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PRAISE FOR BRIGHT LIGHTS, NO CITY

“Though it can be enjoyed as the travelogue of a modern African adventure, Bright Lights, No City shines as an affectionate, good-humored and finally inspiring account of one American’s determination to make good things happen.”

—Kate Braestrup, New York Times bestselling author of Here If You Need Me

“I thoroughly enjoyed this adventure, which helps to prove that what much of the developing world needs is a hand up, not a handout.”

—John Wood, founder of Room to Read and author of Leaving Microsoft to Change the World

“I loved, loved, loved Bright Lights, No City. A tour de force! Bravo. It’s perceptive, informative, thoughtful, engaging, funny.”

—Carey Winfrey, editor emeritus, Smithsonian magazine and former Africa correspondent, New York Times

“My boss, Bill Gates, coined the phrase Creative Capitalism to encourage the use of market forces to address the needs of the poor. But my friend, Whit Alexander, moved creative capitalism from ideas to bold practice. Bright Lights, No City will scratch your travel bug, tickle your business brain, and touch your heart.”

—Patty Stonesifer, former CEO of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

“Max Alexander has woven a compassionate and oft-times hilarious tale of the Brothers Alexander’s attempt to save the world, beginning in Ghana, one rechargeable battery at a time. If you have any interest in a great story or helping the other 4 billion, read this book, now.”

—W. Hodding Carter, author of Westward Whoa and A Viking Voyage

“A lyrically written universal testimony to the humanity that binds all people together on this fragile planet, Bright Lights, No City is a deeply moving and funny, can’t-put-it-down book. It is ‘about’ the unlikely reawakened brotherhood two siblings experience in a bizarre context and yet also about the brotherhood of all people of all cultures.”

—Frank Schaeffer, author of Crazy for God

“Conventional solutions to eradicating poverty have failed. Listening to low income people to craft solutions that enhance their productivity has brought better lives to millions. Bright Lights, No City is the hilarious and compelling story of one such venture. Whether or not Burro’s novel approach reaches full scale, its triumphs and tribulations are a thoroughly entertaining testament to the spirit of change needed.”

—Paul Polak, author, Out of Poverty: What Works When Traditional Approaches Fail; Founder, IDE

“This book is filled with the passion and relentless pursuit that it takes to make dreams come to life, and reminds you that it takes compassion, luck and humor to make history. It looks to me like Cranium’s Chief Noodler is going to do it again. A must read for every entrepreneur.”

—Richard Tait, cofounder, Cranium; CEO, Galazo
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DEDICATION

For my brother, of course, who put up with me,
and allowed me to put up with him. 


EPIGRAPH


“And logic? My dear new friend, it’s logic, all right, oh yes—it’s just not your logic. It’s African logic.” 

—Redmond O’Hanlon, Congo Journey

“We had succeeded because we had talked with the people and by so doing knew their feelings and grievances.” 

—Kwame Nkrumah, the first leader of Ghana
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Ghana and I were born seventeen days apart. On March 6, 1957, the British outpost known as the Gold Coast became the first sub-Saharan African colony to gain independence. Like other African nations that followed its lead, modern Ghana was forged like wrought iron—crudely, with rough hammers, in a white-hot fire of hubris and human misery. Yet for Ghana at least, that half-century flame has given way to an even brighter dawn. Today Ghana is a robust multiparty democracy with a free (even freewheeling) press, a highly engaged electorate, and a tradition of due process. Nevertheless, wealth and status in Ghana have accrued almost exclusively to well-connected businesspeople who curry favor with the ruling class, with whom they constitute a de facto oligarchy. Some would argue that comes close to describing the United States. A chief difference is that Ghana is a small country with a finely woven net of social and political connections; for a Ghanaian striving to better his life, a seemingly trivial affront to someone in power will not land him in jail, but it could very well wreck his career. As a result I have found it prudent to change the names of some Ghanaians. In the book, pseudonyms are always identified as such on first reference. Other than names, no facts have been changed.
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I never cared about Africa. I never wanted to join the Peace Corps, raft the Zambezi, haggle in Fez or climb Kilimanjaro. My favorite Ernest Hemingway stories were set not in the blistering Serengeti but in familiar and temperate locations like Italy, France, and Michigan—places where insects are merely an annoyance and steaks are well marbled. I have no interest in a yam-based cuisine. It would never occur to me to attend a benefit concert for Africa. Except for a brief period as a boy after seeing the Howard Hawks film Hatari! I never even wanted to go on safari. Tanzania? I once interviewed Chuck Norris at his home in Tarzana, which sounded close enough.

But my brother Whit was starting this business in Ghana called Burro, renting batteries to people who earn a dollar a day, in a country with annual inflation exceeding 20 percent and a long history of military coups followed by firing squads. It sounded like an exceedingly bad business idea—in the pantheon of turkeys, I pictured it right up there next to the Edsel and New Coke—which intrigued me.

As a young man Whit had lived in Western Africa for several years, first as a student and then working on various aid projects, and he always believed that while many worthy charities are making huge differences for Africans, ultimately the marketplace—not government handouts or benefit concerts—would create lasting solutions to African poverty. Recently that’s become a timely, even trendy, idea. From Davos to Seattle, in Zambia and New York, academics and business titans have been talking a lot about how to help poor people by giving them useful stuff to buy, and in the process creating enterprises that are sustainable, thus generating employment. But talking about bringing business to Africa is not much different than attending a benefit concert—it makes you feel good and requires no sacrifice. Saying good-bye to your family and touching down on an African tarmac with a business visa is quite another matter.

The touchdown is what intrigued me.

I was also fascinated by the risk—here I mean business risk, as opposed to the broader African risk of contracting a new strain of polio or having body parts removed by rebels—because I like few things more than tormenting my brother about his crazy start-up schemes. In 1997 he teamed up with Richard Tait, a former Microsoft colleague, to create a new board game. “A game where everyone shines” was the essence of Tait’s original idea, and the two came up with Cranium. Whit hired me to write some of the questions for the first edition, a job I engaged with enthusiasm, but in my clearer moments I was lukewarm to the concept. With its mix of trivia questions, charades, word puzzles, whistling, and clay sculpting, it seemed too unfocused, too hard to get. I felt sorry for my brother because I was sure no one would buy the game.

Which goes to show how much I know about board games. Cranium, of course, became the hit game of the new millennium, embraced by celebrities like Julia Roberts and sold in Starbucks like brain food. Richard and Whit, “the Cranium guys,” became minor celebrities in their own right, along the lines of Ben and Jerry. They were in People magazine. They made the cover of Inc. magazine. They were even featured in one of those Dewar’s Scotch ads—my sloppy kid brother tricked up to look respectable in a Calvin Klein suit, Hugo Boss shirt, and even a necktie.

Over the years Cranium introduced many new games, and I was certain most of them sucked. I told Whit, “No one will buy that; it’s got too many moving parts.” Or “Kids will choke on those dice.” Or “My cat could win this game.” Many of them went on to be named Game of the Year at the annual New York Toy Fair. What did they know that I didn’t?

It turns out that nobody knows anything. Innovators trust their gut much more than their brain, but most people aren’t comfortable putting so much stock in stomach fluids, so we cling to the top-down, brainiac theory of innovation. We think of Bill Gates as a nerdy genius, which he probably is, but think about it: there had to be something in his gut to make him drop out of Harvard and start Microsoft. A truly brainy geek would have finished his studies.

In January 2008, Gates addressed the Davos World Economic Forum on the subject of what he called “creative capitalism.” In his speech Gates called for businesses to develop innovative products that would serve consumers on the lowest rung of the economic ladder. He pointed out that charity wasn’t enough to lift people in the developing world out of poverty. They needed the power of the marketplace to invent solutions that would improve their lives. Come up with the right product at the right price, said Gates, and the poor will beat a path to your door. He described this model as a win-win situation: the poor improve their lives and become modern consumers, while companies make money and gain recognition. In some cases, he noted, corporations might even apply their third-world innovations to first-world markets. “This kind of creative capitalism matches business expertise with needs in the developing world to find markets that are already there, but are untapped,” Gates said.

It sounded great. I pictured Indiana Jones riding shotgun with a spreadsheet across the savannah, Willy Loman shuffling through the casbah. But if they were out there, they weren’t blogging, or hiring public relations agents. Maybe they only existed in speeches and polemical textbooks.

Whit knew a few people out there on the advance guard, both Westerners and indigenous pioneers, looking for new solutions in the developing world. But few were as passionate as he about applying conventional business approaches to financing and investors. Most were seeking some sort of start-up subsidy from the nonprofit realm, and very few were attracting profit-motivated investors. Nor did they seem as focused on brand development as Whit was. What’s more, no one was documenting what it was really like on the ground, village to village.

The more I tried to learn, the more I saw my own brother as being pretty far out there on the edge—maybe one of the first few in a new movement. Maybe it would only last a moment. Maybe it would change the world. Either way, I wanted to be there, and not just because he was my brother. With the global economy imploding, jobs disappearing, banks tanking, and abandoned swimming pools across Southern California turning green with algae, I wondered if doing business in the developing world could do more than help the poor. I wondered if the poorest people could teach the rest of us how to live better.

In his 2007 best seller Deep Economy: The Wealth of Communities and the Durable Future, Bill McKibben argued that some bedrock tenets of modern capitalism—growth is good and more is better—are unsustainable in a world of finite resources and restless masses. He made a pitch for a new capitalist paradigm that separates more from better, and that nurtures small, local markets that might seem “inefficient” by conventional measures but may ultimately be more sustainable.

