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     Memory 

 

 There’s a small town in West Africa called Parakou, midway up the nation of Benin, 

wedged between Nigeria and Togo. My parents moved there when I was fifteen, and 

since it was just an African bush town, I had to stay in Belgium to go to school. I lived 

through three years of high school with my older brother Erik in a Belgian kind of bush 

town, Kalmthout. Every vacation, we went back to Benin, enjoying life to the maximum, 

only to return to cold weather, books, trains, and TV. I suppose we could have made 

more out of Kalmthout, in Belgium, but somehow it was Parakou and Benin that captured 

my imagination. After high school, I went to college in the USA, but kept coming back to 

Benin every vacation, for as long as my parents were there, seven years. Waltham, 

Massachusetts, where I went to college, remains somewhat of a blur, but Parakou, Benin, 

is still as sharp as a lyric in my memory. It’s an odd thing, memory; it’s like you have no 

control of what remains and what gets lost. I was encountering novelty in both situations, 

college and Benin, but the African memories remain so much stronger than the high-

school and college memories. It must have something to do with emotions. 

   At the time, I was fascinated with rainforests. I even considered studying forestry, 

somehow, at the university level, until Papa suggested that studying forest ecology and 

enjoying a bash through the woods were very different. I don’t know why I loved jungles 

so much; perhaps they epitomized adventure. I would trace the green expanses of forest 

cover on African maps, disappointed that they ended in western Nigeria and resumed in 

Togo, leaving Benin a rainforest-less gap. However, this wasn’t really accurate; there’s 

plenty of jungle in Benin, it’s just fragmented and follows rivers. Seen from above, or on 

a map, the jungles are like green arteries in a savanna; they’re called, poetically, “river 

galleries,” which is forever associated with a beloved Dire Straits song in my mind, “In 

the gallery,” about something completely different. That’s the thing about memory, the 

things you like cause a greater convergence of different sensations, which is probably 

why you remember them better – there’s more approaches to the past.  

   I never ended up studying forestry. Instead, I’m fascinated by attention, memory, and 

consciousness, for some reason. One reason, perhaps, is Benin.  
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1. Le Jeune 

 

   I had a bike in Africa. It was my little collapsible, orange “LeJeune” bike from my 

childhood in Tunisia. You sat on it vertically rather than keeled over, pedaling the small-

diameter wheels wildly in perpetual low gear. Off-road, it handled like a dirt bike, and 

you could jump off of it at the drop of a hat, running when the going got too rough, 

pedaling when it smoothened out. On the road, it slid like glass, with surprising 

momentum. I loved that bike (It sits in a cold garage in Belgium these days). I explored 

much of Parakou and its surroundings with that little number.  

   Immediately surrounding our house at the time were cornfields interspersed with bush, 

and the odd cement structure here and there. I would pedal the web-like footpaths until I 

got to the edge of everything, from where it was just bush and yams. These footpaths 

were often totally smooth with wear, but only about a foot wide. In the rainy season, 

when the grass was high, riding on them was like flying. I would bike by feel, catching 

bifurcations randomly, until I reached always a little further west. I could see the Oueme 

river valley in the far west, studded with hills, and wondered if I could just keep on 

biking the trails west until I hit the river. East of our house was one of those “Islands” of 

forest, huge trees and vines completely surrounded by crops. These vestiges of the 

original forest were often spared because of some spirit said to be resident there. A closer 

inspection revealed that copious offering were left there for the spirits, in the shape of 

human dung, hinting at the relic’s real function. To the south of our house, along the 

main road linking the North and South of the country, I would reach Papa’s office. I’d 

coast down glassily beneath the huge colonial trees and veer to the right past the parked 

landcruisers. The office was an old colonial house, typical with its wide verandas, 

looking like an old train station. Leaning the bike against the old flame tree, I’d pop in to 

say hello. Papa would be at his desk, in his Kaunda suit, the big fan blowing. The staff 

would be conversational. Then, I’d ride on South to check out the market, go visit some 

friends, or wallow at “Les Routiers,” the local expatriate hangout. North of our house, my 

main destination was the Monastery. This was a pretty long ride. My high-school friend 

Anton came along with me once, when he was visiting for a summer. He rode Gerard’s 
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(the servant) bike, a huge old-fashioned Indian thing with springs everywhere and an odd 

braking mechanism consisting of a metal rod pushing a rubber block onto the top of the 

front wheel. The road was mostly empty, except for huge trucks (“Titans,” they called 

them) supplying Niger to the North, or bush taxies. As it was the rainy season, the 

vegetation on the sides of the road was so green, almost fluorescent. A sudden teak 

plantation delimited the monastery. It was a nice place, very orderly with rows of trees 

separating the fields, much like the poplars do in Holland. There was even a bit of jungle 

to explore, and at the edges of the grounds were a couple Peulh (Fullani) camps. These 

“people of the cow” were genuine Africa to us, with their hats and swords and huts. They 

were always interesting, doing odd things like shaving their kids’ heads in alternate 

hemispheres. Frere Ambroise, who ran the monastery, clearly loved them. He’d be going 

around in his rickety moped, dressed in overalls, and bent over with some deformity, 

probably thanking the lord for this piece of heaven on earth. They made yogurts and jams 

there, raised crops, and never seemed really intent on converting anybody (unlike the 

evangelical gangs in their gated-compounds). There was a nunnery, I believe, sequestered 

amongst the fruit trees.  

   There was a church of course, and I once suggested that Anton, a Catholic, might attend 

Sunday Mass there. I accompanied him, and it was a memorable experience. Frere 

Ambroise looked different, decked out in his ceremonial robes, chanting and all. Of 

course, I got an inevitable laugh attack. What I found really funny at the time was not 

only the costumed Frere Ambroise, but mainly the Beninese all around me. It was a scene 

straight out of the beginning of “African Queen.” The man next to me wasn’t really 

chanting as much as he was vocalizing the final vowels of each stanza. It must have been 

gibberish to him, but he seemed to exult in the power of the song, and was cranking it up 

for our benefit, I think. Others, especially the men, looked pretty bored, staring numbly 

straight ahead and probably longing for the excitement of their ancient religions. Anton 

got up to get communion while I tried hard not to crack up. I mean, it would just have 

been insulting. They come here because they’re in awe of this tame White voodoo, and 

then to just laugh at them; I would never have forgiven myself. But I was about to 

explode. Then, suddenly, everyone started shaking hands, and the tenor next to me 

enthusiastically pumped my hands, like a corporate executive. Frere Ambroise, in pope 
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gear, was advancing, mingling with his Black flock, holding his shepherd’s staff, still 

chanting. Anton was across the room, sucking his wafer, looking remarkably like an 

African albino with his blond afro. At this point, I couldn’t restrain myself any longer, I 

was almost in tears, convulsing. I burst out just as I was shaking another neighbor’s hand, 

but had the wherewithal to modulate my explosion so as to make it sound like I was 

sobbing, like I was overcome with the whole thing. It was absurd, but the only solution to 

an otherwise tense moment.  

   I’ve always had this problem in any religious ceremony, but not always so severely. If 

you don’t believe, it all looks like a contrived bunch of hocus-pocus, and the seriousness 

of it all is the real killer: From the Rabbi blowing his shofar, to the Brahmin futzing with 

his incense, to the priest checking if people are asleep, to the pious Muslims pretending to 

be humble. I’ve gotten such cramps from withholding laugher at any religious ceremony 

during my childhood, and even today I prefer to avoid these events for fear of making a 

fool of myself and insulting the faithful, publicly.  I don’t think it is pure immaturity on 

my part, though. During a laugh attack in a church or synagogue, my mind would be 

racing, drawing connections between people and things that ordinarily would not have 

been salient. Some of these situations really were funny, if seen in any other light than the 

holy one. If seen in the light of day, we’d notice a lot of obsessive-compulsive behavior, 

people filling out archetypal roles, people checking each other out, the candle sputtering 

suddenly in shocked response to a burst of “Amen’s.” It really is funny. I can’t explain it, 

just like religious people have trouble sometimes explaining their faith.  

 

2. Moped diaries 

 

   Parakou was teeming with mopeds and motorcycles. They were the transportation of 

choice for the African town: maneuverable on the bumpy tracks, relatively cheap, fixable. 

I was always a bit envious of all those mopeds buzzing so effortlessly around town, as I 

cycled at 100 RPM. So, one summer, I decided I would rent one so as to explore further 

a-field than my usual trips to the edge of the bush or the monastery. It was a classical 

blue French  Motobecane, looking a bit clunky, spewing bluish smoke. The smell of two-

stroke engine always reminds me of Parakou. All over town you smelled the delicious 
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aroma, and out on the rivers in my zodiac, that smell of combusted gasoline with a dash 

of oil is as good as the smell of baked bread for me today. Associated with it, in true 

classical conditioning, is the freedom of the rivers and red dirt roads lined with 

fluorescent green, the mystery of what lays around the next bend or hill, the magic of 

being white in Africa.  

   I first took the moped out on short trips around town, and quickly realized that it was 

prone to breakdowns. It didn’t seem fair: the Beninese were riding all over the place on 

these machines, from town to town loaded with yams. It seemed so easy, and yet I found 

myself cleaning the spark plug on my shirt at least once every trip. That was 

unfortunately the extent of my knowledge of moped engines: the spark plugs tended to 

clog up, causing the engine to misfire, then die. Cleaning them usually worked. 

   I soon planned a major day-trip to the upper reaches of the Okpara river nearby, a bit of 

a stretch, but feasible. I cleaned the spark plug extra well one morning until it shined, and 

set off with some food and water. The moped behaved superbly, climbing up the low hills 

and cruising down, past three little villages, with long stretches of bush in between. In 

Landcruisers, you just pass all these villages in a blur, without ever really seeing them, 

but on a moped, they all hit you in slow motion. I rode all morning, keeping an eye on my 

gas tank, but never got even close to the Okpara river. Slightly disappointed, I sat under a 

tree next to the moped and ate lunch, checked that my gas was half-gone, and decided to 

turn back to Parakou. The moped, of course, failed to start. I cleaned the spark plug. It 

still failed to start. I cleaned it again. I tapped the engine. Nothing. As I was in the middle 

of nowhere, I had to fix this thing. I must have cleaned that spark plug a dozen times, as 

the hours went by. There’s just little else I could do, short of taking the engine apart. 

Then, I realized that you can actually pedal a moped, with the motor out of gear. But, 

that’s only in principle, the thing was so heavy it proved impossible to pedal it around the 

bumpy track and up the hills. I just hauled it like a dead weight, cursing, wishing for my 

nimble bicycle (which, all things said and done would have been just as fast as the 

working moped). Tired and streaming with sweat under the hot late-afternoon sun, I 

finally reached one of the small villages along the road. There, I looked for help. I found 

it in the shape of a couple men lounging under the village tree. Every village in Benin 

seems to have one of these big old Mangoes with planks of wood and logs arranged 
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underneath as seats, smoothly polished by decades of lounging. It’s a great tradition. The 

old men fetched their relatives, who promptly took the engine apart, put it back together 

again, fired it up, and had it working. With many thanks (and true admiration), I set off 

back towards Parakou. 

   There must be impurities in the gasoline in Benin. Apparently, much of it comes from 

Nigeria, watered down with palm oil, or even water. In any case, I was well beyond the 

last village when the bugger broke down again, refusing any further bulb coaxing or 

cleaning (I tried desperately to remember what exactly the village boys had done, it had 

seemed so straightforward then). Unhappily, I lugged the monster until I reached the next 

village. By this time, it was sunset, and getting dark very quickly, as it always does in the 

tropics. I soon found myself in the house of the “Delegue,” a sort of elected village 

representative to the government, distinct from the village chief. He clucked at my 

broken moped (speaking no French, but obviously recognizing the situation), and 

motioned me to sit down. I asked if anyone had a bicycle which I could borrow, leaving 

the moped here as collateral. We waited for a while in his living room (a hut, really) in 

complete darkness, while he spat orders to people and flicked his flashlight on 

sporadically, saving the batteries. Finally, someone showed up with a bicycle, a big 

Indian model like Gerard’s. Stepping out of the hut, I realized that it was just as dark 

outside as inside. It was getting overcast, and with no moon or stars, the night is pitch 

black in the Benin bush, you don’t see anything at all. Understanding my predicament, 

the delegue lent me his flashlight as well, and I took off back towards Parakou, holding 

the flashlight in one hand and the handlebars in the other.  

   In retrospect, I should have just called it a night and slept in the village on the 

smoothened planks under the mango tree, waiting for the next day. Better yet, the 

villagers would probably have given me room and board, free of charge. That’s just how 

Beninese are. Instead, I forged ahead blind, and soon bruised. You can’t control a bike 

old Indian bike on a pot-holed dirt road in the dark with just one hand. At every unseen 

pothole (the flashlight’s beam was narrow), I jolted and lost control and flopped over. I 

tried tying the light to the bike somehow, but it just got shaken loose. After pounding into 

a puddled hole again, I gave up and just walked the bike. It was so dark, and thunder was 

beginning to rumble closer and closer. I was too far from the last village, and knew that 
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there was a third coming up (the first on the way out). Several times I found myself 

walking straight off the side of the road into the high grass, then backtracking and trying 

to reconstruct which way the road went beyond the weak beam of my Chinese flashlight. 

A few such mishaps later, I saw a glimmer of light, a window, and soon I was at the 

village. I knew the routine now: I asked for the delegue. Everyone gathered as the old 

man deliberated what should be done with me. Clearly, I couldn’t bike in the dark. After 

issuing a few orders and sitting around wordlessly for a while, a young man showed up 

with a motorcycle. He spoke French and proposed to bring me to the Peace-corps lady 

who lived down the road. I left my borrowed bike and flashlight with this second 

delegue, and hopped on the motorcycle behind my current savior, and tried to mentally 

keep track of what I owed to whom. A short bumpy and twisty ride later, we were at a 

bungalow of sorts, where the motorcycle man stepped up to the veranda and clapped his 

hands, as Beninese do in lieu of knocking. Out stepped a white American woman. I felt 

such relief at seeing one of my own, I knew that now I was truly saved. Our dialogue 

went something like this: 

 

Me: Hi. Sorry to bother you at this time, but my motorcycle broke down. I need to get 

back to Parakou. Do you think you could give me a ride (she had a car by the bungalow)? 

Her: Er…Hi! Yeah…Um. No. No, I can’t give you a ride. Sorry. 

Me: What? Um…In that case, can I just spend the night here, on the veranda maybe? 

Her: Huh? No…No, I’m sorry.  Yeah. Sorry. 

Me: I just need a place to stay until tomorrow morning. 

Her:  Yeah. Sorry. Yeah. 

 

She just flat-out refused. We got back on the motorcycle, back to the delegue. On the 

way, as if to console me, the motorcycle man said “You know, she may be white, but 

she’s still a woman…” 

   The delegue suggested that the motorcycle man just bring me back home to my 

doorstep then and there. He complied, and off we went, negotiating the potholes as the 

first fat raindrops started to fall. Soon enough, we were in the fumes of Parakou, racing 

down the asphalt, past all the night food stalls with their little wicker lights made from 
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sardine tins. Close to my house, we passed some people by the side of the road who 

yelled something at us, whereupon the motorcycle man yelled back furiously, swerving 

dangerously as he did so. He then said “They’re hoodlums, they’re bad people: they say 

that we… that we…are going to make love!” That’s great, I thought, you see an African 

and a white guy on a moped together, and that’s the immediate conclusion people come 

to. Thankfully, soon enough we were in our driveway, where maman, beside herself with 

worry, ushered me in. I asked for some cash to give to the guy, but in true bad luck, she 

only had big bills and some coins, so we gave him the coins (“for gas”) as he smiled 

politely and took off back to his village, in the pouring rain. 

   The next morning, I started considering my debts, planning the moped retrieval and 

bike and flashlight return. I also wanted to express my gratitude somehow for all the help 

I was given, and thought that I might get a present of sorts for the delegues. I went down 

to the local Indian general store by the market, a typical joint run by a panicky, gaunt 

Indian who had escaped from Nigeria, with his wife surveying things behind the counter. 

They sold everything: fans, cloth, thermoses, TVs, etc. They hated Africans, who bought 

everything, and loved whites, who never bought anything. It was hard to find something 

that I thought the villagers might appreciate (there were two sets of villagers, no three, 

involved here). I also was doubtful that I would actually find the right people back. I tried 

to reconfigure faces in the dark as I considered a plastic jug, a can of Japanese mackerel. 

The Indian started extolling the virtues of various gadgets, excellent quality, made in 

Europe, not China.  A bit confused, and with my ride waiting outside, I just settled on one 

hurricane lamp, to light up that darkness which was so salient in my memory. Allassan, 

papa’s office driver, then drove me back up the road I had attempted the night before, and 

I found the first village, where I picked up the bicycle and flashlight. There were only a 

few women and babies about. Everyone else, including the delegue, was apparently 

scatterd in the fields tending to the crops. So I gave the hurricane lamp to some random 

woman, saying that it was for the delegue, and left quickly, slightly embarrassed, as she 

held the Chinese thing with a confused smile. At the next village, we found the moped 

inside the hut of the delegue, and exchanged it for the bicycle and flashlight, in the 

presence of women and babies. I regretted not having anything else to give them, but they 

were all so exhilarated at this odd transaction that I left feeling like I had left something 
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after all. I asked Allassan to drive to the third village, so I could at least thank them as 

well, but he said “Why? There’s nothing there!” So we raced back in a blur.
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1. Being Frank 

 

 

   The Garden of Eden exists in Benin, but it’s found at the very top of a steep granite 

mountain jutting out of a thick, hot jungle. Of course, I wasn’t aware of it’s existence 

before I climbed that mountain, called “Soubakperou” on an old French colonial map of 

the area, about 50 miles southwest of Parakou, across the river from Beterou, next to the 

small village of Wari-maro. I didn’t even discover that piece of paradise the first time I 

attempted the ascent of Soubakperou, with my older brother, Erik, and a young American 

missionary, Frank. I don’t remember how we met Frank. Erik and I were in Benin 

regularly, for months at a time, hanging out on school-breaks with our parents who lived 

in Parakou, that mango-diesel town. Frank was itching to get out of his missionary 

compound, a walled-piece of America where everyone was busy translating the Bible 

into local languages. We must have met him at Lamatou’s, a grilled-chicken place by the 

side of the road. Whites would gather there in the evenings, selecting either grilled guinea 

fowl or chicken (pre-boiled), and the beer bottles and cokes would accumulate as the 

evening grew and the bats and insects emerged from the huge colonial trees lining the 

road. Frank must have been with a gaggle of missionary ladies, talking English. Since 

Erik and I, though Belgian, only talked English with one another, that must have been the 

first contact with the missionaries. I mentioned having seen this stupendous King-Kong-

Rio-de-Janeiro-like mountain emerging from the forest, on the way to the Natititingou 

and the National parks in the northwest. Frank said “Let’s try climbing it next weekend.” 

Before the weekend, Erik and I went to visit Frank in his compound. It was on the road to 

the airport, high cement walls and a big iron gate. Inside were several bungalow-type 

houses and fruit trees interspersed. Frank, tall and blond, showed us around and 

introduced us to Jennifer, Lisa, Barbara, Kimberly, and other such members of his caste. 

In one mosquito-proof room were all the computers, the nerve center, the central purpose 

for the mission, the end result for the millions of dollars gleaned from churches across the 

United States. They were translating the Bible into Bariba, Peulh, Dendi, and other such 

local languages which have never been put to print. As Frank showed us, this involved 
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some inventiveness, such as figuring new symbols for novel sounds, or, more difficult, 

finding appropriate metaphors for some of the Bible passages unlikely to resonate among 

the Bariba. For example, Jonah being swallowed by a whale wouldn’t make much sense 

to a land-locked people without a notion of the ocean. Several alternatives were 

considered: lion, crocodile, python, etc. In true spirit of the conquistador friars, they just 

co-opted some of the local legends, where an old Bariba man-eating crocodile story was 

found, and the crocodile promptly swallowed Jonah. I wondered why they actually had to 

be here, Toyota Landcruisers and all, to do this kind of work. Frank assured me they had 

to, to get the language right, from local informants. As far as I could tell, the informants 

were just local Baribas in the right place at the right time, getting as much profit as they 

could from this Godsend, in the true tradition of missionary boys. I guess the visit put a 

bad taste in my mouth, and it was with a bit of apprehension that we met up with Frank 

on the weekend to tackle Soubakperou. 

   We hit the road in his pickup truck, prepared to conquer the jungle and mountain. 

Roads in Benin are, like in all African stories, a major source of anecdotes, from their 

sheer bumpiness to flat tires to wrong turns and sudden goats. But, somehow 

Soubakperou was meant to be, and we were finally gliding between the tall savannah 

grass on a path less traveled, and hence less corrugated. We soon lost sight of the 

mountain behind the ever-crowding trees, just imagining it was there, somewhere to the 

left. At the village of Wari-Maro, we parked by a white-washed structure with a large 

mural of a rising sun, oddly Japanese-like. The rest of the village was all mud huts. We 

asked “which way to the mountain?” thereby re-enacting the classic explorer’s 

conundrum in which the local’s must be asking themselves “This dude doesn’t seem to 

know the obvious, what does he really want?” Not too sure of ourselves, we struck “east” 

into the woods. Frank, actually, was sure of himself. He left the small footpath and 

barged straight into the tall grass. Andropogon guyanus, I was trying to concentrate, 

trying not to think of the unseen vipers I might step on. I was always worried of 

encountering a snake on excursions like these, being bitten and hours away from help. 

You just had to believe, convince yourself that today was not destined for snakebite, and 

barge through the thickets (all things said and done, I saw a grand total of about two 
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snakes after seven years of visits to Benin). It was clear that Frank the missionary 

believed, charging ahead, rejoicing. 

   It soon got very steep, obvious we were at the base of the mountain, which jutted out of 

the forest like a sugarloaf. Vegetation crept up cracks on the side of the sugarloaf, and we 

exploited these to heave our way up, grabbing onto vines and branches like regular 

Tarzans. Eventually, we reached the top of one of these vegetated furrows and were 

confronted with a steep, bald expanse of granite between us and the next vegetation 

stretch. Already, the jungle hummed below us like a vast green sponge, with large bird 

gliding below us over the treetops. We had brought a blue nylon rope for eventualities 

such as this, and Frank, trembling with excitement, started to unravel it. He confessed 

that he only truly enjoyed a climb when his knees were actually shaking in fear. He 

reminisced how, in Utah he once got stuck on a ledge and had to be rescued by a 

helicopter. He promptly started squirreling across the granite, while I calculated how long 

it would take for one of us to summon a helicopter, just in case. Having made it to the 

next island of vegetation, he secured the rope, and we followed. A nylon rope is pretty 

slippery when your hands are sweaty. I chanced a look behind me, and it made me dizzy, 

just a steep granite drop to the treetops down below. We followed this routine of island-

hopping up the mountain, always with Frank creeping first into uncharted territory, with 

only his belief to hold on to (we had the rope, and the hope that he actually secured the 

darn thing at the other end). 

