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Bessie Head

Bessie Head (1937-1986) was born in South Africa and is one of Africa’s best-known writers. She trained as a teacher then worked as a journalist for Golden City Post, a Drum publication, until she left for Botswana. She remained there, with the precarious status of refugee, for fifteen years before she gained citizenship in 1979. When Rain Clouds Gather was her first published novel in 1968, followed by Maru (1971) and her intense and powerful autobiographical work, A Question of Power  (1973). She wrote short stories, and A Woman Alone (1990), a collection of autobiographical writings, and Tales of Tenderness and Power (1990). A selection of famous and previously unpublished works have been released posthumously.
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INTRODUCTION

Bessie Head was a witness to the early years of apartheid and its spirit-breaking classifications and restrictions. South Africa’s Immorality Act of 1950, which outlawed interracial relationships, acted as a negation of her very existence. Yet Head was adamant that love affairs are more important than socio-political revolutions. She wrote, ‘I have no logical argument as to why these things are more important, except that I believe in the contents of the human heart . . . a silent and secret conspiracy against all the insanity and hatred in mankind.’

In these, her first two novels, Bessie Head makes it understood that love between equals is the only true power in the world. She offers us men and women who are fully alive to each other. They dream the same dreams. Her men, Makhaya in  When Rain Clouds Gather and the eponymous hero of Maru, are intensely perceptive, imbued with a ‘feminine sensitivity’ that raises them above the level of ‘grovelling sex organs’ that Head complained African men were traditionally reduced to within their communities. Her women give themselves over to passion that barely stops short at terrible vulnerability. Paulina, Makhaya’s lover, strains boldly towards joy, with her colourful  skirts and her equally vivid declarations, ‘You mustn’t think I’m a cheap woman, but I love you.’ Maru’s Margaret Cadmore, outwardly impassive apart from the occasional tear, has a tumultuous inner life that she finally anchors in her art and the complex ways in which she loves the two men in her life. But the cognitive dissonance involved in falling in love is sometimes almost beyond endurance, even for people as strong as these. In Bessie Head’s world, people are ‘frightened into’ showing each other compassion, and only give way to love ‘under extreme pressure and pain’. Head’s love stories highlight the great risk of making a gesture of faith in mankind, whose wickedness can be extraordinary. As I read the scene in Maru where Margaret Cadmore stands before a classroom full of jibing students, my hands curled up into fists for the harrowing moments that follow as the woman’s nerves fray. Her humiliation and the sensation of hatred - her own and that of the children’s - is scarred onto the page with an authenticity that feels hard won.

Born in a mental asylum in Johannesburg to a white South African mother, disowned by her mother’s family and raised in a Coloured family in Natal, Head never knew her black father and confessed to the ‘desperate guesswork’ of trying to write as what she called ‘an African of Africa’. At twenty-seven, she obtained permission to leave South Africa (on the condition that she never return) and spent the next twenty-two years in Botswana; fifteen of those as a refugee while the authorities refused her Botswana nationality. She wrote to friends in England, Norway and America, feverishly making plans to leave for Nigeria, for India, for Kenya - anywhere but this country that didn’t want her. Still . . . ‘The best and most enduring love is that of rejection,’ Head wrote to Randolph Vigne. In another letter she told him, ‘You know perhaps nothing about a little village . . . in an African village it’s goddam deep and dangerous.’ Village  children threw stones at Head’s young son and called him ‘Bushman’. Her neighbours accused her of infanticide and only left her out of their talk once she’d had a breakdown.

Makhaya, the protagonist of When Rain Clouds Gather, is a disillusioned South African activist, newly released from prison for plotting an explosion; he has just escaped across Botswana’s border fence ‘and on into whatever illusion of freedom lay ahead’. Golema Mmidi, his adoptive home, is a village at a crossroads in its history; its inhabitants submit to the authority of a chieftain, but the villagers are also receptive to the prospect of agricultural reform brought by Gilbert, a white British volunteer. The horror of village life that Head darkly hinted at in her letters ducks uneasily out of sight on the periphery, only showing its naked face when Makhaya and Paulina drive out towards the village’s cattle post in the drought-parched desert. Then, at last we see the vultures in the trees, sitting ‘full and gorged’. It is then we see a newborn calf preyed on as it lies beside its dead mother, and it is then that we see what has happened to Paulina’s son, a cheerful little artist who made the best of his solitary existence herding the family’s cattle by making wood carvings with his pocket knife. We are forced to stand with Makhaya looking in at the door of the hut, bearing the sight for Paulina, who might run mad if she saw. Reading this passage brought to mind another meditation on the death of a child written five years earlier, Ingrid Jonker’s The Child who was Shot Dead by Soldiers at Nyanga: ‘The child is not dead . . . /the child grown to a man treks through all Africa/the child grown into a giant journeys through the whole world.’ Here, however, Head as a narrator makes no attempt to mitigate the desolation of the scene. It’s as if the story is questioning the technology by which a child becomes a giant, or even a man, in such a place as Golema Mmidi. And because Makhaya loves Paulina he takes  the loss into himself, ‘confused and angry that there was only this dead, unanswering silence in his heart . . .’ Nini Etlinger, a pen-friend who had loaned Head the money for a typewriter, advised her, ‘You really must not write with your heart on fire. It’s not literature. I really mean it.’ Head broke off all contact with her and never renewed it, despite wholehearted repentance on Etlinger’s part. By the time she was thirteen Head was already developing an awareness of what a story is able to do; how it can teach, entertain and propose a wholly new future all at once. In a short story published in the magazine of the Anglican orphanage where she received her education, truth features as a means of crossing a river, a way of moving forward. But the bridge is built of stones that cannot be walked upon without great pain.

