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A BOOK OF THE YEAR – CLASSIC POP


‘An epic tome [that] charts the nexus of pop and political power. A gripping insider account. Compelling, exhaustive and celebratory’
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‘Packed with often hilarious details of Geldof’s four decades of non-stop wrangling of gigantic rock and political egos’

The Times

‘A riveting celebration of courage, charisma and the power of music’

Woman & Home

‘Its depth and scope is impressive. Vallely’s behind-the-scenes knowledge of the Band Aid, Live Aid and Live 8 charitable cause is impeccable’
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‘A detailed and potent account’

Independent, book of the month

‘Sometimes moving, sometimes hilarious but always driven tale of Band Aid, Live 8 and Live Aid’
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FOREWORD

Forty years ago, I wrote a book called Is That It?. I needed to make some money after spending two years working on Band Aid and Live Aid and their consequences – one of which was that I was broke and the bills needed paying. The other was that the fame that I was familiar with from being in a big rock ’n’ roll band had metastasised into a vast universal glow of approbation, ranging from reluctantly admitted admiration to a sort of semi-religious hysteria. It was unnerving. People projected upon me all the qualities they wished that they possessed or all the goodness and selflessness they wished could govern the sad Hobbesian human condition. Wrong guy.

Walking into a restaurant or onto an aeroplane, the entire room or fuselage would rise and erupt into applause. Normally, people who see a famous face become skittish if encountered on a street or otherwise going about the necessities of the everyday. Now, old ladies, seeing me, would stand rooted to the spot, their hands to their mouths, before hesitantly approaching, reaching out a tentative, trembling hand to touch me. Upon contact, they would begin to sob. Some would collapse into my arms or hug me. It was unbearable. I just wanted to go back to work, to play rock ’n’ roll. Brother Teresa I ain’t!

I wrote my autobiography to make some cash and tell the actuality of my life hitherto, and in so doing hopefully dispel the awful cult of personality that had suddenly, bewilderingly, sprung up around some imaginary character conjured in the public mind by the massive movement engendered by Live Aid. Foolishly, naïvely but perhaps understandably, while the populist hoopla swirled about me, I thought, Now what…?

This book by Paul Vallely is the answer. I’ve known Vallely for, oh, for ever. We’re mates. It was his writing in The Times that I followed. The clarity of the prose. The way he could tell the story of a vast famine by focusing on a specific person whom he would allow to tell their story. In so doing, the awful pity of the people caught in this maelstrom of suffering bore through you to the pit of your soul and stirred a profound rage at the terrible unfairness, the injustice of it all. When he got thrown out and banned by the thugs running Ethiopia in 1985, I knew I could trust him. That’s not something I would admit to for any other journalist! I called him and he spoke with knowledge and understanding of the reality of the situation he had reported on – stuff that couldn’t be told then or there simply wasn’t enough space. He informed me. When I went to Africa to look at how to spend the Live Aid millions, I asked him to come with me. He’s been on the long journey with me ever since, offering advice, thoughts, information and friendship. He knows the story backwards because he’s part of it. He writes so much I’ve forgotten, or actually didn’t know was happening in the first place, within what someone called ‘arguably the greatest mass civil rights movement in history’.

So this is not the continuation of the autobiography, which Paul had helped me write. It’s not Is That It? part 2. It’s not ‘What Bob Did Next’, except partially – because Band Aid simply couldn’t go away. It was too huge. It had touched all corners of the world and seemingly all corners of the human heart, imagination and mind. I’m aware of how corny that sounds, but how else does one explain the extraordinary outpouring of celebratory memory engendered this fortieth anniversary year by television documentaries, theatrical productions, re-releases or new interpretations of the original records? Or this book?

Of course, for me – floundering in the wake of Live Aid’s enormity – there could be no going back, although I didn’t understand that then and would certainly have rejected the notion that, forty years later, I would wake every morning with ten or twelve Band Aid emails detailing today’s awfulness from the Horrorlands. I just wanted to get back to my job of being a rock ’n’ roll singer in a rock ’n’ roll band. But I kind of wasn’t allowed to. I was now, whether I wanted to be or not, canonised St Bob! And saints don’t write rock songs.

But haloes are heavy things. So, of course, I continued making and escaping into music anyway. Albums, songs, tours and – unbelievably, wonderfully, amazingly – the Boomtown Rats celebrate our fiftieth year this year. Who’d have thought? Who’d have thought any of it, in fact?! It’s been a year of anniversaries. Not just Live Aid; it’s also twenty years since we organised the Live 8 concerts in the home countries of the eight world leaders who could do something about the unbearable yoke of debt which hung around the necks of the people of Africa.

That began with a challenge from Vallely. He wrote somewhere: ‘For all his skill as a populist, Bob Geldof could not shift the agenda from one of charity to one of justice.’ That stung! But it set me on an extraordinary adventure just as improbable, just as thrilling, just as profound and, without any shadow of doubt, just as impactful and bonkers as all the records, concerts, bands, performances, trucks, ships, food aid and all the other stuff. It took me from pop and poverty through the practicalities of politics to learn how to pull on the levers of power.

But whatever my desire and need to return to the music which came naturally to me, I was also obliged to continue with Band Aid and what flowed from it. It had become simply too big. The responsibility was, at least it seemed to me, to take this thing we had conjured out of the flimsiest soil to its ultimate logical political/economic conclusion. But obviously not by myself. I understood this at the absolute very beginning of all of it when I made that phone call to Midge Ure, my fellow writer/singer/musician. I made many calls like that. Always the same. ‘Will you help?’ The answer was always the same: ‘Yes.’

Band Aid had worked. For once in our bloody lives, something had actually worked exactly as we had imagined, but on a vastly different scale to anything any of us had anticipated. The people who, for whatever personal and or professional reason, had gathered about me to enable the realisation of this absurdly normal and originally pedestrian idea of using your ability – in my case, writing tunes – to stop others starving, were, as you will read, extraordinarily gifted individuals, each to their own professions but equally as personalities and as thinking, adventurous, daring compassionate human beings. They were a bunch of rebels or outlaws by inclination and by any standard, but so very good at their jobs; whatever their chosen profession, they had made it to the top. Others gave up everything, tossing up their lives to gather round this struggling Irishman to make his mad, blustering convictions a brilliant reality. No one got paid. Ever. They just … did it. ’Cos they could. And they wanted to. And it was working. So why stop?

Millions of lives were saved in those terrible years of the Great African Famine of 1984–87. And then – down the years, daily, indeed to the very second that I am writing this – Band Aid continues to administer vast monies gathered still from individuals, record royalties, YouTube Live Aid channels etc., and directed immediately to the poorest, most wounded, hurt and hungry of those most politically benighted war-torn, climate-ravaged parts of northern Ethiopia, Sudan, Somalia and elsewhere. Millions of people had been wantonly slaughtered, raped and dispossessed by whichever thug can gather a bunch of killers around them and rain mayhem, chaos and ruin down upon the innocent.

