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‘Arriving at each new city, the traveller finds again a past of his that he did not know he had: the foreignness of what you no longer are or no longer possess lies in wait for you in foreign, unpossessed places.’





Italo Calvino – Invisible Cities
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PROLOGUE





When I was a gun-mad schoolboy of ten, one bitterly cold Christmas, camping in a rather seedy London mansion flat not long after the war, my father suddenly announced: ‘We’re going to live in Africa.’ My mother was appalled. I was absolutely delighted.


It was my godfather – a recently demobilised and dementedly optimistic Army major – who had given my father this bright idea a few days earlier, first of all proposing that they pool his army gratuity and my mother’s savings to buy ‘a stake in Africa’ and, when this financial notion failed to impress on the maternal side, going on to suggest that the two of them take up ‘positions’ (they neither of them, of course, ever took up ‘work’ or ‘jobs’) with the British Government’s recently introduced (and calamitously ill-fated) groundnuts scheme in Tanganyika.


‘They’re going to need people like you and me, Nat,’ my godfather said. ‘To get these groundnuts off the ground.’ There was a great deal of such vivid, arcane talk, I remember, throughout that freezing holiday of 1947 among these two very unagricultural men who had never been in Africa, about our coming life in the sun. We’d all be posted up to some Happy Valley, my godfather said, filling the dreary little chintz-filled drawing room with African romance, as he and my father ran imaginative riot through the dark continent, a safari whipped on by liberal whisky-sodas, while I listened spellbound.


‘Of course, the great thing will be the hunting.’ My godfather reached for the black-market scotch he’d brought with him. ‘All the animals – not touched since before the war. Bound to be thick on the ground. There for the taking….’


He took another large measure. ‘I still have my old Mauser. And I fancy, Nat, you would very soon pick up the knack again out there.’ The knack he referred to was my father’s pre-war habit of moving round the Dublin cocktail bars with a loaded .45 under his coat, where he had once blasted the tops off the brandy and Benedictine bottles in the Wicklow Hotel – target practice before moving on to the real thing in the Spanish Civil War, a campaign luckily frustrated when the plane he was piloting never made it beyond Biarritz, and he and the rest of his bibulous Irish Brigade spent a week at the Imperial Palace instead, ambushing the champagne, before flying back to Dublin.


But I knew nothing of this at the time. All I heard then was the talk of guns. There were going to be guns in my coming life, real guns, not toys: Winchester .375s for the lion and a hand-tooled Purdey .450 Express for the elephant. I couldn’t believe my luck. I’d be in Africa by the summer, freed from my wretched prep school – in Africa, stalking the animals – and more: an expedition up from the steamy coast, across the cool blue plainslands, over the great lakes; and then the darker journey into the interior, through the dripping rain forests, towards the Mountains of the Moon, before a long and difficult voyage on the Congo river, down the far side of Africa, in native pirogues….


Of course, I knew Africa in those days, even if my father and godfather didn’t. During longer holidays with cousins in a large Victorian house in Ireland I had read all the classic texts: some bound copies of the Boys’ Own Paper and the rest of an Edwardian adventure library, once the pride of an even more distant relative, where I had unearthed the dusty, empire-glorying books, from attics and playroom shelves, cleaning the covers, the gaudy coloured pictorial boards with their Union Jacks and blood-red images of derring-do – so that the young lieutenant’s scarlet tunic, white pouch-belt, pith helmet, and lanyard on the front of Captain Brereton’s With Wolseley to Kumasi – A Tale of the First Ashanti War came to shine mint fresh, as the intrepid officer pushed his way through an evil mangrove swamp, service revolver at the ready.


Before that cold winter holiday in London I had travelled the blistering Somali deserts with the same Captain Brereton, seeking revenge against the lesser breeds in The Grip of the Mullah. I had been in search of Prester John, too; risen over the animal-choked plains of east Africa with Jules Verne for six weeks in his balloon – and journeyed with him to the centre of the African earth. Above all I had gone with Allan Quatermain to King Solomon’s Mines – and Gagool the Witchfinder was never really dead for me. She lurked, half-crushed, yet still half-alive, in the broom cupboard at the bottom of the back stairs, or more certainly in the old laundry on the way to the yard where there was a malign Victorian device – a thundering linen press that worked on rollers, pressed down by a moving coffin-like half-ton weight – a mangle that had caught the witch in its huge rolling jaws but had not quite extinguished her evil flame.


In the morning room of this old house there were other more exact, supposedly factual African accounts, which I sought out and browsed through during the long, rain-sodden Irish days: bound, late nineteenth-century copies of the Sphere and the Illustrated London News – which made Africa blaze and spark more than the crackling fire, where the artists, suggesting even colour by the stark and detailed horrors that they concentrated into their line engravings, brought the blood of Africa right onto the morning-room carpet for me – that dark, savage continent that the Victorians always wanted to see it as, so that they could save it with all sorts of missionary and military endeavour. For them, in their high-minded libraries and studies, Africa was a relaxation, a fantastic, long running adventure serial – as it became for me, sixty years later, a child thumbing through the same illustrated magazines.


Here, in the final desperate defence of Khartoum, I saw the Mahdi’s troops advancing on General Gordon standing on the Residency steps with a bible in his hand – and later his decapitated head which the wicked infidels flourished aloft on a spear. Poor, brave General Gordon. I felt like Queen Victoria. I had a defective Diana air rifle in those days and there was a clump of bamboo to one side of the house – the nearest approach, I thought, to rampant African conditions which our mild Irish climate allowed. If the rain stopped before lunch I would go there with my rifle, push through the dripping greenery and exact a terrible vengeance on all the mad mullahs.


In those days, even the cold, dark granite church on the edge of the estate I made over into one of Livingstone’s baking equatorial mission huts. And in place of the interminable hymns, prayers, lessons, sermons and squeaky harmonium music I set up a faith in the African rite, so that the sounds of that low church on its rain-streaked, northern hill were replaced by hot murmurs, savage words and music: tribal chants, war cries, tom-toms, black magic at the altar – with the chance, when the collection plate came round, of making a conciliatory peace offering. Though this was rare, for the black man in me was angry then. And it was Livingstone himself, rather than mild-mannered Canon Bradshaw, who spoke from the pulpit – confronting an unruly, unchristian mob, where Aunt Susan and Uncle Harold over from Bagshot had gone native and were getting restless, only waiting my command to attack the Canon for his long-windedness, transfixing him with the assegais I had conveniently to hand in the shape of the dripping, steel-tipped umbrellas and walking sticks left in the church porch.


Above all, I knew from these adventure books, Africa had a certain haunting, unmistakable smell: a sweet smell of decay – decayed vegetable – and of leprous flesh, too: a mix of burnt cow dung and exotically perfumed flowers as I understood it. So that one summer, out on the yard manure heap, I set fire to a dead crow and some rotting turnips, the funeral pyre covered with June rose petals stolen from the pleasure garden. The resulting odour was thrillingly unspeakable.


