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Preface to the 2013 Edition





After my first two books, which earned me practically nothing, I left Hutchinson and moved to the more generous Constable, where my brother had gone to work. I had given up on my thesis by now, and was trying to make a living as a freelance writer, which meant, basically, reviewing novels, first for the Spectator, then the Sunday Times, where I shared these duties with the writer Olivia Manning. I even lived for a time in the basement of her house in St John’s Wood. As the autumn went on, the number of books to review became overwhelming. Still in my twenties, with three novels behind me, I felt it was time to escape from this oppressive life and follow the example of so many other English writers and go abroad. Why I chose Morocco I no longer remember. I wasn’t exactly a scholar in French, but I could speak the language a little, and I daresay I imagined it would be pleasantly warm and exotic. I had already decided that my next novel was to be set partly in Africa, which Morocco was, just.


So off I set, and after a week or two I found myself in El Jadida, known by the Portuguese as Mazagan, a small town on the Atlantic coast, with a splendid fort and a cistern where Orson Wells had shot a lot of his film of Othello, and virtually no tourists now it was late autumn. There had been a small Jewish community there, but they had mostly gone to Israel after Morocco became independent, though one or two businessmen had stayed on. I rented a room from one of these, a Mr Bensimon, opened my portable typewriter and started writing.


The new book was to be a State of the Nation novel, about the end of Empire, contrasting the last generation of men who’d served it, and the new one which was just breaking out from the long dullness of the post-war years, but didn’t really know where it was going. Because I knew Brian Urquhart, who worked for the UN, and who had nearly been murdered in Katanga, I thought I saw how his generation of committed and often selfless people were adapting the traditional sense of service to new ends. I was also a keen follower of the new music of the Beatles, the Stones and the Kinks, which was changing attitudes among the young. And there had been a moment in the summer when it looked as though the government, under pressure from the Suez Group of the Conservative party, was not going to support the UN over Katanga. Alfreda Urquhart and others decided to organise a letter to The Times from a number of distinguished people to protest against this. I had been a sort of dogsbody, collecting and delivering signatures and sitting in on meetings. I found it very exciting to be part of political action – however small – for the first time. I met MPs and journalists and many well-known people, who if not actually important, thought they were.


I used my experience of this in the novel, and though I don’t believe that a novelist has to know everything about the subject he is writing about – that’s for journalists (fat chance) – I think the parts of The White Father which are based on personal knowledge are not only the best, but some of the best fiction I had written to that point. But there was a great deal that wasn’t based on personal or any other kind of knowledge, and though I was writing in what was physically Africa, the situation in the colony I invented, the politics, and the primitive tribe, had nothing to do with Morocco, or, alas, anywhere else. I cringe now at what seems like a terribly patronising attitude toward my District Officer, to say nothing of those in his care; and at the fact that I had no idea whatever of what a real District Officer did. I didn’t even know as much about music as the book pretends, and the whole strand about the megalomaniac emperor of the pop world is too satirical to be very funny. The tone of the book is often right; but the detail is inauthentic.


I was often lonely in El Jadida, where I was regarded with some suspicion by the local caid, though there was a very friendly British schoolmaster and his family who made me welcome. I wrote away all day, eating at cheap restaurants and drinking the vin gris, and in quite a short time I had written a first draft and felt I was ready to go exploring. But if my book was inauthentic, so was the Moroccan weather. That winter was the coldest in Europe and North Africa for many years. In London it produced the last of the famous killer fogs, and in Sussex the Wild Brooks froze so hard you could skate for miles. In Morocco it just rained; and rained. You were safe from the rain in the covered souks of Marrakech, but in Essaouira I had terrible chest pains and thought I was dying of pleurisy. A kindly Spanish doctor at the hospital, eager for European company, kept me chatting for an hour, while tubercular patients hammered for attention. ‘I can cure them’, he said with a shrug, ‘but as soon as they’re cured, they go back to their villages, where the bacteria live in the walls of their houses, and in six months they’re back here again.’ He was more encouraging about my own lungs; a spell of desert air would soon set them right. So, passing the ruins of Agadir, recently earthquaked (you could buy flour in the souks in bags marked ‘a free gift from the people of the United States’), I journeyed south to Goulimime, where the Blue People lived. They were splendid looking, and even quite blue from the dye of their clothes, but I got there on the wrong day for the famous camel market and there wasn’t much else to entertain me, so I then set off for Ouarzazate, which was in the Sahara, almost, and sounded very romantic and good for my chest, In order to reach it, I had to cross the river Draa, where there was a long queue of trucks and buses waiting for the rain-swollen river to subside. How long will it be, I asked. Four or five days, they said. Discouraged, I went back to Marrakech, intending to try to go to Fez and Meknes, but they too were unreachable because of floods, at which point I gave up on Morocco. The doctor was right about my lungs, which were working fine again, but when I went to stay with a friend in Versailles on my way home I made the mistake of trying to walk in the park. It looked beautiful under the snow, but it was so piercingly cold I had to turn back after twenty minutes. Graham Greene and Lawrence Durrell never seemed to have had my bad luck. I went back to London and found somewhere to live. My wanderjahre were over.


Julian Mitchell
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HUGH SHRIEVE made the gesture of assent, passed his right hand twice across his face to indicate pleasure, and sat down.


At once the tense black faces of the Ngulu chiefs relaxed into gap-toothed grins, and they began to imitate his gestures in a pantomime of pleasure. They crowed like cocks and embraced each other. They jumped up and down with their feet together, they laughed, they literally held their sides.


Shrieve tried to smile. His gravity, he knew, was part of their pleasure. Sometimes he wondered whether it wasn’t the most important thing he contributed to their festivals, for the permission he had just formally granted had never been in doubt and the minor limitations he had imposed on the hunting trip would, he was resigned to it, be charmingly ignored. Yet they always did ask his permission, as though they needed assurance that what they proposed to do had the approval of a higher power, visible only in the short white man who sat before them now with his gaunt face and a solemn set to his mouth as though he was gripping the back of his bottom lip between his front teeth.


He rose, quelling the crowing and jumping. He had very blue eyes which stared intensely at people, discomfiting them. But it was all right now, because the eyes were moving from face to face and he was wishing success and the blessings of the gods on the hunting. Bowed heads acknowledged his wishes. Then he allowed himself a smile before walking between the chiefs towards the rough village street, at the end of which stood his neat white bungalow. For a moment the chiefs watched him, then, with as much dignity as their excitement could contain, dispersed.


As he walked over the hard baked ruts of the street Shrieve could hear the news spreading excitedly behind him. It was inexplicable, really, the way they pretended twice a year that he might refuse permission for the hunting trips which preceded the spring and autumn festivals, and expressed relief and joy at what was to anyone but themselves entirely predictable. Perhaps, he liked to console himself, they did understand in some mysterious way that he genuinely protected them, that his constant concern for the future they resolutely refused to contemplate was, literally, vital to their survival. But it was doubtful. It was more likely that they simply didn’t remember from one festival to the next what his attitude was likely to be. And therefore his formality was all the more necessary.


