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To my mother Mary McShane, who taught me resilience; our grandchildren Kyle, Iona, Arran and Sofia, who teach me about life; and Hombakazi Tanaach Reve Mbekeani, born a Xhosa princess and died a Malawi queen, aged 92. We miss her.
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Foreword by Vera Kamtukule
Deputy Minister for Labour, Skills and Innovation

The Spirit of Malawi is a book written from the front lines of the Malawian people by Susan Dalgety, an amazing woman with a proven love for my country. I could not have thought of a better person to tell this story than her.

It is a story told from the perspective of what others would call ‘ordinary citizens’; but that would be inaccurate and a severe underestimation of remarkable people. A people who, in 2019 after a disputed presidential election, exuded unflinching and methodical resilience in the face of tyranny, and with righteous anger, mobilised and organised against all odds and, unarmed, marched relentlessly for months to demand justice over their stolen vote.

To cement it all, we had the impeccable and uncompromising five Constitutional Judges who deserve a place of distinction in the world’s legal fraternity. In February 2020, they delivered a historical judgement that overturned the May 2019 presidential election and consequently ordered a fresh one.

And we salute the millions of people who braved the winter of June 2020 to queue for hours, to protect and cast their vote, ushering in a new administration built on the Tonse philosophy, which is all about collective responsibility. This is the spirit of Malawi.

Reading through the pages of this book, the brutalisation of the citizenry that has spanned decades and left the people in untold poverty cannot be hidden. This is largely due to corrupt practices perpetrated by those charged with the privileged responsibility to govern for over 26 years, thus bringing the country’s economy to its knees and its people living as second class human beings, in abject squalor while a few elites lived in splendour.

This was a period in which decisions to do with people were made capriciously and without due process or respect for the rule of law; the nation was literally up for grabs for the politically connected.

The challenge for the new administration is to accelerate the nation’s development agenda by 26 years; only we must do so in five years or less. However, if we are still standing after all we have been through as a nation, with the passion we have shown in the midst of disasters including the Covid-19 pandemic, then it goes without saying that there is nothing we cannot achieve, because that is the spirit of Malawi.

Malawians may sometimes appear cowed, fearful, lacking diligence when called upon to do so, but under no circumstances must such adjectives be mistaken for weakness, for we are well galvanised to conquer and defeat toxic systems.

To make Malawi the place we want for future generations will require practical, realistic, deliberate and methodical approaches. This will challenge people – because paradigms will be shifted and status quos changed, making people uneasy, and they will resist it.

And are things going to change in the short-term? Maybe, or maybe not! However the journey to a better Malawi will have started and that’s the spirit with which we shall manifestly propel ourselves forward, as we look to the future with hope and absolute confidence in our own abilities.

We have been through situations as a nation that should have broken us entirely, but instead these unleashed our hidden potentials. We have always leaned on donor assistance in every sector, but of late we have learned to foot our own bills, stand on our own two feet and most of all, we have cultivated a communal way of living that was long eroded, because that is the spirit of Malawi.

Malawi is endowed with natural resources which until now have been either under-utilised or accessed only by corrupt individuals in the know. While we are in the process of changing things in that regard, we are strongly convinced that our greatest competitive edge remains the natural abilities of our people.

As can be seen in this book, our education system is unable to shape us to accurately respond to the ever-changing needs of our economy. But we can also not deny the fact that it is the very same system that produced the crop of earnest servant leaders like Dr Lazarus Chakwera and Vice President Dr Saulos Chilima.

Our health system is not universally accessible and we can do way better. However, flamboyant systems and strategies do not build a nation – the attitude and mindset of the people do.

Malawi is a land of survivors. It is blessed with people who possess unabashed passions and skills passed on from one generation to the other. This is what distinguishes us, it is what gives us our identity, a sense of belonging, for we know that to get to where we need to go, we must never lose track of what makes us who we really are.

Malawians have enough self-respect and drive to move their country forward, and the dignified men who are at the helm of government at the moment have their work cut out for them to leverage on the enthusiasm, willingness, keenness and dedication of the people to change things, and provide a framework that will promote patriotism, learning and hard work.

