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To my parents, who taught me to ask,
and to Avouka, William and Henry, who understood


 
 
There are paths. If you can’t see them—and why  should you see them?—you’ve only got your own eyes  to blame. A white man can’t see everything: and he has  no need to see everything either, because this land is  not a white man’s land.
—CAMARA LAYE, The Radiance of the King
Not even God is wise enough . . .
—A YORUBA PROVERB

A Continent for the Taking
“Exhilarating for its frankness. . . . A triumph of passionate reporting.”
—The New York Review of Books
“A passionate, heartbreaking, and ultimately heartbroken book. . . .  [French] has a deeper and more profound connection to the continent  than most journalists.”
 —The Nation
“A brilliant and nuanced meditation on the complexities of contemporary Africa. Essential reading for those of us who love Africa and for all  those who wish to gain a fuller understanding of a continent that is  sprawling, mysterious, and endlessly fascinating. Howard French’s  voice is both fresh and enlightening.” 
—Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
“Persuasive. . . . The tone is grim, but French also finds an unquenchable African spirit.”
 —The Washington Post Book World
“Even when you’ve been there or know the basic facts, Howard French  takes you to Africa in a way you’ve never been taken before. His  superb writing, his keen insight and passion-driven analysis combine  to make  A Continent for the Taking a great read for those who find the  continent as fascinating as he does, as well as for those who need to  know why we do.” 
—Charlayne Hunter-Gault, author of In My Place
“French gives us the context necessary to understand Africa’s current  problems. . . . Broad-ranging. . . . Passionate.” 
—The American Prospect
“French’s great advantage in telling his tale is his depth of perspective. . . . Rare is the book on Africa that gets passed around among policymakers in Washington—we can only hope this becomes one of them.”
—St. Petersburg Times
“Many Western narratives tend to exonerate the West for Africa’s seemingly endless woes, placing blame squarely on the continent. Some  African accounts tend to blame the West entirely. Howard French  strikes the right balance, showing that Africa’s ills are rooted in internal  and external factors which are clearly linked.”
—[image: image] wa Thiong’o, author of Weep Not, Child
“A harrowing picture of a continental catastrophe.”
—The Hartford Courant 
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Introduction
Africa eludes us; it is so clearly outlined on the map, and yet so difficult to define. It is both the great, primordial rain forests at the  heart of the continent and the immense deserts of the north and south.
From afar, Westerners have long fancied it to be divided into  “black” and “white,” in the image of their own societies, and yet observant visitors are more likely to be struck by Africa’s diversity, and by  the absence of any sharp dividing lines.
The continent is simply too large and too complex to be grasped  easily, and only rarely, in fact, have we ever tried. Instead, we categorize  and oversimplify, willy-nilly, ignoring that for the continent’s inhabitants the very notion of Africanness is an utterly recent abstraction,  born of Western subjugation, of racism and exploitation.
Throughout my life, I have roamed and explored the cardinal  points of the Africa we see on the map, and a great many places in  between. But “my” Africa, the Africa I first discovered in 1976 as a college student on summer vacation visiting my family in Ivory Coast,  will forever be the musty, tumultuous world of the continent’s west and  central regions. As I climbed down the stairway from a jet onto  Liberia’s steamy, pungent soil for a brief layover on the long flight  from New York to Abidjan, where my family then lived, it would be a   trite understatement to say that I could not have imagined how my  personal discovery of this Africa would change my life.
I would come to master languages and patois from the region. I  would marry one of its daughters and the first of my two sons would be  born there. The thrill of travel and discovery in this part of Africa—a  civil war in Chad, a coup in Guinea, a stolen election in Liberia—  would turn me away from an early, passing interest in becoming a  lawyer and propel me instead into a career in journalism.
My growing intimacy with the continent, where I discovered that  questions of identity were usually far more complex than the stark  black-white divide that I had grown up facing as an African-American  in Washington, D.C., in the 1960s, would subtly but permanently  change my notions of race.
Most important, as a privileged witness to a quarter century–sized  slice of history, my understanding of Africa would gradually transform  the way I saw the world. It awakened me as nothing else before to the  selfishness and shortsightedness of the rich and the dignity of the poor  in their suffering, and to the uses and abuses of power.
As important as this transformation has been to me, this book aims  to be more than a memoir of Africa and of the impact it has had on my  own life. In a much broader sense, it is an extended meditation on the  consequences of another encounter, this one centuries old and far  more fateful, between Africa and the West.
The personal reportage contained in these pages ranges from my  earliest travels on the continent to the end of the century. Cumulatively, I spent nearly a decade living in Ivory Coast, spread out over two  decades—the early 1980s and the late 1990s—and from this country,  once a prosperous oasis, and now, sadly, a wreck like so much of the  rest of the immediate subregion, I roamed far and wide.
The “action” here, as it were, takes place in my home regions of  West and Central Africa—places like Nigeria, Africa’s most populous  country; Liberia, the closest thing America has ever had to an African  colony; Mali, home to some of the continent’s oldest and most distinctive cultures; and Congo, formerly known as Zaire, whose geographical position astride the equator, in the very center of the continent, and  turbulent history give it a strong claim to being Africa’s heart, literary  clichés aside.
Although this book is full of personal experiences, some of them   harrowing, its object is not a mere rehashing of old war stories. In  some respects, the dates or details, as narrowly defined, are less important than the broad patterns of treachery and betrayal of Africa by a  wealthy and powerful West, often aided and abetted by the continent’s  own woeful leaders—patterns that are being repeated even now.
Africa is the stage of mankind’s greatest tragedies, and yet we  remain largely inured to them, all but blind to the deprivation and suffering of one ninth of humanity. We awaken to the place mostly in fits  of coarse self-interest and outright greed. Once upon a time, these  brief awakenings involved a need for rubber or cotton, gold or diamonds, not to mention the millions of slaves, branded and ferried like  cattle across the Atlantic, whose contributions to the wealth of Europe  and its coveted New World are scarcely acknowledged.
Today, the pickings are as “exotic” as ever, but have been updated  to meet the needs of our modern era. Africa interests us for its offshore  oil reserves, which are seen as an alternative to supplies from an explosive and difficult-to-control Middle East, or for rare minerals like  coltan, which powers our cellular phones and PlayStations. There is  one new twist on our selfishness, however—an interest in Africa driven  by fear, of AIDS and Ebola and emigrants.
This book is deeply critical of the Clinton administration’s behavior in Africa, which may strike some as unfair, given that President  Clinton arguably paid more attention to the continent than any American president before him. But even a rare, high-profile trip by a sitting  president cannot obscure America’s role in downplaying the Rwandan  genocide so as to escape direct involvement.
