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Foreign Countries

Tolu Ogunlesi

DistracteD by the conversation on my mobile phone, I edged toward the 
exit as the bus slowed, and got off when it threw its doors open. I had spot-
ted a familiar landmark, and therefore assumed I was at my destination. 
In that instant when the bus doors swung shut I realized I had made a 
mistake. I had got off at the wrong stop. 

Shit! I said to my friend, N, on the other end of the line, thousands of 
miles away in Nigeria. You won’t believe what just happened. I missed my bus. 
The next bus wouldn’t show up for another hour. Or perhaps that was even 
the last bus—we were only half an hour from midnight. I had no idea how 
far away I was from my hotel. There was little I could do apart from finish 
my conversation. I said goodbye to N, and then, standing there in the bitter 
Geneva cold, wondered what to do. I ended up walking. I asked a cyclist 
who stopped nearby to tell me what direction the bus F (from which I had 
foolishly ejected myself) normally took. 

That was all I needed. I’d follow that direction, and end up at my hotel. 
There was nothing else to do. The cyclist spoke English, and pointed in 
the direction of the bus route. The recurring bus-stop signs marked with 
“F” confirmed I was on the right track. I had no idea how long I was going 
to have to walk. Each stop indicated how many minutes it’d take by bus, 
to the next stop, and all the way to the end of the journey. It seemed like 
there was still a long way to go.

Minutes later the lone cyclist rode past. He stopped, obviously concerned 
about this young black man who seemed lost in Geneva. He asked if I was 
fine. I was, I hoped. Hating to have him worry over a situation he was 
powerless to do anything about, I assured him I’d find my way. He offered 
a ride; he was going in my direction. I balanced atop the metal grille that 
should have held a basket, and off we went. Here I was, sitting on a strang-
er’s bicycle, on a highway, in a city I’d never been to, and at midnight. Cars 
hurtled past, while I thought of death. We soon got to a giant roundabout, 
the road rising steeply and falling as we negotiated the curve. Then he 
stopped. He was going to turn off here, he explained, pointing in the direc-
tion he was headed. 

I assured him I’d be fine; I only needed to know that the ‘Tunnel 
Routier’, which led to my hotel, was straight ahead. In one final act of kind-
ness he took another look at the piece of paper that bore my hotel address. 
His eyes caught the hotel phone number. Ah, he exclaimed, your hotel is 
in France. The +33— France’s telephone code—that prefixed the number 
made it clear. 
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Only then did it dawn on me that the hotel I had booked, weeks before 
my trip, was actually in France. So, even though I had come to visit Geneva, 
Switzerland, I would be sleeping in France, and having to step across the 
border every day for sightseeing and other sundry tourist activity. And only 
then did I realize I’d actually crossed the France-Switzerland border twice 
that day. 

At midnight I walked through the brightly lit Tunnel Routier (which 
made me think of Princess Di and Dodi Fayed), and then across the 
unmanned border post, into France. It finally made sense why the recep-
tionist had told me, when I was checking into the hotel, that there’d be a 
surcharge if I chose to pay in Swiss Francs, but none if I chose to pay in 
Euro. I was in France, not Switzerland.

Geneva was not the first time I’d find myself lost in a border town. In June 
2010 I spent an entire afternoon searching for a section of the border 
between Holland and Belgium. My friend, C, with whom I was holidaying 
in the small Belgian city of Turnhout, had told me of a certain border town 
divided in a most unusual manner between the two countries. We made 
plans to visit, she as guide, me the camera-clutching tourist fascinated by 
the thought of discovering a painted line—an actual line, precisely and 
painstakingly drawn, not merely a ‘welcome’ sign, and not a wall—that 
marked a stretch of the Belgium-Holland border. 

I ended up making the hour-plus bus journey from Turnhout on my own, 
with copious directions from C. I managed to lose my way. I followed the bus 
to the last stop—a narrow road set amidst rows of lonely houses—only to realize 
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I should have gotten off earlier. I found myself walking, trying to make sense 
of where I was. Eventually, with directions from strangers (who included a 
worker on the forecourt of a gas station, if I remember correctly), I found my 
way to the center of town..