 




Maru begins so peacefully. The hero comes home to his wife at the end of a blue-skied day and says to her simply, ‘My sweetheart. ’ And once you’ve come to the last page of the novel it is the grace of that moment that may compel you to reread the first few pages in a new and triumphant light. The beginning and the end of this love story slide into each other with ferocious ease, like a snake eating its own tail. Margaret Cadmore, a San orphan, is adopted by a forthright English missionary, who has her educated and sends her away to a Botswana village to take up her first teaching position. Margaret, made virtually silent and expressionless by a lifetime of abuse from her peers, is a powerfully disruptive presence in the life of the village, where other San are kept as slaves. Margaret is not beautiful, but her gaze is eloquent and when she speaks, something about her voice is enchanting. She wins the love of Maru and Moleka, bosom friends who become bitter opponents. Moleka is unable to overcome a dread of breaking convention to openly proclaim love for a San woman. Maru is a future chieftain of the village, a man whose eyes are lit  with the conversation of gods. He tests Margaret’s dignity and creativity, taking her bed away from her and giving her art paper, paint and charcoals instead. And he doesn’t claim Margaret for himself until her heart is completely broken. This is the book that Bessie Head wrote as a response to Hodder and Stoughton’s request that she follow When Rain Clouds Gather with something like an African version of The Catcher in the Rye.

At that period in her life, Head wrote her tales at night in her hut with a candle balanced on her knee. What might she have been if she had been free of Botswana and South Africa? From across an ocean there is a faint answer of sorts. In 1939, two years after Head was born, Billie Holiday wrote that bitter hymn to loneliness, ‘God Bless The Child’. Holiday, another extraordinary artist, never knew her father and would have been taken for a Coloured woman in South Africa too. Holiday got forty-eight years out of a life of chequered romance, sorrow, drugs and religious schooling - one year less than Head’s forty-nine. Like Holiday, Head brings her grief to her work - and perhaps this is part of what sends a thrill through us readers, who may think that all we have to do is close the book when we no longer want to see into these wounded worlds, these spirited trials at hope.

After reading Maru, Megan Biesele, an American anthropologist, went to live in the Botswana desert with people of the San tribe (called Marsarwa in the novel), who taught her their language until she was able to read Maru aloud to them, chapter by chapter. The San made Head a necklace of shells, seeds and grass and sent it to her, along with their thanks for what she had written. When Rain Clouds Gather and Maru are fairytales about the transformations that love can wreak. And they transform love into a force to be feared and a force to be thankful for.
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CHAPTER ONE

The little Barolong village swept right up to the border fence. One of the huts was built so close that a part of its circular wall touched the barbed-wire fencing. In this hut a man had been sitting since the early hours of dawn. He was waiting until dark when he would try to spring across the half-mile gap of no-man’s land to the Botswana border fence and then on to whatever illusion of freedom lay ahead. It was June and winter and bitterly cold, and his legs were too long to allow for pacing in the cramped space of the hut. Every half hour the patrol van of the South African border police sped past with sirens wailing, and this caused an unpleasant sensation in his stomach.

I’ll soon have a stomach-ache if I go on like this, he thought.

His nerves weren’t so good, too easily jangled by the irritations of living. In fact, the inner part of him was a jumble of chaotic discord, very much belied by his outer air of calm, lonely self-containment. The only way you could sense this inner discord was through a trick he had of slightly averting his face as though no man was his brother or worthy of his trust. Otherwise, his face was rather pleasing to the eye. It was often wryly amused. Its general expression was one of absorbed,  attentive listening. His long thin falling-away cheekbones marked him as a member of either the Xhosa or Zulu tribe.

Towards noon, when there was a lull in the wailing sirens, the old man who owned the hut pushed open the door, letting in a shaft of sunlight. He held in his hands a steaming bowl of thick porridge. The man by now had a dreadful stomach-ache, and the sight of the food did not immediately please him.

‘Well, how are you, son?’ the old man asked.

‘I’m all right,’ the man lied. It did not seem quite dignified to admit that he had stomach trouble.

‘I’ve brought you a little food,’ the old man said.

‘Thank you,’ the man said. ‘But could I go out for a while and stretch my legs?’ He had to ease the painful knots in his stomach.

‘It’s not safe,’ the old man said. ‘I can’t guarantee who may or may not be a spy. Once you are caught here it will make it unsafe for those who come on behind. I would no doubt go to jail too.’

The young man was bent over the hand-carved stool on which he sat, and the old man thought he might be cold.

‘Why not take a little brandy?’ he asked sympathetically. ‘I know a place nearby, and I can send for some if you want it.’

The man looked up, relieved, and nodded his head. He took out a pound note and handed it to the old man. The old man smiled widely. He had not known of one fugitive yet who did not need it. Besides, with a little brandy inside they soon became talkative, and he liked all the stories. He stored them up against the day when he would be free to surprise his village with his vast fund of information on fugitives. He closed the door and shuffled away. A dog barked nearby. There was the chatter of women’s voices, and music and singing. A child began to cry loudly. Men laughed, and the man in the hut was  briefly surprised that a whole village could live in the wail of those sirens that had tied his stomach in such tight knots. Soon the old man shuffled back again. Because relief was near at hand he noticed how the dust of the mud floor rose up and shimmered and danced in the sunlight as the old man pushed open the door. The old man had not only the brandy but a bowl of food for himself, as well. It pleased the young man in the shadows that he did not close the door because as soon as he had taken a few careful sips from the bottle, he could clearly discern the gentle, interweaving dance pattern of the sunlit dust. The slow, almost breathless rhythm eased away the knots of stomach trouble, and he unconsciously smiled to himself in this sudden warm glow of expansive relief that was now his abdomen.

Noting this the old man said, ‘I say, son, what’s your name?’

‘Makhaya,’ the young man replied.

