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    Further praise for The State of Africa:

    ‘The value of Meredith’s towering history of modern Africa rests not so much in its incisive analysis, or its original insights; it is the sheer readability of the project, combined with a notable lack of pedantry, that makes it one of the decade’s most important works on Africa. Spanning the entire continent, and covering the major upheavals more or less chronologically – from the promising era of independence to the most recent spate of infamies (Rwanda, Darfur, Zimbabwe, Liberia, Sierra Leone) – Meredith brings us on a journey that is as illuminating as it is gruelling . . . Nowhere is Meredith more effective than when he gives free rein to his biographer’s instincts, carefully building up the heroic foundations of national monuments like Nasser, Nkrumah, and Haile Selassie – only to thoroughly demolish those selfsame mythical edifices in later chapters. In an early chapter dealing with Biafra and the Nigerian civil war, Meredith paints a truly horrifying picture, where opportunities are invariably squandered, and ethnically motivated killings and predatory opportunism combine to create an infernal downward spiral of suffering and mayhem (which Western intervention only serves to aggravate). His point is simply that power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely – which is why the rare exceptions to that rule (Senghor and Mandela chief among them) are all the more remarkable. Whether or not his pessimism about the continent’s future is fully warranted, Meredith’s history provides a gripping digest of the endemic woes confronting the cradle of humanity’

    Publishers Weekly

    ‘A clear-sighted examination of Africa’s plight . . . It is true, as Meredith says, that fifty years after the start of Africa’s independence, the prospects seem bleaker than ever before. He is right, too, in asserting that Africa has suffered grievously from its Big Men and the ruling elite’s preoccupation with holding power for self-enrichment. Contrary to the simplistic view of those who prefer to lash the West for its mishandling of the continent, there is a vast amount only Africa can put right’

    W. F. DEEDES, Daily Telegraph

    ‘Any would-be demonstrator at the G8 summit in Scotland this week should take a look at this harrowing but sober volume. Martin Meredith offers an excellent account of the miseries of modern Africa, relentless in its scope and distressing in its intensity. He gives in his more discursive sections a withering critique of the futility and hypocrisy of Western governments in a continent they have made only darker’

    Sunday Mail (Scotland)

    ‘The State of Africa is a heavy book, but it is light reading because it is so unfashionably straightforward. Martin Meredith has written a narrative history of modern Africa, devoid of pseudo-intellectual frills, gender discourse or post-colonial angst. He takes each of the larger African countries and tells you what happened there after independence. In chronological order. It is a joy. Africa’s rulers will hate it . . . Some of these strongmen were monsters. Meredith recounts their careers plainly and dispassionately . . . Dramatic as these tyrants’ tales may be, they are less revealing than Meredith’s sober demolition of some of Africa’s heroes . . . Meredith’s book so convincingly shows [that] it is bad leadership, first and foremost, that has held the continent back’

    Wall Street Journal
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE

    In 1964, at the age of twenty-one, I set out from Cairo travelling up the Nile on a journey to central Africa. In many ways, my African journey has continued ever since. As a young reporter on the Times of Zambia, I was fortunate enough to witness the surge of energy and enthusiasm that accompanied independence. As a foreign correspondent based in Africa for fifteen years, my experience was more often related to wars, revolution and upheaval. As a research fellow at St Antony’s College, Oxford, and as an independent author, I sought deeper perspectives on modern Africa. Along the way I have met with much generosity and goodwill. Many people on many occasions have given me valued help and assistance. To list them here would cover too many pages. But for the innumerable acts of kindness, of hospitality and of friendship I have received, I am profoundly grateful. What has always impressed me over the years is the resilience and humour with which ordinary Africans confront their many adversities. This book is intended as testimony to their fortitude.

  
    
       
    

    
INTRODUCTION

    During the Scramble for Africa at the end of the nineteenth century, European powers staked claims to virtually the entire continent. At meetings in Berlin, Paris, London and other capitals, European statesmen and diplomats bargained over the separate spheres of interest they intended to establish there. Their knowledge of the vast African hinterland was slight. Hitherto Europeans had known Africa more as a coastline than a continent; their presence had been confined mainly to small, isolated enclaves on the coast used for trading purposes; only in Algeria and in southern Africa had more substantial European settlement taken root.

    The maps used to carve up the African continent were mostly inaccurate; large areas were described as terra incognita. When marking out the boundaries of their new territories, European negotiators frequently resorted to drawing straight lines on the map, taking little or no account of the myriad of traditional monarchies, chiefdoms and other African societies that existed on the ground. Nearly one half of the new frontiers imposed on Africa were geometric lines, lines of latitude and longitude, other straight lines or arcs of circles. In some cases, African societies were rent apart: the Bakongo were partitioned between French Congo, Belgian Congo and Portuguese Angola; Somaliland was carved up between Britain, Italy and France. In all, the new boundaries cut through some 190 culture groups. In other cases, Europe’s new colonial territories enclosed hundreds of diverse and independent groups, with no common history, culture, language or religion. Nigeria, for example, contained as many as 250 ethnolinguistic groups. Officials sent to the Belgian Congo eventually identified six thousand chiefdoms there. Some kingdoms survived intact: the French retained the monarchy in Morocco and in Tunisia; the British ruled Egypt in the name of a dynasty of foreign monarchs founded in 1811 by an Albanian mercenary serving in the Turkish army. Other kingdoms, such as Asante in the Gold Coast (Ghana) and Loziland in Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) were merged into larger colonial units. Kingdoms that had been historically antagonistic to one another, such as Buganda and Bunyoro in Uganda, were linked into the same colony. In the Sahel, new territories were established across the great divide between the desert regions of the Sahara and the belt of tropical forests to the south – Sudan, Chad and Nigeria – throwing together Muslim and non-Muslim peoples in latent hostility.

    As the haggling in Europe over African territory continued, land and peoples became little more than pieces on a chessboard. ‘We have been giving away mountains and rivers and lakes to each other, only hindered by the small impediment that we never knew exactly where they were,’ Britain’s prime minister, Lord Salisbury, remarked sardonically to a London audience. Britain traded the North Sea island of Heligoland with the Germans for Zanzibar, and parts of northern Nigeria with the French for fishing rights off Newfoundland. France exchanged parts of Cameroon with Germany in return for German recognition of the French protectorate over Morocco. By the time the Scramble for Africa was over, some 10,000 African polities had been amalgamated into forty European colonies and protectorates.

    Thus were born the modern states of Africa.

    On the ground, European rule was enforced both by treaty and by conquest. From their enclaves on the coast, officials moved ever deeper into the interior to proclaim the changes agreed in the chancelleries and country mansions of Europe. The task was a prolonged one: French claims extended over about 3.75 million square miles; those of Britain over about 2 million square miles. Many treaties were duly signed. The Basuto king, Moshoeshoe, fearful of the encroachment of white settlers into his mountain terrain in southern Africa, appealed for the protection of Queen Victoria, imploring that his people might be considered ‘fleas in the Queen’s blanket’. Several of his neighbours – the Tswana chiefdoms of Bechuanaland (Botswana) and the Swazi – followed suit.

    But episodes of resistance occurred in parts of nearly every African colony. Some were settled by short, sharp actions. The powerful Muslim emirs of the Sokoto Caliphate, ruling from crenellated palaces of red clay on the edge of the Sahara desert, soon came to terms with a small British expeditionary force sent to incorporate them into northern Nigeria. But other episodes were more prolonged. After occupying the Asante capital, Kumasi, the British were besieged there for four months until reinforcements suppressed resistance. Elsewhere in West Africa, Samori Ture, the founder of a Mandingo empire, waged an eight-year campaign of remarkable tenacity and military skill against the French. In Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) the Ndebele and Shona fought ferociously against white settlers who had seized large areas of land. In Kenya, the Nandi bore the brunt of six punitive expeditions by British forces. In German East Africa (Tanganyika) and South West Africa (Namibia), German administrations inflicted fearful repression to stamp out rebellions, annihilating more than three quarters of the Herero people and half of the Nama people between 1904 and 1908. In Angola Chief Mandume of the Ovambo mustered an army of forty thousand to defy the Portuguese.

    Scores of African rulers who resisted colonial rule died in battle or were executed or sent into exile after defeat. Samori of the Mandingo was captured and died in exile two years later; the Asantehene, King Agyeman Prempeh, was deposed and exiled for nearly thirty years; Lobengula of the Ndebele died in flight; Behazin of Dahomey and Cetshwayo of the Zulu were banished from their homelands.

    In the concluding act of the partition of Africa, Britain, at the height of its imperial power, set out to take over two independent Boer republics, the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, and incorporate them into the British Empire, assuming that a war of conquest would take at most a matter of months. It turned into a gruelling campaign lasting three years, required nearly half a million imperial troops to finish it, and left a legacy of bitterness and hatred among Afrikaners that endured for generations. Faced with guerrilla warfare for which they were unprepared, British military commanders resorted to scorched-earth tactics, destroying thousands of farmsteads, razing villages to the ground and slaughtering livestock on a massive scale, reducing the Boers to an impoverished people. Women and children were rounded up and placed in what the British called concentration camps, where conditions were so appalling that some 26,000 died there from disease and malnutrition, most of them under the age of sixteen. All this became part of a Boer heritage passed in anger from one generation to the next, spawning a virulent Afrikaner nationalism that eventually took hold of South Africa.

    Small-scale revolts against colonial rule continued for many years. The Baoulé of Côte d’Ivoire fought the French village by village until 1911; the Igbo of Nigeria were not fully defeated until 1919; the Jola of Senegal not until the 1920s; the Dinka of southern Sudan not until 1927. In the desert wastelands of Somaliland a fiery Muslim sheikh, Muhammad ’Abdille Hassan, dubbed by his adversaries the ‘Mad Mullah’, led Dervish warriors in a holy war against the British for twenty years until his death in 1920. Bedouin resistance against Italian rule in Libya ended only in 1931 after nine years of guerrilla warfare. By the 1930s, however, the colonial states of Africa were firmly entrenched; they had, moreover, acquired a legitimacy in the eyes of their inhabitants.

    A reshuffle of territory occurred as a result of the First World War. German colonies were shared out among Britain, France, Belgium and the Union of South Africa, a British dominion founded in 1910. Tanganyika was handed over to Britain; South West Africa to South Africa; the tiny territories of Rwanda-Burundi were passed to Belgium; and Togoland and Cameroon were divided up between Britain and France. As a reward for Italian support in the First World War, Britain gave Jubaland to Italy to form part of Italian Somaliland, moving the border of Kenya westwards. But otherwise the boundaries of Africa remained fixed.

    Only one African state managed to stave off the onslaught of European occupation during the Scramble: Ethiopia, an ancient Christian kingdom, once ruled by the legendary Prester John. In 1896, when the Italians, with 10,000 European troops, invaded Ethiopia from their coastal enclave at Massawa on the Red Sea, they were routed by the emperor, Menelik. The Italians were thus forced to confine themselves to occupying Eritrea. Forty years later, however, the Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini, took revenge. Determined to construct an East African empire, he ordered the conquest of Ethiopia, using half a million troops, aerial bombardment and poison gas to accomplish it. After a seven-month long campaign, Italian forces captured the capital, Addis Ababa; the emperor, Haile Selassie, fled into exile in England; and Ethiopia was turned into an Italian province to add to Italian possessions in Eritrea and Somaliland.

    Having expended so much effort on acquiring African empires, Europe’s colonial powers then lost much of their earlier interest in them. Few parts of Africa offered the prospect of immediate wealth. Colonial governments were concerned above all to make their territories financially self-supporting. Administration was thus kept to a minimum; education was placed in the hands of Christian missionaries; economic activity was left to commercial companies. The main functions of government were limited to maintaining law and order, raising taxation and providing an infrastructure of roads and railways. There seemed to be no need for more rapid development. Colonial rule was expected to last for hundreds of years.

    In much of Africa, therefore, the colonial imprint was barely noticeable. Only a thin white line of control existed. In northern Nigeria, Frederick Lugard set out to rule 10 million people with a staff of nine European administrators and a regiment of the West African Frontier Force consisting of 3,000 African troops under the command of European officers. By the late 1930s, following the amalgamation of northern and southern Nigeria into one territory in 1914, the number of colonial administrators for a population of 20 million people was still less than 400. The Sudan Political Service consisted of 140 officials ruling over 9 million people. The whole of French Equatorial Africa in the mid-1930s was run by 206 administrative officers. French West Africa, comprising eight territories with a population of 15 million, was served by only 385 colonial administrators. The whole of British tropical Africa, where 43 million people lived, was governed by 1,200 administrators. Belgium ran the Congo in 1936 with 728 administrators. Scattered across vast stretches of Africa, lone district administrators became virtually absolute rulers of their domain, functioning simultaneously as police chief, judge, tax collector, head of labour recruitment, special agent and meteorological observer. In French Africa they were known as rois de la brousse – kings of the bush. A veteran native commissioner in Southern Rhodesia remembered being told that his duties as a district officer were to: ‘Get to know your district, and your people. Keep on eye on them, collect tax if possible, but for God’s sake, don’t worry headquarters.’

    With so few men on the ground, colonial governments relied heavily on African chiefs and other functionaries to collaborate with officials and exercise control on their behalf. The British, in particular, favoured a system of ‘indirect rule’, using African authorities to keep order, collect taxes and supply labour, that involved a minimum of staff and expense. The model for indirect rule was devised by Lugard in northern Nigeria where Fulani emirs had governed in accordance with Islamic traditions of law and discipline stretching back for centuries. Lugard posted British Residents at their courts but allowed the emirs to continue to police, tax and administer justice on their behalf much as before. Similar methods of indirect rule were adopted in Buganda, in Loziland and in other parts of Britain’s African empire.

    In many cases, however, African chiefs came to constitute no more than a new class of intermediaries paid to transmit government orders. As agents of colonial rule, the role they played was far removed from their traditional position at the apex of authority, balancing many diverse interests. Some chiefs were members of old royal families carefully selected for their willingness to collaborate; others had no traditional legitimacy at all. The chefs de canton appointed by the French were effectively administrative officers chosen from the ranks of the more efficient clerks and interpreters in government service. In some cases where chiefs did not exist, as among the acephalous village societies of the Igbo of southern Nigeria, chiefdoms were invented. In other cases, ‘traditional’ chiefs were left bereft of all functions.

    Year by year the new colonies gradually took shape. Railway lines snaking into the interior from the coast reached Lake Victoria in 1901, Katanga in 1910, Kano in northern Nigeria in 1912 and Lake Tanganyika in 1914. New patterns of economic activity were established. African colonies became significant exporters of minerals and agricultural commodities such as groundnuts, palm oil, cotton, coffee, cocoa and sisal. By 1911 the Gold Coast (Ghana) had become the world’s leading exporter of cocoa. In the highlands of eastern and southern Africa and along the Mediterranean coast of Algeria and Tunisia, European settlers acquired huge landholdings, establishing the basis of large-scale commercial agriculture. In Kenya the fertile White Highlands were designated for their exclusive use. In 1931 half of the entire land area of Southern Rhodesia was stipulated for the use of white farmers who at the time numbered no more than 2,500. In South Africa some 87 per cent of the total area was declared white land.

    Through the efforts of Christian missionaries, literacy and primary education were slowly introduced throughout Africa south of the Sahara. By 1910 about 16,000 European missionaries were stationed there. With government support, a handful of secondary schools were established, becoming the nurseries of new African elites: Achimota College in the Gold Coast; the Ecole Normale William Ponty in Senegal; Makerere in Uganda; Kaduna in Nigeria; Lovedale and Fort Hare in the Eastern Cape of South Africa. North Africa’s first Western-style university opened in Cairo in 1909.

    The small educated elites that colonial rule produced in the 1920s and 1930s were preoccupied primarily with their own status, seeking to gain for themselves a role in administration in preference to the chiefs whom they regarded as rivals for power. They paid little attention to the welfare of the rural masses. Few espoused nationalist ambitions.

    In 1936 Ferhat Abbas, a political activist and writer, who had studied pharmacology at Algiers University, summed up his view on Algerian nationalism in a weekly publication he had founded:

    
      
        
          If I had discovered an Algerian nation, I would be a nationalist and I would not blush for it as though it were a crime. Men who die for a patriotic ideal are daily honoured and regarded. My life is worth no more than theirs. Yet I will not die for the Algerian homeland, because such a homeland does not exist. I have not found it. I have questioned history, I have asked the living and the dead, I have visited the cemeteries; no one has told me of it . . . One does not build on the wind.

        

      

    

    A prominent Northern Nigerian, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, who was destined to become the first federal prime minister, remarked in 1948: ‘Since 1914 the British Government has been trying to make Nigeria into one country, but the Nigerian people themselves are historically different in their backgrounds, in their religious beliefs and customs and do not show themselves any signs of willingness to unite . . . Nigerian unity is only a British invention.’ In a book published in 1947, the Yoruba leader, Obafemi Awolowo, who dominated Western Nigerian politics for more than thirty years, wrote: ‘Nigeria is not a nation. It is a mere geographical expression. There are no “Nigerians” in the same sense as there are “English”, “Welsh”, or “French”. The word “Nigerian” is merely a distinctive appellation to distinguish those who live within the boundaries of Nigeria and those who do not.’

    The Second World War, however, brought profound change to Africa. Showing a purpose and vigour never seen on the continent before, colonial governments built airports, expanded harbours, constructed roads and supply depots and demanded ever greater production of copper, tin, groundnuts – any commodity, in fact, useful in the war effort. Bases such as Freetown, Takoradi, Mombasa and Accra became a vital part of the Allied network. Thousands of African troops were recruited for war service. From British territories, some 374,000 Africans served in the British army. African units helped to defeat the Italians in Ethiopia and to restore Emperor Haile Selassie to his throne. African regiments were sent to India and fought with distinction in Burma. In India and Burma, African soldiers learned how nationalist movements there had forced promises of self-government from the British government even though their populations were mainly poor and illiterate.

