2nd July continued from Gabon.
Now we’re kind of in 2 minds about Cameroon.

On one hand, from everything we’ve seen and read, it’s somewhere that we’re both looking forward to.  In fact over the past couple of weeks we’ve not been going crazy but we have been getting through places at a fair old pace.  Cameroon is somewhere where we think we might slow down for a bit.

On the other hand, a) it is apparently the corruption capital of Africa, and b) the weather up north might make it very hard work.

First thing we do after the Gabon border, which I guess strictly speaking is still in Gabon, is to drive down to the river edge and stop to wait for the ferry.  The river, the Ntem, is spanned by a very new and quite fancy looking bridge.  Unfortunately, or fortunately depending on your point of view and whether you like ferries or not, it’s slightly too new and isn’t open yet.  So we wait for the ferry.  And this is all very efficient.  I’m not sure who runs it (Gabon or Cameroon) but it’s free and frequent.  In fact we actually get a ferry to ourselves.  There is a big queue of cars and trucks waiting to go from Cameroon to Gabon but just us and one other van waiting to go the other way.  Don’t know why but the ferry captain seems to want to keep at least some vestige of a queue both sides so the ferry going from Cameroon to Gabon is crammed as full as it can be, while the ferry going from Gabon to Cameroon is just us.
So we drive into Cameroon and stop at the border post.  The police/immigration here are just the nicest guys ever (although when I ask if the music on the radio is Cameroonian (it was) he does turn it up just a tad too loud).  After shouting goodbye we’re off.

3km further down the road we stop at the customs post where another equally pleasant chap stamps the carnet and away we go again.  Kind of takes us by surprise really.  We hadn’t expected to get to the border today and when we do the people both sides make it so easy were through before we really notice it.

And as we drive on we get the distinct impression that the happy smiley pill that the bulk of Gabonese didn’t take got handed out twice here.  We get stopped at a couple of police checks but they either wave us on without any checks or just want to say hello.

The road is superb.  Very new and very good.  And there are motorbikes here.  It was something we noticed in Gabon that despite having good roads (in part at least) the only motorbikes or mopeds that we saw were ridden by the police in Libreville.  Here they are all over the place.  They look as though they’re being used as taxis’ and are very well looked after.

After going through Ambam we head on to a great bush-camp just south of Meyo.  The road is not so new here but this is a gravel pit dug out for its construction that hasn’t yet returned to bush.  We’re nicely tucked away from the road and even the rain almost manages to hold off (but not quite although it does at least wait until we’ve taken our respective trips into the trees with our good friends Mr Shovel and Mr Toilet Paper).
3rd July.  Total distance driven:  202km

It actually rained quite a lot last night.  As I mentioned one of the doubts that we have about Cameroon is that we’ve heard lots of horror stories about the roads up north and we are, depending on what you read where, walking into the rainy season.  Still, we’re in a Land Rover so what the hell.
On to Yaoundé via Ebolowa where we stop to get some bread and also what I thought were just large biscuits but were actually more like rusks.  Ah if only we had a big glass of milk to go with them.

Heading on to Yaoundé people somehow don’t seem as happy but I think it’s just that it’s morning and it’s a bit damp.  Later on the smiley happy pills seems to kick in a bit and we’re back to the Cameroon that we already like.

At one road block the 2 police chaps do seem a wee bit aggressive but once they see we have all the right stamps in the passports they’re happy again (in fact the chap that came to my window and was obviously the junior of the two kept a close eye on his colleague to see what he should be doing and I don’t think was really that interested in anything we said - shame he spent the whole time studying the visa for Chad but he seemed happy enough).

At another roadblock the gendarme was very keen to know what special things we had that we could all enjoy together and then, when we said we didn’t have a house at home so we couldn’t give him our address and phone number decided that he was going to give us his so we could call him when we get back to England.  I’ve no idea how many of the happy pills Police Inspector Tambu Adolph had taken but he was very pleasant and I’ve never before stopped at a police check point and taken away the details of the copper on duty.
And on into Yaoundé itself.  We don’t actually need to stop here but we’ve got a couple of e-mails to send, a night in a hotel wouldn’t hurt and there is apparently a good Chinese restaurant (life’s tough you know!).  Seems like a busy place as we drive in but AC manages to avoid all the locals and we stop at Hotel Ideal.  And indeed it is.  It’s a bit tired looking but most things seem to work (I am given the option of a Standard room for £7 or a Superior room for £8 - the difference being the fly-net in one piece, a TV and a toilet seat - I chose the latter).

We then head off to explore and find the web.  On thing that we want to do is to get that new dust seal for the rear wheel of the car and we’ve been told that Land Rovers are everywhere in Cameroon.  Unfortunately looking at the LR web site we discover exactly the opposite.  Oh well, we’ll continue to improvise.

We also want to try and get a Niger visa while were here if we can but we don’t actually know where the Niger consulate is so we take a bit of a wander around the part of town where most of the embassies are and then give up and find a bar.  It’s kind of nice just to site by the street at a bar, listen to the music and watch the people go by.  Then we go in search of Chez Woo which does turn out to be very nice and quite cheap too.
4th July.  Total distance driven:  20km

Happy Independence America.