   We finally were confronted with an insurmountable obstacle which even Frank’s 

confidence could not overcome. A huge pile of smooth granite boulders necklacing the 

peak. We noticed, at this point, that we were not on the right mountain. What looked like 

one sugarloaf from a distance was actually two side by side. We were on the smaller one, 

and the true peak of Subakperou loomed parallel to us, impossibly steep and devoid of 

vegetated furrows. After various attempts at clambering over that necklace of boulders, 

we quickly gave up, perhaps because this wasn’t even the real peak anyway. We weren’t 

going to break our neck for a second-rate peak. We settled down for lunch, and the view 

was, nevertheless, magnificent. I was very fond of tropical forests at the time, and there 

below me steamed what appeared to be an unbroken expanse of it, and we were on a 

platform, with the huge tropical clouds up above and absolute quite all around. We 
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munched quietly, and I thought to myself: “ I wonder if Frank will bring up the whole 

Jesus thing, it’s now or never.”  As if on cue to my thoughts, Frank coughed a few times 

and asked: “Are you Christians?”  I was prepared: “No, we’re Jewish.” Then, Frank 

launched into the kind of religion-talk which is incomprehensible to anyone who doesn’t 

really care about these things. “Jesus died on the cross, and you can’t deny that. He did it 

to absolve us of our sins, out of love for you.” After a bit of this, he repeated once again 

“Jesus died on the cross, you can’t deny that.” We weren’t denying it at all (What was I 

supposed to deny: “No, he actually died on a “T” structure,” like in the better Period 

movies?). 

   I kept an eye on Frank on our way back down the mountain, as we retraced our path 

from one vegetation island to another. How do you reconcile the different aspects of a 

person’s behavior? At one moment, you’re enjoying the company of a relatively sane 

person, with common interests in climbing mountains. Then, this person raves about 

Jesus on the cross, like he was saving it for the summit, but as we never got there, just 

threw it out at us angrily, disappointed in us. What kind of connections or cross-wirings 

were going in his brain? Did he intend to convert us to his brand of Christianity at the 

summit, kneeling, accepting Jesus as our Lord and Savior? The juxtaposition of jungle, 

mountain, sky and silence that had given me profound satisfaction, with the birds gliding 

below us, had fired up Jesus in his mind. But he wasn’t satisfied with keeping him there, 

as we were with our versions of Jesus. He just had to query us and blot out the panorama 

with the reproach of a man having died on a cross, just for us, two thousand years ago. 

It’s just perverse, especially on top of Soubakperou, so I kept an eye on him as we 

clambered down. He might feel one or all of us should do something commensurate with 

that overwhelming guilt. He ruined our nascent friendship, of course, with Erik and me 

now snickering behind him as he charged like some Jehova through the jungle, back to 

the surprised village of the rising sun. 
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2. The Garden of Eden 

 

 

   Sometime that same summer, we tried for the peak again, this time with Papa. We had a 

strategy this time, having studied the beast from various angles, and settling on an 

approach from the other side, up onto a saddle, and then we’d figure it out. The villagers 

of Wari-Maro watched us walk by again, probably wondering what we had lost last time. 

We followed the footpath which skirted the mountain this time, until it ended in a small 

cornfield at the edge of the forest. From then on, it was “Indiana Jones,” bashing through 

vegetation, machete (or “coupe-coupe” as it’s called in Benin) chopping, twigs poking in 

eye, insect aspirated into nostril. I loved every minute of it, already imagining the 

resulting photographs in my narcissistic way. As this was later in the rainy season, the 

wet Andropogon grass was very high, over two meters, and as we brushed against it, it 

soaked us to the core, like we had stepped out of a swimming pool, fully clothed. After a 

bit of trial and error, and one very cumbersome thorn bush, we faced the sheer granite 

plunging into the forest. We just came up against it, like a wall, as if the mountain had 

grown out of the ground like a mushroom. Then came the old vegetation routine, as we 

hoisted ourselves up. Every so often, we hit a comfortable granite highway, and just 

walked, our soggy desert boots gripping the dry rock like a gecko’s feet. This was the 

way to go, we thought. In no time we were on the saddle of the mountain, walking 

comfortably along the ridge, jungle down below, up a slight incline to the larger of two 

sugarloafs. Barking noises attracted us to a troop of baboons on the granite. They just 

raced around on it, unconcerned about the sheer drop to the forest below. Some alpha 

male just sat there, cross-legged on a ledge like an ascetic, looking at the horizon, perhaps 

contemplating a baboon’s Jesus. Hyraxes, those furry rodent-like relatives of the 

elephant, whistled their alarm cries as we crunched along. We then were confronted once 

again with a necklace of boulders, but this time found a way up and around them. But 

then, our hearts sank when we just faced steep rock above the necklace. Thinking we 

would just have our lunch here and call it a day, defeated by Soubakperou once again, we 

unshouldered our backpacks and explored around a bit. 
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   Incredibly, we found a hole in the granite, actually a fissure covered by vines and 

branches, which seemed to promise a light at the end of the tunnel. It went up at a forty-

five degree angle, steep, but feasible. I crawled up into it, trying to think of anything but 

snakes, which of course filled the place with imaginary snakes behind every branch and 

rock I grabbed. It was a genuine tunnel, with a roof of vegetation going on for quite a 

while. Like an adventure designed at Universal Studios in Hollywood, it disgorged me 

thrillingly onto a whole new level. I stepped out onto a huge granite terrace, a veritable 

porch with view over the jungle. Next to this porch was a small baobab tree, that bulbous 

upside-down tree of the African savannas, which are more common further north. It 

thrived in the cooler microclimate of the mountain, and it was in full flower, pendulous 

big flowers hanging down at eye level. Behind me was a lawn, a genuine lawn like out of 

an exclusive golf club, and a profusion of ivy, draped about like those pictures of kudzu 

in the American South. Erik and Papa emerged from the tunnel and there we were, in the 

Garden of Eden, half expecting to see Eve stroll by collecting berries, dressed in fig 

leaves. It was so beautiful, and so refreshing up in the sky. A quick look around showed 

us an easy way to get to the very top of Soubakperou, behind the terrace, but the summit 

was almost an afterthought, after finding this sculpted place, thoughtfully planted, and 

well-maintained. We mountain-goated up to the top, took some pictures, and felt good to 

be alive, to having discovered such a secret way to this private garden. I thought: I’m 

definitely coming back here again, maybe with a girl. Spend the night. 

 

 

3. Possession 

 

  I climbed Soubakperou a bunch of times after that, almost every vacation, dry or rainy 

season. It became a ritual: the village, bashing jungle, scaling rock, the tunnel, emerging 

like a newborn into the Garden of Eden. I never did bring a genuine girlfriend up there, 

but various good friends or acquaintances. With my high-school buddy Anton, who came 

to Benin after graduation, before college, we scaled the opposite side of the saddle, with 

ropes and all. With Natalie Jolie, half French, half “Island-girl,” we thrashed through 

some thicker jungle, complete with huge buttressed kapok trees. Everyone was dragged 
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through “my” tunnel, and presented with the gift of the terrace up in the sky, me eying 

them to check if they gave it sufficient appreciation. The baobab’s health was checked, 

the vines looked a bit ragged, damn it, and who forgot to mow the lawn? I still enjoyed 

the place, but it was all about re-experiencing it vicariously through other people for the 

first time all over again: The wonder of the tunnel, as if it had been designed just for us. 

We were always alone on the mountain, like we were the only people in the universe to 

be aware of this wonder. It’s a strange feeling, you want others to know, but you want to 

be the only one. Anton and I dragged some bottled cokes up the mountain once and took 

advertisement-like shots drinking (it was delicious, still cold), with the jungle below, sky 

up above. We figured we might sell them to Coca Cola and make some money, seeing 

this was the Garden of Eden after all, but, on the picture it looked like it could have been 

in Vermont, so we never convinced anybody about the picture’s value, that we had 

dragged the cooled bottles through jungles, granite, and tunnels, to a place never before 

graced by the coke bottle. I vaguely remember also dragging a small stereo up there once, 

and playing my beloved Dire Straits on the terrace, letting Mark Knopfler’s lyrics 

mumble off these cliffs and over these trees, for the first time in the history of the 

universe:  

“These mist-covered mountains are a home now to me, 

 but my home is the lowlands, and always will be…” 

   The last time I climbed Soubakperou was with two Belgian acquaintances, Thierry and 

his friend, and my brother Erik. Thierry was tall and flabby, in sneakers, and his friend, 

called Inayay, or some strange name, looked like me, with a Neanderthalic forehead. By 

this time, Erik had his own car (he was living in Benin now), a red clap-trap Suzuki 

Samurai. They followed in a Peugeot. At the village of Wari-Maro, for the first time the 

villagers spoke to us. They told us not to go into the forest, warning, by mime, that there 

were traps laid out everywhere for catching wild animals: those nasty iron contraptions 

that snap shut when you step on them. We hesitated, but figured we could avoid them. 

The villagers had that “well, we warned you” look, probably wondering why these 

Whites kept on coming back. In a stroke of genius, we decided to follow the stream, 

which curved along the base of the mountain, walking right in the middle of it, reasoning 

that there would be no traps in there, and we were already all soaked anyway. It was 
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magnificent, water up to our knees, pushing vines out of the way, and it led us right to the 

base of the mountain, where it tumbled down a vegetated crag, and filmed all over a large 

expanse of granite. Hopping onto the rock, we met our first humans ever seen on the 

mountain: two African hunters armed with old musket-type rifles. We examined the guns, 

one an old French thing, the other apparently home-made from metal tubing and machine 

parts. They were hunting for baboons, which they relished, saying: “Mmmh-mmmh-

mmmh, c’est doux!” (translation: Mmmh, Mmmh, Mmmh, sweet!) We parted, and a 

couple minutes later, a CRACK! resonated through the forest, and then another gunshot. 

A bit worried, we scurried on up the glade. This time, we were ascending what looked 

like a parkland, well-planted with evenly-spaced trees, fissuring up between the granite. 

Thierry and Inayay were in bad shape, huffing and puffing, and we had to wait for them 

regularly, and it was getting late. We got to the saddle, and they just lay down and 

panted, while I started to get annoyed at their slowness, Even Natalie Jolie, the Islands 

girl with the large butt, had been in better shape. At the tunnel, Thierry barely got 

through, getting stuck like a human plug. They didn’t seem to appreciate the Terrace, nor 

the Garden, just panted like dogs, worried. The way down was no better, as we slipped 

and struggled down a new un-attempted slope, hearing rifle-shots again. By the time we 

got to the bottom jungle, it was late afternoon. And then, we got lost. Somehow, we 

ended up in a sea of three-meter high Andropogon grass, and we couldn’t find our way 

out of it. It was all the same everywhere, I was worried about traps and snakes, and it was 

getting dark. We back-tracked again and again, re-discovering, or maybe not, some fallen 

tree trunk. And, was that flattened grass our work, or was it the work of some large wild 

animal? Shit, it smells like a zoo here, must be a buffalo or something. We started to 

panic, desperately looking for some horizon, some feature to direct us out of here. I 

caught a glimpse of the mountain, Soubakperou, staring down, surprisingly far away. I 

was seriously contemplating spending the night here, and we all had fear in our eyes, the 

real Africa finally sinking in: Lions, nightly downpours, snakes. Help! 

   It was now almost dark now, and after more thrashing about we found a stream running 

under all the grass, and started to follow it. Like that movie about that plane-crash 

survivor in the Peruvian Amazon, we followed the current, hoping it would grow, leading 

eventually to a larger stream. It did, and I thought I recognized our highway to the 
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mountain. Sure enough, it was, and it led us to the cornfields (eerie at dusk), to the trail, 

and to the village. When we hit the road, it was dark, and a thunderstorm broke, and 

down came the rain, in the usual torrents. The small windscreen wipers were just 

decorative, moving back and forth helplessly. The last image I have of Soubakperou is its 

silhouette in the distance between the frightened grass at dusk. It had got its revenge. 

   Today, Soubakperou and its surrounding forest is a protected preserve, partially 

because we loved it so much. 
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Boating with Maman 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                     
    

     He called me “yovo”
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1. Materiel 

 

   One summer, I bought an inflatable boat with which I hoped to explore the rivers and 

lagoons of Benin. I had hatched this plan already while I was in college in the States, and 

I scoured the newspapers for second-hand Zodiacs. I was aghast at the price of even old 

inflatables, and was already on my way to Belgium, empty-handed and worried that I 

would be subject, once again, to paying Africans on wobbly pirogues for half-hour rides 

on the water – not the type of explorer I wanted to be. I had a few days time to spend in 

Antwerp before heading for the Waters of Africa, and I started searching for a Zodiac, 

like a man on a mission. I dragged my brother Erik on these excursions. I remember 

depriving him of lunch one day, him trailing behind me moaning that he needed to eat. 

One afternoon, close to the departure date for Africa’s Tropic Shores, we found 

ourselves, in true Tintin fashion, in back-alleys by the Antwerp riverfront, looking for 

equipment. The trouble with my search strategy was Zodiac. Like Hoovers, Escalators, 

and Kleenex, it was a brand name which had so dominated the market that it had become 

synonymous with any “serious” inflatable boat. Comfortably the ruler, Zodiac charged 

outrageous prices, and made you worry about the quality of buying anything else 

(wouldn’t you feel safer on an Escalator than on a StairMover?). Desperate, we entered a 

dubious store and saw an inflatable, beckoning us in bright orange. It was different than 

all the Zodiac-types. It seemed hand-made, and had heavy wooden paneling on the floor 

instead of the usual synthetics. I took a closer look, and my heart sank when I found 

where it was made: Poland. Could I trust my life, on a tropical river, with this thing, 

made in a country with an economy in shambles? Besides, it had a ludicrous Polish name, 

which I forget, limp sounding, like a spiced sausage, not reliable like Zodiac. But it was 

cheap, so we bought it and lugged it home somehow across town, to the train station, 

down the country road, to Kalmthout, where we slept.  

   The whole package proved to be too much baggage for me to bring, all alone, on my 

flight to Benin. I decided to leave all the wood panels behind and bring them on my next 

trip. This meant that the floor of the boat was just a rubberized sheet that you couldn’t 

stand on. I arrived at Cotonou airport somewhat worried about how the boat would be 
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received by the Beninese police. A couple years earlier, on one of my first trips to Benin, 

I had brought a small tent. This had been during the last gasp of the Marxist-Leninist rule 

of Mathieu Kerekou, when paranoia reigned in the small nation. Not too long before then, 

an invasion force bankrolled by France and certain African neighbors had failed to 

overthrow the regime. The commandos botched the operation, and everything was 

panicky for a while, as described by Bruce Chatwin in his Benin chapter in “What am I 

doing here?” Back to my tent: the fat military guy, complete with blood-shot eyes, started 

unpacking the tent in a private booth and peering down the aluminum poles, looking back 

at me sporadically: “C’est quoi ca? Un fusil?” I managed to convince him that no, these 

were not parts of a machine gun, but a tent. He gave it one final checking-over, 

telescoping the tubes like an intelligent gorilla, and finally patted me all over, and gave 

my crotch a squeeze, just in case the ammo was in there.  So now, I was a bit concerned 

that this same character, or one of his colleagues, would view my inflatable boat as the 

first wave of another commando-style attack on his regime.  

 

2. Grand Popo 

 

   As soon as I had the boat past customs, I couldn’t wait to get it in the water. Imagine 

the freedom of just finding a lagoon or river on a map, plotting the roads to get you there, 

and exploring interconnected waterways and river galleries. For this purpose, I had a 2-

horsepower Yamaha outboard motor which screwed on to a transom on the boat. Gas was 

just regular car gas plus a bit of oil mixed in. Rearing to go, I studied the old greenish 

colonial maps we had, topological things detailed down to single buildings sometimes, 

albeit from the nineteen-fifties.  Unfortunately, my newfound freedom quickly hit a 

minor roadblock: I needed transportation. I didn’t have my own car, or even a license, so 

I relied entirely on Papa to get me places. I found a spot on the map: “I want to go there, 

the Mono River by Grand Popo,” and Papa obliged. This lagoon by the ocean was one of 

my first expeditions, situated in the mangrove swamps of slave-day fame.  I had found, 

on the map, a way of following the coastal lagoons and then going up a waterway that 

narrowed until it connected with the Mono River, upstream from my starting point. The 

loop seemed elegant and varied: some lagoons, some mangrove passageways, and then 



 25 

the big river. Soon I was pumping my boat up with a crowd of excited local kids yelling 

and laughing at me and my seemingly ineffectual foot-pumping motion. As I dragged the 

boat to the water, they went berserk. A long history of dealing with white men and their 

boats now spurred them into trying to get something from me, before I escaped onto the 

water. A cacophony of “Yovo (me), Kado (gift)!” erupted as I hauled and pushed the boat 

through the grass and mud, unassisted. It was great fun, actually, as I was re-enacting the 

scene faced by all of my favorite explorers. Without exception, every single one of them, 

from Burton to Cook to a certain John Duncan who explored these very same waters, 

every single one of them was harassed by locals trying to get something from them. They 

all complain bitterly and become sarcastic concerning the “natives” after initial dutiful 

descriptions of flora and fauna. But, what do you expect, with an orange rubber boat and 

whatever paraphernalia whites seem to be blessed with? But the demand for “kado” 

seems often like a reflex, just thrown out there because of its hardwired connection with 

whites. I guess it’s more flattering than some of the reflexes white people have with 

blacks. Even if it’s obvious you have nothing to give, you’re asked for “kado,” like the 

time I was assaulted on the beach with literally nothing on me but my bathing suit. 

   On this first trip, Maman was coming with me. Maman, often came with me on these 

African boating trips. I don’t know why, really. I guess papa would drive us places, then 

go back to work-related errands, and she would stay with me. Since she likes to tan, she 

looked forward to a day in the sun on the open water. We managed to escape the native 

throngs, unlike Cook in Tahiti. At first it was easy-going. We glided past islands of 

coconut palms, like a scene out of Polynesia. I found the inland waterway, as predicted 

on the map, and started chugging upstream into the mangrove hinterland. Faithfully, the 

waterway narrowed until we were meandering a mini-Amazon. The water changed from 

turbid to very black, not because it was dirty, but actually limpid and mirror-like. The 

riverbanks closed in on us until we were navigating a hallway of sorts, with mangrove 

walls. This was all I had hoped for. The riverbank vegetation even started closing in on 

top of the channel, almost forming a tunnel. Soon enough, it was a genuine tunnel, and a 

one-lane tunnel at that. It became so narrow that I realized in a mild panic that I couldn’t 

really turn the boat around anymore. Maman wasn’t able to tan anymore, so she got 

conversational, asking me about what I ate in college. I was getting quite worried because 
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the rubber boat was beginning to scrape sharp mangrove branches, so I just answered 

bad-temperedly “Sais pas…du poulet et des yaourts!” hoping she’d stop. I knew, from 

the map, that this passageway connected with the Mono River, so I forced on, gunning 

the engine over nasty scrapes which were like punches to the stomach. I imagined a 

puncture. We’d just sink there, Maman and me. She swims like a turtle, slowly with her 

head up high so as not to get her hair wet. She’d never make it back. I was mad that she 

seemed so unaware of the intense danger we were in, of this load I carried in my mind 

alone: “Il fait froid la-bas, a Boston?” she asked. “Tres froid!” I answered. 

   My faith in the old colonial map was too strong. I plowed on, until the mangrove tunnel 

was exactly the width of Polish-built inflatables. Branches grabbed onto Maman, who 

was sitting in front, and then whipped back at me, viciously. Insects and twigs fell in our 

hair (her hair), and the floor of the boat looked like garden mulch. I suddenly realized that 

the width of the channel was perfect for local pirogues, not for Yovo boats. It was in fact 

carved from the mangroves, possibly maintained as such for centuries, a wormhole from 

one water-world to another. This understanding of African mangrove channels came too 

late; we gut plumb stuck between the branches, the rubber indented all along its length by 

daggers. I tried to move this orange plug, but just got it further corked. Going forward 

was out of the question, I could only pull on the branches backwards to uncork the boat, 

worried that I would puncture it in the process. Maman wasn’t enjoying herself anymore, 

with all the messy whip-lashing in the gloomy tunnel. I hoped some African would canoe 

by. In situations like these, you have great faith in the local populace. An African will 

save us. He will be amply rewarded. His name will be Napoleon, or Eustace, or Kora, 

and I will express my gratitude. As nobody materialized, I continued to lift the boat over 

and around branches, Maman barely hanging on, until I got some fluidity, started the 

motor, and ran it 180 degrees backward. We flushed out, like out of a toilet, and crept 

backwards out of this mistake. Around a bend in the passage, I noticed a hole in the 

mangrove wall that I hadn’t noticed before. At the end of the hole was solid ground, and 

squatting there, at the end of the tunnel, was an African boy. Our eyes locked for an 

instant, as he probably tried to place what exactly I was in this contradictory context. 

When he figured it out, about two full seconds later, he said “Yovo, kado!” 
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3. Sota 

 

   In the extreme north of Benin, at the opposite end from the mangrove lagoons of Grand 

Popo, flows a small section of the mighty Niger River. I always liked the north much 

more than the south. The people called me “Bature” there instead of Yovo, and said it in 

a friendly way, like they delighted in it, not following it necessarily with “kado.” Yovo 

always sounded a bit like the “N” word to me, but for whites. Also, in the North, the 

environment seemed less oppressive: wooded savannas, bright green vegetation during 

the rains, luminous yellow light in the late afternoon. And the country was littered with 

rivers. Three large rivers flowed north into the Niger: the Mekrou, the Alibori, and the 

Sota. I did eventually explore the mighty orange Niger itself, with my brother Erik. 

Before tackling the big river, however, I had another amusing day on the water, featuring 

a sunbathing Maman, on the river Sota, the smallest of the three Beninese tributaries. 

   I was already acquainted with the Sota. When I was seventeen, I had lived for two 

weeks by the Sota, in the village of Bodjekali, with a Dutch volunteer called Ilco. I was 

supposed to gather information for a “Senior Thesis” for high school, and I decided that 

I’d do it on desertification, which was already a problem in the area. Ilco was a bit of a 

fanatic about desertification, and was hard at work planting trees as fast as he could. He 

lived in a couple huts with a little tribe of people who had grown around him. He was in 

his early thirties, looked a bit like Harrisson Ford in Blade Runner, had ice blue eyes, and 

was actually an excellent piece of humanity. My memory of him is so positive, I even 

suggested that Anja and I name our son Ilco, but she declined. Names sound good or bad 

depending on their owners, and Ilco could have been called anything, Petco or whatever, 

and made it sound appropriate and excellent. He spoke French with the sing-songy 

Beninese accent, had a local girlfriend (Hadjara, now his wife in Holland), and a “buddy” 

(Seibou) who went everywhere with him. I guess, what impressed me so much was that 

he wasn’t a Kurtz, a mini-man-who-would-be-king, as so often seems to happen among 

solitary whites in Africa. He never let the whole thing get to his head. Enough said. 

Maybe because of this, the locals liked him, and there were always plenty of people 

passing through. He played soccer on local teams, ate igname pilee, and actually liked it, 

and liked Dire Straits too, stopping in mid-sentence to enthuse about the amazing piano at 
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the end of “Telegraph Road,” playing in the background. He was often telling long 

allegorical stories to his Beninese friends, trying to make a point in a fable-like way. His 

friends replied in kind, with their own drawn-out stories. Beninese stories, I’m sorry to 

say, in general leave something to be desired. Usually, it’s something like: “Man spat, 

and his spit turned into a snake, which he chopped up into seven pieces, and the first 

piece turned into an elephant, which said…etc, etc” – not unlike Bible stories, actually. 

African proverbs, which are exchanged liberally as well, are much better, like “A tree 

falls on the side to which it leans.”  