    From French Africa some 80,000 African troops were shipped to France to fight the Germans. But for France the war brought the spectacle of a nation not only defeated but divided into opposing camps – Free French and pro-Vichy – which fought each other for the loyalty of the empire. Much of French Africa sided with the Vichy regime. But French Equatorial Africa, responding to General de Gaulle’s appeal for help in exile, rallied to the cause of the Free French. For two and a half years, Brazzaville, a small town on the north bank of the Congo river, became the temporary capital of what purported to be the government of France.

    The war also threw up decisive shifts in power, away from Europe and its colonial powers. As European influence declined, the emerging superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, competed for ascendancy. For different reasons, both were anti-colonial powers. When Winston Churchill and President Roosevelt drew up the Atlantic Charter in 1941, supporting the right of all peoples to choose their own government, Churchill had in mind self-determination only for the conquered nations of Europe, not for British territories. But Roosevelt was adamant that postwar objectives should include self-determination for all colonial peoples. Roosevelt’s views about British rule hardened considerably during the war, when, on his way to the 1943 Casablanca conference, he stopped briefly in Gambia. Appalled by the poverty and disease he witnessed there, he wrote to Churchill describing the territory as a ‘hell-hole’. About the French he was even more scathing. To the indignation of the French, when Roosevelt subsequently reached Casablanca, he made the point of telling Sultan Mohammed V that the Atlantic Charter applied to Morocco as well as to all other colonies, giving impetus to the idea of Moroccan nationalism.

    The aftermath of the war brought frustration and restlessness, in Africa as much as in other parts of the world. African elites took the Atlantic Charter to constitute some form of official encouragement to demand political rights, yet faced obstruction. Ex-servicemen returning home with new ideas and skills, wider experiences and high expectations about the future, many believing they had earned the right to demand some share in the government of their own countries, found few openings. In the towns there was a groundswell of discontent over unemployment, high prices, poor housing, low wages and consumer shortages. In the wartime boom the towns had swollen. Around cities such as Lagos, Accra, Dakar, Nairobi and Léopoldville (Kinshasa), shanty-towns, slums and bidonvilles proliferated as a constant flow of migrants arrived from rural areas in search of work. Labour unrest was common. In many African towns there was an air of tension. Tribal disciplines were weakening; old religions were losing ground. The spread of primary school education, particularly in West Africa, created new expectations. A new generation was emerging, ambitious and disgruntled. In Accra and Lagos ‘youth’ movements and African newspapers blamed every social ill on the authorities, denounced the whole colonial system and demanded self-government. The colonial authorities dismissed these critics as a handful of urban ‘agitators’ without popular support, confident that local chiefs and hence the bulk of the population remained loyal. Yet a tide of events had begun to flow that would eventually sweep away the African empires that Europe so proudly possessed.

    •   •   •

    In 1945 there were four independent states in Africa: Egypt, nominally independent, headed by a corrupt monarch, but subject to British political interference and obliged by treaty to accept the presence of British military forces; Ethiopia, a feudal empire newly restored to Haile Selassie after five years of Italian occupation; Liberia, a decaying republic founded on the west coast in 1847 for freed American slaves, the only African state left untouched by European colonial rule, but in reality little more than a fiefdom of the American Firestone Company, which owned its rubber plantations; and the Union of South Africa, the richest state in Africa, holder of the world’s largest deposits of gold, given independence in 1910 under white minority rule. The rest were the preserve of European powers, all confident about the importance of their imperial mission.

    Britain was the only colonial power even to contemplate the possibility of self-government for its African territories, having established precedents in Asia. It nevertheless expected to hold sway there at least until the end of the twentieth century. In the postwar era, partly for reasons of self-interest, but also because a more enlightened mood about the conduct of colonial affairs prevailed, it embarked on major programmes of development, of agriculture, transport, education and health services. Universities were opened in the Gold Coast, Nigeria, Uganda and Sudan. But with plans for political advancement, the British government was far more cautious. A long apprenticeship was envisaged. There would be no short cuts. Africans needed to be introduced to the business of government with careful preparation, step by step. To give the colonies their independence, said one senior Labour politician, Herbert Morrison, would be ‘like giving a child a latch-key, a bank account and a shot-gun’.

    Each of Britain’s fourteen African territories was governed separately. Each had its own budget, its own laws and public services. Each was under the control of a governor powerful enough in his own domain to ensure that his views there prevailed. Britain’s West African territories were the most advanced. In the Gold Coast, Nigeria and Sierra Leone, the black professional elite – lawyers, doctors, teachers and merchants – had been given some role to play in ruling institutions since the end of the nineteenth century. During the Second World War, Africans had been admitted to executive councils advising governors and, in the case of the Gold Coast, a few had been elevated to the senior ranks of the administration. After the war, new constitutions were introduced for the Gold Coast and Nigeria, providing for elections for a handful of members of legislative councils. These constitutions were expected to satisfy political aspirations for the next decade.

    In Britain’s colonies in east and central Africa, political activity revolved around the demands of white settlers for more political power. In Southern Rhodesia the white population, numbering no more than 33,000, had won internal self-government as far back as 1923. In Kenya they had vigorously pursued the same aim. But Britain, having set the Rhodesian precedent, then stuck to the notion that African interests should be properly protected. In practice this did not always amount to much. Because of their much later contact with Europe, the African populations of east and central Africa were considered to be several generations behind West Africa. The British government took the view that future prosperity there depended largely on encouraging white communities. White immigration soared in the postwar era; in Southern Rhodesia and Kenya the white population doubled. In the White Highlands of Kenya more farming land was made available to former British soldiers, even though African land grievances were mounting. Bolstered by rising numbers and foreign investment, white politicians in Salisbury (Harare) and Nairobi confidently set their sights on establishing new white-led British Dominions in the heart of Africa.

    The French, too, embarked on major development programmes in the postwar era and introduced political reform, giving African populations greater representation. Unlike the British, the French regarded their colonies not as separate territories but as part of la plus grande France. Political advancement thus meant according Africans a higher number of representatives in the French parliament. Since the nineteenth century, African residents in four coastal towns in Senegal had exercised the right to participate in the election of a representative to the French parliament. The first African deputy elected from Senegal arrived in Paris in 1914 and rapidly rose to the rank of junior minister. In 1945 the number of deputies from French Africa elected to represent African interests was raised to twenty-four. Local assemblies were also established for each territory, and federal assemblies for the two federal regions of French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa. Nevertheless, however much French Africa benefited from political and economic development, the central objective of the ‘Union Française’, as the postwar Empire was called, was to bind the colonies tightly to metropolitan France. The links were said to be indissoluble.

    Of the two other colonial powers, neither Belgium nor Portugal permitted any kind of political activity in their African territories. Belgium regarded the Congo essentially as a valuable piece of real estate that just required good management. The Congo’s affairs were directed from Brussels by a small group of Belgians who simply passed down edicts to officials on the ground; neither Belgians living in the Congo nor the Congolese had a vote. Portugal, the poorest country in Europe, remained in the grip of Salazar’s dictatorship which dealt ruthlessly with critics and dissidents of any kind. Anyone suspected of agitation in Africa was either jailed or sent to a penal colony or into exile.

    The advent of the Cold War introduced a new factor to the African equation. In 1948, after the communist seizure of power in Prague, Western governments became convinced that communists were embarked upon a campaign of world mastery in which African colonies were prime targets. When, a few days later, riots erupted in the Gold Coast, hitherto regarded as Britain’s ‘model’ colony, the governor, Sir Gerald Creasy, who had only recently arrived from London, was quick to detect what he believed was a communist conspiracy. In radio broadcasts, he referred to the danger of a communist takeover and of new forms of terrorism.

    A commission of enquiry into the riots found little evidence of communist subversion, but pointed instead to profound political and economic grievances and recommended swift political advancement as the solution. The British government concurred. A new governor, Sir Charles Arden-Clarke, was despatched to the Gold Coast in 1949, with the warning that ‘the country is on the edge of revolution’ and with instructions to implement a new constitution giving Africans not only increased legislative responsibilities but executive power, in order to avert it.

    The new system of government was regarded as being in the nature of ‘an experiment’, one that could be carefully controlled and monitored, and delayed and halted if something went wrong. The reality, however, was different. One senior British official involved in the Gold Coast experiment later described the process as ‘like laying down a track in front of an oncoming express’.

    •   •   •

    This book follows the fortunes of Africa in modern times, opening in the years that it sped towards independence and encompassing the half-century that has since passed. It focuses in particular on the role of a number of African leaders whose characters and careers had a decisive impact on the fate of their countries. It examines, too, the reasons why, after the euphoria of the independence era, so many hopes and ambitions faded and why the future of Africa came to be spoken of only in pessimistic terms. Although Africa is a continent of great diversity, African states have much in common, not only their origins as colonial territories, but the similar hazards and difficulties they have faced. Indeed, what is so striking about the fifty-year period since independence is the extent to which African states have suffered so many of the same misfortunes.
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1

    THE GOLD COAST

    EXPERIMENT

    At his headquarters at Christiansborg Castle, a seventeenth-century slaving fort from where British governors had ruled the Gold Coast for fifty years, Sir Charles Arden-Clarke awoke on the morning of 9 February 1951 to face the most difficult decision of his career. His problem concerned a 41-year-old prisoner in James Fort in Accra serving a three-year sentence for subversive activities. In the eyes of the colonial authorities, Kwame Nkrumah was a dangerous troublemaker. Official reports referred to him as ‘a thorough-going Communist’. He had launched his own political party, the Convention People’s Party, in June 1949, demanding ‘Self-Government Now’ and threatening to wreck Britain’s carefully laid plan for constitutional reform if it was not granted.

    British officials considered their plan, drawn up in consultation with a committee of distinguished Africans, to be far-reaching enough. It proposed the most advanced political framework for any colony in Africa, offering the Gold Coast what was called ‘semi-responsible government’. For the first time in the country’s history, there would be a general election, a national assembly with an African majority and a new executive council, consisting largely of African ministers who would run internal affairs.

    In devising this plan, British officials expected to find themselves collaborating in government with an elite group of Gold Coast lawyers and businessmen – the intelligentsia, as they were called locally – who had long been pressing for this kind of reform. Known as ‘men of property and standing’, they had formed in 1947 their own political party, the United Gold Coast Convention, choosing the slogan ‘Self-Government in the shortest possible time’. Their leader, Dr Joseph Danquah, was much admired by the British. He had gained a doctorate at London University, qualified as a barrister at the Inner Temple and written a highly regarded book on Akan law and religion. As part of the drive for political advancement, he had come up with the idea of dropping the colonial name of Gold Coast and changing it to Ghana, an African empire that had flourished in West Africa in the eleventh century.

    Hoping to build up popular support for their cause, Danquah and his colleagues decided to hire a full-time organiser. One name recommended to them was Kwame Nkrumah. About Nkrumah the lawyers knew virtually nothing. He had been living abroad for twelve years, an itinerant student, invariably penniless but politically ambitious. In the United States he had collected degrees in economics, sociology and philosophy. To earn a living during student vacations, he had worked as a labourer in a soap factory and as a ship’s steward; he had even tried selling fish on street corners in Harlem. Moving to London in 1945, he had intended to study law, but soon became caught up in left-wing politics, befriending leading British communists and avidly participating in anti-colonial protests. ‘There was nothing to stop you getting on your feet and denouncing the whole British Empire,’ he recalled. He abandoned his law studies but found it difficult to make ends meet as a political activist. Short of money, he would spend hours discussing politics in cheap cafés in Camden Town, only occasionally able to afford a cup of tea and a bread roll. When the offer of a job with the United Gold Coast Convention reached him, Nkrumah leapt at the opportunity.

    With his left-wing views and ambitious nature, Nkrumah soon fell out with Danquah and his colleagues. Eighteen months after returning to the Gold Coast, he broke away and threw himself with restless energy into the task of turning his new party, the Convention People’s Party (CPP), into a modern political machine, organising youth groups, using flags, banners and slogans and setting up newspapers which vilified the colonial authorities at every opportunity. In fiery speeches across the country, he promised that ‘Self-Government – Now’ would solve all the grievances and hardships inflicted by colonial rule and bring a new world of opportunity and prosperity. His flamboyant manner and winning smile earned him the nickname of ‘Showboy’. To the young, to the homeless ‘verandah boys’ who slept on the verandahs of the wealthy, he became an idol, a political magician whose performances generated a sense of excitement, of hope, of expectation. His radical appeal spread to trade unionists, ex-servicemen, clerks, petty traders and primary school teachers, to a new generation, frustrated and impatient, seeking a better way of life. To those without money, without position, without property, Nkrumah’s call of ‘FreeDom’ was an offer of salvation. ‘Seek ye first the political kingdom,’ Nkrumah told them, ‘and all else will follow.’

    Growing ever bolder, Nkrumah denounced the British plan for constitutional reform as ‘bogus and fraudulent’ and announced the start of a campaign of ‘Positive Action’ – strikes, boycotts, agitation and propaganda – intended to force Britain to agree to immediate self-government.

    As violence broke out, the governor, Arden-Clarke, declared a state of emergency, imposed curfews and ordered the arrest of Nkrumah and other party leaders. The objective of CPP militants, he claimed, was ‘to seize power for themselves by creating chaos’. Nkrumah was brought before a criminal court and convicted on three charges of incitement and sedition and sentenced to a total of three years’ imprisonment. As Danquah put it, ‘the wolf had been driven away’. In a private family letter, Arden-Clarke wrote: ‘Sorry I have been so bad about writing but I have been rather preoccupied in dealing with our local Hitler and his putsch’.

    But far from hindering the CPP, the arrest of Nkrumah and his lieutenants turned them into heroes. The ‘prison graduate cap’ became a possession admired and respected. Those who completed their sentences were welcomed back rapturously and returned to the fray with renewed enthusiasm. As the election scheduled for February 1951 drew near, there was every indication that the CPP would gain a majority of seats.

    In his prison cell in James Fort, spending his time making fishing nets and weaving baskets, Nkrumah was at first resigned to missing the election. He discovered, however, that, under the law, any prisoner sentenced to a term of imprisonment not exceeding one year was still entitled to be registered on the electoral roll. Although his total sentence amounted to a period of three years, it consisted of three separate terms of imprisonment of one year each. He duly managed to get his name on the electoral roll, and then announced to the prison authorities that he had decided to stand as a candidate for election.

    Nkrumah’s participation in the election raised the level of popular excitement even higher. In Christiansborg Castle, Arden-Clarke noticed ‘a great wave of enthusiasm’ spreading through the CPP. The final result was a victory for the CPP which exceeded even their expectations. Of thirty-eight popularly contested seats, the CPP won thirty-four, Danquah’s Convention, three. Nkrumah’s personal triumph was similarly spectacular. Standing for an Accra constituency, he won the seat with 20,780 votes out of a total of 23,122. The news was relayed to him by the prison authorities at 4 a.m. on the morning of 9 February.

    The dilemma facing Arden-Clarke was whether to release Nkrumah – a convicted criminal – from prison. There was no precedent for releasing him on political grounds. Furthermore, he had threatened disruptive action unless the Gold Coast was granted immediate self-government. He could be as troublesome if set free as if he was kept locked up.

    That morning, while shaving, Arden-Clarke made up his mind. ‘There were pros and cons aplenty,’ he recalled, ‘and plenty of pressures being applied. It was, however, obvious that the CPP would refuse to cooperate in working the Constitution without their leader. Nkrumah and his party had the mass of the people behind them and there was no other party with appreciable public support to which one could turn. Without Nkrumah, the Constitution would be stillborn and if nothing came of all the hopes, aspirations and concrete proposals for a greater measure of self-government, there would no longer be any faith in the good intentions of the British government and the Gold Coast would be plunged into disorder, violence and bloodshed.’

    So Arden-Clarke ordered his release, describing it as ‘an act of grace’. After fourteen months’ imprisonment, Nkrumah walked out of James Fort at midday on 12 February to a tumultuous welcome from his supporters and an invitation to pay a call on the governor the following morning at Christiansborg Castle.

    The castle was an imposing building that Nkrumah was to come to know well. Built on a rocky promontory on the outskirts of Accra, with stone imported from Denmark as ballast in incoming slave ships, its foundations were continually pounded by the roaring surf. Salt moisture seeped endlessly into its deep dungeons, once filled with slaves awaiting their fate across the Atlantic. Its high walls were painted a dazzling white; tall palm trees leant against the crenellated battlements; and the gardens were ablaze with cannas – maroon, salmon-pink, scarlet and pale-yellow.

    Walking into the courtyard, Nkrumah was not sure of what to expect. He had never met Arden-Clarke and was suspicious of him. Arden-Clarke was equally wary. ‘We knew each other only by reputation, and my reputation was, I think, as obnoxious to him as his was to me,’ Arden-Clarke remembered. ‘That meeting was redolent of mutual suspicion and mistrust. We were like two dogs meeting for the first time, sniffing around each other with hackles raised trying to decide whether to bite or to wag our tails.’

    They rapidly got down to business and concluded their meeting cordially enough. Nkrumah left Christiansborg Castle, having been asked to form a government. He had made the leap from convict to prime minister in less than a day. ‘As I walked down the steps it was as if the whole thing had been a dream, that I was stepping down from the clouds and that I would soon wake up and find myself squatting on the prison floor eating a bowl of maize porridge.’

