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  For my parents, and for Ebru


  ‘The great affair is to move, to feel the needs and hitches of life a little more nearly, to get down off this featherbed of civilisation and to feel the globe granite underfoot and strewn with cutting flints.’

  Robert Louis Stevenson

  ‘If God dishes your rice in a basket, you should not wish to eat soup.’

  Mende proverb, Sierra Leone


  Prologue: Senegal

  No sooner do you step out into the darkness from the Air France 737 than West Africa smothers you in her treacherous embrace. With one hand she plies you with the sweet, earthy smells of the tropics and anaesthetises you under a wave of damp heat; with the other she dismantles your defences, chipping away at the control you thought you had over your life, stripping you of your layers of protection, and leaving you naked, vulnerable, powerless to stave off her arsenal of threats.

  At first, the losses of control are minor. In the airport, the unofficial porter who makes off with your bags can probably be trusted to take them to a waiting taxi, but as you are swallowed up by the dimly-lit throng outside the terminal and lose sight of both porter and luggage, you are hit by a moment of doubt as it occurs to you that the bags’ contents would be worth much more to their bearer than the meagre tip you will give him. In the taxi your control is limited by the decrepit state of the ancient vehicle, the absence of seat belts or headlights, and the carefree driving of the alarmingly young driver. In your hotel you chance the food, praying it has not been touched by unclean hands, washed in contaminated water, or left for too long in the pounding sun. And in the town the following morning, when you allow a “guide” to show you to the transport park, you hope your payment for his services will be acceptable; proffering a few hundred francs, however, you are rebuffed and then threatened, more serious trouble averted only when you raise your voice, cry ‘thief,’ and discover with relief that your aggressor is unwilling to run the risk of vigilante justice at the hands of an angry mob.

  As you move around the country the dangers mount up, your grip on your life loosens. The long journey south in the battered seven-seater Peugeot estate car that is the region’s only form of public transport, along a rutted dirt road littered with overturned trucks: one stray cow or unnoticed boulder, perhaps obscured by dust thrown up by a passing jeep, and that could be you. Nearing the border a different threat looms. A low-lying rebellion has simmered here for years, occasionally boiling over into horrific violence. Not long before our passage, a Red Cross worker had been kidnapped and then executed by rebel soldiers; not long after, a nine-year-old girl would be shot dead in a bungled attack on a village. Commercial transport makes a three-hundred-mile detour to avoid the area. This is expensive and slow, but the money and time saved by taking the direct route are judged not to be worth the risk.

  Fewer than fifty miles away, across a different frontier, more trouble lurks. A World Food Programme representative is here in Senegal’s south-eastern corner, staking out the territory in case civil war breaks out in neighbouring Guinea and a flood of refugees pours in. A military junta seized power there a year ago and is equipping itself for a fight. Weapons are being stockpiled, South African mercenaries recruited to train the new president’s supporters in the arts of war. Earlier in the year the junta had put down a protest in a stadium by killing dozens of unarmed civilians. Weeks after we passed by, the president himself would be shot in the head at point blank range by an aide. He would survive, miraculously, only to be spirited overseas for treatment, his brief hold on power consigned to history.

  On reaching the border you breathe a sigh of relief. You cling to the delusion that it is you that is responsible for your fate, that it is your own resourcefulness that has got you through the first tests. In reality, of course, it is Africa that has allowed you to survive. It is she that controls your destiny, and if she so decides, although you are loath to admit it to yourself so early in your journey, this capricious continent can take it all away from you on a whim.

  In the end, to retain your sanity, you must surrender. Your panic must soften into resignation. You must loosen the reins and, faced with no other choice, accept a higher degree of risk. This, after all, is how West Africans cope. The daily dangers they face in their lives are more threatening than any that confront the wealthy Western traveller. Fatalism, the resigned acceptance of whatever the gods throw at them, is their only rational response.

  We break our journey at the small frontier outpost of Kolda. One of the hottest towns in Africa, it is a mosquito-infested froth of sweat, noise, industry and filth. Everywhere you turn there is a bicycle repair shop, a mechanic, a tyre seller or a wholesale store, all servicing the thin stream of cross-border traffic. The air judders with the roar of generators, the clink of metal on metal, and the rumble of idling engines. A central square clogged with mopeds and trucks hosts a single fuel pump. Along one side of the square winds a sluggish river, oozing litter and grime. Bloated pigs trawl its banks for scraps. Only in the evenings does the stench of traffic fumes recede, elbowed gently aside by the dank smell of raw sewage.

  But although unlovely, Kolda is a friendly place, its inhabitants surprised and pleased to see foreign visitors. In the late afternoon, as the heat is beginning to relent and the first squadron of brilliant white egrets flies by in V-formation to roost, an old Muslim rice-seller in a sky-blue robe and white skullcap beckons us over to sit with him in front of the dark cavern of his shop. Tall and thin, with a hooked nose and slightly sunken cheeks, his crooked teeth are blackened and the skin on his flipflopped feet chapped. His dark eyes are warm and welcoming, and he seems pleased to be able to fulfil his dual duty, as an African and a Muslim, of showing hospitality to strangers. He motions us to sit beside him on his wooden bench, and from a passing vendor orders three plastic cups of café touba, a strong, peppery black coffee that is reputed to have medicinal properties and to improve the eyesight. When I offer to pay, he laughs me off paternally. To our right, sitting on low stools, two young men wash their feet with water from a kettle in preparation for the afternoon prayer. Another man, already washed, kneels on a green straw mat on the dusty ground next to them. Facing Mecca, he prostrates himself in submission to Allah, oblivious to the motorbikes churning past a few feet east of his bald scalp.

  The rice-seller’s French is limited, my Diola nonexistent, but we manage to establish that before he grew too old he had been a truck driver, and had travelled to Guinea-Bissau, Guinea, Mauritania, Mali and Niger. He can tell me the distance to the Guinea-Bissau border, the most effective means of reaching it (another seven-seater), and the state of the roads on the other side (a comfortable journey sounds unlikely). He still owns a truck but his son now drives it, leaving him to concentrate on his new business of selling rice imported from Vietnam and Thailand. (Senegal‘s farmers once produced enough rice to meet the nation’s needs, but the combined effects of French colonial encouragement to grow cash crops for export rather than staples for domestic consumption, post-colonial underinvestment in roads and irrigation, and the disruptive effect on agriculture of the rebel uprising mean that South East Asian rice is now both cheaper and more abundant than the West African variety.)