I grew up with Africa on my mind, if not in my veins. For me it was a place of pulsating, ultimate adventure, of liberating space and freedom from the confines of a restricted, almost Victorian childhood: a world of dos and don’ts, of nannies, governesses and tears-before-bedtime – which I had to invent every sort of release from, so that when my bedroom candle went out, I spoke to myself in a variety of imagined African tongues, heroic dialogues, full of wet labials, snorts and strangled gutturals – the routine secrets of childhood normally shared, but here turned in on myself and transformed into heated native debates. Sometimes the darkness of my bedroom ideally mimicked an impenetrable African night; or, when the rain fell outside my window, the patter on the Virginia creeper was the happy sound of a torrent in a tropic forest. At other times the walls and ceilings dissolved, giving way to starlight on the plainslands, infinite space where the lion roared. Here, before sleep, round the fire of my mind – the sheets monkey skins, the eiderdown well tucked up as a zebra shield beneath my chin – here in the warbling speech of equatorial river tribes, I planned battles against rival clans and surprise attacks against the white man. In these nights I gathered around me, like toys or teddy bears, all the loose fictions of a boy’s Africa – witch doctor’s masks, long barbed assegais, poisoned arrows, old black powder Martini-Henry rifles – which I then brought together in cliff-hanging serial adventures: a boy’s world – imperfect in fact, without other boys or real games – but perfectly realised now, in thought and speech, where I could play all the roles: friend or foe, black or white, where I could as easily impose victory or defeat – where, in the safety of my bed, I could imagine all the most dangerous games. So that when I dreamt later – in those dreams when I escaped Gagool, at least – I found myself in a continent of light, not of darkness: a child of the country long before I ever set foot there.


My father and godfather, those cloudy whisky-soda travellers, never managed to get to Africa. The groundnuts scheme sank with all hands as, in due course, they did themselves. And that chintzy mansion flat in Battersea, where I thought the ‘call’ had at last come for me to leave for Africa, has long since collapsed in rubble.


But Africa remains for me, in Graham Greene’s phrase, an ‘Africa of the heart’ – a world which I must make good: my father’s Africa, a dream of colonial escape, where he might win with one last throw of the dice; my godfather’s imagined Happy Valley. There were those books, too: Blackie’s Story Books for Boys – Henty’s The Dash for Khartoum and With Kitchener in the Soudan – where the lovely beckoning jackets had to be made flesh. And of course, above all, there remained that long journey for me to make, started by the morning-room fire over the Illustrated London News – that great expedition up country, from the ocean mangrove swamps, across the deserts, up onto the plainslands, over the great lakes and into the pygmy interior, before native pirogues bore me swiftly down the Congo to the Atlantic on the far side: Livingstone’s great journeys, where he was lost – and found – and where Stanley was finally triumphant. This, one day, had to be my journey too. There were all these debts to pay to the dream Africa of my childhood. And of course there was the reality itself.
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CHAPTER ONE


Invitations to the Voyage





‘When will Africa start? I wonder – that first image, taste, smell. Or even some hint long before I get there which will rescue me from the limbo of trains and airport lounges. I feel like a surgeon, gloved and masked, waiting to start an important operation. I long for the first glimpse of the body.


‘Coming out of the Gents’ in the transit lounge at Brussels airport she stood there, straight in front of me: a tall Congolese woman with great white rounds to her eyes, a mammy figure in a mammy cloth – or rather, since she must have been some rich man’s wife, a very sophisticated version of this: a complexly tucked and folded swathe of black polka-dot print, with a bustle, running up to a carelessly but in fact artfully contrived hat like a French cockade in the same material. Here was the body: the high cheekbones, broad forehead, the splendid protuberant lips, rolling over, white-flecked waves on the burgundy dunes of her chin. Her skin had a purply phosphorescence to it: dark but one felt it would glow in the darkness. On her wrist a man’s gold oyster Rolex, with gold bangles, like curtain rails, musical chimes, sliding up and down each arm. Though her toga betrayed no real shape I sensed a whole new anatomy beneath the folds – bones and widths and lengths which Gray had never delineated. On her feet the skimpiest of flip-flop sandals, as if she had just left a river. Yes, she has the magnetic bearing of a naked woman risen from water and afterwards released from a glittering emporium where all the rich cloths and gold trinkets have flown from their rolls and caskets and attached themselves naturally to her. If I touched this woman, lived with her for a week, I could invent the rest of Africa. I would never need to go there.’


*


I went into the duty-free at Brussels to buy some scotch and cologne to take with me up-river – the first a palliative against boredom, the second against the heat. And suddenly I remembered I’d forgotten the playing cards and the poker dice which I’d left out at home as other necessary diversions for that long voyage up the Congo river – drinks with the captain at sundown on the water; an evening’s mild gambling, with matches or old Belgian francs as counters, among the other unlikely first-class passengers: a Belgian priest, a swarthy Kurtz-type trader, a saturnine Congolese. I, at least, had it all planned – as I had to, for no one knew anything about these river boats in London, even after months of enquiry, at the Zaïrean Embassy, the airline and several travel agencies. The best I managed was some hints from an agency in St Albans. But their river timetable, they admitted, might have applied to the colonial era in the Congo. I had even written to the British Embassy in Kinshasa more than two months before I left, asking details of these river boats, and getting no reply had tried to telephone them. The international operator told me it took at least forty-eight hours and usually a week to get through to the capital of Zaïre. So I travelled hopefully, with the Johnny Walker and the Monsieur de Givenchy, but without the cards or dice. An omen? But of what? Certainly I wasn’t the first traveller made uneasy by all the queries hanging over the great river. That was the only consolation.


 When I paid my bill at the duty-free checkout I noticed the minute tide-wrack of white paint round the edges of my nails – legacy of a few days spent decorating our bathroom the previous week. Will I ever be free of home, I thought? Will I ever get to Africa?


*


I went on with my notes then. ‘I come to live suspended – exactly fulfilling the dreadful purpose of this arid, air-conditioned transit lounge. The Kinshasa flight has been delayed. They’re waiting for something or somebody. And like a prisoner I either sleep, or, when awake, I look for signs – searching for the blue sky or a sparrow from a cell window. The lovely Congolese maîtresse was one such indicator, her whole body pointing to Africa. But the remnants of white paint beneath my nails, like forensic evidence found on a murderer, tell a different story: my alibi here, en route to Africa, is broken. I am still at home. I have never left there.’


I dozed in the plastic chair that moulded my backside perfectly, but gave no support anywhere else. I slept momentarily, though the dream seemed interminably long. I was edging nervously down the sheer sides of a black marble cliff – carved, like the stone effigies on Mount Rushmore, in the shape of a vast human face. I was looking desperately for grips, footholds, without ropes or pitons. It was raining heavily, the rock face slippery in any case, and I knew I must fall into the valley, a long flat tawny yellow plainsland where the sun shone brilliantly far beneath me. It was an American valley, for I could see the flat tops of acacia trees, ant hills, white-rumped gazelle: a paradise without people, black or white, a vision of Africa before the fall. Then I fell, willingly releasing my grip, knowing that I would die. But there was a lovely sense of spinning vertigo, a free fall happiness at least. Suddenly I was surrounded by voices, by pandemonium.