   Anyway, pretty soon into my stint I fell, in a way. I got a bad case of malaria, which 

stretched time so much that the stay with Ilco features importantly as a significant chunk 

of my life. I could only sit or lay down, and I salivated so much I had to keep a glass by 

the side of my bed to drool into. The minutes ticked by slowly, and Ilco would be there, 

talking, but worried. I couldn’t stand the greasy sauces we had for dinner anymore, and 

Ilco swears that I once threw the blasted igname pilee against the wall (I don’t remember 

this). With my head splitting and feeling overheated, I would stumble down the muddy 

path to the Sota river, walk straight out to the middle, lay down on some shallows, and let 

the cool brown water wash over me for a long time. That was my first taste of the Sota. 

   My second experience on the Sota was also due to forces beyond my control. I actually 

wanted to explore some oxbow lakes by the Alibori river, bordered by tantalizing swathes 

of green, suggesting “thick forest,” on the French colonial map of the area. I convinced 

Papa to drive us to a village fairly close to these lakes. We strapped the inflatable on the 

roof of the Peugeot, and took off one early morning. I felt great, like on the first day of 

vacation. The air was bright, not too hot, puffy white clouds, fluorescent vegetation, red 

earth. The tarmac road was good, and we drove fast. Suddenly, we heard a “Krack!” and 

realized that the boat had broken its moorings and flapped like a tongue on the roof. Re-

strapping it, I was a bit less confident on how the day was going to go. Soon, we turned 

off onto a dirt track. The track got progressively worse, and Papa started getting nervous 

that we’d get stuck. I urged him on, and within minutes we crunched the car’s belly and 

dislocated the exhaust tube. Papa crawled under the car and sort of fixed it. But then, it 

kept happening. It was awful, because we were always cringing for the car to go from a 

purr to Harley Davidson-like roar when the exhaust dislocated (Papa and I re-enacted this 
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scenario many years later in the Anza Borrego desert with my Toyota Corolla: me 

pressing on, him nervous and telling me we’ll damage the car, the exhaust pipe busting, 

driving in a roar all the way back to San Diego). I said “It’s just a little further...” Papa 

started getting mad, tired of spending time under the car. We parked, and I was convinced 

that the clutch of huts in the distance by some tall trees was our destined village, by the 

river, but Papa, like Captain Haddock in Tibet, wouldn’t budge. We backtracked, 

dislocating as we went. I was severely disappointed, and Papa knew this. I started 

scanning the map thirstily for nearby water as we got back on the main road. I saw the 

Sota, remembering my Ilco days. There was a village called Ferikere, way upstream, and 

I said I wanted to be dropped off there. Papa squinted at the map, flattened on the hood of 

the Peugeot, silently mouthing the words “Ferri…Ferrike..Ferrikere?” and then blew up 

when he saw that it was at the end of another one of these long thin red lines representing 

ragged dirt tracks. I scrambled downstream looking for a village closer to the main road, 

and hit upon old familiar Bodjekali, Ilco’s village. I remembered the way, and the road 

was decent. Soon enough, I was amused to find myself at the very same place where I 

had bathed my malaria a couple years ago. Ilco was gone, but his huts were still there, 

with new adventurous European tenant. We slid the boat down the mud path, loaded 

Maman onto it, and took off down the current. Papa and I had arranged that we would 

meet up in Malanville, a town on the Niger, where the Sota emptied into the big river. He 

said that he’d “keep an eye open for us in our orange boat, and we’d look out for the 

light-blue Peugeot.” 

   At first, it was fun. I cranked the motor to full and zigzagged the bends in the river. 

Maman sun-bathed on the front section of the boat. Birds flew ahead of us and landed, 

flew ahead of us and landed, flew ahead of us and landed. Hours passed. I emptied the 

last of my fuel reserve into the tank, and started getting worried that this river was a bit 

longer than what I imagined from the map. It’s just that there were so many twists and 

turns and bends, that all things said and done, it was five times longer than what appeared 

in print. I was running out of gas. I began to worry that I we would not make it. It was 

late afternoon already, and I was just waiting for the motor to gulp air and die. To top 

things off, the current was pretty strong, the river was quite wide at this point, and I was 

imagining our powerless boat being swept into the Niger, me unable to direct it to a 
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landing. I turned the engine off to save gas, to save it for the crucial moment when I 

would need to steer. We bobbed, turning around down the current like a cork. Maman 

stopped sunbathing as the sun began sinking, and she started being conversational. I 

focused downstream, hoping for a town. Maman asked “Tu a une copine a Boston?” 

“Non!” I said. So she started asking me various other questions about my life in that 

college town, as I got furious that she was so unaware of the intense danger we were in, 

the danger of being swept into the third-largest river in Africa, funneled down to Nigeria, 

helpless. I’m ashamed to say that this time I may have blown up at her, berating her for 

asking me such silly questions while our future was in question. Didn’t she understand 

what was happening? Maman just smiled and looked at the sun setting, as we floated like 

Huck Finn and Jim on a mini-Mississippi. Then, I saw a couple houses and yanked the 

cord to start the engine. Soon, there was the welcome sight of trash, old tires, and women 

in colorful pagnes by the riverbank: Malanville. I never felt that gasoline was as precious 

as I did then, guiding the boat out of the main current and to the shoreline, now safely 

accessible and free of brush. Just as the sun set, I spied a blue Peugeot by a spit of land 

where people appeared to be slaughtering cows. I gunned the engine in a last hurrah, 

pointed to the light blue car, and soon enough hit the shoreline close to Papa’s feet. And I 

had never even run out of gas, at least not of the hydrocarbon variety.  
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   My parents lived on the North end of Parakou, in a “neighborhood” called Amawihon. 

It must be more built-up now, but back then, when I was in my teens, it was just 

cornfields and half-finished cement islands. You lowered yourself slowly off the jagged 

main road, drove up what was for all intents and purposes a red riverbed, turned left 

before the sawmill, and you were home. Our front yard was either corn or soybeans, 

crop-rotation style, and featured an old cashew tree. Papa had planted a row of Gmelina 

trees on our “side-street,” leafy fast-growing things. Over the years, our house became a 

veritable oasis of mango, papaya, guava, and the whole tropical fruit salad. The backyard 

was gradually transformed from pure dirt and cement blocks to a cool, lush, dripping 

jungle. A big flame tree sprouted at the front gate. I delighted in observing the progress of 

each individual plant upon returning every six months, on school breaks. It was like one 

of those sped-up movies of plants growing: my perception started where it left off the last 

time, blotting out the intervening months of dreary textbooks, my security guard job, 

desolate Main Streets in Massachusetts. Reverse journeys were less interesting plant-

wise: New England vegetation, although lush and leafy in summer, never seemed to 

change.  

   When my parents first moved into the house by the sawmill, there was already a 

resident on the front porch. He was a teenage boy, exactly my age, called Emanuel. He 

must have, like me, had a security guard job of sorts after hours, watching the house. 

During the day, Emanuel was an apprentice at the sawmill. This meant that he didn’t get 

paid for several years while he learned his trade, and until his bosses would send him 

packing and get new apprentices. It’s the standard practice across Benin, with truck 

drivers, butchers, tailors, or any profession. They all have young boys (and girls) doing 

much of the work. It was the same in Europe and America, before we all ended up in 

colleges numbing ourselves with organic chemistry textbooks and dissecting Frantz 

Fanon. The sawmill was loud. All day long it would screech and wail as they cut the teak 

lumber. Anja is very fond of teak, for some reason, and every time she fawns over a piece 

of teak furniture, I remember the reddish lumber stacked up high by the mill. I remember 

the huge teak plantations we would drive through on the way north to Parakou. We’d stop 

and walk through them, my closest approximation to unbroken jungle, crunching on the 
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huge leaves on the ground. It was more like walking through a pine forest, except for 

those huge leaves. Those enormous leaves, they used them as wrapping paper for 

groceries in Parakou. There was a teak plantation just east of Parakou too, where I 

discovered an island of bona-fide jungle buffeted on all sides by the sterile teaks. Next to 

the teak plantation was an abandoned textile mill, with a compound of empty bungalows 

and an empty swimming pool full of teak leaves, vestiges of a whiter time. 

   Emanuel and I broke the ice around my bicycle. He said it was “toc-toc!” as he sped up 

and down the dirt roads with it, meaning it rode great. Our life situations were of course 

vastly different. I don’t know how much he thought about those differences, but I think 

they started to bother him a bit more as he got older. Meanwhile, both fifteen years old, 

we got along well from the start. One point of agreement we had was our view on priests 

and religion in general. The sawmill was owned by a religious order, I think, possibly 

Frere Ambroise’s monastery. Our discussions on religion eventually coalesced around 

Emanuel’s slightly younger brother, David. It was clear that they had different fathers: 

David was good-looking in a squinty sort of way, reminding me a bit of Denys Jendrain, 

a Belgian neighbor of mine in Tunisia. Emanuel’s most striking feature was the perfect 

circular dimension of his face. It was so round, I privately called him Moonface. In 

correspondence with this singular feature, his eyes were set very wide apart, even more 

than mine. He told me that his father was from Ghana, and I suspected a truck driver. 

Once, while perusing a magazine in college and seeing some Ghanian politicians, I 

recognized the Moonface people related to Emanuel.  

   Emanuel’s brother David wanted to become a Catholic priest. It was a bit of an 

awkward moment, when David said, full of pride, “Je veux etre pretre!” to us, sitting on 

the porch. We were whites, after all, Christianity and priests were white things, 

associated with Land Cruisers, paper currency, crop rotation, bread, and other such white 

things. He expected, I guess, that we would be thrilled to hear that he had set his heart on 

becoming a priest, that he was joining the ranks of that esteemed white club. Papa 

thought for a while before answering. He isn’t fond of organized religion and is, politely, 

an agnostic, and privately, an atheist. Individual priests can be excellent people, like 

Frere Ambroise at the monastery, with whom Papa collaborated on agricultural schemes. 

But, as a whole, I’m sure he viewed the priesthood as a silly waste of a life. So he 
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formulated his answer for a while. Emanuel, it was clear from his face, thought the whole 

thing a stupid idea. They had argued about this before, him and his brother. But, he 

probably didn’t want to offend us, good Catholics he thought, as all whites should be. 

Papa finally broke the silence, David still smiling expectantly: “It’s a very big decision. 

You cannot do much else if you are a priest, like raise a family, or learn a…er…a real 

profession. Perhaps you should try something else first, so you have something to fall 

back on, and if you still want to be a priest when you’re older and wiser, then you should 

do it. But, right now, it’s probably not a good idea.” Emanuel reacted like he had been 

jolted by electricity. His eyes lit up, and even before Papa was done, he gesticulated to 

David, pointing to his ear and then to Papa, his eyes like daggers, miming “Listen to what 

he’s saying! Listen!” David was crestfallen, and I felt terrible for him. He had probably 

come to us to prove to his brother, once and for all, that he was making the right choice, 

and now he was the lone keeper of the faith on the porch. He thanked us politely, and we 

never saw much of him again, except when he once asked for a loan to go on a church-

related trip to Europe.  

   I think Emanuel trusted and liked us quite a bit more after that. We were so different, 

and yet the same on that level. We were a bit less white, I guess. Emanuel respected 

Papa’s opinion immensely. From then on, whenever Papa spoke, he listened intensely, 

and afterwards discussed the wisdom of what “le vieux” had said. I slipped easily into the 

role of a mini “vieux” and took a liking to having long discussions, producing pearls of 

wisdom and unpleasant truths for Emanuel, and assorted listeners, to digest. We talked 

about the slave trade and the history of blacks in America. We talked about why Europe 

was advanced and Africa wasn’t. I made them listen to Dire Straits, and translated Mark 

Knopfler’s lyrics like they were scripture. Every so often, someone said “He speaks like 

the old man!” which was immensely satisfying to me.  

   Emanuel was now living in a room which had been built in our backyard, near where 

we parked the car. He sort of came with the house, so he just stayed with us. He had 

made a regular little living room out of teak (Anja might be jealous), and cooked his 

dinners at his doorstep on a small charcoal grill. He bathed daily at the other side of the 

house, behind the guava tree, dumping buckets of water over his soapy self. Where he 

shat is still a mystery. I think that he and Gerard, the “house boy,” went out into the scrub 
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which still existed near the house, or the sawmill had a latrine. Gerard and Emanuel 

seemed to ignore each other. Gerard was our employee, but Emanuel was almost a guest, 

living for free in his cement room among the mangoes and guavas, seconds away from 

the sawmill. In contrast, Gerard biked several miles each day from his family’s huts (he 

had lots of kids). In the evenings, Gerard would pack up any trash we had and actually 

bring it home with him, on his bike. He’d gather leftover food, especially after parties, 

and combine meat scraps and chocolate cake and lasagna and fish-balls in one plastic 

bag, for his kids he said. Gerard was small and wiry and subservient, with tribal scars on 

his face. He was the same tribe as Mathieu Kerekou, the Marxist president, the Somba, 

who built mini-castles of mud in the Atakora Mountains, northeast. Emanuel, in contrast, 

was growing tall, strong, and very sure of himself. He was starting to accumulate a bit of 

cash somehow, and took to dressing well on his days off, in colorful wax-dyed outfits. I 

began to see him as getting a bit “uppity.” Unbeknownst to me, I was re-enacting the role 

of the plantation white, the Afrikaner, the Alabama boy. These historical figures would 

play with their little black counterparts until a certain age, before they grew into racist 

adults keeping a watchful eye on these same blacks, now grown, watching that they never 

stepped out of line. I felt that Emanuel should display a bit more appreciation for his 

comfy situation in our backyard. What he was supposed to do, I don’t know: prostate 

himself in front of Papa’s feet and throw dirt on his head, in the African tradition of old, 

perhaps. In retrospect, he did just the right thing without any hypocritical brown-nosing: 

He just worked all day at the sawmill, bathed, cooked, slept, and dressed well on Sunday. 

I guess he never tried to ingratiate himself with me, as an obvious line of communication 

for the man who held his comfy situation in balance, Papa.  

   Emanuel made two paddles for my inflatable motorboat. They were heavy, solid teak 

things which gave you a real workout to use. About half an hour east of Parakou was a 

river, the Okpara, where we used to go boating on the weekends. There was a dam and a 

long lake behind it which eventually snaked into a river. I explored these waters 

thoroughly, with my brother Erik, with Papa and Maman (sunbathing), with various 

visitors, with Marjan and hewr sister Else, and with Emanuel and David. We’d drive to 

an abandoned “model farm,” which was an old French colonial plantation. There was an 

old abandoned house, yellow with wrap-around porches, and full of bats. Papa had 
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considered cleaning the house out and living there when he was looking for a place to 

live, but it was too far away, without electricity or running water. We would drive 

between lines of big leafy colonial trees until we reached the water, where we would un-

strap the boat from the roof of the car, or resurrect a fiberglass boat inevitably submerged 

in the reeds. Soon, we would be buzzing up the glassy river, the old familiar smell of gas 

exhaust from the outboard motor. Underneath us was a drowned forest, the original river 

gallery which existed before the Okpara was dammed. The skeletons of old giant trees 

still emerged from the water in places, and we had to constantly watch out for snags. Our 

primary destination was always a pile of boulders about forty-five minutes upstream, 

shaded by a huge kola tree (an ingredient of the original soft drink). We’d jump onto the 

boulders and go fishing, Erik invariably getting his fishing hook caught in the tree’s 

lower branches as he cast his fishing rod line. We caught tilapia, which we kept alive to 

transfer to our fish cistern by the guava tree at home, or which Gerard fried up for lunch. 

For a year or two, I thought that the reedy lake beyond these boulders was the end of the 

line, but one summer, after some hard rains, I discovered a passageway through the reeds, 

and was delighted to find myself on the upper reaches of the Okpara.  An hour of 

motoring up this stretch led to a sharp bend by a small hillock, where large trees hung 

over the water. This became our secondary destination. We’d unload beneath the 

overhanging branches, scramble up to the ridge, and enjoy this wonderful spot. I decided, 

of course, that there must be yet another natural wonder farther upstream, perhaps a series 

of them. I imagined a thick gallery forest, with high jungle on both sides of the river, and 

rock outcroppings to explore. I started nosing a bit upstream from the secondary base, 

but, realizing that however far I went, I would eventually have to motor all the way back 

to the abandoned plantation, I came up with a plan. I would drive to the upper reaches of 

the Okpara, where it was called the Nano on my French colonial maps, and just descend 

the whole thing in one stretch in an extravaganza of exploration. 

   I recruited Emanuel for this expedition. We found a dirt track which would get us to the 

upper reaches of the Okpara (the same one I had previously attempted on a moped), and 

Papa drove us there with the inflatable, outboard motor, fuel, food and water. He said 

he’d pick us up at the abandoned plantation on the lower Okpara before the dam, after 

work. There was a small village where we were dropped off, and people were busy 
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boiling big cauldrons of shea nuts. They extract a sort of butter from this nut; it’s 

exported for use in certain cosmetics. Bypassing the shea butter production, Emanuel and 

I dragged the boat to the river, which was quite narrow but swollen with the recent rains. 

Without any further ado, we cast off, and were soon slipping very quickly between the 

banks, the motor useful only for steering. I immediately saw danger: a big acacia-like tree 

collapsed across the river. Acacias are covered in inch-long thorns. We were in an 

inflatable rubber boat. We were moving fast. I tried to turn around and go back upstream, 

but to no avail. We were heading straight for a big thorn bush, broadside. I cut the engine 

and Emanuel and I both grabbed our paddles and leaned out into the oncoming bush to 

dampen our collision. We got scraped up, the boat was squeaking against the thorns and 

branches, leaving whitish scratch marks, but we managed to push off and slip under the 

branches of another fallen tree, my head getting knocked in the process. We were now in 

a lull, floating down somewhat more slowly towards what was obviously the next 

vegetation snag.  A thought occurred to me: “Emanuel,” I asked, “can you swim?” He 

said “no”, and before I could digest this, we were doing the limbo on a big branch which 

barely cleared the boat.  

   As it turned out, the first five minutes of our trip, described above, defined the next 

couple of hours. We didn’t even bother with the outboard motor, each pre-snag stretch 

was never more than a minute or two long. The rest of the time was spent unwillingly 

fighting vegetation while being inexorably pushed against it. Amazingly, the Polish boat 

held up. A couple of times, we were confronted with snags so thick with branches, vines, 

and thorns that we were physically unable to squeak through, the current notwithstanding. 

At these depressing moments, we had to pull the boat out of the water and carry it around 

the snag, like Henry Morton Stanley around the Congo cataracts. Unlike Stanley, we 

didn’t have a retinue of people to carry our stuff. We lugged and heaved and sweated, the 

motor and extra fuel now uselessly heavy on top of the boat. Sometimes, to get around 

the thick vegetation at the edge of the river, we were actually hauling the boat through a 

piece of savanna, looking like madmen if anyone saw us. We were totally exhausted by 

the time we cast off again on the other side of the snag thicket, only to brace ourselves for 

another thicket two minutes later. It felt a bit like how soldiers in Vietnam must have felt, 

or any such armed conflict where you just can’t avoid suffering from combined fatigue 
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and assault, non-stop. At one point, while we were carrying the boat around yet another 

snag, Emanuel just dropped the thing and burst out laughing, saying “We’re like slaves!”  

   We stopped for lunch. Maman had prepared Tunisian casse-croute sandwiches 

(baguette with tuna, harrissa, pickled vegetables, olives). We were bunched up against yet 

another branch, and had just given up then and there, for lunch. I don’t remember talking 

much with Emanuel, while we munched the spicy sandwiches, keeping an eye open for 

oncoming driftwood. We had been bickering a bit throughout the day, not surprisingly. I 

fancied myself the seasoned riverman; he couldn’t swim. But each time we hit a snag, we 

argued what to do: carry the boat around, or squeeze under the branches, risking 

entrapment or puncture. We were just tired, tired of the hard work, the flies, the heat, of 

each other. Emanuel probably wondered, like Bruce Chatwin further south, What am I 

doing here? As we munched and slurped and burped, a troop of monkeys started 

bickering and bouncing in the branches above us. We watched them for a while; it would 

have been truly wonderful in any other context: they swooped around, like it was Africa. 

But, I was getting worried. There’s no way we’ll clear this shit, I thought. We’ll be stuck 

here, we’ll have to abandon the boat and strike across the savanna on foot. After lunch, 

we gathered our strength and resumed our fight against our vegetated foe, which never let 

up, not for even five minutes. 

   About mid-afternoon, we spied a portion of riverbank which was cleared of vegetation. 

Suspecting a watering spot for local villagers, we beached there and called it a day. We 

pulled the boat one last time out onto the savanna up above the river gallery, and sat for a 

while, wondering what to do next. About fifteen minutes later, two men happened upon 

our scene. They were considerably older, already “vieux” in African terms. I explained 

our predicament, and they readily agreed to help us carry the boat to their village. People 

are like that in Benin. They can’t just not do something, interact in some way. It’s the 

village way of life, in a way, where everyone is accountable for what goes on in your 

neighborhood. We started by trying to carry the boat among the four of us, each one of us 

holding onto one of the four convenient rubber handles lining the sides of the boat. This 

was impossible for the three Africans; they couldn’t walk ten steps without collapsing 

complaining. I was beginning to get worried again, when they suggested deflating the 

thing. I said “No, it’ll be harder to carry that way!” They insisted, and I grumbled as I let 
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the air out, deflating along with the boat. When it was totally deflated, one of the old guys 

folded the boat up and hoisted the whole package onto his head, now walking 

comfortably through the savanna. His friend balanced the outboard motor on his head, 

Emanuel the teak paddles and gear, while I struggled with the full fuel reserve, European-

style. It was almost dark when we reached the village which was on a dirt road. I studied 

the old map, and figured that it must be the same road which we had used to reach the 

upper Okpara. So we unloaded by the side of the road and waited. The old men just 

disappeared, having done the right thing. I wondered whether they were from one of the 

villages which had given me assistance with my moped troubles, in which case they 

would now have a history of helping me out. Sometime into the evening, we saw 

headlights creeping down the road. It was Papa in Erik’s red Suzuki Samurai. He had 

gone to the abandoned plantation downstream, waited, gone back home, returned, waited 

again, and had now started cruising up and down the dirt roads looking for us. I flagged 

him down. We threw all our stuff into the back of the car, and went home. I had a great 

hot shower and dinner. Emanuel threw some buckets over himself behind the guava tree 

and disappeared into his little room in the backyard. 

   I don’t remember interacting much with Emanuel subsequently to that miserable river 

trip. He may have avoided me and my river ambitions. My parents recently returned to 

Benin on a vacation, to see all of the old places and people again. Parakou was twice as 

big and crowded. The Okpara had clogged into a continuous mat of reeds. Our house was 

stripped of all its trees, a cement structure in the dirt again. They found Emanuel. He is 

married, and like me, has three kids. His son’s name is Hugo, Papa’s name. He promised 

my parents that he would pray for Erik, my brother.  
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Emanuel takes a break 
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    Marjan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               
 
 

Ride across the river to the other side… 
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Paradise City 

 

 

   Marjan came as a complete surprise. I never expected her to happen in Benin. But, this 

is Africa after all, where apes turned into humans: there’s always something new and 

unexpected. To put Marjan in proper context, I have to outline a bit my life in Boston, 

where I went to college. For some reason, Brandeis University was a long dry stretch as 

far as girlfriends are concerned. I don’t really know why. Perhaps I worked too hard, or I 

was a foreigner, or I had bad breath, I don’t know. I still see them, gaggles of sturdy-

looking Lisas or Jennifers, with the odd beauty amongst them, like Julia Cumes, totally 

unavailable to me. Then, there were the likes of Holly or Natasha, who seemed available, 

but their weight, uni-brow or severe acne made a relationship just impossible, in my 

demanding way. Besides, they just weren’t that all that pleasant, rather masculine and 

assertive, guffawing and insecure at the same time. Maybe I was just in the wrong crowd. 

