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A Child of the North
I was born in Garoua, in the North Region of Cameroon. After going through a turbulent and violent period, Cameroon – like Togo – had just come under a UN trusteeship, to be administered by France and the United Kingdom as part of the decolonization process. This trusteeship replaced the League of Nations mandate and marked a first step toward autonomy and independence.
I owe my commitment to politics and public service to my father, Tchiroma1 Bakary. He was a prominent figure, a warrior, and an advisor to the Lamido2 of Garoua. Among the people, his name was a symbol of righteousness and courage. Even today, a street in my hometown bears his name. He was known as an indefatigable man of conviction who always stood up without hesitation and without compromise for his values. Even now, when I close my eyes, I can hear his voice, always strong and direct. It carries the hopes of a generation in search of justice and dignity. His legacy continues to inspire me in my consistent desire to act with boldness and integrity in the service of my people.
 
I remember one day when I was eleven years old, and my father decided to test my courage. As was customary in my community at the time, we lived closely with our animals, especially our cattle. One of them, a bull named Guerlaye, had a real grudge against me. He would go into a complete rage every time he saw me. One day, I found myself face to face with him. He stood squarely in front of me; I could see his eyes filled with fury as I faced off against the bull, ready to charge. Of course, I felt the natural impulse to run away, and I looked about me for a wall behind which I could take shelter. Then I heard my father’s voice as he called out to me: “Issa, don’t move! Face him! Show that you are your father’s worthy son!”
 
The bull was pawing the ground, and his intent gaze never left mine. He was immense, and less than ten meters away, looming like a mountain in a rage. I remained rooted to the spot, frozen between my fear and my desire to prove myself worthy to my father. I was determined to make him proud. For what seemed like an endless moment the beast stared at me with flaring nostrils and gleaming eyes filled with a smouldering fury. Suddenly, it charged! My mother who had been milking a cow nearby, screamed and dropped her calabash, throwing herself onto me to protect me with her body. At the same moment, my father, instantly reacting to the danger, pulled out his gun to shoot the animal, and a shepherd, who was only a few steps away, lifted his stick, and, with a shout, stopped the animal in its tracks. Guerlaye turned abruptly and stormed away. Furious, my mother rose up, and confronted my father. He justified his actions, insisting that I needed to learn courage and how to stand my ground, even in front of a bull. My mother retorted, “At eleven, you don’t build courage – you don’t even know anything about life yet!”
 
My mother would have given her life for me without hesitation. In the end, this episode taught me that love is truly the source of great courage. Her morality, her sense of values, of right and wrong, were absolute. Her profound spirituality was matched by her keen intelligence and her empathy for others.
During the dry season, children, especially infants, were often struck down by terrible epidemics like polio. At that time, national polio vaccination days did not exist. I was barely a year old when I contracted the disease. My two older brothers had died from it. When I became infected, my mother was utterly devastated and she watched over me day and night. The thought of losing her third son was unbearable for her. Thanks to God, and her constant care, I survived, though I still have a slight atrophy in my right leg. As a small child, I didn’t even notice it. The love of my family protected me from feeling different. I was in elementary school when I realized how much easier moving about was for my classmates, who could run faster and jump higher. I had to work twice as hard to keep up with them. With sheer determination, I managed to overcome this challenge. I feel that it helped me develop resilience, an unrelenting determination to take action, and strength of will.
In the 1950s, many families in the North were reluctant to send their children to Western schools, preferring a Quranic education. When it came to our education, my father eventually made the decision to break with tradition. He could not read or write, and this created a state of dependency that almost cost him dearly. One of his duties as a dignitary was hosting traditional chiefs from the South, notably Bamiléké traders who passed through Garoua. According to protocol, the Governor of the region would receive the chieftains and the Lamido would designate dignitaries such as my father to host them. My father would welcome them to our home with the greatest respect. Until his death, he provided such hospitality to Bamiléké traders who came to sell kola nuts in the far North. After their visits, these prestigious guests would write thank you letters in French, which my father obviously had to answer, but he could not do so with confidentiality, since he required a scribe to transcribe his thoughts. On one occasion, my father received a particularly important local chieftain who expressed his gratitude with a letter and several gifts: bulls, horses, and several baskets of fish. My father called for his scribe to respond with a note of thanks, praising the Lamido’s magnanimity. The scribe reported their exchange to the Lamido of Garoua, who was offended because he felt it was disparaging to him; this led to a significant deterioration in their relationship. It left my father with the conviction that it was crucial to ensure that we get an education. This would also ensure that he would not need to rely on scribes, and that we would not suffer from a similar drawback. I began with the reading and memorisation of the Quran, then I had the opportunity of going to a Western school. At that point, I was ten years old, and there was only one primary school in Garoua that all the elites of the Northern region attended, including Ahmadou Ahidjo. A Western education was generally frowned upon, so I lost many of my childhood friends – the day after I was admitted, they gathered to make fun of me.
Later on, I realized just how forward-thinking my father had been to ensure that we were educated. Once our country achieved independence and a new political infrastructure was created, Cameroon was in need of citizens with such educations. This state of affairs left the children of the country’s aristocrats and traditional chiefs unable to participate in the new government. They were forced to set their beliefs aside and send their children to modern schools.
When I was just eleven years old, I became my father’s official scribe. I was proud to be able to be of use to him. Back then, the telegram was the only real means of communication within Cameroon, and with the outside world. The only glitch I can remember was a mistake I made when translating a message between my father and my sister. Fadimatou was a woman of strength and character: she was often referred to as having the heart of a lion, despite not being a football star!3 She had stood up to our father on more than one occasion. When he wanted to marry her off, she actually ran away to Chad! That is where she met her husband and became pregnant. She returned to Garoua to give birth, while her husband remained in N’Djamena. Around the time of the child’s birth, he sent a telegram to my father, asking about the chosen name for their newborn boy. The telegram simply said, “Name (nom), my son.” My father wanted to test my proficiency in French and asked me to translate the message. Alas, I made it out as “Non (not) my son,” since the two words were so close, thus giving my father the impression that his son-in-law was denying paternity of the child! Luckily my father was quickly made aware of the actual meaning of the message, but this did not prevent him from reprimanding me for my poor command of French. I felt terrible, as if I had betrayed his trust in me. It was a valuable lesson for me, one whose memory remains with me to this day.
I was twelve when I lost my father, and life suddenly became very difficult for our entire family. At the moment of his death, he had strained relations with the Lamido, who took advantage of my father’s passing to strip us of our inheritance. The Lamido confiscated my father’s lands, stores and herds, leaving my family destitute. My father did not have a brother and did not leave a guardian who could take care of us. All we had left was our honour and our dignity. My mother took over and raised us on her own, with courage and determination, and even when we did not have enough to eat, her love kept us going. Her death, in December 2008, left a huge void, despite the strong legacy of moral values she left me.
I obtained my primary school certificate at the age of sixteen. I wanted to continue my education, but, unfortunately, by then I was too old to enter secondary school. I wanted nothing more than to become a Prefect: I would see these politicians driving around in beautiful black R12s with silver wheel rims, and I really looked up to them. I wanted to study so I could become one of them, so this was a crushing disappointment.
 