  Later that evening we are reminded that our growing sense that life is slipping from our control is as nothing to how West Africans must feel. We have dinner in the spartan, strip-lit restaurant of our hotel. The room is vast – someone clearly once had grand plans for it - with long wooden tables laid out as if a large group is expected, perhaps a school party or wedding guests. We, however, are the only diners. In the corner of the room a television is switched on, but the screen is so fuzzy it is impossible to watch. A clock is stopped on the wall behind the bar. Outside the window behind us, a blizzard of bats screeches past in the darkness.

  We are served by Ibrahima, a stocky, light-skinned young waiter with a shy, polite manner. He brings us fried chicken and chips – the only item on the menu. As we battle with the stringy bird he hovers by our table, smiling shyly but expectantly at us, evidently hoping for a chat. His eyes are narrow and watery. His broad, pale face bespeaks both openness and vulnerability; it is the sort of face to which bad things happen. He speaks good French, and when we reciprocate his smile he grasps the opportunity to unburden himself of his troubles.

  His parents were groundnut farmers. Funds were tight, but they scraped enough of a living to send their son to school until suddenly, when Ibrahima was in his mid-teens, they both died in quick succession of undiagnosed illnesses. They left no money, so he had to give up his education. ‘Kolda is poor and there was no work here,’ he says, ‘so I left for the coast. There were no jobs there either – people employ their family or their neighbours, not strangers. That’s how things work here: there aren’t enough jobs to go around.’ He speaks quietly, barely opening his mouth, no trace of resentment in his voice.

  In the coastal town he tried his hand at buying and selling fish in the market, which gave him just enough to live on. Then, after a few months, he had a lucky break. A local businessman, impressed by his linguistic abilities (he speaks six of Senegal’s forty languages as well as French and a little English), gave him a job in a seaside hotel frequented by wealthy Senegalese and a trickle of French tourists. Aware of how fortunate he had been – ‘if you don’t have connections here you need fate to help you,’ he says – Ibrahima worked hard. He learned the trade and took groups of tourists to Guinea-Bissau and Guinea. ‘I had got back on my feet,’ he says. ‘It was going well. I married a girl from Thiès, a city near Dakar, and we had a son.’

  Success in this part of the world, however, is as difficult to hold onto as it is to achieve; at any moment, often through no fault of your own, the rug can be pulled from under your feet. The seaside hotel, bereft of guests, closed. Ibrahima’s boss was reluctant to let him go and promised to try to find him another job. He waited around for a while, but with a wife and child to keep soon ran out of money. He was out of work again, back among the struggling masses, a precious opportunity gone.

  He rocks slowly on his heels as he comes to the most difficult part of his tale. His broad hands tense, the skin tautening over his knuckles as they grip the back of the chair next to me. His sad eyes narrow to a squint. ‘Kolda is my home so I thought I might be able to find work here,’ he says. ‘I told my wife I was coming back and asked her to join me. But I had lost my job and had no money, so she didn’t respect me any more. Her mother and father didn’t want her to be with someone who was out of work, so they tried to dissuade her from coming with me.’ His wife heeded her parents’ advice and went back to Thiès to live with them, taking the child with her. Now divorced and still lacking the means to earn his in-laws’ respect, Ibrahima is allowed to see his young son only twice a year.

  He has worked in the hotel restaurant for a few years now, putting in a long shift from six-thirty in the morning until ten at night. He lives alone. After work he goes home and sits for a while, reflecting; he tries to forget about the hotel, the empty restaurant, the second-rate job he has no enthusiasm for. Then, in the middle of the night, he goes out on his bicycle. ‘Je suis athlète,’ he says with a flicker of pride, explaining his fit, muscular frame. Sport provides an escape, a way of forgetting the past, something to look forward to. Every night he cycles fifteen miles in the dark through the forest. He has no helmet and his bicycle no light (and there are no streetlights), but there is little traffic at that time, donkeys and sheep presenting more of a hazard. When it is really dark he uses the torch on his mobile phone to light his way. I ask if he could find another wife now that he is back in work. ‘First of all I want to get myself organised and settled,’ he replies, his wounds still unhealed. ‘I’m quite sensitive. I don’t want to go through that again.’

  The next morning, after a short but bumpy ride in another decrepit Peugeot, we reach the border. We are the first to cross that day. The Senegalese border post is a dusty yard with a well in the middle. When we arrive, the customs official, a tall, authoritative man in a white, knee-length tunic, is standing chatting to a woman who is drawing the morning’s water in a bucket. Once they have finished their discussion, the man leads us into the dark, bare, brick-built office that abuts the yard. He takes out a tatty A5 notebook and with a biro and a ruler carefully draws up three columns on a fresh page. He writes in our names, passport numbers and nationalities, and after stamping our passports and wishing us ‘bon voyage’ directs us down a track across two hundred yards of scrubby no man’s land to Guinea-Bissau.

  The day is overcast, dulling the lush green of the dense surrounding forest. It is the beginning of the dry season and the rains’ fecund legacy is still evident in the range and depth of greens on display. The border is unmarked; there is no fence or watchtower, no line of waiting guards; the forests of Senegal merge seamlessly with those of her southern neighbour. All is quiet and still, the only sound the occasional cackle or caw from high up in the trees. Rounding a bend in the track, we come upon the Guinea-Bissau customs post. Under a straw shelter held up by wooden poles, two khaki-clad border guards are draped sleepily over brown plastic chairs. I am apprehensive – border police across West Africa are notorious for extracting bribes - but their laid back smiles put me at ease. I open my rucksack for their inspection, but instead of rummaging through it one of the guards, a cheery young man with bulging eyes and round cheeks, asks me in Portuguese if I have any bombs. ‘No,’ I reply, surprised. ‘Any guns or drugs?’ ‘No.’ Relieved, I offer the men a cigarette as a thank you for our painless passage. They decline and wave us on with a grin. Inevitably there is another Peugeot waiting beyond them. We climb into the back, happy, uplifting West African pop music blasting from a huge speaker in the boot, and hurtle through the jungle down the cratered road to Bafatá.