It’s possible to imagine Ghana as a field test for some postmodern, localized, McKibben-style capitalism. More than half the population still lives off the electrical grid. Many citizens have never ventured farther than the nearest market town, perhaps half a day’s walk from their own village. If you were looking to test a new paradigm for capitalism in a country of small, inefficient local markets, this could be paradise indeed. But my wife wondered if Africans need more “stuff,” as opposed to, say, electricity and good government. Despite our good intentions, were we in fact just making the world safe for Walmarts in Rwanda?

“Your wife is a Waldorf kindergarten teacher,” said Whit when I brought this up over the phone one day in late 2008. (He had arrived in Ghana that summer to start the business.) “She plays with sticks all day and doesn’t let kids use video games. Of course she’s worried about consumerism in Africa. I think she needs a hobby, something high-tech like laser-guided wood carving. I mean, she spends all her time around six-year-olds and you; imagine the warped perspective. Seriously, these people are so far away from the problems of materialism, at least out here in the bush. What I’m doing with Burro is nothing but a positive influence. Good God. There are shopping malls in Accra where flyers offering credit to anyone with any sort of job for any sort of purchase are being distributed en masse. Countless, pointless, consumer offerings are in play. They’re plying all imaginable wares to the discretionary dollars of Ghanaian elites, and these people have no shopping chops; they’re like lambs to slaughter. Burro is about supplying affordable, productivity-enhancing goods and services to low-income people, and doing it profitably so that we can continue to do so without infusions from governments or charities. How in God’s name this might be a bad influence escapes me completely.”

“I’d be careful how you invoke God over there,” I said. “Those people are seriously religious, and they have voodoo.”

He ignored me, which was becoming a theme in our conversations. Although I once managed a daily newspaper with an annual news budget of six million dollars, Whit generally assumed I had the business acumen of a cloistered nun. “Look, I’ll grant you that Ghana is a relatively affluent nation by African standards,” he went on. “It comes in tenth in per capita GDP in the sub-Saharan countries, if you don’t count island playgrounds like the Seychelles. The World Bank considers it one of the most vibrant economies in Africa, which is one reason we’re here. But it’s all relative. All that basically means is that nobody’s literally starving—for the moment. But malnutrition is rampant. Clean drinking water is a distant dream. The average adult has less than four years’ formal education, and a fourth, maybe more, are illiterate. These people are a long way from your hamster wheel.”

“I’m thinking I might be nuts to go over there,” I said to Whit.

“Not my call,” he said. “In the world of Burro we must each make our own risk assessments.”

No, it wasn’t Whit’s call, but Africa was calling. I saw an opportunity to reconnect with my brother, a process that had begun a year earlier when our dad died suddenly and we were thrust into funeral planning. Besides, I had clearly misjudged his Cranium venture, and here was a chance to annoy him more intimately on his latest scheme. And as the oldest child, I was feeling the jitters of succession: with my father gone, there was no one left between myself and mortality, no buffer zone anymore. I was next. How many chances would I get to do something significant and crazy with my kid brother?

And while late 2008 may not have been the best time to start a new business in Africa (where local economies were crippled by the global recession), it seemed like a good time to be paying attention to that other half of the world. It’s not like Whit was doing volunteer work, but his success depended almost entirely on his ability to understand what poor Africans needed and wanted; he would need to listen carefully, which is always a good place to start. As for me, all of my community-building efforts to date had been largely in my own backyard: helping at our kids’ schools, the church soup kitchen, a grassroots conservation group in my town. These were worthy efforts, but largely self-centered. Except for the soup kitchen, they all measurably improved my own family’s quality of life.

We had moved to Maine ten years ago, after many years in New York and Los Angeles, hoping to raise our children in an environment relatively free of material clutter. The fact that Maine is one of only three states that outlaw billboards did not really play into our decision, but it did portend a place of kindred spirits. Over the last decade, however, the Internet has essentially turned every American home into a shopping mall; billboards or not, there is no escaping the consumer culture if you live anywhere within a five-digit zip code. So I saw Africa as another leap away from all the stuff we buy, and I wanted to know what that felt like. (Other than a few elite enclaves, Ghana has no door-to-door mail service, and post office boxes have long waiting lists, so ordering physical goods on the Web is simply not an option for most citizens.)

Little did I know that any given stretch of back road in Ghana boasts more liquor billboards than the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. Or that in Africa, people make money by agreeing to have their entire home painted as an advertisement, which actually looks pretty cool. So it wasn’t Bali Ha’i. But it was a broad new horizon.

I don’t want to give the impression we lived like hippies. In fact, just pondering the plan, I could see my comfortable life fading like a Saharan mirage. I already saw Whit abandoning for months at a stretch his wife, Shelly Sundberg (a program officer at the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation) and their two teenagers, Cameron and Rachel, back home in Seattle’s Queen Anne neighborhood; paying two years’ rent on an incredibly noisy seven-room office and living space in a provincial town with running water two days a week; investing hundreds of thousands of dollars of his own money; convincing Jan Watson, his former head of operations at Cranium, to quit her job at Microsoft and join him in Ghana; and hiring a full-time local employee with all the state-required benefits. I had a nice home in Maine, two amazing boys, and the world’s greatest wife, plus a sailboat. What was I thinking?

There wasn’t much research we could fall back on. My brother and I started a reading list, everything from the catalog for a 2007 exhibit on third-world product design at the Cooper-Hewitt Museum, to histories of Africa, its leaders, colonizers, and explorers. Yet the literature on grass-roots social entrepreneurship was thin, once you got below all the breathless hype. There was no Idiot’s Guide. Consider the reaction to Gates’s Davos speech. Perhaps not since the Gettysburg Address has a short talk been so intensely analyzed and parsed. (At 2,765 words, Gates’s speech was ten times as long as Lincoln’s, but still brief by the gaseous standards of most executive presentations.) Yet at latest count, googling bill gates creative capitalism yielded about 141,000 entries. This is not surprising as Gates pretty much invited the world to come up with solutions to the problem of making capitalism work in the developing world. Furthermore it wasn’t completely clear what he meant by creative capitalism, since plain-vanilla capitalism would seem to be creative by definition. So the floodgates opened.

A notable example was the book Creative Capitalism, a collection of online essays assembled by Slate editor Michael Kinsley in response to the Gates speech. There were some nuggets of wisdom, notably from economist William Easterly, who has spent a lot of time working for the World Bank in poor countries. “You have to work very hard to figure out what the poor want and need,” he wrote in the book, “and you have to work very hard to meet those needs under local conditions [my italics].”

Good point. But none of these writers offered any clue as to what it’s really like to do so. How could they? Of the forty-two contributors to the book, only one—Loretta Michaels of HMS Wireless, which develops Internet technology for poor countries—was an actual businessperson doing deals on the ground in grubby foreign places. All the other contributors (besides Gates and Warren Buffett, both interviewed briefly) were professors, journalists, consultants, and “fellows.” I have nothing against these professionals. I am one myself. But anyone starting a business in the developing world doesn’t need navel-gazing economists and op-ed theorists. He needs a survival kit.

What kind of business models work in really poor and possibly dangerous places, and who invests in them? Can you find competent employees? Don’t these countries have absurdly bureaucratic regulations that hamper start-up business ventures? Are you even allowed to repatriate profits? Is there FedEx? What happens when the dictator dies? Aren’t there crocodiles and snakes? On these and scores of other pressing real-world questions, the experts were silent, and the only sound coming from the developing world was the hum of the tsetse fly.
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1. Beyond the Horizon

It was mid-morning and the gong-gong man was drunk. We sat, visitors in cheap folding camp chairs from the back of our Tata pickup truck and villagers in molded plastic patio chairs, under the canopy of a mango tree thick with weaver nests that hung like Christmas ornaments. The village of Ampedwae, near the regional capital of Koforidua, is like countless others in Ghana—countless because many are not on the government maps or even on an actual road and may go by several different names, depending on whom you ask and whether they speak Twi, Ewe, Ga, Hausa, or one of the more than seventy other languages and dialects of the country, not counting the official English.*

Villages in Ghana often have names that are devotional or inspirational in meaning. Ampedwae means “you should not boast” in Akwapim (the dialect of Twi spoken here)—advice the village seems to have taken to heart. Other than a stuccoed blue-and-beige schoolhouse, the built environment of Ampedwae is barely removed from the natural world: just a few dozen rectangular wattle-and-daub huts with bamboo or raffia roofs, their mud walls slowly melting from the rain back into the landscape, as if smeared together in wet oils by an artist. There would be no rain today; January is the dry season, which is one of the only ways to distinguish seasons in a country where every day of the year is hot and begins and ends around six o’clock. In January all of West Africa is dry, and the wind known as the Harmattan picks up the Sahara Desert—all 3.5 million square miles of it, as far as I could tell—and blows it south to the Gulf of Guinea—a thick, choking haze that stings your eyes and clogs your nose with the same brick-red dust that coats the broad leaves of the banana palms. Ampedwae—no electricity, no well—is bisected by a road of the same red dirt, and whenever a beaten Nissan bush taxi bounces by at high speed (which is the only speed driven in Ghana), it churns up a wall of dust that breaks like a tsunami over the squat village, scattering chickens and goats.