Nor does Washington’s brief but active engagement with the continent after the 1994 genocide, which is explored in detail in these  pages, make up for extraordinarily misguided policies, driven more by  guilt than by genuine care, that resulted in the largely unheralded  deaths of at least 3.3 million Congolese—the largest toll in any conflict  since World War II.
The Clinton administration, actually, is no more than a representative sample, because the deplorable fact is that the United States has  never had a sound Africa policy, starting from the height of the independence era, when the Central Intelligence Agency helped engineer  the overthrow of Patrice Lumumba, Congo’s first prime minister, in  September 1960, after a mere two months in office. The coup was the   first of dozens that would contribute to making Africa the world’s least  stable and arguably most corrupt continent.
When we pay attention to Africa’s contemporary leaders, it is often  to lampoon them. How conveniently we forget how this tragic pattern  was set in place, in Congo as elsewhere, by what John le Carré once  called, with appropriate scorn, “the global architects, the world order  men, the political charm-sellers and geopolitical alchemists who in the  cold war years managed, collectively and individually, to persuade  themselves—and us, too, now and then—that with a secret tuck here,  and a secret pull there, and an assassination somewhere else, and a  destabilized economy or two, or three, they could not only save  democracy from its defects but create a secret stability among the  chaos.”
President George W. Bush trumpeted his willingness to spend  money to fight AIDS on the African continent, but cynically derived  the funds for this initiative by robbing the nearly bare cupboard of  American economic aid for the poorest region of the world. Meanwhile, the United States was prepared to spend $100 billion or more to  overthrow Saddam Hussein, whom Bush denounced as a scourge to  mankind.
But in Africa, where genuine scourges exist—plagues of chronic  hunger and preventable disease—America remains dumb to the suffering, and indeed often makes things worse. While we push free enterprise to the world, we close our markets to African textiles and  subsidize American farmers in ways that make it impossible for the poor  of Africa to compete. While preaching democracy, we have nurtured  African tyrants, quietly washing our hands of them, as with Mobutu  Sese Seko of Zaire and his successor, Laurent Kabila—whose stories  are told here in some detail—the moment they become inconvenient.
The United States is by no means alone in this treatment of  Africa—indeed, this book is a chronicle of the calamitous continuum  in the encounter between Africa and the West. This long-running  tragedy began in Congo, where much of my story unfolds, with the  destruction by imperial Portugal of well-structured kingdoms in its  pursuit of slaves for use as beasts of burden in the Americas.
In its own modest way, this book is intended to help remedy our  complaisant forgetfulness and our hypocrisy. My aim is to help remind  those who yearn to know and understand the continent better, and   indeed Africans themselves, of the continent’s many cultural strengths;  my own discovery of them kept me going through otherwise depressing times, injecting relief in a tableau of terrible bleakness. Therein lies  a genuine source of hope for Africa’s nearly 800 million people and for  the Africans of the future.

CHAPTER ONE
Prehistory
I remember clearly, even now, how and when Africa grabbed hold of  me, and as is so often the case for people living abroad, my infatuation began with a romance. The lightning struck me in January 1980,  in a small, smoke-filled nightclub called the Keur Samba, in Treichville, the densely packed working-class neighborhood and old colonial  “indigenous quarter” of the capital of Ivory Coast, Abidjan.
The dance floor was tiny, and as I would quickly learn was commonplace in Africa, when people were moved to dance, they simply  jumped up without any other formalities and joined the crowd. The  club’s African play list was heavy on fast numbers with thumping bass  lines, and it did not take long to get swept up in the atmosphere amid  all the bumping and swaying. For someone new to the country who  had come alone, the discovery that partners were irrelevant was a  pleasant surprise.
My father, who is a doctor, had designed and was running a  regional primary healthcare program for the World Health Organization, and my parents had been living in Abidjan together with my  brothers and sisters for a few years. I had just moved to Ivory Coast  after graduating from college to find myself while plotting my next  moves in life, and for a young American out on the town by himself,  the packed nightclub with its throbbing African sounds and colliding   bodies seemed like the very definition of exotic. And then I met  Mariam.
With the strobe lights flashing wildly and the club jam-packed, it  took me longer than it should have to notice that no matter in which  direction I turned I was still bumping into the same lithe, dark-skinned  woman. But when a fifties rock-and-roll number came on, changing  the mood of the place abruptly, the dance floor cleared momentarily.  Damp with sweat and tired of the smoke, I followed a stream of customers outside onto the unpaved street for a breather. When I stopped  a few paces from the exit, there she was again.
Under the faint streetlight I could finally fix her features as she  smiled. She was a startling beauty, with the form of a ballet dancer and  the élan of a gazelle, and an extraordinary head full of fine black tresses  that tumbled down her back. There was an ever-so-brief moment of  awkwardness, and then, suddenly, we both began talking. We spoke in  French for a few minutes, and because of that, when she got around to  asking me where I was from, she was a bit surprised to learn that I was  American. I, on the other hand, assumed she was from Ivory Coast,  and asked her what region of the country her family was from. The  question elicited an immediate shock. “Me, from Ivory Coast?” she  said, indignantly. “I am not from here. I am from a grand country,  Mali; a place with a real history!”
Now it was my turn to be taken aback. Ivory Coast was the economic success story of the region. The people of the country had  grown smug over their success, bragging about Abidjan’s multiplex  cinemas and ice-skating rink, its shopping malls and Miami skyline,  and condescending to their much poorer neighbors. By contrast, Mali  was one of Africa’s poorest countries—a landlocked dust bowl plagued  by recurrent droughts and famines that had languished under pseudo-socialist dictatorships since independence in 1960.
Mariam and I ended up leaving the nightclub together for a   maquis, one of the cheap open-air drinking places that abound in  Treichville. Of course I had read plenty about Mali’s past greatness,  about the fabled empires named Mali and Ghana, whose civilizations  had flourished astride the ancient caravan routes across the Sahara  between the sixth and fifteenth centuries. I was familiar with Malian  sculpture, and that led me to share with my new friend one of my first  impressions of her: There was something about her beauty that   reminded me of the Chiwara mask, a graceful antelope-like sculpture  from Mali that was one of the region’s most distinctive forms.
I had grown up in a strong African-American family, where pride  and self-respect were passed on daily, and in abundance—together  with lots of history. Bowing and scraping were alien to us, and we were  reminded of the achievements of blacks at every turn, from people like  Charles Drew, the doctor who pioneered blood transfusion and had  been my father’s professor in medical school, to Ralph Bunche and  Paul Robeson. Even so, it seemed that Mariam, whose pride in her culture was boundless, could easily teach us a thing or two when it came  to holding our heads up. For Mariam, no matter how much I knew  about Mali, it wasn’t enough. For her, her homeland was the center of  the universe, the cradle of African civilization and the repository of its  greatest culture.
