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To my family

who allowed me for a time to travel with the compassionate Eritrean Relief Association and the brave Eritrean People’s Liberation Front.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is an attempt at fiction. There are none the less references to Eritrean events of 1987 and early 1988, though these have sometimes been compressed or relocated for fiction’s sake.

As for the normal disclaimers about character, I hope the reader will accept the following: No Eritrean officer has ever, or is ever likely to, organise an attack on a food convoy to demonstrate the ill will of his enemies. If there is a BBC correspondent in Khartoum, Stella Harries is not intended to represent that person. If there are a number of Ethiopian officers held prisoner by the Eritrean rebels, there is no evidence that – though disowned by their government – any of them ever collaborated with the Eritreans in the way Major Fida does in this account. If there is a cinematographer who has chronicled the struggle of the Eritreans, Masihi is not intended to resemble him either in person or in family history. Similar reservations could be expressed about Darcy, Lady Julia, Christine and Henry. They merely stand as the author’s poor simulacra for those folk, Africans and Europeans, who are drawn to Eritrea and find there all the horrors and all the extraordinary hopes.

THOMAS KENEALLY

May 1989


Editor’s Introduction

Recently, Stella Harries went back into the mountains of Eritrea, to the great rebel Eritrean base cantonment of Orotta, by the same route as that taken by Darcy and Henry, Lady Julia and ‘the child’ Christine some months past. Ms Harries travelled briefly to the front line as well, and even beyond it, but she was not able to visit the area to the west of the city of Asmara where Darcy was last seen. Not only is this region of high plateau a battlefield, now more than ever, but there are rumours too that, with most of its military credit gone, the Ethiopian regime, which is fighting the Eritreans, will resort to unleashing chemical weapons against the rebels.

There are other factors which inhibited Ms Harries’s travel. One was that in Eritrean villages high behind the Nacfa Front and in the dust bowls of Barka province, famine – always there in waiting behind the corner of the next erratic season – has come down harder still. Yet again, the so-called late rains have not appeared in what they call the Sahel, the sub-Sahara. Ms Harries was conscious that the space she might have taken up in vehicles could have been better devoted to a couple of bags of sorghum.

The second factor which limited her movements was the scale of what’s been happening there since the time of Darcy’s disappearance. In the mountains, and all along the old Italian road where Darcy was last seen, there have been since March massive battles in which thousands of men and women were engaged and which, for all the world heard and hears of them, might as well take place on the moon’s dark side. Again, Stella found space on trucks, coming and going, reserved for the wounded, and travelling to any timetable was impossible.

On top of that she was delayed in Orotta by a recurrence of the malaria she originally caught in the Sudan some time back. The exhaustion of the trip and the weakness caused by continuous diarrhoea left her wide open to the malarial infection in her blood. At first sweating and ranting, then helpless and somnolent, she lay in Orotta ten days. On getting up to go on with her enquiries, she collapsed again and had to be trucked back to the Sudan in a weakened state.

We know from Ms Harries’s enquiries, and the mass of taped and written material, including interviews, which Darcy left behind in his pack and which Stella brought back to the Sudan with her, a great amount about Darcy’s time with the Eritrean rebels.

With a few exceptions which will become obvious to the reader, we therefore present the story of Darcy’s journey into Eritrea with the ‘child’ Christine, with Henry and with Lady Julia, the elderly English ‘female affairs’ warrior we shall meet later, in his own words. Amongst the exceptions however are certain events to do with the Ethiopian POW, Major Fida, and incidents of which Darcy either could not have had knowledge or else, even given his energy for writing and recording, did not have time to note down.


ONE

THE ROCKSINGER

I suppose my connection with the Eritreans, brave and starved creatures of the Horn, began not with my first visit to Africa but a little later, with something I and half the world saw on television. In my case, the television was located in an airshaft-facing room at the Hotel Warwick in New York.

I had just been to Colorado on a cheap flight to do an article for The Times, the London not the New York version, on the plight of the Ute Indians. These days getting by on a portion of arid mesa in the south-west of the state, the Ute once owned all that land which is now occupied by a string of glittering ski resorts west of Denver.

On my way back to London, while I ate my breakfast in my hotel room in New York, I saw the rock star appear on the screen, saw that solemn, youngish, straw-hatted man with dark, lanky hair, that face so familiar to people in the West, so drawn down by the weight of its own humanity.

The news segment we all saw that day went like this: the rock star stands by a small tor of bagged wheat. The wheat itself, the rock star tells us, lies outside a famished town called Mekale, in the Ethiopian province of Tigre. Behind him and beyond the wheat pyramid rises a great cliff of primal rock, and beneath the brow of this escarpment sits a crowd of villagers, their wives, their children. The men all carry wands in their hands: they are goat herders, though as the rock star soon tells us, most of their goats have died. They crouch on their haunches. Their free hands are cupped over the skulls of girl or boy children with hair cropped in an African manner, only a forelock growing freely.

These gestures of the fathers in the newsclip, this framing of the children’s shaven heads with the fathers’ hands, seems to be a statement: ‘Here is my child, precious above all others.’ None the less the viewer is aware that a frightful patience and etiquette restrain the peasants from being vocal. They are stoical people. They deserve – you feel – a benign prince, even a benign God.

Still in the television clip, the famous singer in the straw hat shows us a particular child. Ethiopian officials seated at a table in the open are measuring it for height. Next, through an editorial cut, the singer makes some comments on the measurement of the same child’s arms and legs. The sad dimensions of the child’s hunger are marked down in a book by the Ethiopians at the table. The singer remarks that these meagre centimetres shame the world.

