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For Michael Gill, my father, who brought the world home with him and laid it at the foot of my bed.



Foreword

When I’m stuck, I walk. I pace the house, usually ending up in my children’s room, unnaturally quiet with their absence. On the shelves at the head of Flora’s bed stand a crowd of dolls – she has quite a collection now. Their bright, elaborate costumes and gimpy limbs hug and jostle each other for space. Whenever I go abroad I bring back a doll in national costume. I’ve been doing it for the short decade of her life. It’s become a little family joke. I rummage in the case and hand her the package and she says portentously “ I can’t guess what this is,’ ” and then laughs, “Oh, a doll.” And it’s admired for a moment and then carefully shuffled into the throng. In pride of place at the centre is a large overdressed, cupid-lipped coquette with a parasol that we bought together in Paris. If you lift her skirts she’ll tinkle a syrupy chanson for you.

I spend a lot of time staring at the dolls; they’ve grown to be my mute diary. Bought hurriedly in airports and gift shops or street stalls, they still manage to carry a distinct sense of place and an extraordinary breadth of imagination, religion, culture and history. For me, if not for Flora, they bring back real places. Every one conjures shades. The strange little rag doll from Bukhara, her head covered by a coat that’s made without a neck hole, her arms tied behind her back to symbolise ownership by a husband. The black Cuban, bright and vivacious, under whose long calico frock hide not legs but a white Cuban, equally symbolic and provocative. The austere Icelandic girl with her oddly phallic headdress and the beautifully decorative kneeling Singaporean with downcast eyes and a modest fan. An abstract Zulu corncob doll intricately covered in beads; the Ethiopians preparing injiri bread. An Israeli, breezy and confident in what appears to be her school uniform, waving a flag that’s brought so much hope and so many tears. In a couple of years she’ll sport her sad national costume of military green.

Together the dolls have the jollity of an international folk festival. They dismiss with childish glee the armchair wisdom that the world has become a homogenous place. Their gaudy diversity points out that the planet is more variegated and divergent now than at any time in its history. Progress has exaggerated rather than shrunk the differences between us. To travel from London to central Africa today is, in terms of culture, education, consumption, knowledge, experience and opportunity, to travel a greater distance than Stanley or Livingstone. Abroad is as foreign and funny and strange and shocking as it ever was and our need to know our neighbours every bit as great. The First World’s media focus on a thin agenda of global politics and disaster “events”, coupled with a comfy love of sybaritism and predictable luxury, allows us a wholly false sense of familiarity. It’s a dangerous received misunderstanding that fosters silly eco-sentimentality on the one hand and a shameful contempt for “over there” on the other. Both inflict a malign distortion on the lives and homes of people we don’t really know or understand, which is one of the reasons I wanted to rescue these articles from the bottom of a budgie’s cage and give them a little extra life as a book. Not to offer answers, but to cast a few doubts.

Of all the things that abroad offers, perhaps the most salutary is the sense of being a foreigner, not a favoured holiday consumer, but a temporary refugee in a strange place. Nothing alters your perception of who you are and where you belong to as fundamentally, radically and permanently as being somewhere else. I’m endlessly astonished by the power and unfading brilliance of the memories of people and places I’ve met. They live with me like schizophrenic voices in my head. The Maasai herdsman offering a gourd of warm cow’s blood and then asking if I’d ever read any James Hadley Chase. The third-generation Korean, stuck in the awfulness of Uzbekistan, extolling the wonders of his Volga saloon that was held together with gaffer tape. The Cuban boy, hawking cassettes of salsa music in a hotel lobby, who kept a secret love of American rock and knew every state capital by heart. The French nurse with an angelically foul temper, trying single-handedly to save the lives of 10,000 Dinka babies in a place the size of Belgium that had no roads. The pretty teenager in the guesthouse at Bukhara who wanted me to help her with her English homework and solemnly intoned the correct tenses in “My cat hasn’t eaten my other sock, the bear has.”

Travel makes for intense companionship. These are people I will probably never meet again, many of whose names I can’t remember, but they live with me and I’m constantly reminded of their parallel lives stumbling alongside mine, somewhere out there over the horizon. Travel leads us to the realisation that what connects us is far more astonishing and precious than what separates us. We are further apart than we think and closer than we imagine.



How it works

In front of me, through the open French windows, the end of Thailand slips down into the Andaman Sea. Coconut palms peg the edge of the land; a long elegant boat with a burbling outboard on a boom is queuing in the middle distance, taking what appear to be two local men to some local business. I don’t know anything about the Andaman Sea. You can’t tell much by looking at it. It’s blue and placid and speaks the international language of seas. The 30 minutes it’s taken me to write that sentence reminds me of the only piece of advice I’ve ever been able to offer aspiring young journalists with any conviction: never write with a view. Face a blank wall. The world is a distraction. And I suppose that’s what this collection is about. The distraction of the view.

It’s hot here. Hot and humid and bright, with just enough breeze to shake the frangipani and the water lily. Nicola, who’s travelled most of this book with me, is breast-stroking slow laps wearing alizarin sunglasses and iridescent bikini bottoms. It’s December. Back home yesterday it was raining. It’s been whingeing with grainy rain for a month – for two months – forever. I wanted to come here, to Thailand, to look at the Andaman, eat small sweet mangoes, drink lime and soda, lie under a damp musk sheet in the flickering dark listening to frogs and doves. I wanted to come because it’s a holiday. Holidays have no plot. If it were work, despite the sun, the mangoes and the bikini bottoms I wouldn’t have wanted to come. I never do. The feeling starts a week before, like the first shivers of flu, and gets progressively worse as the going gets closer. It’s a sort of stage fright. You’re desperate for the part. You’d sleep with almost anyone to get it. But as you stand in the wings you want to throw up. Your memory crashes. You feel like you’re gestating catfish.

