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​​​Lieutenant Wami, born Mussa Said Membar, was an activist from the Turu tribe in the Singida region. His ancestors had a dual heritage: some were livestock herders in Itigi, while others worked as peasants along the western banks of the Kisigo River. His grandfather, Membar Mbogo, spent his entire life in the village of Iwelewele in the Itigi district. By the end of his days, he was one of the few farmers in the village who had successfully maintained a herd of hundreds of livestock.

Despite his wealth, Membar Mbogo led a modest life and treated his subordinates with respect. He was renowned for his honesty, hard work, strong principles, bravery, and generosity. Mussa was frequently compared to his esteemed grandfather. He was both liberal and fearless, harboring a deep disdain for politicians driven by greed for power. His supporters celebrated him as a liberator, while others viewed his acts of rebellion as a protest against the oppressive regime.

The father of this young political reformer, Said Membar, was born on a ranch in the village of Iwelewele. He received his primary education at a missionary school and initially aspired to become a teacher. After his father’s early death, Said Membar was left without parental care. He continued his education independently while working for the East African Railway Corporation and living in Tabora. He was a short man with dark brown eyes, a charmingly elongated face, and strikingly handsome features. His work with the East African Railway Limited provided him with a stable income, allowing him to support his family and educate his children.

Mussa was born with his twin sister in Dar es Salaam on December 3, 1956, making him the elder of the two. Tragically, his sister, Fatma, died of malaria in mid-1959. At that time, the family was living in the Magomeni quarters, a colonial-style housing area characterized by its red-tiled roofs and thorny fences. Mussa’s father married Zuhura Mussa Luhamba, a tall and slim woman from the Nyamwezi tribe, the second-largest ethnic group in the country. Zuhura, Mussa’s mother, had three other sons. She met her husband in Bukene, Tabora, where he was serving as the best man at a workmate's wedding. 

Zuhura was adorned in a brightly colored traditional garment and wore her hair covered with a brown turban. As she danced with the mother of the bride, Mussa’s father, who was the best man, inquired about her identity from his friend. A formal introduction followed, and four months later, they celebrated their union with a traditional wedding ceremony in Bukene. The celebration was abundant with food, drinks, friends, and relatives. Hundreds of guests were entertained by Nyamwezi traditional songs and dancers. 

In 1962, a few months before Said Membar was transferred from Dar es Salaam to Tabora, his marriage began to fall apart, possibly for various reasons. They eventually separated, and Zuhura returned to Bukene. Shortly after, the railway worker and his children boarded a train and arrived in Tabora, the main railway junction for Mwanza, Kigoma, and Rukwa. As a yard foreman for the Railway Company, Mussa’s father was given the key to a property in the railway quarters. The property was situated on Kazima Road and had a torn fence in front of the building.

The apartment was spacious and located within a solidly built railway block. It included two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, a storage room, and two washrooms. The kitchen, storage room, and washrooms were situated in the backyard, which was enclosed by a tall wall. The back entrance led to other quarters and a playground. An alley connected the backyard to the bedrooms and the living room. The main door of the living room faced Kazima Road, a thoroughfare linking the central town to the city's outskirts.

The living room exuded a soft warmth with its cream-colored walls, which complemented the rich, dark brown carpet underfoot. Against one wall, a fresh arrangement of red sofas created a striking contrast, their vibrant hue drawing the eye toward the expansive window. In front of the sofas, a light brown wooden coffee table added a touch of natural elegance, completing the room's inviting atmosphere. Beside the sofa, a bookshelf unit stood proudly, its shelves cradling a large radio that served as a nostalgic centerpiece. Flanking the unit were two wooden chairs, their red leather seats offering a comfortable spot to relax. 

On the wall opposite the window, a calendar and a round clock were mounted, their simple designs adding a touch of practicality. The window itself was framed by light-colored curtains that allowed a gentle, diffused light to fill the room, enhancing its overall brightness. The window offered a view of the road, which stretched out to reveal an impressive mango tree, its sprawling branches casting a generous shade. Below the tree, a wide concrete ditch held stagnant water, adding a rustic charm to the scene. Beyond the ditch, a tall, wire-fenced boundary enclosed a steel gate known as the Lock Shade. This gate, specifically reserved for railway workers, provided access to the railway garage and train station, a hint of industrial activity in the otherwise tranquil landscape.

Tabora was celebrated for its outstanding schools, many of which had been founded during the colonial era. Under British rule, the city became a prominent educational hub, distinguished by a variety of mission schools. These institutions not only provided a high standard of education but also served as vibrant centers of cultural exchange and intellectual growth. Among the educational institutions in Tabora, the Tabora Mission School was the most distinguished. It was renowned for admitting the sons of local chiefs and headmen, grooming them for future leadership roles. The school's reputation was built on its commitment to shaping the next generation of leaders through a rigorous curriculum and a focus on leadership development. 

In the 1850s, Tabora held a pivotal role as a crossroads for Arab slave trade routes, connecting the Congo region with the Indian Ocean coast. This strategic position not only enhanced the city's historical importance but also shaped its complex socio-economic landscape, influencing both regional trade dynamics and local society. Following the completion of the central railway by the Germans in 1912, Tabora evolved into a thriving commercial hub. The city, renowned for its verdant mango trees and as the leading honey-producing region in the country, spanned roughly 35,000 square kilometers. This infrastructural development markedly boosted Tabora’s role in trade and commerce, solidifying its economic significance in the region.

