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PROLOGUE




In the days before iinen, says En-mei, before jeeps and bananas and medical – before road – there was the world. The world had jackfruits, jungle roots and honey bees, monitor lizards, civet cats and jungle pigs and white ants big enough to eat; and in the sea, fish, snakes, clams, robber crabs and big, lazy turtles to roll over on the beach and roast whole, upturned in their shells. Sometimes, iinen came to the world, to fish or cut trees or take pigs, and the elders would fight them. But most of the time, and sometimes for generations, the people were alone. ‘It was good,’ says En-mei. ‘Sometimes I went with my friends Eingane, Toepel, Ten-mei and Eiantho to collect fruit from the jungle. But most of the time, I never used to do anything.’




En-mei is vague about how he came to leave the world. But the iinen who knows him best, Indian anthropologist Vishvajit Pandya, says En-mei fell in love. En-mei is a Stone Age Jarawa tribesman from South Andaman Island, a tiny speck of volcanic rainforest and white beach rising out of the middle of the Bay of Bengal between India and Thailand. As a teenager, he set his heart on a Jarawa girl from the Middle Andaman tribe. But the Middle Andaman Jarawas considered themselves superior to the southerners, and the match worried the girl’s father. In early 1997, En-mei went to see the man to plead his suit. The pair argued and the father, stronger than En-mei, took the boy out into the forest, broke his leg and left him to die.




It was too far to crawl home. En-mei’s only hope was a tiny medical clinic on the edge of the forest that administered to Kadamtala, a small town of settlers from the Indian mainland. So it was that he dragged himself out of the jungle, through the clinic’s doors and into the history books. An astonished trainee doctor at Kadamtala telephoned his superiors in the island capital Port Blair to tell them he had made the first friendly contact with a Stone Age tribe lost to civilization for 50,000 years.1



Though En-mei was the first Jarawa to leave the forest willingly, the tribe was not unknown. Savage legends have been spun about the Jarawa since almost the beginning of recorded time. In Hindu myth, the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago is known as Kalapani, or ‘black waters’, a lost world in a sea of Styx from which no man ever returns. In the second century BC, the Alexandrian scholar Ptolemy wrote of ‘islands of cannibals’. In AD 1290, Marco Polo described the inhabitants as ‘no better than wild beasts . . . [with] heads like dogs, and teeth and eyes likewise . . . they are a most cruel generation and eat everybody they can catch, if not of their own race.’

British colonizers claimed the islands in 1789. There was a natural deep-water harbour at Port Blair and the islands’ isolation later made them an excellent site for the notorious Cellular Jail, where the British held and executed India’s freedom fighters. But it was not a prized posting. Malaria was rife, and those who did venture into the forest were often met with a barrage of Jarawa arrows. Nevertheless, the British succeeded in capturing a handful of Jarawa tribesmen and in the late 1850s, one was taken to Calcutta by Frederic John Mouat on HMS Pluto.

‘Joe Abraham’ drew huge crowds. People were amazed. The Andamans are in Asia. But the Jarawa were African pygmies. More than a century later, DNA analysis would confirm the Jarawa had been isolated for tens of thousands of years and are direct bloodline descendants of Early Man, from northern Kenya and southern Ethiopia. Anthropologists speculate they migrated east from Africa during the Ice Age, perhaps 100,000 years ago, walked across the vast frozen plains of what is now the Indian Ocean and, when the ice began to melt and the waters rose around them, retreated to the highest ground they could find, the Andaman and Nico-bar mountain range. Later expeditions would discover the islands were home to five other tribes, African and Asian, almost as though, as the great flood advanced, a Noah’s Ark of Stone Age men sought shelter there. Cut off from the world and repelling all intruders for tens of thousands of years, the tribes had not changed. For scientists, they are the First Man. For Christians, they are the closest living relatives to Adam and Eve.