“Okay!” The gong-gong man rose shakily from his seat under the mango tree, stood at attention, and saluted us crisply with his right hand. In his left hand he held the village gong-gong, which is a hand-forged cowbell, and a foot-long stick. He wore brown polyester pants, sandals, and a filthy tan bowling shirt missing several buttons. In the back pocket of his slacks was jammed a liter-sized bottle of local gin, which must have made sitting as difficult as its contents had evidently made standing. He spoke rapidly in a slur as hard to grasp as mercury, while scribbling the air with his stick. I trained my digital camera on him and shifted the switch to video, which is why I know exactly what he said: “I know ya I say now listen up, so yo-yo come, ya make goo-gong. Okay.” (Two raps of the gong-gong with the stick.) “Good-morning-good-morning-good-morning! How are you? Thank you! You are always will be here. You come and speak to us in under the good to Arno. Jesus la-la, Ampedwae, that’s right. I going out now call every Jedi better come now and cure the sow.”

At least that’s what I got. It could have been a figure of speech. “Thank you,” he concluded with a low bow. “God bless!” And he staggered down the road banging the gong-gong and announcing in Twi, “Aggo! Aggo!” Listen up!

Soon more villagers, alerted by the dull clang of the gong-gong, joined those already assembled under the tree. It was Thursday, which is rest day in Ampedwae—meaning the men were not tending their small cassava and cocoa plots and thus available for a town meeting. In theory the children would be at school, but although public school is free, many Ghanaian families cannot afford the required uniforms and books; children are also needed for labor—caring for smaller children, hauling water and wood, and tending animals. So throngs of barefoot kids in underwear waved from across the road, squealing “Obruni! Obruni!” which is Twi for “beyond the horizon” but in Ghana universally means “white man.” (The Ewe slang for white man, yevu, seems to have originally meant “trickster dog,” although this is debated.)

The children knew better than to cross the road. Important town meetings are for adults, and children in Ghana keep a prudent distance from their elders—not just out of respect. In Ghana if you beat someone else’s child, his parents will thank you; the child must have deserved it. Other than Harper, my seventeen-year-old son, the only minor under the mango tree was an infant sucking at his mother’s breast. She was one of just three women in the group of more than thirty. “Where are all the women?” I whispered to Jan Watson, who was sitting next to me in one of our camp chairs.

“Busy,” she said. “Somebody has to pound the fufu,” she added, referring to one of the national staples—boiled cassava and plantain pulverized in giant wooden mortars and formed into dumplinglike balls that are eaten by hand, dipped in peanut or palm nut soup. But soon enough the women straggled up, abandoning their long fufu pestles, and the meeting began. Ghanaians respect traditional gender boundaries—women cook and carry towering loads on their heads, men farm and carry machetes, sometimes on their heads—but some ethnic groups, like the Ashanti, are matrilineal: status is determined by your mother’s family, a practical arrangement considering it is generally easier to be certain of your mother than your father. And in much of this predominantly Christian country, even Islamic women hold jobs, vote, frequent beauty salons (in roadside shacks on virtually every block), and allow the men to pretend they are in charge.*

Around strangers Ghanaians are formal, even courtly, so the first order of business was to shake hands with several of the important elders—ending with the village chief, a modest but mildly officious middle-aged man who seemed like the type who would refer to Robert’s Rules of Order at an Elks Club meeting. His attire, an orange sport shirt and impeccably pressed sage green slacks, would not have looked out of place at the Seal Harbor Yacht Club. Every handshake ended with the elaborate Ghanaian mutual finger snap, along with the standard greeting “You are welcome!”—used in Ghana as we would say “Welcome to my home” and not as a rejoinder to “Thank you.” The local dignitaries moved down the receiving line, ending with my brother Whit.

Whit was born a few weeks before Barack Obama, who at age forty-seven had been sworn in as President the previous week. He is four years younger than I yet even grayer, his hair having progressed at a relatively young age to Steve Martin silver. He was wearing trendy gunmetal eyeglasses, a batik print shirt, high-tech travel pants, and khaki Crocs—the standard uniform of the hip West Coast entrepreneur. “Ties are for losers,” Whit once told me.

Not that anyone in Ampedwae would have known that. In Ghana, a necktie means you are an important person, a college man, possibly even a Big Man, with a good job that doesn’t require a machete. You might even work in an office that’s air-conditioned and be able to sleep at your desk. Appearances matter: this is why Ghanaian men with office jobs tolerate ties and double-breasted woolen suits in blast-furnace climatic conditions. So Whit was bucking local custom, but he bowed formally as each village elder shook his hand. Then everyone sat down and waited for him to talk.

“Good morning,” Whit began. “Mente Twi.” His admission that he did not speak Twi seemed to amuse the villagers, both for its contradiction (didn’t he just say that in Twi?) and its self-evidence (white people rarely speak Twi). “We are starting a new company and we want to tell you about it,” he continued. “It’s a new way to use batteries that we think you will like. But first I’d like to tell you a little about myself. My name is Whit Alexander, and I am American.”

After each sentence a man I’ll call Kevin, Whit’s first Ghanaian employee—short, stocky, goateed, and a former stage and TV actor in the capital of Accra—would translate into Twi, which required approximately five times as many words as the English version. (“Sometimes people would not understand the meaning so I have to embellish,” Kevin told us later.) Most of the villagers spoke at least some English, so their reactions to Whit’s original words and Kevin’s translation reverberated like an echo chamber.

Whit continued: “I lived for many years all over West Africa. I did one year of university in Abidjan, Ivory Coast. After college I lived for a year in Niamey, Niger, working on a grain-marketing project. Then I spent two and a half years in Bamako, Mali, on a farming project. I have also traveled through Senegal, Gambia, Mauritania, and Burkina Faso. Now that my children are almost grown, I decided it was time to come back to Africa and start the business that I have always wanted to do.”

“Farming projects” aside, as far as I was concerned Whit had been an Africa-based CIA agent. He’s never admitted it, but then they don’t tell their brothers, do they? After graduating from Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service, Whit and Shelly (then his fiancée) did live in West Africa for several years. During that period I couldn’t help but notice that for an African agricultural expert Whit knew almost nothing about farming. Yams, coconuts, carrots—all were the same to him. He called soil “dirt,” none of which could be seen under his fingernails. And he seemed to spend a lot of time off the farm, in places like Washington, D.C., and the United Nations. Who was minding the melons? Letters to him had to be addressed via the State Department diplomatic pouch. Sometimes, on his U.N. visits, he would stay in my apartment in Brooklyn. Once after he went to bed I riffled through his wallet and found all sorts of official embassy clearances and passes. Confronted, Whit said he would now have to kill me. Then he pointed out that all the credentials were in his own name and granted him access to low-level areas like the American recreation center and the shopping co-op. I wasn’t convinced. They practice saying that kind of stuff to throw you off track. In Bamako his private compound and swimming pool were guarded by a psychopathic monkey named Boo Boo who had fangs and was not afraid to use them. (He bit Shelly.) It was all right out of Dr. No. 

At any rate, by 1990 Whit was back in the States and living in Seattle, Shelly’s hometown. He dropped out of grad school in 1992 to take a job at Microsoft, where he produced the maps for the first Encarta Encyclopedia and then led the design and development of the more detailed Encarta World Atlas. (CIA agents would know a lot about exotic foreign maps, wouldn’t they?) That was the stock-option heyday at Microsoft, when secretaries hired in the 1980s were retiring as multimillionaires. Whit came too late to win a game-ending jackpot, but after five years he too had “retired” at age thirty-five with enough options to sit back and plan his next move.

Within eight months he was off on a new venture, which became Cranium. After a ten-year ride to the top of the toy business, Whit, his partner, Richard, and their investors sold Cranium to Hasbro for more than seventy-five million dollars. With discretion reminiscent of his shrouded former “farming” work in Africa, Whit maintains that very little of that sum was available once investors and other debts had been paid off. All I know is, Whit then “retired” a second time.

The gong-gong man had returned. His bottle was empty.

“I respect how hard Africans work to provide for their families and build a better life,” Whit went on, ignoring the fact that at least one community member was inebriated before noon. “I know that sometimes there are better ways to get things done. I have been searching for new ways to help people in Africa do more with their lives.”

Growing up in a middle-class suburb of Grand Rapids, Michigan, Whit and I were not particularly close. He was the annoying kid brother who would tell your parents if he knew what was really happening after school. Whit was a techie nerd, before that term existed. He and some even nerdier buddies were programming a Wang microcomputer in high school, less than two years after Paul Allen had shown Bill Gates the first Altair microcomputer, which inspired them to launch Microsoft. By contrast I got through four years of college on an electric typewriter and a bottle of Wite-Out. Computers were forced on me by the workplace. “Here’s a press release,” said the editor on my first day as a salaried journalist. “Gimme a story by six.” I peered at the blank screen on my new desk. “You need to turn it on first,” he added.

Our parents divorced when I was seventeen. I got an apartment with a buddy, and Whit moved with our mother to Tucson, entering the slipstream of Sun Belt immigrants. That was the end of our life together, and for a while it seemed as though our paths would never again cross except at weddings and funerals. I was a rebellious loner, angry with my parents for their failed marriage and angry with myself for letting it happen. Anything my parents wanted me to do, such as college or even attending my high school graduation, I resolved to do the opposite. So I checked out. I drifted through jobs around the country. That might have continued forever had I not met Sarah, my future wife, an aspiring actress who was also trying to figure out who she was, albeit with considerably more poise and planning. Together we moved to New York, where I enrolled in college at age twenty-six.

