. Buildings are constructed with low quality materials and mostly seem to be in a state of decline. Nobody goes to Ghana to photograph the sun setting over the romantic sea of rusted tin rooftops found in every city and town.
Sidewalks, if there are any, are broken and uneven, holes are uncovered, garbage is not collected, recycling a dream for the future. Urban life in Ghana is crowded, polluted and chaotic.
Most of her citizens live in crushing poverty. An amazingly large portion of the population in 2009 still live in mud huts with thatched roofs, just as their ancestors did two hundred years ago, with no plumbing and no electricity.
Even in large towns or in urban areas where electricity is available, it isn't available all the time. Power outages are common. Ghana has enough electricity for its own needs, but many citizens are so poor that they would have a difficult time paying an electric bill. The government, unable to raise sufficient funds in taxes on its citizens, many of whom live on subsistence farming, sells portions of its electrical output to neighboring countries as a source of income.
The main roads are in fairly good shape, but there are still a great deal of frequently traveled routes that are unpaved. Two of Ghana's premier tourist attractions — Mole National Park and the hippo reserve at Wechiau — can only be reached by dirt roads. Traffic congestion is a major problem in Ghana's cities. Neither problem is likely to be resolved any time soon. It takes money to build and maintain roads, money that Ghana doesn’t have.
It’s not easy to do business or get things done. Regulatory agencies don’t exist or are in their infancy. Services and amenities are often unavailable or poorly executed. Even Ghana’s luxury hotels do not match upscale hotels in the developed tier of nations.
Despite its disadvantages, Ghana has some beautiful beaches and offers many opportunities for adventure tourism, ecotourism and wildlife viewing. Some of the villages in more remote locations are working with NGOs to become eco villages. In eco villages visitors are welcomed and encouraged to photograph freely. Attracting visitors may be a chance — sometimes their only chance — for future jobs and income.

Ghana’s greatest asset is her people. Of all the West African countries, Ghana’s reputation for hospitality, friendliness and helpfulness to strangers is the most widely known. Unlike the heavily touristed countries of Europe, many people in Ghana's small towns and villages have not had much or even any contact with travelers. Ghanaians are a very friendly people, and they are happy to see visitors. They are interested in them. This makes traveling in Ghana a pleasure, no matter what the inconveniences along the way. And the fact that most people speak English, even if it’s a slightly different flavor than what you’re used to, makes it easier to get around than in some of the other West African nations.
Ghana is a great place to visit if you leave your developed world expectations behind. Expect things not to work, and prepare to be good humored about it. It'll make a great story later. Expect things not to be available or not to go exactly the way you intended. Have patience, smile and choose another option. Ghana is a different kind of adventure.
To appreciate Ghana, you should take every opportunity possible to talk to her people. Ghanaians are happy to talk with and assist people who are interested in them, their culture and their country. A smile and a bit of conversation can open doors. It did for me.
Ghanaians, despite their poverty, possess an amazing joy for life. They have a well developed sense of humor. They are fun to be around. If they know you for five minutes, they will call you brother or sister. They are ready to share a meal with you, even if they don’t have enough for themselves. This is the way of Ghanaian culture.
There are many reasons to visit Ghana. Opportunities for wildlife viewing abound in the national parks and challenging to get to remote wilderness areas in the North, the monkey sanctuaries, crocodile ponds and sea turtle conservation areas. If handicrafts interest you, there are villages which specialize in cloth making, wood carving, basket weaving, bead making and the sewing of traditional clothes. Visitors are always welcomed.
There are also opportunities to see villages where people live in traditional houses, such as the painted villages in the Tamale region and the village on stilts at Nzulezu. And there are the slave castles on the coast, the sober reminder of a dark chapter in mankind’s history.
I went to Ghana because I’d been there once before, only briefly, and I wanted to see more. Ghana is not expensive, and things don’t always work the way you think they should, but that's half the fun. Ghana is always an adventure. But most of all, I went to Ghana because I have an enduring fondness for West Africa and her people, warts and all.
I went to Ghana with a long list of places I wanted to see, including some of the more remote northern regions where there are wild animals and traditional villages. I wanted to photograph the production process of some of the many local products that are made without the benefit of mechanization. I also had friends to visit.
I came home with another list, one of things that I didn’t have time to see or would like to have spent more time exploring. Then I did some more research on what I had seen and found out about some places that I wish I’d seen. More to add to the list.