Mariam soon became my first African girlfriend, and we saw each  other steadily for the next few weeks. She was visiting Abidjan from  Paris, where she lived, and I was working as a translator, helping a  French writer produce an English edition of her first novel. We would  often meet at Mariam’s hotel in Adjamé, a cheap but clean little affair  where she could spend a couple of months in town without going  bankrupt. She was buying West African goods—cloth, clothing, spices  and artwork—to take back to Paris for sale there. The trip had far  more than a mercantile interest for her, though. For Mariam, Africa  would forever be home, the place where she returned to recharge.
As Mariam’s stay drew to a close, I announced my decision to visit  Mali. She seemed delighted, but as someone who jetted back and forth  to Europe, she thought it funny of me to insist on going there overland, perhaps even as far north as Timbuktu. Jamie, my younger  brother by seven years, was as determined as I was to see the continent  from ground level, much as any ordinary African would, so together  we set out by train for the north of Ivory Coast, as the first leg of our  journey.
No one could say how much it had cost to build the Régie Abidjan-Niger railway, whose tracks were laid from Abidjan to Ouagadougou,  the capital of Burkina Faso (formerly known as Upper Volta), between  1905 and 1954, or how many lives were lost in the process, but these  many decades later it was easy to view it as a positive legacy of France’s  colonialism in the region. The train’s cars were packed with migrant   workers from the Sahel, the parched, impoverished badlands south of  the Sahara Desert, carrying home their savings and cheap manufactured goods—black-and-white TVs, bulky radio-cassette decks and  electric fans from China and India—bought with the meager salaries  they had earned as laborers on cocoa plantations or as domestics.
Abidjan’s fancy, “developed” veneer, all haughty and self-impressed, peeled away instantly as the train chugged along, propelling us through a thick patch of rain forest, then through verdant  plantation land, and northward, with the temperature rising steadily,  into the savannah.
We were traveling as light and unencumbered as possible, out to  discover Africa and searching for ourselves a bit, too, along the way,  and we must have made a curious sight for our fellow travelers. For  luggage we had nothing more than a couple of changes of clothing  stuffed into two goatskin sacks, which we wore slung over our shoulders. I had a wire-bound notebook to write in, and an old Olympus  35mm camera. For reading, I had brought along Freud’s Introduction to  Psychoanalysis and a hefty paperback travel book, Susan Blumenthal’s  Bright Continent, whose brilliant mixture of learned reflection and  backpacker’s-eye view made it the best African travel guide I have seen  before or since.
At each stop along the way, in cities with strangely beautiful names  like Katiola and Bouaké, the scenery grew more stark and simple, as  did the dress and manners of the people we encountered. Before long,  young girls were converging on the train at each station, shouting their  sales pitches in Dioula, the commercial lingua franca of the northern  half of the country, instead of French, and offering cold water to drink  in clear little pouches of plastic. Other girls carried small brown  smoked fish, exposed and still baking under the powerful sun, or bread  borne on large enamel plates they balanced on their heads. These were  not the fancy French baguettes of Abidjan, but big, boxy loaves of  white bread with which the vendors rushed forward toward our open  windows in a sales competition that was desperate yet always cheerful.
We fell asleep well after dark, at the end of a long and sweaty day,  both feeling that the “real” Africa that we were searching for wouldn’t  reveal itself in earnest until we got off the train and trod the dusty  ground, unmarked by man’s hand, that stretched to the horizon outside. Later I came to distrust this concept of authenticity deeply.
We were awakened when the train lurched to a stop in the morning to discover that we were in Ferkessédougou, our jumping-off point  for Mali, which was still about a hundred miles to the northwest. It had  rained overnight and suddenly the air was surprisingly chilly. We took  a taxi to the gare routière, where Peugeot 504 station wagons left for  Bamako, the capital of Mali, and discovered that it was little more than  a puddle-filled lot.
Around its circumference sat a bunch of buvettes, little tumble-down shacks that passed as restaurants, each with its own hand-painted  sign describing the fare. We settled into one, feeling faintly like cowboys moseying around in an old western. But instead of being served  whiskey, a characteristically light-skinned young Fulani man poured  thick, heavily sweetened condensed milk into our coffee and whipped  up our helpings of bread and fried eggs.
Afterward, we scouted out what looked like the best car, negotiated  our fare to Bamako and then waited for a departure we figured was  imminent. A two-hour lesson in patience awaited us, as well as a very  neat illustration of power. We were in a world of peasants and the poor,  and they already understood perfectly well what we were just discovering and could never completely accommodate ourselves to: that there  is often little more to do in life than sit around and wait until those who  are more powerful are ready to budge.
In this case, the more powerful meant the drivers, who seemed to  live and work according to an internal calendar whose secrets were  known only to themselves and to their coxswains—the boys who  helped collect their fares. Although there was a nominal fare between  any two points, supply and demand was the ultimate arbiter, and the  driver was free to negotiate the cost upward whenever the cars were  few and passengers many. Departure times were even more elastic, and  seemed governed not just by how many would be occupying the vehicle, which counted a great deal, but also by the Muslim obligation to  pray five times each day, by the need to eat and, most vexingly of all, by  what seemed to my untrained eye to be the reckoning of innumerable  omens.
But finally we took off, and it felt great to be moving again, even if  the car was filled almost beyond its capacity. Since I am six foot four, I  had luckily taken the precaution of paying a little extra so that I could  sit in the front seat, where there was a little more leg room and a prime  view of the scenery. We were heading north, supposedly toward the  Sahara, but oddly the vegetation was getting steadily greener. By the   time we reached the border, several hours later, the cramped space and  huge potholes in the road had left me feeling like an invalid.
When we climbed out of the car at the crossing, we were introduced to a brand-new waiting game, this one run by the poker-faced  customs officers. The border crossing was, in reality, little more than a  legally sanctioned stickup spot. And in this racket, if it is true that the  driver and the customs agents could not be called friends, they were  clearly complicit. Our chauffeur had obviously tithed away a portion of  the passengers’ fares to pay off the customs agents, and he stood  nearby, watching the scene with studied disinterest, as the passengers  pleaded poverty so as to surrender as little as possible and the agents  gradually escalated their threats to extort whatever they could.
But the agents’ ultimate leverage was our driver. After an interval  of about forty-five minutes or so—long enough for our driver to eat,  drink something and relieve himself, and for Jamie and me to eat a few  small wooden skewers of grilled mutton deliciously seasoned with a  sprinkling of powdered red pepper and spices—he beckoned us back  into the Peugeot and began making ready to leave. His departure  would have stranded our fellow travelers, with no question of a refund  for the fares they had already paid. As the driver and customs men  surely knew, this was enough to get the men to take off their shoes or  to fish into secret pockets to retrieve some hidden cash, and the portly  market women among them to start undoing the elaborately wrapped  cloth they wore to find the crumpled bills they had so carefully hidden  in their bras or in secret folds.