The Belgians call the town Baarle Hertog; the Dutch, Baarle Nassau. It 
is at once two towns, and one. Think of Belgian and Dutch parcels of land 
thrown together in cosmic—or perhaps, simply bureaucratic—mischief; and 
allowed to exist wherever they happened to fall, disobeying all logical rules 
of territorial delineation, yet insisting on holding on firmly to their sover-
eignty. Houses have to be marked with a little square of national-flag embed-
ded on their doorways (reminiscent of Passover blood), to identify what 
country they stand in. 

Wikipedia (itself a border-town of sorts, a perpetually shifting compro-
mise between individual and collective wisdoms) says that “the border is 
so complicated that there are some houses that are divided between the 
two countries. There was a time when according to Dutch laws restaurants 
had to close earlier. For some restaurants on the border it meant that the 
clients simply had to change their tables to the Belgian side.”

I immediately went in search of the dividing line. I must have spent at 
least two hours wandering around the town, looking for this much-talked-
about border-marking, with no luck. I walked around in circles, looking for 
clues. It started to rain; it stopped raining. I asked a number of people, who 
seemed to be residents, but no one seemed to know what I was looking for, 
or how to help me find it. I probably didn’t make myself clear enough. 
(With the benefit of hindsight I’ve concluded that residents of the town have 
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probably grown so accustomed to the ‘line’ that it no longer means anything; 
perhaps no longer exists, even. Life is what it is; a line too is what it is—a 
mere line, something they have to be reminded of, by tourists like myself, 
amidst the bustle of their daily lives). 

I had my camera and took a lot of photos, mostly discreetly, the subjects 
unaware they were being watched. I passed some time in a department 
store, staring at endless rows of packaged food, preparing to give up and 
return, defeated, to Turnhout. I wondered why C had made it sound as 
though the border line was impossible to miss. Then I returned to my start-
ing point, near the stand at which I’d hop onto the bus that would sweep 
me and my broken dream out of town. 

And then, for some reason, I looked down and realized I was standing 
not far away from a series of markings on the ground. There they were, 
beneath me, a series of equidistant white crosses, solemnly evoking a math-
ematical air. What I had spent all that time searching for had somehow 
found me.

I stood fascinated as I watched cars and people cross from one country 
to another. I myself stood astride the line, one foot in Belgium, the other 
in the Netherlands, imagining the Facebook status updates that would 
capture what I thought to be the surreal profundity of the moment. I got a 
stranger to take photos of me standing there smiling. I am neither Dutch 
nor Belgian, but in those photos I will forever be both.

in november 1884, fourteen colonial powers gathered in Berlin, at the 
invitation of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, to partition the conquered 
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African continent. The contentious postcolonial border structure of the 
continent—which has been at the root of much warring and bloodshed—can 
be traced back to that moment. Berlin may help explain why Nigeria and 
Ghana, two English-speaking West African countries, are separated by two 
strips of sovereign Francophone territory, Benin and Togo. The devil was 
in the dividing.

In October 2007 I travelled by bus from Lagos, Nigeria, to Accra, 
Ghana. The following is from a magazine article I wrote about that experi-
ence, not long after my return to Nigeria:

“One of the most fascinating aspects of the trip for me is the way the 
French language suddenly rears its (not ugly!) head the moment you leave 
Nigeria and enter République du Benin. And then, for the next few hours, 
French billboards and sign-posts leap at you almost like they were taunting: 
‘Ha ha, you French-illiterate! Read me you can’t read me you can’t read 
me you can’t…’ Togo, and the French lessons continue. French by force. A 
Tourist’s Guide to Signboard French. And then, finally, the French lan-
guage, unable to keep up with the speeding bus, slumps. RIP. English rises 
like a ghost, from the dust of Aflao, the Ghanaian border town.” 

 It’s a forty-five minute journey by air, but by bus it stretches into all of 
eight hours, a sizeable part of which will be spent trying to cross a total of 
three borders (prominent border towns are Seme, d’Hilla Condji, and 
Aflao), and twice as many border posts, since each border is manned by 
immigration officials from the two countries that share it. At every border 
we had to file out of the bus and proceed on foot, while the bus company 
officials bribed immigration officials as required. 