Then, shaking his head at the camera, he begins to display more than a mere editorial outrage. His authority to be angry in an ancient, prophetic way arises – as I know – not only from what he sings to the world’s young. Because the truth is, his songs aren’t particularly well known. His authority comes from this: that the last time Ethiopia starved, he persuaded the big groups – Heaven Sez, The Judge, Messiah and so on – into a performing consortium called Worldbeat, to sing on behalf of the stricken peasants of Ethiopia. Money was raised from records, tapes and performances. Western governments were shamed into matching gestures of goodwill. Foods and medicines were packed into donated Hercules aircraft and flown to Ethiopian provinces where the greatest need lay. The Ethiopian government had been able to restrict and dominate the movements of most aid bodies, even of the Red Cross. But the singer and the Worldbeaters were too famous for Ethiopia’s handsome dictator Mengistu to hamper and tyrannise. Hence the rock groups’ grain went wherever the famed singer on good advice – on somewhat better advice than you get from dictators – wanted it to go. ‘Worldbeat’ was a song, a surge of rock and of goodwill, to end all famine.

And yet now again, the rock star in the film clip tells me in my hotel room and the world in all its diverse locations, the catastrophe has repeated itself.

You could gauge from the suppressed anger in his voice that he is wondering how he will find the strength to do it all again, to appeal to the groups and to the youth of the West, who believe they’ve already dealt with the problem last time and for good. A genuine fury enters his face and makes his mouth taut. People still remember now, a year or more afterwards, what the rocksinger says then: Despite the cries of these children, a food convoy of some thirty trucks, on its way to an area just as stricken as this one, has been attacked by rebels and destroyed with grenades. These rebels are the Eritreans from the north, he says. They have fallen on a line of vehicles on its merciful way from the city of Tessenai and have obliterated hundreds of thousands of dollars of aid. The trucks in question, the singer assures us all, bore the insignia of the UN, the Red Cross, Worldbeat, other humanitarian groups. The Ethiopian drivers of the trucks have been harassed, and one was killed as his truck exploded.

These Eritrean rebels then, whose name the rocksinger uttered so tightly, a little like a curse, were fighting against the central Ethiopian government, and had been for more than a quarter of a century. The rocksinger had little patience for the wilfulness which made them fight. There is no pity from them, said the rocksinger. There is no pity. There is only the ancient lunacy of politics.

As captivated as I was by the rocksinger’s authentic grief, I had a sense of the man’s knowledge of the television medium working under the surface of the footage. He knew how long he would get on network news. He knew there was time for him merely to state a scenario: a disaster and a cause, a crime and a culprit. Forty-five seconds. Given this rigid scale, and his genuine outrage, he knew that you didn’t muddy the primetime water by suggesting that the story might be complex, that there might be more than one evildoer.

So, as we all saw on our television screens, apart from the inhuman drought at which no one could be personally outraged, the rock star blamed above all the rebel Eritrean attack for the just fears of these stark-eyed Tigrean farmers, of their wives swathed in the eternal patience of many-dyed cloth, and for the unsatisfactory thickness of the limbs of the pot-bellied children. It was in these Eritrean rebels that the human malice of famine was found.

At that time, I knew very little about this satanic rebel movement in the Eritrean highlands of the Horn of Africa. During my earlier assignment in the Sudan, and throughout my friendship with the generous Stella Harries, the BBC’s official correspondent in Khartoum, I’d met a journalist or two who had been over the Red Sea border into Eritrea. I’d been impressed by a French cameraman who worked for the rebels, an exotic, turban-wearing figure called Masihi, who brought a few roughcut film documentaries out of Eritrea to show to interested people in Khartoum. There could be found in Eritrea, according to the few journalists who knew, a massive war which went largely unrecorded, except of course by the French cameraman. Even in Khartoum, this war in progress in the Eritrean mountains, on the flank of the Sudan – this war which had now begotten a string of burned-out aid trucks – seemed to rouse only occasional interest.

About the same time as the rocksinger’s broadcast, Stella herself visited these rebels for a few weeks and came out very thin but – if you could judge from her letters and the radio programmes she made – very partisan about the Eritreans. The situation she described was a complex one, and her programmes were broadcast in Britain late at night, when I’d been drinking, and when the chains of political causation Stella sketched were a little hard to follow.

Just the same, I began to seek out a little literature concerning these Eritrean vandals. One night, in a church hall in London, I attended a lecture by a Labour member of Parliament on the topic, ‘Free Eritrea Now!’ The event was one of those dismal, ill-attended, cold, damp, but lively sessions of the type you often see advertised in The Times. The politician’s remarks were punctuated by plumbing noises from the nineteenth-century walls.

Drinking coffee in the lobby of the hall after the lecture ended, I was aware of the reserved presence of half a dozen Eritrean men and women. Two of the women wore padded jackets of military origin, as if they’d recently been engaged in the sort of attack the rocksinger had denounced. The men wore sportscoats and watched me calmly over their mugs of steaming coffee. They were old soldiers of the Eritrean cause, these men and women – I’d heard from Stella Harries that only the most brilliant of the veterans of the Eritrean war with Ethiopia got these overseas postings, representing their rebel movement in Europe as once Benjamin Franklin and John Adams had represented the American revolutionaries.

I considered their well-made African faces and their limpid eyes. I tried to envisage them destroying with grenades the food of the nine-centimetre-arm-diameter children of the Horn of Africa.


TWO

A FRENCH GIRL IN THE SUDAN

It is four months since I saw the rocksinger’s newsclip, and three of us are waiting on the Red Sea Coast of the Sudan in heat so downright it’s best to ignore it. Beside myself there is a lean, Nordic-looking American aid worker called Mark Henry, and the French girl Christine. We are in an old barracks from the days of General Kitchener, a barracks – it seems to me – built for Rudyard Kipling and his h-dropping Cockney redcoats. It is time to begin writing things down and muttering things into my tape recorder. Because at the start of such a journey I’m frankly apprehensive of what I will perceive and meet, because perhaps of what my wife Bernadette would call my primness, I’ll work in the past tense. It’s a good way to put a distance between myself and the rawness of events.

