The last day of our UK Adventure!

Wednesday 20th September

London to Lagos.

Weather: drizzly rain.

Quote of the day: “That’s the trouble with this damn country, everything’s broken!”

Well leaving London, we had the worst driver in the World. He was a Bangladeshi reject that kept calling himself a Briton, who couldn’t drive a greasy stick up a dogs bum! He seemed to have a mild case of epilepsy in the right foot, and so was on and off the accelerator to the point where Riley was chundering all the way to Gatwick airport. Once we arrived and checked in, we had time to kick back in the business class lounge, enjoying a free breakfast compliments of British Airways, before heading back downstairs with the poor people. I found the duty free electronics store, and forked out a fortune on a new game boy for Riley, who had lost his somewhere in London, and had missed it terribly ever since.  Back to the lounge and the first scotch of the day, then collected the family and headed for the boarding lounge. On the way, we passed one of the travelators which was stopped so we had to walk around it. At the end, the motor hatch was open and 2 men where hard at work correcting what ever problem there was. I heard one elderly American man grizzling to himself as he walked around, “It’s broken… that’s the trouble with this damn country, everything’s broken!”  Boy, I thought to myself, he must have lived a sheltered life!

The flight to Lagos went without a hitch, sitting back in the lap of luxury sipping single malt scotch whisky while watching Clint Eastwood in “Unforgiven”. I’m not really a fan of Western movies, but this one is an oldy but a goody.

Arriving in Lagos, I was surprised to see the AC (air conditioning) was working in the arrival hall as we stepped off the plane. What a surprise!  Since coming to Lagos the first time, things were really bad but have been getting progressively better each time we arrive, so this time things should be almost to European standards…. perhaps.

The AC was short lived, and had disappeared by the time we had moved away from the arrivals hall.  The travelators too where not working, but instead of like Gatwick, where only one was “broken” and at least they where working on it, here they were all broken, and nobody working on them! (Where was that American man now?)

The problem next was getting down the stairs to the immigration checks, and the escillator wasn’t working either, and with 100’s of people moving down, with a baby stroller half collapsed on the single file stairs blocking the traffic flow while poor Mum and Dad tried to get it back up, with baby still inside, all while the temperature was rising to an uncomfortable level with ever step we descended.

Next comes immigration. We have to wait in a huge cue, which is a bit disorganised, because nobody is quite sure which line to go in, then everyone re-arranges themselves into the correct order. After not waiting too long, our passports are checked by a lady who is stationed a few metres back in the cue from the main desk. I guess she is there in busy times to help complete the “office use only” part of the arrival card, which concerns all the details of the residents permit and visa from your passport. Then its back in the cue to the next station, which comprises of the 3 wise men all sitting in a row like judges in the high court. Eventually you make it to them and they take your passport, passing it one to the next while the man on the end calls out names of people in the cue in random order, adding to the confusion.  He called out the name “Oh yee” then looked around and called again,  and again… “Could that be Dye” I asked?  He looked again, and gave us our passports, and we were at last in Nigeria!

Now the fun really starts. Imagine the baggage collection belt half the size of any other airport, add to that 2 planes arriving at the same time, then put some refurbishment of the adjacent baggage belt with barriers limiting the surrounding room to about 2 – 3 metres, then push all the people in with trolleys, one isle blocked by a lady in a wheel chair, the other with a baby stroller (yes, the one that collapsed on the stairs still with the baby inside) and you have the mayhem of  baggage collection at Mutala Muhammad airport!  This is the scene that greeted us when leaving the immigration desk.  There were so many people trying to get in with there trolleys, that the lucky people who had collected their luggage couldn’t get out!  I had seen our bags pass twice already, but there was no way to get near the belt, which was now full because nobody was able to remove any bags! 

At one point, a heavy steel sign telling people it was it was not permitted to cross the baggage belt, which was tied to another sign at the opposite end with red/white barrier tape, caught on the bags overflowing from the belt, sending the sign crashing down almost injuring the man standing in the middle obviously there to enforce the signs orders, then the other sign too was pulled down by the barrier tape from the sign now attempting to go around with the baggage resulting in a terrible crash.

