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Preface to the New Edition

At last it felt as if summer had arrived. Months of relentless rain and gloom had finally given way to an uplifting late-season warmth. But the feelgood factor that rippled through the crowd of thousands gathered in London’s Parliament Square was only partly a consequence of the barometric change in England’s fortunes. Most of it was down to the trademark smile that crinkled the face of Nelson Mandela. He was a frail eighty-nine years old but age had not diminished Mr Mandela’s capacity to engage and enthral an audience.

It was 29 August 2007, the tail end of a summer that had seen vast swathes of Britain under flood waters and the nation’s mood battered by the latest in a series of senseless shootings in which both the perpetrators and the victims were children. Madiba, as his people back in South Africa preferred to call him, was in town to take part in the ceremonial unveiling of a statue commissioned in his honour. The nine-foot bronze took its place alongside other historic figures - Winston Churchill, Abraham  Lincoln and Jan Smuts, a South African leader from a time when the foundations of apartheid were being laid. Mr Mandela dealt with that little irony with the humour he so often deployed in his mission of reconciliation back home. That was then, this is now, he seemed to say as he recalled an earlier trip to Parliament Square. It was 1962. He was in London with Oliver Tambo, his partner in the anti-apartheid struggle. Mandela was largely unknown in Britain at that time but already a wanted man in his racist homeland. The two young(ish) black leaders could not help but notice the Smuts memorial. ‘We hoped that one day a statue of a black person would be erected here,’ he told the crowd at the unveiling ceremony. He didn’t say ‘Well, here I am.’ The glint in those wise, old eyes conveyed the thought. Characteristically, he said the memorial stood for all those who fought oppression.

Like every good orator Nelson Mandela saved a little rabbit to pull out of a rhetorical hat. To huge cheers from the adoring thousands he announced that to mark his ninetieth birthday in 2008 there would be a concert to raise funds for 46664 - the Aids charity named after the former South African president’s Robben Island prison number. ‘I plan to be here!’ That mischievous little grin again.

Another concert for the poor little Africans in London’s Hyde Park. I’m afraid that was the thought that crossed my mind. It was the moment the warm bubble of bonhomie that had enveloped me - even though I was sitting in a TV studio miles away - was punctured ever so slightly. I have nothing against rock concerts (indeed I had boogied with the best of them at the Live 8 gig in 2005 at Hyde Park a couple of years earlier); I have nothing against the musicians who give up their time - even if some of them are naïve or attention-seeking, or both; and I welcome any funds that are raised for whichever cause is being promoted; but I can never quite erase the thought that the whole thing might just be a distraction.

Most of all, I’m not sure how much influence celebrity events have on the people of Africa themselves who, ultimately, are the ones having to rebuild their broken continent. During the Live 8 extravaganza in 2005 the relegation of most African musicians to what seemed like an also-ran event in England’s West Country - even if it was at the architecturally spectacular Eden Project - sent out an odd message to any Africans fortunate enough to have a TV on which to watch the spectacle. ‘We want to help all you Africans out there but, heaven forbid, any of you actually take centre stage.’ That’s what it must have felt like. The idea that musicians such as Salif Keita or Angélique Kidjo - their talent as abundant as their album sales - could not have held their own with the likes of the shambolic Pete Doherty or the veteran Roger Daltrey takes some understanding. One broadcaster called it ‘musical apartheid’.

Whatever Africans made of Live 8 there can be little doubt it played a part in galvanising a new generation of potential activists in Britain and other rich countries. The concert itself was embedded in a year of campaigning on behalf of the poor world and Africa in particular. The Make Poverty History campaign was a vast coalition of international organisations with an interest in the developing world. So vast, in fact, that the MPH website lists them in an A-Z directory - from Action on Disability and Development to the Zomba Action Project.

In March of that year Tony Blair’s Commission for Africa had published its report. With Britain in charge of the rotating EU presidency and chairing the G8 in the second half of 2005 Blair, to his credit, devoted more summit time to Africa than anyone could remember. And it didn’t stop there. In September 2005 there was the UN Millennium Summit. All in all, the years since the last edition of A Passage to Africa was published in 2002 have certainly been ones in which Africa’s friends have succeeded in keeping its travails in the public eye.

How much of the attention lavished on Africa has led to  policies that truly transform the lives of Africans is a moot point. The arguments continue as they always have done. The weakest of the criticisms is the ‘not enough’ variety. That rich countries have failed to live up to their pledges on the amount of aid they offer African countries is self-evident. It crops up every time new figures are published. As it happens aid to sub-Saharan Africa from the thirty countries in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, including the money that is distributed by international organisations, went up by about 5 per cent in 2006 - much less than what is needed or promised but more than many feared. Some countries - such as Britain - gave more than others. C’est la vie.

More telling is the argument that the quality of aid, as opposed to the quantity, is poor. I have a great deal of sympathy for the central criticism contained in the Real Aid reports published by the British charity, ActionAid: that too great a proportion of the money supposedly given to African countries is actually spent on an army of overpaid consultants and experts. In the chapter on Uganda, ‘Hope for the Future’, I pointed out that ‘the number of development consultants running around Africa now far outstrips the number of white civil servants it took to run the place even in the heyday of colonialism’. The Real Aid reports lend weight to that observation I made back in 2001. For 2006, the charity claimed that $37 billion, roughly half of all aid, was what it called ‘phantom’ aid - money that is not really available to poor countries to actually fight poverty. I am not an expert and I cannot test that assertion but the suspicion rears its head every time I see the aid agency compounds full of brand new Toyota Land Cruisers and late-night watering holes full of experts debating the latest trend in helping poor people.

