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				Foreword



			

			
				I am a Jew who remembers when my people in German-occupied Europe were condemned to isolation, hunger, humiliation, unspeakable terror and death. Until almost the end of the war, nobody came to our rescue. 

				I am a member of the human family who remembers that 800,000 human beings were massacred in Rwanda in 1994. They could have been saved, but nobody came to their rescue. The leaders of the world knew of the perpetrators’ intention and their victims’ vulnerability, but they failed to respond. Everything was known and, to the shame of civilized society, hundreds of thousands of men, women and children were abandoned and then slaughtered.

				I am writing this now because in Darfur, Sudan, families are being uprooted and starved, children tormented and murdered in the thousands, and women raped with impunity. The world knows that the non-Arab peoples of Darfur are dying by the thousands, yet, in the eyes of the victims, the world remains indifferent to their plight.

				I refuse to remain silent while leaders of the world make excuses for failing to protect the people of Darfur. I am writing to voice my compassion for the victims and my anger at leaders who are timorous, complacent and unwilling to take risks. Remember: silence helps the killer, never his victims.

				Darfur is today’s capital of human suffering. Darfur deserves to live, and American citizens are providing it with reason to hope. Not to help, not to urge our elected officials to intervene and save innocent lives in any manner possible and needed is to condemn us on grounds of immorality. Our failure to speak out to end the ongoing genocide in Darfur would place us on the wrong side of history. And that thought must seem intolerable to all of us. 

				For the sake of our humanity, SAVE DARFUR!

				



				Professor Elie Wiesel

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction:

				When Ordinary becomes Extraordinary

				



			

			
				Senator Barack Obama and 

				Senator Sam Brownback

				



				Issues that transcend politics in Washington, DC, are rare. However, there is one such cause that is worth putting political differences aside for. It is a cause that is more important than winning elections or raising campaign money. It is a cause that gets too little press attention despite the massive human consequences. The cause is Darfur.

				Darfur is home to the first genocide of the 21st century. After the genocide in Rwanda, in which 800,000 people were killed, the world said we would not tolerate this ever again. Amazingly, the words ‘Never Again’ have continued to be uttered in the months—and now years—that have passed since 2003, when the killing started in the remote western region of Sudan. We continue to hear people say this genocide cannot continue, but it continues every day. Up to 400,000 have been killed and millions displaced.

				Why should we care about human suffering in Africa or anywhere else?

				First of all, preventing, suppressing, and punishing genocide is a moral imperative. Both personally, and as Western nations, we cannot sit idly by as innocent people are indiscriminately killed and forced out of their homes by violence.

				The second reason genocide should matter to all of us is that we have all made a promise. ‘Save Darfur’ is not simply a slogan; it is an international commitment. The fact that some countries choose to look away from horrors such as those in Darfur does not allow us to shirk our responsibility.

				Third, eradicating genocide will make the world safer. When we look out at the sea of humanity forced to live off handouts in UN refugee camps in Chad or Sudan, it is easy to forget that stopping genocide is not simply about charity; it is about creating a safer world for our children as well as for the refugee children stuck in the squalor of exile. History has taught us that regimes that target their own people rarely confine their murderous ambitions within their borders. Moreover, the victims—those who have been attacked not for anything they have done as individuals, but simply because of their religion or their ethnicity—tend not to go quietly into the night. Some radicalise, taking up arms against their assailants, and, eventually, joining criminal or even terrorist networks. The violence spreads; the innocents suffer.

				So what does it take to stop genocide? What does it take to make the world listen and respond? It takes a number of important tools, including diplomacy, financial resources, and effective security forces. And in a world where these resources are finite, it often takes pressure—pressure from ordinary individuals standing together for an extraordinary cause—to mobilise these resources. In short, it takes you.

				We are inspired by the occasions in world history when citizens, community leaders, and politicians have united in the struggle for truth, justice, and basic human dignity—in expanding civil rights, in helping bring an end to apartheid, and in speeding the fall of the Berlin Wall. We are sobered by the chapters in our past in which we have let injustices and atrocities unfold on our watch.

				As members of the US Congress, representing different states and different constituents, we have been heartened, during what can feel like dark times, to hear loud, persistent, and inspirational voices from all corners of our own nation, and across the world, calling for action to end the massacres in Darfur. These voices have come from men and women of all ages, religions, and national backgrounds. We in Congress have heard this remarkable range of voices, and although we don’t always align on the details of foreign policy, we are committed to moving forward to help halt this genocide.

				While Darfur is a current and pressing crisis, and while the anti-genocide movement in the United States and abroad has grown in response to today’s horrors, it must expand its reach and its range. Just as surely as we know that hate-mongering individuals will strike out against the innocent in the future, we must also know that you will be there to sound the alarm, to hold your leaders accountable for their sins of omission, to move us away from slogans to concrete measures that save lives.

				Genocide is an exceptional crime. It will only be overcome if ‘extraordinary ordinary’ voices unite to summon the world’s leaders to action.

			

		

	
		
			
				Preface: On Our Watch

				



			

			
				‘Not on our watch.’ What does this phrase mean and why have we chosen it as our title? The origin of the phrase is nautical; it refers to sailors who take turns sharing the responsibility of being ‘officer of the watch’ aboard a ship. Whether this responsibility is requested or thrust upon the officer, it is to be taken very seriously, as any wrongdoing that occurs on his or her ‘watch’ will result in a demerit or bad mark, even if the officer was not directly involved in the incident. For better or worse, the buck stops here. ‘On your watch,’ on your record.

				The phrase has since been co-opted in myriad ways, from managers talking to staff, to captains briefing cops, to teachers cautioning students, and even to parents warning their children that no misconduct will be tolerated while they are in command. And during President Bush’s first year in office, when reviewing a report on the Rwandan genocide, he wrote in the margins, ‘Not on my watch’. Perhaps he was putting his team on notice that he would not be the commander ‘of the watch’ while a similar genocide rolled on. Maybe it was just a shot across his predecessor’s bow, an observation to be passed around in the circle that a ‘bonehead’ move like this, allowing genocide to occur while you held the reins, would never go down on this president’s watch. It might have even been jotted down as a reminder or note to himself: ‘Note to self: thwart genocide.’

				We don’t know the answer, but we do know this: as you read these words thousands of innocent people in Darfur are being systematically targeted for extermination. Their crime is that they are from specific non-Arab ethnic groups that are deemed to be sympathetic to rebel groups in Darfur; the ‘officer of the watch’ aboard this ship: apparently no one. Aside from the humanitarian aid workers caring for the war’s victims, the only people who can claim any such accountability are the African Union members stationed in Darfur and its surrounding areas. In their case this accountability is only as strong as their mandate, which does not allow them to engage the enemy, but rather simply to share reports with the United Nations on the results of the almost daily marauding runs. The UN’s ‘watch’ in turn, is hampered by its member states’ reticence to intervene in the affairs of a sovereign nation, despite the fact that it was precisely the need to confront this kind of crisis that led to the creation of this international body.

				So whose ‘watch’ is it? Who stands on deck aboard this world-ship, assuming responsibility for the actions that occur during the shift? To us, the answer is clear: the responsibility of the ‘watch’ lies with those who take it up. Neither of us is a president, world leader, general, or captain of a gunboat, but we wish to take up the ‘watch’ and we know that there are thousands, maybe millions, like us who desire to tell their children and grandchildren that at a time when there was a terrible thing called genocide, to which those in power turned a deaf ear and blind eye, people like us spoke so loudly, in numbers so great, that we could not be ignored.

				We take our ‘watch’ as seriously as any officer on board and believe in our deepest hearts that the power of the collective can override the reservations of the few, regardless of position or prominence. We pray that we can steer clear of demerits on our record, keep bad marks at bay, and with the words that follow help us all to be worthy of our roles as ‘officers of the watch’. We did not start this fire, but let us work together to put it out.

				For those of us who don’t want to just talk about it and want to BE about it, the buck stops here.

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				
Challenges and Choices

				



			

			
				It was sometime around midnight in a little village in southern Sudan. The only link to the rest of the world within a 500-mile radius was one satellite phone, so when it rang it was a bit of a shock to everyone.

				Don dispensed with the formalities. ‘My man, you are not easy to find.’

				‘Obviously, hiding from you is not as easy as I thought,’ John countered.

				Despite his attempt at a cool demeanour, John was excited. After Marlon Brando and Mickey Rourke (John is well aware that he has issues), Don was his favourite actor, and the fact that the two of them were about to go on a trip together to Chad and across the border into the western Sudanese region of Darfur was firing him up.

				However, Don wasn’t making a social call. He was concerned that the mission that we were going on with a bunch of members of the US Congress was only going to spend several hours in the refugee camps in Chad, and he wanted to stay longer. ‘You gotta rescue it,’ Don instructed John.

				John looked around to see what tools he had at his disposal in that little southern Sudanese village, but all he could hear was the ribbit, ribbit of the Sudanese frogs. ‘I am in the middle of nowhere. Give me 12 hours.’

				A few hundred dollars of satellite phone calls later, a much more substantial and lengthy trip was planned. We also managed to get Paul Rusesabagina,[1] whom Don had portrayed in Hotel Rwanda, and Rick Wilkinson, a veteran producer for ABC’s Nightline, to come with us and help interpret and chronicle our first journey together.

				Our trip to witness the ravages of genocide in Darfur was not the first brush with that heinous crime for either of us. Don had visited Rwanda post-filming, and John had been in Rwanda and the refugee camps in Congo immediately after the genocide.

				As we listened to the stories of the refugees who fled the genocide, we sensed what it might feel like to be hunted as a human being. These Darfurians had been targeted for extermination by the regime in Sudan on the basis of their ethnicity. Although well-meaning and thoughtful people may disagree on what to call it, for us the crisis in Darfur is one that constitutes genocide.[2]

				Enough is ENOUGH. We need to come together and press for action to end the violence in Darfur and prevent future crimes against humanity. Through simple acts and innovative collaborations, we can save hundreds of thousands of lives now.

				That is our fervent hope, and our goal.

				



				Darfur: A Slow-Motion Genocide

				Genocide is unique among ‘crimes against humanity’ or ‘mass atrocity crimes’ because it targets, in whole or in part, a specific racial, religious, national, or ethnic group for extinction. According to the international convention, genocide can include any of the following five criteria targeted at the groups listed above:



				- killing

				- causing serious bodily or mental harm

				- deliberately inflicting ‘conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part’

				- imposing measures to prevent births

				- forcibly transferring children from a targeted group.[3]



				The perpetrators of genocide in Rwanda took 100 days to exterminate 800,000 lives. This was the fastest rate of targeted mass killing in human history, three times faster than that of the Holocaust.



				JOHN:

				In mid-2004, one year into the fighting and six months before the trip Don and I took to Chad/Darfur, I went with Pulitzer Prize–winning author Samantha Power to the rebel areas in Darfur. 

