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Map of the Republic of Nibana

Author’s Note
There is no country called Nibana on the West African coast. In fact, there is no country quite like Nibana anywhere in the world; it is merely a figment of my imagination.
This novella draws on my own experiences gained as a result of several years living and working in West Africa during the immediate post-colonial era of the 1960s. Though the story is a work of fiction; some of the situations described are loosely based on actual events.
The lifestyles, attitudes and opinions of the characters are prevalent of the era and all the characters – with the exception of those people of note referred to by their true names – are fictitious and not intended to represent any specific living people.
Kenneth C. Ryeland
December 2010, Berkshire, England.
Juju-Men
Trouble comes from many quarters,
And she has so many daughters.
Thievery, murder, riot and affray,
They all turned up in force that day.
The hate soon grew ‘tween one and another,
When men forgot that each was a brother.
No matter colour, creed or tribe,
When the mob was sated, many had died.
The two men chatted loudly as they walked along the road towards Ndabi, the capital of the Western Region of Nibana and the power-base of the Yuba tribe. The younger of the two men, Ade Soyoyi, wore European-style clothing: a short-sleeved shirt, dark-coloured slacks and a pair of black plastic shoes from the Bata shop. The older man, Bande Abaleko, preferred the more traditional agbada: the long, nightgown-like attire of the Yuba tribe.
When asked, Ade would admit to being twenty-seven. Bande, on the other hand, remembers his mother telling him she thought he’d been born in the year the white man called 1933, which meant he was probably in his thirty-third year. Neither man really knew his exact age, and since the registration of births and deaths only became law a few years ago, just before the British colonial masters left for good, there was no particular urgency about finding out.
As they approached the outskirts of the Ndabi Township they became more wary of the steadily increasing traffic. For the sake of safety they decided to walk on the other side of the storm drain, away from the road, thus avoiding the buffeting slipstreams of the heavy trucks and mammy-wagons (buses) as they raced by at breakneck speed.
“Do you realise, Bande?” said Ade. “I can remember when this Ndabi to Laguna road was a just a track. Look at it now. It is like some main highway you would expect to see in London or Moscow.”
In truth the road consisted of no more than a single carriageway some twenty feet wide, graded from the bare laterite earth, topped with a thin layer of tarmac and full of potholes. To the inhabitants of Ndabi, however, it provided the only means of access to the Federal Capital, Laguna, a hundred miles to the south and the town of Zungari, a hundred and fifty miles to the north.
“I do not know why you say these things, Ade. You have never been to London or Moscow. You simply spend most of your time daydreaming about those places. It can only lead to trouble. I should know. My uncle from Igbode was a sailor. He went to London many years ago and we have heard nothing from him to this day. My mother thinks the white man has put a powerful juju on him. I do not believe it of course, but why else would he not write to his favourite sister?”
Ade laughed at the thought of white men in London indulging in juju and said, “Do not worry about me, Bande. One of these days I will pack my things and go to one of those big cities. I can not be sure which one just yet because I am still trying to decide whether I should be a capitalist or a communist. My heart tells me communism is the best for we Nibanans, but my head tells me there are more chances for a poor man to become rich under capitalism. You only have to look at our own leaders here in Nibana. They are all rich now, but they began their lives very poor like us. On the other hand, they do say communism ensures everyone in the country has enough to eat and somewhere to live. They also say that if we were to adopt its principles here in Nibana we would all be given a couple of goats, and a patch of land so we could grow our own maize, cassava and yams.”
“Where do you think the government would get all the goats from, Ade? Goats live in the north with the Usmars. If the government had to buy them from the Usmars, it would mean the Usmars would have all the money and we Yubas would have only goats.”
“Yes, I see what you mean, Bande. We can not have such a situation. The Usmars have had the upper hand since the third coup, earlier this year. We must make sure they do not become too powerful, otherwise we Yubas will be sunk without a paddle.”
Ade could never quite get the hang of the curious sayings of the white man.
“True, Ade, and do not forget, the Obis are always waiting on the sidelines for their chance to take power and we must never let that happen again. Do you remember the first coup in 1963, just after the British left us with nothing but our country and our dignity? At first we were all very grateful to the Obi soldiers for taking power from the stupid Usmar civilians whom the British had placed in the government because they trusted them far more than they trusted us Yubas. Of course, the Obis were never in the running for any sort of power. Let us be honest about it, Ade. Who in his right mind would trust an Obi? Even the smug British could see through their lies. As you well know, the result of that first coup was an end to civilian rule, trouble and chaos in the whole country and a lot of hardship and humiliation for thousands of our Yuba people. Not to mention the shortage of food and medicines for many, many months. No, those Obis turned out to be tyrants to everyone who was not an Obi, and they have a very high opinion of themselves too. Thank goodness our brave Yuba soldiers ousted the Obis during the second coup in 1964, and we must applaud the great wisdom of our leaders for encouraging the Obis to go back to their homeland in the Eastern Region. It is up to all of us to make sure they stay in the eastern part of the country forever, well away from any form of government. All credit to our soldiers for trying to hang on to power during the third coup when the Usmar soldiers took control in January this year, just when I was hoping 1966 was going to be a good year for us. I only wish our Yuba soldiers had succeeded in retaining the upper hand.”