My second list is as long, if not longer, than the first one. Ghana, I’ll be back.
I made a friend on the flight to Accra. That’s very unusual for me, but since the flight was carrying mostly Ghanaians, my chances increased tremendously. My seatmate, Emmanuel, was a young Ghanaian who had recently established an NGO. NGOs (nongovernmental organizations) are private organizations that are often involved in development work. We had some great conversations and a lot of laughs. As we were waiting to disembark, we exchanged business cards.
Kotoka International Airport uses portable stairways rolled up to the plane doors to let passengers on and off. The air was soft, warm and slightly sticky but not uncomfortable as I got off the plane and descended the staircase. It was 6:50 p.m. and already dark. As Ghana is near the equator, the sun sets year round at about 6:00.
Passengers were trundled to the terminal in a shuttle bus, where we got in line for passport control. It was good that Emmanuel and I had exchanged business cards on the plane, as he went through the Ghana Nationals line in a wink.
I, on the other hand, got into a line that turned out to be painfully slow. As I did, I made another friend. DJ was a blond 20-something missionary from Virginia with a pleasant drawl. He asked if I’d mind hanging back and going through all the procedures with him. He seemed a little anxious, lacking the confidence of a seasoned traveler, so I said sure. We had a pleasant chat while waiting in the slowest line in the world and were the last ones to go through passport control.
The passport control man asked me where I was staying. I explained I was going to tour Ghana and not stay in one place. I reeled off the names of the towns and villages I was going to visit. A big smile came over his face.
"You know Ghana very well. You are welcome!"
In Kotoka’s baggage pickup area, there is a Forex foreign exchange bureau which was still open when we finally got there and one ATM machine. I got money at the ATM while DJ changed his at the Forex window.
It must have been over an hour after landing by the time we collected our bags, went through customs and approached the area where people were waiting for arriving passengers. I had prearranged with my hotel for a driver to pick me up, but if you travel much in West Africa, you learn never to count on anything. I hoped he was there, but if not, I’d have to take my chances with a taxi. There are two chances you take with a taxi: that you’ll get tremendously overcharged and that the driver may not know the location of your hotel. I had read horror stories about that on internet forums, so I made sure to bring a map with directions to the hotel with me.
To my surprise, Emmanuel was waiting for me after I passed through customs. He had found my hotel driver, who had a sign with my name on it, and had assured the man I was on my way. This is the kind of hospitality and friendliness Ghanaians are known for. We had time for a quick hug, then Emmanuel was off. DJ soon found his contact person in the crowd waiting for him, and after a handshake, we parted company. Anthony was my driver. He took my bag, and we headed for the parking lot across the street.
I was happy to be in West Africa again. Standing on the sidewalk waiting for Anthony to pay the parking fee, I was smiling just because I was there. I tend to smile a lot when I’m on vacation, because it’s always fun to be somewhere else. But this was different. Because I had lived in Togo for two years, Ghana was familiar yet unfamiliar. It was tropical like Togo. The trees and the plants were the same. The buildings were constructed in the same way. The loud music that escaped from cars and stores was the same kind as they like in Togo, and the people dressed the same. The women had head wraps and colorful wraparound skirts. Even though my immediate surroundings were unfamiliar, there was an air of coming home about it. I just liked it. A few passersby smiled at me when they saw the lone white person among all the Ghanaians. They greeted me in the usual Ghanaian way:
"You are welcome!"
I’d never been greeted by strangers in Europe like that and never will. It’s just not the European culture. Besides, they get hordes of tourists every year. To be greeted warmly wherever you go in Ghana is very nice. It makes you feel good and charitable. It makes you enjoy being around people.
As Anthony was loading my bag into the car, a couple of men whose purpose was not entirely clear asked if I could give them a little something. I asked them to wait a moment and went to the back of the SUV to ask Anthony about it.
People in Ghana don’t hesitate to ask tourists for money. Sometimes it’s a person who is handicapped, sometimes not. Sometimes they target tourists, sometimes they will ask Ghanaians or tourists alike. If you plan to visit Ghana, get ready for this and remember that this is a nation of extremely poor people. You have a lot more than they do.
