
By Monika Scislowska

Some Poles liken the skyscraper to an
elephant in lace underpants. A
famous poet dubbed it “the night-

mare of a drunken baker.” And one joke
goes that it provides the best view of
Warsaw because you can’t see the building
from inside. Warsaw’s Palace of Culture and
Science has been derided as an oppressive
eyesore ever since Soviet dictator Josef
Stalin built it as his personal gift to the city.
Now -having survived persistent calls to
tear it down - the building marks its 60th
birthday on Wednesday as an enduring
symbol of a city that has known waves of
destruction.

Concerts, exhibitions and fireworks are
to mark the anniversary of a building
Warsaw residents have finally come to
appreciate. Rising 42 floors, it remains
Poland’s tallest building and it boasts over
350,000 visitors each year. A growing num-
ber of them are foreign tourists curious to
explore the many corners of the massive
Soviet-style edifice. “I like it, it’s nice,” said
Joanna Golabek. “I don’t mind its history so
much. I have good associations with the
concerts and the events that I attended
there.”

In the early 1950s, when Warsaw was still
largely a sea of ruins after World War II,
some 5,000 Soviet and Polish workers built
the skyscraper in less than three years, com-
plete with marble interiors and impressive
crystal chandeliers. Some 18 were killed in

on-site accidents. Stalin offered to build the
edifice in 1951, while the Soviet Union was
strengthening its grip on Poland and other
countries in the region. The money and
most materials came from the Soviet Union;
Polish and Soviet officials opened the build-
ing, then-named after Stalin, with great
pomp on July 22, 1955.

“It was an unwanted gift mainly
because, as we say, it was a gift from Stalin
and for obvious reason it was not wel-
come,” said Renata Kaznowska, head of the
city-run building’s management board. “Its

difficult childhood also comes from the
fact that a whole section of old houses had
to be pulled down to make room for it.” A
team of Soviet architects, led by Lev
Rudnev, styled it after similar buildings in
Moscow, but added traditional Polish fea-
tures like wooden box ceilings, pillars and
carved stone ornaments. Polish poet
Wladyslaw Broniewski famously called
building - stacked like a wedding cake -
“the nightmare of a drunken baker.”

Even as an eyesore, the structure was -
and remains - very functional. It houses

theaters, cinemas, museums, a swimming
pool, a concert and congress hall and
many scientific organizations. It also
“employs” 11 cats that fight rodents in the
basement. “For those times it really was a
great support for culture,” said Wit Henryk
Bak, 76, who worked in the building in
1958 as an elevator technician. He recalled
how Warsaw’s downtown in the 1950s was
still a wasteland of “only debris and debris
all around.”

The palace also boasts a popular view-
ing platform on the 30th floor. Tragically,
eight people, including a Frenchman,
chose the viewing area to plunge to their
deaths, until protective grates were
installed in the 1970s. After Poland shed
communism in 1989, calls were made for
the palace to be torn down in a symbolic
gesture of doing away with the Soviet past.
But the city ended up preserving it due to
its Socialist realist architecture - which in
recent years has begun to gain some
appreciation- and because it is part of the
city and the country’s history. “It’s good
that it’s still standing here,” Bak said. “But it
would be good to clean it a bit.”

Foreign tourists also appreciate it. “I
think it is an extraordinary piece of archi-
tecture,” said Paul Kulig, a high school stu-
dent visiting from Edmonton, Canada. “Just
seeing those ballrooms and the history
behind them, how the communists would
meet there, discuss politics and, obviously,
drink together because that’s just what
they did - it was extremely neat.” —AP
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Scrabble lovers tend to alight on similar words
when describing Nigel Richards, the New
Zealander who this week won the word game’s

francophone world championship even though he can-
not speak any French. “Freak” comes up a lot, along with
“elusive”, “enigmatic” and, the highest-scoring of all,
“amazing”. He is also, ironically, described as “a man of
few words”. The 48-year-old claimed the title in Brussels
after memorising virtually the entire francophone
Scrabble dictionary-then needed a translator to thank
the audience.

A rival New Zealand Scrabbler once said Richards was
“like a computer with a big ginger beard”, while

Malaysian tournament organiser Michael Tang has called
him “the Tiger Woods of Scrabble”. He already dominates
English-language Scrabble, with three world champi-
onships, five North American titles and 11 wins at the
prestigious King’s Cup in Thailand, sponsored by the Thai
royal family. “Nigel’s a word freak,” said John Baird, secre-
tary of New Zealand’s Christchurch Scrabble Club, where
Richards began playing competitively 20 years ago. “He
is already recognised as the best Scrabble player in the
world and this (francophone win) certainly cements that
position.”

Photographic Memory
A trained engineer, Richards reportedly began playing

Scrabble at 28 at the request of his mother, who was frus-
trated that his photographic memory was making their
card games too one-sided. But he proved dazzling at the
word game, even though he favoured mathematics at
school and was never much of an English student. “My
understanding is that Nigel can look at a page and retain
the whole thing, it sticks like a photograph,” Baird told
AFP. “On top of that, he’s obviously got a very good ability
to mix up the letters and see the word possibilities.”