“The trouble is, Bande. All these soldiers, no matter which tribe they come from, are getting richer and we ordinary people are getting poorer. I saw Sergeant Olowo in town the other day; he was driving a new British car. It had the name ‘Rover 2000 TC’ written on the boot lid. I know from my friend, who works at the Nibanan Motor Company where they sell those cars, they cost an absolute fortune. Over two thousand Nibanan pounds, so I am told. How can an ordinary army sergeant on thirty pounds a month afford such a thing? They also say our Head of State, General Bakra, has money in overseas countries: England, Switzerland and America. I wonder why he does not have any of his money in Russia.”
“Ade, you should watch your mouth. If the military heard you speaking like that they would lock you up for a very long time, you mark my words. I would suggest you forget all about what the general may, or may not, have stashed away in foreign banks. By the way, Ade, none of these big army people are going to put their ill-gotten gains into a communist country, are they now? And that fat sergeant you mentioned sells army rations to the market traders, and I have heard he supplies army guns and ammunition to all the highway robbers in the district too. Now perhaps you can understand how he can afford a brand new British car.”
Ade’s eyes opened wide with wonder at what his friend had just imparted to him.
“Is that so? Well, I am not surprised at anything the army people get up to. Believe me, Bande, I have seen them performing at the road checks. Everyone knows it is just another source of income for them. Do you know they charge men, women and children a shilling to pass through? They even charge for animals, and if you do not have the money, well, look out. I saw them beating a blind man and his boy at the crossroads the other day simply because they had no money. It was awful.”
“All this palaver and trouble has come about because of the white man, Ade. They cause trouble wherever they go, and I am absolutely sure they were behind the last coup. You know how the white man, especially the British, likes the Usmars. They like them because the Usmars are stupid and slow and will do what any white man says. I am sure the British helped the Usmars to take Nibana away from Yuba control so they could get their hands on our oil. I expect the British think the Usmars do not know the value of it. Come to think of it, Ade, I do not think they do.”
“Come now, Bande. I do not think you can place all the blame on the British. After all, the Obis have the oil in their region and they are keeping the revenue for themselves instead of sending it to the Federal Government. It must be true because I saw it written in the newspaper. I suppose you can not blame the Obis for keeping the money. Especially after we Yubas and the Usmars slaughtered a quarter of a million of them here in the west, just after the second coup.”
“I suppose you are right, Ade. The white man should not take all the blame for the state of our country, but it was much easier to blame him when he did actually run the place, before we became independent.”
The two friends continued walking and talking until they came upon a young man sitting on the edge of the storm drain with his feet dangling only inches away from the black, slimy water that had stagnated at the bottom of the open culvert. His motorcycle was parked close by and had clearly broken-down, for there were parts of the engine spread out in the dust all around the machine. The young man smiled broadly and greeted the two men as they approached.
“Good afternoon, sirs. How are you today?”
Ade returned the greeting while Bande walked over to the motorcycle and surveyed the bits and pieces lying on the dusty ground.
“Having some trouble with your bike, eh?”
“Yes, sir,” said the boy. “After the engine stopped, I stripped off the cylinder head and discovered that the piston has a hole blown through the top. It is my own fault, I mix kerosene with the petrol to make it last longer and it has done something terrible to the top of the piston. The engine always did make a funny noise when I drove the bike hard.”
Bande crouched down to take a closer look at the trouble, whereas Ade asked the youth what he intended to do.
“I will have to buy a new piston, but not today. I must deliver this parcel to the white man’s juju-house first.”
The boy pointed at a large brown paper parcel strapped to the pillion seat of his machine with rubber bands cut from an old truck inner tube.
Ade looked astonished and said, “What did you say? White man’s juju-house? What do you mean? White men do not have juju, do they?”
Bande stood upright from his crouched position near the bike and turned to face Ade.
“I have heard of this white man’s juju, Ade. By all accounts it is powerful stuff. Better than some of ours, you know.”
“Oh, come off it, Bande. The white man is an insensitive, clumsy know-it-all. They could not possibly have powerful juju like we Nibanans. Anyway, they do not believe in it. They are always making fun of us because we do.”
The youth sat listening to Ade and Bande discussing whether the white man had powerful juju or not. When they’d exhausted the subject some several minutes later, the boy began to speak.
“I can tell you the white man has the most powerful juju in all of Nibana. I have seen them perform their spells and I have seen inside their juju-temple. As I told you, I have to deliver this parcel to that place because the white men from the town are meeting there tonight. I heard one of them say the labour for this evening was to ‘raise’ someone. I know what that means. It means they are going to raise a dead man from his grave!”
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