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			Dedication

			To my mother, with love.

		

		
			Introduction

			The twenty-third of December 2023. It is 2 a.m. in Yamoussoukro, the capital of Ivory Coast. I have just been elected president of the second-oldest political party in Africa, the PDCI-RDA, with support from 96.5 per cent of the 4,000 delegates attending the party’s congress.

			The speech-making is over. I’ve spent hours thanking my supporters individually, shaking hands and posing for selfies. In the enormous conference hall of the Foundation Houphouët-Boigny, workers are tidying up. The last of the party members – conversations and celebratory drinks finished – are climbing into buses and heading to their hotels.

			I sit in the front row of the cavernous room, feeling stunned by the significance of what I have just achieved, after a tough campaign. I reflect on the strange circularity of my journey, the echoes of the past growing louder the longer I rest, upright in an orange chair. Yamoussoukro is named after a direct ancestor, Yamousso. Kro means town, so this is literally Yamousso’s town. This is our family’s home town.

			The Democratic Party of Ivory Coast – African Democratic Rally (PDCI-RDA) was founded in 1946 by Félix Houphouët-Boigny, my great-uncle, independence leader and the first President of Ivory Coast. He is buried nearby, as are my great-grandmother, my grandmother, and my mother. My father was jailed a few miles away.

			I had been to pray at Houphouët-Boigny’s tomb earlier in the day, to pay my respects. I murmured to him that I was running for his job and asked for his blessing. A deep sense of gratitude coursed through me as I remembered the scene. ‘Thanks,’ I thought, a smile breaking out spontaneously on my lips.

			Just a week before, this moment of triumph looked as if it might elude me. We had initially organised the congress in the commercial capital, Abidjan, booking the city’s biggest hotel for delegates. The catering and transport had been paid for in advance. Around 6,000–7,000 people were expected. But on the eve of the event, as party members arrived from all corners of the country, a judge issued an order suspending the party meeting.

			At a hearing without our lawyers present, a judge heard complaints from two party members (out of 6,800 delegates) who said they had been illegally excluded from the ballot. When we asked why we were not called as witnesses, court officials said they were unable to contact the party. This would be like a court in Washington DC suspending the Democratic Party convention and claiming it was impossible to contact a Democrat party official.

			I learned about the decision at around two in the morning. A sympathetic senior police officer called my sister to tell her that the police had received an order to prevent the congress by ‘whatever means necessary’. That meant possibly using live ammunition.

			Soon afterwards, party delegates began ringing me. A large police force, travelling in around forty buses, had arrived and were confiscating sound equipment, banners and party merchandise.

			Several things were immediately clear to me: the congress would not take place, and this was a provocation. The court decision was intended to create disorder.

			When you’ve spent a lifetime observing African politics, you’re prepared for these moments. Under Alassane Ouattara, President of Ivory Coast since 2011, the country has slid progressively into authoritarianism. In such regimes, leaders do not crudely arrest or imprison their political opponents; they maintain a surfeit of democratic legitimacy. They use the court system and push their opponents deliberately outside the law.

			After the suspension order, I spent the night defining our strategy, prevailing over other party figures who preferred confrontation, through a righteous and justifiable sense of anger. I maintained that we had to respect the court decision and prevent violence at all costs. ‘You cannot go outside the law. We’ll all get arrested, and no one will defend us,’ I argued.

			My statement to supporters and delegates at 8 a.m. made this explicit. I urged them to leave the hotel where the meeting had been due to take place and await further instructions from the party.

			Later in the day, the provocations increased. With thousands of delegates milling around in Abidjan with no congress to attend, police went to occupy our party headquarters. A standoff ensued, with hundreds of members seeking to protect the building and police massing outside. I decided to go there in person.

			Standing on the side of my SUV to address the crowd, with lines of armed police a few metres from me, I urged everyone to demonstrate the best of our party. ‘We are not going to go down to this level,’ I said. ‘We are going to show everyone that we are a party of peace and a party of the rule of law.