What is incontrovertible is that Africa continues to stagnate at the bottom of the pile. The years since 2001 when this book was first published have done little to change that fact. By almost any measure you care to choose the people of Africa remain  stubbornly at the wrong end of the league table of nations. There are, of course, many ways to make the judgement. My own favourite is the UN’s annual Human Development Report - not least because it is overseen by Kevin Watkins, a man I came to trust when he was policy director at Oxfam. The Human Development Report eschews a blunt comparison of countries based purely on wealth creation and, instead, includes a wide variety of tests such as access to clean water and the treatment of women. It makes no difference. Of some 170 countries listed in the 2006 report the last fifty is virtually a roll-call of sub-Saharan Africa.

Some of the figures are grotesque. That an oil-rich country such as Nigeria should have more than 70 per cent of its population living in poverty is an indictment of every politician and military officer who has dared to call himself a leader of this, the most populous country on the continent. At the other end of the scale, one of Africa’s most homogenous and scarcely populated nations, Botswana, has an average life expectancy of just 34.9 years. It is a nation ravaged, like so many others on the continent, by the scourge of HIV/Aids. In fact, across Africa it seems you’d be lucky to make it to fifty. In Ethiopia there are just three doctors for every hundred thousand people. In the Democratic Republic of Congo that figure is eleven. Compare that to its one-time colonial master, Belgium, where there are 449 doctors for the same number of people.

There has been one significant change on the aid front since A Passage to Africa first came out. China has gone from being a recipient of aid to a country that hands it out. Its dramatic entry into the who’s who of donor nations ought to be a cause for celebration. When money for development is so scarce, every new source of cash is welcome. More importantly, having lifted nearly half a billion of its own people out of absolute poverty you would have thought the Chinese might be in a good position to teach African leaders how to perform the same trick in their own countries. But there is little sign that China’s relationship with Africa  is any less self-serving than the links Western donors have had with the continent.

China’s trade with Africa grew from about $10 billion in 2000 to about $50 billion in 2006. But the nature of the trade remains primitive and one-sided. By and large Africans are still digging things out of the ground - be it copper in Zambia or cobalt from the Democratic Republic of Congo - to feed China’s voracious manufacturing industries. No prizes for guessing where the real profits are made. All those factories that generate China’s trade surpluses need fuel and a lot of it comes from Africa. And for countries such as Sudan, with a murderous human rights record, China is the perfect business partner. It’s blind-eye trading policy means that Sudan and other countries which make a habit of hurting their own people need never worry about running short of money. Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe and Omar al-Bashir in Sudan, among others, must be thanking their lucky stars.

Perhaps it is naive to expect China to behave in any other way. More surprising is the alacrity with which African leaders have queued up for Chinese largesse, like children waiting in line to see Santa at Harrods. In November 2006 some fifty African heads of state and ministers gathered in Beijing. The sight of so many African politicians, their banquet bellies trussed up in imported suits, glad-handing each other and their Chinese hosts made me feel faintly sick. It’s as if they had learned nothing from the post-independence era. If the last fifty years (Ghana celebrated its half-century in 2007) have proved anything it is that there is only a very slight relationship between aid and economic progress. Some $500 billion has been sunk into Africa and there is precious little to show for it. The Beijing summit was too stark a reminder of the days when Africans held out the begging bowl, as if their redemption lay in the charitable (or not so charitable) instincts of others rather than themselves and their peoples.

I continue to place my faith in the people of Africa rather than  their leaders. Since the first edition of this book some of those whom I thought were leading Africa in a new direction no longer warrant the confidence I had in them. In Eritrea, Issaias Aferwerki leads one of the most authoritarian regimes on the continent - it is also one of the poorest. Across the border in Ethiopia, Africa’s second most populous country, Meles Zenawi, too, has found it easier to harass people who do not agree with him than to listen and learn from what they might have to say. According to Human Rights Watch thousands were arrested in the period after the 2005 elections. Journalists have had a particularly rough time of it - some of them facing charges of treason. Political opponents who used mobile phone text messages to organise themselves soon found there were ‘technical difficulties’ with the service. It reminds me of the old Soviet Union when photocopying machines were deemed subversive for much the same reason. I wonder whether the likes of Tony Blair and Bob Geldof would still be as happy to share a table at the Africa Commission with Mr Zenawi. And Yoweri Museveni, with whom I spent a very pleasant day on his farm in 1997 (see the chapter on Uganda), is looking and sounding very much like the Big Man he once told me he despised. Those are the leaders who are bad from the start, men for whom power is an end in itself. But Museveni promised to be different. Indeed he was different. When such a man loses his way, the damage to Africa and its reputation is all the greater.

As for Africa’s people, well, there is a new generation out there. My generation, freedom’s children, born and educated in those years of euphoria after independence, have had our chance. We didn’t do much with it. We were idealistic and naive - prepared to believe that all things were possible but incapable of making them happen.