Not having found the Niger consulate we think we’ll just head off (we have an address and a map for it in N’Djamena so we’ll go there instead).  However when I take the key back to the hotel reception I ask the lad there if he knows and he says yes.  He actually goes past it on his way home and he’s about to go home so we give him a lift and he shows us the way.

At the consulate we’re told that the consul is malade (ill) but if we leave the passports today she’ll take them to him and they’ll be back tomorrow.  So this is what we do but, given the number of times we’ve been stopped so far and the run-in with a copper we had in Libreville who didn’t like our un-stamped copies of passports, we decide to get our passports/visas photocopied and authenticated by the police.  Getting the copies is easy enough (and also results in 2 very nice doughnuts) but how do we find the police station?  We pass a policeman on traffic duty and stop to ask him.  He says he’ll come with us and show us so in he gets and off we go.  Once again the police are just the nicest, most helpful people ever.  All that we read about the corruption here appears(!) to be wrong.

Copies authenticated, passports to the Niger consulate and relax.

And as we’re going to be here until tomorrow we may as well stay at the fine Hotel Ideal.  So we go back there, get our room back and then head out for a walk.  Up past one of the many markets and then back for a bite to eat at the snack bar next to the hotel and the best steak and chips I’ve had in ages.

5th July.  Total distance driven:  30km

We can’t pick up the visas until mid-day.  (That’s what we think anyway, it was a bit of a confusing conversation with the girl at the consulate yesterday.)  Spend the morning sending some e-mail and making some calls - we’re beginning to think a little about what we might do when we get home.  To be honest though we’re not trying to think too hard as it’s easy to start thinking too much about home and to stop thinking about where we are.

Lunchtime we head up to the consulate and we’re not actually sure if the visas are ready or not.  The Consul seems to be back and the waiting room that was empty yesterday is now full.  But they know we’re here so we sit and wait.  Eventually the girl we spoke to yesterday calls us in and she has the visas all ready and waiting.  All seems very straight forward (visa valid for 30 days after date of entry) until she tries to explain it to us.  After 10 minutes of trying to explain what we think is obvious (but as she’s trying so hard maybe it’s not as obvious as we thought) we give up, smile, nod, say thank you and leave.
By this time it’s getting late and as we don’t know exactly where we’re headed and it’ll take us a while to get out of town we decide to stop for another night and head off first thing.

So we have another evening of steak and chips for me and omelette and chips for AC (we weren’t planning this but we went into the same snack bar for a drink and the waitress kind of assumed that was what we wanted - but hey it was nice the 2nd time too).

We’ve read that in Cameroon although you don’t need a photography permit (some countries you do - Chad I think for one) some of the police still think you do and get nervous about cameras.  I discovered this evening that it’s not just the police.  I didn’t actually take a photo.  It was too dark and, because of the previously stated nervousness, I wasn’t going to use the flash but I did use the camera to take a video clip mostly to capture the music that was playing in the bar we were in.

There was a chap in a very smart, all white uniform who noticed the camera and decided he didn’t like it.  He was getting all flustered but he was with a chap from the local TV station who spoke good English and understood that you can erase things from a digital camera.  After lots of smiles, shaking of hands, buying of beer everyone left happy but I think I’ll keep the camera better hidden next time.  Actually I’m not sure who or what he was, he said he was something in the navy but AC reckons it was actually some sort of blood transfusion service.  Anyway he got a beer (one of many he’d had by then I think) and we left.

Rob makes it all sound so civilised - the truth of it was that I went away to the toilet, came back, found Rob embroiled in some kind of conversation that looked like it might end up in him getting smacked.  From what I’ve seen so far of Cameroon it’s that they like their beer.  From 9am in the morning to long after we’ve gone to bed, people are slugging away on massive 65cl bottles of strong beer (and Guiness).  They like to drink and after a few, they can get a bit boisterous.  It was one of these ‘boisterous’ chaps that Rob had chosen to photograph.  But, it soon became obvious that all they wanted was a free beer and a chance to chat with ‘Le Blanc’, and were quite nice really.  Still, I got a bit of a start!
6th July.  Total distance driven:  323km

Left town (finally) after spending about 2 hours searching for the right road to Douala.  Eventually, after getting through huge amounts of traffic, we found what we thought was the right road.  It seemed to stack up with the map and the GPS and checking with a local motorcycle taxi rider we were told that yes it is the right road.  Then we checked with the police at the next roadblock to be told that no - you can’t get to Douala this way.  So back into town again and through even more traffic but this time, following the directions of the copper, we found the road.  Good, newish road heading east.

Part way along we heard that London had won the 2012 Olympics, well done.

We weren’t actually intending to stop at Douala but rather go on to Limbe and Buea, so we planned to stop before we got to Douala.  Having failed to find anywhere reasonable along the main road we decided, just after Edea to follow the smaller roads.  To our surprise this continues to be a good tar road but now we were going through quite dense rain forest.  There was no way we were going to find anywhere here but it was a very pleasant drive.  You can straight away tell that this isn’t the road that foreigners usually take though.  People stop and stare rather than either ignore or wave.
We decided to head into Douala and head for the German Seaman’s Mission which sounded OK.  And so it was, perhaps not the most friendly place we’ve stayed but we slept in their car-park, ate their food and drank their beer so all was well.

7th July.  Total distance driven:  110km

Up and out early and off towards Limbe.