			‘In life you never control events, but you can always control how you react to them,’ I continued. ‘We will not answer this provocation and fall into the trap set for us.’

			I promised that our congress would be reorganised, that a vote would take place, and I would be a candidate. They would be able to elect me if they so wished.

			The day ended with the architects of chaos disappointed. The evening news did not have images of street fires, tear gas and protestors throwing stones. No bodies lay crumpled in the streets. Hundreds of police reinforcements boarded their buses again and went home. I felt like I had won the moment, inflicting a defeat of sorts on the regime.

			I knew it was only a first skirmish along what would be a long and treacherous road to the presidential elections in October 2025. There would be other confrontations, more dirty tricks.

			We eventually managed to track down the two delegates who had filed the legal cases which had been used as justification to suspend the congress. Both were in hiding. They were low-level party officials. Both were clearly being used, bribed and manipulated. We managed to persuade them to withdraw their cases. They would have to reappear in court in any case and the flimsy basis of their appeals could be easily demonstrated.

			A week later, we reconvened in Yamoussoukro. After the voting, the results were read out district by district, region by region. Our strategy of reaching out to members individually, a hugely time-consuming and resource-intensive operation, had been extremely successful. In many places, I had 100 per cent of the vote.

			I became only the third president of the party in its seventy-seven-year history, the first being Houphouët-Boigny. It was another major swing in fortune.

			Who would have thought that almost four years after one of the most dramatic moments of my life, I would be in a position to become the next president of my country. What a contrast to 7 February 2020.

			That fateful day was my last as CEO of Credit Suisse, the second-largest bank in Switzerland at the time, and one of the most important financial institutions in the world. I left in extraordinary circumstances, having completed a three-year restructuring that moved the bank from having the weakest capital position of twenty-seven European banks to stronger foundations. I had carried out all the hard, disruptive, thankless work: the cutting and streamlining, the closing and reorienting. I had returned the bank to profitability in the process: 2019 was its best year in a decade. And yet I was leaving after years of vicious and relentless attacks by rabid sections of the German-speaking Swiss press and portions of the Zürich establishment.

			If my experiences have taught me anything, it is that we are constantly vulnerable to unexpected twists in the plot we attempt to write for ourselves, the leftfield events that mess up the best-laid plans. One of the most important personal qualities you can possess is an ability to react and rebound. Taking a long-term perspective, learning from adversity, and maintaining a good sense of humour, all help build the sort of resilience that is important in life – and African politics.

			As my dear departed father used to say with a chuckle: ‘The most important thing in life is not to die.’ It was said to remind us about the gift of life, and was typical of his humble outlook, informed by a lifetime spent far closer to the snapping jaws of mortality than most people experience today in wealthy developed countries.

			So when our party congress was blocked, I didn’t overreact. When my time at Credit Suisse came to an end, I didn’t feel that my world had collapsed. I didn’t feel embarrassed or ashamed. I recognised it as just another curveball in a journey that has contained several, including a 1999 coup in Ivory Coast that led me to leave the country for two decades, or the Covid pandemic, which saw me take on a role coordinating economic help for the African continent.

			Documenting such moments and writing about my life became one of a multitude of new projects, both personal and professional, that have emerged in the last few years. My hope is that they might inform and help others who identify with my story – or not.

			It’s a journey that will take us from my homeland to North Africa, to France, the United States, to Asia, and on to the boardrooms of two of Europe’s biggest financial institutions in London and Zürich. It’s a story about Africa, about Europe, about Asia, about emigration; about the rewards of hard work, the stupidity of racism, and the value of our capitalist model. It also contains many of my thoughts, informed by three decades in the public and private sectors, on how politicians and business people might help fight poverty, encourage development and promote human dignity – the focus of my time and efforts now.

			It begins in Abidjan, my birthplace, the birthplace of my children, and the anchor point for my identity that has come to incorporate multiple influences over the past sixty-two years.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Early Challenges

			For the first years of my life, I was a boy without a father. It wasn’t that I didn’t have one; he just wasn’t there. He existed in the photographs placed around our home, a whitewashed colonial-era mansion in Abidjan. There were pictures of him all over the house, smiling with my mother, often dressed in a suit and tie, shaking hands with important-looking people.

