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  Author Note


  When I first stumbled across the events that became the subject of this book, I knew that it was a story that needed to be told. It was a rip-roaring adventure, full of grit, grime and grim determination which, while in the tradition of the type of Boy’s Own fiction I devoured as a boy, had the added advantage of being all true.


  The hardback book was published to critical acclaim, sold its print run and promptly disappeared; this, despite considerable film interest, from independent documentary makers to major studios – interest which has continued to this day. Now at last, 16 years after it first appeared on the shelves, the book is available in paperback – freshly packaged and updated – so that details of the remarkable events can reach a whole new audience.


  Since those events occurred in 1955, the story was already a snapshot of a bygone British eccentricity when I first wrote it up. Yet at the same time, it is also a timeless recounting of human endurance in the face of terrible adversity – a tale of loyalty, endurance and wilful deception which, though it has aged still further, will never date.


  PART ONE
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    Alan Cooper, Barbara Duthy, Freda Taylor and Peter Barnes



  


  PART TWO


  ACROSS AFRICA
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    From a map of the period

  


  FIFTEEN


  RECALLING THE DANCING GIRLS


  TIRED, BRUISED AND bitten, Alan was in a bad mood the following day. He decreed that they were not using the so-called main road again. There was a minor road also going to Fort Crampel and, as less traffic used it, the driving conditions were bound to be better. What was more, it was a short cut. The decision had been made.


  The road was not better. Peter wrote in his diary: ‘Worse road so far! Max, 20 mph. Road disappeared several times and we nearly got lost.’


  There was one advantage to this less popular route. They saw things they would not otherwise have seen. Apart from the red bananas, giant cane rats, fruit being carried in calabashes, and grain pounded in hollowed logs (which Peter noted down), they also witnessed a Wedding Ceremony Dance.


  Although it wasn’t the first group of dancing girls they had passed, it was the first time they had stopped the car and taken photographs. Naked to the waist, the girls wore short grass skirts, and beads, bangles and necklaces which jangled as they jigged about. The men stood around watching. Once the dance was over, the serious business of haggling began.


  From the photographs I saw, it was clear that some of the girls were no older than ten or eleven. I asked Peter if this wasn’t a little young to be paraded as a bride.


  ‘They didn’t actually become wives at that point,’ he explained. ‘They were each betrothed to one man and would go to him once they had reached maturity.’


  Following recent rain, the road had become a quagmire. It was so wet that there were ducks swimming in the puddles in the middle of the road. Ironically, the weight of the car, which would cause such problems on the soft sand, was working to their advantage here: the tyres gripped the slippery mud firmly. Apart from having to stop at regular intervals to wash the windscreen, there were few problems.


  They had a hurried lunch in Fort Crampel and continued on to Kabo. The road remained atrocious. Suddenly a huge unseen ridge sent the Morris flying through the air. When it landed again, the roof rack buckled and one of the four rubber suckers slipped off. Even with the help of a passing lorry-load of workmen, the sucker remained missing. Alan substituted a piece of cardboard, but it was unsatisfactory and their average speed was slashed by the number of times they had to stop to adjust the roof rack. They arrived in Kabo in sullen silence, and the sight of yet another dirty, infested resthouse did nothing to improve anyone’s mood.


  It had been a bad day, and yet was it that much worse than any of their other gruelling journeys through the hot and sticky tropical countryside? I doubt it. The main difference on that particular day was in Alan. His dominance in the group cannot be overestimated. When in a good mood – as he usually was – he would jolly everyone along with jokes, games, and comic badinage with the people they met. But after the previous night’s lack of sleep he had woken feeling dreadful. It was his oppressive rancour which poisoned the atmosphere and made everything seem that much worse than it really was.


  With his characteristic understatement, Peter summed up the mood that evening: ‘morale a little low’.


  The following morning Alan woke refreshed. He was first up and, singing loudly, brought tea to the other three in bed.


  ‘Land of hope ... Madame, votre thé, ... and glory ... et pour vous, Madame Tayleur, ... Mother of the free ... et Monsieur, thé au lait ...’


  Feeling responsible, if not guilty, for the previous evening’s gloom, Alan was attempting to rally the troops. It did the trick. The weather, which had been hot and sticky the day before, was now pleasantly warm; the cramped, dirty resthouse seemed cosy and informal. And the thought of another day cooped up inside the Morris became the keen anticipation of all the new sights, smells and sounds they would experience between here and their next stop at Koumra.


  Back on the main road, the mud rapidly dried under the hot sun. It was bumpy, but by midday the danger of being bogged down had passed. Kabo, Mbo, Bonda: Peter ticked the villages off his list as, one after the other, they disappeared behind them. At Moyo they were flagged down.


  ‘What’s all this about, then?’ Alan asked, easing his foot off the accelerator.


  ‘Lucky mongoose,’ a thin youth called in through the window. ‘You buy?’