For the islands’ visitors, they were a menace. The Jarawa fought the British, the Japanese in the Second World War and, after India achieved independence in 1947, Bengali settler families from the mainland. Then En-mei slithered out of the forest and suddenly the Indians had an opportunity to kill the Jarawa threat with kindness. For six months, they plied En-mei with every luxury and privilege the islands could provide. They gave him electricity, air conditioning and television in a private room at Port Blair’s hospital; bananas, coconuts and curry; a chauffeur-driven car; even a visit from the then prime minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee. And it seemed to work. En-mei lapped it up. On his miraculous return to the forest in autumn 1997, he told his astounded tribesmen: ‘The outside people are good. No one attacked me. And there are lots of them.’

Within days, scores of Jarawas appeared on the road demanding food and, shrieking with laughter, riding on the roofs of buses into town. The people of Port Blair were told to let the naked tribesmen wander freely. The authorities would pay stallholders for whatever they took. The wild men of the Andamans were finally being tamed.

Except they weren’t. Rather, says Samir Acharya of the Society of Andaman and Nicobar Ecology, they were being decimated. ‘Contact with the outside brought infection from diseases for which they had no immunity,’ he says. ‘Measles, mumps, diarrhoea. Around 30 per cent contracted hepatitis B. I believe the entire elder generation was wiped out.’ The situation became all the more alarming when a new best estimate put the total Jarawa population in Middle and South Andaman at a mere 264. A storm of international protest blew across Port Blair.

En-mei, however, was prospering. When he left the forest, according to Acharya, he had not only been rejected by the Middle Andaman tribe, he had also been ‘effectively excommunicated’ by his own South Andaman group for a wilful nature that, in his teenage years, had become petulance and given him a violent temper. Returning so spectacularly from the dead, and with tales of other-worldly adventure, he was suddenly a star. ‘People came,’ says En-mei. ‘A lot of them came. To see me.’ En-mei quickly capitalized on his new celebrity, holding court with the surviving elders and taking younger Jarawas on guided tours of the modern-day wonders of Kadamtala and Port Blair.

And then, two years after he left the forest, En-mei vanished. His guided tours stopped. Small groups of children still gathered by the roadside to beg and Jarawas continued to travel to the medical station at Kadamtala for treatment. But the remarkable burst of contact between the Stone Age and the modern world fizzled. En-mei, the environmentalists’ champion, the man with whom the administrators felt they could finally do business, the anthropological find of a lifetime, disappeared.

It took almost a year to work out what had happened. Finally Pandya tracked him down. The anthropologist discovered En-mei’s elevated status had culminated in the realization of his oldest and dearest ambition: marriage, not to the girl he once loved, but an arranged match to Chailla, an eminent Jarawa girl from South Andaman. As soon as he got what he wanted, the tours stopped. All the married En-mei wanted to do was hunt.


I caught up with En-mei on one of his rare excursions from the forest.2 He explained that when he was growing up, the Jarawa attacked outsiders because they were afraid. ‘When we first saw these people, we were scared. Sahibs used to come in large numbers and frighten us with guns. They used to kill deer, set traps. That’s why we attacked. We used to think, “Why are these people coming here? No one should come to our house.” ’ Despite the way he had profited from his time in the outside world, En-mei had mixed feelings about it. ‘Port Blair [had] buildings and lights and tables. Everything is nice. But I did not enjoy myself. I did not see my people.’ The modern world had not overwhelmed him. Rather, he developed an ambivalence about what outsiders called progress. When I asked about the Andaman Trunk Road that had been cut through Jarawa territory, he replied: ‘It’s good. Buses and jeeps are good. And cutting trees can be good. It cleans the place. But they should not clean in far-off places. If you clear forest inside the jungle, there will be no rain and we won’t get water. And now people use the road to come here and take pictures of us. It’s not good. I snatch the camera and break it.’ Finally, after perusing everything the developed world had to offer, En-mei had rejected it. ‘The jungle is good,’ he said. ‘I don’t feel like going outside now. We will stay in the forest. In the forest, there is a nice breeze.’



When I visited Pandya at his research offices in Ahmeda-bad in eastern India in 2004, he said that even if the Jarawas survived the onslaught of disease and the challenges of the road, the damage was done. ‘You can’t expect these guys just to forget everything they’ve seen and go back to Eden,’ he said. ‘En-mei may be happy back in the forest, but others won’t be. You can’t wind the clock back. The Jarawas, as they are, are doomed.’

