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The Car Doctors of Maamobi

Osman Saeed (C03), just 15 years old, was born in 1995 at the Tesano Police Depot in Accra,
where his father was a policeman. He is Awudu’s most recent and youngest apprentice. He
completed Primary class 4 at the Institute of Islamic Studies. When both his parents died, he was
informally adopted by a lady called Hajia Asiah. Unfortunately, due to late payment of his fees,
he was removed from the school roll. He hopes to resume his schooling.

Osman knows the Nima Children’s Library but says he has to register before he can borrow
books. He has some books at home. He found a German-language illustrated History of Germany,
somewhat the worse for wear, in the boot of a car sent to Awudu for repair. He has been ‘reading’ it,
studying one picture at a time, but finding it difficult to make head or tale of them.

I have tried, in this photo essay, to convey something of the texture of life and work in JK
Mensah’s yard. Rather than attempt a conclusion, I should like to suggest some of its limitations.

Family is an important element in the life of all these men; family stretching back from grandparents
and forward, in some cases, to grandchildren. I have been able to capture no more than a hint of
the changes that have taken place through the generations. The photographs of Ibrahim Morfen
with his youngest children, Moosa and Aisha (D01-D03), suggest a missing dimension.

I have also failed to capture the changes that have occurred in the businesses of the individual
masters since they were established. Photo FO1, taken on 9 November 1996, hangs on the wall
of Klutsey Lagoh’s office. Klutsey sits at the centre, wearing sunglasses, flanked by his two senior
apprentices. Five apprentices stand behind them. (The man on the right has since died ‘from
hernia’.) Klutsey’s sons, Justice and Sylvester sit in front. Today Klutsey has no apprentices.
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The masters and their apprentices interact with the world beyond JK Mensah’s yard in manifold
ways. Food vendors, such as Faija (E01), wander in. Near the entrance to the yard Hajara (E02)
minds her mother’s stall. There are customers requesting diagnosis of their vehicles’ ills and
quotations for repair. Defective parts are removed and taken for matching to Kokompe, the
congested streets where the 1000 members of GASSDA, the Greater Accra Second-hand Spare
Parts Dealers Association, offer used parts ‘from home’, Japan or Germany or wherever the
ailing vehicle was manufactured.

There were 1.13 million vehicles on the road in Ghana at the end of 2009. I have not been able to
discover how many there were in 1976, when JK Mensah set up shop, but my guess is that there
might have been less than 200,000. In 34 years, Accra’s human population has grown 3-fold to
more than two million. In the same period the vehicle population might have grown to five or
six times that number. How are the micro-economic business decisions of the masters affected by
these numbers, statistics of which they might have no more than a rough qualitative awareness?

All the masters use mobile phones to keep in touch with customers, suppliers, apprentices and family.
However, not one of them has a personal computer and, as far as I have been able to discover, none
of them keeps written accounts. Would doing so help them increase their turnover and profits?

The stories I have collected have all been stories of men. Apart from the enigmatic character of
Sister Esi, JK Mensah’s wife, I came across no female masters or apprentices. What might that
tell us about Ghanaian society today?

All the masters and apprentices are multilingual. I conducted the informal interviews recorded
here in English. I wonder whether the stories I was told would have been different had the
respondents spoken in their mother tongues and, if so, how?

I did not attempt to explore in-depth the multiple identities of these men: identities relating to
gender, ethnicity, language, religion, and nationality. I asked one of the masters: ‘Do you consider
yourself a worker?” He had to give the matter some thought before replying in the affirmative.
Although analytical terms derived from a different historical experience might be of limited value
in attempting to understand the realities of this society, the underlying human stories remain.

I drive a 1987 Nissan Bluebird. For most of its life its engine has been maintained by my friends
Awudu and Fuseini; Kobina has given a new lease of life to rusting bodywork, Klutsey has replaced
worn upholstery and, once or twice, Ibrahim has given the Bluebird a fresh coat of autospray. [ am
grateful to them for having allowed me to photograph them and their place of work, for sharing
their stories with me and for persuading their fellow masters and their apprentices to do likewise.

Manu Herbstein
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