  ‘Is the price lucky?’ Alan asked.


  ‘Very very,’ came the reply. ‘One for twenty. Two for thirty and packet of cigarettes.’


  ‘A bargain indeed,’ Alan said and, despite the increasingly anguished noises Freda was emitting, he opted to buy the pair.


  ‘You look after, for good luck,’ the youth said as he handed Alan the two bamboo constructions – half cage, half basket.


  ‘I shall, I shall,’ he assured him, putting them in the back.


  ‘I just hope they don’t escape,’ said Freda, glancing round nervously at the agile little animals leaping around their baskets. ‘Peter, you wouldn’t mind changing places, would you?’


  With Barbara and Peter sitting on the back seat, trying to stroke the animals through the bars without getting nipped, and Freda in the front, as far away from the vermin as she could get, Alan set off again.


  ‘I’ve always liked mongeese,’ said Peter.


  ‘Mongooses,’ Barbara corrected him.


  ‘But it’s goose – geese,’ he argued.


  ‘I know that,’ she said, ‘but the plural of mongoose is mongooses.’


  ‘You’re sure it’s not mongice?’ Alan called back. ‘Like mouse – mice.’


  ‘No,’ said Barbara, laughing. ‘It’s like moose, not mouse. One moose, two mooses.’


  ‘Ah, now there I will have to disagree,’ Alan said. ‘I know for a fact that the plural of moose is meece!’


  They arrived in Fort Archambault at midday. As in any French town, the shops were shut and would remain so until three o’clock. Walking along the shady main avenue, lined with plane trees and giant poinsettias, they could have been in the south of France. The cafés and restaurants all had forecourts where people would sit to eat a long leisurely lunch under massive sunshades. Red- and white-striped awnings kept elaborate window displays cool.


  The very Frenchness of this distant African outpost was a necessary outcome of the French form of colonization, quite different from the British variety. The latter would settle in a country but remain separate from the indigenous population. They would govern from their small pockets of expat security, knowing that until independence came they would control the entire country. In contrast, those living in areas that France colonized automatically became a part of la plus grande France. The concept of independence was seldom even entertained. You can resign from a club, but not from a family.


  For this reason the overall effect of colonization by the French was often far more pervasive. Their culture permeated the everyday life of ordinary citizens – wine, Camembert, language, pastis and boules – while, in contrast, British influence seldom extended beyond the exclusive clubs they established in the cooler highlands of those countries they occupied.


  The food, the wine, the language, all of these Alan could appreciate. The one aspect of French life he could not tolerate was the interminable lunch break. Less than an hour had passed before he was anxiously shepherding the others on to the road again.


  ‘Long way to go yet,’ he said, clapping his hands together.


  It was with obvious reluctance that the others finished their tangerine juice and traipsed back to the car.


  As they continued north-westwards the temperature rose and the view changed. Leaving the fetid emerald rainforests behind them, they drove into scrubby savannah: ‘typical lion country’, Peter wrote. They hadn’t seen any wild animals since leaving Uganda and game-spotting became that Monday afternoon’s way of passing the time.


  By the time they arrived in Koumra, Freda had won with her sighting of a single, nondescript buck. What they had seen, however, were more dancing children.


  The first group were boys, aged between twelve and seventeen. The dance was part of the complicated circumcision ceremony which marked the shift from adolescence to adulthood. The ritual was performed only ten times a year, according to the moons. On those particular nights – the third after the New Moon – the boys would dance and sing from the afternoon through to the following morning. Due to the infrequency of the ceremony, it was one seldom captured on film.


  ‘Let’s stop,’ Peter said.


  ‘I am,’ Alan replied.


  As soon as the boys noticed the cameras they started shouting and gesticulating. Despite their lack of either English or French, it was quite clear what they were saying. Freda backed away nervously.


  ‘Ignore them,’ said Alan, and raised the camera to his eye. Peter and Barbara followed suit.


  Instantly, the boys stopped shouting and instead formed a silent circle around the car and the four travellers. The sight of those hostile, sullen faces proved too much, even for Alan; the four of them conceded defeat and withdrew.


  Peter had managed to get three photos. It took me a while to work out what I was actually looking at.


  Apart from the loincloths and bangles, each of the youths was wearing an intricate headdress. Made of raffia and grass, it consisted of three parts. At the top, a crest of spiky grass stood up like a lion’s mane. Below this a thick bundle of raffia, fashioned into a crude hat, completely concealed their faces. From the back and sides of this hat long strands formed a swaying curtain of grass.


  It was not only their costume that marked them out; the ritual also defined the posture they should assume. Each of the boys carried a 12-inch stick, which they used to lean on as their shuffle-dance continued. Due to the shortness of the sticks, the boys were forced to bend double, and the long grass down their backs reached to below the knees.


  As the travellers drove away, Peter turned round for a final glimpse of the dancing boys. The lasting image he was left with was strange. ‘All together in a line, they looked like a huge hairy animal supported on loads of spindly legs.’


