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PRAISE FOR AFRICA

“This book is, quite simply, a masterpiece. The finest possible guide to sub-Saharan Africa’s past and present. It is both realistic and powerful—a highly personal book written with evident love for the culture of that beguiling continent. A triumph. A gift of love to Africa.”

—Alexander McCall Smith

 



“Richard Dowden’s Africa is an extraordinary book of many dimensions. It is full of unconnected stories, eyewitness accounts of Africa’s ordinary horrors and miracles. Yet they illustrate a powerful analytical narrative that links them all. And the prose is often poetry.... An enthralling journey, with a uniquely knowledgeable commentator who forces his reader to turn every next page.”

—The Financial Times

 



“Mr. Dowden maintains the reader’s interest by skillfully interweaving his research on the economic effects of AIDS and international aid into stories of myriad encounters with Africans rich and poor.”

—The Economist


 



“We journalists tend to cover Africa in stark and simple contrasts, but countries live and grow and falter in grays. So it’s refreshing to encounter not only Dowden’s hopefulness, but also his reliance on shading and nuance, on the recognition that the world does not have to feel sorry for Africa to care about it.”

—New York Times


 



“A deeply informed and informative ‘tough love’ love letter to a continent.”

—O, the Oprah Magazine, April issue

 



“Richard Dowden’s compelling new book ... looks at individual countries in turn, drawing on his own experiences in an engaging narrative.”

—The Independent (UK)


 



“Dowden’s experiences as a journalist over three decades are blended with summary historical analysis and a sprinkling of more wide-ranging insights.”

—The Guardian (UK)


 



“A wise, compassionate, and understanding account of Africa, written by a man who has glimpsed deeper truths about the continent;  truths that we need to know.... This book is an inspiring gift of hope about a continent that never ceases to surprise.”

—The Times (London)

 



“Dowden has devoted his life to reporting and striving to understand Africa.... It is a wonderfully honest book that makes more sense of the current situation across the continent than any other recent account I have read.”

—Patrick Marnham, The Spectator (UK)


 



“At last—a book about Africa the way it is. Richard Dowden is the Africa experts’ Africa expert. Drawing on more than thirty years of extraordinary experiences the length and breadth of the continent he shows us an Africa of light as well as darkness, engaging as well as horrifying. The real Africa.”

—BBC News


 




“Africa is a remarkable, ground-breaking achievement, capturing the complex texture of a rapidly changing continent. It is also terribly moving.”

—Arts & Book Review


 



“A remarkably full-bodied and frank discussion of Africa’s place in the world.”

—Kirkus Reviews


 



“This is non-fiction writing at its most authentic ... it is a masterly overview of the world’s most troubled continent.”

—The Daily Telegraph (UK)


 



“Hugely readable.... Dowden writes with the rigour of an academic but the immediacy and personal observation of a first-class reporter unraveling the paradoxes of Africa’s recent history.”

—New Statesman


 



“Dowden weaves his experiences, journeys, and reflections into an acutely perceptive, always sympathetic, and defiantly hopeful portrait of a continent he loves.... [A] compelling book.”

—Tablet (UK)


 



“Richard Dowden’s new and excellent portrait ... is to be greeted with a hearty round of applause.”

—Herald


 



“Fresh, revealing.... Dowden’s African survey is over 500 pages long and a brief review can only skim its rich resources. It is very likely to be the non-fiction book of the year.”

—Morning Star
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To Penny who let me go and welcomed me home and Isabella and Sophie who endured my long absences.
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Foreword


Africa is a vast continent, a continent of people, and not a place of exotica, or a destination for tourists. In Africa: Altered States, Ordinary Miracles, it is clear that Richard Dowden understands this, and one could not ask for a more qualified author to explore Africa’s complexity. It helps a great deal that he has travelled extensively in Africa, his work having taken him to nearly every African nation, and that throughout his distinguished career he has committed himself to Africa’s advancement as teacher, journalist and executive of the Royal Africa Society in London.

Africa, as most people are aware, has endured a tortured history, and continues to persevere under the burden of political instability and religious, social, racial and ethnic strife. Many chroniclers of the African condition often find Africa overwhelming. As R. K. Narayan once said about new stories: ‘there are often too many stories out there to be told.’ The writer is often faced with two choices: turn away from the reality of Africa’s intimidating complexity, or conquer the mystery of Africa by recognizing the humanity of African people.

Richard Dowden makes the brave choice. In Africa: Altered States, Ordinary Miracles, he tackles Africa’s problems without fear, sentimentality or condescension. The work benefits from Dowden’s  deep knowledge of African history, and his writing is often most powerful when he delves into Africa’s struggle with corruption, poor leadership, poverty and disease. The treatment of the impact of colonialization on Africa is particularly novel, and the analysis of the continued foreign apprehension about Africa is inspiring. His dissection of familiar themes such as the collapse of nation states like Nigeria, the role of post-colonial political ineptitude and oppression, particularly under tyrannical regimes, is presented with a fresh perspective.

Before I am accused of prescribing a way in which a writer should write, let me say that I do think decency and civilization would insist that the writer take sides with the powerless. Clearly, there’s no moral obligation to write in any particular way. But there is a moral obligation, I think, not to ally oneself with power against the powerless. I think an artist, in my definition of that word, would not be someone who takes sides with the emperor against his powerless subjects.

The triumph of the written word is often attained when the writer achieves union and trust with the reader who then becomes ready to be drawn deep into unfamiliar territory, walking in borrowed literary shoes so to speak, towards a deeper understanding of foreign peoples, cultures and situations. In this and so many other respects, Richard Dowden’s Africa: Altered States, Ordinary Miracles, succeeds marvellously, and is a welcome addition to the growing library of serious critical analysis of Africa.

 




Chinua Achebe 
Annandale-on-Hudson, New York 
June 2008
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Africa is a night flight away Images and realities


I have watched the sun set, shrunken and mean, over a cold, drab London street and stood outside a mud hut next morning on a Kenyan hillside and seen it rise in glory over the East African plains. Africa is close.

Few go there. Africa has a reputation: poverty, disease, war. But when outsiders do go they are often surprised by Africa’s welcome, entranced rather than frightened. Visitors are welcomed and cared for in Africa. If you go you will find most Africans friendly, gentle and infinitely polite. You will frequently be humbled by African generosity. Africans have in abundance what we call social skills. These are not skills that are formally taught or learned. There is no click-on have-a-nice-day smile in Africa. Africans meet, greet and talk, look you in the eye and empathize, hold hands and embrace, share and accept from others without twitchy self-consciousness. All these things are as natural as music in Africa.

Westerners arriving in Africa for the first time are always struck by its beauty and size – even the sky seems higher. And they often find themselves suddenly cracked open. They lose inhibitions, feel more alive, more themselves, and they begin to understand why, until then, they have only half lived. In Africa the essentials of existence –  light, earth, water, food, birth, family, love, sickness, death – are more immediate, more intense. Visitors suddenly realize what life is for. To risk a huge generalization: amid our wasteful wealth and time-pressed lives we have lost human values that still abound in Africa.

Back at home in London I sometimes ask visiting Africans what strikes them most about the way Londoners live. Suni Umar, a journalist from Sokoto in northern Nigeria, gives a typical answer: ‘People walk so fast. And they do not talk to each other. Even first thing in the morning they do not greet each other. I came to the office in London and the people working there did not even greet me or each other.’ And the most puzzling thing? ‘I was lost and I walked up to a man and asked the way. He did not reply. He did not even look at me. He just walked away. Like that.’ When Suni goes home to Nigeria and tells that tale they will not believe him. There they know that some Europeans are not kind to Africans, but to be so trivially inhuman to each other is shocking. Even in London or New York or Paris, Africans do not easily lose the habit of catching your eye as you pass. Raise an eyebrow in greeting and a flicker of a smile starts in their eyes. A small thing? No. It is the prize that Africa offers the rest of the world: humanity.

This is not what most outsiders associate with Africa. The image Africa conjures up in most people’s minds is the Dark Continent, the heart of darkness, a place of horrific savagery: inhumanity. You can find that in Africa too. Hell has seized parts of the continent in recent times. In the mid 1990s thirty-one out of Africa’s fifty-three countries were suffering civil war or serious civil disturbance. Hundreds of thousands of people died, not from bullets, but from hunger, bad water and disease. In such wars the armies, be they government or rebels, live by looting. They target civilians and villages. The direct combat casualty rate is often low; the incidental  death and destruction rate horrifically high. Only a tiny number of these wars have been between countries; most have been internal – battles for power and wealth within states, usually between different ethnic groups.

These wars diminished in number after the turn of the millennium, but their chief cause – the lack of a common nationhood – remains. Africa’s nation states were formed by foreigners, lines drawn by Europeans on maps of places they had often never been to. They carved out territories, cut up kingdoms and societies of which they had little idea. All but two of Africa’s concocted countries combine several ethnic groups. Some, like Nigeria and Congo, harness together hundreds of different societies with their own laws and languages. They lack what we take for granted: a common conception of nationhood.

Beneath the surface of Africa’s weak nation states lie old cultures, old societies and communities and a deep sense of spiritual power. This is not a residual superstition, the vestige of religion. Nor is it a neurosis induced by insecurity or poverty. The spirit world, Muslim, Christian or traditional, lies at the heart of many African societies, a core belief in the power of spirits that can be harnessed by mediums. This belief partly explains Africans’ lack of political or social agency. It can undermine personal responsibility and weaken communal solidarity. At worst it can inspire the most horrific brutalities – though not on the scale of mass murder inspired by fascism, Communism and nationalism in twentieth-century Europe.

But such beliefs also provide immensely powerful defences against despair and hopelessness. Amid Africa’s wars and man-made famines and plagues, I have found people getting on with life, rising gloriously above conditions that would break most of us. In Africa even in the worst of times you do not hear the tones of doom and despair that characterize some Western media reports on the state of  Africa. Africa always has hope. I find more hopelessness in Highbury where I live in north London than in the whole of Africa.

 



‘It’s the fault of the media,’ says the young PR man. ‘The image they give of Africa is just wars and famine and disease. We can change that. What Africa needs are success stories. We are going to re-brand Africa.’

A smartly uniformed waiter – a Ghanaian from his accent – wheels the breakfast trolley to our table and offers us paw paw, mango, pineapple and other African fruits. And of course that African drink: coffee. Our tip for the waiter for bringing us that coffee pot will be more than a week’s income for the family in Africa who grew the coffee. We are having breakfast in a smart London hotel with starched white tablecloths and heavy silver cutlery. So that’s the way to change the world. If you don’t like one image, find another one. Changing reality is as easy as flicking channels on TV.

The recent campaign to change Africa’s image accuses the media of creating a false impression of Africa’s reality. Some even suggest there is a conspiracy against the continent by foreign journalists. Say ‘Africa’ to people who have never been there and they will describe a sick and starving child and men with guns. The news of Africa has been almost exclusively about poverty, wars and death.