First though: an outsider going into the rebel-held parts of Eritrea for whatever purpose can travel only by way of the Sudan. You fly to Khartoum and then to Port Sudan and then come south on the back of a truck to a town of ruins called Suakin; this town with its barracks. The Eritreans run a clinic here for their maimed.

Is it too fanciful to say that my companions and I are suspended between states? Between the Sudan and the unfulfilled Republic of Eritrea; between the desert coast we still inhabit and the mountains we’re bound for? Even our passports are behind us, deposited with the intellectual veteran who manages the Eritrean guest house in Port Sudan.

My marriage is somewhere behind too, but inadequately discarded, and the other two carry the same sort of freight – the girl Christine carries a peculiar childhood, and Henry his oddly noble attachment to his Somali woman.

Enough heat-induced portentousness, though!

The eastern gate of the barracks at Suakin opened directly onto the Red Sea; it was only a step or two from the lintel to the fever-blue water. Latrines for the damaged veterans of Eritrea hung rakishly out over the sea. With the consent of the Sudanese government the rebels brought their maimed up here to the coast, to Suakin and Port Sudan, because there was nowhere further south, in Eritrea itself, where limbless or crippled could wheel their chairs safely by daylight.

The three of us stood by this gate and inspected the richly blue Red Sea. It hurt the eye, yet Christine held its gaze, lifting her chin and mopping her neck – which like the rest of her stopped just short of being bony – with a brown bandanna we’d bought together in Khartoum. She turned to me and arched her eyes in a way that said, ‘Well, the Red Sea. Close up!’ Then she turned back to the courtyard, and Henry the American and I followed.

A young Eritrean man missing a leg sat there in a wheelchair surrounded by a fence of Eritrean false limbs. On the foot of each prosthetic leg sat a black, lace-up shoe. He held one such leg-and-shoe combination in his hands and rubbed black polish onto the leather. This fresh-faced shoeshiner had already carried on a conversation with us in excellent English, telling us in its course that he’d trodden on a Russian mine down near Asmara.

‘We saw them in Port Sudan,’ Christine had said in her flat yet quite exact English. ‘All the young Eritreans at the clinic. They shined their shoes too and went out for a walk in the afternoon.’

Though I remembered sharply they hadn’t walked – they’d wheeled their chairs and lurched along on crutches.

‘Walking is very good for those in the clinic,’ the shoeshiner told us, closing the subject.

He was preparing the boots on all these disembodied legs so that at sunset his brothers and sisters in the clinic could don them and set out on their crutches or in their wheelchairs for an evening promenade. They would flash their dazzling toe-caps around the little bay where the scrawniest of Mecca pilgrims bathed. The ones who couldn’t afford anything better than the old steamer between Suakin and Jeddah.

As the three of us could hear just at the moment, in a ward by the second gateway, the one into the lane, less proficient English speakers than the shoe polisher were holding class. ‘Hamud lives in the city of Asmara,’ they called from their beds and their wheelchairs, ‘but his cousin Osman is a farmer in a village in Barka.’

The shoe polisher told us, ‘Yes, I know Masihi well. There is no one in the Liberation Front who does not know Masihi.’

I noticed that the shoe polish had turned nearly to oil in the heat, but he scooped it all up deftly with his cloth. There were no drips. I looked at the girl. She was agog for news of Masihi the cameraman.

‘I remember,’ said the polisher, ‘when we took the town of Barentu. I was in the infantry then, the Hallal Guards. At dawn we were already all around the enemy, the soldiers of Ethiopia. We sealed the road to the east. Then we came forward over a plain of stone and we saw the buildings of the town, naked in front of us. As we went, I heard a noise behind me, and I thought, Tanks! for the noise was the noise of a machine. But instead it is Masihi and he is carrying his big churning camera, 16-millimetre, which makes the same noise as a Russian bus, and he follows us, right behind! The stones in front of us, in front of the buildings on the edge of the city, are bouncing with bullets. For still Ethiopians remain there, and their officers have told them we will cut their arms off if they become prisoners, cut off their feet and stuff them in their mouths. And then Masihi and his camera and his sound machinist … they pass right through our line of infantry, they move faster than us, and they seize the town. They step over the outer trenches. Ethiopians are running away all around Masihi – he could reach his hand out and touch them. He has taken their spirit though. He has conquered them with his camera lens. They think he is a weapon. Masihi, who wants to capture only the morning light! He turns around in those houses on the outskirts and photographs us as we arrive …’

The boy laughed at this extreme cinematic style of Masihi’s. The girl Christine Malmedy, even in that solid heat, raised her right hand over her eyes to cover her delight, which was deadpan in her normal style and yet fierce. With her other hand she caressed her right shoulder. Pulling forward until she was stooped. Making the story her own. A tale of her lost father.

I had once, in Khartoum, met Masihi – or Roland Malmédy as he’d still been when Christine had last seen him. I knew that deadpan wasn’t his style. I felt a pulse of anxiety for her. If we found him, what would he make of her? Would he look at her non-committal face and wrongly think she was stupid?

I’d met her first a week earlier in the Hotel Akropole in Khartoum, the capital of the Sudan. It was a Thursday evening, a few days before I was supposed to leave the capital for Port Sudan and cross the border into rebel Eritrea. I was dining with two Norwegian acquaintances, both of them army officers and friends of my own friend Stella. Half the Norwegian army seemed to be involved in the aid business in Africa.

The Akropole is renowned amongst European travellers in the Sudan. It is an old-fashioned place, the doors of whose rooms, which are generally booked out, open directly onto the lounges and the dining-room. In the dining-room, a sweet-fleshed variety of Nile perch is served superbly every evening.

