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Noo Saro-Wiwa is the author of Looking for
Transwonderfand: Travels in Nigeria
(2012).This book was nominated for the
Dolman Best Travel Book Award, and was

named the Sunday Times Travel Book of the

Year in 2012. It was selected as BBC Radio

4's Book of the Week in 2012, and was nom-

inated by the Financial Times as one of the
best travel books of 2012. She was awarded
the Miles Morland schelarship for non-fic-
tion writing in 2015. She has contributed
book reviews, travel, analysis and opinion

articles for international media. In 2018, she

was a judge for the Jhalak Prize for Book of
the Year by a Writer of Colour. She speaks
with OLATOUN GABI-WILLIAMS on books,
family and the challenge of being Ken Saro-
Wiwa’s daughter.

You were born in Port Harcourt to the leg-
endary writer and activist Ken Saro-Wiwa
and Maria Saro-Wiwa; you were raised in the
UK and have lived in the United States. Tell
us something about your childhood. A bit
about everything,

ROM Nigeria, we came over to England,
leu'll I was a toddler and my two elder
brothers started boarding school in Eng
land. We lived in a regular house, went to the
local primary school, and then we all went to

different boarding schools around the coun-

try.
You lived in the United States, didn't you?
That was just for one year. 1 did my master’s
degree at the Columbia University, in 2001.
Which school in England did you go to?
My twin sister, Zina, and I went to Roedean, a
boarding school in Sussex.
Did you discover your love of travel going
home to Nigeria for the summer holidays?
I1have always wanted to travel. My father took
us to the US. when I was 10 years old. I was re-
ally excited. That was the first time we went
anywhere that was not Nigeria. And because
we always flew Alitalia to Nigeria, we once
stopped in Italy during the athletics world
championships. I was really excited. My father
took us to the stadium. So, those were two hol-
idays, back-to-back. They were the only non-
Nigerian travel I did as a child - | was aged 10
and 1.
Doyou think it was a fairly normal Nigerian
upbringing?
No.
What was the distinguishing factor in your
childhood?

In Nigeria, people thought and still think
thatwe have money, butit wasn’tand isn’t like
that. It was a very weird upbringing. We at-
tended these posh boarding schools because
education was my father's priority, but with
five children that's where the money went. So
when you looked at where we lived, and the
presentswe got at Christmnas and all that stuff,
it was very ordinary for us, not a rich kid's ex-
perience. We had less than the average child
in our peer group.

When it came to clothes, when I needed
extra, I would 1 borrow my brother’s. We
weren't like the Lagos set. Many of the Niger-
ian girls at Roedean came from rich families.
Alotof them lived in Ikoyi and Victoria Island.
That's where they went every holiday. But
when we went back in the summer it was
never to Lagos. We lived in Port Harcourt. My
father was a property developerin the 70s. He
rented out some places, but we lived in a mod-
est house right at the edge of town. Every-
thing we did was totally different. We've
always occupied a strange space. Even when
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it came to cars: everyone drove Peugeot 504s
but my father drove a Toyota Crown.

You've made it clear: economically you
were not on top but intellectually, your
family has always been highly esteemed.
You are well-known as at travel writer. Your
sister, Zina, is a well-known filmmaker. I be-
lieve she describes herself as ‘alt-Nolly-
wood”? Your late bother, Ken Jr. and your
father were both celebrated writers. Com-
ing of age, were you conscious of your artis-
tic and intellectual heritage? Were you
consciously following that path or did you
just find yourself falling into writing?

While we were growing up, it was: just do
what you want. Initially, when | was around
10years old, I thought I had to be a doctor, be-
cause that was what my parents wanted. But
they just wanted us to do well. I think because
we never saw my father work foranybody-he
was always self-made, always his own boss -
we grew up with that mentality. You don'tgo
off into a corporate job, or whatever. You
think, I'll try and make it in my own way.
Many people have thatambition but because
they don’t have a role model like our father,
they have less sense of it being doable. They
just dream about it. In particular, my sister
and 1 always pursued what we wanted. But it
comes with sacrifice: you're never financially
stable or secure, but there is no alternative,
The alternative would be just to sit in an or-
dinaryjob.