Would it be better if journalists did not cover the bad news out of Africa? As a reporter on The Times in 1984 I received a call from a contact at Oxfam who warned me that a huge famine was building in Ethiopia. I asked the editor, Charles Douglas-Home, if I could go. ‘I don’t think people want to read about starving Africans,’ he drawled. ‘We saw quite enough of that in Biafra.’ Later that year The Times was forced to scramble another reporter to Ethiopia to catch up with what was one of the biggest stories of the decade. At that moment I vowed to try to get the reality of Africa’s wars and famines  covered in the press as well as they would be if they happened in any other part of the world.

Now, more than twenty years on, I find myself accused of giving Africa a bad image. My first reaction as a journalist is to say: ‘Did I make this up?’ My second reaction is to say: ‘Change the reality – not the image.’ The media’s defence is that it feeds on news of wars and disasters. The ordinary gets ignored in Africa as it does in Asia or South America. Normality is nice but it does not – as they say – sell newspapers. You need to go no further than Yugoslavia to see the truth of this. We all know about Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia and Kosovo because they were engulfed by war. But how many people know about Slovenia? That is the one bit of former Yugoslavia that broke away, stayed peaceful and became very successful. So it gets no media attention.

It is the same with most of Africa. Not all Africans are fighting or starving. Millions of Africans have never known hunger or war and lead ordinary peaceful lives. But that is not news. Editors want breaking news but have little interest in explanations, let alone explanations from an African perspective. Journalists are sent to get ‘the story’ – or not, if the editor is like Douglas-Home. And even if they do go, editors and journalists do not dig into the complexities of Africa. ‘Keep it simple’ is the message. All the rich history, culture and complexity of Africa is missed. Few in the media have felt the need to dig deeper into Africa. It is easier to describe it as chaos. Africa may often look like chaos and madness but there is always a comprehensible – if complex – explanation. A group of us, journalists who covered Africa full time, decided that we would ban the word chaos from our reporting and never give up the search for rational explanations for what was going on. Our watchword was, ‘If you describe it as chaos you haven’t worked hard enough.’ That worked well enough until I told a Nigerian editor of our pact. ‘It  does not work here,’ he said. ‘Nigeria is chaos. But the chaos is created, organized by the government. Chaos allows it to stay in power.’

Africa has many realities. The media image dismissed by the young PR man is not untrue, but it is only one African reality, incomplete. Stories of war and disaster are not made up, but they are only a slice of the reality of Africa. The new realities of Africa – mobile phones in the village, Chinese suits in the market, African multinational companies – have been ignored.

The media’s problem is that, by covering only disasters and wars, it gives us only that image of the continent. We have no others. When we see floods causing havoc in New Orleans we do not think that all of America is permanently under water, or when we see troops marching in Indonesia we do not think all of Asia is at war. We know from other images we see and stories we read that there is a functioning and thriving America and a peaceful and successful Asia. But we have no other ideas of Africa, no sense of ordinary Africa. Persistent images of starving children and men with guns have accumulated into our narrative of the continent: Africans are guntoting, mindless warriors or hopeless, helpless victims who can do nothing for themselves, doomed to endless poverty, violence and hunger. Only foreign aid and foreign aid workers can save them. The endlessly repeated images of guns, oppression, hunger and disease create the impression that this is all that ever happens in Africa. The story of Zimbabwe and Darfur and all their predecessors has become the story of Africa. We think all of Africa is like that – always.

By their nature victims need pity, not respect or understanding. ‘They are just like us but without money,’ we are told to believe. ‘Give money and all will be well.’ Aid and development agencies, from the smallest NGO to the World Bank and the United Nations behemoths, have little interest in understanding African difference, how Africa works. But aid agencies, Western celebrities, rock stars  and politicians cannot save Africa. Only Africans can develop Africa. Outsiders can help but only if they understand it, work with it. Africa’s history and culture, Africa’s ways, are the key to its development, but they are as little acknowledged and understood now as they were in the nineteenth century when Europe colonized the continent. Some would argue that disregard for Africa and Africa’s voice in its own development is as destructive today as territorial imperialism was 150 years ago. The policies the aid and development agencies have for Africa are not always bad – they often represent the highest aspirations and idealism of the rest of the world – but they take no account of the human reality on the ground. From the socialist and statist models of the 1960s, to the free market ideology of the 1980s, the Washington consensus of the 1990s, and the aid-driven development of today, there has always been a missing element: the Africans.

So journalists are not the only ones to blame. The aid industry too has an interest in maintaining the image of Africans as hopeless victims of endless wars and persistent famines. However well-intentioned their motives may once have been, aid agencies have helped create the single, distressing image of Africa. They and journalists feed off each other. The deal, mostly unspoken but well understood, is that aid workers tell journalists where disaster is breaking. The aid agencies provide plane tickets, a place to stay, vehicles, a driver, maybe a translator – and a story. In return the journalists give the aid agencies publicity, describing how they are saving Africans and using images of distress and helplessness to raise money. This deal excludes the efforts of the local people to save themselves. It is easier – and more lucrative – to portray them as victims dependent on Western charity.

In the early 1990s, several aid agencies appointed attractive young women to act as press officers in disaster zones to appear on  TV and raise income. A decade later, they went further and invited celebrities to visit these places, bringing the media along to follow rock singers and film stars wandering through refugee camps, hugging starving children and pleading for more aid. Celebrities are even less well equipped than journalists to provide a coherent understanding of what is happening in Africa, but it worked for the aid agencies. ‘Saving African babies’ is now big business, but it has also become the entry point from which the rest of the world sees the continent. Bob Geldof first experienced Africa in Ethiopia when he bullied the world into delivering food aid to the starving. Twenty years on, he resurrected that crusade and persuaded Tony Blair to join it. Though he had paid only a fleeting official visit to the continent, Blair proclaimed a ‘passion for Africa’. He referred to it as a ‘scar on the conscience of the world’, deeply offending many Africans. His messianic mission to save Africa was reminiscent of the nineteenth-century missionary zeal. That set teeth on edge. It sounded like saving Africa from the Africans.

Life – as John Lennon sang – is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans. Travelling around Africa since the early 1970s I began to glimpse deeper truths about the continent, caught out of the corner of my eye as I went in search of the big stories. History books will tell you about momentous events and complex politics. Memoirs and travel books give you the feel of a place from personal experiences. In this book I have tried to combine the broad history with the local and personal, telling stories of incidents, actions, characters that hopefully give something of the feel of Africa, demonstrate its huge diversity of peoples and places, and go some way to illuminating why Africa is the way it is, both positive and negative.

I hope Africans will recognize their continent and themselves in these pages, but I write chiefly for outsiders, those who have not been  to Africa but would like to know more about it. The best way to find out is to go, not as a tourist in a bubble of Western luxury and safety, but as a traveller to meet people and engage with them. It is easily done. But beware. Africa can be addictive. Les fous d’Afrique, the French call them, those who become mad about Africa.

 



This is a book about Africa south of the Sahara. I have not written about North Africa: Islamic, Arab-influenced and bordering the Mediterranean. The history and culture of the countries of the Maghreb have only tenuous connections with the rest of the continent. The Mediterranean linked North Africa with Europe, the Sahara desert blocked the route south to the rest of Africa. Few North Africans regard themselves as African. Nor does this book deal with Africa’s islands and archipelagos, seven of which are independent countries, including Madagascar – two and a half times the size of the United Kingdom and a world apart with its own unique character. While influenced by Africa and counted as part of the African region, these islands too are different.

This is not to imply that Africa south of the Sahara is all the same. On the contrary, it is the most diverse zone of planet Earth. From the rainless deserts of Namibia to the diminishing snows of Kilimanjaro, from the Sahelian scrublands to the lush tropical forests of the Congo basin, Africa has an extraordinary range of climates, flora and fauna. And it is among African peoples that the greatest diversity occurs. Africa has more than 2000 languages and cultures and, despite the fact that we all share a single African woman as the mother of the human race, there is more human genetic diversity in Africa than in the rest of the human race combined.

Africa is often spoken of as if it were one small uniform country. Yet in comparison, Europe is homogenous, America monotonous.  Who would dare make generalizations about Asia based on Bangladesh? Or about Europe based on Greece? Perhaps Africa only exists as a piece of earth defined by the oceans, a mere shape on a map whose peoples and cultures have as much in common with other parts of the world as they do with each other. Even if you divide Africa in three: Africa north of the Sahara, South Africa and its orbit, and the zone in between, there are few common factors within these regions. What is Africa then? Not even the distinctive pale terracotta soil of Africa covers the whole continent. The lean brown African dog is common but not ubiquitous. Music? Maybe. I have yet to find an African community – or an African – which does not celebrate with music. But music is universal and African music varies widely. Africa’s social systems, beliefs and culture are as diverse as its peoples and as disparate as its climates. West Africa feels quite different from East Africa, and even within West Africa you could never mistake Nigeria for Senegal. And neither of them seems on the same planet as Mali. Every time you say ‘Africa is ...’ the words crumble and break. From every generalization you must exclude at least five countries. And just as you think you have nailed down a certainty, a defining characteristic, you find the opposite is true in other places. Africa is full of surprises.
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Africa is different Uganda I


It is hard to remember what images of Africa I grew up with. In the early 1950s my grandfather went off to Ghana, then called the Gold Coast. We were told he had gone to ‘count the natives’. He had worked in the Births, Deaths and Marriages office at Somerset House in London for most of his life and came out of retirement in his late sixties to do something different. He returned a year later a rich brown colour and brought back beautiful silver spoons with an emblem of an elephant and a palm tree. He told tales of camping out in the bush and being stoned by an angry crowd. Later I learned that he had insisted on going third class in a steamer, sleeping in a hammock in a communal cabin, and had been carried ashore on an African’s back at Accra. At school aged six I remember a nun from Congo. She had a lovely smiling face and smelt wonderful but she could be very severe. I loved her and feared her in equal measure. Throughout the late 1950s the solemn BBC news from our dark brown radio told of murder and some horror called Mau Mau in ‘Keenya’ – as it was pronounced then. Later, in the early 1960s, I heard tales of mayhem and massacre in the Congo. Along with Korea, Malaya and Cyprus, Africa seemed distant and dangerous.

Soon afterwards a wave of colonial exiles invaded Worcester,  where my family lived. Tanned, smart and very particular about social etiquette, they had been district officers and policemen in Kenya, Uganda or Ghana. The men wore blazers with gold buttons, club ties and moustaches and drawled in accents of superiority. The women wore flowery cotton dresses and heavy perfumes and were haughty and complaining. They all whinged endlessly and pompously about the ‘natives’ or ‘the African’. Over and over again I heard: ‘They just aren’t ready for independence,’ usually followed by tales of bloody revolution, Communist take-over and servants stealing the sugar. But these pompous, frightened people also exuded a huge sense of sadness and loss. As their skins paled in the chilly Worcestershire climate, their souls burned with a yearning for Africa, their lost Eden.

