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PRAISE FOR THE RIFT

‘Written with a clear eye after criss-crossing the continent, Perry’s ability to capture telling glimpses and complexities of an Africa that defies stereotyping echoes again and again’

The Economist

‘In this stunning book about the past, present, and future of Africa, Perry achieves the seemingly impossible. Candid, smart, and selfaware, this work is an impressive accomplishment that does more to give Western readers context for Africa’s current condition than any book in recent memory’

Publishers Weekly

‘An epic, rich, endlessly surprising narrative of a fast-changing Africa by one of the few Western journalists to have spent enough time there to understand it. Calls to mind the best African writing of Ryszard Kapuscinski’

Douglas Rogers, author of The Last Resort

‘A modern-day epic, rich, often surprising . . . I don’t think I ran into a book as important as this one the entire year. Listen up!’

Andrew Armitage, Sun Times

‘A mesmerizing, deeply impressive contribution to the discussion on Africa’
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDiTION

The Rift is my attempt to look at Africa from inside Africa. That may seem a rather obvious idea, which makes it all the stranger that it is so uncommon. What makes it urgent, I think, is that perceptions of the continent now diverge wildly depending on whether they are formed in Africa or outside it – and the latter views are becoming both less accurate and more dominant.

The Africa you see from Europe, the Americas, Asia and Oceania – if you see it at all – is a monolith of suffering: poverty, war, famine and, above all, helplessness. The Africa you see from inside it has most of those things too but more often growth, peace, health, innovation, democracy and, above all, hope. The revelation to many outsiders is that from within Africa, it is easy to observe how it is Africans, increasingly, who are fixing Africa’s problems and non-Africans, often, who help create them. This rift between Africa and the world has many manifestations and they will multiply the more Africa pushes back at those trying to push it around. The essence of the divide, however, will remain one of perception. Outsiders, broadly, think Africa is screwed. Africans know it mostly isn’t and doubt they have much to learn from those who insist otherwise.

Still, since I first wrote about how the US and aid workers helped create the Somali famine of 2010–12, which killed 258,000 people

including 133,000 children, views of that disaster, at least, have begun to change. In 2013, the Humanitarian Assistance Facilitation Act was introduced into Congress by three Congressmen (two Republicans and one Democrat) with the support of 66 humanitarian agencies including Oxfam, Care, Save the Children and Human Rights Watch. The intention was to prevent the circumstances which led to the famine from ever repeating. In its preamble, the Act explicitly recognized that the Somali famine was not another story of African misery and Western generosity but rather something at least partially created by a US food aid blockade. ‘In pursuit of eliminating aid in any form to terrorist organizations, executive orders have had the effect of undoing protections for humanitarian operations. The prohibitions . . . discouraged and, in some instances, prohibited donors from contributing to aid efforts for all of Somalia. The unintended consequences included preventing humanitarian organizations from establishing access to civilians and providing them with life-saving aid, while empowering terrorist organizations that became the sole conduit of aid.’ It concluded: ‘Humanitarian organizations . . . should not be prevented by executive orders or counter-terrorism laws from accessing and providing aid to civilian populations . . . in humanitarian crises, such as in the famine in al-Shabab-controlled areas of Somalia.’

In the end, the Act never passed. In any case, what truths it contained were partial. It took an especially tight pair of blinkers, for instance, to be able to describe the consequences of enforcing an aid blockade during a famine as ‘unintended.’ In fact, as a US diplomatic cable released by Wikileaks shows, Susan Rice understood its likely effects as early as 12 January 2010 when, as US ambassador to the United Nations, she spoke to the UN Special Representative for Somalia, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah. ‘Ambassador Rice noted that once al-Shabab is designated [as a terrorist organization], the UN and UN member states will be prohibited from contributing to relief organizations operating in al-Shabab-controlled areas [and]

questioned how southern Somalia will be able to prevent famine’, read the cable. Replying for the UN, Ould-Abdallah didn’t foresee catastrophe but instead ‘brushed off the suspension’s effect on the population, stating that the residents will rely on each other and travel to refugee camps in Kenya.’ Despite later accusing the US of causing the famine, the aid establishment continues to show the same myopia when considering itself. No agency has yet admitted complicity in the disaster. Nor have any explained how they came to be bullied by the US into creating a famine when the Rome Statute, the central legal plank of international humanitarianism on which their existence depends, describes as a war crime ‘intentionally using starvation of civilians as a method of warfare by depriving them of objects indispensable to their survival, including wilfully impeding relief supplies.’ Finally, of course, despite widespread acceptance of the idea that this was a famine caused by deliberate human action, there has been no attempt to hold any organization or individual to account.

Happily, the work of two pairs of academics has been less self-serving. In 2013, Britons Andrew Seal and Rob Bailey published an investigation into what happened in Somalia (‘The 2011 Famine in Somalia: lessons learnt from a failed response?’) which concluded that Western donors’ strategy in Somalia ‘was primarily shaped by the global war on terror, the priority being to undermine al-Shabab, the de facto administration in the worst-affected areas.’ Inadequate funding and a total absence of aid agencies, wrote Seal and Bailey, ‘was a direct and inevitable result.’ In 2016, two American academics, Daniel Maxwell and Nisar Majid, went further with a book-length survey, Famine in Somalia, in which they tried to pinpoint who precisely was to blame. They singled out a part of the US Treasury, the Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC), charged with preventing financial assistance to terrorist organizations. Although ‘portrayed as just a bureaucracy doing its job,’ wrote Maxwell and Majid, the OFAC was behind the decision to cut US humanitarian aid to Somalia from $237 million in

2008 to zero in 2011 and ‘was pushing a very hard line on Somalia in 2010 and 2011 [which] had a chilling effect on the willingness of US agencies (and to some degree, other agencies) to engage in Somalia.’

If the truth is out there, and that truth is that a part of the US government pressured Western aid agencies into committing one of the worst war crimes in history, what remains astonishing is that almost nobody knows about it. The wilfulness of that ignorance was on unsettling display in early 2017 when people began to starve once more in three African countries – Somalia, South Sudan and Nigeria. Aside from famine, what all three countries had in common was war. As in 2011, the commanders of these wars had displaced millions, moving them off their fields and isolating them from relief, sometimes deliberately – and starvation swiftly followed. Yet international efforts were almost all aimed at treating merely the results of disaster, not the wars that caused them. Indeed, in all three cases, the international community was, to some degree, complicit in the conflict. This is something else I explore in The Rift: how the truth about Africa is often more interesting than our old, erroneous story of it – and how, somewhat remarkably, we persist doggedly with our misperceptions.

South Sudan is another example. The world’s newest country has continued to deteriorate. A power struggle between rival government factions re-erupted in Juba in the summer of 2016. By September of that year, more than half the population – around five million people – were affected by hunger. Through it all, the UN has continued to stand by as people die in conflict or from disease and starvation, all the while insisting it is doing the best job it can.