				Samantha was a journalist in Bosnia during the horrors of that war, and her frustration with the failure of the United States to lead a strong international response to the atrocities being committed compelled her to research and write a book about America’s response to genocides throughout the 20th century. Her book, A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide (Basic Books, 2002), won the Pulitzer Prize. Samantha showed that time and again US leaders were aware that crimes against humanity were occurring but failed to take action. After she and I travelled to Darfur in 2004, Samantha wrote an article for the New Yorker magazine that won the National Magazine Award for reporting in 2005.

				At the same time, US Secretary of State Colin Powell was visiting government-held areas in the region. But unlike Secretary Powell, Samantha and I went to the part of Sudan that the regime didn’t want anyone to see, and for very good reason.

				 Before the genocide, Darfur was one of the poorest regions of Sudan, and the Saharan climate made eking out a living an extreme challenge. But these difficulties only made Darfurians hardier and more self-reliant, mixing farming and livestock rearing in a complex strategy of survival that involved migration, inter-communal trade, and resource sharing.

				It had been over a year since the genocide began, so Samantha and I expected certain evidence of mass destruction. And we were indeed witness to burned villages where livestock, homes, and grain stocks had been utterly destroyed, confirming stories we had heard from Darfurians at refugee camps in Chad.

				Yet no amount of time in Sudan or work on genocide ever prepares anyone sufficiently for what Samantha and I saw in a ravine deep in the Darfur desert—bodies of nearly two dozen young men lined up in ditches, eerily preserved by the 130-degree desert heat. One month before, they had been civilians, forced to walk up a hill to be executed by Sudanese government forces. Harrowingly, this scene was repeated throughout the targeted areas of Darfur.

				We heard more refugees in Chad describe family and friends being stuffed into wells by the Janjaweed in a twisted and successful attempt to poison the water supply. When we searched for these wells in Darfur, we found them in the exact locations described. The only difference was now these wells were covered in sand in an effort to cover the perpetrators’ bloody tracks. With each subsequent trip to Darfur, I have found the sands of the Saharan Desert slowly swallowing more of the evidence of the 21st century’s first genocide. 



				To us, Darfur has been Rwanda in slow motion. Perhaps 400,000 have died during three and a half years of slaughter, over 2.25 million have been rendered homeless, and, in a particularly gruesome subplot, thousands of women have been systematically raped. 

				During 2006, the genocide began to metastasise, spreading across the border into Chad, where Chadian villagers (and Darfurian refugees) have been butchered and even more women raped by marauding militias supported by the Sudanese government.

				Sadly, the international response has also unfolded in slow motion. With crimes against humanity like the genocide in Darfur, the caring world is inevitably in a deadly race with time to save and protect as many lives as possible. 

				In autumn 2004, after his visit to Sudan, Secretary Powell officially invoked the term ‘genocide’.[4] He was followed shortly thereafter by President Bush.[5] This represented the first time an ongoing genocide was called its rightful name by a sitting US president. And yet in Darfur, as in most of these crises, the international community, including the United States, responded principally by calling for ceasefires and sending humanitarian aid. These are important gestures to be sure, but they do not stop the killing.

				We believe it is our collective responsibility to re-sanctify the sacred post-Holocaust phrase ‘Never Again’—to make it something meaningful and vital. Not just for the genocide that is unfolding today in Darfur, but also for the next attempted genocide or cases of mass atrocities.

				And there are other cases, to be sure.

				Right now, we need to do all we can for the people of northern Uganda, of Somalia, and of Congo. Though genocide is not being perpetrated in these countries, horrible abuses of human rights are occurring, in some ways comparable to those in Darfur. Militias are targeting civilians, rape is used as a tool of war, and life-saving aid is obstructed or stolen by warring parties. Furthermore, by the time you pick up this book, another part of the world could have caught on fire, and crimes against humanity may be being perpetrated. We need to do all we can to organise ourselves to uphold international human rights law and to prevent these most heinous crimes from ever occurring.

				That is our challenge.

				



				Raising the Political Will to Confront Crimes Against Humanity

				Preventing genocide and other mass atrocities is a challenge made all the more difficult by a lack of public concern, media coverage, and effective response, especially to events in Africa. Crimes against humanity on that continent are largely ignored or treated as part of the continent’s political inheritance, more so than in Asia or Europe. The genocide in Darfur is competing for international action with human rights emergencies in Congo, Somalia, and northern Uganda—conflicts that along with southern Sudan have left over 6 million dead—but the international response to these atrocities rarely goes beyond military observation missions and humanitarian relief efforts, which are insufficient Band-Aids.

				Crises like these need the immediate attention of a new constituency focused on preventing and confronting genocide and other crimes against humanity. Of these four conflicts, only Darfur has generated sustained media and public attention. Images of innocent Darfurian civilians—men, women, and children—hounded from their homes by ravaging militia have triggered significant activism on the part of all citizens around the world. But these public expressions have not, by the time of this writing, at the end of 2006, yielded a sufficient international response. The world’s most powerful governments have yet to take bold action to protect the victims, build a viable peace process, and hold those responsible for this genocide accountable.

				There is some positive momentum building. At the United Nations World Summit in 2005, member nations agreed to a doctrine called the Responsibility to Protect, or R2P. R2P states that when a government is unable or unwilling, as is the case with Sudan, to protect its citizens from mass atrocities, the international community must take that responsibility. We believe that this doctrine, developed by a high-level panel co-chaired by Gareth Evans (the president of the International Crisis Group, where I work) and Mohamed Sahnoun (former Algerian diplomat and UN special advisor) commits us all, as individuals and nations, to do our part to fulfil that responsibility.

				During our visit to Darfur and the Darfurian refugee camps in Chad, we heard story after story of mind-numbing violence perpetrated by the Sudanese government army and the Janjaweed militias they support. We heard of women being gang-raped, children being thrown into fires, villages and communities that had existed for centuries being burned to the ground in an effort to wipe out the livelihoods and even the history of those communities. We heard things that simply should not be happening in the 21st century.

				In one of the refugee camps in Chad in 2005, we met Fatima, 42, who described how she had to escape her village of Girgira in western Darfur after her mother, husband, and five children were all killed by the Janjaweed militias. She said she feared the government would kill her as well. In desperation, she walked for seven days to a refugee camp. She couldn’t walk during daytime hours because of the Janjaweed gangs. She hid under trees and plants. Despite all this, she wanted to return home, but she wanted to be sure it was safe. Having lost everything, she no longer trusted anyone, even the African Union troops deployed in Darfur.

				Omda Yahya, a tribal leader we talked with from Tine, also saw all his children die in a violent raid on his town and in the subsequent escape to ‘safety’. His town, he says, was attacked by men on horseback, planes dropping bombs, and armies on foot. He fled with many of his tribe, and after more than 15 days of walking without food or drink, they arrived at a refugee camp. ‘We lost our village. They burned it. If we get all our possessions back, then after that we can go back. But now we don’t think it is safe to go back.’

				How do we respond to these horrors?

				What we’ve learned is that there are three pillars to fostering a real change in human rights and conflict resolution policy: field research to learn what is really happening in the conflict zones and what needs to be done, high-level advocacy to deliver the message to the people who determine policy, and domestic political pressure from a constituency that cares about these issues and takes them up with their elected officials.

				This last one often goes missing. Sustained and robust campaigns by organised citizens are needed for maximum impact. Fostering these constituencies must be our focus.

				Will the Western world lead efforts to protect people when they are being systematically annihilated by predatory governments or militias? Will we punish the perpetrators of crimes against humanity? Will we promote peace processes with high-level envoys and other support? None of these options is beyond the realm of the possible; they are simply matters of political will. If citizens and therefore their governments answer yes to these questions, millions of lives will be spared in the coming years.

				The good news is that much of the suffering could come to an end. It is within our power. If the Western world takes a lead role during each crisis marked by crimes against humanity, our chances to prevent or end these crimes increases dramatically. If they had taken a leading role in three areas of policy—peacemaking, protection, and punishment—these crimes could have been prevented or stopped. If citizens and their governments increase their activism and work to build an international coalition to stop mass atrocities, major changes are possible.

				Despite what you may see on the evening news, there are encouraging signs of progress. Indeed, sparse and sporadic news coverage of Africa focusing solely on crises there has led to a ‘conflict fatigue’ associated with the continent as a whole.[6] 

				By ignoring the positive news, US and European media risk fostering a dangerous tendency to dismiss the entire continent as hopeless. So when wars erupt and their attendant human rights abuses emerge, the response—if there even is one—is often tentative and muted, and conflict-ridden countries easily descend into a free-fall. We think these conflicts are not just an affront to humanity; they are the greatest threat to overall progress throughout the African continent.

				Yet despite the many obstacles, there is good news coming out of Africa every day. There has been a move away from dictatorships toward democracy in many countries, and a commitment on the part of many African governments to fiscally responsible economic policies focused on alleviating poverty. Peace agreements have been forged in countries which only a few years earlier had been ripped apart by war and crimes against humanity. Witness the tragic tales of Liberia, Sierra Leone, Angola, Mozambique, southern Sudan, Rwanda, and Burundi, all of which had horrific civil wars that came to an end, laying the groundwork for huge positive changes.

				So that is the point. If we can prevent and resolve these wars that lead to such devastation, one of the biggest reasons for Africa’s misery and dependence will be removed. By giving peace a chance, we give millions and millions of Africans a chance.

				We have identified the Three Ps of ending genocide and other crimes against humanity: Protect the People, Punish the Perpetrators, and Promote the Peace. (We will describe these in detail in Chapter 9.) If the governments of the world’s leading powers, motivated by the will of their citizens, take the lead globally in doing these three things, crimes against humanity can come to an end.

				The decisions we need to make to protect those who are suffering are clear, and the sooner we decide, the more lives will be saved.

				That is our choice.

				



				Overcoming Obstacles to Action

				So if it is as easy as that, why don’t we do it? Mostly it is what we call the Four Horsemen Enabling the Apocalypse: apathy, indifference, ignorance, and policy inertia. Western governments simply don’t want to wade too deeply into the troubled waters of places like northern Uganda and Congo. The US did once, in Somalia, and the resulting tragedy of Black Hawk Down—when 18 American servicemen were killed in the streets of Mogadishu—made everyone nervous about recommitting any effort to African war zones we don’t fully understand.

				As we all know by now, during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, the world’s citizens—to the extent that they even heard about what was happening—largely averted their eyes, and as a result governments did nothing. Similar averting occurred during the 1975–1979 genocide in Cambodia, from 1992 to 1995 in Bosnia, and even during the Holocaust. As our friend Samantha Power documented in her book on genocide, A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide, this is the usual response to horrific crimes against humanity—disbelief in the totality of the horror and a genuine hope that the problem will go away.

				Somalia’s Black Hawk Down actually provides the wrong lesson. Instead of running away from these crisis zones, we could protect many lives, and do so much good, if we gave a little more of our time, energy, and resources, in ways that understand the local context. In most cases, we don’t have to send an intervention force every time there is a problem, though working with other countries to apply military force is sometimes necessary. Diplomatic leadership in support of the Three Ps (Protection, Punishment, Peacemaking) is what it takes to make a substantial difference.

