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TO LINZ,TO LINZ,TO LINZ,TO LINZ,    VIA DETOURSVIA DETOURSVIA DETOURSVIA DETOURS    

IKE OKAFOR AND MARIETA RIEDLIKE OKAFOR AND MARIETA RIEDLIKE OKAFOR AND MARIETA RIEDLIKE OKAFOR AND MARIETA RIEDL    

 

I came here from Innsbruck seventeen years ago. I liked Linz. It’s nice and flat and 

surrounded by open fields, unlike Innsbruck, where the mountains can seem to bear 

down on you. In the beginning, that was about the only ”open“ aspect. In Linz, people do 

not approach strangers easily, especially when someone’s external appearance clearly 

indicates that he or she is a foreigner. I have very distinct memories of sitting in a lecture 

hall in which the row in front of me and the one behind me would remain unoccupied. At 

the time there were very few Africans at the university. However, after a while the rows 

around me would begin to fill up with fellow students. After fourteen years I decided to 

establish the Black Community in order to assist and support people like myself in similar 

situations. 

 

Linz often showed me its ugly face. Linz was threatening. At that time there were many 

right-wing extremists and skinheads about, or Punks with their rainbow hairstyles. I found 

there were few places I could go to without running into trouble and where I felt free. The 

main square during the big festival was such a place. In large groups people were 

generally friendlier; I could move around and dance. The Urfahraner Markt is another 

such place. Or Stadtwerkstatt. And the parish church in Urfahr. 

 

And today? What used to feel threatening is much less in evidence. Linz has changed 

and so have I. I believe I am less driven today: I have come to terms with the city, and the 

city has made its peace with me. One sees things in a different way. Perhaps we have 

even become friends. When I walk around Linz today – something I really enjoy doing – I 

see the pleasant qualities; the beautiful parks, the outdoor pools, for example, facilities 

for people, for families. I enjoy being in Linz, I like the city and I would not exchange it for 

any other place If I could, I would even campaign for mayor of Linz, my adopted city! 

 
Ike Okafor lives in Linz and is co-founder and chairman of the Black Community. 
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I came to Linz about ten years ago via Nürnberg, a detour. When I first arrived, I thought 

my German was quite good. However, my first encounter with a resident of Linz taught 

me better: at the supermarket the salesgirl at the cold cut counter stared at me when I 

ordered ”100 deka“ of sausage, in the belief that ”deka“ meant ”gram“, as it does in 

Bulgarian. Or in the lift at my student dorm a young man asked me if I wanted to go ”obi 

oda aufi“ (”up or down“ in local dialect) and of course I ended up on the wrong floor 

thinking ”obi“ must have something to do with the German word for ”up“ (oben), when in 

fact it was the other way round. 

 

My first impressions of the city? The numerous parks – I find Linz unbelievably green. 

And the tram: I was quite impressed that Linz had a ”Bim“ – in Bulgaria trams are only 

found in the capital. And the Linzers? Compared to Bulgarians they are less spirited and 

more reserved. In the students’ residence though, I was integrated quickly. I began to 

develop a relationship to the city through my studies. That was both a detour and a 

shortcut. Students are sometimes more open, at least some of them are. My first contacts 

were made already during the first week in the residence’s bar. And shortly afterwards I 

started going out in the evening to the ”notorious“ Mensa fests. From the beginning I had 

good contacts to the head of the student union and the foreign student service office. 

 

I think assimilation has been easier for me than for Ike. Most likely because at first glance 

my physical attributes and outward appearance do not indicate I am not from Linz. Over 

the years, during my university studies, I made many friends, friendships that have lasted 

to this day. Yet most of my really close friends are also from Bulgaria. In addition to our 

nationality we have something else in common – we are all married to Upper Austrians. 

 

Ike is right: Linz has changed. I believe that Austria’s accession to the EU and the 

accession of Southern European countries have helped make Linz more international, 

multicultural and open over the last years. 

 
Marieta Riedl lives in Linz and heads the ”Die Grünen Interkulturell OÖ“ (The 
Intercultural Section of the Upper Austrian Greens) and is co-founder of the first 
Bulgarian private school in Linz. 
 