The drive from there was our introduction to the savannah. The  reddish clay earth stretched infinitely in whichever direction one  looked, melding in a blur at the horizon with the low, bright sky. Other  than the little circular villages, with their peaked thatch roofs and red  walls made of mud and straw, the only relief from the landscape was  the incredible termite mounds—huge baroque cathedrals that rose to  the height of a tall man.
When night fell, we may as well have been on the moon as on that  unlit highway with its deep craters, the location of which the driver  seemed to know almost by heart. He slowed down for some of the  holes and slalomed to dodge others. Despite his best efforts, though,  every now and again he would hit one—perhaps, I thought, he was too  tired to give a damn—but as we plummeted to the bottom and were  then jolted back out of even the deepest potholes, the passengers   scarcely stirred from their deep slumber. The sky was lit brilliantly  with stars, and the savannah mimicked them with the fires of villagers,  which could be seen twinkling in the distance. Malian music was playing on the driver’s radio, and the alembic strumming of the kora, a  long, eighteen-stringed harp, and the soaring declamations of the  singers were carrying me back to the age of the great empires.
We arrived in Bamako a little before dawn. Trying to be frugal and  not knowing the city, we decided to do what so many other travelers at  the station had done. We unrolled our little straw mats, clutched our  goatskin bags close to us, covered our faces with pieces of clothing and  slept right there on the ground. A few hours later, we rose to the sunrise and the sound of heavy traffic to discover Bamako in all of its dusty  and smoke-filled glory.
France and the Soviet Union had each taken halfhearted stabs at  turning this capital into a city, and the scars were everywhere. Long  ago, the streets had been laid out in a tidy grid, including a formal  administrative sector. The Russian-built Hôtel de l’Amitié loomed  imposingly over the place like the landmark transplanted from another  world that it was.
At heart, though, Bamako remained little more than a big, sooty  village. Tall women in blue boubous, the regal robes and matching  headdresses worn throughout the Sahel, cleaned their teeth with  wooden chew sticks, spitting into the dust-choked gutter. Slender men  crouched like baseball catchers, only much lower still, pouring water  from tin teapots to rinse their faces and clean out their ears, as they  performed their Muslim ablutions at street’s edge. Cobblers repaired  carefully preserved shoes with glues and tacks in their ramshackle sidewalk stands.
People seemed to be sweeping everywhere, kicking up little clouds  of dust as they worked at making things neat, but the effort was existential at best, given the milky whiteness of the sky, laden with gritty  tidings from the Sahara borne on every breeze. Meanwhile, pubescent  girls dressed in tatters raced one another through the cluttered streets  hawking their huge mangos and sprays of lettuce to cars that paused in  the traffic. Police working from the roadside pulled over taxis for  invented infractions in order to take a cut of their receipts. And slender young prostitutes, all with the same tightly plaited hair and dazzling black skin, winked and beckoned at foreigners in every café and  restaurant.
To be sure, this was Africa, I thought, but it was still not the Africa  I was searching for. Jamie and I had checked into the Grand Hotel, a  misnomer these days with its dumpy furnishings and faded paint,  although the cavernous rooms and central location hinted at an impressive past. Every few hours we had to return to the room to take refuge  from the dirt and clamor, and to slake a constant thirst brought on by  the city’s dry heat and copious sand. And while an old ceiling fan paddled the room’s hot air noisily, in this pre-Walkman era I took solace in  tapes of Ornette Coleman and Muddy Waters, which I played on a little cassette machine while we planned our next steps.
Mariam had urged me to visit her mother, whom she described as a  grand Bamako personality; a major figure among the Bambara ethnic  group, who dominated the city’s trade. We searched for her in the huge  market, molded in clay with blunt, towering spires in the Sudanese  style, and after only a couple of queries quickly found her there the  next evening, installed amid the huge stacks of imported cloth that she  sold, and somehow looking far simpler than I had imagined. She had  never imagined me at all, because Mariam had never mentioned me to  her. There was no reason to. And after she recovered from my surprise  introduction as “Mariam’s friend,” in Bambara she explained my presence to the curious market women who had been spying on the scene  from their nearby stalls.
Jamie and I needed new clothing. The spare load that we had  packed was already proving insufficient; moreover, the jeans and  Western-style shirts we had brought tended to cling in the heat,  adding to our discomfort. We asked Mariam’s mother where we could  get some of the lightweight and baggy West African two-piece cotton  outfits that so many of the men here wore. “Quickly and cheaply,” I  added, causing some raised eyebrows. Americans were well known for  being pushy and always in a bit of a hurry, but at least they were supposed to be rich. What kind of Americans were we, with our rumpled  dress and billowy Afros? She quickly gave us an address, though, and  after offering some elaborate thank-yous we were on our way.
Newly outfitted the next day in our Malian clothes, we set out for  the north. We were thrilled to be moving on, in another Peugeot  sedan, but we were quickly given one more painful lesson about distances. It was 480 miles to Mopti, our next stop. On our Michelin map  the road was grandiosely labeled as a national highway, but in reality   it was a badly patched, unlit two-lane strip, without relief, without    rest stops and with almost no turnoffs or exits. We pulled into Mopti  exhausted, just as the day was about to give out, and checked into a little French-style  relais that had been tastefully designed to blend into its  surroundings—or perhaps it had just been built cheaply. The walls  were made of banco, a mixture of clay and straw, and though the air  conditioner belched and droned furiously, it seemed better suited as a  conduit for mosquitoes than a source of cool air.
As tired as we were, we badly needed to stretch our legs, so we set  off for the town. Darkness fell quickly, and as we walked the cramped  and crooked streets, the muezzin called loudly from the spindly  minaret of a nearby mosque, giving us a start. It had been another one  of those blistering days when the white sky hangs heavy and blindingly  low and sleeping dogs hug the shaded sides of buildings, keeping as  still as they know how in order to keep cool. Just about now, though,  the streets around us were suddenly coming alive with people, and  though most of them were heading out for prayer, some were just luxuriating in the cooler evening air.
The language spoken in Mopti had a strange and mellifluous ring  to our ears compared to the sharply clipped rhythms of the Bambara  spoken in Bamako, a close cousin of Dioula, which we were used to  hearing every day in Abidjan. Everything else, too, seemed to exclaim  that this was a different world—ancient, exotic, almost biblical—and it  was going to our heads. Tourists were few in these parts, and wandering through a neighborhood built of banco and scrap materials, with  our huge Afros we were drawing stares from people curious to know  where in the world such odd-looking foreigners came from.