The old man screwed up his eyes, perplexed. The sound and meaning of the name were unfamiliar to him. Tswana-speaking tribes dominated the northern Transvaal.

‘I don’t know it,’ the old man said, shaking his head.

‘It’s Zulu,’ the young man said. ‘I’m a Zulu.’ And he laughed sarcastically at the thought of calling himself a Zulu.

‘But you speak Tswana fluently,’ the old man persisted.

Quite drunk by now the young man said rather crazily, ‘Yes, we Zulus are like that. Since the days of Shaka we’ve assumed that the whole world belongs to us; that’s why we trouble to learn any man’s language. But look here, old man, I’m no tribalist. My parents are - that’s why they saddled me with this foolish name. Why not call me Samuel or Johnson, because I’m no tribalist.’

‘Jo!’ said the old man, using a Tswana expression of surprise. ‘And what’s wrong with the tribe?’

‘I have a list of grievances against it. I haven’t got time to go  into them now ...’ He paused, trying to collect his thoughts in the haze of brandy that was clouding his brain. ‘Makhaya,’ he said. ‘That tribal name is the wrong one for me. It is for one who stays home, yet they gave it to me and I have not known a day’s peace and contentment in my life.’

‘It’s because of education,’ the old man said, nodding his head wisely. ‘They should not have given you the education. Take away the little bit of education and you will be only too happy to say, “Mama, please find me a tribal girl and let us plough.” It’s only the education that turns a man away from his tribe.’

The conversation threatened to become a vast, meaningless, rambling digression. Good storyteller that he was, the old man brought it back to the main points at hand. Why was the young man here? What was he fleeing from? A jail sentence, perhaps?

The young man looked at him suspiciously. ‘I’m just out of jail,’ he said. He closed the brandy bottle and picked up the bowl of porridge. And then some anxiety seemed to jolt him for he put the bowl down again, searched the inside pocket of his coat, and took out a little scrap of paper. He struck a match and burned the paper. Then he picked up the bowl of porridge and would not utter another word. The old man was left to put two and two together. Perhaps scraps of paper and jail sentences were the same thing in the young man’s mind. Why did he jump so at the thought of one tiny scrap? And what was this about tribalism? What about the white man who was the only recognized enemy of everyone?

‘Oh, so you have no complaints about the white man?’ the old man said, struggling to pry some information out of the tightly shut mouth.

The young man only turned his face slightly, yet the light of laughter danced in his eyes.

‘Ha, I see now,’ the old man said, pretending disappointment.  ‘You are running away from tribalism. But just ahead of you is the worst tribal country in the world. We Barolong are neighbours of the Batswana, but we cannot get along with them. They are a thickheaded lot who think no further than this door. Tribalism is meat and drink to them.’

The young man burst out laughing. ‘Oh, Papa,’ he said. ‘I just want to step on free ground. I don’t care about people. I don’t care about anything, not even the white man. I want to feel what it is like to live in a free country and then maybe some of the evils in my life will correct themselves.’

The wail of the approaching sirens sounded again. After they had swept past, the old man left the hut, closing the door behind him. Makhaya was left alone with his thoughts, and since these threatened to trouble him, he kept on numbing them with a little brandy sipped straight from the bottle.

The sun set early in winter and by seven o’clock it was pitch dark. Makhaya made ready to cross the patch of no-man’s-land. The two border fences were seven-foot-high barriers of close, tautly drawn barbed wire. He waited in the hut until he heard the patrol van pass. Then he removed his heavy overcoat and stuffed it into a large leather bag. He stepped out of the hut and pitched the leather bag over the fence, grasped hold of the barbed wire, and heaved himself up and over. Picking up his bag, he ran as fast as he could across the patch of ground to the other fence, where he repeated the performance. Then he was in Botswana.

In his anxiety to get as far away from the border as fast as possible, he hardly felt the intense, penetrating cold of the frosty night. For almost half an hour he sped, blind and deaf and numbed to anything but this major fear. The wail of the siren brought him to an abrupt halt. It sounded shockingly near and he feared that his crashing pace would draw attention to  himself. But the lights of the patrol van swept past and he knew, from timing the patrols throughout the long torturous day, that he had another half hour of safety ahead of him. As he relaxed a little, his mind grasped the fact that he had been sucking in huge gulps of frozen air and that his lungs were flaming with pain. He removed the heavy coat from the bag and put it on. He also took a few careful sips from the brandy bottle and then continued on his way at a more leisurely pace.

He had not walked more than a few paces when he again came to an abrupt halt. The air was full of the sound of bells, thousands and thousands of bells, tinkling and tinkling with a purposeful, monotonous rhythm. Yet there was not a living thing in sight to explain where the sound was coming from. He was quite sure that around him and in front of him were trees and more trees, thorn trees that each time he approached too near ripped at his clothes. But how to explain the bells, unearthly sounding bells in an apparently unlived-in wasteland?

Oh, God, I’m going crazy, he thought.

He looked up at the stars. They winked back at him, silently, blandly. He could even make out some of the star patterns of the southern constellations. Surely, if his mind was suddenly disordered through the tensions of the day, the stars would appear disordered too? Surely everything became mixed up to a person who had just lost his mind? He shook his head, but the bells continued their monotonous, rhythmic tinkling. He knew some pretty horrifying stories about tribal societies and their witch doctors who performed their ghoulish rites by night. But witch doctors were human, and nothing, however odd and perverse, need be feared if it was human. Taking this as a possible explanation of the bells restored his balance, and he continued on his way, keeping an alert eye open for the fires or huts of the witch doctors.