    •   •   •

    It was to become a familiar experience for British governors in Africa to have to come to terms with nationalist politicians whom they had previously regarded as extremist agitators. But, at the time, the election victory of Nkrumah, a man who described himself as a ‘Marxian Socialist’ implacably opposed to imperialism and who was bent on securing full self-government, sent a shockwave across Africa, causing alarm in some quarters, inspiring awe in others.

    In British eyes, however, the Gold Coast had always stood out as a special case. It had advantages of wealth and attainment unrivalled in tropical Africa. As the world’s leading producer of cocoa for forty years, it possessed a large and prosperous farming community. Its education system was the most advanced, and its reservoir of trained personnel the largest, of any African colony. The country was relatively homogenous, seemingly free of ethnic and religious tension; half of the population was of Akan origin and spoke related dialects. British officials therefore considered the Gold Coast to be an exception from other territories and adapted themselves accordingly.

    At their second meeting at Christiansborg Castle, Arden-Clarke and Nkrumah began to establish a measure of trust. ‘Although much was left unsaid,’ recalled Arden-Clarke, ‘we both understood that there were two men who could break the Constitution and the whole experiment in five minutes – Nkrumah and I – and that that would advantage no one. We believed that we had the same objective, the attainment of full self-government for the country, and though we might differ as to the how and the when – and we did differ – we both felt, I think, that it would be in the best interests of the country and of ourselves if we worked with and not against each other.’

    Though new to the business of government, Nkrumah constantly pressed for faster change and for more power. The new constitution, which he had been obliged to accept, left control of the police, the judiciary, finance, defence and external affairs in the hands of the governor and his senior officials; the governor, moreover, was entitled to preside over cabinet meetings and to veto or enforce legislation as he deemed fit. Impatient with this ‘period of probation’, Nkrumah introduced a motion in parliament in July 1953 demanding full self-government without delay. ‘We prefer self-government with danger to servitude in tranquillity,’ he declared. Though the British government had strong misgivings about the pace of change, the following year it granted the Gold Coast a new constitution providing for full internal self-government under an all-African cabinet.

    With his flair for publicity, Nkrumah was forever in the limelight, dominating the headlines. His life was a whirlwind of meetings, speeches, tours and rallies. Party newspapers built up the image of a man of supernatural powers, a prophet, a new Moses who would lead his people towards the cherished land of independence. ‘Man of Destiny, Star of Africa,’ proclaimed the Evening News on 19 June 1954. ‘Hope of Millions of down-trodden Blacks, Deliverer of Ghana, Iron Boy, Great Leader of Street Boys.’ Ordinary people came to regard him as a messiah capable of performing miracles. He was venerated in hymns and prayers; supporters recited phrases like, ‘I believe in Kwame Nkrumah’. From early morning, queues would form outside his home, people seeking advice on anything from marital disputes to sickness, infertility, job recommendations, financial assistance and settlement of debts. No matter how busy he was, Nkrumah always endeavoured to find time for them.

    He possessed a magnetism evident to all who encountered him. A lithe figure of medium height and slim build, with a prominent forehead, receding hairline and soulful eyes, he exuded vitality. An American writer, John Gunther, who met him at a dinner given by Arden-Clarke at Christiansborg Castle in July 1953, was struck by his charisma. Nkrumah was wearing national costume: a Roman-like toga in silk kente cloth, with the left arm and shoulder left bare. ‘His movements and gestures have power, ease and an almost animal-like magnetism,’ wrote Gunther. ‘He neither struts nor shows exaggerated reserve.’

    His whole life was dominated by politics. A bachelor, he took no interest in sport, or food, or personal comfort. Baptised a Catholic, he had once seriously considered a career as a Jesuit priest and was still attracted by the sense of single-minded purpose it involved. He did not smoke or drink. When Gunther asked him what he did for relaxation, he replied: ‘Work.’ He was fond of music, both classical and the local dance music called highlife. When a friend suggested he should listen more often to classical music to help him relax, he promptly ordered two hundred records. But the only one he listened to, over and over again, was the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ from The Messiah.

    Behind all the hurly-burly, Nkrumah was a lonely figure, distrustful of his close colleagues, rarely confiding in them. He enjoyed the company of women, but feared intimacy and declared he had no time to get married. One of the most trusting relationships he formed was with the governor’s private secretary, Erica Powell, an Englishwoman who had arrived in the Gold Coast in 1952. When he first invited her to dinner at his home, Powell consulted Arden-Clarke who encouraged her to accept. ‘You know, Erica,’ said Arden-Clarke, ‘Nkrumah is a very lonely man. A very lonely man.’

    Nkrumah often telephoned her late at night. ‘Sometimes I listened while he became more and more drowsy and slurred his speech,’ she recalled in her memoirs. ‘But if I suggested hanging up he would immediately come to life.’ He arrived at her flat unexpectedly one evening, complaining about the crowd of people hanging around his own home and promptly fell asleep. She encouraged him to find a quieter residence, and also coaxed him into taking an interest in food and personal fitness.

    In 1955 she joined his staff as his private secretary. The gossip in Accra at the time was that she was his mistress but she always denied it. In her memoirs she portrays Nkrumah as moody, erratic, impatient and volatile, but also charming and considerate when it suited him. ‘The trouble was that his moods could change so rapidly,’ she wrote. Despite all the frustrations and the exhausting pace of his schedule, she remained a key figure in his entourage, working closely with him for more than ten years. Nkrumah once confided to her that she was the only person on whom he could rely for unbiased advice.

    •   •   •

    After winning the 1954 election, Nkrumah seemed set to make rapid progress towards independence. But he encountered unexpected resistance centred on his conduct of government. In the final stages of colonial rule, the Gold Coast, once a model colony, was riven by such bitterness, division and violence that it appeared in danger of breaking up.

    At the core of the crisis was cocoa money. To protect cocoa farmers from price fluctuations, the colonial authorities had established a Cocoa Marketing Board (CMB) which each year fixed a guaranteed price for farmers and acted as the sole buyer, grader, seller and exporter of cocoa. Once in office, Nkrumah instructed the CMB to keep the price as low as possible, aiming to raise funds for development projects. But the CMB soon became notorious for corruption and mismanagement; it was regularly exploited to distribute credit, contracts, commissions, licences and jobs to CPP supporters. An official investigation revealed that the CPP used a CMB subsidiary to enrich the party’s coffers, to coerce farmers into joining the party and to control petty commerce.

    Soon after the 1954 election, Nkrumah announced that the price paid to farmers would be fixed for a period of four years at a level less than one-third of ruling world prices. This decision provoked a surge of anger across Asante, the central forest region where half of the country’s cocoa crop was grown. Not only farmers but cocoa traders, merchants and businessmen based in the Asante capital, Kumasi, resented the loss of income. A new opposition party, the National Liberation Movement (NLM), sprang up, proclaiming to defend Asante interests and culture against a central government it portrayed as corrupt, dictatorial and bent on undermining the beliefs and customs of the Asante people. With the blessing of the Asante paramount chiefs and backed by fervent support in the Asante heartland, the NLM demanded a federal constitution prior to independence, giving Asante and other areas that wanted it a substantial measure of local autonomy.

    Nkrumah saw the issue as a struggle between a modern democratic government and the feudal power of traditional chiefs trying to protect the old order. But he misjudged the extent of popular support for Asante institutions. As the NLM and Nkrumah’s CPP struggled for ascendancy, violent disturbances broke out. A bomb attack was made on Nkrumah’s house in Accra. Alarmed by the disorders, the British government refused to set a date for independence and eventually insisted on resolving the issue by calling another general election. At the polls in July 1956, Nkrumah’s CPP won an outright majority, 72 of 104 seats, though only 57 per cent of the votes cast. While the CPP received 398,000 votes, the opposition tally was 299,000 votes. Satisfied with the result, Britain finally pronounced a date for independence: 6 March 1957.

    It was a date that marked the beginning of a new era for Africa. The advent of independence for Ghana was seen as a portent watched and admired around the world. No other event in Africa had previously attracted such attention. Nor was there an occasion when the feeling of euphoria was so strong.

    Messages of congratulations came from an array of world leaders, from Eisenhower, Bulganin, Nehru and Zhou En-lai. Delegations from fifty-six countries arrived, exuding warmth and goodwill. From Britain, representing Queen Elizabeth, came her aunt, the Duchess of Kent; the Chinese sent a general in a turquoise blue uniform; the Russians, a junior minister, with a fistful of invitations to Moscow; the South Africans, an all-white delegation. But the most enthusiastic visitor was Richard Nixon, then the United States vice-president. From the moment he touched down in Accra, he rushed about shaking hands, hugging paramount chiefs, fondling black babies and posing for photographs. It was not always to good effect. Surrounded by a crowd of Ghanaians at an official ceremony, he slapped one man on the shoulder and asked him how it felt to be free. ‘I wouldn’t know, sir,’ replied the man. ‘I’m from Alabama.’

    The celebrations lasted for six days. There were sailing regattas, race meetings, garden parties, church services, a Miss Ghana competition and a number of hidden dramas. The prime minister’s new residence, where a visiting dignitary was due to stay, was discovered at the last minute to contain numerous faults. A lavatory cistern on the first floor overflowed, flooding the prime minister’s study below, saturating the new carpet and damaging hundreds of books lying on it, waiting to be sorted. Just before a reception at the new State House building was due to begin, all the stewards were found to be drunk, sprawled across the kitchen floor. A few managed to stagger to their feet and weaved about dreamily carrying trays at a dangerous angle.

    At the centre of all the festivities, Nkrumah remained an engaging host, alert and dynamic even though he managed to snatch little sleep. When he first learned that he was expected to lead the dancing with the Duchess of Kent at the State Ball, he groaned, complaining that he could only dance the highlife. But Louis Armstrong’s wife, Lucille, came to the rescue, teaching him the basic steps of the waltz, the foxtrot and the quickstep, and on the night Nkrumah managed a creditable performance.

    At midnight on 6 March as crowds danced and sang in Parliament Square, the Union flag was lowered and the new flag of Ghana, red, green and gold, was hoisted in its place. Wearing a convict’s white skull cap embroidered on the front with the letters ‘PG’ – his ‘prison graduate’ badge – Nkrumah was borne from parliament on the shoulders of his colleagues to the nearby polo ground where a small wooden platform had been erected. Under the glare of floodlights, he performed an impromptu dance and then, with tears streaming down his face, he spoke of the moment of freedom that had arrived. ‘Today, from now on, there is a new African in the world,’ he declared.

    No other African state was launched with so much promise for the future. Ghana embarked on independence as one of the richest tropical countries in the world, with an efficient civil service, an impartial judiciary and a prosperous middle class. Its parliament was well established, with able politicians in both government and opposition. The prime minister, himself, then only forty-seven years old, was regarded as a leader of outstanding ability, popularly elected, with six years of experience of running a government. The country’s economic prospects were equally propitious. Not only was Ghana the world’s leading producer of cocoa, with huge foreign currency reserves built up during the 1950s cocoa boom, but it possessed gold, timber and bauxite.

    As if to mark the capture of the citadel of colonial power, Nkrumah chose Christiansborg Castle as his official residence. It was a strange decision. Nkrumah’s domestic staff were convinced the place was haunted by ghosts from its past as a slaving fort and refused to stay there overnight. Arden-Clarke, when he was governor, was kept awake by a persistent knocking but could find no cause for it and declined to sleep in the same room again. Nkrumah had his own experiences. Soon after moving into the castle, he was awakened one night by a piercing yelp from his devoted Alsatian which normally slept in a corner of his bedroom. When he turned on the light, the dog was trembling, its fur on end. Despite coaxing, the dog refused to set foot in the room again. But even more striking about Nkrumah’s decision to move to the castle was the distance it put him from people. For Christiansborg was a place of solitude and remoteness, where the most familiar sound was the insistent roar of the surf pounding against its ancient walls.

    With his customary energy, Nkrumah soon made his mark in international circles. In June 1957 he attended the Commonwealth conference in London, creating a favourable impression among fellow prime ministers. He was particularly thrilled at the prospect of meeting Queen Elizabeth at Buckingham Palace – ‘agog with excitement’, according to Erica Powell. His staff explained that normally an audience would last about half an hour. ‘It’s no good talking to me about time, you know it means nothing to me,’ he retorted. ‘If I am bored I shall want to leave after two minutes. If I’m interested I may stay an hour or two without realising it.’ Horrified, his staff advised that the Queen would give some kind of indication when the audience was at an end.

    The following morning he returned from the palace, exhilarated by the experience. ‘She’s an amazing woman!’ he declared. ‘So small and so simple and modest.’

    ‘How long did you stay?’ his staff asked eagerly.

    ‘My goodness! It was terrible! We were talking so much and it was all so interesting for me that when I at last looked at my watch I saw that I had been there an hour! I exclaimed: “Oh! Is that really the time?” And I got worried in case I might not have noticed the sign that she may have made for me to leave. Anyhow, I looked for my stick, but I couldn’t see it. Then the Queen asked me if I had lost something, and I said: “Yes, my stick.” And can you imagine what she did? She actually got down on her knees to help me find it. It had fallen at the back of my chair. I felt so ashamed of myself.’

    Queen Elizabeth was as fascinated by Nkrumah as he was by her. On a subsequent occasion, he was invited as her personal guest to the royal residence at Balmoral, a rare favour for a foreign head of government. There, after a walk on the moors to watch Prince Philip shooting grouse, he was affirmed a member of ‘Her Majesty’s Most Honourable Privy Council’. The picture taken of him with the Queen at Balmoral became a favourite possession. He ordered thousands of copies to be printed.

    Nkrumah’s main ambitions, however, focused on Africa. He was determined to turn Accra into a centre of African liberation, to provide a base from which nationalist leaders from colonial Africa could draw support and encouragement. ‘Our independence is meaningless unless it is linked up with the total liberation of the African continent,’ he proclaimed before the vast crowds assembled at the polo ground on Independence Day.

    In 1958 he brought together an array of political parties, trade unions and student groups from across the continent with the aim of coordinating ‘the African non-violent revolution’. Gathered in State House amid the Italian marble, silks, brocades and crystal chandeliers, some three hundred African representatives attended the All-African People’s Conference. Many were later to achieve prominence: Julius Nyerere came from Tanganyika (Tanzania); Joshua Nkomo from Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe); Kenneth Kaunda from Northern Rhodesia (Zambia); Hastings Banda from Nyasaland (Malawi); Patrice Lumumba from the Belgian Congo; Amilcar Cabral from Portuguese Guinea; Holden Roberto from Angola. The young Kenyan trade unionist Tom Mboya was chosen as the conference chairman.

    For a week they drew in the intoxicating draught of revolutionary rhetoric and departed eager for the fray. In his concluding speech to the conference, Tom Mboya reflected the belligerent mood. The colonial powers, he said, should now reverse the Scramble for Africa. ‘Your time is past,’ he declared. ‘Africa must be free. Scram from Africa.’
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    REVOLT ON THE NILE

    On a sultry night in July 1952, King Farouk of Egypt was enjoying one of his habitual gambling sessions with rich socialites in the summer coastal resort of Alexandria when he was urgently called away to the telephone. The call was from his prime minister, Hussein Sirry, warning that a small group of dissident officers within the army was planning a coup d’état. When told of the identity of the plotters, Farouk laughed. ‘A bunch of pimps,’ he retorted, and went back to the gaming tables.

    Arrogant, vain and pampered from birth, Farouk was supremely confident of the loyalty of his generals, of his control of the army and his position as monarch. He was one of the richest men in the world, famous for his spending sprees, gargantuan appetite and endless procession of mistresses. His fortune included the largest landholding in Egypt, four palaces, two yachts, thirteen private aircraft, two hundred cars and a huge collection of pornographic artefacts. At the age of thirty-two he had become an inveterate playboy, obese and balding, addicted to pleasure-seeking.

    To escape from the heat and hubbub of Cairo, he had decamped with his family and household staff to the Montazah palace on the beachfront at Alexandria, 125 miles away, intending to stay there for the summer. The problems of government seemed intractable. Time and again he had shuffled prime ministers and cabinets. But Cairo remained in ferment, a cauldron of conspiracy, assassination, rioting and press agitation, where communists, nationalists, royalists and Muslim extremists competed for ascendancy. In rural areas there were gusts of violence as impoverished peasants rebelled against feudal landowners. Though Farouk was oblivious to it, the old order was on the verge of collapse.

    On the morning after receiving the telephone warning, Farouk installed a new prime minister, appointed his brother-in-law as minister of war, telling him to round up the conspirators, and then adjourned to the beach. At army headquarters in Cairo on the evening of 22 July, his generals duly assembled to prepare a plan of action.

    Tipped off that moves against them were imminent, the conspirators advanced their own plans to strike. For three years they had plotted in secret, forming a clandestine network within the army called the Society of Free Officers – Dhobat el-Ahrar – determined to establish a new political order. Initially, their principal aim had been to rid Egypt of Britain’s military presence. But they had since become convinced of the need to remove Farouk and his entourage as well. Farouk had come to represent the old imperialism as much as the British did.

    Their leader, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser, was a 34-year-old war hero from the 1948 Arab–Israeli conflict over Palestine, deeply embittered, like his colleagues, by the incompetence and corruption of Farouk’s high command which he blamed for Egypt’s humiliating defeat. A taciturn, studious officer, with a taste for intrigue and dissimulation, secretive by nature and driven by fierce personal ambition, he was the mastermind behind the Free Officers’ conspiracy, both its theoretician and organiser, though he preferred to operate in obscurity.