  They arrived at Koumra before dark and found that the resthouse was much cleaner and more comfortable than usual. A better end to a better day.


  After dinner, Alan asked if anyone had noticed anything as they had driven in to town. Peter had of course. He’d already entered it in his diary: ‘many small huts had drawings on their whitewashed mud huts’.


  ‘The last time I came this way they did that,’ Alan said as he pulled an old photograph out of his wallet.


  ‘The Morris,’ Peter exclaimed as he saw it.


  ‘The old one,’ Alan said, nodding.


  Apart from the fact that the wheels had been attached to the ends rather than the sides of the vehicle, the drawing on the side of the hut was a fairly faithful reproduction of the car Alan had used to cross Africa in 1933.


  ‘So was it very different twenty-two years ago?’ Peter asked.


  ‘The crossing? Not really. Of course, it was just Walshy and me then, so we didn’t go in for all this comfort.’


  ‘Comfort?’ Freda exclaimed. ‘Where?’


  Alan laughed.


  ‘We had very little with us at all. Some clothes and a couple of blankets. No camping equipment, but then we did have a few people we could stay with on the way.’


  ‘Who was that?’


  ‘Oh, friends of the family. Friends of friends. The good thing about it was that the two of us could do long spells of driving – cover vast distances – and then be able to relax for a couple of days and get everything washed and cleaned.’


  ‘And how was the Sahara?’ Freda asked.


  ‘Very well, thanks,’ Alan replied with a grin.


  Freda blushed.


  ‘The Sahara,’ Alan said, thinking back. ‘Hot and sandy. We crossed the main part in one of those bursts of driving. It was the end of February, I think, and damned cold at night. So we took it in turns to sleep and just kept on moving.’


  ‘But no problems?’ Freda persisted.


  ‘Not really, no,’ he said. ‘But we went a different way then. Much farther to the west, through Gao and Reggan. It’s all right, but a bit boring – just mile after mile of hard, flat sand. The route we’re taking this time should be much more impressive.’


  Freda leant back, content. She had always wanted to see the starry night sky of the Sahara, and there was something so reassuringly bluff about the way Alan spoke: she felt utterly safe in his hands.


  ‘Of course, the best place we visited was Timbuktu. Amazing. Markets, bazaars, caravans of camels – absolutely enchanting. It’s a shame we can’t spare the time to visit it this time.’


  Peter was still scrutinizing the photograph. He was looking puzzled.


  ‘I thought there were only two of you in the car,’ he said finally.


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘But they’ve drawn three people,’ he said.


  Alan burst out laughing.


  ‘That was Kingston,’ he said.


  ‘Kingston?’


  ‘Our chimpanzee. I’d quite forgotten.’


  ‘You crossed the Sahara in a Morris Minor with a chimpanzee!’ Peter repeated incredulously.


  ‘I wonder what happened to him?’ Alan said. ‘I think Walshy might have sold him in Paris. I’m not sure. I know we weren’t allowed to take him all the way to England.’


  ‘Was he in a cage?’ Freda asked.


  ‘No, we just let him play around in the back of the car,’ Alan said. ‘Absolute rascal though. He’d undo the water containers and empty them, knock over the candles, break things, lose things, drop things out of the window.


  ‘Yes, I knew I’d miss Kingston on this trip,’ he said, his face set in an expression of mock seriousness. ‘That’s why I decided to bring Peter along,’ he added, and roared with laughter all over again.


  The following morning, Peter’s diary started off with an entry about more dancers and, I had to admit, I was getting a bit confused with all their encounters with dancing children.


  A brief recap showed that they had stopped to watch and photograph traditional dances on eight separate occasions. Each had been different. Each had been characterized by specific costumes, instruments, music and movements according to whether the inspiration behind the dance had been circumcision, fertility, harvest, climate or the buying of wives. For the four travellers, the only feature they shared in common was the fact that they all seemed to turn nasty.


  On one occasion, the old woman in charge of a group of dancing girls had become livid. She was insulted either by the insufficient amount Alan had given her, or by the fact that he had offered her money at all – whatever the case, she chased after the car shaking her fist at them furiously. On this particular Tuesday morning, the dancing boys had threatened their houseboy that if the travellers didn’t cough up generously enough, he would be in trouble. It had ended up with the four of them leaping into the Morris and making a hasty getaway.


  Without specifying, I asked Peter what he remembered about the dancing boys or girls.


  ‘We arrived at this very primitive and remote village in a clearing in the middle of the forest,’ he began. ‘Quite a large village – a lot of people.


  ‘Well, every now and then they go through their ceremonies. I don’t know whether it’s every six months, or every year, but anyway, they have a ceremony where they marry off all the young maidens. I don’t remember whether it was that evening or the next morning, but at one time or another the maidens were all being paraded.