In this context, an effort by George Clooney and John Prendergast to shine a light on the billions looted by South Sudan’s rulers has been a welcome exception. At a press conference held in Washington in September 2016, Clooney began by noting that South Sudan’s leaders had, in the five years since their independence

from north Sudan, behaved in precisely the same murderous and kleptocratic fashion as their former rulers. Prendergast added that what was always expected to be a ‘rocky’ beginning had ‘perhaps been even worse.’ ‘The fatal flaw in the international strategy had been that there was not a sufficient focus on the core rot at the foundation of this new government. The vast preponderance of resources was being stolen right out from the Treasury. All the oil money was being taken. The rest was being used to finance arms acquisitions. And when you don’t address that core problem at the root of the crisis but you continue to provide resources and assistance, you’re throwing good money after bad. You’re going to get a continuation of the crisis. This issue of corruption is the thing that everyone missed, or didn’t get right, including us.’ Well, quite.



What has struck me since moving to Europe in mid-2014 is how little the outside world thinks about Africa, much less worries about whether it gets it wrong or right. Puzzlingly, this isn’t so much a failure of empathy but of self-interest. Foreigners send tens of billions of dollars in aid to Africa every year. Riding on the continent’s growth, the second fastest of any region in the world, foreign businesses extract profits of tens of billions more. Tens of thousands of soldiers from more than 50 countries are stationed in Africa. Hundreds of thousands of African refugees cross the Mediterranean every year.

For the record, then, little has been heard of Joseph Kony who is still at large somewhere in Sudan, Congo, Uganda or the Central African Republic, despite a US manhunt now in its sixth year. Rwanda continues be Africa’s most consistently healthy economy, growing by a steady 6 to 7 per cent each year, and President Paul Kagame continues to be a hate figure for human rights groups. In South Africa, the ANC is steadily losing support but not yet power, while across the border in Zimbabwe, as of March 2017, the country was still waiting for Robert Mugabe to die. In West Africa, almost nothing impedes the flow of cocaine from Latin

America to Europe and little notice is taken of the narco-barons, narco-governments and narco-terrorists it enriches along the way or the foreign aid some of them receive. Nigeria has held a peaceful presidential election at which the incumbent left power without complaint. But efforts to bring back the 270 Chibok girls have succeeded in rescuing only 22. And though the Nigerian army has made sweeping gains against Boko Haram, it has done so by using scorched-earth tactics eerily similar to those used in Somalia in 2011, displacing three million people and tipping hundreds of thousands into starvation. Almost unnoticed in East Africa, the US has dramatically escalated its bombing and air strike campaign against al-Shabab in Somalia, carrying out four or five attacks a month at times and killing 150 people in a single strike in March 2016, all of which it justifies as ‘self-defence’.



Even less attention has been paid to more positive developments on the continent, such as how Africa, especially its non-oil producing countries, grew steadily through the global economic downturn and twice as fast as the developed world; how intelligent farming such as re-greening has been a key driver of that growth; how new infrastructure continues to fill Africa’s empty spaces, including a new drone delivery system for medical supplies in Rwanda; and how in the Africa Internet Group, the continent has its first billion-dollar tech start-up. The one story that has caught significant attention is the poaching of Africa’s elephants and rhinos. That is important but it’s hard not to sympathise with the view, often heard in Africa, that outsiders care more for the lives of Africa’s animals than its people.

Maybe that lack of interest has some advantages. It would be comforting to think the world cared what happened in Somalia or Mali or Congo or Kenya. On the other hand, given the history of foreign interventions on the continent, Africans might be grateful for the inattention. One African phenomenon Europeans cannot ignore, however, is mass migration. In Europe, the debate around

the subject tends to be parochial at best, racist at worst and, in the confusion, a few home truths have been forgotten.

Perhaps the boldest lie is that ‘economic’ migrants from Africa are all escaping destitution. That overlooks the historic truth – one of which Africans arriving in Europe are often quick to remind their reluctant receivers – that much of Europe’s wealth was built by rapacious colonial-era European ‘economic’ migrants to Africa. But it also ignores present-day reality. The typical cost of a trip to northern Europe from a central African country like, say, Nigeria or Sudan, across the Sahara, then across the Mediterranean, then northwards through Europe is around $5,000 to $10,000 per head. This is around 10 to 20 times what it costs a European to travel legally the other way.

What’s fascinating about that is that millions of people from a continent supposedly mired in poverty are able to afford it. That trend should be viewed alongside a rash of academic studies which conclude that, contrary to popular belief, migration rises not with poverty but with development. Spend any time in the migrant centres in Sicily, and you’ll find them full of middle class Africans, many of them graduates, dreaming not of a life on welfare but of making something of themselves in the global economy.

All of which is to say: Africans aren’t coming because they’re poor. They’re coming because, increasingly, they’re not. And look how many there are.

London, March 2017






AUTHOR’S NOTE

For a European to write a book about Africa and freedom is an undertaking of precarious legitimacy. Europeans have a long history of exploiting Africans, and of getting Africa wrong. I have tried to avoid the latter but there is no doubt I am guilty of the former. A perfect stranger, I asked hundreds of Africans to entrust me with their stories without pay or other compensation, often in a detail that was indecent and at huge risk to themselves. These are not my stories, I borrowed them, even stole them, and I owe a deep debt to their true owners.

My highest ambition is that I have done them justice. That’s also a reason why you won’t find many old Africa ‘hands’ in these pages. Foreign academics and journalists tend to define Africa to the outside world by referencing or quoting other foreigners – aid workers or other academics. It is this presumptuous and incestuous process that has led to so many false conclusions. Even when foreigners alight on truth, too often speaking up for Africa has become speaking for it, and defending Africa’s interests has become deciding them. While this book contains some conclusions of my own, they are a reporter’s inferences, drawn from what Africans showed and told me. I wanted Africans to show and tell you their stories too, so you would hear what I heard and see what I saw, and that has required giving them space to do so.

But already I’m in danger of making the kind of generalizations that cause Africans to wince. Africa is the biggest and most diverse

continent on earth and to speak of it or its people as a monolith is a grand folly. After all, we split the non-African half of the world’s super-continent into three: Europe, the Middle East and Asia. I have drawn my own line across the Sahara, which remains such a barrier to culture, language, politics and economics that it is better to think of North Africa – Morocco, Algeria, Libya, Tunisia and Egypt – as part of Arabia and ‘Africa’ as the 49 countries to the south. Below the Sahara, the variation is still immense. I have tried to respect that by treating each country, and sometimes parts of them, as distinct. However my contention is that the nations and peoples of this vast land share some common themes. Many have a mutual history, most recently in colonialism and liberation, but before that in the experience of living in an endless and empty continent. That collective context means that the stories of one can hold true for many others and why, I think, we can speak meaningfully about Africans and Africa.

But here’s the thing: not many of us. Given the dimensions of the place, most people in Africa, local or foreign, sensibly limit themselves to a corner or two. Even in my profession, almost no one attempts to cover the entire continent. The shrinking resources of the particular magazine for which I worked meant that, for close to a decade, that was my job. That’s my best defence for writing this book. Africa is nearing the end of an epic quest for freedom that will revolutionize perceptions of it and change the world. Though I am not African, and though I was traversing the breadth of the continent merely because of the declining fortunes of a far-off employer, I turned out to be one of the few who could tell the whole story.