All of this will steer productivity that will move us out of the margins of society; for we have been here for far too long and we deserve better, because that is the spirit of Malawi.

As you read this book, you will be exposed to the other side of Malawi not yet discovered, the real stories of real people. While most of it provides interesting detail about different cultures and classes of people, the underlying intention is to arouse genuine interest of what else this country has to offer, both socially and economically. For it is an undeniable fact that for Malawi, things can only get better from here, because this is the spirit of Malawi.
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Hon Vera Kamtukule

Deputy Minister for Labour, Skills and Innovation


Foreword by Lord McConnell of Glenscorrodale

Visiting a new country for the first time is always exciting, but for a politician leading a delegation with a large travelling media circus it is also fraught with danger. Protocol, language, stamina and the need to communicate a purpose – both on the visit and to the folks back home – were all in my thoughts as we touched down in Blantyre, Malawi. But I need not have worried, as I was about to fall in love.

It was May 2005. For the best part of a year I had been working with both Tony Blair and the Make Poverty History campaign to influence the Gleneagles G8 Summit due to take place in Scotland at the end of June. As First Minister I wanted to use the occasion to promote Scotland, but I knew that we should do more than just win investment from around the world to benefit Scots. We had responsibilities too.

Following re-election in 2003, we had established an international development policy for Scotland. The devolution settlement reserved international affairs to the UK government, but we had the power to support their development efforts and I was determined we would use it.

We had chosen to prioritise people-to-people connections, a mutually beneficial interaction that would share knowledge and skills. We had decided that our efforts would be especially, but not exclusively, focused on one country. Now it was time to talk to Malawi about a possible partnership.

Why Malawi? There were many reasons – not least because the Scotland Malawi Partnership, an embryonic civic organisation, had recently been formed by the cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh, and there was a strong connection that went back to Dr David Livingstone in the 19th century. I was wary of mentioning Livingstone. Would any reference to him feel like harking back to the days of Empire? But I need not have worried. On arrival, my Malawian hosts told me ‘Dr Livingstone did not discover us, we discovered him’. The bond was set.

‘I fell in love with the place at first sight’ is an overused saying. And as I was whisked away by the Presidential motorcade through poverty-stricken people standing by the road, I wondered if I would feel uncomfortable for the whole trip. But over five days I did indeed fall in love. The Warm Heart of Africa had entered my soul.

Four Scottish midwives had been in touch. They were volunteering in Bottom Hospital, the world’s worst-equipped maternity hospital, where 12,000 babies were born every year. Several died each day, babies and mothers. There was no fridge to keep medicines safe. Young terrified women and girls gave birth on the floor. One consultant, the inspirational Tarek Meguid, struggled to empower the women and save lives. Every visit made me more and more angry. This was the 21st century.

Young trainee nurses in a rural hospital working on the wards without vaccinations, endangering their own lives to help others and find a career. Teachers explaining that young girls missing school was not only a cultural or financial issue, but was linked to provision of toilets and safety.

And in villages with no clean water, electricity or sanitation, meeting children who now headed their households after the HIV/AIDS epidemic had taken their parents, but who really wanted to go back to school.

I stood in a ‘classroom’ with a straw roof and a mud floor where children learned algebra by memory as there were no writing materials. And a few metres away stood the sandstone block – the new school classroom – that had never opened because the £1,200 needed to add a corrugated iron roof had not been found.

Yet, everywhere, a warmth. And a warmth for Scotland. Stories passed from generation to generation of the Scots who came. Dr Livingstone who helped stop the slave trade. Those who built schools, hospitals, roads and churches. Those who stood side by side with Malawians when they were fighting for independence in the 1950s, and who challenged President Banda when his first post-independence government started to go rotten.

I knew then that the power here was in the people. Not governments and international NGOs, but people working with people, supporting each other, learning from each other, building capacity and skills.

Later that year, when President Bingu wa Mutharika came to Scotland, the Scotland Malawi Partnership was formally launched. He and I signed a document. But, as he said to a group of Malawians we met later that day, ‘this is not the Jack and Bingu show’. We wanted to facilitate people-to-people partnerships, not be a substitute for them.