Through the years, the logic of what we were doing became evident. We could – and would – continue as we had always done, distributing monies to the affected peoples and regions, but we could also ‘weaponise’ Live Aid’s vast audience and turn it into the biggest political lobby for change the world had ever seen. Yes, certainly keep as many people alive as possible and then help provide education, housing, sanitation, healthcare, farming implements, etc. Band Aid did, and does, all of that. But if this misery was ever to stop, then the root causes of this condition needed to be addressed, attacked and, as much as possible, rectified and altered. That was the journey from Band Aid to Live Aid to Live 8 and beyond. This book tells that story.

Poverty is an economic condition. It is empirical. It is not always natural and it is unnecessary. Indeed, its continuation is very much against anyone’s interests. It is at the root of almost all human conflicts. Scarcity of any kind of resource will push individuals and whole peoples to extreme behaviour in a desperate endeavour to alter their situation. It pushes them to leave their homes and head into mass migration on small boats.

A generation of young people grew up deeply affected by their personal experience of that glorious day in July 1985. Many became politicians, or changed their career ambitions and decided to study what had been exposed to them by Live Aid and the vast human outpouring of compassion. We were an often tragic and awful species, but we were also a brilliant and loving one. There was hope. But hope is not a plan. And if Live Aid had shown us anything, it had clearly demonstrated that, by perhaps working outside of or around the normal channels of change, things could be different, that the world isn’t immutable. Change can happen. Change is necessary, it is desirable, it is inevitable and, should you want to – and as Live Aid proved – the individual is not powerless in a world of seemingly vast indifference to you or, well, anything! You could be a cog, however small, in tilting the world towards justice. You yourself could actually change things.

In 1985, after Live Aid, I was seized by an intuition. The concert, and the improbably vast audience of shared sentiment, and the torrent of cash that poured in, was not only what had made it rock ’n’ roll’s most glorious day. There was also a sort of collective shift or shudder of some common knowledge. An unspoken conscious realisation had emerged – no matter how fleetingly – that we were better than we thought. We were alright. Not everything was hopeless. Not every effort a waste. That there was other stuff just as important and possible as simply living, doing the job, raising the kids. Back in 1985, I wrote – and I’m quite amazed now writing this that I understood the significance of that momentary societal flicker – ‘the avenues of possibility have been opened up. Walk down them.’

Many, many did. And a different bunch of smart, young economists, developmental wonks, political strategists and others gathered about the Band Aid axis and began the journey of which most of you are unaware but which is described in this book. On this extraordinary adventure, together, we ultimately altered the economic, political, structural and, crucially, conversational dynamic between the North and South, between rich and poor, between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

But now we are living through an age characterised by the death of kindness, by the deliberate conscious denial of empathy and by a great applauded uncaring, where unfeasibly wealthy men and women cackle their articulated scorn of the poor, the ill, the damaged or the weakened. Apparently, these people they verbally bully and demean and dismiss are all ‘losers’. Apparently, the ‘winners’ can only be the blustering lords of silly, preposterous wealth or those with armies and the apparatus of repression.

But this too will pass; ‘What of the night … The morning comes.’ And when that newer morning does come, memory will provide antidote to this new cruelty. There will be many who will recall those blistering hot days in the summer of ’85 when a great universal kindness, the empathy that is the glue of humanity, enveloped the globe and made a shared, utterly good, unsullied ‘humanness’ a possibility. The time when an outrageous bunch of outlaws, rebels, naysayers and free-thinkers took a small Christmas song and rode it all the way to the very heart of the global political and economic structures of the world. And they really, actually, did change laws, implement economic justice and alter consciousness within the cloistered classes of political and economic leaders and of society itself.

It’s extraordinary what three chords and a good tune can do.

Bob Geldof

London, September 2025





CHAPTER 1 [image: ] SIX CHARACTERS IN SEARCH OF A STORY


Claire’s story

It would soon be Christmas. There was only one guest in the hotel. It was the finest building in town, but that was not saying much. The Castle Hotel had been designed to reflect the historic architecture of the palace of Emperor Yohannes IV with its stone facades, castle-like turrets and arched windows – a blend of Ethiopian and European influences. But, by 1984, it had seen better days. It stood on a mound above Mekele, which felt like a ghost town with its dusty dirt roads. Once there had been trees and grass, but no more. The hotel stood like a decrepit sentinel above the drought-parched settlement.

In her first-floor bedroom, with its peeling walls once a shocking pink and a gaudy yellow, the young Red Cross nurse had done her best to brighten up the place. As an antidote to the grim clinic where she worked seven days a week, from sunrise to sunset, feeding high-energy milk drinks to malnourished skeletal children, she had put two posters on the wall. One was a picture of a cake oozing cream and jam with the caption: ‘Already she was more deeply involved than she cared to admit’. The other was of a jammy doughnut beneath which were with the words: ‘After this, she could never go back to muesli’. Years later, Claire Bertschinger would look back on the posters as tasteless, but at the time they did something to relieve the horror of her situation.

It was nearly dark. The military curfew had required her to be back in the hotel by 6 p.m. The town of Mekele was still under government control and heavily garrisoned. But the surrounding countryside was increasingly dominated by the rebel Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF). The war was intensifying, with the Ethiopian army’s military operations harassing the local population, and the guerrillas of the TPLF launching hit-and-run attacks on military convoys and bases.

The room had an en suite, but there was no running water. There was a bucket of water which had to last two days. So she sat in the bath and sloshed water sparingly over herself with a plastic cup, wiping the dirt of the refugee camp from her body with a flannel. She had to keep the rest of the bucket to flush the toilet later.

The hotel had only a couple of hours of electricity a day and they were over. As the dusk faded, Claire lit two candles by her bed and wrote a letter home. The bed was plagued with bedbugs. At night, they would march defiantly across the sheets, indifferent to any insecticide. She whipped back the sheet and, before the beasts could scuttle away from the flickering light, she smashed a bar of soap down on them – bang, bang, bang, bang, bang – managing to squash a couple. She was covered in fleabites from the camp, which caused allergic reactions, which ulcerated on her legs. She could do without any more nasty bites from the bugs. As it was, she would lie in bed, furiously resisting the urge to scratch the bites, which she knew would bring more infection.

She blew out the candles. She had one solace – her little shortwave radio which could intermittently pick up the BBC World Service. The letters she received from her mother and sister back in England were weeks out of date by the time they arrived, so the radio was her one link with the rest of the world in these days before the internet or mobile phones. Most nights, she listened to it in bed in the dark.

The night air was cool. December is the coldest month in the Tigray highlands. The sky was dark; the new moon gave minimal light. Outside, she could hear the howls of the hyenas. She switched on the radio. She had broken off the aerial once, when she was closing her suitcase, so she now had a wire hanging down from the wall to the little shortwave radio to try to improve the reception. But the sound faded in and out, as though it was being blown by the wind, so she could not hear everything clearly. They were playing a song. ‘Feed the world,’ it said. The radio presenter said something about a character called Bob Geldof and something about Ethiopia.