In Africa now there is a sense of a second chance. In 2005 I went back to Ghana and my old school, Christ the King. I met eight-year-old Nana Jackson there. She represents a generation that does not delude itself. While we dreamed that Africa would  join the space race, Nana and her friends just want to grow up healthy and strong. Her generation knows only too well that a black man sitting in what was once the colonial governor’s residence is no guarantee of a better life. Perhaps they are all the better for that dose of realism. Ghana today is regarded as something of a star performer again. The election in 2004 saw John Kufuor re-elected as President. He ran under the somewhat prosaic slogan ‘So far, so good’. It made a welcome change from the bombast and violence that have so often accompanied polls in Africa. It’s as if the country has come full circle, ready to begin again.

It is tempting to look for one, single, all-encompassing answer to Africa’s challenges. That’s never going to happen. A Fulani woman from Burkina Faso has as little in common with a Xhosa man from South Africa as a Greek olive farmer has with a city trader in London. The Egyptian-born billionaire and philanthropist Mo Ibrahim tells a wonderful story about the way some people fail to see Africa in all its cultural variety and geographical vastness. Mo, who made his fortune establishing a mobile phone network in several African countries, got a call on his phone one day from a business acquaintance. ‘Hey! Mo, how you doing? Listen, I’ll be in Africa next week and I thought we should hook up for breakfast. Sound good?’ So would that be Cape Town or Cairo?

The temptation to find a one-size-fits-all solution to the continent’s economic woes and political weaknesses has underpinned so much of what well-meaning experts have tried to do for Africa. Whether it was the concept of good governance in the political field or privatisation in the economic one, the imposition of policies that flowed from those ideas, regardless of place or people, has been part of the reason their success rate has been so patchy. Over the years I have come to regard the empowerment of the individual rather than the reform of the ‘system’ as the key to addressing Africa’s myriad needs.

As citizens in the rich world our most powerful weapon is the freedom to say no. Though it is essentially a political freedom it is enhanced and made possible by our economic independence from the state. So long as our salary is not dependent on political patronage we are comfortable about confronting our leaders. An old boss of mine who made a tidy sum of money after selling off shares in a company he helped to build was once asked what all that cash meant to him. He said it was ‘fuck-off money’. It meant he no longer had to accept everything his own bosses did. He could walk away.

Imagine if we could give Africans a little of that independence. It is one of the reasons why I support Fairtrade. It is not necessarily the best solution or even the only solution but what it does right now, while the politicians bicker about trade and aid, is help put money into the hands of individual farmers in Africa and elsewhere. It liberates them in what I think is the most important way of all. That extra cash they get from being part of the Fairtrade system allows them to make choices which they will exercise, first as consumers, and then as citizens. Kwame Nkrumah, the continent’s first post-colonial leader, asked his fellow Africans to ‘seek first the political kingdom’ as if everything else, including economic prosperity, would follow naturally. It might have made some sense at the time given that much of Africa was still under the colonial yoke. Does it still make sense? Now it may be time to reverse the equation. Rather than assume good politics will lead to good economics, what if we assumed that good economics might lead to good politics?

In this new edition of A Passage to Africa I have not even attempted to revise every fact and figure. If you want numbers and dates, Google them; if you want interpretation, read this book. A Passage to Africa was never meant to be a blow-by-blow account, but a personal ‘take’ on a continent that I came to regard as my own. Occasionally I have added a postscript to some of the chapters - not so much an update as a continuation of the story.  Elections have come and gone, old wars have been superseded by new ones, some leaders have left and others have overstayed their welcome but, for the most part, the assessments I made remain relevant. Whether it is my observation that Nelson Mandela was not, as so many proclaimed him, a new kind of African leader or that the war in Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo) was, perversely, proof of an African renaissance, I am happy to offer them again as valid explanations for what’s happening in parts of the continent.

 
George Alagiah 
London 
October 2007




Preface to the Original Edition

The year 2002 has seen something of a revival of interest in Africa, at least in official circles in Britain. After roughly two decades during which Africa’s fate - the odd famine or natural disaster aside - was largely relegated to the bottom of Whitehall’s in-tray, the issue has now found itself rising towards the top. Three cabinet ministers, including the prime minister, and other junior ministers and politicians have made their way to Africa - and not merely for the quick, image-boosting photocall with Nelson Mandela that had become something of a ritual in the 1990s. Foreign secretary Jack Straw, for example, headed for conflict-ridden central Africa, not the place to go if scoring a few cheap and cheerful political points is the aim.

The Labour Party’s traditional commitment to internationalism accounts, in part, for the tens of thousands of African air miles notched up by these politicians, but the new-found urgency with which they have pursued this policy can be traced back to a single day: 11 September 2001.

If the immediate reaction of the world’s leaders, at least those in the rich world, was limited to the hunt for those responsible for the atrocities in New York and Washington, within a matter of weeks a few of them had turned their attention to some of the issues that drove those young men from apparently comfortable backgrounds towards terrorism in the first place. While George Bush’s administration concentrated its efforts on the ‘how did they do it?’ question, Europe’s leaders were as inclined to try to find an answer to the ‘why did they do it?’ problem.

As ever, the British prime minister, Tony Blair, stood somewhere in the middle. His quick promise to stand ‘shoulder to shoulder’ with America in its robust military response was complemented by the way he articulated Europe’s desire to address not just terrorism, but the causes of terrorism as well.

His first major speech after the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon came at the Labour Party’s annual conference on 2 October. Africa proved to be a central theme of his keynote address. Mindful of accusations that there was a stark contrast between the way the rich countries banded together after Americans had been killed and their political lethargy when those being murdered had been Africans, he had this to say: ‘I tell you, if Rwanda happened today as it did in 1994, when a million people were slaughtered in cold blood, we would have a moral duty to act there also.’