  Guinea-Bissau

  1

  West Africa is nobody’s idea of a dream holiday destination. This troubled region, which was once mooted as a dumping ground for transported British convicts, contains most of the world’s poorest countries and many of its least stable. Tourist attractions are sparse, amenities for travellers meagre (the convicts were eventually sent to Australia instead, West Africa deemed too disease-ridden and too uncomfortably hot even for the dregs of British society). Back home in southern England, where few people I knew had heard of Guinea-Bissau or Burkina Faso and where Sierra Leone was known only as the scene of a bitter civil war, my plans to spend half a year travelling around the three countries met with a mixture of incredulity and alarm.

  In England I had carved out a comfortable life, with a mortgage, a marriage and an interesting career. I had been fortunate to stumble upon the latter when I responded to a newspaper advertisement for what was described simply as a “Good Job” but which turned out to involve working with eminent American professors to research and write about ways of tackling the problems of poor countries. Having no particular calling or ambition but thinking, with the naive arrogance of youth, that it would be wasteful not to put any abilities I had to a useful purpose, I buckled down, and within a few years had become sufficiently established to set up on my own. Chance had given me a leg-up, but I now felt I had some control over my destiny. I had attained contentment, and was happy with my lot.

  Contentment, however, can breed boredom, and I worried that if I continued along this smooth path the slow creep of middle-age would accelerate. In my mid-thirties I retained an adolescent urge to have a life that was unconventional, unpredictable, romantic. I had a hazy notion that I could fend off stagnation by seeing and doing new things, as if, like a character in a computer game which acquires extra lives each time it completes a task, consuming new experiences would somehow buttress me against time’s onslaught.

  In the past I had sated this need through travel (I had inherited a certain restlessness from my father, a peripatetic dealer in antique scientific instruments who on returning from his innumerable buying trips abroad would delight in showing me the globes, astrolabes and sextants that had guided voyagers of centuries past). But long trips to India, Turkey and South Africa had become steadily less fulfilling, with a diminishing return in extra lives. As I grew older and harder to impress, and as globalisation made these countries more like what I knew at home, I felt that travelling in them had become too easy. Whether it was the last, desperate throes of youth or the first symptoms of a mid-life crisis I am unsure (they are perhaps the same thing), but I now found myself confronted with a new yearning: to jettison comfort and control and advance to the next stage of the game, the next level of intensity.

  I cast about for a means of soothing this itch, and soon had another lucky break. A chance trip to the West African nation of Ghana to write about a malaria programme was to introduce me to a part of the world which, as well as giving me the convulsive experience I was seeking, would force me to question much of what I thought I had learned in my work. Africa’s western reaches are widely considered its most inhospitable and least attractive. A friend of mine, an old Africa hand, warned me that ‘nobody goes there unless they have to,’ and the little I was able to glean from my preparatory reading (there were few recent books in English and most of those in French dated from the colonial era) suggested his gloominess was justified. The region offered few luxuries to the visitor - paved roads were scarce, electricity and water supplies anaemic, and there were minimal facilities in the way of hotels and restaurants. Grinding discomfort, on the other hand, was easy to come by. Coastal West Africa is hot, humid and a fruitful hunting ground for lethal diseases. The interior is bone-dry, witheringly poor, and prone to devastating famines. Both coast and hinterland, moreover, are chronically unpredictable. History is still in the making, nothing is settled or certain. Governments rise and fall, wars erupt and subside, people live and die. At all times there is a sense that from one minute to the next a sudden tremor, a small twist of the kaleidoscope, could transform the social and political landscape beyond recognition, reshaping entire countries, entire lives.

  Ghana in many ways lived up to this image - hot, poor and ramshackle, it boasts few monuments, palaces or museums, and travel around it can be exhausting. But during my month-long stay I saw that there was more to the country than dilapidation. As the sun and the heat and the damp ate away ravenously at everything humans had made, Ghanaians appeared to be fighting off decay in a stubborn display of vitality. There was music everywhere, upbeat, joyful music that lifted you above the surrounding squalor. There was bustle, movement, commerce, noise. To the visitor there was warmth and kindness. In a remote northern village a blind old woman performed a little shuffling dance to welcome me to her crumbling, mud-built compound. At a pavement bar in the capital, where I sat watching acrobats performing outlandish feats in the oil-lit street, a group of skinny boys on an adjacent table treated me to a plate of kebabs. And in yet another hour-long traffic jam on the way home from work, as lilting hip-life tunes floated on the sticky, petrol-fumed air, smiling hawkers ribbed me good-naturedly as I refused their offers of chewing gum, mattresses and seemingly everything else in between. These unfamiliar and beguiling encounters, the poise and spirit of the people, convinced me that West Africa was worth getting to know, and the idea of an extended visit began to take root in my mind.

  Ghana challenged my preconceptions. In my work I had written about Africa’s many problems – disease, poverty, bad governments, and so on – and on television I had seen the terrible images of starvation and war and genocide. But Ghana presented a different picture, suggesting that the continent was more complex, and therefore more interesting, than I and many other outsiders assumed. For years I thought I had been working to better the lot of people in poor countries, but I realised I lacked a strong enough sense of how life there was really lived. It occurred to me that a journey around Africa’s western fringes could have a more constructive purpose than satisfying my self-indulgent craving for adventure. What did West Africans talk about? What do they do every day? How are they adjusting to the onrush of modernity that is transforming the rest of the developing world? I felt I needed a deeper understanding of this neglected corner of the planet, and thought that perhaps, by writing about it, I might help bring its inhabitants’ lives a little closer to ours.