‘But it wasn’t quite clear because, you know, the sound came and went. “Do they know it’s Christmas?”, they sang. And the radio said something about Geldof raising money and I became incandescent with rage. Who was this Geldof guy making money for himself, capitalising on the misery of the people of Ethiopia? It was criminal. How could someone jump on the bandwagon of a famine in Ethiopia to make money for themselves? I had got hold of the wrong end of the stick entirely.’



Bob’s story

Bob Geldof sat alone in the evening gloom in his Victorian townhouse in Chelsea. He was exhausted. The past few weeks had been a blur as he whipped the British music industry into line to produce a record which became the fastest-selling pop single in UK chart history. He had corralled the leading pop stars of the day, a raft of top music executives, the record manufacturers and the high-street retailers, and so many others, to all give their services for free to produce a charity record to raise funds for the starving of Ethiopia. Then he had persuaded TV and radio broadcasters to play it. It was mid-December and he had just flown back across the Atlantic after promoting ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’ in the United States.

The process felt natural to him. It was what he’d done for the past ten years with his band, the Boomtown Rats – the music, the writing, the recording, the video, hustling the record company and the media to promote it. But this was something different. It wasn’t just that the scale of things had now become colossal. It was that he had been thrust into becoming a figurehead for something in the popular imagination, something huge and hard to comprehend. And now here he was, at home, alone.

His partner Paula Yates was off working in Newcastle on The Tube, a showcase for emerging bands and those of a more alternative bent. She had taken their baby Fifi and their nanny Anita, whom the toddler called Nee-Naw. The house was empty. As Geldof sat there, he heard voices outside in the street, the voices of children, moving from door to door. Carol singers. As they drew near, he could hear the familiar words of the Christmas story. A mother and a baby, innocent, vulnerable.


All is calm, all is bright

Round yon Virgin, Mother and Child

Holy Infant so tender and mild



As they finished the carol they paused, but only briefly, before singing again:


It’s Christmas time

And there’s no need to be afraid.



By himself, in the dark, Bob Geldof cried.



Woldu’s story

It was a miracle – of that Woldu Menameno had no doubt. His daughter had been dead; they all told him so. But now he was walking home with the living, breathing child in his arms.

It was barely a month since the family had left their home in the village of Lahama in the Ethiopian central highlands. People had begun dying there. ‘Falling like leaves,’ Woldu said, after drought had dropped like a curse on their once-fertile valley. ‘It wasn’t just hunger and hardship, it was the time, as we say, of the apocalypse.’ The entire village had taken the decision to leave together. Everyone was terrified that if they stayed behind there would be no one to bury them.

Woldu packed some pots and pans and blankets on the family donkey. He lifted his little son Silas onto one shoulder and his daughter Birhan on the other. Their older sisters, Lemlem and Azmera, could walk the seven-hour trek to the feeding centre. Woldu had heard that one had been set up outside Mekele. But when they arrived at the edge of the hills and looked down on the town in the windswept plain below, they heard blast after blast of the Tigrayan conch that announces a death in the family.

Rather than going down to the plain, they turned towards a smaller feeding centre in the town of Kwiha. There, beneath the shadow of St Mary’s Church, they huddled together under a blanket, by a wall, in the open air. The night was freezing cold. By day, the sun was pitiless. As the days passed, three-year-old Birhan grew slowly weaker. Soon she was too feeble to stand. She developed a rasping cough, which Woldu feared was a death rattle. Having heard of a clinic with Western medicine, Woldu gently lifted the bundle of bones that was his precious child and carried her for ten miles – to the grey stone clinic of St Vincent de Paul, run by Irish nuns in the dusty hamlet of Latchi on the far side of Mekele.

They arrived too late in the day to be seen and Woldu was told they would have to wait until the next day. ‘My heart sank. We slept out in the open under my shawl. I held her close,’ he said. A kind stranger gave them a handful of wheat, but Birhan was too weak to eat. Her father knew he was losing her. The night was impenetrably dark and cold. As dawn came, he could see that there were ten families ahead of them in the queue for the clinic. But when he tried to get the child to stand, she collapsed next to the wall. She did not move. Her eyes rolled back. There was no heartbeat.

Woldu was too distraught to notice that a foreign TV crew were there, moving down the line of people waiting with desperate hope to be admitted to the clinic. The Canadian reporter, Brian Stewart from CBC News, called one of the nuns. His camera crew filmed the Irish nurse taking the pulse in Birhan’s neck and pronouncing that it was too late: ‘There isn’t anything we can do really for this child at all. The child is too far gone. The child will die very soon.’ The sisters had seen so many cases like this before. Stewart, shaking with shock, withdrew – ‘to at least allow her dignity in death,’ he later said.

‘Many others had died and now it was her turn,’ Woldu said. ‘What worried me was where to find a spade to dig a grave.’ But the foreign nuns had spades and people to dig the graves. They dug a cold grave for Birhan. Yet when her father lifted her to take her there, his daughter was still warm. Woldu could feel the faintest of heartbeats: ‘I then touched her heart and felt warmth.’ He shouted to the nurse, who came over. ‘I grabbed the white woman’s hand and made her touch her too.’ The nun was shocked to feel a pulse. She gave the child a rehydration injection. When the Canadian crew returned to film the little girl’s funeral, for which a ragged shroud had already been laid out, they were astonished to find Birhan had pulled through.

‘My joy had no limit. The sun shone on me,’ Woldu said. ‘I saw so many people die, but she survived. God allowed her to live for a reason.’

Brian Stewart later recalled his last sight of her in the famine: ‘Still weak, frightened, carried by her father out of the relief centre, back into the chaos outside. The nurses thought she’d be now safe and we had to move on.’ But the encounter would not leave him. He played it over and over in his mind. ‘I was overwhelmed with emotion. I’d expected the worst and, for the first time in days, I saw this burst of hope.’ He could not have appreciated how, twenty years later, Birhan Woldu would bring hope to a billion people and more.

It was not the end of the story. Later in the week, back in the Hilton Hotel in Addis Ababa, the CBC film editor Colin Dean was splicing together the horrendous footage that Stewart’s crew had shot in the famine zone. It was made even more awful by the incongruity of Dean editing them in the luxurious confines of the Hilton. But he had to work long hours to get the sequence back to CBC in Toronto. To soften the horror, Dean put on a music tape. It was only later that he realised he was subconsciously fitting the images to the rhythms of the music. The track was ‘Drive’, a melancholy ballad by the American new-wave band, the Cars. Its lyrics offered an elusive haunting counterpoint to the harrowing images:


Who’s gonna tell you when it’s too late?

Who’s gonna tell you things aren’t so great?

You can’t go on, thinking nothing’s wrong, but now

Who’s gonna drive you home tonight?



It was a love song about a dysfunctional relationship, but it somehow made emotional sense heard beneath the terrible footage from the camps. As he finished his work, Colin Dean found himself sitting in front of the edit machine, crying. Towards the end of the film, which the whole world would later see, is the agonised face of a girl with swollen lips and half-closed eyelids. It is Birhan Woldu. The girl who had turned back on the doors of death.