Famously, he told conference delegates that ‘the state of Africa is a scar on the conscience of the world’. Talk of ‘conscience’ suggested a moral purpose, but during this speech and in others that followed, he argued that dealing with ‘chaos’ abroad was in the rich world’s own interests.

Just over a month later, in November 2001, Mr Blair expanded on this theme. He was speaking at the Lord Mayor’s banquet, a white-tie occasion at which domestic affairs usually come to the fore. Not this time: ‘One illusion has been shattered on 11 September - that we can have the good life of the West  irrespective of the state of the rest of the world. Once chaos and strife have got a grip on a region or a country, trouble will soon be exported . . . The dragon’s teeth are planted in the fertile soil of wrongs unrighted, of disputes left to fester for years or even decades, of failed states, of poverty and deprivation.’

I couldn’t agree more. But why, why, why did it take the murderous assault on America to persuade mainstream politicians in the rich world to use the kind of language that Tony Blair employed? The fact is that the British prime minister was merely playing catch-up with what many others had been saying for years, even decades. I began my career in the 1980s at South magazine, which was dedicated to the notion that an unequal world was an unstable one. Such ideas were hardly restricted to the pages of the ‘alternative’ press. Listen to this: ‘Widespread poverty and chaos lead to a collapse of existing political and social structures, which would inevitably invite the advance of totalitarianism into every weak and unstable area. Thus our own security would be endangered and our prosperity imperilled.’ The speaker was one John F. Kennedy; the year was 1961. At the time he was arguing for a big increase in America’s aid budget. But in the decades that followed the amount America spent on aid as a proportion of its national wealth shrank. It was a trend that persisted regardless of whether Republicans or Democrats were in charge of the purse-strings. Indeed, the steepest decline in the aid-to-wealth ratio occurred under Bill Clinton, arguably the most internationalist president of the modern era.

And long before Kennedy, in a classic work on decolonisation,  The Wretched of the Earth, Frantz Fanon argued that oppression bred violence.

Going back to Mr Blair’s definition of the conditions that breed violence, it is clear that Africa is home to more failed states, more poverty and more deprivation than any other continent on earth. If the wider lessons of September 11 are going to be learned, the foreign policies of the rich world will have to change. Men and  women at the Foreign Office in London, at the Quai d’Orsay in Paris and at the State Department in Washington, to name but a few, will have to design policies that go beyond a projection of national interest and look to the global good.

Politicians like to talk vaguely about a global village, but if foreign policy is to be ethical as well as effective, it will have to recognise that conflict-resolution entails more than getting two sides around a table. In Africa, there has to be an acknowledgement that although Africans are primarily to blame for the decrepit state of their continent, the rich world has to shoulder its share of the blame. In the decades since decolonisation, Africa has been ill-served by those who claimed to be its friends.

Too often policy has been driven by a competition between various powerful nations over the continent’s vast resources. We have argued for free trade when what we really meant was that Africans should open their doors to our goods while we continued to restrict their exports to us. Instead of extending the ideas of social justice that we take for granted, we have, all too often, allowed our companies to deny Africans those very standards. How fair is it that a cocoa farmer in Ghana should get less than one penny from the proceeds of a bar of chocolate that sells for 90p in Britain? Why did it take a court battle in South Africa in 2001 to persuade the great pharmaceutical businesses that some people simply couldn’t afford their Aids drugs?

In the aftermath of September 11 people were fond of saying that the ‘world has changed’; that life would never be the same again. What they meant, of course, was that life in the rich world, and especially in America, had changed. In the poor world nothing much had changed at all - except that many more countries would be regarded with suspicion and many more of their citizens seen as potential terrorists. Very quickly, Somalia found itself on the list of those nations deemed to pose a threat to America’s security. This is the country that the USA backed in the Cold War and then tried to save from famine in 1992.

The point is this: the world should change after September 11, but not simply in the way people suggested at the time of the attacks. If leaders like Tony Blair (and those who follow him) remain true to their words, then over the next forty years Africa might well look very different from the way I have had to portray it during the last forty years in the pages that follow.

 
A Passage to Africa has been a few months in the writing but virtually a lifetime in the making. While the events it covers reflect the preoccupations of a conventional, Western newsroom - where I have worked since early 1989 - my response to what I have witnessed is coloured by a much earlier experience. As a child, Africa was my home: my family moved from Ceylon, as it was then, to Ghana when I was six.

A few years ago I was asked to take part in a BBC World Service programme in which listeners were encouraged to question the reporters they had seen and heard over the years. It was an opportunity to criticise, praise, berate or applaud. I took many calls and e-mails that day, most of them about my views on the places that I had reported on - Liberia, Somalia, Rwanda, South Africa. But one listener stands out. This man wasn’t interested in George Alagiah the journalist, he wanted to know about George Alagiah the person. ‘I’ve seen you all over Africa and yet I hear you were born in Sri Lanka and now live in Britain,’ he said. ‘But where are you from, where’s your home?’ This inquiry, though it sounded innocent enough, had a sting to it, the hint of an accusation. What he was actually saying, as became apparent, was ‘Where do you belong, where’s your soul?’

This book is part of the answer to that question. It is, primarily, about Africa, but it is also about how I came to think about Africa in the way I do. The glib reply to that caller was simple enough: I am British - that is what it says on my passport - and my home is Britain. But the deeper answer, and the honest one, is that I am more than British. I am the sum of my experiences, and Africa is  a huge element of that. I belong to Africa; or at least, a piece of me does.

