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Praise for OUT OF AMERICA

“Richburg arrived in Nairobi thinking that the continent’s best days since independence were immediately ahead. As he relates in riveting detail in Out ofAmerica,that is not the story he found....  Out ofAmericahas been called an ‘angry’ book. But the anger is often justified and in most cases controlled. And it is in service of truths that badly needed saying.”

—American Spectator

 

“A salutary dose of realism.”

—Foreign Affairs

 

“A courageous effort to tell the truth.”

—Journal of Blacks in Higher Education

 

“Richburg certainly should be praised for his honesty and his preparedness to think the unthinkable.”

—New Republic

 

“An eloquent testament... a dead-on portrait of a continent mired in misery and violence. Out of America might easily have been just another gonzo adventure tale. What sets the book apart is Richburg’s bitter repudiation of Afrocentrism. As a black American returning to the land of his ancestors, he filters all he sees through the prism of his racial identity. Instead of empathy he feels only a deepening sense of estrangement ... an important and original book.”

—Newsweek

 

“Black America has always imagined Africa like the adopted child imagines the birthparent. The dream is that Africa holds a truth for us. Keith Richburg marches through that dream and finds that he was an American all along.”

—Shelby Steele, author of The Content of Our Character

 

“Keith Richburg’s pathbreaking narrative has the deliciously subversive feel of a samizdat classic. Anger at this book will, I suspect, only enhance its prestige. The judicious reader will see that Richburg is a self-confident American who, while proud of his rich, black heritage, does not require Africa to buttress his identity.”

—Robert D. Kaplan, author of Balkan Ghosts  and The Ends of the Earth

 

“Out ofAmericais a book we’ve needed for a long time and Keith Richburg delivers. He has written a courageous book that is at once moving and disturbing—an African journey of the heart that I will not soon forget.”

—David Lamb, national correspondent,  Los Angeles Times, author of The Africans

 

“With searing, vivid candor and unflinching courage, journalist Keith Richburg dares to discard preconceived notions about Africa to learn and convey a larger truth about humanity. His personal observations demolish the confining categories of race and class that imprison us all. Out ofAmericais a brilliant, electrifying story of one man’s hard-won liberation.”

 

—John Hockenberry, NBC News, author of  Moving Violations: War Zones, Wheelchairs, and Declarations of Independence
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To my mother, Katie Richburg, in loving memory






Foreword

IT’S EARLY IN THE FIRST YEAR of Barack Obama’s presidency, and I’m sitting in the living room of my apartment in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan. The television is turned on to a cable news channel for background noise, and there is President Obama speaking about the economy to a gathering of reporters and invited guests in the East Room of the White House. He is warning Americans to expect more pain to come before the country can turn the corner. I glance up from my laptop and see him there on the screen, looking confident, strong, very much in his element. He looks and sounds like The President.

At moments like this I still have to pinch myself as a reminder that this scene is real, and not some made-for-TV Hollywood movie. Our forty-fourth president really is a black man, someone who, with his skin color and close-cropped curly hair, looks more or less like me. And I think back to my stupefied, gap-jawed reaction the night of his election in November 2008—a speechless-ness that soon gave way to a welling sense of joy, and then tears.  And then Inauguration Day, just a few weeks ago, when, although the fact of his election was already cemented in my mind, I, like many others, still could not quite believe it. For me the realization hit when he stepped out of his bulletproof limo on Pennsylvania Avenue and began walking part of the distance to the White House, hand-in-hand with his wife, our First Lady, Michelle.

I had always put an enormous amount of faith in this country and its opportunities—that was, in essence, a central theme of Out  of America, which was originally published in 1997. One of my main conclusions—and the one that at the time generated the most controversy—was that after traveling around Africa, and seeing the misery and poverty prevailing on the continent of my ancestors, I was thankful to have been born in America, where even for a black man, a descendant of slaves, anything and everything was possible.

And what has happened in Africa over these intervening dozen years since I wrote Out of America? Has anything changed there that would alter my view?

My assessment of Africa at the time was admittedly bleak, born out of three and a half years traveling around the continent from 1991 through 1994 as a journalist, where I covered stories ranging from famine and anarchy in Somalia to a genocide in Rwanda, from the brutality of Liberia’s civil war to the complete breakdown of Zaire, which became Africa’s largest failed state.

The last decade has been one of tremendous change across the world, and Africa has not been immune. When I left Africa at the end of 1994, I had never sent or received an email, and had never seen a newspaper Web site. The clunky satellite telephone I hauled into Mogadishu took two people to carry and about a half-hour to set up, with its extended umbrella dish; now my Blackberry can surf the Net and it fits neatly in the front pocket of my shirt.

Returning to Africa for a brief visit at the end of 2006, I saw just how much these technological changes had improved lives for average Africans. In Nairobi, taxi drivers and market vendors chatted away on their cell phones; whenever I took a taxi in  Nairobi, the driver almost always handed me a card with his cell phone number to call in case I needed another ride in the future. In Addis Ababa, I popped into Internet cafés to check my email, and sat next to students reading newspapers online or chatting with friends via Skype or Instant Messaging. And from the Horn of Africa down to Johannesburg, I found evidence everywhere of China’s growing footprint on the continent, from the Chinese office buildings under construction to the “Made in China” goods and clothes in the markets to the Chinese restaurants that have sprouted up in the cities.

But for all that I found that is better in Africa, there is still too much that is sadly familiar.

Some of those whom I had considered among the “new breed” African leaders have proven themselves just as obdurate and unwilling to relinquish power as the former African Big Men they replaced—by manipulating elections, jailing and cowing political opponents, and stifling what there is of a free press. Yoweri Museveni is still there in Uganda, perpetuating his hold on power. Meles Zenawi is still there in Ethiopia; the 2005 elections, in which the opposition scored big gains, ended up in a bloodbath when government security forces in Addis Ababa shot and killed nearly 200 demonstrators. In the resulting crackdown, Meles jailed most of the main opposition party leaders and leading journalists, mostly on trumped-up charges of “treason.”

Another thing that has remained unchanged in Africa is the grinding poverty. What surprised me most during my 2006 visit to Ethiopia was how little conditions had improved in more than a decade. When Meles came to power in 1991 after a long guerilla war, he promised that no Ethiopian would go to bed hungry. Today, eighteen years later, Ethiopia, one of the world’s poorest nations, remains in the midst of a food emergency and is sliding toward a new famine (although relief agencies are loathe to use the “F” word for fear of offending the government).