Dawit’s story

It was 7 p.m. on a Saturday evening when the man in charge of administering the delivery of food aid in Ethiopia stepped off the plane at Heathrow. He did not expect what was about to happen.

Every time Dawit Wolde Giorgis had been here before over the previous year and a half, it had been to ask for food aid for his starving people. Every time, he had been turned away virtually empty-handed. It was not just that people didn’t believe him. Their minds were closed to listening, because he was from a Marxist government which was an ally of Soviet Russia. ‘I couldn’t understand the indifference of the international community,’ he said. ‘Every day, over one thousand people were dying. Every day for over a year. How much lead time does the world need to respond?’

This time it was different. On previous trips, Ethiopia’s Commissioner for Relief and Rehabilitation had been forced to fight for the ear of the press. This time, there was a bustling crowd of reporters waiting for him at the airport. Even the bumptious chairman of the Daily Mirror, Robert Maxwell, was there to shake his hand in front of the TV cameras. The British government minister responsible for the aid budget, Timothy Raison, had gone into his office on his day off specially to meet Dawit. ‘A year ago, it was I who had come begging to him. Now he was waiting for me in his office on a Saturday night.’

A barrage of questions were flung at Dawit at a furious pace by reporters:

‘Commissioner, is it true that your government spent £100 million for your anniversary celebrations at a time when every pound meant life and death to your people?’

‘Commissioner, do you have anything to say about the 400,000 bottles of whisky that were recently shipped to your country at a cost of millions?’

‘Are your allies, the Soviet Union and the Eastern European nations, helping you in your effort to save lives?’

‘How many millions of dollars do you spend on your military, Commissioner? Why haven’t you diverted this money to emergency relief in order to save lives?’

Dawit knew the answers to these questions. But he couldn’t tell the truth.

For more than a year, he had toured the famine regions in the north of his country, watching the situation slowly deteriorate. His own government did not want to receive his reports; they felt it would tarnish the forthcoming celebrations of the tenth anniversary of the overthrow of the feudal emperor Haile Selassie and the arrival of their glorious Marxist revolution. The international community turned a blind eye for different reasons; Ethiopia was on the wrong side in the Cold War, the four decades of open hostility between the West and the Soviet Union. Yet, even though Dawit knew better than most what was happening on the ground, there was something disturbing about the film footage he was shown at the airport. It was the report which the BBC reporter Michael Buerk and his cameraman Mohamed Amin had sent from Korem a few weeks earlier. It showed the destitution and degradation of Dawit’s own people in Ethiopia.

‘It had a chilling effect even on me, who had been there,’ Dawit later said. ‘But the way it was shown – the graphic exposition, the details and the words of Michael Buerk – sent a shock into my heart, my conscience. I was deeply disturbed and I cried at the airport. I really cried.’ Years later, Dawit could still repeat Buerk’s commentary, word for word, so deeply was the film burned into his heart.

He was a good deal less impressed with the other great influence which was forcing British politicians to make an about-turn on aid for Ethiopia. Dawit now heard the Band Aid record which had shot to No 1 in the charts. ‘ “Do they know it’s Christmas?” was an insulting question to ask,’ he thundered. ‘It’s offensive. It just assumes that Ethiopians don’t know Christmas, that Ethiopians are not Christians. It is so untrue and so distorted. Ethiopia was a Christian country before England… We knew Christmas before your ancestors.’

Dawit was grateful for the money Band Aid was raising, and for the political pressure it was exerting, but when Bob Geldof – ‘a smart city boy full of arrogance and vulgar language’ – arrived in Ethiopia a month later, ‘I didn’t like him,’ Dawit said. The first thing Dawit did was to send him not to a feeding camp, but to Lalibela, one of Christianity’s most ancient centres in the heart of the massive Abyssinian plateau. The churches there were not built from the ground up; they were chiselled, down, so that the ground level has become the top of the church and the building is hewn from the solid rock below. Yet even these do not go back to the start of Ethiopian Christianity, which became the state religion in 330 AD. Its illuminated gospel manuscripts are the oldest in existence. It was important, said Dawit, that Bob Geldof should see ‘that he was not coming to a desolate country full of African savages’.



Harry’s story

In New York, just before Christmas, Harry Belafonte was watching television when on the screen appeared the dishevelled figure of Bob Geldof. The Irish pop star had paid a quick trip to the United States to promote the record made by the British supergroup that he had pulled together to raise funds for Ethiopia. Belafonte knew about the famine. In the US, the news on the major networks had been filled with reports for weeks. But watching TV that night, he learned that ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’ had already raised $8 million for Ethiopia.

Belafonte was discomfited.

‘We have white folks saving black folks. We don’t have black folks saving black folks,’ he said to himself. ‘That’s a problem. We need to save our own people from hunger.’

Belafonte, who had stormed the pop charts and smashed racial barriers in the 1950s, was more than a popular singer and entertainer. Such was his commitment to the civil rights movement that he was blacklisted in Hollywood during the McCarthy era. In the 1960s, he had marched alongside Martin Luther King and had become his close confidant. He had taken Frank Sinatra to the southern states, where Sinatra then refused to play to segregated audiences – and proudly told how, when the black members of Sinatra’s band were abused, Frank solved the problem by asking the mafia to assign a mobster to each of the black musicians. Watching Geldof on the television, Belafonte felt ‘ashamed and embarrassed at seeing a bunch of white English kids doing what black Americans ought to have been doing’. He picked up the phone.

‘When Belafonte called me, it was just two days before Christmas,’ recalled Ken Kragen, who was manager of many of the highest-charting US artists in the early 1980s.

‘We should do a big benefit concert,’ Belafonte said.

Kragen had a better idea. ‘Harry, let’s just take the idea Bob already gave us. Let’s make a record. We’ve got bigger artists, a bigger market, the biggest artist in the world… Let me see if we can put that together.’

Kragen had a meeting coming up with his client Lionel Richie, who had just been asked to host the American Music Awards in a month’s time. The Los Angeles event would bring together the biggest names in music. After the ceremony would be the ideal time to do the recording. Instead of being driven to the after-show party, the stars could all be taken to the recording studio.

Lionel Richie said yes straight away and wanted the great producer and arranger Quincy Jones involved. Kragen caught Quincy Jones as he was about to board a plane to Hawaii for Christmas. Quincy also said yes, adding: ‘I’m seeing Michael tomorrow. I’ll run it by him. See what he thinks.’ Michael Jackson was in too. From Lionel’s limo, they put in a call to Stevie Wonder. The only question now was who was going to write the song …

Belafonte rang Kragen to check how it was all going.

‘So, Ken, have you been thinking about what we talked about?’

‘Well, I’ve got a song written by Michael Jackson, Lionel Richie and Stevie Wonder. Quincy Jones is producing …’

‘Happy Christmas, Ken.’

‘Happy Christmas, Harry.’