  ‘I’m not sure whether it was for us or not. But assuming the maidens were all being paraded for us – well, basically they were of any age from about thirteen years to about seventeen years, as far as I could see. Completely naked, except for a small loincloth – down below – and, of course, quite a lot of beads. And they were put on show; about ten or fifteen of them. The idea was that eligible men would come along and possibly take their pick and pay the bride-price – and that would be that.


  ‘The villagers seemed to understand we were going to England and they thought it would be a good idea if we were to take one of them. She’d go off with us, and look after us, and be trained as a maid. And eventually, she’d make her fortune in the UK, come back and make them all rich.


  ‘So, there was a bit of pressure put on us to take one of them with us. And we kept saying that there was no room – but they wouldn’t accept that. The men were arguing with us.


  ‘We went to bed in this pretty primitive government resthouse, and in the morning the arguments got a little fiercer. The women were on parade again and we took a few photographs and things seemed to get out of hand!


  ‘There were a lot of men – I mean a couple of hundred, and they started shouting and saying, “You’ve got to take her” and things to that effect. And quite a lot of them were armed with bows and arrows ... and spears.


  ‘Alan Cooper said he didn’t like it. He told us to get in the car while he pretended to bargain. I sat revving the engine, ready. All of a sudden, Alan dashed across and leapt into the passenger seat and we sped off; with a crowd of very angry villagers – and actually very angry girls – chasing us.


  ‘They actually went for us. And we were very glad to get out of what could have been a very ugly situation.’


  I liked the way Peter told the story. It was engaging and evoked the menace far better than the written account. It was also completely inaccurate.


  Returning to his diary, I discovered that he had merged several of the separate incidents together. Clearly, it was not the first time Peter had recounted the tale, and with each successive telling extraneous details had been omitted, until the current honed-down version had arisen. In the end it had become an immutable after-dinner anecdote.


  As part of this definitive account had been borrowed from an incident with dancing boys, I asked Peter if he remembered seeing any at all. He paused for a long while.


  ‘Yes, I do ... a circumcision rite, I think it was.’


  I nodded.


  Human memory is notoriously selective. I found with both Peter and Barbara that they remembered what they remembered, but despite prompting, almost nothing more. That is, through their repeated recounting of the event over the years, certain aspects of the trek had become fixed – some accurately, some less so. Furthermore, the more I pressed them for confirmation of small factual details I found in their diaries and letters, the more I discovered that what they had remembered was at the expense of all they had forgotten.


  Without the written accounts they made at the time, I could never have pieced together the entire episode accurately. On the other hand, without the anecdotal fictions Peter and Barbara have both created, the story would never have come to life.


  SIXTEEN


  A CHAPTER OF ACCIDENTS


  IF ALAN’S BREAKING of the mchanga that he’d been given by his cook signified ill-fortune, if the coincidence of the hapless Captain Lancaster’s time of death was a warning omen, then the disappearance of one of the mongooses should have concerned the four travellers. There is no point having lucky mascots if they are not looked after.


  ‘Well, who left the top open?’ Alan asked.


  No one owned up.


  ‘It didn’t even have a name,’ said Peter. He slipped Alan’s gloves on as protection against nipping and picked up the remaining mongoose. ‘It’s not going to happen again. You,’ he announced to the squirming bundle of fur, ‘are Rikki.’


  ‘After Kipling?’ Freda asked.


  Peter nodded.


  ‘Did you know the best-selling saucy seaside postcard is about Kipling?’ Alan said. ‘Man to attractive woman: “Do you like Kipling?”; woman to man: “I don’t know, I’ve never kipled.” Ta-da! Lazangennermen, I thangyou!’


  Alan could always be depended on to brighten the atmosphere and raise morale, but with superstitions – if indeed they counted for anything – he was powerless. That Tuesday was punctuated by a succession of accidents and mishaps.


  They left Koumra at 8.30 and headed for Bongor, a town near the Cameroons border. It was a relatively modest 202-mile drive and, despite the loss of their mascot, they set off in good spirits. In his diary, Peter noted seeing a turkey buzzard (or ground hornbill), ‘with its colossal, long black beak’ – the charlatan whose night-call people mistake for lions. A while later they stopped to observe a hoopoe, a rare black, white and beige bird with its distinctive crest. Without a word of dissent, Alan even pulled up for Barbara to collect some seeds from a yellow dahlia-like plant she didn’t recognize and wanted to grow back in Kenya.


  ‘The road seems a lot better than yesterday,’ Peter commented.


  ‘Not too bad at all,’ Alan agreed, ‘even though it is sandier.’


  A moment later a tell-tale jolt and swerve announced their first puncture. They were ten miles short of Mourongoulaye. Having covered some 2,300 miles since leaving Alan’s farm without needing to change a wheel, they hadn’t done badly. All the same, it was a nuisance. Any technical problem undermines the feeling of invulnerability a car gives its occupants, and this particular breakdown was to reinforce Barbara’s and Peter’s fears that they were ill-equipped for the desert. Even those few tools that Alan had brought proved inadequate.


