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TIMELINE
















	1500–500 BCE

	Earliest settlement of the Maldivian archipelago according to historical evidence






	3rd century BCE

	Mauryan emperor Ashoka believed to have spread Buddhism to the islands






	1153
	Maldives converts from Buddhism to Islam






	1558–73
	Portuguese colonists occupy the Maldives






	1835
	Robert Morseby conducts first survey of archipelago for the British Admiralty






	1887
	Maldives and Britain sign protectorate agreement






	1932
	Sultan Mohamed Shamsuddin III introduces the country’s first constitution






	1953
	First republic lasts less than a year, with first president Mohamed Amin Didi attacked by an angry mob and later succumbing to his injuries






	1957
	Ibrahim Nasir becomes prime minister, British armed forces return to Addu, establishing Royal Air Force Station Gan






	1958–63
	Three southernmost atolls break away to form the short-lived United Suvadive Republic






	1965
	Maldives secures full autonomy from Britain






	1968
	Referendum ends the 815-year sultanate, with Ibrahim Nasir becoming president






	1972
	Kurumba Village becomes Maldives’ first tourist resort






	
1974
	‘Big Thursday’ protests against rising food prices and repressive Nasir rule see police fire weapons to disperse crowds and make multiple arrests






	1976
	British abandon RAF Gan






	1978
	Maumoon Abdul Gayoom becomes president, Ibrahim Nasir retires






	1982
	Maldives joins the Commonwealth






	1988
	Tamil mercenaries working with Maldivian dissidents temporarily take control of Malé before Indian naval forces intercede






	2003
	Maafushi prison riots following the death in custody of Evan Naseem leave three inmates dead, sparking widespread unrest






	2004
	
‘Black Friday’ protests in August turn violent, President Gayoom declares state of emergency, resulting in the imprisonment of almost a hundred people

Indian Ocean tsunami in December devastates atolls, killing eighty-two and displacing thousands








	2005
	Parliament unanimously votes to allow multi-party politics






	2007
	Sultan Park bombing carried out by local al-Qaeda affiliates in the capital, twelve tourists injured






	2008
	Mohamed Nasheed of the Maldivian Democratic Party elected president in country’s first multi-party elections, former president Gayoom retires from frontline politics






	2012
	Mohamed Nasheed resigns from office after police and military mutiny






	2013
	Abdulla Yameen, half-brother of former president Gayoom, wins country’s second multi-party presidential election






	
2015
	
Former president Mohamed Nasheed sentenced to thirteen years in prison on terrorism charges, later granted political refugee status in Britain

Tens of thousands protest on May Day, calling for Nasheed’s release and President Yameen’s resignation, hundreds arrested, including opposition leaders

Vice President Ahmed Adeeb accused of attempting to assassinate President Yameen, impeached during state of emergency and sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment








	2016
	Maldives leaves the Commonwealth






	2018
	President Yameen declares second state of emergency following feud with Supreme Court






	

	MDP candidate Ibrahim Mohamed Solih defeats Abdulla Yameen in presidential election






	2019
	Former president Yameen sentenced to five years in prison and fined $5 million for money laundering, later released on appeal






	2022
	Yameen receives eleven years in prison and fined a further $5 million over corruption charges






	2023
	President Solih becomes MDP candidate for the September election and former president Nasheed splits to form opposition party

















PROLOGUE


Paradise. Lost.


NAJ AND I SAT AT THE KITCHEN TABLE AS THE EQUATORIAL SUN BURST past lilting palms and in through the window, urging us to finish breakfast and come outside to see the island. A year ago, we’d managed to successfully navigate the complex marriage process between a Maldivian and a beyru meeheh (outsider). It had been five years since I’d first arrived in the Indian Ocean from London to learn what I could in order to write about the Maldives’ chaotic political scene, which lies hidden in the shade of its billion-dollar tourism industry. But hundreds of bylines later, I felt further than ever from understanding the place.


So, we’d skipped town, heading south past the dazzling resorts that had made the country famous the world over, down to Naj’s home island, Hithadhoo, in the southernmost atoll of Addu. From here, as man and wife, journalist and photographer, Englishman and Maldivian, we would set out to see the country that lay beyond the headlines and the holidays. We would blog, explore and take snapshots of an ancient civilization being eroded on all sides by the indifferent forces of modernity and climate change. I would try to process what had happened back in the capital, Malé, or maybe simply try to forget.


Our first stop was Fuvahmulah – a unique, isolated atoll just below the equator, known for its beaches, freshwater lakes, ancient ruins and vibrant culture. We had already discovered the famous island hospitality, welcomed by friends of friends, each and every one eager to show us the paradise they call home. Every morning, the table was laden with fresh fish, coconut, roshi and sweet black tea, and every evening with tuna curry, yams and fresh fruit from the garden.


As we ate, we planned the day ahead – the pictures Naj would take and the stories I would collect in my notepad, which lay open beside me, already half-filled with facts, figures and folktales from the atolls; and the stories that I hoped would make sense of the increasingly perplexing islands in which I’d been living. I flicked through the pages between mouthfuls of mashuni – a typical Maldivian breakfast dish – while Naj scrolled down on her phone.


Then, without saying a word, she held it out across the table, showing me yet another friendly face above the ornate squiggles of a thaana headline – written in the unique script of the Dhivehi language. It belonged to one of my dearest friends back in Malé. Looking closer, I hoped against hope that my still-weak Dhivehi skills had got it wrong. But deep down I already knew.


In my heart, I’d been expecting this moment, and so had he. We all had. The island paradise sank once more beneath the tropical confusion. He was gone. They’d taken him too.









PART I









1


GOING SOUTH




‘Truth is, most of the world can’t even locate Maldives on a map.’


YAMEEN RASHEED





IT WAS A GREY NOVEMBER MORNING. THAT’S A VERY BRITISH SENTENCE to begin with: what seems the default colour of my island paired with what feels like its default month. Inside my basement flat in South London, droplets of water condensed on the bedroom wall and continued their southern migration. I’d just completed my own journey from the country’s northwest to beneath the tropical Thames, hoping to bask in the warmth of graduate employment, recline under large, swaying pay cheques and gain sanctuary from torrents of temp work and puddles of joblessness.


My descent had been from Crewe, in Cheshire – a place known to most only because they’ve passed through it on the train. Once a thriving railway town, by the 1950s Crewe had begun to run out of steam . . . and trains. The last diesel locomotive had rolled off the line at the famous Crewe Works in 1991, leaving the descendants of railwaymen to join redundant shipbuilders, car makers and steel workers as Britain underwent its painful deindustrialization.1 In what is one of the most centralized countries in the developed world, my move south was perhaps inevitable.2


In the three years after optimistically studying international relations at university, I’d tried almost every kind of available work: agency work, part-time jobs, minimum wage and unpaid work. I’d trained for a heavy goods vehicle licence and even worked as a postman for a year in order to fund my migration, but delivering Indian takeaways was the closest I’d come to utilizing my degree. By late 2011, as my girlfriend Kylie and I packed everything other than family and friends into a transit van to drive 400 kilometres London-wards, the transition from a town of less than 100,000 people to a sprawling megacity of eight million strangers had felt daunting.


But it was also exhilarating. London is where the world comes to live, and the city overcompensates for the drab skies with the colours of a thousand cultures. In our flat, the Cameroonian French accents of my landlord’s family floated through the paper-thin floorboards. Outside, Caribbean market stalls stood alongside discrete Islamic centres and flamboyant Pentecostal churches. Greasy spoons and jerk chicken, evangelists on the high street and Mormons on the bus. It felt as if I’d emigrated, and I was keen to assimilate.


But two months in and dozens of unrequited job applications later, the daunting was descending towards intimidating. Desperation was rising with the damp as I sat day after day in the basement, polishing my CV and thinking about the one in five unemployed recent graduates, a number that had nearly doubled since I’d ‘qualified’ straight into the Great Recession.3 But then, I saw it.


Amid the ads for Westminster internships, nestled among the austere party logos of Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat, between grey think tanks and beige NGOs, something caught my eye. A mirage, perhaps, shimmering in the gloom. Towering above the Tories’ abstract oak symbol was an elegant palm tree set against a golden crescent moon and shining star. On either side stood two unfamiliar flags in warm red and lush green, completely unrecognizable to me despite four years of studying global politics. The ‘High Commission’ (I knew what one of those was) for the ‘Republic of Maldives’ (I wasn’t sure about this one) was looking for an intern for three months. It sounded like paradise to me.


