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‘I must have been almost crazy
to start out alone like that on my bicycle
pedalling into the tropics
carrying a medicine for which no one had found the disease and
hoping I would make it on time.’
Richard Sheldon, The Tattooed Desert

D.I.Y. Doing It Yourself. Doing It Myself. Doing It My Way.
What follows is a short account of a year-long architectural project that took place
on my return to Ghana after some twenty years spent abroad. In many ways, it should have
been the project par excellence – I’m an architect, after all. My own home, designed and built
exactly the way I wanted it, with materials carefully selected for their cultural and environmental
significance, its form carefully culled from history and precedent, uniquely tailored to fit. No
ordinary house – made of mud, modern, precisely engineered, carefully hand-crafted – a one-off
prototype in contemporary African urbanism. A lesson, in other words. Armed with a PhD from
London University and a decade’s worth of teaching, writing and thinking about ‘race’ and its
relationship to architecture, I knew exactly what I wanted to build. The title of my dissertation?
Out of Africa: Race, Space, Place. I no longer recall the full or exact wording of the abstract but
there’s a desire in there to find ‘an appropriate language of space, form and place that speaks to
the African experience’. A Grand Design. Like Sheldon, I started out alone, pedalling (or flying)
into the tropics, carrying the plans of a house which no one understood, hoping I would build
it on time (and within budget). I could not have been more wrong. Here’s what happened, and
possibly why.   