Then, suddenly, providence found me a way – the railways! The government decided to commit itself to the creation of a railway transport network, and began construction of a twenty-nine kilometre branch of the Northern Railway in Kumba, in the southwest region of the country. When he saw that there were no railway workers from the northern region known as the Septentrion,4 Ahmadou Ahidjo launched a recruitment campaign in the region and the incentive offered was a place at the renowned school in Douala. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and I was determined to seize it.
 
There were six positions available for young people from the North. At this point, there had been no students from the Septentrion region at this prestigious school. Douala required that students complete at least the French level of 5e (seventh form), but most had made it to the eighth or ninth forms. I was going up against candidates with far greater levels of education. There were only two of us Northerners who had made it to the competition and I was the only one to make it to the final selection. That is how I entered the Douala School in 1961. Cameroon had just won its independence and here I was, about to leave home for the first time.
 
Before heading south, I had six months of vacation, or, to my view, boredom, at home in Garoua. Due to the high temperatures in the country (up to 47 Cº), the Cameroonian school system had a staggered school calendar. Students from the North were on holiday from March to May, while those from the South were on holiday from June to August. So there I was, waiting to start school in Douala with a few months of enforced idleness. I was able to spend time with my friends, whom I would soon leave behind. We would meet to swim in the Bénoué River, harvest potatoes in the fields, and play football, I also learned how to take care of cattle and lead them to graze in herds. In a way, these long months of “enforced” vacation had created even more of a gap between me and my future classmates.


1. Tchiroma: a noble title in religious chiefdoms.
2. Lamido: a political and spiritual chief of a small territory, or lamidat, in northern Cameroon.
3. The name of the national football team is “The Indomitable Lions.”
4. The region known as the Septentrion covers three administrative areas: Adamaoua (Ngaoundéré), the Far North (Maroua), and North (Garoua).