At the heart of Africa lie the Virungas, a chain of volcanoes that are home to the last of the mountain gorillas. Every few years one of the craters erupts, sending thick rivers of lava rolling down its steep slopes, sweeping away the misty bamboo thickets where the gorillas live, smashing through villages and burying farms. These local disasters are dwarfed by the continental cataclysm to come. The Virungas are fiery peepholes into a tectonic fissure – the Great Rift – that will one day rend Africa in two from Eritrea down to Mozambique. Seen from 3,000 metres up under a crater’s lip, the distinct characters of these two future Africas are already apparent. To the west, spreading lazily down to the Atlantic, are a thousand kilometres of Congolese jungle, the canopy rolled flat by low, lumbering rain clouds. To the east is the high and rocky East African savannah, cool, grassy, blessedly free of mosquitoes and running clear over several horizons before plunging into the Indian Ocean.

A continental split happens in two stages. First, as the earth’s plates move apart, they stretch the land’s surface so thin that the earth’s molten core bursts through and settles in monstrous pustules of cooling rock and ash. Later, as the partition widens further, the cones collapse and form a depression that, when the last one falls, fills with angry, hissing sea. From a distance, the division can seem to proceed peacefully. Africa’s Rift is widening at the speed a fingernail grows and a process that began 100 million

years ago will take at least another 10 million to complete. Up close, however, the separation can be violent. In 2002, the largest Virunga, Mount Nyiragongo, spat a stream of lava 300 metres wide into the middle of Congo’s second city, Goma, carving the place in two and asphyxiating or incinerating 147 people. Three years later and several hundred kilometres to the north-west, a group of Ethiopian villagers watched helplessly as a crack six metres wide and 58 kilometres long opened up in the earth beneath their feet, swallowing huts, small hills and a herd of bellowing camels.

After a time I came to see the continent’s seismic destiny as a metaphor for its more immediate human future. The Rift is a cauldron of violence and death. But it is also our source of life. Out of the devastation came insects, animals, then man, and now an entirely new land. And one day soon, this new Africa will break free.





PART I

GETTiNg AFRICA WRONG 






ONE

SOMALiA
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Nature creates drought but only man makes a famine, and in July 2011 a small group of men and women allowed the worst drought in southern Somalia in 60 years to plunge close to three million people into famine.

The catastrophe peaked in the capital, Mogadishu. After two decades of civil war, the city was already in ruins and occupied by tens of thousands of refugees. As the countryside emptied of several million people in a matter of weeks, Mogadishu was swamped by at least half a million more. By July, hunger was killing several hundred of the new arrivals a day. As measles and cholera took hold, that figure accelerated into the thousands. Soon the living and the dead were competing for space. Families moved into old graveyards, then fresh burial grounds. Mothers would return to the graves of children they had buried the day before to find a camp had materialized overnight. At the famine’s height, 2.8 million people, two-thirds of the population of southern Somalia, were starving. Nine months later nearly one in 10 of them were dead, mostly babies, young children and the elderly, whom hunger kills first.

I flew up from Nairobi to Mogadishu with Dominic Nahr, a 28-year-old Swiss photographer with whom I often worked. We skirted the north-eastern edge of the continent, the beaches the colour of butter in the dawn light, the ocean empty save for the occasional foam trail of a pirate skiff. Touching down on the edge of the ocean, Bashir met us at the plane’s steps and in one smooth

movement pushed us through immigration and customs, out of the building and into one of his pick-ups. Within minutes we were approaching Banadir Hospital, one of the few functioning hospitals in the city. At the main entrance we were stopped by an exhausted-looking orderly in a dirty white coat, who made a show of trying to stop us, then gave up. We followed him through a door into a giant ward. The room, formerly a corridor, was filled with the warm, wet-hay smell of dysentery. Fifty beds were arranged in neat rows. Next to them were people. At first we wandered, distracted by the flies and by how well everyone looked, until we realized you had to walk right up to the beds to see the patients. Most were so thin and shrunken that a relative standing next to them or even a simple fold in their sheets could conceal them completely.

Khalima Adan was 38. She was dressed in a brown abaya under which she wore a silk dress – white, black and grey, with fuchsia-pink flashes – that might have fitted her once but now hung from her like washing on a line. She was leaning over her seven-year-old son Umar, fanning him with a piece of cardboard. ‘We come from Kutubaray,’ she said, naming a town 240 kilometres to the southwest. ‘There was no food. The walk took 10 days and we arrived 12 days ago. I have six children. I had nine but three died: a two-year-old and a three-year-old on the way, and my nine-year-old boy from measles once we arrived.’

I asked if her husband was taking care of their other five children. She shook her head. ‘His body swelled up on the way,’ she said. ‘He couldn’t talk. Then he couldn’t walk. We had to leave him there.’

Later in the camps I would hear accounts of a biblical exodus from the south, columns of tens of thousands of people abandoning the land en masse. Most had only a few bottles of water. They ate leaves. The bodies of those too weak to keep walking were left where they fell, to be eaten by vultures and hyenas. A 50-year-old who walked for two weeks described how he had seen seven people ‘just sit down and die’ by the side of the road. A 60-year-old farmer

said he walked for hundreds of kilometres carrying his dying children in turn on his shoulders. ‘When I realized they were dead, I would lift them off and bury them there, on the way,’ the man said. He had lost two boys and three girls like that.

Mogadishu presented Khalima with fresh worries. All her surviving relatives were out scouring the city for a burial plot for Umar, she said, but their chances of finding one were slim. A doctor listening in said there was no more spare land. ‘The refugees even built a camp over the hospital graveyard,’ she said. ‘We had to block all the gates to stop them coming in and camping here. They’re still climbing over the walls.’

The new restrictions meant Khalima had had to leave her other five children at the gates. We stood there in silence for a moment, sweating and swaying in the heat. The doctor feared being overrun by the starving and homeless. Khalima was worried about leaving her children alone in a strange city of war and famine. I was wondering about Mogadishu’s future. How could a city built over the bones of its people ever let go of its past? Clumsily, I asked Khalima how she felt. She didn’t reply and, thinking she hadn’t heard, I began to repeat myself when she interrupted.

‘I don’t have any grief,’ she said. She was quiet for a moment. ‘So many people are dying. I don’t know where we’re all going to live. I am trying to find a grave.’

Umar died while Khalima was talking. He hadn’t moved for a while, and as Khalima wrestled with my questions, a nurse checked on the boy, then motioned to a male orderly. Khalima fell silent. The orderly picked up a worn orange and yellow cloth from the end of the bed and drew it over Umar’s body. I looked over at Khalima and it was true: she had no grief.

The orderly picked up Umar’s body. Khalima, Dominic and I followed the two of them downstairs and out into the grounds. In a corner was a small, whitewashed building, its walls splashed with rocket grenade bursts, its windows chiselled back to the brick by gunfire. Inside were a marble slab and two plastic buckets of water.

The orderly gently laid Umar down and, working systematically with a second man, unwrapped each part of his body, doused it with water, rubbed it, then re-covered it. The washing was meticulous. When the shroud became creased, the two men would straighten it with a smart tug. And as the thin wrap became steadily wetter and more transparent, the boy’s silhouette was revealed: a pair of bone-thin feet attached to wader-bird legs, a waist as wide as my forearm, a torso the size of my palm, arms as thick as two of my fingers, all of it neatly concertinaed under his perfectly round head like the legs of a folding chair. How could there be no room in the city for this?

I ducked outside for some air. In the distance I could hear gunfire. Bashir’s men had set up a perimeter around the small morgue. Just over the hospital wall, I could hear children reciting verses of the Qur’an. A camp school, I guessed.