‘The internship provides an unrivalled opportunity to learn about the workings of the world’s newest democracy, and one of the countries on the frontline of climate change,’ read the advert, trying unnecessarily to broaden its appeal – like sprinkling garnish on meat dangled before ravenously overqualified wolves. I lunged.
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After the obligatory daydream provoked by the merest hint of a palm tree, the mirage had dissolved as the deadline for interviews came and went, marking my first lesson in the workings of the world’s newest democracy.


While the Maldives’ diplomatic premises exists, theoretically, outside its geographic surroundings – a tiny piece of the Indian Ocean in the Marylebone district – I’d find that it also lives outside the strict rules of London time. That’s not to say they were four or five hours ahead of GMT, like the rest of the country over 8,000 kilometres away; rather, ‘island time’ ruled within those walls. Sure enough, I received an unexpected interview invitation more than a week late but was given a mere two days to prepare. The only vaguely relevant books I could find were a few very lonely Lonely Planet guides, leaving me wholly reliant on Wikipedia as I set about learning as much as I could about a country I’d just realized was a country.


To say I’d never heard the word ‘Maldives’ before was not entirely true, though. I’d been fairly sure the Maldives existed, but whether it was a sovereign state, an overseas territory or a sub-region of a larger nation, I had no idea. Somewhere tropical, obviously, and the search engine in my head had quickly suggested that I may also be interested in places like the Caribbean, the Comoros or the Seychelles. The only Brits I knew of who were likely to have visited places as glamorous as with any regularity would have definitely pronounced this word ‘the Mawl-deevs’, probably in a carrying voice at the country club. The Maldives was certainly synonymous in some turquoise corner of my grey matter with unattainable luxury. But what else was there to know about the place?


The Republic of Maldives, I quickly learned, was (then) a nation of around 350,000 people, with an official count of 1,192 islands, just under 200 of which are inhabited.4 Formerly known as the ‘Maldive Islands’, it has its own local name – Dhivehi Raajje, which translates loosely as ‘island kingdom’ – and its own language, Dhivehi, spoken nowhere else other than the neighbouring island of Minicoy (technically a part of India). The islands are spread across twenty-six natural coral atolls constituting a long, thin archipelago beginning around 600 kilometres southwest of India. Though the atolls all have names in the local language, they’re mostly referred to by their alphabetical titles, starting with Haa Alif Atoll – or Thiladhunmathi in Dhivehi – the closest to India at the top, and finishing at Seenu Atoll – or Addu – 870 kilometres due south. Beneath this lies only the Chagos Islands and (lots of) open ocean before Antarctica.


Despite being the smallest Asian nation in terms of both land area and population, I also learned that the Maldives has the highest GDP per capita of any South Asian nation. This combination of a small country, relatively large income and a name which makes people go weak in the knees was no coincidence. The Maldives’ imperious tourism industry, worth a third of its government’s revenue, half of all jobs and two-thirds of its GDP, had transformed the traditional fishing economy since the 1970s. In 2011 alone, it had brought nearly a million guests to delight in its ‘one island, one resort’ paradise packages.5 As a result, the tiny nation became among the most overtouristed on the planet, with around four visitors for every islander. But, I’d soon discover, what sets the Maldives apart from similarly smothered destinations is its unique geography.


Although it’s known as an island nation, a more accurate term would be ocean nation. The country’s legal territory is comprised of more than 99 per cent water (by the same logic, I could describe England as a ‘sunshine nation’). With just 300 square kilometres of land, the Maldives islands combined are roughly equivalent in size to that of Malta. Consequently, locating the Maldives on most maps is more or less impossible. Google can help nowadays, but by the time you’re close enough to make out these tiny low-lying islands, you’ve lost sight of everything else. Perspective is gone and context becomes non-existent as the world falls away beyond the endless blue stretching to the horizon, or the edge of your screen.


Perhaps I’d also heard the name ‘Maldives’ in reference to global warming. Certainly Wikipedia contributors in late 2011 felt that consideration of its environmental peril should take precedence over its politics which, I reasoned, must pale in the face of such an existential threat.6 The Maldives, I scribbled in my notepad, was the lowest-lying nation on the planet: average height of 1.5 metres, vulnerable to rising sea levels. The country had suffered immeasurable damage during the 1997–98 El Niño climate oscillation, I wrote down, which had bleached 90 per cent of the shallow corals upon which the nation resides. Even more dramatically, the 2004 tsunami had killed around eighty people and displaced one in fifteen living outside Malé, wiping out half a dozen island communities from those hard-to-study maps.7


Further searches for more recent news again put climate change at the top of the page. Two months before, The Island President had won the best documentary award at the Toronto film festival, thrusting into stardom the country’s youthful new president, Mohamed Nasheed, who appeared on the poster fully suited yet knee-deep in aquamarine water. Nasheed had won the nation’s first multi-party presidential election three years earlier, unexpectedly prising the country from the clasps of the autocratic incumbent Maumoon Abdul Gayoom. In a Guardian interview, I’d read British prime minister David Cameron describing Nasheed as ‘my new best friend’ and one of the five world leaders he would invite on a stag weekend.8 The vice president, Dr Mohamed Waheed – the country’s first PhD-holder – was left out. Still scouring Wikipedia for information, I’d found the former high-ranking UNICEF official characterized as a ‘radical’ who had been critical of Nasheed’s leadership.9 But this was just Wikipedia, I thought, and vice presidents never really do all that much. Climate change seemed a far more pressing issue, and I clicked eagerly on a YouTube trailer for The Island President, uploaded just a few days prior.


‘If we can’t stop the seas rising,’ said a pained voice over peaceful aerial shots of an island metropolis which defied both the laws of physics and oceanography. ‘If you allow for a two-degree rise in temperature,’ it continued, as a wave crashed over a solitary fisherman on a high sea wall, ‘you are actually agreeing to kill us.’ The source of the voice now appeared – the Maldivian president who looked younger than the average intern.10 The audience engaged, bold letters now heightened the drama: ‘The story of one man’s fight to save his country,’ read the text on the screen. ‘A new leader who rose from the streets . . . After 30 years of dictatorship.’ The bass kicked in. This was not what I was expecting – but at least I now had an idea what a Maldivian looked and sounded like . . . and also how their riot police dressed. The film cut to footage of the boyish figure in a yellow tie being tossed by an ocean of black helmets and blue camouflage, with splashes of baton strikes, as his already unmistakable tones recalled years of imprisonment and torture. Then the film switched to a new battlefront: Copenhagen and the 2009 UN Climate Change Conference, the culmination of Nasheed’s first year in office, which had already captured international attention by way of the world’s first underwater cabinet meeting. The trailer continued with fevered negotiations, pensive expressions, flashing cameras and another quote from Nasheed – one I would go on to hear countless times, but which has never failed to move me: ‘It won’t be any good to have democracy if we don’t have a country.’


Following the film’s success in Toronto, the media-savvy island president, and former Amnesty International Prisoner of Conscience, had hit the talk-show circuit. In another online clip – an appearance on Canadian television – Nasheed’s small frame, highlighted by an unhelpfully spacious chair, contrasted with the gravity of his words: ‘We all know that there are many many nations that have vanished, and we only have them as a memory.’11 But the interview also hinted at a more complicated domestic situation – a country that may be divided as well as sinking. When asked by his Canadian host about disagreements with those around him – some of which had been caught in the film – the headstrong president’s words were honest and ominous: ‘Most of the times I have been very fortunate that it hasn’t really ruined everything, but one of these days it is going to ruin everything.’


Preparing for the interview, I was aware that delving too deep into political waters would not be advisable. More appropriate among current affairs, though ostensibly less interesting, was the 2011 South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) summit held in the newly promoted Addu ‘City’ earlier that month. The event taking place in the smallest country among the eight-member group for just the second time, and in its farthest-flung atoll, seemed worth noting (so I did). Addu City – SAARC summit, I scrawled at the bottom of my notepad – the name of the city was both easy to remember, and pronounce. (Attempting the name of the co-host island, Fuvahmulah, seemed an unnecessary risk.)


There was really only one other detail that caught my attention during this shotgun study of the state: the Maldives was said to be entirely Muslim. Not ‘majority Islam’ with an ‘other religions’ section following on, but ‘100 percent Islamic’, with the open practice of other faiths prohibited. I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard of that before. It certainly didn’t seem to fit very well with the resorts, the tourists and the young liberal president. But, if the first part of the adage – to never discuss politics or religion – was applicable to job interviews, I decided that the second definitely was.