My story

To these five characters in search of a story at Christmas 1984, we may add a sixth. At my home to the west of London, I was packing my bag to travel to Ethiopia to report on the famine for The Times. I had had my jabs – yellow fever, typhoid, hepatitis, cholera and the rest – and had packed my malaria pills. I was only waiting for the Ethiopian Embassy in London to clear my visa and then I would be off to RAF Lyneham in Wiltshire to travel to Addis on a lumbering Hercules C-130 cargo plane filled with supplies for the famine region. The journey would be so long – and slow, thanks to the prop-driven engines – that a refuelling stopover would be needed at RAF Akrotiri in Cyprus.

The journey which followed was even longer. Indeed, it has lasted forty years.

When I arrived in Ethiopia, I spent two months reporting on the famine. Many of the stories I sent back were heart-breaking accounts of how ordinary people were being crushed by the merciless hunger. But one touched me to the core.

‘Go to Bati,’ someone told me. ‘Things are better there.’ I had returned to Addis after reporting from the epicentre of the famine in the northern highlands. It had been a shattering experience. But food aid was apparently arriving in Bati. That would make a more uplifting piece for the paper.

Bati was a market town on the edge of the Rift Valley, halfway between the highlands and the desert lowland plains. It was the fastest-growing refugee camp in Ethiopia. Distressed peasants were arriving at the rate of 1,000 a day, so the camp soon became the second-biggest city in the country. At one point, so many people were dying every day that the camp employed 128 full-time grave diggers. But it was far from the area of fighting between the Ethiopian army and the insurgent rebels, so the government had sent food there and the Red Cross had put in a comprehensive medical programme.

The people were in better health. Surprisingly, the effect was unnerving. In Korem and Mekele, the people in the camps seemed to have gone beyond despair; they sat like breathing statues, drained of everything except the mechanics of being alive. In Bati, the response was more devastatingly human. People smiled, cursed, begged, laughed, held out their hands or stared in silent accusation.

Between the tents, a happy little boy played with a toy made from a stick and the empty box of an anti-diarrhoea medicine. In the yard of the feeding centre, the men sat on their haunches in a semi-circle; some stared pointedly at the ground, others looked with pleading expectation, others yet with forthright curiosity, and others with glaring hostility. I found it hard not to avert my gaze. It did not feel right that an outsider should witness their shame. These people were robbed of independence, initiative and privacy. They were a proud people and they resented it.

In the hospital tent, the canvas walls had Christmas pictures fastened above the beds. They had been sent by children in Scandinavia, reminders of a world far away from this reality. In one corner, under a picture of a snowman, sat Fatima Muhammed. She was a beautiful woman with the fine features of the Afar nomads. She smiled as I approached, and yet before her was the most horrifying sight I had ever seen.

On the bed was her eighteen-month-old child, Hadra. She lay like a grotesque puppet, her head huge, her limbs like insensible twigs. Her enormous eyes stared with such ferocity as if they had an independent life and were straining to move back inside her head, away from the world outside which had brought her to this. Her mouth was open and a fly ran around her little lips. Fatima brushed it away.

I asked the list of questions which had by now become a practised routine to me – about life back home, the failed harvest and its impact on her family. The interpreter translated the replies.

It seemed an inanity to ask, but I did: ‘How is the child?’

‘She is dying,’ Fatima said. ‘After she dies, I will go back to my village to see my son. He is four years old.’

I told her I was sorry and I hoped that the boy was well. She smiled and said something else.

‘What was that?’ I asked the interpreter.

‘She says, “Thank you”. She says, “How are you? How is your family? Are they well?” ’

I answered with empty platitudes, then smiled and nodded, with no real answer to give. She smiled too. We smiled at each other over the emaciated body of her dying child. I had treated her as a victim. She had treated me as her equal. The contrast was unbearable.

Things were far more complicated in Ethiopia than they had appeared from watching the news back home. The famine was getting worse, not better. It hadn’t just been caused by drought, though the rains had failed for three years and the farming topsoil was all blowing away. The Ethiopian government was fighting a war against three different sets of rebels and was spending almost half the country’s annual income on arms. The starving people behind the rebel lines were allowed no food aid. The country’s Marxist dictator was imposing policies upon the farmers which had been tried by Stalin in Russia in the 1930s, where they had produced an earlier famine. I wrote about all this.

What I could not know was that, back in London, Bob Geldof was eagerly reading my reports on all this in The Times.

After two months, I was thrown out of the country by the regime’s secret police and branded ‘an enemy of the revolution’ after revealing that there were deadly outbreaks of cholera in a number of refugee camps. The government was refusing to acknowledge this – and therefore refusing doctors the medical equipment to treat it – for fear it would jeopardise the $20 million a year it was making exporting cattle to the Middle East.

After the Live Aid concert in July 1985, Bob Geldof contacted me and asked to join him on a trip across the Sahel – from Mali through Burkina Faso, Niger, Chad, and Sudan to Ethiopia – to help him decide how to spend the millions raised by the concert. It was the starting point for a relationship that has lasted four decades, during which I have been an adviser to Geldof on international development, co-written his autobiography and stood alongside him throughout his campaigning ever since. That relationship has given me an inside view of the years which have spanned Band Aid – through Live Aid, Jubilee 2000, Drop the Debt, the Commission for Africa, Make Poverty History, Live 8 and the Gleneagles G8 summit – to the West End musical Just For One Day and the various television and radio documentaries to mark forty years of Live Aid.

It has been a curious amalgam of pop, poverty, politics, power, pain and passion – a combination at which these first pages have tried to hint. And it has thrown up a host of fascinating behind-the-scenes stories and insights which this book uncovers. But let us now begin at the beginning.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] A TERRIBLE FAMINE

Dinner at the imperial palace was an ostentatious affair with flaming torches and plates of solid gold. The cups, too, were of pure gold, beaten to the thickness of a cigarette paper. Behind each guest’s chair stood their own personal liveried butler. Every high-backed chair was upholstered in red Morocco leather with a crown and a lion of Judah embossed in gold at the top in acknowledgement of the emperor’s full title: ‘Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie, King of Kings of Ethiopia, Lord of Lords, Elect of God’, a dynasty which he traced back to the legendary King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba in the tenth century BCE.

From the high ceilings hung magnificent chandeliers. On the floor were thick carpets on which the emperor’s white poodles, Lulu and Rosa, played by the feet of their imperial master while senior members of his court prostrated themselves flat on the floor before him. The menu for the nine-course meal was in French as well as Amharic; the wines had all been imported from France and were of the finest vintages. After the cream of asparagus soup, the palace chef served filets de poisson d’akaki à la duglêré, fish caught in central Ethiopia’s great Akaki River – a river in which the fish are now filled with heavy metals after the Akaki became a toxic drain for sewage, industrial waste and storm water from the capital, Addis Ababa.