  As I began to plan a trip, I discovered that Ghana’s near-neigh-bours Sierra Leone, Burkina Faso and Guinea-Bissau were the poorest countries in the world. Of the seven billion people on earth, the citizens of these small, seldom-visited backwaters were the very worst off, the least fortunate. This was Africa at its most exacting. In these ill-starred lands, things that we in the West take for granted – being born without killing yourself or your mother, reaching your first birthday, surviving colds, diarrhoea and other minor illnesses, reading and writing, toilets, switching on a light or turning a tap, eating a regular meal – all these things are privileges few are accorded. Slavery, colonial plunder, dictatorship and war had left the three countries reeling. More recent afflictions, from Islamic terrorism and international organised crime to climate change and the population boom, threatened to thwart their hopes of rising out of poverty.

  Volatility, however, brings highs as well as lows, and even here, amid the most gruelling living conditions to be found anywhere, there was good news among the bad. Guinea-Bissau and Sierra Leone had recovered from crippling civil wars and defied the doomsayers by enjoying a decade of peace. Burkinabes had begun to mobilise against a despotic, violent regime, demanding greater democracy and freedom. As in Ghana, it seemed, the reality was more complex than the news headlines suggested, and I felt sure that exploring the three countries would give me a clearer picture of West African life, and a better idea of how the world’s poorest people make it through the day.

  Having decided where to go, there remained one final task: to convince my wife, Ebru, that this was a journey worth making. Although she had accompanied me on previous visits to India and South Africa, and although herself brought up in far from affluent surroundings in south-eastern Turkey, Ebru was nervous about my choice of countries for this trip. She had heard my friend’s unenthusiastic assessment of West Africa, and a brief look at the UK Foreign Office’s website confirmed her fears (the mandarins described in vivid detail the instability and insecurity in and around the countries on our itinerary, informing us that in Guinea-Bissau alone, as well as the usual problems of crime, unsafe roads and unpreventable killer diseases, we would do well to guard against the less familiar threats of banditry, armed uprisings, land mines and Colombian drug traffickers).

  My raptures over Ghana and a short holiday together in Gambia were of only limited effectiveness in assuaging Ebru’s concerns, but the combination of a curiosity kindled by the diet of African novels I passed on to her and a perception that I was too incautious to undertake the journey alone eventually persuaded her to join me. Her acquiescence came with three conditions: that we buy a plane ticket with an adjustable return date, that since she has a mortal dread of the snakes with which West Africa teems we stay in no mud huts in forests, and that we avoid rather than gravitate towards potentially life-threatening situations. Delighted to have her company for what would be a long and difficult trip, I gratefully agreed to her demands (although as it turned out, only the first two of them would be met). We booked our flights before she could change her mind.

  Bafatá provides a gentle introduction. Guinea-Bissau’s second city, home to just twenty-two thousand inhabitants, is little more than a large village. Built on a black rock above a bend in the languorous Gêba River, it is slowly emptying out. The old colonial quarter hugs the riverbank, snoozing in a permanent siesta. Crumbling two-storey Portuguese villas shade its deserted cobbled streets, their white paint peeling off and balustraded balconies sagging in the heat. Most are abandoned, their roofs caved in, door and window apertures gaping like the mouths of sleeping grandmothers, but a few have been occupied, by child-heavy Guinean families who have replaced terracotta roof tiles with corrugated-iron sheets and whose women hang clothes washed in the river over the balconies to dry.

  At the water’s edge, life proceeds slowly. Boys in torn T-shirts fish with bamboo rods, a man rinses a bicycle, young women soap their naked bodies. In an adjacent, weed-strewn field, as kites circle overhead in the pearly afternoon light, a child and his mother hack at the dry soil with tiny hoes. The far bank of the river, perhaps seventy yards away, is thick with forest. In the shade of its trees an orange-breasted Egyptian plover pecks in the mud. The plover has mystical qualities – according to Herodotus its ancestors were allowed to pluck scraps of meat from between the teeth of crocodiles; that it could maintain such a close relationship with such a dangerous animal was regarded as proof of the bird’s special powers.

  A few yards from the riverside, between an abandoned covered market with arched Moorish entranceways and a children’s playground where rusting chains which once bore swings now hang loose, a small, unobtrusive statue offers a clue to the state of neglect that cloaks the town. For a brief period in the 1970s Guinea-Bissau shuffled out of obscurity and onto the world stage, as the country’s bitter fight for independence from Portugal became a cause célèbre for students and leftist movements in Europe and America. The struggle was led by Bafatá’s most famous son, Amílcar Cabral. It is his bust that stands near the market, seemingly the only new construction in the old town in the last forty years. (Thousands of miles away in a different world, another monument, Amílcar Cabral Court, a scruffy 1970s apartment block which today houses refugees from East Africa, still stands near Paddington Station in London).

  The Portuguese were the first Europeans to establish a colony in West Africa. In the late fifteenth century they settled the hitherto uninhabited Cape Verde archipelago, three hundred miles off the coast, and began using it as a base for trade. For the next four hundred years their only use for what is now Guinea-Bissau was as a source of slaves, first for cultivating the islands and later for export across the Atlantic. It was only after the Berlin Conference of 1884, at which European powers carved up the continent into private colonial fiefdoms, that the Portuguese pressed for greater control. Their wars of “pacification” lasted until the 1930s, when the “savages” were finally brought to heel. The campaigns were long and brutal. One Portuguese officer had to be withdrawn to Lisbon when his barbarity proved too much for even his superiors to stomach; his methods, which would be deployed again a century later in Sierra Leone’s civil war, included burning villages, massacring civilians, gouging out eyes and shooting pregnant women in the womb.

  Having been the first to arrive, the Portuguese were the most reluctant to leave. The 1930 Colonial Act had emphasised the importance to the Portuguese nation of ‘civilising the indigenous population’ of its overseas territories, but in practice the colonisers did nothing to elevate their subjects. Ryszard Kapuscinski, the great Polish writer on Africa, remarked that in Luanda, Angola, ‘in the course of four hundred years, the Portuguese did not dig a single well for potable water, or illuminate the streets with lanterns.’ The Patriarch of Lisbon announced in 1960 that the colonies needed schools, but only within limits, ‘to teach the natives to write, to read and to count, but not to make them doctors.’ In Guinea-Bissau, even this was considered a step too far: at independence in 1974, only one in fifty Guineans could read and write.