Journalists perform on an invisible stage. A broadsheet proscenium. We can’t see the audience but we know they’re there. Millions of them. Every Sunday I’m read by more people than will pick up a Booker Prize-nominated novel in a year. That’s not a comparison of quality, it’s a statement of impact. Almost every other bit of the culture may have more value but none has more importance. Without poetry, fiction, drama, music, art, dance and origami we’d be immeasurably poorer, but we’d get on. Without news, without information, we’d be back in the Dark Ages. There’s no democracy without a free press. It’s an absolute prerequisite for a free market. There is no global anything, just rumour and speculation based on ignorance. Freedom of speech is what all the other human rights and freedoms balance on. That may sound like unspeakable arrogance when applied to restaurant reviews or gossip columns. But that’s not the point. Journalism isn’t an individual sport like books and plays; it’s a team effort. The power of the press is cumulative. It has a conscious humming momentum. You can – and probably do – pick up bits of it and sneer or sigh or fling them with great force at the dog. But together they make up the most precious thing we own.

“It’s all very well for him,” I hear you say, “on his high horse about freedom, but just look at the papers. They’re full of lies and gossip and laziness. The theory’s fine, the practice is disgusting.” Well, let’s just look at that. I don’t know what it is you do, what you make or sell, but consider this. Consider starting each morning with three or so dozen blank sheets of broadsheet paper. And then having to fill them with columns of facts, opinions based on facts and predictions extrapolated from facts. I don’t know how many facts a newspaper has in it. Thousands. Tens of thousands. Millions. From the Stock Market to TV listings by way of courtrooms, parliaments, disasters, wars, celebrity denials, births, deaths, horoscopes and the pictures to go with them. Now tell me, how long did your last annual general report take? Days? Weeks? And you had all that information to hand. How long did the last letter you wrote take? You just made that up. Newspapers are the size of long novels. They’re put together from around the globe from sources who lie, manipulate, want to sell things, hide things, spin things. Despite threats, injunctions, bullets, jails and non-returned phone calls, journalists do it every single day, from scratch. What’s amazing, what’s utterly staggering, is not the things papers get wrong, it’s just how much they get right. Your business, no other business, could guarantee the percentage of accuracy that a newspaper does. And what’s more, if you live in Britain, you don’t get just one, you have the choice of a dozen national papers. Oh, and a small boy will come and put it through your letter box before you’ve even got out of bed. Nothing, but nothing, makes me prouder than being a hack.

I never planned on being a journalist. For a start, I was – am – spectacularly unsuited to it. Disabled by dyslexia and worse, afflicted with a chronic Anglo-reserve when it comes to asking questions or making enquiries, I am by nature a man who stands in the longest queue and doesn’t ask what it’s for until it’s my turn. I started out at a perambulatory age to be an artist. I never doubted that calling all the way through school and a brace of art colleges – where, incidentally, I had a fantastically good time. Apart from anything else there is no dyslexia in drawing. Academically, I was a dead loss. Not uninterested, just not any good. One episode from school stands out. I was rather good, as in interested, in history but was always marked bottom of the class. Finally, furious and close to tears, I confronted my history teacher. A cork-screwed sociophobic old git of the type that only boarding school and the Foreign Office can find homes for. He picked up my exercise book with gingerly disdain and said: “Oh your history’s fine, you’re probably the best in your year, but I mark you the way an examiner will – you’ve got a real problem with your writing.” I looked at him holding my chronic scrawl and thought, “Fuck you, you miserable smelly old misanthrope. I haven’t got a problem with my writing. To me it’s perfectly clear. It’s not my problem: you’re the one who can’t read it. It’s your fucking problem.”

What I actually said was probably something along the lines of, “Righty-ho then”. This exchange only took on a shining resonance in retrospect; at the time I simply ditched history for extra sex and drugs. But it taught me – or rather I learnt – one truly inspirational, life-changing lesson. My dyslexia is not my problem. It’s someone else’s. Indeed, that’s a lesson that can be applied to any number of life’s speed humps – may all your problems be someone else’s.

I went on being an artist. The best thing about art is that you’re supposed to be useless as a human being. It’s in the job description. Artist – aka feckless, inconstant, feeble, amoral libertine with dirty fingernails. In practice it extended the adolescent research longer than most of my contemporaries who seemed to take to responsibility and capitalist expectation in varying degrees, like ducks to plum sauce. “Artist” is also importantly a synonym for absence of ambition. No one can paint seriously in Britain and expect to be anything more than flotsam in the current of cultural events.

And that suited me fine. I did a bewildering number of stop-gap menial jobs: selling men’s clothes in Kensington; pornography in Charing Cross; artists’ supplies in Soho; pizzas opposite the Guardian in Gray’s Inn Road; posters and tins of hairspray in Carnaby Street with labels promising the sweet smell of success. I also turned a reluctant hand to gardening, painting and decorating, stacking jeans in warehouses, being a nanny and being a dishwasher in a gay gentlemen’s club. But what I did most was sign on – and on and on. Off and on for seven years. It was the golden age of benefit. No youth opportunity or back to work initiatives; no retraining or assessing; no three strikes and you’re off. In fact, no pretending that this was anything other than a subsidy for the cash-exploited, unskilled black economy. Again retrospectively, I can see that it was an unparalleled training for journalism. The more things you’ve done outside writing the more breadth and scope your writing acquires. And the one constant poverty guarantees is that your time is worth less than everyone else’s. Being poor means having to wait. And a lot of journalismis waiting – waiting and watching. Rather glibly, I usually say I failed upwards.

The art atrophied into the applied crafts of portraiture and illustration and a brief attempt at trompe l’oeil murals. The slow realisation that I wasn’t going to be a great artist arrived with more of a shock than perhaps it should. Finally, I stopped saying I was an artist altogether and simply admitted to being unemployed. Then someone asked if I would interview a painter I knew for an art magazine. I said I couldn’t write. The dyslexia. They said it didn’t matter as they didn’t have any readers and there were sub-editors to do spelling and stuff.