There was another sound, a monotone hum coming from above. I looked up, shielding my eyes from the sun. One of Bashir’s gunmen saw me searching and walked over. Shouldering his gun and sticking his arm over my shoulder, he pointed up at a gap in the clouds to a tiny, slow-moving black dot.

‘Predator drone,’ he said.



Dominic and I spent most of the day in the wards at Banadir, and returned twice more on other days. I spoke to fathers, mothers, nurses, doctors, managers, orderlies, gravediggers and soldiers. No one had seen dying like it, not even at the height of the war. A Turkish doctor politely parried my questions then, when I remarked on what seemed to be a total absence of Western aid groups, exploded with rage at how the UN was stockpiling thousands of tons of food in giant warehouses at the port but, for reasons no one could understand, wasn’t releasing any of it.

We spent hours in the tiny first-floor paediatric ward where we had met Khalima. The seven beds it contained seemed too few until, one day, the children began to die all at once: first one boy

on a bed to our left, then a minute later another on our right, then a few minutes after that an older boy by the door. The room was ample, we realized. It was never long before a bed was free.

This, the dying, was what we had come to see. Still, how to be, surrounded by so much of it? I couldn’t shake the thought of how, in that small ward, we must be sucking in the last breaths of the children dying around us. What strange last visions were we giving them in return, two white men with notebooks and cameras? At night, Dominic would flick back and forth over a set of shots of a boy he had watched die, searching for the moment. Had he distracted the boy’s mother? Had I?

We didn’t need to keep going back. I had scores of testimonies and Dominic had hundreds of pictures. But if we kept going, I thought, we might fix in ourselves the feeling of being there. I wanted the bruises to last, to remind me of a question I could ask on behalf of the dying and the dead. If famine was man-made, as all the experts said, then who, specifically, had made Somalia’s?



Like every foreigner who travels to Africa, I arrived on the continent with some ready-made ideas of it. There would be famine, I supposed, and dictators and corruption. But thinking back now, I realize it was the war to which I was looking forward the most.

For many journalists of my generation, a few minutes on the morning of 11 September 2001 transformed a detached interest in war into a working life of it. Still, it was a choice, and my reasons for going to war were no better than most: an adolescent desire to experience the extreme; later, an appreciation for the clarity of combat, the way that, while it lasts, it can tidy the mind. Like a lot of reporters who cover conflict, I came to subscribe to a stubborn, circular argument: that all war is significant and important and must be covered – because it is war and people are dying. By that maxim, almost any war will do and on Boxing Day 2006, three weeks after I arrived in Africa, Ethiopia invaded Somalia. I was in Mogadishu in a week.


Ethiopia had invaded to overthrow a newly formed Islamist government, the Islamic Courts Union. Projecting power through its militia, al-Shabab (‘The Youth’), the Islamic Courts had emerged as a pious and violent alternative to the destructive anarchy of Mogadishu’s warlords. Finding out exactly what went on inside Ethiopia’s invasion would take me back to Somalia more times than to any other country in Africa.

Even from the start, Mogadishu made all my other wars feel like mere preparation. Sixteen years of clan fighting had left every wall holed by a thousand bullets. Whole crescents of stucco villas spilled their stone guts into the street. The ash from a thousand fires and a million ruins coated the city with a grey, funereal dust. The roads were subsumed under two decades of compacted debris that had been shaped into rolling waves by the wind. As you made your way through the city streets, you rose and fell like a small boat on a big sea.

The destruction was so complete that life itself had become incongruous. In this monochrome, tropical Dresden, the mere colour of it – an overgrown pink bougainvillea, the turquoise of the sea, a scarlet headscarf half buried under rubble – was a shock. The act of living, too, took on strange forms. In the hungry years, 250,000 refugees would huddle in the city centre under egg-shaped pods of brushwood and plastic tied together with string. Inside the skeleton of the seafront Uruba Hotel, Ethiopian soldiers ate tef in shabby green tents jammed under chipped corniced ceilings. An hour’s drive to the west of the city I once came across a riverfront palace belonging to a long-departed Arab prince where, in a walled garden of date palms and mango trees, the prince’s staff were still caring for a lone, elderly pet ostrich.

The devastation climaxed in Mogadishu’s centre. Just back from the seafront, a worn and scarred Romanesque arch announced the city in Latin to an empty harbour. Beyond it was Mogadishu’s central square, now filled with great slabs of broken walls and piles of grey rubble. On one side, tottering twin towers framed the front

of an Italianate cathedral whose centrepiece, a huge daisy-petal window, somehow survived intact. But walk through the wide wooden doors beneath and this grandeur was exposed as a façade. The great hall behind had been blasted back to its buttresses and now resembled a monstrous grey ribcage.

In time, I began to recognize the feeling of the long, slow descent into Mogadishu as something like falling. Nothing you could do but watch those scorched flatlands, with all their war and white heat, come up at you. But if setting out for Somalia was to step out into the abyss, Yusuf Bashir was the one who caught us. Short, slim, with a boyish face, dark glasses and never without three or four phones, Bashir offered an all-in service for US $300–$1,200 a day, depending on how well you knew him and how well he knew your finances. His deal included three meals a day and a room at his hotel, the Peace Hotel, with a bed, fan, power, wifi, a shared shower and Al-Jazeera on TV. Bashir liked to spoil his guests. The final dinner on a trip was often a platter of tiny lobsters. One night, for a French correspondent’s birthday, Bashir produced a small chocolate cake decorated with five Kalashnikov rounds standing up like tiny missiles in the icing.

Control of Mogadishu was fluid. Parts of the city changed hands between clans and Islamist militias almost every week. The centre, continually captured but never held, was a no-man’s-land. Freelance gunmen roamed, looking for something to steal or kill. Bashir had strict rules for moving around. You needed two cars: a pick-up in front filled with gunmen, then a second closed cab behind in which you travelled flanked on all sides by more guards. You wore a flak vest. You drove fast. You varied your routes. You might make vague arrangements for an interview but you were never specific, even for a president. You didn’t crowd other cars, particularly ones carrying their own gunmen. Outside the car, you minimized your exposure, never stopping for more than 20 minutes. The strategy was to show yourself as little as possible and, when you had to, to look like too much trouble for anyone to want

to fuck with. Bashir’s guys had the look – the way they fanned out, the way they extended their forefingers above their trigger guards, the way they never smiled – and in all the years Bashir had been operating, no one ever had.

Mindful of other journalist hotels that had collapsed when reporters staying there were kidnapped or assassinated, Bashir maintained a spotless safety record. He would ask whom you wanted to see and where you wanted to go – though never why – then hit the phones, assessing security, planning routes, fixing appointments. His need for the latest information was urgent and constant. Bashir continued his research en route, juggling his many phones and a two-way radio over the steering wheel. If he couldn’t get fresh information on a neighbourhood, he wouldn’t take you. But once he had it, he could plan around almost anything. When the Islamists of al-Shabab counter-attacked and took most of the city in 2008, confining the Ethiopians, African Union peacekeepers and official government to a thin strip next to the airport, Bashir piled his staff, beds, tables, chairs, TVs, routers, cutlery, crockery and mosquito nets into a fleet of pick-ups, drove them across town through the rivers of refugees and opened up the Peace Guesthouse in a large villa inside the new security cordon that he’d identified months before. The message to his clients: Bashir’s business, the business of keeping them alive, could operate even through an al-Qaeda onslaught. Here was a man with a plan, and also a Plan B.