Today, the Scotland Malawi Partnership (SMP) has 1,200 members, with more than 109,000 Scots involved in a Malawi-related activity each year. Scottish Government support has survived three First Ministers – unlike almost every other programme started back then.

And SMP now has the partner organisation we hoped for back in 2005. The Malawi Scotland Partnership is independent of government and has become a powerful civic voice in Malawi itself. And there are twice as many Malawians as Scots – 208,000 people – actively involved in the community partnerships between Scotland and Malawi.

This unique experiment is now a unique relationship between two countries. Despite all the political changes in both, and the occasional obstacles thrown in the way, the people of Malawi and Scotland have shown that our common humanity does indeed overcome our unequal development, our very different lives and the huge gap in our opportunities.

But that gap remains unacceptable. As ever, education is the key to unlocking progress. Of course the country cannot grow without more reliable electricity and other reforms. Of course it will not be safe and secure without action on climate change. But it is in education that empowerment leading to fundamental change is found.

The years since I first visited have been hard for Malawians. They have been let down by politicians and fallen off the radar of international organisations under the pressure of conflict, migration and extreme weather events elsewhere.

Ultimately, Malawians are going to have to fix this themselves. The international support will come and go, but development will only be sustainable with better governance and change led by local entrepreneurs, educators, medics and a free media.

Susan Dalgety was there in May 2005. She has been a driving force for the partnership ever since. Her love for Malawi and Malawians has driven her to write this book. Susan believes in the people, and her friends in Malawi believe in her. Enjoy the pictures she draws, the stories she tells and the lessons she draws. The Warm Heart of Africa is ready to welcome you too.
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Lord McConnell of Glenscorrodale

First Minister of Scotland, 2001–07


Preface

When I emerged from Lilongwe airport for the first time, in April 2005, after an interminable 24-hour journey, I was greeted by a diffident young man, Peter Potani.

My companion, Rachel, and I were the advance party for a forthcoming official visit to Malawi by the First Minister of Scotland, Jack McConnell. Peter was to be our driver for our week-long recce, but he quickly became much more than that. He was our cultural guide, our translator, our fixer, and by the time he dropped us at the airport to start our journey home, he was my friend. He still is today.

Over the years since then, visiting Malawi as a governance adviser working with women MPs and councillors, I have made many more friends, becoming immersed in their lives as they have in mine.

We have celebrated family weddings together, mourned the loss of a much loved agogo (grandmother), laughed at the antics of Malawi politicians, cried at the devastation caused by floods, drought and corruption, shared more than a few Kuche Kuche (local beer) and cooked chambo (fish) together. And we have despaired at the general state of our world, from racism to Trump, misogyny to capitalism, and more recently, the terrible impact of Covid-19.

Of course, there are cultural differences, not least that most Malawians have faith, while the majority of Scots, who, more than 150 years ago, imported their Christianity to Malawi, no longer believe in a god of any denomination.

The biggest divide is economic. I may have been born into a poor family, but my homeland is one of the richest countries in the world. I benefit from a free health service, my sons don’t need to spend half their income on school fees, and my mother enjoys a secure old age.

Life in Malawi, for all but a small elite, is a daily struggle. For many, the challenge from when they wake in the early morning is to find enough food to feed their family. For others, it is the constant stress of finding the money for their children’s education. And as people age, they depend on the charity of others to survive.

Malawi is still striving to recover from the impact of colonialism, seven long decades when my country exploited Malawi’s natural resources and its people for our own selfish ends. And climate change, global supply chains and digitalisation conspire to test the ability of even the most effective politicians and creative entrepreneurs to build an economy strong enough to support Malawi’s ever-growing population.

Just as Scotland is much more than bearded men in kilts playing the bagpipes against the backdrop of a Highland loch, so Malawi is far more complex than the stereotypical images beloved of well-meaning charities.

