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For Helen

[image: A collage shows six street scenes. Men and two children carry goods on their heads, while a seated vendor holds produce beside a bowl. A child stands near a wall marked ‘Do Not Urinate Here’.]



TYPEFACE NOTE
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DANFO, THE DISTINCTIVE FONT USED TO MARK EACH NEW day of Michael’s travels in Nigeria, draws inspiration from the cut-out lettering to be seen on Lagos’s famous yellow ‘Danfo’ buses (the name possibly derives from the Yoruba for ‘hurry’).




INTRODUCTION

I ALWAYS THOUGHT THERE WOULD COME A TIME WHEN IT would feel right and sensible to hang up my boots. To start taking it easy. To surrender to all those books stacked up beside me over the years, their bright and beguiling covers shouting, ‘Read me!’ To visit, at long last, all those good friends who have invited me to come and stay, on clifftops, or beside Scottish lochs, or in cathedral closes.

My eightieth birthday seemed to be that moment. After all, at eighty time is not on your side. You are entering the decade of falling over, of asking people to speak up, and of querying the whereabouts of public toilets.

Insurance companies, doctors and – very often – your own family suggest it might be best to stay indoors more. Beware, they say: the world outside is confused and unstable. Meaning, just like you.

[image: A carved bust rests on the ground. The sculpture shows detailed jewellery and a tall headdress.]
The trouble is that I, like many entering their ninth decade, feel a sudden surge of delight and irresponsibility. We’ve got to eighty, goddammit. That’s halfway to immortality. We don’t all feel cowed and oppressed. Some of us feel skittish and silly and determined to behave as if we were twenty-seven again.

One of the greatest gifts bestowed on me in the course of my life has been to be taken to see the world, camera crew in tow, and to be able to share my experiences on my return. Difficult and dangerous as those travels have sometimes been, they seem to satisfy an area of myself which acting and writing comedy have never touched.

I would describe travelling as total experience. It can include – often more than you might think – both comedy and acting, while at the same time offering an almost daily change of scene and circumstance to respond to. Highs and lows. Blazing sunsets, mighty waterfalls, relics of ancient civilisations, but also death and destruction and hunger and disease. For the true traveller there should be no compromise. There should be no hiding away from how the world really is.

If you’re genuinely curious, as I am, you want to see everything that’s going on out there. Not just what’s going well, but what should be going well but isn’t. Which is a way of explaining why I have recently been drawn to countries like North Korea and Iraq. Both are nations with long and distinguished histories. They are also nations that have suffered terribly. Seeing at first hand how and why things have gone so wrong for them, and what they are doing to address the problems they face, is an education.

[image: Michael Palin stands in a busy market street. People move behind him between stalls and shops.]
And this is what drives me to keep my boots on. I will never have seen enough, but I want to keep trying.

Travel is an addictive process, and one that I realised after my return from Iraq I wanted to continue. Fortunately, so too did the team I travelled with, and so did the good people at Channel 5 and ITN Productions.

I sat down with my director, Neil Ferguson, to try and identify another country less visited. Nigeria came to both our minds. Others scratched their heads and frowned.

‘Nigeria. Really?’

No one, particularly Nigerians, could understand why anyone should want to spend any time there. My response was simple. It has the biggest economy and the biggest population of any country in Africa.

Yes, but it’s a shithole, one British businessman I met told me.

Which of course is precisely why I wanted to go there. To find out why a country with so much money and so many people could apparently still be a ‘shithole’.

Time to test the main motive for all my travels. To see for myself. And in October 2023 that’s precisely what I did.




[image: A map outlines Nigeria with neighbouring countries, major rivers and state names. An inset titled ‘Lagos’ marks ‘Murtala Muhammed International Airport’, ‘Makoko’, ‘Freedom Park’, ‘Livers Island’, ‘Ikoyi’ and ‘Tarkwa Bay’, with scale bars and coastal waters at lower right.]
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DAY

1

Arriving in

LAGOS

WE’RE ON A NIGHT FLIGHT FROM HEATHROW. KEPT SLEEPLESS BY the apprehension of what lies ahead and the awkwardness of curling up on an aircraft seat, I flick on the route map, which shows that we’re currently over Tamanrasset in Algeria. It stands on the northern edge of the Sahara, which leads me to recall that when I filmed a BBC series about this vast desert back in 2001, I got almost as far as Nigeria when I took a boat along the Niger river from Mali. Unfortunately, on that occasion our itinerary did not allow us to travel the extra miles required to take us over the Nigerian border. Since then the security situation has deteriorated so badly that I wouldn’t dare travel such a route today.

By the time I tap on the route map again we are over Niger. The on-screen video shows brown sandy waste in all directions.

[image: Travellers move through an indoor arrival area. A large caption reads ‘Welcome to Nigeria’.]
Finally I fall asleep, only to be woken almost immediately by a voice in my ear offering me coffee and a croissant. We’re now forty-seven minutes away from Lagos.

All I’ve been told about Lagos has come in the form of a series of warnings. It is a huge, mad metropolis in which everyone is only out for themselves. Beware of everything. Keep all your belongings locked up. Don’t walk anywhere. These warnings come from Nigerians themselves.

The statistics are mind-boggling. Nigeria’s former capital has grown from 325,000 souls in 1950 to over 20 million today. It is the biggest city in the most populous country in Africa – a country with a booming birth rate and an average age of 18.1 years.