So, having failed as an artist, I drifted into art criticism and proceeded to fail at that. I was a truly terrible critic. But then so was almost everyone else writing in this airless, self-reverential, arcane little world in the late Eighties. Art had disappeared up its own catalogue notes and most critics were happy to keep it there in the foetid dark. And anyway, no one read contemporary art criticism and even fewer understood it. It cured me of wanting to have anything more to do with the art world and I’ve barely been able to go back into a gallery since. But it was useful in a couple of ways. I got to write a lot. I’m not sure that I improved but I got faster, speed being an absolute prerequisite for journalism. The difference between book writers and journalists is that hacks don’t get writer’s block. If they did they’d become novelists. And I skimmed off a lot of truly bad writing. The rhetorical flourishes. The paragraph-long sentences with multi-storey sub-clauses. The open-cast metaphors and allusions whose primary purpose was intellectual flashing. And it was while writing art criticism that I began using my initials in my by-line. I honestly can’t remember what the exact reason was, I expect it was some silly Edwardian snobbery. Sub-editors always say a short by-line is better than a long one: God knows why.

Now I rather wish I hadn’t. AA Gill sounds like a rural rambles, pipe-jabbing, pencil-stub-licking, hairy-eared sort of a bloke with a Tupperware box of cheese sandwiches, a trusty pocket knife and a penchant for showing small boys disgusting things under leaf mould. Mind you, Adrian Anthony sounds like an ageing Florida interior designer who once did Rock Hudson’s pool house out as a Tiki-Tiki wet bar. Anyway, I’m stuck with it and for better or worse, we all grow into our names. I drifted from the obtuse to the ridiculous and started to write for the Tatler. I loved the Tatler. I wrote everything and anything and was exceedingly lucky to find a wonderful editor who made me do two things: write funny and write in the first person, both of which I resisted with a donnish petulance and both of which probably took my writing from being a part-time job to becoming a career. I found a voice at the Tatler and took it to the Sunday Times.

I got my first big piece while on holiday in Scotland based on the very feeble observation that Inverness airport in August resembled a Fulham cocktail party with tweed and feathers. I filed and the picture desk asked if I had a kilt. Looking like a shortbread tin I was on the cover of that week’s “Style” section and the editor, Andrew Neill, noticed – principally I think because he’s always been rather chippy about Real Scots (him) as opposed to Reel Scots (me). I was offered a contract. On such risible nugatory strokes of fortune – dressing up like a Rob Roy interior decorator – are our careers made.

The paper’s deputy editor took me to lunch at the Savoy Grill to close the deal. He offered me the journalist’s graveyard of TV criticism and a softly political whinger’s column and asked in passing what I wanted to do in journalism. As ever with that sort of broad horizon question, I said the first thing that came into my head – I’d like to interview places. Naturally, he asked what that meant and I said to treat a place as if it were a person, to go and listen to it, ask it questions, observe it the way you would interview a politician or a pop star. I’m a spectacularly inept interviewer, so it didn’t sound terribly convincing. I signed on the dotted line for more money than I’d made in a decade and went home to be a columnist and critic. Every so often, usually when my contract was up, an editor would ask what I wanted to do and I’d repeat – interview places. Having mentioned it without thinking, I began to think about it a lot. But journalists get typecast and they wanted me to type sweet acid. Other more competent, steely-eyed real reporters got to file from the outside world. I was there to file from inside my head. Finally, they relented and the editor of “Style” told me, “For Christ’s sake go and interview Prague – go tomorrow.” So I went.

By nature and nurture I’m a worrier; about this job I worried in 28pt bold. As I left for the airport (three hours early) I realised I’d never travelled on my own before, a particularly pathetic admission for a 40-year-old. In Prague the photographer who was supposed to be coming from Hungary never turned up, so I sat in my hotel room transfixed by the incredibly graphic pornography and the thought that I had two days to find a story and not the slightest idea how to go about it.

In the lobby there was a discarded English language free magazine written for ex-pats and tourists; on a whim I called the editor and he put me in touch with a young photographer who had been one of Vaclav Havel’s student bodyguards during the Velvet Revolution. He showed me the city and together we found a story about young Americans who’d come to write the great American novel, imagining that Prague could do for them what Paris had done for Fitzgerald, Hemingway and Stein in the Twenties. There was even a bookshop that self-consciously imitated Shakespeare and Co.

It was a thin story and you won’t find it in this collection because, sadly, it wasn’t very good. In fact, it was pretty awful. But it taught me a great lesson – actually, it reminded me of one I’d already learnt in another discipline. Paul Klee wrote that the art of drawing was the art of omission and I realised that in interviewing a place, what you left out was as crucial as what you put in. Here I’d been fretting over finding a story and had been inundated with them. Every city is an anthology of stories. They fade in and out of each other. Stop and start. Places are an endless index of beginnings. Prague didn’t work as a piece because I couldn’t edit out what wasn’t essential. I had too much to say and too little space. But I loved the place and I loved being a journalist in it. This experience was quite unlike being a tourist, it had been intense in the way it made me look and listen and I can still recall the smells, the particular quality of the light, the warmth of the heated tram seats and the fake fur collars of the fake blonde girls. I really wanted to do it again.

The next story went better and is in this collection. I was sent to Milan to cover the fashion shows. The editor wanted a view that wasn’t a fashion writer’s. I’ve always loved fashion. It’s a mad industry that reaches from the most utilitarian overall to the most absurd ball gown. It’s the one piece of culture that everyone in the world takes part in. We all, after all, wear something. But it’s a multi-billion-dollar business run by über-neurotic men who you wouldn’t trust to babysit a goldfish and here I learnt another valuable lesson. Every story has a key, an image that unlocks everything else. On the page it may not be obvious to the reader but for me it’s a fixed point around which the story grows. I was walking with Nicola through the monumental Victor Emmanuel shopping terminus. We were between shows, thinking about lunch and I suddenly stopped. I knew I’d just seen something that was important. Turning round there was a woman. Incredibly elegantly and expensively dressed, perfectly accessorised. She was in a wheelchair. Thin useless legs in beautiful high-heeled shoes trying to negotiate the step up to the Prada shop. Through the window I could see the shop assistants watching her. They didn’t move. Their faces were bored masks. And I knew that the story would grow around that moment.