In 1963, Mussa began his primary education at Aga Khan School, a prestigious private institution known for educating the children of affluent and middle-class families. His father, dedicated to ensuring a joyful and enriching childhood for his sons, worked diligently to make this opportunity possible for Mussa. 

By the time Mussa started his early education, his father had married Khadija, a woman from his own tribe who shared their customs and language. Khadija was a nurturing presence, of average height at five feet four inches, with a slender build. Her integration into the family added to the warmth and stability of Mussa’s home life. In her tribe, marriage traditions included the payment of a dowry, typically in the form of cattle, and the ceremony was a communal affair involving the entire extended family. However, most of Khadija's relatives resided in the Singida region, which meant that the celebrations often required considerable effort and coordination to include them. Khadija's parents, making the journey from Singida for the wedding, requested a wooden double bed as part of the dowry, along with a monetary gift for the bride. The wedding itself was an intimate affair, with only close friends and family invited to celebrate and offer their congratulations to the couple.

On January 20, 1964, while off duty, Mussa's father opened the curtains in his living room to let in the sunlight. As he did, he saw several military vehicles from the Second Battalion of the Tanganyika Rifles, bristling with armed soldiers, maneuvering down the street. A sense of unease settled over him as he observed the ominous dark vehicles passing by. It was an unusual and unsettling sight, the air thick with an ominous tension as if the soldiers were staging a coup. He glanced at the wall clock—11:35 a.m.—and with a deep sigh, turned away from the window. Heading toward the backyard, he couldn’t shake the growing suspicion that the armed forces might indeed be orchestrating a coup.

He exited through the back door and knocked on a workmate's door, anxious to learn the reason behind the military presence. His neighbor confirmed the rumors: a mutiny was indeed unfolding, seizing control of the country. Mussa's father was filled with dread, knowing his two sons were at school. By 1:20 p.m., Jumanne, his eldest son from a previous marriage before he wed Zuhura, arrived home from Town Primary School. At thirteen, Jumanne looked visibly shaken, his fear evident from the mutinies he had witnessed in the streets. Meanwhile, reports from Kazima Secondary School indicated that people of Asian origin were being targeted.

Shortly after Jumanne’s arrival, a sharp knock echoed through the house, puzzling his father, who was still in the backyard. Said Membar answered the door to find Shija, a house boy from Aga Khan School, standing alone. Shija had come to collect Mussa, but there was no sign of the boy himself. Shija had sprinted from the school, his face etched with fear and his breath coming in frantic gasps, as though something terrible had occurred. For a moment, he struggled to steady his breathing. Once he managed to calm himself, he looked at the man of the house, who was watching him intently, anxious to hear about his son’s whereabouts. 

“They’re beating people,” Shija exclaimed, his voice trembling with panic and sweat pouring down his face like an athlete after a grueling race. “I saw them at the school and in the streets.”

“Calm down,” murmured his boss. 

Shija was recounting the chaos of the mutiny at Aga Khan School, an integrated institution. He described how the rebels had roughed up teachers and parents, and forced some of the teachers to kneel. The harrowing scene had frightened him away. Mussa’s father let out a deep sigh, his concern for his son's safety growing. He asked Shija to bring him his shoes, quickly put them on, and stood up, ready to take action. He was about to head out the back door when his wife stepped in front of him, pleading with him not to leave the building. Membar could see the fear in her eyes and understood her concern, as the atmosphere in the streets was fraught with tension. But Membar knew he had to bring his son home. To him, a child was a precious blessing to the family. Placing a reassuring hand on his wife’s shoulder, he gazed into her tear-filled eyes. “Don’t worry,” he said gently, “I’ll be back soon.” With a final, comforting look, he left the house.

The weather was sweltering, with the sun blazing down from a cloudless, washed-out blue sky. The road was nearly deserted except for the mutiny vehicles, with only a few cars and pedestrians hastily moving about. Beyond the railway crossing on Kazima Road, the earth footpath took on a spooky, eerie quality, as if it were haunted by unseen ghosts.

In the distance, as Mussa’s father neared the thorn fence surrounding Aga Khan School, he saw dark military trucks stationed at the parking place in front of the building, their presence marking the scene of the mutiny. On the walkway, parents of Asian and European students were kneeling, their posture a stark display of submission. Some were gathered near the headmaster's office, hands on their heads, while armed men stood watch nearby. At the entrance of each classroom, a mutineer in dark uniform stood with a gun slung over his shoulder. Meanwhile, parents of local children moved in and out of the classrooms, collecting their kids and leaving the area as quickly as possible.

By now, Mussa's father understood that the First Battalion of the Tanganyika Rifles was demanding a pay raise and the removal of all European officers from the army. However, he was puzzled by the involvement of Europeans and people of Asian origin in the conflict. As he approached his son’s classroom, he noticed the door was ajar. Beside it stood a middle-aged mutineer in dark uniform, armed with a firearm. Inside, the class teacher of Asian origin was kneeling beneath the blackboard, her hands on her head. Membar greeted the mutineer and requested permission to take his son home. The young mutineer glanced at the teacher, seemingly seeking her approval. She recognized Mussa's father and gave a subtle nod in agreement.