That seemed like enough for the time being: an Indian Ocean tourist haven under threat from rising seas; a new Islamic democracy led by a charismatic young president. It was just the tip of the tropical iceberg, but how deep did a prospective intern really need to go? My rushed research had waded far enough for now, although my natural curiosity was already waist-deep.
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As with most diplomatic premises in capital cities, the Maldives High Commission is located in one of London’s most exclusive districts, within the City of Westminster. This area embodies an imperial blend of the regal and the exotic, epitomizing England’s global caricature, but remains as foreign as tea without milk to the average Englishman. The Dhivehi diplomats’ neighbours included the Royal Academy of Music, the Royal College of Physicians and Regent’s Park; the diplomatic missions for China, Saudi Arabia, Kenya and Honduras were also nearby. Charles Dickens and the Beatles have all lived in the area and, with the original Madame Tussauds waxwork museum just 500 feet from the Maldivian mission, most of them probably still do. Also still in residence is Sherlock Holmes, whose statue greets all who exit the nearby Baker Street tube station. The detective’s first appearance in print happened the same year that Britain’s official relationship with the Maldive Islands began, in 1887, at a time when even the world’s most famous sleuth would have struggled to deduce anything but the most elementary details about such an obscure place.


The Maldives never came under the direct colonial rule of the Empire, unlike many in its neighbourhood (in South Asia or Central London). Captain Robert Moresby of the East India Company had conducted the first survey of the region in the 1830s, filling the last gap in the map between the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent – albeit too late for centuries of shipwrecked sailors. British domination of the Indian Ocean had made physical occupation of the tiny sultanate unnecessary, its strategic position of greater value than its dried fish, coconut and coir rope. Those controlling Ceylon had historically exercised de facto control over the Maldives’ external affairs, and a protectorate agreement merely codified this into Britain’s imperial framework.


A secret British base known as Port T was established in Addu during World War II and, in the 1950s, Britain sought to return as the Empire tried to hold itself together. Full independence was eventually secured as part of the deal and, compared to other corners of the Empire, the divorce was fairly painless, though Addu’s separatist dreams did become hostage to negotiations. The agreement, giving full autonomy to the Maldives, was signed in July 1965. Little more than a decade later, the British airmen had been replaced with tourists, and the sultans – both domestic and imperial – with presidents. But with the legacy of the British Empire nowadays a subject almost as taboo as politics and religion – the mounted elephant tusks in the room – this didn’t feature in my interview notes either. Besides, it wasn’t Britain’s rose-tinted propaganda on which I was about to be quizzed. It was my own.


 With the gaps in my career history patched up, which can be as dangerous for a jobseeker as the uncharted areas on an old Admiralty chart, I was ready. (‘Here be dragons’ is a poor way to explain away a gap year.) Despite the grey skies, I was welcomed at the door by the same cheerful palm tree emblem, though the previously buoyant flag above was now soggily hugging its pole. If the emblems outside were already familiar, the first Maldivian I met inside was less so: a six-foot-tall blond called Tom, one of the current local interns. He bade me to follow him, past pictures of small islands, small boats and big fish, up to a big room with an even bigger table.


The exact details of job interviews are always hard to recall, and this time there was only one moment that I clearly remembered afterwards. When asked the standard closing question, regarding anything else I’d learned about the country, there was really only one place I was able to think of (and pronounce): ‘I think the decision to hold the SAARC summit in Addu City is very encouraging for the country’s decentralization,’ I responded, with the approving nods from my interviewers seeming, in hindsight, like a sliding-doors moment.


Later that night, the sun rose unexpectedly in the flat through my inbox, as I received an email from Tom offering me the internship, which was to begin on 28 November 2011. Along with one other applicant, I’d fended off competition from over one hundred postgraduates, and the relief that washed over me at the prospect of three months’ unpaid work underscored the sorry state of the graduate jobs market. But for now, I began to feel as if I’d truly arrived in London. Off the railway line and out of the basement, I was heading to work in the Maldives (High Commission), albeit just for a short while.












2


ISLAND INTERN




‘Maldives – where the days are sunny and the news funny.’


AHMED RILWAN





THE SKIES HAD CLEARED SIGNIFICANTLY AS I ARRIVED AT THE HIGH Commission the following week. With a small red-and-green flag now proudly pinned to my lapel, I was ready to begin work as a research and commonwealth affairs assistant. (My fellow intern Harriet and I had been allowed to choose our own titles.) Having completed my interview without meeting a single Maldivian, the trend continued when Sonya – British-Pakistani, born and raised in southwest London – greeted me in the main office. As the only permanent local staff member, she was the vital gear connecting the dreamy island pace of the office to the relentlessly spinning London outside. But where were all the Maldivians?


As it turned out, the Maldivian contingent consisted of just six staff members rattling around inside the four-storey townhouse. Globally, the Maldives’ tiny diplomatic corps was spread thin, over just a dozen permanent missions. Among them, Nottingham Place in London was the only embassy (referred to as ‘High Commission’ among Commonwealth friends) located outside Asia. The mission had been upgraded in the mid-nineties from the office of a solitary trade representative, and the remaining half-dozen rooms had been used in whichever way President Maumoon and his family had seen fit.


After a little wait, just as they’d started to seem almost mythical, I finally got to meet my first Maldivian, Fareena. She arrived tropically late, wearing a bright hijab and a brighter smile. Even then, I couldn’t be certain I’d finally met one. She was also known as Aishath, a strong indicator, I’d later learn, with around one in eight Maldivian women sharing the name.1 But it was when she spoke that I knew for sure. Her accent had not quite the Indian inflection familiar in British society, but something a little south of that. Unmistakably mistakable. It was an accent (and a name) that I would grow to love.


The next introductions took place in the High Commission’s generous basement area, where I felt right at home. Being a little closer to sea level, I expect Shiaan and Niyaz did too. Much like the interns, I found that Maldivians also pretty much choose their own titles, not having ‘given’, ‘family’ and certainly not ‘Christian’ names. Typical practice is to use the most distinctive name, a nickname, or more traditionally, the name of their house. As calling someone by their ‘second’ name is considered quite disrespectful in the UK, this seemed perilous for a first-day intern. (Mr?) Shiaan was the first secretary and the mission’s most senior career diplomat despite (like everyone it seemed), still having a junior complexion. Down the hall was Niyaz, the financial attaché, accompanied in his bare office only by a few lever-arch files and a pile of small flags huddling for warmth across from a drizzling fire escape. As with his colleagues, Niyaz’s warm manner immediately put me at ease, like an old friend I’d just never met before. Back up the stairs was the official driver, Mihaaz, who seemed to understand very little English (at least not the way I speak it), leading to the first of many friendships based almost entirely on smiles.


Next to our ground-floor office was that of the deputy high commissioner, Naushad Waheed – universally known as ‘Naube’. I soon learned he was also one of the Maldives’ most famous artists and a former player in the national football team. The ‘-be’ suffix in Dhivehi names actually derives from beybe, the term for older brother, though I’d started to feel I may be the victim of some kind of prank; perhaps there was a prize for whoever could get an intern to call the high commissioner ‘mummy’ on the first day. The head of this small diplomatic family was Dr Farahanaz Faisal, providing reassuring gravitas from a grand office on the first floor. Dr Faisal – ‘Farah’ by my third day – was the Maldives’ first female PhD, having studied, as I had, at Keele University (which could have explained my CV’s serendipitous journey to the top of the pile). Intriguingly, she was the granddaughter of the Maldives’ very first president (or raees), a man officially titled Mohamed Amin Dhoshimeynaa Kilegefaanu, less officially Amin Didi, or the ‘father of modern Maldives’.2 A quick online search revealed that he had led the First Maldivian Republic in 1953 for less than a year before dying at the hands of an angry mob whipped up by opponents of his ruthlessly progressive agenda. Dare I ask Farah about her grandfather, I thought, before deciding against it. This kind of thing was history, I told myself, and nothing for the climate-crusading Raees Nasheed (preferred name ‘Anni’) to worry about.


More importantly, it was none of my business. My business, if my very first day was anything to go by, would include jobs such as accompanying Shiaan to the St Pancras Renaissance Hotel (think the backdrop to Harry Potter’s flying car) to pick up the award for ‘Worldwide Beach Destination’ from the Sunday Times travel magazine (think ‘Mawl-deevs’). This was followed by champagne networking as people purred over the country I still knew next to nothing about, with someone even asking – albeit sheepishly – if I was a Maldivian.