My first year roommate, Peter Matkovsky, rolled his eyes and said crudely “Dude, in the 

dark you can’t see her.” Somehow, I felt that I couldn’t face the girlfriend-boyfriend 

thing if I really didn’t love her. So I never got any at Brand-X.  

   I soothed my 19-year old passions in Benin. Over the years, I had gotten familiar with 

the African Adventurer routine, every six months. As amply documented in the other 

stories told herein, I conquered rivers and peaks, slashed through bush with machete, and 

every vacation settled into a rewarding routine of sweating exertion alternating with the 

luxury of home and good Tunisian food. My method was straightforward: I’d find a point 

on a map and decide it would be mine. Unlike Julia Cumes, the Beninese countryside was 

always available. Part of the reason the world has been so thoroughly explored and 

thrashed is because young men for ages have been dreaming of the likes of Julia.  

  I was driving with my brother Erik back from Natitingou, in his battered little Suzuki 

Samurai. It was an exceedingly bumpy multi-hour drive at the time, and Erik’s door kept 

clattering open, just about every two minutes, and every time, he would snap it shut 

again. The predictable routine drove me crazy. I yelled at him to secure the damn door 

some other way, to stop being a slave to everything, etc. We’re very different, Erik and 

me. I’ve always given him a hard time: me nervous, him passive. We alternated driving, 
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me grinding the gears as this was my first real driving experience (I didn’t have a car in 

America, probably my major downfall). I was a bit surprised to see him driving so well; I 

was always used to doing everything better or at least as well as him. 

   Upon hitting the outskirts of Parakou, I believe we spotted Papa’s turquoise Peugeot, 

because we ended up going somewhere all together first, before heading home to our 

oasis in Amawihon, on the northern road. I just remember being in a house, still dusty 

from the road, pleased to be impressing a certain Mr D’Hoker about our recent trip from 

Natitingou. It was me, Erik, Papa, and Mr D’Hoker, chatting in Dutch, because as it 

turned out he was Flemish, like Papa. He was an engineer, and had come to revamp the 

textile mill by the teak plantation. D’Hoker was in his forties, looking like a little boy in a 

way, nervous and show-offy, like some of his tribe tend to be (myself included, 

sometimes). Mr D’Hoker’s family was following him, on their way to Parakou, 

apparently. A whole crew of Belgians was on its way, setting up in the abandoned gated 

compound by the mill. We chatted about this for a while, which wasn’t too interesting, 

and headed home. 

   A few days later, I had biked to Papa’s office and was milling around, when I saw Mr 

D’Hoker pull into the drive with his recently arrived family, paying Papa a visit. His 

family stepped out, beneath the huge flame tree: his wife, rather large and frightening, 

and two daughters. They approached and introduced themselves (the daughters): Marjan 

and Else. 

   It was a magical moment, like it was staged. We were all so happy to have met. They 

were just laughing and sparkling, excited about being there, happy to have met someone 

around their age. Myself, I was stunned at Marjan’s beauty, so out of place among these 

familiar grounds. She was like a gazelle, as the Arabs say; probably average as far as 

Flemish girls go, but a shocker after a month in Parakou and a year in Waltham, 

Massachusetts. She was dressed in tight jeans and a plaid shirt, like some nymph out of 

the fifties. Her hair was brown, unattended straight, but fabulous. Her face was 

immediately likeable to me, in a chiseled sort of way, with a small crick in her nose. As 

we introduced ourselves, she couldn’t erase a huge smile from her face, as her eyes 

darted between mine and the ground. Else, her sister, wasn’t bad either, although only 

fifteen: yellow hair, cute and busty. It slowly dawned on me that Papa was there now as 
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well, and we were all making arrangements for them to come over to our house for drinks 

in the evening. I pedaled back home, dizzy, my life having potentially taken a very 

important turn.  

   The important thing was to stay relaxed. It was obvious, from her darting, smiling eyes, 

that something would happen between us that summer in Parakou. We were the only 

game in town. I mustn’t press things, though. Around five or six in the evening, after 

Papa got home from work, they showed up. I checked Marjan out again, and couldn’t 

believe my good fortune. She was sizzling, walking past our mango trees. She evoked 

lyrics in my mind, like Portobello Belle, the North walking in the tropics: 

 

And then she hears the reggae rumble 

Bella Donna’s in the jungle 

 

 She and Else giggled into their cokes, and we found a lingua franca mixing Dutch and 

English. Marjan noticed that Erik’s eye was red and swollen (he had a Staph infection 

there) and said “Was you fighting?” as she pummeled the air with her fists. We all 

laughed. Erik served me well as my foil, where I immediately emerged in their view as 

the talkative, funny one, and Erik as the silent, shy one (with a Staph infection in his eye, 

oozing pus). I guess it would have been natural for Erik to team up with Marjan, the 

older, and me with Else, the younger. But, Else’s too young status notwithstanding, I 

quickly noticed a “clever” streak in the younger D’Hoker girl which could spell trouble. 

Marjan, in contrast was beautiful and natural. I never really worried about competition 

from Erik, my brother.  

   I’m not a conniving guy, really. It’s only in retrospect that I understand my unconscious 

self back then, as if I was a different person. The lack of competition that summer was a 

gift. There was literally no other white male teenager or youth in Parakou, other than Erik 

and his sore eye. Sixty thousand Africans, Marjan, and me, and me, and me.  Actually, 

there were the half-French, half-Beninese Mounier boys, Stephane and Marc, in their 

twenties, who lounged at the hotel their parents owned. Marc, with a crippled hand, 

already had African mistresses and babies. Stephane was a bit of a fuddy-duddy, not the 

sharpest knife in the block. I was in a very enviable position: experienced about Benin 
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and things to do, fun places to visit. My brother had a car, the Samurai. My parents were 

respectable. And last but not least, I was American. 

     Let me explain: I quickly figured out that the D’Hoker girls were impressed with 

American things. I lived in America. They liked it when I spoke American, they liked 

American music. They especially liked Guns N Roses, the hair metal band. I wasn’t too 

familiar with their music, but it would soon become a cornerstone of my relationship with 

them. In later years, even today, some songs like Patience or Paradise City remind me of 

a rainy season in Parakou: 

 

Take me down to the Paradise City where the grass is green and the girls are pretty… 

 

I can almost smell the dry air-conditioned air of her room, and see the stereo on the floor. 

 

   We soon all went for dinner to Lamatou’s. I’ve mentioned Lamatou before. She ran a 

“restaurant” by the side of the road, and we enjoyed going there for grilled chicken and 

guinea-fowl. Selecting dinner was always the same routine. We’d ask: What do you 

have? She’d say (in sing-songy, slightly raspy French, her eyes looking away from you): 

There’s Chicken. There’s-Guinea fowl. Then she’d send a her little girl assistant to get a 

side-dish from another vendor, like Akassa (corn mush) or igname pilee (yam mush). 

We’d order cokes, and sit around wobbly metal tables, as a collection of hungry dogs 

would shuffle around or look at us sadly. It was always pretty dark, and the street was 

always very animated with trucks or moped clattering by and dozens of little naked 

flames from kerosene lanterns, like we were in the middle of a hair metal ballad, noise 

and all. 

   We sat around a table, the four of us, while our parents sat at the other table (there 

weren’t more than three or four tables, an exclusive place of sorts). The coke bottles 

accumulated as we laughed into our chicken and mush. It was easy to make the girls 

laugh. All I had to do was act a little crazy, and I had them in stitches. Then, I could 

always subtly make fun of the Africans around me, and it was all our grand private joke: 

Lamatou and her raspy chicken talk, a soldier walking by with a major shelf-butt, a fat 
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mama on a moped. Before our dinner was over, Marjan’s eyes weren’t darting back and 

forth anymore; they were steady, on me. 

  I struck while the iron was hot: would they like to come boating with us tomorrow, on 

the Okpara river? The river, actually a long snaking reservoir, was our private preserve. 

We usually went there every weekend, to explore, fish, sunbathe. We were always alone 

there, save a few locals on pirogues, casting nets.  Marjan and Else were happy to go, and 

their parents agreed. We’d pick them up in the morning. 

   The next morning, they got in the back of the Samurai, Erik drove, and off we went for 

the 45 min bumpy drive to the river. Marjan was dressed in tiny cut-off jeans-shorts, and 

a see-through white dress shirt with the bottom tied into a knot in front, a black tank-top 

inside. Her brown hair was set in one long braid. Riding in the Suzuki was like dancing to 

reggae, as the Beninese would say, so we bumped and grinded all the way, laughing. I 

confabulated how we must have looked to the Beninese on the side of the road: The 

cream of Parakou, laughing beauties in the back. Like teenagers in a small Midwestern 

town in summer on their way to the reservoir, but in Africa. At the river, the old familiar 

smell of two-horsepower engine fumes mingled with the drone as the ribbon of river 

unwound until we got to the big Kola tree on the pile of boulders. The sisters couldn’t get 

enough of it. They loved it. I told them that I had recently discovered that we could go 

further up the river, through a channel beyond the rushes, and that I was eager to explore 

the upper reaches of the Okpara. Marjan and Else said they’d love to explore it with me. 

Erik sat on a rock. 

   I got a better idea of their characters that day. Else, the younger, was indeed quick and 

liked “craziness.” If I jumped in the water fully clothed, not that much of an investment 

really, she could be mine. I zigzagged the boat a bit, and she squealed with joy while 

Marjan feigned fear. Craziness is easy, the harder part is knowing how to keep the flame. 

I wasn’t up to being crazy too long, it’s tiring. Marjan was more perplexing. She came off 

as “simple” compared to her sister, she was less forceful, seemed more vulnerable. For 

some, that combined with her beauty would have made any resistance futile. Men like 

beauty and vulnerability combined. At the time, I wasn’t sure about how to handle 

vulnerability. It would mean that everything would be in my hands, that I’d have to make 

the first move. Yet, Marjan seemed so pure and so honest, like a child, but in a tank-top. 
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She was thrilled at everything on the river trip, from steering the boat, to the Kola nuts 

scattered about the tree, to the bumpy ride back. Erik chauffeured, and I thought of a 

Springsteen lyric: 

 

And I remember driving in my brother’s car, 

Your body tanned and wet, down by the reservoir… 

 

   We’d go back to the Okpara several times that summer. Exploring beyond the Kola 

tree, always pushing a bit further upstream, was a like a metaphore for what I wasn’t 

accomplishing with Marjan. We discovered the bend in the river where large trees hung 

low over the water, where you could climb a small hill and get a view at last in this 

flatland. As Else and Erik waited in the boat, Marjan and I went exploring. We found a 

narrow foot-trail, and she walked ahead of me, while I contemplated whether this would 

be the right time. For what? Tap her on the shoulder and kiss her? It was just so obvious, 

I couldn’t do it. Another time, we found a larger trail on the river bank and, curious to see 

who lived up there, went exploring, while Else and Erik waited in the boat. They were 

always waiting for us, I almost wonder whether they had something going on, although I 

doubt it. We could walk abreast that time, the path was wide enough. We found an 

enormous abandoned empty metal shed. Scraps of cotton on the ground suggested its 

previous function, but now there was just a family of goats living there. Marjan noticed a 

baby goat, and approached gently, finally cuddled it in her arms. It was so tender, on the 

way back to the boat I wondered why I hadn’t taken the opportunity to cuddle Marjan in 

my arms. It was almost like anything obvious was wrong, but then, some things are 

obvious for obvious reasons. I was younger then. Back at the boat, Else was scowling, 

while Erik was looking at his hands. “They must think we’re up to something,” I thought, 

which deterred me from doing anything even more. 

   Still, we started hanging out with them every single day. Either Erik and I would drive 

to their compound, or I would bike there. I’d show up like I was the boy next door, but 

actually it was a grueling ride to get there. Up and down minor hills in the humid heat, 

take a right past Papa’s office, a long glide down and a steep climb up toward the teak 

plantation. The guard got familiar with my daily appearance and waved me in. At their 
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house, large German shepherds would come bounding out, barking like mad until I took 

my baseball cap off. They had a phobia of hats and Africans, as some White dogs seem to 

do. I’d see the D’Hoker mother in a big baggy frock, her hair pulled back, smoking on the 

porch. Marjan and Else would emerge from a room, in their tight jeans. Guns and Roses 

went bipolar in the background.  I thought that they all wouldn’t really be out of place in 

an American trailer park. 

   It was a weird time, that summer. Usually, I’d be immersed in the great outdoors of 

Africa, or relaxing at our oasis home. Instead, I found that I was spending inordinate 

amounts of time lounging in a small air-conditioned room, making stupid jokes, and 

listening to Guns and Roses. I grew to like them, though (Guns and Roses). I was amazed 

that some ballads, like Patience were that good.  

 

All we need is a little patience, yeah, yeah... 

 

Axl Rose was talking to Marjan and me, obviously. I introduced the sisters to Mark 

Knopfler and Dire Straits, and had to coax them away from “Money for Nothing” to more 

serious material, explaining that “Ride across the river” was really about the Belgians in 

the Congo. I found out that they had lived in Africa before. They had lived on the shores 

of Lake Tanganika, in Tanzania, in a Parakou-like town called Kigoma. Their father had 

been in charge of some steamer running between Kigoma and Zaire. We talked about 

their years there, they had pretty much grown up in Africa. I found out that Marjan had 

had a boyfriend there. She showed me a picture of some sleazy-looking Pakistani guy on 

a rocky beach at the lake. I was horrified, silently. Ali, he was called. He smiled up from 

a photograph, untrustworthy, like he took advantage of her. My blood boiled.  

   Then, I found out that Marjan actually had left a boyfriend in Belgium as well, prior to 

coming out to Benin. Tom, in a small Flemish village called Wassmunster, or something. 

What did I expect, that a beautiful girl like that, gentle and kind to boot, would be left 

alone by Pakistani brats and Flemish farm boys? Else, the sister, had something nasty 

happen to her in Kigoma, and begged Marjan not to tell us about it, almost in tears. I 

imagined the worst, and wondered what else Marjan was hiding from me. How could she, 
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so pure and all? And a Pakistani! I had been so careful not to cultivate this rare flower, 

and a carpet-seller’s brat had already plucked her. 

   Confused, I started paying more attention to Else. Not because I was really interested, 

but I wanted to know if Marjan really wanted me. She was easy to joke with, responded 

well to everything. Marjan started looking a little jealous, which made me feel better. 

Getting tired of listening to Mark and Axl, we watched videos, like we truly were in some 

American suburb instead of in amazing Africa. We watched a bad copy of Blade Runner 

in French, where the blonde android submits to Harrison Ford in the end, saying (with 

rain pouring down his face): 

 

Tous mes souvenirs se perdent dans l’oublie, comme des larmes dans la pluie… 

 

I tried to explain, pedantically, the android’s plight to Marjan: that he was conscious like 

a human and treasured his memories, wanted to live. As the finishing credits rolled by, 

Marjan said “Ferston geen paf van,” Flemish slang for “Didn’t get squat.” I biked back in 

the hot afternoon sun, exhausted from watching the video, impatient. I wanted more from 

Marjan. But, I needed space.  
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 Where the grass is green… 
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Kalale 

 

   Papa regularly went on a work “safari” to a district called Kalale, northeast of Parakou. 

I took a break from Marjan and Else, and accompanied him there, along with Erik and 

Maman. It felt good to be on the road again, the Toyota wheels singing on the dirt road, 

instead of crawling. We’d veer off the tarmac road North and head to a town called 

Nikki, the former capital of the Bariba kings. Past the huge silk-cotton trees outside the 

“palace” walls, Papa would pick up Panicum seeds, or Leucena saplings at the local 

project depot, and we’d be on our way to Kalale. It was always boring at the Nikki depot, 

waiting for an hour or two for someone who was supposed to be there to show up, or for 

the truck to be ready, or for lunch to be organized among the Beninese staff. As I waited, 

I though of Marjan, and how she must be missing me already. 

   In Kalale, we slept in tents. Papa had bought those large Kenyan safari tents, from the 

same company he had used in Kenya so many years ago, where I was born. They were 

heavy canvas things, with rooms and terraces. The Beninese didn’t understand why we 

wanted to sleep outdoors, when there were perfectly good dark and smelly cement rooms 

available. We had our own bright and breezy red tent, with two rooms, set up in an old 

cashew plantation. It was a very appealing setting. The cashew trees were reminiscent of 

savanna-type trees in shape, with the tall green grass underneath, it really felt like Africa. 

Maman would cook up a fabulous dinner under the trees on a camping stove, as she 

always has done since Kenya. We’d eat delicious chapattis made on the spot with a curry. 

At sunset, Papa would have a couple shots of Cutty Sark whiskey, and we’d eat roasted 

peanuts or cashews stored in old whiskey bottles. Then, after dark, the local Beninese 

family, concerned, would come by to check on us and bring some more food. It is 

inconceivable for Beninese, and most Africans actually, not to offer hospitality of some 

kind to visitors. So they’d bring bowls of goaty stew, with a boiled egg floating in it, and 

some mush. Then, we’d walk back with them in the dark to their compound, where 

everyone would be sitting outside watching a TV, running on a generator behind the 

house. It must be like how TV was when it first appeared in the West. You just watched 
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anything, because the medium was new. It was the luck of the draw. It could be the 

president shaking hands for two hours, or a documentary on groupers (fish) in the 

Caribbean. The Beninese expressed surprise at everything, saying things like “Ah! Ah!” 

or “Tsk! Tsk” or “Mmh! Mmh!” as groupers laid eggs or generals snapped their heels. It 

was actually very funny, because, like me in a church, they seemed to not be following 

what was being told, but following some humorous parallel storyline instead. After TV, 

chatting, and big green bottles of beer, we’d retire behind our cloth walls under the 

cashews and sleep, until the frogs would wake us up in the middle of the night with their 

ruckus. 

   During the day, Papa would be off checking on various reservoirs or tree nurseries, and 

I would explore the vicinity. Our immediate vicinity was the large old cashew plantation, 

which was very pleasant to walk through, a bit like a wooded savanna or parkland. Once I 

was beyond sight of the campground, surrounded on all sides by cashew trees, I would be 

infused with a sudden sense of relaxation. This inevitably led to my needing to take a 

dump. A few places in the world have this effect on me. Attics and basements in houses 

do it. In San Diego, being alone in the garage will do the trick. But, in general, being 

alone in the woods achieves the effect, whether it is in the Kalmthoutse Heide, in 

Wisconsin, or in Benin. I discovered last summer that I’m not the only one in the world 

afflicted with this condition. Alec, my 14 year-old nephew (Anja’s brother’s son) 

confessed, unprompted, that the “woods always had to make him poo.” It’s an interesting 

phenomenon, something with the sympathetic nervous system, probably worthy of study, 

if only for the constipation industry. Anyway, holding back the inevitable dump can be 

quite pleasant, for a while, until it becomes painful. But, by then you’re often too far from 

a latrine, so you must make do with local materials. Fortunately, cashew trees have large 

leaves. Those were wonderful wanderings, among the cashews. 

   What was I doing here? I was enjoying the pleasures of holding back a shit, when I 

could be with the most beautiful girl in Northern Benin, potentially all mine, just waiting 

for me to make a move. The summer was marching on, I had to get in gear when I got 

back to Parakou. Meanwhile, I emerged from the cashews and headed to “downtown” 

Kalale. I was on the lookout for something really good to eat, something you didn’t find 

elsewhere. Local market vendors made bean mush beignets, deep fried in peanut oil, and 
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dusted with sugar. They were delicious, crisp on the outside, fluffy inside, and just as 

good as any beignets from “Café du Monde” in New Orleans. I devoured them, thinking 

of how Marjan would have loved to be here with me. Then, I explored the gallery forest 

along a local creek, where it got pleasantly jungly. Sometimes Erik or Maman were with 

me, and to really enjoy something, you really need at least another person with you, 

otherwise it just exists in your mind only, and can just be washed away, like the tears of 

an android in the rain. I wished Marjan were here. 

   There was an American Peace-Corps lady in Kalale. Her name was Jennifer, and she 

lived up in a tree. Taking a cue from a German math teacher in Parakou who also lived in 

a tree, she had a bamboo house, complete with terrace, built in a Neem tree. Jennifer was 

in her mid-twenties, quite college-girl pretty, and was involved with health and family 

planning in the district. It was a hard sell, especially the condom side of things. It was 

hard for Beninese men to take her seriously, this young foreign woman, telling them 

about the sheath. She never got much headway, as far as I could tell. But she did get a 

Beninese boyfriend, a guy who pushed Rothmans’s cigarettes around the country. You’d 

see them dressed up like cowboys and driving Toyotas emblazoned with Rothmans or 

Marlboro logos, trying to corner an open market of potential smokers. The cigarette 

companies had figured out that any hope in their future survival lay in the developing 

world, where smoking wasn’t considered bad yet. I’d see his Toyota parked below her 

tree, and thought how odd it was that between the two of them they had health and death 

covered, both compliments of the West. 

   There were also a couple German volunteers in the district, both married to local 

women. Like Ilco in Bodjecali near Malanville, they were heads of mini-tribes, with kids 

and relatives and assistants and all. It’s a pattern repeated all over Africa: average 

European males leading extraordinary lives in far out places, completely integrated into 

the local culture, loving the food and the people. Often, when their contracts are up, these 

Europeans return to Germany or Holland or France, and bring back with them part of 

their tribe to their small hometown where the roles are reversed and the African side has 

to learn German, wait in the cold for the bus, or face the general chill of being Black in 

Europe. It’s an unfair exchange, really. Whites in Africa become little kings, spawning a 

veritable court of interest around them, while their Black families back in Europe are just 
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more unwanted immigrants, more Africans at the railway station. I remember one 

particular burly German who had a bunch of half-Beninese kids, who loved his life in 

Kalale, his patio, his garden and his monkey. From him, I learned the only phrase I knew 

in German for many years, which he shouted repeatedly one day to a member of his 

court: Du has meine apfe geslagen! (You hit my monkey!).  

   Kalale did do me some good. I realized that I was beginning to love Marjan. How do 

you know when you’re in love? Everybody probably has a different meaning for it, some 

more intellectual, some more lusty. In my book, it’s when everything you see and do and 

feel reminds you of that person, and all those things are good and make you happy. 

You’ll hear Paradise City in the uneven rattle of the Toyota’s tires on the dirt road; you’ll 

see baby goats scampering by and remember how she cuddled one; you’ll see African 

women who actually look like her, who carry themselves like her. You can’t stop 

thinking about her, because everything funnels back to her, it’s all connected. It’s a broad 

definition of love, and I guess it applies to any healthy obsession. It must be, in a way, 

how people feel when they “connect” with god. I bet it’s the same mechanism in the 

brain, god and love, if you’re honest about either. But, with love, at least there’s another 

real person involved. Things happen, kids happen. God is just about loving yourself, 

really.  



 55 

 

 

 

 

     

 

   Baobab shack 
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Patience 

 

   Marjan was wearing hot-pants. I was back in Parakou, and had biked to her house by 

the teaks. She scolded me with a  “You was gone a long time” when she saw me, which 

was good. We went for a walk beyond the walls of the compound. The teak plantation 

started right outside, beyond some exposed granite mounds, mini-Soubakperous. I rode 

my little orange bike up and down the granite; it was a natural skateboard park, almost. 