  ‘This is hopeless, Peter said, as the jack sank deeper into the soft sand.


  ‘We’ll put it on a base,’ Alan said.


  ‘What kind of base?’ Barbara asked.


  ‘Oh, we’ll improvise.’


  She knew she ought to bite her tongue and keep quiet, but she simply couldn’t. It was so typically irresponsible of the man. ‘We shouldn’t need to improvise,’ she said. ‘What use to us is a jack which we can’t use on sand? What were you planning on improvising with in the Sahara?’


  Alan picked up a couple of broad pieces of wood and placed them underneath. This time, as Peter cranked up the car, the jack remained rigidly in place.


  ‘You worry too much,’ Alan said to Barbara quietly.


  When the car was fully raised, he removed the hub-cap and began loosening the bolts. The third one was tight, and as he wrenched the spanner to the left the jack slipped and the car sank back into the sand. It was only the mudguard that prevented the axle being buried.


  Barbara folded her arms and walked away a couple of paces. If she were ever as careless with her aeroplane...


  ‘Right, let’s try again,’ Alan said, as he slid the jack into position.


  The wheel did finally get changed, but it took the best part of two hours before they were ready to set off once more. Peter and Alan were hot and sweaty. Barbara was angry and sweaty. Freda was none of these. A pattern had been established at this minor breakdown which was to be repeated throughout the rest of the trek. Whenever anything happened, Freda would remain curiously detached. If asked, she would help out, but otherwise she would retreat into herself and wait patiently until the crisis had passed.


  By lunchtime the temperature was over 110 degrees. The road had been following the river Logone for some time and as they continued driving, all four of them looked longingly to their left at the cool, clear, deliciously inviting water.


  ‘Let’s stop and eat next to the river,’ Freda said.


  ‘I’ve got a better idea,’ Alan said, ‘let’s stop and eat in the river.’


  And that is precisely what they did. There is a photograph in the album to prove it. Taken by Barbara, it shows Peter, Alan and Freda sitting fully dressed in the shallows, eating from plates. In case anyone might wonder what they are doing, Peter had annotated the photo: ‘We lunch in the river because of the heat in Fr. Eq. Africa.’


  What the album does not show is the fact that, immediately after lunch, all four of them were to get hotter and stickier than they had been all day. While they were cooling down, the car was sinking into the soft riverbank. They had to unpack everything from the back, push the car up on to the firmer gravel and then hump all the luggage over to where it was parked 200 yards away.


  ‘That was exhausting,’ said Peter, as they finally closed the back doors. ‘It is so hot.’


  ‘We must remember not to drive on to sand like that again,’ Barbara said.


  ‘Oh, we will, we will,’ said Peter. ‘I, for one, don’t intend to let pushing the car become a habit.’


  Usually, once they were motoring, the breeze they created would keep them cool. This afternoon was different. They found themselves driving along a grassfire for mile after mile after mile. Sometimes it was a sheet of white flame that roared up into the air, licking menacingly at the passing Morris and bumping up the temperature in the car viciously. At other times, the flames subsided and the grass smouldered. Then thick pungent smoke would drift across the road, forcing them to keep the windows closed. Flames or smoke – it made no difference. Either way, they were bound to remain hot, sweaty and uncomfortable.


  Shortly before their destination, Alan noticed a settlement off the road to their left. It was the ancient town of Kim. Built on a yellow treeless plain, it was a bizarre collection of tall round mud houses with conical matted roofs, all enclosed by a thick dark wall. Windowless, cramped, with gaping black doorways, the buildings shimmered in the sun like a cluster of jostling blind beggars.


  ‘It’s eerie,’ said Freda.


  ‘I don’t like it,’ said Peter. ‘It’s all ... I don’t know, sort of squashed up and ...’


  ‘Claustrophobic,’ Alan offered, looking at the buildings.


  The bang that followed – the worst so far – occurred where the Kim road met their own. In the wet season, heavy rain had turned the small track into a river, eroding the surface and gouging a deep trough out of the main road it crossed. As the Morris fell into the gully and bounced out the other side, all four occupants and every single object were thrown about. Luckily, the loud crashing noise was not caused by any important part of the car breaking but by the chop-box thumping back down. The shock of the accident, coupled with the relief that it hadn’t been too serious, brought a ripple of nervous laughter. In the back, Peter and Freda pushed the bits of stray luggage behind them.


  ‘Ooh, quite shook me up,’ said Freda.


  Alan turned and looked at her. ‘I knew there was a northern lass lurking somewhere beneath that schoolma’am exterior,’ he said, and laughed as Freda turned pink.


  The dips and holes in the road increased, and the average speed dropped. A distant blur of dust gradually revealed itself as an approaching Connaught diesel bus.