My business also included media-monitoring: summarizing the Maldives’ international coverage before sending daily reports to Farah. This was mostly travel reviews and a little Island President-related stuff, but my rising curiosity quickly led me to local Maldivian news websites. The first one I found, named Haveeru, meaning ‘evening’, appeared to have a coding error that filled the page with an unfamiliar font. Soon I realized that this was actually the Maldives’ distinctive thaana script. Less full was the paper’s English-language section, offering almost context-free coverage of local affairs. After discovering similar content on two more sites, I soon hit upon a clunky-looking outlet called Minivan News, ‘minivan’ meaning ‘independent’ or ‘free’. This one read more like the newspapers I was familiar with. On the bylines, alongside names like Ahmed – Nazeer and Naish – were others, which I was now certain weren’t Maldivian: like JJ Robinson, Neil Merrett and Eleanor Johnstone. It turned out that Minivan was the only publication in the Maldives with foreign writers. What an exciting job that must be, I imagined, as my mind fast-forwarded to impending unemployment, less than three months away.


Back to my actual job, our main task was to induct the British volunteer teachers, due to fly out to Malé in early January – one of the Maldivian government’s many initiatives building on its strong links to the UK. President Nasheed himself had attended public school in Salisbury before heading to university in Liverpool. Indeed much of the country’s senior leadership seemed to have studied in the UK at one time or another. Britain had also long been a bolthole for banished islanders, and Nasheed himself had returned to the safety of Salisbury in 2003 as the emerging figurehead of the pro-democracy movement, having spent much of the nineties enduring five-star brutality in Maldivian jails. With the help of Salisbury’s Conservative MP, the exiles had been able to acquire funds, training and advisors for what would become the nation’s first independent political party: the Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP). Other than Nasheed’s 2008 election victory itself, the most unexpected outcome of these events was probably the establishment of an honorary Maldivian consulate in a quiet residential street of Wiltshire’s famous cathedral city.


David Hardingham, a fireplace-showroom owner, former school friend of Nasheed’s, and the current honorary consul, had started Friends of Maldives (FOM), a collective to promote democracy and human rights after asylum-seeking islanders had turned up at his door. Now working on the volunteer teacher programme, he was one of the few new contacts I made during my internship. With Eleanor Johnstone emailing me for a story about the programme, it also brought my first contact with Minivan News, upon which I was already reliant for accurate information as I struggled to compile folders for the new recruits’ (dis)orientation. Just like my interview, I don’t recall religion having come up in subsequent meetings with FOM, although Minivan’s stories suggested that many in the country believed otherwise.


An apparently outraged Dhivehi-language pamphlet from an opposition party, fully translated by Minivan’s team, read: ‘Among those who help Nasheed make decisions on important matters include persons who work to promote different religions. The most notable of these is an English priest named David Hardingham.’3


It was hard to know whether these stories were to be taken seriously or laughed off. No one at the High Commission seemed to be doing either – not even Farah, targeted by the same incendiary rhetoric for her ‘modern’ skirts. But as Minivan News explained to me – between my (literally) fruitless attempts to find vegetarian options in the atolls or the whereabouts of the British consulate in Malé – these amorphous threats seemed of great concern to many Maldivians who were convinced Islam’s Maldivian monopoly was under threat.


Through Minivan’s looking glass, it was clear the country’s first democratic government was struggling. While the president was touring the world, talking about the battle against climate change, his government was on the brink of going under. The old guard’s isolation had been short-lived, and the MDP’s shaky coalition had melted away by the May 2009 parliamentary (or Majlis) elections. Its remnants later congealed into the uber-conservative ‘23 December’ coalition – a mishmash of political parties, ill-defined civic associations and increasingly popular Salafist NGOs – that had vowed to gather on that date to ‘protect Islam’. Nasheed’s party had won just a third of the seventy-seven seats, leaving little chance of completing the democratization process. Plus, the outgoing largesse of the dying regime had left it financially hobbled.4 The government scraped victories, like new taxes and guest houses, health insurance and pensions, in an attempt to wean the country off centuries of feudalism. On other issues, such as decentralization, developing the main airport (with India’s GMR) and, most crucially, judicial reform, messy compromises were required. Ostensibly retired, former president Maumoon was otherwise absent from the news I was reading in late 2011, though his legacy loomed over proceedings, in particular with the lurid pink of his new political vehicle, the Progressive Party of Maldives (PPM).


The opposition alliance, whose international mouthpiece was Maumoon’s former attorney general, Dr Hassan Saeed, had already attempted to convince the English-speaking (non-thaana-reading) world, via a UK-based PR company, that Nasheed himself was now a threat to democracy.5 Changing tack, Dr Saeed’s small but shrill Dhivehi Qaumee Party (DQP) – formed just weeks before the 2008 vote – had now decided instead to whip up Dhivehi speakers through foaming propaganda screeds with titles like ‘President Nasheed’s Devious Plot to Destroy the Islamic Faith of Maldivians’ (featuring High Priest Hardingham) and the slightly catchier yarn, ‘Handing the Airport to GMR: The Beginning of Slavery’.


Certain elements of this story were unique almost to the point of caricature: Salafism – a strain of Islam seeking a return to seventh-century virtues – alongside a tourism industry promoting seven-star vices in a sinking paradise. Other parts seemed at least vaguely familiar. A revolutionary leader gone rogue wasn’t unheard of – Mugabe, Castro, Mao – but such a descent normally took more like three decades than three years. Nasheed, the democratic talisman, was by definition single-minded, scrappy and idealistic – qualities often ill-suited to pragmatic governance – and while his casual and candid manner had made him the darling of the Western media, it seemed to have created enemies at home in those used to austere style over authentic substance.6 While the overseas narrative was still hailing victory over the ageing ‘former dictator’ Maumoon by ‘Asia’s Obama’ – or the ‘Mandela of the Maldives’ – many within the country were pushing the idea that ‘golhaboa’ (bald-head) had simply been replaced with ‘ganjaboa’ (pothead).


Guided by the reporting of JJ, Neil, Eleanor and the many Ahmeds, I found myself exploring islands of intrigue completely at odds with the gushing brochures and Tripadvisor reviews. From London, however, it was still hard to grasp the wider context of such an exotic place so far away. Little did I know that there was a first-hand witness to history just next door: someone who could explain what it truly felt like to live under a genuine dictatorship.
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TROPICAL TERROR




‘Only the people can forgive Gayoom . . . but we should never forget the facts and the truth.’


AHMED RILWAN





THE ATMOSPHERE AT THE HIGH COMMISSION WAS RELAXED, AND TAKING regular breaks during the workday was the norm. I remember all of us gathering to watch the Maldives play football against India on TV, long lunches together at the grand boardroom table, hanging out with Niyaz as he smoked on the dingy fire escape. But, most of all, I remember my conversations with Naube.


He had returned from the SAARC summit in Addu a few days after I started. He brought with him my first taste of Maldivian food: spicy tortilla-like chips called kulhi roshi and sweet pastries, or ulhaali, that would go on to become my favourite. Equally impressive were Naube’s artworks, which he’d show us at our half-hourly tea breaks. He’d once run his own art school in Malé before his appointment as the deputy high commissioner, and it was yet another story I hoped to hear.


According to a well-known theory about social networks – the famous ‘six degrees of separation’ – any two people on the planet are only six connections or fewer apart. But I was beginning to see that in the Maldives it is perhaps two, at most: if you’re looking for a specific Maldivian, just ask another one; the person you’re after is almost guaranteed to be a friend of a friend, a brother, cousin or maybe an ex-wife. Did you ever feel that urge to ask people who just happen to be from the same country if they know one another, before feeling faintly ridiculous? With the Maldives, you should go ahead and do it. Indeed, talking with Naube, I was soon to find out that just like Farah, he was only one degree away from a president . . . or very soon would be.


‘What’s going on with the vice president?’ I plucked up the courage to ask Naube one afternoon, having found Dr Waheed’s now-open criticism of President Nasheed particularly confusing.1 Although I can’t recall his exact, artfully diplomatic, reply, it prompted me to follow up with: ‘Oh, do you know him?’


 Naube smiled from behind his thick moustache and said, ‘He’s my brother.’ Okay, I thought, feeling foolish. So, Farah is a president’s granddaughter; Naube is the vice president’s brother; perhaps Niyaz is a sultan’s uncle. A complex picture was gradually forming, but maybe my next query – about Naube’s journey from artist to diplomat – could wait until I had stopped blushing. After I did finally ask, my view of the islands changed forever.


Naushad Waheed was one of the forty-two names that appeared on a letter sent to President Maumoon’s home minister in February 2001, requesting permission to register the MDP. While such organizations were not explicitly banned, Maumoon himself had expressed his belief that ‘in a small, closely knit society like ours, parties may create more problems than they would solve’.2 But as his presidency had entered its third decade, it was becoming apparent that despite having made historic strides in healthcare and education, his own longevity had become increasingly problematic. The island community, lovingly described in his late-nineties hagiography, A Man for All Islands, knit together by two degrees of coir, was being ripped apart at the seams by his stale regime.