Soon he saw a fire in the bush, a small bit of self-contained light in the overwhelming darkness. He headed straight for it, and as he approached, the flickering, crackling light outlined the shape of two mud huts and the forms of a woman and a child. It was the woman who looked up as she became aware of approaching footsteps. He stood still, not wishing to alarm her. She appeared to be very old. Her small eyes were completely sunk in the wrinkles of her face. The child was a girl of about ten, who kept her head bent, idly drawing a pattern with a stick on the ground. He greeted the old woman in Tswana, politely calling her ‘mother’ in a quiet, reassuring voice.

She did not return the greeting. Instead she demanded, ‘Yes, what do you want?’ She had a loud, shrill, uncontrolled voice, and he disliked her immediately.

‘I was looking for shelter for the night,’ he said.

She kept quiet, yet stared fixedly at the direction from which his voice came. Then she burst out in that loud, jarring voice, ‘I say you are one of the spies from over the border.’

Since he did not respond she became quite excited, raising her voice even louder. ‘Why else do people wander about at night, unless they are spies? All the spies in the world are coming into our country. I tell you, you are a spy! You are a spy!’

It was the shouting that unnerved him. The border was still very near, and at any moment now the patrol van would pass.

‘How can you embarrass me like this?’ he said in a quiet, desperate voice. ‘Are women of your country taught to shout at men?’

‘I’m not shouting,’ she shrilled, but in a slightly lower voice. His words and consistently quiet speech were beginning to impress her.

‘Well, my ears must be deceiving me, mother,’ he said,  amused. ‘Tell me whether you can offer me shelter or not. I’m no spy. I’ve just lost my way in the darkness.’

The fixed stare never wavered. She said, curtly, ‘I have a spare hut. You may use it but only for tonight. You must also pay. I want ten shillings.’

She held out a shrivelled old hand, cold and hard with years and years of labour. He stepped towards the fire and handed her a ten-shilling note. She reached behind her for a small carved stool and said, ‘Sit here. The child will sweep the hut and put down some blankets.’

The child stood up obediently and disappeared into one of the huts. He sat down opposite the crude, rude phenomenon who continued staring at him. The wail of the patrol siren again sounded quite near, almost behind his back. He held her glance calmly.

‘I know you are a spy,’ she said. ‘You are running away from them.’

He smiled. ‘Perhaps you just want to annoy me. But as you can see, I’m not easily annoyed.’

‘Where do you come from?’ she asked.

‘From over the border,’ he said. ‘I have an appointment to start work in this country tomorrow.’

‘Why didn’t you come by train?’ she asked suspiciously.

‘But my home is so near, in the Barolong village,’ he lied.

She turned her head and spat on the ground as an eloquent summing up of what she thought of him. Then she sat with her head averted as though she had abruptly dismissed him from her thoughts. The bells were still tinkling away.

‘What are all those bells for?’ he asked.

‘They are tied around the necks of the cattle because they are grazing freely in the bush,’ she said.

He felt ashamed at the thought of how they had terrified him  and they were only cow bells. He also wanted to laugh out loud, and to suppress this he said conversationally, ‘I’m not an owner of cattle. I suppose the bells are there to locate them if they get lost?’

‘Of course,’ she said scornfully. ‘Cattle wander a great distance while grazing.’

Meanwhile the child had crept quietly back to the fireside. Half-consciously his gaze wandered in her direction, and he was startled to find the child looking at him with a full bold stare. There was something very unchildlike about it and it displeased him. His glance flickered back to the old woman. She was staring again and he even imagined that he saw a gleam in the sunken old eyes.

My God, he thought, what a pair of vultures they are.

Aloud he said, ‘Is the room ready now, mother?’

She merely turned and pointed to one of the huts. He stood up immediately, relieved to be rid of their unpleasant company. He struck a match as he entered the dark hut. It seemed to be a storage shed. A large grain basket stood in one corner, and there were a number of earthenware pots encircling the room. A space had been cleared on the floor on which were placed wide square covers made of animal skins. He struck another match to take a better look at what he was to sleep on. The feel of it was like thick soft velvet, squares upon squares of the sewn-together skins of hundreds of wild animals. He only removed his shoes and overcoat. The overcoat he flung over the top cover for extra warmth. The bed seemed well worth ten shillings to him because it was very warm.

He lay on his back staring up at the dark, too tense to sleep. A good gulp of brandy would have knocked him out cold but he dared not touch it. He distrusted the suspicious old hag. She seemed to know too much about the border. What would  prevent her from stepping down there and informing the police? There was good money in it, if she knew about that too. A cold sweat broke out on him as he imagined her at the fence, shouting at the patrol van. And what about the child and her awful, unchildlike stare? He listened alertly to their every movement. For a time there was a low murmured conversation, and then he heard the fire being scraped out. Then the door of the next hut was pushed open. The old hag coughed a bit. There was more murmured conversation and a brief silence. Then the door was opened again and he could tell that it was the child who had gone out because the old hag was coughing inside.

He lay quite still as the door of his hut was carefully and quietly pushed open by the child and equally quietly and carefully closed behind her. She dropped lightly down on her knees and moved her hands over the covers until they reached his face.

‘What do you want?’ he asked.

The hands darted back and there was a brief silence; then she said, ‘You know.’

‘I don’t,’ he said.

She kept quiet as though puzzling this out. At last she said, ‘My grandmother won’t mind as long as you pay me.’

‘Go away,’ he said, abashed, humiliated. ‘You’re just a child.’

But she just sat there and would not move. He really could not stand it. He raised himself and struck a match and took out a ten-shilling note and handed it to her.

‘Here’s the money,’ he said fiercely. ‘Now go away.’

Her eyes were wide and uncomprehending in the brief flare of the match, but she grasped the note and fled. From the hut next door he heard the brief plaintive explanation of the child and the loud surprised chatter of the old woman.