I was stunned by the continued abject poverty. The country seemed stuck in a time warp. Or, if anything, it is getting worse.  Some of Ethiopia’s problems are structural, as the country is cursed by drought. Its birthrate is among the world’s highest, and the population is now around 80 million and growing. HIV-AIDS is rampant. Infant mortality rates are abysmally high.

And once again I saw the international community, particularly the United States, playing the role of enabler, giving Meles the backing to launch a costly war against Somalia. Ethiopia, you see, is at the forefront of the “war on terror,” and Meles is a valued ally.

Democracy seems to have to take two steps backward for every step forward. Groups that monitor human rights and civil liberties, like Freedom House, report that in 2007 and 2008 sub-Saharan Africa saw as many democratic setbacks as gains. Of the forty-eight countries south of the Sahara, only a dozen ranked as free, and at least fifteen not free at all—and these included some considered the most undemocratic in the world, like Sudan, Eritrea, Zimbabwe, and lawless Somalia.

When I was traveling around Africa as a correspondent in the mid- to late 1990S, Ivory Coast and Kenya were two of the most stable countries on the continent. More recently, they both were subsumed by tribal violence following elections that split their populations along ethnic lines. In Kenya, where a thousand people died in tribal clashes, the incumbent, Mwai Kibaki, declared himself victor in a discredited election most observers denounced as rigged. The international community, including the United States, prevailed on the candidate who rightfully won, Raila Odinga, to accept the lesser post of prime minister as part of a power-sharing deal. As with Meles Zenawi in Ethiopia, Kibaki had enlisted as a staunch American ally in the war on terror, and stability, it seemed, trumped democracy.

Rwanda, where I spent many months in 1994 recording the genocide, is rapidly rebuilding, and its capital, Kigali, has become a peaceful redoubt in Central Africa. But it is far from a democracy, with President Paul Kagame and the Rwandan Patriotic Front exercising near-total control, muzzling the press and restricting political activity.

And just a decade after the world said “Never again” following the Rwanda genocide, another campaign of widespread killing unfolded in the Darfur region of nearby Sudan. Tens of thousands have been killed in an orchestrated campaign by Sudanese-backed  janjaweed militiamen; some two million more have been displaced. An African Union peacekeeping force there has proven largely ineffective at stemming the bloodshed.

Much of my time in Africa as a reporter was spent in Somalia, which was gripped then by anarchy—warlords and young gunmen with AK-47s holding sway over a helpless population. Now, all these many years later, the same holds true; Somalia remains a lawless place without a government, its population still under the grip of the men with the guns. Ethiopia invaded, much as the Americans did in the 1990s, only to eventually leave Somalia to its suffering. Now even the coastal waters have succumbed to the lawlessness, as Somali pirates have made passage treacherous in the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean.

The stories from Somalia are as depressing as when I first visited there in 1991.

In Out ofAmerica,I did hold out one modicum of hope: Zimbabwe, which at the time, I noted, boasted impressive growth rates, high literacy, and the ability to feed itself. Zimbabwe had managed to avoid the worst predictions of the cynics, that it was destined to slide downhill and become another Liberia, Rwanda, or Somalia. Its president, Robert Mugabe, had managed to hold onto much of the country’s minority white population even after the transfer to black majority rule.

“It was one of the few African countries at peace with itself,” I wrote in 1997. “In those early days of independence, Zimbabwe looked likely to tumble down the same slope of bloodshed, chaos and instability that has engulfed much of the rest of sub-Saharan Africa,” but blacks and whites “had seen what horrors lay ‘up north’ in Africa” and Zim, for all its faults, “hadn’t fallen down that abyss.”

Of course Zimbabwe today has fallen down the abyss, faster and further than anyone, myself included, could have foreseen. In his  efforts to cling to power, the octogenarian Mugabe has destroyed what there was of a middle class. The country is in ruins, unable to feed itself; half the population of 12 million people is dependent on outside food aid. The currency is virtually worthless, with inflation over 200 million percent. The normal functions of a state—water, sanitation, schools—have ceased. The health care system has all but collapsed. As I write this, a cholera epidemic has claimed thousands of lives and shows no signs of abating.

And the outside world, rather than intervening to force Mugabe from power to rescue the country, has instead decided to follow the Kenyan model of compromise with dictatorship, forcing the opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai, who won the last presidential election, to share power with Mugabe.

So much for my one bright spot on the continent.

Would I write the same book again, with the benefit of a dozen years hindsight? It gives me no joy to say, yes, sadly, I would. Much has changed in Africa. But much more has remained depressingly the same.

“In short, thank God that I am an American,” I wrote in Out of America.

And when I look at the television and see a black man, the son of a Kenyan exchange student and a white woman from Kansas, as president of the United States and the most powerful person in the world, I feel that, whatever the cynics said, the faith I put in this country has been more than vindicated.

 

Keith B. Richburg 
New York 
February 2009






Prelude

I WATCHED THE DEAD float down a river in Tanzania.

It’s one of those apocryphal stories you always hear coming out of Africa, meant to demonstrate the savagery of “the natives.” Babies being pulled off their mothers’ backs and tossed onto spears. Pregnant women being disemboweled. Bodies being tossed into the river and floating downstream. You heard them all, but never really believed.

And yet there I was, drenched with sweat under the blistering sun, standing at the Rusumo Falls bridge, watching the bodies float past me. Sometimes they came one by one. Sometimes two or three together. They were bloated now, horribly discolored. Most were naked, or stripped down to their underpants. Sometimes the hands and feet were bound together. Some were clearly missing some limbs. And as they went over the falls, a few got stuck together on a little crag, and stayed there flapping against the current, as though they were trying to break free. I couldn’t take my eyes off one of them, the body of a little baby.

We timed them: a body or two every minute. And the Tanzanian border guards told us it had been like that for a couple of days now. These were the victims of the ethnic genocide going on across the border in Rwanda. The killers were working too fast to allow for proper burials. It was easier to dump the corpses into the Kagera River, to let them float downstream into Tanzania, eventually into Lake Victoria, out of sight, and I suppose out of mind. Or maybe there was some mythic proportion to it as well. These victims were from the Tutsi tribe, descendants, they say, of the Nile, and more resembling the Nilotic peoples of North Africa with their narrower noses, more angular features. The Hutu, the ones conducting this final solution, were Bantu people, shorter, darker, and tired of being lorded over by the Tutsi. Maybe tossing the bodies into the river was the Hutus’ way of sending them back to the Nile.