				Beyond indifference and the ghosts of Somalia, responding to Darfur has an additional obstacle. Sudanese government officials, who were close to Osama bin Laden when he lived in that country from 1991 until 1996, are now cooperating with American counter-terrorism authorities. The regime in Khartoum rightly concluded that if they provided nuggets of information about al-Qaeda suspects and detainees to the Americans, the value of this information would outweigh outrage over their state-supported genocide. In other words, when US counter-terrorism objectives meet up with anti-genocide objectives, Sudanese officials had a hunch that counter-terrorism would win every time. These officials have been right in their calculations so far. As of this writing, near the end of 2006, the United States had done little to seriously confront the Sudanese regime over its policies.

				In order to win the peace in Sudan, we must first win an ideological battle at home. We must show that combating crimes against humanity is as important as combating terrorism. Often, as in the case of Sudan, the pursuit of both objectives doesn’t have to be mutually exclusive. History has demonstrated that Sudanese government officials change their behaviour when they face genuine international diplomatic and economic pressure. If we worked to build strong international consensus for targeted punishments of these officials to meet both counter-terrorism and human rights objectives, they would comply.

				The policy battle lines are clear. On the one hand are the forces of the status quo: officials from the United States and other governments, and the UN who are inclined to look the other way when the alarm bell sounds and simply send food and medicine to the victims. They believe that citizens around the world do not care enough to create a political cost for their inaction. These officials are allowed to remain bystanders because of complicit citizens who know about what is happening but do not speak out, giving the officials an excuse to do nothing.

				On the other hand are a growing group of people, a ragtag band of citizen activists all over the world who want the phrase ‘Never Again’ to mean something. They want the first genocide of the 21st century, Darfur, to be the last. In the US these are led principally by Jewish, Christian, African-American, and student groups, they have slowly begun to organise. Yet far more needs to be done to overcome the institutional inertia in US policy circles. These groups are joined by an even smaller but determined core of citizen activists in other countries who are trying to build a global civil society alliance to confront crimes against humanity.

				Who wins this battle will determine the fate of millions of people in Darfur and other killing fields.

				That is our mission.

				



				A Citizens’ Movement to Confront Mass Atrocity Crimes

				Our friend Nicholas Kristof of the New York Times has written about a ‘citizens’ army fighting to save’ millions of lives in Darfur. After describing some of the extraordinary efforts of ordinary citizens around the US, including fund-raising by young American kids, Nick wrote, ‘I don’t know whether to be sad or inspired that we can turn for moral guidance to 12-year-olds.’[7]

				Well, we are inspired.

				Samantha Power has written about the ‘bystanders’ who do nothing when genocide occurs and the ‘upstanders’ who act or speak out in an effort to stop the atrocities from continuing. Her book highlights the ‘upstanders’ and ‘bystanders’ of the last century. We all have the capacity to be ‘upstanders.’ The more of us there are, the better the chances that these kinds of crimes will not be allowed to occur in the 21st century.

				It is up to us.

				For us, Don first got interested in these issues through the movie he made, then through connecting up with John, who had gone through his own process of growing awareness and discovering a whole universe of Americans who are getting involved and trying to make a difference. We want to show that it is possible to care enough to change things. We want to remove all excuses and impediments to individual action, because such actions—collectively—do make a difference.

				Throughout American history, social movements have helped shape our government’s policy on a variety of issues. Often in the beginning, their appearance was not widely recognised as much of a movement. We believe we are witnessing the birth of a small but significant grassroots movement to confront genocide and—we hope, over time—all crimes against humanity wherever they occur. A campaign like ENOUGH is but one manifestation of that effort, and we describe many others later in the book.

				The ENOUGH Project was founded by a small group of friends and colleagues who had grown weary of watching the world reinvent the wheel every time mass atrocities lurched onto the world’s television screens. There is no reason that we collectively cannot do far better and save countless thousands of lives in the process. ENOUGH seeks to strengthen the efforts of grassroots activists, policy makers, advocates, concerned journalists, and others by giving them up-to-date information from on the ground in countries of concern and offering practical pressure points to end the violence. The initial efforts focus on a trio of countries: Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and the situation in northern Uganda. To learn more go to www.enoughproject.org.

				Student groups are forming on hundreds of college campuses (and hundreds more schools) in the US, specifically to raise awareness and undertake activities in response to the genocide. Synagogues and churches are holding forums and starting letter-writing campaigns all over the country. National organisations—some faith-based, some African-American, some human rights–related—are running campaigns in every city. Celebrities are getting involved, taking trips and speaking out against the genocide. After all of the hollow pledges of ‘Never Again’ dutifully made by politicians and pundits, networks of concerned Americans and people throughout the world are taking matters into their own hands and demanding policy makers do more to end the crisis in Sudan.

				In the US, one of the best things about this growing movement is that it is non-partisan. So much of the venom that marks Washington these days—the red state/blue state divide—has been set aside. We always hear how politics makes strange bedfellows. How strange it must have been for some of the conservative evangelical members of Congress to find themselves agreeing with some of the most liberal members the Congress has ever seen!

				How the world responds to genocide and other mass atrocity crimes represents one of the greatest moral tests of our lifetime. In the face of genocide halfway around the globe, can citizens—acting individually and in groups—possibly aid in stopping these atrocities?

				Absolutely!

				We continue to be convinced that the growing chorus of outrage, from Florida to California, can stop war crimes and reduce the cries of agony in places such as Darfur. World powers can take a leading role in stopping atrocities, in most cases without putting forces on the ground in large numbers. However, the only means by which US policy can change, and thus the only way mass atrocity crimes can end, is if citizens raise their voices loud enough to get the attention of politicians and force our governments to change their policy.

				To encourage and embolden you, our readers, to join in this movement to bring an end to genocide around the world, we offer Six Strategies for Effective Change that you as an individual can employ to influence public policy and help save hundreds of thousands of lives:

				



				- Raise awareness

				- Raise funds

				- Write letters

				- Call for divestment

				- Join an organisation

				- Lobby the government

				



				Ultimately, this book is about giving meaning to ‘Never Again’. In short, this is a handbook for everyone who thinks that one person cannot make a difference, for those who feel that what happens half a world away is not their responsibility, and for everyone who cares but doesn’t know where to start making a positive difference.

				We want to tell that story.

				First, though, in the interest of full disclosure and since it is, after all, our book, we will tell you our stories ...

				




				
					
						[1] Paul was the manager of a hotel in Rwanda’s capital, Kigali. In 1994, an extremist government set in motion a plan to exterminate Rwandans who were ethnically Tutsi and non-Tutsis who sympathised with them. Paul was a member of Rwanda’s other main ethnic group, the Hutu. When genocide consumed Rwanda in 1994, Paul protected more than 1,000 Rwandans from near certain extermination at the hands of extremist Hutu militias. Hotel Rwanda tells his courageous story.

					

					
						[2] Throughout this book, we will use the phrases crimes against humanity and mass atrocity crimes interchangeably, treating genocide as one particular extreme manifestation of such crimes. Whether the crimes against humanity committed in Darfur should be regarded as genocide has been the subject of some debate. A United Nations Commission of Inquiry and several reputable research and advocacy organisations—including the International Crisis Group, Human Rights Watch, and Amnesty International—do not use this description. They have a number of good arguments, perhaps best summed up by Gareth Evans, the President and CEO of the International Crisis Group and member of the UN Advisory Panel on Genocide Prevention, who argues that, here, as in a number of other cases, use of the term genocide can be unproductive, non-productive, and even counter-productive. Unproductive, because there are always lawyers’ arguments about whether the legal definition in the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide has been satisfied, and this can be a real distraction from the immediate imperative of protecting the victims of what everyone agrees are crimes against humanity. (The Convention definition requires that certain acts be ‘committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group,’ and it is extremely hard to establish that element of specific intent to destroy non-Arab groups in Darfur.) 

						Non-productive, because, as the US response to Darfur illustrates, even when the term is invoked there is no legal obligation under the genocide convention for countries that use the term to actually do anything. And counterproductive when expectations are raised that a particular situation is genocide, but then lawyers’ arguments prevail that some necessary element is missing, as was the case with the UN commission in Darfur: in these circumstances the perpetrators of what are unquestionably mass atrocities or crimes against humanity achieve an utterly unearned propaganda victory. All of this demonstrates that right-thinking people can disagree about the use of the term genocide. What we and these organisations all totally agree on, however, is that mass atrocities are being committed in Darfur, as well as in the Congo and northern Uganda, and were being committed in the 1990s in southern Sudan, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Angola, and Burundi. In those last five countries, international and local efforts have combined to bring about an end to the atrocities and the wars that generated them, giving all of us hope that horrors in Darfur, northern Uganda, Congo, and Somalia can also soon be ended, and future catastrophes prevented.
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Two Paths Out of Apathy

				



			

			
				Don’s Path

				March 2004, 

				Johannesburg, South Africa

				



				I’m standing at the South African Airlines ticket counter in the Jo-burg airport, wife and children in tow. 

				‘DC!’

				I spin around and come face-to-face with Desmond Dube, his wife and son trailing along behind. ‘Ah hah,’ says I.

				‘Told you.’

				I’ve known Desmond now all of three and a half months—the amount of time it took to shoot the film Hotel Rwanda in South Africa and Rwanda—but we’ve made fast friends. When we first met, I had the earphones of my iPod jammed into my ears, eyes closed, listening to Babatunde Olatunji and stressing about my character, Paul Rusesabagina. Des tapped me on the shoulder.

				‘What’s that?’

				‘An iPod.’

				‘I-what?’

				The iPod was a rarity in Johannesburg at that time, and Desmond had never seen one before. I gave him a brief tutorial and let him hold on to it for a minute while I rehearsed. By the time my scene was through, Desmond was asking me how and where he could get an iPod—immediately. I checked around and found that there were indeed a small number available in town but at almost twice the price as in the US. The next day, I reported the news and offered to arrange to have a much cheaper iPod sent over from the States as my gift to him, but Desmond wouldn’t hear of it and insisted on paying whatever the cost. Desmond Dube was a big star in Jo-burg; his local television show had been top-rated for several years. He was a man proud and able to pay for what he wanted when he wanted it. Dig it. And anyway I could still get the thing full price and discount it to whatever sum I thought reasonable, ‘gifting’ the difference to him without his knowledge. Pride—check, altruism—check, we struck a deal.