I figured they were like the people who wash your windshield at a stoplight and don’t ask permission, hoping for a few coins. Although they weren’t employees of the parking lot, they might watch the car or direct you out of your parking space. Jobs are hard to find here, and people do whatever they can for money. Africa isn't the only place where this kind of entrepreneurship goes on. It also happens in Mexico and the US. It’s not insidious, and it's not a scam. It’s just poor people trying to make a little money honestly. These kinds of unofficial and unsolicited services give them the dignity of earning a little money without begging. Having lived in West Africa before, I had observed locals tipping people like these for small services such as this, so I didn’t feel like I was being targeted as the rich foreigner. I just wanted to know what was the proper amount to give them.
Anthony confirmed that one or two cedis would make them happy. At the time, two cedis wasn’t much over a dollar. Since I had just gotten cash from the ATM machine, I didn’t have any small bills and had to give them a five-cedi note, about $3. Oh, well. It was no big deal to me, and the two men were grateful.
Driving through the darkened streets of downtown Accra, numerous Obama billboards were still on display, months after his official visit. After we cruised past the third one, I was curious. I had read news articles about the popularity of the presidential visit, but I wanted to find out from the man on the street what it had been like.
"So, Anthony, how was Obama received by Ghanaians?"
"Oh! We made him too much welcome! It was like Jesus came."
I howled. Ghanaian humor and Ghanaian flavored English are wonderful. All over West Africa it’s common to use "too much" to mean "a lot." If you like something a lot, you’d say "I like it too much." Anthony wasn’t being sarcastic or critical. He was just saying in a Ghanaian way that Obama received far more than the usual warm welcome.
By 9:25 p.m., I had arrived at the very attractive Afia African Villages Hotel, a cluster of bungalows at the beach with lush tropical landscaping. Unfortunately, when I got there, I didn’t have any small bills to tip Anthony or the young man who carried my bags to my room. I bought some bottled water from the bar so I could get change, tracked the guys down and gave them their tips. I didn’t want to start off my vacation by stiffing some very nice people.
At the open air hotel restaurant, I enjoyed a light supper of groundnut (peanut) soup with a glass of white wine while listening to the waves. Ocean breezes made it very pleasant, and no mosquitos bothered me, even though I hadn’t yet applied any repellent.
Soon afterwards I was drifting off to sleep in an incredibly comfortable bed. The next morning I would meet Stanley, my driver for the ten-day road tour.
I had a very good night’s sleep. The hotel is far enough from the craziness of downtown Accra to be quiet and peaceful, yet close enough to be convenient if you need to go anywhere. However, it’s not close enough to much of anything to walk there, especially on a sunny day. Had I been staying in Accra for several days, I would have likely chosen a hotel which had restaurants and stores within walking distance. But for a one-night stay, Afia was fine.
The room was spacious. There was a TV, a fridge and a nice sisal mat next to the bed, good for scraping the sand off your feet. My room was just a few steps from the beach. I was glad I hadn’t paid extra for a room right on the beach. A thicket of palm trees planted right in front of them obscured much of the view.
I had gotten up early, so I went down to the shore. The beach wasn’t terribly attractive here. As elsewhere in Ghana, there was litter, not huge amounts of it, but litter all the same. Further down, a drain pipe yawned out over the sand, dribbling its untreated contents into the ocean.

Even at this early hour, there were people – mostly young men – walking or jogging on the sand. A few were paddling around in the water. After a short walk, I had my fill of this uninviting beach but still had an hour before Stanley was due to arrive. I spent it in the hotel’s internet cafe. I didn’t remember seeing an internet cafe among the amenities advertised on their website, so it was a nice surprise. The equipment was new and the connection fast, which was an even better surprise.
I had arranged a tour through Jolinaiko Eco Tours, a Ghanaian tour company I found online. They specialize in low budget tours. I was traveling alone, and their prices were very reasonable. I arranged for a driver and a four-wheel drive vehicle and let them know what I wanted to see. They made suggestions and arranged most of the accommodations. I had prearranged a one-night stay at Afia African Villages and one night at Big Milly’s in Kokrobite, but they made all the rest of the hotel reservations.
Stanley, my driver for the next ten days, arrived an hour early, but no one at the hotel told me he was there. He was supposed to meet me at 8:30 a.m., but anyone who’s been in West Africa knows that that could mean 8:30 GMT (Ghana Maybe Time). I was pleasantly surprised that he was early. Had anyone told me, I would have cut short my internet time.
