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FOREWORD





I cannot tell you exactly what type of book this is because I don’t know. Yes, it is mainly about war zones. Sure, it’s about travel in exotic locations. It’s also about journalism. And there is, I hope, humour as well as adventure.


Perhaps I can explain why I wrote it.


I have spent the best part of the last forty years travelling and talking to really odd – often homicidal – people in unusual places, but these are not the war memoirs of a Welsh hack. My initial desire to travel in and write about war came from my frustrations as a Sandhurst instructor and, later, university academic. I didn’t want just to talk about or research other countries, I wanted to feel them. Another reason was my objection to the type of journalism, especially evident on American TV news, which suggests that reporting and film-making are based on synthetic travels in a bubble. At the other end of the scale, I objected just as vehemently to some TV stars’ mock heroics, super-hyped on air. I wanted to explain what went on behind the scenes, particularly the cock-ups. Mostly my cock-ups. And my numerous arrests, always in the line of duty of course.


I have struggled hard to be neutral about conflicts, without being afraid to call a spade a bloody shovel when necessary. So if you’re looking for political correctness, don’t read this book. Although I have sometimes used the dialogue style of a novel, the conversations are based upon my contemporary notes and video or audio recordings. In short, I have tried to make my account as accurate as possible.


I hope readers will identify with my travails (travels comes from the same word) as I walk to Kabul with a camel (and holy warriors) who hated me, get lost on a motorbike ride with psychopaths in central Mozambique, fall down drunk in a shebeen in Soweto, or, like everyone else, become totally confused in Lebanon or former Yugoslavia by the craziness of politicians.


Much of my reporting was done within the cosy intellectual parameters of the Cold War. Then, post-9/11, came the so-called ‘clash of civilisations’ and a series of travels in Islamic lands, returning to Afghanistan, despite vowing never to go back, fresh locations in Iraq and Darfur, and indulging in the tragic déjà vu of conflicts in Israel/Palestine. I thought the world had been turned upside down by the assaults on the twin towers, but the economic crash of 2008–9 threatened to do to capitalism what years of communist intrigue had failed to do. Perhaps al-Qaeda had better hurry up, or the Western world will implode before bin Laden et al. can aspire to complete their mission.


Looking back, I don’t know how I managed to wriggle out of some of the countries I visited, usually with a film, book or radio story in my bag. I am probably one of the world’s clumsiest people, so I hope you can sometimes smell not just the cordite but also the fear, usually mine.


I do talk about guns and battles but I am more concerned with colourful characters, the customs, politics, and landscapes. Buildings interest me more than bullets. Sometimes I write about specific events; in other chapters I try to catch the mood of major upheavals, such as the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe, the implosion of former Yugoslavia or the chaos in post-Saddam Iraq. But it’s not all depressing, and I sometimes stretch the definition of conflict and write about nice places. Some philosophical themes hover in the distance, but they are very implicit. Journalism is not about ‘lectures’, it is always about ‘stories’. I hope you enjoy reading them.


The photographs are my own, except where indicated otherwise. I have few acknowledgements, mainly because most of the people I met in this line of work did everything they could to hinder, discourage or, occasionally, shoot me. I would, however, like to thank Susan Mears, my agent, Tony Denton for endless computer help, Fran and Liz Ainley for believing in my writing, and my editor Sam Carter. I thank also Caroline Bolton for allowing me to use some of the material from my first foray into autobiography, What the Hell am I Doing Here?, published in 1995 by the now sadly defunct Brassey’s. Some of the material in this book also comes from my second autobiographical venture, Guns and Poses: Travels with an Occasional War Correspondent (2001). I salute Nick della Casa, who was killed in Kurdistan, and Al J. Venter, who survives everything. I also appreciated the good companionship of Irwin Armstrong, a cameraman who was so tolerant of my many technical, and personal, failings. Finally, to Tim Lambon, now deputy foreign editor of Channel 4 News, thanks for so often covering, and kicking, my butt. Stream Cottage
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INTRODUCTION





The mountains encircling Kabul are savage, beautiful and sometimes treacherous – like the people who inhabit them. For five years death had stalked their valleys, in the form of Soviet Hind helicopter gunships. These flying tanks were exquisitely armed: 12.7mm cannon protruded from the nose and the stub wings carried bombs and rockets. At first I wasn’t too worried about them, as they had been swashbuckling across the clear Afghan skies for days, ignoring us as eagles scorn flies. The mountains seemed to provide protection, the guerrillas were blasé, and I too had become complacent.


That complacency was shattered at 7 a.m. on 21 July 1984 – the gunships came calling. The Russians had launched a major offensive to clear the mujahedin rebels from their positions around the capital. I was dozing in a mud hut, along with the rest of our five-man film team, when someone shouted ‘Choppers!’


Two fat Mi-24 Hinds were hovering above like expectant vultures. The cameraman, Chris, rushed to set up the equipment to film them. The ‘Captain’, a richly moustachioed Afghan officer who had defected to the mujahedin, screamed at us to take cover. He knew what was coming.


We grabbed our heavy rucksacks and some of the bulky film equipment.


Our translator, ‘Doc’, shouted, ‘Put your equipment in the cave.’


We hastily shoved our kit away as the five-bladed helicopters drew closer.


‘Take cover in there,’ Doc ordered nervously.


The tiny exposed cave was full of ammunition – it seemed suicidal to hide there if high-explosive bombs started to crash down on us, so Chris and I ran into a small gully. There was no other cover on the stark hillside except a few trees and three decrepit mud huts about 100 yards away. As the only buildings in the area they would presumably be prime targets for the gunships’ rockets. Crouching in the gully, we realised it was used as a latrine, but we didn’t dare move. Better shit than shrapnel.


Moreover, I had broken a golden rule about never sharing a foxhole with anyone braver than me.


Four sleek MiG-23 aircraft arrived and performed a high-altitude turn above, then swooped down and started to bomb the valley floor half a mile from where we crouched. Two more MiGs joined the party. Framed against the cloudless sky, their deadly grace was almost bewitching.


The helicopters dropped altitude and hovered just above us. A guerrilla opened up with a Dasheka anti-aircraft gun. If by some miracle the Hinds hadn’t seen us before, they could hardly ignore us now.


Pointlessly, I shouted ‘shut up’.


He was only sixty yards away but he couldn’t have heard me above the gunfire, even if he had spoken any English. In vain, I ransacked my severely limited Pushtu vocabulary for a translation.


The MiGs blasted away. As they came out of their bombing runs they sometimes shot out anti-heat-seeking missile flares, which left a mosaic of cloud patterns against the deep blue sky. Chris was cursing like a banshee. Action all around, and from our gully we could not film properly.


‘Bend over,’ he shouted.


‘Is this some last perverted wish, Chris?’ I asked, with more bravado in my voice than I felt.


‘No, you fool, I haven’t got the tripod. Bend over and kiss your arse goodbye.’


‘You forget the tripod, I have my face full of crap and my backside napalmed. Great holiday.’


Chris laughed. ‘If it was easy everybody would be doing it.’


I bent over, nose into the shit, and Chris put the camera vertically on my back to film the gunships right above us. What a way to go, I thought, acting the human tripod as we filmed – in full colour – our own demise. Each long minute had an acute intensity, a strange purification. Despite the fear, a kind of unreality also intruded. I felt I was the subject, and also the observer, of a surreal Fellini movie.


Above all, I pondered on the psychological role reversal acted out by our film crew. We had seen lots of war recently in southern Africa. The other four members of the TV crew had all been soldiers before becoming film-makers; they were veterans of conflicts in Rhodesia, Angola, Namibia, and Mozambique. I had covered these wars as a journalist. We had often flown in helicopters, chasing or filming black insurgents on the ground.


Now the tables were turned. We were indistinguishable from our scruffy companions. We, too, were dirty, smelly, frightened guerrillas, caught in the open by government gunships. After years of being on the ‘other side’ – the mechanised, ‘death-from-the-air’, safe side – the hunters had become the hunted. I understood a lot about Africa in those Afghan minutes.


Mujahedin tracers flecked past the heavily armoured gunships as they dropped closer, seeming oblivious to the ground fire. Cowering in the gully we might stand a chance if the aircraft bombed us, but the choppers’ napalm would devastate the whole mountainside, and us.


Two MiGs flew low along the valley and turned in long, graceful arcs: real Second World War stuff. With the heavy Arriflex camera on my back, I craned my head around to stare straight up at the hovering Hinds. I could see their vast array of weaponry very clearly.


Chris muttered: ‘Right, they’ve finished bombing below us. It’s our turn next.’


‘What the hell am I doing in Afghanistan?’ I asked myself.


I spent decades trying to answer that same question about many other war zones. What was the point in risking so many dangers for so little news coverage? Mere entertainment for couch potatoes back home, or revealing horrors and injustice to make the world a better place? Was it healthy adventure or morbid voyeurism? Merely a personal exploration of the boundaries of my own courage, or lack of it? A version of the old adage ‘you haven’t lived until you’ve nearly died’? Or was I following the herd in seeking to topple dictators and uncover unjust wars in the name of professionalism, pride, Pulitzer and personal gain? Though I always considered myself an amateur war correspondent, pride had little place in my war-zone buffoonery, and I won very few prizes, and made precious little money in exchange for sickness, injuries and heartache.


I used to tell myself I was getting shot at for that great video sequence or photograph. But did the pictures make any difference? Or was I in the end just a war tourist, a poseur? This book is my attempt to answer these questions, and the readers may also come to their own conclusions, so long as they sometimes laugh, and even reflect, on the road to reaching their verdicts.
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1. RHODESIA – A SHORT THOUSAND YEARS





Tours of purgatory


I can’t really explain how I started on my long journey without maps. I regarded most of the earlier trips as holidays, not tours of purgatory, although Afghanistan was an exception. Despite my deep roots in Wales, perhaps I became addicted to exile, to always being a foreigner, a lone stranger in an unfamiliar setting. Maybe I found wandering more stimulating than belonging.