‘Je vais téléphoner ma soeur! Je dois téléphoner ma SOEUR! …’ I woke. Two skinny Congolese youths were being manhandled through the transit lounge by a pair of huge Belgian flics. We were all of us on our way now, moving down the covered ramp towards the plane. But the déportés refused to go into the great mouth of the ramp, kicking, struggling violently, one of them still shouting, ‘Je vais téléphoner ma soeur….’ He fell on the sloping rubber floor, only to be picked up by his shirt collar and dragged forward. The collar tore. The flic took him by the back of his jeans then and lugged him forward, sack of potatoes-style. The two Africans had no other clothes and no luggage. Their cries filled the ramp and none of us did anything. ‘Je vais téléphoner ma soeur!’ The younger of the two boys – they were hardly more than that – kept repeating the phrase, a desperate, tear-choked shout, like a child being tortured in his lessons over a French phrase book. But finally they were brutally forced on through and ahead of us and hidden somewhere in the great belly of the plane, for when we all got to our seats there was just the muzak – a medley from My Fair Lady – and the smell of cheap cologne. I complained to the Belgian steward when he came round to see if my seat belt was secure. ‘Mais – ils sont des terroristes,’ he told me, adjusting the air flow on the nipple above. ‘Judge and executioner – are you?’ I asked him suddenly, speaking in English now. ‘With your ’plane acting as the tumbril? Is that it?’ The steward looked at me grimly but said nothing.


I was pretty certain I knew who these boys were. They were Zaïrean students living in Brussels – on scholarships, or with their parents in exile perhaps, two among thousands: students who had protested against President Mobutu’s corrupt and vicious régime at home, who had demonstrated in Brussels for several years past now. But Mobutu had sent his secret police in among them, as agents provocateurs, to prey on them, with the help of the Belgian Ministry of the Interior and their Deuxième Bureau. Together they had trapped many of these students, planted subversive documents, incriminated them. Those were the ones who were sent home, like these two, with just the clothes they stood up in. But that wouldn’t matter. Their likely fate was one where clothes and baggage would be entirely superfluous.


The muzak stopped. The big DC10 thudded clumsily down the runway, a minute of increasing pace, suicidal, land-bound – then a sudden silence as the wheels were free, the vibration stopped and the plane lifted into its true element like a great whale, nose up, searching for life, Africa-bound. Still I hadn’t left. I heard the words, the sobs in the transit lounge, the cries all the way down the ramp: ‘Je vais téléphoner ma soeur! Je vais téléphoner….’ This was my invitation to the voyage. But we’d been hi-jacked, not invited to Africa: Baudelaire’s sweet poetry of departure turned very sour. ‘Mon enfant, ma soeur….’ How did it go on?








Le tout n’est qu’ordre et beauté,


Luxe, calme et volupté …














I wondered. The omens told against – especially since the beautiful Congolese woman had disappeared way up front, into the armchairs and free champagne of the first class. Hers was the ordered opulence, the pleasure, peace and elegance: mine the thin, arse-aching, knee-stubbing seat, hemmed in by two gros Belges all night. I didn’t sleep. Part of me travelled in the mind: I was taking a late train home from Paddington. Another part, a stranger, was flying to Africa.






















CHAPTER TWO


No Exit





I met Harry Jupiter on my second morning at the Memling Hotel in Kinshasa. I was late down for breakfast. The cafe-terrace at the end of the lobby was crowded so I had to share a table with him. It was the luckiest meeting I had in Kinshasa – apart from Eleanor.


It was the dry season. There was no heat in the city and the terrace was set back in an almost cold shade under the roof at the back of the yellow-stained lobby. So Harry wore a pullover, a big one for he was a large man. The only unusual thing about it was that it was a cricket pullover, long-sleeved, in white wool, with the coloured lines – red and green bands round the collar and waist – of some English cricket club. He was reading a French paper, not from Kinshasa, but from Brazzaville, the twin city, capital of the old French Congo on the other side of the river. A French paper and a continental breakfast: coffee and croissants. I was hoping for something more substantial.


‘Omelette au jambon,’ I asked the woman when I’d finally caught her eye and willed her over to me. The woman sighed.


‘You have to mark the card up.’ The man opposite spoke for the first time. ‘You mark out what you want,’ he said.


The waitress got me a card and I ticked right down the list. I was hungry. I ticked the croissants, too.


‘There aren’t any,’ the man said. ‘I bring my own when I breakfast here. There’s a good boulangerie right behind the hotel, on the way to the Grand Marché. You can only get croissants for breakfast up at the Intercontinental.’


‘Thank you.’


The big man must have been in his late fifties, with a faded American accent, from the deep south, I thought, but with distinct French intonations: the r’s rolled easily and he hit a fine high Norman croak on the é of Marché. An old French-American from New Orleans? He folded his newspaper. ‘I see Mitterrand is on his way out here – a shot in the arm for all the ex-French territories up north. A little of the old mission civilisatrice. I doubt we can expect the King of the Belgians here, though.’


He took a cheroot from a small leather cigar-case in front of him, offered me one. ‘I’ll wait till I’ve had some food,’ I said. He laughed then, for the first time, a throaty, gravel-in-a-barrel laugh. ‘You’ll be waiting half an hour for what you ordered. Have some of my coffee. You can use the other side of the cup. I’m Harry Jupiter.’


I introduced myself. ‘Only got here yesterday. From London.’


‘Yes. I heard something of that. With the BBC, I think? I listen to your World Service every day. I get your magazine, too: the Listener.’


I was surprised.


‘Oh, I have people out at the airport. You have to have – else you’d never get out of the place. Never get anything in either.’


I was still surprised. ‘How did you spot me?’


‘One of my boys did. He’s a good boy, Alain. Speaks English well – I’ve taught him. That’s one of my jobs here. Very few British people come to Kinshasa. And those that do – well, there’s only two or three real flights in here a week from Europe now and I always have someone up there when they get in.’


I took one of Harry’s cheroots. They were small, chunky, wedge-shaped: tarry and unappetising-looking. But they smoked well – a slow, woody, blue-whiffed smoke.


‘They’re from the Kivu region, way out on the eastern borders here. Though they get them in from Rwanda now. They don’t make much of anything in Zaïre any more. Gas is running out.’


‘Is it? I was hoping to do a lot of travelling in Zaïre.’


‘You were?’ Harry’s eyelids lifted, a sharp blue glint in the pupils. He licked his lips, as if he’d just spotted a long-odds winner in the paddock. ‘Travel is an interesting thing in this country,’ he said.


‘Yes. So I’ve heard. I’m making for the coast first, down to Matadi and Banana Point. Then back up here and on up river – on the big boat to Kisangani. Then I wanted to get into the Ituri forest, see something of the pygmies. And there’s the Kivu region you mentioned on the eastern border – the lakes and volcanoes….’


Harry’s eyes were wide open now. ‘I think you misunderstand me,’ he said. ‘Travel here is interesting – because you can’t.’


‘Oh.’


‘Oh indeed.’ He laughed, the gravel barrel tilting a little in his throat.


‘Well, I was going to see the tourist people here this morning.’


The barrel tilted some more. ‘They closed down the Ministry of Tourism here two years ago, Mr Hone. Didn’t they tell you that in London?’