Before taking off in the Land Rover, we talked about what I was interested in and what sorts of things I wanted to photograph. The first item on my list was to check out the fantasy coffins in Nungua, one of Accra’s suburbs. I had seen a workshop on the internet where coffins were made according to what type of job or interest the deceased had had in life. If you were a fisherman, your coffin might be in the shape of a fish. If you were a shoemaker, it might be a boot or a shoe. It was a photo opportunity my dreams are made of.
We went to the place where the coffin workshop was supposed to be, but it was no longer there. Stanley stopped and called the office to confirm the location. Then he asked someone on the street about it and was told the coffin maker had moved to Nsawam. That wasn’t all that far away, but with the Accra traffic, Stanley figured it would take us maybe an hour and a half to get there.
We got stuck in one traffic jam after another. Stanley tried several different streets, but it was no good. Since we were going slowly or sitting in traffic, I took the opportunity to take photos out the window.
Stanley said it was better if I took photos from the car rather than getting out and taking them because people could cause us a problem. He told me that Ghanaians are embarrassed and ashamed of their poverty, and that’s why they often don’t like tourists taking their pictures. They are afraid tourists will use the photos to mock them once they return home.
That was sad. It’s not tremendously surprising that they would think that because that is the sort of thing they do to each other. They don’t realize it’s not the sort of thing everyone does. I wish I could convince the Ghanaian people that that’s not the reason tourists take pictures. I take pictures of people and everything else everywhere I go on vacation. Where I travel everything is different from where I live, and I want to share that with my friends. I take pictures because I want to remember the people I met along the way, and because I like taking pictures. Making fun of people just isn’t part of the plan.
When I photograph people, I take the view that if you’re out in public, you’re fair game. If I can take a photograph that is unintrusive from far away, I’m certainly not going to ask for permission first. The moment I’m trying to capture would be long gone. But if I want a portrait which requires me to get up close and personal, I ask first. I find my request is more likely to be granted if I talk to the person a little beforehand.
Ghanaians like to look their best, especially for photographs, so if they’re working they might say no to a photograph. Can’t say I blame them. Who wants to have their picture taken when they’re dirty and sweaty?
Children mostly liked it if they saw me point my camera at them. What was great fun, when I was out of the car and talking to them, was showing them their photo on the camera right after I took it. That usually caused screams of excitement and laughter.
It was slow going, trying to get through the Accra traffic. This wasn’t commuter traffic. It was normal, everyday traffic. The reason for the long lines of cars everywhere we turned is lack of planning, according to a friend of mine who is an Accra resident. Accra has grown tremendously in the last decade, but road systems lag behind residential development. Government officials don’t have the habit of planning ahead. It’s not yet ingrained in the culture.
Most of the streets I saw in Accra were only two lanes. For the number of cars in the Accra metro area, that is overwhelmingly inadequate. There might be only a few paved roads in each neighborhood, and most of the rest would be dirt. Adding to the congestion were several major road construction projects.
After lunch and a couple of hours of more traffic, we finally were near Nsawam where the coffin maker’s workshop had relocated. It was a big disappointment. There were only a few coffins in the showroom, none of which were particularly exciting. Aside from a few which were made like a wrench and a machete, the rest were typical box coffins. Stanley and I went across the street to the workshop, but there was no one there and nothing was being worked on. We couldn’t even find anyone around who worked there. The coffin visit was a dead end.
Since there was still plenty of time before we needed to be at Big Milly’s in Kokrobite, I thought I’d do a little shopping at the Arts Centre. There are few monuments or tourist attractions in Accra. Most people leave for the sites elsewhere as soon as they arrive. But the Arts Centre is a good place for shopping, if local arts and crafts are your thing.

We headed back downtown, where I observed quite a sight. A soccer fan, naked except for a thong, had painted his entire body in team colors. His upper torso was made to look like a jersey, and a large eye was painted on each buttock. Even Stanley thought that was pretty amazing. It was almost worth suffering through all the traffic.
We pulled into the Arts Centre parking lot. Its official name is Centre for National Culture, but it’s frequently called simply the Arts Centre. The building is a tin-roofed shed with dozens of tiny booths in the interior where vendors display their wares. It’s a one-stop souvenir shopping center for tourists. You can get really good quality locally-made Ghanaian clothing, kente cloth, leather sandals, masks, drums, beads, you name it. I didn’t think prices were unreasonable at all. Just don't be shy about bargaining.