Marjan smiled at the edge of the granite, with the teak forest wall backdrop, in her surreal 

outfit, and I hummed to myself Sweet Child of Mine, fresh in my mind still from her 

room: 

 

She’s got a smile that it seems to me reminds me of childhood memories 

Where everything was as fresh as a bright blue sky… 

 

Where do we go now? It was a relevant question. Back at her house, her mom was chain-

smoking on the porch, her dad was rolling in plastic barrels full of food into the backyard, 

Else was scowling in her room, listening to one of the more unpleasant G ‘N R songs, 

like Welcome to the Jungle. Their dad wasn’t their biological father. Marjan’s mother had 

had the girls early on, barely out of her own teenage years. She must have looked like 

Marjan in her youth, I could see it, she must have been beautiful. Now, she was 

overweight and flabby, her face a bit of a poached wreck, hair pulled back, chain-

smoking, wearing big one-piece baggy frocks. The dad, small and boyish with a goatee, 

didn’t seem to concern himself with the sisters very much. He was always hammering or 

fixing something, or rolling in provisions like today. He was obsessed with running out of 

food, of surviving a siege. Apparently, food was scarce in Tanzania. A lot of Belgo-

Africans have this paranoia about Africa and Blacks. Like, any moment, everything’s 

going to be on fire and they’ll be running with the shirt on their backs. They must know, 

subconsciously, that their inevitable racism will do them in, in the end. It’s what 

happened in the Congo at independence, and many of the 100,000 displaced Whites are 
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still roaming around Africa, unable to leave, running on the credit of their Whiteness. Mr 

D’Hoker had got the cotton gins up and running in Parakou, and they were already 

producing things like bath towels. I still have a yellow one, Made in Benin, a towel from 

Marjan’s step-father.  

   The only time I remember Mr D’Hoker interacting with Marjan was when he barked at 

her to not to wear those hot-pants anymore, god-dammit, when we were walking around 

the market in central Parakou. He was right, actually. It was shocking. All around were 

market vendors in wrapped up in colorful fabric, and there was Marjan, looking like she 

was in Beverly Hills. Beside, half of Parakou is Muslim, and there she was, in fuschia 

hot-pants and mid-riff exposed, walking past the downtown mosque. She wasn’t 

deliberate, really. That’s the kind of clothes she had, what she had bought in Belgium, 

wanting to be fashionable after a childhood in a small Tanzania town. I was beginning to 

realize that Marjan was a complicated, in her simplicity. I mean, nothing was normal in 

her life, compared to mine. Step-father, no formal schooling, trailing her weird parents to 

remote, abandoned African towns. What worried me even more was when she said: “One 

more year and I’ll be eighteen, and I’ll be free to do whatever I want. I won’t have to stay 

with them if I don’t want to.”  I never thought that way about my parents. What did she 

have in mind? She was biding her time, to escape. Where to? I’d bitten off more than I 

could chew. 

   To escape a bit, Marjan had started babysitting for a new European couple near their 

house. They had a six-month old, and were worried sick that it would get malaria or some 

other god-forsaken African killer. But, they didn’t trust Africans, so they engaged Marjan 

to look after the little one when they had to go on errands, since the baby was quarantined 

under a mosquito net in a hermetically sealed, cold room. Marjan had baby-sitting duties 

in the afternoons, and I agreed to meet her there to keep her company one afternoon. 

When I parked my bike and walked in the house, the child’s mother was still there. She 

wasn’t too happy to see me. She warned Marjan: “Hey, watch the baby too, O.K.?”  I 

blushed under my cap. Gosh, how embarrassing, it was so obvious. 

   We sat around on the couches for a while, joking and gossiping. Then we went to take a 

look at the baby, entering the cold dry room. There it was, entombed under gauze and 

blankets. I’ve always liked babies, actually. They’re so serious and earnest, they haven’t 
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learned to joke yet, making them really funny. She was awake, so Marjan lifted her out of 

her crib and played with her a bit, cooing, putting her back to sleep as I sat on a bed, 

quietly. Then, we retired back to the living room and joked and gossiped some more. But 

my mind was racing. Between the baby goat and this child, Marjan was a real gentle 

creature, hot-pants and all. Could she be the mother of my children? Was it possible? I 

could never engage with a woman I didn’t believe I could marry and have children with. 

It’s a block I had during those crucial years when you’re just supposed to be adventurous. 

I’ve always thought of children, like Al Pacino in Scarface. I had begun to question the 

wisdom of hooking up with Marjan, even though I loved her, after understanding her life 

a bit more. But, here she was, a potential good mother, and that trumped everything. At 

least, it made me see her differently. I forgave her for Ali and Tom, I guess. 

   The baby started crying again, so Marjan got up and started walking down the dark hall 

towards the door. I leaped up behind her, touched her shoulder, and we kissed for the first 

time that summer. As we kissed, the baby started crying louder and louder. Finally, 

Marjan disengaged, smiled, and went to get her out of her crib again. The baby was 

actually a perfect distraction for some of the awkwardness of what had just happened, 

how it had changed everything. We just laughed at the serious, angry little baby, as 

Marjan tried to calm it down. Marjan seemed so relieved, her eyes were laughing too. She 

knew all along this would happen, and it felt right. Back in the living room, the curtains 

blew in the breeze of an approaching afternoon shower. 

 

 

Love in Benin 

 

   Else must have noticed that something had changed, because she started being moody. I 

had noticed that the sisters didn’t really get along. Marjan was the stunner, Else was a hot 

second fiddle. I felt like Marjan and I had two chaperones perpetually with us: a scowling 

Else, unhappy to have lost the competition again, and Erik, my brother, always somewhat 

silent, but always there, observing. We’d go down to the Okpara a couple more times, 

Marjan still tanned and wet down by the reservoir. We’d go as far as possible (a half-

container of gas), step out, and Marjan and I would kiss in the woods somewhere while 



 59 

Else and Erik waited in the boat. On other days, we’d go to the only pool in Parakou, at 

the Hotel Les Routiers (a small bean-shaped thing), and Marjan and I would make out in 

the smelly bathroom, while Erik and Else waited by the pool. Or, we’d just be lounging 

around in their house, listening to music, and Marjan and I would kiss in her room while 

Else and Erik sat in the living room. It must have been hard on them, especially Else, who 

missed craziness, which wasn’t forthcoming from me anymore. She caught me off-guard 

once, insinuating that she could be mine as well, she didn’t mind. It was all so crazy. 

   Once, we went one a long excursion to another river, the Oueme (close to 

Soubakperou). We went with everybody, her parents, mine, but drove back with the 

sisters in Erik’s Samurai. Halfway home, the Samurai just stopped and died. We got out, 

and I started tooling randomly on the engine under the hood. As this wasn’t a moped, I 

wasn’t sure what to do. I checked the oil, I squeezed the rubber spark plug caps. Else was 

scowling in the back of the car. Marjan was sitting by the side of the road, Erik was 

watching me. We were nice and stuck, as the car showed no sign of ever starting again. 

Then, we saw a car approaching, and a duo of young Frenchmen stepped out of a 

Peugeot. We explained our predicament: our car was broken down. One guy looked 

under the hood, immediately connected two loose wires by the fuse box, and got the car 

going in a couple seconds. The Frenchmen looked at Marjan and Else, a smile on the 

corner of their mouths, probably thinking “What are you babes doing with these losers?” 

Marjan smiled. I had a nagging feeling, that given any competition at all, I’d lose Marjan 

in as much time as it took these duded to fix our car. What hope was there? I’d be gone in 

a couple weeks anyway. 

   Instead of making the most of it, I went South, to Cotonou, that is. It’s not like I had 

much of a choice, my parents had to go for work, and to stock up on stuff. But, in a way, 

the break from Marjan, like Kalale, let me bask in the knowledge of her being mine 

without having to do anything about it.  

   In Cotonou, we stayed at the Sheraton. It was totally luxurious; I think that Papa’s per 

diem offset the costs a bit. Sometime Erik and I slept at a friend’s house, but we always 

enjoyed the hotel and its amenities. There was a huge overflowing round pool, which was 

a refreshing change from the small water bath in the Parakou hotel. We’d lounge in the 

sun, eat grilled meats by the pool, go to the beach, and enjoy the life of rich kids on 
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vacation. Cotonou was cosmopolitan compared to Parakou. There were Lebanese 

restaurants offering mezzes, or platter after platter of appetizers; there was a French 

bakery with all the real stuff, like pain au chocolat; there were seafood joints, and big 

palapa-type bars where Indians gathered to play bridge as the ocean breezes blew salty, 

like we were in Polynesia or something. During the day, Maman would go shopping in 

the central market downtown for vitals which were lacking in Parakou, like fish, jumbo 

shrimp, heart of palm, or potatoes. Then, she’d convince the Sheraton staff to freeze the 

seafood down solid in their cold rooms, until our departure back north. The fish usually 

made it.  

   Driving back north was first a mess of traffic and mopeds and people hawking things 

from the side of the road, like fuel in bloated plastic jerry-cans, pineapples, and cane rats 

(Agouti). Papa would be nervous, a pained expression on his face as he swerved left and 

right, avoiding goats and kids, overtaking lumbering trucks, slamming into potholes. 

Then, the further north we got, the more things cleared up, the light got brighter, the 

leaves more fluorescent green instead dark green. Half-way, we’d be in a town called 

Save, where we would have some cokes next to a couple rounded granite hills, called 

“Les mamelles de Save (The breasts of save). At this point, the dirt road would start in 

earnest. We’d see Chinese men by the side of the road, directing the eternal project to 

connect Parakou with asphalt. It was weird to see these sad, displaced Chinese guys, 

abandoned by a former time when Benin used to be a Marxist state, now stuck here to 

finish a road in Africa. I wondered how they lived. Did they have African women and 

hordes of little kids and gardens with experimental plants, like the Germans of Kalale? 

Did they play soccer with the Beninese and enthuse about yam mush, like the Dutchman 

of Bedjecali? Somehow, I doubt it. Still, they must have stories worth telling, back in 

China now. Do some of them miss Africa, smelling rain on the dust and suddenly 

remembering something they loved there?  

   I loved the rains in Benin. In the afternoons, the clouds would pile up and it would 

suddenly get very windy, smelling fresh. Then, you would actually see the sheets of rain 

marching towards you across the landscape, churning up the red dirt as it came closer and 

closer. In the thick of it, it would be solid water. Umbrellas or raincoats were useless, you 

got as drenched as if you had jumped in a river, regardless, because it came from every 
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unorthodox angle: sideways, splattering back upwards from the ground. Yet, everyone 

was always smiling and laughing when they got caught in the rain in Benin, like it was 

some kind of amusement ride. Then, it would taper off for an hour or so, as you heard the 

torrents rushing in a thousand new rivers. Often, it rained again at night, tapering off at 

dawn. I remember this being a luxurious time, cooler than usual, dozing to the still 

pattering morning rain.   

   Marjan wasn’t very happy at first. She said that I had been gone a long time. She was 

never bad-tempered, really, just sad sometimes. Then, she’d recover quickly, and would 

soon be laughing and acting out in that funny way of hers. Hard to describe, it involved a 

lot of sound –effects, whistles, feigned glances left and right, along with the dialogue. 

Our conversation might go something like this (with some stage directions): 

 

(She’s lying on her Garfield bed-spread, I’m sitting on a chair, Axl Rose is upset about 

something, in the background) 

 

Me:  What’s wrong with Else? Why is she so moody? (Smoothing my hair) 

Her: (Whistles a short burst) When you was gone, potferdeke, it rain every day. Zo, we 

moesten binnen blijven, and I think,  paf!!! Something hit her on the head.  

Me:  She hit her head? 

Her: Neeee!! I think, too much Guns and Roses, boom boom boom baboom. Hmmmm? 

(She nervously starts plucking at some string on her bedspread). 

Me: Have you seen that Dire Straits video, where they play Sultans of Swing for, like, 

a solid twenty minutes, going on and on with instrumentals at the end. Erik saw it 

by chance at some bar in Natitingou. I’m so jealous. 

Her: Sultan of what (Feigned aghast look)?  

Me:  You know: You get a shiver in the dark, it’s raining in the park… (playing air 

guitar) Te-de-le-de Te-de-led-de Te-de-le-de Tet-tet-ta… 

Her: (Scrunching up her mouth sideways, then:) Why was you gone so long,  jongetje? 

 

   I enjoyed how she had missed me. But, I realized that soon my summer vacation would 
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be coming to an end. There wasn’t that much time left, and we both knew it. I toyed with 

plans for a camping trip, just me and her, on top of Soubakperou, maybe. But it was too 

far-fetched. We just loitered around perpetually in the company of others, squandering 

any chances to go beyond the promise of that afternoon in the baby’s room. Perhaps we 

both felt it was doomed anyway, that I was going back to the States, and she would be 

here. I asked her, in the bathroom at the Hotel Les Routiers, whether she was on the pill. 

She said no. I said oh. Pretending I was an experienced pro, I stated that I wasn’t sure we 

could go any further, having no birth control and all. She said, “Hmmm, trouble,” looking 

to the side while smiling. In retrospect, it was all disingenuousness on my part. Like 

groups of concerned college kids having abstinence bashes, just talking about not having 

sex is almost like talking about having it. It gets everyone excited, everyone is checking 

out who they could not be having sex with, exuding maturity and control.  People pair up 

then after this form of mating display, and go from there. It’s all pretty phoney, if you ask 

me now. Of course I would have liked to bag Marjan, babies or no babies in the future. 

But, I wasn’t sure how to proceed. And I certainly wasn’t going to go to the local 

pharmacy, the only White teenager in Parakou, to buy contraceptives.  

   We went to the local nightclub once, with everyone in tow (Erik, Else, my parents 

even). It was called the Savanna, and it was your classic disco-ball, greasy booths, dark, 

loud, kind of bar. They played mostly African pop (Soukous), which I’ve grown to really 

like, more now than back then. Most songs start out with some perfunctory lyrics, either 

in an African language (often from Zaire) or French, with laments about a woman, or a 

moped, or AIDS, or anything, basically. Then, a couple minutes in, the electric guitars 

take over and start ripping away. This is the part people really like. It reminds me of 

Sultans of Swing a bit (the long, live version, that is), but better. It just whooshes and 

flows and flies off the handle and returns and evolves, and keeps on going on and on and 

on. Back then, the music annoyed me a bit because I couldn’t dance to it. All around me 

were Beninese who seemed to know what they were doing, not necessarily moving much 

at all; their feet didn’t even move much, while I was stomping about. Mercifully, the DJ 

put on some slow songs, which I could handle (grab close, turn around). But, still it 

wasn’t what I had in mind. Maman was craning her neck, looking at us, unwavering, 

cramping my style. Then the fast stuff resumed, and I was reduced to yelling jokes to 
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make up for the dancing. I can’t say I’ve ever really enjoyed dancing. My self was always 

there, observing and tripping me up, like a mini-mom. It didn’t bode well for the other 

kind of dancing. 

   The summer unwound itself, until there were only a few days left until my departure. 

The magic of the first weeks, full of potential, where I was amazed at her existence, was 

replaced by an aching yearning, the second stage of love. I spent most of my time with 

Marjan, just sitting around, really. It struck me that she never bathed much, but that 

didn’t detract from her at all. She was like a fine animal, her long brown hair a coat of 

fur, her smell natural, her clothes the same tight jeans or hot-pants day after day, until 

they weren’t hot anymore but just part of her. Just like her tan, her pale blue eyes, the 

slight bump on her nose. I remember me sitting on her bed, she sitting on the floor 

between my knees, her hair smelling like hair instead of shampoo. She said (in Dutch – 

she reverted to Dutch when she really wanted to be understood): “when we first met, I 

just knew that this would happen. I just knew it right away.” I understood her on both 

levels: her eyes darting back and forth between mine and the ground had told me the 

same that first moment. But, also, I understood that it was tragic. We both were 

condemned now for sadness, she so soon upon her arrival in this new place, and me 

effectively inoculated against any interest in the college girls of my other life. How could 

they compete with Marjan? She was a savage. 

   Time ran out. Papa started getting mad at me that I was spending so much time away 

from home, this being the end of my time together with them as well. I thought that the 

game was up, when a weird thing happened: her parents needed to go to on a trip to 

Cotonou for supplies and business. The idea was floated that the sisters might come and 

stay with us, at our house. My head reeled. Then, last minute, it was decided that they 

would stay alone at their own house, in the factory compound. Two men, middle-aged 

co-workers of the father, neighbors, would watch over them. This state of affairs 

coincided with my last day or two in Parakou. Of course, I went to their house and 

squandered the first day with the same old lounging, talking, listening to music. In the 

evening, we had dinner together at their house with the two men, who turned out two be 

rather seedy and in a sour mood. I had brought some tapes, which we listened to as we 

ate. One was Fleetwood Mac’s, Tango in the night. Their obnoxious hit, Big love, began 
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to unravel, which I had forgotten about. As Stevie Nicks and Lindsey Buckingham went 

at it vocally, I, again, thought “This is so obvious.” The Belgians looked annoyed. I 

wanted them to leave; I wanted to be alone with Marjan. Instead, they stuck around, and 

we all went our separate ways around 2 am, Erik driving the Samurai through a silent 

Parakou, exhausted. 

   Only one day left. A day wasted, listening to Guns and Roses for the hundredth time, 

Axl Rose mocking us: 

 

Said woman take it slow and it’ll work itself just fine, all we need is a little patience. 

Said sugar make it slow and we’ll come together fine, all we need is a little patience. 

    

It was like we were drugged or something, watching time go by like it was a real thing. It 

was as if we were fascinated at the unwinding of our time together. Inevitably, time 

unwound, I had to go home and pack up. I promised Marjan that I would come back that 

evening, come hell or high water. Papa was furious (He doesn’t do well with pre-

departure antics). I decided that I would bike over, in the dark, on this last night in 

Parakou. I would make one last trip to the compound by the teaks, where Marjan was 

waiting, alone. I never did. Instead, incredibly, Papa decided to drive me there. Once at 

their place, we sat around, oddly, with Papa now there instead of Erik. Something had to 

be done about dinner, and Papa suggested that he go to get some grilled chicken from 

Lamatou. He left immediately, to get chicken. I was alone now, with Marjan and Else, on 

my last night in Parakou, my father on a chicken run, back in about an hour. 

   Else was in a good mood. She said that the two Belgians were upset last night because 

they had wanted to have the girls for themselves; Erik and I, by sticking around until 

2am, had thwarted their plans. I was trying to digest the implications of this information, 

as Else guided Marjan and I into a bedroom. She leaned into the doorway, said “Have 

fun,” slammed the door, and I heard her laughing down the hall. 
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1. Flat Tire Story 

 

   Every African narrative in order to be complete must relate (in addition to finding love) 

a mechanical breakdown in the bush. African travelers will regale you with accounts of 

how their car broke down in the middle of nowhere, how they got stuck in the mud in 

their 4X4, how they snapped an axle, and the miraculous serendipities which got them 

out of a sticky car problem, usually involving clever, friendly Africans and a piece of 

wire or wood. These stories, like other people’s dreams, are always far less interesting to 

the listeners than to the protagonists. You sit through them, thinking “Big deal.” Until 

you get stuck in the mother of all breakdowns in the bush yourself, then you feel 

compelled to share this transforming experience to the world. Like dreams again, 

breakdown stories have a lack of control during the plot, followed by a final resolution, 

waking up, since you’re there to tell the story. Here’s my story, involving cars, that is.  

   It was our first visit to Benin, during the dry season, and I was sixteen or so. I was so 

happy to be in the tropics. During the dry season, the Harmattan blew, a dusty wind 

coming from the Sahara in the North. Even in Cotonou, in the South on the Atlantic 

coast, the sky was orange-yellow, and dust coated everything. Our first morning at Hotel 

“Croix du Sud,” Erik and I were marveling at the tropical plants of our childhood 

memories. A papaya growing by the dusty pool. Mango trees, by god. And, yes, a 

coconut. The drive north to Parakou was still long and rough in those “early” days, most 

of it a dirt track. Papa had a blue Toyota Landcruiser behemoth, his work car. It was a 

mid-eighties model. A bulky transition model, between the original boxy types and the 

newer flat and high 4-runner types. We were happy to be riding in a big 4X4 again, with 

U.N. logos on the doors, real McCoys. I drank in the delicious smell of air-conditioned 

dust, a dry sweet smell.  

   Before long, we had organized a family trip to the Pendjari national park in the 

Northwest. We planned to spend New Years eve “in the bush,” at a camp recently set up 

by an Englishman, John, on a bend in the Pendjari river. Getting to this National park 

involved a long dusty drive to Natitingou first, where we lodged in Hotel Tata Somba. 

The Sombas were a local tribe who built small fortress-like dwellings with high walls, 
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presumably protection against the slavers who were pervasive in the region not that long 

ago. The hotel was built with Somba dwellings in mind, same ochre color and 

suggestions of high circular walls surrounding the pool, next to which a large ficus tree 

grew. The hotel was run by a Frenchman called Eric, a bit overweight with longish black 

hair. His hotel was the inevitable stopover for anyone continuing to, or coming back 

from, the Pendjari national park. You just couldn’t do it in a day, and had to stop at Eric’s 

mock Somba fortress in Natitingou.  

   The following day, we climbed into the Attakora mountains. Though not very high, 

these were a genuine mountain range, not isolated granite bergs like Soubakperou. You 

climbed up a steep grade sprinkled with trucks which had given up on this West African 

geographical oddity. All too soon, we were descending the north face of the mountain 

range, where the Pendjari plains spread out to the Burkina-Fasso border. A stop for gas in 

Tangueta, and then we were in the reserve. The first stretch into the Pendjari followed the 

North side of the Attakora, which was one long cliff. We stopped at a waterfall, “Les 

chutes de Tanougou,” along this cliff. It was a wonderful spot. We parked the Toyota and 

walked up a dirt track through the parched landscape. The bush fires had already swept 

through most of the area, so the savanna was black, yellow, and red earth. Tiny black 

flies assaulted our eyes and nostrils, beseeching us for a drink, ignorant of the wet 

wonder that lay ten minutes away. Each one of us had a halo of flies around our head, 

which we tried to lose by walking fast, with sudden random turns. Then, the vegetation 

suddenly got thick and green, we heard the spatter of water, and there it was: a waterfall 

hitting a cool black lake, festooned with vines and ferns, a piece of paradise. A committee 

of Somba kids had figured out that whites usually whip out the camera at places like 

these, and were ready to pose for pictures. Their trick for tourists armed with video (I had 

super-eight, still) was that a coin would be tossed in the black lake for them to retrieve. 

This same scenario played itself out historically in various ports of passage, such as the 

Canaries, with would-be explorers always remarking on kids diving for coins in their 

preliminary chapters. It’s funny that it happens everywhere, these reminders that we’re 

not really explorers, but tourists. I refused to toss a coin. We tried to enjoy the spot, while 

I picked out the major troublemaker among the boy committee. He was smaller than all 

the others, and, not having gotten coin, was starting to get flippant, testing his mettle 
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against these curious blancs. We sat around ignoring him. I collected my confused 

thoughts, and we returned to the car. 