I started off with all the keyboard courage of an academic. My degrees in politics and defence studies were of no practical use. True, I had been a senior civilian instructor teaching war studies at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, where I played rugby, rode horses, and did some shooting, all equally badly. I even showed some of the expected macho form by having a row with Princess Anne; I felt sorry for her then husband, my fellow instructor Captain Mark Phillips. But I was the proverbial round peg in a square hole, almost convinced that I was the only sane man in a lunatic asylum. I recalled the old Sandhurst adage: ‘From the roof of Old College you can see the panorama of an entire army career – first Sandhurst, then Aldershot, later Staff College, and finally Broadmoor lunatic asylum.’ One of the more polite names I was called in the officers’ mess was ‘rebel’. So moving to a rebel colony seemed appropriate; I wanted to experience war, not talk about it.


The lure of Africa


‘Rhodesia is a well-armed suburb masquerading as a country.’ The first sentence I ever wrote about the place just about summarised my political views on Rhodesia as I planned my initial trip to southern Africa in 1976. There was more to it than just knee-jerk political correctness: I was intellectually curious about the rebellion against the British Crown. How could the whites, outnumbered by blacks twenty-five to one and ostracised by the world, hang on to power for so long? How could they argue with arithmetic? And because of the political furore, Rhodesia and more especially South Africa had almost ceased to be geographical entities. To the outside world they were more a condition, a disease. South Africa was no longer a country but a map of the mind, in which anyone could find his own place. What is more, as a boy I had been seduced by the African tales of writers like Henry Rider Haggard. As a student I had been touched by its apparent mysticism. Armed with conventional wisdom, curiosity and just a touch of romanticism, I set out for Africa in March 1976.


I had a cheap return ticket to Kenya because I couldn’t afford the fare to Johannesburg. My only preparation was replying to an ad in The Guardian for a job lecturing at the University of Rhodesia – the country’s sole university and exempt from UN sanctions because it was multiracial. I saw the ad by chance the week before I left and gave a forwarding address in Grahamstown, South Africa, where a friend of mine was a visiting lecturer. It was a long shot, because I didn’t know whether I would even get that far.


My trip to Kenya had been prompted by a friend, Chris, who taught in Nyeri. Over a beer in a dingy Welsh pub he suggested a visit; within a month he was showing me around sunny Kenyan game parks. But despite his expansive hospitality I knew that I would find the white-ruled states more interesting, so I used the last of my money to buy a ticket to Johannesburg.


At Jan Smuts airport I was met by Andy Gancewicz, a big, aggressive, kind-hearted Pole with whom I had worked briefly on the Western Mail in Cardiff. Andy thought I was demented when I said I was thinking about travelling to Rhodesia.


‘There are lots of jobs here in Jo’burg. Why go to a place where the Afs are knocking the hell out of the whites? There’s a war on.’


‘That’s precisely why I want to go. To find out why.’


Andy showed me around Johannesburg, a downtown concrete jungle alleviated by opulent northern suburbs. It seemed so rich, powerful and organised after decaying, ex-colonial Nairobi, but I didn’t like Jo’burg and didn’t want to work there. After five weeks I decided to find my Grahamstown friend, Alan Ward, another Sandhurst instructor. But he wasn’t in Grahamstown, and the only response to my letter was a cryptic message:







In Lesotho. Get to Maseru. Then travel to Masieneking. Three bus stops due west proceed up a large hill to the left, turn right at the kraal, walk for a mile or so; there you will find me. Gone native.





Alan was one of the most unadventurous and conventional Englishmen I had ever met. It was not the sort of message I expected. Intrigued, I set out to hitchhike to Lesotho. I thought it would take me a day; it took two. I had always found hitchhiking a useful way to meet people and find out about a country, and this long trip taught me a lot about white South African attitudes. On the bus out of Maseru, Lesotho’s tiny, dusty capital, I also started learning about rural Africa. A chicken perched on my head and a goat backed on to my lap. I disembarked with relief at Alan’s hill and, carrying my small rucksack, started to walk in the blazing midday sun.


My white friends in Africa seemed suspicious and wary of Africans. They didn’t travel on African buses or walk around African areas. Whites in Africa didn’t walk at all, they drove. Walking through the scrub on a dirt path, I was therefore considered something of an oddity. I was greeted warmly by the locals, who seemed to materialise out of thin air and went out of their way to be helpful when I asked for directions. Their long, convoluted explanations, in sometimes broken but often fluent English, were confusing but more than friendly.


I gleaned the beginnings of two important truths on my brief safari to find Alan. One, African directions are unreliable, as you are always told, out of politeness, what they think you want to hear. If it’s ten miles and you look tired, you’ll be told it’s just a mile or so. As I usually looked exhausted on forays into the bush, over the years I always received the same encouraging directions. It also pays to ask one person; consulting a group produces a long debate in the local language which, when translated into English, ends up as gobbledygook. It was some time before I gave up asking directions and learned instead to request that I be shown the way. With rare exceptions, strangers would make long detours to accompany this oddball white. The tremendous bush skills of rural Africans were impressive, and I later made long journeys with trackers and guerrillas who seemed to have a built-in compass, even when travelling at night through virgin bush.


The second thing I learned was to distrust the white fear of Africans: ‘Go in there and you’ll get robbed or knifed.’ Most whites lived cocooned in their own fears, hatreds, and prejudices. Later, when I witnessed the mayhem in Soweto and the results of massacres in Rhodesia, I sometimes succumbed to the white siege mentality. At times I carried a gun. Experience taught me to be cautious, but my first instincts, based on naive curiosity, mostly prevailed.


I kept walking and asking directions. Yes, some whites were working in a nearby village. Sweat poured from me. I got the inevitable encouragement: ‘It’s not far from here.’ Eventually I came upon a small clearing with a few mud huts scattered around. In the middle of a group of African children was a thin Englishman with baggy shorts and a knotted handkerchief on his head. It had to be Alan.


Alan was as pleased to see me as Dr Livingstone was to encounter another Welshman, Henry Morton Stanley. I spent a week helping him build a schoolhouse, even though he was even less of a handyman than I was. We slept in a mud hut, drank with the tarts in the local beer hall, learned bits of Sesotho and played paternalistic white bwanas.


I stayed with Alan for another week in Grahamstown, South Africa. He taught politics at Rhodes University, so I earned my keep by giving a few lectures about a recent trip to Israel.


A letter arrived from the University of Rhodesia offering me an interview for the job I’d applied for, a temporary post teaching politics. They included a return airfare to the capital, Salisbury. For the previous two weeks the road linking Rhodesia with South Africa had been closed because of guerrilla attacks.


‘You must be mad to teach politics in the middle of a civil war,’ Alan said. ‘I hear that the last five white politics lecturers were deported.’


‘If they want a lunatic, I have the right qualifications.’


I borrowed some money from Alan, caught an overnight train to Johannesburg, and flew to Salisbury. On the plane I discovered that the man in the next seat was not only a Welshman from Corwen but also a lecturer at the University of Rhodesia.


We landed in Salisbury at 10 p.m., and I asked Hywel, ‘Should I adjust my watch?’


‘Aye, put it back twenty years,’ said my compatriot.


He gave me a lift into the deserted city centre and suggested I stay at the Ambassador Hotel. ‘All the journalists go there. Try the Quill Club bar.’


The Quill Club – the press bar – became my regular haunt and the hub of political gossip during the last years of the war. The university interview was for a four-month contract, but Rhodesia, later Zimbabwe, would be my base – my home – for five fascinating years.




 





After a few drinks in the bar, I returned to my room and switched on the TV. M.A.S.H. came on the monochrome single-channel set. It was reassuringly familiar. Next morning I heard bands playing, and scampered into the street to see a parade of young girls, ‘drummies’, marching with elaborate uniforms, pom-poms and batons flying. It all looked so uncomfortably American, although I was standing next to a very English red-painted box with the Royal Mail insignia.


I went by taxi to the university, about three miles from the city centre. Salisbury seemed orderly, with immaculate gutters and grass verges. Government buildings were cast in the high colonial style, schools in penal Victorian with the occasional Gothic touch, and some of the houses had a Cape Dutch flourish. The city seemed to be hosting a rally for vintage cars; then I realised what sanctions had done to Rhodesian motoring. We drove along wide roads lined with opulent jacarandas and bougainvillaea, through spacious suburbs with giddy mansions and beautifully tended gardens. By contrast the university looked run down: low, cheap buildings in a sea of bush grass.


I found my way to the Department of Political Science and introduced myself to Beryl, the secretary. I was spellbound by her speech – recognisably English, but the clipped delivery and patois made it sound like another language. After a brisk interview with Hasu Patel, the head of department, I was offered a four-month contract teaching political theory and American government, of which I knew little. I would teach whatever I was asked, although I didn’t have a book or a note among my meagre luggage. In the administration block, amiable English colonial types sorted out formalities, took me for lunch and lent me ten Rhodesian dollars (R$). Surprisingly, I was given a room in the female hall of residence, and then left to my own devices.




 





Despite the war, Rhodesia was a very friendly place. In my five years of travelling throughout the country both blacks and whites were almost always courteous and easygoing, with little of the sullen black resentment and white aloofness I had encountered in South Africa. The historian Lord Blake put it well: ‘Apartheid south of the Limpopo was a religion, north of it a dubious and impractical expedient.’


I moved into a ‘mess’, a communal house near the university, bought an ancient Morris Minor and started my classes. About 85 per cent of my students were black, the rest were whites in their early twenties. In one tutorial I had Prime Minister Ian Smith’s errant son, Alec, plus two relatives of the black nationalist leaders Joshua Nkomo and Ndabaningi Sithole. Inevitably most academic political discussions reverted to local issues. It was difficult to discuss abstract political theory and engage students with Plato in the middle of a civil war. One student would refer to the guerrillas as ‘terrorists’, another would term them ‘freedom fighters’ or the ‘boys in the bush’. I was caught in the semantic crossfire and struggled for a terminological compromise. ‘Guerrilla’ seemed the obvious choice, but some white students objected.


After a week in Rhodesia I had accommodation, a car and a job. I needed to explore the place and, above all, get my head around the political complexities – especially if I were to avoid the fate of my five predecessors, although I didn’t think there was much competition for my job. I soon had a pretty good idea why both blacks and whites were fighting, but I could never work out why the Rhodesian whites thought they could actually win. The same applied to South Africa. It just seemed to be delaying the inevitable, and the longer the conflict went on, the more radical and vengeful the black successor regime would be.