But there were calm days, too. Sometimes Bashir took me sightseeing in the city centre. A quick scramble up the wrecked central staircase of the Uruba Hotel to catch a view of the Ottoman castle on an adjoining headland. A short walk down an old Arab merchant street, past crenellated mud walls and heavy carved doors. A few snatched minutes inspecting the rubble inside the cathedral before Bashir urgently beckoned me back to the car.

For years I wondered why I loved Mogadishu’s ruins so, guiltily worrying I took a grubby thrill from death and desolation. This

was wild war, the most intense I had ever seen. But eventually I also came to understand it as craftsmanship. The tools – Kalashnikovs, RPGs, .50 cals mounted on pick-ups – may have been unconventional. But as every street was pummelled, then every house, then every wall and every brick, the city revealed itself as the canvas for the most painstaking work.



The Somali famine of 2011 was not my first in Africa. Even as Africa’s economies took off in the new millennium, every year Africans still starved to death somewhere on the continent. One famine in particular, in the valleys of southern Ethiopia in 2008, had stayed with me. More than six million people had been going hungry and I’d watched the babies die then, too. But long after I’d forgotten their names and mixed up their faces, until I wasn’t even sure whether I was remembering the living or the dead, I could recall the fields. The disaster played out in lush valleys swollen with grey-green tef planted in rich chocolate soil. The weather was cold and wet and the skies full of black rain clouds that burst several times a day. Moving around, our biggest obstacle had been mud. I couldn’t make sense of it. So before I set out for another famine, I stopped for several days in Nairobi, the aid worker capital of Africa, to gather opinions on why people might starve to death even when food and water and lush farmland were all around.

Some said the simplicity of African farms was partly to blame. If American farmers could get through a bad year without starving, why couldn’t Africans? The answer, said the aid workers, was that Africans’ cheaper seeds, lack of fertilizer, rudimentary equipment and small scale made them less productive. They never grew enough.

But that didn’t explain the fertile, unharvested fields. Or why, a quarter-century and hundreds of billions of dollars after Live Aid, Africans were still starving. If aid workers knew how famines began and how to prevent them, and if they had spent all that time and money trying to do it, why hadn’t they succeeded?


Several aid workers confessed that while they knew the cure, they mostly only treated the symptom. One problem was the compassion on which aid was founded. Aid campaigns skilfully stoked public sympathy to attract donations. But asking for an emotional response was also to invite an irrational one. While the long-term solution to famine was investing in more productive farming – sending new seeds and tractors and building irrigation systems – donors presented with pictures of starving children insisted on feeding the babies; then, once the photographs stopped, they forgot all about the farming. Aid workers owed their jobs to kindness but it restricted them too. ‘It’s all just Band Aids,’ said one relief worker.

Foreign food shipments also explained the fallow fields in Ethiopia. Because food aid was handed out for free, it killed the market for Africa’s commercial farmers, who lost any incentive to farm. No farming then created more hungry people the next year. In that sense, food aid was addictive. The more the aid workers shipped, the more they had to.

Was it possible this continual disaster management had become a business in itself? Could aid workers’ laudable desire to be useful in a crisis have suppressed, even subconsciously, their motivation to end it? Did the sheer size of the aid industry institutionalize emergency? Some thought so. At the time of the Somali famine, journalists and aid workers were passing round an essay by the British Africa scholar Stephen Ellis, Season of Rains, in which he wrote that aid, originally conceived as temporary emergency assistance, ‘has actually turned into a way of life. Tens of thousands of Westerners, ranging from sandal-wearing volunteers through to the highly paid consultants found in five-star hotels, would have to look for a new line of work if Africa stopped needing aid. They collectively constitute a key lobby in Western relations with Africa and are the lineal descendants of the merchants and missionaries who influenced British policy in the nineteenth century.’


US emergency aid, in particular, was as much about the American economy as delivering food to the starving. US law required that nearly all the $2 billion the US spent annually on food aid be bought from American farmers, processed by American agribusiness and freighted by American shippers. This was commerce masquerading as charity. Worse, in an emergency where every dollar and day counted, food transported halfway around the world could take up to four months to arrive and was several times more expensive than buying locally.

Most aid workers I met were reasonable, well intentioned and driven. They knew these conundrums only too well but accepted their flawed system as the only system there was. Even if they rarely addressed the underlying causes, they were good at treating the symptoms.

So it was striking how uneasy many seemed to be about Somalia. There, they confessed, they were doing a terrible job even at handing out food. Quite how awful became fully apparent two years later in April 2013 when a UN inquiry found 258,000 Somalis had died over the 18 months of the famine. What’s more, the disaster had been no surprise. Aid workers had known it was coming for a year. One senior Unicef manager sounded genuinely distraught. ‘We are trying to work out how we ended up here, what we did wrong,’ he said.



This is what we did wrong.

The night before I flew into Mogadishu I met an Australian aid worker, Tony Burns, in an empty Nairobi bar. Unusually for a foreign aid worker, Tony had eschewed the big Western agencies in favour of working for a small Somali aid group called SAACID. Chubby, sloppily dressed and grey-haired, he had the look of a man long ago disabused of his ideals. I tried to put him at ease by repeating some of what I’d heard about aid’s shortcomings. Aid had grown from benevolence into a global business and that had introduced some contradictions. One of the worst was food aid,

whose continued existence seemed to depend on keeping African farmers out of business.

Tony grunted. ‘The food aid business is a business,’ he said. But Tony spoke without animation, like a man repeating self-evident truths. He mentioned that day’s news. After three years of block-by-block fighting in Mogadishu with Somalia’s Western-funded government and their African Union protectors, al-Shabab’s militants had abruptly pulled out of the city. Tony said many assumed that was good for relief. Al-Shabab had sometimes blocked aid and now, the thinking went, aid workers could once again deliver food across the city. They were wrong, said Tony. The US aid block was still in place. ‘US policy is no food or resources to southern Somalia,’ he added. ‘The famine is proof of their success.’

It was a startling statement. I’d never heard of a US aid block. Catching my expression, Tony explained that the US had designated al-Shabab a terrorist group in its war on terror. Over the years, it had had some success assassinating al-Shabab’s leaders with drones, missiles and helicopter strikes. But al-Shabab retained the momentum and, looking for other ways to squeeze the group, the State Department hit upon tightening its money. Al-Shabab’s funding from the Middle East had been disrupted by the Arab Spring in 2011. One of its last remaining sources of funds was aid, which it blocked on some occasions but on others taxed and even stole. The argument could be made that foreign aid was a form of support to a designated terrorist group.

The State Department had made that case, said Tony. It approached the big aid agencies and told them that under US anti-terrorism law it was obligated to end all US assistance to al-Shabab areas. ‘Which, incidentally, is all southern Somalia,’ said Tony. The agencies objected. As long ago as February 2010, the UN Humanitarian Co-ordinator for Somalia, Mark Bowden, had accused the US of fighting its war on terror with aid. ‘We’re no longer involved in a discussion about the practicalities of delivering humanitarian assistance with proper safeguards [but]

where assistance can be provided on political grounds,’ he said. In response, the State Department reminded the aid groups it was their biggest donor. Tony said the aid industry groups strenuously objected but eventually opted to comply.