Their arrival coincided with my own teenage breakout from these domineering old bores and I naturally identified with anyone also oppressed by them. They were the generation who had won the Second World War and they behaved as though they ran the world. In a muddled sort of way I identified my search for personal teenage freedom with the ‘FreeeeeDOM’ call of the African crowds I heard on the radio news. These colonial administrators had been defeated by Africa, and to my mind that made Africa powerful and alarming. After the Labour victory in the 1964 General Election, these old colonials were as terrified by the prospect of being ruled by socialists as they had been by the idea that Africans should rule in Africa. Many went back to Africa, but to Rhodesia, as Zimbabwe then was, or to South Africa, where the natives were still kept in their proper place and civilization prevailed.

Like almost everyone else who went to university in 1968, I became further radicalized by the Vietnam War but I felt too selfconscious to go on marches and wave banners. Nor could I bring myself to believe demonstrating would make a difference. I wanted to do something real about poverty and suffering. I believed that  to change the world you had to go there, live with the poorest and change their lives. But after three years of learning about European history, what did I know that could possibly be of use to Africa?

The only thing that my education qualified me for was passing it on: teaching. Government-run urban schools were too much part of the ‘system’ for me and I imagined that out in the rural areas I would find the ‘real’ Africa. I was looking for freedom and authenticity. In London I met a group of White Fathers, Catholic priests who work in Africa. They were cheerful, kindly people, but with a radical streak. I felt inspired by their love of Africa and their life-long commitment to it. Through them I found a place as a teacher in a village school in Uganda.

I arrived in Africa on 18 May 1971. My new home was a tiny house on the edge of a hill called Kabuwoko in south-west Uganda. From my window I could see Lake Victoria shining in the distance across rolling green hills of banana plantations and forests. This part of Uganda is like English downland, only bigger and always green. It has two rainy seasons, but the huge lake creates the weather here and brings rain all year round. In the September rainy season massive meringue-puff clouds bubble up from the glistening water. Then the dark stormy mass suddenly rushes inland, flinging lightning around the sky and burying the hills and valleys in thunder and rain. But within an hour or two all is clear and still again and the warm sun returns. You never mind getting wet in Uganda.

Unlike English downland, the bottoms of the valleys are swamps, and so people live on the lower slopes. They don’t live together communally in villages but dotted around on smallholdings. Homes are rectangular mud huts with thatch or – in richer households – corrugated iron roofs, each set in its own grove of bananas, with coffee plantations and a kitchen garden. The ground around each hut is bare, swept meticulously clean every day. Approach a home through  the grove of bananas and coffee and you drown in the luscious perfume of coffee flowers, wood smoke and the dull scent of steaming bananas. You do not walk up and knock at the door. You stand a few yards away on the swept earth and call out a greeting. There is always someone to welcome you.

‘Eradde?’ the Baganda say. (It rhymes with day.) ‘Is the lake calm?’

‘Eradde – The lake is calm.’

Greeting in Luganda, a Ugandan language, is an age-old pattern of question and answer, of iteration and reiteration. Its rhythms establish relationship and order and peace, the replies repeating the questions in different tones:

‘Bwera?’ – Is there plenty of millet? ‘Bwera’ – There is millet.

‘Mirembe?’ Is it peaceful where you are coming from? ‘Mirembe’ – It is peaceful.

‘Balamu?’ – Are your people in good health? ‘Balamu’ – They are in good health.

‘Kulika ekkubo’ – Thank you for coming. ‘Awo’ – I have made it.

‘Wasuze otyanno’ – Good morning. ‘Musula mutya?’ – How are you?

‘Bulungi. Ggwe osula otya?’ – I’m OK, and you? – ‘Bulungi.’

Even if you are at death’s door the replies are the same. Bad news only emerges later, discreetly, in conversation. You do not greet people with anything except good news.

Uganda has the perfect climate, and since it is a microclimate created by the lake, it is not yet clear how global warming will affect it. The Baganda have never known anything else and, whatever else is going on beneath the surface, they live as if life is always good. Being with people, talking, making others laugh are what matter. Their language, Luganda, sounds sweet and subtle, its rhythms punctuated by cooing and hums. An early British visitor, keen to bring the Christian virtues of progress, civilization and hard work to the Baganda,  protested that they had little need to work since nature provided food with minimum human effort. They spent their days, he complained, drinking beer, dancing and gossiping. This pious visitor was infuriated that when God had cast Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden, he had somehow allowed this charming but good-for-nothing people to remain. Meanwhile his Chosen People, obviously the hardworking, God-fearing, Protestant English, had been dispersed to a wretched faraway island to suffer the miseries of British weather. Mysterious – and irritating.

While the people live in valleys, the tops of the steep, grassy hills are left for herds of long-horned Ankole cattle – direct descendants of those great beasts you see in tomb paintings from earliest times in Egypt. An attendant flock of pure white egrets follows the cows, perching on their backs or darting around their hooves, stabbing at ticks and insects. When I arrived the hill also hosted a pair of crested cranes – the country’s national symbol – and a hammerkop searched for frogs in the pond that formed near the house in the rainy season. Traditionally the hilltops, close to the sky, were left to the spirits. Near my house was a strange lump of rock the size of a tall bar stool protruding from the ground like a menhir. It was called the Nkokonjero, the White Cock. The students told me that a young girl was swallowed up by it when she was going to her wedding. She was still inside it and no-one should go near it as the rock might be hungry for more victims. I used to sit on it, but I never found out whether I, as a foreigner, was regarded as immune from the local spirits or whether they thought I was very stupid but very lucky.

At Kabuwoko, as elsewhere in Uganda, the Christian missionaries set their churches on hills, perhaps to colonize the citadels of the spirits as firmly as their political counterparts had taken over the land. They built a great barn in pale red brick with gothic touches here and there and a bell tower at the eastern end. It made the hill habitable  by providing water, channelled off its great corrugated iron roof into huge tanks. Without them it was a long steep climb down to a spring in the valley.

The missionaries also planted the hill with flowering trees and lawns, built a clinic and school blocks and levelled a football pitch. In colonial times the Churches and their surrounding parishes became powerful centres, political and social as well as religious. When the European missionaries handed over to African priests and nuns that role continued. All over Africa the parish today means schools, health clinics, workshops and an indigenous postal service. In most of Africa the Churches have delivered more real development to people than all the governments, the World Bank and aid agencies combined. Africa’s networks of priests, nuns and Church workers are one of Africa’s more effective organizations. When states like Congo, Ghana, Angola, Mozambique and Uganda itself collapsed, the self-sufficient parishes used their moral authority to provide protection. Like the monasteries in Europe during the Dark Ages, they kept civilization going.

But the missionaries not only imported a new religion, education, Western medicine and football. They also brought their own insane history to Africa and to Kabuwoko. The Catholics took one end of the hill, the Anglicans the other. In 1911, Catholics and Protestants fought a terrible battle on the ridge in the middle. Fifty years later at independence this religious conflict had been reduced to a fierce annual football match between the rival schools and a few weekend scuffles between pupils in the trading centre at the bottom of the hill. But there is still more than a whiff of Northern Ireland’s religious divisions in Ugandan politics.

I shared the house for a while with another British teacher and a nephew of the parish priest, Henry Ssemanda. Most whites in Uganda, teachers in state schools, doctors and aid workers, kept their  distance from Africans. They showed no inclination to challenge their position in society and live like the people. Many distrusted Africans deeply. I could not work out whether this position was accorded out of politeness or inherited or demanded by most whites. I decided to try to break down the barrier. My diary from my first months in Africa shows an obsessive campaign to join African society, become part of Africa. ‘Everyone seems to have accepted the prison the Africans have made for the wazungu (white people) here and everyone is continually playing to an African audience,’ I wrote after one month. ‘I certainly intend to test the walls of the prison to check for myself if they are solid but it is so hard to confront Africans without insulting them or losing face and therefore their respect.’

When I came to Uganda the African dream of a future of wealth and prosperity was reaching a dizzy climax. The students at the school were mostly the children of subsistence farmers, desperately – too desperately – keen to get education certificates. Coffee growing gave their families enough to provide the £15 a term school fees for one or two children. The size of the school roll varied according to the coffee harvest. Many could not come until the crop was paid for and the school fees settled. Boys were in the majority as they provided a better return on investment in education than girls. Ages varied from about twelve to twenty-two in four forms which occupied the five rooms of a single long block. Each had a blackboard, desks and chairs, but there were almost no books or other teaching equipment. Some of the students walked five miles to school every morning, five miles back in the evening, and not all could afford candles or an oil lamp to study by at night.

The students had a terrifying misconception of what the school was for. They came from families who grew what they ate and ate what they grew. Chickens scratched around outside the house and a cow might be tethered under the trees. Their only source of income  – unless they worked for each other or sold extra food crops – was coffee. Each shamba – piece of farmed land – had a few coffee bushes, and the harvest was sold to pay for the extras of life: sugar and salt, clothes and oil for the evening lamps. Most Ugandans never drink coffee, though some keep a tin of Nescafé for visitors. School fees, like weddings, were predictable expenses. The unpredictable and often devastating expenses that everyone faced sooner or later were medicine and funerals. The latter were very costly. The dead are important and their spirits demand a good send-off. A big funeral can cost half a year’s earnings. That is another reason why HIV/AIDS has been so devastating in Africa. Families, already impoverished by the long sickness of parents in the prime of life, have been ruined by the cost of funerals. The Churches in Uganda now urge families not to spend too much on them.

But that was all in the future in 1971. The coffee price was good and the new hard-top road from Kampala had opened up the area. There was poverty but there were also possibilities for anyone who worked hard. To me, life here seemed like rural heaven. But my students disagreed. They called the village ‘primitive’, ‘uncivilized’. Was that their own concept or had someone told them that? And if someone had told them that, why did they believe it? To them, the good life – or high life, as they called it – was to wear a suit and tie, carry a briefcase and drive a car to an office in town. Escape. Africans dreamed of a modern Western utopia in those days. My shoeless students were going to be airline pilots, surgeons, astronauts and bishops. At the very least they would work in an office job in town. They were certainly not going to learn a craft like carpentry or building because that meant getting your clothes dirty. Nor could they go back home and dig the shamba. It was not a matter of escaping from the grinding boredom of peasant subsistence – compared to the lives of peasants in pre-industrial Europe, life here was far easier.  The students simply despised all work on the land. They wanted a city life.

