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About the Book

Award-winning journalist James Fergusson is among the few to have witnessed at first hand the devastating reality of life in the failed and desperate state of Somalia.

This corner of the world has long been seen as the rotting and charred heart of Africa: a melting pot of crime, corruption, poverty, famine and civil war. And in recent years, whilst Somalia’s lucrative piracy industry has grabbed the headlines, a darker, much deeper threat has come of age: the al-Qaida-linked militants al-Shabaab, and the dawn of a new phase in the global war on terror.

Yet, paradoxically, Somalia’s star is brightening, as forms of business, law enforcement and local politics begin to establish themselves, and members of the vast Somali diaspora return to their homeland.

Fergusson takes us to the heart of the struggle, meeting everyone from politicians, pirates, extremists and mercenaries to aid workers, civilians and refugees. He gives a unique account of a country ravaged by war, considers what the future might hold for a generation who have grown up knowing little else and exposes the reality of life in this hard, often forgotten land.
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Introduction

After sixteen years, off and on, of writing about Afghanistan and the Taliban, the Horn of Africa felt a natural destination to me. In 2008 when a populist, al-Qaida-linked Islamist movement called al-Shabaab took over the southern half of Somalia, including the country’s capital, Mogadishu, the parallels with the Taliban were immediately obvious. It wasn’t just that Mullah Omar’s militants had also emerged from the poor, neglected south of their country to take over Kabul in 1996. Al-Shabaab explicitly modelled themselves on the Taliban. Indeed, many of the new movement’s leaders had fought alongside them against US-led forces in the early 2000s; and just as the Taliban had once sheltered Osama bin Laden, so al-Shabaab welcomed senior members of al-Qaida into their fold.

In early 2010, as America’s drone war in the mountainous borderlands of north-west Pakistan began to heat up, al-Qaida fighters were reported to be ‘streaming’ out of that region towards Yemen and Somalia, which were said to offer the terrorists many more hiding places than ‘Af-Pak’ was now able to. It was these reports that finally prompted me to come to Somalia. The Horn of Africa was the battlefield in the War on Terror that mattered now – the next chapter in a story I have been following for a third of my life.

My interest in Somalia was not new. The first TV images of that country’s terrible civil war in the early 1990s were not easily forgettable. The feral violence, and the astoundingly destroyed urban landscape against which it was set, were unlike anything that has occurred in my lifetime, with the possible exception of Grozny. That may be why Somalia, so often labelled ‘the world’s most failed state’, still occupies a special, dark place in the imaginations of so many of my generation of Westerners. When I explained my new project to a journalist friend in London, who had spent many years covering the danger zones of South America, she replied: ‘Mogadishu? That’s one of those places that gives me nightmares, even though I’ve never been there.’

What has happened to Somalia since the civil war stands as a kind of cautionary tale for grown-ups, a vision of the anarchy that we too can expect should our own systems of governance ever be allowed to collapse. There has, famously, been no properly functioning central government in Mogadishu for over two decades. For the last several years, Afghanistan has come 179th in Transparency International’s annual Corruption Perceptions Index, an international league table that measures the level of graft in the public life of each of the world’s 180 nations; only one country has consistently ranked lower. An African Taliban, at war in a country more corrupt than Afghanistan! That was a place I was very curious to see.

Mogadishu lived up to expectations when I got there. It truly was the stuff of nightmares, particularly on my second visit in July 2011, when the southern half of the country was in the grip of a famine said to be the worst for sixty years. Refugees were pouring into the capital from the drought zones looking for help, even as trench warfare between al-Shabaab and the government’s forces backed by AMISOM, the Ugandan-led African Union Mission in Somalia, was raging across the city’s centre. A British photographer I met, an experienced Africa hand based in Kampala, observed that however often the four Horsemen of the Apocalypse rode out into the world, Somalia was where they always came back to, because this was where they were stabled; this was their home. War, famine, pestilence and death were indeed constants that summer, and Somalia really did seem to be the world’s most dangerous place.

By the time this book went to press in late 2012, however, things looked a little different. So much had changed since I began my dizzying journey through the Somali nation, a research project that took me to nine different countries across four continents, and still only scratched the surface. In August 2011 al-Shabaab, to the amazement of most in the international community, suddenly withdrew from Mogadishu, and have been in retreat ever since. At the end of 2011, the armies of Somalia’s southern and western neighbours, Kenya and Ethiopia, joined forces with AMISOM, forming an alliance that by September 2012 was poised to capture the economically vital port of Kismayo, al-Shabaab’s most important stronghold.

A handful of hardliners were expected to mount a heroic last stand against the infidel invaders, as remnants of al-Qaida and the Taliban had done in Kandahar against US-led forces in 2001. But few Somalia-watchers thought Kismayo would hold out for long. In Mogadishu, crucially, the military endgame in the south coincided with the winding up of the Transitional Federal Government, the TFG, whose UN-backed mandate had expired after eight years in office. In September, a newly selected parliament voted to replace President Sheikh Sharif Sheikh Ahmed with Hassan Sheikh Mohamud, a little known university professor who used to work as a consultant for the UN. The newcomer, a moderate Islamist with links to the Muslim Brotherhood, is admired for his perceived lack of corruption as well as for the fact that, unlike most educated Somalis, he did not flee Mogadishu during the civil war. His election was against all expectations. The incumbent, President Sheikh Sharif, was rumoured to have many supporters in the Gulf who had reportedly spent $7m in bribes in a bid to secure his re-election.1 It was the first genuine presidential poll in a generation, representing what the UN Special Envoy Augustine Mahiga called ‘an unprecedented opportunity for peace’.

There are other reasons for cautious optimism. So many of Mogadishu’s long-abandoned seafront villas are being rebuilt, in many cases by owners returning from twenty years of refugee exile, that the city is experiencing a minor property boom. Piracy in the Indian Ocean, although far from eradicated, appears to have peaked thanks to land-based efforts by the regional Puntland government and cleverer counter-piracy measures at sea. Even the threat of further famine has receded thanks to unusually kind winter rains. By the end of 2012, in short, Somalia no longer looked quite as dangerous as it had done just a year previously – and I still worry that the title of my book will be seen by some (such as the taxi driver who took me to task over it in Minneapolis, home to America’s largest Somali community) as unfairly negative.