The Akropole is of course owned by a Greek family – the Nile from the Delta in Egypt up through all its cataracts and courses to Lake Tana and Lake Victoria has always been a Greek highway. It is exciting to think of those relentless Greek traders climbing the cataracts, coming to this elephant-trunk-shaped meeting-place of the White and Blue Nile, doing deals with the nomads of the Gezira before there was even a city here or a rumour either of Christ or of the Prophet.

The Sudan had, until a few years before the night I went to dinner there, a Marxist president Numeiri, and during his time all the aid agencies had been expelled from the country. The Greek family who runs the Akropole had however kept all aid running, arranging for the clearance of customs documents, for the delivery of goods which arrived at sandy Khartoum airport or by way of the great harbour of Port Sudan. My friend Stella swore by this family of experienced African operators, these two youngish Greek men and their wives, and an elegant mother in her sixties.

And in the evening, the Akropole’s turbaned Sudanese waiters moved around the dining room with the calm style of men who have canny and spirited employers. I loved to sit and watch them do their stuff, bringing soup and fish to the tablefuls of journalists, aid and medical workers, engineers and businessmen of the city.

On Thursday evenings, after the cry to prayer from the El Kabir Mosque brought on the clear Nilotic night, dinner was followed by a late-release movie shown on a video machine on the roof.

We’d finished the meal and were talking over coffee when we noticed a young European girl waiting some five steps from the table for a chance to interrupt and introduce herself.

I thought there was something infallibly French about her. Young Canadian, American, British and Australian aid volunteers were plentiful in the region, but I knew this girl was not one of them. She had that slightly underfed European look, though she was not abnormally short. Her face was an untidy, European one, full of planes. It lacked blandness. I could imagine it in time coming to express a middle-aged, existential despair.

She’d made herself up in a careless but vivid sort of way to come to the Akropole. Her hair was brunette and was heavily and sensibly cropped for travel in this dusty republic. She wore a halter-neck sleeveless top which would have earned her corporal punishment under President Numeiri and could even land her in trouble under the present law of the Sudan. This unwisely chosen garment suggested that she was a recent arrival in the country.

I went through a sort of dumbshow, raising my eyebrows to let her know it was all right to intrude if she wanted to. She saw the signal, stepped forward, and began speaking in accented English. ‘Mr Dar-cy! You are a friend of my father’s, I think. I am Christine Malmédy.’

The army officers and I ran through the list of our African acquaintances, which in my case wasn’t very extensive. Before we’d finished she said, ‘They nickname him Masihi. You may know that name. But his true name is Roland Malmédy. Do you know him now?’

‘Masihi?’ I asked. ‘The cameraman?’

She nodded.

In fact I knew him, the film-maker called Masihi. But one of the Norwegian officers had even been into Eritrea, and announced now to the girl that he’d seen Masihi working ‘in the field’, as the Eritreans referred to their besieged nation.

As if we wanted to flatter her, we began telling her all at once about her father. How he was a legend in the region, a sort of cinematic Lawrence of Arabia who came over the mountains into Sudan every few years with appalling footage of the war, footage of napalm raids by the Ethiopian air force from which the sizzled flesh had not been cut out. Polemic film, as Masihi liked to call that stuff. He would show it to the journalists and the aid workers in Khartoum. I had seen his footage during my first visit to Sudan.

‘I saw him a year ago,’ I told the girl. ‘My friend Stella Harries knows him much better than I do and introduced me to him right here, in a villa in Khartoum.’

The girl looked away and laughed softly and to herself. ‘Does he wear a turban?’

‘Yes,’ I confirmed. ‘He certainly wears a turban. Speaking of that, of clothes I mean, I hope you’ll forgive me for saying that the sort of blouse you’re wearing doesn’t go down well with the local authorities.’

She shook her head. ‘It was the only thing I had time to pack,’ she said, as if she expected that an answer like that should satisfy the Sudanese police. Saying it, she had the pin-point eyes and the air of a woman who had packed in a hurry and didn’t want to be delayed by local nit-picking.

One of the Norwegians laughed. ‘You are as brave, mademoiselle, as your father.’

‘And perhaps as foolhardy,’ said the other correctively.

But then their eyes shifted away from her in embarrassment. Because she was still palpably a child belonging to someone, and we weren’t sure whether it could plausibly be a man with such an odd history as Masihi. She was a bit of a rare case – she’d lost her father to a revolution, rather than to some woman who was a stranger to her and her mother.

‘The Eritreans are my stepmother,’ she said suddenly, reading our tentativeness. We blinked at that. She was as aware of the ironies of her situation as we were, and that routed and bemused us. ‘I am on my way to see him if I can,’ she announced. ‘The manager is telling me that you too are going to Eritrea, Mr Darcy.’

‘To Eritrea, to Eritrea,’ muttered one of the army officers in a sing-song Scandinavian voice. He was wistful at the memory of the heroic Eritreans, even though his journey there had been harsh and marred by illness.

She did not take her eyes off me. ‘You are a journalist, the Greek family say.’

I still wasn’t used to that description. But I said I was. I said I was writing for The Times. Even these days that generally headed off further questions. It was a name which seemed to sedate the enquirer’s itch to ask more.

‘So you will write about the war or the hunger?’ she asked.

‘About anything I find,’ I said. I did not tell her about the Eritrean Colonel Tessfaha and his more specific invitation to do with an ambush in the direction of Asmara.

‘My father was a journalist. A camera journalist.’

‘He still is,’ one of the Norwegians insisted.

‘No,’ she said, barely shaking her head. ‘When I was fifteen he wrote to me and said he wasn’t a journalist any more. That he kept the film diary for the rebels.’

‘Well, that too,’ I admitted.

‘My mother,’ said Christine Malmédy, ‘says he was a very strict maker of films. He wanted to win awards. She says that the rough ground and the bad equipment in Eritrea should make him mad. She said anything like that made him mad when he was married to her. Anything that was … at all … not up to the mark. Anything … unprofessional.’