Yet, when I look out of the window, straining my eyes as we descend into Lagos, I can see none of the trappings of a modern city. There are dots of white light scattered below, but no luminous highways connecting them. In fact, no bright lights at all. From thirty thousand feet Lagos looks subdued.

Even as we hit the tarmac everything seems pitch black.

The captain of our Virgin flight repeatedly entreats passengers to stay in their seats until we’ve come to a halt at the jetty, but it’s too late. People are already up, checking belongings, pulling on jackets, opening the overhead bins, and texting on their phones. This is not deliberate disobedience. There’s no rowdiness. In Nigeria business starts as soon as you hit the ground. If you listen to the voice of authority you might end up missing out on a deal.

I’m sitting there in my British way, trying not to be any trouble. Pulling out a hairbrush in a vain attempt to look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed at 4.30 in the morning. Neil, my director, wants to start filming me as soon as I step off the aircraft. This would be categorically forbidden in most airports of the world, but when in Lagos …

[image: Michael Palin stands outside an airport building. People and luggage gather around him.]
[image: Concrete posts stand in an open field near a building. The site looks unfinished and empty.]
So my total disorientation is brutally captured on camera as I try to negotiate what looks like a run-down airport that has outlived its usefulness. The authorities are not blind to its deficiencies, and constructed a spanking-new terminal some years ago. Unfortunately, the jetties were built too close together to allow big jets to park alongside one another, and the new terminal stands unfinished until remedial work has been carried out.

Murtala Muhammed International Airport is named after one of the more popular military leaders of his country – so popular that he was assassinated in 1976 after only a year in office. It is, well, informal. There are an awful lot of people standing around who clearly aren’t flying out or flying in. Some are in uniform, but others are casually dressed and obviously on the lookout for some sort of action. There’s a lot of shouting, often between two people standing next to each other. At first it all strikes me as needlessly aggressive, but I swiftly come to the conclusion that this is just how people here communicate. The language is strong and emphatic. The simplest exchange is a psychodrama.

A man with a wooden leg is very chatty. He, like many others, has wads of naira, the local currency, which he wants to exchange for dollars. It’s a triumph of hope over expectation. As a dollar is currently worth over 900 naira the wads are an unwieldy four inches thick. And very dirty.

In the midst of this free-for-all there is a slow and inexplicable level of bureaucracy. We are, apparently, important people. Therefore we must be kept waiting longer than anyone else. To this end, we are shown to a quieter part of the terminal and ushered into big leather armchairs, while something is dealt with.

Eventually we emerge from the airport blinking in the light of a warm and muggy morning. Because we have arrived so early our journey into Lagos coincides with the city’s rush hour. As with rush hours the world over no one is rushing anywhere. A chorus of car horns emanates from thick, unmoving lines of traffic.

Public buses, struggling to accommodate all those standing in long waiting lines, fill up as best they can and inch their way into the traffic, blaring their horns in syncopated rhythm with those of the ubiquitous yellow minibuses, their number plates all bearing the legend ‘Lagos. Centre of Excellence’.

[image: Two men ride a motorbike on a road. Cars and a barrier fill the background.]
Faces turn towards us, unsmiling, as, with our two police escort cars, our minibus tries to weave its way through, our own emergency sirens adding to the cacophony.

Nelson Otetah, our Nigerian security man, reassuringly broad-chested, explains that there is extra tension on the streets right now, as the new government has revoked fuel subsidies, making everything more expensive.

The district we’re travelling through is rough, largely composed of huts made of an assortment of plastic sheeting held in place by wooden planks or sections of fencing, and on the roofs corrugated iron or motley strips of fabric secured with a cluster of bricks. There are pools of water and dogs nosing around. Almost every inch of the ground seems to have been built upon, though there is the odd corner of cultivated land from which plucky yams are sprouting.

[image: ]
The only roadside buildings of any size or substance bear the names of various evangelical groups – the Christian Pentecostal Mission, the Grace of God School, the Zion Gospel Evangelistic Church – all presumably offering some consolation to the people forced to live in these straitened circumstances. An assurance that God hears their cries. Even if no one else does.

Lagos – from the Portuguese word for ‘lakes’ – sprawls over on to several islands in the extreme south-west corner of the country, bordering on the Gulf of Guinea, which is part of the Atlantic Ocean. A network of bridges connects the islands with each other and the rest of the city and we are soon swooping out on the long, low Third Mainland Bridge. Below us, to the west, is Makoko – ‘The biggest floating urban slum in Africa,’ our director calls out, adding with a certain amount of relish, ‘We’ll be going there tomorrow.’

[image: ]
We cross the lagoon onto Ikoyi, formerly known as Lagos Island, where the surroundings resemble more of what you’d expect to see in a big, modern city: corporate towers, limousines, lawns and monster billboards. Passing over another shorter bridge we are on Victoria Island, looking more prosperous still. A lot of government buildings are here, including the one in which Nigeria’s independence from the British was signed over sixty years ago. It’s now the Federal Palace and Casino, owned and run by a South African outfit called Sun Hotels. This is where we’re staying. I have a room with wide windows looking out across the muddy tidal waters to the port of Lagos. Every now and then a huge tanker slides across my eyeline, nosing its way through the dozens of tiny one-man dugout canoes that dart across the water.

We have arrived in time for a late breakfast.
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