The headmaster, Joseph Lule, could see that most of them would never get jobs in town and would have to stay on the land. He believed that farming and growing food for the school should be a school activity. He would try to lead by example, picking up a hoe himself and slamming it into the earth with great vigour. But even he found it very frustrating trying to get the students to do manual labour. The other teachers would quietly disassociate themselves from Mr Lule’s attempts at getting farming onto the school timetable. This was not helped by the fact that digging was also a severe punishment. Not that it was tough working the earth with a hoe under a midday sun. It was humiliation. Digging was simply beneath their dignity as students. For them, that was precisely why they were at school: so they would never have to work with their hands.

Students with pale skins and soft hands were envied by others because these were signs that they did not have to dig in the sun. Like everyone else, black people do turn darker in the sun and paler out of it. One very black boy called Katongole, who had no shoes, was mocked because he was black and poor. They called him ‘coalman’. With extraordinary charm Katongole rolled with it. He laughed with them and was the only student who cheerfully worked the garden. ‘I am poor and black. I’m not proud of it but that’s who I am,’ he seemed to be saying.

Most students were embarrassed by their origins. I told them I grew up on a farm, but they immediately asked if there were tractors there. When I admitted there were, they gave that knowing look which said: ‘Well, there you are then. That’s different.’ I sent home for posters or pictures that showed white people digging with shovels. They were met with incredulity. Many students were ashamed of their parents who had to work with their hands. We  tried to set up a meeting with them, but the parents were even more in awe of the school than their children, and few came. One day the father of one of the pupils arrived during the day to pay school fees for his daughter. He was without shoes and bowed and scraped and endlessly hummed and thanked and blessed. I felt furious with the students for despising their parents who had slaved to give them schooling.

One day some students asked me how much I sent home to my parents every month. I was then earning £25 a month, slightly more than the African teachers in the school. Nothing, I told them. They were puzzled. ‘You are the one with a job in your family. Why don’t you help them?’ they asked. Smugly I pointed out that it was rather the other way round. Both my parents worked. They were sceptical about this. Later I learned from Henry Ssemanda that many thought I was lying. Others wondered darkly why, if I was from such a rich family, should I have left home. Why was I cruel to my parents, refusing to help them with money? Had I done something terrible that I had to go so far from home and live in Africa? I decided that if my students were to believe that I was either a murderer or a missionary, it was better to be a missionary.

Like most outsiders arriving in Africa for the first time I was confused by the way people referred to their families. When a pupil wrote about his mothers and fathers, I corrected him. He promptly corrected me, pointing out that he lived in a house with three fathers and two mothers.

‘Yes, but you have only one father and one mother,’ I told him.

‘No, I have three fathers and two mothers at our house,’ he replied. ‘One of my mothers is my mother’s sister and one of the fathers is her brother.’ In Africa any relative who looks after you as a child is a mother or a father. Even cousins several times removed are called brothers and sisters.

Family is central to life in Africa, but the African family is nothing like the neat nuclear family of Europe. Africans find the European family a paltry, cold affair. In Africa – the whole of Africa – the family extends to relations Europeans would no longer have any knowledge of. And you hold onto the family especially when they are old. Grey hairs are respected and obeyed in Africa. The elderly are not pushed aside as they are in Western countries. The downside of respect for age is that the old retain power over their families until they die. A young individual cannot kick over the traces of tradition and make a fresh start.

The self-made man does not exist in Africa. If the motto of Europe is individualism: ‘I think therefore I am,’ Africa’s would be communalism: ‘I relate, therefore I am.’ In Zulu there is a saying: ‘One is a person through others,’ or, as John Mbiti, the Kenyan theologian, put it: ‘I am because we are and, since we are, therefore I am.’ Africans know who is family and know where they come in it, both vertically and horizontally. A man without a family is no-one. He is nothing.

Families impose duties and obligations, so it is important to gather as many people to you as possible. Extending your family is the best way, but Africans are also great joiners of brotherhoods and sororities. Clubs, freemason lodges, religious organizations, Rotary Clubs, co-operatives, political parties are all hugely popular. You join as many societies as you can because membership of a group is always rewarding. That extends to the family too. Traditionally in Europe when a daughter married and left her family, she was given a dowry, a pay-off to settle her elsewhere. In Africa the money goes the other way. A suitor must pay bride price. He is not just ensuring, since she is valuable, that she will be respected and treated well, he is also binding their families together.

In Europe families shed people, in Africa families acquire people. Perhaps this is because European societies had too many people and  not enough land, whereas in Africa there was always plenty of land but not enough people to control it. In crowded, bloody Europe people stood and fought for land. In Africa wars were fought for pillage: for slaves, for cattle, for control of trade. Very rarely did people fight for a piece of land. It was not necessary. There was always lots of space. If villagers did not like a chief they tended to move away and walk over the hill to start afresh. As personal identity could be expressed only by membership of the group, so ownership of land was always communal, not individual. Several different people, farmers and pastoralists, for example, can claim the same piece of land for different purposes. Wandering cattle keepers who might compete with settled farmers for land or water sources could strike a deal that allowed each to use the same piece of land according to the seasons.

The downside of the family is that distant relatives can claim from richer members. Any money that one member earns is expected to be distributed throughout the rest of the extended family. Distant cousins can call on someone with a salary for money – for medicine or school fees or a wedding or funeral. At that time it could not be refused. Franco, a teacher at Kabuwoko and barely out of secondary school himself, with a salary of less than £20 a month, was expected to pay the school fees of two cousins.

The school had football and netball teams and we encouraged students to stay on at the end of lessons and practise. Most of the students had a long way to walk home and only one set of school clothes. Only a few had shoes. In a society where ‘putting on smart’ was all-important, they were unwilling to risk getting their precious shoes dirty or damaged. We set up a volleyball court and played a hilarious kind of thirty-a-side volleyball each evening, but if anyone fell over or muddied themselves they would hurry off in distress. We also tried to make new goal posts for the football pitch and cut a small tree for them. But nature holds sway in Uganda. One post  grew and turned into a tree. The other was eaten by termites. Termites eat only the inside of the wood, not the bark, so no-one noticed until a visiting striker hit the post with a devastating shot. The post disappeared in a puff of dust and the crossbar came down, nearly putting our goalkeeper in hospital.

That was typical of the sort of delicious insanity that enlivened life in Uganda. These stories might seem patronizing to some. Laughing at African foolishness? But the laughter was all theirs – gigantic, handslapping, fall down, helpless, luxurious laughter. It was a clash of civilizations all right, but one that resulted not in hostility but hilarity. The jam fermented and became alcoholic. We had a record player that went faster and faster the closer the needle got to the centre of a record. And we had a small dog and a white cockerel that were blatantly racist and chased Africans from the house to our intense embarrassment and to the amusement of everyone else except the person being chased. Laughter at someone else’s expense is no crime in Africa.

We assumed the dog must have had an owner who did not want visitors or hated Africans, but the cock? Later it died in a horrific invasion. I had heard about marcher ants but had seen only the smaller version – little lines of skittering ants that sometimes crossed the paths on the hill. One night I was woken by the sounds of scuffling and a shout from Henry Ssemanda who slept in a room opposite our front door. He had heard our new-born puppies crying. He grabbed a torch and its beam picked out a seething river of black and red monsters the size of earwigs flooding into the shed where the puppies were. They were yelping pathetically, their eyes a wriggling mass of ant pincers. We rushed to the hut and grabbed the puppies, nipping and tugging the ants away and getting some nasty bites ourselves. Ants were beginning to climb up our legs. Stamping on the column did nothing to deter it. More and more came hurrying  on. Henry knew what to do. He ran off and found some lengths of rubber and built a small fire with them and then flung them, burning, into the column by the hut door. Eventually the column like a giant snake turned back on itself and began to move away from the house. We saved the puppies but in the morning we found the cockerel half eaten.

Instead of the harsh life I expected to be sharing with poor Africans, I found myself treated as a god. The freedom I had imagined I would find was an illusion. Instead I found a society more restricted by tradition and Catholic prudishness than Victorian England, whose values Africans seemed to admire. I imagined that the immense welcome of dancing and clapping and speeches when I arrived was merely a traditional formality and that afterwards I would get down to real life. It never happened. Real life turned out to be the formal, mannered relationship that Africa imposes on strangers. I could reject it or damage it but I could never escape from it. ‘You are a muzungu-a white man,’ it said. ‘And you must think like one, behave like one. You must be respected, bowed to, blessed, fawned on, presented with gifts, pampered and begged from. And kept firmly apart.’

As the impossibility of getting closer to Africa dawned on me, my disillusionment turned to fury. I raged at the whites for refusing to recognize it as an issue and I raged at Africans for keeping me out. My attempts at ‘being myself’, an important part of the cultural baggage I had brought with me, were disastrous. In my early enthusiasm to identify with local people I bought a kanzu, a long plain white robe introduced to the Baganda by Muslim traders in the nineteenth century. Kanzus are worn by Baganda elders with a tweed or linen jacket over it. Anyone wearing a kanzu is accorded unquestioned honour and behaves with corresponding dignity. I was encouraged to wear one to formal meetings. Also living on the hill were Rwandan exiles, Tutsi cattle keepers who had been driven out of Rwanda  by the Hutu uprising in 1959 and now worked as day labourers, mainly looking after cattle for richer Baganda. The Tutsis wore brightly coloured wraps called kikoys. The Baganda-Tutsi relationship was a complex one. The Baganda looked down on the Tutsis because they were foreign and poor. The tall, proud Tutsis looked down on the Baganda because they were unreliable, lazy – and short.

I was unaware of this mutual lack of respect for each other. On my first big gathering of local bigwigs at the school I wanted to show how much I identified with my new world. I wore a kanzu with a kikoy over it. The effect was alarming. Some laughed, some were insulted, and all thought I was crazy. Mr Lule gently told me it would be better to dress normally.

On another occasion I went to visit a village some way off the road. They knew I was coming and decorated the path to it with banana leaves and sprigs of bougainvillaea, the usual welcome for a ‘Big Man’. Elders lined up to greet me; the long handshake, leaning forward in a deferential bow, the left hand holding up the wrist of the shaken hand as if it might be enfeebled by the touch of such a great man. Women fell forward onto their knees before me. This deference was not reserved exclusively for white foreigners; the bishop, the local district commissioner and any powerful man, Ugandan or foreign, got the same deferential treatment. I was then placed on a dais on a special guest’s chair with the priest, the headmaster of the local primary school, the chief and an old man with service medals from the Second World War pinned to his kanzu.

There was bottled beer and local beer in calabashes and kiganda dancing, a gorgeous display of women flicking their bottoms from side to side while they walked slowly back and forth, the rest of their bodies hardly moving. The best dancers could do it balancing a bottle of beer on their heads. The people sang and clapped in time as the drummers beat out the rhythm louder and louder and faster  and faster and the bottoms flew back and forth more and more vigorously until the dance rose to an orgasmic climax. Then suddenly it stopped and everyone fell about laughing and slapping hands with each other. There followed a huge lunch of goat stew, beef stew, roast chicken, groundnut sauce, greens, potatoes and heaps of steaming matooke, the banana mash which is the staple food of the Baganda. Indeed, matooke is more than a staple. It means food. If you have not eaten matooke you have not eaten.