The Nguluan inability to imagine any period of time beyond the next sunrise or sunset was almost ostentatious. The chiefs became heavily glum when asked to discuss a plan which took them even as far as the end of the week: anything beyond that reduced them to total dismay. Their eyes would become very round, their mouths shaped themselves for silent whistles of alarm, their eyebrows (plucked thin in fearful homage to the bushy-browed god Khamva) rose and fell. Shutting his eyes in order not to see, which would make him feel hopeless, Shrieve knew at such times that their hands would be swinging sadly back and forth across their genitals, palms out, in a gesture which meant, roughly: An irresistible force has met an immovable object, Man is but a puppet of the gods, and Things will get far, far worse before they get any better at all. In dark moods, Shrieve would interpret the gesture as, more simply, We do not listen to what we do not wish to hear.


The Ngulu could be extremely irritating. They didn’t seem to have any general quotidian attitude to life, no mean between joy and sorrow. Everything was made simple, smiles or tears, and Shrieve’s efforts to get them to understand anything at all complicated never succeeded. Today, for instance, he should have insisted more strongly that they hunted only as far as the great curve in the river some forty miles upstream to the coast where their territory ended. But it would have done no good: for them permission to hunt was enough and they took it to mean they could hunt wherever they liked. If he had suggested they wait a few days, they would have nodded eagerly and started tomorrow anyway. If he ever made it clear to them, as was sometimes necessary, that he intended to stick by a disagreeable decision, they would turn huge melancholy eyes on him and begin to moan deep in their throats. If he refused to be moved, they would weep dramatically and rub their heads in the dirt. Such occasions were, he had to admit, rare enough to be noteworthy—indeed, he had reason to believe they were recounted to terrified children. If there were times when he felt that the Ngulu, far from being a backward and almost stone-age race which needed protection, were in fact a highly intelligent tribe, full of cunning and perfectly capable of surviving by themselves the attempted depredations of their neighbours, white or black, such times were few. For the most part he accepted them as they were, and the more they crossed him, the more he loved them.


Shrieve was a short man, though among the Ngulu he appeared of average height, and his skin had the leathery look of those who have spent years in the sun. He had, since his schooldays, had insoluble trouble with his hair, which was fair and rather skimpy but had the maddening habit of sticking up spikily round his crown. He was self-conscious about his appearance, and this made his small mannerisms more noticeable. Among the Ngulu neither appearance nor mannerisms bothered him, but with his compatriots he felt ill at ease, the hesitations of his delivery became pronounced and he found himself twisting his fingers nervously like a schoolboy. People, he noticed, didn’t at all like the way he looked at them, and in his efforts not to stare he would switch his eyes frantically from person to person in a room. He had lived in Africa since just after the end of the war, and he now had few ties with people in England—his father, a widowed aunt, a few friends with whom he exchanged occasional letters. He didn’t enjoy his leaves at home, feeling that his inadequacies were obvious, and for some years he had not left the colony. England was a country he admired with all his heart: he had a devoted respect for its institutions and a passion for its hills and moors and rivers. He was proud to serve it, he would have been happy doing nothing else, he was sure. But to be in the country itself, to talk with those who gave him orders, who sent him out of give what England had to give, this troubled and embarrassed him. It was, he once tried to explain to his superior in the colonial administration, a hot fat man called Robbins who objected to his refusal to go home for his leave, rather like loving one’s mother too much: it was better to stay away than stand about in shamefaced, shuffling adoration. Robbins had looked critically at Shrieve’s glass (they had been in the bar of the Tennis Club in the capital) and changed the subject. Shrieve, aware of his look, had felt humiliated. He was really only happy, he felt, alone and doing something worthwhile, his pleasurable duty.


He climbed the steps up to the veranda of his bungalow and called “Amy!” After a moment she put her head enquiringly round the door of the living-room.


Amy was not Shrieve’s wife, yet she was considerably more than his mistress. She was a Ngulu widow of thirty-five or so—the Ngulu were very imprecise about ages after puberty, which officially took place twelve springs after birth, and there were some pretty rough guesses even up to that. She had become first his servant, then his companion in bed, and then the object of his love and the mother of his son. The baby, now nearly two years old, burbled only in Ngulu so far. He had a half-sister and a half-brother, Amy’s children by her first husband. Shrieve was not sure quite how the whole business had happened, but he was glad it had, even if that sort of thing didn’t go down too well in the capital. He had sometimes wondered whether he shouldn’t go through some form of marriage with her, but the Ngulu didn’t go in for official marriages and none seemed necessary. The custom was to set up house with someone, usually after an exchange of gifts between families, sometimes with, sometimes without the consent of the parties—like many Nguluan customs, it all depended on the moods of the people involved. But once you were married, you were married: no divorce was permitted and monogamy was strictly enforced. So Shrieve and Amy were undoubtedly, in the eyes of the Ngulu, man and wife. There was no objection whatever to him as a husband on the ground of his colour. Indeed, the Ngulu had expressed concern, on his arrival, at his lack of a wife, and were pleased when Amy moved in, not only for Shrieve’s sake, but also because it relieved the tribe from the burden of supporting a widow and her children.


She was small, like all the Ngulu, very black and fat. Fatness was a sign of prosperity, and she worried if her simple skirt needed tightening, which it rarely did. No Ngulu of either sex ever wore anything above the waist, and it was with difficulty, and only after showing her photographs of the Queen, whom Amy regarded with great awe, that Shrieve persuaded her into a loose blouse when white visitors came. Her name was not really Amy but Myamya—the abbreviation was Shrieve’s. They spoke to each other only in Ngulu, though Amy had picked up a few words of English: she was liable, when visitors came, to address them as “My dear”, and to say “I love you” when they left. There were those who considered that Shrieve had gone completely native.


He kissed her, patted her rump, indicating that he found her both attractive and good, then asked for tea, something it had taken him a long time to teach her how to make. She told him the postman had come, and he followed her into the house to see what there was in the mail, meanwhile happily admiring her breasts, large and generously nippled, as they bounced before her and into the kitchen. Breasts were not considered objects of sexual attraction among the Ngulu, but Shrieve in this remained true to European taste.