‘No – just said I couldn’t come into the country from the east; that I had to come in via Kinshasa. I was to have done the whole trip east to west, in the “Footsteps of Stanley” sort of style. Now I’m going to have to reverse it.’


‘You’re going to have to do a deal more than that, I fancy: you’re going to have to get out of Kinshasa first – like a prison break. That’ll be your first concern.’


‘Why should it be so difficult?’


The gravel barrel in his throat tilted right over now. ‘How were you thinking of managing it? You got a lot of native porters with tea chests, half a dozen armed askaris? There may be no other way out of here.’


‘No. I don’t have much equipment in fact. I gave my son a compass for Christmas. He lent it back to me. I’ve got a map of equatorial Africa, though the scale looks a bit small to me. And I brought some tinned salmon and crackers, a bottle of lime juice and some Johnny Walker Black Label – as well as all the usual malaria and dysentery pills.’


‘That’s hardly enough to see you out to the suburbs here.’


‘But I’m going up-river by boat. I brought these as extras, a few goodies. I’d like to have gone across the continent with bearers and tea chests and old Lee-Enfield rifles. But it’s not on these days.’


‘No, indeed. Only trouble is that nothing is on here these days. I’d revise your itinerary – or cancel it. Hang around the city here a bit. You’ll have to, I guess, anyway. Apart from the transport, they don’t much care for inquisitive foreigners nosing about out of town at the moment. Never have, in fact. Besides, Kinshasa is a country in itself. All you need is money to discover it.’


‘Well, I have a little of that. Not much, this is radio I’m doing….’


Harry leant forward, a real gleam in his eye, speaking with gravitas now. ‘Money is another very interesting thing here. Inflation makes it just like it was in the old Weimar Republic: you have to carry a lot of it around, in a wheelbarrow, ideally. There’s no coin here at all now. It’s all in old notes. 5-Zaïre notes usually. One of those used to buy you a whole night on the town. Now it won’t even get you a beer.’


‘Oh.’


‘Your ham and eggs – when you get it: that’ll be 50 or 60 Zaïres in this palatial establishment. Nearly fifteen dollars at the official rate.’


‘Is there another rate?’ I asked cautiously.


Harry took a second cheroot from his little cigar-case. I noticed a star of David inlaid in silver on the leather.


‘Yes,’ he said, sighing with gratitude. ‘Indeed there is another rate. None of us would be here otherwise. The Parallel Rate.’ He uttered the phrase with a hushed twinkle in his voice, looking cautiously over the end of his cheroot, like a comic confronting the Holy Grail.


‘The parallel rate?’


‘The unofficial rate. You can get three, four, five times as much for your dollar on that. Depending on the priests, if they need things from Europe for the missions; or on whether it’s holiday time for the gros  Belges. Back to Brussels on the Sunday Rocket: well, they need the dollars then. And that’s when you can move onto the parallel rate. That’s when you really start to lead the life of Reilly here, Mr Hone,’ Harry went on with enthusiasm. ‘Puts a whole different complexion on things: fresh radishes and sole bonne femme flown in from Brussels twice a week: a Mercedes, two chauffeurs, a dozen boys and a big villa in the old Belgian residential quarter by the river. You really start to move here – on the parallel rate. And of course you can build yourself a wall then, too.’


‘A wall?’


‘A big wall, round your villa. You’ll see when you get about town. They’re all building walls furiously right now. It’s the smartest thing of the season. The bigger the better.’


Harry looked up just then. There was a disturbance, an excited flutter at the end of the lobby. A magnificent middle-aged African in a dazzling, multi-coloured bubus – a sort of loose hanging nightgown affair – was making royal progress through the hall, followed by a scatter of obsequious attendants, supplicants and hangers-on.


‘That’s General N’Gongo,’ Harry said. ‘A minister, a commissaire last year. But temporarily in eclipse right now. He’s building a wall – the biggest in Kinshasa, I’d say.’


‘On the parallel rate?’ I suggested.


‘I wouldn’t speak too loudly. In the good old days here the General – he was a sergeant then – had people like you for breakfast. And that’s another thing to bear in mind here, Mr Hone, if you’re white: keep a low profile. And don’t talk French if you can help it. They might think you were Belgian, and that’s not so good. The Belgians caused some trouble here, over the years, to put it mildly. Old King Leopold and his friends especially, when they had this whole country as their own private ball game, used to chop all the black hands off everywhere up-river, if the rubber wasn’t coming in quick enough. So talk English,’ Harry advised me firmly. ‘They like that. They all want to learn English. That’s why I’m here. Though of course I teach American. And I tell you – they like that even better!’


Harry grumbled and hawked with laughter: the skin in his cheeks and jowls vibrating. His face hadn’t fallen yet, but it wouldn’t be long, and when it did he would be a wonderfully complete Buddha, where age would really swell and toast the half-burnt ivory of his complexion. In name a supreme God, his body was that of a demi-god already: rotund, juicy, like an inverted pear about to drop, with large dewy eyes, the lids drooping a little now with the sun-struck years, so that quite soon the wry, candid gaze would be pleasantly, comfortably hooded. Although there would never be anything of the hawk in Harry’s expression; no sharp queries, unease, no suspicion, no devious intent whatsoever.


Harry, as I was to discover, had learnt and survived so much deception in his life, absorbed and expelled every trickery and deceit, that he was guileless now – a great balloon hanging over the city: seeing, understanding and pardoning everything. Though perhaps at ground level the image of a huge bath sponge is more appropriate: Harry absorbed and released information like water. Or like a plant – better still: he lived by osmosis, drawing in all the gossip, the life of Kinshasa like sunlight. A balloon, a sponge, a plant – all that. And though I would probably have met him anyway, at some point in my rambles about the city, I was luckier than I knew that morning in meeting him so soon. Harry became most of my city, gave me all my entrances and exits there.


*


For a long time we drove round the edge of the African Cité in Kinshasa – the old native quarter in what was then Leopoldville. It was a vast area, marked simply by a huge rectangular blank space on the only map I’d seen of the city; two miles long and a mile wide, with well over a million people living there, I’d been told. Even if the crippled taxi hadn’t been falling apart – splitting, tearing at the seams, tied up with string – we could never have driven through the Cité. There were no real roads, just endless mud-caked alleyways, narrow gullies that led to the mysterious interior, first among the grander breeze-block beer shops and garages that formed an outer ring to this kasbah before the tracks were lost in the huge mix of tacked-up buildings beyond: corrugated iron, flattened oil drums, discarded wooden pallets, circular windows framed in old tyres, sacking, polythene, mud. The building materials stretched away to the horizon, each man his own Le Corbusier, restricted only by what seemed a regulation height – for the top of the Cité was flat, running away forever with the roofs at more or less the same level, set at little more than a man’s height, flat as a warty bandaged hand. Bricks and scaffolding for a second storey were things beyond the dreams of avarice in the Cité. It was gold enough to get one roof over your head here.