I decided to let the title stand, however, for two reasons. First, the gains of 2011–12 are all perilously fragile, and could easily be reversed. The process of political reform was flawed from the start, with even the UN admitting that the clan elders had rigged the selection of the new parliament through bribery, intimidation and violence: a dispiriting case of plus ça change, in other words. Some two-thirds of MPs in the new parliament served in the previous one. Rivalry between the clans may be in abeyance but is hardly eliminated. The challenges facing the untried new president are huge, and the possibility of another cycle of communal bloodletting remains. Will Somalia’s new dawn turn out to be yet another false one?

After all, al-Shabaab are far from defeated, despite their recent territorial losses, and seem unlikely to disappear as an insurgency. Indeed, they had already begun the tactical switch from conventional war-fighting towards a deadly, Taliban-style guerrilla campaign in the summer of 2011. In September 2012, a spokesman for al-Shabaab immediately dubbed the newly elected president a ‘traitor’. Their determination to carry on their jihad was made abundantly clear less than thirty-six hours after Professor Mohamud had taken office, when two suicide bombers attacked the Mogadishu hotel where he was giving a press conference. The president survived, but at least five people, including an AMISOM soldier, died.

The second reason is that Somalia’s underlying problems have still not been dealt with, and chief among these, I would argue, is the question of what to do with the country’s millions of young men.

‘The US does not have a robust and comprehensive strategy for targeting the connection between youth and conflict,’ Professor Jennifer Sciubba, a demographer and adviser to the US Department of Defence, said recently. ‘Victory, in whatever form, will remain elusive as long as this segment of the population is marginalized.’2

She was speaking about Afghanistan, but her observation was just as applicable to Somalia, a country with almost the same low median age of eighteen, well under half the median in America or Europe.

The challenge posed by exploding populations in the Muslim world is a global one, as the outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2011 perhaps proved. But the problem is particularly acute in the case of Somalia, where the state has conspicuously failed to provide any of the essentials for a decent life for over twenty years. For all the fanfare surrounding the election of the new president, it was far from clear what concrete steps he proposed to improve the lot of the young. While recognizing the challenge, the new speaker of parliament, Mohamed Osman Jawari, could do no more than put his faith in the divine.

‘May God help us to elect a good leader in an atmosphere of tranquillity,’ he told the new parliament. ‘We must give the youth of Somalia a bright future.’

The children of the civil war want what everyone wants: education, jobs, security, a home. Without these things, young people anywhere, and particularly young men, may turn in desperation to violent rebellion; young Muslim men may also turn to extreme forms of Islam. In the course of my research I was constantly struck by the similarity of al-Shabaab foot soldiers, pirates and the members of Somali street gangs I interviewed in Britain and the US. They were all young men, and in some cases – such as Abdi-Osman, a 23-year-old ex-pirate, ex-al-Shabaab fighter whom I met in Mogadishu – literally interchangeable.

‘Every man who has nothing will try something to get money,’ Abdi-Osman explained.

The clue, perhaps, was in what the insurgents first called themselves: al-Shabaab in Arabic means ‘the Youth’.

The regional dangers are obvious enough. Somalia’s location, barely 150 miles from the Arabian Peninsula, has long made it Africa’s natural gateway for Wahhabist ideas. With the recent rise of Boko Haram and other extremist Islamic groups in West Africa, it is no longer fanciful to worry that such groups could link up with al-Shabaab, spreading their violent brand of Islam across the entire continent. The threat posed by al-Shabaab, however, already extends far beyond Africa, for one, very twenty-first-century reason: the immense size and distribution of the Somali diaspora. In the view of the British ambassador Matt Baugh, the ease with which people can travel in our globalized era has introduced ‘a kind of threat we haven’t seen before … [Somalia] is no longer a traditional, geographical country, but a diffuse, global entity – and that is not physically containable.’

An estimated two million Somalis have fled abroad during and since the civil war of the 1990s, putting down roots in almost every country in the world. But many young Somalis, most of whom left when they were small children and are now typically in their early twenties, have failed to adapt as they should to life in the West, leading to all kinds of troubling social problems. Young Somalis everywhere, in Canada, America, Europe and Australia, are noted for their atrocious performance at school and high levels of unemployment. Somali street gangs have also become a by-word for lawlessness and violence. One London community leader spoke to me of a Somali crime ‘time-bomb’ in Britain. On a visit to the Youth Offenders’ Institution at Feltham in west London, he was shocked to find it contained more inmates from Somalia than from any other foreign country – ‘more, even, than the Jamaicans’, as he put it. It seems that the cycle of social deprivation and alienation that so often leads to frustration and hostility is spinning almost as fast for the diaspora as it is in Somalia itself.

As I found in both London and Minneapolis, the West has proved fruitful territory for the radical recruiting sergeants of al-Shabaab. Dozens of young Somalis have abandoned their lives in the West in recent years in order to go and fight for the Islamists in the homeland, with direct consequences for the security of us all. Jonathan Evans, the head of MI5, warned in a speech in 2010 that it was ‘only a matter of time before we see terrorism on our streets inspired by those who are today fighting alongside al-Shabaab’. The threat of Somali-linked, home-grown terrorism is in any case not new, as Ramzi Mohamed and Yassin Omar – both born in Somalia – amply demonstrated when their suicide bombs failed to detonate on the London Underground on 21 July 2005. In 2011, when Prime Minister David Cameron described Somalia as ‘a failed state that directly threatens British interests’, the first threat he cited was that posed by the radicalization of young Somali Britons.

There is, happily, another side to the diaspora. The vast majority of young Somalis are of course not disgruntled future terrorists. In fact, the more I saw of them, the more convinced I became that it is the diaspora young, more than any other group, who have the power to steer Somalia and Somalis towards a better future. Not only do Somalis abroad bankroll the home country with millions of dollars of remittances to friends and family each year. The best of the young exile generation has also taken full advantage of the opportunity to better themselves through hard work and education, absorbing Western values and ideas along the way. This class of young Somali is out of patience with the traditions of their elders, most of all the old system of qabyalad, tribalism, which played such a central role in the destruction of their country. Some of them, such as Adam Matan, 25, and his impressive London-based organization, the Anti-Tribalism Movement, are actively campaigning for a real break with the past. And his kind are, very encouragingly, determined to export their ideas back to their troubled homeland.