He sorted among the official letters for anything out of the routine. He had to report monthly on births, deaths, sickness (human and animal) and other matters of interest to the administration. In addition there was a letter each week from Robbins, usually brief, answering any enquiries Shrieve might have made. He himself always sent an equally brief note reporting anything out of the ordinary, though there was never much to say. From time to time there was a suspicion that the northern part of the Ngulu territory, which the tribe rarely visited, was being crossed by poachers on their way to the vast game reserves which bordered it, but that was all. No one, fortunately for Shrieve, ever troubled to accuse the Ngulu of poaching, for they were notoriously vegetarian except at their two festivals (after which they were often ill) when they ate a sacrificial bull and hunted antelope for a few days, considering two mediocre beasts, clearly slowed down by age and sickness, an excellent bag. There were, however, serious matters now under discussion in the colony, and Shrieve read Robbins’s letter anxiously to see if there were any developments. But Robbins had said nothing, simply scribbled “Up to our eye-teeth here, hope all goes well with you” on an official piece of paper.


Shrieve sighed and put the letter down. For over eighty years the Ngulu had thriven under a generally benevolent British protection. They were much loved by anthropologists for their questionable artlessness and simplicity of life, and much loathed by their enemy, the Luagabu, who felt, probably rightly, that they could have wiped out the Ngulu years ago, had it not been for the ridiculously sentimental attitude of the British towards what were, quite obviously, a bunch of half-naked savages, much given to cattle-thieving. The Luagabu, by no means so primitive as their neighbours, held very strong views on the ownership of cattle, and could not consider properly human a tribe which used cows solely for the rearing of calves for sacrifice to a terrible heathen idol whose name, so wicked was it, could not pass an enormous wooden-plated Luagabuan lip. Besides, he might hear and be angry.


Now independence was approaching for the colony, and the protection on which the Ngulu’s happy-go-lucky existence relied was in possible jeopardy. Few in numbers, rich in nothing but their infectious joy, their continued survival was in question. When the British arrived, before the birth of any living member of the tribe and therefore at a time which had no significance for them whatever, the Ngulu had been on the point of extinction. More advanced tribes, such as the Luagabu, had been pushing into the arid southern zone where they then precariously lived, and the Ngulu had been forced into a nomadic hand-to-mouth and day-to-day survival. By sheer and fortunate chance they happened to be moving through an area of rich arable land when the British arrived and imposed frontiers on the expansion of the less primitive and more aggressive peoples. Boundaries drawn several hundred miles away by men who knew nothing of their previous life gave them a long stretch of the north bank of a reliable river and enough room for them to wander about, should they wish to do so. A basically sedentary people, they established themselves by the river, grew, without undue effort, enough of their rather unappetising beans and other vegetables for their purposes, and only travelled into their hinterland on their seasonal hunting trips. Thus coddled and cosseted by a historical accident and the British principles of fair play and justice (so alien to the conditions in which they and their enemies had previously lived), secure at last from their better-armed and more ambitious neighbours (who were incensed by the boundaries and had to be put down by a small but vigorous expeditionary force), they dawdled away their time most agreeably. And yet, despite these favourable conditions, the numbers of the tribe had not increased. There had been eight hundred and fourteen Ngulu in 1877, and now there were eight hundred and six. Of these, nearly half were over fifty and had to be considered old and unfit for work.


Shrieve believed that no matter what might happen to the Ngulu eventually, no matter if they did gradually die out, no matter if they should, probably, be considered an anthropological anomaly, they must continue to be granted the protection which enabled them to dawdle about their almost prehistoric business. He was absolutely clear about it: it was the duty, the pleasant duty, of the more advanced and the better equipped to aid the backward and primitive. Special safeguards should gladly be given to such people. We owe each other, he would say a little pompously, at least as much as we give ourselves. Some demand more: they should be given more. No one questioned that Hugh Shrieve gave his all.


A constitutional conference was to be held in London in July. All the various interests in the colony were to be represented, including the Luagabu, who comprised nearly a third of the population. But there was no representative for the Ngulu, and Shrieve’s urgent appeals that someone should attend on their behalf, if only with a watching brief, had been ignored in the capital. Robbins had said that he’d do what he could, but there was a hell of a lot going on at the moment and he’d forward Shrieve’s request to the Colonial Office. Nothing had been heard of it since. Shrieve guessed that in the general turmoil of preparation for the conference the Ngulu would be forgotten, except, no doubt, by the Luagabu. So he had written directly to the Governor, who he knew would be sympathetic, and to a friend of his at the Colonial Office itself. James Weatherby was very much a man of Whitehall, but at least he could be relied on to advise how things were going and where and how it would be best to try and apply pressure. The Governor, somewhat to Shrieve’s disappointment, had agreed that the matter must not be overlooked but emphasised that there were any number of special interests clamouring for attention. Though the Ngulu were, of course, important, he implied, Shrieve must realise that they were only a very minor problem in an extremely complicated and delicate series of negotiations: he was sure that proper safeguards would be arranged.


But would they? “Proper safeguards” might be guaranteed on pieces of paper signed by every chief in the colony, but pieces of paper weren’t going to stop the Luagabu crossing the river and simply massacring or enslaving the Ngulu if they took it into their heads to do so. The local police, supposing there would be any to function during the exciting days of first independence, would certainly be Luagabu, and the local Governor would, equally certainly, be a Luagabu chief. No, phrases like “Proper safeguards” wouldn’t help the Ngulu at all. What was needed was a straightforward system of protection such as they now enjoyed. It was simple enough, and effective enough. It needed only one man and an uncommitted local governor and police force. The Ngulu didn’t have to be fed or clothed, and the doctor fifteen miles down the river, a Scottish Presbyterian missionary who issued tracts with injections, was not going to leave. But Shrieve, even if he too stayed on, could not prevent an incursion of hostile Luagabu by himself. The protection depended on the threat of British military intervention between tribes: when the British rule ended, so would the threat. Some new threat must be devised to replace it. The best hope lay in some form of tribal coalition in the capital, where rivalries could be played off against each other to the advantage of minorities—there were other small tribes who were in danger of being engulfed, though none of them were so helpless as the Ngulu. The political leaders of the various factions were, too, all men of education and, with a few exceptions, humanity. None of them would wish to see genocide in their new country. But caught up, as they inevitably would be, in the passions and intrigues of independence and power, they were not going to notice until too late that somewhere in the back country a stone-age tribe seemed, somehow, to have vanished.


Shrieve had good reason to fear the Luagabu. There had been, from time to time during British rule, raids across the river, whose right bank was Luagabu territory. On one early occasion the raiders had burned the Ngulu village and captured some dozen of the older people (the others had fled precipitately into the long grass) whom they subjected to elaborate and revolting tortures before decapitating them. On another occasion they had killed all the Ngulu cattle. The last raid, which had taken place just after Shrieve’s arrival, had been something of a flop: a large party of Luagabu had attempted to seize some cows which were being watered, but the Ngulu, warned in advance, had spiritedly counter-attacked while the enemy were trying to shoo the cattle into swimming the river. Some forty Luagabu had been captured. Shrieve returned them to the District Officer concerned, and they received severe prison sentences. For a dozen years there had been complete peace. But recently Shrieve had been warned by Mackenzie, the same District Officer, that the Luagabu had begun to boast about what they were going to do to those effete Ngulu as soon as the sentimental British had gone. Mackenzie had not gone into details, but Shrieve could guess: warfare was not conducted under the Geneva Convention in those parts, and such primitive weapons as the Ngulu had would be useless against the vastly superior numbers of the Luagabu, some of whom had illegal rifles. Nor would it help to try and equip the Ngulu for self-defence. An arms race could only lead to the quick extinction of the smaller power: the Ngulu could muster a hundred and fifty serious warriors at most, and their listless attitude towards warfare would hardly lend credibility to any policy of deterrence.