Feeling giddy and playful, Jamie and I decided to have a little fun.  Rather than speak English or French and give ourselves away immediately, we invented an ersatz dialect on the spot, suppressing our amusement as best we could as we made our way along the unpaved street  talking loudly in our own strange new tongue. Our game was good for  a laugh between us, but West Africans are accustomed to living in a linguistic babel, and the gibberish we spoke drew little more than a few  double takes.
We hit the road again the next day in a worse-for-the-wear Renault  van, larding our goatskins with tins of sardines and sausages, loaves of  bread and extra bottles of mineral water. Our destination was Bandiagara, a town that appeared close on the map, but which we were  warned could take the better part of a day to reach. Each time someone   gave us their estimate of the road time that lay ahead, it ended with a  sigh of “Insh’Allah” (God willing). Out here, everything depended on  one’s vehicle and beyond that God’s favor, or simply one’s luck.
We had chosen Bandiagara because all of the tour books had described the little town as the gateway to the homeland of the Dogon, a  people fabled throughout West Africa for their flinty independence  and unusual lifestyle. Their lore had spread so deeply into Europe that  Bandiagara and the nearby Dogon cliffs were becoming an obligatory  pilgrimage for a certain kind of tourist back then: the bearded and braless northern European tribe who wore tie-dyes and sandals, in homage to what they imagined was a genuinely African lifestyle.
Many Dogon still elected residences on the very face of the steep  escarpments that rise from their Sahelian plain. Theirs was an existence in caves. They had deliberately kept their distance from the life-giving Niger River in order to preserve their freedom from slave raids  and forcible conversion to Islam, whether at the hands of the Bambara  from the south or the Moroccans from the north. Their choice was  stark and simple: Life would be harsh, but it would be their life, and it  has remained that way up to the present.
Across the centuries, the Dogon had developed an extraordinarily  sophisticated cosmology, one replete with detailed and precise observations of the heavens, and a particular focus on Sirius, which at 8.6  light-years away is the brightest star in the sky. Without the benefit of  modern scientific instruments, somehow they had also divined the  existence of a dwarf companion star to Sirius, which they named Po  Tolo. Long ago they had accurately described its orbit and said it was  composed of a metal that they believed was the densest material in the  universe. Although telescopes had first noted this companion star a  century ago, until 1970 Western astronomers weren’t able to photograph what the Dogon had said was there all along.
When the French anthropologist Marcel Griaule began writing  about their cosmology in the 1950s, the Dogon suddenly became a kind  of pre-modern freak show, a people whose cultural achievements, like  the building of the pyramids or the construction of the monumental  statues on Easter Island, knew no simple explanation. Before our trip,  I had read Griaule’s book, a dizzying work full of talk about the dryness  of the moon and the architecture of the Milky Way, but the proto-science that was attracting all the tourists was not what had drawn me   to visit the Dogon. It was their rugged, hardheaded independence that  intrigued me.
Try as I might, I could not imagine hotter weather as we set out in  our lumbering vehicle, which was packed to bursting, like every commercial vehicle in rural Mali, with people, goats and chickens. As  Mopti receded in the distance, and finally vanished like an oasis, the  town struck me as merely a more rural version of Bamako: less asphalt  and concrete, no high-rise buildings and much more of the molasses  pace that one associates with tiny, out-of-the-way towns everywhere.
At last, it seemed we were truly abandoning the beaten path and, by  the look of things, even traveling back in time. The appearance of our  fellow passengers seemed to confirm this impression. The women’s  faces and hands were stenciled with ceremonial dyes. Their gums, too,  had been rendered black from treatment with charcoal-laden needles.  Some of them wore huge, gold-leafed hoop earrings that tugged at  their pierced earlobes under blazing red and gold headdresses.
Theirs was a way-out concept of beauty, strikingly unaffected by  the definitions of attractiveness in the West, whose standards had long  ago worked their way into Africa’s big cities, conveyed by movies, television shows and the ever-spreading tentacles of commerce and materialism. We had come a long way, and had peeled back many layers, I  thought, congratulating myself that we were perhaps finally arriving in  the “authentic” Africa I was seeking.
I had been haunted throughout the trip by the affinity between the  plaintively shouted choruses in the early, pre-electric Muddy Waters I  listened to every day on my tinny little tape player and the wailing kora  music of Mali, tinged with woe, that we had heard in every car we had  ridden in. The blues had their roots in American slavery, and huge  numbers of those slaves had come from West Africa. Surely the resemblance was more than a coincidence.
At Jamie’s urging I asked the driver to play my tape, and as we  thudded along on the dusty washboard road, he popped it in, setting  off a Muddy Waters shout about “rolling and tumbling, and crying the  whole night long.” But after the driver had heard a minute or two of  this, he turned his head quickly to pronounce a dismissive verdict. “Ça  c’est la musique des toubabs,” he said with a derisive snort, using one  of West Africa’s few universally understood words, a term that literally  means “outsiders” but is typically reserved for whites.
So much for my theories, I concluded a bit dejectedly. But the tape  remained in the player and as Muddy continued his rousing calls, the  twelve-bar Mississippi blues, with its gut-stirring, soulful repetition,  gradually lulled the driver and passengers into mellowed acceptance,  just as the Malian kora had slowly hypnotized me.
When we reached Bandiagara, there was no station, not even a  dusty parking lot. The road simply came to an end. A narrow footpath  was the only way forward, so Jamie and I gathered our things and  walked down the gentle incline toward the town. Actually, Bandiagara  resembled a settlement: a rocky, unpaved street lined with simple,  blocky buildings. We had no idea where we would be staying, or  indeed if there was a hotel to be found. But our problem was soon  resolved when we were approached by a passel of scuff-kneed boys  dressed in plastic sandals and tee shirts. The eldest among them  quickly suggested that they act as our guides, offering to take us to see  what every foreigner comes to see: the Bandiagara cliff dwellers.
We had long since developed a practiced equanimity in such situations, which was aimed at deflecting the overeager merchants, touts or  street urchins who clamorously proposed their services, usually several  of the boys at once. Our show of indifference didn’t seem to discourage  them at all, though. In fact, we soon found ourselves being offered a  place to sleep for the night, on the rooftop of the home belonging to  one boy’s family, who turned out to be town notables, or dignitaries.
Over the years, Jamie and I have often marveled at this gesture of  hospitality, if that is the right thing to call it. Just imagine, my brother  once said, the kind of reception two young African adventurers might  receive if they arrived by bus, scruffy and unannounced, in some  mountain village in West Virginia.