‘You mean he gave you the money for nothing?’ she said, beside herself with excitement. ‘This is a miracle! I have not yet  known a man who did not regard a woman as a gift from God! He must be mad! I knew it all along in my heart that he was mad! Let us lock the door to protect ourselves from the madman!’

What a loathsome woman, he thought, and yet how naïve she was in her evil. He had known many such evils in his lifetime. He thought they were created by poverty and oppression, and he had spent the last two years in jail in the belief that, in some way, a protest would help to set the world right. It was the mentality of the old hag that ruined a whole continent - some sort of clinging, ancestral, tribal belief that a man was nothing more than a grovelling sex organ, that there was no such thing as privacy of soul and body, and that no ordinary man would hesitate to jump on a mere child.

He had sisters at home, one almost the same age as the child and some a few years older. But he was the eldest in the family, and according to custom he had to be addressed as ‘Buti’, which means ‘Elder Brother’, and treated with exaggerated respect. As soon as his father died he made many changes in the home, foremost of which was that his sisters should address him by his first name and associate with him as equals and friends. When his mother had protested he had merely said, ‘Why should men be brought up with a false sense of superiority over women? People can respect me if they wish, but only if I earn it.’

For all his strange new ideas, the family had not wanted to part with him. In fact he had left his mother in a state of complete collapse, and though at the time he had pretended to be unmoved by all the tears and sighs, it was all this that had made him drink brandy throughout the afternoon.

His reasons for leaving were simple: he could not marry and have children in a country where black men were called ‘boy’ and ‘dog’ and ‘kaffir’. The continent of Africa was vast without end and he simply felt like moving out of a part of it that was  mentally and spiritually dead through the constant perpetuation of false beliefs.

I might like it here, was his last thought before falling into a deep, exhausted sleep.

It was not yet dawn when he arose and left. In the faint early light he saw a little footpath leading away from the huts, and because it wound its way northward and away from the border, he decided to follow it in the hope that it would lead him somewhere.

At first not a thing stirred around him. It was just his own self, his footsteps and the winding footpath. Even the sunrise took him by surprise. Somehow he had always imagined the sun above hills, shining down into valleys and waking them up. But here the land was quite flat, and the sunshine crept along the ground in long shafts of gold light. It kept on pushing back the darkness that clung around the trees, and always the huge splash of gold was split into shafts by the trees. Suddenly, the sun sprang clear of all entanglements, a single white pulsating ball, dashing out with one blow the last traces of the night. So sudden and abrupt was the sunrise that the birds had to pretend they had been awake all the time. They set up a shrill piercing clamour all at once, thousands and thousands of them. For all their clamour they turned out to be small dun-coloured creatures with speckled dun-coloured breasts, and their flight into the deep blue sky was just like so many tiny insects. More secretive types of birds lived in the depth of the bush, and these were very beautiful, ranging in colour from a shimmering midnight blue to bright scarlet and molten gold. Unlike the chattering little dun-coloured fellows, they called to each other in soft low tones and, being curious about his footsteps, frequently flashed briefly onto the footpath ahead of him.

I wonder what the birds live on, he thought. The land on  either side of the footpath was loose windblown sand and thornbush. Often the thornbush emerged as tall, straight-trunked trees, topped by an umbrella of black, exquisitely shaped branches, but more often it grew in short low tufts like rough wild grass. Long white thorns grew on the branches, at the base of which were tightly packed clusters of pale olive-green leaves. And that was all. As far as the eye could see it was only a vast expanse of sand and scrub but somehow bewitchingly beautiful. Perhaps he confused it with his own loneliness. Perhaps it was those crazy little birds. Perhaps it was the way the earth had adorned herself for a transient moment in a brief splurge of gold. Or perhaps he simply wanted a country to love and chose the first thing at hand. But whatever it was, he simply and silently decided that all this dryness and bleakness amounted to home and that somehow he had come to the end of a journey.

The little footpath spilled out suddenly onto a wide dirt road, and he had not walked far before a truck came lumbering up behind him. Like the gaudy-hued birds, the truck driver was curious about such an early traveller. He stopped the truck and called out, ‘Are you going to the station?’

‘Yes,’ Makhaya said.

‘It’s always best to start early in the morning because the journey is long,’ the man said. ‘But you are lucky this time, I can give you a lift.’

Later, he blessed the man silently. By truck it was a two-hour journey with not a hut or a living being in sight. On foot it might well have taken the whole day. The only discomfort about the journey was that he had to invent lie after lie. The truck driver was talkative and kept on prying into his personal affairs.

‘You’ve been to see relatives at the moraka?’ the truck driver asked.

The word moraka was unknown to Makhaya, and it was only  later that he was to learn that it was a cattle post. But he said, ‘Yes.’

‘And are they well?’

‘No,’ he lied. ‘My mother is ill.’

‘Jo! And why doesn’t she go to hospital?’

‘She’s a very stubborn old woman.’

This seemed to be a huge joke to the truck driver. He laughed loudly. Then he said, ‘I see. You look like a teacher to me.’

‘I am,’ Makhaya lied again.

‘In what village do you teach?’

‘I’m not teaching at present. I’ve resigned to start a business.’

The truck driver looked at him with interest. Makhaya half-averted his head, ill at ease. Should he tell the man he was a refugee? His experiences of the previous night had made him distrustful.

‘I say,’ his questioner went on, ‘what’s your tribe?’

He hesitated, trying to think of the nearest relationship to Zulus in the northern tribes. ‘Ndebele,’ he said.

‘Don’t be ashamed to mention it,’ the truck driver said sympathetically. ‘Foreigners are always welcome in our country.’