  But despite Portugal’s apparent indifference to her colony, as the winds of change blew across the continent after the Second World War and Britain and France let go of their West African territories, Guineans who expected the same treatment were to be disappointed. Antonio Salazar, the Portuguese dictator, was unwilling to accept his country’s diminished status in Europe, and believed that holding onto the colonies would demonstrate her continued international clout. While the French and British moved Africans into positions of power, therefore, in preparation for a peaceful handover, nationalists in Portugal’s territories were ignored, and all their demands for dialogue dismissed.

  Guineans who yearned for freedom would have to seek other means to achieve it, but although weak relative to France and Britain, Portugal was a mighty force compared with Guinea-Bissau. The overwhelming majority of Guineans could afford to eat only what they grew themselves; most lived on the brink of starvation. Disease was rife, with average life expectancy just thirty-eight years. The population seemed too enfeebled even to think of rebellion, and the idea that a ragtag group of impoverished peasants might overcome his well-equipped military was of little concern to the strongman Salazar.
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  Born in 1924, Amílcar Cabral left Bafatá for the Cape Verde islands as a young child. His family’s poverty was nearly fatal, for when he was in his teens Cape Verde was hit by a series of droughts and famines. Cabral would later estimate that between 1940 and 1948 famine killed a quarter of the islands’ population. ‘I saw people die of starvation,’ he said. ‘This is the fundamental reason for my revolt.’

  He was in no doubt that the colonisers were to blame. At the age of twenty-one he won a scholarship to study agronomy in Lisbon, and it was here that his political consciousness awakened. Many Cape Verdeans felt closer to Portugal than to Africa, but contact with other educated young Africans shifted Cabral’s perspective. Inspired by black American civil rights leaders and by “Négritude“, a concept developed by French West African intellectuals who rejected colonialism and argued that black culture was the equal of white, he began to meet regularly with like-minded Lisbon-based Guineans, Mozambicans and Angolans. Their aim was “re-Africanisation”. At the meetings they discussed African literature, geography and culture, and made covert plans for a reconquest. Cabral, a charismatic, popular participant whose goatee beard, woollen cap and half-rim glasses gave him the classic look of a twentieth century intellectual revolutionary, was becoming convinced that his future lay not in Europe but in freeing his continent from the imperialist yoke.

  His conviction was strengthened on his return to Guinea-Bissau in 1952. He took a job with the colonial service as an agricultural engineer, and was asked by the Governor of Guinea to conduct a survey of the territory. He travelled the entire country, studying land use, crop production and trading conditions. For the first time he got to know his homeland. He saw the ubiquity and depth of rural poverty, and noted how Portuguese demands for peanut and cashew exports to balance the colonial budget were hastening soil erosion. Guinean farmers responded to these demands by burning fields to speed the soil’s recovery and cutting down forests to create more space. Such methods – effective in the short-term but devastating when used over long periods – exhausted the soil, bleeding it of precious nutrients; the colonisers’ insistence on intensive cultivation of cash crops was jeopardising Guinea-Bissau’s future for Portugal’s temporary gain.

  In 1956 Cabral founded the Partido Africano da Independência da Guiné e Cabo Verde. Like its South African contemporary, the African National Congress, the PAIGC began by agitating peacefully but clandestinely for change. Its members infiltrated trade unions and organised industrial action. An early strike demanding higher pay for dock workers was successful, but after police quashed a further protest by shooting dead fifty dockers at the Pidjiguiti waterfront in the capital, Bissau, Cabral realised peaceful dissent was futile. Like Angola and Mozambique, Portugal’s other African colonies, Guinea-Bissau would have to fight for its freedom.

  Leading up the rock away from old Bafatá is a once-tarred road. It is flanked on one side by dark forest and on the other by wasteland and a few crumbling buildings on whose porches sit pairs of Guinean men smoking and chatting. Sleepy donkeys pull carts up and down the hill. Occasional trucks bringing water or removing sewage traverse in a wide zigzag to avoid the numerous potholes, many of which are so deep that the red earth shows through. A thin breeze whispers up from the river.

  At the top of the hill sits the African quarter. When the Portuguese moved out of the colonial town on the riverbank, no Guineans moved in. Instead of occupying the large, comfortable European villas with their bougainvillea-filled gardens and airy balconies, the Africans remained where they were, huddled in their simple, ramshackle township on the great black rock. The quarter’s main street winds between crepuscular shops built of wood and corrugated iron. Women sit in the dust by the road, touting little piles of fruit and bags of peanuts laid out on cloths on the ground before them. There are few cars, so shoppers and idlers walk down the middle of the street, many of them in groups of two or three, smiling and talking, or haggling with hawkers. Compared with the old part of town it is bustling, but after eighty yards the activity peters out and gives way again to quiet.

  Wandering through one day in the fading late afternoon sun, we buy oranges from a young girl. She has peeled off the skin, leaving a rough white orb. She lops the top off with a knife and, in the West African way, we squeeze the sweet juice into our mouths, spitting the surfacing pips onto the ground. The girl has the spindly, undeveloped limbs of a child; she appears no older than eight or nine. She wears a blue and white school dress, her hair tied in short plaits pushed back from her brow. Delighted to be selling to “brancos”, she tells us she comes here after school every day to sell oranges. Each orange costs twenty-five francs (about six cents). She has about twenty in her bucket. If she has a field day and, having fended off stiff competition from other vendors, sells an entire bucketful, she will earn just over a dollar – and that does not take into account the cost to her of buying or growing the oranges or the less direct, longer-term costs of tiredness and time spent away from her homework. Her mother sells bananas nearby for about seven cents each. On a good but not stellar day, they might make a profit of a dollar or so between them, just enough to buy a kilo of rice.