Tony was saying that a US strategy of blocking aid to a few thousand al-Shabab fighters had denied emergency food to a few million starving Somalis. In that sense, the famine was deliberate. It was US strategy. And, on its narrow terms, it had succeeded. Al-Shabab had pulled out of Mogadishu. The problem was that the plan had worked too well. ‘There’s a famine, for Christ’s sake!’ said Tony. ‘Hundreds of thousands of people are going to die. And it’s going to happen. Nothing can stop it now. It’s too late.’

We considered that prospect for a moment as we were, in a bar a few hundred kilometres to the south where the menu offered 50 different cocktails and cuisine from five continents. Tony finished his Coke and made to leave.

‘Can I? . . .’

‘Quote me,’ he said, anticipating my question. ‘The UN, the aid groups, the Americans – fuckers all hate me anyway.’



The lack of food being sent to southern Somalia was striking. The 2011 drought affected 12.4 million people across all East Africa. One long-term foreign-funded project to fight hunger in Africa that did exist was the Famine Early Warning Systems Network, which monitored regional weather and harvests. It predicted as early as September 2010 that a famine was coming that would affect the entire region. Ever since, aid groups had been stockpiling massive emergency food reserves in Ethiopia, Somaliland, Sudan, Uganda, Djibouti and Kenya. Everywhere, that was, except southern Somalia.

Once I was on the ground in Mogadishu, I found further confirmation of what Tony had said. Several Western aid agencies had mounted press and billboard campaigns in Europe and the US asking for money to feed starving Somalis – an effort that

would eventually raise a total of $1.8 billion. But I saw none of those organizations in the city. I did see Islamic Relief and Tony’s group SAACID, plus a small reconnaissance team from Médecins Sans Frontières and another from the Red Cross. Inside the security cordon at Mogadishu airport the handful of Western aid workers who had arrived were staying put, limiting themselves to passing out individual bags of pre-cooked rice to Somalis to take out into the city. It wasn’t close to being enough. All the aid being distributed in Somalia could sustain just a fifth of the 2.8 million southern Somalis in need of food. And yet the World Food Programme (WFP) was sitting on thousands of tons of the stuff. One day a Danish television crew slipped into one of its Mogadishu warehouses and filmed quite how much: 20-metre-high mountains of grain sacks stretching the entire length of a warehouse 50 metres wide and 100 metres long, enough to feed the city for weeks.

Back at the Peace, I went online and discovered that not being present at the famine hadn’t stopped some aid groups from claiming heroic success in fighting it. WFP had broadcast a fundraising Twitter message on 9 August proclaiming: ‘Airlifts launched to bring enough high-energy biscuits to Horn of Africa to feed 1.6 million people.’ An accompanying press release clarified, like an insurance policy’s small print, that these biscuits would feed 1.6 million people for a day and that the ‘airlifts’ were actually between Nairobi and Mombasa, hundreds of kilometres to the south in a different country.

There was also a BBC interview with an Oxfam spokesman called Louis Belanger. Speaking from a refugee camp in Dadaab in northern Kenya, a day’s drive south of Somalia, Belanger reassured the BBC audience: ‘The aid will make a difference. All the aid agencies are here on the ground . . . We’re looking at 12 million people all across the Horn of Africa who are in desperate need of food, water, shelter and medication. That’s why we need the funding. That’s why we need the help.’ I had also received an Oxfam Twitter message claiming the group was ‘now reaching 880,000

people in Somalia and doing all we can to scale up. Hoping to reach 1.4 million.’

I was in Somalia. I knew Oxfam was not. I called Oxfam’s Nairobi number. Belanger answered. How could he say Oxfam was reaching nearly a million people in Somalia when it was not even present? I asked.

Belanger admitted that there were no Oxfam staff present at the famine. He added that 880,000 people was the total number of people benefiting from Oxfam-funded projects across all Somalia – projects carried out by other charities subcontracted by Oxfam, in areas of Somalia not affected by the famine. Oxfam was mostly talking about long-term projects, he said, such as building latrines and irrigation systems, rather than emergency famine relief. Those types of initiatives were, he noted, the long-term solution to famine.

I’d heard the same thing when I was in Nairobi, I said. But wasn’t a famine the definition of a short-term emergency? Didn’t the starving need food? And if Oxfam was pretending to be addressing the famine, then funnelling the money it raised to other projects in other areas, wasn’t it making matters worse? ‘We don’t mean to raise false hope,’ replied Belanger. ‘Massive food distribution is just not what we do.’

By then the disastrous consequences of the US plan were becoming apparent even to Washington. In late July, the US government had announced a temporary easing of its aid ban. But given that it took months to transport food around the world, Washington’s change of heart came too late. In addition, the aid agencies treated the Americans’ softening as a chance not to restart aid but to push back at their most demanding donor, insisting the US not just relax but repeal the anti-terrorism laws that restricted assistance. In effect, the aid block continued.

From Mogadishu, I set up phone interviews with officials from two of Somalia’s biggest donors, Britain and the US. I asked them whether they knew of a reason why the famine was only

affecting territory held by al-Shabab, a group against which both countries were at war? The answers I received were a study in disingenuousness. Andrew Mitchell, Britain’s Secretary of State for International Development, said: ‘Britain has made clear that it’s conflict above all that condemns people to poverty. It’s a terrible thing, when there is enough food in the world, even in the region, that a child should go through the horror of starving to death.’ A senior US State Department official, who was willing to speak only if I didn’t use his name, agreed it was no coincidence that the famine was entirely in areas ‘managed, or mismanaged, by al-Shabab’. He added: ‘There is a definite correlation.’



If Western powers were coy about taking credit for the famine, their allies in the Transitional Federal Government of Somalia were not. As I stood one morning outside Villa Somalia, the Somali government’s offices in Mogadishu, I watched an American sedan pull up and a slickly dressed man in pressed slacks and green aviator sunglasses get out and enter the building. When he re-emerged, I introduced myself and we exchanged cards. The visitor asked me not to use his name but described himself as ethnic Somali and a Canadian citizen with some military experience. He had returned to the land of his birth in the hope that he might be of some use to the transitional government. I asked whether he thought famine relief had security implications.

‘Some guys are saying: “Many people are dying. We should let the food in,”’ he said. ‘Personally I don’t think we should be sending any food into those areas. We know al-Shabab will steal it and sell it. That’s how they regroup.’

Soon I was called inside for my meeting with the Minister for Presidential Affairs, Abas Moalim Nur. The Minister was candid about the strategic benefits of withholding food aid. ‘This famine is helping us,’ he said. ‘Al-Shabab is becoming weaker. They have problems inside [their group].’ And if the famine was sapping al-Shabab, it was boosting the government. ‘People know that the

only place they can get food is a government place. I think in a few months, we can control all Somalia.’

Later that day Bashir drove three Spanish journalists, Dominic and me to Mogadishu’s commercial heart, Bakara Market. Eighteen years before, Bakara had been the setting for a battle known as ‘Black Hawk Down’, in which 1,000 Somalis and 18 US Special Forces and Rangers were killed. Bakara was Somalia’s biggest food bazaar, exporting camels and mangoes to the Middle East right through the war, and with al-Shabab’s departure, any revival in Somalia’s fortunes would be measured first in the market.