   We had dawdled a bit at the waterfall, so it was getting a bit late. We hit the road north, 

Papa starting to get worried about the time. This is one of Papa’s great fears: to get to 

one’s destination in the dark; to have to find our hotel / campsite after sunset. It must 

have happened so many times to him, with unpleasant consequences, that he has a real 

phobia about it now, even when he visits me in California. We can be driving to Las 

Vegas, with an obvious hotel destination, a scale replica of the Eiffel tower lit up like the 

Fourth of July, and we must absolutely get there before dark. It’s a reflex consolidated 

from years of driving potholed alleys, probing keyholes under a moonless sky, stepping 

into a ditch, not having seen where to procure food, where to park the car. All this is 

irrelevant in Las Vegas, of course, but the old fears remain. That afternoon in the 

Pendjari, we felt pretty confident about getting to the camp before dark, until we got our 

first flat tire. We fixed it, me bolting the spare tire on like an old pro. The big worry now, 

of course, was that we now had no spare tire for our several-day journey into the bush. 

Your peace of mind (Papa’s, that is) is completely gone without a spare, like a biplane 

pilot without a parachute. Every jolt and scrape hurts you to the bone. You feel for the 

tires. Sure enough, within half-an-hour of our first flat, we hit a root or something and 

blew another tire. We were three-wheeled and stuck, right there in the middle of the 

track, at dusk, in a national park featuring lion, elephant, and buffalo, amongst other 

larger mammals. There wasn’t much we could do but settle in for the night then and 

there, without much hope of seeing another car pass so late in the day and the year. We 

must have done something until “bedtime,” but, oddly, I can’t remember. We must have 

eaten some biscuits and then debated sleeping arrangements. Papa reclined in the driver’s 

seat, maman next to him in front, Erik the entire back seat, and me on the floor below 

Erik. We rolled up the windows, hotly, and tried to slumber. I was picturing the crippled 

Landcruiser, all alone in a vast sea of bushes, seen from above, as I must have fallen 

asleep. 

   I was awoken in the middle of the night by bright lights glinting off the car ceiling, a 

rumble, and Papa opening the door. Amazingly, in front of us a minibus of sorts was 

confronted with our blocking the road. We felt rescued, and all got out of the car. No-one 
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got out of the minibus. They obviously wanted to get around us before giving us a hand, 

we thought. So, we guided them through some flats between the trees, around our 

vehicle. I caught a glimpse of the passengers: a thin bald black guy driving, and several 

rows of middle-aged whites, men and women, in the back seats. On the side of the bus 

was the logo of some safari company based in Lome, Togo, the thin country next to 

Benin. Above the logo, ashen-faced yovos stared at me in fear. Who did they think I was? 

Roland the Norwegian mercenary gunner? Upon rejoining the main track behind our car, 

Papa showing the way, the minibus driver gunned the accelerator, almost running Papa 

over, and sped away from us. I distinctly recall the intense fear on the face of an older 

women, as the wheels scraped wildly, leaving us in a cloud of dust. Papa yelled “Salaud! 

(Bastard) as the minibus bounced away, and then there we were, alone again in the 

middle of the night, our miraculous saviors nothing but selfish, frightened bastards. Papa 

gathered himself and said “This would never have happened in Kenya (where Erik and I 

were born, site of numerous breakdowns too). It’s the law of the bush there that you help 

people.” Shaken, we crawled back into our sleeping quarters and waited until sunrise. 

   There are few things better than hot tea with milk and sugar in the early morning, also a 

Kenya tradition which my parents picked up while living there. We had all the 

ingredients, as well as a gas stove, and the familiar beverage made our precarious 

situation somewhat more familiar, even enjoyable. When the sun was up, we explored the 

immediate surroundings of our breakdown. It was a flat wooded savannah, with most 

trees blackened by the fires and shockingly green new post-fire plant growth amid the 

ashes. Next to our crippled Toyota, the scene of the crime: minibus tracks in the dirt 

through the trees, and deep wheel furrows behind us. We ate some more biscuits, slurped 

our delicious tea, and waited for our eventual saviors as the sun slowly rose, the morning 

got hotter, and we got bored. Papa related to us once an adventure from his Kenya days. 

He was in a desert camp with a colleague, and the driver was sent with the Landrover to 

get provisions in a distant town. He never came back, and Papa and colleague were left 

waiting with dwindling water supplies. They were faced with the dilemma of just waiting 

for an eventual appearance of the driver, risking running out of water, or walking out 

across the desert immediately and risking dehydration. They eventually decided that they 

had better strike out across the desert towards a main road, since it was obvious the driver 
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was not coming back. They ran out of water. Eventually, they got to an Italian mission, 

where they drank one cup of tea after another after another. As it turns out, the driver got 

drunk the first night and crashed the Landrover. The following day was too guilt-ridden 

to show his face anymore, so left Papa and colleague to their fate. Our current situation 

wasn’t so desperate, but clearly we needed some car to pass by on New Year’s Eve and 

save us. Walking across the bush was not an option.  Papa must have been pretty worried, 

while the rest of us got bored. 

   Around late morning, a cloud of dust and low murmur signaled the arrival of our 

saviors. It was a Peugeot 404 pickup, with two haggard and dusty Frenchmen coming 

from the north. There are two ways of getting into the reserve, and they had entered via 

the Northern route through Porga. They immediately stopped (we were in the way), 

understood our situation, and proposed to help us. We loaded our flat tires into their car, 

suggesting that they should get them to Eric at Hotel Tata Somba in Natitingou, who 

would, hopefully have them repaired and sent back via another courier. This seemed too 

improbable, so I proposed to go with them in order to supervise and expedite the 

operation. I left Papa, Maman, and my brother in a cloud of dust in the mid-day heat, 

taking a few cans of fruit juice with me. I was familiar with the road now, sitting in the 

back of the open pickup on the flat tires. It got so dusty back there that I turned 

completely orange from head to shoe. When we got to the vicinity of the Tanougou  

waterfalls, the Frenchmen naturally wanted to check it out. I trudged along, impatient, 

recognizing the same coin-jumpers. At Tangueta, the Frenchmen got some gas, and gas 

attendant saw my juice cans and said: give me that. I said “No,” bored. Up over the 

Attakora mountains, down to Natitingou. At the Hotel Tata Somba, Eric immediately 

jacked his own 4X4 up and took off two of its wheels for me, so that I could return 

immediately while our own tires were being repaired, to be picked up and re-exchanged 

on our return. But we needed to find me a ride back into the Pendjari. I stalked the 

parking lot. A couple parked 4X4s, and a white minibus. I approached the minibus, my 

pulse quickening. Yes, it was the same one which had almost run Papa over as it left us in 

the dust last night, the one full of frightened tourists, driven by a thin bald black guy. 

They were at the hotel, obviously. I entered the compound and made my way to the pool 

area, and there they all were in all their glory. A long table of middle-aged Europeans, 
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and there, that frightened old lady! They were eating lunch, laughing. At the head of the 

table was the thin bald black driver, lording it off, the head of the flock. The tourists were 

all yakking with him, joking happily, pouring him some wine, treating him like a minor 

chieftain, their personal African Friend, their beacon in the wilderness. They were all in 

in genuine Stockholm Syndrome mode, dependent on this idiot to get then safely through 

darkest Africa. I debated what to do. Create a scene? I wanted to, but, in retrospect, was 

too shy back then at sixteen. Today, I would have emptied the wine bottle on his bald 

pate and called the lot a bunch of useless sheep, ruined their vacation. In retrospect, I did 

the wiser thing in my naïve sixteen year-old shyness. I called the African aside and 

reminded him, quietly, of a certain incident last night. I asked him the name of his safari 

company, which I knew already from the minibus, “Lome Tours, “ or something. He 

broke into a sweat, and turned gray, as Africans do. While his charges were calling him 

from the table to come back (Cedric! Cedric! Viens, tu nous manques! Hahaha!), he led 

me to the lobby and started stuttering: “Can I see your passport?” I carried this document 

on me and satisfied his request immediately, which made him even more nervous. He 

stared at my photo for a long time, then back at me, like he was pretending to be a 

customs officer, trying to intimidate me, maybe. Then, he sat down and started copying 

random excerpts from my passport, as I stood above him. It took him about ten minutes 

to work his way through “van Swinderen.” Cruelly, I asked him regularly if he was 

indeed “Lome Tours?”, at which he jumped each time, having to find his place again in 

my Belgian passport, which he then handed back to me, trembling. Again, in retrospect, it 

couldn’t have been more beautifully farcical, and I respected Eric’s establishment by not 

creating a silly barroom scene by the pool. All thanks to youth and faith, which go 

together. 

   Eric found me a ride later that day, a Swiss couple and their small daughter in a 4X4 

going into the Pendjari via Tangueta. We loaded Eric’s tires in the back. Once again, I 

crossed the Attakora. At Tangueta, they got gas. I saw the same gas attendant, and, bored, 

asked him, from the car window, if he wanted my can of fruit juice. He grabbed it, and 

noticing it was empty (I had just finished it) looked me quickly in the eye. About a 

second later, he recognized me, remembered his earlier demand (give me that!) and burst 

out laughing. I laughed too. Somehow that trivial incident, strung together through time 
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and interconnected, gave me a lot of energy. I needed energy around the Tanougou 

waterfalls: I suspected that the Swiss couple would want to see it. As we approached, 

sure enough, they said “Ah, the waterfall must be here,” and turned into the side track. I 

groaned inwardly as we all trudged to that blasted black pool again, where the coin-

jumping committee was in full swing, where they took pictures of the wretches jumping 

in the water, where they decided, like me so long ago, to sit around and enjoy the 

beautiful scenery. Back in the saddle, I was starting to know certain bumps and exposed 

roots individually, as we rattled our way north. At the site of our breakdown, the Toyota 

and my family were not there anymore. It was a bit disconcerting for me, as we continued 

the couple hours towards the campground. But, I was rewarded by the blue behemoth at 

John’s campsite, and Papa and Maman and Erik were all there waiting for me and the 

tires. It turns out that Mr. Heymans, a local wildlife expert, was in the area and had been 

alerted by a car heading north that morning about our predicament. He lent a tire to get 

the car to the camp; we switched tires again upon my arrival. Within our family, we 

privately considered Heymans a bit of a cad, a show-off, his current aid notwithstanding. 

We called him “Domingo,” in honor of another show-off of similar caliber we knew in 

Tunisia, all from the Belgian tribe of “20 years of Africa experience” who know it all and 

are always telling you Flat Tire Stories. Domingo (Heymans) seemed pissed when he saw 

me in camp. It confused me for a while; I thought that maybe we had given him a bit of 

trouble with our stupid breakdown. But that wasn’t it. I figured it out when he blurted: 

“Ha, now you’ve got a flat tire story to tell all your little friends in Belgium, isn’t that 

great?” We spent New Year’s with John the Englishman, our tires nice and taught. 



 74 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Posing in the Pendjari…
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2. Saving Private Erik 

 

   One subsequent summer – the rainy season of Marjan – I headed back to the Pendjari 

region to rescue my brother Erik. It wasn’t really a rescue, more like something 

interesting for me to do while Erik was in one of his funks. Erik had come to live in 

Benin, and after luxuriating for many months of well-fed and manicured existence at 

home in Parakou, he got a volunteer job in the Pendjari national park. Heymans 

(Domingo), described above, was probably central to his getting this position, something 

countless jobless Europeans might covet: to work in the African bush, count wild 

animals, make plaster casts of paw-prints, bum around in a jolly old way with the local 

African rangers. If Erik ever decided to write, he might have many stories to tell about his 

days in the Pendjari. I just know a few: his discovery of a huge mango tree laden with 

delicious ripe fruit in the middle of nowhere, from which he filled his car to the brim; 

getting stung by scorpions twice, and using a local remedy to purge the poison; getting 

stung by bees while driving and crashing off the road; intercepting poachers with the 

guards; playing soccer with the Beninese…all stories worth fleshing out. I was curious 

about his set-up and wanted to visit him up north, but then we heard that he was down 

with malaria, convalescing around Natitingou. Papa arranged for the Toyota to give me a 

ride there, along with a high-level Beninese official who needed to be in Natitingou. 

There were three drivers in the FAO project my father managed. The most senior, Isa 

(Jesus, in Arabic), had been with Papa since the very beginning when it was just the old 

blue behemoth (which got stranded in the Pendjari that night, and which we were to use 

today). Issa was very black, thin, and constantly scratching his balls, tugging on his 

crotch violently like he had a gopher in there. He got venerable as the years passed, the 

wise old respected driver with two wives, a bunch of kids, money in the bank. But 

Allassan, the second driver, was obviously in a different league than old-fashioned Issa. 

You felt like Allassan was really an African-American. He had that swagger and that 

“damn you” look in his eyes, and joked around a lot. Lastly, Sani was an all-round likable 

young guy, a true Beninese. For the drive to Natitingou, we got Allassan that day. 
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   Allassan had the radio going full blast on the way out from Parakou, and when it got 

scratchy, he rummaged amongst a litter of tapes. The Beninese official suggested, in fact 

demanded, a certain tape of Afro-pop. Allassan saw a Madonna tape, and said “No, we 

have Bruno in the car, we must play his kind of music.” I apparently outranked the 

Beninese official, who was fuming at being disobeyed by a chauffeur. Madonna 

exploded: “get into the groove, you’ve got to prove your love to me, shake your body and 

lose control, etc…” as we raced along that old track I knew from previous Pendjari trips. 

Allassan may have wanted to stick it to his co-national, who, alone, probably would have 

lorded it over him in true feudal style. Instead, we heard Madonna all the way to 

Natitingou, the same tape turned over and over, while the official sat in the back, dark 

and silent. In a way, this was a recapitulation of colonial times. It was often the 

middlemen who took care of the colonial business, protected by the presumed power of 

the few whites. It were Africans who caught, bought, and sold fellow African, it were 

Africans who chopped off hands in the Belgian Congo, who ripped their brothers off. 

And here was Allassan, playing Madonna continuously out of spite for the other African 

because he could, because I was in the car, me and my invisible guns. Or, maybe 

Allassan actually liked to hear “In the groove” forever and ever. The clash of civilizations 

always produces novelty. 

   My brother Erik was a bit hard to find. He had been down with malaria, and we found 

him at some otherwise abandoned cement project at the outskirts of Natitingou. Allassan 

dropped me off there, with the idea that Erik and I would drive back in the little Suzuki 

Samurai my brother used. Erik was emaciated and yellow; I had never seen him so thin. 

Pretty soon after settling in, I met Pierre, Erik’s “assistant.” Pierre looked a bit like a 

pygmy, short and squat with a heavy-browed, mean-looking face. Pierre was to prove 

meaningful in my life for a couple reasons. He made me understand a few things about 

colonialism (again!) in general, and human interactions specifically. Pierre had attached 

himself to Erik and made himself indispensable, in a way. He was never “hired,” but just 

tagged along with Erik one day. As the evening progressed, I watched the duo (Pierre and 

Erik), and noticed that Pierre, the assistant, was actually the boss around here. He cooked 

and cleaned, of course, but also was the middleman for all interactions between Erik and 

the Africans. He pumped the gas in the car while Erik sat in the driver’s seat, hesitant. He 
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fetched beers, with cash to spare. He carried groceries, chased curious kids away, told 

Erik what to do or what not to do. He had made himself completely indispensable, and 

clearly enjoyed the special relationship he had carved out for himself. He immediately 

eyed me with suspicion, much like the colonial servants of old would be annoyed when 

the European wife finally showed up to disrupt the routine and harass them about stolen 

sugar and dusty windowsills. I took an immediate dislike to Pierre, partially because of 

his mean face, but mainly suspecting he was stealing more than sugar. However, Pierre 

declared repeatedly that he was Erik’s “friend,” that he was helping Erik out of 

friendship. 

   When it became clear to Pierre that Erik was going back to Parakou, he became 

confrontational. He demanded an exorbitant sum of money for his services, about the 

amount I had checked that Erik still had in banknotes in his bag. I didn’t know how to 

handle this demand. Was he going to become aggressive, hold us hostage? I decided to 

take a conversational angle centered on the value of friendship. I asked “If you really 

were Erik’s friend, you wouldn’t be asking for so much money for your help.” I said “I 

truly appreciate everything that you did for him, we’ll give you 5000 CFA for your 

troubles, but as a friend, just be happy to see him back safely to Parakou.” This was the 

wrong approach. It opened up the floodgates of hope, and he replied in some equally 

phony way about the true value of friendship notwithstanding, for he loved Erik dearly, 

but he still needed 50,000 CFA. I retorted hypocritically that Erik will always value the 

time he spent with Pierre, but Pierre must be able to let him go, and let the hope of all that 

money go as well. We went back and forth like that, painfully, for a couple hours. I still 

see it now, standing by the red Suzuki, under the trees, leaning on the hood, trying to 

poke holes into each other’s reasoning, exhausted. In retrospect, I should have just said 

“No” and “Adieu” from the start, nipped it in the bud. But instead, I open the door and 

Pierre, seeing his chance, barged in. The subsequent phony dialogue still pains me today, 

especially since I came off looking rather shoddy after all that talk of friendship, leaving 

Pierre furious in a cloud of dust. He’d have respected me more, I believe, if from the start 

I was categorical. By reasoning with him, he ended up hating me, I could tell. There’s a 

time and a place for hypocrisy, and that wasn’t one of them. 
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   Amongst Erik’s personal items, in his toiletry bag, I found a folded letter. It was a love 

letter of sorts from a girl called Esther, with accompanying small photo. I recognized the 

heavy pygmy brow and calculating gaze. Alongside the letter, I found another written by 

Erik but never sent, with harsh contents directed towards Esther. On the bumpy ride back 

to Parakou, I asked my sickly brother who Esther was. “Pierre’s sister,” he replied. We 

didn’t talk much more until Parakou, Erik busy snapping shut his door which clattered 

open at every bump. Esther reminded me of my empty life in college, and I found it odd 

that Erik should be getting more action in Natitingou than me surrounded by students. A 

day later, I would meet Marjan. 

 

3. Bad hair safari 

 

   I returned to the Pendjari one last time for a New Year’s eve trip with family and 

friends: the Van Bel’s were visiting from Belgium, and they had two kids. Tom was 

slightly younger and somewhat bland at that time (he apparently is well-respected now). I 

still remember us riding in the back of a landcruiser from the monastery near Parakou (a 

serene spot of almost European orderliness where we went for walks). Tom was picking 

at some crusts on his scalp, and having successfully dislocated one, stared at it a while 

before consuming it. He was generally well-behaved, but also kept strictly in line by his 

parents. His older sister Katia was more lively and outgoing in a gangly sort of way 

(she’s a stunner today). She was excited to be in Africa, and having a grand old time. For 

seasoned African veterans like ourselves, the behaviorisms of tourists can be downright 

annoying, much like we annoyed old “Domingo” with 20 years of Africa under his belt. 

It’s odd, but it seems like many Whites in Africa develop into schizophrenics who can’t 

stand other Whites stealing their glory, while needing other Whites to be present to 

witness their genuineness. You read books by people who just pass through Benin on 

holiday (Au bout Parakou), and soon enough, they’re ragging on the other Whites they 

see riding around in their stupid Landcruisers while they, they’re in an old jalopy with 

their African buddies. I remember the thrill I used to feel, walking down a dusty road in 

my car-tire sandals, as a Toyota-load of Whites roared by, staring. Or, sitting at a 

roadside table at night eating guinea-fowl, feeling White eyes upon me in every passing 
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Hi-Lux. Whites, you just need them and hate them more and more as the years go by in 

Africa. I was even jealous of my best friend Anton who came with me to Benin one 

summer. I had to make it clear that this was my world, while he kept on repeating it was 

just like Brazil, where he grew up, that, in fact, the roads were even bumpier in Brazil. 

We started getting on each other’s nerves after a while, trying to out-native each other, 

until we settled on a truce of sorts. So, I was keeping a close eye on our White friends, 

the inexperienced Van Bel’s, and their attitudes in general.  

   My most common gripe with fresh Whites in Africa was that they were way too 

friendly with the Africans. I’m ashamed to admit it, but it’s true. The Beninese are in 

general very friendly and give you the time of day; little kids would run alongside your 

car waving and laughing “Baturay!” or “Yovo!” Beninese will stop what they’re doing 

and talk to you, ask questions about Belgium, have a philosophical discussion on the spot 

by the side of the road, laugh at your jokes. It’s a bit artificial, I’m sure, because you’re 

White and special, but still ingratiating. For fresh Whites, it’s overwhelming, and they 

just respond to everybody. The Van Bel’s were waving back at every single kid who 

waved at them, making them resemble the Queen of England on parade, or the pope. It 

became ludicrous, as every car trip was one continuous waving ceremony. I suspected 

that the Beninese kids were beginning to see this as a great joke, and wished that the Van 

Bel’s would stop waving back so much; it depreciated the value of all of us in the car 

with them, god damn it! Wave sparingly, just lift your index finger, you’re making fools 

of yourselves! Then, not every Beninese is worthy of profuse acknowledgment and 

interaction. That’s Kora the drunk guard you’re being expansive with, you’re confusing 

him with all your attention. Blacks in Belgium and blacks in Africa are not the same 

thing. Kora expects to be slighted, he’s not interested in your politically-correct world 

view. So the poor Van Bel’s lumbered around Parakou in this fashion, until we all went 

on a trip to the Pendjari to be among the animals, safely away from other humans. 

   Erik and I left pre-dawn in the small Suzuki, as it was much slower than the 

landcruiser, crawling along like a wind-up toy rather than flying over the corrugated 

roads. I blasted good old Dire Straits as we ate breakfast, getting in the mood for our trip 

up the dusty track. At the height of the dry season, it certainly was a dusty road. The 

Toyota passed us with all the Van Bels and my parents in an orange cloud mid-morning. 
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After the usual itinerary – Djougou, Natitingou, Hotel Tata Somba – we continued on our 

way to the far north, Porga, with Katia and Tom in the Suzuki this time. Along the way, 

Erik forgot at some point to strap down the hood of the car, and as we sped, the wind 

blew it open against the windscreen, and we careened blindly off the side of the road. We 

were laughing happily after that, as people do when they’ve had a close call and come out 

unscathed. We also laughed when we saw ourselves in the mirror in Porga, at the gates of 

the Pendjari. We were completely orange with dust from head to foot, our eyes and teeth 

oddly white, like a minstrel show from the 1920’s.  

   At this point, after rinsing my face, I confronted a problem. Should I wash my hair? It 

was unbrushable with dust. Ever since my hepatitis/malaria episode in Bodjecali with the 

Dutch volunteer Ilco, I had developed a certain psychosis about my hair. Probably due to 

my severely diseased state at the time, my hair fell out in bunches. I remember staring 

aghast at the shower drain, at my hands, festooned with clumps of hair. This state of 

affairs continued well into my return to Belgium and a miserable 12
th
 –grade school trip 

to the south of France, where so much hair fell out of my head into Provencal drains that 

it drove me slightly insane. I was amazed that I wasn’t totally bald yet, and statements by 

Anton on the beach such as “Oh my God, you’re losing all your hair! You’re a major 

baldy!” made me feel sick all over again. I remember walking the back streets of 

Marseilles looking for an all-night pharmacy, outlining my clinical problem, and walking 

back empty-handed, to my classmates, worrying intensely about my scalp. I mean, when 

you’re a superficial seventeen and going bald, you worry about never getting the girl. 

Hair and girls go hand in hand, and back then I needed a good coat of hair to assure 

myself the attention of the likes of Jackie Pochetty. This state of affairs continued 

through college and overlapped with the Marjan era. 