The ‘Schengenization’ and ‘Eurozonization’ that have unified much of 
Western Europe, and made it possible to drift unchallenged from one 
country to another, are alien concepts in West Africa, despite the façade 
of oneness that the regional bloc, the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS), offers. 

in a recent Financial Times article on the tumbling fortunes of the Africa 
Center in London, Africa Editor William Wallis suggested that the Center 
has over time been “something of a mirror to Africa’s fortunes.” With its 
leaky roof and “decay[ing]” interior, Wallis wrote, “it was more a reflection 
of Africa’s decline than of the continental revival under way.” In a similar 
manner, the state of some of Africa’s borders may be seen in a microcosmic 
light; the chaos associated with the lines on the map hinting at larger fail-
ings in the concerned territories—the cartographic equivalent of 
palmistry. 

In August 2010 a German friend of mine was prevented from entering 
Nigeria by road from Benin, even though she held a valid Nigerian visa. 
She emailed to inform me. When I asked why, she replied: “only entry by 
air… that is what they say at the border.”
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towarDs the enD of  January 1983, hundreds of thousands of West African 
immigrants massed at the Nigeria-Benin border. Nigeria’s civilian govern-
ment had issued an order giving them two weeks to leave the country. The 
minority who could afford it left by air. Some others sailed home. But the 
majority, according to TIME Magazine, “chose to make the 275-mile trip to 
Accra overland and their journey was often a nightmare.”

TIME explains: “[Ghana’s Head of State, Jerry Rawlings] had ordered all 
his borders with neighboring countries to be closed [in September 1982] in 
an effort to wipe out smuggling and assuage his own fears about an external 
coup said to involve foreign mercenaries. To prevent too many Ghanaians 
from piling up in Benin and Togo, both countries had to close their frontiers 
temporarily. By the time Rawlings opened his border twelve days after the 
expulsion order, there were hundreds of thousands of people camped out on 
the road from Lagos. Food and water were in short supply, and the roadsides 
had become foul-smelling repositories of garbage and excrement.”

Two years later, those same scenes of border-zone confusion and misery 
were re-enacted. Nigeria, this time under a military government, again 
issued an expulsion order. TIME noted: “As last Friday’s deadline drew 
near, the refugees began to mass at the crossing posts along Nigeria’s west-
ern border with Benin. Their mattresses, chairs, plastic containers and 
enamel cooking pots spilled out of trailers, trucks and minibuses. Many of 
those who made it across the border had first to surrender any supplies of 
sugar, milk and detergents – officially described as “essential commodities” 
– to Nigerian immigration and customs officials. No one was permitted to 
leave with more than $22 worth of naira, Nigeria’s currency. The scenes at 
posts along Nigeria’s borders with Niger and Chad were much the same…”

The arbitrary border closures appear to suggest that Nigeria is capable of 
exercising complete control over its borders. That, as far as I know, is not true. 
Not back then, and not today, almost three decades later. One question that 
should be asked is how the hundreds of thousands of illegal immigrants did 
manage to make it into Nigeria in the first place, without the knowledge of 
immigration officials? One can only imagine the size of the immigration 
racket that permitted their influx in the first place; an influx that was now 
being reversed in a ruthless act of political expediency (a Nigerian government 
seeking to find scapegoats for mounting economic problems).

Today, Nigeria’s borders remain open for business not only to illegal 
immigrants, but also to smugglers (inbound cars and textiles; outbound 
petrol) and cross-border vehicle-snatching bandits. The knowledge and 
bribe-induced collusion of security personnel is often guaranteed. Those 
paid (or more truthfully, underpaid) to keep the borders functioning assist 
in creating the conditions for dysfunction. 

there are also those instances in which the borders between Africans are 
actually transposed—a dramatic, technology-induced relocation that sees 
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London somehow managing to insert itself between Lagos and Lomé. 
There’s a good example of this in a story that Sudanese telecom entrepre-
neur and billionaire Mo Ibrahim tells American journalist Ken Auletta in 
a recent New Yorker profile. While trying to expand his mobile phone busi-
ness into the Democratic Republic of Congo and Congo-Brazzaville (“two 
poor countries divided by the Congo River”) Ibrahim discovered that “all 
calls between the two states had to be routed through Europe because the 
two governments mistrusted each other.” Two African states separated 
ostensibly by a river, but by a great deal more in reality. 