Sounds crazy, I guess. And I suppose you, the reader, find this image disgusting—the bloated, discolored bodies floating down a river and over a waterfall. If I’m disgusting you, good, because that’s my point. Because it was that image, and countless more like it, that I had to live with, and go to sleep with, for three years—three long years—that I spent covering Africa as a reporter for the Washington Post. Three years of watching pretty much the worst that human beings can do to one another. And three years of watching bodies, if not floating down the river in Tanzania, then stacked up like firewood in the refugee camps of Zaire, waiting to be dumped into a mass pit. But sometimes the ground would be too hard and there wouldn’t be any construction equipment around to dig a hole, so the bodies instead would just pile up higher and higher, rotting and stinking in the scorching African sun until I’d have to walk around wearing a surgical mask over my face. Or the bodies lying unburied along the roadsides in Somalia, people dropping dead of starvation as they tried to make it just a few more miles into town where the foreign-aid agencies were handing out free food.

Is this depressing you, all this talk of death and dead bodies? Do you want to put the book down now? No, please, press on. I have more to say, and I want to put it all right out here, right in your face.  I want you to walk with me, hold my hand as we step over the rotting corpses together, stand beside me as we gaze into the eyes of a starving child. Then maybe you’ll understand a little better what it is I am trying to say.

Maybe now you’re asking yourself: How does he deal with it? How does he cope with seeing those horrific images every day? Does he think about it? Does he have nightmares? What on earth must go through his mind?

I’ll tell you, if you’ll let me describe it. Revulsion. Sorrow. Pity at the monumental waste of human life. They all come close, but don’t quite capture what I really feel. It’s a sentiment that began nagging me soon after I first set foot in Africa in late 1991. And it’s a gnawing feeling that kept coming back to me as the bodies kept piling up, as the insanity of Africa deepened. It’s a feeling that I was really unable to express out loud until the end, as I was packing my bags to leave. It was a feeling that pained me to admit, a sentiment that, when uttered aloud, might come across as callous, self-obsessed, even racist.

And yet I know exactly this feeling that haunts me; I’ve just been too embarrassed to say it. So let me drop the charade and put it as simply as I know how: There but for the grace of God go I.

You see, I was seeing all of this horror a bit differently because of the color of my skin. I am an American, but a black man, a descendant of slaves brought from Africa. When I see these nameless, faceless, anonymous bodies washing over a waterfall or piled up on the back of trucks, what I see most is that they look like me.

Sometime, maybe four hundred or so years ago, one of my ancestors was taken from his village, probably by a local chieftain. He was shackled in leg irons, kept in a holding pen or a dark pit, possibly at Goree Island off the coast of Senegal. And then he was put in the crowded, filthy cargo hold of a ship for the long and treacherous voyage across the Atlantic to the New World.

Many of the slaves died on that voyage. But not my ancestor. Maybe it was because he was strong, maybe just stubborn, or maybe he had an irrepressible will to live. But he survived, and ended up in  forced slavery working on plantations in the Caribbean. Generations on down the line, one of his descendants was taken to South Carolina. Finally, a more recent descendant, my father, moved to Detroit to find a job in an auto plant during the Second World War.

And so it was that I came to be born in Detroit and that thirty-five years later, a black man born in white America, I was in Africa, birthplace of my ancestors, standing at the edge of a river not as an African but as an American journalist—a mere spectator—watching the bloated bodies of black Africans cascading over a waterfall. And that’s when I thought about how, if things had been different, I might have been one of them—or might have met some similarly anonymous fate in one of the countless ongoing civil wars or tribal clashes on this brutal continent. And so I thank God my ancestor survived that voyage.

Does that sound shocking? Does it sound almost like a justification for the terrible crime of slavery? Does it sound like this black man has forgotten his African roots? Of course it does, all that and more. And that is precisely why I have tried to keep this emotion buried so deep for so long, and why it pains me so now to put these words in print, for all the world to see. But I’m writing this so you will understand better what I’m trying to say.

It might have been easier for me to just keep all of these emotions bottled up inside. Maybe I should have just written a standard book on Africa that would have talked broadly about the politics, the possibilities, the prospects for change.

But I’m tired of lying. And I’m tired of all the ignorance and hypocrisy and the double standards I hear and read about Africa, much of it from people who’ve never been there, let alone spent three years walking around amid the corpses. Talk to me about Africa and my black roots and my kinship with my African brothers and I’ll throw it back in your face, and then I’ll rub your nose in the images of the rotting flesh.

Come with me, if you’re willing, and I’ll take you on a journey—it’s my own personal journey, much of it taking place inside my head. It won’t be pretty, but that’s my point. I want you to feel it like I did.  Touch it, smell it. Let me be your guide, and try to follow along as I lay out for you here why I feel the way I do—about Africa, about America, and mainly about myself and where it is I now know I belong.

But first, let me put one thing plainly so that I’m not misunderstood: I am not making a defense of slavery. It was an evil institution that heaped the greatest indignity on my race, and it was a crime that must never be repeated. But condemning slavery should not inhibit us from recognizing mankind’s ability to make something good arise often in the aftermath of the most horrible evil. It does not offer any apologies or excuses for the Holocaust to say that in the aftermath of Hitler’s evil, the state of Israel was created. One can deplore the loss of life of the Second World War, and the death and destruction of the atomic bombs on Japan, and still say that from the debris of conflict emerged a more stable world order, a process of decolonization, and a Japan and Germany firmly anchored in the democratic camp.

Maybe it is because of the current condition of blacks in America that you instinctively recoil at what I’m trying to say. Blacks now form the core of America’s urban underclass. One-third of all young black men in their twenties are in prison, on probation, or on parole. Drugs are ravaging the black community. We are told by some of our supposedly enlightened, so-called black leaders that white America owes us something because they brought our ancestors over as slaves. And Africa—Mother Africa—is often held up as some kind of black Valhalla, where the descendants of slaves would be welcomed back and where black men and women can walk in true dignity.

Sorry, but I’ve been there. I’ve had an AK-47 rammed up my nose, I’ve talked to machete-wielding Hutu militiamen with the blood of their latest victims splattered across their T-shirts. I’ve seen a cholera epidemic in Zaire, a famine in Somalia, a civil war in Liberia. I’ve seen cities bombed to near rubble, and other cities reduced to rubble, because their leaders let them rot and decay while they spirited away billions of dollars—yes, billions—into overseas bank accounts.

I’ve also seen heroism, honor, and dignity in Africa, particularly in the stories of ordinary, anonymous people—brave Africans battling insurmountable odds to publish an independent newspaper, to organize a political party, to teach kids in some rural bush school, and usually just to survive. But even with all the good I’ve found here, my perceptions have been hopelessly skewed by the bad. My tour in Africa coincided with two of the world’s worst tragedies—Somalia and Rwanda. I’ve had friends and colleagues shot, stabbed, beaten to death by mobs, left to bleed to death on a Mogadishu street—one of them beaten so badly in the face that his friends could recognize him only by his hair and his clothes.