Will they succeed? If so, they will need all the support they can get from the West, for the obstacles are certainly immense. There are some signs that Western leaders have understood the importance of engaging with Somalia’s youth. For instance, the London conference on Somalia in early 2012, a major international event attended by senior representatives of forty governments and organizations, was notable for the inclusion of the young. International conferences come and go, however – Somalia has been the subject of twenty-one of them since 1991 – and the new spirit of engagement must be sustained if Somalia is ever to be turned around. This applies to the war against al-Shabaab, too. The time may fast be approaching when it will make more sense to talk to the movement’s moderate elements rather than to go on trying to destroy or contain them militarily. Or as the Somali imam Sheikh Hassan Jaamici put it to me in Minnesota – on the day he learned of the death by missile of the celebrated American al-Qaida ideologue, Anwar Al-Awlaki – ‘What is needed is fewer drones, more debate.’

In the summer of 2012 there was no better or more obvious illustration of the benefits of properly engaging with Somali youth than the inspiring story of Mo Farah, the British-Somali long-distance runner from Hounslow in west London who won two Olympic gold medals. When he first arrived in London in 1991, he was just another troublesome, traumatized refugee. He spoke poor English and struggled academically at his school, Feltham Community College, where he was constantly in trouble with the authorities.

Farah could easily have ‘gone off the rails’, as his agent Ricky Simms later said, and ended up like so many other displaced Somali boys in the Young Offenders’ Institution down the road. Instead, his athletic talent was spotted by a PE teacher, Alan Watkinson, who took him under his wing and forced him to train and focus. The ‘FlyMo’ is now a Union Jack-draped national hero. He did a favour to immigrants in general with his achievement: in a poll following the Games, 32 per cent said they felt more positive – or less worried – about immigration.3

‘Everyone is happy,’ said Mahmoud Adan, a Somali shopkeeper in Whitechapel. ‘It’s something that makes us very proud. The stories you hear about Somalia are always bad.’4

In Western cities, as in the Horn of Africa, sustained engagement with Somalia’s young men is the key to a better future for us all. Without it, as one London exile said to me in a slightly different context, Somalis will become ‘the worst people in the world’; and Somalia itself could again unequivocally become The World’s Most Dangerous Place.


Part I

LIVING ON THE LINE


1

An African Stalingrad: The war against al-Shabaab

Hawl Wadaag district, Mogadishu, March 2011

OF THE WEST’S many fronts against Islamic extremism around the world, I am thinking, this one has to be the most literal. I have the oddest feeling that I have stumbled on to a film set: a Hollywood producer’s recreation of a front line, not the real thing.

I am sitting on a faux antique armchair, with sagging springs and the stuffing spilling out, in the living room of a wrecked townhouse in downtown Mogadishu. A colonel of the UPDF, the Ugandan People’s Defence Force, who has requisitioned the house as his field headquarters, is waving a stick at a large wall map. His name, helpfully spelled out on his breast pocket, is John Mugarura. Both he and the map are interestingly spot-lit by sunshine from a jagged hole in the corrugated-iron roof where, I have just been told, a mortar shell exploded the previous night.

‘In the last two weeks, my battalion has advanced here, here and here,’ the colonel booms, ‘and we are … here.’

He taps on the bottom edge of a red-inked ‘U’ that cuts across the heart of the city: the al-Qaida-linked militants of al-Shabaab on one side, us on the other. A cluster of yellow arrows surrounds our position, which is marked with the Uganda Battle Group acronym UGABAG.

Mugarura’s diction is the same as all the other Ugandan officers I have met: clipped, confident and elision-free, almost more English-sounding than the English. It is fifty years since Ugandans fought for the British Empire’s East African regiment, the long-disbanded King’s African Rifles, yet the colonial legacy lives on. The colonel’s rank is still denoted as it is in the British Army, by red flashes on the lapels of his jacket. Even the name of the man who sent him here, Uganda’s President Yoweri Museveni, means ‘Son of a man of the Seventh’, a reference to the KAR’s Seventh Battalion. Mugarura’s blue-black cranium, shaved bald in the regulation way, shines with perspiration as though polished. He reminds me, as many of his colleagues do, of Idi Amin, as played by Forest Whitaker in the film The Last King of Scotland.

‘We have now paused to allow our TFG allies to come up and protect our flanks,’ he continues. ‘There is no question that we are winning. The problem is the speed of our progress, which is too slow … we give the enemy an opportunity to regroup every time we stop.’

The TFG is Somalia’s Transitional Federal Government, whose forces are supposed to be leading this war. Mugarura and the 9,000 other mostly Ugandan ‘peace enforcers’ who make up AMISOM, the UN-mandated African Union Mission in Somalia, are officially only here in a supporting role. The truth, of course, is that the foreigners are running the offensive – AMISOM versus Islamisom, as the local joke goes – because the TFG’s ‘army’ is actually an uncertain alliance of clan militias incapable of leading anything much. There have been stories of TFG troops deserting their posts, and of shooting at each other instead of at al-Shabaab. They are even suspected of selling the enemy their weapons and ammunition.

‘So the TFG,’ I ask, ‘is now actively impeding the advance against al-Shabaab?’

Mugarura turns and blinks languidly at me. His face is expressionless but he pauses for longer than seems necessary before answering. This is another trait I have noticed among the Ugandan officers, although I have yet to get used to it and still find it mildly unnerving.

‘There is room for … improvement among our TFG allies,’ he says eventually. ‘Of course there is. If this was not the case there would be no need for our presence here – because they would have no need for our help.’

I look over at Richard and Ngethe, the only other non-combatants here. They both work for the public relations department of AMISOM. Richard is the senior of the two, an ex-British soldier and a former Whitehall political advisor. His expression remains opaque. But Ngethe, an easy-going cameraman from Nairobi whom Richard is training up, rolls his eyes: confirmation that we are going to be spun the official line today. Mugarura is not the type of officer to risk saying anything controversial to a visiting foreign journalist.

It is midday, and a hot, salt-laden wind is picking up outside. The twisted strips of iron around the hole in the roof begin to flap, clanging like a gong, a noise that is answered from the roofs of all the neighbouring houses. Mugarura says the enemy have learned to manoeuvre at night using this noise as cover; it will be a relief when the harsh Jilal season gives way, in April, to what passes for a monsoon in Somalia. Desultory gunfire sounds in the distance. I feel, inappropriately, like sleeping: a reaction not so much to the sweltering heat as to the adrenalin expended on the short but much-anticipated journey here in one of AMISOM’s armoured personnel vehicles. But then a solitary rifle round lands with a loud snap somewhere above our heads, the ricochet skittering away across the rooftops. ‘Harassing fire,’ says the colonel with a dismissive wave. ‘They are trying to keep us pinned down.’