				News of iPod trafficking spread across the set, and in two weeks’ time I had at least eight requests from local cast and crew wanting to get in on the cut-rate US hookup. Everybody insisted on being fair, paying the full US price and not a dollar less, which after FedEx, customs fees, tax, and tax on customs—all overages I obviously absorbed ...well, I actually hadn’t planned on that much altruism. I called the local shops to see if I could just get the iPods at the exorbitant rate they were offering, now cheaper than having them shipped from home, but wouldn’t you know it, they’d all sold out, no shipments arriving for weeks. Great. So be it. Sure, I’d already dropped a load on a thousand gifts for the cast and crew, but Tom Cruise had given motorcycles to people he worked with on films, right? Didn’t Keanu pay for some crew member’s kidney operation or something? Wasn’t I a Big Baller? Least I could do was eat the extra couple of grand for my newfound African homeys. My only caveat was that I get the cash from the folks in US dollars. My wife and I had already bought every conceivable artefact, mask, and fair item with the rand (South African currency) I had amassed with my per diem (a stipend paid to performers on productions that are on location out of town), and I wasn’t looking to collect more SA currency only to get killed on the exchange. Everybody understood and agreed, so I went ahead and put the follow-up orders in, even though a recurring theme had accompanied each request: ‘You must understand, it’s very difficult converting this rand into US dollars.’ 

				Not the most encouraging news, but still I was sympathetic.

				Working a six-day week with only Sundays off made banking near impossible. Even when they were open, converting cash in South African banks as a black South African can be tricky to say the least. Even the connections my friends knew of on the so-called ‘black market’—their term, not mine—took Sundays off. However, somehow, everybody managed to get their money right and into my hands before I headed home—except for Desmond.

				Week after week, Des trickled dough to me—a fiver here, ten spot there—always with the assurance that the final oowap was on its way and not to worry. I suggested more than once that he just let the iPod be my gift to him and let the money slide, but he rebuffed me every time, once saying, ‘You think I need the charity?’

				Now, standing at that ticket counter looking at seating with visions of the LA hustle and bustle crowding in, I had all but forgotten about it. But sure enough, Desmond strode in at the wire grinning like the cat that ate the cassava.

				‘Ah hah,’ says I.

				‘Told you,’ says he, throwing it back to me.

				I could make out the familiar faded green of US currency sticking out of both sides of his fist. Yet even with my less than perfect vision, I could clearly see that it was light. With no accompanying look of apology or regret, Desmond pressed the $50 into my hand. ‘Get you the rest when you come back.’

				The wink he gave me was my cue to smile, so I did. I hoped he was right. I said goodbye to Des’s wife and baby as he said goodbye to mine, and one hour later, Cheadle and company were headed to California.

				Then somewhere over the ocean, it happened: déjà vu—not the one that hits you when somebody says something familiar to you, but a familiar feeling of the moment sidled up. Unease. This feeling I had come to recognise over the years. Like surviving the temporary pain in your stomach, paying you back for that burrito you ate at the taco stand, it was one I’d also become accustomed to breathing through and riding out. But this time was different. This feeling came out of the blue and the breathing wasn’t working. This one was telling me that I had unfinished business in Africa, and it wasn’t the $150 between friends.

				



				Autumn 2004

				Los Angeles and Toronto, Canada

				



				This autumn in LA followed hotly on the heels of Ocean’s Twelve. My family and I travelled to five countries in four months, and fun as it was, we were all still looking forward to returning to our brand-new-ish, dream–cum–money pit, nightmare–cum–pseudo dream house in the canyon. School was right around the corner, hard apples were in season, and all in all, autumn in LA was good. But autumn was about to trip me up, placing me front and centre on things I had only played at a few short months ago.

				Earlier that summer, while we were still shooting in Italy, Hotel Rwanda director Terry George brought over a rough cut of the film and screened it for a few of us. He also brought along Paul Rusesabagina, who, unfortunately for me, sat beside me in the darkened theatre. I’ve never been more nervous in my life. Every sound and gesture I made on that screen seemed either too big, too small, or just too something with me being in such close proximity to the man who actually did the things I was acting. It was very difficult watching the film with one eye while trying to gauge the reactions of the very stoic figure on my right at the same time. At some point I just gave up and forced myself to focus on the movie. (Actually, first I gave up looking at the movie and turned sideways in my seat to look directly at Paul, felt stupid, then turned forward and focused on the film.) No matter what I say at the press junkets, I am the harshest critic of any film I am in, especially one in which I’m the lead, so even without Paul sitting right there next to me the experience would have been painful.

				Two hours later the lights came up and no one was talking. Now, there are many different types of ‘silence’, but the two most common following the screening of a rough cut are the one of awkward embarrassment as people try to make it to the door or the kind when people don’t yet want to speak for fear of trivialising the moment with some insipid comment that attempts to sum it all up. When Paul reached over and gently squeezed my arm, I allowed myself to believe the silence was the good one. But when I saw Scott Caan (tough-as-nails actor, and son of James Caan) sniffling into his sleeve, I knew the film had struck a chord.

				Days removed, I found myself playing the movie over and over in my head, as much for its content as for the fact that we had done it at all. Terry had been trying to hustle interest and money for the film for three years before finally devising the spider web of financing with Alex Ho (producer) that got us into production—and even then only because Alex personally bank rolled our first day of shooting to keep us afloat. We fought an uphill battle against weather, the extras rioting (and rightly so), the payroll being stolen twice, and the normal things that plague all films with similar budgets shooting in foreign lands on tight schedules. But we knew we had a strong story to tell and at the very least could ‘get out of the road and just tell it,’ as Terry often put it.

				There were and are thousands of stories in Africa, from every imaginable walk of life, and unimaginable as well. Our story was about one man and his desire to save his family and the greater family of man as best he could—that much was surely true and came clearly through. But would it pass muster out in the world? Would anyone even care to hear about it? If the response to the Rwanda genocide itself was any indication of how the film would be received, we had just made the most expensive home movie on the planet.

				Paul, Terry, and I sit outside a little pub on the sidewalk drinking beers and spinning winter scenarios. Paul looks past Terry to me. ‘So, Don, what do you think about the Oscars?’

				‘The Oscars. What do you mean?’

				‘Will we be there?’

				‘Oh, man, I don’t know.’

				Terry coming in now: ‘Yeah, hold on there, Paul. First we gotta get people to see it. Africa movies ain’t exactly ... you know ...’

				I knew. ‘Yep.’

				Paul, shaking his head. ‘No. People will see this.’

				I changed the subject to foreign beers, putting the Oscar talk to bed for the time being. It was enough for me that we had achieved at least our first goal—to tell the story. Award recognition was far from my thoughts; I agreed with Terry that we faced an uphill battle just getting butts in the seats. I have always been a cynic when it comes to those kinds of accolades anyway, seeing them as a kind of dessert that’s nice to have but not at all necessary after a satisfying meal. Little did I know how important that kind of recognition can be for the life of the film. For us, in fact, the Oscar nominations would become life support.

				



				I got the call from Terry sometime in August confirming that our film had indeed been accepted into the Toronto International Film Festival, so I needed to pack a bag. This was great news for us. This is a major festival for ‘serious’ films like ours as well as being a serious marketplace to hawk your film and, for us, find foreign distribution as well. The life of the film can often be decided here, and we were all feeling the joy and the pressure.

				School was just starting back up for our daughters, with thousands of miles of travel not yet out of their little bodies. We were very lucky this year; putting them in school during the filming in Africa had worked out just as good as the sisters travelling around with us during Ocean’s Twelve. But they would sit out Toronto with Mom, even if it wasn’t for another two weeks yet.

				Bridgid and I fell asleep with the lights on talking all that night about Africa and the movie we’d made. Life was good.

				September in Toronto was a quickening for me, as I had two films at the festival, with Crash premiering there as well. Hotel Rwanda was one of several Africa-themed films there that year—one of two about Rwanda. Paul Rusesabagina and his wife, Tatiana, were scheduled to attend, and you could cut the hype with a knife. Press from around the world had assembled for this event, and I felt the pessimist in me staking claim to my ego, sweating my credibility quotient once again being in such close proximity to the real McCoy. I had earlier considered ‘doing away’ with Paul—not harming him, mind you, but offering him money to go MIA until after the screening, so as not to court comparison. But I punked out, hesitated, and now the film was about to unspool in front of a packed house. Damn my civility. Whatever fate awaited me served me right.

				I headed off in the limo to the screening with Sophie Okonedo, who played Tatiana in the film, her face on high animation, talking a mile a minute. I was thankful for the banter, which was calming me down. The experience of filming the movie had thrown us together, both of us feeling the weight of what we’d taken on, praying we’d come out the other side worthy of the task. Tonight, however, Sophie wasn’t worried. She was reminding me of the night she, Chiwetel Ejiofor (from Dirty Pretty Things and with whom I would later work), and one of his friends were roaming around Soweto, South Africa.

				They had just left a party and begun wandering aimlessly around the streets, which can be a crazy thing to do in SA, or even LA for that matter. Sophie began to hear faraway singing, and the three followed her ears through the labyrinthine neighbourhood to a little house where nearly a hundred souls were gathered in the small front yard, singing praises to the Lord. Sophie and company had walked up to the fence to get a closer listen, when they were spotted and immediately ushered in as if they had been expected. Folks began pulling them along through the crowd, telling them, ‘She’s back in the back.’ One man took over, guiding them through the people and telling them, like someone out of a fable, that the ‘old woman’ had told the singers gathered there to expect the company of three strangers and to welcome them in once they’d arrived. This was the moment when those who are thoughtful would look to reason, but these were three artists, so curiosity trumped caution and they waded deeper into the house, finding an elderly woman who gestured to them to come close. She sat them down and told them that earlier that night she’d had a vision of strangers coming to visit and that they were a good omen for her ‘people’—practitioners of a sect of Judaism. The woman questioned them for a short period of time, and after she was convinced of their purity of purpose, she told them to follow her outside. The large group surrounded the three and resumed singing, but a different tune and tempo now. Though Sophie and her friends didn’t know the language of the song, they felt the singers’ intent (the pail of water that was thrown in their faces serving as punctuation): they were being blessed. They laughed and smiled their wet, blessed selves all the way home, as well they should have—God is good. This hadn’t been a polite sprinkle-of-holy-water blessing; it was a bucketful of safety that would eventually get us through all the adversity that was to come during the filming of this movie, in Sophie’s opinion. Now, she said, it was the spirits of Rwanda that were giving us permission to testify, or maybe even demanding we do. We were protected and supported, she assured me, by their grace. Talk like this from Sophie is what brought me to the theatre feeling that we might be all right after all.

				Still, I was as nervous as a sinner in a Sunday service.

				‘Let’s go smoke a cigarette, Sophie. This is ... ’

				‘Too right.’

				We stepped into the lobby and did our best to smoke and not care, but we failed miserably, comparing notes on the audience’s reaction and rushing back in, our being outside of the screening proving harder than being in. We braved the remainder of the film with me almost chewing a hole in my bottom lip the entire time.

				In the box next to Terry, Sophie, and me sat Paul and Tatiana, hard to read, quiet and reserved, their behaviour, even now as their lives played out on screen, consistent with what I had come to know over the last year. During our time together I would often watch Paul and Tatiana when they weren’t looking, checking for signs of post-traumatic stress to break through their pleasant veneers. But I only ever caught the aftershocks of their horrific experience rising to the surface twice: once while they were watching the actors who portrayed the Interahamwe (a Hutu militia) rehearsing their parade at our base camp and then again at our first cast/crew party.