Rather than likening Richards to Tiger Woods or Roger
Federer, Baird feels the great chess masters are a more
valid comparison. Like many of them, he appears awk-
ward in the spotlight, refusing interview requests and
sharing little of his personal life. He moved to Malaysia in
2000, with New Zealand media reports saying he was
offered an IT-related job by a Scrabble aficionado. He is
believed to be single and live a simple life as he travels
the world competing in Scrabble competitions, keeping
largely to himself, with bicycling his only known hobby.

His bushy beard is more grey than ginger now but the
bespectacled eccentric remains number one on the
World English-Language Scrabble Players Association rat-
ings after amassing 1927 victories from 2549 games, a
winning percentage of 75.59. “He’s a very elusive charac-
ter,” Baird said. “I think the American press get very frus-
trated with him when he wins over there because he’s a
man of few words. “He only comes out with one or two
word answers, which is completely ironic.”  —AFP
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By Aderogba Obisesan

Its name is synonymous with the dec-
laration of independence and updates
on the brutal conflict that followed,

but nearly 50 years after Nigeria’s civil
war, Radio Biafra is again making head-
lines. The modern-day version - broad-
casting online apparently from London
and, many suspect, retransmitted inside
Nigeria - was taken off air last week after
regulators called it illegal. President
Muhammadu Buhari was also forced to
issue a statement, denying the station’s
claims he had criticised Igbos, one of the
country’s three largest ethnic groups, in
a recent BBC interview.

“The illegal broadcasts from the sedi-
tious pirate radio station...  shattered the
peace... with unsavoury hate messages,”
the National Broadcasting Commission
said last Friday.  The messages were
“designed to create disunity among
Nigerians and mislead young people in a
deliberate act of subversion. Nigerians
do not need another round of heartache
and bloodshed”, it added.

The existence of the station, which
was easily picked up in Nigeria’s south-
east, is a reminder of the country’s bub-
bling ethnic tensions and the still-raw
wounds of history. Listeners said its anti-
government propaganda showed the
dream of a separate Biafran republic is
still alive, 45 years after the end of the
bloody civil war. “Although the radio did
not have good programs lined up, its lis-
tenership was growing by the day and
the government felt threatened by its
popularity, especially among the youths,”
said Chijioke Amadi, 32, in the southeast-
ern city of Enugu.

‘A State of Our Own’ 
With Nigeria’s young demographic,

most listeners to Radio Biafra will not

even have been born when Igbo General
Emeka Odumegwu Ojukwu declared an
independent Republic of Biafra in 1967.
But memories linger of the anti-Igbo
pogrom in the mainly Muslim north that
preceded secession and the war that fol-
lowed. When the fighting ended in 1970
with more than one million Igbos dead

of disease and hunger, Nigeria’s military
ruler General Yakubu Gowon declared
there was “no victor or vanquished”.

But the Igbos claim they have been
unfairly treated - even punished - ever
since. “Our grandfathers and fathers
adopted the ideology of Biafra,” said
Uchenna Madu,  spokesman for  the
Movement for the Actualisation of the
Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB). “We

believe in their vision and we have con-
tinued to build on the foundation laid
by our parents. We are being denied our
fundamental rights of being Biafrans,” he
told AFP. “We love Nigeria, we want to
contribute to its development but the
Nigerian state is paying us back with
hatred. We want a state of our own.”

One Igbo former military officer, who
participated in the so-called “Igbo coup”
in Jan 1966 and later fought for Biafra,
said the sense of injustice had been
passed down generations. “The children
who were born after the war ask their
parents why the five states in the region
are underdeveloped,” the 72-year-old
said, declining to give his name. “Their
parents tell them of the pogrom and

devastation that took place during the
war and these children, now adults, feel
bitter and demand to go their separate
ways.”

‘We Shall Prevail’ 
Most “Biafra” agitators assert their

region is overlooked in the provision of
infrastructure such as roads, water, elec-
tricity, medical care, education, as well
as senior political posts. There was criti-
cism recently from the southeast of
Buhari’s appointments to senior military
roles. Emeka Umeagbalasi, head of the
International Society for Civil Liberties
and the Rule of the Law, said Igbos had
been “totally excluded with impunity”.

The appointments were “undemocrat-
ic and unconstitutional,” he added, refer-
ring to a contentious constitutional pro-
vision for posts to be shared among
Nigeria’s regions. For Eze Onyekpere,
director of the Centre for Social Justice
pressure group, the situation demon-
strated how Nigeria has failed to come
to terms with its past and diversity.
“They have been swept under the car-
pet. These are national questions which
Radio Biafra has sought to highlight,” he
added.

In such a powder keg of competing
ethnic and religious identities, dissent -
whether on radio or via Biafra Television
- can thrive. Eleven men from a MASSOB
splinter group are currently on trial
charged with conspiracy to declare a
breakaway republic when they stormed
a state-run radio station in Enugu in
June last year. For Uchenna, the inci-
dents show “the spirit of Biafra is alive
and it cannot die”. “We shall prevail,” he
said. “We are no longer interested in
Nigeria. No tribe in Nigeria has the inter-
est of the Igbos at heart, hence our sus-
tained campaign for our own separate
republic.”  —AFP

Biafra still casts long shadow over Nigeria

Nigel Richards

Undated file picture shows Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, the
leader of the breakaway Republic of Biafra, holding a press conference dur-
ing the Biafra war. —AFP

In this photo taken July 20, 2015, cars are parked in front of the Palace of
Culture and Science in Warsaw. —AP