So excuse me if I sound cynical, jaded. I’m beaten down, and I’ll admit it. And it’s Africa that has made me this way. I feel for her suffering, I empathize with her pain, and now, from afar, I still recoil in horror whenever I see yet another television picture of another tribal slaughter, another refugee crisis. But most of all I think: Thank God my ancestor got out, because, now, I am not one of them.

In short, thank God that I am an American.






1

On Native Ground

“When I was at home, I was in a better place, but travelers must be content.”

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,  As You Like It, Act II, Scene iv

 

 

 

“WHAT’S THAT SMELL?” I asked.

My colleague, Neil Henry, and I were in Neil’s battered brown Range Rover, driving toward downtown Nairobi, the capital of Kenya. I was a newcomer to Africa, and Neil was the guy I had been sent out to replace as the Washington Post’s bureau chief. He had just picked me up at the airport, tossed my bags onto the backseat, and was giving me a quick tour of the city that would be my home for the next three years.

We were somewhere on the edge of downtown—I wasn’t sure quite where—and it looked, and smelled, as if we were driving through some vast garbage dump. On closer inspection, I could see  the corrugated tin roofs atop tiny shacks, and I knew we were actually in the middle of a sprawling squatter community. It had been raining in Nairobi, and the dirt road had turned to a brown muddy slime. A rotten, fetid stench hung in the air.

“The smell?” said Neil, and I could see he was enjoying himself, breaking in the novice. “Hell, that’s Africa!”

Neil had had enough. He was quitting—not just the Africa job, but daily journalism. A gifted young black writer from the Post’s  national staff, he had come to Nairobi to try his hand at foreign reporting. Now he was leaving, exhausted, beaten down by Africa. That should have been a warning to me.

It was Liberia that had worn out Neil Henry. He had been there in 1990 during the savagery that followed the fall from power of the U.S.-backed dictator Samuel Doe. He had seen too many massacres, too many bodies—black bodies—stacked up like firewood. And he told the editors he was quitting, getting the hell out of there, going home.

By contrast, I guess I seemed eager and a bit naive. After all, I was a veteran of the Third World, or so I thought. I knew I would encounter poverty, despair, and, yes, violence in Africa. But I had not spent my career at the Post cocooned in easy places. I had covered the fall of “Baby Doc” Duvalier in Haiti. And after that, I had been assigned to the Post’s Southeast Asia bureau, based in the Philippines. I had witnessed the suffering at the sprawling Cambodian refugee camps on the Thai-Cambodian border, and I had seen enough poverty in the rural Philippines and in the slums of Manila to convince myself that I was as emotionally battle-tested as the most hardened foreign correspondents.

But I got my first lesson in Africa as soon as my British Airways flight touched down at Nairobi’s Jomo Kenyatta International Airport. That is to say, I learned how to lie.

Africa is a continent of endless, mind-boggling rules and regulations—sometimes contradictory, often based on no reasonable, modern-day foundation, or at least none that I could ever discern. Take, for example, the huge painted sign over the customs area at the  Nairobi airport, informing arriving passengers of all the items that are prohibited inside the country. Among them are fax machines, recording devices, cordless telephones—pretty much everything I was carrying for what would be a three-year assignment. And not to mention my Toshiba laptop computer—surely if they spotted that, the “duty” charged would be more than the machine itself was worth.

I was also carrying a rather large sum of cash and several thousand dollars in traveler’s checks. Neil had warned me of what would become one of my favorite Kenyan government “catch-22” situations. When you go to Kenya to work, you need a work permit. But the approval of the work permit for a journalist can take about six months if they like you, and usually much longer. While you’re waiting, you of course still need to do your job, run the office, pay the bills, and hire the local staff. But—and here’s the catch—major banks refuse to allow foreigners to open an account without a valid work permit. So for six months or more, you run around town like a drug dealer or an international money launderer, paying all of your bills in cash and keeping hundred-dollar bills deposited around your body in different pockets, in your shoes, and in a secret pouch on the flip side of your leather belt. Of course, if you declared at airport customs that you were bringing in thousands of dollars in cash, the custom officers on duty would no doubt find some dubiously legal excuse for you to part with a major portion of it. And, of course, there would never be any receipt.

So you learn to lie. And over the years of traveling in and out of African airports—often without the correct visas, usually without whatever the latest inoculation that some health ministry had decided to require—I got quite accomplished at the art of the African lie.

“Do you have anything to declare?”

“No, nothing.”

“What is your purpose here in Kenya?”

“Tourism.”

“Is that a computer?”

“No, it’s a typewriter.”

“I think it is a computer.”

“Oh, come on now,” I said, trying my best to sound exasperated. “Have you ever seen a computer that small?”

A pause, and he finally heaved, “You are right,” and waved me through.

He probably knew it was a computer. And he knew that I knew he knew. And that little vignette formed the basis for what longtime Africa hands confirmed to me was a key rule of thumb for traveling around the continent: It doesn’t matter how big the lie as long as you stick to it. Over the months, I would end up traveling into Kenya with a fax machine, answering machines, pretty much everything you can think of tucked away in my shoulder bag. The fax machine I told them was a child’s toy. The answering machines were too small to be detected.

There’s a corollary to the Big Lie rule: It doesn’t matter how fake your documentation looks as long as you present it with authority. This rule would come in particularly handy when traveling to cover the latest coup or refugee crisis in a country for which I had no valid, updated visa. Or to a country—Uganda comes to mind—that often checked the yellow health vaccination cards of incoming passengers. One colleague of mine started a bit of an industry with a fake hospital stamp she had made in Nairobi; when you were set to travel in a hurry and heard that country X was suddenly spot-checking for yellow fever shots, she would stamp your yellow card with the name of some totally fictitious but official-sounding hospital, then scribble a name above it.

I guess the larger point here is that I learned something about why a lot of the countries in Africa don’t work. We, the foreign journalists, were not the only ones involved in this web of deception; in many places, it’s a national pastime, forced upon people by layers and layers of bureaucracy and archaic, oppressive rules. Even generally honest people learn that you have to find ways to beat the system, or the system grinds you down. Consider: A Kenyan businessman of Indian descent explained to me that he needed a fax machine for his  office. But because the Kenyan government imposes such ridiculously high duties on fax machines, he smuggled one in from London after a business trip. Soon he had enough friends demanding fax machines that he had set up a small side business selling imported models at about half the local price. So the government—by not charging a reasonable levy—was losing money, and this businessman essentially became a smuggler.