It was, at least to Shrieve, a simple enough problem to which there should be an equally simple answer. The difficulty was to make busy men pause for long enough to see how simple the answer in fact was, and then to take the necessary steps.


Amy came in with a cup of tea and said, “The postman is waiting.”


“Oh yes,” said Shrieve. He looked at her hopefully. The postman, who came once a week, was a Luagabu, and relations between him and Amy consisted of the briefest exchanges and long haughty silences. Shrieve had tried to persuade her to be more generous, but her stony face told him he had failed yet again. “Tell him to wait a few minutes. I haven’t had time to read my letters yet. Give him a drink, Amy. Some tea or something.”


She snorted, muttered the Ngulu equivalent of “Nigger” and flounced back into the kitchen.


Shrieve shrugged and picked up The Illustrated London News, which his aunt sent him. There were many sepia-tone photographs of various members of the royal family, a distant duchess of which had just had a baby. He reminded himself to show the picture to Amy, who doted on babies. She would be impressed, he hoped, by the very definite covering of the upper part of the duchess’s body. Amy believed it was particularly wrong for mothers to cover their breasts during the period they were nursing their children. Shrieve was entirely on her side, really, but English visitors were so easily surprised.


He picked through the official mail. There was nothing urgent. Then he turned to the personal letters and found one from James Weatherby.




“Dear Hugh,” (it began)


“I have been sounding out as much as I can about the constitutional conference which begins in ten weeks time. As you have probably guessed by now, our initial reluctance to leave had various foreseeable effects, notably a hardening of native opposition followed by a desire on this side, not openly expressed to backbench MPs, to cut our losses and get out before anything too awful happened. Unlike Kenya, of course, there has been very little settlement outside the towns in your colony, and it doesn’t look as though the businessmen are going to be under any pressure from whatever African regime emerges. Thus it’s going to be a comparatively simple conference—sorting out the tribal areas of influence, deciding how much power is to be given to provincial governors, and so on. Comparatively simple, but not of course simple in fact, and the Minister is already looking pretty pale. We’ve had three of these exhausting things in the last eighteen months, as you’re no doubt aware.


Your personal interest in the Ngulu is naturally known here, and it seems to be agreed that you have an excellent and important case. Beyond that everyone is vague. It’ll all have to be thrashed out round the conference table, I’m afraid, and the question is—as you said in your letter—how to stop the case disappearing under tons of other people’s bumf. As you also said, it won’t do any good to bring one of the Ngulu here. Your point is that this is modern politics and that these people aren’t up to coping with them. However, a discreet enquiry revealed that your own presence wouldn’t be considered amiss in the background, though you won’t perhaps be officially consulted except in committee, even if that.


You’ve got a lot of leave due, haven’t you? Good heavens, we haven’t seen you for five or six years, have we? I’d say that now’s the time to show up. If you get here a month or two before things start, you might be able to do a lot of good. As I say, people are basically on your side here, whatever the native chaps may feel, and there’s a good chance that you would be able to pull something off. I’d try it, anyway. I’m sorry not to be more precise, but as you can imagine, my position is a little delicate.


We’ve had a simply bloody winter—cold and slush and everybody down with flu. For a week in February we were reduced to a virtual skeleton staff. The spring’s two weeks late, I may add. Think about that down there in the sun! I expect you’ve forgotten what spring can be like in England.


Let me know what you decide. And I hope very much to see you really quite soon. The sooner the better, in fact.


All the best.


James.”                   





Shrieve frowned as he finished the letter. It was true that he had a lot of leave saved up, yet he wasn’t anxious to take it. He wasn’t at all sure, for one thing, that he was the best man to present the Ngulu case—he was too involved with it, he could too easily be dismissed as a man with a bee in his bonnet. And besides, he was so awkward in dealing with people. His fingers began to writhe in embarrassment.


The Ngulu were preparing this evening for their spring hunt, and that meant the festival would be held in four or five days. He must remain for that, and for its aftermath of sick stomachs. Then it would take some days to explain to the chiefs that he would be going away for a longish time, but that they must not think he wasn’t coming back. Then there was the business of arranging a temporary substitute with Robbins. It would probably prove impossible to get anyone full-time, what with the general chaos in the capital, but a general weekly supervision was essential. Then there would have to be a period for the Ngulu to get used to the new man. Of course the substitute wouldn’t be able to understand half of what they said, since they spoke a highly idiosyncratic language, and he’d have even less idea of what was going on in their heads. But something could be arranged. Perhaps Mackenzie could come over a couple of days a week.


With a sudden shock of relief Shrieve realised that he was planning for the time he would be away before he had consciously accepted that he was going. It was often like that with important problems, he found. It had certainly been like that with Amy, for instance. He would worry and wrangle over something, and become so involved in its ramifications that it would take him some hours, or even days, to wake up to the fact that he was already carrying out the decision of his subconscious. If one could only confuse one’s conscious mind with enough logic and reason and serious argument pro and con, he believed, the subconscious would always come up with the right answer. It was a matter of pushing the problem deep down into the mind.


He got up and went into the kitchen to speak to the Luagabu postman. He was just putting down a bottle of the ubiquitous fizzy drink called Free. Amy, who didn’t trust him alone in her kitchen, was glowering at him from the back door, hands militantly on hips, her lower lip thrust out, like a customs officer ready to search him when he left.


“Ah,” said Shrieve, smiling weakly at the postman. Though he spoke Luagabu fluently, he always addressed members of the tribe in English, which annoyed Amy. But unlike the Ngulu the Luagabu could be, and were to a certain extent, educated to a European level, and it was a matter of principle with Shrieve, independence or no independence, to make them talk in English—a language considerably richer in nuance, and containing, what Luagabu lacked, the important abstract words which made conceptual thinking possible. He found himself, though, and to his horror, frequently lapsing into a sort of pidgin English which helped no one.


The postman smiled broadly. He was a tall, very black man, with an upper lip enlarged by the Luagabu practice of inserting pieces of wood. Splinters for very young children became quite impressive chunks in adults. The Ngulu referred contemptuously to the Luagabu as fit for nothing but kindling.


“I’m afraid I want you to wait for half an hour or so. I have an important letter to write.”


The postman looked sulky, but said, “Yes, sir.”