Tell us more about your father, his back-
ground and what made him special.

He grew up in this poor family, in a typical
village in Nigeria. His mother was a farmer
and my grandfather was a forest ranger, ini-
tially. Then he began selling minerals (soft
drinks) in Bori, a small town in Rivers State,
where my father was born. Because my father
was bright, he won a scholarship to Govern-
ment College, Umuahia. That was his way
out. He was very ambitious, and didn't put
limitations on anyone, He always told us you
must never limit yourself.

After Umuahia, my father attended Univer-
sity College Ibadan (now University of

Ibadan) and then he taught at University of
Nsukka. He was a lecturer in English, I think,
but not for long. He married my mother
around that time, and then the Biafran War
broke out. When he became a commissioner
on the Nigerian side, he and my mother es-
caped to Lagos, which is where my oldest
brother, (late Ken Jr.) was born. My parents re-
turned to Port Harcourt after the warended.

He was known as a quiet man, but public
perception of a man can be very different
from the perception of those around him in
his private life.

Yes, he could be moody and quiet when he
was writing. It's difficult to describe.. your
parents are going through stuff, you are a
child, you don't know what's going on. So
looking back, I see that he was sometimes
stressed about this, that or the other, but I
couldn’t tell you what about. Then at other
times he was completely the opposite: loud
and laughing. He was a bit of mix.

Were you aware when he started getting
active with the Ogoni cause? How organ-
ised wasitall?

He gave us his pamphlets and copies to

read, when I was 11 years old or so. When we
drove to the village he would point out the
gas flares and say, look at this. When you're a
child you don't pay much attention to that
stuff. In Port Harcourt, lots of people were
members of the Shell recreation club. It had
a swimming pool, tennis court and a library.
I remember my father stopped going there,
but he gave us his old membership card
from the 70s. My sister, me and my little
brother (who died in 1993) would go there
and they would letus in. Butaround 1989-90,
I remember my father became reluctant
about letting us go to the club. But he re-
lented because it was the only entertainment
we kids had.
The judicial murder of the Ogoni 9 was
breaking news across the globe. After your
father’s death you decided you wanted
nothing more to do with Nigeria. But you
did return.

Well, we returned twice for his official fu-
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neral in 2000 and for his real funeral in
2005. When you say ‘official funeral’,what do
you mean?

We did not have his remains for the first,
official funeral. The Sani Abacha government
dumped them somewhere. So we had an of-
ficial funeral, involving the whole village.
Ken Jr.(mylate older brother),and my uncle
Owens, worked with Obasanjo to locate my
father’s remains and have them identifie
forensically. We didn’t get the remains until
2005. Then we held his real funeral. The sec-
ond burial was immediate family members,
including my uncle and my half siblings. So
itwas just those two brief trips back to Nige-
ria.

Your father, Ken Saro-Wiwa, was also a pro-
democracy activist. He was one of those to
whom author, Abraham Oshoko, dedi
cated his twin graphic novels (The Decla
ration and The Annulment)about June 12,
that pivotal moment in Nigeria's history.
Share your thoughts about June12 as Nige
ria’s official Democracy Day? And then tell
us how you feel about the presumptive
winner of the 1993 elections, MKO Abiola,
having the title Grand Commander of the
Federal Republic, a (GCFR), title reserved
for presidents, conferred on him by Presi-
dent Muhammadu Buhari,

Well, it doesn't reflect the true confusion in
the country. Abiola is dead. If he were alive
today and running for president, would
Buhari be doing this? It's easy to be nice to
neoble that are gone. These are all superficial
things. When leaders care about the country
they make real changes that affect ordinary
people. None of these declarations are going
to help someone who has mouths to feed,
who does not know when they will next be
paid. People want substantive change.