The key thing about this stem image is that I can’t force it, I can’t go out hunting for it. I have to trust that it will come. And it always has. In Cuba it was a pair of prostitutes who slowly disengaged from their repellent drunken German pick-ups to dance ecstatically and obliviously with each other. In Germany it wasn’t an image, it was a smell: the odour of asparagus piss that pervaded loos during the white spagel season. The stink beneath the apparent bosky heartiness. In Sudan it was a man starving to death in a desert who offered me a sip of water from a tiny gourd.

Sudan was my big break. The editor of the Sunday Times magazine asked me to cover the famine – a relief agency would get me in and facilitate passes from the revolutionary army who were in control of the south. Sudan had been fighting a vicious war for fifteen years and I nearly didn’t go. As I said, I’m a worrier and this seemed to be something that it was quite legitimate to worry about. I had two small children – someone less encumbered than I could go. I didn’t need to do it.

What actually made me get on the plane was silly vanity. Another editor on the paper (they are legion) called me off-the-record and said that to send a food critic to a famine was in the worst possible taste and would do nothing but harm to the paper, and almost certainly terminal damage to me personally, and that in his considered professional opinion I should stay at home and do what I was good at. Eat and watch telly. Well, that was it. In the event it wasn’t very dangerous but I did take a very foolish risk. The passes never materialised and I had to make an instant decision whether to abort the story on the border, go back to Nairobi and try again or carry on into a war zone without a passport or safe conduct pass. I went – and realised that stories get a momentum of their own. The desire, the need to go with them, transcends almost everything else and that’s what gets journalists killed. The Sudan piece hardly needed me at all. In that deeply annoying phrase, it wrote itself. I just sat down and started writing and didn’t stop until I’d finished. I never changed a word. On the page it was immeasurably helped by Paul Lowe’s amazing photographs, which went on to win the Life Award. (I was bitterly furious that they didn’t use one for the cover that week – we got Liza Minnelli instead.)

I’m neurotic about travelling light, so I take as little stuff in my head as possible. I never do any research. I know that this is not how they tell you to do it. You’re supposed to go and find out as much as possible, talk to old hands, trawl the cuts and the clouds of chaff on the web. Well I’ve done that – been diligent and professional – and what happens is that you arrive with a mental I-spy list of things to tick off and yards and yards of preconceptions. You look for confirmation of what you’ve already been told. Of course I can’t unlearn what I already know. We all travel with prejudices. I can’t make myself a palimpsest. I just don’t want to add other people’s scribbles and ideas to my own. Actually, I greatly value my own prejudices – they’re opinions based on a lifetime’s random experience. What I have found though, is that the more I travel the less certain I am of anything. The more I see the less I know. What I write are essentially impressions. I need them to be as vivid and surprising as possible.

Once I’ve arrived, I’ll talk to anyone, everyone, not unlike an insistent two-year-old. That old journalistic cliché, a quote from a taxi driver, is a cliché because taxi drivers invariably have a wealth of street-level knowledge. My sort of journalism is all about the surface of things. Travel writers all too often dig for stories, ignoring or mistrusting what’s in front of them. What you get is the view from a hole. In India, for instance, I wrote a long bit about the Taj Mahal. Too many travellers and old India hands say ignore the Taj in favour of some other more obscure site because it is the alpha tourist attraction, so accessible and familiar it must be essentially, culturally, semiotically worthless: virtual kitsch. But the truth is the Taj is fucking stupendous. It’s popular because it’s supremely magnificent. It’s all too easy to be bullied or blinkered by those who have emphatic prior knowledge or have got into print before you but you must balance that with the only rule of first person journalism. No one’s opinion is worth any more than yours.

The other unorthodox thing about the way I work is that I really don’t like to stay for long. First impressions are vital. There is an optimum time (and it varies) but you know that there’s a day when you starting rubbing out rather than adding. I work best when I feel lost and wary – it makes the senses sharper, the vision clearer. After a very short time you begin to lay down thread roots, have breakfast in the same place, be greeted by the waiter, recognise street signs and bill boards, stop being surprised by the light fittings or the way people blow their noses, or the smell of the street. Familiarity does not necessarily lead to wisdom. Indeed it often grows into a wilful myopia – just go to South Africa and talk to whites in Johannesburg who have lived there all their lives to see how little you can understand while knowing everything. Time doesn’t allow you to see further or clearer, or with greater insight, it’s all just a matter of emphasis and importance. The reason I don’t talk to foreign correspondents about places is because we do different jobs. Theirs is the explanation of events; mine is usually about the space between events. They do movement; I do colour.

On a job I don’t carry a camera or a note pad, I never write anything down. Notes don’t help. They are an interruption. Instead of being an aid, they dictate. You rely on them rather than what you’re seeing and hearing. I do, though, collect things: bits of paper, maps, menus, tickets, newspapers (even if I can’t read them), food wrappers, tourist brochures, receipts. I always return with a bag full of litter. I don’t start writing immediately. The images are too bright and clamorous. I leave it a week or two, sometimes a month. I trust my memory to filter out what’s important. And I talk about where I’ve been as much as possible. The act of turning it into stories, descriptions and anecdotes and having to repeat them, watching people react, begins to form an armature for the piece. This process of trusting memory is the most difficult of all. What if you went, saw, came back and forgot it all – or the most important bits? I just have to believe that everything is retrievable. That when you reach for an illustration it’ll be there.

All this is only really possible in the first person. It’s my voice, my view, my opinion. And just as no one’s opinion is worth more than mine, so mine is worth no more than anyone else’s. I’m often accused of being contentious. I suppose predictably and rather arrogantly I take that as a compliment. If my articles cause raised blood pressure, then good – that’s what first person journalism is for. We hacks do opposition. But while they may be the start of the argument, they’re never the last word. There is no last word. No definitive view. The older I get the more I see, the more I’m convinced about nothing at all. Opinions, prejudices, theories and revelations are just the social and intellectual weather under which we live.