Maumoon himself had come to power in 1978, following the decade-long presidency of Ibrahim Nasir (also Farah’s first cousin), which had kicked off the country’s second attempt at republicanism. After steering the sultanate to full independence as prime minister, Nasir had become paranoid and reclusive by the mid-1970s, and it is said that most Maldivians couldn’t have picked him out in a crowd.3


In 1973, once Maumoon had come back from studying at Cairo’s Al-Azhar, the Islamic world’s most esteemed university, Nasir had him banished to the Maldives’ most estranged north – the island of Makunudhoo – after he was overheard discussing the incompatibility of Islamic sharia and the new tourism industry.4 This punishment was so common, particularly for political crimes, that older politicians refer to it as ‘national service’.5


Soon after Maumoon’s return on a date that became known as ‘Big Thursday’, 13 June 1974, Nasir’s fears of a coup resulted in security forces firing guns to quell protests against rising food prices. This time, Maumoon found himself among the many who were – jailed for fifty days.


‘People were living in fear. I thought things had to change . . . I didn’t actually visualize or imagine myself as the man to bring about such change,’ he later confided to his biographer, almost twenty years after a burned-out Nasir had quietly retired to Singapore.6 ‘It was a waste of life.’7 By the time his biography was published, however, new stories of lives lived in fear and wasted away were waiting to be told across the capital and within its prisons – people still crying out for change.


Undoubtedly, Raees Maumoon had taken Nasir’s development and run with it, deftly hurdling the glaring contradictions of the tourism industry at home while emerging as an early voice in the fight against climate change overseas. But after a decade or so in power, leaked human rights reports from Malé suggested that, if anything, the country’s justice system had gone backwards. Paranoia and suspicion had resurged with a vengeance after a series of attempted coups. One aborted plot in 1980 had utilized ex-British SAS mercenaries, but the most violent attempt came on 3 November 1988, when dozens of Tamil mercenaries stormed the capital.8 Hired by local dissidents, members of the People’s Liberation Organisation of Tamil Eelam (PLOTE) killed nineteen people while hunting for the concealed commander-in-chief, before the Indian military’s Operation Cactus swept to the rescue.


Only a few years later, just as the bright-eyed Maumoon had returned from abroad in 1971 ready to freshen things up, youngsters like Mohamed Nasheed came home eager for basic freedoms after the resort miracle had lifted their country to middle-income status.


‘It sounds unbelievably quaint but the reality was that no one dared speak his mind freely,’ Maumoon’s biography cosily reminisced on the Nasir era, as if this repressive climate had been relegated to history.9 ‘The Maldives was far from the carefree paradise the tourists seeking sun, sand and sea believed,’ he went on. In reality, not all that much had changed.10
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Naube and the MDP’s 2001 application had been rejected, with many of its signatories soon finding themselves behind bars. Already an outspoken critic of the government, he had first faced arrest in 1989 for drawing a satirical cartoon featuring Maumoon’s brother-in-law. On another occasion, Naube told me, he’d faced interrogation after digging up and smashing a cursed egg, reportedly buried on the orders of the First Lady. Soon Amnesty International began reporting large-scale arrests in Malé – particularly of journalists who had been publishing material critical of the government – and the closure of newspapers.11 In 1993, following two months in solitary confinement on a new charge, Naube’s name began appearing regularly on long lists of political prisoners in the Maldives, as did Mohamed Nasheed’s, who was then working as a journalist.12


By the time Naube was arrested at his art school in December 2001 and sentenced to fifteen years in prison, he’d paid another half-dozen visits to the island cells. Judges were now sending one in four convicts there, up from one in forty a decade before.13 At one point, Naube recalled that four of his five brothers (all except Dr Waheed) had been jailed. A 2003 Amnesty update cited ongoing concerns over the complete absence of due process, the mistreatment of prisoners and confessions extracted through torture. Naube was described as sharing a cell with twenty others, struggling physically and mentally.14 He received an equally arbitrary presidential pardon in 2006, but the prison experience had left him, like so many others, with permanent scars.15


Naube’s quiet voice faltered as he shared his story while grasping at his damaged arm, hinting at the horrors of this macabre Maldives, within screaming distance of the fully booked resorts. He expressed this period of terror through his artwork, creating graphic images from his prison cell with smuggled paint supplies and handing the finished pieces to his wife during rare visits.


Against the familiar background of milky-white sand, rich azure seas and cool green palms, his paintings showed young men chained to trees, faces contorted in pain. Another, in which a woman is being ravaged by a lascivious sea monster, was titled ‘Rape of Sudha’, depicting a seventeen-year-old who was said to have been gang-raped by guards and left to die in Gaamadhoo Jail in 1994. Yet another painting portrayed a thin boy in blue jeans slumped lifelessly against a railing, his arms cuffed above his head, crucifixion style. I later found these paintings on Naube’s blog, along with some of the words he evidently still found hard to say in person:




I tried to capture a time when evil had taken over all our lives. When the outside world was unaware of the crimes taking place in the prison of Maldives. The guards would come to our cells, beat us, torture us and then leave. And we would ask ourselves why? Why so much inhumanity? Are these people from the same land we have come from?16





Even in late 2011, the full scale of these atrocities had yet to be revealed, though a year before a prominent local historian had alleged over a hundred custodial deaths during Maumoon’s presidency; a claim for which the former raees later sued him.17 As I first heard these stories from Naube, more and more victims were beginning to share their own, anxious for restitution and justice. While I tiptoed around the subject in London, Minivan’s Eleanor Johnstone conducted video recordings for the website Uncuffed: Torture Victims of Maldives in Malé. Simultaneously, the Torture Victims Association (TVA) was collecting testimonies from approximately a hundred survivors for a report titled ‘This is What I Wanted to Tell You’, encapsulating the victims’ uncertainty about their new democratic country’s willingness to inspect its old wounds.


For even as Maldivian resorts had been reaching new heights of luxury and comfort, its correctional system had plumbed new depths of dehumanizing depravity. The rest of the world, fantasizing about the dream destination, certainly seemed unlikely to want to hear the jarring contrast with the nightmares that had played out just across the turquoise lagoons.


To compare the hospitality, for instance:




The staff were faultless. From meeting you at the airport, arranging your transfer, meeting you at the island, showing you about . . . They seem to have a knack of knowing when to stop by and say hello or just pass by.18


Tripadvisor review, May 2007







[I was] handcuffed at the coconut tree [for four days and four nights], [they] only brought the handcuffs to the front during mealtimes. While handcuffed, there was no showering or going to the toilet . . . [they] came and spoke whatever foul language that came to the tongue, beat my back with the ankle [boots].19


‘This is What I Wanted to Tell You’





Or the special treatments:




The spa is amazing, with glass floors so you can watch the fish swimming right underneath – if you don’t fall asleep, lulled by the therapist’s gentle hands and the soothing music and aromas.20


Tripadvisor review, August 2005







[T]hey put a baton standing up, and then they told me to take off my jeans and sit on the baton directly on my piles . . . [I]t felt as though it would break open the anus . . . that was [done] every day at least one time.21


‘This is What I Wanted to Tell You’





Or the blissful tranquillity:




It’s a true hideaway, for people who just want to praise nature and listen to the beat of the earth. I truly recommend it if you are looking for peace and calmness.22


Tripadvisor review, November 2006







He could not endure the torture inflicted on him and committed suicide . . . He pulled out a bottle from there and broke it on a tree . . . he stuck it into his own stomach 3 times, and because it would not go in, tried to stick it into his head, he tried to stick it into his face too.23


‘This is What I Wanted to Tell You’





Uncuffed and TVA documented the systematic abuse of detainees such as the use of stress positions, suspension, sexual humiliation, the dislocation of joints and drowning. When commanding officers told subordinates to take a prisoner ‘to the beach’, this meant they had free rein to mete out whatever sunny sadism came to mind. One victim reported that a fellow inmate had been tied up for hundreds of goats to eat leaves off his body, before having a metal can inserted into his anus. He later contracted tetanus and died.24 The most common ordeal, however, involved being handcuffed to a palm tree for days at a time, often doused with sugar water (or urine) and left to the ants.25 One journalist even reported being tied to a cage containing a crocodile and told he would be its next meal if he didn’t confess. His ‘crimes’ had included showing President Maumoon’s bald spot on TV.26 But most often survivors reported vicious beatings, often with a persistent targeting of the spine.