  Further along the street we come upon a roadside coffee shack. We push aside the old grey sheet that shelters the interior from the heat and dust and take seats on a wooden bench. We order Nescafés. On the opposite side of the single table sits an old man. He is thin and frail, the skin of his face drawn and slightly dry, but his small eyes are bright and alert, giving him a cunning, somewhat feline air. He wears a white shirt, its undone top buttons exposing his bony chest, over baggy blue trousers and flip-flops, and sits bent-backed with his legs crossed and hands clasped lightly around his knee. He greets us with a smile, and asks to look at our guidebook. He peers at it, holding it upside down – few of his generation can read – and explains in Portuguese that he speaks no English.

  He introduces himself as Eduardo Gomes. He is a carpenter by trade, and although old does not yet consider himself retired. ‘If I could afford the materials I’d work,’ he says, ‘but I have no money to buy wood.’ His first wife died a few years back and he has recently married a younger woman. He had six children, but two died; his latest son, with his new wife, is a toddler. It is a struggle to feed his young family and he relies on his older children for financial support, but despite his troubles he is cheerful and sprightly, and chuckles often as we talk.

  He tells me about the war of independence. When it began, he was a young man living in the capital. He had no hesitation in joining the nationalist cause. Like many older Guineans, Eduardo has bitter memories of Portuguese rule. ‘They did nothing to raise us up,’ he complains. ‘They treated Africans very badly. When I was seven my father had several big rice fields near Bissau, and eight dugout canoes to take rice to the Bijagós islands off the coast and bring palm wine back to the city. A Portuguese man called Manuel Pinto came one day and took all my father’s fields. He took his canoes too, and his rice, goats, pigs and chickens. My father had no choice but to give them all up. Pinto was strong and because he was Portuguese he could do what he wanted.’ He sips at his coffee. The young coffee seller sits beside him, washing glasses in a tub of soapy but grey water. ‘My father lost his strength after that,’ Eduardo continues. ‘It changed him. We became poor overnight, and he had to take me out of school. From that time I hated the Portuguese.’ Although the years must have diluted the anger, a trace of hatred still flashes in his sharp little eyes.

  He joined the PAIGC soon after its formation. When the fifty dockers were massacred he was working near the Pidjiguiti waterfront. He saw the police running towards the port and heard the shooting. ‘It was then that everyone realised we had to get rid of the Portuguese. Everyone saw what they did at Pidjiguiti. There is a Guinean saying: When your house is burning, it’s no use beating the tom-toms. We had a meeting of Africans and said we would fight them – maybe they would kill us but we would fight.’
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  The nationalists faced an enemy with vastly superior firepower and manpower. Portugal had shown at Pidjiguiti that it could keep a lid on protest in the capital, that it was strong enough and well enough organised to snuff out unrest in the cities. Amílcar Cabral and his colleagues realised this, and switched their attention instead to the countryside. Cabral suspected that the colonial machine would not be so formidable outside the main population centres, and that if forced to stray too far from its urban fastness it might be vulnerable. Taking his lead from guerrilla campaigns in Latin America, therefore, he turned his back on the cities, and plotted a peasant revolt.

  But how to mobilise the masses? How to bridge that huge gulf between the educated, cosmopolitan city-dwellers who would lead the rebellion and the conservative, illiterate villagers whose participation was essential for its success? The peasants had known nothing but colonialism; their instinct, inculcated over the centuries, was to defer to rather than resist authority. Revolution would require putting down their tools and interrupting the life-giving cycle of planting, nurturing and harvesting. It would mean surrendering the little security they had for the possibility – and it was no more than that – of a better future. Most villagers had little interest in who would govern them from a far-off capital; they were more preoccupied with basic survival, with finding enough food to make it through the week.

  Cabral’s time touring the country had sensitised him to these difficulties. He was an engaged and understanding listener (‘he was interested in the personal life of any individual,’ one of his successors would say of him after his death), and in his meetings with chiefs and farmers he had felt and learned to soften country-dwellers‘ mistrust of sophisticated urbanites. He spoke the peasants’ language and trained his supporters to do likewise; although a socialist himself, he refrained from using Marxist jargon in his speeches. His recruitment methods were based on friendly persuasion, not force. From his base in Conakry in neighbouring Guinea, to which he had fled to escape the Portuguese secret police, he sent out envoys into Guinea-Bissau’s villages to hold discussions with chiefs and their subjects. His followers worked their way patiently around the country, cajoling and negotiating, listening and reassuring.

  They backed up their words with actions. ‘Always remember,’ the pragmatic Cabral told his party, ‘that the people are not fighting for ideas…they fight and accept the sacrifices demanded by the struggle in order to gain material advantages, to live better and in peace, to benefit from progress, and for the better future of their children. National liberation, the struggle against colonialism, the construction of peace, progress and independence are hollow words unless they can be translated into a real improvement of living conditions.’ The party set up schools and hospitals in the villages; it established health brigades – mobile training teams which taught villagers the rudiments of hygiene, disease prevention and basic treatment; and it provided training to farmers, introducing new techniques and encouraging them to diversify away from peanuts so that they would be better protected in times of scarcity.

  The nationalists recruited thousands of villagers to their guerrilla campaign, bringing together people from dozens of ethnic groups and speaking numerous different tongues. All were unified by the desire to evict the colonial oppressors. Like their contemporaries in South Africa’s ANC, they began the armed struggle with acts of sabotage. Later, as their numbers grew and they gained in confidence, they attacked enemy barracks, police stations and military convoys. The Portuguese, overstretched as Cabral had predicted, lost one district after another. The south and parts of the north were quickly liberated, but the cities remained under the colonists’ control.

  The Portuguese response drove more peasants to the nationalists’ side. Unable to match the guerrillas on the ground, they turned to an aerial campaign, bombing rice fields and dikes and, following the fashion of the time, napalming liberated villages. They set up networks of informers, executed prisoners, and tortured and killed villagers suspected of harbouring nationalists. They deliberately targeted the rebels’ schools and hospitals, which were forced to move several times a year. Driven out of their villages, many peasants were at first too afraid to flee into the forests, where dangerous spirits were thought to lurk, but after Cabral convinced them that the spirits too wanted rid of the colonisers, they took cover under the trees and launched attacks from their shade.