Whit did everything in the proper order. He went to college right after high school. He never worked in a restaurant. He got good jobs, saved money, and tossed around phrases like “scalable business.” He had financial planners and the right kind of insurance. Our dad, who fancied himself a keen judge of character, used to say, “Whit will get rich but Max will be famous”—not realizing in his Midwestern way that except in the case of presidential assassins, fame and fortune generally go hand in hand. Whit seemed on a path for both, and I wasn’t strongly motivated for either.

And yet despite our differences, or maybe because of them, Whit and I grew closer over the years—or as close as two brothers could be who lived three thousand miles apart and saw each other once every few years. Our wives and children became friends. We shared a sense of humor, a love of wisecracks and mutual insults. Around me, Whit could loosen his (metaphorical) tie, shed the corporate jargon, and be a kid brother again. I wish I could say something lofty like we completed each other, but mostly what we did was make a safe place for fart jokes.

None of which could have indicated that someday we would be doing business under a mango tree in a village in Ghana.

“Don’t fuck this up, asshole,” I said, trying to be helpful. “You should have learned more Twi.”

“Shut up,” Whit whispered. I blew my nose and voided several ounces of red dust. Whit continued with his spiel:

“Our company is called Burro, and our goal is to help people do more. But I have to be honest with you. I am also trying to make money.”

This brought polite laughter that, for a second, seemed in danger of breaking into a gale. It was unclear to me if the villagers were laughing with us or at us, but Ghanaians have a sharp sense of humor and are especially attuned to the absurd. When four obrunis show up in a brand-new pickup truck, they are either volunteers, Peace Corps workers, NGO reps, or governmental aid agents, all of whom are giving something away. But we were not building wells, digging latrines, or painting orphanages. In fact we were giving away nothing except a leftover stash of Obama campaign pins, and we were getting seriously low on those.

No, they understood that we had come to this village to convince thirty-three of the roughly one billion people on Earth who live on a dollar a day to give us some of their money.

As George Burns said, “If they laugh, it’s funny.”

“I believe Burro can only serve you continuously and sustainably if we make it a viable, profitable business,” said Whit, bravely pressing on. “Then we can always be there for you.” Although he didn’t come out and say it, he was alluding to the problem of NGOs mobilizing an ambitious “project,” then disappearing when the funding runs out—a problem all too familiar to rural Ghanaians. “We want to do many things, but our first idea is one that if you use a lot of batteries, you should be able to save money and do more. We want you to help us decide if the Burro offering is right for you.”

A village man stood and said in Twi: “Tell us what these batteries do.”

2. Fresh, Anytime You Want

It would be hard to overestimate the obsession with batteries in African villages with no electricity. For rural Ghanaians who live off the grid (in a country just north of the equator where darkness falls between five-thirty and six-thirty year-round), batteries power two essential appliances: flashlights and radios. Flashlights allow villagers to hunt at night for snails or bigger game like antelope and large rodents (all a significant source of income and protein), for children to do homework after dinner, and for villagers to feel safe after dark. (Perhaps because they have so little faith in law enforcement, Ghanaians are obsessed with security. Even remote village crop depots have more locks and bars than a Forty-seventh Street jewelry store.) Flashlights are also important in electrified cities, where streetlights are rare and the pavements present minefields of pedestrian obstacles, from sinkholes to open sewers to the mangled carcasses of wrecked autos that no one can afford to tow away. When you are walking around a dark African city at night, a flashlight can mean the difference between life and death.

Portable transistor radios offer many Ghanaians their only source of electronic news as well as entertainment. They listen to homegrown reggae stars like Blakk Rasta, who recorded a hit anthem to Barack Obama; the indigenous “highlife” beat that evolved after World War II from American jazz and R&B; its modern rap-inspired version, “hiplife”; and a particularly skin-crawling version of gospel music that is unfortunately not limited to Sunday mornings. Then there is the news. Ghana has a lively free press, and radio news is delivered at a constant yell in several languages. Life in Ghana happens out of doors (as near as I can tell, everything except sex takes place under trees), most of it to the soundtrack of a blaring boom box. This is not regarded solely as entertainment; farmers who bring their radios into the fields—those who do not superstitiously believe that music attracts snakes—claim to have more energy and be more productive.

A new use for batteries is evolving along with the adoption of cell phones, which are inexpensive in Ghana and have become the first and only telephone for most people. Of course, cell phones have proprietary batteries that need to be recharged, and when you don’t have electricity this presents a problem. Enterprising locals gather up phones in remote villages, then take them to the nearest on-grid charging location. But with fees approaching a dollar for a single charge if you factor in transportation costs, Africans are eager for a better solution. A handful of Chinese manufacturers have introduced cheap portable phone chargers that use a single AA battery to charge the internal phone battery. But their quality is uneven (some refuse to work right out of the box), the adapters included don’t work on every phone, and the cheap non-alkaline AA battery available in Ghana isn’t powerful enough to operate them at all. Whit was already looking into producing better battery-powered phone chargers, a product line that would not occur to anyone operating from an office in Europe or America.

“How many of you use batteries?” Whit smiled; he knew almost every hand under the mango tree would go up. One man stood and held up his radio. He opened the back, revealing three Tiger Head brand D batteries—cheap Chinese carbon zinc models, sold everywhere in Ghana, that perform poorly and are prone to leaking.* The man said he changed the batteries about once a week. Even these crappy batteries are a big expense for rural Ghanaians, who must work about half a day to buy a pair.

Whit pulled a battery out of his pocket—vibrant green with a black logo of a donkey on it. “This,” he said, “is the Burro battery.” It was, in fact, a rechargeable nickel metal hydride AA battery. “It looks small, but it has as much energy as the Tiger Head.” From his other pocket he withdrew a matching green plastic tube the size of a D battery, then he inserted the AA battery into the adapter sleeve. “And it can be used like a Tiger Head.” The audience gasped.

“The cost is 75 pesewa per month, per battery,” said Whit. “Now, I know that is three times what you pay for a Tiger Head, but you are not really buying the Burro battery; you are buying the power inside. Burro batteries are fresh anytime you want. When the battery falls”—the charming Ghanaian term for a dead battery—“you take it back to your agent and get a fresh one—no pay. So if you use Tiger Heads and change them more than three times per month, you will save with Burro—and you can use ours all the time. So you can do more.”

Do More was the Burro slogan, which Whit had craftily worked into his pitch.

A man held up a lantern-type flashlight that took four D batteries. He was already a Burro customer, he explained, having arrived from another village. “I used to turn my light off before sleeping,” he said in Twi. “Now I leave it on all night for security.” We could not have asked for a more ringing endorsement had we planted him in the crowd.

“There are other advantages,” said Whit. “Has anyone ever had a Tiger Head leak and damage their device?” Many hands went up. “Burro batteries are better. If one ever leaks and spoils your device, bring us the battery and the device, and we will make it right. Finally, has anyone ever seen a child playing with a used battery they found on the ground?” Heads nodded. “It’s not safe. With Burro, you don’t throw them away.”

A hand came up in the crowd. “What happens if my battery falls at the end of the month?” the man asked. “Do I have to pay to get it fresh?”

Jan joined in. “Yes,” she said. “You are just using the batteries for a month; then you must pay for another month, whether the battery is fresh or fallen.” Resorting to terminology now widely understood from the burgeoning cell phone market, Jan clarified, “You prepay one month. You get power from the battery that whole month. Then you prepay for the next month.”

The man’s question got at one of the biggest challenges in the Burro business model. Ghanaians don’t really have a rental culture; despite the clearly compelling advantage of the offer, it takes time to explain to potential customers the basic idea of buying a service, as opposed to buying the physical battery. This is one reason why Burro was building its own network of trained agents who could explain the company’s unconventional offering. A direct relationship between client and agent also ensured a level of trust that would enable the rental model to work. In a country with no reliable legal system for dispute resolution, and where most people have no identification, no bank account, and no street address, renting valuable merchandise to them for a fraction of its cost carried considerable risk. “You can’t just set up shop on any street corner and hand out batteries to the first person who walks by,” said Whit.

So far the most promising agent was Whit’s man in Ampedwae—a local assemblyman named Gideon, with graying hair, a Fu Manchu mustache, and an entrepreneurial flair that impressed Whit and Jan. I found Gideon’s competence somewhat undercut by the fact that he worked out of a Spider-Man backpack, but after a while you get used to things like that in Africa, which is flooded with secondhand clothing and sports gear from America. I never saw a Brady Bunch lunch box, but it wouldn’t have surprised me. After Whit finished his presentation, Gideon, who had organized our village sales meeting under the mango tree, opened up his backpack and promptly signed up several more customers. Later he explained that many Ghanaians distrust other Ghanaians and are reluctant to part with cash for a promise of “fresh” batteries that may or may not materialize. “They might not believe me,” said Gideon, “but if the obruni shows up, they figure it must be real.” At least until the brand was established, it was becoming clear that village “gong-gong” meetings would continue to be a valuable sales strategy.

The downside to the Ghanaian’s good nature is that it can be hard to get at the truth; often, in the interest of politeness, deference, or perhaps some more calculated ruse that I have not yet gleaned, he will tell you what he thinks you want to hear. So Whit was working hard at training his associates to talk straight with him. “Tell me,” Whit asked Gideon as we were loading up the truck, “what could I have said better?”