And yet, added Pandya, En-mei’s adventures were not without worth. Before he left our world and returned to the forest, En-mei left behind a profound human truth. ‘This guy crossed a creek of 80,000 years and saw the world,’ said Pandya. ‘But instead of staying in wonderland, he went back. Why?’

Pandya said his studies had uncovered a Jarawa culture of sophisticated and exotic ritual. But he had come to understand that it would be a mistake to regard the Jarawa only as unique and distinct. Perhaps the first men to venture out from Africa’s cradle of life, the Jarawa were also the first to set in motion an essential human process – exploration and migration – that today culminates in what we call globalization. En-mei’s behaviour also showed that the Jarawa were ‘smart, adaptable, political human beings’. Polo’s ‘wild beasts’ would sometimes kill to get what they wanted. But by going back to his old life, En-mei had also demonstrated a more sophisticated side. He ‘knew he couldn’t live in a holiday forever,’ said Pandya, and when ‘he saw an opportunity to get on in life’ – marriage to Chailla – ‘he took it.’

Pandya was breathing shallowly. He paused to catch some air, then leant forward with the manner of someone passing on a revelation. ‘You see, for many years I was looking at the differences between them and us,’ he said. ‘I was missing the point. It’s not the differences between us that are so remarkable. It’s the similarities.’ En-mei ‘handled the culture shock of entering the modern world no problem at all,’ said Pandya. He used his trip to further his own ambitions. How and why was he able to do that? Because the same essential rules of human behaviour applied in the outside world as among the Jarawa. In other words: a violent, selfish schemer, driven to exploit distant lands? It’s who he was. It’s who we’ve always been.
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CHAPTER 1




BOOM, THEN BANG



On 24 November 2001, a bright autumn Saturday, 8,000 Taliban soldiers who had fled the American bombardment of Kunduz, their last stronghold in northern Afghanistan, laid down their weapons in a vast natural rock amphitheatre in the desert a few hours to the west of the ancient Bactrian Silk Road city of Mazar-i-Sharif. They surrendered to Northern Alliance General Abdul Rashid Dostum, who crowed that his forces had achieved a ‘great victory’.


In earlier episodes of Afghanistan’s wars, Dostum was reputed to have killed his enemies by tying them to the tracks of his tanks.1 But outside Mazar, Dostum decided to make a gesture of reconciliation to unite Afghanistan’s warring tribes. Thousands of Afghan Taliban were free to return to their farms. Only the few hundred foreigners would be kept captive. They were taken on flat-bed trucks to Qala-i-Jangi, a sprawling mud-walled nineteenth-century prison fortress to the west of Mazar, where Dostum stabled his horses and which contained a large dungeon. The prisoners were led down the steps into their new jail, a succession of small underground cells on either side of a dark, earthen corridor. They were not searched.



The next morning was clear and cold. Two Americans arrived at Qala-i-Jangi. They were Johnny Michael Spann, thirty-two, a CIA paramilitary operative who had been parachuted into Afghanistan at the war’s beginning, and Dave Tyson, a CIA officer operating in central Asia. Their mission was to identify any members of al-Qaeda among the prisoners. They decided not to interview their charges one by one. Instead, they asked for all the men to be brought out and made to kneel, with their hands tied behind their backs, in lines in a large enclosed courtyard in the south-west of the fort. There, overseen by a handful of Alliance guards, the two Americans walked the lines, examining the fighters, prodding them, asking questions. The prisoners, trussed and cramped, began wailing with pain. Prisoners and captors also had little language in common, and the interrogations suffered as a result. Spann used loud English. Tyson tried Russian, the language of Afghanistan’s hated former invaders.

The last men were being brought out of the cells when there was a shout. One prisoner had a grenade. He threw himself at Spann. There was an explosion. Other prisoners lunged forward, at Tyson, at the guards. More men launched themselves at Spann, scrabbling at his flesh with their hands, kicking and beating him. The Alabaman was said to have killed three men with his pistol and AK-47 before he became the first American to die in combat in Afghanistan.


