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In these file photos a section of the original Eiffel Tower’s stairs, displayed in front of the Artcurial auction house in Paris. — AFP photos

A14-step chunk of the Eiffel Tower’s spi-
ral staircase was sold for 274,475
euros ($328,427) in Paris on Tuesday,

nearly 10 times the guide price, auction
house Artcurial said. The nearly-three-metre-
high artefact was part of the original 1889
staircase that connected the second and
third floors of the monument for nearly a cen-
tury before a lift was installed in 1983. The
staircase was taken down and cut up into 24
chunks.  Twenty pieces were sold to private

collections, three were given to French muse-
ums and the last was put on display on the
first floor of the Paris landmark dubbed the
Iron Lady. Today, parts of the staircase can
be found next to the Statue of Liberty in New
York and at the Yoshii Foundation in Japan.

The chunk sold on Tuesday by a Canadian
art collector had been expected to fetch
between 30,000 and 40,000 euros but a
European collection forked out 274,475 euros
($328,427) for a slice of the original tower.

The price was not a record for a piece of the
staircase, with a sale at Artcurial in 2016 trig-
gering a bidding frenzy that ended at 523,800
euros. The 324-metre Eiffel Tower was built by
engineer Gustave Eiffel for the 1889 World
Fair in Paris.  Little loved by Parisians at the
time, it has since become a much-loved
emblem of the French capital. — AFP

The World Tourism Organization called
for the standardization of traveller
health checks and the establishment of

air corridors to ease international travel dur-
ing the pandemic.  The call came at a con-
ference in Spain’s Canary Islands as the
global tourism industry reels from a year in
which travel restrictions to slow the coron-
avirus pandemic have decimated the sector.
“We call for the adoption of international pro-
tocols for Covid-19 tests before departure
and the acceptance of the results upon
arrival,” the UN body said in joint statement
with the World Travel & Tourism Council
(WTTC) and the Spanish tourism ministry. 

The statement came at the end of a one-
day conference grouping representatives of
more than 95 countries and more than 100
companies that was held in Las Palmas on
Gran Canaria.  It also called for agreements
to develop “international travel corridors to
facilitate tourism and business travel
between countries and cities with similar epi-
demiological situations”.  The text also
warned that until a vaccine or treatment for
Covid-19 was widely available, “tens of mil-
lions of jobs (in tourism) would likely be lost”.
And it called for “an international standard
for contact tracing”.  — AFP

In the aircraft hold, Alpha Ramazani has
stowed a precious cargo. In Europe, its
contents may seem banal. But in the chaot-

ic, rundown capital of the Democratic
Republic of Congo, they are revered as nec-
tar for the brain. The 33-year-old bookseller is
bringing with him the latest big-name novels
from Europe, along with political treatises,
Michelle Obama’s memoirs, a new biography
of Joe Biden and a selection of other hot-off-
the-presses books sought by a tiny but
devoted following in Kinshasa. When
Ramazani goes on a trip to Brussels-usually
using up his holiday time-he brings back
dozens of kilos (pounds) of extra luggage, all
of it crammed with books.

Six thousand kilometers (3,700 miles) lat-
er, his suitcases are shepherded through
customs, carefully unpacked and the titles
put on sale at Book Express, Ramazani’s tiny
30-square-metre (322-square-foot) shop,
located on a street with bustling bars and
pavement terraces. Despite the extra cost
and hassle, his books are sold at roughly the
same price as in Europe, although in the
DRC this figure can be many times higher
than the average daily income. The cus-
tomers “are primarily intellectuals-politicians,

university professors, who come only to buy
political books, then there are mothers who
come in to buy books for their children,” said
Ramazani, a father of two.

It may seem odd that an ad-hoc system to
provide newly-published books can exist
today, at a time of globalized trade and ultra-
fast deliveries. This seems especially so, giv-
en that the DRC is a former Belgian colony of
some 80 million people where French is a
national tongue.  But the country’s poverty
also makes it of marginal interest for publish-
ing giants used to operating in the smoother
and wealthier francophone world. A book that
typically sells in Kinshasa for the rough equiv-
alent of $20 (17 euros) amounts to nearly half
of the DRC’s average per capita wage, which
is $43 per month.

Labour of love 
But the gap in the market has become

Ramazani’s to fill. The books he brings back
help to pad out his main income, which
comes from selling schoolbooks to students
at the Belgian School of Kinshasa. He
opened Book Express in Kinshasa, his home
town, in 2019 after working at a bookshop in
Brussels. He reassured his partner, a

Belgian, that it was just a “whim”. Hauling the
books back is a labor of love. “It’s an eight-
hour flight, and then you have customs when
you arrive-that’s a bit complicated,” said
Ramazani. He said he sometimes offered a
cartoon book or a children’s book to zealous
customs officials to help smooth things over,
but never money. New books are sold in sev-
eral other outlets in Kinshasa, including
France’s cultural shop window, the Institut
Francais, as well as by publishing outlets
such as Mediaspaul and Cepas that are
Catholic-owned.

Fiction is country cousin 
Books that are published in the DRC are

sold at the Grands Lacs bookshop, on a
main avenue-the biggest book store in the
country in terms of shelf space. There is also
a thriving market in second- or third-hand
books, enlivened by street hawkers pitching
ancient works on law, the economy, manage-
ment and history. But there is little interest in
fiction, in a country where for the many poor,
every day is a struggle.

“There’s no demand for general literature,”
said Ramazani rather sadly, eyeing unsold
titles by novelists Amelie Nothomb, Eric-
Emmanuel Schmitt and Alain Mabanckou,
which he will probably have to take back on
his next flight to Belgium and resell to the pub-
lisher. Kinshasa’s small community of book-
worms hold regular gatherings in a literary
cafe run by a woman called Missy Bangala,
who last week joined with others to launch an
association gathering DRC writers. “This coun-
try needs its literature,” she said.  “There’s a
thirst for reading,” said Ramazani, who spoke
of plans for a book festival. — AFP 

Alpha Ramazani holds a book in the bookstore he
runs called Book Express, in Kinshasa. — AFP