In the event, we were premature. None of Bakara’s shopkeepers had returned. I wandered the streets. Dominic shot some pictures of wrecked buildings and the spidery tangles of downed power lines. Then we turned a corner and, suddenly, driving towards us was a Land Cruiser with smoked windows and a fur rug on the dashboard. The car stopped and out stepped the colossal figure of Inda’ade (‘White Eyes’), more formally known as General Yusuf Mohammed Siad, Somalia’s most notorious warlord.

Formerly al-Shabab’s main commander, Inda’ade had switched sides a few months earlier to become Minister of Defence in the transitional government. Though I’d known of Inda’ade for years, it was the first time I’d met him. His size impressed me more than his eyes. He was tall, perhaps 6ft 4ins, with a cocked military beret accentuating his height. He was almost as wide, his belly surfing out over his trousers, pegged in by a green military shirt the size of a tablecloth, decorated with red and gold epaulettes. As Inda’ade planted his boots on the cracked pavement, his guards used their guns to jostle Dominic, the three Spaniards and me into a five-man crowd. A press conference, I realized.

Apparently feeling the need to justify his defection, Inda’ade explained he’d left al-Shabab because of their infighting. Also, they were bad Muslims. And it was their apostate behaviour that, in the divine way of things, had caused them to lose Mogadishu and would soon lead to their extermination. ‘When I saw these guys

didn’t follow the Qur’an, I changed,’ said Inda’ade. ‘I know them well. And, inshallah, now we will finish every last one of them.’

Observing protocol, I held up my notepad and waited for Inda’ade to nod his assent. Why were the US and the Somali government blocking food aid to millions of starving Somalis? I asked.

Inda’ade replied there was a danger that al-Shabab would steal the food. His priority was killing them. The famine made his job easier. ‘Right now, they have nothing and they cannot fight.’ Only once they were all dead would food be allowed in.

‘Is that the strategy?’ I asked. ‘To starve al-Shabab into defeat?’

‘They used to have money,’ said Inda’ade. ‘Then they ran out and turned on the public. And when people run out of things, and they are left empty-handed, that’s when they cannot fight and they can only run away from us.’

‘But what about the other people who are also dying? The millions of ordinary Somalis also starving?’

Only now did Inda’ade catch my drift. ‘Bakara Market is the biggest market in the whole of Africa and the most beautiful,’ he smiled. ‘Now what can you see? Utter devastation. Will the people who own this place let al-Shabab back in? No. Never. Their popularity is zero.’

And with a wave, Inda’ade stepped back into his Land Cruiser and drove away, the car bumping sharply over fallen telegraph poles as it made its way down the street.

Several days later, I was granted five minutes with Prime Minister Abdiweli Mohamed Ali at Villa Somalia. With me was a journalist from a Chinese state broadcaster. The Chinese reporter asked to have his picture taken with Ali. Ali beamed, hugged the reporter and talked about how much he loved China. I felt we were in danger of straying off-topic.

‘Prime Minister, can we talk about the famine?’ I interjected.

The Prime Minister disengaged himself and sat down. ‘As you know, we are facing the worst drought for 60 years,’ he replied. ‘At

least 2.8 million people are at risk of starvation. This is a calamity. This is a disaster. We have to help our people.’

The West had responded to Somalia’s appeal for help, he added. So had Turkey and the Gulf countries. The aid agencies were trying their best. Then, without prompting, the Prime Minister changed tack. ‘The more they are weak, the more we expand our reach. There is an opportunity in this situation to expand our reach.’

I looked up at the Prime Minister. ‘The famine is an opportunity?’

The Prime Minister nodded. ‘Every challenge comes with an opportunity,’ he said.



Some think Africans starve the same way they think Russians drink, Arabs argue and Italians sing. The Somali famine took one of our most established images of Africa, the starving baby saved by Western charity, and inverted it. This wasn’t about African helplessness prompting Western beneficence. It was Western ruthlessness prompting African annihilation. In pursuit of 3,000 guerrillas, the US and their Somali allies, with the reluctant complicity of Western aid agencies, had tipped close to three million Africans into starvation. In lives lost since World War II, it was a war crime that ranked behind only the genocides in Cambodia and Rwanda. But it was the perfidy of it, how assistance was transformed from charity into a weapon, which made it unique. Famine did not inevitably follow drought. So in the summer of 2011, a small group of foreigners and Somalis made sure it did.

The Somali famine showed Africa as a place of war, dictatorship, corruption and starvation – but for reasons entirely different from the ones we imagined. And in the way it upset our ideas of Africa and of ourselves, it was a précis of a continental story: how a changing Africa is overturning some of our most cherished perceptions.

After an eternity when disease and slavery kept Africa a vast and empty land, Africa is now becoming a vast and crowded one, where those great engines of human progress – private property,

communication and cities – are becoming the norm. As a result, over the next decade and a half, hundreds of millions of Africans will pull themselves out of poverty. Africa’s annual economic growth has been double the world average since 2003, with some countries growing 20 per cent or more in a year. In most years, Africa accounts for half or more of the world’s 10 fastest-growing economies. If Africa sticks to that path, and there is little reason to doubt it will, the proportion of Africans defined as absolutely poor will fall from more than a half in 1990 to a quarter by 2030. By 2050, a typical African country like Zambia can reasonably expect to be, at worst, Poland and, at best, South Korea.

This transformation is bringing an end to poverty within sight. Its political and spiritual implications are just as profound. Half a century after Africans won their formal liberation, they are now winning the substance of it – and that will change humanity. It will bring closer the day when all human beings really are created equal. It will erase any lingering evidential foundation for racism: the belief that if attainment varies with race, it is no accident. Since Africa’s new narrative will no longer be about weakness but resourcefulness, it should kill off for ever the notion that development is something rich people in rich countries do to poor people in poor countries through aid.

Massive social transformation is, of course, massively socially disruptive. In Africa, the inherent unevenness of development is creating a singular inequality that compresses all the stages of human progress into the same place and time. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, a naked pygmy hunter can be hunting a wild pig in a forest with a spear while, six miles overhead, an African billionaire crosses the continent in his private jet. Such contradictions raise essential questions of identity about who or what is African that, if mishandled, can stoke division, resentment and conflict.

Outsiders find this new Africa especially puzzling. Many still see the continent as one thing: either Africa Rising or a land of

babies with flies in their eyes. But Africa today is a billion things, past and present, all at once. Old African tropes like autocracy and tribalism are mixed in with new ones like cashless economies and solar power. To lions, refugees and sunsets, now add sushi, billion-dollar banks and the world’s biggest telescope.

Above all, a changing Africa challenges its old ruling order, a part of which is international aid. What originated as a compassionate impulse is today a giant global industry of unmatched institutional strength and reach. It comprises the UN, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, parts of the Pentagon and other foreign armies, hundreds of foreign aid departments, thousands of foreign embassies, tens of thousands of foreign aid agencies and more than 600,000 aid workers – who together make up a global trade worth an annual $134.8 billion. In Africa, where aid is valued at $57.1 billion a year, it is the biggest business on the continent, worth the same as the combined output from Africa’s 20 poorest countries. Aid is, in effect, equal to close to half of Africa.