Any looked as though she wasn’t sure whether to be glad that he was discomfited or cross that he would be staying longer than usual.


“It won’t take very long,” Shrieve assured both of them. It annoyed him to have his vital problem reduced to kitchen squabbling and silences: but in essence that was what it came to. The Luagabu would never be content while the Ngulu held their rich piece of land, and the Ngulu by themselves would never be able to resist attacks. All they could do was what Amy was doing, glower and depend on the white man. And when the white man went away their glowering would turn to panic and tears, unless …


“Give the postman another bottle of Free,” said Shrieve to Amy.


He went back to the living-room and wrote a letter to Robbins explaining that he intended to go to England and asking for someone to keep a watching brief over the Ngulu at home while he held one for them abroad. Robbins, he knew, would approve of his decision. They might think in the capital that Shrieve was going a little bit too native for some tastes, but they knew a good man when they had one. And besides, which of them hadn’t, at one time or another, had a native woman? Only those who had seen Shrieve and Amy together wondered whether he wasn’t, perhaps, attempting something too precarious. What, they asked, was he going to do when independence came and he was shoved off home? And if he decided to stay, what kind of life would that be? Was he prepared to die in the country? For it was inconceivable that he should take Amy to England. These were questions that Shrieve avoided: when the time came, he hoped, he would find himself carrying out the answers.


He finished the letter, sealed it and took it into the kitchen.


“Here you are,” he said to the postman. “You have plenty of time to reach the town before sunset.”


“Yes, sir,” said the postman. He drained the last of his bottle of Free and stood up. His cap, which had lain on the kitchen table, was given a brisk rubbing, no doubt to remove any possible trace of decadent Ngulu influence. He put it on, saluted awkwardly and said, “Thank you, sir. Yes, sir.”


“Goodbye,” said Shrieve affably.


He saw the postman out of the door past the still menacing Amy and into his jeep. Whatever the relations between the tribes it was his business to treat all people with equal politeness.


The postman flashed a malevolent glance at Amy, smiled widely and woodenly at Shrieve, then drove off. He seemed deliberately to choose the dustiest parts of the track, and the jeep was soon lost to view behind clouds of red dirt.


“I think I’ll have a bottle of Free myself,” said Shrieve, coming up to Amy and patting her bottom affectionately.


She went silently to the ice-box and brought him a bottle but no glass. She always took an hour or two to get over the postman’s visits. Shrieve smiled at her, but she didn’t respond, so he patted her again, only harder this time, and went back to the living-room, picked up the remaining letters and took them out to the veranda. He settled into a chair, and drank from the cold bottle.


No one in England, he thought, could possibly imagine his contentment. No one could even imagine his sense of physical well-being as he sat on his veranda drinking the sweet fizzy drink and gazing up the dirty village street at the scruffy Ngulu huts. Raising his eyes a little he could see the distant mountains, ranged along the horizon like the permanent obsessions of man, rising from the miles of scrub and bush of the plain like death and consciousness and love and the nature of beauty and whether or not there is a god. One spent one’s life on the plain, managing as best one could, but always aware of the impassable mountains and the limits they set to human ambition, human thought, human achievement, defining the world in which man moves. Hazily purple now in the late afternoon sun, they offered neither threat nor encouragement, they simply were.


Recalled from their distance by the coldness of the bottle in his hand, Shrieve pondered the nature of a world in which a soft drink could become so powerful a symbol. Originally one of the many such products manufactured in the Deep South of the United States, Free had been taken over by a far-seeing businessman, injected with carbon dioxide and sent out to conquer the world. This it had done in less than twenty-five years. “Feel Free!”, the original American advertising slogan, had become an international password, translating easily into every tongue. Free penetrated the iron curtain, the bamboo curtain, the curtains of Moslem harems. Often the object of outraged fulminations by viniculturists and dentists, Free was non-alcoholic and basically harmless. Indeed a UNESCO survey showed that in no less than six underdeveloped countries Free provided the majority of the population with the greater part of its sugar intake. Bottling plants sprang up all over the globe, an army of eager young publicists made sure that Free enterprise worked. In Bulgaria, wrote a contributor to an Anglo-American monthly, empty bottles of Free were great prestige symbols: people in the poorer quarters of Sofia, he stated, used them as flower-vases, but only on Sundays. In Djakarta and Beirut attempts to ban the drink as immoral were believed to have weakened the respective governments. A left-wing English weekly editorialised bleakly that “The whole concept of Freedom has been tarnished for a generation.” Free love became universally acceptable. Freedom-loving democracies, East and West, could do nothing to stop Free being for all.


It wasn’t a bad drink, Shrieve considered, and quite good when you were hot and it was cold. Besides, there wasn’t anything else to be had in that part of the world except beer, and since beer was forbidden to the Ngulu, Shrieve felt he had to limit himself, too. He kept beer in the house, but drank it only indoors and alone. There was a story, much laughed over in the capital, that Free hadn’t been doing too well in the colony until the arrival of one of the clever young publicists. He examined the situation for a week, then started, at laughably small expense, a rumour that Free (known locally and even more than usually confusingly as Uhuru) increased the size of male genitals while shrinking those of females. Now there was a bottling plant in the capital, and every other soft drink was out of business. One could still get Rose’s Lime Juice and Schweppes’s Tonic Water in the bars, of course, and there were those who stuck by Kia-Ora, but to all intents and purposes Free had taken over the whole market. The rush of independence through Africa did nothing to slow sales: the name could be faulted nowhere except Angola, where Free was banned. Yet even there it could be bought: a subsidiary of an enormous mining company in Kasai smuggled it across the border in vast quantities and at huge profit. At independence celebrations advertising and political banners became inextricably muddled, and it was said by the more cynical that in one of the ex-French territories there had been riots when the population discovered that free elections had nothing to do with Free.


Shrieve put down his bottle, a lingam of modest, pale pink glass, described by an irate sociologist as the ideally simple and immoral brand image, and picked up his letters. The first was from his father. Shrieve was fond of his father, who never complained of loneliness or abandonment, though he suffered in fact from both. Thomas Shrieve’s wife had left him when Hugh was eight months old. He was a dull sort, she had told her friends, and you could never imagine anyone having the nerve to call him Tom. He got her down. He had a small private income, enough to live on but not enough to live well—it was a useful excuse not to work, to potter about for a lifetime. He grumbled continually about the rising cost of living, and ignored the fact that his investments showed a corresponding increase.