“You might have talked about the environment,” he said thoughtfully. “You know, you mentioned how the old batteries are dangerous for children, and that was good, but I would also talk about how our batteries do not litter their village.” It was a good point, albeit one riddled with contradiction. Ghanaian cities are filthy, and people litter with abandon. For all its Eden-like rain forests, vertiginous waterfalls, and flocks of exotic birds and butterflies, modern, urbanized Ghana is no paradise. But these small ancestral villages are conspicuously tidy. The trees along the main roads are often pruned into aesthetic submission, and purple bougainvillea vines are artfully trained over entranceways. The floors of the village huts may be of dirt, but they get swept several times a day. Even the outdoor spaces are swept daily, leaving the unintentional broom tracks of a Zen garden. I wondered if it was part of the Ghanaian ownership culture: big cities don’t really “belong” to anyone, but these villages represent home and family, even for Ghanaians who have left the farm. I wasn’t sure yet how Burro would fit into that proud, poor culture, but I was beginning to see that the only way to do business here was to respect the simple logic of village life. When we sat under the mango tree and followed the rhythm of the gong-gong, we did well.

“Now, before you go, I have a present for you,” said Gideon. From the bed of the truck he hauled out a four-liter plastic jug with a loose-fitting cap and sticky white foam oozing from the lip. “Fresh palm wine, very sweet!” Gideon poured the unfiltered milky brew into a plastic cup; specks of dirt and a small bug or two floated like coffee grounds on the surface. “Don’t worry about the dirt, we always pour the first sip on the ground for our ancestors,” he said. “They don’t mind.” He tipped the cup in front of him and poured off the dirt, took a slug, and passed the cup to Whit. “Today we rented many batteries,” he said. “To Burro.”

3. Planners and Searchers

As Bill Gates freely acknowledged, he did not originate the idea of doing good by doing well. As far back as 1959, the Pakistani activist and social scientist Akhter Hameed Khan realized that charity on its own was unsustainable as a model for third-world development. He pointed out that infrastructure such as schools, wells, and sewers needed ongoing maintenance; simply building them wasn’t enough. Who would pay for their upkeep after the volunteers left town? Working with the Pakistan (now Bangladesh) Academy for Rural Development, Khan initiated the Comilla Cooperative Pilot Project, a system of local cooperatives that integrated public and private enterprise to improve roads and irrigation systems, train administrators and accountants, and develop village economic plans that would carry improvements forward. Other programs followed.

Khan’s initiatives had varying degrees of success but were ultimately hampered by a lack of central control. In the 1970s, building on the work of Khan, the Bangladeshi economist Muhammed Yunus began developing a model for a centralized bank that would finance small rural businesses at more favorable rates than those offered by local moneylenders. Traditional banks ignored this market because it was difficult to enforce repayment contracts. But Yunus realized (this was his breakthrough) that when loans were made to groups of villagers (mostly women), repayment was essentially self-enforced by peer pressure. If someone did not pay back her loan, no one else in her group could take out a new loan. Thus was born the concept of microfinancing. In his book Banker to the Poor: Microlending and the Battle Against World Poverty, Yunus wrote: “We were convinced that the bank should be built on human trust.” Yunus’s Grameen Bank (which means “village bank”) has now loaned more than ten billion dollars to poor families while experiencing very low default rates; his success has inspired similar banks all over the world.*

In 1980 the American management consultant Bill Drayton founded Ashoka: Innovators for the Public, a sort of nonprofit venture capital firm dedicated to encouraging innovations that serve the world’s poor. Drayton popularized the catchphrase “social entrepreneurship.” In this context, entrepreneur did not necessarily mean someone looking for financial profit, but rather someone who sought opportunistic solutions to seemingly intractable social problems like hunger, infant mortality, illiteracy, and environmental degradation. Drayton and his associates traveled the globe seeking pioneers, then looked for ways to support them through grants, professional services, and joint ventures. He recalled his simple but audacious goal to David Bornstein, author of the recent How to Change the World: Social Entrepreneurs and the Power of New Ideas: “Was it possible to create a system that would, with high reliability, spot major pattern-changing ideas and first-class entrepreneurs before either were proven?” The answer was yes. With a current annual budget of thirty million dollars, Ashoka has supported more than two thousand fellows in over sixty countries.

If social entrepreneurship was a religion in search of a bible, the scripture came in 2004 when the Indian-born University of Michigan business  professor C. K. Prahalad published a seminal book called The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty Through Profits. Prahalad, who died in 2010, was brave enough to argue that Westerners needed to stop pitying the poor as victims and start respecting them as value-conscious consumers and even small-scale entrepreneurs. He defined the bottom of the economic pyramid as those earning less than two dollars a day—some four billion people worldwide. Obviously these poorest of the poor do not consume at the level of Westerners—their buying is overwhelmingly focused on needs, not wants, and impulse purchases are mostly on the level of snacks and trinkets like key chains—but their total spending power amounts to trillions of dollars. “This is not a market to be ignored,” wrote Prahalad. Indeed, even a casual visitor to all but the most destitute and autocratic third-world countries cannot help but be amazed by the vibrant local food and clothing markets—to say nothing of the roving snack and trinket sellers who ply traffic jams—where buying and selling takes place in environments of such unfettered chaos as to seem physically unsafe. And of course some Western corporations, like Coca-Cola, have done very well by selling to the world’s poor.

All of these observations suggest that the idea of poverty is highly relative and impossible to separate from context. In Ghana (as I was to learn), small-plot cocoa farmers and other cash-crop growers are in fact diligent savers. They often barter for daily needs, breaking into their cash hoard only when something they regard as extraordinarily desirable comes along. Put in business terms, their balance sheet is sterling. Such people certainly do not think of themselves as poor, especially when their own measurement of happiness is less contingent on material possessions and more heavily weighted toward the security and support of family and friends. These are the billions of Africans and Asians and Latin Americans who appear “poor” to us but in reality bear no resemblance to the belly-swollen refugees with outstretched hands that epitomize the Western image of the developing world’s population.

But from one village to the next can be night and day. Plenty of rural Ghanaians really are poor, even by their own standards, often desperately so, and in debt to boot. The point is, you can’t tell who is truly poor and who is not just by looking at them. And you certainly can’t tell by giving stuff away to them; who wouldn’t accept a free well or clinic? The only way you can tell who has money and who doesn’t is by offering to sell them something they want and need at an honest price.

By the time Gates gave his speech at Davos, backlash against conventional foreign aid was growing. In 2006, the year microlender Yunus won the Nobel Peace Prize, economist William Easterly published The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill and So Little Good. As the title suggests, the book is a scathing polemic on the failure of governments and nonprofits (including Easterly’s former employer, the World Bank) to make any significant dent in the problems of the developing world. “The West spent $2.3 trillion on foreign aid over the past five decades and still has not managed to get twelve-cent medicines to children to prevent half of all malaria deaths,” he wrote, comparing this tragedy to the marketing push in the summer of 2005 that sold nine million copies of the sixth Harry Potter book in a single day. “It is heartbreaking that global society has evolved a highly efficient way to get entertainment to rich adults and children, while it can’t get twelve-cent medicine to dying poor children.”

According to Easterly, one problem is that well-meaning but clueless bureaucratic “Planners” have created a culture of freebies in the third world that makes it difficult for market forces to find a viable niche. When a charity gives away mosquito nets, what happens to the local entrepreneur who is trying to make and sell mosquito nets at a reasonable profit, running a business that employs villagers and sustains itself? Easterly compared the Planners to those whom he called “Searchers.” The Searchers are experimenters who don’t claim to have all the answers but are willing to hit the ground and find out—especially if it leads to some personal reward. “Searchers have better incentives and better results,” he wrote. “When a high willingness to pay for a thing coincides with low costs for that thing, Searchers will find a way to get it to the customer.”

It’s a compelling argument—but searching takes time. Gates himself recognized the challenge: “Sometimes market forces fail to make an impact in developing countries not because there’s no demand, or because money is lacking, but because we don’t spend enough time studying the needs and limits of that market.”

Which helps explain why so many market-based innovations for the developing world are large-scale corporate mobilizations. Gates mentioned the efforts of GlaxoSmithKline to develop affordable drugs; Prahalad wrote about Unilever’s success inventing a more effective way to iodize salt using molecular encapsulation, preventing mental retardation in Indian children while making money. These are multinational behemoths that can easily drop a few million into research and development with relatively little overall risk. Their developing-world missions are the corporate equivalent of the World Bank, or the Peace Corps—admirable business ventures, but hardly adventures. I was looking for the place where venture and adventure intersect. As I was about to learn, it was a dangerous crossroads with no traffic light.
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1. Dead Heat

Out of the plane and onto the molten tarmac of Kotoka Airport, you smell it right away. Africa has a smell as distinct as the subway of Manhattan or the eucalyptus of Laurel Canyon—pungent and exotic yet vaguely familiar, like burley pipe tobacco or pontifical incense.

“Welcome to Ghana,” said Whit as we walked through immigration, past a large sign warning that pedophiles were decidedly unwelcome here, and into the January glare of my first morning on the oldest continent. The previous afternoon we had met at JFK—he from Seattle, me from Maine, along with Harper—to connect to Accra. Whit had been in Ghana, laying the groundwork for Burro, from August to November of 2008, and Jan had been in charge since he left. So far the company consisted of Whit, Jan, Kevin, the Tata pickup, and a few thousand batteries. My plan was to spend the first month of 2009 there with my son (who had been given an independent study project on recording Ghanaian field music for his high school), during which time I would annoy Whit as much as possible, explore the country, and, if things worked out, prepare for a much longer stay later in the year.