   I began to get obsessive-compulsive about my remaining hair. When the fallout had 

stabilized, I started counting every single hair I found in the drain or brush. I had read 

somewhere, in ELLE or something, that the average person loses about fifty hairs a day. I 

began sprinkling loose hairs back onto my head, reasoning that if I collected a rich 

harvest at a subsequent brushing, it might be due to some of these impostors, which I 

calculated were always in the background. Recycling blurred the source. Still, I was 

always confronted with a mat of the stuff in shower drains; I couldn’t avoid that. So, in 
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my more desperate moments I just didn’t wash my hair, or didn’t brush it at all, so that I 

wouldn’t see the evidence, but knowing that it was all for the worse as my scalp became 

an itching mess. And, inevitably, a shampoo would be a sickening experience with all the 

loosened evidence all over the place. It took me many years to grow out of my hair 

trauma, and even till this day there is still the odd reflex remaining from that era: my 

newborn babies losing their hair, a clump of Anja’s brushed hair in the wastebasket, they 

all make me a bit sick and malarial.  

   During the Pendjari safari with the Van Bel’s, I was still recovering from my hair-loss 

phobia. So, all orange with dust from hair to foot, I should have washed my hair, but just 

couldn’t face another traumatic drain. So, I ate Nile perch with everyone, fresh from the 

Pendjari river, with a mat of orange hair. In the next few days, I took to wearing a 

bandana wrapped around my scalp and tried to ignore my hair altogether, knowing 

secretly that I was just building up to some inevitable confrontation with a drain 

somewhere, in Natitingou or Parakou. With my attention drawn more and more to my 

itching scalp, it was hard to focus on the animals, lions with rich coats of fur who never 

had to worry about brushing, shampooing, and hair loss. I do remember one humorous 

event aside from hair-related matters. We were all at the edge of a marsh looking at the 

hippos wallowing in the distance. Papa felt the need to fart, after riding in the Toyota in 

close company and all, and stepped back a few steps and let loose a few rumbles. Betty 

Van Bel, peering through her binoculars, exclaimed in Dutch “Yes! I hear them! I hear 

them!” As the days went by, I was just desperate at the state of my scalp. It was still 

orange and grimy from the first dusting, it hadn’t been washed or brushed in days, I knew 

that it was latticed with loose hairs, all kept under wraps in a bandana. I understand now 

why balding men often cut their hair very short, or shave it entirely. At a scientific 

conference I went to recently, I noticed at least a dozen thirty-something men with 

shaved heads, completely smooth. Upon closer inspection, when talks were boring, I 

noticed that all showed evidence of pattern-baldness, slight contour shadows of evidence. 

Imagine, at one moment you’re a balding loser, the next, after shaving, you’re a cool 

dude like Shaquille O’Neal or Michael Jordan. However, all these White guys looked the 

same in their total baldness, and I was beginning to get them confused. Besides, totally-
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bald White guys just don’t look that good. They end up looking like the Delta-minus 

semi-morons from Brave New World. It’s a no-win situation, really.  

   Back in Benin, after that fateful Pendjari trip, I took a shower in Parakou and had the 

bright idea of removing the strainer from the drain before taking a shower. It was like a 

metaphor for Marjan, oddly enough. If I didn’t see all the loss, it’s like it didn’t happen. 
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   Marjan lived in Parakou for only a year before moving on. I saw her again twice more 

after our rainy season summer. The second time was six months later, during the dry 

season, which coincided with the Van Bel’s visit and my last trip to the Pendjari.  It 

turned out that Marjan had also had an adventure in the Pendjari in the intervening 

months since we kissed goodbye. But, first, I have to go back to New England and 

college life. 

   Landing in Boston after the summer of Marjan, I could hardly believe that she was part 

of my life. She made it all so easy. Nothing could possibly stack up against our story of 

love in Benin. Everything was feasible. The knowledge of her existence made all the 

troubles and drawbacks of a lonely life in the States so much more tolerable. Nobody 

ever met me at the airport in Boston; no-one anxiously waited for my return. It didn’t 

bother me. Missing the last train to Waltham, where my college was located, was small 

potatoes; I met a hirsute Brazilian downtown and slept on his living room floor. I exulted 

in dragging my suitcase up the hill, from the train station, to college the next day. 

Mingling with the sophomores in the residence halls and cafeterias, I basked in the 

knowledge that I had something none of them had: a love in Benin, a memory of rivers 

and a pretty girl on the other side of the world. I placed her picture (her steering the 

outboard on the Okpara) on my desk in my tiny musty single room. It was so remote from 

college life, that scene, but it was the real thing. These were just a bunch of kids around 

here. What did they know of love and rivers? 

   I almost ignored the world around me. In retrospect, Brandeis University is a beautiful 

campus, with plenty of clubs and activities, and generally friendly students. The 

magnificent city of Boston is a short train ride away. There are forests, mountains, and 

beaches nearby. I was still in West African mode, waiting for the dry season, not the 

winter. I spent long hours at a security guard job, patrolling the science buildings and 

mechanical rooms. I spent hours in the DT section of the library, reading books on 

Africa. I was curious to see if anyone had written of love and rivers, along with the usual 

safari fare, descriptions of mega-fauna, and tribal rituals.  

   I revealed my photographs of Marjan to a few visitors to my room, like she was my 

religion or something. Asad Rahman, a rich Pakistani boy, said “She looks weally nice.” 

Some time in the fall, I got a letter from Marjan, in English. Somehow, her language on 
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paper was not as quaint as it sounded out loud. She had tried hard, but spelling mistakes 

were hard to ignore, and the contents left me a bit empty. The handwriting was fat and 

curly: 

 

Oh Bruno, what have you done to me? Am missing you so much. Am thinking about you 

wen I sleep. Oh Bruno wen are you coming back to Parakou…You can get me a tape of 

Camouflage, and Else wants Lies by Guns N Roses. 

 

She was referring to a song titled “Camouflage,” which she really liked for some reason. 

I couldn’t find it, I didn’t even know who sang it. But, I found “Lies” by G N R easily. I 

mailed the single tape, with little thought of the distress it would cause Marjan to get a 

package from me, with only a tape for Else in it. I did eventually find the Camouflage 

tape, where it was a single buried amongst a bunch of unknown songs by a mysterious 

artist. For some reason, I decided not to buy it for her. It’s like I was playing the sisters 

off of each other, so many thousands of miles away. Like Marjan would like me more if 

she was sad and jealous of her sister. Or, perhaps I suspected that Marjan wasn’t having 

such a sad time in Parakou after all. 

   On the day before I left her, she had given me a book of hers, saying “You really have 

to read this.” It was a romance novel, titled “A cast of Hawks,” looking like the 

thousansd of others which some used bookstores even refuse to stock. On the cover was a 

tanned, buff, handsome dude leaning over a frail beautiful woman in a skimpy old-

fashioned dress. I actually read the whole thing; it took place in Hawaii, on some cattle 

ranch, and I don’t remember much else (I still have it, somewhere). I thought it was 

pretty good, at the time. Anything from Marjan was good. I tried to interpret various 

clichéd plot twists and scenes in the light of our relationship, attributing depth to pulp, 

trying to understand what Marjan was trying to say. It must be similar with religious 

texts. You can find wisdom and meaning in anything, if you’re looking for it. Several 

books of the Bible itself are not unlike “A Cast of Hawks” in quality, or lack thereof. 

   Between the odd letter, a photograph, and a romance novel, I made it through until 

December, when I caught the succession of planes which would land me back in Benin: 

Boston to New york, New York to Brussels, Brussels to Lagos, Lagos to Cotonou, Benin. 
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Stepping off the plane in Benin, I drank in the night-time heat like it was an elixir. 

Walking on the tarmac toward the airport building, the plane looked like something from 

the future, having traveled back in time, with millions of prehistoric bugs bouncing off of 

it confusedly. My beloved parents met me at the airport, Papa looking tanned and fit in 

his Kaunda suit and smelling of sweat and aqua velva, Maman impeccably dressed and 

looking a bit like an Australian aborigine, deep brown with a yellow Afro. By the time 

we got to our car, I was drenched in sweat, loving it. Everything felt real again: the 

darkness of the road, the salty smell in the air, crowds walking by the side of the road, 

diesel fumes, frightened coconut trees, a large millipede on the walkway. And, of course, 

I was looking forward to seeing Marjan again, after the long drive north back to Parakou. 

Somewhere on the road between Save and Parakou,  I asked, almost like it was 

secondary, how the D’Hoker were doing. Maman replied: 

 

“Ce sont des filles de joie, vraiment…” 

 

My worst fears were confirmed. That could only mean that Marjan had been with other 

guys after I left. I couldn’t imagine who, in Parakou. I didn’t press the issue, I just looked 

out the window at the passing savanna, a lot of it now blackened to a crisp by passing 

fires. 

   I heard a sneeze, and I peeked into a cardboard on the seat next to me and smiled. My 

parents had adopted a baby genet cat, and had brought it down to Cotonou with them 

(The Beninese around our house would surely have killed it if left at home; any wild 

animal has some value dead). Genet cats look like a miniature cheetah, but are actually 

closer related to mongooses, I think. This one had been found abandoned as a baby in 

some freshly slashed and burned woodland in the district where Papa worked, and he had 

brought it home. He had a devised a system to feed it with a plastic syringe, feeding it a 

mixture of condensed milk and vitamins. In the air-conditioned hotel room in Cotonou, it 

had caught a cold and was sneezing regularly. It had imprinted on humans, and bonded 

with my parents, crying out to them in little shrieks. It was a beautiful animal, with large 

pointed ears, a longish snout, cheetah spots, and a long fluffy striped tail. Now, it looked 

at me from its travel box, its head bobbing with the corrugated road, sneezing every once 
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in a while. Taking care of this orphan, making sure it survived, became somewhat of a 

priority at the moment, for me. 

   Arriving in Parakou, we prepared a regime of condensed milk and antibiotics for the 

genet’s cold. After a few days of nursing, it regained its strength and began sucking on 

the syringe forcefully; I didn’t need to squeeze the thing anymore. For feeding, I would 

place the genet in a hanging fern basket on the porch, and it would perk up upon 

recognizing the milk syringe. It would immediately grab the syringe with both paws and 

clamp on, its little tongue going back and forth. Then, you could just about leave it alone, 

and it would empty the tube all on its own, curled in the fern basket. It was very much 

like a human baby, I realize now.  

   Genet cat (I never found out if it was male or female) displayed the most rewarding 

behaviors, for a wild animal. It would make a “Hiiii!!” noise, catch your pant leg, and 

climb up all the way to your shoulder, to hang out there like a tame parrot, looking 

around, bobbing, as you walked around. It was interested in everything we ate, climbing 

up our pajamas at breakfast to inspect a bowl of cereal up close. It was really smart, I find 

it hard to convey how smart without sounding like a boring old lady with her beloved 

pooch. But it really was, and beautiful. 

   Marjan: I had to face her. For some reason I can’t remember my first encounter with 

her that dry season, it’s been literally wiped clean from my memory. I just remember 

sitting around her house and untended yard like the old days, but the atmosphere being 

totally different. The sky was yellow up above, you smelled smoke in the air, and Marjan 

was slightly depressed, whereas Else was pretty chipper. Marjan attire had changed 

somewhat; she now wore locally-tailored, complicated, loose tops and a black short skirt, 

usually. Her sad blue eyes had dark half-moons under them, which her deep tan didn’t 

hide. Her hair was kind of flat; she had had a bad bout of malaria.  

   I found out that she had been with Stephane, the fuddy-duddy Mounier boy from the 

hotel, of all people. Then, she had also been with a French guy, a twenty-something 

drifter who did odd mechanical repairs on trucks. He’s the one she went to the Pendjari 

with, apparently, sleeping out in the open, listening to lions roaring. And to think that I 

had hesitated bringing her up to Subakperou mountain, the garden of Eden. Basically, she 

had been with the other two available White guys in Parakou. There was nothing special 
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about me, the way she was special to me. I had just been the first guy she’d seen, back in 

the rains.  I wondered: did she “know” with each one, upon first meeting them, as she had 

with me, her eyes darting? She could get any guy, she was beautiful, kind, and generous.  

I wondered, was she simple? And, how could her parents just let her go off like that with 

a French mechanic, to go sleep under the stars in the Pendjari? She was still only 

seventeen. 

   Well, what did I expect? She’d been out with me to various rivers, bursting with 

summer rains. She’d been out in the Samurai, up and down dirt roads around Parakou. 

She’d been alone in her house while her parents were in Cotonou. Her parents didn’t 

seem to care, while every white guy loved her at first sight, like she was The Little 

Mermaid crawled out of the ocean. Did I expect her to spend long days in that mango-

diesel town waiting for me to return, while I studied organic chemistry? I could just leave 

with her memory, sustaining me like a soldier off to the crusades. She was stuck in 

Parakou; she wasn’t even going to school. What was the point of her life? It was 

impossible for me to try to make up with her, even though she did not appear to be with 

either the French mechanic, or Stephane the hotel boy during that dry season. I was just 

too proud, and I was beginning to wonder if she was mentally unbalanced. 

   At the time, there was another “Lost Girl” in Parakou: Natalie Jolie. She was an ethnic 

mix, half French, half from Reunion (an island in the Indian Ocean). Her Father worked 

in development, like Papa, and she started hanging out with Else and Marjan. Usually, it 

was her and Else hanging and joking, while poor Marjan sat aside on her own. Natalie 

was sharp-featured, slightly caustic, and overprotected by her parents who didn’t trust 

Africans, racists like the D’Hoker parents. It’s weird that the undoing of these three girls, 

in a way, was courtesy of not Africans, who were always respectful, but of Whites – 

Arabs, actually. It still pains me today, but that wouldn’t be revealed until the following 

rainy season.  

   On Christmas morning we all went out for a boating trip on the Okpara river: the 

D’Hoker sisters, Natalie, Erik, and me. Natalie’s parents didn’t know that she was going 

out on a river. They thought she was just spending the morning with Marjan and Else, at 

their house. We picked the three of them up in the morning, and Erik Samurai’d us over, 

as usual. Everyone was a bit morose on the boat, some of us probably feeling a little 
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guilty, for different reasons. The old two-stroke fumes reminded me of another greener, 

happier season. The river was as flat as a mirror, the water almost black, the scenery as 

calm as any Christmas morning highway. Marjan and I had been on this river so 

thoroughly in the rainy season, it was strange to see it in this novel perspective, without 

any electricity between us. It had defined us, its exploration a metaphor for our future, 

going always a little further, slowly. Now, there was nothing to explore, so we just 

stopped at the Kola tree boulders. Natalie had received a new camera for Christmas, and 

she was taking loads of pictures, evidence, I thought of her escapade. 

   Natalie was acting bored, sitting up with Else on the biggest boulder above the water, 

while Marjan sat down by the waterline. Erik and I tried fishing for tilapia. Then, we 

heard a “sploosh” and then a “merde!” Natalie had dropped her new camera into the 

river. She kept on checking around her, not believing it was truly the camera, saying 

“Non…Non…pas l’apareil photo…c’est pas vrai…” This event redefined the day, 

snapped everyone out of their gloom (except for Natalie). We had to get that camera 

back, a gift from her parents, who thought she was just sitting around the D’Hoker house. 

First, we tried to fish for it, with Erik’s fishing rod. It was slightly ridiculous, like some 

cartoon episode. There was no hope, in the real world, to fish a camera out from the 

bottom of a river with a fish-hook. After about an hour of fishing rod antics, Natalie had 

her head in her arms, moaning “C’est pas vrai…”  Apparently, her father was pretty 

severe, and punishments were not unlikely. There was only one option left to try to 

recover that blasted camera. I had to dive for it. 

   I stripped down to my underwear, the three girls looking on, suddenly interested. The 

water was surprisingly cold, for the tropics. I slipped into the black mirror, worrying 

about tropical diseases, like Schistosomiasis. Something we forget about beautiful 

tropical scenery is that, often, you can’t enjoy the water. It’s always nasty, full of 

poisonous creatures, parasitic diseases, or biting animals of various sorts. This struck me 

particularly a couple of years later, when I lived in Missouri. I went on several canoe trips 

down rivers in the Ozarks, and was amazed how one could thoroughly enjoy the water 

there, jumping in at will, swimming around in true recreation. In contrast, I never swam 

in African rivers, and certainly not in still water, which was guaranteed Schistosomiasis, 

that snail parasite which bored through the skin. And here I was now, on Christmas 
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morning, diving down to the bottom of the Okpara, feeling about the mud and rocks for 

the shape of a camera. It had fallen close to the boulder, so there was hope, and I refused 

to give up. To my distress, I swallowed a few mouthfuls of Okpara river water, picturing 

the little parasites getting a head start in my gut. After several plunges, I finally found the 

camera, nestled among dozens of submerged rocks of similar size. I handed it over to 

Natalie, who didn’t seem to care anymore. I got dressed, and got the motor going to 

return, for it was already getting a bit late. On the river, Natalie opened up the camera to 

find it probably beyond repair with water damage. She took out the roll of film, full of 

pictures of this sorry day, and chucked it into the river. I started at that, reflexively trying 

to catch it. Marjan smiled, and looked at me strangely. It’s funny that most of the 

evidence of that day lies at the bottom of the river. 

   Soon thereafter, the Van Bels, our visitors from Belgium, arrived. I introduced the 

Parakou trio to Katia and her brother Tom. Else and Natalie soon had Katia on their side, 

leaving Marjan sitting alone while we all joked around or listened to Else’s Lies. Marjan 

wasn’t listening to Guns N Roses anymore. She listened almost exclusively to Afro-pop, 

particularly one song by a certain “Mario,” called “Petite fille,” a slow tear-jerker about a 

departed love, almost a nursery rhyme. She played it over and over: 

 

Non, petite fille, ne pleur pas 

Car un jour, il te reviendra 

Non, petite fille, seche tes larmes 

Un jour, il va revenir. 

 

Was she talking to me in code, like in “A cast of hawks?” I didn’t pay attention. I was, in 

a way, punishing Marjan, I guess. It pains me today, my immaturity. Fortunately, the Van 

Bel’s weren’t interested in squandering their African vacation hanging around the 

D’Hokers, listening to Guns N Roses and Mario, watching time unwind. So, Marjan was 

spared more pain from me because soon enough we were off on the road, waving to kids, 

listening to hippos, counting hairs. Marjan took care of the baby genet cat for us, while 

we all went to the Pendjari. She really perked up at the responsibility. 
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   I saw Marjan again the day before I left for the States; Papa had accompanied me again, 

to say goodbye. Out on the dirt road, under some teaks, she pulled me towards her to try 

to kiss me goodbye, and I pulled back, averting my face. Marjan was crying. She said, in 

Dutch (as always, when she really wanted to be understood): “I feel like I’ve really hurt 

you, Bruno. I’ve given you a lot of pain.” She wiped a tear. I felt better, but it was too 

late. 

   Back in New England, I got laid up with some African sickness, not love this time, but 

perhaps malaria or Schistosomiasis.  
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     Petite fille..
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      The Marjan way 
 

 

 

 

           
 

 

Lagoon gray, diesel blue, jungle green. 
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   I saw Marjan for the third and last time in Parakou exactly one year after we first met, 

during the next rainy season. The décor was similar as a year ago: the same fluorescent 

green vegetation, the washed sky with huge mounds of white clouds, the sudden 

afternoon showers, the smell of rain. Marjan had changed. During the first rainy season, 

she had been magical, full of curiosity, hope, and excitement. In the dry season, she had 

been sad and lonely. Now, she seemed relaxed and jokey. She had a new boyfriend: a 

young Lebanese businessman, older than her. They wore matching Bermuda shorts. He 

drove around in an SUV. There are quite a few Lebanese in West Africa, often 

Christians, and they control much of the import-export business. This character’s father (I 

forget his name) owned a trucking company. As it turned out, Marjan’s father had lost his 

job at the cotton factory and was in the process of considering a job with the Lebanese 

businessman, the elder, that is. Meanwhile, Marjan was shacking up with his son, a 

classical spoiled brat, as many Arab boys tend to be. 

   Arab mothers tend to spoil their male children rotten, letting them get away with 

anything. This encourages them to become intolerant adults who abuse their women. 

These women, eventually wives, in turn take revenge by ignoring their husbands and 

spoiling their boys rotten, perpetuating the cycle. I suspect a deep connection between 

such abysmal boy-rearing practices and general intolerance in the Arab world today. It’s 

probably also why the Arab world is so much more religious; religion is by definition 

intolerant, it’s all about certitudes, little boys, now grown with beards, wanting to have it 

their way all the time. God wills it, they say. 

   It’s not only sour grapes on my part. Marjan’s new boyfriend really was a bottom-

feeder. It made me sad, and angry when I though about the year gone by, where I had just 

been an appetizer of sorts. I didn’t understand what the deal was with her stepfather: was 

he pawning her off so he could get a job with the Lebanese? Did he care about his 

daughters? Was there some deep secret I didn’t know, perhaps the reason why Marjan 

had been so sad, why she wanted to escape the clutches of her family?  

   There was another Arab in town, a friend of the Lebanese called Mohammed, who went 

by the name “Momo.” He was Algerian, mid-twenties, and nobody really knew what he 

did. Papa always suspected that he was an agent for Khaddafi. It’s well known that the 
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Libyan dictator had West African intentions, planting agents throughout the area, but who 

knows for what reasons (Khaddafi is probably clinically insane). Momo seemed to be 

well-supported, but didn’t fit the mould of belonging to any aid organization, or to any 

business. He may have been temporarily gay: he lived with an effeminate Caribbean-

French schoolteacher. Momo would roar around Parakou on a muscular motorcycle, 

slouched over the handlebars, going nowhere in particular. Up close, he was as sleazy as 

they get, all pure phoniness and spite. I had met him briefly at Christmas, during my last 

visit, when he had started showing up at the D’Hoker’s house at the cotton compound. 

We played a ping-pong game, me and him, and it immediately became a metaphore of 

sorts, with the D’Hoker girls and Natalie watching. He stopped playing when he started 

losing, claiming boredom. Like me, I guess, with Marjan.  

   Both Else and Natalie fell for this slimebag. I suppose it was inevitable, in the 

claustrophobic Parakou social scene. First, Natalie (the French girl) started going out with 

him. Predictably, her father forbade it, and confined her to her room. Natalie went on a 

hunger strike, and slimmed down enough so that she could crawl between the bars of her 

bedroom window (the main obstacle was her big behind of Soubakperou fame). Natalie 

then got sent to back to France with her mother. Then, Else, Marjan’s sister, who was still 

only fifteen, by Allah, started seeing Momo, who had happily moved on from Natalie 

(and, from his school teacher boyfriend, no doubt). It was outrageous. 

   I remember a preposterous scene at the Hotel Les Routiers, where the Whites hung out. 

By some unfortunate happenstance, I found myself sitting on the patio with three 

esteemed characters: Stephane, Momo, and the Lebanese. Stephane was the fuddy-duddy 

who had filled my shoes the last season, after I left for the States, while Momo and the 

Lebanese were currently involved with the D’Hoker sisters. There we sat, like we were 

members of some D’Hoker club, making hypocritical small talk while eating boiled 

peanuts. Momo and the Lebanese were bantering in some Arabic, while Stephane 

chuckled, squeezing peanuts out of their casings. I wondered for a moment whether we’d 

have a fight, at least verbally. But, in retrospect, they didn’t care for Marjan (or Else). I 

doubt they would have read “A Cast of Hawks” for her.  