Inside the rich world, the debate surrounding aid is mostly dominated by arguments over how much. The rich assume Africa needs their help because they imagine Africans as helpless: sweet, poor folk with a fondness for drums and bright cloth but a sadly utilitarian attitude to killing wildlife and each other – all of which is thought to leave them as victims of, or accomplices to, disasters and despots. This is the foundation of the humanitarian imperative: helping those who can’t help themselves. The question of whether aid can harm is rarely raised. As little thought is given to the paradox that haunts even the best aid: that by doing good, by finding a noble purpose in the lives of others, you can end up subtracting that purpose from those lives; that by trying to liberate others, you may diminish them.

An emerging Africa challenges such complacent conceits. Money gives ordinary Africans the ambition, authority and possibility to reclaim their freedom from those foreign aid workers who have supplanted them or made their assistance dependent on a long list

of conditions: take loans; pay debts; privatize industries; use contraceptives; celebrate women, children, wildlife or sexual diversity. In the same way, Africans’ rising autonomy means clawing it back from African powers, such as the ‘liberation leaders’ who promised Africans a new dawn only to set about looting their country and suppressing their own people. Or fighting back against the continent’s resurgent jihadi groups, who claim to be guiding Africans towards a peaceful and prosperous future even as they bomb and behead their fellow men.

What links these three ruling groups – aid workers, despots and jihadis – is arrogance and hypocrisy. At their conferences and workshops in Geneva and New York, aid workers note the new hope in Africa, measure it against their press releases about African need and conclude that reports about Africa’s rise are unhelpful. So it is that, even as Africa’s economies have soared in the new millennium, aid workers have quadrupled their funding for Africa by claiming the place has never been worse. Likewise, Africa’s liberation heroes enjoy the continent’s new wealth even as they insist their people are children who need a father, while liberation parties turn their countries into one-party states in the name of freedom. Africa’s jihadis, too, denounce Africa’s modernization as a sin even as they broadcast their atrocities on YouTube and earn billions from smuggling cocaine, and hail a new age of spiritual harmony even as they open a new African battleground in the global jihad.

This old Africa, a continent of aid, dictators and war, is one with which you are likely familiar. There was even some truth to it in the past. But the new Africa is a place swelling with an angry assertion and pushing back at the false prophets who presume to tell Africans who and how they are. Where once Africans fought ruling powers, now they battle a ruling perception. Where once they deferred, now they defy.

This great rupture is what I call the Rift. It is the story of how a billion Africans will finally win their freedom.


*

On our last day in Mogadishu, Dominic and I found ourselves once more in Banadir Hospital. By now we had overstayed our welcome, certainly beyond all decency and maybe also beyond our ability to function. Still, the flight back to Nairobi wasn’t for 24 hours and not working was unthinkable. So we went back to Banadir and I introduced myself to Ali Mohammed, a grey-haired, unshaven man standing next to a bed on which lay his four-year-old son, Yarow.

Ali’s paper-thin cheeks were all sucked in and his fingers had the length and elegance of a pianist’s. Yarow seemed almost dismembered by hunger, just a cranium, a rabbit’s ribcage and spider’s legs under a thin parchment of skin. I asked Ali how he and Yarow had come to this.

Ali considered me without expression. ‘We had a farm in Baidoa,’ he began, gesturing to the west. ‘I had 40 cows and 28 goats. I used to grow olives for olive oil. And maize. And chickpeas, which I dried for garbanzo. There was plenty to go around.’ For a moment Ali seemed transported back to the good years. Then he frowned. ‘Now it hasn’t rained for 24 months,’ he said. ‘Everything is dead. I planted, but nothing came up. I had some garbanzo saved. But now it’s been nine months without much food.’

A month before, when his goats were all gone and the last of his cows sank to its knees and died, Ali, his wife and their eight children left Baidoa and joined the trek to Mogadishu. The walk took a week. Once in the city, they’d found a space in one of the camps where a local clan leader sometimes handed out bags of rice. But now measles had taken one son, two-year-old Usman, and Ali’s wife and three of their children were sick.

Baidoa was 320 kilometres away. The family’s walk, 40 kilometres a day with no food and little water, was an almost superhuman achievement. I tried to ask Ali about the journey but he didn’t want to discuss it. He wanted to talk about why the family had abandoned their home, about what had happened to Baidoa. How people had turned on each other.


‘It became so chaotic,’ replied Ali. ‘I can barely describe it. We never even used to lock our homes. Neighbours would come together, sit together, slaughter cows for each other. But now there are so many thieves. There are . . . Well, now we can’t even talk to each other.’

Yarow wailed weakly. Ali lifted the boy’s head in one hand and, with the other, brought a cup of water to his lips. Yarow sipped, coughed, spat, then began shaking. Under him, a thin, clear dribble of piss filled a small crease in his plastic mattress. Ali put his hands under Yarow’s arms and lifted him over a bucket. In it was a puddle of cloudy water and rice. Cholera. Ali held his son there, suspended over the bucket as Yarow, now quiet, stared past his father with giant dark eyes. ‘Look at him,’ demanded Ali. ‘Tell me how I am to keep my family together?’

It wasn’t an accusation or even a plea. Still, I had no answer for him. After a while, Ali cleared his throat and spoke again. ‘This is my first time in Mogadishu,’ he said. ‘I’ve never even left Baidoa before. All we can do is beg. This is my problem. I don’t have any authority here.’



I didn’t tell Ali what I’d discovered about who caused the famine. I didn’t think he’d care. Even if others had decided that he should starve, in the end he was still ruined, and that seemed enough for anyone.

Later, however, I thought Ali might have sensed the bigger picture. He described the withering of his family as the onset of chaos, a loss of order and a death of personal authority. He had been robbed of the ability to feed his children. That was a symptom of a deeper loss: of choice, of independence and of dignity. Once he had controlled his fate. Now he was its beggar. To live by the charity of others filled him not with warm gratitude but hot humiliation. Aid was actually a perfect misnomer. Charity disabled him.

At first his words had puzzled me. Talk of liberty and personal

sovereignty was not what I expected from a father caring for his dying son. But now, when I look back on my years in Africa, I realize I have been hearing the same chorus everywhere. Whatever the story, everyone kept coming back to freedom. What Ali was telling me, what Africa kept returning me to, was the story of the continent as it had been for centuries: the theft of freedom and the fight to regain it. Surviving and living are two different things, Ali was saying. Surviving is just the alternative to dying. But truly to live, you have to believe you can create your own future. You have to be free.

I wrote about the famine’s real causes. But my report was drowned in a flood of more familiar narratives: aid campaigns for starving Somali babies and beautifully written newspaper tragedies of African poverty, hopelessness and inevitable death.

It was proof, if nothing else, that this was not our story. We got it wrong. Years later, a few aid workers began to change their accounts. UN humanitarian co-ordinator Philippe Lazzarini said: ‘We should have done more. These deaths could and should have been prevented. People paid with their lives.’ Oxfam’s Somalia chief went further, writing in the New York Times that the deaths of 260,000 Somalis ‘should weigh heavily on the conscience of Americans’ since ‘US government counter-terrorism sanctions effectively prevented many humanitarian agencies from providing aid in the hardest-hit areas’.

Late and incomplete, these limited admissions went unnoticed, and the big questions were left unanswered. How had we come to this? How could famine relief workers help make a famine? How was it possible that all our fine principles, our good intentions, our compulsion to act and all the centuries of progress and righteousness we built with them – how had these things killed a quarter of a million people in Africa?
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