Outside the terminal, a gang of aggressively friendly touts immediately surrounded our luggage cart, fighting for the opportunity to guide us to a taxi. “No, no, no thank you, we’re okay,” said Whit, but nobody listened or cared. The rule seemed to be that anyone with his hand touching any bag on the cart was entitled to a tip, so a dozen dreadlocked men with outstretched arms frantically huddled around us, tripping over one another, grasping at luggage and arguing as we pushed through the crowd, looking like a giant moving tarantula. “We’re waiting for someone,” said Whit. “We have a ride. No taxi. No thank you.” Harper, dazed with jet lag, wandered off to the snack stand and came back with two Red Bulls. One was already empty and he was working on the second. “He’s gonna come down hard,” said Whit. “Charlie!”

Across the parking lot, waving from the door of an older Mercedes-Benz, was a big, tall, athletic man with a wide smile. He was wearing gym clothes and shaking his head at the gang surrounding our overflowing luggage cart. “Hey, Whit! Sorry, I can’t get any closer.” Whit’s Ghanaian business partner waited for us outside the security cordon. We piloted the luggage cart and the attached porters in his direction. Charlie (not his real name) yelled at them in Twi and tossed some brightly colored bills. He hugged Whit. “Welcome back!”

“You still driving this old wreck?” said Whit.

“Who can afford a new car?” said Charlie. “We have not rented enough batteries yet. Besides, it holds a lot of baggage.”

It did, amazingly, and we were off to Koforidua on a Sunday afternoon.

I liked Charlie right away. Like many Ghanaians I would come to know, he was generous, sincere, and completely unflappable, relying on an endless taproot of humor to cope with the daily indignities of African life. Stopped at a red light in front of Ghana’s new presidential palace, a curvilinear metallic ziggurat that is meant to suggest a traditional Ghanaian chief’s throne (called a stool) but looks more like a rocket launch pad from the 1939 World’s Fair, Charlie stuck his arm out the window and gestured to a tall young woman selling bags of fried plantain chips from a bowl on top of her head. He quizzed her in Twi in what was obviously some form of mock indignation, and the two exchanged pleasant banter until the light changed and we sped off.

“What was that about?” asked Whit.

“I asked her why she is not in church today,” Charlie replied, laughing. The son of a Unilever executive who was a part-time minister, Charlie, fifty-six, inherited the preacher’s ardent voice if not his precise spiritual calling. Although like most Ghanaians he is among the faithful (and married to a devout Catholic, a minority religion in this former British colony), mostly Charlie proselytizes for business. His upbringing was middle class by American standards but relatively privileged for Africa. After attending Accra’s Achimota School, a boarding institution from the colonial era and one of the most prestigious secondary schools in Africa, he majored in biochemistry at Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, anticipating a medical career. But the physician’s life was not for him, and he went on to study timber management. Most of his business ventures have been in the building trades—manufacturing high-quality construction materials—and he owns several properties around Accra and farther to the east, in the Volta Region of his ancestry. Charlie is a member of the Ewe tribe; besides English he speaks Ewe, Twi, and Ga, which is Accra’s indigenous language.

“Look at this,” said Charlie, this time in English, gesturing over the hood as we idled at another red light.

In front of us, a truck carrying maybe thirty young men in its open cargo hold lumbered past, hiplife music blaring from speakers, the men dancing and waving red, white, and blue flags picturing an elephant and the letters NPP—the National Patriotic Party. “Let’s hope they are going home,” said Charlie as the music slowly faded and the truck disappeared into the heat, shimmering like a mirage. “Enough of this already.”

One month earlier, Ghana’s presidential election had been too close to call. The sitting president, John Kufuor of the NPP party, had served his two-term limit, and his potential successor, Nana Akufo-Addo, was running against John Atta Mills of the opposition National Democratic Congress (NDC). The dead heat had forced a runoff just a few days before our arrival, and Mills, a fifty-six-year-old lawyer and university lecturer with a gap-toothed smile that made him look like a black David Letterman, won. But in Africa, elections are never over when they’re over. While most Ghanaians were expressing pride that the country could now count two consecutive democratic transitions to opposition parties (a record for postcolonial Africa), plenty of NPP loyalists were still agitating, claiming the election was rigged, a challenge for any party not in power, to be sure. (Observers from the Carter Center said it was largely free and fair.)

Swirling under the surface was an undercurrent of ethnic animosity. Ghana has taken measures to ensure that its political parties are not tied closely to ethnic groups. National parties must have viable offices in every region, and parties may not include ethnic names or symbols in their regalia. Nevertheless, the NPP stronghold is the central Ashanti tribal region, while the NDC was founded by a member of the Ewe tribe—the former military head of state, Flight Lieutenant Jerry John Rawlings.* Although Mills is not Ewe, he was Rawlings’s vice president. And Rawlings—who sent three former dictators and five generals to a firing squad in June of 1979—was still very much on the scene, speechifying and prognosticating. Further stirring the pot was the country’s partisan tabloid press, which regularly ran block-type headlines proclaiming NDC THUGS RAID NPP RUMPUS OR NPP PLOTS NDC MAYHEM.

Compared to many African countries, tribal tension in Ghana burns at a very low flame; it rarely rises above the level of ethnic humor. Any serious tribal conflict seemed unthinkable, but the election did seem to be bringing out the worst in people, and some of the roving bands of political supporters acted more like street gangs cruising for a fight. These were not gangs you would want to engage in political debate.

“So what happens next, Charlie?” Whit asked. He had been home in Seattle for six weeks over the holidays, following the Ghanaian election on the Internet, and he was anxious to catch up on the ground.

“I think things will be okay,” Charlie said. “People are starting to calm down. But right now the problem is that Nana has not conceded. He needs to get up and say that.”

We were heading out of town on the main road north toward Koforidua, two and a half hours away. Whit had chosen the town for his test branch because it was within a day’s round-trip drive to the air and shopping hub of Accra yet far enough away to be out of the limelight. As our car switched back and forth up the Akwapim Ridge, Charlie pushed the accelerator to the floor and passed a banana truck on a blind curve. This was not a lightly traveled road; I estimated the chance of an oncoming vehicle to be high, perhaps once every few seconds. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them I noticed other cars doing the same thing, going both ways, as if it were completely normal to risk an explosive, dismembering head-on collision to gain a relatively small time advantage on a Sunday afternoon. Harper, who had just finished driver’s ed back in Maine, gave me a wide-eyed look. “Don’t try this at home,” I said.

We climbed higher, dodging trucks and taxis. Soon Accra and the Gulf of Guinea spread out below us, felted in dust and smoke. Along the highway, fields had been set ablaze by farmers clearing underbrush before planting. Adding to the haze were street vendors, who fanned flaming charcoal fires below rice pots and shards of sizzling cocoyam and plantain.

“Dad, they’re selling dope all along this road,” Harper said to me in a whisper, apparently not wanting Charlie and Whit, in the front seat, to know that he was onto an incredible scam.

“What?”

“Dope. Pot. Mar-i-juana. I can smell it. These guys are dope dealers, and they’re burning samples.”

“They’re not selling dope,” I said dismissively, ignoring for the moment how he knew what dope smelled like. “And even if they were, why would they be burning samples? This is not Jamaica.”

“Rita Marley lives up on this ridge,” said Whit on cue, playing tour guide, ignorant of our conversation in the backseat.

“That’s right,” said Charlie.

Okay, maybe they were selling dope. Maybe the free samples were some native Ghanaian version of creative capitalism. But no, it didn’t smell quite like dope. Then I placed it. The smell of Ghana was the smell of burning leaves from my childhood, a time before anybody cared about mulching or recycling or even air pollution, when leaf piles were set ablaze at the curb every fall. The burning fields and the charcoal fires smelled the same. In my youth the cities and suburbs of America were regularly on fire, and autumn was delirious and orange and black with smoke. I was ten in the summer of 1967 when Detroit was in flames during the race riots, and it seemed perfectly normal to me, just a little early. Africa is still on fire.

“How did you guys meet?” I asked.

“Serendipity,” said Whit. “We met last May in Accra. I was still just kind of noodling the whole Burro idea back in Seattle, and I found out there was a World Bank conference called ‘Lighting Africa’ in Accra. I thought that was a perfect excuse to come over, do some initial market research, and scope out possible partners.”

“Why did you want a partner?”

“Well, it certainly makes things easier. You can be one hundred percent foreign-owned in Ghana, but it’s a bit tricky. I really wanted someone on the ground who knows the terrain. Anyway, I had arranged a meeting with this guy who heads up the Ghanaian branch of a U.S. NGO that helps jump-start small- and medium-scale business enterprises in developing countries. They do the largest annual business-plan competition in Ghana, so I wanted to meet with them to get the lay of the land. In the back of my mind I thought maybe they would be a sponsor, and maybe they would know whom I should talk to as a potential partner.

“So on the day of our meeting, the guy got called away on an emergency and he arranged for me to meet with another person from his group, a very smart woman named Afi. We met, and I could tell she was pretty excited about my idea. They hear all kinds of bullshit stories over here, and they’ve been through the wringer with snake-oil Western no-ops coming over. Charlie’s been screwed by these types in the past. So Afi was definitely sizing me up. I could tell we were connecting, and she was figuring this guy seems real and has integrity.