				During rehearsals, Paul and Tatiana had been asked by Terry to observe the Interahamwe parade to ensure the authenticity of the scene. Drawn by the drums and singing, Sophie and I made our way to the narrow road outside to watch as well. I stood next to Paul, who again was a cipher, quietly watching, though it quickly became clear that Tatiana wasn’t comfortable with the demonstration. After only a few moments of the processional’s passing, she shook her head, saying, ‘I can’t, I can’t ...’ and retreated inside. Paul stayed behind, his lips almost imperceptibly moving, quietly muttering to himself. The actor in me was burning to ask him what specifically he was feeling, but it felt too rude at that time. Paul spoke up without prodding.

				‘It looks very good, hey? Very real.’

				‘Um ... yeah ...’ was all I could muster. Paul had opened the door, but I was still too cautious to step through.

				Then Paul was shaking his head and saying, ‘I don’t like it. It is hard to watch.’

				But watch it we did as it passed by, South African, Burundian, and even Rwandan extras singing songs of intimidation and Hutu dominance. (We later learned that some of the members of the parade were actual members of the Interahamwe who had participated in the genocide of 1994. No wonder it looked so real.)

				The second time I witnessed how close it all was to the surface for Paul and Tatiana was a few days later at our cast/crew party. Antonio Lyons, the actor playing Tatiana’s brother (and nearest in resemblance to his character out of all of us), came up to her full of enthusiasm, introducing himself: ‘I’m Thomas!’ Tatiana burst into tears, as if the ten years since the deaths of her sibling and his wife had not passed. It took a half hour to calm Tatiana down and persuade her to rejoin the party. To her credit, and a testament to her and Paul’s resilience, they were soon dancing with the rest of us—all outward signs of sorrow gone, which is the way I remember them 99% of the time—pleasant, open, and happy. Paul and Tatiana, along with Odette Nyiramilimo and Jean Baptiste Gasasira, two of their closest friends in Rwanda at the time, survivors of one of the worst massacres in human history, shared their stories with us freely and more often than not displayed a gentle kindness and a genuine love for life that I initially didn’t expect from survivors of such horrors. I expected much more rancour, bitterness, a desire for revenge even. In retrospect, however, I have come to understand another equally natural reaction to their tragedy—relishing every moment and celebrating life.

				As the final credit rolled over the screen to Wyclef Jean’s song, the crowd began clapping very enthusiastically. Sophie and I were grinning from ear to ear. I looked over to Paul and Tatiana. Their expression was the same as it had been at the top of the screening: a cipher. Terry jumped up quickly and moved to the edge of the box, waving his arms at the crowd for them to quiet down. It took a minute, but finally they calmed to hear what he had to say.

				‘Thank you, thank you ... I just wanted to say that we have special guests here, the two people whose lives were featured in the film tonight, Paul and Tatiana Rusesabagina.’

				I’ve never witnessed a four-minute standing ovation before. I’ve been in a two-minute and changer before that was really more like two minutes, ten seconds strong, with the last ten being a mix of polite the-performers-can-still-see-you applause and people making for the aisle. This was not that. When Paul and Tatiana raised their joined hands, the crowded house literally threw its applause and shouts toward the two. They both stood there politely soaking it in, framed by the spotlight from the front, outlining them in a very fitting halo when viewed from behind. After about two minutes (real 60-second minutes—time it for yourself; it’s long), in a completely unplanned gesture, Paul reached over and took my hand, Tatiana found Sophie’s, and they pulled us both into their spotlight. I didn’t know quite what to do. I was embarrassed to have been brought into a moment that was so clearly a display of affection and gratitude meant for Paul and Tatiana, but I knew of no way to remove my hand from Paul’s without looking like an ungracious jerk. The feeling of having that much concentrated energy pouring out at you is hard to describe. My emotions ran the entire gamut over the next minute I stood next to Paul feeling small. The overriding sensation I had, however, was one of joy for Paul and Tatiana finally seeing their story on the big screen and knowing that even if only these few hundred gathered here witnessed it, the tale was told. Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore and sheepishly backed out of there waving to the people whose applause didn’t subside for another full, real minute.

				Our film was quickly picked up by an overseas distributor and everyone was talking about February: Oscar season. I started getting calls from the US, from people who had heard the buzz and couldn’t wait to see the film, including a congressman from Orange County, Ed Royce, who believed Hotel Rwanda could be a rallying point around which to draw attention to the recent troubles in Darfur. Darfur? Where’s that? There’s genocide occurring there as well? Then closely on the heels of the question, I got that feeling again, coming more sharply into focus. I am far from done with Africa. Or was it Africa that wasn’t yet done with me?

				



				December 2004

				Los Angeles, California

				



				I met with Congressman Ed Royce at an MGM screening, and he invited me to join a congressional delegation travelling to Darfur to see firsthand the fallout from the weekly attacks by the Sudanese military and the Janjaweed on the civilians of western Sudan. Ed proposed that we visit refugee camps and speak with local government leaders as well as members of a far too minimal and largely ineffectual African Union security force. Despite coming together to protect the refugees in and around the camps, the AU’s toothless mandate prevented them from using force against the marauders, relegating them to little more than observers, reporting to the UN about incidents they could do nothing to stop. And all of these incidents occurred in an area roughly the size of Texas that the AU’s 2,000 or so members were far too few to adequately patrol.

				On the face of it, the situation looked hopeless and I was not exactly sure why I was being asked along. I mean, I understood that being a ‘celebrity’ (still feels ridiculous to refer to myself as one) carries with it the ability to draw the public’s attention to various issues, but this wasn’t promoting the hottest new hip-hop artist or fashion line we’re talking about, this was bearing witness to murder on a mass scale. What could I do to stem this current tide of oppression that ranking members of Congress on both sides of the aisle had been unable to stem? All I did was act in a movie. However, I agreed to go, apprehensive about what I might see but relieved to finally identify what had been eating at me all this time. I was about to get ‘involved’.

				



				January 2005

				Washington, DC

				



				The CODEL (congressional delegation) flies first thing tomorrow morning, but tonight is spent with my sister Cindy out and about in DC. I don’t get to see her very often to my great regret, as her busy teaching schedule and my sporadically busy filming schedule are in heavy competition. Cindy is older by 13 months and funnier, smarter, and wiser than me by about 13 years. We have lived on opposite sides of the country now for about ten years, though she spent approximately one year in LA with my family in a failed ‘nanny’ experiment—a job too small for her many talents. Cindy also spent that year alternately teaching at a local school and tutoring elementary school students, several of them with special learning challenges. I love it when I’m tooling around town and get stopped by someone who I believe to be a fan and it turns out to be a parent of one of these children who could care less about me but heaps praise on my sister for the work she’s done with their child. That’s a real review.

				After about an hour of meandering due to indecision—a Cheadle family trait—we settle on Ruth’s Chris Steak House. Over drinks we discuss our very busy separate lives, Africa in general, and Darfur specifically.

				‘What are you going to do when you’re out there?’

				‘Visit several refugee camps, meet with some of the displaced leaders there as well as the AU. The congressmen and women are then going on to Khartoum to sit down with some government officials, but John and I are going to stay back on the Sudan-Chad border. Paul Rusesabagina is going too.’

				‘That’s cool. What’s your goal?’

				‘Well, to get a firsthand account of what is happening there from the people suffering from it every day. Hopefully, we can then put our collective minds and the congressmen and-women’s collective powers together to come up with some kind of strategy to present to the current administration that will stem the tide of this genocide.’ 

				My sister, God love her, never really one to play her cards close to her vest, gives me a look filled with both scepticism and sympathy. She and I are both aware that this particular battle will probably be fought uphill in a rainstorm with boots made of papier-mâché.

				‘Well, at least we can give the people there a forum to air their troubles. And with Nightline tagging along, we can document their stories and put those all-too-ignored words and pictures in front of an American audience.’

				She’s still unconvinced, so I go on.

				‘You never know what will move people to respond. However hard it is, we still have to try to add our light to the sum of light.’

				‘Wow.’ Impressed now. ‘The first part was kind of extra but I like that “sum of light” thing.’

				I admit to her that I stole the phrase from the film The Year of Living Dangerously, and I can’t remember if they stole it or who they stole it from. She asks me if there’s anything she can do to help. Before I can answer, the waiter returns with our embarrassingly huge steaks, and the juxtaposition of these two medium-rare monsters with our conversation about genocide, famine, and poverty makes each bite a little difficult.

				We soon shift into catch-up mode, and our talk begins to flow between family and friends, food and memories. But I’m just a little behind the whole time, words and thoughts not coming to me very easily. I’m stuck back on Africa and my papier-mâché boots.

				When US Congressman Ed Royce first suggested the Africa trip, I thought it would be an amazing opportunity to smell, touch, and feel what I had only read about or seen on TV and in movies. And though that specific opportunity hadn’t changed, my sister’s scepticism was eating at me. The possibility that we could travel many thousands of miles in an attempt to make a difference, yet return no closer to realising our goals than when we left, hadn’t ever seriously occurred to me. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not Pollyanna-ish about how things work in the world. I wasn’t expecting instantaneous results in Sudan simply because the CODEL was making this expedition with Don Cheadle along for the ride. But the idea that we could make a very concerted effort for change and fail anyway, the spectre of it, threatened to push me from being a pessimist to being a fatalist, letting me permanently off the hook. Looking at that nearly made me sick. It was scarier to me than doing nothing at all.

				I’d always hurt for Africa and her tortured past/present. Even if one had only cursory knowledge of the continent, you’d know that it is rife with stories of civil war, famine, and disease. Being a black man, I had always carried a fair amount of guilt, justifiably or not, for not having done a great deal more than I had for the motherland. But up until now, my perceived powerlessness had protected me. It buffered me from ever feeling too bad about my inaction when a call from the televangelists arose or when an invitation to a $5,000-a-plate dinner for Africa-related issue X came across my desk yet found its way into my circular file. Africa’s woes were overwhelming—far too big for me to grapple with. I imagine there are many like-minded individuals experiencing the longing to ‘do something’ for Africa but feeling too small to effect any real change given the scope of the continent’s problems. Others I’m sure have shared my scepticism regarding the conduits through which donations flow, having heard accounts of disreputable organisations skimming off the top or worse—donated money, food, and supplies falling into the hands of the very criminals and warlords who created the grave need for assistance in the first place. And the question of where to start is overwhelming to ponder: Whose need is the greatest? Which country, which war, what issue?

				Before, I would have put away the porterhouse in front of me in a heartbeat, guilt-free, no problem. Can’t do anything about it. Why worry? Let’s eat. Not so easy now. I grinned, chewed, and joked my way through dinner and kept it all to myself. This wasn’t guilt that was eating me up now; it was the resounding drum of ambivalence starting to pound in me.