The air in the room was stifling, despite the windows being opened to let in some cooler air. The children lay scattered on the floor, their faces etched with fear as they cowered from the armed men who had invaded their school. They could not comprehend why they were being forced to lie down. The terror of the situation had also overwhelmed their teacher, who looked on helplessly, unable to offer any comfort or explanation.

As soon as Mussa spotted his father, he sprang to his feet and ran to embrace him, visibly relieved. His father gently rubbed the back of his head, offering a comforting touch. After a moment of reassurance, he allowed Mussa to retrieve his school bag from his desk.

That afternoon, Mussa's father spent hours by the radio, anxiously tuning in for any updates on the ongoing revolt. Despite his efforts, there was still no information from the authorities about the uprising. Rumors continued to swirl through the streets, suggesting that the mutineers had overthrown the TANU government. It was said that they were targeting Europeans and Asians in the major cities. The mutineers reportedly demanded higher wages and the replacement of foreign military officers with African officers. Still seated by his radio, Mussa’s father concluded that if the government officials failed to provide clear information about the unrest and if the mutineers continued to roam the streets, his children would not be able to attend school.

After dinner with his family, Mussa’s father popped a piece of mango into his mouth and settled back with his radio. At last, the voice of Oscar Kambona, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, came through the speaker. He announced that a misunderstanding between the African and European officers of the First Battalion of the Tanganyika Rifles had been resolved, as he had successfully negotiated with the mutineers. The Foreign Minister urged calm and assured that the government had restored law and order. Like many others across the country, Mussa’s father felt a deep sense of relief as he learned that the mutineers had returned to their barracks.

By the time Mussa reached Standard Four, he was fluent in English and excelled in mathematics and other subjects. His father’s ambition was to provide his children with an excellent education. Beyond his academic achievements, Mussa also served as the bandmaster of Aga Khan School’s renowned band. The band, one of the best in town, was distinguished by its white costumes and well-chosen instruments. In addition to his academic and band responsibilities, Mussa was actively involved in maintaining the school garden. The garden grew a variety of vegetables, including tomatoes, onions, cabbages, brinjals, chili peppers, and carrots. The proceeds from selling these vegetables helped fund the scout troop's activities, of which Mussa was a dedicated member.

In 1967, following the government's announcement of the Arusha Declaration, all schools in the country were nationalized and adopted a socialist system of education. Aga Khan School, previously a private and non-political institution, had to adapt to this new system. The curriculum, once focused on bourgeois capitalism, was restructured to align with socialist principles. Like all other schools in the country, students at Aga Khan were now required to participate in political activities beyond their academic studies.

One evening, Mussa and his brothers sat on the floor in the railway’s backyard quarters, discussing their day at school. Earlier, Mussa, the bandleader of Aga Khan School, had been rehearsing with the band in preparation for an upcoming political rally. Standing rigidly like a soldier, he wielded a long stick and marched with the band, synchronizing his movements with the bandleader’s stick and adding his own flourish to their routine. From time to time, Mussa spun the stick in wide arcs, tossing it into the air and catching it deftly as he marched around the yard. His enjoyment of leading the school band was evident; perhaps that’s why he was entrusted with the stick, which seemed to suit him perfectly. As he sat among his brothers, he reminisced about past rallies, sharing stories and experiences from those events. He was not fond of participating in the marches organized by the ruling party, particularly when high-ranking government officials were expected to visit the city.

When the premier or head of government was scheduled to visit the city, Mussa would lead his school band ahead of a parade of students from various schools and colleges, all dressed in colorful uniforms. They gathered by the pavements, lined up to greet the arriving dignitaries. During such events, all shops, businesses, and institutions were required to close, allowing people to participate in the rally.

One day, students and locals gathered to welcome President Julius Nyerere, who was expected to arrive around eleven o’clock. It was nine in the morning, and thousands of people, along with students waving national and ruling party flags, lined the roadside, eagerly awaiting the moment to give a standing ovation. By two o'clock, the president's convoy was still nowhere in sight. Selective roads had been cleared, and vehicles were diverted away from the main routes. Those who were caught in or out of town had to wait indefinitely for the convoy to pass. All streets leading to the main road intersection were closed off. People were growing frustrated and angry, especially those in a hurry to reach their destinations and traders eager to reopen their shops. Among the crowd, someone standing behind Mussa leaned in and whispered:

“This country is poor. The authorities expect us to pay taxes and lift the economy, yet every time a political leader arrives in town, they force us to close our businesses.”

The sun was blistering, and the children were growing thirsty and hungry. Peddlers took advantage of the scorching weather, selling soft drinks and ice cream to the crowd. However, many children from poor families had no pocket money to buy anything. As the temperature soared, Mussa’s schoolmate and a girl from another school succumbed to the heat. They fainted on the roadside and were quickly moved under the shade of nearby trees to cool down before regaining consciousness.