The beer shops were open. There was the throb of Congo reggae, taped out at 100 decibels, coming from behind each gaudy coloured pub, where local artists had dreamt up their comic strip signs in brilliant acrylic housepaint. A huge green bottle of ‘Primus’ beer exploded above one beer hall, where the gunpowder was a woman at the centre, a black, slit-skirt Marilyn Monroe kicking the glass shards. Another sign showed two Africans, with white faces and black lips like nigger minstrels in reverse, sitting under an umbrella, gold rain descending all round them, as they quaffed a bile-green beer. A third panorama showed a whole family drinking merrily round a tomb where the departed, an old grandfather and mother, were set up in effigy above it – miniaturised people who appeared as waiters waiting to pick up the empties when the party was finished round their tombstone table. I wondered if this was a funeral parlour. I asked my driver. First he shook his head; then he nodded it. A combined operation, beer shop and undertakers in one.


The really strange thing was the lack of people. There was the music and these tremendous comic strip invitations – but no people. Then, stopping at a junction, the window open, I heard a faint roar coming from all over the Cité, a bee’s nest sound, a soft murmur set like a canopy over the whole rubbish-dump landscape. They were there all right, invisible, a million people under the sacks and wooden pallets, adding up the honey of their lives together in a million different ways. But I couldn’t imagine how. I wanted to imagine their thoughts. But I couldn’t.


When you come to the strangeness of a new city, you try and look through the buildings, into the rooms, searching the interiors, imagining the domestic intimacies, inventing the familiar as a silken thread through the labyrinth. But here, my mind reaching out over this great scrofulous, ulcerous, suppurating body, I could feel nothing, sense nothing except the crazy notion that everyone in the Cité was hidden around their ancestors’ tombs just then, flooded in gold rain, with Marilyn Monroe dancing on the graves, the bottles exploding while they lowered the pea-green beer.


Beyond this real Cité we came to another: Cité de la Voix de Zaïre – the new radio and TV centre in bunker-style concrete built by the French a few years ago. Again, the place seemed almost totally deserted – a great skyscraper to one side, a long complex of sound stages and studios to the other. An African walked from one of the stages carrying a wheel-less bicycle. Another followed with a big paint brush. They set the bicycle down in the middle of the forecourt and the second man took his brush to it. But then – the problem: there was no paint. I was in an empty waiting room by then and I got up to look at the action, for presumably this was being filmed and I hadn’t seen the cameras. There were no cameras. But the man was really painting the bicycle now, dabbing away at it. Were they rehearsing an act? – or just rehearsing the painting of the machine? I couldn’t decide.


After twenty minutes I was called upstairs. I was sorry to leave, for by this time, having finished their imaginary painting, the two men had taken the bicycle to bits and were trying to re-assemble it, without success. Just as I had to leave for my appointment, a third man arrived, a more severe-looking fellow, carrying a big tin of paint.


In a very grand office on the top floor of the skyscraper I met the Press Councillor, the Citoyen Commissaire – a tall, beautifully dressed man of the utmost sophistication, with perfect English. He wore a silk Kaunda suit in soft Windsor grey with the half-opened bud of a red rose nestling just beneath his throat. In front of him an untouched glass of fresh orange juice sat on a pile of newspapers, The Times and Le Monde. I could imagine this man’s life all right, his thoughts, his domestic surroundings: a man of effortless, affable style, a welcome addition to any African reception at the Elysée Palace or 10 Downing Street; a man of the world, though not this world, I felt, for his present office was strangely mute, as the corridor outside and all the adjoining offices were: no sound of typewriters, teleprinters, telephones. And no people. The Citoyen Commissaire perched like a splendidly feathered rooster at the top of an empty hen house where everything, and everyone but him, had been struck by a power failure.


I told the Commissaire of my hopes in Zaïre. He listened carefully. ‘Not a political series,’ I assured him. ‘In the “Footsteps of Stanley” – that sort of thing. I’m going coast to coast, west–east, from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean. Colour material….’


‘Yes, of course. Though didn’t Stanley come into Zaïre the other way round, from the east, down-river?’


‘Yes, but I couldn’t get a visa – to come the right way round – from your London Embassy. They said I had to come into Zaïre via Kinshasa.’


‘Of course. We still have a few problems on the eastern borders. It’s not advisable – for your own safety.’


‘Well, here I am anyway. I thought I’d spend a few days in Kinshasa, then go down to the estuary, to Matadi, then out to Banana Point on the Atlantic. Then back up here and up-river to Kisangani on the big passenger boat – I think it’s ten days on the river, you don’t happen to know the times of the boats do you? – then into the Ituri Forest. I was anxious to see something of the pygmy tribes there.’


‘Yes, indeed.’ A small secretary came into the room just then and the tall, wonderfully dressed Commissaire spoke to him, standing up slowly, where he seemed to go on standing up for some seconds. He signed papers. Then he turned back to me. ‘An excellent itinerary. Now, could you put all that down in writing for me? It’s the usual paperwork thing here, I’m afraid. Bureaucracy.’ He gestured round the paperless room.


‘Of course.’


‘And send it to me at once. With the heading of your BBC company, on the notepaper.’ The Commissaire lifted up the glass of orange juice – and I saw then that it was a trick glass where some oily, yellow coloured liquid had been sealed into the sides of the tumbler: an imagined glass of orange juice where the idea stood for the substance.


‘Certainly. I’ll send the itinerary round tomorrow morning.’


I was about to leave. He held his hand up, but not to shake. ‘There’s only one point,’ he said suavely. ‘We’re holding local government elections all over Zaïre at the moment.’ Then he added most pleasantly, the one thing obviously following quite naturally on the other: ‘No foreigners are allowed out of Kinshasa for the time being.’


The secretary came in then again and I heard the name ‘Mitterrand’ exchanged in hushed tones between them. When I got downstairs and out onto the forecourt again there were the remains of three or four unpainted bicycles lying on the ground. Bicycles? I needed a boat, not a bicycle anyway. Despite Harry and the Commissaire I was going up the Congo come hell or high water. And the sooner I made a start in that direction, the better….


*


The river-boat timetable I’d finally got hold of was the most elaborate collection of promises I’ve ever seen. Its forty foolscap pages gave comprehensive details of every trip you could possibly take – up, down or off the Congo river. With its dozen routes and major destinations throughout the great river basin, its hundreds of stopping places and its tempting collection of symbols denoting ‘De Luxe Cabin’, ‘Dog Kennels’ and ‘First Class Restaurants’ – it clearly offered the ultimate in African travel, particulalry on the ONATRA company’s main line – just where I wanted to go: the thousand-mile journey upstream from Kinshasa to the port of Kisangani on the great bend of the river in the heartlands of the continent.


Mbandaka, Mobeka, Lisala, Bumba, Isangi, Yangambi, Kisangani. … The names of the provincial capitals and smaller river stations conjured up just the sort of dramatic litany I wanted: a fabulous mix of African fact and fiction. Stanley had literally fought his way down this river just over a hundred years before: an astonishing journey in commandeered war canoes, with thirty-two ferocious pitched battles on the way, beating off an endless collection of cannibal tribes. The Belgians had taken over shortly afterwards – with hippopotamus-hide whips, obscene brutalities, mass executions. Conrad had come this way a few years later – to his appointment with the evil Mr Kurtz in the heart of darkness. André Gide and his boy friend, Marc Allégret, had followed him. And long after that Graham Greene had followed them, taking the Bishop’s boat in search of his character Querry, the stricken architect maimed by civilisation, finally placing him among the genuine lepers crawling along the forest paths of the interior in A Burnt-out Case.