I had been thinking of removing my flak jacket for a few minutes in order to shake out my sodden shirt. I had thought, too, of taking off my borrowed helmet, which is so heavy it is making my head loll. The Ugandans in the room have removed theirs, after all; and because this is my first time at the front – indeed, it is my first time in Somalia, as well as the first time I have ever worn body armour – I am inclined to copy them minutely. This no longer seems a good idea. Through a smashed window I can see two soldiers slumped against the wall of a courtyard, playing cards. The incoming round causes one of them to glance up at the sky, as though wondering if it is going to rain. He decides that it isn’t, and returns to his game. I touch the Velcro on my hips, and – nonchalantly, so as to avoid seeming frightened – tighten the chin-strap of my helmet to the last available notch.

Like much of Mogadishu, this part of Hawl Wadaag, a sub-district known as El Hindi, is built on a grid pattern, with red sandy roadways defining each city block. The blocks are large but the houses within them are small and square and densely packed together behind high compound walls. The gaps between these walls are often so narrow that you can touch either side at once, forming a network of canyons easy to defend and exceptionally difficult to attack. During the civil war of the 1990s, long before the arrival of AMISOM, the district was notorious for inter-block warfare between rival clan militias, and so dangerous to enter that it was known locally as ‘Bermuda’. Now, however, El Hindi is being contested by an army of jihadis whose religiously motivated stubbornness has become legendary.

‘Cleaning out one small little house can take four days,’ says the colonel. ‘It is very costly.’

He is not exaggerating. AMISOM’s casualty rates are proportionally worse than anything experienced by Nato in Afghanistan. Over eight hundred of their soldiers have been killed since they first deployed in 2007, the severest test ever faced by the nine-year-old, 54-nation African Union which, as the continent’s answer to the EU, sanctioned the AMISOM mission. The AU’s Burundian contingent, on the left of the line, suffered worst during the most recent short push, in which over forty of them died in a fight for a single building, the symbolically crucial Ministry of Defence. In the past six months AMISOM have advanced just two kilometres, and they are not even half way to their main objective yet, which is to control the Bakara Market, the geographical and financial centre of the city. The market is reckoned a vital source of income for al-Shabaab, who levy heavy taxes on the businesses there; they are said to police the area ruthlessly, including with brainwashed child soldiers armed with Kalashnikovs and whips. This truly is a forgotten campaign in the global war on terror.

The briefing ends and Mugarura, properly helmeted now and armed with a stout walking stick, leads us off in single file towards the front line proper, 300 yards to the north. Since every intersection between the houses is a potential ambush point, the Ugandans avoid them wherever possible by digging ‘mouse holes’ through the compound walls. The colonel plunges through one of these and we follow him into somebody’s kitchen, left through a hole into a bedroom, down some steps, along a path between two high compound walls, right into the bathroom of another home, up some steps and across the courtyard of a third. It would be easy to get lost in this disorienting maze. It is like negotiating a real-life print by M. C. Escher.

Mugarura’s men are not the only ones to use burrowing tactics. During an earlier offensive, AMISOM were astonished when they overran an elaborate network of concealed trenches. The colonel pauses briefly to show us one which snakes across somebody’s backyard and beneath a garden wall. Its construction is business-like: deep enough to crawl along unseen, but no more. His men, he says, are still finding new branches of this network, which appears to cover half the city. Al-Shabaab have dug secret tunnels under AMISOM’s lines, too. It is impossible not to think of the mine warfare of Flanders during World War One, although the deadly hidey-holes, the post-apocalyptic dereliction, and the constant threat of snipers, ambushes and booby-traps also bring to mind the horrors of Germany’s Eastern Front in World War Two. I did not expect Mogadishu to be an African version of Stalingrad.

Two decades of bullets and abandonment have wrought astounding transformations in the fabric of these buildings. The most exposed walls have been shot so often that their cratered surfaces appear to be dissolving, like the fragile interior of a half-sucked Malteser. At one point our route takes us through a corrugated iron shed which bullets have turned into a giant colander. The latticework of sunbeams it contains is unexpectedly beautiful.

In some of the houses we penetrate, I glimpse the forms of soldiers sleeping on camp-beds beneath grimy grey mosquito nets. A fortnight previously, al-Shabaab’s fighters were resting in the very same places. Scrambling through rooms in dirty boots where shoes were once habitually removed, it suddenly strikes me how deeply violated these homes have been by the tide of twenty years of war. Floors once proudly swept by housewives seem permanently defiled by the accreted filth of fighting men. Alongside the flies and faeces there are tragic glimpses of family lives hastily abandoned: a child’s rusting tricycle, a kitchen cupboard with an old kettle still in it, a pair of curtains in a glassless window frame, flapping in the salty breeze. El Hindi feels haunted by anguished, accusing ghosts.

In an essay written in 2008, Nuruddin Farah, Somalia’s most famous novelist, described returning to his family home in El Hindi in 2002, eleven years after locking the front door for the last time.1 He remembered a six-room home with a spacious courtyard and ‘a kitchen where my mother and her friends used to sit talking as they sifted rice and cooked … The city put on a sunny smile soon after siesta; the evenings were starry fun, and the city came alive. In those days, the city was innocent of the meanness of crime.’

In 2002, however, Farah struggled to find his home of many years. The civil war, an era sometimes known to Somalis simply as Burburki, ‘the Destruction’, had turned his old neighbourhood into ‘a zone of total grief’, where the roofless, windowless and doorless houses ‘look like no houses at all’. The devastation called to mind ‘wartime images of humans with their eye sockets emptied, their noses removed, heads bashed in until they were featureless and couldn’t be recognized as humans anymore’. When at last he found his old home, he couldn’t bear to go inside, ‘fearful that I might do or say something stupid, or perhaps even faint from the shock of the destruction before my eyes … This was judgement day, and I didn’t like the thoughts that were crossing my mind.’