  In contrast to the Portuguese, the rebels conducted a clean war. Captured soldiers reported being well treated, and Cabral’s arguments and his troops’ comportment impressed even senior Portuguese army officials. ‘The longer a subversive war lasts,‘ mused one high-ranking officer, enunciating the growing sense of unease among his troops, ‘the more one assimilates the ideas of the enemy, the oppressed.’ As their losses accumulated, so did military dissatisfaction with the fascist government in Lisbon, now headed by the bookish Marcelo Caetano. With young Portuguese fleeing their country in droves to avoid being conscripted to what had come to be seen as a useless and unwinnable war, the first rumblings that a coup d’état might be imminent were heard at home.

  By 1972 the insurgents had gained control of most of the country. Cabral compared Guinea-Bissau’s situation to that of an independent state, ‘part of the national territory of which – notably urban centres – is occupied by a foreign power.’ He described national liberation as a ‘return to history;‘ only when his country was free of foreign domination, he believed, would it resume its natural trajectory.

  He would not live to see that day. On the evening of 20 January 1973, with the war almost won, he was shot dead by a colleague outside the PAIGC headquarters in Conakry. It remains unclear whether his killer, who was later executed, was recruited by disgruntled elements within the party or, more likely, by the Portuguese secret police, who had been trying to eliminate Cabral for years. But the assassination did not stop the war effort: the nationalists’ declaration of independence eight months later was recognised by the majority of United Nations member states. The following year, after the Caetano regime was overthrown in a coup, Portugal, bowing to the inevitable, recognised Guinea-Bissau as a free and independent country.

  Eduardo spent much of the war in Conakry, screening new recruits to ensure they were not agents for the Portuguese secret service. On his return to Bissau he was arrested and thrown into jail, released only when the gates were flung open at independence. ‘We won because we were right,’ he says now, supping the last dregs of his coffee. ‘It is not always the hare that wins the race. Sometimes the one who starts slowly wins.’ In his words are traces of Cabral’s legacy – a unified nation proud of defeating a better equipped enemy and of conducting a clean, just war. Its totems are still in evidence today: memorials to fallen soldiers still stand in Bissau, independence and Pidjiguiti are commemorated as national holidays, and T-shirts emblazoned with Cabral’s grainy image are a common sight on young Guinean torsos.

  As we stand up to leave the coffee shack, Eduardo invites us to dinner at his house. Aware of his financial straits, and not wishing to deprive him and his family of precious food, we decline. He smiles and shakes our hands, wishing us a good stay in his country. We leave him chatting to the coffee seller and head back down the darkening hill to the old town.
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  When dusk falls in Bafatá, something extraordinary happens: Guinea-Bissau’s second city, like all its other cities, towns and villages, is plunged into darkness. The shops in the African quarter are blotted out. The Portuguese villas recede into the gloom. Streetlamps hang unlit, the little wood fires kindled on the ground below them a quaint but ineffective substitute. Only the lighters of the fires are visible – everyone else is swallowed up, their dark faces and limbs melding into the night.

  Since the state power company ran out of money and closed down in 2003, Guinea-Bissau has had no electricity. For nearly a decade, no fan has turned, no streetlight shone. Ice, refrigeration, the very concept of coolness are mere memories. Businesses cannot light their stores, power their machines or try out new technologies. Families, cast back in time, rely on candles and oil lamps to illuminate their homes. Even the wealthiest are affected: to charge their mobile phones government ministers must take them to internet cafés, which unlike their ministries have functioning generators. Seen from space at night, the country is a black hole.

  We pick our way carefully down the potholed hill and slowly our eyes adjust. Ebru points out the dazzling equatorial starscape up above, the pinpricks of light almost merging in intense, brilliant clusters. At Cabral’s statue we turn left along a cobbled lane parallel to the river and come to Bafatá’s only restaurant. It is easy to find in the darkness because it has the old town’s lone generator and is suffused with a faint electric glow, like a single light in the bottom of a large swimming pool. On the cracked and uneven pavement outside it, four young children sit around a table, taking advantage of the lamp above the door to do their homework. Further along the street their mother sits in front of a house, cooking over a low fire. The children’s chatter and the chirruping of crickets rest lightly on the pregnant silence of the African night.

  The owners of the restaurant are the last Portuguese in Bafatá. Dona Celia, a small, motherly figure now in her late fifties, her grey hair tied tightly back from her tanned, sun-worn face, came here in the final years of the colony to marry José, who had stayed on after completing his military service. Most of their compatriots left for the motherland in the early 1970s, as defeat in war and independence loomed. A handful clung on, but without their privileged status and with the economy in post-oil crisis freefall life was hard. One by one they gave up the struggle and boarded the plane home. A brief but destructive civil war in 1998, which saw foreigners evacuated by boat to Senegal and Guinea-Bissau’s already tiny economy contracting by a quarter, flushed out the stragglers.

  ‘It is too late for us to go home now,‘ says Dona Celia as we sit outside on heavy wooden Iberian chairs, the looming darkness kept at bay by the fly-flecked light above us. ‘Portugal is a better place because it has electricity and facilities, but I’ve been here too long. I’m used to it now. It would be hard to go back.’ Three of her four children have moved to Europe, and the youngest, Bruno, a strapping, dark-eyed teenager whose energy and verve sleepy Bafatá could never contain, will follow as soon as he finishes school. ‘You can’t make money here,’ he explains, standing beside his doting mother‘s chair. ‘There are no jobs. I have problems with epilepsy so I need money for treatment. There is no free healthcare in Guinea-Bissau and the nearest hospital is seventy miles away. If I want to get on in life, I have to go to Portugal.‘

  The smell of woodsmoke drifts up from the fire along the street. Dona Celia brings us huge plates of omelette and spaghetti, the only item on today’s menu. (We have ordered in advance. The restaurant has few customers and to keep down fuel costs the generator is powered up only at night. This renders refrigeration impossible and means food must be bought in and served on the same day; since buying too much would be wasteful, diners must give warning of what they will need.) After we finish eating, the father of the homeworking children, Anton, a studious-looking young teacher in round, metal-rimmed glasses, wanders up the street and takes a seat next to us. He greets Dona Celia and tells us how fond he and his family are of her and José. He even named one of his daughters after her, he says, the general Guinean distrust of the Portuguese as a nation running up against the warmth of the individual human relationship.