    Their numbers were few. Organised by Nasser into cells of four or five members, unknown to each other, the Free Officers comprised no more than a hundred men in all. Though their identity remained secret, they announced their existence in a series of underground leaflets denouncing Farouk’s regime, pushing them under the doors of officers’ private houses or sending them through the mail. Many were written or edited by Nasser himself.

    Nasser also tried his hand at assassination. On 9 January 1952, together with two fellow officers, he ambushed the car of the army’s corrupt chief of staff, General Hussein Sirri Amer, outside his house. But he found the experience distasteful. ‘The sound of shots, followed immediately by the piercing cries of women, the whimpering of a child, shouts for help, haunted me all the way to my bed and kept me awake all night,’ he wrote in his Philosophy of the Revolution. ‘A kind of remorse filled my heart . . . I stammered, “If only he does not die.” By dawn I had arrived at the point where I prayed for the life of the man I had tried to kill – how great was my joy when, feverishly searching the morning newspaper, I discovered that the man had not succumbed.’

    The date that Nasser and his executive committee had originally set for the coup was in August 1952. Their aims were ambitious but vague. The ‘six principles’ they drew up included: ‘the liquidation of colonialism and the Egyptian traitors who supported it’; ‘the liquidation of feudalism’; ‘an end to the domination of power by capital’; the formation of ‘a powerful popular army’; and the need to establish ‘social equality’ and ‘a healthy domestic life’. In a final underground leaflet which they distributed just before the coup, the Free Officers declared: ‘The army’s task is to win the country’s independence.’ What Nasser was determined to ensure above all was that the Free Officers should both lead and control the revolution.

    When they learned Farouk’s generals were meeting at army headquarters, the Free Officers decided to attack the building while they were there. ‘It will save us time and trouble,’ said Nasser. ‘We can take them all together, instead of one by one at their homes.’

    Nasser drove around Cairo in a small black Austin car, dressed in civilian clothes, moving from unit to unit to give them instructions. At one point he was stopped by a traffic policeman for having defective lights. In another incident he was almost shot by mistake by troops from his own side who failed to recognise him.

    With revolvers in hand, Nasser and his companions stormed into army headquarters. After token resistance the generals surrendered. By the early hours of 23 July the Free Officers were in control of the radio station, the telegraph office, police posts and government buildings. An armoured convoy was despatched to block the road from the Canal Zone in case British troops there tried to intervene on behalf of Farouk. In a radio broadcast at 7 a.m., the Free Officers issued their first communiqué, announcing that the army had seized power in order to purge itself and the country of ‘traitors and weaklings’. The announcement was made in the name of General Mohammed Neguib, a distinguished 54-year-old war hero, benign-looking, pipe-smoking and affable, who had been drawn into the conspiracy at a late stage and who was used by the Free Officers as a respectable figurehead.

    The fate of Farouk now became a matter of fierce debate among the coup leaders. Some wanted his execution; others favoured exile. Nasser and Neguib voted in favour of exile, tipping the balance. In a note Nasser wrote to his colleagues at the time, he gave his reasons:

    
      
        
          The liberation movement should get rid of Farouk as quickly as possible in order to deal with what is more important – namely, the need to purge the country of the corruption that Farouk will leave behind him. We must pave the way towards a new era in which the people will enjoy their sovereign rights and live in dignity. Justice is one of our objectives. We cannot execute Farouk without a trial. Neither can we afford to keep him in jail and preoccupy ourselves with the rights and wrongs of his case at the risk of neglecting the other purposes of the revolution. Let us spare Farouk and send him into exile. History will sentence him to death.

        

      

    

    So Farouk’s life was spared. On 26 July, with his palaces in Alexandria surrounded by troops, the king signed an act of abdication and prepared for exile. Dressed in an admiral’s uniform, he boarded the royal yacht Mahroussa with members of his family, taking with him sixty-six trunks hastily packed with gold, jewellery and priceless objects, heading for the fleshpots of Europe.

    •   •   •

    In historical terms, the changes wrought by the army coup in 1952 were dramatic. It not only brought an end to the 140-year-old Turkish dynasty founded by Farouk’s great-great-grandfather Mohammed Ali; it meant that for the first time since the Persian conquest twenty-five centuries before Egypt was ruled by native Egyptians.

    But apart from Neguib, little was known about the secretive group of officers that had carried out the coup. They usually met at night in what had been Farouk’s yacht house on an island in the Nile, keeping their identities hidden. Nor did they have any detailed plan of what was to follow.

    They started by implementing measured reforms. They rounded up Farouk’s palace clique, abolished the old Ottoman titles of Pasha and Bey, and initiated a modest land reform programme, limiting the holdings of the rich elite who owned more than half of all cultivable land. They claimed they wanted no more than a supervisory role for themselves over government, holding out the prospect of parliamentary elections once political parties had purged their ranks of corrupt aristocrats.

    After six months in power, however, the Free Officers – now calling themselves the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) – began to consolidate their own control, laying the foundations for an army dictatorship, excluding and eliminating all rivals along the way. They abolished the old constitution and banned political parties, confiscating their funds and other assets. Hundreds of army officers, career diplomats, government officials, university professors and politicians connected to the Farouk era were removed. Trade unions, student organisations, the media, professional syndicates and religious organisations were similarly purged of opposition elements. Rival groups such as communists, the Muslim Brotherhood and ultra-nationalist factions were ruthlessly suppressed. In June 1953 the RCC abolished the monarchy and proclaimed a republic, signifying their intention to hold power permanently. In an attempt to mobilise popular support, they launched their own political movement, the Liberation Rally. Emerging from the shadows, Colonel Nasser was nominated as its secretary-general.

    Nasser also moved decisively to obtain Britain’s withdrawal both from the Canal Zone and from neighbouring Sudan. Since 1899 Sudan had been run nominally as a condominium, with control shared jointly by Britain and Egypt. In practice it had been ruled by Britain alone. But the Egyptians had constantly pressed their own claims to full sovereignty. For much of the nineteenth century it had been part of their own empire, conquered by Mohammed Ali’s forces in 1819. Its capital, Khartoum, lying at the confluence of the Blue Nile and the White Nile, had originally been founded as an Egyptian army outpost. In Cairo the idea of the ‘unity of the Nile Valley’, encompassing both Egypt and Sudan, was still a prominent objective. Many Egyptians regarded control of the Nile, on which the Egyptian economy was largely based, to be imperative. In a fanciful gesture in 1951, designed to put pressure on Britain, King Farouk had proclaimed himself ‘King of Sudan’.

    Britain, however, aware of the rising tide of Sudanese nationalism, insisted on the right of the Sudanese to self-determination. For several years the issue of Sudan’s future remained at an impasse. The Free Officers, when planning their coup, were just as adamant as other Egyptian groups in demanding the unity of the Nile Valley.

    Once in power, however, Nasser accepted the need for self-determination, fully expecting that, when the time came, the Sudanese would favour linking up with Egypt. Left with little room for manoeuvre, Britain was obliged to reach a swift agreement. On 12 February 1953 Sudan was set on the road to independence, scheduled for 1956 after a three-year transitional period. The timing was determined not by any notion of Sudan’s ‘readiness’ for independence but by the exigencies of Britain’s Middle East policy.

    There were inherent dangers in such a pace of change. Sudan was a country of two halves, governed for most of the colonial era by two separate British administrations, one which dealt with the relatively advanced north, the other with the remote and backward provinces of the south. The two halves were different in every way: the north was hot, dry, partly desert, inhabited largely by Arabic-speaking Muslims and containing three-quarters of the country’s population; the south was green, fertile, with a high rainfall, populated by diverse black tribes, speaking a multitude of languages, adhering mostly to traditional religions but including a small Christian minority which had graduated from mission schools.

    What links of history there were between the north and the south provided a source of friction. In the nineteenth century northern traders had plundered the south in search of slaves and ivory. Tales of the slave trade, passed from one generation to the next in the south, sustained a legacy of bitterness and hatred towards northerners which still endured. Northerners, meanwhile, tended to treat southerners as contemptuously as they had done in the past, referring to them as abid – slaves.

    Only in 1946, when ample time still seemed to be available, did the British begin the process of integration, hoping that the north and the south would eventually form an equal partnership. From the outset, however, southern politicians expressed fears that northerners, because of their greater experience and sophistication, would soon dominate and exploit the south. The south was ill-prepared for self-government. There were no organised political parties there until 1953, nor any sense of national consciousness uniting its disparate tribes. When negotiations over independence for Sudan were conducted in 1953, southerners were neither consulted nor represented. While Sudan’s march towards independence in 1956 was greeted with jubilation by northerners, among southerners it precipitated alarm and apprehension.

    •   •   •

    Negotiations over Britain’s withdrawal from the Canal Zone were more protracted. To the British, it was a symbol of their imperial might, the largest overseas military base in the world, dominating the crossroads of Europe, Asia and Africa, a veritable nexus of empire where the Union flag still flew. A huge complex of dockyards, airfields, warehouses and barracks, it stretched along the Suez Canal for two-thirds of its length, and covered more than 9,000 square miles. Some 80,000 British troops were stationed there. In the postwar era Britain’s military chiefs regarded the Canal Zone as an indispensable part of their global interests.

    To the Egyptians, Britain’s presence there was an intolerable affront to national sovereignty. The area included three major cities – Port Said, Ismailia and Suez. One million Egyptians lived there. Moreover, under the terms of a 1936 treaty, the British were supposed to restrict their Suez garrison to no more than 10,000 men. The Egyptians used Britain’s occupation there as a pretext for incessant anti-British agitation; guerrilla raids in the Canal Zone, aided and abetted by the authorities in Cairo, were a common occurrence. ‘We cannot feel free and sovereign until they go,’ said Nasser.

    By the early 1950s, British politicians had come to doubt the value of retaining a military base in such hostile territory. Of the total garrison, 50,000 troops were needed to protect the 30,000 who actually ran the base. Furthermore, anti-British agitation in Egypt undermined Britain’s attempts to exert influence elsewhere in the Arab world.

    In October 1954 Britain and Egypt reached a compromise. Britain agreed to withdraw all British troops from the Canal Zone by 18 June 1956; while Egypt accepted that British civilian technicians could remain on the base for a period of seven years to operate ordnance depots and army workshops retained for Britain’s use; the base was thus to be shared. Nasser further agreed to a ‘reactivation’ clause, entitling Britain to return to the base in the event of global hostilities in the region involving the Soviet Union or some other ‘outside power’.

    Nasser took an intense interest in the details of the agreement, as Anthony Nutting, the British minister leading the negotiations, recalled:

    
      
        
          On one occasion, after he had demanded that all the houses then occupied by British generals should be reserved for Egyptian senior officers, I asked rather testily where our technicians were expected to live. Nasser, kneeling on the floor beside me and poring over a map of the base, pointed to a vacant lot. ‘Thank you for nothing,’ I said. ‘That happens to be the football field.’ He then tried again, indicating an area with a building on it. ‘And that,’ I said, ‘is the Methodist Church.’ Nasser collapsed with laughter and it was some time before we got back to serious discussions.

        

      

    

    Britain’s agreement to withdraw from its Suez base represented a milestone in Egypt’s history. For the first time since 1882, Egypt would have no British garrison on its territory. And for the first time in twenty-five centuries, it would have complete national sovereignty. Nasser was naturally jubilant. ‘A dark page in Anglo-Egyptian relations has been turned,’ he declared. ‘Another page is now being written. Great Britain’s prestige and position in the Middle East have been reinforced and now there remains virtually no reason why Great Britain and Egypt cannot work together in a constructive fashion.’ Yet within two years, Nasser and Britain were to become protagonists in the biggest international crisis since the Second World War.

    •   •   •

    By the end of 1954, after a protracted internal struggle within the army, Nasser had emerged in sole control of the government, ousting Neguib and opening the way for himself to rule as president under a new constitution which endowed him with massive powers. A referendum in which he was the only candidate gave him 99.8 per cent of the vote. To make sure that any sign of opposition was snuffed out, he made use of an increasingly repressive security and intelligence service. By 1955 more than 3,000 political prisoners were held in prisons and concentration camps.

    He became ever more ambitious, determined to modernise Egypt’s economy through industrialisation and to turn Egypt into a regional power. His grandest scheme was to construct a new dam at Aswan that would regulate the flow of the Nile throughout the year, release a million acres for reclamation, provide a source of irrigation and generate electricity. At three miles long, the Aswan High Dam was to be one of the largest engineering projects in the world. To ensure success, Nasser needed foreign funds and expertise. In the initial stages he was encouraged by signs that both the United States and Britain might support the scheme.

    Nasser’s regional ambitions, however, drew him into increasing conflict with the West. Nasser saw himself as the champion of Arab unity and African liberation, intent on freeing the region from foreign influence. Cairo Radio broadcasts were used incessantly as a weapon to spread the message, urging Arabs to ‘throw off the yoke of foreign occupation’. Nasser’s targets were not solely ‘imperialist’ powers but ‘reactionary regimes’ in the Arab world which acted on their behalf.

    When Britain asked for Egyptian cooperation in setting up a Western-controlled Middle East defence pact to oppose the Soviet Union, Nasser refused to join, proposing instead an Arab defence pact, with no outside powers involved. In place of Western links, he advocated a ‘non-aligned’ course in foreign policy, avoiding entanglements in the Cold War. But Britain and the United States regarded his form of neutralism as no more than a cloak for anti-Western hostility, in effect a shift towards the Soviet Union. Britain retaliated by restricting its supply of arms to Egypt.

    The sequence of events that led eventually to war started in March 1955 when Israeli forces launched a sudden strike on three Egyptian army camps in the Gaza Strip, blowing up their headquarters building there. Nasser saw the attack as part of a concerted Western conspiracy to destroy his government. From that moment on, his overriding priority became to rearm the ill-equipped Egyptian army, acquiring weapons from whatever sources were available. When the West turned him down, Nasser approached the Soviet Union, signing a deal for fighter aircraft, bombers and tanks paid for in exchange for Egyptian cotton. News of the deal produced a shockwave in London and Washington. Both condemned Nasser for giving the Russians an opportunity to establish themselves in the Middle East theatre, an area hitherto regarded as a preserve of Western influence. Nasser insisted that, having just got rid of the British, he had no intention of allowing the Russians to gain a foothold. But suspicions of his intentions remained high.

    As nationalist demonstrations against ‘Western imperialism’ gathered momentum in the Arab world, the British government cast Nasser as the mastermind seeking to drive out British influence from the Middle East altogether. In March 1956, when King Hussein of Jordan suddenly dismissed Sir John Glubb, the British commander of his army, Britain’s prime minister, Anthony Eden, was convinced it was Nasser’s handiwork, spurning all the evidence that the young king had decided the issue on his own account. Eden, in ill health, physically exhausted and facing domestic political difficulties, became obsessed with Nasser. His friend Anthony Nutting was present in Downing Street when Eden heard the news of Glubb’s dismissal.

    ‘Eden’s reaction to Glubb’s dismissal was violent,’ Nutting recalled. ‘He blamed Nasser and he decided that the world just wasn’t big enough to hold both of them. One had to go. He declared that night a personal war on Nasser.’ Nutting tried to reason with him, but to no avail. ‘Driven by impulses of pride and prestige and nagged by mounting sickness, he began to behave like an enraged elephant charging senselessly at invisible and imaginary enemies in the international jungle,’ wrote Nutting in his account No End of a Lesson.

    When Nutting attempted to take a calmer approach, drawing up proposals with the help of Foreign Office officials to ‘quarantine’ Nasser’s influence, Eden reacted in fury. ‘I was horrified to get a telephone call over an open line to the Savoy Hotel in which Anthony Eden said: “What is all this poppycock you have sent me about isolating and quarantining Nasser? Can’t you understand that I want Nasser murdered.” He actually used that word.’

    The United States too was annoyed by Nasser’s neutralist policies that officials in Washington deemed to be pro-Soviet Union, and even more so by his decision in May 1956 to establish diplomatic relations with ‘Red China’. In July 1956 the Americans withdrew their offer to help finance the Aswan High Dam, publicly citing ‘the weakness of the Egyptian economy’ and ‘the instability of the regime’, believing it would ‘cut Nasser down to size’. Eden quickly followed suit.

    Nasser’s response on 26 July 1956 stunned the world. Even his cabinet ministers, told of it a few hours in advance, were nonplussed. Addressing a crowd in the main square in Alexandria, to mark the fourth anniversary of Farouk’s abdication, Nasser announced the nationalisation of the Suez Canal Company, an Egyptian-registered company owned by British and French shareholders which had run the canal since its construction was completed in 1866. Linking Europe with Middle East oilfields and with Asia, the canal was the world’s most important international waterway, used by 12,000 ships a year from forty-five nations, the main artery of oil for Europe, carrying more than 20 million tons of oil a year for Britain alone, half of its supplies. The company’s concession to run the canal was due to continue until 1968.

    ‘Today, in the name of the people, I am taking over the company,’ declared Nasser. ‘Tonight, our Egyptian canal will be run by Egyptians. Egyptians!’

    Revenues which had previously gone to the canal company would be used to finance the building of the High Dam, he said. But he also promised full compensation to shareholders, including the British government which had a 44 per cent holding in the company, and insisted that there would be no interference with normal traffic.

    Britain’s reaction, in the words of Anthony Nutting, ‘bordered on panic and hysteria’. Politicians from all sides demanded the strongest measures to force the ‘upstart dictator of Egypt’ to disgorge his prize before other British and Western interests were taken over in a similar fashion. Convinced that Britain’s entire commercial stake in the Middle East, including its oil resources, was at risk, Eden ordered his military chiefs to prepare to seize the canal by force and to despatch troops to Britain’s bases in the Mediterranean in readiness. Britain, he said, could not tolerate having Nasser’s ‘thumb on her windpipe’.