His wife had tried to get him to do something, but he was incurably lazy, and when she saw that nothing was to be made of him, that she had made a total misjudgement, she gave up and attached herself to a bustling, energetic man who owned a chain of garages and spoke with a lower-class accent. Mr Shrieve referred to him loftily as “rather a flashy type”, but was sufficiently piqued to draw on unsuspected reserves of meanness and refuse a divorce. Mrs Shrieve changed her name by deed-poll and disappeared from his life. For a time she would enquire through a lawyer about Hugh, but after a few years these enquiries ceased. Her son had no recollection of her at all. Brought up by his father and a series of more or less kindly housekeepers (none of whom stayed very long), he was sent early to preparatory school, and his knowledge of normal family life was confined to occasional visits to the homes of his school friends. He often felt ashamed that he could not return such invitations, for his father always said that the situation was a little difficult, and if Hugh didn’t mind, it would save a lot of embarrassment if his friends didn’t come to stay. Hugh sometimes refused invitations he would have liked to accept because of the difficulty of explaining this to his friends and their puzzled mothers. He became a shy boy, and the shyness was encouraged by his father who fancied himself as an experienced misogynist. Rather a dim man in reality, Mr Shrieve saw himself as vaguely scholarly and believed he had the air of a distinguished recluse, though he spent a lot of time at his club and his reading was limited to war memoirs and detective stories.


The absence of anything but matronly women in his upbringing led Hugh to a straightforward alarm in the presence of girls. They weren’t, he decided early, a bit like boys in the way they behaved. Nonetheless he developed the normal appetites of a young man, and after his tortured embarrassment with English women he found the Ngulu charmingly unselfconscious and naturally sensuous. He would often compare the women of his tribe with such English women as he met on his visits to the capital, and these critical observations confirmed his opinion that the Ngulu carried themselves better, were warmer in manner, and better looking. They were, certainly, warmer, but men such as Robbins expressed aghastness at the idea that they were beautiful. “You’re going native, Shrieve,” they would say. “Poor old Shrieve. Have another beer.” But he continued to find the long jaws and naked breasts of the tribe more attractive than the powdered décolleté of any number of London débutantes.


His father’s letter said that the winter had been bad and that his chest had given him a lot of trouble. (Ten pipes a day, Shrieve thought, could not help.) There had been a tremendous row in the Conservative Club about last year’s accounts and the election of a new Treasurer. Several members, given full titles and ranks, had resigned. Mr Shrieve hadn’t resigned himself, though he’d been tempted to do so, because he was one of the oldest members of the Club, and they should set an example to the younger ones. The Club itself had to come before personal feelings. He had had quite a to-do with General Aldous about it. His new housekeeper seemed fairly satisfactory so far, but she didn’t put enough salt in the vegetables. That seemed to be about all the news from Surrey. He must close now, but he hoped his son was having a good time and sent his best wishes.


Shrieve smiled as he finished the letter. His father wrote every six weeks on thick cream paper. In order not to exceed the air mail weight limit he had to confine himself to a few sheets, and he wrote only on one side of these. Whether this was, as it seemed, a transparently obvious device to avoid writing at greater length Shrieve could not decide, but it was delightfully characteristic and even rather lovable. It would be nice to see the old man again when he went home. They wouldn’t have anything to say to each other, but they would say it with mutual satisfaction.


The next letter was from Jumbo Maxwell. During the war Shrieve had found himself serving, happily, in a special branch of the Navy devoted to midget submarines. Not all the group had survived, but those who had remained, at least in theory, solemnly sworn to at the end of the war, good friends for life. Of them all, Jumbo had been the least likely to come through unscathed; he was frightened, incompetent, often a genuine menace to the safety of the others. But somehow they had tolerated him, made him their mascot, and saved him time and time again from disaster. It was, perhaps, appropriate that he should now be the most anxious to keep up the spirit of comradeship, for he had benefited from it most at the time. Shrieve did not really care about what had or hadn’t happened to his colleagues; serious life had started after the war was over. But he was amused by Jumbo’s efforts to keep the distant shared experience alive. The clumsiest of good fellows, boisterous, dishonest, misinformed, Jumbo bumbled now round the edges of Shrieve’s mind like an amiable pensioned-off donkey, giving an occasional full-throated bray.


It was a typical Jumbo letter, full of references to people called Skipper and Jimmy and Blanco whom Shrieve found it hard to recognise. The nicknames were automatic and quite unimportant—all First Lieutenants were called Jimmy, for instance—but Jumbo used them like a secret code, as though they indicated something special about each man. He wrote in a bonhomous, back-slapping style that made Shrieve wince and smile.


“I see,” the letter ended, “you’re having a spot of pother out there with the black chappies. Mind you don’t give them everything they ask for, they might eat you. And don’t get yourself chopped up or anything, old boy, because we count on you for the next reunion. It should be a jolly good show—good eats and plenty of booze. Last time we all got absolutely plastered drinking healths to you. I was slewed to the gills, and poor old Ludo had to be carried away in a taxi. So come on home, Hugh my boy, let’s see you among us for a change. Break your long vigil over the dark night of Africa or however it goes, and have a booze-up with the boys.”


He might, too, Shrieve thought. It would be amusing to see the idiotic Jumbo and the rest of them again, to see how they had made out. They’d probably find him a bit of an odd bird now, settled as they were in ordinary English lives. Jumbo had repeatedly told him what they were all up to, but he hadn’t ever been sufficiently interested to remember.


The last letter was from his aunt Grace, an amiable woman of sixty-two who had a great knot of white hair with which she never seemed satisfied. She was continually taking it down and rearranging it, her hands swooping back and forth across her head, her mouth full of pins through which she chattered incomprehensibly. Her husband had died two years earlier, eighteen months after retiring from a stockbroking firm. He seemed to decide, Aunt Grace had written, that there wasn’t anything left in life that he wanted to do. He had left a considerably larger fortune than anyone expected, and his widow could have lived wherever she liked, but she decided to stay in the small house in Cartersfield to which they had retired. She was happiest when her children and grandchildren came to stay, devoting her time to simple, unexacting charities, such as the relief of unmarried mothers and the visiting of the sick and aged. She did this with something of an old-fashioned air which many of the visited resented, but her sweetness usually won them round in the end. She was, too, a great letter-writer, and Shrieve would regularly receive long accounts of life in and around the small Berkshire town. Since Shrieve had never visited it, the gossip meant nothing to him: but it was always nice to get letters from England.


As he sat on the veranda reading about how the vicar, who was called Henderson, had been quarrelling again with Mrs Hobson, the Brigadier’s widow, the three children came shrilling up. The eldest, a girl called Dayu, was carrying the baby whom Shrieve had named Thomas, after his grandfather. Unlike Mr Shrieve, though, Thomas was always called Tom. Dayu was ten, and her brother Kwuri seven. Tom was almost the same colour as his half-brother and -sister, but he had fair fuzzy hair where theirs was black. He also had blue eyes, which the Ngulu considered a sign of great good fortune.