			He existed too in the memories and stories of my older siblings, six of them in total. The eldest, my brothers Daouda and Boubacar, were far more affected by his absence than I was, the pup of the family, too young to remember the day he was taken away. My elder siblings felt not just the emotional void caused by his disappearance, but the pall of uncertainty and disgrace it cast across our family.

			My father existed too in the words of my mother. Once I was old enough to understand, as a headstrong toddler, she would seek to reassure me. ‘You have a father. But he’s in prison,’ she’d say while pointing at his picture. ‘He’ll be home one day.’ She believed it too. Convinced of his innocence, she was working her formidable network of contacts to free him, with single-minded devotion.

			But truth be told – as my consciousness expanded to take in the world around me for the first time – my father’s absence was no stranger to me than the other extraordinary circumstances of my early life: the buzz of servants around the house, built on the so-called Plateau of Abidjan, prized for its breeze and fresh air; the hum of air conditioning that kept the house miraculously cool while others sweated outside in the city’s thick humidity; my mother’s shiny black Fiat that turned heads when we glided by to the market. Only much later, with the benefits of education and travel, was I able to make sense of any of this.

			My father missed my first words, as well as my first trip around our palm-fringed garden on my bike, a red tricycle. In 1963, the year after my birth, he had been accused of conspiring against the president, Félix Houphouët-Boigny – my mother’s uncle. Having reached the highest point of his career, serving as information minister at the time, and the peak of his social ascension, he crashed to earth in spectacular fashion.

			He had been rounded up by police in September 1963 during a cabinet meeting at the presidential palace. As he and other ministers had taken their places at the large oval table, the doors opened, and police swept in. Names were read out to the dazed, seated figures. Those identified were informed that they were being taken into custody.

			Scared but resigned to their fate, my father Amadou and around a dozen others were led away to cells in the basement of the palace. My mother learned the news on the country’s unique television channel that my father had so proudly helped launch just a few weeks earlier on Independence Day 1963 – Ivory Coast becoming the first former French colony to have its own television service.

			The detentions were part of a round of arrests ordered by Houphouët-Boigny, who had become convinced – through the devious scheming of those around him – that some of his ministers were plotting against him. A first purge in 1962 had not been enough. This second time, even men like my father, who had served Houphouët-Boigny loyally during the fight for Ivorian independence, were rounded up.

			After several months of detention without visits, the alleged plotters were taken to a prison that Houphouët had built especially in Assabou, near Yamoussoukro, his and our ancestral village. He felt he could only trust guards from his tribe with such important prisoners. The jail was nicknamed ‘the college’ by detainees – gallows humour, as they thought Houphouët wanted them to learn a lesson in loyalty.

			The prison was later bulldozed as everybody, jailed and jailers, looked to move beyond this episode in the country’s history.

			Detention conditions had been tough there, and a life was lost. Ernest Boka, a renowned jurist and former president of the Supreme Court, died at Assabou prison a few days after being arrested in April 1964. According to the official version, Boka hanged himself after leaving a suicide note. Some of the inmates always maintained he had been killed during one of many violent interrogations.

			Detainees were frequently beaten until they volunteered names of other supposed traitors, who would in turn be arrested and beaten. One saving grace was that the detainees were held in a large cell with their peers, fellow independence activists, many of whom, like my father, had experienced colonial repression and jail during the struggle for independence from 1946 to 1960. What might have broken other men appeared to my father like a test, to be overcome, another challenge in a life of obstacles. He would later tell me how some of his contemporaries, grown used to a life of abundance outside, would beg to be given whisky or other comforts. He didn’t suffer from the privations, he told me.