It wasn’t until three-thirty in the afternoon that the crowd finally heard the wailing siren of a police motorbike speeding by, signaling the president’s convoy was approaching. The mass of people behind the ropes lining the roads sprang to their feet, straining to catch a glimpse of where the motorbike had come from. Twenty minutes later, the blaring sirens of more police vehicles pierced the air as they sped by. The police, along with TANU youth leagues in their black and green uniforms, remained on high alert, ensuring the crowd stayed behind the ropes. Eager to catch a glimpse of the president, people jostled and pushed against one another, straining for a better view. The weaker and smaller kids were pushed to the back, their view of the leader obscured despite their desperate efforts to catch a glimpse. Mussa, with his slim frame, managed to weave through the crowd. As he finally broke through, he spotted the military vehicles, flanked by police motorcycles at the front and rear, swiftly escorting the president's car down the road.

The president, dressed in a dark Mao suit, stood tall in the open-roofed car, waving his stick to the crowd. A roar of applause erupted as people chanted Nyerere's name, their voices rising in unison. Excitement filled the air as they outstretched their arms, waving the ruling party and national flags with fervor. The officials hailed him as the sole leader who fought for independence. Yet, the contributions of his associates—Abdulwahid and Ally Kleist Sykes, Zuberi Mtemvu, Dossa Aziz, Jumbe Tambaza, among others—remain largely unacknowledged. These prominent TANU figures, who worked tirelessly alongside him to oust the colonists, are often overlooked in history.

Following the president's car was a procession of vehicles carrying security officers, military personnel, TANU members in green uniforms, and government officials. Thousands of people, mostly students, who had spent hours under the bright sun, barely caught a glimpse of the head of state as his car sped swiftly down the road.

“Why spend hours on the streets just to wave our hands for a few seconds at the head of government?” Mussa complained. “We should be in the classroom instead of making politicians' day.” These events left a lasting impression on his young mind, marking his first significant political realization. Like most of his friends at school, Mussa wished he could avoid such rallies altogether. However, he had to adhere to the principles of Aga Khan School, which followed the ministry of education’s guidelines. These experiences served as a constant reminder of how the leaders in his country demanded subservience and obedience from their citizens.

In 1969, Mussa's father divorced his wife and remarried Malikia Masudi, the daughter of Masudi Ramadhan, a businessman from Isevya, Tabora. Around this time, primary school students were preparing for their standard seven national examinations. Mussa devoted himself to his studies, putting in extra effort to read and excel in his tests. Most evenings, Mussa sat in his bedroom, diligently completing homework and reviewing class notes well into the early hours of the morning. On weekends, he would take his study materials to the yard, immersing himself in exercise books and past test papers. Occasionally, he paced back and forth, committing to memory the questions he felt most confident in answering.

Like most of his classmates, Mussa was anxious about the exam results. The fear of not advancing to secondary school weighed heavily on him, as he dreaded the possibility of ending up on the streets. He worked tirelessly, sacrificing time with his friends, and wouldn't allow himself to relax until the last exam paper was completed. Looking ahead, Mussa aspired to become a physician, inspired by his teacher’s remarks about the shortage of doctors in government hospitals. He envisioned himself growing up and graduating, donning a white coat with a stethoscope around his neck, dedicated to treating the sick. His father, worried about the immense pressure Mussa was putting on himself, eventually recognized that it would all be over in just a few weeks.

On the day of the examination, Mussa woke up at four, read a few pages from his exercise books, and then left home, arriving at school by a quarter to seven. By this time, all standard seven pupils across the country were waiting anxiously for the clock to strike eight, when the first exam paper would be placed on their desks. The examination lasted for several days. When it was finally over, Mussa walked into the living room, utterly exhausted. He collapsed onto the sofa and immediately fell asleep. No one disturbed him until seven o'clock when his younger brother Abbas gently woke him for dinner.  

It could be several months before the results of the standard seven national examinations were announced. During this waiting period, Mussa visited his stepmother’s father, Masudi—a tall, broad-shouldered businessman in his early sixties. Masudi—was preparing to leave for Mombasa, Kenya, on a business trip. He frequently purchased dozens of textile fabrics in Mombasa and sold them in Arusha, Tabora, and Kibwesa near Lake Tanganyika. Every other month, he would travel by train to Dodoma and then catch a bus to Mombasa. He was busy packing his grip with clothes when Mussa came to see him.

At three o’clock, three hours before Masudi was due to catch the train to Dodoma, he was dressed in a white shirt, black trousers, polished black shoes, and a Muslim skullcap. His eldest son, Hamisi, picked up Masudi’s grip, and together with Mussa, they headed to the train terminal to secure a seat for Masudi in the economy class cabin. They arrived at the station ahead of the train from Mwanza, Kigoma, and Mpanda, which was to combine with others for a single journey to Dar es Salaam.

At that hour, the train terminal was bustling with travelers eager to board. As the doors to the economy class compartments opened, a rush ensued for the seats. Unlike reserved train carriages, the seats had no numbers, similar to a town bus. The train approached the platform at half-past five. Before it even came to a halt, people surged toward the doors, jostling and pushing each other in a frantic attempt to secure empty seats. Finding a spot without a struggle proved nearly impossible.

Hamisi, experienced in securing seats in the economy class cabin, knew the ropes well. Standing on the platform next to the open window of the train compartment, he lifted Mussa up and pushed him through the window into the cabin. With the seat for his father secured, Hamisi waited for the commotion at the door to settle before joining Mussa inside.