It has become a hassle to shop here, though. Once people see a tourist coming through, every shopkeeper in the place will start hollering at you to come in and see their shop. You’ll be inundated with people running up to you with shirts, cloth or anything similar to whatever you last looked at or touched, trying to make a sale. They’re actually trying to be helpful and don’t understand that that sort of thing is exhausting and makes most people want to run out of there and never come back. This time it was a lot worse than I remember from the last time I shopped here eleven years ago.

I bought a tunic for a friend and a boubou (a traditional style West African woman’s dress) for myself, then I was ready to get out. I would have browsed longer and probably bought more things if not for all the pressure.
Having temporarily satisfied my shopping quota, it was time to head to Kokrobite (ko-KRO-bi-tay), some 19 kilometers (12 miles) away. I had a reservation at Big Milly’s, a beach hotel that featured drumming and dance troupe performances on Friday nights. I was looking forward to the show.
Before we could do that, however, we had a slight vehicle emergency: the brake fluid was rapidly draining out of the reservoir. I noticed Stanley pumping the brakes.
"Is there a problem with the brakes?"
"Yes, but I know someone who can fix it."
Stanley got us safely to a mechanic somewhere in the bowels of Accra, who figured out the problem in minutes. It was something that had to do with a seal that had gone bad. Some sealer was applied, which was supposed to hold us over for a few days. Stanley assured me that he could get the part needed to make the repair in a town near Axim. The sealer worked, and in about fifteen minutes we were on our way again.
By this time it was 4:00 p.m., and commuter traffic was stacking up. We were again reduced to a crawl, so it was time for more pictures. I looked around and began noting what was particularly Ghanaian that I wouldn’t see back home.
Anywhere that traffic is heavy or is forced to slow down or stop, vendors are selling things to people in the cars. Often it’s food or drink, handy if you’re a passenger in a bus or taxi and have a long way to go. But you’ll see almost anything for sale on someone’s head.
I observed that most of the time if a food item is sold, it’s sold by women. Nonfood items are more often sold by men. Any food item that has to be cooked or processed in any way is sold by women because it’s women who do the cooking, and if you’re Ghanaian, you don’t trust anyone else to sell your products and not cheat you.

Considering the way most people drive here, it was nerve wracking to see the numbers of people walking between moving cars, even if most of the vehicles were moving slowly. Pedestrians have no right of way, so if you get hit, it’s your tough luck. Stanley nearly hit a woman crossing a little too slowly in front of us, as he was busy complaining about other people not paying attention.
After another hour of crawl and go traffic, we arrived in Kokrobite just as darkness fell. Kokrobite is a small fishing village not far from Accra. It’s the home of the Academy of African Music and Arts, and thus attracts musicians. It also attracts a lot of rastafarians, or at least a lot of dreadlocked young men who like to smoke weed. Kokrobite is popular with the backpacking crowd. Its beaches are known for the hassle that you’ll get from people trying to sell you things, if you’re a tourist. It’s also known as a place where there are a fair amount of pickpockets and thieves. When Stanley saw that I had this town on my itinerary, he tried to talk me out of coming.
"You might not like this place. There are rasta men all over the place, smoking weed," he said, with disgust. "And people have had problems on the beach with thieves. I took some people there before, and they didn’t like it."
Since my main reason for going was to see a drumming and dance performance at Big Milly’s and wasn’t to go to the beach, I wanted to go anyway. Besides, the photos on the Big Milly website looked like it was a charming place.
It was getting dark when we rolled into the parking lot at Big Milly’s beach resort. At first glance, it was as delightful as it looked on the website. Palm trees were everywhere, and cute guest houses were connected by sidewalks with seashells embedded in them. There were a number of buildings around, but nothing looked like the reception area. Eventually someone waved us in the direction of the far end of the compound, so we went down there. Nothing was marked reception, and the building that we thought might be the reception was locked. No one was around.
We returned to the parking area and tried to find someone who looked like they worked there and might be helpful. It wasn’t easy. Someone eventually very unenthusiastically followed us down to the reception area. By that time, Wendy, one of the owners, was there. I confirmed my reservation and got my key.
My driver, however, was told by the unenthusiastic guy "we’re full." And that was all. I waited a few seconds to see if he was going to offer Stanley any suggestions or alternatives. I knew from having visited their website that Big Milly’s had dormitory sleeping arrangements, but the guy never bothered to mention it to Stanley. So I did. There was no apology to Stanley for the oversight. Stanley went to check it out and decided a bed in a room with several other guys was okay for one night.