And so it went on and on until Makyaha was exhausted from having to invent so many lies. He almost cried with relief when the truck driver dropped him off at a railway crossing and continued on his journey to some unknown destination. Makhaya stood for a moment at the crossing to get his bearings. A sprawling village of mud huts was on one side of him and the railway station on the other. Clustered near the station were whatever brick buildings there were. It was a dismal-looking place and the brown dust of the dirt roads and footpaths was on everything. He was very hungry and stopped a passer-by and asked where he might buy some food. The man pointed to a filthy-looking restaurant which sold porridge and a plate of boiled meat for a  shilling. A sign painted outside the dreadful eating house amused him. It said: HOTELA.

Because he had entered the country illegally he had to report to the police, register himself as a refugee, and apply for political asylum. Again, a passer-by pointed out the police station among the cluster of brick buildings. A British flag still flew above the small whitewashed building. The country was going through a year of self-government prior to complete independence. He stepped into a small office above which was written: STATION COMMANDER.

A British colonial police officer sat behind a desk on which was piled a jumble of papers. A notice on the wall above his head proclaimed: WORK FASCINATES ME. I CAN SIT AND WATCH IT FOR HOURS. He had quite a pleasant, good-looking face with arched eyebrows and green eyes. As commander of the station with no superior to jump to attention for, he exuded a great air of self-importance. He stared impassively at Makhaya for some time, then he said, ‘So you have come?’

Makhaya could make nothing of this remark and kept quiet.

‘It’s past eleven o’clock and I’ve delayed my tea waiting for you,’ he said. ‘In fact, I was just about to come and pick you up. Sit down, Mr Makhaya Maseko.’

‘How do you know my name?’ Makhaya asked, startled.

‘I know everything,’ he said coolly. ‘I also want to impress you, so that you don’t start any of your funny tricks around here. You may think this country is a backwater, but we have the most efficient intelligence service in southern Africa. We also read the newspapers.’

He bent down and picked up a newspaper that had been carelessly flung on the floor. Makhaya’s picture was on the front page under a headline: DANGEROUS SABOTEUR FLEES BANNING ORDER.

‘I’m not dangerous and I’m not a saboteur,’ he said, annoyed.

‘I know,’ the officer said. ‘You just dream about it. You just walk about with little pieces of paper describing how you’re going to blow everything up.’

He assumed a businesslike air searching among the jumble on his desk for a paper and pencil.

‘You will have to answer a few routine questions,’ he said. He paused, then said, ‘Do you like Kwame Nkrumah?’

The complete unexpectedness of the question took Makhaya off guard and an automatic ‘No’ slipped out before he had collected his wits. The officer grinned and relaxed into his casual manner.

‘That’s all,’ he said. ‘Fill in this form and you can go.’

Makhaya sauntered out, uncertain of what to do next. Quite near the railway station was a post office. Around the post office was a fence, and an old man sat outside the fence, squatting very low on his haunches. He sat quite still, staring ahead with calm, empty eyes, and he looked so lordly for all his tattered coat and rough cowhide shoes that Makhaya smiled and walked up to him and greeted him. The old man withdrew his abstracted gaze and turned a pair of keen friendly eyes on Makhaya.

‘You are a sociable man,’ he said, smiling. ‘Are you a stranger here?’

‘Yes,’ Makhaya said and hesitated, not knowing what to say next.

The old man nodded his head as though he understood everything.

‘Perhaps you are stranded?’ he queried.

‘Yes,’ Makhaya said again.

‘But you look and sound like a well-educated man,’ he said in surprise.

Makhaya laughed. ‘Well-educated men often come to the  crossroads of life,’ he said. ‘One road might lead to fame and importance, and another might lead to peace of mind. It’s the road of peace of mind that I’m seeking.’

The old man kept silent but he was thinking rapidly. The young man was very attractive, and he had a difficult daughter whom he wanted married before he died. The man’s speech and ideas also appealed to him.

He said very carefully, ‘Most of the time we Batswana live in the wilderness and loneliness. We are used to it but I don’t think you can stand it. Where do you come from?’

‘South Africa,’ Makhaya said.

The old man shook his head. ‘That terrible place,’ he said. ‘The good God don’t like it. This is God’s country.’

‘God’s country,’ Makhaya echoed, surprised.

‘Didn’t you know?’ the old man said with a twinkle in his eye. ‘God is everywhere about here, and it’s no secret. People can’t steal a thing from you, not even a sixpence. People can’t fight, not even to kill an enemy.’

Makhaya kept quiet, absorbing this strange philosophy. Everything about the old man pleased him, and noting this the old man said slyly, ‘Why not come and stay with me for a while, son?’

‘But I am almost penniless,’ Makhaya said.

‘A poor person like me can still be hospitable,’ the old man said. ‘Besides, a lot is happening in my village and a well-educated man like you can bring a little light.’




CHAPTER TWO

The old man was not exaggerating when he said that a lot was happening in his village. Many factors had combined to make the village of Golema Mmidi a unique place. It was not a village in the usual meaning of being composed of large tribal or family groupings. Golema Mmidi consisted of individuals who had fled there to escape the tragedies of life. Its name too marked it out from the other villages, which were named after important chiefs or important events. Golema Mmidi acquired its name from the occupation the villagers followed, which was crop growing. It was one of the very few areas in the country where people were permanently settled on the land.

Normally, in other parts of the country, whole families would migrate in November to their lands on the outskirts of the villages to help with the ploughing and planting, returning to their villages in late January and leaving the June harvest to the women and children. Although people on the whole had to live off crops, they paid little attention to the land. The pivot of their lives was the villages. Not so with the people of Golema Mmidi. Necessity, even, in some cases, rejection and dispossession in previous circumstances, had forced them to make the  land the central part of their existence. Unlike the migratory villagers, who set up crude, ramshackle buildings on the edge of their lands, they built the large, wide, neatly thatched huts of permanent residence. They also had the best cultivated land and kept a constant watch on the thornbushes which sprang up in every conceivable place like weeds. True enough, the villagers did not differ so greatly from everyone else in their way of life. The men attended to the cattle business and helped with the ploughing, while the women were the agriculturists or tillers of the earth. Like everyone else, they fenced their land with the thornbushes and supplemented their incomes with wood carving and basket-making. A few like Makhaya’s new-found companion, the old man, Dinorego, were skilled in the diphate  trade - that is, the making of mats and blankets from the skins of wild animals.