  As a teacher, Anton is theoretically in a privileged position, for unlike nearly all his countrymen he has a salaried job. In Guinea-Bissau, however, employment does not guarantee financial security. ‘It is hard to make ends meet,’ he tells us, brushing away a large mosquito that has been droning around his head. ‘The government doesn’t pay us on time. Sometimes they go months without paying, and then they only give us one or two months’ wages. I worry that I won’t be able to put all my children through school. Even clothing and feeding them is difficult when I don’t receive my salary.’

  I ask him what has happened to Bafatá. He knows instantly what I mean. It is not just the Portuguese quarter that is decaying, he says: the African town is also thinning out. The city used to have electricity, and its roads were paved and intact. A cotton factory employed four thousand local people, and many more cultivated rice on the surrounding flatlands. But the post-independence socialist government, carried away by dreams of rapid Soviet-style industrialisation, neglected the hinterland in favour of the capital. There was no investment in irrigation or in upgrading agricultural techniques. Rural roads were left to crumble, making it impossible to take produce to market (despite a doubling of the population, the country has the same road mileage today as in 1974). Grand promises to stimulate the economy failed. In 1982 the government declared a “Year of Production and Productivity”; 1983 was the “The Year of Action, not Words”. Neither lived up to its name – in 1987 the same government, unabashed, announced another “Year of Production”.

  The cotton factory in Bafatá has closed down, Anton tells us. Rice, once sufficiently plentiful to export, is now imported from Thailand and Vietnam. Thousands have left for Bissau, abandoning the second city to the vultures and the encroaching bush. Early the next morning we make the same journey. As we are humping our bags up the pockmarked hill towards the transport park, a man in a pick-up truck pulls up beside us and gives us a lift.
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  In Bissau we stay at a hostel run by evangelical Christian missionaries. Very few tourists or foreign businesspeople come to Guinea-Bissau, so there is no competition to attract their custom. Hotels are therefore expensive. The mission hostel is cheap, but as the only non-missionary guests we have the additional cost of guilt. There are probing questions at first, suspicious glances, particularly from the Americans, but my book seems to meet with approval (a young woman from Ohio promises to pray for it to ‘open people’s eyes to what life is like here’), and we are for a time left in peace while they go about their good deeds.

  For many young Guineans from the interior, Bissau is the promised land, a great metropolis where their dreams will be realised, where they will escape the eternal agricultural treadmill and step into a modern, Westernised world of possibilities and change. At independence three-quarters of today’s city was uninhabited bush, but in the past thirty years its population has quadrupled. A great flood of humanity has converged on the capital, gushing in from all corners of the country. Like a deserting spouse who has grown out of a long marriage, rural Guinea-Bissau has gathered up its belongings, said goodbye to its past and decamped for the city. All the emptying villages and provincial towns of the hinterland, all the abandoned rice fields, the forlorn forest hamlets with their decomposing mud houses – all come down to this.

  What has triggered this exodus? What has ruptured the ancient cycle of planting and harvesting, the slow rhythms of village life, the unquestioned acceptance of the cards life deals? Guinea-Bissau once had a proud agricultural tradition. In pre-colonial times, while most of Africa was struggling to feed itself, Guineans, expert in wet-rice farming and using manure from cattle and goats as fertiliser, produced surpluses of rice, yams and millet. They traded these staples with early Portuguese explorers, and exported malaguetta peppers and kola nuts across the Sahara to North Africa. An eighteenth century English visitor to the country was dazzled by its great orchards of ‘orange, lime, lemon, fig, guava, banana, cocoa nut, and plantain trees, and also pine apples, water melons, cucumbers and cassava plants.’

  Slavery and then colonialism disrupted this Eden. With the advent of the Atlantic slave trade, harvesting souls became more lucrative than harvesting crops; after its demise the European colonisers transferred the subjugation of Africans from the international to the domestic arena, forcing their vassals to grow crops for export. Farming had once been a venerable occupation, regarded by most Guineans as the only truly honourable form of work. Now it was reduced to drudgery, a mindless, joyless slog for a hated foreign master.

  Independence could not halt the slide. Amílcar Cabral’s return to history never materialised. The farmers who were supposed to lead this revival and shepherd their nation to prosperity were stopped in their tracks by a new blight, for the colonists’ departure coincided with a population explosion. Health improvements in the West had filtered through to Africa – vaccination against measles, smallpox, whooping cough and tuberculosis prevented millions of early deaths; improved hygiene and new treatments for diarrhoea and other maladies saved the lives of millions more. Instead of dying within a few months of birth, African babies began to make it to childhood, and then to adolescence. Women who had previously had eight or ten pregnancies in the hope that one or two infants would survive suddenly found themselves with five or six healthy children to bring up. There was a continent-wide baby boom -Guinea-Bissau’s population, which before independence had remained static for decades, more than doubled in forty years.

  Although for their parents a bigger household means more hands to help in the fields and at home, for the children it is a disaster. Food must be shared between more mouths, so each child grows up less strong and healthy. Parental time and money must be parcelled out, meaning less attention is paid to the health and education of individual children. And when the baby boomers reach adulthood and ask the village elders for a plot of land to farm, there is nothing left to give them. While communities had remained stable and small there was enough land to go around; sons took over their fathers’ fields, plots were passed down from one generation to another. But as the population mushrooms and the ranks of young adults swell, land must be sliced more thinly, between five or six claimants rather than one or two. Where farmers had once had sufficient acreage to produce and sell surplus crops, now there is barely enough space to grow enough to eat, and with plots ever more cramped it becomes uneconomical to use machines or animals to cultivate them. The boomers must bend over the ground themselves, and hack at the dry soil with hoes. They know that these methods cannot compete with the more efficient, mechanised techniques of farmers in less crowded countries, but there is no alternative – they have run out of room.
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