Out in the derelict gardens of El Hindi today, only thorn scrub thrives, sprouting rich crops of snagged plastic rubbish. The neighbourhood was once dotted with old neem trees, thick-leaved Indian lilacs, whose carpets of shade formed a natural place for locals to meet and sit and chat. But the neems are mostly gone now, reduced to angry jagged stumps by soldiers foraging for firewood on which to cook.

In a small clearing on the far side of the first block we traverse, Mugarura stops and indicates a long thin pit full of ashes. The lingering smell, and unburned coils of steel mesh, show that a heap of tyres have been burned here. Richard tells Ngethe to be sure to film everything. He says the fire pit is rare evidence of a crude but effective enemy propaganda trick. AMISOM’s reputation has been damaged of late by allegations that they have accidentally killed civilians with their artillery barrages in and around the Bakara Market. Grainy mobile-phone footage of the aftermath of these attacks – a raging fire, choking black smoke, dead bodies lying about – has even appeared on al-Shabaab-controlled websites. AMISOM, while acknowledging that such ‘mistakes’ were sometimes made early on in the campaign, insist that they now never shell residential areas, and accuse al-Shabaab of faking the images, by setting fires such as this one, and dragging the bodies of people killed elsewhere into camera shot. It is a reminder that in this war, the virtual battlefield is as important as the physical one.

We emerge on to a wider patch of open ground which we are ordered to dash across to foil snipers, and then at last we arrive at the line of control. In two weeks, Mugarura’s men have constructed a parapet with sandbags and Hesco containers that looks as though it has been here for months: nine feet high in places, complete with fire steps and built-in sniper points. We make our way along the line behind their colonel, who is clearly a regular and popular visitor. The soldiers are happy to be photographed. Several of them have slung belts of machinegun bullets across their chests, and strike moody martial poses with their weapons. One soldier mans a heavy machinegun from the comfort of a requisitioned armchair, the upholstery of which is incongruously covered in bright orange flowers. He studiedly ignores his mates laughing at him as I point and shoot my camera, and I am struck once again by a surreal film set feeling. Some of the men, in their aviator sunglasses and decorated helmets, look so astonishingly like extras in a Vietnam war movie that I think they must consciously be emulating Hollywood. Yet there is no doubt what generation they actually belong to when one of them nods and grins and says in a near flawless American accent, ‘How ya doin’, man? Are you on Facebook? I’ll catch you later on YouTube.’

The troops are thickly spread, with most of them up on the fire step with weapons trained and ready to shoot. Mugarura explains that dhuhr, the noon prayer, is almost over, and that although al-Shabaab’s main sorties tend to be at night, they are also reliably aggressive after each of their five daily prayers. As if on cue, an AMISOM rifle starts firing rapidly a little way down to our left. The troops in our section all swing their weapons in the same direction, and the air suddenly explodes with gunfire. We crouch and wait. The shooting only lasts for a minute, and when it has died down we make our way along to the source.

The rifleman who started it is bristling like a pointer dog through his tiny gun slit. Mugarura scuttles forward and confers with him, their voices low. He peers briefly through the hole and then signals for me to crawl up and take his place.

‘Green door, straight ahead,’ he breathes. ‘You want to look? Be quick.’

I inch my head into position and immediately locate a green, lean-to cellar door. It is scarily close: 50 yards at the most.

‘He saw the door moving,’ Mugarura murmurs, leaning back comfortably on some rubble. ‘He has been watching it for hours. The enemy are dug into the basements all along this sector. We can hear them calling out to us at night, “Amisom! Amisom!” They sometimes throw grenades over our parapet. That is our biggest problem here, but if you keep a good eye out you can get them first.’

The colonel grins and pats the helmet of the rifleman, who smiles crookedly but doesn’t take his eye, or his weapon, off the door to his front. Mugarura says his snipers picked off two al-Shabaab fighters the night before. The night before that, however, a new arrival from Kampala failed to keep in cover while negotiating his way to a field toilet and was peremptorily shot through the head. The soldiers here are engaged in a giant game of whack-a-mole; the only difference is that, in this game, the moles can hit back.

As we loop back to our start point, the colonel leads us to the sandbagged rooftop of a three-storey building from where the medium-rise tower blocks and radio masts of the Bakara Market are just visible on the horizon about a mile ahead. The gently rising foreground is dominated by a badly damaged, ochre-tiled minaret. This is the famous Red Mosque, the burial place of an important Sufi saint, which Mugarura describes as his ‘personal’ objective, a place he hopes to overrun before summer’s end. Richard persuades Mugarura to do a short interview to camera with the Red Mosque in the background. Halfway through, however, there is a thunderous bang as a small-calibre mortar round drops in, barely a hundred yards away up the street. We turn and watch the corner of a building crumble slowly to the ground.

‘That was close,’ says Richard. ‘In fact, I’d say we’ve been spotted. In fact: Move!’

We all run from the roof into better cover – all except the colonel, who walks at his usual dignified pace. We are back in Vietnam again: the scene in Apocalypse Now where the Stetson-wearing Lt-Col Bill Kilgore announces, while under heavy fire: ‘If I say it’s safe to surf this beach, captain, then it’s safe to surf this beach!’ For Colonel Mugarura, being mortared has become routine: an everyday event on this extraordinary, nightmarish front line.
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At the Bancroft Hotel: America’s proxy war

By Aden Adde International Airport, March 2011

UNTIL A FEW years ago, journalists visiting Mogadishu tended to stay at the Hotel Sahafi, a pensione near a major street junction prosaically known as Kilometre 4, or K4 for short. In February 2005, however, the BBC producer Kate Peyton, 39, was shot dead outside the Sahafi by gunmen loyal to Aden Hashi ‘Eyrow’, an al-Shabaab hardliner linked to al-Qaida. The Sahafi, and indeed every other city-centre hotel, has been shunned by sensible foreign visitors ever since.

During 2011, my home in Mogadishu was an air-conditioned Portakabin on the military base by the airport, which was protected by sandbags, barbed wire and several battalions of combat-ready African Union troops. Security had been tightened greatly since a spate of devastatingly successful suicide bomb attacks. In September 2008, the militants tricked their way past the checkpoints in a stolen UN truck which blew up at the convoy point, a large open square where AMISOM’s armoured vehicles and their crews formed up before going out on patrol in the city. Around fifty Ugandan soldiers were killed. I passed through K4 many times in the spring and summer of 2011, but only because it lies on the road to the airport; and I only ever did so in the back of a Casspir, an 11-ton, South African-built armoured vehicle with a V-shaped hull designed to deflect mine blast. As a guest of AMISOM, there was no other means of reaching town.