The full harrowing TVA report would be presented to President Nasheed on 6 February 2012, though it’s unlikely he had forgotten his own time caged on the other side of paradise.
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Meanwhile, the creaking regime was struggling to handle the new phenomenon of drugs – particularly ‘brown sugar’ heroin – which had made it to the archipelago from India.27 Offenders were funnelled into overwhelmed jails via Maumoon’s rubber-stamp courts, described by a visiting Australian judge as ‘not enjoy[ing] even the semblance of independence’.28 It was a combustible mix of political agitation, institutional torture and a criminal justice system not worthy of the name. Gaamadhoo Jail – just ten miles north of Malé, on the island of Himmafushi – burned down in a 1998 riot before the prison population swelled by 243 per cent between February 2000 and September 2003. The majority of them – 80 per cent – were serving terms for drug offences, out of which 75 per cent were under thirty years old.29 The match that finally set the tinderbox ablaze came in the form of a nineteen-year-old inmate named Hassan Evan Naseem: the boy in the blue jeans from Naube’s painting.


Just after 8 p.m. on 19 September 2003, in Maafushi Prison – the country’s largest – Evan’s overcrowded cell was cleared by guards following unrest. ‘Should I suffer any injury,’ Evan told the assistant warden as he was led out to the notorious area known as the range, ‘Corrections [department] must take responsibility.’30 The abuses doled out at this location had already been reported as leaving a number of inmates longing for death.31 Evan’s hands were cuffed over his head as a dozen guards got to work. ‘[C]ome every now and then,’ whispered the fading Evan as one onlooking guard brought him water. ‘I cannot call you.’32


Three hours of merciless beating later, he was dead, though his guards continued awhile with their task, thinking Evan was maybe ‘playing a game’.33 Doctors would later cite the probable cause of death as respiratory failure resulting from a punctured lung caused by a broken right rib, but noted that numerous fatal injuries had been sustained. Responsibility for Evan Naseem’s death blow would have to be shared more widely.


 The following day’s events ensured that Evan’s name would forever be associated with the end of the dictatorship. Fellow inmates would describe his death as ‘the last ring in the chain of torture’.34 Learning of Evan’s fate the next morning, the prisoners of Maafushi erupted. The riots quickly escalated, shots were fired and, when the smoke cleared, three more had died: Abdullah ‘Clinton’ Ameen, Ahmed Shiyam and Ali Aslam. As the bodies were transported to Malé, so was the anger. Large crowds gathered at Evan’s funeral, and his brave mother, who later claimed to have been tortured by some of the same officers who killed her son, allowed the public to view his battered body.35 Civil unrest swept through the capital as the Majlis and High Court were set on fire. That evening, President Maumoon called a state of emergency and promised a full investigation, while rejecting any responsibility.


 Eight years later, the reflections of ‘Clinton’ Ameen’s father, recorded by the Uncuffed team, were still damning: ‘I saw that during Nasir’s time, on that [Big] Thursday when the public was out . . . Nasir told the security forces to fire a blank in the air,’ he explained through stinging tears. ‘[They] never shot at the public.’36


International criticism followed but Maumoon sailed into a fifth term within a month of Evan’s death, helped by yet another single-candidate election. The raees promised democratic reforms, and the opposition began public ‘minivan debates’. The completion of two reports the following December suggested, however, that priority and perspective were warped beyond repair.37 The Presidential Commission’s report made no mention of the prison shootings at all, shifting blame onto individual officers and suggesting slight departmental tweaks. Meanwhile, the London-based PR firm Hill and Knowlton was hired to develop a communications strategy and recommend reforms ‘to protect reputation in order to help ensure that the Maldivian economy does not suffer’.38


The opposition were certainly not placated and ‘Big Thursday’ was firmly eclipsed by ‘Black Friday’ on 13 August 2004. This prompted another state of emergency as a record number of protesters called for Maumoon’s resignation and the release of political activists, including Naube. The dismissal of the president’s half-brother, Abdulla Yameen Abdul Gayoom, was urged by both protesters and PR gurus, with the latter’s usefulness said to have ended at that point.39 A Special Majlis had been assembled to revise the Constitution a few weeks earlier, and the devastating tsunami the following December left the traditionally aid-dependent regime with little choice but to acquiesce to mounting international pressure.40 The MDP was finally allowed to register in 2005, and British-mediated negotiations in Sri Lanka cleared the path to the 2008 multi-party elections. By this time, Naube had fled the Maldives for the UK and was furthering his art studies when he was asked to take up the deputy’s role at the High Commission.


Despite internal disagreements, transitional justice was not pursued by the Nasheed government, which felt ill-prepared to unpick a generation of abuse tangled through a community so small that victims still regularly passed their torturers on the street.41 As events were about to make clear, however, the failure to deal with the past had left an unrepentant dictatorship in temporary remission only. While Maumoon had been happy to heap responsibility onto his predecessor for a culture of fear in post-independence Maldives, he’d refused to carry any blame for presiding over the new system of terror, admitting neither personal complicity nor negligence. By late 2011, even from the intern’s desk in London, it looked increasingly like an authoritarian backlash was swelling out in the Indian Ocean.


During the 2008 election, when asked by an interviewer from Al Jazeera about recent unrest, the incumbent Maumoon had maintained that any allegations of abuse were completely fabricated. When pushed to consider what he might have done differently, the nonplussed Maumoon had responded: ‘I think I have done pretty well. My record shows that I won’t change anything.’42


Years later, when Nasheed was asked by journalists – including both JJ and me – to reflect similarly on his own term, he was happy to admit errors.43 When pressed specifically about what he could have done differently on 7 February 2012, his answer confirmed that the brutality of the old regime had never left his thoughts: ‘Oh yeah, we could have shot everyone.’44
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COUP D’ETAT




‘Peace without justice is a hollow, cowardly, suppressed silence. The kind we once had. #mvcoup’


YAMEEN RASHEED





ASIDE FROM LEARNING WHAT I COULD ABOUT THE MALDIVES’ LESS sunny side, Harriet, Sonya and I were busy finishing the teachers’ final briefings. In mid-December the group was invited from all corners of the UK to London for an induction into island life.


In stark contrast to their resort-ready compatriots, the teachers were told to expect a modest menu of tuna and coconut, prompting optimistic shrugs, but strictly no alcohol, prompting slumped shoulders. While the average Brit heading off to the Maldives packs comfortable beachwear and a bestseller, the teachers were advised that their beachwear be sharia-compliant, and their bestseller should not be the Bible, as it would be confiscated at customs along with their beloved pork products, idols, dogs and pornography (or any combination of the above). Despite limited local entertainment, volunteers were cautioned against romantic entanglements with islanders, as it would contravene local laws without an accompanying marriage. As for same-sex relationships, while the pink pound may be legal tender on resorts, homosexual activity remains an arrestable offence.


Reading between the lines from the back of the room, I began to recognize the precarious practicalities for a liberal government attempting to steer change through these traditionally secluded atolls. The MDP was walking a familiar tightrope, beset on all sides by enemies, with hungry crocodiles waiting below (sometimes quite literally) to seize upon even the slightest wobble. Though this was by no means a new problem.


‘It is a tragedy for one to be ahead of his time,’ a young Maldivian president had once told the Financial Times, citing the case of Amin Didi when asked about balancing new ambition and old tradition. ‘He was a man of vision and courage. But his tragedy was that he tried to do everything too fast and too soon. One has to learn from history.’ But these weren’t the words of Nasheed in 2012, they were Maumoon’s, describing Dhivehi Raajje’s dilemma back in 1980.1 As our group of two dozen teachers readied themselves for a twelve-month adventure, Maumoon’s democratic successor had less than eight weeks to go.


I left the Maldives in Marylebone for the Christmas period, reading nothing of the ensuing events until my return to the office in January. The first news summary I sent to Farah was a big one: ‘Concern over Maldives spa prostitution closures,’ headlined the BBC News. ‘Maldives shuts down spa resorts over anti-Islamic activities,’ read another in the Guardian.2 The ‘23 December’ protest to ‘save Islam’ had drawn around 5,000 supporters to Malé’s tsunami monument. They’d brandished placards with slogans like ‘We stand united for Islam and the nation’, ‘We stand for peace’ and ‘No idols in this holy land’.