We said nothing. The unspoken truism lay between the three of us men like an embarrassment: what drove someone mad in a marriage is not necessarily what will drive him mad when he’s left it.

But I knew her father must have always been an imperfect and occasional parent. He had been, he’d told me, a cameraman for the French government network in Beirut, where he acquired his Arabic nickname. So that even before he left Lebanon for Eritrea, he already must have been no more than a visitor in her life.

I found I remembered pretty sharply the sun-tanned, tired-eyed Roland Malmédy, and how, during a night we sat up illicitly drinking, he’d explained that the Palestinians had disappointed him as a man seeking the revolutionary essence. He used a phrase, ‘La Révolution, la femme particulière!’ The Palestinians didn’t have it, they were faction-ridden. Some of their factions blew up planes and threw grenades into airline queues peopled by blank-faced innocents. Besides that, there were always Syrian and Israeli intrusions to muddy the image Masihi saw through his viewfinder in Beirut.

The Eritreans, he said, were different.

In 1975, at a time this halter-necked girl who now sat at table with the two Norwegians and me was perhaps not yet seven, Malmédy-alias-Masihi heard news of the pure and highly focused revolution in Eritrea. Financed by his television network, he had flown south to Baladiyat Adan – which the British had once called Aden – in the South Yemen. He had caught a Red Sea ferry which did a circular route to pick up the poorest of hadjis or pilgrims returning from Mecca.

He’d landed at last in the Ethiopian-held port of Massawa on the Red Sea coast of Eritrea. Led by a young Eritrean rebel who carried the sound gear, he marched ten days, toting his own 16-millimetre camera, to reach the Eritrean rebel positions just north of the great highland capital of Asmara. Where he had found the people of his heart.

In Fryer River, at the centre of another continent, I had sacrificed my wife for a people I could not belong to. If Bernadette came looking for me now, what new disappointments would I have ready for her? I felt – it’s almost embarrassing to say it – a fatherly pulse of fear for this scrawny, serious French girl. Was there room for this child under the peculiar umbrella of Masihi’s femme particulière?

I think it was Masihi’s company that night we all met him in Khartoum which ultimately persuaded Stella that she had to go to Eritrea. I believe she was very taken with Masihi. But briefly, since Masihi was always moving.

I knew too that Roland Malmédy had filmed three famines in the lowlands and highlands of Eritrea, had recorded the great Eritrean advances of 1977, when the Ethiopians seemed for all purposes defeated and finally expelled. Arriving in the hills outside the port of Massawa with the Eritrean vanguard in the pre-dawn of a September morning of 1977, he had filmed the bombardment which the Soviet navy out in the Red Sea was laying down on the Eritrean positions. This was all famous footage amongst journalists and aid workers.

The Russians of course had an historic desire for ports like Massawa, ice free, tranquil, screened by islands. Here they poured into the fight, in support of their Ethiopian allies, all the tanks and MiGs and Antonovs they could supply; called in also the East German security forces, the tank drivers and artillerymen of the South Yemeni Republic, called or invited in ten thousand Cubans, avid for African experience. And in the face of such force, Masihi had filmed the Eritrean retreat to a long high trench line north of the city of Asmara, and then the rebel repulse of the eight offensives the Ethiopians threw at them.

He had recorded also the educational passion of the Eritreans, the skills I hoped to see exercised in caves and bunkers and brush shelters. He had shot their surgery performed in holes in mountains, their fervent dances, all their celebrations.

His daughter’s present urgency had made her a very unrealistic traveller. When I asked her if she was staying there, at the hotel, she told me that the Greeks had no room.

Then she said without any concern, ‘I have my sleeping-bag. I can stay in that park by the Blue Nile.’

My friends the Norwegian officers both raised their eyes in a way which imagined the worst. Dangerous little Nile urchins and disgruntled Sudanese soldiers moved at night through the May Gardens beside the river.

I told her that she could stay at Stella Harries’s place. This was the top half of a villa in North Khartoum. Downstairs was rented by a surgeon, upstairs by Stella. The garden was always full, during the morning, of women wearing masks, sitting patiently on stone benches and waiting for gynaecological advice.

Since Stella was in England visiting her parents, two rooms were free in her half-a-villa, Stella’s own bedroom, and the small one out the back which everyone called ‘the pit’.

Stella has stories of people, aid workers and journalists, coming back from the battle fronts and the refugee camps of Sudan, and sleeping off their fevers and mystery viruses there. I decided Stella would probably want the girl to use her bedroom.

‘You must accept Darcy’s offer,’ one of the Norwegian officers told the girl. ‘The park is far too dangerous.’

‘Very well,’ said the girl, glancing away. I could see it didn’t worry her one way or the other. She just wanted to be on her way. I was both amused and a little chagrined that she showed no gratitude. But then she surprised me by staring into my eyes. ‘Too kind,’ she said with emphasis. It sounded like a phrase she had picked up from reading English novels.

A little later, we all took our dinner chairs up to the roof and watched a Paul Newman film set in the snows of Philadelphia. Above our heads the dry, enormous sky produced a full moon so bright that it was hard to appreciate the artful umbers of the camerawork. The girl sat with us, watching without complaint but without apparent interest. As the credits began to roll and the hotel guests began to talk and light cigarettes, she said, ‘It’s curious – don’t you think, Mr Darcy? – to see Paul Newman in the open.’

‘It’s the way a lot of Africans see him,’ I said, covering a grin. I was disarmed by her metropolitan French innocence, the fact that lots of Frenchmen throughout France’s wide African empire would have watched movies in roofless cinemas. I was of course working round to the vanity of telling her that that was how I had seen my childhood films too, as an infant of another empire. In cinemas wide open in summer, a roof of canvas flung over in winter.

So I began to speak, in an old bore sort of way I couldn’t stop myself falling into, about the remoter towns in Australia where my father had managed banks. Years past, as a student, I’d liked to talk about these distant wheat and wool towns, about cinemas open to the sky, about wide-verandahed pubs and stolid Victorian banks dressed up in yellow or blue paint; about whole towns dazzled to inertia by recurrent, glaring noons.