Next we needed dinner. By now it was pretty dark, and the grounds were very poorly lit. I had mentioned to Stanley earlier in the day that I wanted to buy a flashlight. Cheap plastic flashlights are available almost everywhere, but we hadn’t really made a special effort to find one. Stanley didn’t think I needed one at all. Although most of his advice had been reliable, this time he was wrong.
We went to the outdoor kitchen, which had a chalkboard menu propped up against a nearby fence, but it was too dark to read it. A different bored young man wanted to know what we wanted for dinner. I told him I couldn’t read the sign because it was so dark. I thought since he actually worked there, he might be familiar with what was on the menu and possibly help us out by suggesting something. But he wasn’t helpful at all. Stanley tried using a tiny light on his cellphone to illuminate the board, but it wasn’t enough. I finally ordered chicken and rice, which is available pretty much anywhere. Stanley ordered something else which I can’t remember, but it was a local dish that was also available in nearly any Ghanaian restaurant.
The next problem was, there was nowhere to sit. Not far from the kitchen were some picnic-type wooden tables, but there were no benches or chairs. The only place where there were tables and chairs was far across the yard on the other side of the bar. None of the employees at Big Milly’s gave us a clue about where we were supposed to sit or what we were supposed to do. Finally one of the girls in the kitchen said she’d bring us our food. Stanley and I found ourselves an empty table, looked at each other and rolled our eyes. So far, I couldn’t fault Stanley’s suggestion not to come here.
After ten or fifteen minutes, it was clear no one from the bar was going to serve us, so we went to the bar to order drinks. I ordered a fruit cocktail that was prominently advertised on the wall.
"It’s not possible," the bartender said in a bored tone of voice. That likely meant they were out of something, and that happens. But he didn’t bother to suggest an alternative.
"Okay," I said, "so, what is possible?"
Behind the bartender were bottles and bottles of different types of alcohol, plus there was a cooler with a glass door, behind which were several varieties of beer and soft drinks.
"Coke," said the bartender.
I was astounded. All that alcohol available, and he couldn’t even tell me one mixed drink that was available. He didn’t even suggest a beer! Clearly good service was not one of the attractions at Big Milly’s. I took the Coke, and Stanley got a soft drink. We returned to our table and rolled our eyes at each other again. We couldn’t believe the crappy service at this place.
After about twenty minutes, we began to notice other people going to the kitchen and picking up their plates of food. It was obvious by then that if we waited for someone to serve us, we’d be on a starvation diet, so Stanley went to the kitchen to see what was going on. If it was supposed to be buffet style, someone should have told us that in the first place. In a few minutes, Stanley came back with our plates. Stanley said his food was undercooked. Mine was okay, but not great.
Stanley was quite flabbergasted that a hotel would require guests to pick up their own food and not be served, and he made several indignant comments about it during the meal. I was amazed at the continued popularity of the place, given the lack of attention to its clientele.
Stanley also had another observation: many of the young white tourist women were hooking up with the village rasta guys. I hadn’t been paying attention, so enraptured was I of the hotel’s service. I came out of my reverie and looked around. He was right. There were a number of rasta guys hanging around the bar, clearly not hotel guests, each one of them with a white girl hanging all over him.
"I just don’t understand it," he said. "What do they see in that?"
"So, you don’t care for the rasta men?" I said, egging him on. "You don’t like the dreadlocks?"
Stanley snorted loudly. "I just don’t want to see that!"
We finished our meals, and Stanley went off to his dorm room. The drumming and dancing troupe began about an hour later. It was a nice performance, what I could see of it. The show attracted quite a number of people from the village, in addition to the hotel guests, so it wasn’t easy to get a good view.
Although the performance was nice, considering the way we were treated, I would never return to Big Milly’s, nor would I recommend it to anyone. Maybe that kind of apathy is charming only when you’re in your twenties, which it seemed most of the clientele were.
Service in the Ghanaian tourism industry seems to be at one extreme or the other, whether good or bad. Getting indignant about it and taking an attitude with the staff wasn’t going to help. I wasn’t happy about it, but it was better just to laugh about it with Stanley.
My room was cozy, with a mosquito net, which I didn’t use, and a fan, which I did. Top sheets are sometimes not put on hotel beds in Ghana, as it’s so warm year round that they’re rarely needed. However, with the fan blowing on me all night, I needed a little something to cover me. I brought my own piece of cloth for that purpose, one that I’d bought in Togo years ago.