The narrow rectangular windows in the sides of the Casspirs were cracked and dirty and didn’t afford much of a view of Mogadishu’s street life. My first and many subsequent impressions of the city were gained in jolting cinemascope, as the vehicles lurched and bumped along the disastrously pot-holed roads. What I did see, however, was that something approaching normal civilian life had returned to the TFG-controlled areas. Spectacular ruination was everywhere, but shops had reopened between the ruins, and hawkers sold fruit, sweets or plastic kitchenware from rickety barrows. K4 had turned into a bustling street market, a sure sign of security and progress, as the AMISOM press officers were quick to point out. In places there were quite surprising numbers of private vans and cars moving about – enough, even, to form the occasional traffic jam, which had the security-conscious drivers revving their engines with nervous impatience.

Here and there one spotted an ancient Vespa, with spinning flywheels where the engine casing should have been, still splendidly serviceable after half a century of independence from the Italians. These rickety machines are not the only legacy of Somalia’s colonial past. Older Mogadishans still routinely greet foreigners with a cheery Buongiorno. The taps in the city’s bathrooms, where they have not been ripped out and looted, are still marked C and F for Caldo and Freddo. A strong flavour of Italy also remains in the city’s white-painted buildings, even in their super-dilapidated state. The public buildings and shops along the city’s main artery, the Makka al-Mukkarama, are still organized into shady colonnades, with balconies and decorative crenellations along their tops. The café culture thriving along the shattered pavements also retains a distinctly Italian feel, even if habits have evolved somewhat since colonial times. For instance, it was evident even from the back of a bouncing Casspir that many of the customers were animated by the chewing of qatfn1 rather than the drinking of espresso; while the shirts and suits that Somalis working in the colonial administration had once been obliged to wear had been replaced for the most part by the macawiis, a colourful, sarong-like wrap much better suited to Mogadishu’s equatorial heat. The cafés looked especially inviting from the back of a sweltering Casspir, and I longed to jump out and go into one. To report properly on the war against al-Shabaab required an understanding of the society and culture from which the insurgents sprang – and that meant talking to ordinary Somalis. I, however, was surrounded almost exclusively by Ugandans and Burundians, and it wasn’t immediately apparent to me how I was going to change that.

On the other hand, my arrangement with AMISOM had its compensations. The base was set among sand dunes and scrub-filled ravines along the western edge of the runway, with the Indian Ocean crashing up the beach to the east. It made a natural headquarters for AMISOM, and not only because it was relatively easy to defend. As they realized when their peace-keeping troops first deployed in March 2007, control of the airport was the key to political power in Mogadishu. It was a vital source of tax revenue without which the TFG could not even pretend to govern, as well as the principal gateway to the outside world through which flowed the arms, aid and personnel that kept the administration alive.

Its strategic importance was not lost on al-Shabaab, whose suicide bombers had tried six months previously to force the heavily fortified gates leading to the terminal, killing several soldiers and civilian bystanders in the process.1 In those days they were still able to infiltrate the buildings visible beyond the airport perimeter, and occasionally stationed a sniper there, but they couldn’t do that now thanks to AMISOM’s advances in the city, and the airport was the safest it had been in years. There was no doubting we were still in a warzone, though. While waiting for my lift when I first arrived, I turned to watch a Katyusha rocket battery in action, just past the end of the runway. There was a jet of flame and a belch of white smoke as each missile whooshed from its tube towards the enemy’s territory beyond the city, making a distinctive moaning sound that gave the Katyusha its other nickname, ‘Stalin’s organ’.

AMISOM-accredited journalists had to stay in a compound set aside for foreign contractors. Guarded by Ugandan sentries, and surrounded by rubble-filled Hesco barriers, it was a spartan but not unpleasant place to stay. Rows of Portakabins, only some of which were sandbagged against the possibility of mortar attack, were arranged along neat sandy paths that led to an open-air recreation area equipped with an erratically stocked bar, a barbecue, a dartboard, two widescreen televisions, and wi-fi. Skeins of sacred ibis passed overhead each evening, rushing to their roosts before the plunge of the tropical sun. The tails of manoeuvring aircraft could often be seen above the tree-line to the east, gliding back and forth like the dorsal fins of patrolling sharks. At quiet times it was easy to stroll across the unfenced runway to the beach beyond, where shore-crabs danced on the surf-swamped rocks, waving their claws in the air like castanets. The air was permanently sticky with salt, the temperature a steady 32 degrees. The camp felt so much like a cheap holiday resort that it was easy to see why its longer-term residents nicknamed it the ‘Bancroft Hotel’, after the American security firm that built and ran it, Bancroft Global Development.

There were few better places from which to contemplate the successes and failures of twenty years of international intervention in Somalia. On 3 October 1993, this patch of sky was filled not with sacred ibis but formations of American attack helicopters, as the 160 soldiers of Task Force Ranger rode into the city to capture the militia commanders of the Habr Gidr warlord Mohamed Farah Aidid. The task force was spectacularly ambushed. Two Black Hawk helicopters were shot down, and during the 24-hour effort to rescue the marooned crews, a battle ensued in which as many as seven hundred Somalis were killed, including a great many civilians. So too were eighteen US servicemen, some of whose bodies were dragged by enraged mobs through Mogadishu’s streets, a spectacle that was also televised. A horrified President Clinton ordered a withdrawal from Somalia soon afterwards.

Although it happened almost twenty years ago, the ‘Day of the Rangers’, as Mogadishans still call the incident, goes on colouring Western perceptions of Somalia to an extraordinary degree. Made famous by Mark Bowden’s bestselling book of 1999, Black Hawk Down, and then a blockbuster film of the same name by Ridley Scott in 2001, it remains a classic tale of American military hubris. Osama bin Laden also held it up as proof that the mighty US war machine could be defeated by lightly armed Muslims, even though the Habr Gidr’s resistance had nothing to do with Islam. Indeed, few Somalis had even heard of al-Qaida in 1993. But it was too useful a narrative for the world’s future arch-terrorist to ignore – and it undoubtedly inspired the next generation of jihadis in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Richard, the ex-British Army officer, grew exasperated when journalists asked him about Black Hawk Down, which of course they always did. It was his belief that Ridley Scott had more or less single-handedly set back Somalia’s prospects for peace for an entire generation.