There’s something else I learned, too, through my experience of African airports. It was a truth that was to haunt me for much of the three years I traveled the continent. Simply put, my colleagues in the foreign press corps—my white colleagues—rarely complained of the same hassles as I routinely faced. A few boasted to me how they typically would just barge right through, maybe with a few gruff words. White people traveling in East Africa are rarely stopped, rarely questioned, rarely instructed to open their bags. They jump to the front of lines, they scream and shout for seats on overbooked flights, they walk around with a kind of built-in immunity, the immunity of their skin color. If you’re black or Indian, you get stopped. You get the once-over. Your bags get searched. And if you’re black, trying to barge your way past an airport customs officer might very well get you a truncheon to the back of your head.

But I would find out about that much later. First I had to get settled into the place that would be my home for the next three years.

 

Nairobi is at once the center of everything and the center of nothing. Perhaps that’s owing to the capital’s strange founding, as a midway point on the railroad line between Kampala, now the capital of Uganda, and the Kenyan port town of Mombasa on the Indian Ocean coast. There is, in fact, no particular reason for a city to be here at all. It wasn’t really planned, it just grew, from a dusty colonial outpost and transit point at the turn of the century to now the major capital and listening post for East Africa and headquarters for regional offices of the United Nations, the International Red Cross, most international news agencies covering Africa, and major foreign companies with branch offices spread out around the continent.

Despite the knot of downtown high-rise office buildings, though, Nairobi retains the flavor and feel of a large village, not a cosmopolitan capital city. It’s a slow-paced city where everything shuts down on Sundays and where it’s hard to find a restaurant serving a meal after ten at night. New Mercedes and BMWs, the symbol of Kenya’s corrupt class, share the narrow streets with black London taxis, dilapidated pickup trucks, and minivans painted in zebra stripes shuttling khaki-clad tourists from their air-conditioned hotels to the game parks of the Masai Mara. And at the far edge of the city, giraffe and wildebeest roam freely against the silhouette of the capital’s skyline, punctuated by the spiraling Kenyatta International Conference Center.

Along Kenyatta Avenue, Moi Avenue, Koinange Street, and the other main drags, European backpackers with tie-dyed baggy pants and colorful sandals over dirty feet fend off filthy beggar children of indeterminate sex who cling to their shirtsleeves crying for a single shilling. Shady-looking Indian shopkeepers suspiciously beckon passersby to step inside to browse at tourist curios or exchange money illegally at the best rates in town. Inside the dark and cavernous central marketplace, hawkers implore visitors to check out their latest collection of Kenya T-shirts, while Dave, the vegetable vendor, offers his own particular tourist favorite, powerful “bang”—marijuana—ready—rolled into joints and shoved into an old Marlboro pack. There are sidewalk vendors, newspaper hawkers, hustlers and swindlers, shoe-shine boys who’d just as soon pick your pocket as polish your loafers, grimy street kids sniffing glue out of large plastic containers, Somali exiles arguing politics over pasta at the corner table of an Italian restaurant, leggy prostitutes with fake weaves and perms winking at tourists from their street-corner perches, and occasionally the odd Masai morani, a lanky warrior wrapped in red cloth and looking seriously out of place on the streets of Nairobi.

Some of the old British travel writers and explorers used to extol the great beauty of the African plain. I found a more apt and up-to-date description in the book Going Down River Road by a Kenyan  novelist named Meja Mwangi, who depicted a new, more urbanized—and to me, more realistic—Africa, one of tin-roofed squatter slums and sleazy bars where day laborers waste away their cash on cheap beer and cheaper whores. It was seedy, funky, dangerous, sometimes depressingly dreary.

But more than anything else, Nairobi was East Africa’s premier listening post and staging area, the armchair of stability from which one could keep a watchful, if somewhat distant, eye on the surrounding turmoil. From Nairobi a journalist can take a taxi out to Wilson airport, hop on a twin-engine prop plane, and whip off in a couple of hours to the famine in Somalia or the war in southern Sudan. I could leave home before dawn, be at the airport by six, on the ground covering the latest disaster by nine, back on the plane by four in the afternoon, and in the safety of my own office filing my story well before dinner. And still have time for a shower and shave and the soul-music party at the Carnivore disco that night. Or the Florida 2000 disco. Or Buffalo Bill’s. Or any of the handful of sleazy bars where reporters rubbed elbows with aid workers and UN bureaucrats and crazy white expat pilots and assorted adventurers out here for the cold Tusker beers and the easy African women.

For reporters, Nairobi was the perfect ringside seat to Africa’s chaos, a place just at the edge of the various catastrophes without ever really being swept up in them. Rarely had Kenya itself been the story, and that’s exactly the way President Daniel arap Moi liked it. But that was about to change.

 

Before my arrival in Nairobi, my exposure to Africa had been limited, to put it generously. I had taken courses in African politics in graduate school, at the London School of Economics, and I had taken some African studies courses as an undergraduate at the University of Michigan in the late 1970s, just after “Afrocentrism” and “Afro-American studies” curricula had been introduced at American universities. Beyond that, I knew very little—and if truth be told, cared very little. I was always more fascinated by European history and Asian politics than that vast, unknown continent south of the  Sahara. I knew that Zimbabwe was once the white-ruled colony of Rhodesia, that South Africa was still ruled by its white minority, and that Nelson Mandela was the world’s number one political prisoner. In all, I was pretty ignorant about the land of my roots. Most of what I knew came from watching reruns of the old Tarzan series on television and Daktari—all of which were essentially about white people in Africa, with the blacks, the natives, reduced to the role of background cutouts.

I was born a black kid in white America. I grew up in the 1960s, in Detroit, when the United States was convulsed by the great movements of the time—antiwar, feminism, civil rights, and black pride. I was too young to remember anything about Malcolm X, and I was only ten when Martin Luther King was assassinated. I remember watching the news bulletin flash across the television screen and asking my mother who Martin Luther King was. And I remember asking if it was a white man or a colored man who shot him.

My family would probably be in that vague category they call “working class”—not really poor, but not particularly well off either. Like a lot of other blacks, my father came up from the South in the 1940s, selling off his dry-cleaning business and a small restaurant to come north and work in an automobile factory, the Ford Motor Company’s Dearborn Engine Plant. The war was on, and the plants needed all the help they could get in meeting the demands of the World War II military machine. My father worked just briefly putting tags on engines, then realized, as he later told me, “I knew I was smarter than that.” He joined the United Auto Workers, got elected as a committeeman, and stayed involved in union politics as an elected official for the next forty years.