Douala, we thought, was going to be manic.  It’s bigger than Yaoundé, is the economic capital of Cameroon and is a big port.  Descriptions in the guide book suggested it was hot, dusty and one big traffic jam.  It was hot and dusty when we arrived yesterday but it somehow seemed to be far better organised than Yaoundé.  The traffic was busy but kept moving.  One thing that was not as good however were the roads.  There’s not many big cities where your glad to be driving a Land Rover just for the confidence of knowing that you’ll be able to get both into and out of the pot-holes without too many tears.
This morning, driving out, the impression of organised chaos rather than just plain chaos remains.  It’s busy, there are some massive road-works going on that cause some huge queues coming into town, but it’s feels at least very slightly organised.

Further on towards Limbe, on a road that continues to be very good, we go round a couple of de-tours.  The first is over a pontoon that’s a replacement for a big bridge that has been either deliberately destroyed or, more probably I think, washed away by the river.  If it has been washed away by the river, which is flowing fast, then I’m not sure that the couple of ropes that seem to be the only mooring for the pontoon inspire much confidence but everyone else seems happy so on we go.  The next detour is to get round a solidified lava flow.  I don’t know how long it’s been here (look a long time though) but mount Cameroon and one or two others in the area are still active so it may not be all that long.

Then we get into Limbe which is a lovely place with a great beach full of people.  There are a whole bunch of market stalls fronting onto the beach and there is the local football team, I guess, using it for exercise.

We stop at the Limbe Wildlife Centre.  Here there is a large community of Chimpanzees, Gorillas, Drills, Baboons and various types of Monkey.  All the animals here have either been born in captivity, and so probably couldn’t survive in the wild, or have been sent here after being rescued from some sort of captivity.  For instance all the Gorillas have cards telling there names and story.  Pitchu was born in 1996 or 7 and was captured with her parents who were killed as bush meat.  Pitchu was too small to make good food and was taken to Kiribi to be sold as pet.  The hotel where the poachers were staying bought her and gave her to the LWC.  Now she’s fit and well but wouldn’t survive if she was set free and so lives here.  The chimps are fascinating and we could sit and watch them all day.  The older ones sitting and watching, the younger ones playing and fighting and teasing each other just like human kids.
Leaving the LWC we hear on BBC world service (broadcast on FM here) about the bomb blasts in London - doesn’t sound good.

We carry on to where we think there is a nice beach at Mile 6 (this is very much the ex-British part of the country hence the distances used to be measured in miles when names were given).  Unfortunately although it could be a really nice place it’s a bit of a rubbish tip.  This is where a lot of the ex-pats from Douala come at the weekend.  So we carry on and get to the Seme New Beach Hotel.  Not a very catchy name but for a couple of thousand CFA each they’re are happy for us to camp and even make a room available so we can have a shower.  Bit of an un-inspiring place to look at but nice people.
Later I make a bit of a mistake.  It is absolutely chucking it down all evening but we were fine under the awning cooking our meal.  It’s only when we come to go to bed that we discover I shouldn’t have left the door of the tent open.  This was OK as it has a rain sheet over it but as soon as a bit of wind got up and blew the rain in sideways it got in.  By the time we discovered this, the sheets and mattress are soaked.  Oh well.

8th June.  Total distance driven:  0km

We had been planning on carrying on today but as the tent is a tad damp, it’s been raining all night and carries on all morning, we don’t really want to put the tent away full of water.  So we take advantage of being here and take a room.  Take out the sheets and mattress and spend the day drying them.

We discover from Dennis, helpful guy at the hotel reception who speaks good English, that this is about the wettest place in Cameroon.  He reckons though, that it’ll be dry going north.  Let hope so.

We also have a bit of a strange day watching CNN on the hotel TV (when the reception is working - it gets a bit intermittent in the rain).  It’s strange because over the last few days everything we’ve seen on the TV or heard on the radio has seemed to revolve around the UK.  Be it London winning the 2012 Olympics, the G8 summit in Edinburgh or now the bombs in London it seems that everything is talking about home.  Kind of makes us realise how far away we still are and combined with the thoughts we’ve been having about what to do when we get home it does make us think about where we are, how we got here and where we’re going (which continent next I wonder).