Other Taliban fighters quickly overpowered the Alliance guards, killing them with their own weapons. Tyson grabbed an AK-47, opened fire and ran. When he reached the fort’s north wall, he paused, borrowed a satellite phone from a German TV crew to call in news of the uprising to his commanders and stayed put to figure out how to extract Spann’s body.2 That was not going to be easy. A few hundred yards to the south, the prisoners discovered the courtyard they now controlled also held Dostum’s armoury. They ransacked it for AK-47s, grenades, mines, rocket launchers, mortars and thousands of rounds of ammunition.



The Taliban held the south-west of the fort. The Alliance held the south-east and the north. A vicious exchange of fire ensued across the open ground between. Two ancient Russian tanks now in the possession of the Alliance were driven up the ramparts on to the north wall and started firing on the Taliban. High in the sky, an American B-52 began to circle.

All this happened before I arrived. I had been in Mazar for a fortnight after slipping over the border illegally from Uzbekistan, and that day I had hired a rusty Lada cab and set off south from the city with my fixer, Najibullah Quraishi, to investigate a story about the assassination of a renegade Alliance commander. We made it to the city’s southern outskirts before the ancient Russian car gave up. I got out for a cigarette and, in the quiet of the desert, I could hear the distant ‘pop, pop, pop’ of gunfire. After five minutes under the bonnet, the driver managed to start the car. We turned around and followed the noise of weapons through Mazar and out to its western edge. It became clear we were heading to Qala-i-Jangi. As we got closer, we began to see signs of combat. At one point, a car sped past us carrying a badly wounded man. A few hundred yards further on, men were out in the street, looking excited and frightened. Then the fort appeared and our driver refused to go further.

Najib and I walked up the track to the fort’s entrance. A junior Alliance commander came out to greet us. ‘There’s nothing happening here,’ he said. A rocket-propelled grenade split the air between us at a little over head height and exploded a few hundred yards away in a mud cloud. The embarrassed Alliance man let us pass. We skirted the bodies of three Islamist fighters who had apparently tried to escape, neat and precisely placed diamond-shaped holes in their foreheads indicating close-range executions. Inside the fort, we met some more senior Alliance commanders, who told us what we had missed.


At 2 p.m. two minivans and a pair of open-sided white Land Rovers mounted with machine guns pulled up outside the fortress gates. From the minivans jumped nine American Special Operations men wearing Oakley sunglasses and baseball caps, carrying snub-nosed M-4 automatic rifles. The Land Rovers disgorged seven British Special Boat Service soldiers armed with M-16s and dressed in jeans, sweaters, Barbour jackets, Afghan scarves and pakuls, the distinctive woollen hats of the Afghan mujahideen. The Americans and British quickly convened a conference with the Alliance leaders. ‘I want eyes on, and I want satcom3 and JDAMS4,’ said the American commander, Major Mark Mitchell. ‘Tell them there will be six or seven buildings in a line in the south-west half. That’s where they’re getting their weapons and ammunition. If they can hit that, then that would kill a whole lot of these motherfuckers.’




A bearded American in a Harley-Davidson cap and mirrored sunglasses raised Tyson on his radio. ‘Shit . . . shit . . . OK . . . Shit . . . OK. Hold on, buddy, we’re coming to get you,’ he said. Then, cutting the radio, he turned to his commander: ‘Mike is MIA5. They’ve taken his gun and his ammo. We have another guy. He managed to kill two of them, but he’s holed up in the north side with no ammo.’ As a hurried discussion of tactics began, Harley-Davidson went back to his radio. Then he cut in: ‘Shit. Let’s stop fucking around and get in there. This guy needs our help.’ Pointing to the sky, he added, ‘Tell those guys to stop scratching their balls and fly. We have a guy in the north, enemies in the south-west and friendlies in between.’



Outside the fort, Alliance soldiers began pouring out of the north-east battlements, sliding over the walls and down the ramparts. The wounded were whisked away in commandeered taxis. A firefight raged inside the fort through the afternoon, the occasional rocket or mortar spinning out over the walls. Two American fighter planes began circling the area. Inside, the Americans’ translator fled. They ordered Najib up on to the parapets where they had set up a
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