Memories of my student orations make me cringe a little now. Those Australian villages, I would say, were dominated by drought, the memory of it and the prospect of its rolling around again. That much was true. And then I would start badmouthing the graziers and wheat-growers for thinking they could be farmers on the European model. I wrote a poem once in which I said, ‘They did not get the sun’s long message’. I liked to say that what the sun brought to these little bush shires was news of that other great and absolute continent it had left half a day past and would soon return to – Africa, that is. I admitted the farmers loved the earth. I’d seen too many of them weeping in the bank, or turning up with tormented faces at our front door asking for audiences with my father. They would certainly suffer to hold to their ground through all the fairly unyielding demands of the big banks, demands my father could only soften to a certain degree and not in essence. But, again, they didn’t get the sun’s long message.

Which was of course that Australia and Africa were sisters. ‘Two gangling and dark sisters from the one black dam of Pangaea.’ (Me, in one of the speeches!) This was long before the time my wife Bernadette and I received our fierce enlightenment in Fryer River, in Australia’s Western Desert. Before, that is, I’d woken up to the fact the world wouldn’t go to much trouble to fit itself into my smart-aleck theories. So I was capable of standing, pale but cocksure, for shameful lengths of time at the bar of squalid Melbourne student pubs, and talking about this dark relationship.

I’d heard from some science undergraduate, for example, that the botany of the two continents was related, always allowing for the fact that the Indonesian deep sea trenches protected Australia’s eccentric plants for millennia from outside influence.

So, armed with half-truths, I’d say, ‘Just look at the plants of the two places!’

I knew I was on safe ground. Very few of the student boozers had looked at the plants.

I wasn’t seriously interested in whether Australia and Africa were sisters, half-sisters, cousins. I was just a colonial boy trying to explain that Europe wasn’t the only model, might in fact be a misleading model. ‘A pale though fertile mother stricken with low blood count and sated with all the frantic passions of culture.’ (Me again, in a speech.) It was a common enough Australian argument, say twenty years ago: ‘We’re not just a poor relation, you know. We’ve got rich and unexpected kinships!’

I hasten to say that the drinking student Darcy had no real boyhood obsession with Africa as such. That wasn’t what brought me to the Sudan and to the roof of the Akropole, this night twenty years after all my student fervours had been well and truly quenched by the absolutely grotesque business of my marriage.

When I finished talking to the girl about open-air cinemas in the Australian bush, the Norwegians started in on fantastical stories of their own sub-Arctic childhoods, tales of astounding lengths of darkness and of daylight, and what that did to folk. The girl listened politely – I watched her and was touched because I realised she must have listened to me exactly the same way. For behind the politeness, I could see, these tales of climatic quirks didn’t capture her or have application. Again, she just wanted to get going to Port Sudan and then into the mountains across the Eritrean border, where Masihi could be found.

At last it was time to go. I said goodnight. The Norwegians gave me plenty of advice on Eritrean diarrhoea and promised I’d lose some of my London flabbiness. I led the French girl downstairs at last, out under the wide arcade at ground level where a dozen child beggars slept at night.

Khartoum is full of child refugees, sucked into the city by need. Some of them lost their parents to thirst or hunger on treks up along the railway line from the south. They are tough, spare, fierce children. The gentle ones are dust across the railway line in Kordofan province.

Their demeanour towards someone dressed as I was, in the paramilitary gear of the aid worker or the journalist, is usually pretty passive. They understand that people such as we are uninformed by any Islamic tradition of alms. For us the gift of fifty piastres, even a Sudanese pound, to a given child isn’t the answer to the question. The child beggars seem to know that we world-beaters from the outside think we’re engaged in larger and more mysterious alms: the doing-away with beggary through as clever a scheme as we can devise; not through the rewarding of it as a trade.

But a large-eyed thin girl like Christine, wearing a halter-neck as well, was worth putting out your hand to. Someone uninformed enough to dress like that was probably also uninformed enough to give them gifts. And certainly, as I automatically called, ‘Imshi!’ to the kids, she stopped and began to search her pockets for coins. She did not drop them into their palms – she didn’t try to avoid their flesh. The flinch of the hand and face which characterises most almsgivers whether in Manhattan or Cairo wasn’t seen in her. Surrounded by them, she almost looked one of them.

I’d been using Stella Harries’s four-wheel-drive truck, and while we were driving back towards Stella’s half-a-villa in North Khartoum, I found that the girl hadn’t any Sudanese papers at all, except for the visa which had got her into the country. Nor did she have any invitation from the Eritreans to go through into their embattled region. Just to get as far as Port Sudan on the Red Sea, where an Eritrean truck could fetch her, she would need an ornate movement permit from the Sudanese.

I tried to swallow the irritation I felt. I knew that all the next day would be spent in the offices of Sudanese immigration, in police offices as well, waiting on benches with an Islamic patience which isn’t really my character, while officials took their mysterious time, not wishing to offend God by working faster than they knew He did.

‘Did you come on an impulse?’ I asked her.

‘No. But I wanted to come here as quick as I could.’

I wanted to ask her whether her mother knew she was here. But though she looked like a child, she had a woman’s presence, and it was her business. I asked her if she had any passport pictures, and she searched languidly inside the large leather bag she carried and dropped perhaps a dozen tiny straight-faced photographs on the seat beside me.

‘That’s good,’ I said. ‘You need photographs for everything. You’ll need half a dozen documents. Even a permit to take scenic photographs.’

‘But I don’t have a camera,’ she told me.

‘Wouldn’t your family want you to bring home a photograph of Masihi?’

She waved this possibility aside. ‘The rebels have a camera section. They can give me a photograph.’

But she sounded as if she half-expected to stay in Eritrea for good.