Mine was not what you might call a particularly “black” childhood—just a childhood, an average American childhood. My neighborhood as I remember it growing up was racially mixed, if anything mostly white, Irish and Polish. Mr. O’Neil lived across the street and always sat out on his porch and waved when I came walking home from school. A white guy named Fred ran the corner store—there really was a corner store—and he recognized all the  kids from the neighborhood when we came in to buy candy and potato chips.

My parents became Catholic after they moved to Detroit, and I attended a nearby Catholic school called Saint Leo’s from first through seventh grades. Saint Leo’s was one of those huge and ornate old urban churches, with the high school, grade school, convent, and rectory attached. And the church was packed for all three masses every Sunday. Most of the parishioners, and all the priests and nuns, were white.

Detroit got oppressively hot in the summers, and our small house on the west side had no air conditioning. So sometimes my brother Mel, who was four years older than I, would take me with him up Grand River Avenue to the Globe theater, where for a single admission price we could sit all day in cool, air-conditioned splendor, watching the same films over and over again until it was time to walk home for dinner. I especially remember the time the film Zulu was playing, and Michael Caine was leading a group of British soldiers in red tunics against hordes of attacking Zulu tribesmen who were sweeping down on their little fort. Mel and I took turns rooting for opposite sides, the British and the Zulus. And since we of course knew the ending of the movie, neither of us really wanted to root for the losing side. So when it was my turn to cheer on the Zulus—and that meant letting out a loud hoot every time a Zulu killed a British soldier—I would usually just sit there sullenly, knowing what fate was in store for the unfortunate Africans. Then came the credit roll and the heady knowledge that, after the cartoon break, the movie would come on again and I would be able to cheer the British side once more.

That was it, mostly a typical American boyhood.

Then the riot happened.

I didn’t really know what a riot was—I was only nine years old in 1967. I remember my father taking me up the road to West Grand Boulevard and Grand River Avenue, a main commercial center a few blocks from my house where we used to go to buy comic books at Cunningham’s drug store on weekends, or ornaments and wrapping paper at Kresge’s before Christmas. Now the whole block was on fire.

“I want you to see this,” my father said. “I want you to see what black people are doing to their own neighborhood.”

The white guy who ran the corner store was sitting outside on his stoop holding a shotgun. The few black businesses around, like the barber shop, put hastily drawn cardboard signs in their windows reading, “Soul Brother.” At night we turned out the lights and stayed away from the windows because my father was worried about “snipers.” We had heard that some people had been shot standing too close to their windows.

The National Guard came in and put down the riot. They took up positions on street corners and rode around in their Jeeps. They imposed a curfew, which, I was told, meant we couldn’t go outside or else we might be shot by a soldier. It was the worst urban riot in American history, with more than forty people killed and much of the inner city, the shops and stores I knew, burned to the ground.

Something else changed after the riot. The city, the neighborhood, turned blacker. The white people I knew started moving out to suburbs that sounded really far away. The church, where you sometimes couldn’t find a seat on Sunday if you went late for mass, got emptier and emptier. They cut back from three masses to two, and soon most of the faces were black. The school became blacker, too. And, ironically, less Catholic. To keep the doors open despite the massive population loss, the school started admitting more kids from the neighborhood regardless of religion. But it wasn’t enough. Eventually, before I ever made it there, the high school was forced to close down.

Our family went through a tragic change, too, just a few months after the riots. Mel, who was a safety patrol boy at Saint Leo’s school, was hit by a car that ran through a red light across a broad intersection. Mel would always walk out first with his bright orange belt and beckon the other kids when it was safe to cross. He raced out too quickly this time and never saw the car coming; it hit him once and knocked him in the air, and hit him again as he fell down.  Mel died on November 22, 1967, after three days in the hospital. I was only nine years old at the time, and kids my age weren’t allowed into the intensive care ward of the hospital. My last sight of Mel was him lying on his side on the street, kind of in a fetal position, with a big scar on his head above his eye. When I next saw him, he was lying in a casket, and they buried him in the black cassock and white surplice he used to wear so proudly as a Saint Leo’s altar boy. It was the first time I had ever seen a dead person, and it was my best friend and brother. Suddenly, I was an only child. I felt all alone.

 

There was still another change going on at the time, although it would be some time before I could grasp the significance of it.

Before the riots—in fact, all through my childhood—black people were “colored.” Or Negroes. Never “black.” When I was a kid, the word “black” had kind of a negative connotation to it. Someone who was considered handsome would be invariably described as “brown skinned.”To call someone “black” or “black skinned” was the lowest form of derision. It meant field hand. Ugly. Country. And when it was tossed around in the rhyming, singsong cadence of my southern relatives during those fun family gatherings, “black” would often come out in description as “that ugly black nigger,” or “sit your black ass down.”

I remember growing up thinking that we black people, colored people, whatever, often seem obsessed by our own color. We refer to each other by color. It was in our jargon, the southern idioms, as when mothers warned their children, “I’ll beat the black off you.” Or the tired statement of resignation, “I ain’t got to do nothing but stay black and die.”

But sometime, maybe it was after the riot of 1967, the term “black” took on an entirely different meaning.

Colored people, Negroes, began referring to themselves as black, not as a term of derision but with pride. James Brown had told us, “Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud,” and then we got songs like “Young, Gifted and Black... that’s where it’s at!” There were the Black Panthers, black men in black leather jackets and berets looking menacing and scaring the hell out of white people. There was the Black Power clenched-fist salute.

There was also a new consciousness about Africa and things African. The dashiki, a colorful, loose-fitting robe, became popular. Young men—my father used to call them “jitterbugs,” using a term from another era—stopped going to the barber shop to have their hair put into a slick “process,” which was a painful straightening operation involving, from what I could tell, a lot of heat and a lot of grease. The new hair trend was called the “Natural,” or the “Afro.” Afro combs—“picks”—often came in red, black, and green, the colors of liberation, of Africa, and sometimes the handles curved up into an angry clenched fist.

The movies in Detroit changed, too, after the riots. Going to the movies was a regular family weekend outing, but after 1967, the theater audiences became blacker, and the movies took on decidedly black themes. There was Mandingo. There was Shaft, “the black private dick that’s a sex machine to all the chicks.” There was Cotton Comes to Harlem. There were a lot of hard-talking, mean black dudes on screen, giving it to whitey and “The Man.”

All of this was part of Detroit changing rapidly from a white city to a black one. A black mayor would not be elected until 1973. But that, too, became inevitable with the massive shifts under way after the riots of 1967.