The view from the window has slipped into something more formal. Now in front of me is Captain Bligh’s Bounty and beyond it Sydney Harbour and the segmented convocation of the Opera House, the southern hemisphere’s Taj Mahal. So familiar, so barely worth a mention. But you see, no one ever tells you about the bats. There are thousands of them. Stuttering and stalling over the bay like bad animation. They’re the size of Alsatians, the biggest bats in the world. And there’s a surprise.
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SOUTH

I have no more connection with Africa than an airline ticket, yet I’m continually drawn to it. I’m always missing it. I know that to talk lovingly of Africa has the spongy sentimentality of Americans who talk lovingly about Europe – which bit, pray? Stuttgart, Patmos, the Norwegian Fjords, Godalming? Africa is as varied and various as it is huge, but it does have a cohesion, a common beat that Europe or America has lost. It’s something to do with living close to the edge of disaster, but also of being so mutually dependent on one another, on family and tribe and neighbour and luck. We get the luxury of solitude and individuality as a by-product of riches and progress. Africans cling to a web of fraternity through poverty and hardship. Everything Africa achieves is done the hard way.

One of the things I emphatically don’t want to be part of is the school of salacious disaster reporting that revels in unthinkable horror and then shrugs a hopeless shoulder. Africa isn’t a hopeless case; it isn’t the measure at the bottom of the barometer of human suffering. The commonly held belief that Africa was far better under colonialism is a nasty nonsense. Just take Tanzania for instance. The British left it a poor country of 11 million souls. It’s now a poor country of 40 million. The poverty is the constant, but Africa grows apace and despite the worst that nature, rotten government, sickness and cynical exploitation throws at it, it still explodes with enthusiasm, energy, laughter and entrepreneurial creativity. Africa is not a bad or cursed place. It’s a good place where cursed and bad things happen.

The first job I did in sub-Saharan Africa was to write a piece on big game hunting in the Transvaal. I got off the little plane in the shadow of the Drakensberg Mountains and was shocked. For some ignorant reason I’d expected it to be the Serengeti: wide grassy plains with flat top acacia and koppies. This raw red tip that looked like God had gone mad with a pickaxe and had more thorns than everywhere else on earth put together, was a shock. Still wearing the clothes I’d left London in, I got into a truck with a rather sad Afrikaaner hunter. He wanted to farm his family land but as there’d been no rain for five years he was reduced to selling the sparse game that occasionally wandered in off the Kruger National Park to American dentists and German car dealers who wanted to be five-day Hemingways and had rifles that were worth more than his house.

In the back were a family of Spanish sherry heirs – a father and his three sons. They wanted an elephant and they’d paid an astronomical, non-returnable sum for it. This was their last day. They weren’t happy Iberians. Every so often, they’d loose off at families of warthog that trotted through the bush in decreasing size, like families of Russian dolls. The white hunter drove with a depressed silent benevolence. Perched on the bonnet was a Shangan tracker. I’d never seen anyone with skill like his before, he could read dust as if it had motorway signs. Hunched in an army greatcoat covered in the red earth and ripped by camel thorns, he sat and tracked the elephant at 30mph. Raising a hand, we’d stop and he’d go off and squat on the earth with a cocked head. “One bull walking this way … he’s eating … an hour ago.” I stood beside him and saw absolutely nothing. Then he showed me the shallow shadow imprints of big feet. They emerged like magic out of the earth. Soft round pads … here … here … here. The Spaniards grew excited. There was a faint line like a dragged stick. “Look at that … tusks, huge tusks … to the ground.” They high-fived. The tracker stood up and as he turned away said softly: “Penis.” I caught his yellow malarial eye for the briefest moment. It was as blank as an eagle’s. There was not the slightest intimation as to whether he was referring to the hunter or the hunted. It was a look I came to recognise in Africa.

They didn’t get their elephant, which was fine by me. It crossed an invisible line into the sanctuary of the Kruger Park and stood still, slowly chewing branches. The Spaniards swore and complained in a huddle. I went and sat under a bush and drank warm Coca-Cola, my head was splitting, my back hurt: this wasn’t the Stewart Granger scenario I’d been promised. The Afrikaaner walked over and standing in profile coughed: “I know what you’re thinking.” “You do?” “Ah, yes man … You’re falling in love, you love this place.” As a matter of fact, this was about as far from what I was thinking as it’s possible to think. So I smiled. And he went on. “I can always tell. This place, this Africa, will haunt you. You’ll be drawn here forever and you know why?” He wasn’t looking for an answer. “Because it’s where it all began. This is where we all come from. This is where we started. You’ve come home.”

It was the longest speech I heard him make and I thought he was mad. That night as I lay in my camp bed and listened to the hyenas crunch the rubbish, I still thought he was mad. But it slowly crept up on me that he was also right.
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The end of the road

Sudan, May 1998

“There is no famine.” Marc Hermant, the lugubrious Belgian head of mission for Médecins Sans Frontiè res (MSF), south Sudan programme, wipes his tired eyes and repeats himself like a patient schoolteacher explaining basic grammar to a thick nine-year-old. I am sorry, no famine? There must be a famine. “Not a Famine in Africa” isn’t exactly news. I’ve seen the footage, it looks like a famine to me, Bob Geldof said it was a famine. “Bob Geldof said that?” Hermant gingerly sips his bright yellow mulligatawny soup. “No, what we have is a potential famine. If something isn’t done now there will be famine next year.” Ah, so it is the foothills of famine? The preview of famine? A promise of famine? “Yes, now is the hunger gap.”

Don’t you just love the hunger gap, such a great phrase? It sounds like an advertising slogan: “Mind the hunger gap”, “Fill that hunger gap”. One hundred years ago the hunger gap would have been familiar all over the earth. It is that lean time when the store food runs out before the harvest has ripened. In Britain, late spring was the time when it was dangerous to be young or old or alone. In Sudan, they plant with the rains, in normal years about now, and harvest in October. The hunger gap should be a month or so – nature’s organic cull of the feeble and the halt and the sick and the unlucky on a species that has no natural predator but itself. This year the hunger gap has come early and the rains haven’t come at all – yet. In the lexicon of professional aid, famine is a technical term. It squats darkly over the horizon, collating its misery, biding its time.