“She told me she knew a lot of potential partners. ‘Let me think about it and get back to you,’ she said. The next day she called and said she had a guy she wanted me to meet. So we all met at the Golden Tulip Hotel—me, Charlie, and Afi. Charlie and I hit it off right away. I was very impressed with his entrepreneurial background; he had tried a lot of things. I could tell he was passionate about creating things that make a difference while making money at it. And because of his forestry and construction background, he loves managing work in the field; he doesn’t want to sit in an office like a lot of Ghanaian businessmen.”

Charlie laughed. “Offices are so boring.”

“Well, about fifteen minutes into that meeting, Afi dropped the bombshell that Charlie was her husband.”

Charlie laughed harder. “She didn’t want that to influence anything.”

“Afi did say she knew a couple of other people as well, but my time was short and I felt great about Charlie, I felt this could work. So it wasn’t the most rigorous executive search in the world, but I think it turned out really well.”

“You could do a lot worse,” said Charlie.

“No shit. I could have gotten a total operator who’s just a crook, some flashy guy tooling around in a Mercedes—”

“What are you saying? I drive a Mercedes.”

“I meant a late-model Mercedes, the kind with air bags and a CD player.”

“Oh you are bad!”

Just when I thought that our luck in overtaking large vehicles up steep hills must surely run out, the gods took pity on us and we pulled into the traffic of downtown Koforidua, where passing became impossible even by the relaxed standards of Africa.

2. Living Hell

Ghana is a country of striking beauty, roughly the size of the United Kingdom yet considerably more diverse in climate and landscape. The lower third of the country is dominated by verdant rain forests teeming with neon-colored birds and orchestrated by the treetop chatter of the white-tailed colobus monkey. Along riptide-laced Atlantic beaches, hundred-foot-tall coconut palms (in their prime natural habitat) hover like extraterrestrials over raffia huts where fishermen tend their nets in brightly painted dugout canoes. Colonial-era rubber and palm plantations march along the coast road, which winds through beachfront villages huddled below the whitewashed parapets of slave castles—the oldest European buildings in sub-Saharan Africa, illogically bright and romantic, the kind of places that in the West would be converted into boutique hotels with horizon pools and mojito bars, but in Africa crumble inexorably, like decaying teeth. In the north, the rain forest gives way to drier savannah, and villages far off the missionary track are clustered around medieval mud-and-stick mosques—pincushion palaces with the uninhibited creative charm of a child’s sand castle. Herds of migratory elephants, hippos, and waterbucks roam vast reserves that are barely accessible and (unlike the travel-magazine game parks of Tanzania or Botswana) virtually un-touristed. Way up near the Burkina Faso border are communal lodges painted in striking geometric patterns, sacred colonies of giant hammer bats, and strange tribes where women still wear “lip plugs”—six-inch wooden discs inserted (one can only imagine painfully) in distended, pierced lips to create the effect of grotesque cartoon duck bills. The east of the country is defined by claw-shaped Lake Volta, the largest man-made lake in the world (created in the 1960s by the Akosombo Dam, which powered my brother’s battery chargers), where moldering steamers straight out of The African Queen chug hesitantly between forgotten outposts with pulp-novel names like Kpando and Yeji, and waterfalls sluice down jungle escarpments.

Koforidua is not one of these places. Koforidua—population roughly one hundred thousand, the same as Gary, Indiana, which could well be its sister city—is the kind of place that guidebooks euphemistically refer to as “a good jumping-off point” or “a decent enough base for exploring the wider region.” In other words, “the bus turns around at this backwater, so we are obliged to tell you something about it.” Perhaps it is unfair to say that Koforidua is to Accra what Gary is to Chicago. It is, in fact, the capital of the misnamed Eastern Region (the Volta Region lies farther east). In Europe, Koforidua would be the kind of busy small city, like Tours or Sheffield, that offered a range of hotels and restaurants to suit any budget, plenty of public transportation, and convenient access to nearby tourist attractions. But Kof-town (as it is called), while undeniably busy, is not in Europe. It offers no nearby tourist attractions save a couple of admittedly decent waterfalls and a weekly bead market of regional and, arguably, even international importance so far as handmade beads go; it boasts only three substantial restaurants, serving related pathologies of the same brown food; and it lays claim to just a few overpriced hotels inconveniently located several miles outside of town.

Hotels, at least, were not our issue. We had a home. Of sorts.

My brother’s rented quarters, which tripled as residence, Burro corporate office, and its first pilot field branch, occupied the entire second floor of a two-story colonial-era municipal building on a busy downtown street called Hospital Road. (The local hospital, may God have mercy on your soul, was indeed a short walk east.) The first floor accommodated a grocery store the size of a bus shelter and—taking up the remaining fifty feet or so of street frontage—a cluttered electronics concern, open until well after midnight, that mostly trafficked in gargantuan secondhand sound systems powerful enough to shake paint off the walls.

With the entire street façade devoted to commerce, entrance to Whit’s flat was through a paved rear courtyard shared by another block of buildings behind us. This communal outdoor living space served as a playground, laundry room, kitchen, and bathroom for perhaps a dozen large families. Along one side of the courtyard ran an open concrete sewer, perhaps eighteen inches deep and as wide, through which coursed a slow-moving stream of soapy gray effluvia and floating trash. While genuine sewage of the toilet-flushing variety did not appear to drain into this fetid trough, my brother’s kitchen and bathroom sinks could be plainly traced as tributaries, from drainpipes running down the side of the building. At any rate, the sewer’s status as a conduit of relatively innocuous sink water was undermined by the fact that most of the courtyard’s residents—men and women alike—freely peed into it. At least one uninhibited child regularly emptied his bowels into the babbling slipstream. The courtyard itself was sloped so rainwater would roll into the trench—along with every child’s ball and other toys, which then got picked out, occasionally washed, and put into play again. In short it was a pathologist’s nightmare, and a perfect example of why diarrhea is endemic to children in Africa.

At the rear of the courtyard, a double flight of red-painted concrete steps led up to my brother’s flat. The door opened to a long perpendicular hallway off which two main rooms faced a colonnaded veranda, accessed through French doors, above the street. In the first room, makeshift wooden tables were covered with batteries, chargers, and extension cords, over which an industrial-sized metal fan throbbed loudly in a vain effort to keep the electronics cool. The other main room, larger, had a dining room table and chairs, and walls plastered with regional maps and whiteboards listing agent names and rental volumes. At either end of the hallway was a pair of smaller rooms, one front and one back. The back room on the west side was Whit’s bedroom; the street-facing room adjoining it was the Burro office, with two desks, bookshelves, and a massive built-in safe with a keyed lock that no one could open and contents, if any, that remained a tantalizing mystery. The office could be accessed from Whit’s room or the veranda. Over on the opposite side, the rear bedroom was occupied by Jan, and the front room, also accessible from either Jan’s room or the veranda, was to be Harper’s and mine. Behind Jan’s bedroom, forming a sort of ell, was the small kitchen (sink, narrow fridge, Lilliputian four-burner gas stove) and a shower room, toilet cabin (with a commercial jet–siphon flushing action that I came to appreciate after a few meals at the local dives), and separate bathroom sink.

These cooking and ablution facilities, while Spartan by North American standards, were in fact pharaonic according to the dim expectations of Africa—particularly the keg-sized hot water heater above the shower, which apparently had no temperature setting cooler than scald. (Months later, Whit found the thermostat.) By contrast the kitchen sink provided only cold water, so dishwashing was accomplished by transferring a bucket of hot shower spray into the kitchen sink. Having running water at all was a minor engineering miracle: the murky public supply ran only twice a week, so at great expense Whit had installed a pair of 1,800-liter plastic tanks on the roof, creating a 950-gallon reservoir. In theory these backup tanks would fill when the utility gods deigned to open the communal spigots; after the town water went dry, we would subsist on this bacterial oasis cleverly cached on our roof. (Less fortunate residents of the block got by on dry days by hauling water from a large communal cistern located in another courtyard behind ours. When that ran dry, they had to buy water, per bucket, from a vendor across the street.) In practice, however, with a full house including one American teenager who showered twice a day, we ran out of water often, so the normally routine act of turning on a faucet was freighted with suspense; you never knew if you would get water (or what color it would be), a blast of pressurized air, or a pathetic burp followed by nothing.

I had to commend my brother for putting up with these inconveniences; I can’t picture a lot of multimillionaire middle-aged American businessmen voluntarily living this way, particularly those happily married with a family eight thousand miles away. I regarded it as testament to his entrepreneurial commitment. In fact, he admitted, he would have gladly put up with even more straitened arrangements had he not been worried that Jan, who made no demands but also lived comfortably in the Northwest, might run out of enthusiasm for cold bucket showers. At any rate, the place was actually rather charming and comfortable in a rakish, retro way. It was clearly built at a time when the Brits were doing things right, with high ceilings, lots of cross ventilation, and hand-carved mahogany doors and transom windows. The building had originally been the regional office of the British American Tobacco Company; later it was the office of the state labor department, and it was still known to locals as “Old Labor.”

When Whit came into town looking for digs, the real estate agent drove him around to look at villas on the outskirts, down dark rutted roads and behind high walls. But that would never work for a business that was going to need a visible presence in the city. “I was like, ‘Dude, you don’t get it,’” Whit told me. “‘We want to be in town—right in town.’ The agent said, ‘Oh, there is no place suitable for obrunis in town.’ I said, ‘Try me.’”