A point on the G8 summit.  It is remarkable to see Africa taking centre stage in quite the way it is and all the more strange to us as it’s where we’ve been for the last few months.  OK there are places here with oil but it’s mostly the countries without the oil that receive the aid.  Whatever your view on the real reasons behind Iraq etc it does seem that the intent here is just to do the right thing.  Of course, the world is a small place (yes I know I’ve just commented on how far away from home we feel but the world is small - if we chose we could get on a plane and be anywhere tomorrow) so whatever is done to better a continent of this size will benefit us all in the long run but it’s good to see whatever the reasons.
One of the things that has cropped up, mainly due to Mr Bush from what I have gathered, is the desire to ensure “good governance”.  I guess a question that this leads on to is whether we in the west have the right to tell anyone in Africa how they should be running their country.  I don’t think that we have the right to tell the general masses how they should lead their lives (no one has that right anywhere) but do we have the right, as the givers of aid, to tell a government how it should run itself?  Too damn right we do, in fact I would suggest that more than a right to, we have a duty to.  From all the places we’ve been, all the people we’ve spoken to and all the things we’ve read or heard in the media the biggest single thing that is crippling this continent is the corruption of its leaders.  As Europeans we’re largely responsible for the mess as the people in power are generally there as a result of us (UK, Portugal, France, Belgium, etc) leaving our former colonies without due regard to who was to take power.
Corruption is rife.  The most obvious example is Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe.  The man is a cheat and a thief and should be locked up in jail rather than leading a country.  But he’s still there and looks as though he still will be for the foreseeable future.  A few months ago he “won” an election.  A month before that he spent x millions of dollars buying fighter aircraft from the Chinese (supposedly just so he could have a fly-past in celebration of winning the election that hadn’t taken place yet).  A month afterwards there is no fuel in the country and the water and sanitation systems are dead or dying.  And now he’s destroying peoples homes so they’ll move into areas where his party can better control them.  At the same time he’s meeting with the UN to discuss food aid.  Now come on, even if we don’t have the right just to waltz in and remove him, surely now he’s asking for aid we can put some caveats on it.  Yes you can have the aid but we want you to agree to hold a free election in the next 6 months - that kind of thing.  It’s difficult to do because too many people will see it as hurting the innocent population but there isn’t much alternative I don’t think.
And it’s a similar tale in many other countries.  Perhaps not to the same scale but we’ve been to several places where corruption is evident.  Perhaps not at first sight but it’s there.  In Tanzania for instance we were told by several people that they loved driving a vehicle with whites on board.  Tourist on board means that the police won’t stop you.  We don’t know but we had a feeling the same “don’t touch the tourists” philosophy was at work in Angola, DRC, and Gabon.  And it seems it’s the same here in Cameroon.

Talking with Dennis his view is that the police in Cameroon will not give us a hard time because we’re white.  However when he’s on the road in busses etc the police are always on the make.  In fairness though, he doesn’t necessarily blame them.  He recognises that the police don’t get paid enough to make a reasonable living so they have to resort to corruption and bribery to supplement their income.  So the police are corrupt and the population feel sorry for them because they don’t get paid enough.  Holy cow, where the hell does that end up?  OK so this is only the opinion of one person but it stacks up with what we’ve seen and is difficult to stop unless you get the people at the top to do the right thing.

Hence “good governance” which is a horrible term (sorry Vince but it’s just too American) but it is absolutely correct and what is needed.  If the G8 decides to dish out extra cash but doesn’t control where it goes and who gets it, it will make matters far worse than they already are.  We cannot let that happen!

And, I’ve just realised that I’ve taken a page and a half to cover a day when we didn’t actually do anything so rant over and onwards.

9th July.  Total distance driven:  240km

Heading north now we go back towards Limbe and follow the main road.  We could have gone all the way back to Limbe and to what we know is a good road but we try a short cut.  Oops.  We get a nice view of the foothills of Mount Cameroon (anything higher than the foothills is shrouded in cloud) but the road is horrible.  The nightmare of potholed tar.

Still, at least we had nice doughnut and pain au chocolat for breakfast and the guys sitting in bars by the road seem to be enjoying their beer.  It does seem that if you’ve got to 9.30am in Cameroon without having had a beer then you way behind schedule (not a schedule we chose to stick to I should point out).

Once we get to Kumba things change.  We get to our first rain gate.  This is actually 2 gates side by side.  On of a size that cars can get through.  The other for trucks.  The logic being that if the rains starts they can close the road to trucks, and so prevent the major damage, but leave it open for cars.  Logic at work.  Both gates are open which we take as being a good sign as the road must be good enough for any vehicle (could also mean that nobody has bother to shut the gate of course).

Going on from Kumba we’re on a lovely dirt track that’s taking us through row after row of pine trees.  Almost feels like somewhere in Wales or Scotland.
And then, not far from Loum where we’ll rejoin the main road, we stop.  There is a queue of half a dozen cars stopped.  Getting out to have a look we find the track turning to water for as far as you can see.  There are a few minibuses coming the other way but they are all being pushed through by passengers who are almost waist deep.  But a couple of people that we talk to say that “so long as you keep to the right you’ll be OK”.  So off we go (by the way that missing dust seal is now replaced by a piece of cut up bicycle inner tube - seems to be fine).  Drive around the queue and head into water.  One chap said it went on for about 2km.  In fact it was about 1km at most but it was quite fun.  We past one dead car that hadn’t made it and drove on through without problem.

Once we get to Loum the road is much better and we make good time and get as far as Bafang.  By the way the scenery that we’ve driven through today is just wonderful.  This is a beautiful country.

In Bafang we stop at Hotel Le Calipso where we agree that for the princely sum of 3000CFA (about £3) we can park the car in their grounds to sleep for the night.

Quick meal in their restaurant, during which their huge wooden boa constrictor is christened Bazil (I’m sorry, it was a spur of the moment thing and I couldn’t think of anything better but the staff seemed happy that their snake should now be known as Bazil the Boa).
10th July.  Total distance driven:  271km

Carrying on north we’re on good tar road as far as Banja and then we go through another rain gate and onto a dirt track.  Again it’s actually a good track that takes us through pine trees.  After a while the pine trees stop and the road turns back to tar.  At Bafoussam we stop for some supplies and then not long after the tar stops.  This time for good.  At least for good for today.
We have a feeling that at some time going north in Cameroon is going to get tough and soon we think we’ve found the start of it.  We reach the back of a queue of trucks.  And once again we take that highly British stance and drive past the lot of them to the front of the queue.  There are about 40 or so I guess and the ones at the front look as though they’ve been here for some time.  The problem is a culvert under the road that has either collapsed or is being replaced before it collapses.  Either way nobody is going anywhere.  Except us that is.

