Soul of Angola

By Wilson Lee

Luanda, Angola - The Angolan Airlines Boeing 747 gently dips its right wing and begins a graceful descent towards the looming chaos of Luanda. 

The beautiful and abstract geometric patterns of streets and neighbourhoods seen from five thousand metres above the city come into ugly focus as the plane plunges closer to the soul of Angola.

The dusty, sickly and humid heat of Luanda slaps me across the face as I leave the airconditioned calm of the plane and step into the sun-drenched disorder of the airport tarmac. 

I jostle for space on the shuttle bus that whisks us to the nearby main airport terminal and catch the glazed look of jaded aid workers, lascivious businessmen, and testosterone-ladened oil workers, who seem to make up the bulk of travellers to and from Angola.

Inside the decrepit arrivals terminal, the walls bleed a grimy discharge and the only sign of welcome is a medical official in a dirty white smock inspecting international vaccination cards for the necessary stamp proving yellow fever innoculation. Those without a stamp simply slip a folded U.S. twenty-dollar bill surreptitiously into his pocket to avoid the painful jab of a questionable needle.

A surly immigration official alternates his suspicious gaze between my passport and me. He asks with barely disguised contempt what the purpose of my visit is. When I reply that I’m just a traveller on a visit, he smirks and begrudgingly stamps my passport too indifferent to act on his suspicions.  

As our car bumps along Luanda’s congested and cacophonous roads, I watch the uneasy mix of extreme poverty and wealth pass by in a kaleidoscope of appalling images: a woman in rags balancing a tub of baguettes on her head and an infant on her back, Soviet-style apartment blocks festooned with satellite dishes, an army of shoeless shoeshine boys ready to prostate themselves before a pair of leather loafers, and everywhere luxury 4x4s, the preferred mode of transportation in Angola.

After 40 years of continuous war, the once beautiful seaside city of Luanda has been reduced to a miserable and ugly imitation of its former glory. The air is thick with black exhaust fumes, the roads are crumbling, garbage rots in steaming piles, open sewers emit a nauseating and inescapable stench, and buildings seem to be disintegrating on their foundations.

This city of 4 million teems with masses of internally displaced refugees fleeing the civil war. Buffeted by conflict and unceremoniously deposited in the relative safety of the big city, they eke out a meagre existence under brutish circumstances and survive by the sheer dint of their will power.

But everywhere are reminders of Luanda’s faded past as a major tourist destination and significant commercial port city linking the African continent with Europe. 

The Marginal, Luanda’s palm-fringed waterfront, has been reduced from a bustling thoroughfare to a dusty, forlorn boulevard of thwarted national ambitions. 

Even the Ilha de Cabho, a thin sliver of land dotted with bars and restaurants that arcs out from the port area like a sweeping protective arm, does little to restore the lost charm of the city. Instead, the isle forms the lip of a large toilet bowl trapping Luanda’s sewage in the harbour, reducing the sandy beaches and tranquil waters of the Atlantic Ocean to little more than scenery. 

Still, the Ilha draws crowds of Angolans, expatriate oil workers and businessmen seeking respite from the noise, heat and misery of the city. We join them in a sunset promenade of 4x4s driving slowly along the peninsula, soaking in the sea breeze and the soulful music escaping from the bars and restaurants. 

At the aptly named Miami Beach Bar, we sit on a patio on the edge of the ocean and under the faint light of twinkling stars sip the local beer and listen to the gently lapping waves and crooning voice coming from the stage.  At this moment, Luanda seems promising, it’s ugly past slowly fading.

Established as a Portuguese settlement as early as 1575, Luanda served ignominiously as the transit point for Portuguese slave traders who moved an estimated 3 million slaves through Angola over three centuries, mostly to Brazil and Cuba. 

The legacy of Portuguese involvement is evident everywhere: faded colonial structures dot tree-lined boulevards, salted cod and Portguese Sagres beer appear on most restaurant menus, and a rainbow spectrum of people from Iberian pale to Mestizo brown to African black move along Luanda’s broken sidewalks.

This collage of cultures and peoples gives Luanda a cosmopolitan feel that continues to thrive despite four decades of internecine war that ended only last year. Indeed, the year of peace seems to have signalled the beginning of a new era characterized by an exuberance to reclaim time and energy lost to fighting a pointless war that utterly destroyed the country. 

And nowhere is this new found enthusiasm for a brighter Angolan future evident than in the boites and kizombas of Luandas nightlife where the newly invigorated express their hopes to the irrepressible rhythms of Afro-Cuban and Afro-Iberian beats.

We drive through dark and menacing streets looking for Luanda’s most famed nightclub Xaque Mate. We pass sleeping sentries slouched in tipped chairs, their machine guns cradled carelessly across their laps. The frenetic buzz of the day has given way to the eerie calm of a restless and sleeping city, save for prowling street urchins and banditos. 

We find the club tucked anonymously in the shadows of an office building. The only clues of its existence are the bored bouncers flexing their muscles and waiting for the well-heeled denizens of Luanda’s nightlife to arrive. The security checks are thorough in a country that has more weapons than people. We make our way down labyrinth stairs into a cavernous, low-ceiling room with a large dance floor surrounded by reserved tables. 

By the time our exorbitantly overpriced drinks arrive, the club is a sticky mass of heaving bodies moving fluidly to the smooth beats of kizomba, Angola’s precious contribution to world music. And as we join the revellers - rich businessmen, generals and newly rehabilitated politicians – for another moment the seemingly impossible challenge of rebuilding a war-ravaged country seems vaguely possible.

Although Angola remains far from ready to host international travellers on any scale, the country is blessed with intrinsic natural beauty, a rich cultural history and for the intrepid, a frontier unexplored since the sixties when the first of many conflicts started. 

It’s these small advantages the entrepeneurial hope to exploit as they begin the challenging task of resuscitating a long dormant tourism industry that was once one of the great destinations in Africa.