The shower was my favorite part about the room. It was a small roofless chamber between the bedroom and the toilet beyond. There was a blue plastic pail for when there was no running water. The staff would bring water to the rooms, and you’d have to bathe by pouring water over yourself with the blue bowl. I loved that it had no roof. When you bathed at night, you could see the stars.
* * *

Aside from the stunningly bad service and the extremely poor night lighting, Big Milly’s did have a certain allure, much enhanced the next morning when I could actually see the place.
Since the beach was known to be a hassle, I only went there for a quick picture. Then Stanley and I climbed into the Land Rover and were on our way.
Leaving Big Milly’s it was warm, but the cloud cover kept the temperature from being too hot. More uncomfortable was the heat from the engine, funneled towards my legs like a heater blast I couldn’t shut off. The Land Rover wasn’t air conditioned, but even the pleasantly cool breeze from the open windows couldn’t diffuse the engine heat. It didn’t bother me too much, though. The poverty all around me was a constant reminder of how fortunate I was to have the means to be driving anywhere in West Africa in a Land Rover at all. A little heat I could suck up.
As the Land Rover bounced its way down the red dirt road towards the junction where we’d get back on the main highway going west, Stanley often had to drive on the left in order to avoid the worst of the ruts and potholes. Oncoming cars were few and far between, and everyone has to do the same, so each driver simply adjusts his speed until you can return to your own side of the road.
Kokrobite is about seven rough kilometers from the paved road that led us here from Accra to the east. There were a number of new cement block houses springing up on both sides of the road, surprising to me because there wasn’t anything out there. No villages, no farms, no nothing, just an occasional new house or the construction of one breaking up the endless expanse of grassland. More new houses built closer together were going up nearer to the junction.
"It seems odd that so many new houses are being built in places where there is nothing," I remarked.
"Ten years ago, the road from Accra to the Kokrobite junction was empty," Stanley replied.
Now it’s a nearly solid line of villages and commerce. That’s also what happened in the case of my friends, who twelve years ago built their home in an isolated rural area far from the congestion of downtown Accra. Over the years, development has sprawled out in their direction, and they now have buildings all around them.
"Where’s the money coming from to bankroll this development?" I wanted to know.
"Under the government of Presidents Rawlings and Kufuor," Stanley said, "commerce has improved."
This I could verify from what I had seen so far. Roadside stores line the main roads in towns and larger villages, usually operated from one small room, often a shack or very cheaply built shelter. Walking vendors are certainly everywhere. There were also more fairly late model cars on the road than there were rattletraps, the reverse of Togo. So more people have money in Ghana these days. He may not have known, as I did through some internet research, that remittances – money that Ghanaian expats send back home to support their families – had also greatly increased in the last decade.
"People from the cities who have money build homes in villages and go there on the weekends," Stanley told me. "When they retire, they move there permanently. That’s what I’d do, if I had money. I’d build a house in a village. In the cities and towns, you have people playing their music too loud late at night. In the village, it’s peaceful."
And that’s where I’d certainly live, if I ever return to West Africa for any lengthy period of time. I sometimes think living in a Ghanaian village for a time after I retire might be very worthwhile. Volunteering at a school would be easy to arrange and a good way to integrate into the community. It may seem strange, but there are things I miss about the simple life in a West African village.
From the junction we turned west onto the paved two-lane highway. It ambled pleasantly towards Cape Coast through gently rolling hills. The fields by the roadside were carpeted with six-foot-high grasses, punctuated by the occasional impressively large tree of a type I didn't recognize which had a sparse canopy. The southern half of Ghana gets more rainfall than the north, and its landscape is much more lush and tropical. It’s much more appealing to me, even though it’s also a bit more humid.
Banana trees are plentiful in this area, which also produces pineapple, papaya, oranges, limes, plantains and avocado. Various species of palm trees, from which palm oil and palm wine are made, are common here. Coconut palms also thrive in the area but are commercially less important. If you’re on a road trip in Ghana, you'll notice that all kinds of produce is sold right at the side of the road. The fruit is cheap and delectable.
One of the most interesting things about travel in Ghana is the amount and varied types of commerce that takes place alongside of the road. Anywhere that buses or tro tros (minivans or trucks owned privately as a means of public transportation) stop to let passengers on and off is where vendors congregate. Passengers can buy fresh fruit, sachets of water and bread as well as a variety of nonfood items right from their seat, passing money through the open window. Have exact change ready, the driver is leaving soon!