Ghana was the continent’s first independent nation, the first, that is, to shake off European colonialism. When we moved there in 1961, it was a time when all things seemed possible. Although we were immigrants, we were caught up in the air of optimism. It was contagious. Over three decades later I would end up in South Africa, the last country in Africa to free itself of the heavy weight of colonialism. This time I went as a professional observer, a foreign correspondent. By then Nelson Mandela’s ‘miracle’ nation seemed to offer a rare glimmer of hope on a continent that otherwise appeared to be slipping into political and economic oblivion. From first to last, from beginning to end, those countries are bookends in a vast, often confusing library of experiences. There is talk now of an African Renaissance, an echo of the pan-Africanism of the 1960s. Africa has been through one of history’s cycles and I have watched it happen, first as a boy, then as a man; once it was a playground, next a place of work.

You might argue that I am no different from scores of other foreign reporters who have passed their eager eyes over this continent. After all, I am a Brit and I work for that most British of institutions, the BBC. But sometimes it is where you come from, not where you end up, that marks you out. I look at it this way. In another era, some of my colleagues today might have been the foot soldiers of empire, and I would have been one of the eager-to-impress locals. We might have had the kind of relationship described in 1924 by E. M. Forster in A Passage to India. I might have been an Aziz to their Fielding, or worse, to their Turton. I would have worked hard and shown due deference during the day but, come the evening, I would have headed for my home across the bridge (the locals always lived across a bridge or a railway line) with a lingering sense of resentment. Inside me there would have been a knot of pent-up anger, a deepening sense of  frustration fuelled by the knowledge that it was they, not me, who were calling the shots.

That sense of where I started out from - not just literally, but historically as well - has fashioned my reaction to the world I have reported on. I have listened in on enough conversations among the ‘natives’ to share something of their visceral disgust every time a foreign reporter reproaches the poor world in general, and Africa in particular. I have come to accept Africa for what it is. I have travelled its length and breadth, from Algeria to Zaire, Accra to Zanzibar. It is a journey that has left me gasping when facing the best the continent has to offer and in despair when confronted with its ugliness. The generosity of its people has left me humbled - in the most desolate of places, in the worst of times, I have been greeted with a warm heart and an open hand.

I have learned not to judge Africa by its worst excesses. Nor do I assume that its episodic yet startling achievements are representative of anything more than the time and place in which they have occurred. There are those who would argue that such a take-it-as-you-find-it attitude is at best naïve and at worst professionally negligent. My answer to them is that my relationship with this continent is different from that of some of my colleagues. It has never been merely a passing phase in my career, a stepping-stone to greater glory. Nelson Mandela, addressing reporters of the Johannesburg Foreign Correspondents’ Association, once said: ‘You are privileged people. You can observe from near but judge from afar.’ And it is true that although the involvement of journalists in events can be intimate, we rarely have to cope with the emotional attachment that such intimacy normally entails. When, at the end of a day, we sit down in front of our lap-tops to write up the day’s news, we do so as outsiders. We feel free to pass judgement, unhindered by any sense of belonging.

But that never has been, and never can be true of me. When I see injustice in Africa it hits me in the guts; every small victory notched up by the sons and daughters of this continent is one I  celebrate with them. If I have trained my head to be dispassionate, my heart remains with Africa’s people.


A Passage to Africa is not intended to be a definitive study of the continent. The countries featured are included not because they are the most important in any sense, but because they are the countries I have come to know well. My descriptions and judgements are therefore limited to the places I have seen for myself over a number of visits and understand best. There is no chapter on Kenya, for example, or on Mozambique or Angola, with their experience of Portuguese colonialism. And I have not dealt with Nigeria, Africa’s giant - home to one in six Africans and to more ethnic groups and languages than any other country on the continent. To have included chapters on these countries would have been merely to offer my own interpretation of what others have seen, whereas what I wanted to write - and what I hope I have achieved - is a personal, intimate portrait of the continent that gives an insight into how it came to be what it is today.

 
George Alagiah 
October 2002
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Paradise Lost

Long, long before I came to know and love Africa as a place, I yearned for it as an idea. It was to be, for my family, a place of deliverance, a promised land. From that day in May 1961 when my father announced that we were to leave our island home, Ceylon, for the distant shores of Africa, it began to work a sort of magic on me.

In the seven months before our departure, I began to conjure up a vision of Africa and what it would mean for us. Even as a child of five I think I knew that it represented something better than the divided island we were about to leave. I was conscious that the reason we were going had something to do with us being different; that somehow we didn’t fit in.

I knew this in the way a child knows these things. I learned from half-heard conversations between my parents that Ceylon was not somewhere that we Tamils would prosper. So Ceylon was bad; Africa was good. Now we were poor; in Africa we would be rich. Africa became one of my favourite things, like slurping  buffalo curd laced with dark, sweet kitul pani, the nectar of the  kitul palm tree, out of a cool, clay pot or beating my grandmother at carom, a tabletop game like billiards in which wooden discs are bounced into pockets with a flick of the finger. I was ready for Africa long before I knew where it was or how we would get there. I embraced it as only a child can - with the unquestioning certainty that everything will be all right in the morning.

Such optimism is shared, at varying levels of sophistication, by all those who have sought refuge in a new land. A migrant does much more than move from one place to another; his journey is a journey from despair to hope, from oppression to opportunity.