It was already late in the afternoon, and if the sun’s radiation had  eased a few notches from the spectral levels of midday, the heat still left  us feeling heavy and listless, and drained of all ambition for what  remained of the day. After a quick walk around the town, the boys took  us to our rooftop sleeping quarters. It was atop a sturdy, two-story  affair made of sandy cement, rather than the cheaper banco that most  people built with, and its little touches—ironwork railings and wood  trimmings—set it apart even further. The view from above was of the  vast and desolate Bandiagara plain, and under a hazy sky we could just  make out the Dogon cliffs in the distance.
We had become instant celebrities, in the sense that our presence   had drawn a small crowd of teenage boys, and they were endlessly curious about us. Why did we speak French if we were Americans? How  much did my tape player cost, and why didn’t we bring several of them,  to trade, or better yet, to give away? Why did people as light-skinned  as we insist that we were black Americans every time they called us  blancs?
All in all, there was nothing to give offense. Indeed, the tone was  friendly, and eventually we were offered mint tea. The younger boys  were then invited to leave, signaling that a more serious discussion  would now begin. As our hosts took turns pouring the thick, sweet tea  from a beautifully engraved brass pot, artfully hoisting and lowering its  swan’s-neck spout as the tiny ceramic cups filled, the older boys took a  last swipe at convincing us to hire them as our guides, and then settled  into a startling discussion of their own history.
Above all, I wanted to know why they had settled in such inhospitable territory. Outside of the land we had driven through in the  south of the country, where greenery abounded and water was plentiful, almost every other people in Mali had clung near to the banks of  the Niger River. In times of frequent drought, the river was far more  than a mere waterway; it was truly a lifeline.
“From here we could see the enemy coming from far away,” one of  the youths said immediately, pointing to the black clouds massing in  the distance and the swirling dust storms kicking up beneath them. “In  this way, we were able to defend ourselves from attack. That worked  for a long while, but when it was no longer enough, our people moved  onto the cliffs.”
This was, of course, essentially the same story I had read in my  travel books, only now it was no longer potted history. Here was a   seventeen-year-old boy explaining to me with unshakable confidence  the cultural will to survive that had preserved both his people’s lives  and their unique identity. In his own simple but straightforward way,  he had answered the dilemma posed by the Nigerian novelist Chinua  Achebe in his masterpiece about the destruction of his own Igbo culture by Christian missionaries. “How do you think we can fight when  our brothers have turned against us? The white man is very clever. He  came quietly and peaceably with his religion. We were amused at his  foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now he has won our brothers, and  our clan can no longer act like one. He has put a knife to the things  that held us together and we have fallen apart.”
Jamie and I were determined to discover things for ourselves, so  we set out the next morning armed with a bit of water and food, and  our sturdy straw-peaked Malian hats. But before long we were lost in  the rocky, blistering hot plains of Dogon-land, hungry and thirsty and  more than a little concerned that we wouldn’t be able to find our way  back to the settlement. Our stubbornness thus proved to be costly, for  we never made it to the cliffs. I have longed to visit them ever since,  regretting that we didn’t do the simple thing and go with our eager and  friendly guides. But the conversation with the boys has proved more  important to me over the years than a sight-seeing excursion alone  could ever be, because the discourse prompted some what-if questions  about Africa that I have pondered one way or the other ever since.
If the Dogon, a smallish ethnic group with modest lands, could win  the struggle to keep their culture and identity intact in the midst of persistent encroachment by outsiders, what might Africa have become if  larger, even better-organized ethnic groups had been afforded the geographical space or other means to resist foreign domination? I have in  mind ancient kingdoms like Kongo in Central Africa, or Dahomey and  Ashanti in West Africa, just three out of numerous examples of African  peoples who created large, well-structured states, with codified legal  systems, diplomats and many other kinds of bureaucrats, and a range of  public services from customs to mail delivery. One can easily imagine  proto-states like these taking their places among today’s modern  nation-states, if only they had been given the opportunity to develop.  Instead, as we will see, they were willfully and utterly destroyed, as  were invaluable cultural resources and much of Africa’s self-confidence.
This question that haunts me has also been posed by Basil Davidson, the pioneering British historian of Africa, in The Black Man’s Burden,  a brilliant summing-up of his life’s work. Davidson writes that  Ashanti, the kingdom that once controlled most of present-day Ghana,
was manifestly a national state on its way toward becoming a  nation-state with every attribute ascribed to a West European  state, even if some of these attributes had yet to reach maturity.  It possessed known boundaries, a central government with  police and army, consequent law and order, and accepted  national language. . . . What might have happened if indigenous development could have continued, and pre-colonial  structures had remained free to mature into modern structures, can indeed be anyone’s guess. Suppose the sovereignty of  Asante [a widely used alternate spelling for Ashanti] had not  been hijacked. . . . Could the resultant Asante nation-state  have answered to the needs of the twentieth century? Would it  have acted as a magnet of progress for its neighbors? Or would  it have become a curse and a burden?
Regrettably, history provides no answer. We are left, instead, with a  humiliating picture of Africa and Africans, such as the images that  endure in popular fiction like Tarzan. How many Westerners today  realize, or are even capable of imagining, that it took most of the nineteenth century for the mighty British to overcome the Ashanti, after a  series of bitter and closely contested wars? Ultimately, the West  African kingdom was undone by superior technology, in particular the  Enfield rifle, which was accurate at nearly eight hundred yards, and  later, machine guns such as the Maxim, which allowed the British to  mow down their opponents. But it is important to recall, especially  since such things are not taught in schools, that the British-Ashanti  wars were struggles between two proud civilizations that shared similar concepts of nobility, courage and duty to the sovereign, but were  separated by radically different notions of fair play and ethics.
These differences eerily echo the complaints of the British a century earlier during the American Revolution, when it was they who  decried the irregular tactics of George Washington’s men as unsporting. The Ashanti, who outdid even the British in gallantry, thought it  proper to allow their enemy to beat an orderly retreat after defeating  them in battle. And when mounting sieges of British-controlled forts,  the Ashanti armies even allowed their mortal enemies to resupply  themselves with drinking water.
Britain, on the other hand, unilaterally abrogated its treaties and  other diplomatic agreements with the Ashanti, who at several points in  the century-long conflict made plain their desire for a peaceful modus  vivendi that could accommodate their enemy’s commercial interests.  When the British army captured the Ashanti capital, Kumase, for the  first time, in 1874, its treasures were painstakingly looted, including  large stores of gold, sculpture, ivory and royal furniture. Then the city  was deliberately burned to the ground.
Henry Morton Stanley wrote at the time that “King Coffee is too  rich a neighbor to be left alone with his riches, with his tons of gold   dust and accumulations of wealth to himself.” But even this humiliation was not enough. When the British came back to Kumase in 1895,  it was to declare that Ashanti independence was an “intolerable nuisance,” and to force the new king, Prempeh, and the Queen Mother to  publicly prostrate themselves, embrace the boots of the colonial governor and two colonels, and swear allegiance to the queen of England.