“Where have you been?” said Shrieve, taking the baby on his lap. He knew perfectly well that Amy told them to keep away from the bungalow when the postman came: she felt, no doubt, that their beauty and plumpness would make the Luagabu jealous. He might even try to carry them off. Though the Ngulu had only the barest sense of history, they knew that there were still some secret Ngulu slaves among the Luagabu—children captured in one of the distant raids who had been brought up simply as drudges. It was a fate Shrieve wished to avoid for the rest of the tribe.


“We were playing with the other children,” said Dayu.


“Which other children?”


“The children of the chiefs.”


The six chiefs held rather strictly to their superior status and their children did not officially play with other children. Amy’s children, since their adoption by Shrieve, counted as the children of chiefs. Quite how Tom was going to fit in, when he started getting around and talking more, was unclear. Babies were considered simply babies until they were five: after that the little class-system began. Since, however, the chiefs were chosen every year and not for life, the system continually broke down. Nonetheless it was something the Ngulu regarded as proper, and the children of newly elected chiefs could always be seen strutting about together for a few days after the election. If their practice did not always come up to their theory, the Ngulu continued to take the theory seriously. Many of their customs were based on an almost platonic notion of how things ought to be done which guided, though never rigidly, their behaviour. As long as you knew what was supposed ideally to happen, they seemed to think, you wouldn’t go too far wrong. Principles were only occasionally invoked.


Such an occasion was the spring festival. Already, therefore, Dayu had limited her company, and that of her brothers, to their equals. Tom didn’t count as an equal yet, of course, but since Dayu looked after him all the time, he went where she went and had to make do with the company she chose. Shrieve wondered what on earth his son would make of English class distinctions. It was a question which could not be postponed for more than a few years, for Shrieve wanted Tom to have a good education, and no education at all was possible among the Ngulu. There was, it was true, a building known as the school, and the girls and younger boys went there during the mornings. But there was no teacher, the boys didn’t turn up after they were physically able to join the gangs that swooped about the village and the girls spent the time telling each other stories or playing a primitive but recognisable hopscotch. The Ngulu were classified in the capital as “ineducable”, and though they could read and write such simple signs as they used, these were few in number and they showed no interest in adding to them. The chief function of the school was as a crèche for the babies while their mothers got on with their morning work, for the girls took their siblings with them. At eight the children started to help their parents: at twelve they were considered adult. It was no society in which to prepare a boy for the sort of education Shrieve intended for his son.


“Go and ask your mother for some Free,” he said.


“Free! Free!” cried Kwuri, dancing round the veranda, then nestling under Shrieve’s right arm. He made round eyes at the baby who sat rather stiffly on his father’s lap, looking about with a disdainful air.


“Go along, then,” said Shrieve, kissing the top of Tom’s head and passing him back to Dayu. “It’ll soon be suppertime.”


The children went into the kitchen, Kwuri at speed, Dayu with the stateliness of one who shares the responsibility of motherhood. She wasn’t, in fact, far off it: menstruation usually began at eleven among the Ngulu girls, and they married at thirteen or fourteen.


Shrieve stood up and stretched. Tomorrow there would be a noisy parade as the hunters set off, the children laughing and shouting beside them for several miles. Tonight there would be solemnly excited meetings to discuss the prospects of the expedition. And now it was evening, the sun casting long shadows across the village street and the women calling in their children from play. Now was the time the cattle would be being watered at the river, half a mile away. The men would be standing up to their knees in the current, washing themselves. The simplicities of life afforded Shrieve a great contentment.


The distant mountains were fading but still just visible as a deep blue shadow against the still deeper blue of the sky. It was his village, they were his people, he loved them. He helped them, he advised them, he protected them: but what mattered was his love.
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EVERYONE in the capital was working against time. Independence was expected to begin early the next year, and there was an enormous amount still to be done. The administration was trying to train Africans for the take-over and to cope with double the usual amount of work as well. When men returned home late from their offices they were met by worried wives: with the rapid withering of empire ex-colonial officials were now two a penny in England, and unemployment harassed their dreams. Shrieve was shocked by the desperation in the air.


Although he approved of the visit to England, Robbins said that it couldn’t have come at a worse moment—he needed every available man to help with what was being bitterly described in the clubs as the winding-up of the estate. No one could be spared to replace Shrieve, but an arrangement was worked out whereby Mackenzie, the officer in charge of the neighbouring Luagabu territory, would visit the Ngulu twice a week.


“It’ll be like being one of those United Nations observers,” said Mackenzie. “I’ll be fired at by both sides.”


He was a tall, dark-haired man, with a slight tic in his left cheek. His hand wandered up there when he was conscious of it, massaging his jaw. Where Shrieve loved and cherished, Mackenzie had to tolerate and rule. The Luagabu were often troublesome, and there had been recent outbreaks of violence against white shopkeepers. A Greek general store had been burned, and there had been attempts to blow up all the petrol dumps in the district. For a time martial law had been imposed.


“It didn’t help at all,” Mackenzie told Shrieve afterwards. “They all go to bed pretty early, so the curfew didn’t bother them, and when it came to the system of passes, we just didn’t have enough men to make it work effectively in the bush. As for catching the criminal oafs who started the fires …”


“No problems like that with my people,” said Shrieve.


“I dare say not,” said Mackenzie, stroking his jaw. “Your people’s problems start with independence, don’t they? There won’t be any problems for my lot then, because they’ll be running the show. And a pretty fine mess they’ll make of it, too.”


“One mustn’t be cynical.”


“It’s hard not to be. It’s all come too soon, Hugh. If we’d only had another ten years we might have brought on enough people to make a success of it. But there just aren’t the capable men yet.”


It was a common enough complaint, indeed a standard one in all colonies about to become independent. Frequently half-true, it perhaps applied less in Shrieve’s colony than in others. The main tribes had reasonably efficient systems of organisation, and their leaders seemed ready to make the necessary compromises with each other to stop the country splitting apart. The British dictatorship would give way to the dictatorship of the various chiefs and princes in the provinces, while a coalition in the capital tried to maintain some form of loose national unity. Whether the result would be very much worse than what had gone on for eighty years, no one liked to guess. The capital was full of rumours.


Mackenzie came over several times before Shrieve left, and the Ngulu chiefs seemed reluctantly to accept him, though they were acutely suspicious at first because his jeep was driven by a Luagabu. The notion of independence had reached the Ngulu in a very garbled form, and they believed it would be something like one of their festivals, with banquets and many bottles of Free. It proved impossible to get them to understand more than a glimmering of the true situation. When Shrieve tried patiently to explain that he was going away because their affairs required his presence in the white man’s big city many miles away, they looked cheerfully blank. Their concept of space was as limited as their concept of time, and there was no point in going into detail about aircraft and ships. Though they had seen pictures of the sea, some of them, they didn’t connect it in any way with their river. Shrieve hoped that they wouldn’t forget him in the two or three months he would be away.


Mackenzie regarded them with the puzzled air of a bachelor uncle thrust suddenly into a children’s game.