The route to Stella Harries’s place goes up Zubeir Phasher Street, a typically broad Khartoum thoroughfare. That night its pavements were silted up with sand from a habub of a few days past. But there was also a detritus of garbage and rubble which might easily prove to be, on closer inspection, some huddled child shipped up from the south as a house slave by a pederastic Sudanese officer and now used up and thrown onto the streets. For that was another way the poor of the provinces made it to the big city.

‘You speak English so well,’ I remarked to the girl, making conversation in this sad city.

‘My mother managed a French hotel in London.’

‘After Masihi …?’

‘Yes. I went to school there for six years.’ I was going to make some conventional noise about her disrupted childhood, but she nodded towards the road ahead. ‘Look, there’s a policeman.’

We were nearing the great circle of road which runs around the outskirts of the market named Suq Two, always still brightly lit late at night, a great swathe of canvas under which peaches, oranges and dates are displayed. At the stem of the Suq Two roundabout a Sudanese policeman walked into the street armed with an ancient British rifle and waved at me to stop. I obeyed.

The policeman leaned in at the cabin window. I cursed the infidel halter-neck the girl was wearing.

‘Salaam!’ I told the man, and since he seemed to be a Nuba and the Nuba often spoke English, asked, ‘Is there any problem, sir?’

I knew even as an occasional visitor that the man wanted to test me, to work out in what degree I harboured the most treasured Sudanese virtues – politeness, composure, that patience which is in fact a kind of humility in the face of time’s great circle. I handed over my papers, the ones which had smiling from them a slightly plumper, slightly younger, not quite as bald Darcy. A photograph in fact taken before the tribal disaster hit Bernadette and me.

The Nuba handed back my papers and inspected the girl, asking only for her passport. He stared with particular emphasis at her shoulders, as if he was punishing her with desire.

‘Do you have any Scotch with you?’ he asked.

I told him I didn’t drink. That wasn’t exactly true – I drank with Stella when she was at home. But she knew the ropes and had a reliable supplier. She spoke Arabic well too. For anyone who didn’t, the dangers of being found with a blackmarket bottle were considerable enough to make you hesitate – gaoling and flogging and public humiliation. Besides, the stuff cost two hundred Sudanese pounds a bottle, and as a freelance I wasn’t well enough off to dispose lightly of that amount of money.

‘Do you want some khat?’ the Nuba policeman then asked me.

The girl was ignorant of the subtlety of this question, I was pleased to note. For it implied I was taking her home for sex, and the axiom even amongst the aid workers was that sex was mightily enhanced by khat. I knew too that my buying the khat would be the policeman’s price for overlooking Christine Malmedy’s bare arms. I had been very happy until now behaving paternally towards the girl. Now the Nuba had offended me with the other possibility. I had no desire, and the question was why, and the answer was only partially Christine’s childlike scrawniness.

Stella had told me the going price for a wad of khat was about twenty-five Sudanese pounds. I took out a collection of five pound notes. The Nuba languidly placed a heavy wad of the drug on my lap.

‘The lady should know that Sharia’h is the strict law in the Sudan,’ he said. ‘The law of Islam is the law of the land.’

This was – and I could have said this if I had been bold or stupid enough – the exact cause of conflict between the Islamic north and the Christian south, a conflict I’d written about last time I was here. But not this time; I suspected the Eritrean war, far to the south-east in the Ethiopian highlands, would occupy me whole.

I said the politest goodnight to the Nuba.

‘I will burn this damned shirt,’ murmured Christine.

‘No, you can store it at Stella Harries’s.’

‘I bought it for the film festival last year. It didn’t cause any trouble at all in Cannes.’

In the market the next morning, before we went to police and Interior offices, I helped Christine buy three khaki shirts, for the Eritreans suggested that colour – it did not show up against the ochres of the Eritrean landscape and did not attract the eyes of bomber pilots.

Christine handled the shirts with the bewildered reverence of a recruit receiving her uniform. A brown shirt buttoned to the neck, with the sleeves buttoned at the wrist or even rolled up one or two turns, did not offend against the Sharia’h. Nor attract the attention of big Nubian cops with khat for sale.

Since she hardly had any more money than she needed to fly to Port Sudan, I bought her a water bottle too – she hadn’t thought to bring that particular item with her.

I enjoyed steering Christine around the town, I was restored to a flush of paternity as we consulted each other over the question of her shirts.

‘They don’t even like short sleeves?’ she asked me, astonished in her mute way.

‘Not even short sleeves. Only people in temperate zones find it’s decent to flirt with the sun. Here, a bare arm is like a buttock.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ she murmured, but a truck went by and in a second she was brushing dust off the front of her new khaki as if the hedonism of film festivals on the Côte d’Azur were well lost.

The Eritreans also kept an office in Khartoum. Driving to it, I asked her if she wanted to visit Omdurman later in the day. It was, after all, the city’s chief tourist attraction, the site of the tomb of the Mahdi, the great Sudanese unifier whose Dervishes had captured Khartoum and killed General Gordon a century before. There had then been a great battle over there in Omdurman, where General Kitchener had mown down the Sudanese rebels.

As I spoke of Mahdi the Avenger and of the Battle of Omdurman, she looked at me as if I were naming rock groups too esoteric for a normal, busy girl to take an interest in. To hell with Omdurman! She had come to Africa to see one sight – Masihi, the film-maker.

An old-fashioned and no doubt racist print of brave General Gordon at the head of a staircase in Khartoum, facing the first of a tide of Dervishes advancing up the stairs with a spear, had hung on the walls of one of the number of bush schools I’d gone to in Australia. The memory of it caused me to ask about Christine’s education.

When I asked she let me know that she’d been studying graphic arts at some polytechnic near Fontainebleau.

‘Do you like it?’