The Unilateral Declaration of Independence in 1965 – UDI – was both a bluff and a blunder. Except for a few hotheads, the Rhodesian armed forces would not have resisted a British military intervention, but Harold Wilson, the Labour Premier, didn’t have the guts or a big enough parliamentary majority. And it was a blunder because the Rhodesians were essentially independent anyway. If Ian Smith had been half as cynical as some of the British politicians he dealt with, he could have secured Rhodesian independence and then torn up the agreement. So followed sanctions and war. Wilson threw away his best card by renouncing the use of force at the outset and opting for sanctions instead. Threatening to ‘throw the book’ at the Rhodesians, he simply flicked a few pages … one at a time. Sanctions were a gesture, never a concerted policy. Until 1974 they boosted rather than undermined the rebel colony. Britain kept supplying oil, making more than enough money to pay for a useless naval blockade supposedly to stop the oil getting there in the first place. It came via South Africa.


This led to the greatest paradox of the war. Rhodesia broke away from Britain to avoid black rule, but Ian Smith became totally dependent on a South African government that was even more determined than London to establish a moderate black leader in Salisbury. Pretoria wanted to distance itself from Rhodesia’s failing white government, but also wanted to show that sanctions didn’t work and couldn’t be seen publicly to ditch a white ally.


Until 1976 Rhodesia’s diplomatic history was a long melodrama punctuated by angry encounters on ships and trains, foolish estimates and silly superlatives. The country’s fate would be decided largely on the battlefield. White Rhodesians were sucked into a war they were manifestly losing; had the 1979 Lancaster House talks in London not intervened, military defeat would have been around the corner. I spent most of my five years there trying to understand why the whites couldn’t see that they were bound to lose.




 





I stayed mainly in Salisbury, where roughly half the white population of around 240,000 lived. I did travel around the country in convoys, on board helicopters, occasionally on horseback, and very occasionally on foot, but it was a difficult war to get to grips with. Even when I switched to full-time writing, few journalists were allowed near the actual fighting. There were few ‘battles’ and most of these were in cross-border raids into Mozambique and Zambia. The war was mainly one of fleeting skirmishes and death from the air by ‘Fireforce’ helicopters. Short of actually enlisting or accepting conscription, few hacks (as journalists called themselves) witnessed any real action. So I hung around the press bar, falling off the high stools and risking the sandwiches – not entirely ignoble introductions to the Rhodesian art of war. And medals should have been awarded for drinking the local ‘wine’, said to be the only booze in the world from which you could catch bilharzia.


Salisbury, now renamed Harare, became my favourite city in Africa. Like many writers based there I wrote books and articles full of righteous indignation about racial injustice; like them I lived well and enjoyed myself. Two friends who wrote for the most liberal British newspapers, The Guardian and The Observer, regularly thundered on about opulent white lifestyles while themselves sitting comfortably surrounded by servants, a pool and a tennis court. Like my more ostentatiously liberal colleagues, I became angry at the stupidity and cruelty of both black and white politicians and soldiers. I grieved at the death of friends and acquaintances. I was incensed by the murder of the white survivors of the Viscount aircraft shot down by Nkomo’s guerrillas, the killings of black villagers in alleged ‘crossfire’ and the massacre of missionaries.


The university was intensely political, partly because some of the most prominent black nationalists taught there. Usually they were not harassed openly by the police. It was a little like Ulster, when Sinn Fein was legal and the IRA was banned. The guerrillas were shot or hanged, but leaders such as Ariston Chambati were normally allowed to teach. I learned a great deal from Ariston, who had an office next to mine. There was one attempt on his life and the university built a big fence around the campus; whether to keep insurgents out or academics in I never decided.


Salisbury – Little white island


You could live in Salisbury and see very little of the war. The city was mesmerised by the killing in the countryside and yet paradoxically seemed entirely untouched by it. Salisbury was simultaneously remote, charming, claustrophobic and seductive. Notices everywhere proclaimed ‘Loose talk costs lives’ and ‘Big Ears is a Terrorist’. But every white dinner party and pub conversation tittle-tattled about the war. Everybody claimed to have inside information about secret deals with the guerrillas, cock-ups in the high command, new South African weapons … The second major topic of conversation concerned who was screwing whom.


The conversation was often about the ‘situation’ – the war – but the ambience was of the colonial heydays of the 1950s: squash at the club, bridge and tennis parties, cocktails at the Reps theatre bar, racing at Borrowdale and endless dinner parties with servants to do the washing-up. Rugby and cricket were important even though South Africa was the only opponent.


Which marriages were breaking up? ‘Did you hear what she did when he was on call-up?’


Petrol rationing was always a popular topic.


Who was bringing in olives, pantihose, Smarties, Marmite, whisky, or car parts from South Africa? And all the foreign exchange fiddles. Who was ‘taking the gap’ (emigrating) next?


Yet the polite ‘business as usual’ was often a deliberate act of temporary oblivion, especially for the men. By the end of the war the call-up extended to age sixty. Some younger men spent ‘six months in, six months out’ of the army every year; some were on continuous call-ups. One-man businesses collapsed. Many urban wives concentrated on pottery and bridge, but the women on the farms lived with the everyday reality of mined roads, cattle-maiming, poisoned wells, attacks at night, the Agric-Alert security system warning of a guerrilla raid on the next-door farm, the crash of broken glass, the rattle of AKs, the rush of adrenalin and the dash for weapons beside the bed, shouting at the children to lie down in the corridor between the bedrooms, the smell of fear, cordite … and eventually the awful, sickly sweet, overpowering stench of death. It was on isolated farms, half-sleeping, listening, waiting for different sounds amid the drumming of the cicadas, that I learned about bush war.


Sometimes Salisbury did feel the war. A bomb exploded in Woolworth’s, killing eleven and maiming dozens. Guerrillas hit the main oil storage depot, destroying a quarter of the country’s stocks. The smoke hung over the city for days. Your bags were searched in nearly every shop. At night you watched the TV news about Combined Operations Headquarters’ communiqués to find out if any of your friends had been killed.


Whites in Salisbury would say things like ‘things will come right’ and ‘good ol’ Smithy knows what he’s doing’. Seventy-five per cent of whites voted for Smith both during the UDI years and after independence. I spoke informally to him or interviewed him on a number of occasions, but I could never figure out how this sincere, narrow-minded man could generate such a blind following. Maybe he was just a typical Rhodesian; he accurately represented the worst and best of white society. I hesitate to use the word ‘culture’, but there was a culture of sorts based upon a siege mentality. UN harangues, the war and sanctions galvanised the spirit of white nationalism. Rhodesian propaganda had little effect on blacks but it did work on the whites … proof of the old adage that people believe what they want to believe. White society was vitiated with wishful thinking. The majority of white Rhodesians fell hook, line and sinker for the Rhodesian Broadcasting Corporation’s view of the world. As in most wars, patriotism displaced perception.


The TV and radio harped hypnotically on a few basic themes: the chaos in black states, disorders elsewhere in the world (especially in countries such as Britain which attracted southern African émigrés) and the monolithic communist threat. Smith claimed to have ‘the happiest blacks in the world’, bar a few troublemakers misled by professional Moscow-trained agitators. Few whites could put themselves in the shoes of blacks and realise that they would fight too if they were deprived of an effective vote, given inferior schooling, medical services and land, and treated as second-or third-class citizens.


The censorship of news and the pitifully small holiday and emigration allowances made many whites captives rather than supporters of the Rhodesian Front government, although many were also true believers. The negative portrayal of the outside world intensified the cancer of isolation in what was already a parochial society. Rhodesians seemed to understand little of the modern world, and heartily disliked what they did understand. Many whites believed they were sincerely battling against communism to preserve a civilised Christian order, not merely to protect a three servants, two cars, one swimming pool lifestyle. Although the whites did fight long and hard, and despite the ubiquitous weaponry and uniforms, Rhodesia was not a militaristic society. They much preferred beer and braais (barbecues) to military parades. Later, as black rule became imminent, the whites looked back with sorrow and resignation rather than anger, and with a bruised pride in having survived so long against the odds.


Most Rhodesians had come from Britain, and were expatriates as much as patriots. Many would have voted Liberal or Labour ‘at home’. Crossing the equator did not suddenly turn them into racists. Many had seen the white refugees who fled the carnage in the Congo, Uganda and Mozambique. Once prosperous Zambia, formerly Rhodesia’s partner in the Central African Federation, had turned into an economic basket-case after independence. Living conditions in Rhodesia for both whites and blacks were very favourable compared with most of Africa’s ramshackle black states. Whites had good reason to fear for ‘standards’. Rhodesia, it had to be admitted, was an extremely well-administered state, and not just for whites.


Salisbury seethed with intrigue, much of it concocted in the Quill Club. But there was another Salisbury away from foreign correspondents, sports clubs, broad streets, perfectly cultivated gardens and smart shops. Over 600,000 people lived in 138 suburbs, but the population distribution was very uneven. About 500,000 blacks lived in twelve of these suburbs, known as townships. This was a different world. The little brick houses with tiny gardens were growing more and more overcrowded. Tens of thousands of blacks were fleeing the Tribal Trust Lands (TTLs), refugees from a war that had destroyed their cattle, burnt their huts and killed their children, victims of both guerrillas and security forces. Frightened people huddled with their kinsfolk if they were lucky, or built shanties and scavenged where they could.


As I explored the inequality of life in Rhodesia, I began to understand the reasons for the war. From a liberal perspective in the UK, it was as though a giant local bowls club – Surrey with the lunatic fringe on top – was defying the world. In many ways Rhodesia was unsophisticated and behind the times, a living museum. Rhodesians tended to look back to the days when Britain was Great, before socialism, as they saw it, gutted the bulldog spirit. Like Victorians, white Rhodesia loved to commemorate everything with a monument. The early pioneers conquered the land by force, defeating the indigenous Shona and Ndebele peoples, and all the plaques and statues seemed to shout: ‘We fought for this land, and by God we’re going to keep it.’ This was the kind of fierce patriotism Rider Haggard had written about. I had found what I came for, and began to admire it, despite its wrongheadedness.


I started to understand the Rhodesians’ love affair with the land – the rolling hills of Inyanga, the majestic wildlife, the mysterious balancing rocks, the crystal-clear, champagne quality of the air, the invigorating climate, the sense of space, the sensual perfume of jasmine in the suburban gardens, and the rugged wild aromas of the bush – but not with its native people. White Rhodesians paid more attention to their roses, their Currie Cup cricket, horses, dogs, and the level of algae in their pools than to the black people whose land they shared in unequal proportions. Rhodesia may have appeared boundless to the white man because his 5 per cent of the population owned 50 per cent of the land and all the political power. It could not last.




