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IIt’s been over a decade since I sat at a plush 
lobby in a Manhattan skyscraper, anxiously 
waiting to meet with the lawyer-turned-jour-
nalist Steven Brill. I was a mathematics gradu-
ate, fresh out of Yale University, and I’d recent-
ly turned down a job at an internationally 
renowned investment banking firm—practi-
cally heresy at the time. It’s partly because the 
interviewer scoffed at my fledgling literary am-
bitions after glancing at my résumé, which in-
cluded a bullet point about a piece I’d recently 
published. He bluntly said that they “didn’t re-
ally care about short stories at Goldman Sachs.”

The problem was, I did.
I was raised in Dubai in the early 1980s by an 

accountant dad and journalist mom. Back then, 
the city was a sleepy Bedouin backwater, bear-
ing little resemblance to the pulsing metropolis 
it is today. I spent most afternoons learning 

how to be alone, gazing at cars, watching copi-
ous amounts of sand swirl, and crafting imagi-
nary tales. But it wasn’t until my third year at 
Yale that I actually took a writing class. That 
previous winter, I’d travelled to Bombay and 
spent an especially memorable night exploring 
the city’s seedier pockets with a group of 
friends. It was a jaunt that inspired me to put 
pen to paper. I’d finally discovered a medium 
that didn’t burn me out—a natural mode of ex-
pression. For the longest time, writing re-
mained a faint but insistent voice, lingering at 
the back of my mind. Was I going to listen?

When I attempted to secure a meeting with 
Brill, a fellow Yale alum, I wanted to peer into 
the mind of a professional storyteller. But it be-
came clear he wasn’t showing up, and his secre-
tary broke the news before depositing a conso-
lation prize, a back issue of Granta, in my 
hands. “I hope you don’t mind, I read your 
email to Steve,” she added hastily.  

On my train ride home, deflated, I thumbed 
through the magazine’s worn pages and paused 
at an interview with the Polish journalist 
Ryszard Kapuscinski. He recalled his excruciat-
ingly lonely experience reporting on a series of 
high-octane African revolutions in the 1960s, 
asking, “Where were the poets, where were the 
writers, where were the philosophers—the peo-
ple who write about the human condition?”

Kapuscinski’s outrage resonated as my own 
conscience drifted towards present-day Africa 
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a 
country ravaged by disease, corruption and on 
the brink of war. I only knew this because of 
the 200-word dispatches I’d find wedged in  
the back of newspapers. Nearly four million 
people had perished but there was no one 

Sundaram’s new book is 
an exposé on Rwandan 
president Paul Kagame’s 
totalitarian regime

in

Truth 
be told

At 22, ANJAN SUNDARAM 
left a cushy finance job in new 
York to report from Congo. He 
reflects on his years as a foreign 

correspondent, press freedom and 
his insatiable appetite for adventure

L I F E

>

BOOKSspecial
the



in

112 VOGUE INDIA MAY 2016 www.vogue.in

G
ET

TY
 IM

AG
ES

bearing witness to their stories. And here I was, 
eager to immerse myself in a shadowy world 
that I’d been shielded from as a child.

Almost serendipitously, I crossed paths with 
Annie, a brusque, middle-aged cashier at the 
Yale bursar’s offi ce. I was there to settle my fi -
nal bill and when I heard her accent, I immedi-
ately asked where she was from. “Zaire,” she 
responded, using the colonial name for Congo. 
“I might go there,” I offered. “Don’t be stupid, 
you’ll get yourself killed,” she fumed. I trailed 
her for weeks, hanging out at the New Haven 
parking lot where she worked the night shift, 
supplying her with Dunkin’ Donuts milkshakes 
until she fi nally broke, befriended me and then 
offered to let me stay with her family in Kin-
shasa. “They’ll keep you safe,” she assured.