    The reaction in France was similar. The French government was already as hostile to Nasser as Britain was, blaming him for fomenting nationalist rebellion in Algeria. At a meeting with Eden in March 1956, the French prime minister, Guy Mollet, a socialist, had compared Nasser to Hitler. ‘Nasser [has] the ambition to recreate the conquests of Islam,’ Mollet claimed. In the wake of Nasser’s nationalisation coup, Mollet too saw an opportunity for a military showdown with Egypt.

    The Americans, however, though regarding Nasser as a menace, did not share the Anglo-French enthusiasm for war and preferred to use economic pressures against Egypt. They wanted the dispute over nationalisation to be resolved by a negotiated settlement. The only justification for military action, they argued, was if traffic through the canal was stopped. But under Egyptian management, a steady flow of traffic continued, even increasing from an average of forty-two ships a day to forty-five. The Americans favoured a system of international control of the canal. While Nasser argued that international control would infringe Egyptian sovereignty, negotiations nevertheless made progress. There seemed every prospect that a settlement could be reached.

    But Eden and Mollet were bent on destroying Nasser’s regime. While negotiations with Egypt were underway, they engaged in a secret conspiracy to invade Egypt in collusion with Israel and seize the canal. On 29 October 1956 Israeli forces crossed into Sinai and raced towards the canal. On the pretext of trying to separate the combatants, Britain and France issued an ultimatum to Egypt to withdraw its forces west of the canal. When Nasser rejected the ultimatum, Britain and France launched their own attack, bombing Egyptian airfields to destroy Nasser’s air force, landing troops at Port Said and dropping leaflets on Cairo urging Egyptians to overthrow his government.

    The folly of this exercise in imperial bullying was swiftly evident. Nasser promptly sunk forty-seven ships in the canal, blocking all traffic and cutting the main route for Europe’s oil supplies, thereby bringing about the nightmare scenario that Eden’s actions were supposed to prevent. With unexpected suddenness, Britain faced a storm of condemnation, a sterling crisis and the prospect of petrol rationing.

    The United States, deceived about the conspiracy, was furious. At the United Nations General Assembly the US put forward a resolution demanding withdrawal, gathering support from sixty-four other nations. The Soviet Union threatened to intervene with missiles. The Arab world erupted in uproar; Saudi Arabia broke off diplomatic relations and imposed an oil embargo. In desperate need of emergency loans to help it over the sterling crisis, Britain could no longer turn to the US for support. On 6 November, less than forty-eight hours after British troops had landed in Egypt, with Nasser facing disaster, Eden was forced to call a halt to the campaign. ‘I cannot hold out any longer,’ Eden told Mollet.

    •   •   •

    Far from precipitating Nasser’s downfall, the Suez invasion propelled him to a pinnacle of prestige and influence. He was acclaimed and idolised as a latter-day Saladin, the architect of Western defeat and humiliation, the Rayyes or leader who had withstood ‘the triple aggression’, as the Suez war was called in the Arab world, and broken the spirit of imperialism, a miracle-worker possessed of extraordinary vision and wisdom. His photograph was displayed in souks, cafés, taxis and shops not only in Egypt but throughout the Middle East and North Africa.

    Basking in the adulation, Nasser set out to impose Egypt’s leadership on the Arab world. He became a master of propaganda, the most successful communicator with the Arab masses in modern times, discovering he could sway and manipulate crowds with oratory that sent them into paroxysms of applause. Once renowned as a tedious, shy and awkward speaker, sticking to prepared texts written in neo-classical Arabic, he now captivated audiences on radio and television and at huge rallies using the language of the streets, mocking Western politicians and denouncing ‘imperialism’ and ‘reactionaries’ at every opportunity. The Nasser cult soon took hold, both in Egypt and in the rest of the Arab world. It made Cairo the fountainhead of a new nationalism, spreading the message of an Arab ‘revolution’ across the region.

    The Suez crisis also enabled Nasser to sweep away at a stroke layers of foreign influence in Egypt’s commercial, academic and social life. All British and French banks and companies were sequestrated, a total of 15,000 enterprises. New laws were passed requiring banks, insurance companies and other commercial businesses to be Egyptian-registered, with majority Egyptian shareholding and Egyptian management. In October 1958 Nasser concluded a deal with the Soviet Union enabling the Aswan Dam project to proceed. By the end of the decade he had become the leading exponent of Arab socialism.

    For Britain, the Suez debacle marked the end of its imperial ambitions. It had forfeited much of its influence in the Arab world; and its willingness to hold on to its African colonies, in the face of the rising tide of nationalism there, was much diminished. The ‘retreat from Empire’ gathered momentum.

    The French, however, still believed in the importance of their imperial mission in Africa and were determined to defend African territories they still regarded as part of la plus grande France.

  
    
       
    

    
3

    LAND OF THE SETTING SUN

    In the early hours of 1 November 1954, a day when French colons were due to celebrate the festival of All Saints, bands of nationalist guerrillas launched a series of coordinated attacks, seventy in all, across a wide area of Algeria. Their targets included police posts, barracks, bridges, farm buildings and telephone lines. Leaflets scattered on the streets announced that a new nationalist movement called the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) had embarked on a revolutionary struggle for independence and would fight on until it had won.

    The attacks caught the French administration by surprise. Algeria enjoyed a reputation for being a relatively tranquil part of France’s empire in the Maghreb – the Arabic name for north-west Africa, meaning ‘land of the setting sun’. Algeria was also unique in that its three northern départements, Algiers, Constantine and Oran, where most of the European population lived, were considered to be a part of France itself, having the same status as départements in mainland France as, say, Seine-et-Oise or Alpes-Maritimes. There was an unmistakable French character to the towns of Algeria. Algiers, the capital, cradled in steep hills dotted with red-tiled villas overlooking one of the most spectacular bays in the Mediterranean, seemed just like a Riviera resort. Its broad boulevards and avenues were lined with expensive shops, kiosks, trottoir cafés and bookshops; along the waterfront stood grand, arcaded buildings housing banks and mercantile companies. One third of the population in Algiers was white. In the hinterland lay vast vineyards and cereal and citrus farms owned mainly by colons.

    The tranquillity, however, was deceptive. After 124 years of la présence française in Algeria, French colons – or pieds noirs, as they were called – had achieved a total grip on political power, commerce, agriculture and employment, effectively relegating the majority Muslim population – Arab and Kabyle – to a subservient status and stubbornly resisting all attempts at change. Both groups sent deputies to the National Assembly in Paris, but Muslims numbering 8 million were allocated no more than fifteen seats, the same as for the 1 million pieds noirs. Moreover, the pieds noirs could always rely on support from other political parties in the National Assembly as well as powerful French groups in commerce, banking and the press to protect their interests. In the turbulent postwar era, as a succession of French governments struggled to survive amid strikes, inflation, austerity and a debilitating war in Indo-China, none was willing to risk antagonising the pied noir population and their supporters for the sake of reform in Algeria. Moderate Algerian nationalists seeking reform were consequently given short shrift.

    In Algeria itself the local assembly was effectively subject to the control of the French administration. Elections were blatantly rigged to ensure that amenable Muslim candidates – ‘Beni-Oui-Oui’, as government collaborators were known derisively – won their seats. The upper echelons of the administration were virtually an exclusive French preserve: of 864 higher administrative posts, no more than eight were held by Muslims. In rural areas a thin layer of 250 French administrators ruled over 4 million Muslims.

    The gulf between the two communities was huge. The vast majority of indigènes were illiterate, poor and unemployed. In general, they were seen as an inferior race, treated with disdain, indifference or outright abuse. Their numbers were fast growing. In fifty years the Algerian population had nearly doubled, prompting fears among pieds noirs that they were in danger of being ‘swamped’. In urban areas, most lived in wretched bidonvilles – tin-can slums – on the outskirts of towns. Algiers in 1954 harboured 140 bidonvilles built on wasteland and demolition sites and in the ravines that ran down to the sea. In the Casbah, the old fortress-palace of Algiers, some 80,000 Muslims were packed into an area of one square kilometre, an Arab town embedded in a European city. There were limited job prospects for Muslims; preference was usually given to petits-blancs. Nearly two-thirds of the rural population was officially classified as ‘destitute’. Unable to find employment in Algeria, half a million indigènes worked in France, mainly as unskilled labourers.

    The plight of Algerians and their frustration at being blocked at every turn was fertile ground for militant nationalists. In 1947 they formed a revolutionary group, Organisation Spéciale, a prototype of the FLN, dedicated to armed struggle. Among the founder members was Ahmed Ben Bella, a 29-year-old former warrant officer in the French army, who had been awarded both the Croix de Guerre and the Médaille Militaire for bravery in the Second World War. In 1949, in the first important action undertaken by the group, Ben Bella organised a raid on the main post office in Oran, which netted 3 million francs. With poor security, the Organisation Spéciale was soon broken up by French intelligence. Ben Bella himself was arrested and sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment. In 1952, however, he managed to escape from prison, after sawing through the bars of his cell with a blade hidden in a loaf of bread, and made his way to Cairo, establishing a base there under Nasser’s auspices.

    In the spring of 1954 the militants regrouped. A committee of nine leaders – subsequently known as the chefs historiques – was formed to organise armed rebellion: six were based in Algeria; three, including Ben Bella, were exiles living in Cairo where they looked to Nasser to provide them with arms. Under the noses of French intelligence, they proceeded to draw in recruits and to collect weapons. To their intense disappointment, Nasser, despite all the rhetoric about Arab liberation poured out by Cairo Radio, failed to deliver any material support until the war was well under way. To launch their rebellion, they possessed no more than about 400 miscellaneous weapons, most of them sporting guns. A network of bomb factories set up in the labyrinth of alleys in the Casbah produced only primitive devices.

    The targets were carefully chosen: government installations, French military personnel and gendarmes, private property of grands colons and Muslim ‘collaborators’. Strict instructions were issued to avoid white civilian casualties. But despite all the preparations, many of the attacks launched on All Saints Day failed. None of the main targets in Algiers – the radio station, the telephone exchange, the gasworks, a petroleum depot and a French-owned warehouse – was seriously damaged. When police, army and intelligence chiefs met at an emergency conference in Algiers on the morning of 1 November, all were agreed that the government was facing isolated incidents rather than a general insurrection.

    They nevertheless ordered severe reprisals. Police made indiscriminate mass arrests, incarcerating hundreds of Muslims, including moderate nationalists uninvolved with the rebellion. As paratroop reinforcements arrived from France, punitive expeditions were launched in the Aurès mountains, a traditional bandit stronghold which the FLN had made the main focus of its guerrilla operations. Security forces repeatedly conducted ratissages against Algerian communities, brutally ‘raking’ them over for signs of guerrilla support. In Algiers the FLN network was crushed within two weeks. Only in the Aurès did the French face a significant military problem. But as winter set in, the FLN contingent there was reduced to no more than 350 active maquisards. After the initial shock of the All Saints Day attacks, life for the pieds noirs resumed much as before. No one seriously thought that France had entered a new war.

    In Paris the government remained adamant. ‘The Algerian départements are part of the French Republic,’ declared the prime minister, Pierre Mendès-France, in November 1954. ‘They have been French for a long time and they are irrevocably French.’

    Having survived the harsh winter months, the FLN renewed its offensive in the spring of 1955, concentrating on ‘soft’ targets. Hundreds of Muslim officials were tortured, mutilated and murdered. The French poured in reinforcements, expanding their forces to 100,000 men, double the number stationed in Algeria at the start of the rebellion. Their ratissages became ever more brutal; collective punishment was enforced against villagers; thousands were sent to internment camps. Both sides resorted increasingly to the use of terror tactics.

    In August 1955 the war exploded in full horror. Abandoning their policy of avoiding white civilians in the conflict, the FLN now made them a direct target. ‘To colonialism’s policy of collective repression we must reply with collective reprisals against the Europeans, military and civil, who are all united behind the crimes committed,’ declared Youssef Zighout, a guerrilla leader in the Constantine area. ‘For them, no pity, no quarter!’ In the harbour city of Philippeville an FLN mob swarmed into the streets, hurling grenades into cafés, dragging white motorists from their cars and slashing them to death. In a small mining centre in the Philippeville district, FLN groups went from house to house, slaughtering all the occupants including women and children. In all, seventy-one whites died.

    French forces took savage reprisals, shooting Muslims at random; pieds noirs formed vigilante groups, executing Muslims summarily. According to official French figures, 1,273 ‘insurgents’ died. The FLN, giving names and addresses, claimed the figure was as high as 12,000.

    In this ferocious struggle, there was no longer any hope of compromise. The middle ground fell apart. Moderate nationalists who had striven for years to achieve concessions from the French threw in their lot with the FLN. Among them was Ferhat Abbas, a leading liberal, former deputy to the National Assembly, a middle-class évolué married to a Frenchwoman, for whom the idea of negotiation had once been all-important. When the insurrection had begun, he had denounced it. ‘We continue to be persuaded that violence will settle nothing,’ he had said. Now he declared his support for the FLN.

    
      
        
          They know in Paris that I am honest, that I work only for a return to peace. Today I can do nothing inside my own country or in France. I have knocked on all the doors, I have spoken to all the politicians able to understand me, to understand us. Those who have really understood can do nothing. I cannot continue any longer to stand bail for a situation of which I entirely disapprove. My departure will show at last to my fellow citizens that I have withdrawn from ineffectual politics . . . I am simply joining the organisation which struggles for the liberation of Algeria, because there is no other way.

        

      

    

    Thus Algeria descended into an inferno of violence, an endless cycle of repression and revenge that was eventually to destroy the Fourth Republic.

    •   •   •

    France’s determination to hold on to Algeria meant reappraising its involvement in the rest of the Mahgreb – in Morocco and Tunisia – where French rule was also under challenge from nationalist movements but where French interests were less deep-rooted. Both Morocco and Tunisia were governed as ‘protectorates’ under international treaties which obliged France to act in the name of their indigenous rulers: the Sultan of Morocco, and the Bey in Tunisia. Though both territories possessed large European communities, as vociferous and demanding as Algeria’s whites, they had never been allowed to acquire political rights. The struggle in both territories revolved around settler demands for representation and nationalist demands for independence.

    France had ruled Morocco since 1912 when the sultan surrendered control of external affairs but not internal sovereignty. Instead of a governor-general, France was represented by a resident-general technically attached to the sultan’s court. In practice, the French administration controlled every aspect of government. As the number of colons increased over the years, eventually reaching 400,000, they persistently pressed for a share in power, in effect, for co-sovereignty. They were supported by powerful lobbies in Paris and retained a virtual stranglehold over the administration in Morocco, enabling them to exert strong pressure on the resident-general.

    The reigning sultan, Mohammed ben Youssef, however, was not amenable. Educated by French tutors, he had reached the throne in 1927 at the age of seventeen, the eighteenth member of the Alaouite dynasty in north-west Africa to become monarch, mainly because the French considered he would be politically malleable. But though avaricious and extravagant, he had nevertheless turned out to be hard-working, profoundly attached to Islam and inclined to support nationalist demands for independence. In a dramatic speech in 1947, he proclaimed Morocco’s affiliation to the Arab world and demanded recognition of Morocco’s national aspirations, drawing him into open conflict with France. He then further infuriated the colonial power by withholding his signature to French decrees, thereby causing administrative deadlock.

    The French retaliated by encouraging the sultan’s rivals, Berber chieftains, to organise a vast march demanding that he be deposed. Using this as a pretext, the French government on 20 August 1953 duly deposed him, sending him into exile with his youngest wife and concubines, first to Corsica, then to Madagascar, and replacing him with an elderly uncle, a wealthy landowner who had previously played no role in political life.

    The exiled sultan, however, swiftly became the focus of nationalist agitation, uniting the urban and rural populations, the middle class and the peasantry, behind a common cause. Violence and disorder afflicted towns and the countryside, culminating in the formation of a liberation army.

    In Tunisia, which France had occupied since 1881, the French faced similar nationalist ferment. Frustrated by the resistance of the white community of 250,000 to any political reform, nationalists organised violence across the country. In this struggle the Bey of Tunis played no role. An eccentric figure who filled his palace with clocks and kept a private troupe of dwarfs, he spent much of his time indulging his passion for astronomy and alchemy, mixing secret brews and potions in his laboratory.

    The impetus for change came instead from an articulate middle class. Their leader, Habib Bourguiba, an energetic lawyer, born in 1903, trained in Paris and married to a Frenchwoman, had been in and out of prison for much of his career. Shortly after founding the Néo-Destur party in 1934, he had been exiled to the Sahara for twenty months. Upon his release he had travelled to Paris pressing his demand for ‘the replacement of the despotic regime by a constitutional regime which permits the people to participate in power’. Arrested again in 1938, he spent the next four years in prisons in Tunisia and France. In 1945, as France resumed its grip over Tunisia, Bourguiba fled in a smuggler’s boat, making his way to Cairo, endeavouring to raise help from the Arab world, but finding little support there. Returning to Tunisia in 1949, he cajoled the French into implementing reform. A new French administration in Paris agreed in 1950 to measures moving Tunisia towards internal autonomy. But the reforms were thwarted largely by pressure from colons. Bourguiba planned to take the issue to the United Nations, but was arrested, taken first to a prison in the Sahara, then transferred to La Galite, an island in the Mediterranean, forty miles north of Bizerte, uninhabited except for a few lobster fisherman. After two years he was taken to another island, Groix, off the coast of Brittany, and interned there until a new French administration decided to move him to Chantilly, near Paris. In the meantime, political violence in Tunisia steadily mounted.