Over a period of fourteen years Golema Mmidi had acquired a population of four hundred people, and their permanent settlement there gave rise to small administrative problems. Due to this, a paramount chief named Sekoto had recognized it as a ward of his territory and for administrator had appointed his troublesome and unpopular younger brother, Matenge, as subchief of the village. The appointment took place in the sixth year of settlement, and although the residents politely addressed their subchief as ‘Chief’, what had made Matenge unpopular in his brother’s household - an overwhelming avariciousness and unpleasant personality - soon made him intensely disliked by the villagers, who were, after all, a wayward lot of misfits. Thus, appeal cases from Golema Mmidi were forever appearing on the court roll of the paramount chief - appeals against banishment, appeals against sentences for using threatening and insulting language to a subchief, and appeals against appropriation of property by the subchief. Knowing his brother well enough, the  least the paramount chief could do was always to side with the appellants; and after a threat or two, the devil that drove Matenge would quickly subside, only to awaken its clamouring and howling a few months later.

One day, a strange, massively built, blue-eyed young man walked into the paramount chief’s office. He introduced himself as Gilbert Balfour and explained that he was but recently from England and had visited the country three years previously on a student’s travel grant, and that to this visit he owed his choice of career - to assist in agricultural development and improved techniques of food production. The country presented overwhelming challenges, he said, not only because the rainfall was poor but because the majority of the people engaged in subsistence farming were using primitive techniques that ruined the land. All this had excited his interest. He had returned to England, taken a diploma in agriculture, and now had returned to Botswana to place his knowledge at the service of the country.

Then, for almost an hour he eagerly outlined a number of grand schemes, foremost of which was the role co-operatives could play in improving production and raising the standard of living. The paramount chief listened to it all with concealed alarm, though throughout the interview a smile of pleasant interest was on his face. Of course, he was widely known as a good chief, which is the way people usually refer to paramount chiefs. He attended all the funerals of the poor in the village, even accepted responsibility to bury those who were too poor to bury themselves, and had built a school here and a reservoir there. But because he was a chief he lived off the slave labour of the poor. His lands were ploughed free of charge by the poor, and he was washed, bathed, and fed by the poor, in return for which he handed out old clothes and maize rations. And to a  man like this Gilbert Balfour came along and spent an hour outlining plans to uplift the poor! Most alarming of all, the Englishman had behind him the backing of a number of voluntary organizations who were prepared to finance his schemes at no cost to the country.

At first the young man’s ideas caused the chief acute discomfort, especially his habit of referring to the poor as though they were his blood brothers, and the chief was a shrewd enough judge of human nature to see that the young man was in deadly earnest. But halfway through the interview, a beaming smile lit up the chief’s face. He would put this disturbing young man in Golema Mmidi, and if he could survive a year or more in the bedlam his brother Matenge would raise, that would be more than proof of his sincerity. One thing he was sure of - either the young man would be completely destroyed, or he could completely destroy his brother, and he wanted his brother destroyed for all the family feuds and intrigues he had instigated. Towards the end of the interview, he allocated a 250-acre plot for an experimental farm and a 7,000-acre plot for a cattle ranch.

It was about all this that the old man talked to Makhaya on their hour and a half walk to the village of Golema Mmidi. The village had no post office, and Dinorego had come to the railway village to take out some of his savings and purchase provisions that he could not buy in his village. When he had bought everything he needed, he put the provisions into a flour bag and slung it over his shoulder. The road they took ran parallel with the railway line, and once again it was just the thornbush on either side and the blue sky. Makhaya noticed that the old man had an odd way of walking. It was a quick shuffle, a propelled shuffle as though a small private windstorm was pushing him from behind, and his speech too had the odd propelled quality of his walk.

‘It’s not right,’ said Dinorego. ‘A well-educated man should not be stranded in our country. But you will find that things happen slowly here. They say this is a country where people ought not to live and it is true. Batswana people often go without food and water and so do their cattle. Cattle are grazed where a bit of grass grows, but water may only be found ten miles away. Life is like this: you graze cattle here one day; the next, you take them on a long search for water. It is such a hard life that I myself long ago gave up the cattle business. In all my years I have known of only one man who thinks he can change it. His name is Gilbert. He came to our village three years ago and started the cattle co-operative. Also a farm to try out better ways of crop growing, and it is from this I mostly benefit as I only grow crops.’

Dinorego stopped abruptly, put down his bundle and spread his hands out to explain himself more clearly. Makhaya listened in his absorbed, attentive way, a faint smile on his face.

‘A Motswana man thinks like this: “If there is a way to improve my life, I shall do it.” He may start by digging a well with a spade. He digs and digs, slowly moving the earth to one side with a spade. When it has become too deep, he sets up two poles in the earth with a pole on top and a handle. To this he attaches a rope and a bucket. Then he sends his son down into the well. The son digs and digs, each time sending up the earth in the bucket. At last water is found. Now, along comes someone and tells the man about rainwater dams that are made with scrapers. So the man inspans the oxen and makes a dam for watering his cattle by removing the earth with a scraper. That is how he progresses. Each time he feels he has improved himself a little, he is ready to a try a new idea.