We’re sitting in the terrace bar of the Norfolk Hotel in Nairobi, 500 miles from the Sudan. It is spitting rain emetically, and has been for a month. El Niño, this year’s pan-global excuse for everything, suits the Norfolk, which looks like a down-at-heel Hampshire golf club, suburba-bethan: black beans and steak-and- kidney pudding, faded framed caricatures of long-dead ex-pats with smug grins and neat facial hair. In the lobby the souvenir carry-on of carved giraffes and smiley rhinos graze among the silver boxes of film crews, neatly encapsulating Africa’s two great exports: anthropomorphism and bad news. The bellboy hurries back and forth, piling up the delicate technical kit and telescopic legs of investigation and concern. There are a lot of film crews here: the BBC has three; ITN has one, with another on the way. CNN and ABC and a host of others are passing through. Famine always draws a crowd.

Here’s how a promise of famine works: people start to die. Charities on the ground blow the whistle, Khartoum wants to show international goodwill, so, despite a civil war, it allows strictly limited food drops. Thirty-six charities and the UN form an umbrella group called Operational Lifeline Sudan and make a deal with the guerrillas, who need to feed their soldiers, and then turn to the world media to provide the advertising. Khartoum says no one is allowed on a charity flight without its visa, which takes months, so forget it. The rebels won’t allow anyone into their areas without a pass from them and they won’t give it to anyone who has got a stamp from Khartoum, so the film crews have to charter their own aircraft and it is a very expensive operation. Bad news is the province of the rich. Charter prices have gone through the roof: the BBC has leased a Dakota; back home, editors are screaming about vanishing budgets, but like two bluffing poker players, ITN and the BBC won’t back down. They need a story and so do the charities. Charities may work as a selfless consciousness of the world at the sharp end, but at the tin-rattling end, they exist in a deeply competitive capitalist market: an appearance by a logo and spokesman on the News at Ten means donations. An American religious charity went to an MSF feeding centre and put their T-shirts on the hungry kids to film them – cash in the tin back home. Someone sent a plane-load of anti-hypothermia suits made for Bosnia; ah, well, beggars can’t be choosers. Brenda Barton made the front pages and the Nine O’Clock News in her logo T-shirt by feeding two malnourished children with her own breasts. It was a great picture. The fact that she had presumably taken up 10 stone of food space on an aid plane to transport a pair of pint-sized breasts to the starving wasn’t mentioned. Nor was the horrible symbolism of a fecund European dribbling largesse over black babies, or the sensational tastelessness of flashing gravid teats in front of mothers whose own milk has dried up. “I didn’t do it as a publicity stunt,” she said. Barton is the press officer of the World Food Programme (WFP) and just happened upon a BBC camera crew in the biggest, emptiest country in Africa.

The journalists at the bar consider starting a charity called Lactaid and holding a red nipple day. Over the cold beers they talk about there not being enough “skellis”: skeletal people. ITN coaxed an old woman into a tree to pick leaves. The humour is callous and black but it is forgivable, it is the flak jacket of people who have only their own hard-bitten cynicism to protect their dreams.

The press and charities have a mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship: hacks need the charities to find the eyebite-worthy starving; the charities need the publicity. Apart from the familiar charities there are some very weird organisations out here raising money while the sun shines. They have alarming names like Safe Harbour, A-Cross and Victims of the Martyrs. Because, at least in part, the civil war is religious: Christian and animistic south rejecting the imposition of northern Muslim law. There is an absolute prohibition on Bibles. It is a stipulation for continuing aid, but an air traffic controller at Wilson airport in Nairobi tells me she has seen American religious charities smuggling them in anyway. Now explain to me what sort of missionary zeal fills a plane with books when children are dying for milk?

Others smuggle guns, butter and psalms across the Ugandan border with the connivance of a bunch of bona fide foaming dingbats called the Lord’s Resistance Army, who kidnap children, and give them Kalashnikovs and the belief that bullets can’t touch them. There are rumours of CIA involvement and of links with the Tutsis. Saddam and Gaddafi have their fingers in this pie. Fifteen years of civil war, dislocation, drought, double-dealing, burnt crops and regular bouts of world amnesia have made southern Sudan a rich Petri dish for all the fungus and corruption of every conceivable form of apocalyptic, man-made misery.

Paul, the photographer, and I cadge a lift north with an ITN crew. From the air, northern Kenya could be the Scottish borders. This is White Mischief country, Isak Dinesen – I had a farm in Africa, the landscape of lachrymose colonial bathos and excess. But it exhausts the romance and the bedside literature to peter out into rough khaki scrub that stretches like mouldy pebbledash across the horizon. We are flying in a caravan, a squat, slow, single-engined workhorse, with a pilot who has aviator engraved on his shades. It’s no comfort to be flown by someone who has to have their job description etched on their spectacles.

Bahr al Ghazal is a state twice the size of France with a population of perhaps less than a million, but no one’s counting. This is where the worst of the proto-famine is. Six hours from Nairobi, it is like flying to Washington in a Morris Minor without a toilet. Tim Ewart, the ITN reporter, slowly does the Telegraph crossword, then gives up to read Mario Puzo (he’s on page 20). Paul and I haven’t got passes from the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) guerrillas – the office in Nairobi was closed – but we are assured we can get them at the refuelling stop in Lokichokio. It’s a formality, no problem. Lokichokio: crazy name, crazy place, a border town dropped in a fold in the hills between nowhere and nothing. The line that separates Kenya from Sudan is purely notional. A year ago this was a collection of huts baking in the wilderness, with a landing strip. Now it is a frontier town, a burgeoning collection of tents and hastily built breeze-block cantonments with bars and swimming pools and rooms with showers. It is a boom town, growing to service five Hercules aircraft, tied to the outside world by a thin, potholed, crumbling, rain-washed, bandit-harassed road that winds 1,000 miles to the coast at Mombasa. Everything – fuel, food, loo paper, Coca-Cola – has to be driven into Loki. This is Charityville.