I've spent quite a bit of time in China. That’s
what my next book is about. People try to
draw a parallel between China and Africa
but they are very different. The Chinese gov-
ernment hasa strong sense of identity: their
history goes way back. They can’t stand the
fact that the West has dominated the world
over the last few centuries. They want to re-
claim their position. They feel they can com-
pete with the West and do things better than
them. Yes, the government is dictatorial and
commits terrible human rights abuses, but
italso wants to pull people out of poverty. It
has a target to lift 45 million people out of
poverty over the next few years. You can see
that the standard of living is rising. It may
not be able to rise forever but right now it is
happening because their government is ac-
tively trying to make it happen. But in Nige-
ria, many of our politicians aren’t
embarrassed by the state of affairs in the
country.

What did you study at university and how
did your life as an independent explorer
in?

I studied Geography. My travelling life
beganwhen Iwon a Rough Guides competi-
tion, which involved writing an essay on a
city. I had already spent a summer in South
Africa doing a dissertation for my degree,
when I was 20 years old, so,  wrote an essay
about Johannesburg and won the competi-
tion. The Rough Guides West Africa editor
said the winner could go anywhere in the
world, I was so excited. ] wanted to go to
South America or the South Pacific. But then
he told me they needed someone to update
the guides to Cote d'Ivoire and Guinea. I was
disappointed at first but 1 agreed to go. So, I
went backpacking around these two coun-
tries. Itwasa life-changing trip. They are fran-
cophone countries. Initially, I was ‘quite
scared but Ilearnt to speak some French, and
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people out there were often helpful because
Iwas by myself. There was no internet those
days: you had to personally inspect the
hotel rooms, describe them, get the price,
go the national forest reserves, find out
entry fees, check out restaurants. I couldn’t
do that now.1 had much more energy then.
Did that lead you directly to Nigeria?

No, not directly, but it triggered my inter-
est in Nigerian travel. After Rough Guides I
worked for ABC News (American TV net-
work) asa researcher and production assis-
tantat their London office. That was my first
proper job after university. I then went to
Columbia University in New York for one
year, then returned to ABC for another 18
months before leaving for South Africa.

By then I was about 26 years old. It was
while at Columbia that I realised I didn’t
want to be a reporter. I liked writing about
everyday stories, everyday people; things
that didn’t necessarily have hard news value
but told you something about the society.
That was when I decided to write a book
about my travels in South Africa. Butjustbe-
fore 1 left for Johannesburg (I'd saved up
money), ] came across an advert looking for
writers for the Lonely Planet travel guides.I
couldn’t resist so I applied. They liked my
writing and asked me to cover Madagascar,
Ghana, Togo and Benin for the Africacn a
Shoestring series. I also went on my own
personal trips to Senegal, Sao Tome, Gabon.
By the age of 28 [ had travelled to about 10
countries in Africa either as a tourist or as a
writer of guidebooks.

Around that time, the idea of travelling
around Nigeria began to appeal to me, But
I didn’t want to just go back to Port Har-

courtor thevillage, as it reminded me of my
father's death.Iwanted to travel around like
a tourist, the way I did in the other coun-
tries, and write a book about it. Suddenly; it
all came together. The idea of travelling
without family and being anonymous ex-
cited me.
Looking for Transwonderland: Travels in
Nigeria is your first book. Chronicling
your fascinating journey across Nigeria, it
was published to critical acclaim in the
UK. For example, in 2012, it was listed by
The Guardian (UK) as one of the 10 Best
Contemporary Books on Africa. It has
been translated into Italian and French
and won the Italian Albatros Travel Liter-
ature Prize. Share one of the most memo-
rable experiences on your travels around
Nigeria.