 





I was befriended by the Rhodesian version of the Kennedys, Senator Sam Whaley and his family, despite their considering me a ‘communist’ – someone who didn’t worship Ian Smith. Sam was a close friend and adviser of Smithy, yet he regularly chatted to me in his study after offering me a Cuban cigar, and allowed his two charming daughters to take me on trips around the country. I couldn’t stomach the politics of most white Rhodesians, but it was difficult not to like some of them, especially the Whaleys.


On 24 September 1976, after a splendid meal and some very palatable South African wine, I sat with the whole family to watch Ian Smith. The tired-looking Premier’s face seemed even more frozen than usual; half of his face was paralysed by injuries suffered as an RAF pilot in the war. He gave a solemn twenty-one-minute address to the nation, uttering the unutterable. The Whaleys listened with equal solemnity as Smith talked about ‘responsible’ (not African) majority rule. Trying to pin down Smith was like trying to nail jelly to a wall. A galaxy of British politicians had tried and failed. Only Dr Henry Kissinger, the US Secretary of State, had done it, using meat-axe diplomacy with the utmost charm. British politicians had the colonial albatross around their necks again. Kissinger handed them the management of the Geneva conference on Rhodesia which followed Smith’s climb-down.


The best headline came when the Reverend Canaan Banana (the future President) left Bishop Abel Muzorewa to join Robert Mugabe: an irresistible banner reading ‘BANANA SPLITS’. Geneva failed and Smith gave up trying to negotiate in a public forum with Mugabe and Joshua Nkomo, who had formed the Patriotic Front to lead the external guerrilla organisations. Instead Smith would forge an ‘internal settlement’ with more pliant men such as Muzorewa. But the Patriotic Front controlled the guerrilla armies; the Bishop did not.


I left Salisbury to spend some time lecturing at the universities of Cape Town and Natal. On my return I needed to see what was happening out in the countryside. White Rhodesia had largely been a tale of two cities, one of which – Bulawayo – was semi-comatose, while Salisbury was a little white island cut off from the realities of the war.


Battlefield tour


I had already travelled around most of the country but somehow felt I should take in the beauty as well as the tragedies. The South Africans were preparing for a mass exodus of whites from Rhodesia. It might be my last chance to see the sights. As it happened I was completely wrong, but it gave extra impetus to my sightseeing.


I went south from Salisbury to the Zimbabwe Ruins, the impressive dry-stone remains of a great spiritual and trading centre of the twelfth to fourteenth centuries. The Rhodesian Front had always insisted it was built by Arabs or Phoenicians, even that it was the site of King Solomon’s mines. It was erected by the indigenous precursors of the Shona people but it was hard for the whites, settled in the country for less than a hundred years, to admit that. I liked nearby Fort Victoria, with its shabby colonial feel. (This is now named Masvingo. I have used Rhodesian titles when describing events before 1980; many towns and streets were renamed after independence.)


The road from Fort Victoria to Chipinga ran through hostile territory. I had three companions in the car, all armed to the teeth. Normally I travelled without a weapon, especially on journalistic assignments, but we had missed the convoy and I knew the guerrillas opened fire without asking about press cards. As dusk approached every bend and kopje seemed ominous. Big signs warned against travelling after 3 p.m., especially without armed convoy escorts. We finally reached Chipinga, a mini Dodge City. Racks in the hotel bar were stacked up with FN rifles. The locals seemed pleased that visitors had come to their town, just a few miles from the Mozambique border. The whole eastern border with Mozambique was full of crossing points for Mugabe’s guerrillas.


I explored the Chimanimani mountains and the border town of Melsetter. The area had a distinct ecology: lush green slopes dotted with wild figs led to remnants of dense evergreen forests hung with orchids and carpeted with ferns. On the upper slopes grew aloes and proteas. Despite the beauty, the nervousness of the local white farmers became contagious. Many had been driven off their land by Mugabe’s men. The rich Eastern Highlands, with their tea and coffee plantations, were suffering the brunt of the war.


The main town in the east was Umtali, nestling in hills right next to the border and once a haunt of retired colonial public servants from India and Kenya. Perhaps the most durable relic of the old colonels and memsahibs was the Umtali Club. The juxtaposition of photographs of Cecil Rhodes, the Queen and Ian Smith never failed to amuse me. It was very stuffy and English, but even there the war was beginning to bite. The port had run out for the first time since 1896. Few visitors came to Umtali in those days. I ventured into the Publicity Association office: ‘brave, beautiful city’ was the last inscription in the visitors’ book. Umtali had been mortared recently, and white schoolchildren had marched through the streets singing ‘Rhodesians Never Die’.


To the south of Umtali was the Vumba, dangerous and beautiful. It had been the home of many retired folk who dabbled in a little farming. I used to stay regularly at the attractive Leopard’s Rock Hotel, rather like a French chateau with its steeply pitched roof capped by turrets, high up in the Vumba overlooking Mozambique, but it was closed after a mortar attack. I had worked in the area, helping to edit a book by a retired British officer, Major Tom Wigglesworth, who had been captured by Mugabe’s guerrillas and endured a gruelling time. But he was full of sometimes complimentary insights about the insurgents, and scathing about the Rhodesian Front’s propaganda. He was one of a handful of whites taken prisoner and released. The guerrillas made great propaganda play of their humanity in releasing white prisoners while Smith’s men hanged captives, but little was said by the insurgents about the many white civilians who were massacred or who simply disappeared.


I had also spent a lot of time in Inyanga, justifiably likened to the Scottish Highlands. The whites enjoyed the cool mountain air, trout fishing and pine forests which reminded some of home. Because Rhodesia was landlocked, the more affluent inhabitants of Salisbury kept boats on Lake Kariba. The lake, a man-made reservoir, was one of the largest in Africa, 169 miles long and 25 miles wide at its broadest. It boasted the closest thing to a beach in Rhodesia. The hotels on the shore and the casino had attracted lots of visitors, until Nkomo’s forces ended tourism by shooting down two Viscount passenger aircraft in 1978 and 1979. To be entirely cynical, there is something to be said for wartime travelling in countries which have good hotels. You meet the locals without being pestered by clicking cameras and high prices. The heightened alertness – for a while – is enjoyable and perhaps even therapeutic. I became angry at the deaths and the futility of it all, but it rarely put me off my steak. So I spent a lot of time in excellent hotels and safari lodges in places such as Kariba and Victoria Falls. It was a bit like being in Saigon: you could commute to the war, have a shower and a drink, and then file your story. And the phones worked.


Some of the islands on Kariba, as well as lonely promontories, hosted small bush camps. Bumi was perhaps the best. I planned a trip there at the height of the war with a South African girlfriend, and asked a journalist colleague who knew the place well whether I should take anything special.


‘Yes, a pair of trousers in case there’s a fire.’


The idea of going to these lonely places was to get away from the war, although there were often ‘troopies’ (soldiers) on ‘R and R’ (rest and recreation). On official press tours soldiers and officers rarely talked; in remote locations such as Bumi, or overnighting on farms, I often dug up the real angst behind the RF propaganda, as well as enjoying the exquisite fauna and flora. There was nothing like sitting on the water’s edge watching the lights of the boats fishing for kapenta (a sardine-like fish which, sun-dried, was a popular form of local nutrition), or listening to the eerie cry of the fish eagles which haunt Africa’s wetlands. Buffaloes, elephants, impala, hippo, and crocodiles – ‘flat dogs’ in Rhodesian parlance – were in abundance.


Rhodesia’s most famous tourist attraction was the Victoria Falls, which managed to keep up a trickle of visitors during the worst excesses of the conflict. A statue of Livingstone, the first white to encounter this wonder in 1855, stood like some sodden hitchhiker abutting the falls as they cascaded over a massive basalt shelf 1,700 yards wide and 100 yards deep. The spume of spray, 500 yards high, could be seen 30 miles away; the locals called it mosi oa tunya – the smoke that thunders. A spectacular steel bridge spanned the gorge into Zambian territory. Trains crossed to take food to Zaire and Zambia, despite sanctions, but access on foot was forbidden during the war.


One of the first buildings in the area was the grand old Victoria Falls Hotel, a classic colonial watering-hole. Monkeys would boldly steal from the tables as guests sat in the courtyard surrounded by the strong, sweet smell of frangipani and syringa trees. Occasional gunfire from the erratic Zambian army did not deter the booze cruises above the falls. Fish eagles, gin and tonic, the roar of the falls, and the incomparable fiery red of an African sunset … all this and not an American baseball cap in sight.


South of the Victoria Falls was the Wankie game reserve, as big as Northern Ireland. When the rains came in late October or November the sandveld was verdant with grass and foliage; the gemsbok, hartebeest, wildebeest and giraffe of the dry savannah rubbed shoulders with waterbuck, reedbuck, buffalo, elephant and zebra. To the south-east lay Bulawayo, capital of Matabeleland, with streets designed to be wide enough to turn round a wagon with a team of twelve oxen. To the far south-east lay Beitbridge and the Limpopo border with South Africa. On long drives through Matabeleland the granite castle kopjes set against the setting sun, the smooth trunks of the upside-down giant baobabs with their coppery sheen, the mukwa (bloodwood) trees with their round bristling pods hanging like medals, and colourfully dressed African women trudging along dusty tracks with massive bundles on their heads all convinced me that if I left Africa it would break my heart. Then I would read a newspaper and the idiocies of the politicians would almost convince me to bribe my way on to the first flight out. Africa is about strong passions of love and hate. Europe breeds indifference, everything about Africa evokes emotion – the vibrant colours, the rains on the dry earth, the storms, the spontaneity of its peoples … the sheer lack of conformity to nearly everything man-made.