Of course, my parents never said we were leaving for ever. Very few people leave the land of their birth saying that they’ll never return. Most people who head for new shores believe that one day they will be able to go back ‘home’. That is what my parents told our relatives in Ceylon, partly because it was a way of alleviating the pain of separation but also because that is what they thought, perhaps even hoped would happen. It was not Ceylon we had rejected but what it had become. And that could change.

Actually, what happened was that we ourselves changed. It was true of all of us, but especially of my sisters and me. From the minute we were made aware of this place called Africa and the prospects it held in store, our young minds began to look forward, not backwards. Our mental horizons expanded as we got closer and closer to this new land of opportunity. Like Africa’s vast, dawn-red sky, which we could see as our plane tilted towards Accra, our vision of what was now possible seemed limitless. Africa would be everything that Ceylon had not been: a place where we could start again. All of us, together, as a family.

 
So the thing I remember above all about the land of my birth is the fact that I left it. That is to say my parents left it, taking with them their five children: four girls and me, the only son. Other episodes do bob up to the surface, vestigial impressions of an early  childhood in Ceylon, but it’s the leaving of the place that dominates my recollections. It’s a bit like trying to recall a dream: wisps of unconscious thought float by but it’s the image with which you wake that sticks in your mind.

Yes, I can remember standing by the well at my grandfather’s home in the little eastern town of Kalmunai as he poured buckets of cold water over me. From where I stood I’d look up to see this vast expanse of belly hanging over the knot of a sarong and, further up, a kindly, indulgent face smiling down at me. There was always a black cigar in his mouth, even, it seems, at bathtime.

And, yes, I remember our house in Colombo, the one with the stinking gully running by its side. In the monsoon season the gully would become a torrent of water into which we would throw our paper boats. I recall how, as these fragile little constructions were swept away, I thought of my Uncle John, who was in the merchant navy. Was this what it was like for him? Please God, let him be safe.

And there was the skinny, grizzled, filthy, smelly, half-naked old man, or sometimes his wife, who would come to slop out our latrine each morning. He was just one of a succession of people who came to our home every day. I remember the sounds he made - the squeak of his metal bucket as he walked up the path to our outside loo, his footsteps on the way back and, finally, the clash of metal against metal as he threw the contents of the bucket into the two-wheeled tank. In a culture where everyone had a place in the intricate and stifling hierarchy of caste, these people were the lowest of the low. They were Tamils from south India, the untouchables whom Mahatma Gandhi had vowed to liberate. Nobody in Ceylon, not even the low-caste local Tamils, and certainly no Sinhalese, would stoop so low as to clean out somebody else’s toilet.

The dhobi collected our clothes for washing. I even remember the mark by which our clothes were distinguished from all the others that would be thrashed and dried next to some riverbed: a cross with dots in each quarter.

Then there was the chap who came round to take the tiffin box to my father’s workplace. This was takeaway service with home cooking. My mother would prepare a meal of rice and curries which was decanted into a stack of stainless-steel tins. These were collected by tiffin-carriers who, in bicycle relays, would ensure that food was delivered, still warm, to my father’s office at the other end of town. The tins were held together by a clasp and stacked next to all the other boxes destined for men who couldn’t do without the fruits of their wives’ culinary talents.

But, as I say, more than anything else I remember the frisson of departure, the combination of fear and nerves that I sensed in my parents as they prepared us for emigration to Ghana.

 
From what I can tell, D. A. Seniveratne was a man of some means. He had once been a mayor of the upcountry city of Nuwara Eliya; by 1958 he was a planter in the Tamil-dominated east of the island. If he had at one time entertained political ambitions they were not in evidence at the tail end of the fifties. The lure of high office had given way to a more fatal attraction. No one I have asked can remember his first name, and very few remember him at all. But for a little moment of weakness, a lapse of judgement, Seniveratne would have passed through this life largely unnoticed and soon forgotten. And yet here he is at the start of my story.

It is one of the quirks of history that those who are judged to have played a pivotal role in a process are rarely aware of their contribution at the time. There are plenty of examples. Can that young student who stood in front of the long, menacing line of tanks in Tiananmen Square in 1989 have predicted that the image of his spontaneous act of protest would become an icon for all those who fight repression? Could Mr Quartus de Wet, judge president of the Transvaal in South Africa, have guessed, when he eschewed the option of a death penalty and instead sentenced Nelson Mandela to life imprisonment, that he was playing his part  in the making of a twentieth-century legend? And whatever else Lee Harvey Oswald’s motives were for gunning down John F. Kennedy, freeze-framing the president’s life in youthful glory was surely not one of them.

That’s the way it was with Seniveratne, or so I like to think. His part in the ethnic tension that has divided Ceylon for so long was accidental, but its consequences were tragic.

Seniveratne was a Sinhalese man living in the largely Tamil town of Batticaloa in the east of the island - the town, incidentally, where both my parents grew up. Seniveratne’s people constituted the majority in the country as a whole, but here in the east he was in the minority. He would have done well to have appreciated the limits this ethnic imbalance placed on his tumescent aspirations.