Seeing the gorillas and chimpanzees in
Obudu Cattle Ranch in Cross River State. [
didn’t know Nigeria had all that. When you
think chimpanzees, you think Gabon,
Congo and Central Africa. But Nigeria has
them too, and that's incredible.

Ireallylove apes. They share 98 per centof
our DNA. When you interact with them,
they are so human. And they are seriously
endangered. There are about 200,000
chimpanzees left, in isolated pockets. And
the Obudu Ranch is just a five-hour drive
from Port Harcourt. People don't really ap-
preciate it. An American woman runs it. She
has difficulty getting funding from wealthy
Nigerians so she relies on the international
community. And that's the one thing that
would really bring people to Nigeria: chim-
panzees and gorillas. We have such great as-
sets but we don’t appreciate them.

You write glowingly about the work
being done on the farms you visited in
Kwara State. Tell us about your experience
with the Zimbabwean farmers in Kwara
and about how they got to Kwara State in

the first place.
President Robert Mugabe kicked them out
of their farms, and the former governor of

Kwara State, Bukola Saraki, invited themto

settle in Nigeria and use their expertise here.

I was impressed that the governor had tried Jf
to do something. Obviously with Zimbab- -

wean farmers, you are not going togetadeep
conversation with them. Our discussions
were business-ike. They are not going to tell |

you theirreal thoughts, necessarily Butitwas
a fascinating visit. The Fulani were encour- ||
aged to bring milk from their cows and sell =

them on these farms, which benefitted them
financially. I don't know what became of

those farmers or whether their project was |

ultimately successful. They leased the land,
theydon’town it. Obviously you have people
from the diaspora coming back and setting

up businesses, but this state-sponsored invi-
tation to foreign farmers was quite unusual

atthe time.
According to conventional wisdom,

Affricans are not explorers. Your thoughts

about this?
There is some truth to it. Travelling (for the
sake of it) is more of a Western thing, al-

though you had people like Tété-Michel Kpo-
massie who travelled to Greenland in the |
1960s. My father was very open-minded and |

open to new influences and encouraged me
and my siblings not to feel restricted. We ap-

plied that principle, Many Nigerians are the
same, We're great like thatc: we'll settle any
where and make ourselves at home, I know

of someone who grew up in a Nigerian com

munity in Alaska. If the door to Buckingham

Palace were open, we'd stroll right in!
People talk about role models; they say you

need people like you in order to be inspired

todo things.Inever felt that way. If  saw some

white guy climbing Mount Everest, I still &

thoughtIcould do that. My family has always
had that mentality. That is why travel writers

inspired me even though they were white

andfor male. I wanted to do what they were
doing but in my own way.

How doyou think travel writing should be
approached? Creatively? You know, fiction
mixed in with the facts for the sake of im-

No, I'm all about non-fiction. Sometimes
you have to change a few small facts in order
to protect someone’s identity. There was a
point in Transwonderland when I had to hide
awoman’s identity. She was from the Middle
Beltand adamant that the Hausas should not
overrepresent themselves when registering
for elections. By the time my book was pub-
lished, Boko Haram had kicked off and there
was more violence in the region. I thought if
I revealed her identity it might cause prob-
lems for her since she works in an easily iden-
tifiable place in Jos. So, in the book I
pretended she was light-skinned, and I hid
her job description.

But for me those are minor details. I would
not change the location of the conversation
or invent things that she said. And that’s the
problem. People ask if I have ever embel
lished my stories.

What do they mean when they ask you -

whether you embellish?

You know, Nigeria is such a crazy place. s

Westerners who haven’t been there might
find it hard to believe the things that go on. [
get frustrated because there are travel writ-
ers who have twisted the truth and created
cynicism amongst some readers. They won-
der whether you have done the same. I get
quite annoyed by that. For me it’s important
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| Chimamanda Returns With Purple
HlblSCl.lS Trust Writing Workshop

By Maria Diamond

CCLAIMED author of Purple Hibis-

cus, Half of a Yellow Sun, Ameri-

anah, and The Thing Around Your

Neck, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, has

announced the return of her yearly cre-
ative writing workshop.