As I strolled past the border post that separated Geneva, Switzerland 
from Ferney in France, I, long-schooled in Nigeria’s penchant for making 
big bureaucratic mountains out of molehills, couldn’t help thinking how 
strange it was to see it unmanned; cars flitting past in both directions, 
unchallenged. There was no one to bark at me (finger-on-trigger, of course), 
no one to order me to identify myself and explain why I was trying to cross 
the border on foot at that time of the night.

sometimes, even within national borders, complications arise. On a 100-mile 
journey from the university town of Ibadan to the sleepy town of Iseyin 
(both in Southwest Nigeria), last September, I counted at least a dozen 
checkpoints, manned by armed, unsmiling police officers. Money changed 
hands at every point. By the time we got into Ibadan, by my estimates the 
driver had parted with nothing less than a third of his takings. The police 
are not the only components of this giant extortion system. Highways in 
Western Nigeria are sometimes besieged by customs officers who claim to 
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be on the lookout for smuggled vehicles. Lagos’ roads are home to a motley 
crew of uniformed personnel who draw on unchallengeable government 
backing to “inspect” vehicles, enforce “road safety,” and “manage” traffic. 

What these checkpoints succeed in doing is carving the land into a series 
of identical fiefdoms, united by a terror of unofficial fines and rusty Kalash-
nikovs.  Every checkpoint becomes a border post of sorts, imposing a series 
of conditions to be fulfilled before admittance. Your vehicle papers (and 
there are a million variants) become your passport, and the money that 
changes hands, your visa.

Even on a formal, constitutional level, Nigeria’s internal borders have 
been in flux for much of its post-independence life. At independence in 

1960 Nigeria consisted of three regions. A 
fourth was added in 1963. The regional system 
was replaced with twelve states in 1967, which 
grew to nineteen in 1976, twenty-one in 1987, 
thirty in 1991, and thirty-six in 1996. All of 
these alterations were made by military dicta-
tors, making them reenactments, in some way, 
of the resolutions of 1885 Berlin. In the last few 

years the clamor for the creation of new states has risen, and before long 
we may witness yet another erasing and redrawing of internal borders.

Borders provide an easy opportunity for bureaucrats and tyrants to 
exercise power and authority. In granting and denying access, in erasing 
and redrawing—with an air of seeming effortlessness—these lines that sig-
nificantly affect the political, economic, and psychological existence of 
ordinary people (citizens, pilgrims, refugees), they find the perfect oppor-
tunity to play god. Secession wars are evidence that these seemingly benign 
lines-on-a-map go a long way toward determining how we define, identify, 
and interpret ourselves as well as other people.

left to its own devices nature appears to shy away from the dubious 
certainty of borderlines, tending instead toward the nebulous and the 
nuanced. You will hardly find painted lines or posts neatly dividing life 
from death, war from peace, sleep from wakefulness, or youth from 
adulthood. 

But human agency always intervenes to subvert this. In his essay “At the 
Border,” the Nigerian-American novelist Teju Cole writes: “I don’t particu-
larly like borders. For historical reasons of trade, war and religion, an 
arbitrary marker is set down: this country ends here, that one begins over 
there. The air isn’t informed of this, nor are the plants, the soil, the rivers.”

Like Cole, I’m not sure I like borders, especially when no one “informs” 
me about their presence, or requirements. They seem wired, by some invis-
ible, mutant algorithm, to produce bewilderment, to provide a landscape 
for us to get lost in, while simultaneously making sure to remind us of the 
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scale of our lostness.  But, like them or hate them, the reality is that much 
of the human existence boils down to the nuts and bolts of borders and 
border crossings; “comings and goings that go on forever,” to borrow the 
immortal words of the Nigerian poet, Christopher Okigbo. Whether we 
will find these borders manned or derelict will depend on time and chance.

I have also come to realize that a border does not merely separate one 
country from another; a border is actually a country in and unto itself, with 
its own government or anarchy; its own autographed atmosphere and copy-
righted customs. To borrow, and distort, L. P. Hartley’s famous words: “A 
border is a foreign country; they do things differently there.”
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