The smiling but hungry child, staring into a white woman’s camera, experiences the same emotions and has the same aspirations as her peers in richer countries, but her humanity is all too often portrayed as one-dimensional, nothing more than content for a fundraising campaign.

As my friendships in Malawi matured, and I began to understand better how the country worked, I nurtured an ambition to write a book that captured the essence of contemporary Malawi through the stories of its people.

It was important that the book was not my story. It should not be about my experience of 15 years working in Malawi, including the six months I lived there in 2019, though my visits have helped me better understand the context of people’s lives.

Nor should it be a travelogue, charting Malawi’s many beautiful natural resources, from Lake Malawi to Mount Mulanje; nor a treatise about development, informed by ex-pat ‘experts’ who are paid handsomely for their insights, honed in the universities of Europe, North America and increasingly Asia.

It is, as it must be, Clara’s story, a 67-year-old woman who was given a death sentence 20 years ago when she was diagnosed as HIV positive, and who now, thanks to antiretroviral drugs (ARVs), is strong enough in her seventh decade to grow her own food.

It is Busisiwe’s story, a single parent in her late 30s who runs her medical supplies business from home, juggling family duties with the demands of her business.

It is Chimwaza’s story, who still lives in the northern lakeshore village he was born in more than 40 years ago, but whose family home now has electricity to power a fridge and a hot-plate, instead of a firewood stove.

It is Wezi’s story, who dreams of hosting Africa’s biggest fashion week.

It is Lazarus’ story, who has partied with Madonna, but as an albino was almost killed for his body parts.

The single most important thing that I have learned is the essential truth of our shared humanity, despite all the things that appear to divide us. As Barack Obama writes in the preface of A Promised Land, humanity must now work together or perish; for us to co-operate, first we need to understand each other. And as the Black Lives Matter movement affirms, the colour of someone’s skin must no longer bestow privilege or entrench disadvantage. We are one.


SECTION 1

The cycle of life


CHAPTER 1

The spirit of Malawi

MALAWI IS A country of children. They tumble out of simple school blocks, their uniforms dusty with Africa’s red soil, smiling broadly as they head home after a few hours of learning English and maths. Babies cling for dear life to the backs of girls barely older than the child they are carrying. Dark-eyed toddlers, wearing t-shirts discarded by rich European families and flown 5,000 miles to be sold in Malawi’s roadside markets, sit quietly with their mothers, occasionally suckling on a casually offered breast. Footballs made of tightly bound plastic bags soar through the air, chased by scores of bare-footed little boys.

‘Azungu, azungu (white people),’ children cry delightedly when they spot white strangers in their township or village.

More than half of Malawi’s 18 million population is under 18 years old. The statistics, gathered by the international agencies that hover over Malawi like a benevolent, if mildly censorious aunt, paint a depressing picture of a generation of children at risk from stunted growth, functional illiteracy and premature death. But the reality is so much more alive and hopeful than UNICEF’s carefully researched infographics and strategic plans suggest. A girl born today can expect to live to 67 years – in 1960, she would have likely died before she was 40.

This small landlocked country does not have the natural riches found elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa. There is very little gold, no copper or titanium. Oil may lurk deep in Lake Malawi, but no one, as yet, has exploited it. Malawi’s children are its most precious resource.

Busisiwe (38) has just returned from a business trip to Johannesburg. She endured 48 hours on a crowded bus, travelling through Mozambique to South Africa so she could buy hospital blankets to sell on her return. Her modest medical supply business, which she runs from her late grandmother’s rambling home on the edge of Blantyre, supports her and her six-year-old daughter. Her income also helps support her 15 nieces and nephews, many of whom live with Busisiwe, and two of her six siblings.

‘Children are our life,’ laughs Busisiwe as she picks up a stern-faced toddler. Brenda has just turned one and is the youngest of the Chimasula clan. ‘They are expensive, school fees are our biggest headache, but we love all our children. They are very important in our culture.’