Several people point us to a track that leads off sideways so what the hell, lets give it a try.  Sure enough, after a bit of a scramble up the initial ridge and then a bit of a slippy-slidey affair going through and then round the back of a couple of villages we rejoin the main track someway past the hold-up and past the end of an equally long line of trucks waiting to go south.  During the slippy bits there were 10 or so kids desperate for us to get stuck but AC and the Landy proved their might and left them a tad disappointed but they had fun chasing us through the mud.
On now and just past a small village called Nyamboyo we reach a very steep hill but the road has been surfaced here.  10 out of 10 for the Cameroonian road construction people.  If they’ve done it in patches because they didn’t have the money to do it all they have at least spent the money in the right places.  Part way up the hill we find a good spot to stop for the night and so pull of and make camp before the rain starts (it’s looking very black).

While we setting up we’re greeted with “Bonjour” from the first white face we’ve seen in a while.  This is Jenny who works in the village as a teacher.  She American by birth but has been here for 22 years now helping to keep one of the local languages alive.  It seems that the local language (the name of which escapes me - there are over 120 of them in Cameroon you know) is dying mainly because it doesn’t (or didn’t) have a written form.  Thus anything getting passed from one generation to the next gets passed on in French because it can’t be written down.  Jenny has been creating the written form of the language and then helping the children learn it so it survives.  This later provokes a bit of a debate between AC and me because the question that kept popping into my mind while talking to Jenny was “why?”.  If something like a language is no longer useful and is naturally dying then why not let it dye?  Lack of communication is the cause of a whole number of the worlds problems.  Yes, cultural diversity and all that are good but if a language is dying naturally then let it go.  (Not a logic I agree with, but maybe in some things I am more sentimental than Rob of keeping the history of a culture alive.)
Anyway, Jenny headed off before the rain started in earnest and we watched the clouds come in, listened to the thunder rumble, and then went to bed when it started to pour.

11th July.  Total distance driven:  242km

Carried on up and down the hills, on and off the tar for kilometre after kilometre.  This really is a very beautiful country.  Stunning countryside and the people continue to (appear to) be the happiest ever.
We carry on up and down as far as Tibati.  Here I go off to buy some bread and veg' and AC gets a small lesson in Fufaldi (the Fulani language) from a couple of the locals.  While she’s learning this I just get laughed at, but in a nice way, by a couple of girls at one stall who apparently don’t think much of my ‘still in development’ French.  After looking all around the market I completely fail to find any veg’ (surprise) but do get about 4 different sorts of bread.  Each stall seemed to have something slightly different so I thought we should try them all.  Over the next couple of days they turn out to range from ‘very tasty but slightly slimy sort of Chelsea bun without the raisins’ type stuff to ‘hard as nails akin to the duck killing stuff of Without A Boy’.

Tonight we camped under a big tree some way north of Tibati and had a great vegetable curry (tinned vegetables though).  Camp tonight at 06°47'30"N, 12°38'38"E.

12th July.  Total distance driven:  256km

Car wouldn’t start this morning.  Starter battery seems to be completely dead.  Voltage seems fine until anything is switched on when it disappears off the scale.  Start on 2nd battery and all is well but we’ll need to solve the problem.
The track carries on winding through the hills and through wonderful views and then it turns nasty.  Not evil road from hell type nasty but really not very pleasant.  And then we pass the bulldozer that should be working but all the guys are laying around either on the back or on the ground.  Maybe that explains it then.

Once we’ve past them it’s obvious they have been doing some work but just rather slowly and not very well.  And then, a little way past Martap, as what’s shown on the map as a small dirt track joins us, the track improves dramatically.  We conclude that what is now the main road from Tibati to Ngoundere isn’t the one that’s shown as being constructed but is rather along the existing road to Mambal and then north.  Ah well, it was a nice drive.
We take a quick stop for lunch during which I take off and clean all the contacts on the batteries.  They all seem OK but lets hope it makes a difference.  And then we drive on in to Ngoundéré.

Driving in we’re stopped at a police check point where one of the officers seems to be saying that he saw us in Douala.  Either that or he wants a bike.

First impression of Ngoundéré is a busy place but it seems to have a nice feel about it.  Three things to do here.  1) Change some money, 2) See if we can upload our website (we now have the domain registered, just need to publish the site), and 3) Sort out the problem with the battery.

The bank will be shut by now so we go to the internet café.  Very good connection but they don’t have FrontPage that we need.  Still we can at least check and send some e-mails.  That is until the rain starts which it does at about 4.30 and boy does it rain.  The connection to the web is lost (not sure if it’s a satellite connection that doesn’t like the rain or if there is a junction box full of water somewhere so we go and stand outside under the porch and contemplate getting in the car.  It’s immediately in front of us but it still seems a shame to get drowned.  There is a flood of water coming over the road.  The drain on the other side, which we later notice is about a meter deep and half a meter wide, just can’t cope.  All the market stalls on the other side look as though they are getting flooded and if it doesn’t ease off soon it’ll be into the shops on this side.  And then it does ease off, just a little, and we head for the car and to the Cacia Auberge where the sign says “Calme, Tranquillité, Securité et Confort.  Mais pas de Prostitution”.  We stay in the classy joints you know.