  ‘Good afternoon,’ the driver called over.


  ‘Afternoon,’ Alan replied. ‘You’re English.’


  ‘You too. Where are you heading?’


  News was swapped and it transpired that the party of three – two men and a woman – had just crossed the Sahara along the route Alan was planning to take. They said that the desert had been ‘fair going’, but pointed out that their bus was suited to the tough conditions, whereas the Morris ...


  Everyone was quiet as they drove off. Alan was incensed that someone should have the audacity to lecture him about the desert – HIM! – hadn’t he crossed it before? Hadn’t he been the first man to drive across with a mere 8 h.p. engine?


  Peter and Barbara considered the day’s incidents: getting a puncture, being stuck in the sand, crashing down into gully: how much worse it would all have been in the middle of the desert. At this time of year the Sahara would be as hot as the grassfire had been – and not just for a short stretch, but for the entire 2,324 miles between Kano and Algiers. Peter automatically turned round and stroked their mascot. Rikki was already becoming as tame and playful as a kitten.


  ‘Soon be able to let him out of the basket,’ he said.


  Freda shuddered.


  Driving into Bongor, they saw their first dancing men. Naked, apart from skimpy black loincloths, they each had a white cloth flapping at the back and glowing in the dusk like a rabbit’s scut. As the travellers passed by they turned back to look at the dancers’ grotesquely painted faces: skulls, wild dogs, devils’ masks.


  ‘They must have known we were coming,’ Alan commented, as he always did when they arrived at a new place where something out of the ordinary was taking place.


  They stopped for aperitifs at a café where Europeans were drinking on the veranda. The establishment was run by a French woman and her daughter who explained that the men still filing past would be dancing at the local carnival later that night. There was something disconcerting about the sight of them all dressed up for saturnalian festivities, simply ambling along the street. It was like seeing a clown on a bus, or the cast of a pantomime having a pre-show pint.


  ‘I wonder what’s on the menu,’ Freda said. ‘I adore French food.’


  ‘None of that,’ Alan said. ‘I’ve already decided that Peter and I will prepare tonight’s little feast. We’ll show you cordon bleu.’


  On reaching the resthouse, Alan and Peter disappeared into the dirty kitchen, and an hour later the two women, who had been trying to instil some order to their luggage, were summoned to the table.


  ‘If only I knew the French for all the courses,’ Alan teased. ‘It’s the only way to impress Mademoiselle Tayleur.’


  ‘I love potted shrimps in any language,’ Freda assured him as she dug into her starter.


  The main course consisted of lobster, asparagus and new potatoes, and although everyone was full, a dessert of pears and cream completed the banquet. The whole lot was accompanied by generous glasses of red wine from the gallon flagon they’d bought along the way.


  ‘Fit for a king,’ Alan said and patted his stomach lovingly.


  ‘I’ll do the washing up,’ Freda said, collecting up the plates.


  ‘No, no, no, I wouldn’t hear of it. Anyway,’ he added and laughed, ‘it won’t take us a minute to throw all those tins away!’


  It was quiet when the men returned to the main room. Barbara was sitting on a chair, bent over the latest instalment of the letter she was writing to her friend Mavis. Freda was sitting on a blanket on the floor, legs folded to one side, evidently lost in her own thoughts. She was smoking and, as she exhaled, she made a circle of her lips and puffed little smoke rings into the air which she then speared with the glowing tip of her cigarette.


  Occasionally she would notice something out of the corner of her eye and brush at it absent-mindedly. It was this gesture that Alan immediately seized on. He motioned to Peter to keep still and the pair of them stood watching. Unaware of her audience, Freda continued to smoke, continued to blow rings, continued to flap her hands at the obstinate little insect in the middle of the blanket.


  Peter began to snigger.


  ‘Ssshh!’ Alan hissed, trying his best to stop himself from laughing.


  Barbara looked up and Peter pointed to the blanket. She saw what was happening immediately and had to smother her own giggles.


  It was when Freda finally lost the patience with the bug and slammed her shoe down on it that the other three lost all self-control and howled with laughter. Shocked by the sudden outburst of noise, Freda looked round at the three faces convulsed with amusement.


  She smiled. ‘What is it?’


  None of them could answer. Alan mimed the splattering of the insect. Peter tried an explanation, but collapsed laughing again, clutching his aching sides. In the end it was Barbara who leant forward and picked up the shoe. With tears running down her face and unable to speak, she merely pointed.


  ‘She’s seeing them everywhere,’ Alan spluttered. ‘Insects galore, and all out to get Freda.’


  Freda looked down. The cockroach she had attempted to crush wasn’t a cockroach at all. She’d been shooing away at and finally attacked a small hole in the blanket.


  ‘It wasn’t that funny,’ she sniffed.


  ‘Oh, but it was,’ came the reply. ‘It was.’