As we got further into rural areas, it was common to see fruit stands which were usually four rough poles with a palm branch cover accompanied by uncovered tables where produce and other goods were displayed for sale. Sometimes there would be large bags of charcoal and jugs of bright red palm oil for cooking.
Oranges are green in West Africa, but no less sweet. Locals usually cut off one end and suck out the juice. In Togo they thought it was weird that I peeled and ate the whole thing. I hate to admit that I didn’t eat one fresh pineapple while I was in Ghana, and they are so good here. It’s not something you can grab and go. You need a knife to peel and cut it, and we didn’t have one. Pineapples are also messy and sticky, and you’d have to eat it all in one sitting. It wouldn’t last long unrefrigerated in the car in the heat. None of those things go well with a road trip.
We began to see more and more roadside stands with small blue bags on the tables. I thought I knew what they were, but I asked Stanley to make sure.
"What’s in the blue bags?" I figured it was either banku or kenkey, two things Ghanaians like to eat.
"Kenkey," Stanley confirmed. "You know kenkey?"
"Yes, it’s sour. I don’t like it."
Banku is a ball of fermented cassava dough, served with soup. Kenkey is a ball of fermented corn dough. Other than San Francisco sourdough bread, I don’t like the taste of fermented anything.
We drew near to Cape Coast, where there was still big love on display for President Obama in the way of huge posters. One of the common slogans on these posters, which showed a smiling Obama next to a smiling Ghanaian President Mills, was "Partnership for Change." I’m not convinced that just because we now have an African American president that U.S. foreign policy will suddenly become actively involved with Ghana when up to and including now Ghana has hardly been mentioned. But hope springs eternal in this nation that the tenuous African connection will somehow change Ghanaian lives for the better.

It wasn’t until we turned down the otherwise beautiful road to Cape Coast that I really started paying attention to how desperately Vodafone wants to take over the country. On almost every tree next to the road was nailed a big red Vodafone poster.
There’s a huge cell phone war going on here with Vodafone, MTN, Tigo and Zain as the major combatants. One of their advertising ploys is to offer to paint roadside houses or businesses for free if you let them put their name on the building. Paint makes any building last longer, so a poor person in a village thinks he’s getting a good deal and couldn't care less if his building is painted bright red with VODAFONE written all over it.
Cape Coast was to be the first major stop for today. There was a festival I had come here to see: Fetu Afahye. I couldn’t find out much about it other than it was held annually the first weekend of September, and one of the main attractions was the grand durbar, a procession of village chiefs and dignitaries, all decked out in beautiful kente cloth. I had been told by my tour company before leaving the States that it had been cancelled this year. I wanted to see the Cape Coast fortress, so I came anyway.
The cancellation was untrue. There was a big banner across the road with the dates of the 2009 Fetu Afahye celebration on it. Due to the festival, the road was blocked about a half kilometer from town. Anyone wanting to go there would have to walk, and quite a ways. It was now midmorning, and much warmer. At that point, the sun was beginning to break through the clouds. When it did, it was brutally hot, and I had no hat. I am pasty pale, and I sunburn easily. I do not fool around when there’s too much sun, especially in the tropics.
To add to this, there was no way to find out what was going on this particular day nor when it might begin. This was Ghana, after all, and it was altogether possible that nothing might be happening of any interest until late afternoon. Given too many unknowns, too much walking in the heat and no hat, I decided that this wasn’t the time. Cape Coast was easy enough to get to by public transportation on my next visit, whenever that might be. Since I was already under the impression that Fetu Afahye had been cancelled, turning around and leaving wasn’t much of a disappointment.
At least I had more information than before for a future trip. I now know that the road is blocked off, and it would be advisable to either come a few days early, reserve a room far in advance or be prepared with a hat for the long walk into town.
I hadn’t had breakfast before leaving Kokrobite and my rasta friends, and as it was now getting close to midday, my thoughts were drifting towards food. We still had a ways to go before reaching Ko-Sa Beach Resort, where we would stay overnight, but there were numerous villages before there where we could get lunch.
Stanley was dubious about the availability of restaurants which he considered suitable for me. I'm familiar with village food, and I wasn't worried about it. I was up for anything that didn’t involve fermenting or seafood.
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