Then there were long speeches of praise for everyone, God, the government, me – Europeans in general. Finally it was time to go, and I was presented with a live chicken trussed by the legs. This village was poor. The lunch they had already provided must have severely strained their resources. A crowd of poor people hung around the dining table looking longingly at the leftovers. As I was leaving I picked the poorest person I could see and handed him the chicken. The reaction was startling. Smiles fell away from faces; people who had greeted me warmly averted their eyes and would not look me in the eye. The farewells were abrupt and perfunctory. They were insulted and, for once, showed it. They had laid on the best the village could offer and treated me like a king and I had given their present away to a worthless person. I had treated them and their gift as if they were not good enough.

It was one of many incidents that showed the gulf in understanding. The simplest of actions could be misinterpreted. I was trying to understand Africa but it did not occur to me to imagine how my own behaviour could be misinterpreted. I assumed what I did was ‘normal’ and obvious. Once I went for a walk down the hill and through the shambas scattered along the hillside and swamps. It was partly for inquisitiveness and partly for exercise. At every hut I passed I was showered with astonished greetings, ‘Eh! Muzu-ungu? Eh! Eh! Osibie Otyanno,’ and requests to come and sit down. Mostly I  refused. That evening a puzzled Henry Ssemanda came and asked why I was looking for workers. I discovered that my walk had been interpreted as a search for people to come and work on my shamba. No-one would believe that anyone went for a walk just for the sake of walking. Thanks to hours spent talking to Mr Lule and Henry Ssemanda I was beginning to get my mind around some of the attitudes and beliefs and learn how to behave.

Other cultural gulfs tormented me. One was the lack of personal privacy. Like most (Western) people, I like to be on my own sometimes. In Africa to be on your own means you are sick or upset. If I went and sat alone in the sun, people would ask me what was the matter and no-one thought anything of coming to my house and waking me once the sun was up. It was a social duty to make sure that I always had company. Another was the contrast between the social formality and apparent Catholic – almost Victorian – morality about sex and the extraordinarily sexually explicit traditional dancing. I was all for keeping traditions alive, but was there a connection between the sex-with-clothes-on dance and the number of girls who left through pregnancy?

I discussed these issues with Mr Lule and he discouraged me from trying to be part of African life. The best contribution, he said, was to be a teacher and be myself. Mr Lule contradicted the Baganda stereotype. The Baganda tend to be heavy, slightly overweight. He was tiny, bird-like. They move with languid grace, he bounced around with jerky, electric movements. They have a tendency to discourse in mellifluous bullshit. He was abrupt and blunt to the point of rudeness. Resignation would typify most Bagandas’ attitude to life. Mr Lule was a man of boundless action based on perpetual optimism. Ask him how things are going and he would pause and think, then give one of two answers: ‘Things are improving’ or ‘Things will improve soon.’

In 1985, when Uganda was in ruins and much of Kampala had been sacked by murderous, looting soldiers, I visited him at his home on the outskirts of the capital. Some soldiers had come to his house late a few nights before and banged on the door. He, his wife and children were on their knees praying while the soldiers rampaged around outside commanding them to open the door or else they would shoot. The family stopped praying and fled to another room and waited in silence in the dark. Then, inexplicably, the soldiers left and attacked and killed their neighbours instead. When I asked Mr Lule how things were going, the pause was slightly longer than usual, but the answer was the same: ‘Things are improving.’ Then he added: ‘Glory be to God.’

A teacher all his life, he admired learning and discipline. He was of that generation which benefited hugely from Western education, health and administration, but he was no apologist for colonialism. His attitude to the British before independence was, ‘Thank you, but now treat us as equals and do not stay on to oppress us.’ He had thirteen children and made sure every one, girl and boy, got as much education as possible. Each one has been successful in one way or another. His eldest daughter, Josephine Namboze, was Uganda’s first woman doctor, one son the local head of a transnational corporation, another an architect, another the official doctor of the Uganda sports teams.

That family represents what Africa could have, should have become. In two generations the Lule family produced world-class professionals and had confidence and a sense of worth. It was the answer to Frantz Fanon’s thesis that the most damaging effect of colonialism was psychological. Fanon argued that Africans and black people in general were so deeply scarred by the experience of white imperialism that they had lost their pride, their self-respect. Until they stood up, proud of being black and African, they would always  be – or make themselves – victims, and fail. Here was a family who proved Fanon wrong.

Uganda’s nightmare began in 1970 and fifteen years later, after a decade of Idi Amin’s rule, Mr Lule’s grandchildren were headed for a lifestyle more like that of his own parents. The professional classes fled. Uganda’s institutions withered. Subsistence survival seemed the best most Ugandans could hope for. Across Kampala and other towns little vegetable gardens started to spring up in municipal flowerbeds and other urban spaces. A generation was lost. Only today, nearly forty years later, can Mr Lule’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren pick up the potential and possibilities that he had.

Although he was only eleven or so, Ssemanda had an instinctive understanding of Europeans and their peculiar ways. He taught me Luganda and interpreted for me. More important, he explained the thinking of local people. He told me how they would interpret what I did and said. Gradually I was acclimatized to Ugandan culture and ways of thinking. It was a painful process. My youthful arrogance lay not in thinking I knew better, but believing that principles such as equality were universal and self-evident. I had believed that truth was more important than politeness, but now I began to learn how to live in a deeply unequal society where politeness ranked far higher than truth. Mr Lule, being an old man and deeply respected, could get away with being blunt and straightforward. I could not. I had to play by local rules.

The rules were complex and I realized I would never learn them fully, never become part of society except on its terms. But I learned how to get by without causing offence. That meant, first, avoid confrontation. Tease, joke, cajole, don’t demand or command. Don’t always seek a definite resolution of a problem; sometimes it is better to leave things unresolved. Don’t expect the truth and don’t blurt it out. Hint at it, work round to it, leave it understood but unspoken.  Never, never get angry. Anger never works and loses you respect. Above all be patient. Everything takes more time in Africa than elsewhere. Good-hearted outsiders, idealists who truly want to help Africa, often find themselves mysteriously impeded by Africa because, in their enthusiasm to get things done, they come across as rude or domineering. These lessons have saved me a lot of trouble. They do not apply to Somalis, to white South Africans or in parts of Nigeria.

Gradually I began to learn to live in my gilded cage and put up with the fawning and gift-giving. It was not easy. ‘What am I doing here? I am giving nothing to Africa. I am merely swirled around by it,’ I wrote in my diary, and my letters home became less and less informative about what Uganda was really like. I just could not find points of reference that my family and friends would understand. Life in Africa was very, very different.

It was hard to see how Uganda or Africa itself could develop without a transformation of those attitudes and belief systems. Africa might be able to produce the best, talented and capable, but could they operate in Africa as they would in America? For example, in Africa every event has a spiritual cause or actor. Success in exams or football games, and disasters such as disease or death, all have agents, human or divine. There is no such thing as chance. Wealth and progress are obtained with the help of spirits or magic medicine. A Big Man has power, and that power cannot be challenged or questioned because behind his wealth or position lies spiritual power that enables him to accrue wealth and an important job. That sense of spiritual power is common to almost all of Africa, a whole dimension that outsiders ignore at their peril.

Another aspect that outsiders find difficult is the responsibility that comes with being a wealthy outsider. I received a constant stream of requests from people coming to my house asking for  money and sometimes for work. Little folded notes, torn from an exercise book, would be delivered to me. They read something like:
Dear Master, I am graciously asking you for the help. My farmily is very poor and we are many and the moneys are few. God grant that you help us with the school fees for me. My only hope is in you. In return let me be your servant forever. May God bless you. Yours faithfully.

 



Dear Mr Richard,

How are you these days? Thank you for your work. Sir, I am writing this letter to help me that if you have any clothes which is old what you don’t want sir help me and give it to me. Goodbye sir. Your friend D. Wasswa.





One particularly sycophantic boy used to address me as My Lord. ‘Good morning, My Lord. How are you, My Lord?’ he would greet me on the way to school. One day I told him this was not right, My Lord was what you called bishops and lords in the old days. He looked at me solemnly but said nothing. A few days later I met him coming along the path from school. He beamed hugely and said: ‘Good morning, Your Majesty.’

It was all very charming, particularly for Westerners who were seeking love. Many were. Maybe I was one of them. Many young Westerners went to Africa because they believed – or asserted – that they went for religious, ideological or moral reasons. But their conscious reasons often masked a deeper psychological one. Often they had fled Europe because they felt inadequate there or did not fit in. They did not love their own culture and despised their own history. In many cases they despised themselves, but externalized it in a cause. Identifying with Africa justified these feelings, gave them an  alternative base and a cause to fight for. For some it justified almost masochistic self-denial. Some were frustrated revolutionaries; some thought that by going to Uganda they could fight apartheid in South Africa. Others were suffering from broken love affairs. I recognize some of these feelings in myself at that time; a huge sense of (self-) pity, the love of a cause, the desire to lose myself in another culture, to feel whole and good by being with the poorest, trying to share their lives.

Instead I found myself loved for the very reasons I despised. I was loved because I was white and rich, and from the rich world. I had come to bring its benefits to Africa, had I not? ‘So please Sir, Mista Richad, Masta, Teacha, My Lord, Your Majesty, help me for school fees, help me for medicine, give me clothez.’

‘No, that is not why I am here,’ my heart screamed. ‘I have come to protect innocent Africa from Europe’s greed and arrogance and make amends for slavery and imperialism. I want to preserve African values, stand in solidarity against Western materialism.’

But this was a point of view not easily understood by the children of African peasants. To them I was someone who had come to help kill off old Africa and replace it with European ways and Western goods. They despised the old Africa and wanted to be Western and ‘put on smart’. I had an image of two people running towards each other with arms outstretched, each thinking they were about to fall into the other’s arms, but instead looking beyond each other at a mirage and missing each other completely. ‘All they seem to have kept from the past is beer and drums,’ I wrote in my diary. ‘Africa is fleeing from itself as fast as it can go. If this is the revolution of rising expectations, I don’t want a part in it. But I am part of it. I am paid to feed it, to help it along its way.’

Africa wanted the trappings of Western wealth without understanding anything of the culture and values that created it or could  sustain it. Instead of building on what they had and developing their assets and talents, they seemed to snatch at Western goods, turning themselves into beggars in a mad scramble to acquire symbols of Western wealth. ‘Masster help me for shart,’ they cried. ‘Aid me with medisin,’ ‘Give me clothez. Give me moneys.’ It makes you, as Paul Theroux has it, ‘a wallet on legs’. It is also a paradise for aid agencies and donors. They ask; you give. But Mr Lule was tough and told me not to give anything for nothing. ‘Whatever you do, do not let it be known you are giving out money. It will cause problems,’ he said.