			The notion of resilience has become a contemporary buzzword, explored endlessly in books, newspaper articles and social media posts. Why do some people seem to have it and others not? How do you develop it? Where does it come from? Perhaps a lucky few have innate reserves, but it appears to me to be something like mental muscle, built up over a lifetime of exercise. It explains why many people who grow up poor in developing countries, exposed to the vagaries of life without the buffer of money or a modern state, often possess it in spades.

			This knowledge has always given me a sense of proportion in my own career. The challenges I would later encounter in the City of London or in Zürich, would seem trivial next to the injustice of being imprisoned for a crime you did not commit, or the daily struggle for survival that my father had once endured – and which so many of my compatriots face today.

			My father’s character reflected his origins: the vast, arid landscapes of northern Senegal, on the edge of the Sahara desert, a thousand miles to the north of Ivory Coast. He grew up in Dagana, a small village on the banks of the Senegal river. Everything there, from livestock to vegetation, faces a constant fight for a foothold on life. Toughness is a prerequisite for survival, and the practices of my father’s Peuls-speaking Toucouleur community were designed to breed it.

			For instance, at puberty, my father was taken along with other adolescent boys from his village to live in a forest that was considered sacred by the elders. Mothers spent years preparing their sons, drilling into them the importance of being able to endure the pain, hunger, scorching days and cold nights to come.

			Finally, after surviving the forest, an initiation ceremony signalled a coming-of-age, the passing of a boy into adulthood. My father described how he and the others were lined up to be circumcised, one by one, in front of their families and the rest of the village, by an elder using a knife and no anaesthetic. The children had been taught that they must not flinch at the key moment, otherwise it would bring dishonour. Being last in line, when the knife had lost its initial sharpness, was considered an honour. They would all then leave, riding horseback, unbandaged.

			My father chose not to continue this practice – mercifully, my brothers and I were all taken to hospitals to be circumcised – but I believe, inevitably, it played a role in shaping the man he became: one who could endure, who could be silent for long periods, who possessed an inner strength that prison could not break. It is no surprise that Senegalese soldiers were so celebrated for their bravery, as well as their intimidating physical presence, in the ranks of the French army during both world wars. ‘You could give me a date and a glass of milk and I could live for twenty years,’ my father used to joke.

			Though his upbringing cultivated ‘resilience’ and durability – nothing in his childhood predestined him for the life he would lead as an adult.

			Amadou Thiam was born in 1923 into a family of tradespeople from northern Senegal, far from the political circles of Ivory Coast he would later move in. His father – my grandfather – was a humble jewellery-maker and blacksmith; his mother a ‘homemaker’.

			His parents ensured he was born in the capital Dakar, which, in a quirk of the colonial administration, conferred him full French citizenship – unlike the millions of other subjects of French West Africa. His great misfortune was having a father who walked out on his mother to start a new family in neighbouring Mali. Without an education, and dependent on small remittances from her absent husband, my grandmother was quickly destitute, with more than ten children to feed and clothe.

			As a result, my father spent his early years in rags. He remembers his mother wrapping him up in a piece of her pagne – the colourful cloth worn by women in Africa – when he first headed off to school. As a family of devout Muslims, he was sent first to a Koranic school, where he learned to read and write Arabic in addition to his native tongue, Pulaar.

			The French school would provide his path out of poverty. The colonial educational system had no interest in and offered no prospect of quality schooling for all, but it was adept at identifying promising African children who could be trained and then promoted into an indigenous elite, always subordinate to the white ruling class, but with special privileges. My father was spotted early as one of these gifted insiders, and offered an education in the French system, initially near his village, then in the capital at the Ecole Primaire Supérieure in Dakar.

			Once inside the French schooling system, he thrived. Primary school-age pupils followed the same repetitive drills and studied the same texts as children in France. My father could recite the verses of Victor Hugo’s ‘Oceano Nox’ to the end of his days, and had the beautiful joined-up handwriting that remains a hallmark of the French education system to this day. There was no secondary education available to him and his peers, however. Africans were to be educated, but not too much.