    Rather than face a contagion of wars in North Africa, the French government decided to adjust its priorities. Morocco and Tunisia were ultimately dispensable. Algeria, the centre of French interests and investment, considered as much a part of France as the mainland itself, would be held at all costs.

    In June 1955 Bourguiba returned to Tunis in triumph, welcomed by cheering crowds lining the quayside and the avenues leading to the bey’s palace. Two days later an agreement granting internal autonomy to Tunisia was finally signed. In November 1955 Ben Youssef returned from exile to the throne in Morocco amid popular acclaim, duly recognised by the French government as His Majesty Mohammed V. In March 1956, both Morocco and Tunisia were granted independence.

    For Algeria, six more years of terrible civil war lay ahead.

    •   •   •

    Under pressure from pied noir ‘ultras’ demonstrating on the street of Algiers, the French prime minister, Guy Mollet, agreed in 1956 to increase French forces in Algeria to 500,000 men in a bid to crush the rebellion. To find the extra manpower, he had to extend military service for conscripts to thirty months and call up reservists. At the same time, the government acquired ‘special powers’ enabling it to suspend individual rights in its pursuit of military victory. In effect, France was committing itself to ‘total’ war.

    The military grew ever more powerful. In a spectacular escapade in October 1956, they succeeded in hijacking a plane carrying Ben Bella on a flight from Morocco to Tunisia. Ben Bella had been visiting Morocco to take possession of a shipment of arms for the FLN. He had been due to leave for Tunis on a personal plane provided by Mohammed V to attend a meeting to discuss a possible truce, an initiative encouraged by Mollet and supported by Morocco and Tunisia. But at the last minute, told that there was insufficient room on the king’s plane, he had taken off in an Air Maroc aircraft with a French crew. Tipped off that Ben Bella was no longer flying under the protection of the king, French generals in Algiers decided to force down the Air Maroc plane on Algerian soil. Ben Bella subsequently spent five years without trial in French prisons.

    The hijacking of Ben Bella, in flagrant breach of international law, was greeted with jubilation by the pied noir population, but caused an international furore. It infuriated Bourguiba and Mohammed V, cut short their willingness to mediate and made them all the more determined to support the FLN. It also removed from the scene a possible ‘interlocuteur’, an Algerian leader ready to contemplate negotiation. Fearful of the reaction of the military and the pieds noirs, Mollet possessed neither the will nor the power to release him.

    In 1957 the focus of the war moved from rural areas to the city of Algiers. After an upsurge of assassinations and bombings of bars and cafés by the FLN and a violent backlash against the Muslim population by pied noir mobs, the governor-general, Robert Lacoste, handed over responsibility for order in the city to the military. It was a fateful decision, effectively relinquishing civilian control of Algeria. Under the command of General Jacques Massu, a veteran combat officer, four paratroop regiments moved into Algiers, sealing of the Casbah, carrying out house-to-house searches, arresting thousands of suspects and taking them to detention centres for interrogation. In scenes reminiscent of French experience under Nazi occupation, the city was divided into sectors, sub-sectors, blocks and buildings, each bearing a number or letter, and kept under constant surveillance by warders and informers. Muslim districts were isolated behind barbed wire and subjected to searchlights. When the FLN launched a general strike, it was brutally broken up.

    At their interrogation centres, the military readily resorted to torture. A favourite method was the gégène, a term used for the generators which delivered electric shocks. Other methods included water torture and mock-drownings. In a letter of resignation, Paul Teitgen, secretary-general of the Algiers police, a former resistance hero who had himself been tortured on nine occasions by the Nazis during the Second World War, wrote: ‘In visiting the [detention] centres, I recognised on certain detainees the deep marks of cruelties and tortures that I personally suffered fourteen years ago in the Gestapo cellars.’ He estimated the number of victims who had ‘disappeared’ during military interrogation at 3,000.

    Despite censorship and a shroud of secrecy surrounding what was described as a ‘peacekeeping’ operation in Algeria, the steady stream of disclosures about the use of torture caused growing public disquiet in France and raised doubts about the whole purpose of France’s mission there. A distinguished colonial expert, Robert Delavignette, wrote prophetically at the end of 1957: ‘The most serious problem is not the atrocities themselves, but that as a result of them the state is engaged in a process of self-destruction. What we are witnessing in Algeria is nothing short of the disintegration of the state; it is a gangrene which threatens France itself.’

    Nevertheless, General Massu’s paratroops and intelligence units were effective in destroying the FLN’s network of bomb factories, arms caches and combatant groups. The number of attacks fell from 112 in January to 29 in March. Surviving members of the FLN command in Algiers were forced to flee the country and seek sanctuary in Tunisia. In June there was a brief resurgence of attacks, including the bombing of the dance hall of a casino crowded with pieds noirs. But by the autumn the last of the bombers had been tracked down. The Battle of Algiers, as it was called, had ended in French victory. Life for the pieds noirs swiftly returned to normal.

    By early 1958 the French command judged that the war was virtually won. Terrorist attacks in the cities had been defeated; in rural areas ‘pacification’ programmes were well under way; a network of resettlement camps for a million peasants was being built to deprive the FLN of rural support. The army was also successful in recruiting thousands of Algerian auxiliaries – harkis – to help the French war effort. To prevent FLN infiltration from bases in Tunisia and Morocco, the military constructed a system of barrages – electrified wire fences, minefields and radar alarms – running the length of Algeria’s frontiers, with formidable effect.

    Moreover, the French had a powerful new motive to hold on to Algeria: oil. After ten years of prospecting, oil had been discovered at Hassi-Messaoud deep in the sands of the Sahara, shortly after the beginning of the war. In January 1958 the first oil started to flow to France.

    The FLN command, meanwhile, was in serious disarray. Forced out of Algeria, it regrouped in Tunisia. Its policy of urban warfare had proved disastrous, and in rural areas it was no match for the French military. It was beset by leadership feuds, low morale and an internecine struggle with a rival nationalist group, the Mouvement National Algérien. Its survival now was largely dependent on the support and protection given by Tunisia. But even though Bourguiba was willing to provide a headquarters base, a route for arms supplies, sanctuary for the FLN army and training facilities, FLN guerrillas faced severe difficulty trying to penetrate the barrages. In the first seven months after the barrages were completed in 1957, the FLN estimated its losses there as 6,000 men.

    While the military managed to gain the ascendancy in Algeria, however, metropolitan France was besieged by crisis. Buffeted by strikes, economic turmoil and international criticism of the Algerian conflict, successive French governments struggled in vain to shore up the Fourth Republic. In May 1957, after the fall of Guy Mollet’s administration, France was left without a government for twenty-two days; in October and November there was no government for thirty-five days. The next administration collapsed in April 1958, leaving France once more without a government. The vacuum of leadership, the climate of impotence, the plunge of France’s prestige around the world, all caused mounting disgust at the antics of its politicians.

    Nowhere was this felt more strongly than among the military. Haunted by memories of their defeat by communists in Indo-China and the catastrophe of Dien Bien Phu, resentful of the humiliating retreat from Suez forced upon them by world opinion, the military were determined not to let victory in Algeria slip from their grasp as the result of a betrayal by weak-willed politicians in Paris. They saw the nationalist struggle in Algeria as evidence of the steady encroachment of communism and believed the battle to keep Algeria French was an essential part of the wider struggle to defend Western values. Their mission therefore was not only to restore the grandeur of France but to halt the decadence of the West. They were convinced they could finish the job in Algeria by striking directly at FLN targets in Tunisia and Morocco and were held back only by politicians fearful about the international repercussions.

    What further infuriated the military were signs that some prominent politicians in Paris were prepared to forsake the cause of Algérie française. During the desperate efforts in April and May to find a prime minister for a new administration, the leading candidate, Pierre Pflimlin, announced his intention to open negotiations with the FLN once he was appointed, prompting the commander-in-chief in Algeria, General Raoul Salan, to make an official protest. The army, said Salan, would accept nothing less than the total defeat of the rebels. In a telegram to the chief of the general staff in Paris on 9 May, he warned of army intervention in national politics: ‘The army in Algeria is troubled by recognition of its responsibility towards the men who are fighting and risking a useless sacrifice if the representatives of the nation are not determined to maintain Algérie française.’

    Later that day came an event which detonated this explosive mixture of anger, resentment and suspicion and propelled French Algeria into rebellion. In Tunis, the FLN announced that, as a reprisal for the execution of FLN fighters by the French, it had executed three French soldiers, young conscripts captured four months before.

    A wave of outrage swept through the army and the pied noir population. Salan announced that an official ceremony would be held to pay tribute to the three dead soldiers on 13 May. Pied noir groups prepared for mass demonstrations on the same day. On 10 May the governor-general, Robert Lacoste, departed for consultations in Paris, sensing he would never return. Algiers was left without a governor-general; Paris still had no government.

    On 13 May, shortly after Salan had laid a wreath at the monument aux morts, a pied noir mob, led by students, stormed the offices of the Gouvernement-Général, seizing control and demanding the army take power. Appearing on the balcony, Salan and Massu, the hero of the Battle of Algiers, agreed to form a committee of public safety in conjunction with pied noir representatives. ‘I could not act otherwise,’ Massu told Lacoste in a phone call to Paris. ‘Or we would have had to fire on the mob.’ Galvanised into action by the rioting, the French parliament finally voted Pflimlin into office in the early hours of 14 May. The following day, Pflimlin imposed a blockade of Algeria, severing communications links.

    In Algiers the new Committee of Public Safety, now ensconced in the Gouvernement-Général building, demanded the return to power of General Charles de Gaulle, the legendary wartime leader of the Free French. The military joined in. Addressing crowds gathered at the Gouvernement-Général on 15 May, Salan spoke of his attachment to the soil of Algeria. ‘What has been done here will show the world that Algeria wants to remain French,’ he declared. He concluded with a rallying cry of ‘Vive la France! Vive l’Algérie française! . . .’ pausing to add, ‘et Vive de Gaulle!’

    For the past twelve years, since abruptly abandoning the presidency, de Gaulle had led a reclusive life in Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises, south-east of Paris, content with writing his memoirs. At the age of sixty-seven, aloof and enigmatic, though convinced of his ability to save France from turmoil and restore its grandeur, he had not expected to hear the call for his return. His supporters, however, both in metropolitan France and in Algeria, had been working assiduously for just such a moment. Responding to the growing clamour, de Gaulle broke his silence. ‘In the face of the ordeals once more mounting’ in the country, he declared on 15 May, he stood ‘ready to assume the powers of the Republic’.

    On 1 June, after two weeks of coup plots and tense negotiations, de Gaulle was invested as prime minister by the National Assembly with full powers to rule by decree for six months and a mandate to draw up a new constitution for France. His return to power was greeted with jubilation by the army and the pied noir population in Algeria, all convinced that he would stand unwaveringly behind the cause of Algérie française.

    Arriving in Algeria on 4 June, de Gaulle was fervently acclaimed a saviour. On the balcony of the Gouvernement-Général, Salan introduced him to the crowd, declaring: ‘Our great cry of joy and hope has been heard!’ The crowd erupted in celebration. Stretching his arms in a V-sign above his head, de Gaulle responded: ‘Je vous ai compris!’ – ‘I have understood you!’
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    L’AFRIQUE NOIRE

    Whatever difficulties the French faced in Algeria, in the rest of their African empire – l’Afrique Noire – they remained confident of the loyalty of the fourteen territories they governed. In conducting their ‘civilising mission’ in Africa, they had been highly successful in cultivating a small black elite to whom they accorded full rights as citizens on condition that they accepted assimilation into French society and rejected their African heritage, family law and customs. In outlook, members of the elite saw themselves, and were seen, as Frenchmen, brought up in a tradition of loyalty to France, willingly accepting its government, its language and culture, and taking a certain pride in being citizens of a world power. Their political aspirations centred on securing for the African populations of l’Afrique Noire the same rights and privileges enjoyed by metropolitan Frenchmen. No one campaigned for independence. Political debate tended to reflect metropolitan tastes. The writer Thomas Hodgkin noted in 1954: ‘In British West Africa, everyone who is politically conscious is a nationalist of some kind. In French West Africa, there are Catholics and anti-clericals, Communists and Gaullists, Socialists, Syndicalists and Existentialists.’

    Two men personified the close relationship that France strove to establish with its African elite: Léopold Senghor of Senegal and Félix Houphouët-Boigny of Côte d’Ivoire. Both rose to become ministers in the French government; both acted as staunch advocates of the ‘Union Française’; and both ensured that French influence prevailed even when the empire began to disintegrate.

    Senghor achieved distinction not only as a political leader, but as a gifted poet and as an intellectual in the grand French manner, familiar with a vast range of Western literature and philosophy. Born in 1906 into a prosperous Serer trading family, he had been taught by Catholic missionaries in Senegal to scorn his ancestral culture as worthless and to look solely to France for enlightenment. By the time he left Senegal for France at the age of twenty-one, with a government scholarship to pursue his literary studies, he had become the epitome of an alienated but ‘civilised’ black Frenchman. Seven years of study in Paris completed his ‘Frenchification’.

    ‘With docility we accepted the values of the West; its discursive reason and its techniques,’ he recalled in 1961. ‘Our ambition was to become photographic negatives of the colonisers: “black-skinned Frenchmen”. It went even further, for we would have blushed, if we could have blushed, about our black skin, our frizzled hair, our flat noses, above all for the values of our traditional civilisation . . . Our people . . . , secretly, caused us shame.’

    Along with other young black intellectuals living in the Latin quarter of Paris, however, Senghor soon began to react against assimilation. ‘Paradoxically, it was the French who forced us first to seek and then to reveal ourselves to ourselves,’ he remembered. ‘We had been able to assimilate the French language and mathematics, but we weren’t able to slough off either our black skin or our black soul. Thus we were led in search of a passionate quest for a Holy Grail: our collective soul.’

    What Senghor and his companions in Paris eventually formulated was a philosophy they termed ‘négritude’, a black consciousness which asserted the unique contributions, values and characteristics of black people and black civilisation. Négritude served as an intellectual precursor to nationalism. But while Senghor stressed the importance of cultural liberation, he nevertheless remained committed to the French empire. ‘To be “a Frenchman above all” is an excellent prescription on the political level,’ he declared.

    Remaining in France as a teacher, he became the first African ever to win an ‘agrégation’, a coveted postgraduate degree qualifying him to teach at a lycée. As a naturalised Frenchman, he spent a year on compulsory military service, and when war with Germany broke out, he left the lycée near Paris where he was teaching, to become ‘a second-class soldier’, as he put it, denied a commission because of his race.

    When his unit was taken prisoner by the Germans, all the blacks in it were pulled out of the ranks and lined up against a wall. Senghor quickly understood that the Germans intended to execute them on the spot. Just as the firing squad was about to shoot, he recalled, ‘we called out, “Vive la France, Vive l’Afrique Noire”’. At that very moment, the Germans put down their guns. A French officer had persuaded them that such slaughter would be a stain on German honour. Senghor spent eighteen months in prisoner-of-war camps, using his spare time to learn German well enough to read Goethe’s poetry in the original. On his release in 1942, he resumed teaching as a professeur.

    Senghor’s political career began in the postwar era. Elected to represent Senegal in the Constituent Assembly in 1945, one of nine African deputies among a throng of nearly six hundred others, he helped draft the new constitution of the Fourth Republic, endorsing the emphasis it placed on the ‘indivisible’ nature of the Union Française. In recognition of his expertise in the French language, he was employed as the official grammarian.

    He played an influential role in the Socialist Party in the National Assembly, but eventually became disillusioned with the preoccupations of French socialists. In 1948 he formed his own political party, the Bloc Démocratique Sénégalaise (BDS). As a Catholic in a predominantly Muslim country, and as a Serer rather than a member of the dominant Wolof group, Senghor became adept at building coalitions, seeking support without appealing either to religious or ethnic affiliation. He forged close links with Senegal’s grands marabouts, Muslim religious leaders who exerted strong discipline over their communities; he also gained a reputation as ‘a man of the people’, attentive to the needs of rural masses, content to sit on the floor of peasants’ huts, listening to their complaints and eating whatever he was served; he managed too to reflect the concerns of young radical activists. His inclination for persuasion and compromise became part of Senegal’s political culture, with lasting impact.

    Alongside his political activities, Senghor pursued his ambitions in the literary world, meeting regularly with writers and poets at the fashionable Brasserie Lipp on the Left Bank. In 1947 he helped to establish a literary journal, Présence Africaine, which was devoted to promoting black culture; and the following year he published his own Anthologie of new poetry by black writers which included a preface by the French writer Jean-Paul Sartre, entitled ‘Black Orpheus’, examining the notion of négritude. Senghor also began to develop ideas about ‘an African road to socialism’, reworking European socialism into an African idiom, emphasising the importance of African communal traditions.

    Even when the winds of nationalism gathered momentum elsewhere in Africa, Senghor remained staunchly loyal to the French cause. He scorned Nkrumah’s ideas as ‘too radical’, advised the Tunisians to keep close ties with France, voted for war appropriations in Algeria and approved the despatch of Senegalese troops to fight the FLN. ‘What I fear,’ he said a few days before the opening of the Bandung conference of non-aligned states on colonial independence in 1955, ‘is that, in the future, under the fatal pressure of African liberation, we might be induced to leave the French orbit. We must stay not only in the French Union but in the French Republic.’