The couple settled into their seats by the window, waiting for Masudi to arrive. Soon after, they heard the cheers of people rallying under the shade of the railway building near the train. Mussa glanced over and saw Masudi, surrounded by a crowd of people applauding him. Curiosity piqued, Mussa quickly climbed down from the carriage and hurried to see what was happening. As he approached, he saw an irate old man grabbing a policeman in a khaki uniform by the waist and dragging him toward the station entrance. The scene quickly drew a crowd, as it was unusual to see a civilian arresting a policeman. The officer, clearly embarrassed, clutched his cap to his chest with one hand and followed the instructions of Mussa's step-grandfather. The onlookers trailed behind, following the two men as they made their way out of the terminal building and toward the nearby police station.

At the railway police station, the duty officer and his colleagues were astonished to see one of their own being brought in by a civilian, almost as if he were a chief. Masudi, still gripping the officer’s trousers, was fuming. He informed the stunned officers that the young officer had borrowed new clothes from him on credit several months ago and had since vanished. Masudi insisted that the officer showed no interest in settling his debt or making any effort to repay him.

The desk officer intervened to calm the irate Masudi, who finally released his grip on the police officer’s trousers. As Masudi took deep breaths to steady himself, the accused officer admitted to the allegations. The duty officer explained to Masudi that the issue was a civil matter, but advised the officer to provide a written commitment to repay the debt. The officer agreed to settle the amount within a month. Once the arrangement was made, Masudi left the police station, and Mussa accompanied his step-grandmother back to the train, which was preparing to depart.

The railway worker blew the whistle, signaling passengers to board the train. Mussa pleaded with Masudi to let him travel with him. Masudi, though, promised that he would take Mussa to Mombasa after the school break, once the national examination was over. For now, he dismissed Mussa, who reluctantly watched as his step-grandmother prepared to leave. At around six, just minutes before the train was scheduled to depart from Tabora, Mussa climbed the stairs to the second-class carriage and stood by the window in the passageway. His resolve was firm—he was determined to travel with his step-grandmother, despite his earlier dismissal.

Outside, it was dark. The train, speeding away from Nyahua, was now miles from Tabora. Mussa sat in the dimly lit aisle as the ticket controller emerged from one of the cabins, inspecting passengers for their tickets. Quickly, Mussa stood up and made his way to the economy class compartment, which was crammed with both passengers and luggage. Many people were standing, while others sat in the aisle with their children and personal belongings around them. Mussa navigated through the crowded compartment to reach his step-grandmother, who had fallen into a light sleep. Carefully avoiding waking him, Mussa squeezed his slim frame between the old man and another passenger, settling quietly into his seat.

A few minutes later, the ticket controller tapped Masudi on the shoulder. The old man stirred, pulling his ticket from his shirt pocket and handing it over. The conductor stamped it and returned it before shifting his attention to Mussa. Mussa turned, glancing over his shoulder at his step-grandmother, who was still asleep. Their eyes met, and Masudi looked at Mussa with surprise. “You,” he growled, staring at him as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. Mussa felt a surge of nervousness, realizing he had overstepped. He braced himself for the old man’s reaction, expecting anger for his unwelcome presence.

The ticket inspector stood waiting for the fare. Masudi pulled out his wallet, paid for Mussa’s ticket, and then blinked at him again, his anger evident. The boy had left home without his parents' permission. Masudi was frustrated but soon recognized his own role in the situation. Had he not promised to travel with Mussa, the boy might not have been tempted to follow him. Taking a deep breath, Masudi leaned back against the coach, resigning himself to the situation. He would call Mussa’s father when the train reached in Itigi.

Back in Tabora, the final two weeks of waiting for the standard seven national examination results were agonizing. Mussa had been told it could be just a few more days before the outcome was known. Both hope and fear clung to his mind as the moment of truth approached. As usual, the noticeboard at Aga Khan School displayed the names of students selected to join secondary schools, making the anticipation even more intense.

The day Mussa went to Aga Khan to check the results, a crowd of parents and classmates had gathered along the walkway, eagerly staring at the list of names on the noticeboard. Some parents stood nearby, comforting their children who looked devastated by the exam results. Mussa weaved through the crowd, anxiously scanning the paper for his name. Suddenly, a boy standing next to him erupted with joy, throwing his arms around Mussa and shouting, “I passed, I passed! I’m going to secondary school!”

Mussa stood still, his heart pounding in his chest as he scanned the noticeboard. The boy beside him was overjoyed, his excitement palpable, but Mussa's anxiety drowned out the noise around him. His eyes darted frantically across the board, searching for his name, clinging to hope with each passing second. Then, as the realization hit, tears welled up in his eyes and began to stream down his cheeks. His name wasn’t there. He hadn’t made it onto the list of students selected to join secondary education.

Mussa stepped away from the bustling crowd, his legs heavy with disappointment. He found a spot against the wall, slid down to the ground, and curled into himself, resting his arms on his knees. The tears came freely now, as the weight of his shattered dream pressed down on him. The dream of reaching the pinnacle of academic success, of one day becoming a doctor, seemed to slip further out of reach with each tear. He knew his teachers and classmates wouldn’t believe it—how could someone like him not be among those chosen to continue to secondary school?