First crowned as regent in 1916 – alongside his aunt, the Empress Zaouditou – the man then known as Ras Tafari took the throne of Abyssinia in 1930. As emperor, he took the name Haile Selassie, which means ‘Power of the Trinity’. It was a genuflection to the ancient Christian heritage of a country which embraced that faith in the fourth century, long before most of Europe did. In the early days, this feudal overlord was something of a reformer, much praised for his role in abolishing slavery. He founded a university from his own pocket. But, as the years passed, encompassed on all sides by fabulous wealth and privilege, the nation’s benevolent patriarch grew out of touch with his people and developed an unbending antipathy to further reform. As both his physical and mental powers weakened, he could no longer juggle the hundreds of tasks through which he had previously micro-managed his kingdom. He had lived too long. He had been in power for forty-four years.

In 1973, a severe drought gripped the north of the country, centred on the regions of Wollo and Tigray – the exact same regions it was to bedevil in 1984–85. It brought widespread famine. Discontent grew against the emperor, fed by images of famine victims from the north. A British television crew arrived in Ethiopia led by the journalist, Jonathan Dimbleby. His ITV programme, The Unknown Famine, suggested that 200,000 people had died. The broadcast shocked the Western world into acting and brought a massive influx of aid from rich countries. But it also fed the growing unrest in Ethiopia’s capital, particularly within the middle classes, along with the young intellectuals at the university among whom Marxist–Leninist ideas had spread. Anger focused on the government’s failure to recognise the seriousness of the famine. By February 1974, mass demonstrations were taking place across the country and a wave of strikes and army mutinies followed. Military units across the country sent representatives to the capital to present their grievances to the government. The most vocal, and most radical, was a group of junior and mid-level officers who called themselves the Committee – or, in Amharic, the Derg. The revolution, initially led by left-wing students, was now taken over by the army.

The driving force behind the Derg was Major Mengistu Haile Mariam. He soon came to dominate the group by a variety of methods, not least murdering his rivals. One of his more ingenious machinations was to instruct Ethiopian television to run Dimbleby’s harrowing film intercut with footage of the luxurious indulgences of the imperial court, including footage of a cake that had been specially flown from Italy. Army officers ordered the eighty-two-year-old emperor to watch it and arrived at the palace next morning to read him an act of dethronement. Mengistu imprisoned the emperor on 12 September 1974. Three days later, it renamed itself the Provisional Military Administrative Council. Not long after, Mengistu ordered the murder of its moderate chairman and took over as strongman leader. A year later, Hailie Selassie was murdered by the Derg. But it would be twenty years before an Ethiopian court, in 1994, revealed that several former army officers had strangled the 225th descendant of the dynasty of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba in his bed.

In the spring of 1975, a group of Marxist students entered a sociology class at the university that was taught by the wife of a US diplomat and declared: ‘We can’t have the imperialists teaching here. This class is over. The university is closed down. We are taking over.’ The government, over a period of months, shut down the entire university, took out all the students and sent them out to collective farms. ‘[They] destroyed the university, destroyed the farming, closed down the medical school, everything,’ the American diplomat said. ‘Our relationships with Ethiopia went down to zero.’

But the revolutionaries soon split into different factions with different brands of Marxist ideology. Mengistu, who had by now made himself a colonel, launched a wave of violence that he openly called the Red Terror, in which anyone the Derg deemed a counter-revolutionary was eliminated. To be educated and young was enough to make someone a target. At least 10,000 people were killed and many more viciously tortured to spread terror in the population and repress dissent. Every night, corpses were shown on national television as a warning to the public. The following day, the bloodied bodies were left on the roadside, with denunciatory placards on them, to advertise the killings of the previous night. Anyone who inspected the bodies, searching for friends or relatives, was targeted for detention or execution themselves. Relatives had to pay one Ethiopian dollar for each ‘wasted bullet’ in order to have the body returned.

Mengistu took Soviet Russia as his model for the Ethiopian Revolution. This was the height of the Cold War when the United States and the Soviet Union used proxy nations like Ethiopia as stages on which to act out their intense ideological power struggle. Mengistu mirrored the tactics of Stalin – not just in his brutal repression, but also in heavily centralised control. He nationalised land, banks and industries, and pursued Stalinist collectivisation policies that forced farmers into government-controlled villages and compelled them to sell their crops to the state at below-market prices. He even created one-party state – the Workers’ Party of Ethiopia – modelled on the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. But his unrealistic policies, mismanagement and corruption – combined with the cost of his constant warfare with armed rebels in Eritrea, Tigray and Oromo – led to a drastic fall in food production. The man who came to power on the back of Haile Selassie’s mismanagement of famine in 1973 was about to cause a far more deadly famine in which more than a million people were to die.



Warning signs that another famine in Ethiopia was looming were there from 1982 when a drought wiped out harvests in Tigray, Wollo and Eritrea. But it was not until 1983 that news reached the charity Save the Children of the continuing drought. They heard of great food losses in the north, particularly in Wollo and Tigray. Mark Bowden, the organisation’s East African regional director, set out from his base in Kenya for Ethiopia to see for himself. He took with him the BBC’s East Africa correspondent Mike Wooldridge. On the road, they were struck by the number of people on the move from their homesteads in the hills down to the plains and along the main roads, ‘people who’d come to places on the road where they hoped that food would be delivered where they could get some help’.

‘People were looking pretty thin,’ Wooldridge said. By measuring the diameter of children’s upper arms, aid workers could tell that malnutrition was setting in. ‘It was very evident in 1983, after just one failed harvest, that famine was looming.’

The Ethiopian government knew what was happening. Its relief commissioner was Major Dawit Wolde Giorgis, a young Marxist army officer, who had made his name fighting against insurgent rebels in Eritrea. In the summer of 1983, Dawit toured Tigray and Wollo, and reported back to Mengistu that a terrible famine was on the way.

Mengistu dismissed his report: ‘Don’t let these petty human problems that always exist in transition periods consume you. There was famine in Ethiopia for years before we took power – it was the way nature kept the balance.’ The Ethiopian dictator was more concerned with implementing his Stalinist plans for agriculture and fighting his civil war against Tigrayan and Eritrean insurgents. Above all, he was focused on planning the celebrations for the tenth anniversary of his glorious revolution in September of the following year.

By August 1983, hundreds were dying daily. Dawit summoned all the foreign aid agencies in the country to a meeting. The following month, he gathered the ambassadors of all the Western nations to appeal for donations of grain from abroad. He then flew to Rome to brief the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, then to Geneva to other UN agencies and the Red Cross. In November, he held another donors’ conference in Addis to appeal for food aid, before flying to New York to inform the UN General Assembly of the urgent need for help.

‘Unless the situation is salvaged immediately,’ he told the meeting, ‘the death toll may rise to truly catastrophic proportions.’

No one responded with anything like the urgency that was required. Western governments regarded Ethiopia’s Marxist regime with suspicion. ‘They wanted us to pay a price for the ideology that we have taken,’ Dawit later said. Ethiopia’s socialist friends in Eastern Europe also completely ignored Dawit. Aid agencies increased supplies of food and medicine, but nowhere near the scale that was required. Later, some governments claimed that they had not heard there was a famine until late 1984.

‘If that was so,’ said Dawit, ‘it was because they chose not to listen.’