‘The film gave the audience no context whatsoever to the events, and stereotyped Somalis as a bunch of bloodthirsty savages,’ he said.

As a spokesman for AMISOM, he was professionally obliged to defend the doctrine of military intervention, and, as an ex-soldier, perhaps inclined to do so anyway. He was not alone in thinking that in Somalia’s case, the doctrine had been given an unnecessarily bad name. Black Hawk Down, he argued, was just one, short, not particularly relevant episode in a wider UN mission in Somalia which ran between 1992 and 1995, and which included some quite notable military successes. For instance, by wresting control of the docks from the warlords in early 1993, the American military’s Operation Restore Hope allowed food aid to get out from the city to the rural areas, thereby succeeding in its primary aim of alleviating Somalia’s worst famine for twenty years. Some analysts estimate that as many as a quarter of a million lives were saved.2

Despite this, America remains almost pathologically afraid of ‘another Black Hawk Down’, a fear that has governed its thinking on the Horn of Africa ever since.

‘The United States does not plan, does not direct, and does not coordinate the military operations of the TFG, and we have not and will not be providing direct support for any potential military offensives,’ insisted Johnnie Carson, the State Department’s secretary for African affairs, in a speech in March 2010. ‘Further, we are not providing nor paying for military advisors for the TFG. There is no desire to Americanize the conflict in Somalia.’3 Paying for military advisors to AMISOM, however, was apparently a different matter. Black Hawk Down was the reason the Bancroft Hotel existed in the semi-clandestine form that it did.

In its early days, Bancroft Global Development had specialized in land-mine clearance, although it quickly mutated into something much bigger. Somalis commonly suspected it of being a front for the CIA. This was an exaggeration, although I could see how they might have jumped to that conclusion, because the company, headquartered in the heart of Washington DC’s embassy district, undoubtedly was an instrument of US foreign policy. It employed about forty former soldiers from around the world, veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan as well as many smaller wars in Africa, whose job was to advise and train AMISOM in the art of urban warfare. The governments of Uganda and Burundi had reportedly paid them over $12m for this service since they began operations in 2008. It was the American taxpayer who picked up the final bill, however, because Bancroft’s fee was reimbursed by the US State Department. This opaque arrangement allowed the US to publicly distance itself from the conflict while keeping a hand in the game.4

The camp had expanded greatly since it was set up in 2008, and was now a base for all sorts of itinerant foreign consultants and contractors, most of whom had nothing to do with Bancroft. But the original tenants still formed the nucleus of the community: a tough, close-knit group with brusque manners and sun-tans developed over years in desert battle zones. Scandinavians were dominant among the Europeans, and Afrikaaners among the Africans. Wherever they came from, they all thrived on the adrenalin of war. They were wary of newcomers and – of course – highly suspicious of visiting journalists. Conversations would often stop abruptly as I moved about the canteen or recreation area. It wasn’t hard to imagine that I was interrupting discussions about the teaching of darker military skills that Bancroft was sometimes accused of by suspicious Somalis or the left-wing press in the US.

Many of the Bancrofters were combat engineers who called themselves ‘mentors’ and were often to be found on the front line alongside their AMISOM protégés, working unarmed even during offensives. Some of the South Africans were involved in a curious subplot of the war involving armoured bulldozers. These vehicles weighed over 17 tons, and had emerged as a key piece of kit in the close urban warfare that AMISOM was engaged in. They were essential for clearing roadways of debris and ordnance, the only way of consolidating newly won territory. They were so feared by the enemy’s field commanders that one of the al-Shabaab-controlled radio stations had announced that the bulldozers’ newly trained drivers were to be targeted as particular enemies of Islam.

One of these drivers, a short, bespectacled private from Kampala called ‘K’, was the toast of the Bancroft Hotel for his fearlessness. The story went that Private K was clearing a road near the front one day when he and his supporting ground troops were ambushed by al-Shabaab. His comrades beat a retreat, but not Private K who raised the bucket of his bulldozer and slowly advanced on his attackers, the bullets pinging off the glass and metal of his armoured cab. His surprised opponents broke and fell back into the surrounding buildings. Private K roared on, demolishing the exterior wall of a house as he went. The South Africans hooted with laughter as they described how he caught up with a gunman and ran him down in slow motion, even methodically reversing back over him to make sure that he was dead.

The Bancrofters were far from the only interesting people in the camp. There was, for instance, a team of Frenchmen, po-faced DGSE intelligence officers and glowering special forces soldiers, who used to barricade themselves in a corner of the bar each evening behind a wall of open laptops and (I suspected) specialist tracking equipment that they kept in dustproof metal suitcases. They spoke to no one other than themselves, but were assumed to be focused on the rescue of a DGSE colleague, Denis Allex, who had made the fatal mistake of staying at the Sahafi Hotel in July 2009 while masquerading as a journalist. Kidnapped by al-Shabaab, he was still in their custody three years later, the longest-held foreign hostage in the country.

Then there was a British military adviser, Roger Lane, a moustachioed former Royal Marines brigadier and another veteran of Afghanistan, who was trying to persuade AMISOM to deploy a radar system that would locate the launch point of shells and mortars, thus allowing them to prove they were not responsible for the civilian deaths that al-Shabaab accused them of.

Most colourful of all was another Frenchman, Richard Rouget, a former soldier of fortune of about fifty. He once fought for the presidential guard in the Comoros Islands, a former French colony almost synonymous with political coups and mercenary activity. Under the sobriquet ‘Colonel Sanders’, he had also commanded a force of South African-recruited mercenaries during the Ivory Coast’s civil war in 2003 on behalf of President Laurent Gbagbo, an adventure that led to his conviction in a court in South Africa. He was a product of Françafrique straight from the pages of Tintin.

His knowledge of Somalia’s clan structure was encyclopaedic, and he worked closely with the boss of Bancroft, Mike Stock, the 34-year-old scion of a wealthy Virginian banking family, who had used some of his private fortune to found the company soon after graduating from Princeton in 1999. Stock was a regular visitor to Mogadishu, and maintained an idealistic, almost preppy enthusiasm for his company’s Somali project. On a later visit he arrived accompanied by two young blonde women who were described as ‘assistants’ from the firm’s Washington headquarters. They were noticeably shy of fraternizing with the Bancroft regulars who, being too polite to ask, speculated wildly on their true reason for being there.