 





The whites tried to tame Africa in their own image. Wherever the British settled they planted trees and gardens, built churches with neat rows of pews, and ran lending libraries. In Rhodesia, throughout 1977 and early 1978, Ian Smith tried to design a very complicated and tidy constitutional settlement which would establish the kind of majority rule with which whites were prepared to live. In short, tame blacks. In March 1978 Smith signed an agreement with Muzorewa, Reverend Sithole and Chief Chirau. An election based on one person, one vote would be held; meanwhile the leaders would form a transitional government. The Patriotic Front described the agreement as a ‘phoney black UDI policed by whites’. In many ways it was. Smith, his security force commander, Peter Walls, and Ken Flower, the intelligence chief, were still running the war. Martial law was extended until, by the end of the fighting, 95 per cent of the country was included. Military aircraft used ‘skyshouts’ to propagandise the peasantry. Even the spirit mediums were bribed to support the whites. Leaflets were issued on their behalf but the tribesmen were cynical – their departed ancestors had never resorted to printing presses. Whatever the politicians spouted in Salisbury, the military had the final say, although many TTL s could be entered only in strength by the security forces. Thousands of guerrillas roamed the bush, trying to indoctrinate, educate or intimidate the ‘masses’.


Rhodesian forces were stretched. Cross-border raids allowed some operational initiative, as did heliborne Fireforce operations inside Rhodesia, but mostly the strategy was containment via the protected villages, equivalents of Vietnam’s ‘strategic hamlets’. Both Muzorewa and Sithole began to form their own armies, the so-called auxiliaries, supposedly comprising guerrillas who had accepted the internal settlement and come ‘on-sides’, although very few genuine insurgents joined up. They mainly scooped up supporters from the armies of unemployed in the townships. The auxiliary commanders had great names, such as Comrade Mick Jagger, but their dreadlocks, bandoleers and black power salutes frightened the whites and did little to impress blacks.


Five separate armies now fought for the hearts and minds of the peasantry: Smith, Muzorewa, Sithole, Mugabe, and Nkomo all had large forces. But hearts and minds live in bodies. The body counts escalated as many white officers regarded the transitional government as a convenient Africanisation of the war and got on with straightforward ‘culling’. They adopted the Nixonian amendment: once you’ve got them by the balls, their hearts and minds will follow. One white officer told me: ‘If we carry on like this, we’ll end up with a white majority.’


Dirty tricks on vultures


A racial Armageddon looked possible, so in trooped the ‘vultures’ of the foreign press corps. The run-up to the first election in April 1979 brought a wave of hacks. The ‘Gang of Four’ – Smith and Co. – wanted maximum publicity, so for once it was relatively easy to get press accreditation. It was a time of madness for Rhodesia: wild press parties were the order of the day. The hacks had lots of real money, US dollars and pounds, and liked a good time. Most of the indigenous white males were ‘out in the bush slotting gooks’, so the press corps attracted hordes of bored local females, many of them tanned, blonde Amazons. This did nothing to improve relations between the soldiers and the press. Special Branch (SB) boosted its surveillance of journalists – and was not always friendly. A distinguished cameraman left his expensive camera gear for a very short time. It was blown up.


‘Suspicious package, sir.’


You had to watch the black politicians as well. Jacques Clafin, the United Press International bureau chief in Salisbury, thrust the microphone of his tape recorder deep into a limousine loaded with black delegates leaving the internal settlement talks, hoping to catch a comment or two. When the car drove off, he noticed his gold watch was missing. Nor did he get any comments.


One of the SB regulars in the Quill Club had his expense account increased to cover drinks with friendly journalists. Never had so many journalists been shown so much affection in one place.


Paul Ellman, a prominent British journalist, complained that he couldn’t get a phone. ‘How can you bug me if I don’t have a phone?’ he asked the permanent SB attachment to the Quill Club bar.


His phone was installed the next day.


An SB man took me for a slap-up lunch. ‘Of course we know who you’re working for,’ he said with few preliminaries. ‘It doesn’t matter – we’re working with the British too.’


I told the SB man he was barking up the wrong tree.


He asked me to keep an eye on one or two people he assured me were working ‘for the other side’. KGB? CIA? Mugabe? I thought it politic not to ask. Then he offered me a temporary military commission so that I could be paid. I told him to bugger off.


Lots of funny things started to happen. I have always subscribed to the cock-up rather than the conspiracy theory of history, so I didn’t think they were related at the time, but in retrospect they might have been. First my revolver disappeared from its locker, then reappeared a day later. I questioned my domestic worker – I would have said ‘maid’ in those days – in case she had noticed anything unusual. I had recently argued in the Quill Club that journalists shouldn’t carry weapons on assignment, even though nearly all whites carried guns, especially outside the cities. Lord Richard Cecil, a squash partner, had just been killed, the only white journalist to die in the line of duty in Rhodesia. Ironically, not only was he a Salisbury, after whose forebear the city had been named, but also probably the most militarily experienced journalist in the country. He had been a Guards officer before he became a film-maker.


Then I received my call-up papers. Technically, male residents under thirty-eight could be conscripted if they had lived for two years in the country; as I had become a resident only a few months before, I was not theoretically eligible for call-up. In one respect I was quite keen to see the war from the inside, but on the other hand I could not fight for a lost, and immoral, cause I didn’t believe in. Besides, I had just started stringing for Time magazine and been elected vice-chairman of the Press Club. Many resident journalists did serve part-time in the police, but I told the call-up board I would leave the country.


They said they would imprison me.


‘Try it,’ I said. ‘Great publicity just before your damn election.’


The next morning I received a letter which said a mistake had been made. I was given a year’s deferment.


Then my phone started to play tricks on me. Like most journalists, I felt self-important enough to assume that my phone was tapped. (In South Africa I picked up my phone and heard one of my conversations played back to me.) Something really strange happened in the week that Smith turned down my request to interview him for Time. Normally there were few problems with the phone system, although it was beginning to creak with lack of maintenance due to the war. I picked up the receiver to call a female friend who lived a few doors away from Smithy and, before I dialled, I heard voices. I put it down and tried again. More voices, voices I recognised. I put the phone down; I had been well brought up.


I didn’t ring my friend for a day or so, then tried her number again. I heard Janet Smith, the Premier’s wife, chatting. This time my journalistic curiosity got the better of my manners. To be fair, I rang my friend only when I wanted to talk to her and, if I got Smith’s hotline, fair enough. I could hear a two-way conversation and they presumably couldn’t hear me as long as I didn’t make a noise. There was no click when I picked up my phone. Mind you, I was always afraid I would cough or someone would bang on my door. I made notes on some fairly inconsequential gossip and used one or two humorous quotes later.


‘Where did you get that stuff?’ one observant foreign hack asked. ‘Have you got access to SB’s phone taps on Smithy?’


I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I had been eavesdropping. ‘Good sources.’


There must have been some stuff-up in the SB, tapping me and Smithy, and the little fish got caught up in the big fish’s loop.


The funny things stopped. Good things happened. I started getting all sorts of military clearances and access to the war. I got into Combined Operations (ComOps) HQ regularly, was given lifts on the precious few helicopters, and senior army and intelligence officers started talking to me. I thought it was a late blossoming of my Celtic charm. There were still some hiccups. I spent weeks trying to get the official censors at ComOps to pass a photograph I wanted to put on the front cover of a book. It was a lyrical shot of four distant helicopters flying over a landscape at sundown. They claimed that if the pic were magnified the crude heat-dispersal baffles – to deter heat-seeking missiles – could be seen, and I was given a firm no. That December ComOps sent me a Christmas card with the very same picture on the front. No wonder the Rhodesians lost the war.





Election fever


The ‘Gang of Four’ – the internal leaders – thought they would win international recognition and thus the war with the first one-man, one-vote election in April 1979. The Patriotic Front refused to take part and vowed to blow the election booths away. Over 70,000 members of the security forces guarded the polls.


I criss-crossed the country on behalf of Time with Peter Jordan, a daredevil photographer. Bishop Muzorewa was due to attend a mass rally in Que Que TTL, going by helicopter for security reasons. Peter and I had procured a vehicle that could ford rivers and travel crosscountry: a hire car.


About twenty miles from the rally a police roadblock stopped us. ‘Hell, man. You can’t go down this road. There’s terrs [terrorists] all over the place. We wouldn’t try it in our [mineproofed] vehicles. Go back.’


I thought that eminently sensible advice. Peter would have none of it. He argued and argued until the police, in exasperation, let us through. My map-reading skills were under par but I navigated along dirt tracks. Armed only with a big Press sign on the dash, we bumbled along until what I had been dreading for years while travelling in the bush finally happened. The barking stutter of AK fire shattered our over-confidence as we careered around a bend. Blue-denim-clad figures with AKs, about twenty men, came out of the bush a few hundred yards ahead. I flicked my eyes to the rear – similar figures were behind us.


‘Oh shit,’ said Peter, as I started waving the Press sign, not expecting it to do any good.


We had no alternative but to stop the car. Since we couldn’t escape, I reckoned it was good tactics to get out. Psychologists argue that you have far less chance of getting a speeding ticket if you chat to the traffic cops outside your own mobile piece of territory. Peter and I walked up to the advancing guerrillas and put on our best affable berk routines. Peter chatted away about working for the foreign press. He was told brusquely to shut up and turn around. To persuade us, AKs were shoved in our backs.


Normally guerrillas would simply open fire, not act like police at roadblocks. After a long search of our documents and gear, I took a chance and explained that we were on our way to speak to the Bishop. It was a hunch because I couldn’t work out whether they were on-sides auxiliaries or real guerrillas. They seemed to relax a little when I implied that the good Bishop was practically waiting for us, and eventually let us go after scrounging some foreign cigarettes. I found out later that they were real ‘gooks’, some of the few who had accepted the amnesty and joined Muzorewa a few weeks before.


When we got to the rally, the Bishop hadn’t arrived. Drums pounded; T-shirts bearing Muzorewa’s slogan – ‘We are the Winners’ – were given out free, as were liberal amounts of goat and chicken. This was African-style politicking. Auxiliaries in their teens stood around, festooned in weaponry. As Muzorewa’s Rhodesian air force helicopter descended on the overawed villagers, I wondered about the little man who portrayed himself as the black Moses. If he had the support of the masses, why was it too dangerous for him to travel around by road and mix with his people? When I talked to him, he seemed fit and happy despite the long days of campaigning. He led Peter and me on a short jog. A decent man, but not bright or ruthless enough.


The Bishop won fifty-one of the seventy-two seats reserved for blacks in the 100-seat Parliament, becoming the first black Premier of the awkwardly couched Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, a name which reflected the sham of the zebra-like supposed new black state. But the Rhodesian military regarded the April election as its crowning success. Nearly two million people voted in a 64 per cent poll, with little Patriotic Front disruption. It proved that the external guerrillas were nowhere near ‘imminent victory’. Never had a ruling minority done so much to hand over (apparent) power to a dominated majority. Few Rhodesians had expected the elections to work at all, thinking it would be like a British league football match of the 1970s: enjoyed only by the foolhardy, the fanatical … and the well-armed.