One pretext for the British action was the practice of human sacrifice by the Ashanti in their religious rituals. The British played up this  example of “barbarism” while doing their utmost to annihilate West  Africa’s most powerful, sophisticated and accomplished political culture. For anyone in possession of these facts, looking back today it is  anything but clear that the British conducted themselves in the more  “civilized” manner.
In the end, in its inimitably cavalier way, Britain smashed an  African state that Basil Davidson said deserved comparison with the  contemporaneous, pre-Meiji Japan of the mid-nineteenth century.  Amid Europe’s great, late-nineteenth-century wave of conquest and  colonization in Africa, London chose to govern its new possessions  directly, and in the process not only obliterated native memories of  indigenous political culture and accomplishment, but also deprived the  locals of any significant hand in the new forms of administration.  Under direct rule in Africa, a heavy emphasis was placed on doing  things cheaply, even by comparison with other colonial territories.  The notion that Britain was nobly bearing the white man’s burden,  doing good works and bringing civilization to a supposedly dark continent, is belied by a simple statistic. At the end of World War II, Britain  had a mere 1,200 senior colonial service officials in all of its African  possessions combined, meaning that London had assigned a skeleton  crew to run more than a dozen colonies covering nearly 2 million  square miles, with a population of 43 million.
Then, in 1957, barely a half century after wiping out the Ashanti  proto-state and imposing colonial rule, an astoundingly fickle Britain  changed its mind and granted Ghana independence under state structures it copied directly from European blueprints. The question that  goes unasked in Western news coverage of Africa, and in most of the  other ritualized hand-wringing over the continent’s plight, is why  should anyone be surprised that violent European hijacking of Africa’s  political development resulted in misery and chaos?
How could it be that in America, a country where 12 percent of the   population traces its ancestry to African slaves, the vast majority of the  population remains totally unaware of this derailment, except by a  deliberate and long-term burial of the truth? Chinua Achebe offers  one possible answer when he speaks of “the desire—one might indeed  say the need—in Western psychology to set Africa up as a foil to  Europe, as a place of negations at once remote and vaguely familiar, in  comparison with which Europe’s own state of spiritual grace will be  manifest.” “White racism against Africa,” he adds, “is such a normal  way of thinking that its manifestations go completely unremarked.”  Hollywood, however belatedly, has slowly come around to accepting  the dignity of Indians and drawing sympathetic pictures for us of what  existed in the so-called New World before its conquest and colonization. But where Africa is concerned the great forgetting continues.
What is even worse, people who are ignorant of Africa, or merely  hostile to the idea of black achievement, are quick to ridicule anyone  who finds anything of merit in the continent’s past. In a lucid critique of  the nearly identical way in which Western historians have systematically downplayed black Haiti’s early-nineteenth-century revolutionary  victory over Napoleon’s armies, the University of Chicago anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes: “The world of the West basks in  what François Furet calls the second illusion of truth: what happened is  what must have happened. How many of us can think of any non-European population without the background of a global domination  that now looks preordained? And how can Haiti, or slavery, or racism  be more than distracting footnotes within that narrative order?”
A favorite prop in this endeavor has been to focus on the wildest  theories of the so-called Afrocentrics, a mostly black group of scholars  who have often painted ludicrously idealized pictures of the African  past. At heart, what this ridicule amounts to is a clever game of concealment, whose aim is the erasure or covering up of what should be  Europe’s own great shame.
From Hegel to Conrad, we have been told time and again that  Africa has little history worth recalling, or to believe the late Oxford  scholar Hugh Trevor-Roper, no history at all, “only the history of  Europe in Africa.” “The prehistoric man was cursing us, praying to us,  welcoming us—who could tell?” says Marlow, hero of Heart of Darkness, as he makes his way up the Congo River. “The earth seemed  unearthly. We are accustomed to look upon the shackled form of a  conquered monster, but there—there you could look at a thing monstrous and free.” Africa was a nearly blank slate when the white man  arrived, a dark continent. And yet, since we know that Europeans have  been almost obsessive about recording their own history, we would do  well to ask, Why does so much amnesia surround Europe’s collision  with its neighbors to the south?
The first extended contact between Europeans and a major state  in sub-Saharan Africa most likely began in 1491, when Portuguese  missionaries visited the Central African kingdom of Kongo, a three-hundred-square-mile proto-state comprised of half a dozen provinces.  Its capital, Mbanza-Kongo, was situated just on the Angolan side of  what is now that country’s border with the Democratic Republic of the  Congo.
By all accounts, the people of the kingdom were warmly hospitable  to the Portuguese, who were the first Europeans they had ever laid  eyes upon. Indeed, although no actual event of the sort is recorded,  one easily imagines a reception akin to the first American Thanksgiving. As missionaries are wont to do, they set about trying to make converts, and because the Kongolese king, or Mani Kongo, was interested  in obtaining European goods—including firearms—in exchange for  allowing them to do so, he gave the proselytizers a free hand.
Kongo struggled valiantly with the unanticipated consequences of  this fateful decision over the coming decades and, for a supposedly savage culture, fought with extraordinary honor to keep its head above  water against what quickly became a Portuguese deluge. But the kingdom would have none of the success of the Dogon, and when the Portuguese embrace became suffocating, there was no way to escape it.
Looking back, one can point to a mere accident of history that  sealed Kongo’s fate. Portugal’s great age of exploration, conquest and  finally colonization was launched by the invention of the caravel in the  1440s. And when some of these swift new ships, which were capable of  sailing into the wind, were blown off course in 1500, the leader of the  expedition, Pedro Alvares Cabral, inadvertently chanced upon the  land, previously unknown to Europeans, that we now know as Brazil.  The exploitation of Brazil, initially for the cultivation of sugar, created  such powerfully compelling economic opportunities for the Portuguese that just nine years after the first missionaries had arrived in  Mbanza-Kongo, the soul-saving rationale for the Portuguese presence  in Central Africa mutated almost overnight into something quite different: a rush to sell as many Africans as possible into slavery.
Soon, many of those same missionaries were mounting expeditions  hundreds of miles from the coast, sowing panic and chaos among the  inland peoples who were thrust into deadly competition against one  another, and indeed against Kongo, in the capture of slaves for shipment to the New World.
It has become fashionable in discussions of the European slave  trade to object that Africans were themselves great slavers long before  the white man ever set foot on the continent. But seen against the failure of Western education to give generation after generation of students a clear picture of the horrors of Europe’s imperial conquest, this  insistence strikes one as little more than an attempt to change the subject. The prior existence of slavery in Africa is undeniable fact, but  there can be little comparison between the age-old institution of  African slavery, in which captives were typically absorbed and assimilated into the culture that captured them, and the industrial scale of  Europe’s triangular slave trade, and even less with its dehumanizing  impact and brutality.