Cleaning the battery terminals doesn’t seem to have made any difference so I spend some time rummaging around to see if I can find any problem.  I can’t.

13th July.  Total distance driven:  20km
First thing is to go back to the Credit Lyonnais to see if they can change some travellers cheques.  We’re sure they can as we used them before but the response is typically African.  “I have to check with Douala, come back tomorrow morning”.  So a day to make a phone call.  AC persuades them to get it ready by later today and then we head off to find a good spot to pull the car apart.  The only thing I can think, which to be honest I don’t really believe is the problem but it’s worth a try, is that the alternator doesn’t seem to be putting out the voltage it maybe should.  I can’t see that this is the problem otherwise both batteries would be flat but there just seems to be something odd going on and we have a spare set of brushes and regulator so I’ll put them in.

After getting the alternator off I find that we need a tiny little socket to get the regulator off.  So, bike off the roof and into town.  After going to all the likely tool shops I have no luck, other than to work out that it’s about 5.5 mm that I need (5 too small, 6 too big) and little sockets are hard to come by here.  In one last attempt I stop at a shop on the way out.  Bingo.
The shop I stop at can’t help but the lad running the shop next door speaks good English.  Also in the shop are 2 customers.  One is a short, round chap who is just the happiest bloke ever and has a wonderfully friendly face.  But he can’t help.  The other guy reckons that he has a socket back at his workshop and, if I wait here, he’ll bring it back.  And so I wait and talk to my new friend Edison.

Edison is at school just about to start his A-levels (Maths, Physics, Biology and Chemistry).  His English is very good because he’s from Douala which is in the Anglophone part of the country.  He’s currently in Ngoundéré for the summer holiday staying with his brother who lives here.  Edison’s father is too poor so his brother is paying for his education and he’s working in this shop over the summer to make some more cash.  Some years he and his brother don’t have enough to pay the fees so he just has to take a year out but he is determined that he should continue and complete his A-Levels.

And then we get to the bit of the conversation which is rather sad and harks back to the words of Dennis in Limbe.  I ask Edison whether he’ll be able to get a better job having A-Levels to his name.  “Oh no, I won’t get a good job because I come from a poor family”.  His expectation is that because his father is poor and not well connected he will struggle to get any sort of job in Cameroon.  The opposite to this is that if he were the son of a wealthy family he’d get a good, well paid job however well (or otherwise) educated and motivated he was.

I admire Edison.  If he doesn’t expect to get a job then almost the next natural question is “So what’s the point” but the point is that he wants to learn, he wants things to be better.  Going back to what I said about the G8 and aid, this is the sort of lad that we need to help and giving loads of money to the current powers that be will not help him, it’ll make it harder.

He then comments that there is too much corruption in Cameroon in general.  The police especially are corrupt.  It is illegal to ask for, offer or accept a bribe in Cameroon.  However it still happens, it just means that if a policeman gets caught by his superior accepting a bribe then that bribe just goes another level up the tree.

Eventually our friend with the socket returns but he hasn’t got one.  The nearest he has is a 6mm so I take it and I’ll make it fit.

Back at the car I meet another lad, Francis, who has already befriended AC.  I’ll let her tell you about him.

While Rob is away in town, I make myself comfortable in the shade by the car, amid a continuous stream of people desperate to help.  People are interested because I am white and different, but in general here, if someone is stuck or has a problem, people stop to help if they can.  Therefore, I get a constant stream of people coming to stare in the engine and ask what is wrong and if they can help.  They also seem a bit surprised that I’m going round the car oiling everything and fixing a few other bits while Rob’s gone.  

Francis’s mother and friend came past to see what is wrong.  I explain (in limited French) and let them know my husband has gone into town to buy the new parts.  They’re quite happy, have a bit of a look around and wander off.  An hour or so later Francis turns up.  His mother sent him as his friend is a mechanic in town so he could go and get him if I want.  I explain again about Rob and he’s quite happy, but says he’ll come back later to check we’re OK.  Very nice.

When he comes back later he has just come back from school, having got and passed his Baccalaureate results.  He seems very happy, but doesn’t have any money to celebrate, so we give him our one can of beer that we’ve been carrying around since Angola (!).  Various of his friends storm passed on mopeds, tooting and whooping.  Seems like everyone got good results.  Francis wants to go into fabrication engineering - he doesn’t expect to get a good job here and can’t get a scholarship for Uni, but he’ll carry on studying anyway.
Socket made to fit, a few taps from a hammer and 6 becomes 5.5, brushes and regulator changed, and no difference.

Back to Cacia Auberge.
14th July.  Total distance driven:  273km

Conclusion is that the battery is knackered.  This is disappointing as, in preparation for the trip, I’d fitted 2 new optima batteries (one red top, one yellow top for those that know) and they were expensive.  The red top (the starter) has failed.  We go back to Edison’s place but he doesn’t have a charger (just want to check you know) but he sends us to a place around the corner.  Here we meet Yvette who has lots of batteries but no charger.  Chap 2 doors up does though so he puts it on charge and tries in 30 minutes later and it’s as dead as it was when he started!  Dead battery then (and one for Frogs Island to replace when we get home).