    Instead of independence, he advocated a new political federation between France and Africa. Independence for small political entities, with weak economies and few resources, would be no more than ‘pseudo-independence’, he argued. The future lay in large groupings of states working in cooperation with European powers. What was needed was the mobilisation of European resources to help Africa combat poverty, disease and ignorance.

    Senghor’s vision of the future, however, was overshadowed by growing friction with Houphouët-Boigny of Côte d’Ivoire. The conflict between them concerned the destiny of the Union Française, not their common loyalty to it but the direction it should take.

    •   •   •

    A year older than Senghor, Houphouët had taken a more conventional route to prominence. The son of a prosperous, chiefly Baoulé family, born in 1905 in the small village of Yamoussoukro, he had gained an elite education, studying at the Ecole Normale William Ponty in Senegal and graduating as a médecin africain from the School of Medicine in Dakar, the first in his class. Returning to Côte d’Ivoire, he had served in the colonial medical service for fifteen years. After inheriting large landholdings in Yamoussoukro, he had quickly established himself as one of the richest African cocoa planters in the country. He had also been appointed chef de canton of his home district.

    His entry into politics came in 1944 when he led a group of African planters, the Syndicat Agricole Africain, in opposing the French policy of discriminating in favour of French planters in Côte d’Ivoire. Elected as a deputy to the Constituent Assembly in 1945, he made it his special task to campaign for an end to forced labour. When in April 1946 he succeeded, by sponsoring a law which became known as the Loi Houphouët-Boigny, he established himself as a national leader, with a popular following in Côte d’Ivoire and beyond. His achievement was celebrated in dances and songs throughout the colony. With this triumph, he was able to turn his Parti Démocratique de la Côte d’Ivoire (PDCI) into the first mass political party in black Africa. He also extended his influence throughout l’Afrique Noire, heading an interterritorial alliance of radical parties, the Rassemblement Démocratique Africain (RDA).

    To ensure more effective political representation in the National Assembly in Paris, Houphouët chose an alliance with the communists. Initially, the arrangement had its advantages. The communists were represented in the coalition government. Like other French political parties, they valued the empire. They showed no enthusiasm for demands for autonomy for the colonies, but stressed the need for colonial peoples to unite with the French working class, through which they would gain their own emancipation. They were ready to provide practical assistance, funds, training and personnel, both in Paris and in the colonies.

    The drawback came in 1947 when the communists abandoned the government in favour of a policy of ‘revolutionary’ action, urged the RDA to follow suit and tightened their grip over RDA activities. The RDA was thus dragged into the politics of Europe’s Cold War and into deadly conflict with the French administration. From Paris, ‘tough’ administrators were sent out to Africa with instructions to suppress it. Aided enthusiastically by local officials and colons, the French administration eventually brought the RDA to its knees. Government employees, village chiefs, teachers sympathetic to the RDA were dismissed; RDA meetings were banned; elections were blatantly rigged.

    The brunt of the repression, as it was called, fell on Côte d’Ivoire, the RDA stronghold. Party officials were imprisoned en masse; pro-PDCI villages found their taxes raised; even pilgrims to Mecca known to be party members were prevented from leaving. The PDCI retaliated with hunger strikes, boycotts, mass demonstrations, street fighting and sabotage. But they were no match for the French. The repression succeeded. In 1950, after a meeting with the Minister of Overseas France, François Mitterrand, Houphouët broke with the communists, sued for peace and decided to collaborate with the government.

    All through this turbulent period, Houphouët constantly affirmed his loyalty to France. The RDA was neither anti-French in its policy, nor did it at any time demand independence. It aimed at equality for Africans within the Union Française and concentrated attacks on the dual system of voting and other forms of discrimination. The source of the conflict, Houphouët acknowledged, had been his proximity to the communists. Now that it had ended, the way was open for cooperation. ‘A new page has been turned,’ he said in 1951. ‘On it let us write a resolution to make Africa the most splendid and most loyal territory in the French Union.’

    In stark contrast to Nkrumah in neighbouring Gold Coast, Houphouët made economic development rather than political reform his priority. Independence, he said, was not the best solution for Africa. He forged an alliance with the French business community, encouraging the flow of public and private French capital into Côte d’Ivoire. As the largest planter in the country, he also recognised the benefits that France could provide for his fellow farmers through trade deals. Under a 1954 agreement, coffee, which then accounted for 57 per cent of total exports, received both a quota guarantee and a price floor in metropolitan markets.

    Economic growth in Côte d’Ivoire, based on coffee and cocoa exports, advanced in leaps and bounds in the postwar era. Between 1950 and 1956, the area of land devoted to cocoa production rose by 50 per cent; coffee production doubled. By 1956, Côte d’Ivoire had become by far the largest exporter of all the territories in French West Africa, providing 45 per cent of the total; Senegal came second, providing 35 per cent, mainly peanuts.

    The growing prosperity of Côte d’Ivoire, however, aroused resentment there about the taxation system used by the French to support their two federations in black Africa, Afrique Occidentale Française (AOF), consisting of eight West African territories, including Côte d’Ivoire and Senegal, and Afrique Equatoriale Française, a group of four territories in equatorial Africa. As the richest country in the AOF, Côte d’Ivoire paid the highest contribution. Each year it received back on average no more than 19 per cent of the money it remitted to the AOF. It calculated that if it had retained revenues sent to the AOF, it would have been able to double its budgetary income without increasing taxes.

    Houphouët was determined to break the link with the AOF, to decentralise the federation. But he met strong opposition from Senghor. Senegal, where the headquarters of the AOF were based, stood to lose considerable benefits. But Senghor’s main argument was that a political federation of eight territories with a combined population of 20 million would evolve into a powerful force capable of attaining economic self-sufficiency, whereas individual countries with populations of only 3 million, like Côte d’Ivoire and Senegal, would become little more than pawns.

    All sides recognised the need for reform of the Union Française. French ministers were concerned that the kind of violence afflicting Algeria might surface elsewhere in Africa. The clamour for independence in Ghana and other British colonies in West Africa added to the momentum for change. ‘The natives are restless,’ the new Minister of Overseas France, Gaston Defferre, told the National Assembly in Paris in March 1956. ‘The question is not whether we should plagiarise the British, but there is no doubt that the fact that they transformed the political and administrative regime of their territories has contributed to the growth of the impatience of the people of French West and French Equatorial Africa.’

    The initiative was seized by Houphouët-Boigny. As a result of the 1956 elections, his RDA group had emerged as the largest African party in the National Assembly. He was consequently awarded a full cabinet post in the new French government, able to exert considerable influence over the direction the reforms took. With Houphouët’s support, Defferre pushed through the National Assembly a loi-cadre, a ‘framework law’ enabling the government to take action by decree, thus avoiding the delays that resulted from protracted parliamentary wrangling. In the reforms subsequently introduced, France conceded universal franchise and a single college for elections. But even more important, it allowed its African territories a considerable measure of internal autonomy. Each territory acquired its own prime minister, cabinet and assembly with control over matters such as budgets, the civil service, public works and primary education.

    In the process the two federations of French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa were broken up. France had no intention of permitting the development of federations of African territories with enhanced powers, capable of wielding significant influence in the metropolitan parliament. Senghor accused the French government of wanting to ‘balkanise’ Africa, to maintain its control there by keeping African countries small, divided and therefore dependent. But his protests were in vain.

    Nevertheless, neither Senghor nor Houphouët-Boigny nor any other African leader in l’Afrique Noire voiced support for independence from France. Africa’s involvement in the French system brought considerable benefits. In 1956 the number of deputies that black Africa sent to Paris increased to thirty-three. A year later the French government included four Africans as ministers or secretaries of state. The financial benefits bestowed by the Union Française were also of major importance. The French government paid a substantial part of administrative costs and provided subsidies for export crops. Between 1946 and 1958, more than 70 per cent of total public investment and more than 30 per cent of annual running costs were financed by France. Vast sums were spent on roads, bridges, schools, hospitals and agriculture. ‘Independence has no positive content,’ said Senghor. ‘It is not a solution.’

    In April 1957, in the Ivorian capital Abidjan, a wager was made between Houphouët-Boigny, in his role as minister in the French government, and Kwame Nkrumah, paying his first official visit abroad as prime minister of newly independent Ghana. Houphouët predicted that ten years hence Côte d’Ivoire, with the assistance of France, would have surpassed its neighbour in economic and social progress. ‘You are witnessing the start of two experiments,’ Houphouët told his compatriots. ‘A wager has been made between two territories, one having chosen independence, the other preferring the difficult road to the construction, with the metropole, of a community of men equal in rights and duties . . . Let us undertake this experiment in absolute respect for the experiment of his neighbour, and in ten years we shall compare the results.’

    When the Fourth Republic collapsed in 1958 and Charles de Gaulle assumed power, Houphouët became a fervent Gaullist. Though de Gaulle was preoccupied more with reaching a constitutional settlement for France to enable him to deal with Algeria, he also sought a new arrangement with l’Afrique Noire, willing to give its ruling elites more local power – internal autonomy – while leaving France effectively in control of foreign affairs, defence and overall economic policy. Under the Fifth Republic’s constitution, the name of the Union Française became the Franco-African Community, but little else changed.

    Houphouët was in full agreement with de Gaulle’s strategy. He was convinced that the only effective way to safeguard the interests of Côte d’Ivoire or any other French African territory was to maintain union with France. When the draft proposals for the new constitution dealing with the Franco-African Community were being drawn up, Houphouët was the principal architect. The proposals made no mention of any territory’s right to independence. Nor did they include any scope either for a looser confederation of states or for an inter-African federation within the Community, which Senghor and others advocated.

    To settle the constitutional issue, de Gaulle announced that a referendum would be held on 28 September 1958. African territories would be given a choice of voting ‘Yes’ which would commit them to permanent membership of the Community, or ‘No’ which would mean their ‘secession’ and the loss of all French assistance, effectively consigning them to economic ruin and administrative chaos. ‘Of course, I understand the attractions of independence and the lure of secession,’ he said in August. ‘The referendum will tell us whether secession carries the day. But what is inconceivable is an independent state which France continues to help.’ Given such a stark choice, virtually all African leaders could see no alternative but to accept de Gaulle’s conditions.

    There was, however, one notable exception: the young Guinean leader, Ahmed Sékou Touré. He came from a different background from the intellectual Senghor and the aristocratic Houphouët-Boigny. His route to power had been not through the closeted world of the African elite but through the rough and tumble of trade union politics. From a trade union base, he had managed to build up the Parti Démocratique de Guinée (PDG) into a powerful mass movement. In the 1957 elections in Guinea the PDG had won fifty-six out of sixty seats and Touré, at the age of thirty-five, had become Guinea’s prime minister. An admirer of Nkrumah, he was far more interested in ideas of Pan-African unity than in the Franco-African Community and quickly made clear his dislike of de Gaulle’s plan. It was, he said dismissively, ‘a French Union re-baptised – old merchandise with a new label’.

    When de Gaulle arrived in the Guinean capital Conakry on 25 August at the end of an African tour to campaign for a ‘Yes’ vote, he was greeted by well-marshalled crowds lining the streets from the airport shouting independence slogans. At the old white Assembly Hall he was subjected to a brash speech from Touré, attacking France’s colonial record and demanding complete decolonisation before Guinea joined the Franco-African Community. ‘We prefer poverty in freedom to riches in slavery,’ he declared to enthusiastic applause.

    Deeply affronted, de Gaulle rose in reply to defend France’s record and he repeated his offer: ‘I say it here, even louder than elsewhere: independence is at Guinea’s disposal. She can take it by saying “No” to the proposal which is made to her, and in that case I guarantee that metropolitan France will raise no obstacles . . .’ He already acknowledged what the result would be. Turning to his entourage, he is said to have remarked: ‘Well gentlemen, there is a man who we shall never get on with. Come now, the thing is clear: we shall leave on 29 September, in the morning [after the referendum].’ On the way back to the airport in the same car, the two men sat tightlipped, in silence. They shook hands for the last time and de Gaulle departed with the words: ‘Adieu la Guinée!’

    Soon after de Gaulle had left, Touré summed up his position. ‘Between voting “Yes” to a constitution which infringes the dignity, unity and freedom of Africa, and accepting, as General de Gaulle says, immediate independence, Guinea will choose that independence without hesitating. We do not have to be blackmailed by France. We cannot yield on behalf of our countries to those who threaten and put pressure on us to make us choose, against heart and reason, the conditions of marriage which could keep us within the complex of the colonial regime.’

    In the referendum on 28 September, the vote in eleven territories went overwhelmingly in favour of de Gaulle’s proposals for a Franco-African Community. In Guinea, the vote was no less overwhelming: 95 per cent said ‘Non’. Four days later, on 2 October 1958, Guinea was proclaimed an independent republic.

    De Gaulle’s reaction to Guinea’s vote was swift and vindictive. Despite polite overtures from Touré, all French aid was terminated. French civil servants and army units, including army doctors largely responsible for providing health services to the civilian population, were withdrawn. In a mass exodus, some 3,000 administrators, teachers, engineers, technicians and businessmen left the country. They took with them any French government property they could carry and destroyed what had to be left behind. Government files and records were burned; offices were stripped of furniture and telephones, even of their electric light bulbs. Army doctors took away medical supplies; police officers smashed windows in their barracks. When Touré moved into the former governor’s house, he found that the furniture and pictures had been removed and the crockery smashed. Only 150 French government employees, mostly volunteers, stayed behind.

    Cast into isolation, Touré turned to the Soviet Union and other communist countries for assistance. Legions of technicians from Eastern Europe arrived. Nkrumah was ready with a large loan and proposals for a union between Ghana and Guinea. In the anti-colonial world at large, Touré was acclaimed a hero. Western mining groups expressed interest in Guinea’s mineral resources. Far from being daunted by the severe disruption Guinea faced, Touré urged other members of the Franco-African Community to demand their independence.

    De Gaulle’s Community soon encountered difficulty. While France expected to run the Community as it had done in the past, African leaders wanted greater control. Senghor decided to form a federation linking Senegal with Soudan (Mali) and pressed for independence within the Community. De Gaulle at first resisted the demands, but he came to recognise that independence was, as he said ‘a sort of elementary psychological disposition’. Houphouët-Boigny held out in favour of the French Community for longer than any other African leader. ‘It is not the shell of independence which counts; it is the contents: the economic contents, the social contents and the human contents.’ But he too was swept along on the same tide.

    In 1960 the eleven members of the Community, along with Cameroon and Togo, two trust territories administered by France under a United Nations mandate, were launched as independent states. French delegations hopped from one colonial capital to another to attend ceremonies lowering the tricolore and hoisting independence flags: Dahomey (later Benin) on 1 August; Niger on the 3rd; Upper Volta (later Burkina Faso) on the 5th; Côte d’Ivoire on the 7th; Chad on the 11th; the Central African Republic on the 13th; the French Congo (Brazzaville) on the 15th; Gabon on the 17th; and Senegal on the 20th. Mali followed in September and Mauritania in November.

    Hardly any of these new states were economically viable. Countries like Chad, Niger and Mali were landlocked, mostly desert, thinly populated and desperately poor. Mauritania consisted of no more than desert inhabited by nomads which until 1954 had been ruled from the Senegalese city of Saint Louis. Upper Volta had only become a separate territory in 1947. Even Senegal, the second wealthiest colony in l’Afrique Noire, relied heavily on French subsidies. Only Côte d’Ivoire was thought to be economically viable on its own. The new states were also deprived of the cohesiveness that the two giant federations of French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa had lent them for the past fifty years. Coastal states lost important markets; landlocked states suffered economic disruption. Instead of cooperating, they became weak rivals.

    To ensure that the new states survived and that French interests there were protected, de Gaulle adopted a benevolent stand, signing agreements covering a wide range of financial and technical assistance. France supplied presidential aides, military advisers and civil servants to staff government ministries. The French treasury supported a monetary union, underwriting a stable and convertible currency. French troops were stationed permanently in several African capitals under defence agreements designed to provide a guarantee of internal security. France also operated an extensive intelligence network in Africa controlled from the Élysée Palace by de Gaulle’s African adviser, Jacques Foccart. The French continued to dominate industry, banking and trade as thoroughly as before. In the post-colonial era, l’Afrique Noire was regarded as part of France’s chasse gardée – a private estate, jealously guarded against encroachment by other world powers.

    Indeed, the changes that occurred were largely ceremonial. In place of a French-controlled administration, the new states were now run by elite groups long accustomed to collaborating with the French and well attuned to French systems of management and culture. Though popularly elected, they were separated by a wide social and cultural gulf from the mass of the population. Their ambitions lay more in accumulating positions of power, wealth and status, more in developing a high bourgeoisie, than in transforming society.

    No one illustrated this sense of continuity, or the benefits to be derived from it, better than Houphouët-Boigny. After serving in six successive French governments, he returned home to concentrate his attention on running Côte d’Ivoire. A glimpse of his lifestyle was provided in 1961, shortly after independence, by a correspondent for the magazine West Africa.

    
      
        
          Far and away the most splendid residence in Africa is that of the Ivory Coast’s President, M. Houphouët-Boigny . . . Over £3 million has already been spent – out of French aid funds – and further work on the landscaping of the grounds is likely to cost a further million at least. In keeping with Houphouët’s unflamboyant nature, the palace doesn’t look so extraordinary from the street. It is in three separate buildings: the Presidency, the Residence and the reception halls. Not until the dinner-jacketed guest penetrates to the latter, past fountains, cascades, statues and descends a regal staircase into a vast marble reception hall, there to shake hands with his host and his beautiful wife, does the extent and beauty of the place register. Nothing is missing: from chandeliers and antique-style furniture in subtly contrasted colours to embossed chinaware and cutlery for over 1,000 guests, and a single table that seats hundreds . . . Many visitors – both tax-paying Frenchmen and delegations from less favoured African states – were, I am told, shocked at such extravagance. But an Ivorian journalist who inspected the palace on the day after the big reception, exclaimed: ‘My God, anyone could live here – the Queen of England, President Kennedy. It makes me thrilled to be an Ivory Coast citizen.’