‘I would prefer to study film, but that makes my mother nervous. She says film-makers have no proper life.’ The girl shrugged and smiled briefly. ‘With graphic art you can make a living and still pretend you’re doing proper, serious work.’

‘You might be able to help your father,’ I remarked. But I wasn’t sure whether it was right to start such hopes in her.

In any case, she didn’t seem to have any unrealistic yearnings. ‘I can do sound,’ she said. ‘I’ve done sound for some of the students in the film course.’


THREE

TESSFAHA

When I first came to London, I was not equipped to take Fleet Street or Wapping by storm. I gravitated towards the aid newspapers in Covent Garden. I attended press briefings by prominent African exiles or by African foreign ministers visiting the old imperial capital. After the vast electricity of the Australian sky, England’s low horizon suited me as well as the unchallenging work. I lived poorly in one-room-with-kitchenette in south-west London. Bernadette did not call me. I used half my earnings telephoning Australia, talking to those who now knew where and how she was.

Having been at one time very nearly, though unofficially, the Times correspondent on matters of remote Australia, I was invited by an adventurous editor to travel to the Sudan, a republic tormented by tribalism, and to write about the civil war in the south. For a time there I travelled with a water-drilling crew under the protection of a Sudanese army escort. I sent my stories back from the Akropole in Khartoum. That sprawling, annoying and engrossing capital delayed me for some time. In the Sudan Club I met Stella Harries, the BBC correspondent in Khartoum.

Given that the cost of living in Khartoum was so much cheaper than England, I stayed on for some months, operating on the basis of a loose brief from The Times, selling some taped material to Australian and Canadian radio, living in Stella Harries’s villa. She soothed my pride by accepting a token rent. Despite Stella’s urging, I resisted learning Arabic. Stella accused me of behaving as if learning Pitjantjara had been dangerous enough. The loss of Bernadette had made me suspicious of languages.

I also lacked the confidence to set myself up in my own right in the Sudan. At last I headed back to the misty and squalid comforts of England. I took the cheap flights through Saudi Arabia, not the more fashionable British Airways or Austrian Airlines, the ones on which Sudanese high officials flew.

When, on Stella’s urging, I contacted the Eritrean office in London to put myself on their mailing list for press releases, I was flattered to find that they knew about me, had read my work in The Times. They sometimes invited me to go with them to an Eritrean restaurant in London.

On a grim February day earlier this year, after my visit to Colorado, they called me and invited me to meet one of the visiting leaders from ‘the field’, a man named Tessfaha. They did not comment on Tessfaha’s exact status and function in the Eritrean struggle. They referred to him as ‘the colonel’, but I didn’t know whether that was a rank or a nickname. The meeting-place was an Eritrean restaurant in Kilburn.

I’d half-expected the other Eritreans would be included in the dinner party. So my eyes flickered around the restaurant looking for a group but picked up only one shape, very tall and thin, leaning by one of the tables in the darker reaches of the place.

‘Is this an OK table?’ asked Tessfaha, indolently intent, absolutely at home in a world where people chose not only what food to eat but also the spot of all spots to eat it in. ‘My colleagues tell me they always bring you here, but they suspect you might prefer Indian food.’

‘No,’ I insisted. ‘This food is good for me.’

‘You might well prefer French cuisine, though it’s generally too much for our people, even if they live in the West for years. If you grow up on millet and lentils, the stomach simply cannot believe in French cuisine, it’s a sort of gastronomical nirvana which leaves the stomach gasping. I suppose I am used to it because of the EEC politicians who speak to me over dinner in Strasbourg. Anyhow, please say if you would prefer another restaurant …’

Again I denied it, so at long last we sat. Waiting for our food we both drank beer. I remarked I’d thought that perhaps some of the others from the Eritrean office might have been with him. Normally they would have been, said Tessfaha. But they were busy; they had a lot of what was called in the West ‘fence-mending’ to do in view of our friend the rocksinger’s broadcast.

‘The tyrant,’ Tessfaha told me, ‘moves people by the million from ancestral ground to concentration camps of his choosing, where they starve in sight of well-fed officials. Yet it is not the tyrant who bears the blame, but somehow it is we the Eritreans. Because we attacked thirty trucks and brought the rock-singer close to tears on television! In fact the number of trucks was not thirty, but twenty-three … but even so. What brutes would deliberately anger such a nice young rocker, make him shed tears for the nature of man? What brutes would throw grenades at aid trucks? My colleagues have to answer questions of that nature, and they find it dispiriting.’

I confessed I thought people were entitled to ask that sort of question.

‘Especially,’ agreed Tessfaha languidly, ‘since some of the trucks we load our own supplies on from Port Sudan actually carry the generous rock-singer’s slogan. With Love from Worldbeat. Especially since also we are grateful to him for the impartiality with which he gave help to us as well as to the Ethiopians. And so, the world asks, What manner of ingrates are these Eritrean bandits?’

Tessfaha smiled subtly behind a double moustache of hair and beer froth.

‘I suspect that you aren’t ingrates,’ I conceded. ‘So perhaps there has to be a reason which evades the understanding of both the singer and myself.’

Tessfaha took from the pocket of his sports jacket a brown paper envelope marked Do Not Bend. From it he slid out a colour photograph. It was like some which Stella Harries herself had taken during her journey to Eritrea. In it three Eritrean rebels sat on stones. Two girls and a boy, none of them much more than say twenty years of age. One of the girls looked ironically, frankly at the camera. She wore khaki shirt and shorts. Her long legs were knees-up to the lens. And on her feet were the standard plastic sandals. Beside her sat a tall young boy, not as skeletal as Tessfaha. He too was bare-legged, but his ankles were encased in old-fashioned military gaiters. The third rebel did not look at the camera at all. She was writing something in an exercise-book. Her hair, like that of the other two, was exactly barbered. She wore long khaki pants bleached to paleness, and a crisp white shirt under her khaki jacket. A thorn-bush cast a shadow over her.
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