				Later that night I was trying to buy some hand-crank radios to deliver to the refugee camps so that the people could listen to their tunes and news stories without needing batteries or electricity. We tried a couple of sporting goods stores before we found some at REI, but they only had about 25 of them. There was no conceivable way that would be enough radios, but some was better than none. The store owner recognised me and talked loudly enough to draw the attention of his employees, who began questioning me about what I was buying and what I was doing in their neighbourhood. It gave me the perfect opportunity to talk about Darfur and our trip and what we were hoping to do. A few of the guys had seen Hotel Rwanda and were interested in what I had to say about how a place called Darfur was in an eerily similar situation, how it was definitely reminiscent of the reluctance to act on the part of the international community toward what had been officially declared a genocide. This discussion ran all the way through the boxing of the radios and the swiping of the card.

				9pm now and the last stragglers are driving off as Cindy and I stuff the oversized boxes into her compact car. We’re playing a king-sized game of Tetris like a mutha, but we manage.

				‘Don’t you feel like your mission has already started?’

				‘What mission?’

				‘To get the story out to as many people as you can. What you just did in the store, wasn’t that a part of it?’

				‘I guess so.’

				‘It’s similar to what you were saying about the stories that Nightline will bring back except you’re not waiting for the show to air. You are the storyteller. You are being active now.’

				That one word stopped me from telling her that I had only an hour ago seriously contemplated fatalism. One word snapped me to attention: Active. Steven J. Brown, political lobbyist turned hedge fund manager, had mentioned the word before to me, almost as an aside. ‘Being an activist for Africa is no small thing. Are you sure you’re ready?’ 

				No, I wasn’t ready, and I wasn’t one, given that the word ‘activist’ in my mind was reserved for people who would possibly put themselves in harm’s way to defend justice. I wasn’t there. Activists always took up the gauntlet for the rights of the meek over the tyranny of the strong. The reward for activists could be a paradigm shift toward justice, true, but often as not the result could be professional suicide, if they were lucky, with grave bodily harm or death never completely off the table. I wouldn’t cast myself in that movie. My idea was to gain insight, leverage celebrity, and keep it movin’. I feel for the people, but my own family serves as my chief and primary concern. I was hardly anybody’s activist. But I was active. Active begets activism and creates an activist? No. It’s got to be harder than that.

				At my sister’s home, the conversation and conversion continued. ‘You’re not going into any real dangerous areas, are you?’

				‘There’s no way we’d get clearance if we were. These are all congressional members travelling and we have a military escort and we’re going to have news cameras with us. I don’t think anything’s going to happen.’

				‘You should bring cameras to the camps. Individual video cameras.’

				‘Why?’

				‘So that the Darfurians can film what is happening themselves. What would be the impact if the Internet was suddenly flooded with all these home movies of bombers doing runs on their villages or Janjaweed attacking children and women, everybody running for their lives? All of that?’

				I needed to think on that for a minute but answered immediately anyway, Joaquin Phoenix’s character in Hotel Rwanda leaping to mind.

				‘Everyone would probably be shocked. Some would be outraged. Few would act.’

				But her question sent me down a tour of tangents. Would footage from the Nazi Holocaust, if it were to have been strewn across some information highway equivalent to the Internet in the 1940s, have ended that genocide? It would have been as ghastly a sight as any horror movie that’s come out in the last 20 years, more so for being real. Could we have stood by so long then? When I was in junior high school I saw the Holocaust-themed documentary Night and Fog. It messed me up. The prisoners in those camps were on a one-way trip to death by work, starvation, medical experimentation, or execution, and everyone in that auditorium knew it but them. I wished I could go back in time and scream at them, ‘Those are not the showers! Rush those guards! They’re lying to you!’ I have never been as affected by images in my life save for a Frontline documentary on Rwanda I saw many years later. Moving pictures.

				But more recently, did news footage of the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia play any role in the United States’ decision to intervene? 50 years after the rise of the Nazis, we were as a people familiar with the existence of ethnic cleansing, even if we didn’t know the particulars of the Bosnian conflict. Did the 1992–1995 audiences of news watchers in any way shame policy makers around the world to action, the echoes of Russia and Germany reverberating in their hearts and minds?

				Perhaps it is a quantitative question, however, and the numbers of dead and dying in this current ethnic cleansing are perceived as being simply too small to get involved. Or could it be the Darfurians’ international position that is the real impediment to action? The government of Sudan has simultaneously been labelled by the US an ally in the war on terror as well as a purveyor of modern genocide; the extreme opposition these viewpoints occupy has created a skewed impression. The US and other Western nations have also claimed that it is loath to interfere in the affairs of a sovereign state, a fair-weather policy at best when, no matter the possible implications and political intricacies, the West does choose to intervene when a boon can be derived. What boon then beyond justice can be derived from Darfur? In the face of all this, what good could images really do?

				Cindy’s question also got me thinking about the 1935 movie Triumph of the Will, which Leni Riefenstahl shot, documenting the Nazi Party’s rise to power. Intentionally or not, that work promoted the perceived and then fully realised power of the Nazis. But could it in some way work in reverse? Could genocide footage from Darfur and Chad showing that the strength these purveyors of death enjoy lies in their ability to act with impunity—not from their power as a truly formidable force—could this inspire other nations to act? Would we challenge cowardice as readily as we were emboldened to face down tyranny?

				Though it seemed like only seconds I had been ruminating on all this, it must have been longer.

				‘You falling asleep?’ Cindy asked.

				‘No.’

				‘Where’d you go?’

				‘Everywhere.’

				



				9am now, post shower and cold cereal, and it’s time to make my way downstairs to load my pillowed-under eyes and oversized boxes into the waiting van. I board the already full bus that would be shuttling us to the airport and on to our private military escort plane. Several members of Congress are in attendance. Jim McDermott, a Democrat from Washington State, has spent much of his time in Congress dealing with African affairs. Barbara Lee, a California Democrat, is sitting near the back. Over her shoulder sits Diane Watson, another Democrat from California. Both of them are on the House Committee on International Relations Subcommittee on Africa. Betty McCollum, Democrat from Minnesota, is here as well. She also has a seat on the Committee on International Relations, where she promotes US leadership to confront the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

				Last but not least is California Republican Ed Royce, the then vice-chairman of the Subcommittee on Africa. He is a strong supporter of the African Growth and Opportunity Act, which reduced import quotas on African goods as large parts of the continent began moving toward free markets and political democracy. And then there’s me, starring in the grown-up version of Sesame Street’s ‘one of these things is not like the others.’ I hope to God nobody asks me a question about Chad or Darfur and my answer reveals my absolute ignorance on the subject. Just in case, I’ve front-loaded the complimentary response: ‘I’m here to learn.’ It’s hardly a lie.

				The trip had been described as a fact-finding exercise, which was exactly the type of trip a neophyte like me needed. I had only just begun to investigate the situation and was familiar with only a few of the players involved in the conflict. I knew I had much to learn. But then something happened as I began to take stock in my travelling companions. My seeds of fatalism began searching for purchase: ‘What knowledge could this fact-finding trip really yield, and to what end?’

				The die had already been cast for Darfur policy-wise, hadn’t it? Weren’t we actually going to bring back incontrovertible evidence of ‘genocide,’ so named by the US government because of the mountain of evidence, of an incontrovertible nature, that already existed to support the finding? It was a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma of diplomatic doublespeak. Yet here we were, on our way. It didn’t add up. The congressional members couldn’t have been counting on free publicity to highlight their empathetic and compassionate souls, given that the trip had been planned for months and Nightline had only recently agreed to accompany us (cutting it very close to the wire, in fact). So why were they going? Maybe what made the trip inviting was the fact that it was politically safe for the representatives on both sides of the aisle; these people hailed from a government that had used the word ‘genocide’ while referring to Darfur yet ignored all international conventions that called for direct action against it. This mission could be the perfect opportunity for a politico to pick up compassion points without being saddled with the need for results. For a fledgling fatalist, scepticism was as comfortable as an old shoe, and I had gone from enthusiastic participant on our journey to pessimistic passenger in only the time it took to walk down the bus aisle. Dammit! Now I gotta take this long-ass trip with these people who aren’t really looking to change the game, they just want to assuage their guilt and have the opportunity to claim the moral high ground come election time. ‘At least we’ve gone to Africa to see the horror up close.’ I can hear them now. Whoa. I can hear me now. I had just ‘themed’ them. I let their new moniker roll around in my mind for a hot second. I was good with it, but I always allow for the fact that I could be wrong.

				After the short bus ride, ‘them’ and I board a military charter, rounded out by an automatic weapon–toting security force. Nice. We’re headed first to Entebbe, Uganda, and eventually to Chad.

				Before long the film The Battle of Algiers begins to play over the cabin’s television screens. It is an amazing movie about the Algerians’ fight for freedom against the French in the 1950s, and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why we were watching it on this trip. True, the CODEL was going on to Algiers after Chad and Sudan, but the subject matter of this film jangled greatly out of tune with the mental profile I had compiled of my travel companions. We were flying to be witness to the ravages of genocide in Darfur, accompanied by sound and pictures of young, brown men and women, not cardboard caricatures but human beings depicted evenly, preparing bombs to explode in markets, restaurants, and bars. I thought my head would explode. Maybe the people on this CODEL were different. Maybe they were about opening their eyes to seek understanding, to move toward positive change. Maybe these people were actually trying to do something here. Could they be ‘Us’s?

				When we landed in Entebbe to refuel, our group went into the airport’s waiting area, where we met a marine unit stationed in the region, shocked as hell to see ‘that guy that came out in Boogie Nights’ ambling around trying to get cell phone reception. We took some pictures together; I finally found a T-Mobile–friendly corner, and a short time later we hopped back on the plane to finish the last leg of our trip.
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				As our transport slowly taxied down the runway, I peeked out the window and found two things that stood in stark relief against the dusty tarmac: the Nightline camera crew filming all the proceedings and a long, stringy-haired, six-foot-and-change white man strolling casually up to the plane like he was walking down the street to the local convenience store to get the paper. John Prendergast looked right at home.

				I first met John in November of 2004 at the Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, which was hosting a screening of Hotel Rwanda. Sophie, Paul, Tatiana, and Terry had all assembled for the event, with hundreds in attendance. Bonnie Abaunza, a seriously dedicated human rights advocate working with Amnesty International, was navigating us through the maze of people and making sure we were meeting the folks we needed to, when she brought me over to John, hanging out with his running buddy, and US ambassador-at-large for war crimes issues, Pierre-Richard Prosper. I only mention height because within five minutes of our meeting these two ‘important’ people, the conversation devolved into a healthy round of trash-talking about basketball. They’d heard tell of my basketball prowess—a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing—and proceeded to look down on me (literally), recounting tales of hardwood heroism, challenging me and any other human being I knew to a game of two-on-two. I told them that I knew Magic Johnson, Michael Jordan, and many of the Lakers and Clippers but would only need to pull somebody from my weekend crew to face down a couple of Beltway braggers who clearly only had height going for them. Needless to say, we were fast friends. Segueing out of ball and back to matters at hand, John downloaded me on his extensive experiences in Africa and said he wanted me to consider him an ally-in-service for whatever Africa-related task I might take up. I pocketed the info, and when the Darfur trip arose, he was an early call.

