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Frontispiece: A column of refugees from Kosovo trudge up Likej Mountain on their
way to Macedonia, 30 March 1999.
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Introduction

The Iron Curtain that had separated East from West for forty years was wrenched open. The
Berlin Wall was smashed. Mechanical worms ground their way beneath the Channel, directly
linking France and Britain for the first time in history. The Market Economy marched from
strength to strength, though banks collapsed and stock exchanges hiccoughed alarmingly. In the
United States, many people burnt their fingers on the latest hot properties—junk bonds. Much
of Europe bound its fortunes to the new euro. while others stood by...watching, waiting and
biting their nails.

Germany was reunited. In South Africa, black and white laid aside the worst of their
prejudices under the wise guidance of Nelson Mandela. The old Soviet Union fell apart.
Yugoslavia tore itself to pieces. North and South Korea edged cautiously together. It was as
though the tectonic plates of the earth’s crust were moving uneasily as the end of the second
Christian Millennium approached.

War in the Gulf brought lasting fame to ‘Stormin® Norman Schwarzkopf and Colin Powell,
and momentary ‘newsworthiness’ to the Kurds. War in Chechnya brought misery to thousands
and fame to no one. The annus horribilis of 1992 provoked that rare phenomenon—a royal
grumble - though there were no problems in Queen Elizabeth’s life that a little family therapy
and a good insurance policy could not have solved. President Clinton had eight anni mirabilis
as US President, and the smiles on his face suggested that he enjoyed every one of them.

In Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto was dismissed by the military. Voters in Britain supported
John Major in 1992, but later rejected him in favour of New Labour’s Tony Blair. Yitzhak
Rabin, Prime Minister of Israel, was assassinated by a Jewish law student. Seven years after

his mother’s assassination, Rajiv Gandhi of India was killed by a woman who had trapped



explosives to her own bodies.

Having announced in 1987 that he was ‘bad’, Michael Jackson gave people the chance to
agree with him. The cult of celebrity reached new and awesome heights with the creation of
‘boy” and ‘girl” bands, who shot to instant fame on the basis of a single well-plugged album.
Hollywood regained much of its old glamour. The number of television channels available
multiplied like germs on a rotting corpse. To the masses, sport became as important as real life,
as did the adventures of soap stars to millions more.

There were new inventions, new diseases, natural disasters, bombings, hijackings, deeds
of high bravery and examples of crass stupidity. But the stubborn, silly, punch-drunk and
wonderful human race somehow blundered on to the end of the decade, the end of the century

and the end of the Millennium.
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Movers and shakers
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A shaky start. President Bill Clinton grimaces as his translation device
fails at the beginning of his joint press conference with Russian
President Boris Yeltsin, Helsinki, 21 March 1997.
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Movers and shakers 9

It was a decade of change and replacement, of separation and new alliances. Nelson and
Winnie Mandela, the Prince and Princess of Wales, Mikhail Gorbachev and the Russian people
— all agreed to part. Mandela and Buthelezi attempted to find common ground to unite their
peoples in South Africa. Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat came to an accord at Camp David. A
new government in Britain brought Nationalists and Unionists to within spitting distances of
each other in Northern Ireland.

Kohl and Mitterrand were replaced by Schroder and Chirac. Clinton replaced Bush. Yeltsin
replaced Gorbachev. Also among the replacement heroes were the newly-elected President
Walesa of Poland and President Havel of Czechoslovakia.

Saddam Hussein was considered the most scurrilous but proved elusive. General Manuel
Noriega of Panama more easily apprehended and packed off to gaol. Slobodan Milosevic of

Serbia and Colonel Gaddafi of Libya proved far more intractable.