In February 1984, Dawit began getting reports from his staff that 10,000 deaths a week were now being recorded in Ethiopia’s 240 shelters and food distribution centres. The town of Korem (population 3,000) was swamped by 100,000 desperate people who gathered at the relief centre which Save the Children had opened there. On 30 March, Dawit called a meeting of the representatives of foreign governments, UN agencies and voluntary aid agencies at the government-owned Ghion Hotel in Addis. There, the relief commissioner presented shocking data on food shortages and rising deaths in famine-stricken areas. He showed Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC) films from the affected areas and warned the international community that 5 million Ethiopians were at risk of starvation. Immediate food aid was needed. A million tonnes of it. It was a figure, history was to show, that was remarkably accurate.

But Western donors were hesitant. Why should we provide large-scale assistance, they said, when the Ethiopian government is squandering more than half its annual budget on the largest army in Black Africa – with more than 250,000 full-time soldiers – fighting wars in Eritrea and Tigray? Won’t food aid just be diverted to the army instead of reaching famine victims?

What made things worse for Dawit was that some senior officials at the conference, under Mengistu Haile Mariam’s influence, downplayed the severity of the famine. They avoided calling it a national emergency for fear that the need for Western aid might be seen as a sign of the weakness of its Marxist ideology and might undermine the regime’s control over the distribution of resources. While some donor countries pledged small amounts of aid, there was no major breakthrough at the conference.

Dawit decided to appeal direct to donor governments, flying all round Europe and the US to meet with top officials. Given the reluctant response of donors, he reduced his ask from 950,000 tonnes to just 450,000. But in the UK, the main aid minister was too busy to see him and a junior politician just quizzed Dawit on Ethiopia’s alignment to the Soviet Union, its civil wars and its Marxist economics. In the end, the UK promised just £30,000. ‘The British government was damned if it was going to give anything more than the most minimal gesture of aid,’ recalled Paddy Coulter, then head of communications for Oxfam. Dawit’s trips to Brussels, Geneva, New York and Rome proved equally fruitless. Indeed, in Rome, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization declared Ethiopia could only transport 125,000 tonnes – and cut the official ask to that figure. And none of that had been delivered when Michael Buerk arrived in Korem in October and filed the news report which shocked the whole world.

Buerk had paid an earlier visit to Ethiopia in July 1984. He had been sent by his BBC bosses to find a famine story because ITV were about to broadcast an hour-long documentary called Seeds of Despair. Ironically, the team who made the documentary had originally travelled to Ethiopia to make a film about soil erosion, but when they arrived, they realised there was something more important to record; after three consecutive years of drought the rural population of thousands of elderly people and children were dying from starvation and famine-related diseases. When the British broadcasting authorities saw a preview of Seeds of Despair, they gave permission for a money-raising appeal to be made by UK aid agencies under the banner of the Disaster Emergencies Committee (DEC). The BBC bosses told Buerk to find a famine story, quickly, to jump on the DEC bandwagon.

The best place would be Mozambique, Buerk thought. It was not too far since he was based in South Africa. But it had taken him a month-long battle with ‘mind-numbing bureaucracy’ to get a visa the last time he’d applied for one to go there.

Buerk wired Paddy Coulter at Oxfam: ‘Need urgent advice on where I can leap in and out quickly with harrowing pictures of drought victims. … presumably at a cost that would keep Upper Volta in asparagus for years.’

‘Ethiopia is the place we are most worried about,’ replied Coulter. But there was a similar problem there. When Dawit had returned from his tour of Western capitals in his unsuccessful search for food aid, he had been summoned to see Mengistu. The Ethiopian dictator was not best pleased. Indeed, his cheekbones were trembling with rage. Western imperialists, he said, would exploit the famine to undermine the Derg’s proletarian revolution. Dawit was falling into their trap, Mengistu said menacingly. He was to hold no more donor meetings, go on no more fundraising tours of Europe or the US, and he was to restrict the movement of foreigners in the countryside. No more travel permits were to be issued for the famine areas in the north.

But Coulter – who Buerk described as ‘a wickedly amusing Irishman with a conscience, the most worldly and effective of do-gooders’ – had a way round this. Before joining Oxfam, he had worked as a volunteer for two years with a wily old Catholic nun who was now in the far south of Ethiopia. He knew from her that the food situation there was very bad too. Since there was no fighting there, Coulter was able to pull strings in Addis to get Buerk permission to travel south.

It had been raining when Buerk arrived in Wolaita. The landscape looked deceptively green and lush, and the BBC man was temporarily fazed. But the rains had come too late. There had been no harvest. In one village, a woman was dying in her hut after just burying her two sons outside its door. All around, gaunt and hungry babies were sucking fruitlessly on the empty breasts of their listless mothers. A funeral passed by with the body of a child suspended from two poles. Seven thousand people were dying here every month. Buerk’s report made the lead on the Nine O’Clock News and was inserted into a disaster appeal. More than £9 million poured in from the British public, but still Western governments declined to act.

Mengistu’s ban on journalists travelling north from Addis kept the worsening famine hidden from the world’s eyes. But at the start of September, the Ethiopian government allowed 200 reporters into the country to witness four days of pageantry and parades, banquets and celebrations, to mark the tenth anniversary of the Marxist revolution, which were to be attended by the Derg’s friends and allies in the Soviet bloc. The event, which cost more than $50 million, was an extraordinary extravaganza for a nation where, the reporters suspected, millions were starving somewhere in the north, out of sight of the world. Even aid workers were now being refused permits to travel north.

Hundreds of Soviet-made tanks, armoured personnel carriers, rocket launchers and artillery worth $200 million rumbled through Revolution Square past gigantic portraits posters of Marx, Engels and Lenin. Some 70,000 students, peasants and troops marched or goosestepped through triumphal arches provided by North Korea and bearing legends such as ‘Long Live Proletarian Internationalism’. As they passed the reviewing stand where Mengistu and guests of honour from the Soviet Politburo and East Germany stood to attention, the crowd shouted, ‘Long live the revolution’, ‘Down with imperialism’ and ‘Revolutionary motherland or death’ – seemingly heedless of the fact that death was indeed the lot of thousands of their countrymen and women a day’s drive from the capital.

Mengistu addressed the nation in a televised broadcast which lasted more than five hours. His boastful, repetitive, boring speech – as one observer put it – devoted just a minute and a half to the ‘recurring droughts’ which plagued his country, describing them as a ‘constraint on the successful implementation of agricultural policies’. It was just another reason to implement his glorious ten-year plan. Not one word about starvation.

‘Mengistu was detached from reality, living in a world created by his own illusions,’ relief commissioner Dawit later wrote after he defected to the United States. ‘There was no place in his world for famine.’

The only shortage Mengistu complained of was of Scotch whisky. He had ordered 40,000 cases – nearly half a million bottles – for the celebrations, but it had been held up in the UK because of a strike by dockers.