They’ll show me society from the inside, I 
thought, relieved to avoid the sterile expat bub-
ble. At 22, with no promise of being published, 
I bought a one-way ticket and stayed for a year 
and a half. I became a stringer for The Associ-
ated Press, earning a paltry 15 cents a word. 
“Think about what my grandmother in Wis-
consin would want to read,” an editor instruct-
ed me.

During my early days in Congo, I was robbed 
of my cell phone, the lifeline for any reporter, 
and held at gunpoint in a taxi. I saw a mangled 
United Nations jeep, in which peacekeeping 
forces had died, that locals had repurposed into 
a neighbourhood clothes hanger. But I was also 
treated with warmth and hospitality by my 
landlords, Jose and Nana, who, despite frugal 
means—we subsisted on bread, butter and cas-
sava, a starchy vegetable that is paired with 
peanut sauce—opened up their home to a 
stranger. My report on the Pygmy tribes in the 
country’s rainforests earned me a Reuters prize 
in 2006 but the AP eventually traded me for 
in-house correspondents who would parachute 
in and out instead. I temporarily returned 
stateside with a stack of notebooks, bursting 
with raw material for my debut novel, Stringer.

I needed a quiet place to write, and 
turned my attention to Congo’s seem-
ingly secure neighbour, Rwanda. De-
spite being embroiled in a terrifying 
mass genocide 20 years ago, Kigali’s 
well-lit streets, bungalows and count-
less diplomats on holiday seemed to 
indicate, on the surface, that it was 
now stable. Stable, provided you 
don’t oppose the government, I’d 
soon learn. I was also in Rwanda to 
work with local journalists as part of 
a training programme backed by the 
UK and the European Union. It was 
2010, and Rwandan president Paul 

Kagame’s authoritative regime was systemati-
cally muzzling the country’s independent 
press. The goal for my training programme was 
to create a strong and skilled reporting unit, 
composed of the country’s last free journalists. 
But I watched some students, like Gibson, a dy-
namic young man who attempted to launch a 
magazine that addressed malnourishment, get 
beaten, harassed and consumed by paranoia. 
His crime? Supposedly challenging the govern-
ment’s fantastical narrative, which claimed all 
the nation’s hunger issues were now eradicat-
ed. Another one of my star pupils, Agnes, was 
jailed for four years because she published a 
fl agrant critique of the government. Coming 
from a country that was once colonised, I’m 
very wary of intervention; it’s so fraught with 
risk. Societies should evolve in their own way. 
At the training programme, I drew the line at 
telling my students what to do. The hope with 
my second book, Bad News, is literary. I see 
Rwandan society as a treacherous place and it 
would be wonderful if this book could prevent 
another outbreak of violence. My purpose was 
to convey the experience of what it felt like to 
be tangled in a web of fear.

I’ve been on a book tour these last few 
months and was greeted by a surprise visitor 
during a recent reading in London. The Rwan-
da High Commission had dispatched an offi cer 
to let me know that they were looking through 
my fi les. They were retracing my steps and put-
ting me on alert. Before my experience in 
Rwanda, I didn’t fully grasp freedom. Ironical-
ly, it reminds me of a mathematical concept: 
proof by contradiction. When you have it, you 
don’t see it, but when it’s gone, it’s so frighten-
ing that you decide you must not only have it, 
but also protect it because the alternative…
well, that’s just catastrophic. ■
—As told to Aarti Virani
Sundaram’s second book, Bad News: Last 
Journalists In A Dictatorship, released on 
Bloomsbury India earlier this year
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The author on the 
books he treasures

Do Androids Dream 
Of Electric Sheep? 

By Philip K Dick
“A work of genius, it’s 

the book Blade Runner 
was based on.”

The Trial 
By Franz Kafka

“I love the way Kafka 
tells the story; there’s a 
sense of outrage right 

from the start.”

Life & Times Of 
Michael K 

By JM Coetzee
“A beautiful commentary 

of apartheid in 
South Africa.”

A House For Mr Biswas 
By VS Naipaul

“Naipul wrote this when 
he was 29 and his 

mastery of language 
is amazing.”
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