In the West, we don’t get to see the UN at work. We probably think it is a good idea, a bit wasteful, a bit blunt and slow. But we never get to see where all that money and effort actually goes. It goes here, into these ranks of Toyota Land Cruisers and bubbling Tarmac; and guards with walkie-talkies and gangs of black labourers, humping white sacks in the midday sun, and the pilots hanging out with a cold Coke in the Trailfinders bar. And the long lines of dusty tents, each the size of a football pitch, with the letters UN like a 20ft-high expletive painted on the sides. When this much neat charity lands on your doorstep, it changes everything: the economy, the social structure, the landscape. UN, the Ultimate Niño. Looking at Loki, it is impossible not to draw the trite conclusion that Africa has simply swapped colonialism for charity and there is very little difference. Both are buttressed with fine words, both in practice are paternalistic and divisive. It is still the white folk in the shade and the black folk humping the sacks.

There is a problem. A big problem. They won’t give us a pass. The SPLA has changed the rules: it says it doesn’t have authority, we’ve got to go back to Nairobi. “What do you want to do?” Stick here in Charityville, cadge a lift back tomorrow or the next day, then rent a plane sometime next week, or go on? “You’re welcome to wing it,” says Tim Ewart. “Basically, if we don’t go now, there’s no story.” Someone says we’ll risk it. Startled, I look round, what fool was that? Idiotically, it was me. As the plane takes off Paul says, “What can they do to us? Send us back?” I spend the next three uncomfortable hours thinking of all the things they can do to us. For some apparently good reason, we have left our passports behind. I am travelling across an international border into a war zone illegally, without a passport or a pass. I am going to a place that is 20 miles from the front line, that was evacuated a month ago because it was attacked by the Popular Defence Force. I don’t mention the PDF, aka the Murahleen, light cavalry mercenaries employed by Khartoum to ride down the single, vulnerable railway track and do a bit of entrepreneurial terrorism on the side. They came at night, killed 200 and rustled cattle. No one has been up here since. What can they do to us? Plenty.

Suddenly I’m moved by an unarguable need to pee. There is nowhere to pee. We brought our own water (five inflated dollars a bottle from the hotel), but the bottles are still full. We land in Ajiep. I am hyperventilating with fear, the doors open and the heat greets us like a long-lost relative. “There is some bad news, I am afraid. Mawir Myok Lyal from the SSRA is here.” That’s bad? “That’s bad.” The SSRA is the political wing of the SPLA, sort of their Sinn Fein. This Lyal is Gerry Adams. That’s bad. Tim Ewart says, “Look, no offence, but I don’t know you, I can’t risk my story.” “We don’t know you,” says the charity worker. “We can’t risk the team on the ground.” Quite. “You can hide in the plane,” says the pilot, “I’ll fly you back.” A court martial is better than another six hours in this thing. Sod it, at least I am going to stand in Sudan. Secretary Lyal is sitting at a roughly made table under a shade-tree. He is surrounded by lieutenants in T-shirts and bits of fatigued militaria. One bloke has a baseball cap that advertises Men in Black. Lyal is precisely what Central Casting would have ordered for The Wild Geese: imposing, cunning, tough. AA Gill, Sunday Times, London. There has been a bit of a mix-up, I’m afraid. I shake his hand with a firm confidence and squat at his feet, cod psychology. He opens his mouth to reply, but he hasn’t got any front teeth and it rather spoils the effect. Have we got any identification, he lisps. I give him my press card. He examines it, flips it over and reads, “If found, please hand this card in at the nearest police station.” Pauses for a moment. “Okay, you can stay, I’ll fix it.” Manfully, I restrain myself from French kissing his hand.

We look round for the first time. Nothing prepares you for mass starvation, for the promise of famine. Or rather, everything prepares you for it, years of photographs and terse newsreel, skimmed journalism, accusing posters and award-winning photographs. They all prepare you for it, but none of them protects you from the truth of it. The terrible, terrible, pitiful shock of it. It is not staring at the face of starvation that thuds like a blow to your heart, it is having starvation stare back at you. All our lives, we’ve examined these people and swallowed the lump, turned the page, been quietly moved, but protected by the one-way mirror of news. We have averted our eyes to the grinning photos of our own plump children framed on the mantel, and felt the shaming relief of the uninvolved. Nothing protects you from the quiet scrutiny of a thousand fly-blown, bloodshot, liver-yellow, starving eyes, and nothing protects you from the smile of welcome. What have the Dinka got to smile about?

Ajiep is where the buck finally stops. Having been passed from hand to mouth around the world it comes to rest in the shade of a thorn tree in this dry, hot earth. Here, finally, is that mythological, nursery tea-time place: “Remember all the starving people in Africa.” This is what we left on the side of our plates. Here is the end of the longest queue in the world. “The people less fortunate than yourself.” When the Dinka look round, there is no one behind them. They are refugees in their own land wandering in an arid, featureless plain, waiting for famine to organise its paperwork.

Technically this isn’t a famine because the starvation is only patchy. Some of the Dinka, one of the three main tribes of southern Sudan, are less malnourished than others, but the hunger gap is working overtime. Ajiep is the worst any of the aid workers have seen. There has been no food here for a month. Lifeline Sudan flies its Hercules in broad circles over the area days before food drops. In this land without electricity or even the last century’s communications, it is the semaphored signal for people to start walking. They walk enormous distances in an oppressive heat that makes every foot feel like a yard. Through a bush so bereft of natural features, I am lost within 50 paces; they do it carrying their children and with barely any water. We have to drink eight litres a day to avoid dehydration, but the Dinka carry only little carved cups around their necks and sip occasionally. The hardiness is beyond anything you have ever seen on a sports field or running track. And nothing can protect you from their awful beauty.