There are certain things in life one can take for granted. One of them is a man’s anger on discovering that he’s been cuckolded. Having travelled far and wide, I can say with some certainty that this is an emotion that remains the same no matter how many frontiers one crosses. Whether he is a Texan or a Tamil, a man’s deep-rooted insecurity over matters sexual will be exposed in much the same way. The loss of intimacy and the break-up of a friendship concern him far less than the affront to his manhood. One of the things that makes matters even worse is to have been cuckolded by the enemy. It’s bad enough to discover that your wife has found comfort in the arms of another man, but when that other man turns out to be from a rival group, well, all hell breaks loose.

Nobody ever stops to ask what might have driven the woman from her marital bed, or what neglect pushed her towards the risk of an illicit tryst, or, as in this case, why ethnic background should play any part at all in relations between men and women. Foremost in the mind of the husband is the business of avenging his manhood, and in this he has the support of the male tribe. First they deal with the predator and then they turn their  attention to the woman who slept with the enemy, that most heinous of crimes.

It’s not known whether it was love or lust, but the object of Seniveratne’s desire was a Tamil woman. And to the Tamils of Batticaloa, the Sinhalese were certainly the oppressors. Tamil integrity, not to say vanity, had been slighted, and in May 1958 the hapless Seniveratne paid for his error with his life. Though the murder itself does appear in several accounts of the period, the reasons for it tend to be glossed over. The nearest one gets to the full facts in any official document is an acknowledgement in parliamentary records that the killing had all the hallmarks of a vendetta. But what the historians omitted, word of mouth put right, and the locally accepted story of Seniveratne’s death has been handed down through the generations.

That the matter was brought up at all in Parliament is a clue to the part it played in Ceylon’s history. It became something of a  cause célèbre among Sinhalese politicians. The murder was portrayed not as the crime of passion it probably was, but as a purely communal matter, evidence of incipient Tamil insurgency. Seniveratne became a martyr to the cause. In his classic account of Ceylon’s communal tensions, Emergency ’58, Tarzie Vittachi describes how the prime minister of the day attributed the murder to political motives. No mention was made of the private feud that Seniveratne had been caught up in.

His body was driven in a cortège from the Tamil east of the country to the Sinhala west. And whenever it passed through a town where the Tamils were in a minority there were ethnic disturbances as Sinhalese turned on their Tamil neighbours. Like a flaming torch dragged through the pre-monsoon grass, Seniveratne’s posthumous and somewhat ostentatious progress through the hinterland ignited among Sinhalese a visceral desire to put one over on the Tamils.

There had been inter-communal strife before, but Seneviratne’s murder took it to previously unknown heights. After this, the  tensions that had largely been confined to isolated pockets spilled out on to the streets all over the island. People in Sri Lanka talk about the ‘disturbances’ of 1958 in much the same way as people in Britain blithely refer to the ‘troubles’ in Northern Ireland. Both are euphemisms for events that have disfigured the political and social landscape of the countries in question.

These so-called disturbances hardened the arteries of political discourse. For angry young men on both sides of the ethnic divide the events of 1958 provided the rationale for the decades of violence and distrust that have hobbled Sri Lanka’s progress since its independence ten years earlier from over 500 years of colonialism.

But, looking back, one sees that the significance of Seniveratne’s murder lay not in what it did to the hot-heads, the rebels merely waiting for the right cause. No, more important is the way it affected that huge army of people whose lives were framed not by political activism and high idealism, but the more pressing business of holding down a job and raising a family on its less-than-adequate returns. After 1958 a large proportion of educated Tamils, men and women who had believed that keeping their heads down was the best way to survive the Sinhala renaissance, began to rethink their lives. My parents were typical of them.

 
Those who thought they knew Donald Ratnarajah Alagiah regarded him as a model civil servant. In the Ceylon of the 1950s this meant that though he was a Tamil, he was not militantly so. In the Public Works Department at Ratmalana on the outskirts of the capital, Colombo, he was as popular with Sinhalese colleagues as he was with other Tamils. Indeed, having set up an informal loan scheme for PWD labourers, most of whom were Sinhalese, my father was something of a bridge between the two communities - at least as far as his workplace was concerned.

He had become an engineering apprentice in the department in 1943 and moved along quite smoothly under the watchful eye  of one Tom Burns who, at that time, was chief engineer, Design. Burns was a Scotsman, one of those no-nonsense, avuncular types who made it tempting to think of colonialism as an essentially benevolent, if occasionally flawed enterprise, rather in the way that Ronnie Biggs gave highway robbery a pleasant, albeit somewhat rakish face. The truth, of course, is that kind people cannot disguise colonialism’s true nature any more than Ronnie Biggs’ ebullient disposition can hide the enormity of the crime he committed. Colonialism, whatever mask it wore, was about power and control over people who were never given the chance to say whether they wanted to be colonised or not.

My father would not necessarily agree with this. Respect, even a fondness, for the individuals he encountered made him more tolerant than you might expect. ‘The Britishers’, as he used to call them until he heeded our embarrassed corrections, ‘were only behaving in a way that was right at that time. We would have done the same if the boot had been on the other foot.’

He has another theory about colonialism that I much prefer. This one has the gratifying whiff of comeuppance about it. ‘Anyway, we’re the ones who are doing the colonising now,’ he says. Do I detect the tiniest smile, just a hint of self-satisfaction as he utters these words? ‘What do you think is happening when all the corner shops and pharmacies in England are run by Patels from Gujarat? Look at how all the petrol stations in London are run by Tamil boys. This is reverse colonisation.’

The day the curse of Seniveratne cast its ugly shadow over the capital and my family was a working day, and Donald Alagiah looked the part in baggy white shorts that hovered just above the knee and white socks, folded over once, just under the knee. A starched white shirt, open-collared, with a fountain pen peeping out of the breast pocket, finished off the ensemble.