Malawi is a modest country. It is a narrow strip of land along the East African Rift Valley, squeezed between Mozambique, Tanzania and Zambia. It is around 560 miles long and 150 miles across at its widest part, similar in size to Bulgaria, and nearly 50 per cent bigger than Scotland. More than one-fifth of the country is taken up by Lake Malawi which, at over 360 miles long, is Africa’s third-largest freshwater lake. Its beautiful beaches and gently lapping water are a magnet for rich, white gap year students, eager to experience the ‘real’ Africa. It is the heart of the country, providing fish to eat, water for irrigation and power and a home to one of the world’s most important collections of freshwater fish. There are around 700 species of cichlids, the colourful fish that fill home aquariums, more than any other lake in the world. It is also, argue some, where human life began. Standing alone on a quiet beach anywhere along the lake’s western shore, it is easy to imagine that this is where the story of our world started. That this tiny country, one of the poorest in the world, is our home village.

‘Malawi is different,’ says Govati Nyirenda, one of the country’s first professional photographers and a well-travelled man. He pauses, then his rich, brown voice picks up his theme. ‘To my mind, a Malawian is someone who loves people, who welcomes them. Having visited some other countries in Africa, I feel that we are different to most of the nationalities around this part of Africa. We are kinder, open-hearted people, we welcome foreigners. I know the slogan “Warm Heart of Africa” is for tourists, but I think it is true,’ he laughs, slightly embarrassed at the cliché.

Malawi’s history is not chronicled in the same way as the stories of European civilisations. There are no soaring cathedrals. No ancient texts or printed volumes of plays and poems from 400 years ago. Stories are carefully passed down from generation to generation, woven into the fabric of daily life over centuries. Agogos (grandparents) tell tales of great chiefs and bloody battles, of wizards and lions, deadly snakes and magic dancers.

There is some hard evidence of very early life in Malawi. The rock paintings at Chongoni, a UNESCO World Heritage site, were drawn by hunter-gatherers, some dating as far back as the 6th century BCE. Malawi’s first known tribe was the legendary Akafula people. They are described as people of short stature with copper skin. They lived a peaceful existence along the shores of Lake Malawi, happily mingling with sporadic waves of Bantu-speaking people who travelled to the area from the 1st century.

It was not until the 13th century that another, more determined, influx of Bantu-speaking people from the north and west, including the Congo area, settled permanently in the region. This new population were farmers, bringing with them yams and bananas, as well as iron tools. They also introduced a system of formal government, and in 1480 the Bantu tribes united several settlements under one political state, the Maravi Confederacy, which at its height included large parts of present-day Zambia and Mozambique, as well as Malawi.

Govati recalls stories from these peaceful times, before the arrival of Arab slave traders and white colonialists. ‘Our old parents [ancestors] lived a peaceful life, where people looked after each other. For example, in my father’s village in the north, the women would prepare food together, and eat together. They would also send it to the lakeshore, where most of the men lived and worked, so they could eat. It is that ancient community that makes me feel Malawian.’

That community, which had started to develop more productive farming methods and to grow a wider range of crops, including cassava and rice, was largely made up of three tribes: the Anyanja, the lake people, the Atumbuka in the northern region and the Achewa who lived in the central plateau. Today, the Chewa are Malawi’s biggest tribe. Their increasingly prosperous, agrarian idyll was shattered forever by a series of invaders. Portuguese traders arrived in the 16th century, first to trade in ivory and gold, and later in people. The height of Malawi’s exposure to the slave trade was in the 19th century, when Swahili-speaking Arabs, and the Yao people from what is now Mozambique, stole thousands of healthy young men and women to sell in the slave markets of Zanzibar and Mombasa.

The Yao settled along the lakeshore and in the Shire Highlands in the south, bringing with them their Islamic faith. Today, around one in seven of Malawi’s population are Muslim. From the south came the Ngoni people, armed refugees fleeing from the Zulu states. They settled in the north and the central regions after making peace with the Tumbuka and Chewa tribes. Then came the white missionaries. The first, and most famous, was Dr David Livingstone, a Scottish missionary, explorer and humanitarian, who first visited in 1859. His influence, and that of the Scottish missionaries who followed in his wake, remains visible in Malawi today. The country’s oldest city, and its commercial heart, is named after Livingstone’s birthplace – Blantyre, a small former mill town in central Scotland. Its most influential denomination, the Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP), is a sister church of the Church of Scotland and, since 2005, there has been a formal co-operation agreement between the governments of Scotland and Malawi.