Formerly known as Farafina Trust Writ-
ing Workshop, it will now be called Pur-
ple Hibiscus Trust Writing Workshop.
The yearly workshop, initiated for
emerging writers in Africa, has been an
academic platform for writers to learn
and unlearn the art of creative writing
at its best from established writers.

Adichie, who addressed journalists in
Lagos last week, said the workshop was
initiated to give writers opportunity to
learn the rhythm and techniques of cre-
ative writing.

“I wish I had people of same mind
when I took writing seriously, as a pro-
fession and career to make available a
platform to learn like Farafina. So, I
started Farafina Trust for upcoming
writers to have what I didn’t have.

“I feel very proud that the workshop
has contributed to the growth of alot of
writers,” she said.

According to the lady, “it is important
to have diverse people who come from
different world with a diversity of opin-
ion to shape their creativity. The work-
shopis a place for people from all walks
of life and these people are being
trained to know that writing is impor
tant and every soclety needs a story
teller.”

She further stated how she started off
her writing career with not so coherent
and comprehensible poetry and plays.
But said it all worked towards what
comes true to her-fiction: “I was meant
for fiction!” Adichie said.

Adichie, who also addressed her stance
on feminism, said although men and
women are not the same biologically,
they are equal and should have equal ac-
cess to life and everything in it.

“Women and men should be given
equal opportunity. No one should stop
anyone no matter the sex from being
what he[she wants to be. Talents and in-
telligence cut across gender, so women
should be allowed to occupy positions
of authority.”

Adichie said, “there is a massive gap in
empathy.”

For her, “it still puzzles that feminism
is still controversial, as people use cul-
ture and religion to justify it. Feminism
is about justice. Gender should not be
used as a reason to hold people back or
forward; it is important to tell men to
quit being predators.”

On her style of writing, she said: “I
don’t think I'm a poet. I started with
tiny books, but it did not go well. The
first books were like trying to find my-
self and I finally found myself in fic-
tion.” On when next to expect a new
book from her, she laughed and said: “I
don't know exactly, but what I can say
is watch out.” Some of the alums of the
workshop, Sheilla Chukwunozie and
Mazi Nwonwu also shared their experi-
ences about the workshop, how it really
impacted them and changed their
lives.

The workshop, billed to run from No-
vember 20 to 30, 2018, is sponsored by
Trace Nigeria.

According to the Managing Director of
Venator Partners/Trace Nigeria, Sam
Onyemelukwe, “African youth don't
have opportunity to be recognised de-
spite their hard work,” adding, “so the
workshop will be a great platform for
them.”

Onyemelukwe continued, “we are very
pleased to partner with Chimamanda
Ngozi Adichie.”

He said, “she is an inspiration to
youths in Africa and around the world.
Through her arts, she not only enter-
tains but challenges stereotypes and

kindles conversations that would often
otherwise not be had.”

Application for the workshop will be
via email to
purplehibiscus2018@gmail.com. The
email subject should read ‘Workshop
Application’ while the body of the
email should entail name of applicant,
address, illustrations about ‘yourself’
and a fiction or non-fiction writing
sample between 200-1,000 words.

Applications for the workshop
opened from September 24 and will
end on October15, 2018. The final short-
listed applicants will be notified on No-
vember 7, 2018 while the workshop
kicks off on November 20, 2018. The or-
ganisers said accommodation will be
provided for all accepted applicants in
Lagos for the 10-day duration of the
workshop.

P

L-R: Sheila Chukwulozie; Alumni Farafina Trust, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Initiator Purple Hibiscus Trust
Writing Workshop, Sam Onyemelukwe, Managing Director Venator Partners/Trace Nigeria, Mazi Nwonu

Alumni Farafina.
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