  Peter was the first up the following morning. Sleeping on the veranda had been cooler during the night, but as the sun had risen the burning dazzle had woken him. It was well over 100 degrees by seven o’clock.


  By eight, the other three were also up and dressed. Even if they had wanted a lie-in, the heat made it quite impossible. Alan drove down to the local garage to have the punctured tyre mended. Freda and Barbara washed out some clothes. Peter sat and played with Rikki, wondering whether their mascot would bring them better luck today.


  They intended to get to Maiduguri by nightfall. It was a 228-mile trip and would take them out of French Equatorial Africa, through the Cameroons, and into Britain’s most significant West African colony: Nigeria.


  Alan returned, hot and irritated.


  ‘The garage can’t do the tyre,’ he said. ‘No ruddy tools.’


  Peter put Rikki back in his basket. He didn’t like the idea of travelling without a spare tyre. But if the garage was without the necessary equipment, they had no option. If only Alan had given as much thought to the toolbox as he obviously had to the ‘choc-box’.


  They set off at 10.30, and crossed the border into the Cameroons – a long, thin country, or collection of countries – before midday. The route they were following would take them across a narrow strip in the north. Their time in the Cameroons was to be so brief that Freda hadn’t even included it in the list of countries she had painted on the back of the Morris. Fate, however, was to allot a significance to the place quite disproportionate to the time they would spend there.


  As Peter wrote in his diary: ‘this was the country where disaster struck’.


  SEVENTEEN


  OUT OF LUCK


  IT HAS BEEN said that present-day Cameroun is the most artificial country in Africa. It comprises over 130 different ethnic groups – a lack of homogeneity which was both exacerbated and exploited by the European colonialists.


  The country was discovered and named by the Portuguese in 1472. Legend has it that those first sailors to land were so surprised by the size, quantity and quality of the giant prawns they encountered off the coast that they proclaimed loudly and excitedly: ‘camarõs, camarõs.’ The Cameroons were born.


  Apart from the coastal area which was plundered by slave traders, the rest of the country remained untouched until the arrival of the Germans in the late nineteenth century. They wrested the land from the influence of Nigeria (then called Sokoto) and established plantations of palm oil, cocoa and banana.


  The League of Nations took the country away from the Germans in 1919 and divided it between the French, who received 80 per cent of it, and the British, who acquired two smaller, separated regions. In 1961 there was a referendum in the two British areas. The southern region rejoined with the newly independent French-speaking majority. The north decided to become a part of its western neighbour, Nigeria. By 1955, when the travellers passed through, the country already resembled what it would officially become after independence.


  The dips and hollows which had made driving in French Equatorial Africa so hazardous were even worse in the Cameroons. Rather than the occasional eroded gully, Alan now had to contend with driving across wide dry river beds. These wadis, or oueds, were treacherous.


  ‘If they were totally dried out, they’d be OK,’ Alan explained, ‘but sometimes you find yourself in a wet area and the car just sinks. You can’t afford to lose concentration for a second.’


  ‘Isn’t the wet sand darker?’ Peter asked.


  ‘Yes, it is, but a thin, dry crust forms over those bits, so you can’t always see them. Oops, here we go again,’ he said, as they reached the steep bank of the third wadi in as many miles.


  They slid down the incline and sped across the sandy bottom as fast as the pitted surface would allow. At the far side, the wheels spun powerlessly for a couple of nerve-jangling seconds, before gripping and pulling the car up the steep bank. The whole process was painfully slow. In his diary, Peter wrote, ‘so far in the last two hours we have only managed to cover 15 miles.’


  ‘Good practice for the Sahara, anyway,’ Alan sighed. His average speed was being shot to pieces by the appalling roads.


  Maroua was the only town of any size in the north of the Cameroons. They passed street stalls selling bags of leather, snake and crocodile skin. Freda wanted to stop, but Alan was insistent.


  ‘We’ve lost too much time already.’


  She did not argue. The roads were always better on the outskirts of towns and Alan was able to put his foot down. When the accident happened they were driving along at a comfortable and relatively smooth 40 miles an hour. There was no warning. No one saw the rock. No one shouted. The surprise element of the incident is best summed up by Peter’s diary entry: ‘large rock bounced up’.


  The grinding crunch and squeal of stone on metal was unmistakable. Everyone fell silent, wondering what damage might have been done to the car. Alan lifted his foot off the accelerator slightly, but did not stop.


  ‘Seems all right,’ he said, after a while.


  ‘Don’t you think we should have a look?’ Barbara said.


  ‘It’s probably just dented the exhaust a bit,’ Alan said, and continued.


  This was the worst possible decision he could have made and, though they didn’t yet realize, it signified the beginning of all their troubles. When the green light on the dashboard began to flash a couple of miles further on, they discovered that it wasn’t the exhaust pipe that the rock had damaged; it was the sump. A hole had been ripped into the bottom and all the oil had drained out.