				Now, seeing him confidently rolling up, throwing his arms open wide with a ‘Buddy!’ and no apparent worry clouding his mug, I was sure I was in the company of another ‘Us.’ Seconds later our ‘Us’ would be complete as Paul Rusesabagina, smartly dressed as always, stood nearby with a ‘My friend!’ of his own to welcome me. I’d known he would be accompanying us, but I was still completely blown away. This man had come through a fire that most would greatly resist even mentally replaying, never mind reliving through the experiences of these people we were about to meet. If he could bring himself to this task, who was I to entertain fatalism? I was humbled in the company of all that had made this journey—people committing much more than empty sentiments to try to change for the better the world in which they lived. It would most probably be a thankless job and one with a most uncertain outcome. But standing on the ground in Chad, I found myself smiling, happy to be among doers, lucky to be pulled into the current of Us.

				



				John’s Path

				I hate waking up early. I’m an unapologetic, unreformed vampire, hard-pressed to lay my head on the pillow before 3am. Let’s just say it isn’t easy to get me out of bed anywhere in the vicinity of the crack of dawn. So when I first heard the sound of banging on my hotel door on a scorching July morning in Khartoum in 2003, I wasn’t pleased. I knew the zealous housekeeping staff liked to finish their work before it got too hot, but they knew from experience that my room was usually the last one they would have access to on any given day. But when the knocking persisted and even got louder, I knew I had to surrender and find out the reason for the urgency of the knuckles on my door.

				I opened the door and my friend the bellhop practically tumbled into the room, breathlessly proclaiming that this time I had gone too far. ‘You’ve been declared an enemy of the state,’ he blurted, with a mixture of satisfaction and concern. ‘The foreign minister is saying your security cannot be guaranteed. That is decidedly not good.’

				My first reaction was logistical. Having been in more than a few jams over two decades travelling in war zones, I usually liked to make sure I had a good escape plan, just in case the temperature rose a little too fast. Over the years, I’d been shot at, bombed, mortared, imprisoned, beaten, threatened (credibly, I would hasten to add), deported, surveilled, chased, and defamed a hundred ways till Sunday. (My mother’s prayer group saying the rosary for me is probably the main reason I am still alive today.) But this ‘enemy of the state’ thing was a new one, and I didn’t know for sure what the next move would be.

				The bellhop wasn’t finished. Apparently, my appearance on the Arabic television equivalent of CNN, Al-Jazeera, went over like a lead balloon with the authorities. I had emptied my rhetorical chambers into the camera the day before, saying that the leaders of the regime should be tried for war crimes in front of an international tribunal for what they were doing in Darfur and what they had done in the south of the country. This was an unwelcome message at the time, as the regime was doing its best to clean up its image around the world and trying to keep what it was doing in Darfur under the radar screen. My eyewitness account to Al-Jazeera, broadcast live from Khartoum, appeared like a rabid skunk at a white linen picnic. The daggers were drawn quickly. The bellhop was sure my life was in danger, even though he was clearly pleased with the message I’d delivered, given that his own family had been victimised in a village raid a year earlier by government-backed militia in Darfur.

				My second reaction was one that I had unfortunately had a few too many times in my life: ‘Another fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into, JP!’ It was hard to imagine the chain of events that led me to that moment. I will try, however, starting with the ideas and influences that eventually came to shape my character. They originated early on, in the dark basements of the houses I lived in as a kid, where I would voraciously consume comic books about my heroes who took on evil to protect the helpless. The Mighty Thor, Captain America, Batman, Daredevil, and the Silver Surfer were all guys who hated injustice and put their lives on the line for it. They all had certain powers that they used in the service of others, often to the detriment of their own lives. When I was a kid, I used to read about these superheroes like there was no tomorrow. I wanted to be like them somehow, wanted to stand for something good. I was especially drawn to the darker characters, the ones with significant personal flaws, those who were running from something yet throwing themselves into their mission. Their humanity, their vulnerability, made their commitment all the more appealing. I always felt that many of their powers were just exaggerations of things certain human beings were capable of under extreme pressure (with the possible exceptions of flying, shooting spiderwebs out of hands, turning green, and picking up entire buildings). When I would hear about things like floods in Bangladesh or famines in Africa, I wondered why someone like my superheroes couldn’t save the victims.

				But of course there are no superheroes in that sense and we don’t really ‘save victims’. It is about working with others in defence of justice and human rights. And that means some element of sacrifice, even if it is just a few minutes on a computer to write a letter. After the Al-Jazeera interview, the correspondent asked me, ‘Aren’t you worried for your safety? I keep hearing about you running into trouble. Why do you do it?’ My response: ‘Anger. I can’t accept that we just stand idly by while entire peoples are being extinguished because of the actions and advantage of a few people. Every time I think I will walk away from this and become a sportswriter, focusing on my beloved Kansas City Chiefs, I see something like this and it just flames me up again. I’m doomed to do this for as long as I live.’

				But last I checked, the contract for this book doesn’t say ‘autobiography’, so I will spare you the details of my childhood. Save that one for some future movie of the week. The far distant future. Or maybe my baby brother Luke can write it; he remembers everything. I mean everything. For the purposes of this story, however, the journey really begins later, in my early 20s, when I was a somewhat clichéd rebel without a cause and a crusader in search of a mission.

				After bouncing around the United States and going to four different universities, I ended up back in my adopted hometown of Philadelphia, working for a congressman and going to Temple University at night for my fifth and final undergraduate stop. (Papa was a rolling stone, a frozen food salesman to be exact, and this apple didn’t land too far from Jack’s tree.) I was doing all kinds of stuff focused on urban problems in the United States: my job with the congressman allowed me to get involved in many things. I also was a Big Brother to kids in the Big Brother/Little Brother programme, as well as to kids I met in the homeless shelters where I was volunteering. (That’s the next book.)

				I loved my work and loved what I was studying at school on urban policy, but in 1983 a story broke that changed my life forever. The famine in what is now Ethiopia and Eritrea emerged into the public consciousness very slowly, as these kinds of issues do, if they ever do at all. 

				The ‘Ethiopian Famine’ of 1983–1985 resulted from the tactics of war pursued by the Ethiopian regime at the time against Eritreans fighting for independence and Ethiopians fighting for a more inclusive government; these tactics were exacerbated by drought. Many of the war tactics used by that regime have been replicated by the Sudanese government in Darfur. For more information and a cheap plug, see John Prendergast and Mark Duffield, Without Troops and Tanks, Red Sea Press (Lawrenceville, 1994).

				I kept seeing these pictures of mass starvation (mostly on those post-midnight fund-raising paid programmes that organisations buy to highlight the horrors they are trying to ameliorate with their food and medicine) and reading into them messages of a world that just didn’t care enough to do whatever was necessary to end the suffering of those people. There were images of hundreds of thousands of homeless Ethiopians and Eritreans in makeshift camps—people living and dying in the worst circumstances humanly possible. I was overwhelmed by the pictures; all of my empathetic and protective tendencies went into overdrive. I hadn’t studied any of these issues, but I knew at the bottom of it all there must lie a massive core of injustice, overlaid by a blanket of apathy.

				In 1984, I decided to go to Africa to investigate for myself. After reading all those comic books and believing in the ultimate triumph of good over evil, it was time for Captain America’s number one fan—naive but determined—to spring into action. I believed very innocently then that if the United States would just get involved, we could fix everything.

				My education was about to begin.

				The only place to which I could get a visa on short notice was Mali, a country well to the west of Ethiopia but suffering a major food crisis as part of the Sahelian drought. I knew no one in Mali, with the exception of Mark Heim, a Peace Corps volunteer with whom I had played soccer during one year of high school (before I dropped out of that school ... starting to see the pattern?). I am not sure what the hell I was thinking I would or could accomplish, or even how I thought I would learn what I would need to do to make a difference.

				But fate, or God, intervened. On the plane ride over, a Malian guy appropriately named Mohammed came up to me and told me he remembered me from playing basketball at the Georgetown University gym during my freshman year. I guess since I had long hair then too, and I played very flamboyantly. He understood immediately that I was just a 21-year-old kid who wanted to learn and to help, and he took it upon himself to make sure my introduction to Africa 101 was the right one.

				He worked for the Agricultural Department of Mali, so he showed me how Malians themselves were trying to deal with their own problems. Nonetheless, tariffs and subsidies in Europe and the US made it impossible for them to compete as farmers. Right away, I started to see the unfairness of the relationship between Africa and the rest of the world. I moved into one of his houses, as he had three little huts in which his three wives lived. He moved one of them into another house, and the chickens and I took over the third hut. Eventually I met an American guy, Jeff Gray, a fellow hoopster who worked for an American organisation called Africare, and he let me accompany him as his assistant as long as I would talk with him about basketball and Philadelphia, and we headed into the Sahara Desert to initiate water projects for the people all the way up toward Timbuktu, a place I thought existed only in fairy tales.

				Coming back to the US after that trip was difficult. I couldn’t think about anything else but Africa. I would tell my stories of adventures in Africa to my Little Brothers from the programme and they would tell me their stories of growing up in Philly and DC. The core inequity, discrimination, and maldevelopment were shared, but Africa’s place at the very bottom of the global priority totem pole drove me to want to return, to be somehow part of changing that deadly cocktail of neglect and exploitation.

				I went back the next year to Zanzibar to take a volunteer job on a youth employment project. Zanzibar was paradise, but I wanted to go somewhere in which my initial interests in confronting war and famine were at play. So I next went to Somalia, and that is where the worm really turned for me. That is where I saw the Cold War being played out, where the US was cynically using Africa in its geostrategic chessboard, with the Somali people acting as the pawns. My government was pouring money into a military dictator who was brutally repressing and killing his own people. I spent time volunteering in an orphanage and watched babies die needlessly of malnourishment and disease.

				My reaction was one of pure anger. Anger at the injustice that was actually killing people. Anger at my own government for not only not intervening to stop it, but instead actually pouring gasoline on the fire by providing arms and money to the perpetrators. I had never seen anything as nakedly unfair as that, and with such devastating consequences. I decided then that I would dedicate the rest of my life to attacking that injustice in whatever way I could. The lightbulb finally went on. I could sit there and try to help save the starving babies, or I could go back to the US and work on policies toward Africa that would ensure that babies didn’t have to starve.

				Of course, seeing the pictures in 1983 of millions of starving Ethiopians was an extraordinary pull factor in influencing me to make my first trip to Africa. My basic humanitarian tendencies were certainly triggered massively by the level of helplessness of those who had been targeted and hunted in the context of the war-induced Ethiopian famine (one of the deadliest in the world during the last century). Simplistically, at that time I just wanted to help, wanted to figure out the best way to get life-saving aid to those most in need.