   Marjan’s stepfather never got another job in Benin, and had to leave with his wife and 

daughters that summer, exactly one year after they had arrived. In a backwards replay of 
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events a year ago, I was now the one watching Marjan leave while I stayed behind (for 

the rest of the summer) in Parakou. Unable to give up on her completely, I went to her 

house the day before her departure, and found her stepfather busily engaged (for hours, it 

seemed) building a small wood-and-mesh birdcage to transport some of the girls’ pet 

birds. Marjan was there, as was Else, packing. The events that followed confused me. We 

ended up all going out for drinks, while Else stayed behind at home. Marjan confessed 

that she was waiting for Momo. I wondered what had happened to the other Arab, the 

Lebanese, but he never showed up as far as I could tell, on this last day. At the bar, 

Marjan was friendly and joking, but also behaved a bit oddly, hanging on to me a bit like 

a year ago, her eyes darting back and forth between mine and the coke bottle. 

   I’ve never understood what the deal was with Marjan. I feel like there’s information 

I’m missing, like I was always viewing the Marjan movie on only half the screen. I didn’t 

understand why her parents let her run loose and wild. I felt like her step-father was 

using, or abusing, her in a way, but I never was able to figure it out (I should have just 

asked her). After Benin, her step-father was considering a temporary position in Liberia, 

of all places, and the girls were supposed to come along, uneducated, loose, and 

desirable. In the end, Marjan became like a myth to me. She was the sad-eyed lady of 

lowlands, the Afrikaner trekker girl, Porto-Bello Belle, the beauty on a lonely malarial 

outpost, a flotsam of post-colonial history. I incorporated her likeness into various comic 

strips I drew for a science-fiction magazine in college, always as a vulnerable girl in a 

strange world. I even wrote a poem about her, the only self-motivated poem I’ve ever 

written, “African Straits.” It makes me cringe a bit, now, but it covers the essentials. 

Poetry, as usual, only makes sense if you already know the whole story, now reminded by 

a few select words: 
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She was wading through the trees by the lagoon 

I was bathing in the lyrics of a song 

We would drift through rainy-season afternoons 

Upriver from that mango-diesel town. 

 

The yellow season found her lost to rotten whites 

A numbing drumming of some freedom gone astray 

In the dry haze of freon rooms and neon nights 

We heard the drumming but had no song to play. 

 

When the rains came back she was an African queen 

So high on her dirt road life, her bush-town way 

Her eyes seemed lagoon-gray, diesel-blue, jungle green 

Another native honkie dreaming away. 

 

You get a shiver in the dark, it’s raining in your heart. 
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    The jungle of earthly delights.
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My brother, the Niger 
 

 

 

 

          
 

 

  The river of life 
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   I finally did find love again with a girl after my Marjan vaccine wore off. I met Anja in 

graduate school in St Louis, Missouri. When I got married to Anja, my brother Erik was 

best man. At our wedding reception, he made a short speech. As I sat awkwardly 

listening, he mentioned how we were the same in that we both loved Africa (I cringed, 

glancing at Reggie sitting across from me, a convinced Afrikan American). Then, Erik 

spoke of a trip we both made years ago in Benin, a trip down part of the Niger River on a 

“rubber boat,” as he called it. He just mentioned that trip, without elaborating or 

suggesting any metaphor. The audience, I imagine, was somewhat perplexed. Then Erik 

sat down again, we went through a few more speeches, and ate filet mignon or 

something. I thought of the Niger River trip, and of my brother. Erik and I are the same in 

that we both like Africa (and Africans, it’s true). Then, we’re also completely different in 

so many ways.  

   During my last summer in Benin, a year or two after Marjan had come and gone, Erik 

and I went a trip down the Niger, along the Benin-Niger border in the far north. I had 

been contemplating such an endeavor for a while, and I finally convinced Papa to drive 

us to Karimama, up on the western Niger, still in Benin. The plan was for him to drop us 

off there with the inflatable, fuel, food, tents, and we would then end up downstream in 

Malanville, exploring tributaries as we went along. It would be a real expedition, just 

Erik, me, and the great unknown.  

   On the drive from Parakou to Malanville we saw a herd of elephants crossing the road 

ahead of us. It struck me then that megafauna was just not part of the Benin experience 

(apart from the Pendjari park). West Africa has been cultivated and re-cultivated for so 

long, most of the big animals are long gone. Even if it parts of it look wild, it’s all really 

the result of a continuous balance between farmers and pastoralists, with herd of cattle 

pretty much covering every piece of ground at some point. So, to see elephants was a 

shock. They were walking along the road, and we got a few good pictures of their 

posteriors, the angle of most safari shots. 

   The rains had been pretty heavy recently, and parts of the road north were submerged 

underwater. Near Malanville, we took a dirt track to Karimama. Halfway there, we found 

the Alibori River, a tributary of the Niger, in flood. Papa got nervous; the concrete slab 

which served as bridge was completely underwater, invisible, with the current flowing 
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swiftly over. Even though we had the Landcruiser, at best we would be swamped, at 

worst we would drive off the edge of the bridge and plunge into deep water. Papa wanted 

to go back; I urged him on, saying we were almost there, we couldn’t give up. A crowd 

of  people had now surrounded our vehicle, and one man proposed to walk right in front 

of us to guide us along the submerged bridge, away from the sides. We agreed. Soon 

enough, the water rushed through the doors as we followed closely the man who felt his 

way across the Alibori, fighting the current to stay upright. I remember being startled by 

the bubbling sound of the car’s exhaust underwater, as we followed the entrepreneur 

ahead of us.  It reminded me of a similar incident the year before, but with grass instead 

of water. We had gone to explore an abandoned French town called Carnotville, which 

was intended to be a local metropolis of sorts right next to the Oueme River, south of 

Soubakperou country. We were driving through a sea of tall Andropogon grass, about 

shoulder-height, in a wooded savanna between low hills. A road existed, but it was 

submerged in grass, and like my bicycle rides around Parakou during the rainy season, 

you couldn’t see the ground and just floated along, trusting your instincts. Michel, a 

friend of my parents who was driving that day, didn’t trust his instincts enough, fearing a 

sudden collapse into a hidden trench or riverbed. Worrying that he’d give up and want to 

turn back, I proposed to run along in front of the car; at least I’d fall in first. It was a 

strange feeling, jogging in the tall grass with a car close behind me (I was thinking of 

snakes again). We finally found the ruins of Carnotville, after only a few riverbeds and 

snags (but no snakes). We sat around, had lunch by the river, and drove (jogged) back. 

You worry about your cars in Africa, but you end up loving them too. 

  We made it out of the Alibori safe and wet. Papa paid our guide generously (I now 

remember Maman was there as well: she shrieked and complained about the money 

forked over). The guide asked when we were coming back; he’d be there for the return. 

We reached Karimama in the afternoon, and were dropped off at the house of a German 

volunteer whom Papa knew, vaguely. Then, Maman and Papa returned to meet their 

guide back across the Alibori, back to Malanville before nightfall. 

   Our German volunteer wasn’t home, so we just climbed over his wall and opened the 

gate from the inside. Erik and I set up our tent and laid out our equipment on his porch. 

When he showed up, he didn’t seem too pleased to see us (not surprising, we had just 
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assumed our White status allowed us to intrude on other Whites). He asked us to go set 

up our tent somewhere else; he actually went through the trouble to drive us there. Then, 

he asked us to come for dinner that evening, at eight o’clock, sharp. 

   Our new home was at the base of another one of those inevitable tree-houses, favored 

by Whites in general. After dark, Erik and I started walking back toward the German’s 

house, for dinner. Like my night-time moped adventures near Parakou, it was so pitch-

black dark after the sun went down that we soon had no idea what was what and where 

we were. We stumbled about, following a yellow Chinese beam for a while, until, almost 

miraculously, we found the German’s house. I was quite worried, lost in the dark for a 

while, while Erik didn’t seem to be. The German volunteer then drove us (and his local 

girlfriend) to a local eatery, where we explained our plan to go down the Niger, and he 

warmed up to the idea, promising to drive us to the river bank. 

   We stuck around for another day in Karimama, talking with the local military about our 

plans. They were very jovial, sitting around a table drinking from big green beer bottles. 

They said “No problem, have fun,” then proceeded to ask if we could arrange to get them 

a car from Europe. So, I felt a bit better about embarking on what was, after all, an 

international border (the country of Niger is on the other side). My confidence that these 

soldiers had any authority over what they were saying ebbed somewhat when they kept 

asking for a car, laughing manically as they clapped their hands, as Beninese sometimes 

do. I trusted we would not be shot at. My parents got an entirely different story back in 

Malanville, they told us later. They had alerted the Malanville authorities about our 

journey, and the local police said “What?! The Niger military will surely shoot them 

down! It’s illegal!” By that time it was too late, we were already on the water, 

incommunicado, without any access roads between Karimama and Malanville. As my 

parents couldn’t really do anything now (send a swiftboat up the Niger?), they drove back 

to Parakou (we had arranged that we’d find a bush-taxi back), my mother worried sick. 

Soldiers in Niger had, in fact, recently gunned down some Dutchmen for no apparent 

reason. Soldiers anywhere like to use their equipment, and the weird antics of Whites on 

inflatables is as good an excuse as any.  

   Erik and I were of course unaware of this potential danger as we slipped into the Niger 

the following morning. Our tiny Polish boat was packed, and we had to sit on top of our 
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provisions as we took off down the mighty Niger, the third largest river in Africa. The 

Niger originates in some mountains in Guinea, on the far west coast of Africa. Then, it 

arches northward into the edges of the Sahara Desert (Timbuktu and all), before heading 

south again into Nigeria to the coast. It forms these huge inland deltas where the land gets 

very flat at the edges of the desert. In Benin, it flowed widely between low hills, a bright 

orange color from all the silt. Soon enough, Erik and I were right in the middle of this 

orange sea, perched on our small orange inflatable like it was just for a quick spin. But 

this was no quickie, this was the real thing, and we began to let the hours unwind, 

painfully slowly.  

   Once you’re on a huge river, heading downstream with the current, there’s really not 

much to do. You don’t even have to worry about steering, you’re just transported along 

while the tree-less banks move by in the distance at an agonizingly slow pace. I 

contemplated turning the loud engine off and just drifting down, a la Huckelberry Finn, 

because it just grew annoying to be deafened for hour by the two-stroke Yamaha. But, 

drifting was even slower, and soon enough, I had to face the inevitable that this would be 

a damnably boring trip. My mind started to wander. Erik sat in front of me, too close for 

comfort.  

   Erik is an enigma. In his passive way, he was instrumental in shaping who I am today. 

As may be evident from these stories, it was always me organizing everything, doing the 

talking, doing everything. It’s always been like that. Not that Erik didn’t have any ideas 

or imagination; when we were small, he made up elaborate stories about an imaginary 

world, which we play-acted. It involved places called Fetelbear and South Squirrel, 

tropical archipelagoes of humans and Squirians (an alien race). We were Frank Fern (me) 

and Fred Driver (him), humans, but we loved most to play Squirians, like Johnny Aup 

and his son, Janstistas. In retrospect, the Squirians were Africans, Nepalese, Peruvians, 

whomever we lived among at the time. Erik and I came up with elaborate stories just 

about every day of our childhood, from when I was about six until almost a teenager 

(“Let’s play Souths”). Erik was the true genius behind these stories, coming up with cool 

names and interesting storylines. But, to the rest of the world, Erik was just a shy boy 

sitting in the sidelines, socially awkward. His behavior would drive us all nuts 

sometimes, including my parents. He was awkward, standing in the way when you tried 
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to move past him, never volunteering to help while you sweated away at something, 

unable to fold a tent properly as you packed up camp. It’s as if he doesn’t have a proper 

sense of his spatial surroundings and of what others might be expecting of him. Yet, he’s 

perfectly intelligent, so it just drives you crazy, you imagine he’s doing everything on 

purpose, being lazy. Until very recently, I would get furious with him for being the way 

he was. I remember a recent camping trip in the Anza-Borrego desert, when he came to 

visit me in San Diego. As usual, I was doing everything at camp. At one moment, as I 

was struggling with setting up the tent in a tearing wind, I looked up to see my brother 

observing himself in the reflection of his sunglasses. Erik was in a different world. It was 

always something like that, all the way back as far as I can remember.  

   It’s called Asperger syndrome. I’m sure that’s what he has, after reading long articles 

about it and finding that other families were just as baffled by siblings, even husbands or 

wives, with similar behavior. Everything makes more sense now to me: his obsessions 

with ritual tasks when we were kids, his aversion to novelty, his sensitivity to sudden 

sounds and lights, his extreme social anxieties, and his normal intelligence, like a curse, 

on top of everything. And here I was, dragging him from one novel situation to another, 

coercing him onto a small inflatable on a big unknown river. Not that he was panicking 

or anything, he was just silent, as usual, and awkward during transitions, like camp, or his 

turn at the engine. My childhood and adolescence with Erik shaped who I am today. I 

took the upper hand on everything, play acting in a world of his imagination all the while. 

Without him, I may not have achieved half as much as I have. But, meanwhile, he never 

went to college, is still relatively unemployed and unmarried, and leading a somewhat 

solitary adult life. And, amazingly, he is never envious of me and my life.  

   Back on the Niger, I was not aware of Asperger syndrome. Erik was mostly quite, 

staring across the orange expanse to the thin green lines moving on either side. We had 

long outgrown South Squirrel (It pains me to remember how, as teenagers, he begged me 

to play squirrels, while I steadfastly refused). In the evening, we camped along the 

riverbank. It was the usual situation, with me doing absolutely everything, like I was a 

White hunter touring some rich New York banker around the wilds of Africa. Once we 

camped close to a little village, just a couple of huts. I walked over to ask for permission 

to set up camp in their vicinity, under a tree. I wasn’t sure whether they understood me; it 
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was like asking where the mountain was at the village near Soubakperou, a funny white 

question. I emptied the boat, set up the tent, prepared our bedding, and got dinner started 

while Erik nursed his sunburn. He had gotten terribly burnt on the river, he was already 

blistering all over and couldn’t even lay down properly. I was also pretty sunburned. I 

must have been short-tempered with Erik. When night fell, as we were sitting eating our 

dinner, some kids came to see us from the huts nearby. They brought two bowls of food 

for us, one of them a grey sorghum mush, the other some spinach-type chili stew with 

chunks of fish. We thanked them, and they sat down at the edge of our hurricane-lighted 

area to watch us eat. I was surprised to find the food to be very good. I usually did not 

like Beninese food (except for bean mush beignets), it’s too bland alternating with too 

goaty. When we were done, they brought the bowls back to the huts. Then, the kids came 

back and started dancing. While some clapped, they took turns executing very quick and 

complicated dance moves, stepping about like regular break-dancers. They were really 

very good, and kept it up for a long time while Erik and I watched politely. In retrospect, 

some tourists would have paid good money for this. I wonder why I didn’t take advantage 

of this opportunity for expanding horizons on both cultural sides. I should have sang 

them some Dire Straits, or at least walked back with them to their huts and thanked their 

parents for the food, given them something in return. We could have stayed a couple of 

days there, it might have been really interesting. Finally, probably bored with us, the kids 

went home (late!), and Erik and I tried to sleep in our sunburned skin. 
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   The next morning, like we had a bus to catch, we set off back on the Niger again. All 

the kids from the village were in a frenzy to see us off, helping us get the boat back down 

to the river. Suddenly feeling like I owed them something, I handed one little girl a jar of 

sugar. She lit up with joy. As we left, I saw the village boys begin to converge on her and 

her prize. Then, it was Erik, me and the great orange Niger again. The morning seemed 

endless. It wasn’t like boating on the Okpara, or any small river, with trees rushing by, 

arching over the water. Instead, it was like being on a camel in a liquid Sahara. Around 

midday, it got blazingly hot again, and I looked for a tree along either bank under which 

we might have lunch. As it happened, the only tree around was on the north bank, on the 

Niger side, so I headed for it. We tied the boat there and stepped out, successfully 

invading a foreign country for which we had no visas. There was no one around while we 

ate. Nothing shot at us, except the sun. Erik was silent and sunburned. 

   The tragedy about Erik is that he fully realized his predicament. It’s like someone who 

stutters – they know perfectly well what they want to say, they can’t get it out. Erik 

realizes perfectly well what his problems are, he just can’t do anything about them. In 

another era, Erik may have flown under the radar by being a priest or any such craftsman 

occupied at honing a particular skill over the years. Instead, he failed miserably at the 

humanities/science/math emphasis of high school and was released to the world with no 

skill to claim as his own. Since then, he has worked on his knowledge of languages to do 

some interpreting, but his inability to work under pressure makes that an unlikely 

professional calling. I remember that as a child he really like cleaning things, swiping 

grime and dust off of objects until they shone like new. He also had a very good eye for 

finding objects of interest in nature, perhaps a side-effect of the heightened sensitivity to 

stimuli of Asperger’s. And, as I said, he came up with imaginative stories. These qualities 

may still pan out in his life, he’s still relatively young. 

   I use to tell Erik that he was like a slave. He just let other things, other people, other 

events dictate his life. The Niger trip was a metaphor for Erik in a way:  we just went 

with the flow, got burned by the sun, let things happen to us, while we observed the 
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scenery go by slowly. Once, the water turned from orange to grey, and we noticed the 

mouth of what was likely to be the Alibibori River (that same one Papa drove across). 

Finally somewhat excited about a change from the monotony, we (I) decided to try to go 

up the Alibori, to explore some jungle promised on the map, which I studied regularly. 

Yet, the current from the massive tributary was so strong that we barely inched along 

upstream. I quickly gave up, hearing that odd noise the engine made in such 

circumstances, turned around, and the Alibori spat us out at full speed back into the 

Niger. We then got our propeller tangled in a fishing net spread across this fish drain and 

I spent an hour cutting ourselves free. We subsequently resigned ourselves to the safety 

of the Niger, with only Malanville on our minds. Like for some slaves, freedom isn’t 

worth the hassle of fighting against things you imagine beyond your control. In the end, 

Erik knew himself. We just have a name for it now, which makes everyone feel a bit 

better, but still enslaved. 
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           Slaving away 
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   We finally did make it to Malanville, unharmed. The bridge across the Niger was 

unmistakable. We beached, unloaded, and Erik waited while I walked into town to look 

for a taxi. I remember two things about the 500 km trip back to Parakou in that fortuitous 

taxi. We stopped in a town along the way because the driver claimed he had to get some 

repairs and spare parts (after a breakdown and a flat along the way). He left us in a local 

café, and then took off with his taxi and all our gear, promising to be back soon after the 

errands. I kicked myself for having fallen for such a simple robbery: my precious boat, 

gone. As we waited one hour after another, drinking cokes, I wondered what to do next. I 

was already contacting other potential rides when our driver came back, with gear and 

repaired vehicle. I kicked myself again for having doubted the Beninese, who, truth be 

said, had always been decent and honest with me. Then, when night fell, it rained so hard 

that I literally could not see but a few meters ahead of the driving car, as big trucks roared 

by. But, our driver seemed to know every pothole and curve by heart, swaying where I 

saw nothing, slowing down before a series of invisible bumps. We make a big deal about 

our African adventures; these guys live it every day, obviously. 

   Back in Parakou, Maman rushed to the gate, relieved when she saw us. That’s when 

they told us about the shooting business. It was my last river trip in Benin. 
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  Erik was silent 
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Mementos and mangoes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Always a little further 
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   It’s been over ten years now since the trip on the Niger with my brother, the last time I 

was in Benin. I’ve lived in the States for all this time, but I still think of my time in Benin 

quite often. Anja’s gotten used to it: the juxtaposition of certain sounds, sights, smells, 

tastes, emotions – basically, parts of all my senses – will suddenly remind me of 

something in Benin. Sometimes I can’t even remember what it is, but I know it’s from 

then. There’s a patch of trees by a small estuary in Wisconsin that feels just like the 

gallery forest near Sakabansi. I say I’m “going to Africa” when I bike over there, on 

vacation, on a rickety bike somewhat like LeJeune, over shallow hills, the yellow late-

afternoon light on the fluorescent green cornfields looking familiar. Then, there’s all the 

smells, of course, like diesel, and rain on dust. I think that it gets pretty tiresome for Anja; 

like poetry, without the background and emotional rapport, it’s not that interesting, 

especially when, fleetingly, someone reminds me of that vulnerable 17-year old girl, 

Marjan. I know that she doesn’t exist anymore. 

   One strange evoker of memories of Benin are African Americans. They really are still 

Beninese, in a way. I can’t help seeing them as Africans, they remind me of characters 

I’ve met, from Emanuel to the military guys in Karimama. Then, some African American 

behaviorisms jolt me back to Parakou. The “Mmmh, Mmmh, Mmmh’s” permeating black 

dialogue is straight out of Benin, as is the sudden hand-clap and doubled-over guffaw, 

and all the finger-snapping antics.  

   I’m busy creating new memories now, hopefully. Otherwise, what will smells, sights, 

and sounds remind me of ten years from now? Still Benin? Hopefully not. But, I also 

hope the memories won’t wash away like an android’s tears in the rain. Memory is 

consciousness in a way. One evokes another in a continuous stream, in constant 

interaction with the present. When you love something, those streams converge to a 

common attractor. I still converge on Benin, though. I ate a very good mango recently at 

a farmer’s market in La Jolla (three dollars, by god!). I was exhausted as I consumed the 

spears in a cup, sleep deprived and emotionally drained from my infant son’s recent 

hospitalization. It brought back the following memento from Benin. 

   I was flying back home from Boston once again. It was a long, long flight, with lots of 

dreary connections. First Boston to New York, then a cancelled flight, then another flight, 

overnight, to Brusssels where I was supposed to find Bompa (my grandfather) at a 
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designated spot in the airport, where he was to hand over my plane ticket to Benin. He 

wasn’t there, or I wasn’t, in any case, we both spent the morning looking for each other 

as my departure time for Lagos approached. I found him furiously pacing down a hall, we 

exchanged hellos and ticket, and I ran to catch my flight. At the counter, I discovered that 

the airline (Sabena) had overbooked, so some of us would not be on that plane. A crowd 

of Nigerians became very angry and started charging the counter. It was a sight to behold: 

a Belgian employee getting mobbed by Africans, literally punching at them with his fists 

as they knocked him over. It was like Richard Burton in Somaliland, or Cook on the 

beach in Tahiti. Officials entered the scene and pushed the mob back. And these were 

mostly rich Nigerians, fresh from tours of Western capitals, heavy jewelry hanging, 

Nikes gleaming, gold watches, fur and leather.  On the plane (I got on, lottery or 

preferential treatment, I don’t know for sure, and didn’t care, I was dead tired already), 

the Nigerians started swiping miniature liquor bottles from the stewardess’ cart while she 

wasn’t looking. They stood up and walked around when the plane was taking off. Over 

the Sahara, they all slept, and thankfully deplaned in Lagos. The handful of us left 

(literally, about ten) continued on to Cotonou, where I stepped out into the glorious 

African night of honest Benin. There, Papa, tanned and fit, and Maman, well-dressed and 

black, escorted me to the house of some friends, where I could spend the night (my 

parents stayed at the Sheraton). I didn’t sleep a wink, for a second night now. It was too 

hot, a huge fan was blowing arthritically, and mosquitoes whined like small planes, 

stopping only as a precursor to biting. The next morning, I showered and walked out into 

the dirt streets under coconuts toward the hotel. I was so happy to be back in Benin, I 

could have sang out loud. I saw a small market stall by the side of the road selling 

mangoes (here we go…). I bought one, and ate it then and there, sitting on some cement 

blocks, exhausted. It was delicious. 

 

    