  ‘This is disastrous,’ said Barbara, as they all stood around the car. A thin broken line of the last dregs of oil was traced into the sand behind them.


  Barbara was seething, and inwardly cursed the arrogant stupidity of the man. Not that she blamed him for hitting the rock – that could have happened to anyone – but to refuse to stop and check for damage was unforgivable. What was more, she was angry with herself for not insisting. Barbara was an independent, self-reliant woman, accustomed to being in control; it was proving difficult on the trek to strike that balance between compliance and defiance.


  ‘Idiot!’ she muttered, and walked away from the crippled car. Otherwise she would say something worse, something she might later regret.


  ‘What do we do now?’ Peter was asking.


  ‘Bung up the hole first,’ Alan said, rummaging through the back. ‘This should do the trick,’ he added, pulling out a tube of Bostik.


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘Sure I’m sure,’ he said and slithered under the car.


  The others sat down on the bank and waited. There was no traffic. In fact, when they thought over the day, they realized they hadn’t seen a single vehicle since leaving the resthouse. Alan plugged the hole as best he could, but they wouldn’t be able to find out whether it leaked or not until they refilled the sump with oil, and they didn’t have any.


  Quarter of an hour passed. Half an hour. Everyone was becoming increasingly restless.


  ‘Peter, do you fancy walking back to Maroua for some?’ Alan asked. ‘It’s not that far. Otherwise we could be sitting here all day.’


  Peter nodded. He was the type of person who hated inactivity. If there was a problem, he would always prefer to try and solve it, rather than simply sit around waiting for something to happen.


  A large lorry driven by an English-speaking Nigerian pulled up beside them as he was about to set off.


  ‘You need help?’


  Alan explained.


  ‘You’re in luck,’ the driver said, and he let them have a spare gallon of oil he was carrying.


  Thank-yous completed, they went their separate ways. The driver had suggested that he accompany them back to Maroua, where they could get the car mended properly. But, for various reasons, they decided against it. For one thing, they were unlikely to find spares for the English Morris in a French colony. It was also considerably more expensive. All the same, the main reason for continuing was the psychological harm it would do to morale, having to retrace their steps at this stage.


  With the engine knocking ominously, they carried on. It was a nightmare journey. The rocky terrain they were passing through reflected the sun back on to the car, blinding its occupants and intensifying the heat. In addition, the number of wadis increased. Everyone held their breath each time they crossed another stretch of the treacherous wet sand.


  It was dark by the time they got to the border with Nigeria. The soldiers laughed at their complaints about the roads and assured them that they would soon improve. No one was sorry to see the back of the Cameroons.


  The roads in Nigeria were better, but it was by now far too late to reach Maiduguri. The knocking in the engine had grown worse, slowing them down and putting them all on edge.


  ‘There’s a resthouse at Bama,’ Peter said, checking down the AA list. ‘It’s about ten miles from here.’


  To everyone’s relief, Alan made no attempt to convince them they should press on further.


  ‘Let’s hope they have a shower,’ was all he said.


  ‘It’ll be all right when we get to Maiduguri,’ Alan had promised, and it was these words Peter repeated to himself over and over again as he drifted off to sleep.


  As had become usual, the two men had put up their beds on the veranda. It was cooler, fresher there, with a light breeze blowing. When later the wind got up, it sent the hurricane lamp banging into the mud walls. The dull thud, regular as a metronome, permeated Peter’s dreams as the ominous knocking of the damaged engine. Even asleep, it was Alan’s words which calmed him down: ‘It’ll be all right in Maiduguri; it’ll be all right.’


  If their first hour there was anything to go by, Alan’s prediction would be correct. Maiduguri was all right. They arrived at lunchtime, following a nerve-racking 40-mile drive during which the engine had knocked continuously.


  ‘Do you know the way to the resthouse?’ Alan asked a third person as they drove along the main street.


  As on his previous two attempts, the question prompted an immediate crowd to assemble. Everyone there would shout, gesticulate, point this way, that way
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    Peter, Alan and Freda at Rutoto Rest House, Uganda
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    A chicken for supper, but they had to kill it first
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    End of a day’s journeying
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    Alan with the pygmies in the Congo
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    Clearing a roadblock by lopping off branches
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    Freda takes up drumming to urge the ferry on
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    Maidens dance for Alan
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    Barbara and Alan and the onlookers wait while Peter checks tyre pressures in French Equatorial Africa
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    Waiting at the ferry for another vehicle
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    The mosque at Agades
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    Into the Sahara – too hot to travel
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    A party of Tuaregs
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    The last water supply at In Abangaret
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    Stuck in the sand for 5 hours 15 miles north of In Abangaret
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    Stuck again – Alan sets off on foot for help
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    The three remaining still try for In Guezzum
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    ‘God bless their last resting place.’
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    Rescuers from the French Foreign Legion
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    A hospital bed, 100ºF in the shade
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    When the rain came, on returning to Kano
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