				But it took me a few more years to figure out that while food and medicine were crucial, they were not the sole solutions. I began to see the political roots of the lack of response from my country and the larger Western world. I was greatly helped in seeing that, as a very naive 22-year-old, by the organisation of the Live Aid concert in 1985, but particularly by the organiser, a musician-turned-radical-politician, Bob Geldof of the Boomtown Rats, who would later help organise the Live 8 concerts in 2005.

				Geldof appeared to me like a force of nature. He was on the cover of my beloved Rolling Stone magazine and many others, swearing at the political leaders who were obstructing a meaningful response to the famine and its roots. He took on the system; in fact he spat on the system, damning it for not caring in the face of such human deprivation. And he attacked our apathy and ignorance, swearing that he wouldn’t sleep until everyone woke up to the horrors that the people of Ethiopia were living on a daily basis.

				Geldof helped shake up the status quo and force a larger response to the crisis. He slammed the issue of starvation into the face of the larger public in Europe and America. And he changed forever the face of celebrity involvement in crises.

				With his long hair, huge ego, gutter mouth, irreverence, and unyielding passion for the people who were suffering so badly, Geldof was a heroic figure, perhaps unexpected, but a role model anyway for the ability of one person to make a major difference in the world. He challenged politicians to live up to their pledges, and challenged us as regular people to help him make a difference. I felt his call, and the call of the Ethiopian and Eritrean people, to respond to this emergency. They were dialling 999; Geldof was just a dispatcher, and I took it as a challenge and a responsibility to respond. I wouldn’t have missed that call for the world.

				What I saw on the ground in Somalia, combined with what I perceived Geldof and his allies to be accomplishing, was a powerful combination for me, a catalyst for what became my lifelong commitment to promoting peace and human rights in Africa. Which leads me back to Sudan.

				In mid-2003, before conferring upon me the title of ‘enemy of the state,’ Foreign Minister Mustafa Osman Ismail (aka ‘Mr Smile’) and I were in his opulent house in Khartoum, sitting by the Nile River. He insisted there was nothing wrong in Darfur, noting that the Americans concerned with Darfur were the same people that erroneously accused Iraq of having weapons of mass destruction. We argued over the basic facts of the Sudanese situation. I told him of emerging evidence of systematic crimes against humanity perpetrated by the militias in Darfur and of evidence that these militias were armed and supported by the government. He denied everything, with that patronising tone and ever-present smile that earned him his well-deserved nickname.

				But having seen the early results of genocidal policies in Darfur, I felt compelled to speak truth to power, to Al-Jazeera, to the world. Damn the personal consequences.

				I made it out of Khartoum in one piece, thanks to one of the Marines from the US embassy who rushed over soon after the bellhop rousted me out of my troubled reveries. He drove me to the airport and made sure I got out safely. In the three years since then, the regime hasn’t given me a visa to go to Sudan legally. Nonetheless I’ve gone back repeatedly into rebel-held areas of the country, gathering stories, trying to shine a spotlight on some of the world’s worst atrocities.

				Sudan is indeed where all the world’s worst atrocities come together, like a perfect storm of horrors. War, slavery, genocide—you name it. But particularly genocide. Beyond the Sudanese government and other perpetrators of mass atrocities, however, the ‘bad guys’ in this story are apathy, ignorance, indifference, and inertia. It is up to us to overcome them.

				Darfur represents the first genocide of the 21st century. The 999 call has gone out again. And people in Western or First World countries, particularly younger ones, are starting to respond in ways I could never have imagined 20-something years ago. Across the First World, people are objecting to a political system which has made responding to Darfur a low priority, and they are succeeding in overcoming the apathy based on sheer ignorance of the situation. At the public education events I participate in at campuses across the US, students come up to me now with the same look I had back in the 1980s when I first saw the pictures of the Ethiopian famine. They say how they are inspired by the crisis to do more, from just doing something immediately like writing a letter, all the way to changing their majors and their career ambitions to pursue human rights advocacy, conflict resolution, or humanitarian action. In person and in e-mails, they express a desire to get involved somehow, to lend their hearts, minds, and commitment to the ultimate just cause, and to live a meaningful life. The hunger out there for meaning is extraordinary. It is perhaps the most fulfilling part of my work. We’ve gone through Generation X and Generation Y, but if Generation Z is in formation, and the massive outpouring of student action over the Darfur genocide is any indication, we have very good reason to hope in the future.

				When I first went to Africa and saw the extraordinary suffering, the massive numbers of people that had been forsaken and forgotten, what little connection I felt with God disappeared. Like so many others that have witnessed such scenes of absolute deprivation and unfairness, I became angry at any construct that would have a god somehow in charge of all this. That angry and studied agnosticism held for nearly two decades. It has only been in the last three years, corresponding ironically to the time of the Darfur genocide, that I have begun to reconnect to my faith.

				I remember going into a cathedral in Khartoum during that fateful trip in the summer of 2003. There I witnessed a vigil of hundreds of southern Sudanese praying for peace. I stayed after everyone had left and knelt in the pew, reading stories from the Gospels about Jesus, about redemption, about second chances, about forgiveness, about sacrifice, the themes that resonate so powerfully with southern Sudanese. I remember watching the pigeons (They looked like doves. Wait a minute, are doves actually pigeons? Are pigeons actually flying rats? Never mind, you get the point.) flying around in the church, as I reflected on the mistakes I had made in my life and the sadness I had caused, hoping that this redemption was real. And mostly I just felt an emptiness born of 20 years of travelling and battling, often on my own, in my personal and professional life, and I felt a peace creeping in as I read about Jesus’ life and his teaching. Though the particular window through which I view God is Christianity, surely only just one window into the divine, one of the most gratifying things about working on Darfur issues in the US is the way people of all major faiths—particularly Muslims, Jews, and Christians—come together in respect and partnership around a common cause and are motivated by their faith to pursue what is right. 

				Early on, I had been a bit incredulous as to the real possibilities of citizen action in moving governments to act. Then, as I saw student and religious groups and others really responding and mobilising to these different crises, and as I started to see policy change, I began to believe in the power of ordinary people to make a difference. Perhaps it is too much to hope, but if these students and the thousands of other new activists on behalf of the defenceless have their way, the first genocide of the 21st century might also be the last, or at least the last one that doesn’t provoke an appropriately strong response.

				



				DON:

				Our first day in Africa is pretty much a bust as far as me doing anything of real substance. We all have a very brief briefing in the Le Meridien hotel banquet room, where we are brought up to speed on the latest developments in the region by US Ambassador Marc Wall. Though the Nightline camera is rolling, no one appears to be playing to the folks at home. Everyone is focused on the task at hand; it’s all business. The briefing yields little more than my research has already revealed, and I am looking forward to going out to the desert to see what I came to see. The meeting wraps up in relatively short order, and we pile into our escorted cars and head out to meet Prime Minister Moussa Faki of Chad.

				There is much pomp and circumstance when we arrive, but the moment is followed by confusion as it becomes evident that all in our company are not welcomed into the tiny room where this meeting is to be held. I never did find out if the prime minister’s representatives’ decision-making process was based on our perceived hierarchy or if it was simply that the room was too small to accommodate us all. Regardless, I offer to stay outside, not nearly as excited about listening to a political figure as I am about listening to the stories from the people on the front lines of the conflict. I slightly bow my head respectfully and try to back out but I’m grabbed at the last second by Congresswoman Watson, who must’ve thought I was being polite because she pulls me in behind her. Before I can protest, the door is shut on all of us in the stuffy little room and the prime minister’s man begins to speak. Apparently, I’m not going anywhere.

				The setup was very interesting, with the prime minister sitting at the front of the room dressed in what I believe to be traditional finery, swatting at small flying pests with a horse-tailed wafter, his assistant standing next to him in an ill-fitting suit. The meeting went on for what felt like an hour and maybe was. Prime Minister Faki was speaking in slow, even, thoughtful tones, almost as if he believed the pace of his speech might help us to better understand his language, but all the monotone cadence did for us in this hot little room was hasten our way toward the heavy-lidded respite that after over 20 hours of travel we all so very much crave. Between my super long blinks—blinks I tried to disguise by nodding my head thoughtfully up and down as if deeply affected by the words his equally inflection-less translator was spooning out—I caught sight of my fellow travel companions also bobbing for sleep, Ms Watson chief among them. When she and I finally made eye contact, I mouthed, ‘Thank you,’ getting a shrug in return. If she had known what we were in for, I’m sure we both would have opted to stay and play with the kids who had shown up outside the gates almost the second our cars pulled into the compound. It wasn’t that the information we were receiving was irrelevant to our trip, but the manner in which it was disseminated was for me strangely similar to the way many politicians on this side of the world do their thing: too many words representing too little action for too few (my present company excluded, of course). I wished we could have forgone all of this diplomacy and gone right into the camps, but that’s a lot like being without transportation and needing to catch a ride to the bank with your friend. If he wants to stop at the cleaners first, it’s better just to grin and bear it. Tomorrow will come soon enough.

				It doesn’t. Though we’re leaving at the crack of dawn, the time change, nerves, excitement, or a combination of all three has me up way before the sun, far earlier than any self-respecting farmer would dare begin his chores. Tired of tossing and turning, I sit up and turn on the TV. Just three channels work on the set; two of them have the same program, CNN news, and the other one is in Arabic, but somehow just having the fuzzy thing on helps to calm me down a little bit. I try to get into the real images on the screen so that the imagined ones of traumatised refugees can recede into the background. Being this close to it has me spooked now, or maybe it’s the local gendarme standing guard outside my door with a machine gun for my ‘protection’ that’s working my nerves. Heavy. I sit staring at the screen until the phone rings for my wake-up call a half hour later. It’s 4.30am.

				We convene in the hotel’s modest banquet room once again, and everyone’s pretty chatty this morning despite the early hour. The feeling in the breakfast line is one of purpose, the primary goal of our travel just hours away.

				After a short drive up the road, we’re back at the airstrip, this time headed first to Abeche, where we will deplane and then board a smaller aircraft before continuing on to Tine, a town on the Chad/Sudan border where the African Union has one of their outposts. We board the Beechcraft 1900 and everybody picks a seat. John sits behind me to the left. He’s furiously writing away on anything that will hold ink—napkins, scraps of paper, gum wrappers ... I ask to trade seats with Betty McCollum so I can get a closer look at John’s Russell Crowe–like Beautiful Mind behaviour.

				‘What is all that?’ It takes him a second to shift gears.

				‘Hey, Buddy. Just trying to collect my thoughts here.’ I gather from all the references to Darfur I can make out on the scraps of paper that John wants to make sure he’s ready for the cameras. But it’s not a ruse; the man knows his stuff.

				‘Thrall me with your acumen,’ I say, hitting him with a poor Tony Hopkins impersonation as Hannibal Lecter from The Silence of the Lambs.

				‘Do what to my what?’

				‘It’s from Silence of ... Forget it. What are you writing about?’
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