Anita was taking it hard, and was getting a little upset, so I took her and the boys over to a quiet corner, well away from the mayhem. Her and Riley both were red in the face and perspiring, Mitch and I seem to cope better, but it was rather hot in there.  While Anita was waiting, all these expat men kept coming to her asking if she could watch over their bags while they went in search of there next one.

I too felt like a mother bird stealing a morsel of food and bringing it back to the sanctuary of our nest. I would stand with the rest of the crowd, and as one of our bags came into view, I swooped in pushing and shoving, then a quick snatch and back out through the madding crowd back to our sanctuary.  Anita now had a large collection under her care.  Finally I managed to snare our last bag, then it was off to find a trolley, if that was possible, as many people who had given up trying to get there bags sat back, but they all had empty trolleys, realising what a valuable commodity they can be! A porter was brining more trolleys in through the door on the opposite side of the crowd still gathered around the baggage belt so after yet another pushing and shoving match, I got my trolley back to our sanctuary, loaded up and time to get out.  Over to the “nothing to declare” area, and the uninterested customs man asked the usual “what is in these bags?”  to which I answered the usual ‘clothes’. He gave the top bag a prod, and told us to go. I thanked him in Yoruba (the local language) and stepped through the doors, then out to the front of the airport. We faced the sea of 10,000 faces that congregate outside the airport, all looking at us, until we finally found Godson our guide, who ushered us towards the carpark, past many people who offer to help carry our bags, or the lazy ones who just plain ask for money till we finally get to the car. From our arrival at 5.45, the whole escape exercise had taken us until 7pm. Thinking back to the American man at Gatwick, I wondered what he would think about that, even to the point that the car park was mostly in darkness because the majority of street lights did not work.

Godson works for “Five star Travel” who do our airport meet and greets, but looks after many clients and with the airport so busy, partly because our plant is having the official opening tomorrow, and there are many delegates flying in from all over the world to take part in the celebration. So Godson asks us to be patient while he finds his next meet.  So we wait in the car for nearly 1 hour, in the dark carpark getting with the driver outside praying to Alah, and our armed policeman sitting nearby with his AK-47 ready to shoot any malaria ridden mosquito who dared to actually bite us. Eventually with the next flight also delayed, Godson gives up waiting and sends us with our driver off on the short drive to the hotel only a few kilometres away.

The traffic is horrendous! Getting out of the car park is bad enough, but then we get onto the free moving road out of the airport at last. This of course is short lived as we hit the traffic of Lagos, and things go down to a crawl and eventually stop all together.  The major road leading to the airport was closed from 4 lanes down to 2 when I left 4 weeks ago, while one side of the road had been dug up and rebuilt read for final sealing. The trouble is, that the traffic is so bad, that people get sick of waiting and so break through the barriers closing off the freshly prepared road, driving on it which means it has to be re done before sealing.  And so 4 weeks later, it is still not finally sealed and people are still short cutting over the new section. There is also supposed to be 2 lanes, but with people trying to jump the cue, it ends up in 5 lanes, which then has to squeeze back to 2 at the bottle neck. We were getting nowhere, and the boys who were now tired where getting restless, noisy and out of control.  When the whole situation seemed hopeless, the driver surprised us by doing a ‘U’ turn and heading back towards the airport, then onto a back road for the long way around, but at least we were getting somewhere.

We arrived at the hotel around 8.30pm to find there was no room ready for us.  The Sheraton Hotel is very popular because its close to the airport, so there is always people coming and going, but with the extra people coming for the plant opening, things were really out of control. They did have one room for us, but it wasn’t made up, and as a family we should get 2 rooms. Anita jumped up and down, and demanded action, which made the desk clerk check the computer again, saying “Oh, Anita Dye, yes we have 2 rooms booked for her, but Mark Dye has only one room”.  Great!  Now we have 3 rooms!  But they still aren’t ready, but a little pressure using the cranky kids as a lever, we got our rooms opposite each other, instead of adjoining, on the 3rd floor by 9pm, more than 3 hours after arrival in Nigeria.

The next surprise, was that because so many delegates are traveling to Bonny Island tomorrow, there is no transport available for us.  So we are stuck in the hotel for an extra night, with 2 other boys from my shift also returning back from leave, so my shift will have 3 people missing for the first dayshift on Friday.  But what can I do, but kick back on the company account, drink some more beer by the pool and enjoy our extended holiday in Lagos.