Back to Edison (if we’re going to spend some money I’d like to spend it with him) who has a good Bosch battery but it’s too big.  Back to Yvette, but hers’ are too big too (as it were).  Edison then heads off to his warehouse and eventually comes back with something that we can just get in so we charge it up and away we go.

2 things:

1)
Yvette is looking for a husband.  She’s an accountant and says that her goal is to be able to earn enough to keep her husband in a comfortable lifestyle.  Any takers?  Photograph available on request.

Yvette is really nice.  Like everyone else we meet she has gotten herself a good education (Baccalaureate and 2nd advanced in accounting, whatever that is), and, although she seems to have gotten herself a decent job, she really wants to go to Britain.  Everyone seems to think Britain is paved with gold and they can get a great job with no problems.  I’m sure a day wandering around central London in the rain might change that!  Anyway, the only way she can see is if she can find a husband in UK so that she can come over, finish her accountancy training, get a good job to keep her husband and kids.  She asks if I have a brother she can marry, but I don’t think Valerie would appreciate that very much.  However, as she is nice, we exchange emails and agree that she should email me in English (to improve her English) and I’ll reply in French.  Speaking to people in French is really great, and I’m glad to have this opportunity to keep on improving it and meeting nice people.
2)
You can kind of see the problems that people like Edison have in applying what he’s learnt at school.  When we’re putting the battery back in he’s very interested in the kit on the car.  But one thing he can’t get his head around is that we have a 12volt system but we have 2 12v batteries and 2x12 is 24 so how does that work.  A couple of minutes drawing a diagram and pointing to wires and suddenly the penny drops.  “Ah, series and parallel”.  He knew about series and parallel but had never seen it, at least not knowingly and to be able to question it.  And I guess it’s like so many thing - you can learn about it on paper but until you actually see it in action it doesn’t sink in.  There must be so many things that we get to see when we’re growing up that we don’t even realise.  Just looking over dad’s shoulder while he wiring a plug, that sort of thing.  You’re learning all the time but if your dad doesn’t know how to wire a plug, or indeed if you just don’t have any electricity then how do you see these things in action?  We left Edison a good tip for all his help.

And then, at last, we head out of town (oh by the way, yes we did get the money changed).

We liked Ngoundéré.  We felt more relaxed here than anywhere we’ve been for a long while.

Three road blocks on the way out.  At the 3rd the guy tried to ask for something but we changed the subject and he just forgot I think.

As we head north it suddenly gets hotter.  Leaving town is was 22 or 23°C, suddenly, like someone flicks a switch, it’s 30+.

We also go through the edge of Benouie National Park where there are lots of signs for animals but we only see a few baboons.  Further on we try to stop at Elephant Camp but the owners have only just returned from Norway and they’ve found a bit of a mess.  They tell us that lions are in the area and without an armed guard (which they don’t have) they can’t let us stay.
So we head back to the main road, head further north and find a gravel pit to stop in.  Spend the night (it’s very very humid by the way) listening to the drums from the nearest village.

15th July.  Total distance driven:  278km

By 7.00 it’s already hot.  But then it thunders a bit and gets cooler so OK.

On north to Maroua.  We go through the edge of the Mandara mountains which we may come back to.  Look very spectacular.

As we get into Maroua it’s getting hot again.  Having spent some unplanned money on the battery we need to get some more so we stop at the bank.  Again it takes a bit of time (although it is air conditioned in there so whether it had to take as long as AC tells me it took I’m not sure) and I sit in the car and find an English language radio station.  A general round-up from the country.  Interesting but the only real thing of note is that the weather up north is being kind (should be raining hard here now).  In the car it’s 34/35°C in the shade with the fan on.

We then go to the Relias Ferngo where we we’re going to ask if we could camp but they saw us coming and offered before we had the chance.

We then meet Jean-Luc who tries to sell us a trek in the Mandara Mountains which we’re interested in but later decide that if we’re going to go there we’ll organise it ourselves in Rhumsiki - that way we know that the money is getting to the local people who do the work and not just staying in town.
Then we head out for a bite to eat.  We’re latched on to by Batice who seems like a nice lad and want to show us around.  He takes us to “Restaruante Touristique” which looks OK but we want “Restaruante Afrik”.  So he takes us to a place over the road.  Through a sheet hanging over a door and into a small room maybe 4m x 2m.  A table on either side and a bench at each.  In one corner is a lady with a basket of plates and a bunch of pots.

I have nsema (or Ignami, as it’s called here) and some sort of chicken gloop and AC has nsema and some sort of vegetable gloop.  And we buy a meal for Batice too.  The nsema is nice but the gloop is a bit off putting.  It’s all eaten by hand - take a lump of nsema, mould it into a scoopish sort of shape and get what you can of the gloop (sorry to keep using it but gloop is the best word).  The off-putting bit is the long sticky trail that you get between your scoop and the bowl.  Still it was as authentic as it gets and cost a huge 1000CFA for all 3 meals (about £1).