			In so many respects, he and my mother were polar opposites. If he was a taciturn man of the northern desert, Mariétou Sow was a vibrant woman from the lush lands and forests of Ivory Coast. We should never underestimate the impact of geography on character.

			She was born into a multi-faith community of Muslims and Catholics; he into a family of Sufi Muslims. While he spent years in rags, she descended from a line of Akoué aristocrats in her home village of Yamoussoukro, an area populated by the Baoulé community. So many things divided them, yet they found a common purpose. They had first met as children in Dakar, where my mother had spent part of her childhood.

			They were both fiercely intelligent in their own ways. They were proud and militant about their origins, and were loving parents to all of us. They trod the same path together for thirty-seven years, until my mother passed away in 1984, with quarrels and incomprehension aplenty, but with the bonds of love and tradition – and both were needed – keeping them together.

			During his detention at Assabou, reading and writing were some of the only ways my father could escape his internal struggle: the boredom, fear and loneliness. On the outside, life for my mother brought different challenges. She had seven children under the age of fifteen to care for, including me, the youngest.

			The families of many of the other men imprisoned with my father found themselves turfed out of their government homes. Luckily, we escaped this indignity. It was said afterwards that the strain of the evictions caused alcoholism and depression among some of those who found themselves in the street.

			My father’s role as French head of Radio Côte d’Ivoire which he kept after independence in 1960 had come with the privilege of a grace-and-favour home, offered by France, which we retained even after his arrest – the French union of radios (the Office de Coopération Radiophonique, Ocora) making the courageous decision to allow us to continue living in the house – and we remained there until we left for Morocco in 1966 – more on that later.

			Although we had a roof over our heads, my mother immediately faced financial problems without my father’s income, and had to beg family members for money. Fortunately, my father’s cousin in Senegal, Habib Thiam, who by then had become a government minister in President Léopold Sédar Senghor’s cabinet, came to our rescue. My parents had always been close to him, and had even taken out a loan to buy him Western clothes when he went to study in France as a student in the 1950s. He never forgot their generosity. That’s the way ‘social security’ works for most people in Africa to this day.

			Throughout my father’s absence, my mother held the family together with her characteristic authority, courage and strength. ‘He’s in prison, but we need to carry on. We’re an academic family. Be the first in your class, show everyone what we’re capable of. Be successful,’ she’d tell my older siblings.

			All the while she contended with pressure from her uncle, President Houphouët, my father’s former boss. President Houphouët was chief of our Akoué tribe and became the architect of the modern Ivorian state, forever associated with the independence struggle from France. A former doctor, union leader, plantation owner and member of the French parliament, he was in the early years of what would be a 33-year stint in power when he sent my father to jail. His and our destinies were and are to this day inextricably linked.

			Houphouët would call my father ‘Brutus’ when speaking to my mother – his favourite niece, someone he watched over with rare attention and tenderness. He doubted my father’s affection for her, as well as my father’s loyalty to our family.

			Headstrong and unintimidated – she was always famous for both – my mother would reply that she believed my father was innocent and that good men had been wrongly jailed. She contacted everyone she knew to intercede on my father’s behalf, calling in favours and contacts from Senegal to Paris, including journalists at the newspaper Le Monde.

			As a young teenager, my eldest brother Daouda took matters into his own hands at one point, bursting into Houphouët’s bedroom and threatening him. We always admired him for this act of bravery, which we believe led to our father being treated less harshly. Houphouët himself was also impressed by this exceptional display of character – a desperate act from a fifteen-year-old boy trapped between his affection for his father and the authority of the ‘father of the nation’.

			The effect of all these events on me was different. My father was simply the elegant individual who stared out from the photos; a man who had existed in images and words, not flesh, since I was fourteen months old. I grew extraordinarily close to my mother as a result. I’d sleep in her bed, a habit that later led to a major confrontation with my father when he returned from jail. I was the only one of my siblings not going to school during the day, so I’d follow her around the house. When she went to the market, I’d demand to be taken along, devouring the mangoes she purchased on the backseat of the car before we got home.