The SMP and its sister organisation, the Malawi Scotland Partnership, support hundreds of civil society links. This relationship, built on a high-minded but practical principle of mutual solidarity, is rooted firmly in a common vision of humanity. ‘Somehow, I feel that many of the donors just pull us backwards,’ muses Govati. ‘I like what Scotland does with Malawi. She is not a donor, Scotland is a partner. We exchange experiences, we exchange skills and friendship.’ He stops for a moment, then reworks an old saying in his own words, ‘You should teach someone to fish by giving him fish nets, so he can catch the food himself. Don’t give him fish.’

The Scottish missionaries, who were quickly followed by the Dutch Reformed Church of South Africa and Roman Catholics from France, gave Malawi a new God to worship, as well as basic formal education and rudimentary health care in some areas. They also opened the door to colonialism, white farmers and businessmen eager to exploit the fertile lands of Malawi.

In 1891, the British established the Nyasaland Districts Protectorate, shortened in 1907 to Nyasaland. Malawi was now under the ‘protection’ of the British state, their new ‘chief’ was King Edward VII, and their new village elders the civil servants of the colonial administration. This new tribe of white settlers built roads and railways, some grew rich on cash crops such as tea and tobacco, and generally enjoyed a comfortable colonial life, while doing very little to improve the lot of ordinary Malawians. Colonial rule came to an end on 6 July 1964, when Malawi became an independent member of the British Commonwealth and Hastings Banda was confirmed as Prime Minister.

Banda, a medical doctor, freedom fighter and Anglophile, was educated in the USA and the UK. He practised as a GP in North Shields and London before returning to his native land in 1958 as its saviour. But within weeks of becoming Prime Minister, his dictatorial tendencies emerged. He fell out with his most of his cabinet ministers after they tried to limit his powers. He sacked some, others resigned and many fled the country into decades of exile. On Independence Day in 1966, Malawi became a republic and Banda its President. In 1971, he was made President-for-life.

Under his leadership, Malawi became a conservative, pro-Western one-party state. He supported apartheid South Africa, isolating the small country from the rest of the region. Political enemies were imprisoned or murdered. The country’s few trains ran on time, but the people were not free.

Govati remembers the Banda years with a wry smile. ‘The old life was oppressive,’ he says, then stops for a moment, struggling to find the right words to convey what followed in 1994, when, after a peaceful referendum, the first free elections in more than 30 years took place. Banda, by then 96 years old, lost to Bakili Muluzi, leader of the new United Democratic Front party (UDF).

‘My thinking is that we did not have a proper transition from one-party to multi-party democracy,’ he says. ‘We kind of jumped into multi-party, people thought it meant doing what you want, it was like a free-for-all, until maybe after ten years or so, people’s minds started thinking about how to run the country, but by then bad habits had set in.’

By ‘bad habits’ Govati means the low-level corruption that is a depressingly regular feature of daily life. Many civil servants will not attend a meeting with external partners unless they receive an allowance. Police officers ask, politely, for a ‘Fanta’ – common slang for a bribe – when they stop drivers at the roadblocks dotted at regular intervals along the country’s main roads. But that is nothing compared to the corruption scandal that erupted in 2013. Cashgate saw a gang of government ministers and civil servants loot the nation’s coffers of around £25 million in just six months. Angry country donors such as the UK and Germany withdrew direct budget support to the Malawi government, diverting aid instead to large international organisations to deliver health care and other essential services.

The elections held in May 2019 saw the incumbent, Peter Mutharika, returned for a second term, but the ballot was riddled with irregularities. The main opposition parties, the Malawi Congress Party (MCP) and the new United Transformation Movement (UTM), sought justice in the courts, and on 3 February 2020, a panel of five High Court judges declared the election null and void and ruled that there should be fresh presidential elections, with a 50 per cent plus one majority required.