For British colonial civil servants all over the world, so much of it still coloured pink, these clothes were virtually a uniform. And very fetching they looked on the burly frame of the kind of Brit  who’d played in the first XV at his old, but minor, public school back home. Men with calf muscles that stretched their long socks, and forearms to match. As the young and aspiring locals worked their way up the ranks it seemed only natural that they should adopt the sartorial style of their colonial bosses, but no one seemed to notice, or dared mention, that the kit looked faintly ridiculous when the voluminous shorts delivered no more than a pair of delicate little Asian legs. Nevertheless it remained the dress of choice long after the stocky old colonials returned home to Britain.

The day, then, began like any other. There had been news on the ‘wireless’ about the riots in the interior but Colombo seemed to have escaped the madness. My father set off early, having arranged to drop off his car for a service. The garage owner’s son gave him a lift the rest of the way, an uneventful journey across town to the PWD’s Waterworks Department. He was, as it turned out, very lucky. Other Tamils who arrived for work were full of tales of harassment and worse. Anyone who sounded or looked like a Tamil was being singled out for a thorough beating. Sinhalese thugs were patrolling bus stops and train queues in search of their prey.

Ethnic hatred comes with a ready-made checklist of signs that identify the enemy. Years later, Rwandan Tutsis, Kosovan Albanians and South African blacks would all tell me how they, too, were persecuted for the way they looked. Tamils tend to be darker and shorter than the Sinhalese. In a mixed crowd, they keep themselves to themselves, fearful that their very demeanour might expose them. The trick, of course, is not to be caught alone. Knowing who is a Tamil is just as important to Tamils themselves. In a throng you can gravitate towards your kind. Safety in numbers. To this day, despite my peripatetic upbringing, I can spot another Tamil across a room.

The Sinhalese hot-heads made their preliminary selection on the basis of colour, moving on to other defining characteristics  once they had got their man. One of my father’s Sinhalese colleagues was subjected to this filtering process. He was unusually dark for a Sinhalese; dark enough, that is, to be mistaken for a Tamil. His car was stopped by a group of youths who’d set up a roadblock, one of many that had sprung up around Colombo. His panic-stricken claims to a pure Sinhalese blood-line cut no ice. Only his last-ditch and, in retrospect, inspired rendition of a Buddhist gutha - roughly equivalent to a Christian hymn - saved him from the beating being meted out to other hapless Tamils. Tamils tended to be Hindus or, like us, Christians - certainly not Buddhists.

This colour prejudice was not the exclusive province of Sinhalese troublemakers. Matchmakers - both Tamil and Sinhalese - were also, apparently, of the opinion that a dark skin was inferior. A fair-skinned child, especially a girl, was assured a somewhat easier ride when it came to finding a partner. Our more traditional relatives would, I am told, look with some sadness at my eldest sister, who is the darkest in our family. I might add that she also happens to be one of the most beautiful women I know.

My mother was lucky that day, too. While hundreds of people were being picked on for simply looking Tamil, she and her sister Lily, who had gone to the pettah to buy a sari, were saved precisely because they were obviously Tamil. They were both wearing a  potoo - a round dot of richly coloured powders pasted on to the forehead - a Tamil habit. A sympathetic shopkeeper, noticing their potoos, suggested that they might be better off doing their shopping another day.

Back at the Waterworks Department on the other side of town, the anxious engineers and clerks looked out of their windows. By noon, telltale plumes of black smoke signalled the escalation of the violence from intimidation to beating to the destruction of goods and property.

Much of that afternoon was spent trying to work out how the Tamils were going to get home. Sinhalese workers were sent off in  PWD vehicles as scouts. Their reports were not reassuring. One group had seen a Tamil they knew, a supplier of water pipes, lying in the gutter with his stomach cut open. They had been too scared to try to bring the man in. Calls to the police were being ignored. The prime minister, Solomon Bandaranaike, had not yet declared a state of emergency. The riots were to go on for two days and nights before the authorities took any decisive action.

As the afternoon wore on and the prospect of a dark and dangerous evening loomed, it was clear that the Tamils would have to be smuggled out. It was time to call in old favours. Wijenathan, one of the Tamils at the PWD, had a brother who was a lawyer, a man who had defended numerous Sinhalese, including one or two who had more than a fleeting acquaintance with Colombo’s criminal classes. He agreed to organise a rescue mission.

Wijenathan’s brother sent over his Humber Hawk, a fittingly ostentatious vehicle for a well-to-do lawyer. Three men came with the car, all of them Sinhalese. One was the driver; the other two were there just in case. They had taken the precaution of changing into red shirts. Red was the colour of revolution and many of the thugs were wearing some red garment or other. The men in the car hoped to pass as sympathisers if they were stopped.

The most brutal regimes often hide behind a show of revolutionary zeal. And the colour they choose as the badge of their radical credentials is nearly always red. A few years back I made a TV documentary on the systematic killing of students and intellectuals in Ethiopia during the 1970s. Mengistu Haile Mariam, then the leader of the self-styled revolutionary government, went as far as calling his campaign against the intellectuals the Red Terror. He launched this vile killing spree with a speech during which he smashed a bottle of blood on the parade ground (at least, that’s what the rent-a-crowd in Addis Ababa thought it was when the red liquid splashed across the tarmac).
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