“Odd lot, your blokes,” he said to Shrieve as they went to the bungalow for some tea.


“They’re all right,” said Shrieve.


“Oh, don’t get me wrong. They’re charming, charming. But what the hell are they doing in the middle of the twentieth century? They ought to have died out long ago, surely. They’re too damned good to be true. Too good to survive.”


“All the more reason that their survival should be insisted upon,” said Shrieve, squinting at the porch on which Amy was sitting and fanning herself. She was wearing, he was glad to see, a cotton blouse.


“Oh, of course.” Mackenzie accepted it as automatically as Shrieve. He didn’t love his tribe, but his sense of duty was quite as strong as the next man’s. “Give me a rundown of all the things I mustn’t do, will you? I don’t want to blunder up against any of their superstitions.”


“Well, to start with, do you have to bring a Luagabu driver with you? They don’t like the Luagabu.”


“Not half as much as the Luagabu don’t like them,” said Mackenzie. “But I can’t drive about alone, Hugh, you know that. It’s not safe.”


It was true. Although no Ngulu could be trusted at the wheel of a jeep, Shrieve always took one with him when he drove to the town. It was so easy to break an axle or get bogged down in a dry river bed. It wasn’t sensible to drive alone.


“No,” he said, sighing, “I suppose you can’t. But I honestly think that’s going to be your biggest difficulty with them. What else? They don’t eat any kind of mushroom, God knows why. I once asked Amy to cook me a handful of what the guide says is a perfectly safe and particularly delicious species, and she threw that apron thing over her head—or she would have done if it had been big enough—and wouldn’t speak to me for two days. Oh, and don’t waste your time asking them why they do or don’t do a certain thing, because they’ll give you a different answer every time. I’ve been here over a dozen years and I still don’t understand half of what they’re up to. But then neither do they.”


Amy rose graciously as they arrived and poured out tea. Watching her trying to behave like a white woman, Shrieve wished he had never taught her such garden party tricks. To have done so, he considered, reflected badly on his moral courage. Damn it, he liked her as she was, not giving a gauche imitation of a stage duchess. White visitors could think what they liked. But now it was too late. He had corrupted her.


Mackenzie was as awkward as she, though, which was some consolation, and he blushed when she called him “My dear” as he left.


“What’s going to happen to her while you’re away?” he said, the tic jerking away in his cheek.


“She’s staying, of course, with the children.”


“You’ve got yourself a real problem there, Hugh, haven’t you?”


“I dare say I have,” said Shrieve vaguely.


Mackenzie shrugged and got into his jeep. He liked Hugh Shrieve, but he felt rather sorry for him.


*


The spring festival went off with an abundance of good omens, as it always did. So many things could be interpreted as good omens that it was inevitable that there should be plenty. This year, too, the hunting party had returned with three antelopes, an excellent bag, especially as one of the beasts was almost young. The Ngulu used bows and finely sharpened arrows, and most of the art of their hunting lay in the stalking. But this magnificent animal, exclaimed the huntsmen, had been shot at a distance of fifty yards. The hunter responsible would certainly be made a chief at the next election, and many songs were sung about his exceptional feat. He was given the honour of cutting the throat of the sacrificial bull while the six chiefs held it down, and when he raised his bloody hands he was loudly applauded. (To have tied the bull, Shrieve guessed, would have been to remove an important ritual element of struggle.)


The Ngulu believed that one of the most powerful gods was a huge bull who wandered about somewhere to the north, in the direction of the game reserve. It was because they held this god in such awe that they never drank cows’ milk or ate beef or veal. After the sacrifice, the bull’s carcase was sung around, decorated with reeds, and then taken on a solemn march round the village on the shoulders of the chiefs. Afterwards it was dragged into the long grass and left for hyenas and vultures. The skin was worn for a month by each chief in turn.


The feast itself always tested Shrieve to the utmost. He didn’t like eating big meals, but he was expected to delight in all the tenderest pieces of antelope, more raw than cooked, and to take large helpings of the many side dishes of vegetables and fruit. There was a particularly nasty Nguluan couscous which he tried unsuccessfully to avoid, and there was a great deal of rough flour over everything which stuck in his teeth. But if the food appalled him, Shrieve enjoyed the stories that were told during the two or three hours of the feast. Anyone could get up and tell any story he liked about gods or men. These tales, like the songs, had their origin in an ancient though frail oral tradition, and because the Ngulu were never very clear about anything the basic themes appeared with many different variations. There was a story of a man and a lion, a story of a woman and a snake, a story of a man and a woman by a river. In all of them the actors were undetermined. You could sing the tale about your neighbour or about the god in whose honour you were feasting. The man with the lion turned up as the huntsman and the antelope: the story of the woman and the snake was told about Khamva’s sister and the bull-god in one of his transformations: the man and the woman by a river became a young couple by the place where the cattle were watered. It was this free association which made the Ngulu so popular with anthropologists and reduced to despair anyone who tried to record their religious beliefs according to any preconceived formula.


After the feast there was dancing, which Shrieve watched happily for a while, hoping his digestion wasn’t going to let him down. Later, he would join them for his imitation of a giraffe, always received with acclamation. For the moment he felt definitely queasy. Amy was dancing gleefully in a line of women, with Dayu holding to the tails of her skirt and leaping out of the way when one of her mother’s feet came too close. There were two kinds of dance, the shuffling and the leaping. Shrieve never risked the leaping one, but the shuffle was quite easy. You swayed your hips rhythmically and pushed your feet backwards and forwards or sideways, keeping more or less on the same spot. Then you stopped swaying and did your animal imitation, before returning to the original shuffle. The music came from drums and shrill whistles. The Ngulu hadn’t discovered the art of making stops on their whistles, so the evening was filled with a monotonous piercing noise. Lacking tune and key, the noise was simply noise to European ears, including Shrieve’s, but the rhythms were compulsive and the noise had a literally stunning effect so that the eyes of the dancers became glazed and their movements automatic. Shrieve found the experience unpleasant after an hour, but for that hour he found it magical. The figures leaping and shuffling round a great fire seemed from a distance to take on the living qualities of the animals being imitated, and the drums and whistles were like the howling of hyenas and jackals, with the solemn tread of elephants beneath.


Shrieve did his imitation of a giraffe, and the children, who stayed up all night during the festivals, laughed uproariously and followed him round the fire in elaborate parody. Exhausted, he flung himself down on the ground, and was immediately hauled to his feet and embraced by one of the chiefs. The Ngulu liked Shrieve, he liked them, everything would be good for the coming six months, omens abounded, and he could now take his formal leave and go to bed. His stomach seemed to have survived the dancing all right. He wouldn’t, he knew, see Amy for several hours, and when she did return she would demand the most vigorous conjugal affection. He retired to his bungalow to rest in preparation for the marathon loving to come. He was, he knew, as happy as he was ever likely to be.
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