I grew more and more angry with Africans for abandoning their culture, fleeing from their traditions and becoming beggars. The main aim of all the students I taught seemed to be to get out of the village, away from their roots, and adopt Western ways, or at least acquire Western luxury goods and display them ostentatiously.

The brightest boy in the first year was Willie Kiyingi. And he knew it. His clothes were beautifully clean and well pressed every day, but they were always the same clothes. Close up you could see they were frayed and mended. He was very particular about them. Once he tripped while playing football and muddied his shorts. He stopped playing immediately. The other children respected his cleverness, especially when he caught me out in class, but they resented his arrogance and mocked his self-importance.

Kiyingi was rare in Africa. He was an only child and lived with his mother. I don’t remember what had happened to his father. There were whispers that his mother was a prostitute, but others tut-tutted and said she was a hard-working farmer who barely survived on her own and put everything she had into her son’s future. His school fees were partly paid for by the school, a sort of bursary because he was bright and had no other way of getting education.

One day about £10 went missing from the staff room. So did Willie. There was no sign of him all day. Then in the late afternoon  there was a commotion down in the village. Willie was back. He had hired a taxi for himself all the way from the nearby town and stepped out of it in a shiny, ill-fitting suit, a garish tie and new shoes. He paraded down the row of little wooden shops while everyone ooohed and aaahed and laughed. Willie Kiyingi, they said, was now a Big Man. He went to the bar and bought everyone drinks and then the money ran out. Mr Lule expelled him the next day.

Willie would have done well at school and could have got one of those coveted office jobs. In the course of one afternoon, for a moment’s madness, he had blown it, thrown his life away. I hated Willie for it. I pondered bitterly on what must have gone through his mind when he was buying those ridiculous clothes. What had he felt as he stepped out of the taxi and paraded down the street? He must have known he would be identified as the thief. I hated him because he seemed to reinforce those smug white cynics who said Africans never think ahead. ‘They live for the moment. Give them money for a week and they’ll spend it in a day.’ Perhaps it is a feature of poverty. You work all your life to get out of poverty and suddenly you see a short cut. Never mind what lies beyond the short cut. You’re there. You are wearing new clothes and that will make people admire you. Boom.

Now, thirty years on and looking at all the grotesque extravagant pomp of many African rulers, I think of Willie and wonder if he was not, after all, an aberration but quite typical. I think of the Ghanaian minister who had a gold bed made for him, the insanity of the imperial coronation of Jean-Bedel Bokassa in the Central African Republic, the basilica bigger than St Peter’s in Côte d’Ivoire, and Mobutu, drinking pink champagne every day and hiring Concorde to fly his family to New York to go shopping.

I tried once to discuss all this with a group of African teachers. I suggested to them that they had a pretty good way of life here in  Uganda and it would be stupid to throw it all away in a mad scramble for Western materialism. They got very angry. How dare I suggest that Africa should not have what Western countries had. Weren’t Africans as good as Europeans? If I had come here to stop Africa developing I had better get back to England where I belonged.

What I did learn was that the gulf in understanding between Africans and Europeans was immense. An old Dutch priest who had worked in one district of Uganda for thirty years said to me, ‘I would give all of that again to have thirty minutes in the mind of an African.’ At the time I was shocked, but he was not disillusioned or bitter and he certainly did not feel his life had been a waste. He was just puzzled.

Before I went to Uganda an old Africa hand in Britain had told me that stealing was common. I tried to argue that it was the traditional sense of communalism. He laughed. I called him a racist. After a few months in Uganda I began to see that my ‘communalism’ meant asking to borrow something, promising to return it but never quite managing to do so. Villagers and students took stealing very seriously. They kept everything under lock and key and were loath to lend anything.

Even petty theft could mean death. Necklacing, putting a tyre soused in petrol round someone’s neck and setting fire to it, had not yet spread from South Africa, but thieves were chopped up with machetes or just beaten to death. What horrified me was that it was done casually, almost gleefully. Two English girls who taught in a nearby girls’ boarding school told me that a man who had stolen bananas from the school plantation had been caught. The students had joined in beating the man to death, and laughed and joked about it. When my friends burst into tears, their students were embarrassed, not for what they had done but for their teachers’ tears.

In 1907, Winston Churchill visited Uganda and described it as a Shangri La: ‘beautiful, rich, temperate, a paradise on earth’. But he also sensed evil there. ‘It must be too good to be true,’ he wrote in My African Journey. ‘It is too good to be true. Behind its glittering mask [Uganda] wears a sinister aspect ... a sense of indefinable oppression ... a cut will not heal, a scratch festers.’ He called it ‘a garden of sunshine and deadly nightshade’.

Occasionally I caught hints of that evil in the school. Boys would sometimes bully a girl. All they had to do was pick up a stick and shake it at her to reduce the girl to hysterics; kneeling, pleading, whining, begging them not to kill her. At first I thought it was an elaborate charade. One day a group of boys armed with knives and machetes went down to the home of a teacher who had upset them. He fled and would not return until negotiations had taken place. He had cause to flee. They would have killed him. Soon I would witness much more casual cruelty and killing as Uganda’s institutions collapsed and soldiers began to realize they had absolute power. Later I was to see the same happen in Somalia, Mozambique, Angola, Ethiopia, Congo, Rwanda and Burundi, and then in Sierra Leone, Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire. The thinly rooted colonial states collapsed and violence ruled.

But Uganda was where I first knew the paradox of Africa’s beauty and evil. Here I lost my virginity, physical, spiritual, moral, and found Africa’s huge patience and humanity – and its cruelty and violence. Almost everything I know about why Africa is the way it is, I learned first in Uganda. In my second year I travelled through East Africa down to Zambia and found the same mad scramble for a Western lifestyle, the same rejection of African culture, yet a stubborn African way of doing things. At the rate their economies were developing, African states would take decades to provide a Western lifestyle for more than a tiny minority. The  majority were still subsistence farmers, but the young, aspiring to escape from rural drudgery through education, were caught in no man’s land. They could reach that Western shore only in their dreams. Only a tiny minority ever got near it. While populations soared, states collapsed or sank into economic decline. Ordinary Africans survived only by clinging to family and faith. Meanwhile, with criminal optimism, the World Bank and other Western aid donors continued to sell the idea of rapid development. Like the young PR man at breakfast, they blithely believed that if you change the message, you can change the reality.

The reality then was that Uganda was already in the early stages of a catastrophe. Idi Amin was already in power and Uganda was to suffer nearly fifteen years of tyranny and civil war. Idi Amin ruled for almost a decade. Their dreams shattered, Ugandans were to get hugely poorer. Nearly all other African countries went the same way. Development went backwards. Even worse, another horror was brewing that none of us knew about at the time. Only a few miles south of our little school in southern Uganda lay the incubator of the greatest catastrophe to hit humanity since the Black Death 600 years ago: Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome.
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How it all went wrong Uganda II


I last saw Idi Amin in Kampala by the roundabout on the Entebbe road in December 1972. He was driving his own Jeep and stopped to let us pass. His huge bulk made the Jeep look like a toy and he was dressed in casual military green with his favoured tartan forage cap, borrowed from a Scottish regiment, perched on his head. Catching sight of a white person, he smiled and waved gaily.

Amin became the stereotype of the African dictator, but in some ways he was not typical. The typical dictator would not have been driving himself. He would have been in a fast-moving, heavily armed convoy that would have driven – or shot – every other vehicle and pedestrian off the road. In Nigeria under military rule I witnessed the Vice-President’s convoy in Lagos, a motorcade of some fifteen vehicles including an armoured car, an ambulance and two truckloads of soldiers. We were forced to stop as it roared past, sirens blaring and soldiers hanging out of the trucks pointing their guns at bystanders. I asked my taxi driver what would happen if the man just walked to work. The driver looked airily into the middle distance and said softly: ‘We would kill him.’

Idi Amin at least had courage. He was a product of empire, a bizarre and unstable mix of British military discipline and African culture.  The Uganda army had emerged from the King’s African Rifles, which had seen action in Burma in the Second World War. KAR soldiers were mostly recruited in northern Ugandan from the ‘warrior tribes’, as the British dubbed them. That included Amin, a street kid from West Nile who grew up in an army camp. The British turned him into a tough sergeant. There is a photo of him and another young sergeant standing to attention next to a crisp British officer in shorts and bush hat: the very models of the bwana and his ‘boys’.

Amin became a sort of faithful pet, patted and patronized. He played the role well even as President. He used to drop in for a beer at the Kampala Rugby Club, sit at the bar, play the accordion and sing Scottish ballads and rugby songs. The club was a very British outfit. After independence it admitted a few Ugandan members (if they had been to British public school). Idi was always welcome. As a young man he had been a match-winning wing for the Jinja rugby team. ‘Just give Idi the ball and point him in the right direction and you could put your feet up,’ the old East Africa hands used to say. Idi knew how to please such chaps. He was their sort of African. But others recalled that after the game they would pass beers to him through a hatch in the clubhouse wall. Africans were not allowed in the bar.

No-one seemed to ask what that might do to a man psychologically. After independence the British officers left and the new government Africanized the army’s officer corps, promoting Amin to captain, major and colonel in rapid succession. He loved the glamorous British hierarchies. He created some spectacular new honours and orders for Uganda – and awarded them to himself. So simple Idi Amin became His Excellency Field Marshal Idi Amin Dada, President of Uganda, Conqueror of the British Empire, Victorious Cross, Member of the Excellent Order of the Source of the Nile, Distinguished Service Medal, State Combat Star, Long Service and Good Conduct Medal. When he met Emperor Jean-Bedel Bokassa of  the Central African Empire (now a mere Republic again) the sight was spectacular. Bokassa, a former French army sergeant, had fought in Vietnam and had also come to power in a coup. He too was addicted to giving himself – and wearing – bizarre awards and honours. The two men stood side by side in full dress uniform as if competing to see who could fit the most sashes, stars, medals and ribbons on their fronts. They were like moving display cabinets. Amin, with his vast frontage, won easily. Bokassa was barely five foot tall.

How had Amin come to power? Uganda had been one of the more peaceful British territories. Because it was a protectorate, not a colony, most land was still in African hands. Only a handful of settlers were allowed, so there was no bitter anti-colonial struggle for land as there was in neighbouring Kenya. But its politics were typical of post-independence Africa, an example of how, innocently, ignorantly but inevitably, the seeds of catastrophe were planted by imperial rule. The country’s name comes from Buganda, the powerful and sophisticated lakeside kingdom founded around 1500 and ruled by a hereditary kingship, the Kabaka. At the end of the nineteenth century the British made Buganda the core of a bigger state, Uganda, extending the protectorate north, east and west to include other ethnic groups, some of whom had been at war with the Buganda kingdom before the British arrived.