Savagery, mystery, primeval darkness – these were the real images, the real destinations hidden behind the bland facts and figures of the timetable. And now I was in Kinshasa myself, waiting to get on that boat, another traveller about to be named in this fantastic passenger list of men who had journeyed to Conrad’s ‘dark places of the earth’. Or was I about to be named?


‘That will be 3000 Zaïres, first-class, one-way, inclusive for the ten-day trip.’ The important African loomed over his huge, empty, glass topped desk. We were in the vast ONATRA building in downtown Kinshasa: the biggest office block in the city, air-conditioned, built by the Belgians just before they ran from the country twenty-one-years before. There had been an air of ponderous efficiency in the lobby and on my way along corridors to see this Great God of the river-boat company – a government monopoly with a necessary efficiency, I thought, since I was well aware that river transport is largely the only transport throughout Zaïre. Without boats everyone and everything came to a full stop in this country. I was just about to hand the money over – a stiff £300 at the official rate – when I hesitated.


‘The boat still leaves Monday morning, nine o’clock?’


‘No. Thursday, in fact. It’s late coming downstream.’


It was only my third day in Kinshasa. But already I knew enough about the crazy bureaucratic life in the city to put my money away. ‘I’ll come back,’ I said. ‘Fix things up with you after the weekend.’


I walked back up the main boulevard then – the Trente Juin: a straight two miles carved right through the heart of the city, a slummy Champs Elysées, before it curved at the top and ran out into the suburbs for another three miles. I tacked sharply away from the crippled beggars on their stumps and trolleys outside the Post Office, making for me on their pram wheels like raiders in war canoes. The sky was the usual suffocating blanket of grey above me. After only three days I was longing to be out of Kinshasa. But Harry Jupiter, when I met him at the Memling Hotel bar that lunchtime, maintained his original grave doubts about my ambitions.


‘They’re lying down at ONATRA,’ he said. ‘Or else they’re blind. The Kisangani steamer is here right now, in port. I saw the funnel this morning.’


‘Maybe that’s another steamer.’ I bought Harry a vermouth. We were in the little cocktail bar in the small corridor on the way into the restaurant. Harry didn’t drink beer in the dry season.


‘Listen,’ he said. ‘About the passenger boats: they don’t work, they break down, they can’t repair them, there’s no fuel. The local boys cannibalise them, then sell the stuff as spare parts. It’s all a dream – travelling up-river now. I’ve tried it myself.’


I showed Harry the elaborate timetable then. He was amazed. ‘I’ve never seen one of these before.’ He looked at it carefully, handling it like a rare manuscript. ‘Lisala, Bumba, Basoko, Lokutu, Yangambi, Kisangani,’ he intoned. ‘Just names,’ he added finally. ‘Words, not deeds. You haven’t realised that yet, have you? In Zaïre now, if they put something in writing – especially if they print it up like this – it stands for the deed. You don’t actually have to do the thing then. It’s a neat trick: timetables like this absolve them from taking any further action.’ Harry laughed, a generous rumble.


‘Oh, I’m learning,’ I said. I told him about the glass of trick orange juice on the Press Councillor’s desk. ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘But you’re really only on chapter one.’


On Monday I saw another more junior man at the ONATRA building, in the operations room this time: short, portly, officious. He was sitting in front of a huge wall plan of the whole river network, where little sliding coloured buttons represented all the company’s boats on stream at that moment.


‘Ah yes,’ he said very confidently. ‘The Kisangani boat has been delayed – until the end of the week. Repairs. Come back tomorrow and I’ll be able to tell you the position.’


The next day the fat confident executive had disappeared. Instead a thin, unconfident clerk was in his place. He looked at the wall plan for me, mystified, considering it like the Rosetta Stone. He tried to move one of the little coloured buttons. But it was stuck fast. He consulted a big ledger instead.


‘Kisangani?’ He was equally perplexed here, thumbing nervously through the pages. But finding nothing to suit his purposes in the book, he suddenly looked up, and grasping the words out of the air, said sharply ‘That boat is not leaving Kinshasa until the seventeenth.’ This was ten days away.


‘What’s the problem?’


‘No problem.’ The clerk was affronted now. ‘The Kisangani boat left here yesterday. The next one isn’t until the seventeenth.’ Triumphantly the little man closed the ledger. This boat business was obviously getting on top of these people, I thought – boats hithering and thithering up and down-river apparently at random; yesterday, today, tomorrow, the end of the week or not at all. I produced my famous timetable then, pointing out that the Kisangani boat was supposed to leave not yesterday or on the seventeenth, but every Monday at nine o’clock.


The clerk took the timetable from me gingerly – viewing it, like Harry, with some amazement. Indeed, he was speechless, turning all the wonderful pages, pondering the remote places, the exotic destinations, the clever symbols. He’d obviously never seen this fantastic document in his life before. ‘Lisala, Bumba, Basoko,’ he chanted reverently. ‘Lokutu, Isangi, Yangambi….’ He was spellbound by the majesty of it all. I left him at it.


Harry laughed again when I met him later that morning. He rolled in the aisles. ‘You’re certainly getting the hang of things here,’ he said. ‘And maybe you can’t blame them too much for it. You see, the white man is prey in Africa now. Fair game, to be stalked. They like to play you on all sorts of hooks. It’s their revenge-just as we preyed on them. They do it very politely, you think they’re playing straight. But what they’re actually doing is tying you up in knots – and they’re pleased to. Remember that. It’s our turn for the slavery now. We’re at the sharp end and there’s nothing much you can do about it. Except money. You could try hiring a private boat, or hitch a lift on a cargo barge.’


I went down to the port that afternoon, noticing how the old Belgian residential quarter had been built away from the river, turning its back on it, as one would on a malign presence. No one had ever really liked the river here, seen it as a friend – that was the obvious, interesting thing. The waterfront quite lacked any happy life, native or European. There was just a long run of dirty wharves, crumbling warehouses, stalled cranes and endless lines of rusting or sunken ships, old paddle steamers and barges, a few bows and funnels poking up through the vast brown sheet of water, broken hulks, the remnants of a once vibrant river transport system here which had long since disappeared. Stanley’s ‘murderous river’ had won this anti-colonial battle hands down. There were no boats at all to be seen out on the stream. The waters coursed through these narrows just as they had before Stanley discovered the place more than a hundred years before: untouched now as then.


Later that day Harry sent one of his Zaïrean boys down to the docks to enquire about cargo boats for me. The man had been promptly arrested. ‘As a smuggler – or what?’ I asked Harry next morning.


‘No. He was just the wrong tribe. Not a river tribe. He’s from the Shaba region in the south. They’re very fussy about who they let out on the river these days.’


‘Fussy? They don’t seem to let anyone out on it.’