 





I went to a braai in the Prime Minister’s mansion. ‘Muz’, as everyone called him, was holding a house-warming party. The sedate atmosphere of Smith’s era had been transformed into a Mad Hatter’s tea party. Black Africa was in the white citadel: African women were making pots of sadza, scruffy kids scampered around, surly bodyguards lurked with AKs. White advisers, the speechwriters and ad men who had sold their man to the masses, were everywhere.


I sensed the impermanence, and left early to do some shopping. In one department store I fell into conversation with a white housewife who said: ‘Before I buy something expensive, I ask myself, “Is it small enough to take with me?”’


The election brought no respite from the war. It escalated savagely, even though Muzorewa became prime minister. No one recognised his government, not even South Africa. The vital factor was British recognition; the country was still technically the British colony of Southern Rhodesia. Despite the fact that a Conservative observer group officially acknowledged the fairness of the April elections, Britain’s Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, refused to accord diplomatic recognition to Muzorewa. It was his death knell.


The black–white coalition in Salisbury started to self-destruct. The white generals fell out and the Bishop’s party split. Some of the middle-aged white police reservists guarding Muzorewa objected to protecting him.


One told me: ‘All the whites are called up. Who’s protecting our homes? Why don’t they call up blacks to look after their own leaders?’


No one wanted to be the last white to die for black Zimbabwe. A very small number of blacks had been conscripted for political reasons, but generally there was no shortage of volunteers for military service in a sea of desperate unemployment. Already about 80 per cent of the Rhodesian armed forces were black.


White morale slumped. One soldier who had been on continual call-up moaned: ‘The First and Second World Wars were wars of honour. But what are we fighting for in the Rhodesian war? Just to keep squabbling kaffirs in parliament.’


The constant use of a new phrase in the media upset the whites and prompted one European businessman to quip: ‘“Comrade” is the Russian word for kaffir.’ Muzorewa’s failure to end the war exacerbated the poor race relations. Whites had thought ‘put up with Muz in exchange for peace’. It just hadn’t happened.


The economy was on its beam end. As one prominent businessman observed: ‘You’re down to the die-hards now. You could call us the intrepid, the loyal or the financial prisoners.’


It was difficult to start a new life in South Africa or Britain with just R$1,000. Fiddling foreign exchange became a national pastime among the whites. Many foreign correspondents, with ready access to foreign money, made small fortunes on the black market.




 





Ian Smith was still in the Cabinet, as minister without portfolio, or ‘minister with all the portfolios’, as Joshua Nkomo dubbed him. Rhodesian Front hardliners still insisted that the war could be won militarily. Under Muz the raids on neighbouring states were intensified, but the war was being lost inside the country. Government infrastructure – schools, clinics, animal dip-tanks and local councils – had been wiped out in the more isolated TTLs, where most of the approximately six million Africans lived. The Marxist government in Mozambique fully backed Mugabe and sent in at least 500 regular troops to help his forces in Zimbabwe-Rhodesia. White power was being swamped by the sheer numbers of the guerrillas.


As one member of the élite Selous Scouts said after a major raid into Mozambique in late 1979: ‘We knew then that we could never beat them. They had so much equipment and there were so many of them. They would just keep coming with more and more.’


The security forces could not have survived for more than another year without massive South African military intervention. The 1979 Lancaster House conference in London saved the whites from defeat. White Rhodesia was on its knees, but so were the neighbouring states which harboured the guerrillas. Mozambique and Zambia forced Mugabe and Nkomo to compromise at the peace talks. After endless haggling and a firm hand by Lord Carrington, bolstered by information from MI5 which had bugged the hotel rooms of all the participants, compromise was reached. A new constitution and a ceasefire were agreed. In December 1979 Lord Soames took over as governor: the first time in the long imperial recessional that a white colonial official had replaced an African premier.




 





New elections were scheduled for February 1980 and over 350 foreign correspondents flocked into Salisbury. As the local Press Club representative I tried to make them welcome, using the opportunity to plug my recent book on Rhodesia. I added an appendix to help foreigners comprehend the patois, military jargon, Shona words, and agit-prop which passed for local political dialogue. One of my best instructors in local patois (and dancing) was Pearl, a mixed-race woman officially designated as ‘coloured’, or a ‘goffel’ in crude white slang. The coloureds traditionally defended their small community by erecting a linguistic barrier to exclude honkies from their conversation. They were supposedly honorary whites – they could vote and be conscripted – but were nonetheless treated as second-class citizens.


Their linguistic defence mechanism was transformed into poor man’s poetry. ‘What’s the time?’ became ‘bowl me the ages’. ‘Let’s go’ translated as ‘agitate the gravel’. A garage attendant might be asked to ‘throw some sky into my rounds’ (put air in my tyres). If a coloured wanted a lift into town he might ask: ‘Man, can I have a charity glide into society?’


English-speaking Rhodesians were often scornful of the Afrikaners who made up about 20 per cent of the white population. They would often deploy the rudest (and most racist) insult about them: ‘a bloody waste of a white skin’. ‘Hairybacks’, ‘rock-spiders’, and ‘ropes’ (thick, twisted, and hairy) were more polite sobriquets.


Some Afrikaners were very uncomplimentary about blacks, describing them as ‘oxygen wasters’.


The PF used colourful terms for whites but reserved their greatest venom for the ‘blood-sucking black stooges’ in the ‘internal, infernal’ settlement.


Political correctness was not in vogue.




 





Besides linguistic hurdles, the 1,300 troops in the British-led Commonwealth monitoring force faced a mountain of problems in maintaining the ceasefire. The well-fleshed British governor, Lord Soames, was sitting on a powder keg. The country was ravaged by five marauding armies. Around 30,000 had been killed, although fewer than 1,000 were white civilians and servicemen. This was, however, a high figure for a small, close-knit community. The whites were bitter, particularly in the security forces, and Soames had to rely upon them to run the country till independence. Soames was like the Pope – he had no divisions. And General Peter Walls, the security forces’ commander, knew it. Walls and Soames kept their cool while the country teetered again on the brink of a return to full-scale fighting.


The Rhodesians were convinced that the Brits had cooked up the so-called ‘ABM’ option – Anybody But Mugabe. Pretoria was also certain that London wanted to patch together a coalition to keep the Marxist Mugabe out in the cold.


From the ceasefire in December until the February election, the country was on edge. Hitching rides on armoured vehicles and helicopters, I zoomed around Goromonzi, Banket, and Sinoia in Mashonaland, little army outposts in Matabeleland, and farms in the eastern districts.


I was glad that I could hitch a lift on helicopters more often than in the past. In the Eastern Highlands, I had an interesting experience in an Alouette chopper. We were about to land at an isolated Christian mission, which hosted a voting station. I was paying full attention to the conversation of a pretty German female journalist, but I wasn’t so engrossed to not notice that, about a few hundred feet up, the engine went quiet. I looked at the pilot and he seemed a touch perturbed. The German was too busy talking to observe that I was clenching my teeth, and buttocks. The landing was rather bumpy.


I had understood what the Rhodesian pilot had skilfully managed to do. I later drew him aside and congratulated him on his unpowered landing. He modestly explained a little of the auto-rotation method of landing without engine power. He made it sound like reversing a car, but I know how much skill and judgement it took to avoid a possibly fatal crash. The German and I travelled back to Salisbury in an armoured mineproofed vehicle. She thought it was all part of a normal press facility, and I didn’t disabuse her.


(I later crash-landed in an old Dakota, with a faulty undercarriage, on a rough landing strip during another African war. Luckily, the pilot was a South African veteran with lots of bush flying under his belt. And so I developed a somewhat obsessive research interest in the pilots and machines that flew me around Africa. I irritated some of my later companions when I occasionally refused to fly on dodgy carriers. They thought me a wimp but, unusually for me, I kept shtoom about my reasons.)




 





On the ground in the bush war, the security forces were itching to wipe out the thousands of guerrillas herded together in a dozen or so assembly points, each supervised by a clutch of nervous Commonwealth troops. The dirty-tricks brigades bumbled everywhere, trying to knock off Mugabe or blowing up printing presses and churches. The Rhodesian SAS had arranged for bogus ballot boxes stuffed with pro-Bishop papers. Mugabe’s guerrillas, many of whom had remained outside the assembly points, indulged in massive intimidation of the voters.


Most of the British troops showed true grit but some of their senior officers were playing fast and loose with the Rhodesian women. In one case a very senior British officer was foolish enough to seduce the wife of an equally senior Rhodesian officer. If the Rhodesian had shot the Brit, as he intended, God knows what would have happened to the ceasefire.


Lots of whites were preparing for the ‘Beitbridge 500’, the distance in miles to the South African border, and I was not alone in hoarding petrol. ‘Taking the gap’ to the south was jokingly referred to as ‘defecting to the West’. Rhodesian troops, and tanks, seen for the first time, took up positions around key installations. South African soldiers didn’t even bother to pretend they were Rhodesians with thick Afrikaans accents.


Exactly 2,702,275 men and women, under the watchful eyes of 570 British Bobbies standing by the polls, voted in the middle of the rainstorms of February 1980. Everyone waited for the results. Would it be peace, or coup and all-out war in southern Africa?


Before the TV results came in I knew there had been an upset for the whites; I had been up most of the night talking to party organisers. But it was still a shock after years of listening to white propaganda. In a 93 per cent turnout, Muzorewa gained only three seats, fewer than the number of his campaign helicopters paid for by Pretoria. Mugabe won a stunning victory with fifty-seven seats. Nkomo got the twenty seats everyone but Nkomo had predicted.


As one top Nkomo aide told me: ‘You give them one man, one vote and look what they do with it.’


Rhodesian whites went into a state of catatonic shock.


We waited for the coup. It didn’t come: Walls and the Brits calmed down the hotheads. Walls told his ComOps staff that Rhodesia ‘will not copy the rest of Africa’.