The protest had culminated in a rousing speech by Gasim Ibrahim – reputed to be one of the Maldives’ richest men – owner of multiple resorts and a former coalition partner in Nasheed’s government.3 As Speaker of the Special Majlis, Gasim proudly claimed responsibility for the unprecedented decision to codify compulsory Islam into the new constitution, while he continued to import biblical proportions of pork and alcohol.4 Alongside sheikhs and politicians, he dismissed any possibility of religious tolerance (or, apparently, of irony): ‘We don’t know [that] there is a moderate, higher or lower Islam. We only know Islam, which is above all the religion.’5 Standing in support nearby was the DQP’s Dr Hassan Saeed, who did know, and had skilfully argued in his 2004 book Freedom of Religion, Apostasy and Islam that such tolerance was one of Islam’s fundamental principles. But his new friends had already considerately banned the book in 2008.6


Maumoon’s half-brother, Abdulla Yameen, had also taken to the podium, railing against the government’s alleged plans to replace Arabic and Islamic studies with churches and idols. During the SAARC summit, a Pakistani monument depicting Muhammad Ali Jinnah and another of a Sri Lankan lion had been deemed ‘idolatrous’ and repeatedly vandalized. Months before, Islamic NGOs had labelled a charity project by Israeli ophthalmologists as a Zionist ‘organ-harvesting’ scheme, with flag-burning protests attended by Nasheed’s then state minister for Islamic affairs, Sheikh Shaheem Ali Saeed. My thoughts turned to the volunteer teachers preparing to board their flights: had my induction folders warned sufficiently against the export of eyeballs?


A few hundred metres away, the MDP had organized a counter-rally in which Nasheed implored the opposition to stick to the middle path, as the nation had always done. ‘Should we ban music? Should we circumcise girls? Should we allow nine-year-olds to be married? Is art and drawing forbidden?’ reasoned the raees. ‘Because we won’t allow these things, we are being accused of moving away from religion.’ In an apparent fit of pique less than a week later, however, the government had called its (hypo)critics’ bluff. Though the protesters had been referring to brothels frequented by locals, the tourism ministry chose to misinterpret one of the many demands, announcing the immediate closure of all spas and parlours on every island – resorts and all. But the high drama in the middle of the high season soon seemed over, and as the industry heavyweights moved to sue, Nasheed ended the stunt after just a week. Throughout the tension, the only voice of reason I found came via a comment piece posted on Minivan News by a wonderful writer named Yameen Rasheed.


‘The last few weeks of 2011 have set the precedent of a hard line, no holds-barred brand of politics that could easily prove fatal to the country’s democracy, economy and social stability,’ wrote Yameen, in a satirical send-up which compared the revolting resort owners with the pigs from George Orwell’s Animal Farm. But the savvy writer refused to spare the government either: ‘It appears both sides have decided to engage in a high-stakes game of Russian roulette.’7 It wouldn’t be the last time I’d rely on this wise voice to explain these political parlour games and Dhivehi doublethink.


Part of the face-off Yameen alluded to included the government’s request for the Supreme Court’s ‘consultative opinion’ on the sale of pork and alcohol on both ‘inhabited’ islands (local villages) and ‘uninhabited’ islands (including resorts), where different rules apply. In the part-sharia, part-common law country, the Constitution stipulates that no law or right can contravene the tenets of Islam. Nasheed’s implied message was again clear, warning his opponents against opening this billion-dollar can of worms. It was unlikely that the court would actually rule to destroy 90 per cent of the economy, for it had become clear by now where the loyalties of the unreformed judiciary still lay.


Unsurprisingly, I’d read little about judicial reform in the Maldives, as the soporific nature of the subject had allowed a so-called ‘silent coup’ to take place long before the events of early 2012.8 Dismissing the new constitution’s instruction to replace unqualified, unethical or incompetent judges within two years as ‘symbolic’, the entire bench had re-appointed itself in 2010 with little public opposition. It would be this issue, rather than the headline-grabbing clashes between Islam and tourism, that was – returning to Yameen’s roulette analogy – to put the bullet in the chamber for Nasheed’s government. On 16 January, Anni pulled the trigger.


Exasperated with politicized rulings by a Maumoon-appointed bench, the final straw came when a rogue judge repeatedly blocked the prosecution of DQP deputy leader Dr Jameel Ahmed for his part in the latest hate-laden pamphlet.9 The military were sent in to take the criminal court’s chief judge Abdulla Mohamed from his home and place him in detention on a nearby island. Commonly known as ‘Ablo Gazi’ (‘gazi’ meaning judge), he was considered the worst of a bad bunch, accused of disrupting police investigations, disregarding decisions from higher courts, stalling cases against favoured politicians and repeatedly releasing serious offenders – one of whom went on to commit murder. Amid the reports urging reform that landed on Maumoon’s desk in 2003, one from his attorney general Dr Hassan Saeed – future DQP leader, author and pamphleteer – included multiple allegations of misconduct against the same judge. Even the newly formed Judicial Services Commission (JSC), despite ignoring mandatory reforms, had made Ablo Gazi the subject of the first-ever report on a Maldivian judge’s conduct the previous November, before the subject himself thwarted its final release. While the ultimate folly of Nasheed’s decision would become clear in hindsight, with the rule of law itself becoming the plaything of such men, the dilemma seemed clear even to the casual observer.


But, regardless of the mess in Malé, a casual observer is what I was, and unlikely to find work via the constitutional crises of a country I’d been oblivious of just two months prior. Opportunities to network had been slim and were not helped by the political situation. With Minivan’s Eleanor and the mantelpiece missionary David Hardingham my only new contacts, I needed to get creative. Either one, I was told, could introduce me to Minivan’s editor, JJ, so I could ask how one might (hypothetically) find employment in the Maldives. I certainly had no thoughts of a career in journalism, a profession I understood to be a middle-class enclave very difficult to break into.10 I just needed steady work, and this was only a far-fetched plan B. Surely a plan A would soon show up in London.


After an understandable delay in responding to my email, JJ informed me about an intern position at Minivan, currently occupied by Eleanor, who was soon due to leave. An interesting coincidence, I thought, as my inbox started to fill up once more with rejections: ‘On this occasion you have not been successful’, ‘. . . overwhelmed with the number of high-quality applications’, ‘. . . over 170 applications’. Was I really considering this? Turning to my twin brother James for advice, I found instead the most incredible coincidence yet:


‘Where? The Maldives? I think my housemate used to work for a newspaper somewhere like that,’ he messaged, before double-checking. ‘Yeah, Mini-something. Definitely in the Maldives.’ Unbelievably, his friend Sue was one among the handful of foreign writers to have worked for Minivan News. In Maldivian mathematics – from a population of 350,000 people – this would have been merely interesting, but by UK calculations – from among 63 million – the odds were astronomical. The stars seemed to be gently suggesting that I send my CV and meagre writing samples to JJ.


As I was contemplating exploring my two degrees of separation with Dhivehi Raajje, pressure was building on Nasheed’s administration. Despite demands from both home and abroad for Ablo Gazi’s release, the government dug in, arguing that the president was obliged, as the last guarantor of the Constitution, to remove a judge who’d ‘taken the entire criminal justice system in his fist’.11 The Maldivian courts, the prosecutor general, the Human Rights Commission and even Amnesty International called for the judge to be freed as international stakeholders began to have second thoughts about the unpredictable Nasheed, though few seemed to understand the big picture in the little nation.12 More ominously, Vice President Dr Waheed – rather than simply resigning – took to his personal blog to express ‘shame’ and ‘devastation’ at his government’s actions: ‘Those of us who have struggled for freedom in this country for over 30 years are wondering whether we have wasted our efforts.’13


Meanwhile, heated protests had become a nightly, and increasingly violent, occurrence on the streets of Malé, as pro- and anti-government groups sparred. From the London office, we watched grainy videos each day of angry men wagging fingers from windy podiums. Then, just as the demonstrations appeared to be subsiding, the leaders of the ‘23 December’ coalition privately met with Dr Waheed in the early hours of 31 January, before addressing the media.


‘After these discussions we are now calling upon the nation’s security forces . . . to immediately pledge their allegiance to the VP,’ said PPM deputy leader Umar Naseer, a notorious Maumoon-era police officer, known by many as ‘back-breaker’.14 He appeared to be openly calling for a coup. Less than a week later, he got one.


[image: ]


Around the High Commission, it still seemed that no one was especially worried about the wild politics back home. But therein lay two more lessons I was learning about the Maldives: politics is almost always wild, and Maldivians don’t really do stress (at least not outwardly). Unemployed Brits, however, do, and I duly sent my official application to JJ before leaving the office on 6 February 2012, half-hoping for another rejection. Did I really want to go to Malé? Twenty-four hours later, the UK Foreign Office would issue an advisory against all but essential travel there. It would be a couple of weeks until JJ had time to reply.