 

Now fast-forward to my high school. It looks more like a small college campus, actually, with its manicured lawns, spacious parking lot, tennis courts. Even the name implies something a bit loftier than your typical high school: “University-Liggett” it was called, and it’s nestled away in a well-heeled, pristine suburb called Grosse Pointe Woods. I wasn’t excited, at first, at the thought of leaving the city to go to a school so far from home, from neighborhood friends. But my parents saw the declining state of the city schools, and they said they knew what was best.

I was not the first black kid in the school, not by a long shot. Nor was I the only one at the time. In fact, there were quite a few of us— a doctor’s daughter, the son of a Detroit school principal, the son of a Michigan state senator. A minority, surely, but never made to feel unwelcome, never subject to any hostility. We were all just kids. We complained about the school dress code—neckties for the boys, skirts for the girls. We used fake IDs to buy beer on weekends, went to house parties, drove too fast on the freeways. Not exactly Boyz’N The Hood.

Only occasionally in my high school years was I made conscious of my place in America’s other world. In the eleventh or twelfth grade, a group of us organized a class trip to see a roller derby competition. The arena, Olympia Stadium, was smack in the heart of the city—the “inner city,” as it was now called—in a rundown neighborhood that by the mid-1970s had become almost exclusively black. It was my neighborhood; I lived about a block and a half from the stadium.

Most of my white suburban friends from high school had never been to my house in Detroit. Not that I was particularly ashamed of the house, or the neighborhood. But it was pretty far from most everything; I had to take a bus for a half hour to school until I was old enough to drive myself. But most of the social life, the after-school activity, was centered around the school. I’m sure few of my friends even knew where I lived, except in the vaguest sense that I was from the city, the other side of the invisible line.

Bringing a bunch of sheltered, suburban white kids to the heart of the inner city for a school outing was probably a dumb idea in the first place. And it was probably inevitable that something would go wrong.

After the game, I decided to walk the short distance home. But as my classmates were coming out of the arena to board the bus back to Grosse Pointe, they crossed the path of a group of black kids. Kids from my neighborhood. One of the white girls saw one of the black girls with an Afro comb, a pick, stuck in the back of her hair, and made some ill-advised comment like, “Why do you have that comb in your hair?” Probably not hostile—I didn’t hear it. Maybe she was really just curious. But of course, all hell broke loose.

So now you’ve got a bunch of white kids, clambering onto their bus back to the suburbs, and a bunch of angry black kids hitting at the windows with chains and bottles and anything else they can get their hands on. There were shouts and slurs flying in both directions. And there I was, on both sides, on neither side—not wanting to have to take sides. I got the hell out of there as fast as I could.

When I think back to that incident, I think about how I’ve often felt trapped between two worlds. I suppose I could say that it was always easier to walk away—to run, really—than to have to choose sides. But that would be only partially true. I’ll tell you what I was really thinking then: I was embarrassed. Humiliated. These were my friends and schoolmates—my white friends—who had come into my neighborhood, less than two blocks from the house where I had grown up, where I still lived. And here’s a bunch of black kids smashing the windows of their school bus. This is how black folks in the ghetto behaved. This is how they would see me. I was so ashamed that I wanted to cry. Instead, I just ran away.

 

Okay, now fast-forward one more time, to the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. I picked U of M because it’s big. Huge. Forty thousand total, if you count all the grad students. And after four years in a high school with just over three hundred kids (seventy-six in my graduating class, the class of ’76), I wanted to feel like I could get lost in a crowd.

By the time I got there, “Afrocentrism” was already well entrenched in the university curriculum. There was a fairly large department devoted specifically to African and Afro-American studies, and several prominent black professors, including Dr. Ali Mazrui, perhaps the best-known African scholar in the West. Michigan also had a fairly large black student population, which succeeded in pressing onto the university’s agenda questions like divestiture of school stocks and holdings from companies that continued to do business with the racist regime in South Africa.

Much of the political consciousness-raising on campus was the result of an earlier struggle, when an earlier group of black students  formed the BAM, the Black Action Movement, to demand more specific minority recruitment and staffing goals. I arrived in the “post-BAM” era, and the signs of the new black student awareness were pretty evident. It seemed to me almost like a kind of voluntary resegregation—we want to be equal, but separate. There were black fraternities and sororities that on weekends held black parties with black music. Most of the black students lived together, clustered in certain dormitories or sharing apartments. And when I walked into the dorm dining room, I had to decide whether to sit at the black table with my black friends or to integrate the white table so I could sit with my white friends. This for the kid coming out of a predominantly white high school, the one who hates having to take sides.

I became active on the staff of the campus newspaper, the Michigan Daily, which was published every day except Monday and was staffed and run almost entirely by students. I was following a high school interest in writing and journalism, and at college I found it enormously rewarding, if time-consuming; the newspaper became the center of much of my college life. The Daily offices on Maynard Street became something like a home, and all of us who worked there became something like a family.

One semester, I signed up for one of the African studies classes. Africa was hot on the student-activist political agenda at the time, and at the Daily we student editors were wrestling with what we considered some pretty weighty matters of state. The divestment issue was coming to a head, with students planning a disruption of the meeting of the board of regents. South Africa’s black townships were exploding, and the John Vorster regime was responding with even harsher repression. The civil war in Rhodesia had forced the breakaway white regime to agree to negotiate a transition to majority rule in historic talks at Lancaster House in London. And Tanzanian troops had invaded Uganda to topple the brutal buffoon Idi Amin Dada—a clear violation of the cherished African precept of sovereignty, but an action just as clearly justified given Amin’s butchery inside his country and his frequent military forays into Tanzania.

Given all that, it seemed like a pretty good idea to take a course or two in African politics.

One of the classes was held in a tiny classroom so crammed with desks that if you got there late, you’d have to weave through an obstacle course to get to an open seat. And of course I usually arrived late. I’d walk over there from the Daily office with a friend and colleague, Judy Rakowsky. Judy was from Polish Jewish stock, from Lima, Ohio, where her father, Rudy, ran a plant called Buckeye Rubber. And she looked about as much like the middle-American ideal—huge blue eyes, straight blond hair that hung to her waist, and a gymnast’s perfect figure.