You couldn’t have chosen a more handsome tribe to starve to death: they are tall and rangy, blue-black with high cheeks and broad foreheads with beautiful chevrons scarred on their brows. They wear elegant earrings and bracelets and simple silver crosses; the men carry orchid-leaf-bladed spears and stripling-thin cattle whips. They wear a mixture of swathed and swagged traditional togas and cast-off Oxfam rags. The young girls seem to like slips and nighties, and the mixture of beads and silver and silk petticoats in faded pastels disconcertingly makes them look like this year’s Paris catwalk. Everyone moves with a slow grace. The Dinka are incapable of doing anything without a poised elegance. They arrange their limbs with fluid ease; you are always being drawn to the curve of a neck or the etiolated fingers cupping a child’s head. They gather in tableaux, like Renaissance frescoes with occasional splashes of cerulean from the men’s jellabas.

ITN go off in search of “skellis” and tree-climbing grannies, wrapping their poor-taste cynicism around them like a mackintosh against a storm of pity. I walk to the children’s feeding centre, a collection of grass huts, where young mothers sit in the sun cradling their infants. The starving children are beyond words. They lie limp and exhausted in the young women’s laps, eyes half-closed, limbs like so much kindling. Most are silent, and occasionally tears streak the dusty-sallowed cheeks, attracting the constant flies. Inside the longest hut in the stifling dark a French nurse tersely and efficiently logs the proximity of death. She does a MUAC test (middle upper arm circumference), where a calibrated circle of card is placed around the child’s upper arm and slid tight. It is coloured green, yellow, orange and red. The orange section means the child is at risk, the red means the child needs therapeutic feeding. The circle is the size of an expensive cigar. She measures weight for height: children who have fallen to 70% of body weight are given supplementary rations. At 60%, they are kept at the centre and fed milk eight times a day under supervision. There are five-month-old babies who weigh the same as they did at birth. An infant who is 60% of body weight looks virtually dead. The fragile signs of life flicker like a guttering candle. Their skulls and joints are perfectly drawn through their baggy skins. The hair is as parched and sparse as an old man’s, slitted eyes glint through well-like sockets. They exist from moment to moment, small bird-like gnarled hands resting on exhausted breasts. “A western child wouldn’t live two days in this condition,” the nurse says. “Here, the ones we can feed have a 90% chance of surviving. The transformation over a month is miraculous. They are very resilient, but of course they may have less resistance to illness later.” Measles and diarrhoea are famine’s little helpers.

She has seen 815 children under five: 167 are moderately malnourished by African standards, 404 badly and 234 severely. The centre works on a 5% higher threshold than anywhere else on the continent, otherwise they would be overwhelmed. All through the bush the Dinka are walking, moving in straggling lines to converge on an open, treeless plain where the food drop will be distributed. In normal days they are pastoralists who plant single subsistence crops and herd cattle. Cattle to the Dinka aren’t food, they are everything. They’re money, property, holidays, shops, golf clubs, arcades, multiplex cinemas, trips to the pub, walks in the park. A wife costs about 40 cows and five bulls. Cattle are life. And now they are eating them, or they are being stolen and shot. If someone took away your home, your income, and set you on the street in your pyjamas, you would still live in a place that was functioning and solid, in a society that doesn’t even count hunger as a measure of poverty. Without their cattle, the Dinka have less than nothing. If these young people want to be homeless together, it has to be on tick, on the promise of future calves.

A gaggle of girls walk beside me, straight backs and high breasts. They move with an easy, undulating rhythm. Little plumes of dust are kicked up by their feet. They giggle and whisper to each other, as cool and direct and blushingly unnerving as any group of pretty teenagers. They flirt. Nobody prepares you for flirting in a famine. While there is life, there is still living. One strides close and does a rolling lumpen imitation of my gait, and her friends bridle and shimmy in peals of laughter. With long, strong fingers, she touches her heart and then her lips and gives me a glowing white smile.

On the plain the Dinka line up in a milling band. They stretch across the horizon like a David Lean panning shot. Facing them 200 yards away are the neat files of white sacks containing split peas and maize, each attended by companies of askari. Standing on a pile of food, a fat WFP officer with a plastic water bottle over his shoulder shouts orders and waves a fly whisk: a martinet that is depressingly familiar all over Africa. Small boys, self-important with red rags of office tied to their wrists, dart back and forth, prodding women with cattle sticks. This is the lottery of life, the rough end of charity. Not everyone will be fed. And considering its mortal importance, the choosing is remarkably good-natured. The sacks are broken open and each divided between nine women: they fill their calabashes with pulses and tear up the plastic to make bundles to put on their heads.

Each of these little groups comes from one village – the women are responsible for the food but the head man chooses who will be fed. There is a lot of shouting and gesticulating, and the process is meticulous and desperately slow. But the Dinka have nowhere else to be. They stand in the hot sun and wait: it is not so much stoical or fatalistic as a worn-out realism. Each of the women carries a small brush made from sticks to sweep the spilled grain. They are loaded with 28 days’ subsistence and, balanced as finely as tightrope walkers, they slowly move off into the bush, their small, naked children trailing behind. They will return to their villages if they still exist, or find a spot under a tree. An aid worker says, “I wonder what those women have to do to be chosen and how much of that food goes to the army.” As the interminable business grinds on, I lie in the shadow of a termite hill with a group of men. They smile and nod. I hand out the last of my cigarettes, we sit for ten companionable minutes, watching. The choosing and rejecting, the spilling of seed. There is a light touch on my shoulder, and a man about my age in a shirt that is just dirty ribbons, with bony elbows and ribs like the ruts in a baked road, leans forward and smiles. The taut parchment skin wrinkles over his cheeks, his eyes are the colour of weak tea. He holds out the little gourd that is slung round his neck: would I like a drink? It is a small epiphany of sorts, to be offered hospitality from the very back of the earth’s queue. Think of all the starving in Africa. It was as if the Good Samaritan had been offered succour by the man overtaken by thieves, and it was the most gravely humbling gesture. I was glad to be wearing sunglasses. I didn’t trust myself to speak, just shook my head and dragged deeply on my cigarette.

Biblical analogies come easily here, the exodus of the Dinka, the flight across the desert, the ancient heroic look of them, a chosen people. Every so often a flash of metal spikes the eye: invariably it is a silver cross. Unbidden, I remember the Sermon on the Mount. I never thought I would actually see it played out quite so literally or with such grace. “Ye are the salt of the earth.” “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.”
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