Some background first. Depending on whom you speak to, Accra is a
mid-sized West African city of some three or four or five million people, ranked joint 107th
(with Curitiba, Brazil) out of the top 475 Urban Conglomerations of the World. Figures vary
partly because there hasn’t been an accurate census for almost a decade. No matter. It’s crowded,
growing more so by the year and, for the most part, it’s (seemingly) unplanned. My return a
few years ago is fairly typical of Ghanaians of a certain age and background. Since the late 90s,
traffic into and out of Ghana has grown exponentially in two quite distinct ways – coming back
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into the country after a significant amount of time spent abroad are middle-class, educated
Ghanaians (like myself), returning with modest capital, big plans and rose-coloured spectacles.
Almost simultaneously and in exactly inverse proportion, working-class Ghanaians without
fancy degrees but with great ambition are leaving for Europe or the United States in order to
forge a better life. Two contrary flows that say more about the political and economic changes
of this mid-sized West African country than most of the IMF and World Bank-sponsored reports
that I’ve ever read.
Accra is a spectacularly ugly city and I say this with loving conviction. There is beauty
here, great beauty, but it lies in the detail, not the overall. Flashes of colour, foliage, the spectacular
density of urban life; street signs, slogans, humour ... all the usual clichés abound. There is very
little public space (at least in the European sense of the word ‘public’) – no grand boulevards, no
wide open spaces, few parks and even fewer promenades. Public space tends to be retail space
– open-air markets, roadside stalls, even the sea front has been colonised by vendors. Not so
different from Koolhaas’ assertion that ‘City = Mall’, but differently configured and designed,
perhaps. In the past decade, the city has spread outwards in every direction save south (the
sea’s in the way). Less suburban sprawl than urban stain, exceptionally poor planning and nonexistent transportation regulations have turned this once rather sleepy, handsome city (in a sort
of dubious ‘colonial–retro’ kind of way) into a malignant, miniature Lagos. On most days. It’s
quicker, if not cooler, to walk. With that in mind, I chose a site that, whilst fairly expensive, was
relatively close to the city centre – the airport, the shopping district (there’s really only one),
my parents’ home, etc. At that time, the South African-financed, -designed and -built shopping
mall (there’s only one) hadn’t yet been built – more on that anon. Mindful of the horror stories
surrounding land title in Accra, I chose to buy in a development which made the process painless,
and quick. Six weeks, from start to finish – something of a record. The developers could not have
been nicer. I made a nice, clean white model; submitted nice, clean plans on large sheets of glossy
white paper, carefully omitted the word ‘mud’ and quickly won them over with my nice, clean
white Modernist box. Permission was duly granted and within weeks, we were ready to start.
My contractor (half Swiss, half Ghanaian) was both understanding and excited, at least
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in the beginning. When he found out I intended to use mud, not concrete blocks, less so. He
excused himself from the masonry on the grounds that he’d never built anything out of mud –
not even a sand-castle – and I had to look elsewhere. Help arrived in the form of a team of ‘mudmasons’ from the Volta Region, to the east of the capital. Contractor A (for clarity’s sake, I’ll
call them Team Switzerland) dug the foundations, a scarily efficient operation involving trucks,
pay-loaders, digging equipment and a few walkie-talkies. Team Volta arrived a few weeks later
with a couple of trowels and an old mosquito-net door which they used to sieve the laterite soil
(used in making the mud). It was surreal. I marched around on site with my models and my
drawings (by now no longer white, of course) and then found out that few, if any, of the masons
could read. No problem. They knew what they were doing, even if I didn’t. With absolutely
no experience of building anything (not even a sand-castle), it was I who couldn’t make the
connection between the structure slowly unfolding (or arising, rather) in front of my eyes and my
drawings. I called in an architect friend (a ‘proper’ architect, not a teacher–architect) and begged
her to help. She did and between the two of us, we managed to ascertain that all was as it should
be. Then she went on leave.
In the weeks that followed, there were moments of terrifying incomprehension. To begin
with, I’d decided upon cavity walls on the assumption that they would act in the tropics the way
I’d heard they acted in the UK – as insulation against the heat. All well and good. Of course,
I’d drawn the plans differently. Team Volta thought it a supreme waste of time and effort – and
that was before we’d reached lintel level. Team Switzerland stood back, looking on smugly as I
tried – in vain – to draw what I thought ought to happen when the lintels (made of concrete and
therefore the responsibility of Team Switzerland) met the mud brick walls. Disastrous. We cast
and re-cast ... and re-cast again. Fortunately, before casting for the third time, Christina (‘proper’
architect) came back from holiday and peace was restored. The list of like incidents is somewhat
repetitive – from the installation of the windows (‘Madam, you want to use louvres? But they’re
so ‘colo’’ – meaning, I think, colonial, old-fashioned) to the polished concrete floor (‘Madam,
what kind of a floor is that? Don’t you like to have some tiles?’) what did become apparent
fairly rapidly was the complete absence of a universal language of design. Where I wanted
things straight, linear, lined-up, the builders (plumbers, electricians, plasterers, everyone) forgot