So here’s the picture: Me, then a skinny black kid with big glasses, and Judy Rakowsky, this lanky blond gymnast, walking together, late, into an African politics class and having to jostle for a couple of open seats. I don’t think she was the only white person in the class—but pretty darned close. And certainly the only white person, white woman, who was friends with a black guy. No, who came in every day with a black guy, who sat next to a black guy, who whispered to me during class and laughed at my jokes. Maybe it was my imagination, but you could cut through the thick layers of hostility with a butter knife. Hostility toward her just for being there, a white woman in a black studies class. And hostility toward me, it seemed, for breaking rank, for preferring the company of the enemy, the oppressor. It was the dining hall test, and I had failed. I had chosen the wrong side.

 

During my college years, I did come to be introduced to one African friend, and it happened in a rather strange way. His name was Conrad Bruno Njamfa, from Cameroon, and he had been my pen pal.

Remember pen pals? They were big in the 1960s, supposedly a way of fostering international cooperation and understanding. You sent in your name, enclosed a few bucks, and they matched you up with some kid about the same age from another country. And you exchanged letters and photos and had the excitement of getting those red-white-and-blue, thin-paper air-mail envelopes delivered  to your house with your name on them. And you usually kept up the correspondence until you got to be a teenager and discovered girls and beer and forgot all about your faraway friend.

That’s pretty much what happened to me until my pen pal from a decade earlier moved to the United States.

Bruno had been accepted to Eastern Michigan University in Ypsilanti, which was just a few minutes drive from Ann Arbor. He was from the Anglophone minority of Cameroon, a divided country where the dominant language and culture is still French. He could speak passable French, but an English-speaking Cameroonian was always made to feel a bit of an outsider in his own country, even though Cameroon was officially bilingual. For higher education, it was easier to go abroad, and Bruno ended up in Michigan.

I was a little wary when I drove down to meet him face-to-face. I’m not sure why, really. Maybe it was the idea of having to meet someone who was essentially a total stranger, whose only link to me was a series of letters written more than a decade earlier. Or maybe there was a twinge of guilt that I hadn’t kept up the correspondence, and now my past was here to revisit me. Maybe he would hit me up for cash, or expect some other form of generosity from his long-lost correspondent. Maybe I wouldn’t like him. Or maybe I was afraid that he wouldn’t like me.

But what worried me most was that he was African, and I a black American. I was worried about how I would relate to him, but uppermost in my mind was how he would relate to me. I was worried that this African might not consider me black enough.

Sounds crazy, I suppose, which is why I hesitate even to put it into print. But to understand these feelings, I have to take myself back to the times, back to the hostility I described in the eyes of black students in the African studies class. Perhaps my African friend had come to America—to Michigan—purposely to find in his former long-distance friend a black soul mate. And perhaps he would see in me someone too assimilated for his liking, a black man with white roommates and white friends, who spurned the black dining table in the dorm cafeteria. Maybe he would look down on  me as a black man who had lost his roots, his African-ness. Or maybe worse, he would shun me as a traitor.

As it turned out, Bruno did not shun me as a traitor or anything else. We did reestablish the acquaintanceship, but never became anything like close friends. Later on, when I went to work in Washington for a summer, Bruno ended up spending a few months in Detroit, living in my old room in my parents’ house. He disappeared sometime after that, and we never heard from him again.

I am reminded now of a train trip I took across Europe several years later when I was already a reporter on the staff of the Washington Post. I was on vacation, taking advantage of a monthlong rail pass, and somewhere between France and Spain I ended up in a compartment with a smartly dressed West African. I wanted to practice my French, and we struck up a conversation.

The West African asked me if I had ever visited Africa. Yes, I told him—Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Egypt. “No,” he said. “I mean black Africa.”

I made up a few lame excuses. Not yet. I was waiting until I had more time. The continent was so vast I didn’t know where to begin. But he kept repeating to me: “A black man, speaking English, a little bit of French. You must visit Africa. You could travel everywhere. Yes, English and a little French. You should go.”

He was right. I knew I must one day go. But I also knew—and I’m not sure he could tell—that the thought of Africa filled me with dread. No, something approaching terror. Partially it was a fear that I would not like it, that I would find the poverty there too depressing. But the other part of it was the same fear I had that night driving along the freeway in Michigan to meet my Cameroonian pen pal. Perhaps Africa would reject me and my lifestyle. Perhaps Africa would force me to choose which side of the dining hall I would sit on, and it was a choice I didn’t want to make. It was easier to turn and run.

 

There was, of course, another reason for my reluctance to visit Africa. There’s no nice way to put it, so I’ll just state it plainly: I was  uncertain what it would be like, how I would feel, for once not standing out in a crowd.

Being black in white America, you walk around constantly aware of your difference, defined by the color of your skin. By the time I went to Africa for the Post, I had lived in Asia, too, where, for better or worse, whites and blacks alike are outsiders, foreigners, strangers. In some places, like the Philippines, being a foreigner accords you special treatment, and it hardly matters if you’re black or white. You can walk to the front of a line at an airline counter. Doors are held open for you. You can’t convince a cop to give you a ticket, even if he catches you speeding through a red light without your license. It’s because you’re a foreigner, and you are accorded special treatment.

But to be black in Africa?

Would they be able to tell that I was not from the place? Would I still be accorded that preferential treatment that foreigners abroad enjoy? A friend of mine named Debbie Ichimura, a fourth-generation Japanese American, once confided to me her own private fears of going to Japan, her ancestral homeland. “I don’t know what it would be like to be just another face in the crowd,” she said.

Yes, that’s it. Without intending to, Debbie captured the essence of my anxiety: the fear of being one in the crowd. Losing my identity. My individuality.

I had finished my assignment in Southeast Asia and was taking a year off living in Hawaii when the editors at the Post asked me in early 1991 to consider going to Africa. I asked for a few weeks to mull it over, took a trip back to familiar stomping grounds in Asia, and ended up in Thailand, where I sought out my friend Kevin Cooney, a big, hard-drinking Irish American reporter for the Reuter news agency who had spent several months working in the Reuter office in Nairobi. He was in Bangkok now, and we met in one or another of the sleazy go-go bars on Patpong Road.

We talked first about women—natural enough, I suppose, when you’re slamming down Kloster beers in a Patpong bar. But then the talk turned to Africa. What was the scene like in Kenya? Was there any scene at all?

A few more beers. Then the question that was really on my mind. What would it be like—really like—to be a black man in Africa? How would the Africans relate to me, a long-lost cousin?

And Cooney was ready with a response. “In Africa,” he said, “you’ll be just another nigger!”

If it was crude, well, that was typical Cooney—I took no offense, and none, I’m sure, was intended. His warning was well intentioned, and even prophetic. I’d often find myself recalling it as I traveled around the continent.

And it was against that background that I stepped off the plane at Jomo Kenyatta Airport, and into Africa.
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