As Mussa wiped away his tears with the back of his hand, a middle-aged woman, the mother of one of his classmates, crouched beside him. She gently placed her hand on his left shoulder, her voice soft as she tried to comfort him. But the weight of helplessness bore down on Mussa, filling him with doubt and the nagging thought that maybe he could have done more. His classmate, who had also faced disappointing exam results, stood in front of him, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. Though she tried to hold them back, her expression betrayed the deep sadness she felt. She, too, would not be joining the government school. Regardless of her exam results, her parents had already decided to enroll her in a private secondary school. They preferred the private institution for its qualified teachers and well-equipped facilities, which promised a higher standard of education.

“Sorry,” the woman whispered softly to Mussa, her hand still resting on his shoulder. “You don’t have to cry; there are always other schools.” Her words, though meant to console, felt inadequate in the face of his overwhelming sadness. She struggled to find the right words to comfort him, watching as he continued to weep, unable to stem the flow of his tears. She gently helped Mussa to his feet, and as they stood up, a male teacher from the Aga Khan school appeared at a nearby door. Noticing the sorrowful boy, the teacher approached and wrapped an arm around Mussa’s shoulders. “Mussa,” he said, his voice warm and reassuring, “you’re brilliant. You’re a leader, remember—my band leader. Everyone here knows how talented you are. Please, stop crying, okay?”

Mussa continued to cry, overwhelmed by the realization that there would be no second chance for these exams. All the long nights and days spent poring over textbooks seemed to have been in vain. The thought of failing to secure a spot at the secondary school, despite years of dedicated effort, felt unbearably unfair. The mother of his classmate guided him to her car, parked outside the dilapidated fence, and drove him home.

That evening, the family gathered for dinner, but Mussa ate in silence, his thoughts still consumed by the day's events. Despite their best efforts to cheer him up, his family’s attempts fell short. The outcome of the examination was too difficult for him to accept, casting a shadow over the meal. It might take days, weeks, months, or even years for Mussa to move past that painful moment, and perhaps he would never fully forget it. After dinner, he retreated to his bedroom, lay down on his bed, and let the tears flow once more. For the next two days, he cried intermittently, unable to come to terms with the outcome of the examination.

His father understood why his son was so distraught over the exam results and why he had been crying for days. He knew Mussa had always been determined to finish in the top five of his class and had expected him to be among the selected few. Yet, he also recognized that not all students could pass the exams—each year, over eighty percent of students from primary schools across the country were left out.

The authorities imposed a strict limit on the number of students who could proceed to secondary education, regardless of their performance on the exams. This policy left many students from standard seven without a place in secondary school. Only one or two out of every ten pupils were admitted, while the rest were left without options, especially those whose families could not afford to enroll them in private schools. As a result, many children found themselves on the streets, facing a bleak future.

Among the reasons for the limited number of students selected were the lack of secondary schools, a shortage of quality teachers, and inadequate teaching infrastructure. Additionally, the socialist government aimed to have most young people remain in rural areas to support its policy of self-reliance. This approach further constrained educational opportunities for many students. Young people were denied the chance to choose their own careers and were offered no opportunities beyond becoming peasants. Despite their talents and desires for careers that could bring them happiness and self-esteem, they were constrained by a system that limited their prospects.

Mussa’s father was nearing retirement and would soon have to submit his notice of resignation from the East African Railway Corporation. Life after retirement was uncertain. Adjusting to a new routine would be challenging, especially since the benefits he would receive from his employer might not align with his plans for establishing a new life for his family. Mussa fell into despair and lost interest in playing with his brothers and the other children outside. Concerned, his father spoke with him, offering reasonable explanations and suggesting that he take a holiday to clear his mind and refresh his spirit. Mussa understood his father's perspective and agreed to follow his advice.

CHAPTER TWO
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​The village life 
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In the early morning of March 1972, Mussa, a tall young man with a long face, stood in front of the mirror in his living room, dragging a wooden comb through his thick afro. He was dressed in a colorful short-sleeve shirt, dark trousers, and polished black shoes. Today, he was preparing for a visit to his grandfather in the village of Kizengi, in Tabora.

After a two-hour train journey, Mussa arrived at Malongwe, the third stop from Tabora. He stepped off the train from the second-class compartment and immediately spotted Seif, his grandfather’s adopted son, waiting for him on the platform. Seif stood beside a bicycle, ready to greet him with a warm smile.

The weather was warm, with temperatures averaging around 23°C. An intense thunderstorm had recently swept through, bringing with it a light rain that lingered for nearly two hours. The once firm earth road leading to Kizengi, was now slick and treacherous, rendering it impassable for public transport. After exchanging handshakes, Seif led Mussa out of the train station to start a journey to Kizengi. Mussa adjusted his handbag across his back and climbed onto the bicycle behind Seif. The trip was expected to take about two hours, as Seif would need to pedal slowly and cautiously along the muddy road, ensuring his guest remained steady and safe.