‘Yes. But maybe you’re going about the whole thing the wrong way. You’re asking them questions they can just give a yes or no answer to. That’s fatal here. You’re sort of saying, “Does the boat leave for Kisangani today?” What you have to do is shout, “What have you done with the boat for Kisangani!” You might get somewhere then.’


‘I see.’


‘Maybe I can still fix you up with something,’ Harry relented. ‘If you insist. But it’ll take time. You might as well get accustomed to Kinshasa. Or maybe you could take a trip across to Brazzaville while you’re waiting. Things tend to work over there. There’s a little French restaurant right on the port….’ Harry bought me a vermouth this time – a large one – and consoled me with all the delights of Brazzaville.


*


Across the river you could always see Brazzaville – the chic French architecture on the city waterfront and the low white cliffs to either side, which reminded Stanley of Dover when he first came here, down the Congo river, to this western end of the Pool, just over a hundred years ago.


You could see Brazza if you leant far enough out of my bedroom window in the Memling Hotel. And you could see it without any effort at all from most of the side windows upstairs in the Chancellery at the Embassy. You could see the other city from almost every tall building in Kinshasa, just as you could gaze at it from ground level, en clair, from any point along the ramparts on the southern bank, or from the port downtown, which gave straight out onto the hulks of rusting dredgers and decaying paddle steamers abandoned in the vast grey stream. Brazza was with you all the way along the river-front, on the Avenue des Nations Unies, where the huge colonial villas and embassies looked down on the empty water, great mauve-green clumps of water hyacinth the only traffic, floating down like giant sprouting broccoli, torn out from the river banks all the way far up into the interior. You could see the crowded little ferry, too, morning and afternoon, plying across the mile of pewter-coloured water that lay between the twin cities.


But you couldn’t get to Brazzaville.


And you couldn’t get up river because all the passenger boats had broken down or run aground in this dry season. You couldn’t get downstream either, of course, in any sort of boat, as Stanley had discovered, for there was nothing but rapids and wicked cataracts and high falls from just below Kinshasa for 150 miles all the way until you hit open water again, on the neck of the estuary, at the port of Matadi.


There was a narrow-gauge, single-track railway from Kinshasa to Matadi, built through the tortuous Crystal Mountains by King Leopold and his murderous Belgians in the 1890s (‘A black for every sleeper’), where the town guide now advertised ‘Train No. 50 – First Class Only’ leaving for the coast every morning. But I had been to the empty station at the bottom of the Boulevard Trente Juin on several mornings. It was a station in name alone: a stationary station, where once more the title sufficed for the purpose. And even if there had been trains, the fuel was running out in Zaïre anyway, which meant that cars were difficult too. Few people would drive you beyond the suburbs of Kinshasa – let alone out onto the few roads in the interior. So you couldn’t move up-country that way.


You could take a local Zaïre Aero Service flight out, to one of the many airstrips in the interior which the Belgians had built so that their paratroopers could control the whole country in the old days. You could go this way, if you had the cash and the temerity to bribe and fight your way out after a week waiting for a seat at Kinshasa International. Or you could hire a small plane and fly out privately, if you were very rich. And of course there were always rumours of other escapes. A Catholic mission boat from somewhere far upstream would be in town on the 19th – or a little Cessna from one of the fifty-seven Protestant missions was expected in Kinshasa the day after; or there was a private cargo tug you might hitch a lift with, leaving for Kisangani, a thousand miles up on the bend of the river, next weekend. But the rumours always died at the last moment, when you were on your way down to the port with your baggage or had finally made a deal with a taxi to the airport. The rumours died and you cursed as you looked across at Brazzaville, where things apparently worked.


*


Davidson had told me, with deft superiority, that afternoon at the Embassy: ‘I go to Brazza every month or so. There are a few British over there. But it takes me my diplomatic pass and four other ministry and customs chits to get on that ferry. It might take you a lot more.’ He looked at me unhelpfully. ‘Why do you want to go there anyway?’


‘I hear things work over in Brazza,’ I said.


‘Well, comparatively speaking. It was French. Mitterrand is keen on doing well by all the francophone countries now. And they use the African franc over there, a convertible currency. So, some things work. The telephone for example.’


‘Locally?’


‘And overseas. They’ve a satellite link.’


‘I could phone home from there, you mean?’


‘You might. You’d certainly find that difficult from here.’ Davidson tried to smile. ‘But why Brazza – when you told me last time you wanted to get up-river? To Kisangani and so on.’


I smiled now. ‘I’ve been trying for over two weeks to get that boat: the big passenger boat. Monday mornings at nine o’clock. That’s what the timetable says. But all I get are excuses, lies – I don’t know what. There’s no boat.’


Davidson craned his neck round, looking out of his window over the river. ‘I think I saw the Kisangani boat in this morning,’ he said. ‘It was late coming downstream. Think I saw the big funnel.’


I stood up and rushed to the window. ‘I can’t see it. That’s the funnel of the hospital boat, isn’t it?’


There was no sun on the river. There had been no sun in the city, not a moment of it, since I’d arrived. It was the dry season.


‘I don’t know. Why don’t you go down to the port and find out?’


‘I’ve been down. I’ve been living in the port. And the ONATRA building. I thought while I was waiting I might go over to Brazza. I think I need a chit from you for that – to begin with. A certificate of good conduct or something.’


‘I tell you it’s very difficult. I can give you a chit all right. But the rest of the papers will take you up to a week or more. Why bother?’


‘I hear there’s a French café-restaurant on the river-front in Brazza, run by some cantankerous old colon. But decent food. He does grilled telapia and a good steack-frites. The wine is drinkable, too, I’m told. And the meal doesn’t cost you £20, as it does here. And there are real newspapers in Brazza, aren’t there? – from France. As well as a local one. And television and real taxis. And Bic razors and lighters in the shops. And telephones. I thought if I went to Brazza for the day I might feel a little at home,’ I said desperately.






















CHAPTER THREE


The Dry Season





The Grand Marché, some way behind the Memling Hotel, was truly grand. It seemed to cover an area almost as big as the African Cité that lay immediately beyond it – except that here, over the centre of the market, vast sloping concrete roofs had been set up against the tropical rain, so that walking towards it from a distance, with the roar of thousands of voices, there was the clear impression of a football stadium and a wild game somewhere immediately ahead. And when you passed beyond the cheap hotels, the heavily barred windows of the Greek and Lebanese shops on the Avenue Bokassa, when you got to where the streets ran out beyond the Avenue du Commerce, on the very edge of the market, you stepped into a warm black sea of humanity – water filled with dazzling coloured sails, rising on wooden masts and booms from all the cotton print stalls that ringed the edge of the market.


Here were the paradise-bird fabrics, on rolls or temptingly hung in the air, in hundreds of different neon-hued patterns, flags of desire for every woman in the city, country bumpkin or wife of a Citoyen Commissaire, for there were few real shops at all in Kinshasa and certainly no formal African haberdashers: Queen or clown, you came here to this outer ring of fire in the market for your bubus, togas, mammy cloths.