The rule of law had prevailed, and on 23 June 2020, Dr Lazarus Chakwera, leader of the MCP, was elected sixth President of the Republic of Malawi, with 58.6 per cent of the vote.

Chakwera, a former pastor, born in 1955, wakes every morning to what must seem like insurmountable challenges. Malawi is bursting with people. The population was four million in 1966, when Hastings Banda became President, a million fewer people than currently live in Scotland or Yorkshire. Only a decade ago, the population was 13 million. Today it is over 18 million, growing at just under three per cent a year. In ten years’ time, it could be 23 million or more.

The majority of Malawians – around 15 million people – live in mudzi (rural villages) where their life has a similar rhythm to that of their ancestors. The settlements are organised around extended families who grow their own food and fetch water from a borehole if they are lucky, or a nearby stream or well if they are not. Slowly, the traditional round mud houses with grass roofs are being replaced by square ones built of fired bricks and topped with iron sheets. Electricity remains a distant dream for most villagers, and so the main dish of the day, nsima (maize porridge), is cooked as it always has been, on charcoal or firewood. Ancient traditions and beliefs, from puberty rites of passage to witch doctors, play as big a part in most villagers’ lives as the churches and mosques imported only 150 years ago. And most villagers are poor. In 2016, 70 per cent of Malawians lived in extreme poverty – surviving on less than £1.50 a day.

‘Poverty is rampant, we cannot deny that,’ says Govati. ‘It makes most of us sad, but when I visit the villages for work, or to see family, you notice people are happy. They are not happy because they are poor, but because he or she has a free mind, they live their life as free people.’

Villagers may be cash-poor, but most have land. Customary land, where land in a village belongs to the community, accounts for 70 to 80 per cent of the country’s total area. Individual families have the right to use the land for growing crops and can dispose of it, but only within the limit of their tribal laws. Malawi’s network of Traditional Authorities (chiefs) and village headmen acts as guardians of these laws.

In recent years, there has been an exodus to the four cities: Mzuzu in the north, Blantyre in the south, Zomba in the south-east, and the capital, Lilongwe, which sits in the middle of the country. Life in the cities for the 2.8 million people who live there can be very comfortable, if they have money to spare. South African-owned superstores sell everything from the latest laptops to locally grown tomatoes and avocados. An efficient, if expensive, 4G mobile network, provided by private companies such as Airtel Malawi, and a buoyant market in Chinese smartphones, means that even some of the poorest city dwellers are on Facebook. Everyone, it seems, communicates by WhatsApp. The country’s best public and private hospitals and clinics are found in the cities, and medical evacuations to Johannesburg are common for those patients with good medical insurance, or deep pockets.

But poverty stalks the overcrowded, badly planned townships and suburbs, just as it does the villages. In 2013, the majority of people in work earned less than 10,000 Malawian kwacha (MK) a month (£10.50). Only 11 per cent of jobs are in formal employment, where employers are subject to labour laws such as the minimum wage.

Most people work, but their employment is precarious. ‘That is why we have to create our own jobs, you cannot depend on other people,’ explains Busisiwe. She buys and sells basic medical equipment, from batteries for respirators to bed sheets. ‘We all have to earn money whatever way we can,’ she adds.

Her sister Debra is a dressmaker, working at night when her children are in bed. Her brother, Leonard, makes cane furniture, while another sister, Rejoice, a primary school teacher, supplements the extended family income by selling second-hand goods.

Blantyre, where Busisiwe lives, is the oldest city, with a population of around 800,000. It is the country’s commercial heart, with a relatively small manufacturing base. Malawi’s beer is brewed here. Until it sold its majority stake to French company Castel in 2016, Carlsberg owned the brewery, its first outside Denmark. It can produce 38 million litres of Carlsberg beers under licence every year, as well as millions of bottles of Coca-Cola and the iconic Malawi gin, distilled since 1961 and now a favourite of middle-class Malawians, ex-pats and tourists.

‘We Malawians like our beer, gin is for the azungu,’ laughs Debra’s husband, mechanic Peter Potani (38), brandishing a bottle of Carlsberg Chill. ‘I am Ngoni and we really like our beer. It is the tradition here that men drink. In the villages, the old women make kachasu (moonshine) from maize or sugar cane.’