Britain’s policy of indirect rule co-opted the local kings and chiefs to carry out their orders but left the execution of the orders to traditional local systems. In Uganda the British designated the Baganda as the ‘most advanced tribe’ and so used them – and their sophisticated local government structures – to rule other parts of Uganda. That stored up problems for the future. Ethnic groups north of the Nile were utterly different by race and culture, about as similar to the Baganda as Turks are to Swedes. These groups resented the Baganda overlords. They were also in a majority, and as independence, democracy  and political parties neared, the demography ordained that the Baganda would not win. The Protestant Baganda political elite was far more concerned to restore the Buganda kingdom and self-rule than promote Ugandan nationalism. The Catholic Baganda forged a new nation-wide movement, the Democratic Party, but it did not have the numbers to win nationally. Uganda, however, could not be stable with the Baganda in opposition.

At independence in 1962, Britain attempted to leave behind a Westminster-style democracy in the tropics with a President and a Prime Minister. Maybe they thought they had cleverly created harmonious balance. They might as well have left the Ugandans the instruments of the London Philharmonic Orchestra and told them to play Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. An election gave victory to a northerner, Milton Obote. He became Prime Minister. The counterbalancing presidency, a ceremonial post like the British monarchy, was given to the Baganda king, the Kabaka, Frederick Mutesa. The Democratic Party was left in the wilderness. The British walked away. Disaster was only a matter of time.

That election in Uganda opened up the seams and split the country along ethnic and religious lines. The system wobbled along for four years, then, in 1966, Obote lost patience with Baganda attempts to gain greater autonomy and drove out President Mutesa in a coup, making himself Executive President. He gathered all power to himself, made Uganda a one-party state and planned radical socialism.

But in using the army to overthrow the constitution, he had involved the soldiers in politics. Idi Amin was the army chief and had led the attack on the king’s palace. The British High Commissioner described Amin as having just enough intelligence to know he couldn’t run the country. Obote’s own assessment was more prescient. He knew the army, and Amin in particular, were a threat. Obote tried to get rid of him, but Amin was canny and  dangerous when threatened. He cultivated the rank and file soldiers and recruited many from his own area. After a minor mutiny several soldiers were sacked, but Amin quietly re-recruited them, making them beholden to him. As Obote went off to the Commonwealth Conference in Singapore in January 1971, he left orders that Amin be arrested.

It has always been assumed that the British had a hand in the coup that brought Idi Amin to power. Obote after all was a socialist and was threatening to nationalize British interests in Uganda. He also lashed out at Britain for selling arms to apartheid South Africa. But was that sufficient motive to overthrow him? After all, in neighbouring Tanzania, President Julius Nyerere had nationalized British companies and was also a fierce critic of Britain’s protection of apartheid, but Britain backed Nyerere, putting him back on his throne when an army mutiny overthrew him. The British Foreign Office papers suggest that it was Israel, not Britain, that put Idi Amin in power.

Since independence the Israelis had been training the Ugandan army, including Amin. They befriended him and took him to Israel on a paratrooper training course. Amin was also the link between the Ugandan army and the southern Sudanese separatist group called the Anya-Nya, which means ‘snake venom’, fighting for secession, an uprising in which Israel had an interest. Sudan had joined the Arab cause in the 1967 war and helped formulate the hard-line Arab policy towards Israel. Israel’s revenge was to support the Anya-Nya fighters by supplying them with weapons. Uganda, Sudan’s southern neighbour, was the conduit, and Idi Amin was the agent. Amin came from an ethnic group that bridged the Sudan border. Though a Muslim, he was naturally committed to the southern Sudanese cause and, contrary to Obote’s pro-Khartoum policy, acted as Israel’s arms supplier to the Anya-Nya. At the end of 1970, Obote flew to Khartoum to try to negotiate peace in southern Sudan between the  Anya-Nya and President Numeiri. That worried the Israelis. They wanted the war to continue.

The organizer of the coup was almost certainly Colonel Bar Lev, an Israeli officer who had worked in Uganda for five years and had become close friends with Amin. For success all the pro-Obote army units had to be neutralized. That was easy since the Israelis had provided Uganda’s military communications network. The Israeli colonel was seen on the eve of the coup with Amin. In the early hours of 25 January 1971, while Obote was in Singapore, the government was overthrown. Ugandans awoke to the slow, sonorous, uncertain speech of Idi Amin Dada announcing he was the new ‘temporary’ ruler. He then drove around Kampala in his Jeep with Colonel Bar Lev at his side. Uganda’s nightmare had begun. Amin was driven out by the Tanzanian army nine years later, but stability in southern Uganda took a further six years. The north has been ravaged by civil war for more than thirty-five years.

Not many people saw it at the time. Many Ugandans welcomed Amin as a liberator. In Kampala the Baganda bedecked their cars with flowers and drove around, horns blaring. Then they danced all night. Uganda’s Asian community was among the first to congratulate him. Israel provided him with close protection, handled his communications and immediately supplied him with weapons.

Officially the British were bemused but relieved that one of their toughest critics had been removed. The Foreign Office papers reveal that Richard Slater, the British High Commissioner, had apparently not been informed beforehand. His telegrams suggest he was taken unawares on the morning of 25 January. However, in Nairobi Bruce Mackenzie, a former British RAF bomber pilot and MI6 operative in East Africa, had been plotting Obote’s removal with the Israelis for months. He was also – bizarrely – ‘foreign affairs advisor’ to President Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya. Old colonial  officials and British officers who had known Amin were delighted. ‘Good Old Idi’ had scored again. They thought they could keep him happy with some guns and aid – just as they had him in the palms of their hands when they passed him pints through the hatch at the Rugby Club. He would still come to heel when the white man snapped his fingers. They urged the Foreign Office to support him.

Mackenzie’s secret communications went straight to the British Prime Minister, Ted Heath, and the British moved quickly to shore up Amin’s power, providing him with diplomatic support and the promise of arms. ‘We now have a thoroughly pro-Western set up in Uganda of which we should take prompt advantage. Amin needs our help,’ reads a Foreign Office assessment from the early days of the regime. Being on ‘our side’ in the Cold War was priority number one for Western countries. Only Richard Slater warned that Amin might not prove the saviour that London wanted and drew attention to the massacres in the north. But he was glad to see the back of Obote.

Amin immediately reversed Obote’s socialist policies, which would have led to the nationalization of some fifty British businesses in Uganda. The Financial Times declared Amin ‘Man of the Week’, the Daily Telegraph called him ‘a welcome contrast to other African leaders and a staunch friend of Britain’. It encouraged the government to give him weapons. The government obliged. It even considered selling Amin Harrier jump-jets. Meanwhile in South Africa, the apartheid regime was delighted with the coup.

The Idi that the world saw was the cheerful, no-nonsense soldier who drove himself around town, fearing nothing. In the area where I lived Amin was popular because he had removed the Bagandas’ arch enemy, Obote. He delighted them further by bringing home the body of Frederick Mutesa, who had died in exile in London two  years earlier. Amin went round the country preaching traditional values and respect for the elders – and for British teachers. At a rally I attended he embarrassingly singled out us whites in the crowd and told the people to respect and thank those who had come to help develop Uganda.

In southern Uganda, Amin’s first year in power did not feel like a reign of terror. On the contrary, many people said the country was freer than it had been under Obote. As a volunteer at that time you could live well on £5 a week. Hitchhiking around the country, you could usually be sure of getting where you wanted to go. And if you didn’t, you would always find a meal and a bed. Ugandans were proud of their reputation for friendliness and hospitality and most Europeans wanted to be there because they loved it. A couple of hours’ drive took you to game parks or treks in the hills. Everywhere music poured out of street bars and at the weekend wandering Congolese bands played in every town, their music as warm as the night air.

After a year I fell in love with a beautiful Ugandan girl and we spent most weekends at her family’s home near Kampala. Betty worked at a bank but her ambition was to write the great African novel. My ambition was to start a new African tribe with her. Her family was typical of the new Ugandan professional class. Her father, Moses, was a primary school headmaster, her mother worked for the Save the Children Fund. They lived in a large bungalow surrounded by a garden which provided a lot of their food. Betty’s brothers and sisters went to good schools and they had a car.

At Christmas we hitchhiked to the Kenyan coast, staying with whoever gave us lifts on the way. In Kampala we went everywhere together. Such relationships were accepted as part of the new Africa. The wealth gap between white and black in the cities was not great. In fact Betty earned more than I did and we were accepted together as equal members of the new rich elite.

Yet beneath the cheerful surface horrible things were happening. Soldiers from Obote’s ethnic group, the Langi, and Acholi officers, the backbone of the army, were butchered. They were replaced by people from Amin’s area. Two American journalists disappeared. Remnants of their bodies were found in an oven in Mbarara barracks. The Chief Justice, Benedicto Kiwanuka, disappeared. I had attended his silver wedding anniversary, a full Catholic High Mass followed by a sumptuous feast in his village a few miles away along a bush track. In the African heat he wore a top hat and tails and his wife a wedding dress. Kiwanuka had been Uganda’s Prime Minister before independence and was one of the most respected elders in the country. But he had given a ruling against an army officer and a few days later soldiers dragged him from his court. He was never seen again. Nasty stuff, but was Amin responsible? No-one was sure. And anyway, who cared about human rights in the Cold War, let alone democracy? They were not on the West’s agenda.

In February 1972 Amin began to change tack. His first state visits had been to Israel, then to Britain where the Queen welcomed him and gave him a ride in an open-top royal coach. (Even as he dined at Buckingham Palace, truckloads of murdered soldiers were being dumped in the Nile.) Then he went to Libya and met Colonel Gaddafi. Maybe it was Gaddafi’s charm or his money. Perhaps he suddenly reacted to a lifetime of being patronized by Europeans or maybe he realized that they were not going to give him what he wanted. They might even try to get rid of him. When he returned he suddenly cast off the Israelis and the British and adopted the Arab cause, fervently denouncing ‘Zionist imperialism’ and ‘British neo-colonialism’.

The buffoon was still there. First item on Ugandan television news every night was what President Idi Amin Dada had done that day. It also showed him winning swimming and athletics contests that he had organized. He ordered whites to kneel before him and carry him  around in a litter. He proposed marrying Princess Anne as a way of patching up Anglo-Ugandan relations. But the buffoon was also a monster. Later he is said to have killed one of his wives and eaten parts of her. They found her remains in his fridge. Amin became the prototype African military dictator and clown, the jumped-up sergeant who ruled like a profligate king in a wasteland of terror and destitution. His image became the emblem of Africa for decades.

On 6 August 1972 Amin announced that all Asians who did not have Uganda citizenship were to be expelled and their businesses given to Ugandans. Between August and October some 50,000 were forced out and went to Canada, America, Australia and Britain. On their way to the airport the army stripped them; rings, watches and jewellery, anything they fancied. Their expulsion was wildly popular. The Asians, most of them petty traders, were not liked. They did not mix with Africans and many Asian businessmen exploited them brutally. So when Amin expelled them, many thought that they would be given Asians’ businesses, cars and homes and be rich.