From Garoua to Douala
In the early 1960s, the political climate was extremely tense, shaped by complex postcolonial challenges, struggles for independence, and the difficult reunification of the country’s French- and English-speaking regions. Therefore, parents in the North who had to send their children away to study tried to prepare them, as best they could, to protect them from danger. My mother made me small talismans in the form of paper amulets, which she wrapped in pieces of leather inscribed with verses from the Quran. When it came time to say goodbye, she even slipped a small knife into my belongings, I guess in case the talismans failed.
At Douala, we were organized into groups of ten students and lived in long, dark dormitories. At the boarding school, I was introduced to a different diet, richer and more varied. This period of my adolescence was very difficult; it felt like I had been thrust into a hostile environment, and my family felt really far away. I was seen as a curiosity since my classmates knew that in the far North, children did not usually go to school. I was not welcomed with open arms. They assumed I would speak French badly and were surprised to see that I was perfectly fluent. Hazing and bullying were customary, and the “elder” students invented many humiliations for each of us. I was the only Muslim student, so they forced me to wake up every morning at 4:30 AM to perform as muezzin and sing the call to prayer. Fortunately, I had made friends with Jean, a second-year student. He took me under his wing, and when our elders woke us at night to make us crawl under our beds, while kicks and punches rained down, he would come to my rescue. Upon my arrival, it was clear that there was a major gap between my education level and that of my classmates. There were twenty-five students in my class and my grades were among the lowest. My average hovered between 7 and 8 out of 20, while the top student soared close to 18/20. Repeating a year was not an option, and a sense of defeat dogged my every step. I was the class’s “brilliant failure”, the butt of every joke, all the more so with the teachers themselves. My nemesis was the physics teacher, Gabriel Nyem, who was a fervent opponent of Ahidjo. For him, the fact that I came from the Septentrion was enough to justify his hatred of me. He was an imposing man in terms of both stature and status, and he was my absolute nightmare. Whenever I faced him, I lost all composure and my memory went blank. I will never forget his words on a day he humiliated me in front of my entire class: “Well, Issa! I can see that with you, we got the best of the North! You are consistently true to your 7 out of 20! Bravo, I congratulate you!”
 
It was then that I decided to give up. I just wanted one thing: to go home and reunite with my family and my old friends. I had been the very first student from Northern Cameroon to enter this school. It was too hard. I felt utterly excluded. My classmates from the South had different customs and habits, not to mention the weekends and holidays when my classmates would all get to go home. I lived over a thousand kilometres away, much too far to travel, so I was left on my own in the vast boarding school. There I stayed, left to my own devices, reading in the silent dormitory and practicing basketball for endless hours in the deserted courtyard. All that time alone gave me far too much time to ruminate about things. I missed my home all the more, and the teacher’s constant taunts completely wore down my resolve.
 
Devastated but nevertheless determined, I went to see the school principal, a Frenchman from Périgueux named Jean Chignagué. He became my mentor, and continued to play a decisive role in my life. Upon seeing my distraught face, a mixture of anger and sadness, he understood that something serious was going on, and he sat me down, and asked, “What’s wrong, my boy?”
“Sir, I’m giving up on my studies, I want to go home.”
“Why?”
“I’m just not good enough.”
“Don’t act on a whim. Think about it a bit more. I know your average is 8, while the top student’s is 18. But, it’s never too late to learn and you can still make progress.”
“It’s just too late for me.”
I just stared at him stubbornly, but he pushed on, “You still have four months left before the end of term.”
“No, no, really, I won’t make it.”
“Of course, you can.”
“No, it’s impossible.”
“Why?”
“Because there’s a teacher who constantly mocks me. He belittles me for no reason. He even insults the president. It’s unacceptable, and I can’t stand it anymore.”
 
Upon hearing this, the principal stood up. He put his hand on my shoulder, and in a solemn voice, he concluded our interview by saying, “Tomorrow, the problem will be solved.”
 
The next morning, an extraordinary meeting was called in the large courtyard opposite the workshops. The principal, Mr. Chignagué had summoned all the teachers along with the eighty students at the school. Then he called upon me. I stepped out of the ranks, feeling more than a little intimidated. Before the assembly, he addressed me in a grave and resonant voice: “Why do you want to leave, Issa?”
 
Suddenly, I erupted with a flood of words. I spoke of my relentless sense of worthlessness, my anger, my disappointment, my helplessness in the face of the gratuitous malice and mockery of Mr. Nyem. I concluded with what seemed like the obvious conclusion to me: “Sir, I am at the bottom of the class. I do not belong here.” I was sad but relieved to have been able to unload my troubles. A thick silence enveloped the yard, then the principal spoke again, addressing the physics teacher. His tone was harsh and his words categorical: “One more instance of inappropriate behaviour or comment, and you will be dismissed.”
 
When the meeting was over, the principal took me back to his office and gave me one last piece of advice: “From now on, everyone knows where they stand. Now you too must make an effort. At the end of the year, those who do not pass will be expelled. You are the only child from the Septentrion. If you leave there will be none left here. You had the courage to come all this way, now it is up to you to show me my faith in you is justified.”
 
I could not let the principal down. I had to find a way to be worthy of his faith in me. So I began to apply my excellent aptitude for memorisation, a skill I had honed in my early studies of the Quran, to all my subjects. Through hard work and the grace of God, I moved up a few places and finished the year in 20th position. The bottom five students were expelled. Consequently, at the start of my second year, I found myself last once again!
 
At the end of the first year, all the students returned to their families, and I was again left alone, this time for a long month and a half. A heavy silence reigned in the hallways, dormitory, classrooms, and courtyard.
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