In Kizengi, Mussa's grandfather, Mussa Saleh Luhamba, a tall man of sixty-five with strong arms honed by decades of carpentry work, was overjoyed to see his grandson, who bore his name. With a cheerful lift, he embraced him before setting him down and gazing at him with excitement. A broad smile illuminated his face, marking the first time Mussa had visited him in the village.

Luhamba lived with his wife and a large extended family, most of whom were under fifteen. This family included his uncle, aunts, nephew, daughters, son-in-law, and wife. Their four-bedroom house, built from earth and metal sheets, stood overlooking a vast green field in front of their twenty-three acres of land. Trees and bushes grew densely right up to the farm's boundary. On part of the land, Luhamba cultivated maize, peanuts, cassava, sweet potatoes, and beans. To the left of the main house was an earth building with three rooms, including a storage room for food and tools. A few meters away, a mango tree shaded a large pen for cows and goats, where chickens and ducks roamed freely, pecking at the ground for insects.

About an hour after Mussa's arrival in the village, his grandfather prepared a special meal in his honor by slaughtering a male goat. The meat was deliciously grilled over a charcoal brazier and served on a silver tray, accompanied by porridge and vegetable sauces. At lunchtime, five men gathered on a handmade mat under the mango tree, which was decorated with antelope skulls. Meanwhile, the women and children gathered beneath a nearby grass hut for their meal. The atmosphere was lively and pleasant, with a gentle breeze blowing from the east and birds singing in the nearby trees. Mussa savored the delicious meat and enjoyed the company of his grandfather and relatives. For the moment, he was able to set aside the trauma of being denied the chance to continue his studies.

The next morning, Mussa woke up early, brushed his teeth, and washed up. As his grandfather prepared to go to the mosque for the morning prayer, Mussa joined him. They walked together to a small mosque built of mud with a grass roof, a place lovingly constructed by his grandfather. Beside the mosque were three drums of water where a few villagers washed themselves before entering. After exchanging greetings, Luhamba led the prayer. Deeply religious, he rarely missed a prayer at the mosque.

Back home, preparations were underway for the day's farm work. The family enjoyed tea accompanied by boiled pumpkins, simmered sweet potatoes, hot milk and fried peanuts. Mussa picked up a hoe and joined them. They were set to work on three acres of their four-hectare plot, which had been cleared for planting maize, sweet potatoes, and cassava. Seif picked up a rope and asked Mussa to hold the other end. He walked forty feet across the soil, which had been plowed by cows a few days earlier. He then tightened the rope around a piece of wood and secured it to the ground. Mussa dug holes along the line, spacing them about eighty centimeters apart and making them around five centimeters deep. Behind him, a young woman followed with a small basket of seeds. She dropped three seeds into each hole and covered them with soil using her foot.

In the afternoon, they returned home to find lunch ready. As usual, they enjoyed their meal before Mussa's grandfather settled on a mat in the shade of a tree for a short nap. When he awoke, he went to the workshop beside the house to craft furniture for his customers, including tables, chairs, beds, and more.

In the evening, the old man sat outside his house, chatting with Mussa, who was struck by the simplicity and tranquility of village life. The village was serene, free from crime, police, thieves, and pollution. Fresh food was abundant, and the villagers were friendly and supportive of one another. Each year, if the rainy season was favorable, Luhamba harvested enough food to sustain his family and sold the surplus to cover additional expenses. Besides being a farmer and carpenter, he was also a beekeeper. He had constructed several beehives, hanging them in the trees of the surrounding bush, and harvested over two hundred liters of honey annually.

A few days after Mussa arrived in the village, darkness settled over the sky. Luhamba picked up his “gobole,” a locally made gun, and asked Mussa, Mustafa, and Seif to accompany him on a hunt for wild animals. While everyone except Mussa wore a headlamp on their foreheads, only Luhamba's hunting light was lit as he led the way. Ahead of them, the muddy footpath was slick, leading toward the hunting grounds. As an experienced hunter, Luhamba knew exactly where to find the animals. The group walked for about half an hour from home before stopping under a large tree. The hunter turned off his light and waited silently for the prey to approach.

Mussa enjoyed eating wild animal meat cooked on a barbecue but had never fully appreciated the difficulty of catching one. Nervous for the first time in the field, he moved closer behind his grandfather, his eyes darting around in the darkness. He was apprehensive that a dangerous animal might suddenly appear, threatening their mission and potentially attacking them.

The wait lasted just over twenty minutes before they heard the grass rustling nearby, stirred by moving creatures. Luhamba turned his headlight on, seized his gun, and carefully crept forward. His companions followed stealthily behind him. It sounded as though the animals were only a few meters away, feeding on the fresh grass. Suddenly, as Luhamba tried to pinpoint where the animals were feeding, Mustafa threw his spear, startling a group of pigs and causing them to scatter. Luhamba pursed his lips in disapproval and turned to Mustafa. “You mustn’t act until you hear a shot from my gun,” he warned sternly, well aware of Mustafa’s fear of wild animals.

Once again, they fell into silence under the tree, waiting. Minutes passed with no sign of movement. Luhamba decided to change tactics. He adjusted his hunting light on his forehead and moved to the pathway, with the group following closely behind. As Luhamba walked on the wet earth, he noticed that the drizzle, which had persisted for several hours, had stopped two hours earlier. The beam of his torch flickered in the darkness ahead. About fifty meters from the large tree, he spotted the bright eyes of an animal glaring back at the light.