Where was the humanity of the “civilized” Europeans during the  early years of the rush to dehumanize Africans, who were traded just as  coolly as one would truck in timber or coal? Indeed, even the Catholic  conventions of the day legitimized the inhuman treatment of “pagans.”
Where the African practice of slavery hurt most was in helping  plant the seed in the European mind for the immense traffic that followed. The first Europeans who traded in African slaves were in reality  more interested in acquiring gold. But when the early Portuguese travelers learned of abundant production of gold near places like El Mina  (The Mine), in present-day Ghana, they paid for the metal with slaves  captured elsewhere along the coast, and discovered that the Fanti people who lived in that coastal area were eager buyers.
Surprisingly, to this day, there has been little willingness to contemplate the true impact of over four centuries of slavery on Africa.  Slavery’s cost to the continent did not merely involve the loss of untold  millions of souls who died along the bone-strewn footpaths where captives in chains were driven to the coast, or perished in the horrific Middle Passage. Nor, finally, can it be measured in the ten million or so  hardy survivors who ultimately reached the Americas. There was an  immense social impact on Africa, too.
As the Portuguese trade in slaves flourished, the English, French,  Danes and Swedes were attracted to it as well. Steadily, what had   begun as a good business, at least when seen from the narrow perspective of the elite in the African societies who provided slaves, turned  into an unmitigated disaster, one that destroyed not only the weaker  societies that were preyed upon, but also the stronger kingdoms that  were the predators.
By the 1700s, each year sixty thousand slaves on average were  being shipped across the Atlantic from West and Central Africa. This  figure does not begin to take into account the number of people killed  in the violent slaving raids that ripped through the African countryside, disrupting life in all but the most desolate corners of the continent, as far inland as the dry escarpments of Dogon-land. All the while,  in a foreshadowing of what, 450 years later, was to befall the feeble  commodity-based economies put in place by the Europeans during the  colonial era, the terms of trade in Africa’s slave business were steadily  whittled down until the market price of a slave was essentially zero.
At the outset, Europeans paid for their black captives with horses,  then with guns and cheap manufactured goods like copper kettles,  cloth and shaving bowls, then with crude metal bars. By the peak of the  trade, when the death and destruction had softened up the continent  for the colonialism that was soon to come, the Europeans were engaging in outright asset stripping.
Africans were purchased using shovelfuls of shiny, indestructible  cowry shells, which the Europeans introduced as a unit of exchange  and loaded into their ships as ballast in Indian Ocean ports of call such  as the Maldives. Bit by bit, the tonnage in useless shells was replaced by  enchained men, women and children as the slavers took on their living  cargo along a huge stretch of the African coast, from present-day  Angola in the south to Mauritania in the northwest.
The cost of the slave trade in terms of sheer population loss was  nothing short of catastrophic. The continent had always been underpopulated because of its poor soils and difficult climate, and because of  the endemic diseases that have plagued mankind in Africa ever since the  species emerged there. Some demographers calculate that had there  not been an Atlantic slave trade, by 1850 the total population of the  continent would have been about seventy million, or 40 percent higher  than the actual population at the time.
But in the end, what may represent the most damaging legacy of all  is that the Western slave industry, like its Arab-run twin, which was  concentrated in East Africa, fueled mass migration and generalized   warfare among Africans, as neighbor was pitted against neighbor, society against society. Europeans had created a thirst for their goods, and  for the quick profit that came from trading in fellow humans, which  Africans used to buy them. The ensuing scramble wiped out the intricate and inherently conservative social codes that prevailed in one  society after another. In the space of a generation, or even less in many  instances, the authority of king or chief, and the respect for communal  laws and customs that had kept people finely tuned with their local  environment over centuries, was destroyed.
“For Africans, enslavement was a threat that compounded the  uncertainties of existence—a fear at the back of the mind, dulled by  familiarity perhaps, an ache that induced a lingering fatalism in society  as it passed from generation to generation,” writes John Reader in his  illuminating survey, Africa: A Biography of the Continent. “Kidnapping,  capture, enslavement threatened villagers in various parts of West  Africa for up to 400 years: 20 generations lost some kinsmen to the  slavers, or saw their neighbors routed. . . . The pre-existing political  economies in which chiefs and elites commanded the respect and occasional material tribute of their subjects were transformed into systems  controlled by warlords and powerful merchants who obliged indebted  chiefs and elites to collect slaves as payment against forced loans.”
In the kingdom of Kongo, this threat was clearly perceived by the  first African sovereign to face it. The king when Portugal’s slave trade  went industrial, Affonso, was an enthusiastic and remarkably flexible  modernizer. A fervent convert to Christianity, he quickly learned to  read and write, and by reputation came to know the Scriptures better  than the monks sent to spread the faith in his land.
Affonso immediately sensed the potential threat to his culture  inherent in its collision with expansionist Europe. And although he  recognized the disadvantages his people faced against the technologically superior outsiders, as leader of his own well-organized empire of  two million, he was no less self-confident.
For Affonso, preserving his empire meant buying time: absorbing  as much Western learning as he could, and adapting it in ways that  would not destroy Kongolese culture. Sons from his court were sent to  be schooled in Portugal, and Affonso constantly begged the missionaries and other envoys from Lisbon to send more teachers in order to  fortify his elite. The footrace between slavery and education proved to  be no contest in the end, though, and Affonso watched in growing   despair as the threads that held his realm together came unstitched.  Even his relatives became caught up in the slave trade, if not as slavers,  then as slaves themselves.
Among the most pathetic diplomatic exchanges ever between a  sub-Saharan African and a European happen to be the oldest surviving  documents written by an African in a European language. In a series of  letters written in his own hand in 1526, Affonso appealed to the Christian virtue of his Portuguese counterpart, King João III: “Each day the  traders are kidnapping our people—children of this country, sons of  our nobles and vassals, even people of our own family. . . . Corruption  and depravity are so widespread that our land is entirely depopulated. . . . We need in this kingdom only priests and schoolteachers,  and no merchandise, unless it is wine and flour for Mass. . . . It is our  wish that this kingdom not be a place for the trade or transport of  slaves.”
Later that year, Affonso wrote João III again to deplore the destabilizing influence of the accelerating Portuguese barter trade of European merchandise for human beings. “These goods exert such a great  attraction over simple and ignorant people that they believe in them  and forget their belief in God. . . . My Lord, a monstrous greed pushes  our subjects, even Christians, to seize members of their own families,  and of ours, to do business by selling them as captives.”
The king of Portugal’s reply was brutal in its simplicity and  resounded like a death knell for Affonso’s kingdom. Kongo, he said,  had nothing else to sell.
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