        

      

    

    In Algeria, meanwhile, the war dragged on. For all his determination to resolve the issue, de Gaulle made little progress. Five times he visited Algeria in the summer months of 1958, but, caught between the conflicting demands of the pieds noirs, the army and the Algerian nationalists, he was able to offer no clear way forward. Under the 1958 constitution, Algeria remained a group of twelve départements of France. To restore metropolitan control in Algeria, de Gaulle curbed the activities of pied noir ‘ultras’ and purged the army of dissident officers. He also announced a programme of massive economic aid, in the hope of encouraging the emergence of a ‘third force’ of moderates in the Algerian community with whom he could negotiate a viable settlement and bypass the FLN. But the middle ground had long since collapsed.

    The FLN reacted to de Gaulle’s programme by intensifying guerrilla action, organising terrorist raids in France and setting up a government-in-exile, based in Tunis, appointing as its figurehead the moderate francophile Ferhat Abbas. When de Gaulle offered what he called ‘a peace of the brave’, suggesting that if FLN combatants were ‘to wave the white flag of truce’, they would be ‘treated honourably’, he was curtly rebuffed. ‘The problem of a ceasefire,’ retorted Ferhat Abbas, ‘is not simply a military problem. It is essentially political and negotiation must cover the whole question of Algeria.’

    It was not until September 1959, fifteen months after his initial ‘tour of inspection’, that de Gaulle endeavoured to break the logjam. In a national broadcast he offered Algeria ‘self-determination’, setting out three possible options: Algerians would be able to choose either ‘secession’, by which he meant independence, shorn of all French assistance, like Guinea; or total integration, which he termed françisation; or a measure of internal self-government in ‘association’ with France. The outcome would be decided by a referendum to be held within four years after the restoration of peace. De Gaulle made clear his own views about how ‘disastrous’ secession would be: secession, he said, ‘would bring with it the most appalling poverty, terrible political chaos, widespread slaughter, and soon after the bellicose dictatorship of the Communists’. The most sensible course, he implied, would be ‘association’.

    Whatever de Gaulle’s preference, the genie of ‘self-determination’ was now out of the bottle. In Paris his offer was widely acclaimed: the National Assembly passed a vote of confidence by a huge majority. But in Algeria it provoked fury, both within the pied noir community and within the army. For by conceding the majority Muslim population the right to decide Algeria’s fate, de Gaulle in effect signalled his willingness to accept the end of Algérie française.

    After weeks of plotting, paramilitary ‘ultra’ groups took to the streets of Algiers in January 1960, setting up barricades, determined to force de Gaulle to withdraw his offer of self-determination, expecting the army to join them. But the president stood firm, demanding obedience from the army, and the insurrection – ‘Barricades Week’, as it was called – petered out.

    Throughout 1960 – the sixth year of the war – de Gaulle held fast to the belief that ‘association’ could still be made to work, that he could carry the bulk of the Muslim population with him and thwart the FLN. To the FLN he renewed his offer of an ‘honourable’ ceasefire and authorised preliminary talks, but when the FLN discovered they were required to lay down arms before substantial negotiations could begin, the talks soon foundered. The FLN insisted not only on discussing political issues prior to any ceasefire but demanded recognition as the sole representative of Algerian opinion.

    Striving to restore momentum, de Gaulle announced in November 1960 ‘a new course’ that would lead eventually, he said, to an Algérie Algérienne associated with France. He spoke of a République Algérienne with ‘its own government, its own institutions, its own laws’, within the French orbit. Once again, the pied noir population vented their fury. During a ‘tour of inspection’ de Gaulle made in December, riots erupted in Algiers and Oran. But what was even more significant about his visit was that the Muslim population used it as an occasion to demonstrate their support for the FLN and the cause of Algerian independence. Thousands of green-and-white FLN flags appeared in the Muslim quarters of Algiers. With unexpected ferocity, Muslim riots broke out. No longer were the French able to claim that the FLN represented nothing more than a minority clique terrorising the Algerian majority.

    Concluding that there was no alternative but to negotiate with the FLN, de Gaulle agreed in February 1961 to open peace talks. The backlash this time came from within the army. In April a group of retired generals, including General Salan, the former commander-in-chief in Algeria, led a revolt against de Gaulle, seizing control of Algiers. De Gaulle stood firm once more and, after four days, the putsch collapsed.

    The failure of the putsch, however, brought dissident officers into alliance with ‘ultra’ groups. Using the name Organisation Armée Secrète (OAS), they launched a campaign of terror targeted mainly at the Muslim population, trying to provoke FLN reprisals against the French that would lead to the intervention of the army and the collapse of de Gaulle’s entire strategy. The OAS gained the support of much of the pied noir population in cities such as Algiers and Oran. For month after month, the killing and bombing continued. OAS terror was matched by counter-terror carried out both by French ‘barbouzes’ – underground government agents – and by the FLN. The gulf of hatred between Muslim and European widened ever further. Metropolitan France was caught up in a similar cycle of violence. Numerous attempts were made to assassinate de Gaulle.

    Negotiations meanwhile proceeded in fits and starts. De Gaulle at first tried to keep hold of the Sahara with its huge oil and gas reserves. He demanded a special status for the pieds noirs, even proposing partition at one stage. But with his negotiating position steadily weakening, he was forced to yield on one issue after another. By early 1962, as the carnage continued, he resolved to get rid of the ‘Algerian problem’ at the earliest possible date. On 18 March a deal agreeing to Algeria’s independence was signed at Evian. De Gaulle told his cabinet it was ‘an honourable exit’.

    But the agreement did not bring peace. In a final paroxysm of violence, the OAS took revenge on the Muslim population, bombing and murdering at random, destroying schools, libraries and hospital facilities, attacking florists’ stalls and grocery shops, determined to leave behind nothing more than ‘scorched earth’. Whatever slim chance of reconciliation between pieds noirs and Algerians there had been was snuffed out.

    In the mass exodus that followed, more than a million pieds noirs fled to France, many leaving with no more than what they could carry in suitcases. Farms, homes and livelihoods were abandoned en masse. Amid the retreat, thousands of harkis – Muslims who had fought on France’s side – were slaughtered by FLN groups in an orgy of revenge.

    Thus the French departed, in chaos and confusion, after eight years of war which had cost half a million lives. On 5 July 1962 Algeria attained its independence under the control of a revolutionary government.
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    WINDS OF CHANGE

    Following in Ghana’s footsteps, Britain’s other territories in West Africa – Nigeria, Sierra Leone and even the tiny sliver of land known as The Gambia, a miniature colony consisting of little more than two river banks – made their way up the independence ladder. The timetable for independence was determined not so much by any British reluctance to set them free but by local complications on the ground.

    The birth of Nigeria as an independent state proved especially difficult. The most populous country in Africa, it was beset by intense and complex rivalries between its three regions, each of which was dominated by a major ethnic group with its own political party. No national party emerged.

    The North, with an area comprising three-quarters of Nigeria’s territory and containing more than half the population, was largely Muslim and Hausa-speaking, accustomed to a feudal system of government run by the Fulani ruling class. Both Hausa and Fulani looked disdainfully on the people of the South. After travelling to Lagos for the first time in 1949, the principal Northern leader, the Sardauna of Sokoto, observed: ‘The whole place was alien to our ideas and we found the members of the other regions might well belong to another world as far as we were concerned.’ Few traces of the modern world – in education or economic life – had been allowed to intrude in the North. By 1950 there was only one Northern university graduate – a Zaria Fulani convert to Christianity. Southerners who migrated to the North were obliged to live in segregated housing and to educate their children in separate schools; they were also prevented from acquiring freehold titles to land. Northern Muslims were taught to regard Southerners as ‘pagans’ and ‘infidels’ and forbidden on both religious and administrative grounds to associate with Southerners.

    The West, which included the capital, Lagos, was dominated by the Yoruba, who traditionally had been organised into a number of states ruled by kingly chiefs. Because of their early contact with Europeans and long experience of city life, the Yoruba had progressed far in education, commerce and administration and absorbed a high degree of Western skills.

    In the Eastern region, on the other side of the Niger river, the Igbo, occupying the poorest, most densely populated region of Nigeria, had become the best educated population, swarming out of their homeland to find work elsewhere as clerks, artisans, traders and labourers, forming sizeable minority groups in towns across the country. Their growing presence there created ethnic tensions both in the North and among the Yoruba in the West. Unlike the Hausa-Fulani and the Yoruba, the Igbo possessed no political kingdom and central authority but functioned on the basis of autonomous village societies, accustomed to a high degree of individual assertion and achievement.

    In addition there were some 250 ethnic minority groups, each with its own language, occupying distinct territories, amounting in total to one-third of the population. In the North the Hausa-Fulani constituted only about half of the population; some 200 other linguistic groups lived there, most of them in the lower North or ‘Middle Belt’, as it was called. In the West the Yoruba constituted about two-thirds of the population; and in the East, the Igbo, about two-thirds. In each region, minority groups resented the dominance of the three major ethnic groups and the neglect and discrimination they suffered as minorities and harboured ambitions to obtain their own separate states within Nigeria and the resources that would go with them. Some non-Muslim minorities in the North had long been engaged in struggles to overthrow their feudal Muslim overlords; Tiv resistance exploded in riots in 1960. In the West the Edo-speaking people of Benin province yearned to restore the old autonomy of the kingdom of Benin, once renowned for its artistic achievement. In the East the Ibibio and Efik hankered for the former glory of the Calabar commercial empire.

    There was also an immense development gap between the North and the two Southern regions. At independence, after expanding its education system, the North, with 54 per cent of the population, still produced less than 10 per cent of the country’s primary school enrolments and less than 5 per cent of secondary enrolments. Only fifty-seven students at the University College in Ibadan out of a total of more than one thousand came from the North. The shortfall in qualified Northerners meant that many government positions were filled by highly educated Southerners, notably Igbos. On a national level, barely 1 per cent of Nigerian officials in higher executive posts were Northerners. A constant fear in the North was that its own traditions and conservative way of life would be undermined by Southern encroachment; the ruling aristocracy in particular were determined to protect their own position against radical change.

    Finding a constitutional arrangement that satisfied so many diverse interests was a protracted business. The 1951 constitution lasted for no more than three years. The 1954 constitution was more durable. Each region was given its own government, assembly and public service and allowed to move separately towards self-government. The West and the East attained self-government in 1957 but then had to wait until 1959 for the North to catch up. The independence constitution provided for a federal structure that was regarded as an effective compromise balancing regional interests, though it left the North, because of the size of its population, in a commanding position, with a potential stranglehold over the political process, capable of dominating the combined weight of the other two regions.

    Nevertheless, when Nigeria was finally launched as an independent state in 1960, it was with a notable sense of optimism. Led by popularly elected politicians, endowed with a strong, diversified economy and an efficient civil service, Nigeria, by virtue of its size, population and resources, was marked out as one of Africa’s emerging powers.

    In Britain’s colonies in east and central Africa, because of the presence of vociferous and powerful white minorities, a different timetable was envisaged. Britain’s aim in postwar years was to develop what it called ‘multiracial’ societies there, a ‘partnership’ between white and black, albeit under white leadership. White leadership was regarded as indispensable for economic development. The white populations were the economic mainstay of each colony; they constituted the only reservoir of professional skills. Because the African peoples of the region had come into contact with European colonisation relatively recently, compared to West Africans, they were considered to be several generations behind in terms of political advancement. Whereas the first African nominated to the local legislature in the Gold Coast made his debut in 1888, the first African to sit in the legislative council in Kenya was appointed in 1944, in Tanganyika and Uganda in 1945, in Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) in 1948, and in Nyasaland (Malawi) in 1949.

    At any sign that Africans or Asian immigrants might advance at the expense of the white community, the white reaction was invariably hostile. Protracted battles were fought over the exact balance of representation between each community. In Kenya the British eventually decided on a ratio of two European representatives to one African and one Asian – 2:1:1. In Uganda, with a different population mix, the ratio was 1:2:1. In Tanganyika it was initially to have been 1:2:1, but as a result of strong European pressure, it was finally fixed at 1:1:1.

    Determined to entrench white rule, the region’s white communities campaigned vigorously for the British government to establish two new dominions in Africa – one in East Africa comprising Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika, and one in Central Africa comprising Southern Rhodesia, Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland. They made little headway in East Africa. But in Central Africa, by stressing the economic benefits to be derived from closer association and their commitment to the idea of ‘partnership’, they eventually won the approval of the British government for the establishment of the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, even though there was persistent opposition from African populations who feared being placed under the control of reactionary whites intent on entrenching white minority rule. When explaining their idea of ‘partnership’, white Rhodesians invariably spoke of senior and junior partners, or, as the Southern Rhodesian prime minister, Sir Godfrey Huggins, put it more memorably, ‘the partnership between the horse and its rider’. But for the British government, the federation seemed a progressive step forward with its plans for developing ‘multiracial’ societies.

    The whole strategy was blown off course by a rebellion against colonial rule in Kenya. The rebellion grew out of anger and resentment at the mass expulsion in postwar years of Kikuyu peasants from the White Highlands, an area of 12,000 square miles of the best agricultural land in the country, set aside for the exclusive use of white farmers. It spread to other sections of the Kikuyu people, to the Kikuyu reserves where long-standing grievances over land were already festering, and to Nairobi, where militant activists set up a central committee to direct the violence.

    Taken by surprise by the scale of the rebellion, the colonial authorities ordered outright repression. They blamed the violence on the nationalist leader, Jomo Kenyatta, portraying him as a criminal mastermind who employed witchcraft and coercion in his drive for power and profit, and proceeded to rig his trial to justify their claims. But the repression they ordered, far from crushing the rebellion, turned into a full-scale war. At the height of the Emergency, as it was called, the government employed eleven infantry battalions, 21,000 police, air force heavy bombers and thousands of African auxiliaries to contain it. It took four years before the army was able to withdraw. With such a massive commitment needed to protect Kenya’s small white minority, British officials began to rethink their strategy.

    •   •   •

    No other revolt against British rule in Africa gained such notoriety as the Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya. It was cited for years to come as an example of the atavistic nature of African politics lying just beneath the surface. White settlers, colonial officials, missionaries and the British government were unanimous in regarding Mau Mau as a sinister tribal cult affecting a largely primitive and superstitious people, confused and bewildered by their contact with the civilised world and prey to the malevolent designs of ambitious politicians. In the words of the official Colonial Office report published in 1960, Mau Mau was a subversive movement ‘based on the lethal mixture of pseudo-religion, nationalism and the evil forms of black magic’.

    All the fear and hatred that the white community felt facing this threat focused intensely on the person of Kenyatta. No other figure in colonial Africa was so reviled. Everything about him – the grip he appeared to exert over the Kikuyu, the hypnotic effect of his eyes, his suspicious visits to the Soviet Union, his left-wing connections in London – increased their sense of loathing. Tracing the signs of African unrest back to the time of his return to Kenya in 1946 after a period abroad of fifteen years, they were convinced that he had brought with him an evil scheme to subvert the Kikuyu and drive out the whites.

    British officials held fast to the same view. In 1960, a year after Kenyatta had completed his sentence of seven years’ imprisonment for ‘managing’ Mau Mau, the British governor, Sir Patrick Renison, refused to release him, describing him as ‘the African leader to darkness and death’ and claiming he still posed a threat to national security. Even though the British were soon thereafter obliged to release Kenyatta and, as they had done with other nationalist opponents, subsequently came to value his judgement and leadership, the stigma of Mau Mau and Kenyatta’s involvement in it remained as marked as before. The reality, however, was somewhat different.

    Kenyatta’s career as a political activist had been one of the most adventurous of all nationalist leaders in Africa. Born in about 1896, educated by missionaries at the Church of Scotland headquarters near Nairobi, he had taken sundry jobs before becoming a full-time general secretary of the Kikuyu Central Association (KCA), a pressure group set up by the first generation of Kikuyu nationalists to campaign over land grievances. It was on behalf of the KCA that Kenyatta first travelled to London in 1929 bearing a petition on land grievances to the Colonial Office. The impression that he made on the missionary network in London who took an interest in his work was highly unfavourable. There were concerns about his poor English and shock at his unwholesome taste for expensive clothes and loose women. It was thought best that he should return to Kenya as soon as possible. But a West Indian talent-spotter for Comintern, George Padmore, who met him in London, recognised his potential. Within a few months of reaching London, Kenyatta had been taken on an extended tour of Europe and Russia. He returned to Russia in 1932 to study at Moscow’s special revolutionary institute for colonial candidates, the University of the Toilers of the East.

    Being a Moscow-trained revolutionary, however, was only one of the roles that Kenyatta was adept at playing. After his return to London in 1933, he joined Professor Bronislav Malinowski’s classes in anthropology at the London School of Economics and duly published a study of Kikuyu life and customs entitled Facing Mount Kenya. He also worked briefly as an extra in Alexander Korda’s film Sanders of the River. During the war he retreated to a village in Sussex, worked as an agricultural labourer and lectured to British troops. He even volunteered to join the Home Guard. Outwardly, he seemed as much at home whether gossiping with local villagers in the pub in Sussex or striding down Piccadilly dressed flamboyantly in a red sports jacket and carrying a silver-headed cane. He had an English family, a wife, Edna, and a son.
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