In the summer of 2011, by when visits to Mogadishu’s front line were no longer such a novelty to me, I came across Stock and Rouget at a forward operating base in the district of Bondhere, just north of the Bakara Market. They were wearing non-khaki flak jackets and helmets, and stood out in the open, discussing battle tactics with the hand-waving intensity of true enthusiasts.fn2 I was travelling in a group of three other journalists then, with a Burundian press handler who insisted that on no account were we to photograph the ‘foreign advisors’; which of course meant that we all did when he wasn’t looking.

Stock, for his part, didn’t seem particularly troubled by our presence, and certainly wasn’t trying to conceal his – although, as it turned out, he might have been wiser to do so. The following day an al-Shabaab spokesman, Sheikh Abdi-Aziz Abu Mus’ab, called a press conference specifically in order to announce – inaccurately – that ‘a white man and an American military expert’ had been shot and killed by an insurgency sniper.

‘We are fully aware that more Westerners are fighting alongside our enemy which is also the enemy of Allah,’ he said. ‘We are calling all Muslims to come to Somalia and fight the enemy of Allah and the infidels whether they are black, red or white, because they are fighting together against us.’

Abu Mus’ab gave no names but could only have been referring to Stock and Rouget, who must have been spotted from an enemy position the day I was there. No wonder the US State Department were anxious not to ‘Americanize’ the conflict, if al-Shabaab were using even Mike Stock’s lone presence on the front line as an international recruiting sergeant against the Islamist world’s most hated infidels.

But that was in the future. Back in March 2011, I was stuck on the AMISOM base, fascinated and frustrated in equal measure. As an embedded journalist I was entirely reliant on AMISOM’s Casspirs to reach the city where the story was. But securing a place on one of these vehicles proved a slower and more difficult process than I had anticipated. There were a great many false starts and long waits.

Access was controlled by a legendarily capricious Ugandan press officer, Major Bibi, who had been in Mogadishu for three years. This was a long front-line tour by any standards – the British Army, for instance, limits its tours in Iraq or Afghanistan for most personnel to six months – and he had perhaps inevitably grown cynical about the war. His posting was at last coming to an end, however, and now he could hardly wait to go home. His enthusiasm, not surprisingly, had been slipping for months. Nevertheless, the success of any journalist’s Mogadishu visit could depend on whether or not he liked you. And so one evening, Richard and Will, another British ex-soldier resident at Bancroft, took me to meet him, bumping along the sand dunes in an armoured Land Cruiser with the hazard lights on, as camp regulations required.

They knew their mark well, and had brought a bottle of Monkey Shoulder Scotch whisky for me to give to him, along with a set of Perudo liar dice. Bibi turned out to be a droll and sophisticated 51-year-old, who had once spent seven years studying in Cuba – President Museveni had flirted with Marxism in the 1960s – and consequently spoke Spanish as well as English fluently.

‘Ahhh, Espada de Mono!’ he purred, when I presented the whisky. ‘Welcome to my palace!’

His quarters amounted to an officer’s Portakabin set down in the ruins of a once lovely seaside villa, and were palatial only in the sense that they were better than the tents that the UPDF’s rank and file had to make do with. I asked him if he had managed to pick up any Somali during his time here.

‘The only way to learn any language is socially – drinking with them, screwing their women,’ he replied, his eyes glazing at the memory of his youth in Cuba. ‘Unfortunately there has been no opportunity for me to do that here.’

The evening was balmy, as usual. Bibi sent his lanky batman, Mubarak, to fetch glasses while we sat down at a plastic table with the dice on what remained of a patio. Somewhere off in the darkness to the north, a Dushka heavy machinegun opened up with a kettledrum flourish.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Bibi announced, flipping out the whisky cork with practised thumbs, ‘the music is playing and the nightclub is open.’

I had played Perudo often before, but Bibi’s rules were new to me. Instead of the normal last-dice call of ‘Palefico’, we were instructed to use the phrase ‘Al-Kabaab’. And instead of saying ‘Dudo’ on suspicion that the previous player was lying, we had to say, inexplicably, ‘On the knob, John.’

The hilarity grew as the whisky flowed. Bibi was a mine of good stories. He recalled an incident, early on during his deployment, when the militants tried to attack AMISOM’s heavily defended checkpoint at the K4 junction, but threw away any element of surprise by arriving in a minivan.

‘A bus full of martyrs!’ he laughed. ‘Can you imagine? They got out one by one, all of them wearing white, with their hair nicely oiled and singing Muslim chants. We ordered them to move on but they just kept coming closer and closer … We had no choice in the end. The van was turned to ashes.’

It sounded a strangely wasteful sort of suicide attack, although Bibi said he’d seen such things before. Most of his military contemporaries had fought bush wars back home against Joseph Kony’s eccentric Christian insurgency, the Lord’s Resistance Army, or against his even more eccentric predecessor Alice Lakwena’s Holy Spirit Movement. ‘The possessed priestess’, as Lakwena was known, notoriously sent her fighters into battle smeared in shea butter that she told them would ward off bullets, and armed with rocks that were supposed to explode on impact. She added her own insane injunctions to the Ten Commandments, including: ‘Thou shalt not go into battle armed with a walking stick.’ It was a reminder that Islam is not the only religion that harbours extremists, and that Christians in Africa are just as susceptible as Muslims to outlandish superstition.

A bottle of rum joined the Monkey Shoulder on the table, and before very long we were all uproariously drunk. Only Mubarak stayed sober, watching his master impassively from a daybed by the door. He sat cross-legged and with a Zen-like stillness, moving only to answer his mobile phone, the shrill and unnecessarily loud ringtone of which was a muezzin’s call to prayer. I asked Bibi discreetly if his batman was a Muslim. ‘Mubarak?’ he roared. ‘Is the Pope a Catholic? Of course he is!’

I had not appreciated until that evening how big a proportion of Ugandans were Muslim – as many as 30 per cent, according to Bibi.fn3 What, I wondered, did Uganda’s Muslims make of al-Shabaab?

‘Ask Mubarak,’ Bibi replied.

Mubarak smiled inscrutably and said nothing.

‘There is a very small number of Muslims in Uganda who are extremists,’ Bibi answered for him. ‘Not in the army … political Islam is tightly controlled in the ranks.’

But, as Bibi pointed out, the world was changing. Radical Islam was on the
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