			My father’s return in 1965 therefore came as a shock. Two years after his arrest, a trial was finally held, behind closed doors, and all of the accused were acquitted. There were various theories advanced to explain the original detentions.

			Most people in my family believed that a senior policeman – hoping to advance his own career or possibly stage a coup himself – had concocted fake intelligence reports for the president, implicating Houphouët’s closest and most loyal allies in a plot. In the tense atmosphere of the times, with multiple pro-Western governments like his being overthrown in neighbouring countries by leftist coups or revolutions, Houphouët fell for the officer’s lies.

			There were accusations that my father was involved in the plotting: a telephone intercept apparently included my father talking to a friend in which he said: ‘I’ll be back in a week and all of this will be sorted out.’ He had perhaps said those words, but the suggestion that my father was plotting was pure fabrication. Many years later, a book suggested my father had been spared the torture and beatings suffered by his fellow detainees because he’d served as a sort of ‘spy’ for President Houphouët in prison.

			The author alleged my father had meetings with the president while behind bars and kept a notebook with him. Only Houphouët and my father know what really transpired between the two of them in that period, and they took that knowledge to their graves. The book in question made my father furious, but there would always be areas of shade about his time in jail – mysterious places into which we were never allowed to stray as children.

			This was typical of my father. The demands for transparency in the West have extended to modern family life too, where most parents and children nowadays live with an expectation of openness. I raised my own sons like this and enjoy the intimacy it creates. But my father preserved a sense of distance, protecting some parts of his life from scrutiny, afraid perhaps of judgement, or of losing his mystique.

			When he stepped out of the car after his release, he was dressed in dark trousers and a white shirt. He immediately struck my mother as being much thinner than when he had left. As he approached the house, she and my siblings beamed with joy. I, a three-year-old, refused to even say hello.

			Terrified by this unknown colossus – he was over six feet tall – I scurried to get away. For three days, I refused to go anywhere near him. Each time he came close, I’d run to a different room. Having enjoyed the undivided attention of my mother, I didn’t welcome this new competition for her affections. There was no doubt an Oedipean dimension to my defiance.

			It ended when my father grabbed hold of me and administered one of only two beatings I experienced at his hands. (The second was when I was seven, the day he tripped over me while I was reading comic books while lying on the floor, having warned me several times about the hazard I was creating.) Unlike many African fathers of his generation – and a regrettably large proportion nowadays – he did not use physical punishment to reinforce his authority on us. He was a man of letters and ideas, who favoured words over the crude power of violence. But on this occasion, he demonstrated the new hierarchy in the house in primitive fashion.

			In lashing out, he asserted himself over a son who had not known, and did not respect, his writ over our home and family. Perhaps my lack of respect reinforced the sense of loss he felt in all areas of his life: the forfeited prestige, power, and self-esteem. I think he suffered more from administering the beating than I did receiving it. He gave me a 100 CFA franc coin afterwards, around a dollar at the time, by way of apology. It was a small fortune for a child in those days.

			The most pressing immediate question that hung unanswered over our family was what the future held for us. My father’s career had been one of lineal progression up to this point. He had succeeded far beyond the expected destiny of someone born into such a modest early life in Senegal. Once in Abidjan, he had sat the highly competitive entrance exam to train as a journalist in France and join the French civil service, winning one of only two places available for the whole French colonial empire. This provided an elusive gateway to higher education in France, where he travelled to study, setting him on a path that would see him climb the ranks at the French state radio in Abidjan, Radio Côte d’Ivoire. He became the first African presenter of the news on air for the 6 a.m. bulletin, and in 1959 was made director of the station.

			His arrest and absence raised troubling questions about the nature of power and politics in Ivory Coast and our relationship with the president. Back then, the discussions took place between my parents. But I would go on to confront those very same issues for much of my life, during a professional career that has also branched unexpectedly at times, like my father’s, and faced unexpected interruptions.