The hunter knew exactly what he was looking for; there was no doubt that the glowing eyes on the pathway belonged to a large prey. Soon, he hoped to bring home a good meal. With his gun resting on his shoulder, he focused intently on the animal, whose eyes were fixed in place by the powerful light. He took aim and squeezed the trigger; a single bullet dropped the antelope.

A large, dangerous male antelope struggled to rise, as if preparing to charge with its horns. As the animal limped forward, Mustafa fled up a tree, fearing an attack. Mussa, positioned behind the gunman, who kept his feet firmly planted, ready for another shot. The gunman aimed carefully and fired again, hitting the antelope in the neck. The animal collapsed, grunting and snorting.

Slowly and carefully, Seif approached the prey to examine it, breathing heavily. Mussa and Mustafa held the animal’s legs while Seif cut its neck according to Muslim tradition. The antelope, with its broad chest and weighing about sixty-five kilograms, was heavy. They tied its legs with ropes, then Seif chopped a long, sturdy piece of wood from a nearby tree and placed it between the animal’s legs for easier transport. With some difficulty, the two men lifted the antelope onto their shoulders. Seif took one end of the pole, while Mussa carried the other on his shoulders. Mustafa led the way back home, his torchlight glowing on his forehead.

The next morning, Luhamba returned home from the mosque, accompanied by four nearby villagers. He always shared the meat from the hunt with the local community and made sure to look after the poor in the neighborhood.

Village life was wonderful and captivating. Mussa would always cherish the time he spent there. In the evenings, family members gathered on mats outside, enjoying fruits, peanuts, and grilled maize while sharing stories and songs. His grandfather sat on a folding chair a few meters away, chatting with the neighbors. Some villagers sought his advice for their problems, and he always found solutions for them. He was more than just the headman; he was highly respected, and his house was constantly filled with guests. After meeting with the neighbors, he turned on his radio to catch the local news before joining the family gathering. The villagers were so friendly and perpetually busy that there was no time for boredom.

The maize harvest in Kizengi was nearly complete, and Mussa prepared to return home. His grandfather gave him a four-liter gallon of honey and a handbasket full of mangoes for the journey. In the afternoon, he accompanied him by bicycle to the Malongwe train station. They arrived just in time—the train from Dar es Salaam was about to depart for Tabora. They shook hands and shared a heartfelt hug before Mussa climbed into the second-class carriage.

As the train slowly pulled away from the station, Mussa leaned out the window and waved to his grandfather, who waved back while dabbing his tears with a handkerchief. The time spent with his grandson had been special, and he wished he could have persuaded him to stay longer. However, he understood his determination to return to his studies. Like many grandparents, Luhamba wondered when he would see Mussa again. He knew that young people grow up and often choose to build their own lives, sometimes far from home—a separation that is hard to avoid. As the train disappeared from view, Luhamba sighed sadly, pushed his bike slowly out of the station area, and began the long ride back to the village.

A few weeks after Mussa returned home from Kizengi, he stood by the living room window, clutching a grammar book. He watched three kids his age, dressed in secondary school uniforms with bags slung over their shoulders, as they headed home from school. A wave of dejection washed over him, and a sharp longing to be like them surged through his chest. The sight stirred memories of his exam failure, bringing tears to his eyes. He felt a deep anger rising within him, though he couldn’t quite pinpoint who or what it was directed at. Instead of poring over the grammar book at home, Mussa wished he were at school with them. As the students passed by, he wiped the tears from his eyes, moved away from the window, and sat down on the sofa with his book. However, unable to concentrate on his studies, he closed the book and leaned back against the couch.

Just as Mussa fell asleep with the grammar book in his lap, his father knocked on the front door. Mussa placed the book on the table and went to open it. The hot afternoon was drawing to a close, but the room still felt stuffy. Greeting his father, who had just returned from work, Mussa moved back to the edge of the sofa. He observed his father, who looked exhausted and parched from a hard day’s labor. The old man removed his sun helmet to cool his head, sat down in a chair, and took off his safety boots before asking for a glass of water.

Mussa brought a grey steel jug of water from the kitchen, poured it into a glass, and watched his father drink it eagerly. The railway worker then asked his son to refill the glass and drink it all. After placing the glass on the table, Mussa’s father glanced at the grammar book and then at Mussa, who met his gaze. It was clear that the boy still hoped to enroll in a private school, and he was right.

For nearly an hour, his father chatted with him, suggesting that he consider a short course to become a tailor. However, Mussa's heart was set on attending secondary school. Later that afternoon, Mussa wrote a letter to his mother, who lived in Shinyanga, hoping she could help with the school fees. Days passed without any response, and with no word from her, he resolved to visit her as soon as possible.

Promptly at six o’clock in the morning, a few days later, the railway locomotive garage siren blared as Mussa left home to catch a bus to Shinyanga. Rain began pouring shortly after he boarded the bus at the main station. The clouds shifted westward, and occasional rumbles of thunder echoed in the sky. Sitting by the window, Mussa watched as the bus departed from the city and navigated a sandy road. The rain eased, and the rising sun struggled to pierce through the thick, powdery clouds.
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