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their spirit levels – or, indeed, had never used one – and things were screwed in place or simply
hammered into the mud walls at a variety of mis-matched angles. Where I wanted looseness
– in the landscaping, for example, trees were planted in perfectly neat little rows. The plants
that I had spent a month carefully selecting for their variety of colour and texture were grouped
according to some other aesthetic criteria (or perhaps not?) and planted accordingly. We dug up
the garden several times over.
But in the end, bar a few mind-bogglingly horrific mistakes, it all came together. We
polished the polished concrete floor by hand; resealed the bathroom tiles after the masons had
stripped off the glaze with acid (acid?); we took out the windows, turned them upside down
and put them back. We had a reason to get it done on time. The UK Guardian had sent out a
photographer to take pictures of the completed house. Stress oozing from my pores, I sacked the
foreman at the eleventh hour and cleaned the place myself. Beth Evans was the first person to
sleep in it, not me. Beth loved the house; so did the Guardian. No one knew the cost of getting
it finished on time. I suspect that’s the way of most projects, whether they’re in Ghana or not.
(I wouldn’t know since I immediately gave up architecture and I now write novels for a living.)
What did I learn? Quite a lot, actually, and not what I expected to learn. I still know nothing
about foundations and slabs and how walls meet lintels. I understand possibly less than I’d care
to admit to about electricity and how to earth a socket, or a whole house, for that matter. But
that sort of stuff pales into insignificance when I think about the bigger-picture issues that the
project threw up.
When people talk (in West Africa at least) about the ‘gap’, they’re not talking about the
US clothing store or the gap between the train and the platform (as in ‘mind the gap, please, sir!’)
at almost every London Underground station or the gap between one’s teeth. Since the dominant
paradigm in West Africa is development, what everyone’s talking about is the conceptual or
metaphysical gap between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’; between ‘First World’ and ‘Third’;
between Europe and Africa, black and white – us and them, if you want to be blatant about such
things (and most ex-pats here are.) Almost irrespective of who you are, daily life in Accra is very
much taken up with the problems of negotiating the gap – instinctively, intuitively, deliberately,
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knowingly or otherwise. With the luxury of distance and a more or less comfortable home,
it comes to me now that bridging that gap was/is the real truth of the project all along. To
make a place/space/home that was ‘both/and’ not ‘either/or’. A cliché, perhaps, but true. Both
African and European; traditional and modern; luxurious and sustainable (stretching it a little,
perhaps, but you get my drift ... ); a home, in other words, that is both ‘here’ and ‘there’. That’s
the peculiar beauty of architecture – it fixes ‘there’ in ways that other disciplines can’t. Hopes,
dreams, desires, aspirations (and I’m not talking here about the material kind) get built. In mud,
stone, brick, steel. Space is conceived, drawn, planned, formed. Boundaries erected; lines made
in the sand. But this peculiar beauty hides something else. Unlike, say, language (which is the
‘other’ material in which I work), architecture cannot improvise. Anyone who’s spent any time
in English-speaking West Africa will understand the power of pidgin – that créolised, bastardised
language, perhaps not unlike Cape Afrikaans, which shifts, moves, subverts, invents ... so fast
you can’t catch it. New words, phrases and expressions slip in and out – hybrids are formed
almost on a daily basis which really speak to the experience of trying to bridge the gap. Within
hours of Obama’s victory, young men on the streets of Accra were seen fist-bumping one another
with the expression, ‘Obama, how far?’ ‘How’re you, mate?’, in other words. ‘Obama’ is now a
by-word for ‘mate’. It’s fast and furious and often very, very funny. But architecture exhibits no
such readiness. I’m still trying to work out for myself whether this is a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ thing.
If the paradigmatic emphasis in developing countries is on closing the gap, becoming less like
‘us’ and more like ‘them’ (which, if you really break it down, is pretty much what’s on offer)
which are the disciplines likely to succeed, and which of those will not? Humour and irony are
deployed on a daily basis in Ghana to deflect the pressures of modernity. Architecture seems
designed (forgive the pun) to embrace them. Somewhere between these two models, one of
fluidity and adaptation, the other of place and fixity, lies a path. Building my house – out of mud,
one room only, with louvres – touched upon that path momentarily. My training quickly shooed
me off.
I’m not sure anyone – Team Switzerland, Team Volta, the developers, family or friends,
Guardian readers or curious passers-by – gets the references to Mies, to Neutra, to the Bauhaus,
Derrida, Bhaba or Baudrillard. In fact, I can pretty much swear to it that they don’t. I self-

African Cities Reader 263

D.I.Y.

Lesley Naa Norle Lokko

deprecatingly sometimes refer to it as a ‘simple mud box’, as if its form has anything to do with
the ease of conception or construction. There’s nothing simple about it – and this is no reflection
on the project’s worth or success. It’s simply a statement about intention, perhaps even ambition.
Five years after completion, I’m only slowly beginning to grasp what it is I’ve built. Yes, it is a
mud box and no, it isn’t European. Is it African? No, not really. Well, maybe just a little bit. Yes,
a bit. But which bit? That age-old unanswerable question rears its head. Where does Europe
begin and Africa end? Maybe the house is both. Or neither. Maybe that’s the point?
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