Zomba, only an hour’s drive from Blantyre, is a university town, and the former capital. Its wide main street, tree-lined avenues and red-brick campus are reminders of Malawi’s colonial period. Mzuzu, in the north, is the gateway to Malawi’s highland region. Coffee is grown here, and a relatively new public university, focusing on science, has attracted thousands of students since it opened in 1997.

The climate is colder and wetter than the rest of the country. ‘Some say it is our Scotland, because of the pine trees and mountains,’ says Peter.

In the middle of the country sits Lilongwe, the capital since 1975. This is where the national parliament sits, and where international embassies and aid agencies ply their trade. International aid is big business in Malawi. Around a fifth of the country’s economy – one billion pounds a year – comes from developed countries such as the UK, Japan and America, and the main international donors like the UN or the World Bank, though India and China are increasingly playing a role in Malawi’s development.

Lilongwe is the first destination for most visitors to Malawi, as Kamuzu International Airport is on its outskirts. Split in two, the Old Town is where Malawi life explodes early every morning. Here are the local markets, the Chinese shops and the curio stalls for open-mouthed tourists, spellbound by fast-talking Rasta boys selling over-priced chitenje (cloth) and wooden trinkets.

Capital City is where the country’s power lies. Designed in the 1960s and ’70s with help from South African urban planners, this soulless sector is busy throughout the working day with politicians, civil servants and aid workers driving from meeting to meeting in their pristine 4x4s. At night, its offices and public buildings lie dark and empty.

This is where the decisions are made about how much aid should be spent on HIV/AIDS as compared to maternal health or malaria. Nearly one million people are HIV positive but, thanks to the Ministry of Health, working with international agencies, Malawi has one of the best antiretroviral (ARV) drug programmes in sub-Saharan Africa. HIV is no longer the death sentence it once was. It is here that development experts from across the world gather every day to plan Malawi’s future. Decisions made in Oslo or Washington about whether to focus on economic development or humanitarian aid will directly affect the life chances of Malawians across the country, from Karonga in the north to the arid plains of Nsanje in the south. It is also home to Malawi’s National Assembly, its parliament, which is housed in a rather austere building, paid for by the Chinese government. Its 193 MPs enjoy raucous debates, cheerfully covered in full every day by the two national newspapers, The Nation and The Daily Times, the state broadcaster, the Malawi Broadcasting Company (MBC), and vibrant private radio stations such as Zodiak FM. And this is where government ministers make solemn speeches about (slow) progress in rural development, electrification and job creation.

But with an annual government budget of MK 1.7 trillion (£1.8 billion), Malawi’s democratically elected politicians have only slightly more resources to spend each year on their country’s development than the international aid community.

Govati, who, at 53, was born the year Hastings Banda become President, ponders this hard fact for a moment. Like most Malawians, he acknowledges the important contribution international aid plays in Malawi life.

‘The NGOs and donors are helping us, they do a good job, but I feel we need to move away from dependency on those things. We need to build up our people so that they can do things on their own. We should look to our traditions. If you are able to share what you have, you become happier. That is what our old grandparents taught us.

‘The hope for Malawi, for the world, is that the only way we will survive is if we bind ourselves together. In our tradition that means if you are hurt or needing help, your community will be there for you, when you are happy, they will be there for you. We are one of the friendliest people in the world, that is our wealth. It is my wish that our children, our grandchildren, behave Malawian. If we lose that, we lose the spirit of Malawi.’


CHAPTER 2

Birth of a nation

THERE ARE AROUND 1,700 babies born every day in Malawi. Over 600,000 a year. Some will die only hours after drawing their first breath. Many more will die before their first birthday. Around 70 of those babies born each day will not reach their fifth birthday. The tiny, malaria-infected mosquito will kill some, fever and diarrhoea others. Measles is a common killer, as are respiratory diseases. And sepsis is on the increase, a humanitarian disaster in a country where antibiotics are scarce.
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