A rapid exodus of South African troops and equipment followed. Everyone shredded their files. The white PR manager of the Bishop’s campaign was in tears. His shredding machine had jammed after someone tried to destroy some ‘We are the Winners’ T-shirts in it. Ken Flower’s powerful Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO) burnt its files on details of trade with the Eastern bloc (which was larger than commerce with Western sanctions cheats such as the French), and its links with the Vatican and British and French intelligence. Files on the CIO’s extensive network of allies throughout black Africa were shoved in the incinerator of the local crematorium. Rhodesia had surprising black allies – most African politicians couldn’t be bought but a lot of them were up for rent. Cabinet papers were spirited away to South Africa along with the mess silver from Rhodesia’s regiments.


I strolled into ComOps HQ. Guerrillas in dreadlocks were not exactly throwing darts at pictures of Ian Smith, but the mood was as if the Vatican had been taken over by the Mafia. Some whites panicked and drove south with just a few possessions. But after the first tidal waves of shock, many whites responded to Mugabe’s calm calls for reconciliation. As one white right-winger observed: ‘The war’s over and we’ve got a strong leader.’


The Black Hitler had suddenly become the Great White Hope.




*





On 18 April 1980 Zimbabwe became independent. A right-wing British Conservative prime minister had caused, by accident, the first electoral triumph of a Marxist in Africa.


White Rhodesians had hated Wilson in the 1960s; now their loathing was focused on Thatcher’s foreign secretary, Peter Carington. To many Rhodesians, Lancaster House had been a stab in the back, another Munich. They had been cheated, not defeated. My view was they had been saved from themselves and their own folly.


And what did I make of all this turmoil I had lived through? What had UDI brought but death? The Rhodesians had spat into the winds of change but had not been defeated militarily, although they would have been, despite their ingenuity. The history of the security forces was one of tactical and operational brilliance but strategic ineptitude. The initial aim of the war was to prevent the passing of power to any black government, no matter how moderate. An admission of racism, if only within the high command and Cabinet, might have produced a more coherent grand strategy. But no clear political programme – beyond a vague preservation of the status quo – was ever articulated. There was little faith in far-reaching reform as a war-winner; it would have undermined the very reasons for fighting the war at all. White Rhodesians struggled long and hard against the only thing which could have avoided war – African participation in national politics. Faced with the inner weaknesses of their strategies, the Rhodesians resorted to more and more desperate measures. The policy of winning hearts and minds was largely abandoned in the field just as the first moves towards a political strategy of a moderate black regime were coming to fruition. Political warfare gave way to slaughter safaris.


As one senior ComOps officer admitted: ‘We relied 90 per cent on force and 10 per cent on psychology, and half of that went off half-cocked. The guerrillas relied 90 per cent on psychology and only 10 per cent on force.’


The insurgents had a clear vision of their purpose: to break the back of white supremacy and establish a black majority government. This gave them remarkable stamina and their cause the strength to weather numerous political crises and almost consistent military defeat in the field. In the pattern of all colonial wars, the Rhodesian settlers simply gave too little, far too late.


Zimbabwe


I stayed in the new Zimbabwe for just over a year after the colonial war. Salisbury was renamed Harare and became more cosmopolitan. Cuba opened an embassy but the Russians couldn’t – they had backed the wrong horse, Joshua Nkomo. The TV was Africanised. Everyone was ‘Comrade’ this or that. New TV heroes appeared: Yasser Arafat, Gaddafi, and other great thinkers of the time. After an initial improvement with the end of sanctions, the shortages grew worse and more inconvenient. The disappearance of toilet rolls particularly irked my posterior.


Border posts were opened, however. Mozambique was too dangerous because of its civil war, but I journeyed to Lusaka by road. I took lots of cigarettes to help remove gun barrels playfully stuck up my nostrils by Zambian soldiers. It was all part of my learning curve: never irritate, excite, or plead with black soldiers – who in my experience were frequently drunk – when they are carrying brand-new guns which they are itching to use. Grovelling, my natural instinct, could be fatal. A polite, confident offer to share the odd few packets of cigarettes usually worked, but I always resisted the temptation to share my watch or camera.


Zambia depressed me. The long-term expatriates were like zombies, the white-owned farms were like forts, the seediness and corruption of the towns were glaringly evident, and I disliked the regular attempts to mug me in broad daylight in the main streets of the capital.


The Kaunda government screamed for sanctions against apartheid South Africa but the only decent consumer goods in Lusaka’s shops were South African. Only the middle-class élite could afford to buy the rows of bottles of Cape wines.


I used to think it was a racist legend that a white expat businessman returns for a brief holiday to Kenya/Zambia/Zimbabwe and meets one of his ex-employees, half-starved, sitting dejectedly outside his former employer’s shop/business/farm. The black is overjoyed to see his former ‘exploiter’. ‘Are you coming back, boss? When’s this “independence” going to end?’


Zambia convinced me that the stories were essentially true. Starvation and unemployment are far worse than capitalism. There is one thing worse than being exploited in Africa, and that is the departure of the white exploiters.


Leaving all the massive pot-holes behind, it was a joy to return to Zimbabwe, by comparison a paradigm of good management. But civil war loomed once again. Mugabe’s ruling party took its tribal revenge not on the whites but on the Ndebele, who made up about 20 per cent of the population. The integration of Nkomo’s and Mugabe’s soldiers had been only a superficial success, despite the Herculean efforts of the small British army training mission.


By 1981 full-scale fighting had erupted around Bulawayo. Nkomo’s angry guerrillas advanced in tanks and armoured vehicles to wipe out their Shona rivals. The white-officered Rhodesian African Rifles and aircraft flown by white pilots were once more in action against insurgents, as many whites cheered on ‘their’ side again.


The white exodus increased. Older whites were financial prisoners; they could take just a pittance with them, and had to stay despite the decline in standards of medical care, law and order and education. Younger whites could afford to leave with nothing and start again in Australia or Britain. Many went ‘down south’, intending to use South Africa as a springboard to America or New Zealand, but got stuck in the cloying déjà vu of apartheid.


There were many initial improvements for the Shona people, especially the fat cats in the ruling party. Schools were reopened, new clinics were built, and some underutilised white land was reapportioned to the peasantry. The schools and clinics had been destroyed by the guerrillas and now white taxes were used to rebuild them, or so many disgruntled ‘ex-Rhodies’ argued. For most whites the lifestyle and servants remained, despite niggling shortages, high taxes and the impossibly dull TV. Some of the new programmes were so bad that at times I longed for the boy-meets-tractor themes of Soviet drama.


A white architect put it this way: ‘The whites are spiralling up on their social life but spiralling down on their business.’


Comrade Mugabe’s drive to a one-party Marxist state did little to encourage foreign investment. Nor did destabilisation by the South Africans, who stirred up the Ndebele dissidents and held up trade at border posts.


One white businesswoman was more fatalistic: ‘We had paradise here; now we’re becoming part of the normal world.’


At the renamed University of Zimbabwe I agreed to give a short course on guerrilla warfare, unaware that I would be teaching some of Mugabe’s seasoned warriors. They quoted huge chunks of Mao to me. I don’t know if I passed the course.


I chatted in the comfortable senior common room bar to some of my old colleagues. White liberals who had espoused black rule were the first to leave Zimbabwe; the old colonial hardliners seemed to be taking independence in their stride. Why?, I asked one lecturer, who was Jewish, feminist, pro-Mugabe, forthright and impeccably politically correct on everything.


‘The liberals believed that “kaffirs” [marking two inverted commas with her fingers] were human beings, but they’re disappointed, while the right-wingers thought they were baboons and are pleasantly surprised.’


The great losers of the Rhodesian war were the Ndebele. A North Korean-trained fifth brigade savagely pioneered a form of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in Matabeleland. Nkomo, forced out of the government and into temporary exile, said: ‘We stand a cursed people. Independence has meant nothing to us.’ More than sixty white farmers were also killed in post-war Matabeleland.


The Mugabe Cabinet had more degrees than any other in the world (except West Germany), but it presided over a series of disasters, mainly of its own making. Corruption was rampant. Given preferential treatment and lacking the capacity to use it, African businessmen sold their foreign currency allocations at a 50 per cent mark-up to white businessmen, for whom imports were crucial to survival.


Initially, the cold, austere, intellectual Mugabe seemed untouched personally by corruption, but his half-hearted control of his corrupt cronies and his ruthless manipulation of clan and ideological politics in his central committee suggested he still thought he was running a guerrilla army and not a country. He maintained the tough emergency laws inherited from Smith.


Whites were allowed twenty separate seats in Parliament until 1987, the majority of them filled by supporters of Smithy, perhaps out of habit, nostalgia, or to raise two fingers to Mugabe, or because they thought that in the end Smith was right. He always said the economy, education, law and medical services would collapse under black rule, and that the Ndebeles and Shonas would fall on each other’s throats without whites to stop them. (He also said, however, that black rule would take a millennium – it was a short thousand years.) Sadly, most of Smith’s prophecies were self-fulfilling because of white intransigence.


At least he had the courage of his convictions and stayed in Zimbabwe.


I didn’t. I was taking the gap.


I regarded many black and white Zimbabweans as my friends. I had admired the courage and decency of white Rhodesians but detested their unthinking arrogance towards their voteless compatriots. I had come to love the country but none of its rulers. I had enjoyed an exhilarating five years as a writer and I wanted to keep some good memories. The transition from white to black rule had been spellbinding, but I didn’t want to see the country die.


I decided to take up an offer to teach politics at South Africa’s most liberal and distinguished university, Wits. Down South was where the action was. The transformation of Rhodesia to Zimbabwe meant the replacement of an efficient, racist, white élite with an inefficient, tribal, black élite. It was inevitable and, ideally, should have happened without bloodshed.


I handed in my police uniform; I had eventually served as a reservist in the dying days of the British South Africa Police, but only after Mugabe won and the police force fell apart. I also found another police uniform in my house as I tidied up to leave. My female housemate admitted she had been in Special Branch. I hadn’t known – which speaks volumes for my skills as an investigative journalist. ‘I confide in you and you’re a spook,’ I said testily.


She was not a bit contrite: ‘I helped to give you a clean bill of health. You’ve been such a nosy bastard for the last five years, and they were convinced that your books on the country were a cover, and your Sandhurst background, and your friendship with Ken Flower and his daughters … It was me who helped to get your clearance to go everywhere. They were thinking of deporting you.’


We had not been lovers, but I had loved her like the sister I never had. I should have been angry and hurt. I wasn’t. Much later, she said she had been joking about my security clearances, but I still wonder.


In June 1981 I tenderly embraced my glamorous long-term companion. With the inevitable sad determination of a traveller, I said goodbye to her and the country I loved.



















2. APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA – THE GOVERNMENT GOD MADE IN ANGER





It is the dawn of creation and God and Jesus are parcelling out goodies.


God says: ‘I’ll give Britain lots of fish and coal to make up for all the bad weather. And I’ll give Saudi Arabia plenty of oil to compensate for the sand…’


God works his way through the countries, balancing bounty and deficiency, until he comes finally to South Africa. ‘I’ll give the southern part of Africa, beautiful beaches and mountains, an exquisite climate, a vast range of minerals, superb fauna and flora, a wonderful cocktail of peoples…’ And so he continues until he is interrupted by his son.


‘Why are you giving South Africa all these things?’


‘Wait till you see the government I’m giving them.’


Every country has its quintessential joke, and this story summed up apartheid South Africa for me. I loved the country but hated the government. The conflict in this strange, fascinating, achingly beautiful land was far more complex than the comfortable stereotypes imposed from thousands of miles away. I never saw it as a straightforward case of good versus evil. South Africa, unlike Rhodesia, was not a case of thwarted decolonisation. The three million or so Afrikaners were a genuine white African tribe. They had nowhere else to go. Africa was home.


South Africa was unique (in sub-Saharan Africa) in having a large poor white population, and apartheid, initially, was the racism of the poor whites. But the ruling National Party enshrined racism in its constitution when it won power in 1948. That was a bad PR move just three years after the fall of Hitler.


Much as I came to despise apartheid and its vicious implementation, I had few doubts about the genuine philosophical, even moral, impulse behind the Afrikaner desire for self-determination. The nineteenth-century history of southern Africa records the savage duplicity of British imperialism, especially during the Boer War. Welshman David Lloyd George had shown sympathy for the Boer struggle and so did I. The Welsh were like the Afrikaners – too near the English and too far from God. I did my best to learn Afrikaans, that feisty derivative of Dutch which was the official language alongside English. Unpopular though it may be now, when I started living in South Africa I was predisposed to understand the Afrikaner, not indulge in knee-jerk moralising. I was wary of the African National Congress not because of their aims – which I supported except for their socialism – but their methods. Yet I knew the ANC would win in the end. And I came to support sanctions and to accept, finally, the armed struggle, although not attacks on civilians. Revolution and war were inevitable as long as the whites, 13 per cent of the population, controlled 87 per cent of the land. If the government were serious about its homelands strategy then the only logical solution was a white homeland approximating the size of the white population. But the apartheid rulers tried to hang on to the lot.


I had first arrived in South Africa in 1976 when the Soweto insurrection was at its peak. The government’s political position seemed hopeless: all bullets and no ballot, repression without reform. But reform would have led inexorably to majority rule. There was no halfway house, so I could understand if not agree with the short-term thinking of the ruling National Party. Throughout the 1970s and early 1980s I watched it potter around with half-baked ‘new dispensations’. Yet at the same time I would compare the hard-line South African stance with the approach of white Rhodesians – more conciliatory, perhaps, but less successful as a dogma.


When I read Denis Hills’s The Last Days of White Rhodesia, a sentence stuck in my mind: ‘Whatever the rights and wrongs of their cause, it is comforting to be among whites who decline to grovel before blacks. Does it ever pay to grovel?’


Unlike Hills I hadn’t been inside one of Idi Amin’s prisons. I also disliked the ceremonial angst of the white liberals who patronised selected members of the black middle class. It is just as insulting to fawn upon a man as it is to discriminate against him.


Many Afrikaners were utterly sincere in their belief that the Bible ordained the policy of separate but equal. I thought they were sincerely wrong in believing that God wanted them to keep blacks from the ballot box. Among the wealthy English-speaking liberal community, however, politics was more etiquette than conviction. In South Africa ‘liberal’ had a special meaning. The terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ bore little resemblance to northern European models. Most South African liberals, for example, opposed universal franchise.


There was no doubt about the volcanic impatience of the young blacks in Soweto. South African cities appeared more ripe for revolution than Russia in 1917. For a black radical I could see the attraction of the South African Communist Party. To him, apartheid was synonymous with capitalism. But in the countryside and homelands, where blacks had been shoe-horned into gulags without fences, I found great passivity. In 1976 I didn’t think that a successful revolution was imminent because of the sheer efficiency of the security forces. As in most authoritarian systems, the thing that worked best was the secret police.


South Africa, unlike Russia in 1917, had not been defeated in war. It was a regional superpower, a military and economic giant while remaining a moral pygmy. In this sense apartheid worked. It had created a cargo cult on a vast scale for the whites in the 1960s and 1970s. And it had worked psychologically. As intended, it kept the races emotionally apart.


Ken Owen, a South African newspaper editor I came to respect enormously, observed: ‘White South Africans tend to profess an undying love for a country they hardly know, whose people often frighten them, and whose stark beauty they constantly change in imitation of Europe.’


Cape Town


My introduction to Afrikanerdom was in the cradle of the culture, Cape Town. My stint at the University of Cape Town was enlivened by elegant vineyards and the finest Cape Dutch architecture. Cape Town was the capital of the Cape province, which is bigger than France, and the republic’s summer and legislative capital. About twenty-five miles from the Cape of Good Hope, it was one of the most geographically isolated and yet also one of the most beautiful of the world’s great cities. The excellent restaurants and parks, plus the mountains, beaches, and surrounding wine farms, made Cape Town an easy city to live in – provided you were white. Like all South African cities, Europe and Africa, first and third world, mixed uneasily. Parts of Cape Town, such as the cafés in Sea Point, could be found in any cosmopolitan city, but the shanty towns on the bleak sandy flats could be only in Africa.


I had a so-called ‘coloured’ (mixed-race) girlfriend, whom I met at the university. We both loved eating out, dancing and the cinema. And we enjoyed making love. But the apartheid laws made it illegal for us to do any of these things together. I didn’t intend indulging on my own, so we were forced to break the law. I had no problem in contravening this kind of legislation, but – even though Cape Town was more racially tolerant than other South African cities – I knew my friend felt understandably awkward in public places. Because she could almost ‘pass for white’ – to use the local parlance – we were rarely abused by any rude comments. Only once were we asked to leave a restaurant. We spent much of our time in my flat, where she felt more comfortable. Life in South Africa for ‘non-whites’ was not a street of joy.


My friend warned me that the security police, who were not above raiding the beds of mixed couples to examine the sheets, might try to plant drugs in the flat. Deporting a foreign journalist and university lecturer in politics on a drugs charge would be more expedient, she explained, than the bad publicity of arraigning me on offences against the Immorality Act. She also explained some of the more arcane mysteries of apartheid: the various grades of ‘Coloured’ – Cape Coloured, Malay, Griqua, Indian, Chinese, ‘other Asiatic’, and ‘other Coloured’; how the Race Classification Board worked; the sixteen different grades of pigmentation based upon a person’s public acceptance as being white, black, Malay, and so on; tests such as whether the hair was crinkly enough to hold a pencil, or the width of the nose … Not only was apartheid doomed but it was damned.


When I argued with white reactionaries and white liberals about one person, one vote I would ask a simple question: why should Archbishop Desmond Tutu, a Nobel laureate, be denied the vote when an illiterate, unemployed Afrikaner railway worker was enfranchised?


I found many of my all-white students at the University of Cape Town tediously dogmatic in their supposed progressiveness. I also lectured at the Afrikaans-language university of ‘Maties’ at Stellenbosch, established in 1918 as the Afrikaner Oxbridge, where I found the students much more open-minded. Simon van der Stel, a stiff Dutch bureaucrat, founded a frontier town on the banks of the Eerste River in 1679. Van der Stel loved oaks, and the graceful boulevards he planted still adorned picturesque Stellenbosch. I spent as much time as possible in the area because of the architecture. The Cape Dutch style contains elements from Dutch architecture but is also influenced by colonial Indonesian traditions and the local environment. The most characteristic feature is the graceful gabled section built around the front door, which is flanked by symmetrical wings, thatched and whitewashed, extending on either side.


I was supposed to be using my visiting lectureship to finish my doctoral research, so I became friendly with Retha, a librarian at Maties. She was a fund of knowledge on Afrikaner culture and offered herself as an intellectual guide. My scholarly investigations soon degenerated into a three-month tour of the local wine farms, for which I am eternally grateful. We drove through the old, beautiful vineyards of the valleys around Paarl, Franshoek and Tulbagh; then returned to eat in splendid eighteenth-century farmhouses converted to hotels.


Afrikaners, although traditionally hospitable to (white) foreigners, tended to be reserved in English-speaking company until they knew you really well. They were especially distant with journalists, whom they sometimes regarded as part of a communist conspiracy. Mixing with Afrikaners in Stellenbosch, or later in army and police camps in South West Africa (now Namibia), and trying hard to follow a conversation in their own language, broke through many of the barriers. I was able to ask why they persecuted people, like my girlfriend in Cape Town, who shared their language, culture, and religion.


‘Agh, man. The National Party made a big mistake there. We need the Coloured people on our side. They must get the vote back soon. Good people, you know…’


Later in the evening: ‘But they drink too much, man, and they’re violent. They’re OK when they’re not on the dop.’ Dop was a tradition of paying farm workers in kind – cheap wine.


Afrikaners also said we foreigners didn’t understand their sense of humour. In this they were like the Germans. During one of our wine tours, Retha, my liberal librarian friend, suddenly stopped her Volkswagen on the side of a lake and pointed to a distant blob.


‘Race you to that island.’


‘But I don’t have a swimsuit.’


She just laughed and ran into bushes by the water’s edge. The next thing I saw was a statuesque naked form diving into the lake. I had little option but to follow suit. Retha took about fifteen minutes to swim to the island. I arrived there half-dead ten minutes later.


‘Agh, shame,’ she said in Afrikaans. ‘There’s bird shit everywhere. Race you back.’


When I eventually got back to the shore, I dived into the bush where my clothes were. Had been. Retha had taken them and gone. Maybe I had asked one too many political questions. I never really got to grips with the Afrikaners’ sense of humour or their practical jokes. But it might explain why so many South African policemen thought it hugely funny to give flying lessons to black prisoners from the tenth floor of John Vorster Square, the police HQ in Johannesburg. A shocking number of police detainees developed strange illusions that they could fly, and self-inflicted wounds took on epidemic proportions in cells.
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