The place was cheap—two hundred cedis a month, payable in advance for two years (typical for Ghana), which came to about three thousand dollars. But it wasn’t exactly in move-in condition. “Oh man, this place was three inches thick in dust when we first saw it,” said Whit. “The kitchen had no appliances, no counters or cabinets—just a sink hanging in midair from pipes. The toilet was there, I just had to replace the seat.”

“What was wrong with the existing seat?”

“It was there.”

Some problems ran deeper. Above the coffered plywood ceiling was a corrugated metal roof dulled by rust and thus incapable of reflecting the relentless tropical sun. With no insulation of any kind, the roof was a heat sink. So, despite ceiling fans in every room and huge louvered-glass jalousie windows, the flat was transformed into a living hell roughly fifteen minutes after sunrise every day. Closing windows was unthinkable; in that stifling cloister, the slightest breeze was greeted like an apparition of Our Lady of Guadalupe. As a result, the flat was so noisy—horns, roosters, music, screaming children, and motorcycles—that you had to stick a finger in your ear to talk on a cell phone. This was indoors. Out on the veranda, otherwise a lovely vantage point above the street commerce—young men splitting coconuts with machetes, women selling sliced papaya snacks in front of plywood stalls hawking used brassieres (something about the coconuts and the brassieres suggested a small-time burlesque routine)—conversation transpired at a yell. Although we could and often did cook our own dinners from provisions gathered at the town’s huge outdoor market, at the end of many days all we wanted was to go somewhere that had not been baking under a tin roof since six in the morning. Usually, that was the Linda Dor restaurant.

3. The Gold Coast

As Whit had predicted, Harper was down for the count by sunset; while he slept off his Red Bull bender, Whit and I ambled out for dinner at the Linda Dor, a few blocks down Hospital Road. “Watch every step you take, and don’t ever stop watching,” he said as we shuffled down the dark road, jumping over open sewers and dodging the jagged metal stumps of former signposts. “There is no concept of liability in Africa, and no one to blame if you fall into something. Also, I can pretty much guarantee that your medevac coverage won’t airlift you to Germany for a twenty-inch gash in your leg; you’ll be stuck with the local clinic, followed by a very unpleasant ride home on that shitty Delta plane. Or you could fork over four grand for a first-class seat.”

Like our living quarters, the Linda Dor possessed a faded colonial charm. It had certainly seen better days, and its dingy décor and dark recesses suggested that there was much concerning this establishment that you really didn’t want to know about, at least not before dinner.

We sat near the door and I opened the menu warily. Much to my surprise, laid out across its greasy pages was the promise of an intercontinental repast without equal. Steak frites, pasta Bolognese, boeuf Bourguignon, and Chinese stir-fry, not to mention African delights like peanut stew and the ubiquitous fufu, were all possible. Years of living in New York had trained me to be suspicious of restaurants that “specialize” in more than one ethnic approach; purveyors boasting simultaneous expertise in Korean and Mexican were not likely to create edible versions of either. But the menu at Linda Dor took multicultural cuisine into bold new territory. Clearly, behind the stove of this unassuming chow house reigned a polyglot chef of global ambition, a Baedeker of the broiler.

“What do you recommend?” I asked Whit.

“Nothing. But don’t worry, they won’t actually have any of this stuff—well, maybe one Chinese dish, but it won’t be anything like Chinese food you’ve ever seen. I’d stick with the Jolof rice.”

Rube that I was, I had not yet learned that in Ghana, restaurant menus are merely aspirational. Any given establishment, no matter how remote, may boast on its menu anything from Castilian tapas, Lebanese mezze, Auvergnian biftek, and Venetian fritto misto, none of which has ever been prepared within two thousand miles of the place, even if the ingredients were available. A request for any of these exotic belt-stretchers is invariably met with the response “It’s finished.”

Looking over the pages devoted to reliably available local fare, I saw something even more curious. “What’s grasscutter?” I asked Whit.

“Rat. Well, a ratlike rodent. They eat regular rats here too, but grasscutter is big—bigger than a rabbit but with a ratlike tail. Maybe like a muskrat. Lives in the tall grass. It’s a delicacy. Men hunt them with shotguns and sell them by the side of the road for extra cash.”

It turns out that the grasscutter market is the subject of ecological controversy because hunters typically flush out the animals by setting grasslands on fire, contributing to the alarming deforestation of West Africa. Reckoning that one sample of the tender viand (in the interest of journalism) was unlikely to raze the African savannah, I pressed ahead bravely: “I’ll have the grasscutter stew with fufu, please.”

“Fufu is finished,” the waitress replied meekly. “We have banku.”

Whit explained that banku is a fermented version of fufu. I consented. He ordered the Jolof rice.

“Is the food better in the former French colonies?” I asked Whit.

“Considerably.”

“So why are we here?”

He shot me a weary look. “Well as much as I like good food, there were some other considerations, some of them obvious, others not. Before last summer I had never been to Ghana, although I came close on New Year’s Eve of 1981. I was in a bush taxi at the border in Burkina Faso, which was still called Upper Volta. That was the night of the second, and successful, J. J. Rawlings coup, when they sealed the borders.”

“Whit, you were in the CIA. You let a closed border stop you?”

“Only that one time, and only because I left my decoder pen and shoe phone at the hotel. So I always felt kinda ripped off, like my Ghana trip had been taken away from me somehow. For years I toted around my unused Ghana visa as a shameful badge of travel curtailed. But since then, Ghana has gone through a pretty phenomenal evolution. There’s a very free press; in fact the press is rated freer than in some of the Eastern European countries. There are very strong democratic institutions, albeit still fragile at times, as we are learning in the election just finished. But the country has now had five presidential elections, at least the latter three of which were widely acclaimed as substantially free, fair, and transparent. The first one, when Rawlings won in ’92, was rigged, but the second one, in ’96, was much more fair, and they have been since then.”

My stew arrived, bony chunks of skin-on grasscutter in a thick brown slurry. On the side were two softball-sized gray dumplings—the banku. Whit explained that traditionally one eats the banku (or fufu) by hand, small pieces dipped in the soup like a doughnut in coffee. It is also considered rude to actually chew it, which, upon tasting the gelatinous paste, did not seem much of a sacrifice. “Go ahead and eat,” said Whit a bit too forcefully, as if addressing a reluctant child staring at his vegetables. “There’s no telling when mine will come. Ghana has no traditional restaurant culture; they just bring food out whenever it’s ready.” I nodded and tucked in to my rat, which, as I had hoped, tasted much like rabbit.

“So you’ve got strong democratic institutions, and a strong civil society as well,” Whit continued. “There are a lot of professional organizations and associations and church groups that really push for a better society and are working in various ways to improve things. And it’s a relatively well-educated society. Ghana used to have the best education system in Africa; it’s probably suffered in the last twenty years. It’s also got a history of a monetized rural economy, so that was very important. You go to some countries, like Ethiopia, and the rural economy is very much at the subsistence level, maybe with some barter. Here there’s a long history of cash-cropping and monetization, so people are used to earning money in a wide variety of ways and living in a cash economy.”

This commercial bent seems ingrained in the Ghanaian culture, a legacy of the country’s rich gold mines—the region’s most valuable natural resource before the transatlantic slave trade, and still the second most important export after cocoa. The Brits of course called Ghana the Gold Coast; under their rule, Ashanti tribal leaders were groomed as business partners, a transformation that accelerated in the early twentieth century. In 1930 one of them, Kofi Sraha, described the situation in terms that would sound familiar to the most acquisitive baby boomer: “We turned ourselves from Warriors into Merchants, Traders, Christians and men of properties, [kept] moneys in the Banks under British Protection and began to build huge houses.” It was easy to see Whit’s Ghanaian partner Charlie as the modern descendant of this legacy.

A loud crack ricocheted inside my skull, and pain I had never felt outside of the dentist’s chair bored through a maxillary molar. I reached inside my mouth and extracted a mangled shotgun pellet. “Fuck, look at that.”

“Holy shit,” said Whit. “I knew there was a reason I never eat the grasscutter. Chew carefully.” Indeed; by the end of the meal I had extracted five pellets. (I later learned from Charlie that you want your grasscutter to have pellets. “That proves they were properly shot, and not killed with rat poison,” he said.) Whit’s rice arrived just as I was finishing up.

“Ghana is a beautiful country too,” Whit continued. “That’s also important because I’m trying to attract and retain American and other partners as we grow. And obviously the English language here helps with that as well. The business climate is also very friendly to foreign investment. There’s guaranteed repatriation of profits, albeit with an eight percent dividend tax. So you’ve got a very positive and improving business climate for outside investors. Put all those factors together and it just makes sense.”

It was late, still quite hot. Jet lag was winning. I paid the check, gathered up my shotgun pellets, and we left for home. “Let’s take the scenic route,” said Whit. “I’ll show you a bit of the town.”

We tramped down gloomy side streets, where African men leaned against sheds, sharpening machetes along smooth stones and eyeing us with curiosity. I briefly weighed the relative benefits of getting hacked up by a sharp versus a dull machete, deciding the difference would be largely esoteric in the moment. White people are a rare sight in Koforidua, and it felt strange to be such a visible minority. For the first time in my life I felt some visceral awareness of what it must be like to be black in a largely white society, to be stared at like a freak. I wasn’t sure if our route was prudent; these were not streets I would walk down at night in, say, Detroit. But we weren’t in Detroit, and it was fine. Whit said “Good evening!” to everyone we passed, and the sullen faces would suddenly beam. My dopey kid brother was at home here, and I was glad to be with him.
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