Then to a bar and then back to the tent to try and sleep off what we’ve just had.

16th July.  Total distance driven:  0km

After a lazy get up and fitting of dust seal MkIII (welded bit of tin can plus inner tube) we walk into town.

It’s very hot.

Town is busy with a huge market and bikes going everywhere.  It’s a very pleasant place though.  We feel relaxed and I feel a bit ill.

Back to the campsite and I spend the afternoon reading and trying to feel better.  Sort of works.

17th July.  Total distance driven:  196km

As it rained heavily last night and I’m still not feeling that great we decide to skip the Mandara’s and head north to Waza.

The road continues to be great.  We really had expected something nasty up north but it doesn’t seem to be here.

The Lonely Planet suggests that Waza is only open at certain times of the year.  It’s wrong, it’s open all year it just that at certain times you might not be able to get much further than the front gate due to the conditions.  Now though, it’s a bit wet in patches but otherwise fine.

We do though suffer the same problem here that we had in Etosha.  There are a couple of waterholes where all the animals congregate for most of the year.  When it’s rained recently, as it has now, there is water available all over the park and so the opportunities for game viewing are somewhat reduced.

However, we do see lots of giraffe, topi, warthogs, roan antelope.  There is also a huge amount of birdlife most of which we didn’t stand much chance of identifying.
We did have a guide with us but his English was non existent and when he did identify some of the animals he often used the Latin name which made it hard for us to work out what he was suggesting the particular animal/bird was.

You have to have a guide coming in here.  Amaden (I’m guessing that is how it’s spelt) was our man and I think he was mainly there to make sure we didn’t get lost (Waza is very big but there are few cars coming in so the tracks to follow aren’t there).  One of the high points of this park was getting out of the car to get as close to the giraffes as possible.  30 or 40m was about as close as they would allow before they moved off but it’s nice to get out and walk rather than just sit in the car.

We stopped for a short time at one of the waterholes.  There weren’t any animals there but we did talk to a group of French people who were working in Southern Cameroon and who had come up here for a break.  It was interesting because they were here working to train teachers but had come against a bit of a problem and concluded that it was better for them not to be here.  There original contract had been to come to Cameroon for 2 years and train science and maths teachers.  In fact when they got here they discovered that the project had been ongoing for 40 years and that the local teachers saw it almost as their duty not to learn.  The logic was that if the local teachers did learn all they needed to then the constant string of “rich” foreign aid workers would cease and the local community would be deprived of the income.  The decision that this couple had taken, and one that I applaud although it must be a hard decision to take, is that the best thing for them to do is to go home now.  In the short term this is hard on the children in school now but, if that really is the view of the teachers, going home is surely the only way to change things in the longer term.  It kind of highlights the basic problem with aid - aid workers mean well and then bring knowledge but they often bring wealth which will leave when they do.  Unless you happen to have people like Edison who seem to be very self motivated then there will always be an inclination to prolong the stay of the aid workers by whatever means.
Back to the park.

One thing that we didn’t see that our guide seemed particularly disappointed by was elephants.  However, although not in the park he thought he knew where they would be.  So we all head off down the main road to a small village about 20km north.  From there we walk for another 5km or so (through the mud).  We find lots of tracks, some of them very recent, but still no elephants.  I try to make the point that this isn’t a zoo so we can’t expect to see animals on demand but he’s not happy.  Maybe, unbeknown to us, Louise is around here somewhere - maybe that’s why the elephants aren’t here.
It’s quite exciting tracking elephants, spotting their footprints in the mud and identifying how recent their spoors are.  A bit scary too - when I asked what we should do if the elephants suddenly appeared in front of us, and he laughed and said just stand still and they’ll pass.  But, as always, when you are getting instructions in a foreign language, you are always worried that you have missed the one important word of the sentence and totally changed its meaning.  As it was, we didn’t have to worry too much as we didn’t see any anyway.
Back to the park entrance where there is a camp where we can park the car and stay.

18th July.  Total distance driven:  185km

AC’s not feeling too good today, something she ate we think (perhaps there were more things crawling in her food last night than she found) but we’re not too far from the border so we think the best thing is to get to N’Djamena and stop for a couple of days.

Heading north the good road does indeed get all the way to the border.  Stop at customs to get the carnet stamped and I have a chat with customs chief who is a very friendly chap with a plush office and an air-conditioner (the chap who was in there before me was handing over a load of cash though - I wonder what that was for?).  And then we head on to the border at Kousséri.  The closer we get the busier it gets.  The immigration office is immediately before the bridge over the river Chari and there is a huge queue.  We park up to get passports stamped and by the time we get back to the car (maybe 20 minutes) nobody has moved anywhere.
There is one bridge over the river and it has one lane.  It seems to be 10 minutes one way then 10 minutes the other but there isn’t much control over the traffic on either side.  Given the African approach to queues you end up with cars and trucks everywhere which means that when the direction of flow changes there isn’t actually anywhere for the traffic now coming over the bridge to go.  Anyway, after maybe 45 minutes sitting there we eventually move off.  Part way across the bridge the car in front of us breaks down.  Once his approach of hitting the engine fails he gets a push and finally we’re into Chad.
Overall we like Cameroon.  It was somewhere we were looking forward to and it hasn’t disappointed.  Now Chad…
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