I put a foot in the water and was at once borne away into the middle of the stream. The men were catered for at one end of the cotton print stalls. And soon, as the only white and trousered man on view that morning, I was being offered braces for every purse, in every material, cut and colour, from plain canvas buttonhole to natty elastic clip-on jobs in blue or red pin-stripe. Another stall displayed hundreds of brand new white towels, electric purple ankle socks and dozens of strobe-light shirt lengths, Congo-Hawaii style, that made your eyes blink. The towels were going fast, a thrusting crowd round them. I managed to pick one up. Clearly woven into the deep pile was the logo and the legend of the ‘Intercontinental Hotel Kinshasa’.


Caught in a slow-motion whirlpool I was gradually sucked and elbowed into the heart of the place – past the up-market grocery stalls, filled with the pilferings of white kitchens, I suspected, where a variety of very ordinary single tins of food were royally displayed on paper doilys like exotic fare in Fortnums: Smedley’s Baked Beans, small bottles of Belgian ketchup, French tinned prunes and hundreds of different-sized cans of powdered milk, the larger ones clearly marked ‘US AID – NOT TO BE RE-SOLD’.


The next vast circle of stalls held the basic staples of the country: palm oil and cassava. The cooking oil was sold in old jam jars and bottles of every conceivable shape and size, and clearly the contents of all the white dustbins in the city had been put to good use, so that for 10 Zaïres you bought your oil in an open Coke bottle; for 50 in the larger stoppered glass of a Dimple Haig. The cassava was offered in every manner as well – from the raw rude warty roots of the plant, to the tuber neatly rolled like salami in a banana leaf, or the nude, white powdered variety like grated coconut, and the sticky, jaundiced, sump-sludge paste form in which the cassava was mixed with the palm oil. These staples led to the more expensive side-dishes: bananas, sorgum, yams, and the tiny red peppers that had already burnt my mouth off, as pili-pili sauce, in the Memling restaurant.


At the centre of the market was the Holy Grail of flesh – animal and fish: scrawny, tattered red lengths of frail muscled beef weighed out like gold; suppurating, heaving, bulbous mounds of offal; small steaks of hogfish; and above all, the greatest luxury, the dried out, black-crusted, burnt-glazed, ruby-brown caracasses of bushmeat: monkeys and mongooses from the rain forests, crucified little bodies, the torn limbs transfixed on cross sticks. Here was the caviar and smoked salmon of the country.


To one side of the market, westwards towards the Avenue du Marais, lay the flea market and the junk collections, bits and pieces beyond counting or identifying: battered Le Creuset ovenware, mouldy French text books and split bamboo furniture, remnants left behind by thousands of fleeing Belgians over the years – alarm clocks without hands, gutted art-nouveau radios, pre-war oil fridges, tattered oleographs of the Christ King and Gothic-lettered Bible scrolls from the walls of abandoned missions, sepia-tinted photographs of Edwardian Bruges and Ghent, cheap sun-stained reproductions of Breughel snowscapes, old mosquito nets, broken brass bedsteads and bidets. And beneath this lumpy rubbish an endless array of smaller domestic items were set out on trays: trinkets, buttons, brooches, paste jewellery, darning needles, empty cotton spools, along with forgotten airmail letters and picture postcards of the beach at Ostend. Here were the unconnected, incoherent shards of a thousand colonial lifetimes, dead luxuries, forgotten billets doux, desiccated memories of home – treasures that had sustained the Belgians in their great civilising mission in the Congo for nearly eighty years, now scattered down the road like the bits and pieces from some terrible accident in which everyone has died.


Further along a pyramid of black tin trunks were piled high – the sort that wretched English boys used to lug back to prep school – freshly painted, a snip on the market. And beyond that, laid out like farmyard rubbish on the ground, were the fantastic ingredients of the witch doctor’s trade: dried snake skins, chicken feathers, cloudy potions, evil-smelling roots and herbs, old teeth. It was here that I first saw Eleanor, with an older couple, two hippies, picking among the debris on the dusty soil, pondering a snake skin, smelling some wicked mandrake root. And she was still there half an hour later when I happened to come back the same way and saw her alone, one of the great tin boxes precariously balanced on her head, staggering off in long trousered strides back towards the European city. You could spot Eleanor a mile away, with her considerable height, her great helmet of blonde curls – and her trousers.


*


When I got back from the market I saw Harry among a crowd of people gazing intently into the SABENA airways window just off the main boulevard, the Trente Juin. They were all absorbed in a chalked notice which had just been set up inside, just beneath the holiday posters of the Grande Place in Brussels – and the beach at Ostend. It gave the latest expected arrival and departure times of flights to and from Brussels. Harry, studying these departure times, no doubt, looked up a little guiltily when he saw me. ‘I was expecting some textbooks in,’ he said. ‘There are so few damn flights in or out of here these days.’


But later, over a vermouth in the Memling, Harry admitted the real problem. ‘It gets you, this place, especially in the dry season. I long to be out of it. But somehow I can’t. It traps you – a sort of mental coast fever. You find yourself haunting the SABENA window at this time of year – that’s the first symptom. Then you start shouting at your boy. The drink usually comes next, or a woman you don’t need, followed by a punch-up at some diplomatic party. And then you’re on a stretcher to the airport for that midday Sunday flight: the Brussels Rocket. Red hot Caesar,’ he murmured. ‘Heap big mischief.’ Harry seemed in for a bad dose of coast fever right then. ‘Fact is,’ he went on. ‘Unless they carry you out, you’re not likely to get out of Kinshasa any other way.’


I thought Harry was exaggerating, although I had to admit I was finding Kinshasa a pretty depressing place myself just then. It was certainly the dry season – the three months of Congo winter when the cleansing tropical rains and brilliant blue skies disappear completely to be replaced by a permanent grey: lowering, dust-filled, dirty clouds that come to crouch over the city, day in, day out, so that everyone, native and white, becomes restless, edgy, congregating outside airline offices, in bars or in bed.


There was nothing to suggest the great liberating spaces of Africa here, no fierce sun, rampant fruits or vivid coloured blossom. Kinshasa in this winter world was a city besieged by the grey weather, feeding on what little it possessed of its own, so that all its flaws stood out, bones on the skeleton. The native poverty was all the more evident, while the few remaining trappings of Western ‘civilisation’ – the odd smart bars and hotels, French restaurants, pizza shops, airline offices and Belgian delicatessens – these had less point than ever in the all-embracing gloom. Usually deserted, they were like forgotten way stations in an old colonial march, memories of so much discredited European adventure in these parts. It was the dry season indeed, the juices of the city everywhere squeezed out by the crushing weather.


Harry said, ‘In the dry season I see a lot more of my friends, and we drink a lot more vermouth: the only good thing about this time of year – we tend to cling together.’ I hadn’t yet met Harry’s friends. But I’d learnt a little more about him meanwhile. He was from the American deep south, all right: his grandmother French-speaking Bayou. He’d gone north, to college, he told me, and studied medicine for a bit. But he’d quit that and gone through the war with the US Army in England, and after D-Day in France, using his good French. He didn’t elaborate on his post-war career, although I gathered he’d stayed on in the Army for some time, in some intelligence capacity perhaps – and I suspected this might be still part of his job in Kinshasa. Officially, though, he ran a language school in the city.
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From Goma to Lamu Island
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