The day the Asian exodus began, a force of Amin’s opponents invaded from Tanzania and tried to fight their way towards Kampala. They expected a popular uprising but it did not happen. The army, loyal to Amin, beat them back and they got no support from the local Baganda who did not want Obote to return. The invasion almost reached Kabuwoko Hill and I was confined to the house for nearly a month. The only news of what was happening around us came from local gossip and the BBC World Service. On the ground all was confusion. It was impossible to know who was a rebel and who was a government soldier and who was winning. We kept the compulsory picture of Amin on the wall but I kept the old picture of President Obote hidden behind a cupboard. When soldiers came to the school we had to guess which one to put up.

Mr Lule stayed in Kampala but the parish priest assured us that if  the worst came to the worst, he could hide us in his house. The invaders were defeated and driven back, but this short war made Uganda’s army paranoid and aggressive. Roadblocks were set up everywhere, manned by jittery and explosive soldiers who used their new power to take money off people. Often they were drunk.

Masaka was put under the command of a terrifying Major Maliamungu. One day he decided to end the practice of overloading taxis – sixteen in a Peugeot designed for eight was not uncommon. When no-one paid any attention to his order, he went down to the taxi park, took the first driver with an overloaded vehicle and shot him dead. The other taxi drivers went on strike until he threatened to have them all shot.

As Amin became more and more anti-British and the British fumbled about trying to find a way of curbing him, mixed relationships became more and more dangerous. One day he denounced Ugandan girls who had white boyfriends as unpatriotic. A friend of Betty’s who was seen with a white man was nearly beaten to death by soldiers. Betty’s family, with huge sadness and embarrassment, told me I could no longer come to the house. Neither of us had telephones so we relied on letters and visits to communicate. We met in secret and fear, pretending to ignore each other in public.

A few Britons were arrested as spies and paraded in public. In school the students became disquieted. They listened to Uganda Radio and believed it. Some asked me if I was a spy. Others asked if the Ugandan army would beat the British army if it invaded. I decided to stay on, partly because I thought I was too out of the way to be of any interest to Amin and partly out of bloody-mindedness. I went into town as little as possible. Rumours told of daily new atrocities by Amin and his soldiers. The British government-sponsored teachers, doctors and aid workers were withdrawn. Only missionaries and a few older white people who had made their home in Uganda stayed on.

Hard though it is to imagine now, Uganda was becoming self-sufficient at that time. It aimed to be self-reliant, free of aid by 1974. Western governments would have continued to fund particular projects but the Uganda government should have been able to raise its main revenues from taxation. Africa has not always been an aid-dependent beggar. The Asian miracle of the 1980s could have been the African miracle. Instead the 1980s were Africa’s catastrophe. Nor was Uganda the only country poised to stand on its own two feet in the 1970s. Others with more natural resources were doing even better. Thirty years on some of them are beginning to get back to the levels of wealth of the early 1970s. But many of them, like Uganda, have become aid-dependent. More than 50 per cent of Uganda’s budget now comes from Western donors and there is no sign of this diminishing. So what went wrong?

The economists blame Africa’s failure on the fall in price of the continent’s key commodities. They started falling in the 1970s and went on down until around 1995. When Africa started earning more again, life began to get better. Worsening terms of trade certainly added to the mix, but the theory doesn’t explain why Asian countries which produced the same commodities as Africa did not also collapse in civil war or become completely impoverished. Development experts blame Africa’s failure on policy: the wrong policies, or the right policies badly implemented. But it was not policies that messed up Africa. It was politics. The deadly combination of internal competition for power and outside interference wrecked Africa. As an individual, Amin was extraordinary. What he did to his country was not.

In November I went to a dance in Masaka in a large hall. The invasion had interrupted the weekly Saturday night hop, but nothing could stop the wonderful Congolese bands coming across the western border in large cars stuffed with amplifiers, drums and guitars. Masaka was one of their first stops on their tours of East Africa.  Dances were old fashioned in a way. Men and women sat separately from each other and men would ask women for dances, and sometimes giggling girls would ask a man for a dance. But no-one was left out, everyone danced, even if they danced alone. There would also be scores of beautiful girls, many of whom were mbalassasas, named after the gorgeously coloured Ugandan lizards. They were fun-makers, out for a good night with music, beer and, if they could get one, a man who would pay for their evening out.

That night some of Major Maliamungu’s soldiers came to the dance in uniform. One of them wore a thick red canvas belt. The music went on, no-one paid them much attention, but there was a stiffening of the atmosphere. The major tried to take a girl. There was a fight. Someone grabbed the red belt and tore it off. The major and his men were thrown out, but a few minutes later there was a rumour they were returning. A shot was fired and the dance hall emptied in screams and panic. It was the last dance.

A month later Amin declared all whites in our area to be spies who had uniforms and guns hidden in their houses. It was time to go.

I arrived back in dark, cold, wet December London. It was as if I had been woken from a magnificent dream or dragged out of a wonderful theatre and thrown into a dungeon. I had 50p in my pocket and no winter clothes. Friends put me up and lent me a coat. Three days later I was working in a warehouse near Euston station. But the physical discomfort was nothing to the anguish of leaving Africa. I had left behind the girl I loved, with little prospect of meeting again. People had warned me about the culture shock of going to Africa. Nothing prepared me for the culture shock of coming the other way. No matter how much I talked no-one understood what I was saying. I sank into deep depression and vowed to get back to Africa.
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The end of colonialism New states, old societies


Three words come to mind when people try to explain the failure of Africa’s first generation after independence: leadership, tribalism and resources. They are not bad starting points, but they do not fully explain why Africa, free at last, endowed with enormous potential wealth and peopled with bright, optimistic men and women, failed.

Leaders do not emerge from nowhere. Could it really be coincidence that all of Africa’s forty-odd leaders who came to power at independence were bad rulers who took bad decisions? Not all of them were corrupt tyrants and many were decent men who believed that what they were doing was for the best. The new presidents inherited total power from the colonial rulers, but the states they ruled were made up of old African societies, once self-governing and still held together by their own networks of power and influence. Trying to use the tools of a Western-style state to control these rooted societies was like trying to herd cats with a dog-training manual.

In Africa – as anywhere else – ethnicity and culture are important. Imagine if, after two world wars that have slaughtered some 90 million people, America and the Soviet Union, exasperated by tribal warfare in Europe, create a single country called Europe. They  impose it from above, creating provinces by drawing lines on maps with no regard for the identity of the people living there. Today a Slovene President is trying to broker a border dispute between the provinces of France and Germany. Under France is a vast pool of oil, but some of it is also under Germany – the Germans are all Muslim by the way. Meanwhile the ancient tribal hatreds still cause frequent massacres among Greeks and Turks, Basques and Spanish, and in parts of north London where rival football tribes called Arsenal and Tottenham are clashing in the streets. Tribalism is not an exclusively African disease.

Imagining a ‘tribal’ Europe gives you some idea of what African citizenship is like. The European Union has only 23 languages. Africa has at least 2000, and between 6000 and 10,000 political or social entities, each of which once had its own governance and legal system, its leadership and customs and culture. And, like an imagined Europe unified by force by outsiders, Africans played no part in the creation of their nation states. Their boundaries were drawn on maps in Europe by Europeans who had never even been to Africa, with no regard for existing political systems and boundaries. Half a century later Africans were given flags and national anthems, airlines and armies, and told they were now independent: Kenyans or Nigerians or Chadians.

In these newly independent countries the easiest way for a wouldbe ruler to gather supporters was to mobilize his own ethnic or religious group against others and impose his will by force in the name of establishing national unity. What might Africa have been like if the Europeans had not taken it over? What political systems might have evolved from Africa’s traditional, subtle systems of power and monarchy if European contact with Africa had remained purely mercantile? Would it have been a United States of Africa or hundreds of mini-states, each based on an ethnic group?

But the tribalism factor, while certainly important, is not the whole story. Take Somalia and Botswana, two countries where almost everyone belongs to the same ethnic group with the same culture and language. Somalis are also bound by the same religion, Islam, but Somalia exploded in the worst war any country has suffered. It has not yet been able to restore itself. Botswana, the home of the Tswana people, is a success story, peaceful, democratic and wealthy. It is also the answer to the ‘resource curse’ theory – that Africa’s very wealth makes politics a mad, winner-takes-all scramble for gold or diamonds or oil. Botswana had nothing at independence except a few cows and a lot of bush. Diamond mining was developed there only from 1967. Since then the country has earned billions from diamonds. In two decades its wealth has increased by 500 per cent. Per head of population, Batswana had $122 each in 1970. This grew to $4755 by 2006. And Botswana’s elected government has spent the money on giving its people improved education and health and better roads and water. Visiting Botswana makes you realize what all of Africa might have become.

Back at the beginning of human history, Africa north of the Sahara was part of the Persian and early European worlds, linked easily by trade across the Red Sea and the Mediterranean. It was as much part of the Roman Empire as Britain or Germany. That link was cut by the Arab expansion in the Middle East and into the Maghreb in the eighth century. Africa was cut off from other traders and influences for 700 years. Asians were the first to come with a visitation by the Chinese fleet to the East African coast in 1405 and in subsequent years. But they went away again and did not return. A mere fifty years later the Europeans first arrived in sub-Saharan Africa, working their way down the west coast. Unlike the Chinese they were aggressive, destroying existing trade routes and taking what they wanted by force. They came in greater and greater  numbers and they settled. From the early days of trading, through the slave-trade centuries and the imperial take-over at the end of the nineteenth century right through to today, Europe dominated Africa. Now that domination may be coming to an end with the reappearance of the Chinese. Recently they have come seeking raw materials and as traders and may transform Africa as profoundly in the twenty-first century as Europeans did in the previous two centuries.

When European rulers suddenly decided to take over Africa’s hinterland at the end of the nineteenth century, they did not want any unseemly fights in front of the natives. That might give them the idea that the white man was vulnerable. Better to share out the continent amicably and convince Africans that whites were their new masters. So the whites sat down at a meeting in Berlin in 1884 and agreed to carve up Africa by drawing lines on maps. In some areas white explorers had not even set foot on the ground where they now drew borders. Most states were formed from the ports and forts that European traders had secured on the coasts of the continent over almost four centuries. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries they had come in search of gold and then slaves. Now they wanted the land. In West Africa the European land grab ballooned out of the coastal trading posts into the vast unexplored continent – hence the shape of West African nation states today. Ethnic groups, local identities and even natural borders such as rivers and mountains were ignored as the mapmakers guessed where watersheds lay between river sources. The imperial powers then sent in their frontier forces to crush resistance and establish their rule.
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