			In keeping with their characters, my parents drew starkly different conclusions on my father’s detention. For my mother, it underlined the vicissitudes of political careers and the danger of being overly reliant on a single man, her uncle. For my father, hooked on the drug of politics, he wanted nothing more than to return to favour …

			My father’s faith was crucial, a source of strength during his incarceration but also of comfort in interpreting his misfortune. He had been raised as a pious Muslim who prayed with unerring discipline. There were the five-times daily prayers, of course; but others too before any major event, or every time we left for travel. He prayed before we went to bed, reciting verses on my head every evening. He prayed as he dressed himself in the morning.

			The events, trials and tests of life were an expression of the will of God the Almighty. His hand could be seen in everything. Much later in life I would realise that having someone else in control of your destiny provides comfort in adversity. My father and I would later have many inconclusive discussions on this point. My own faith assumes a much greater influence of free will and self-determination.

			For him, jail had been a test of his fortitude and of his loyalty to Houphouët, whom he felt had been misled and manipulated. At the first opportunity, he would forgive him. For fifteen years, my father would pray to be reinstated in his previous job as information minister. It was an obsession. Only this would be proof that he was innocent of the sin he had been accused of, demonstrating that he was pure of heart and deed towards the president.

			He viewed Houphouët with deep personal affection and infinite admiration, rooted in their joint combat for the rights of Ivorians and Africans. He saw him as one of those rare figures who was able to bend history, shaping the lives of millions of people and a country in the process. And they both had a sense of mission, of serving a greater cause.

			My father used to say he had spent his life fighting for the dignity of black people. It had begun when he first stepped off a boat in Ivory Coast at the age of twenty-four. He walked out of the port in Abidjan, and saw a white man coming towards him on the pavement, whom he passed without a thought. The white man stopped and turned around. ‘Why didn’t you step into the road?’ he yelled at my father.

			In the ensuing argument, the police were called. My father was detained and informed that, unlike in Senegal, blacks were expected to make way for whites and step into the road when encountering them. In the French African colonies, resistance to the white man’s domination was often called ‘l’esprit sénégalais’ (Senegalese spirit). My father was left in no doubt that there was no room for it in Ivory Coast. If he refused to comply, he was told that next time there would be consequences. From this moment, he began seeking out the anti-colonial movement.

			Houphouët came to embody the fight against racial injustice. He gave voice to the humiliations of colonialism; he channelled the frustrations; he held true to a vision of independence that was neither overly radical, nor indulgent towards France.

			It was easy to see how Houphouët inspired such personal reverence. He had natural authority owing to his family background and tribal leadership role. But he was also quick-witted, immensely cultured, and possessed an uncommon ability to connect with people of all social classes.

			Much of this was down to the decade he had spent working as a young doctor at the start of his career, in between the first and second world wars. Travelling from village to village in the westernmost part of the country, which had some of the worst infrastructure at the time, he saw with his own eyes the condition of workers and peasants, pressed into the service of an economic system he knew was unjust and exploitative.

			During those years of crisscrossing the country, he built up a deep understanding of the people and geography of Ivory Coast. Even today, because travel is so difficult in many African countries, a large proportion of citizens know only their capital and their native villages. Setting out by bike or on foot, Houphouët developed an intimate sense of the daily lives of his compatriots that would serve him throughout his political career. ‘Among the people, I’m like a capitaine in the rivers,’ he used to say, referring to a fish found throughout Ivory Coast’s waterways.

			As well as a doctor’s knowledge of the human body, he had a farmer’s passion for the land, having taken over his family’s cocoa and fruit plantations around our village of Yamoussoukro. I remember extraordinary moments with him as a child, walking around his land as he explained the intricacies of farming: irrigation, the importance of soil quality, the right conditions to grow pineapples.

			His farming activities had led him into trade union activism and a fight for the rights of Ivorian growers to sell their produce at the same price as white rivals. From this spark grew the fire that burned within him, controlled and within limits, not blazing like that of other anti-colonial revolutionaries. It would propel him into a political career.

			In the pre-independence era, he became one of the first African MPs elected to
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