Five hundred miles away, they were deeply unimpressed by all this. Television sets had been delivered to towns all across Ethiopia so that the open-mouthed peasants could gawp in awe at the power and magnificence of the Derg. In Mekele, the capital of drought-stricken Tigray, a TV had been delivered to the Castle Hotel, one of the few places which had electricity, even if it only came on for an hour or two a day. The hotel only had one resident, that Red Cross nurse from Hertfordshire, Claire Bertschinger – the woman who was to inspire Bob Geldof to launch Band Aid.

‘No one came to watch it,’ she recalls. ‘Everyone had been instructed to gather at the local stadium – which was really just a dusty bare field – for the town’s own celebrations.’ That meant that the feeding centre where she worked from sunrise to sunset, seven days a week, had been closed by order of the local party officials. ‘I just stayed in my room and washed my hair and wrote a letter home.’ The next day, a few old men gathered in the lobby to watch the TV. It was playing an old black-and-white Robin Hood film on an unending loop.

The young nurse had arrived in Ethiopia just four months before, after spending a year with the International Committee of the Red Cross in the war zones of Lebanon. As she alighted from the Ethiopian Airlines propeller-driven DC3 Dakota, her nostrils had been assaulted by the smell of dust, sweat, human and animal excrement, all mingled with the fragile scent of eucalyptus. ‘I’d never been to Africa before,’ she said. ‘I’d no idea what was going to hit me, what I was going to find.’

What she found was a feeding centre that had space for 500 children but with a thousand or more waiting outside in the hope of being admitted. They sat with their parents on the flat, parched earth, in tunics so torn they afforded the wearer no modesty. The children were, she said, just skin and bones, with no fat or muscle on their arms and legs.

Claire had been sent by the Red Cross in Geneva to increase the number of calories the children received in the hope that they would recover faster. She decided to change the way children were chosen to be fed. The old system was that the children nearest the gate of the feeding centre gate were taken in first. She wanted to find those most in need yet who were still fit enough to survive if fed. Some were too far gone to be helped.

Claire briefed the local staff on how the children were to be selected from now on. All those seeking admittance were to line up in rows outside the wall of the centre. She taught the Ethiopian staff how to place their fingers around the upper arm of each child to gauge how malnourished the child was. But the locals refused.

‘They’re our brothers, our sisters, our cousins. How can we?’ the Ethiopian staff told the British nurse. ‘You must do it, Claire. We can’t.’

The pressure was agonising. As she walked up and down between the ten rows, each of more than 100 children, she was careful never to stop in case someone thrust a baby into her arms. Even so, parents tugged at her clothes, calling, ‘Mamma, mamma. Come, come, come.’ They pleaded with her to lift up their child.

‘I couldn’t just take the children of those who were the strongest and could shout out. To be fair, I would have to pick the right ones. The right ones weren’t the most malnourished, because we knew that they would be dead within twenty-four or forty-eight hours anyway. We didn’t have sufficient food for more than a fraction of the sick children, so I had to select those I knew would have the best chance of survival if they were helped now, but who would die without emergency feeding.’

The people had arrived in the cold mist before dawn and sat patiently while the cooks in the feeding centre prepared a high-energy milk drink made from butter oil, dried skimmed milk, sugar and boiling water. Several sittings were required for the children who had already been admitted. By the time it came to select more children to admit, it was midday and those waiting were sitting under the beating sun with little protection from their tatters of clothes.

The selection took two hours.

Most of the children in the long lines had had their heads shaved, a traditional response to illness or suffering to guard against lice infestations and skin infections. A tuft of hair, or quntcho, had been left on the heads of some of the younger children in the belief that the angels would use it to pull a mischievous toddler out of trouble. Now, Claire was told, it was there so that if they died, God could grab it and pull them up to heaven. Many of those she could not admit would die within the next week to ten days.

It was around this time that she wrote a letter to the British Red Cross in which she said: ‘They must think that I am like a god who, with a nod of the head, can decide if they are in or out … The pressure is unbearable.’

Early every morning, as she lay in bed in her room in the Castle Hotel, three miles from the feeding centre, she would hear the haunting blast from an ancient conch with which the local people announced that a death had occurred in the night. As she made her way to the feeding centre, she would see the parade of people carrying the dead to be buried.

But no food aid came.

In desperation, on 30 September 1984, more than forty aid agencies working throughout Ethiopia issued an appeal to the rest of the world. Dramatically it began:


Ethiopia has not experienced a food shortage of this magnitude within living memory. More than 6 million people are estimated to be affected by food shortage. The number of people arriving at feeding centres far exceeds the supplies of available food. There is no doubt that if substantial quantities of food are not forthcoming immediately, hundreds of thousands of people will die.



Europe and the United States, which had had a bumper harvest, ignored the appeal.

And still no food aid came.





CHAPTER 3 [image: ] DEATH IN THE LIVING ROOM

This is how things changed. At the end of September 1984, the Ethiopian relief commissioner was called to the office of the Ethiopian dictator. Mengistu was now finally worried about the famine – but only because the journalists he had invited to commemorate the tenth anniversary of the overthrow of Haile Selassie had spoken to diplomats and aid workers while they were in Addis Ababa. Their stories had drawn unfavourable comparisons between Mengistu’s lavish jamboree and the reports of a hidden famine in the north that had dramatically worsened over the summer. It was, he felt, tarnishing his image before the international community.

Worse than that, the beggars who had been removed from the streets of the capital ahead of the anniversary had returned – and in greater numbers. Refugees from the countryside were swelling Addis. There was open talk of famine and how the government was doing nothing. Mengistu sensed he was in deep trouble. He wanted a briefing.

The disconcerted dictator listened to the head of his relief commission as though it were the first time that Dawit had spoken about malnutrition among millions of the population. The 6 million starving had now escalated to 7 million. Dawit spoke again of the need for an international appeal for assistance. But this time, Mengistu approved the idea. And when the relief commissioner asked him to meet key foreign donors personally, to Dawit’s surprise, Mengistu agreed at once.

Dawit invited the ambassadors of Western nations to a meeting at the beginning of October in Addis. Harvests had been bountiful in Western nations. Moreover, thanks to the subsidies paid to its farmers, Europe was already sitting on mountainous wheat surpluses, grain which in some cases they were planning to store for the next ten years. In 1984–85, these were reaching their peak. That year, Europe had bumper harvests. Member states also had millions of tonnes of excess butter and unwanted beef, along with surplus milk stored in powdered form that was in addition to its ‘milk lake’. Surely some of that could come the way of starving Ethiopians? Yet, at the end of the meeting, there was no indication that the donor governments were in a more giving mood.

But then came a move which broke the logjam. The British television journalist Peter Gill had been lobbying for some time for permission to travel to the famine region. He didn’t just want news pictures of starving people, he told Dawit. He was making a documentary which planned to contrast the plight of Ethiopia’s rural poor with Europe’s bumper harvests – and to point out that Brussels was refusing to ship any of its surplus grain to the Horn of Africa. He had already filmed warehouses in East Anglia that were full of grain, he told the relief commissioner.

Dawit gave Gill permission to travel north. In early October, Gill and his Thames Television crew reached the town of Korem, the location of Ethiopia’s single-largest feeding centre and the epicentre of the famine
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