By the time I arrived at the office on 7 February, it had already happened. As I sat down to peruse the day’s news (and tomorrow’s job prospects), the ripples had already begun to spread from Malé, though the waves were yet to break onto mainstream media. Clicking on Minivan News, I found the page already awash with live updates.15 One hour earlier, reported JJ’s minute-by-minute feed, President Nasheed had announced his resignation to the press:


‘[A]s of today, I am resigning from the post of the President of the Maldives,’ he announced almost cheerfully from a President’s Office podium, broadcast by the newly ‘liberated’ state television network. ‘I have never wanted to rule by force. I came to this decision because, in my opinion, I sincerely believe that if this government is to be maintained, it would require the use of extreme force and cause harm to a lot of citizens.’16


As Sonya arrived at the office, I casually mentioned the news to her, not sure if everyone already knew, and not wanting to seem foolish again. She stopped dead in her tracks: I’d just broken my first story. ‘23 December’ hadn’t gone the way many had obviously hoped, but along with ‘Big Thursday’, ‘Evan Naseem’ and ‘Black Friday’, the words ‘February 7’ had just taken an infamous place in Maldivian history. While the official version would be written by the day’s winners over the following months, the precise details may never be extracted from oceans of conspiracy and rumour. The broad strokes were soon painted across international headlines: ‘Maldives President Mohamed Nasheed resigns amid unrest,’ explained the BBC by mid-afternoon. Dramatic photos emerged of blue police fatigues facing off against military green, as an exhausted JJ – the only foreign journalist on the ground – took frantic calls from diplomats and reporters amid gloating shrieks from jubilant agitators (‘now you will report what we tell you’).17 My CV waited patiently in his pocket. Probably too early for a follow-up email, I thought.


To cut a long coup short – though many were pronouncing it ‘controversial transfer of power’ – Umar Naseer’s wish had become the security services’ command. The protests of 6 February had turned when mutinying police, and later soldiers, had refused to follow President Nasheed’s orders, attacking his supporters and vandalizing MDP premises. Meanwhile, Dr Waheed blogged that he was ‘prepared to do anything possible to overcome this situation’, though this didn’t include answering his boss’s phone calls.18


As Nasheed’s resignation speech washed up all over the world, few were able to recognize it was the culmination of a carefully orchestrated plan. Within hours, those still watching saw his second-in-command, the doe-eyed Dr Waheed, sworn in as the Maldives’ fifth president. Calm appeared to have descended on the capital once more as the dust and the tear gas settled, and Judge Abdulla Mohamed was quietly transported back to Malé. The transfer of power, or rather the coup, had certainly been controversial, but at least no one had been killed. Crucially, I thought, the departing fourth president of the Maldives seemed to have avoided the fate of the first – fifty-eight years ago.


After stoking populist tensions, infiltrating security services, seizing the state broadcaster and applying a veneer of legitimacy with a nominal head of state, Nasheed’s arrest (or worse) now seemed the obvious move: it was coup 101.19 But, with his resignation letter obtained, Nasheed was eventually allowed to return to his family home to strategize and rest.20 Crucial hours now passed in which India and the US appeared to have accepted that the good doctor was de facto.21 Late that night, the MDP released a statement using the C-word for the first time, blaming Maumoon loyalists and pleading for international protection and assistance. By the following morning, the world’s media had landed in Malé, squeezing past the tourists to get word from the president and the pretender:


‘Do I look like someone who is attempting a coup?’ asked Dr Waheed, combining incredulous and angelic expressions from Nasheed’s still-warm presidential podium.22 Elsewhere, his ex-boss was back on his feet:


‘Yes, I was forced to resign at gunpoint,’ argued a re-energized Nasheed from the din of an MDP national council meeting, whose ebullient members held him aloft. ‘There were guns all around me and they told me they wouldn’t hesitate to use them if I didn’t resign.’23


Happy to take these words literally, the next flurry of global headlines was dominated by his quotes, soon followed by accounts of the brutal police crackdown on the ensuing MDP march. As up to 10,000 supporters of the ousted president approached the main Republic Square, scene of the previous day’s mutiny, the same Special Force police officers greeted them with a hail of batons, tear gas and fists. The outburst of violence was captured by the global media, who could now see the pent-up frustrations of a repressive regime reborn. Diplomats began, too late, to roll back their initial assessments.24 If the final phase of a coup is to impress upon the public the return of familiar law and order with a show of strength, this was it.25 Senior MDP members were singled out for assault, but the violence was largely indiscriminate: ‘They were beating old women with batons,’ reported Minivan journalist Naish. ‘It was just like the old days.’26


As we sat glued to our screens in the never-as-far-away London, a shaky video emerged of three figures in bright yellow – clearly identifiable as Nasheed and the MPs ‘Reeko’ Moosa Manik and Mariya Didi – being dragged from sanctuary in a shop by the riot police. Though all three would sustain injuries that day, ‘Reeko’ in particular, the sight of yesterday’s president being manhandled in the streets prompted more thoughts of Farah’s grandfather.27 Just as I was wondering whether she might need any of this summarized in the daily report, it was Sonya’s turn to break the news.


The high commissioner had already resigned, refusing to ‘serve a government which had overthrown a democratically elected government in a coup d’etat’. Farah’s resignation made it into the UK papers the next day, with the Guardian using her quote that had appeared in Minivian News.28 Naube’s resignation a few days later was planned far more carefully, with cameras pointing at the new president’s brother from the front steps of the High Commission.


‘[A]s you all know, the leader of the current regime, Dr Mohamed Waheed Hassan, is my own brother,’ he said while we all hung back in the doorway, feeling redundant. ‘So I decided to take time to make my own enquiries before I came to a conclusion. And it is with a heavy heart that I have to say that this is indeed an illegitimate government and I cannot be party to it.’29


Back inside, the bad news was that all the bosses had quit, and the internship seemed over. The good news was that, if Shiaan, Sonya, Niyaz, Fareena, Mihaaz and Harriet all quit too, it probably left me in charge. Without any commissioners in the High Commission, the work slowed further. Recruitment of the next interns was cancelled, and we were apologetically told we could continue coming in for as long as we felt it useful.


During those final weeks, one of the only tasks I was assigned was to arrange interviews with media outlets in the UK for Dr Waheed’s new special advisor, Dr Hassan Saeed. The Maumoon-reformist- turned-early-Nasheed-ally had ditched both leaders after they’d refused to heed his special advice.30 But Dr Saeed seemed to have no more faith in the new man he’d been sent to London to endorse, who was already being labelled the puppet of a resurrected dictatorship. Following a televised interview on the BBC, to which I’d accompanied him, Dr Saeed met with UK-based Maldivian students at the High Commission. Unfortunately for him, while we ‘interned’ in the next room (that is, made sandwiches), a disgruntled student recorded the meeting, sending Minivan a file of the special advisor describing his evidently not-as-special advisee as ‘politically the weakest person in the Maldives’.31 Having successfully humiliated his new president, Dr Saeed fully redeemed himself by buying macarons for the whole office.


When Dr Waheed himself had the chance to talk with the BBC soon after, he responded to Naube, who was now openly campaigning against him, by suggesting his brother was too far away to understand the situation in Malé: ‘If you come to the Maldives and see for yourself what is happening here you will understand that there are maybe many reasons, many explanations.’32


Perhaps I would accept this invitation on Naube’s behalf, I thought, continuing my southern descent to see for myself what was going on. Coups and coincidence had plunged my curiosity to new depths, and I had no intention of going back to digging for jobs in the basement. Besides, just a few days before, JJ had offered me a three-month internship, inviting me to become the latest ‘Minivian’.
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‘If you’re a journalist and everyone doesn’t despise you, then you’re probably not doing your job properly.’


YAMEEN RASHEED





PREPARATIONS FOR MY MISSION TO THE MALDIVES WERE UNAVOIDABLY brief, with just over a week between leaving the High Commission and arriving in Malé. I had been warned that Minivan was operating with only two and a half laptops, so I packed my own tired notebook computer to bring the number up to an even three. After asking if JJ needed any other essentials, I found myself adding Vegemite to my rucksack – because he’s Australian – and wondering if the concentrated yeast extract might not be offensive to Islamic and indeed all cultures. (It turned out the islands have their own more potent response: a histamine-heavy fish paste called rihaakuru.)


I Skyped with Eleanor, now back in the United States, about her experience – ‘surreal, engaging, potentially hazardous to mental health’ – and chatted with Neil, Minivan’s deputy editor, who’d temporarily repatriated to Cardiff with an unexplained but apparently unrelated back injury. My brother’s housemate also briefed me about her time with Minivan before the 2008 election. While she had little good to say about Malé, she shared an unbelievable story about an assassination attempt on Maumoon by a knife-wielding man yelling ‘Allahu Akbar’. The assailant was foiled by a heroic boy scout whom Sue interviewed after charming her way into the hospital with a cake.1
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