‘In my village, people have long been ready to try out new ideas, but everything is delayed because of the fight that is going  on between our chief and Gilbert. First of all the fight was about who is the good man and who is the evil man, though everyone well knows who the evil man is. In spite of this, many secret things were done to damage and delay the starting of the farm and cattle co-operative. Last year the secrets all came out into the open in the battle over Pelotona, the permit man. It is the rule that a permit must be written out for every beast that is sold. Before Gilbert came, Pelotona used to work for the chief because he was the big cattle speculator of the village. A cattle speculator works like this: a man brings his beast to him which he looks over and then says, “Oh, I shall pay you six pounds for that beast.” But in his heart he knows he will get sixteen or twenty pounds for the same beast at the abattoir. This is the only way that a poor man may sell cattle because he cannot order railway trucks to transport his cattle. On this business our chief became very rich, then along came Gilbert with a new idea: the cattle co-operative belongs to the people and each member is to get a fair price. To get this fair price each beast is weighed on a scale and the owner is paid the same live weight as would be given by the abattoir. Seeing this good fortune, the whole village joined the cattle co-operative, putting our chief out of business.

‘Now, Pelotona is a free man. He had a change of mind and walked over to work for Gilbert. The next thing our chief placed a banishment order on Pelotona, which made Pelotona straightaway run to our chief’s brother Sekoto, who is also our chief’s superior. The chief’s brother came over and said, “You need not think because you are my relative that you can do what you like.” People were also much surprised to see a white woman come over from England and say in a very loud voice: “Pelotona stays right here. We are paying his salary.” All this commotion over a poor and humble man like Pelotona.’

There was a short silence. Makhaya was very moved by the vividly told little story, and there was a kind of defiance in the man Gilbert that found an echo in his own heart.

‘Tell me more about Gilbert,’ he said quietly. ‘He interests me.’

‘I have no words to describe Gilbert, son,’ Dinorego said. ‘Just as I take you as my own son, so do I take Gilbert as my own son, which fact surprises me, since he is a white man and we Batswana do not know any white people, though some have lived here for many years. Many things caused me to have a change of mind. He can eat goat meat and sour-milk porridge, which I have not known a white man to eat before. Also, whenever there is trouble he comes to me and says, “Dinorego, should I stay here?” which fills my heart with fire since I am just an old man with no power. I reasoned: If Gilbert goes, who will pour out knowledge like rain? Everybody is selfish and wants to keep what he has to himself. There was my friend, Mma-Millipede, who had fifty-two fowls. They were wandering free, being eaten by the eagles. I took her myself to Gilbert. He says, “If you have fifty-two fowls you must build a coop, fifteen feet by twenty-five feet. Make it six feet high. Keep one cockerel for every fifteen hens. Never keep more than two or three broody hens in the coop at one time. Buy egg-laying mash ...” and so on. Mma-Millipede now always has eggs for sale.’

The old man was silent awhile, then continued, ‘In this world are both evil and good men. Both have to do justice to their cause. In this country there is a great tolerance of evil. It is because of death that we tolerate evil. All meet death in the end, and because of death we make allowance for evil though we do not like it.’

‘I might like it here,’ Makhaya said, wistfully.

‘This country appeals to few people,’ said Dinorego. ‘There is  too much loneliness. I stay alone with my youngest child. Her name is Maria. She likes all things modern. Because of this she is also taking lessons from Gilbert in English. One day she was looking at pictures in a book which Gilbert gave her. There was a kitchen with shelves. So she carved the shelves in the mud wall. Then, too, she cooks goat meat with curry powder and this improves its taste. Now all the women round about have shelves in their kitchens and cook the meat with curry powder.’

There was an abrupt change in the scenery. The low wild thornbush suddenly gave way to acres and acres of cleared land, cultivated for ploughing. Perching on the outer borders of each plot were small groups of mud huts. At a railway siding, they crossed over the line and walked along a wide path that had been scraped by a bulldozer. The pathway wound and curved into the distance, and in the distance two low blue hills met and swept down to each other. At a fork in the road, a few tall, slender trees lined the pathway. Dinorego took the turning to the left.

‘If you follow the other road,’ Dinorego said, ‘you will soon come to the farm and cattle co-operative. This is our village. It is called Golema Mmidi, which means “to grow crops”.’

A narrow footpath led through the trees which were planted by the old man on a slope that led down to his home. The short walk through the trees made Makhaya feel that the sudden clearing ahead of ploughed land was immense. Three huts stood nearby in a wide yard hedged with thornbush.

A young woman bent over, sweeping the yard with a grass broom.

‘Maria,’ the old man called. ‘I have a guest.’

Those were familiar words to the young woman. Her father never seemed able to step out of his own village without bringing back a stranger. She straightened her back, glanced briefly at  the tall stranger, and noticed immediately that he had the tired look of one who had travelled a long distance.

Perhaps he will want some water to wash, she thought. It’s a good thing I kept the big water pot near the fire.

She dropped the broom and walked quickly to one of the central huts and came out with two hand-carved stools which she placed on the ground for the men to sit on. Dinorego introduced her to Makhaya. She bent her knees in a slight curtsy and clasped two small hands together in the Tswana form of greeting.

‘Tea will soon be ready,’ she said. ‘Would the guest like water to wash?’

It was the crisp clear voice of a busy, preoccupied, self-absorbed woman, and there was an almighty air of neatness and orderliness about her. She was very thin with a long pretty neck on which was poised a serious, quiet face, and her small black eyes never seemed to gaze outward, but inward. In fact, she was often in the habit of staring meditatively at the ground. Makhaya was instantly attracted to her.

Thunderous footsteps made Makhaya swing sharply around. This made the old man laugh.

‘It’s Gilbert,’ he said. ‘He always surprises people because no one expects such a big man.’

He was not big, he was a giant, and his massive frame made him topple forward slightly and sway as he walked. He never wore much except short khaki pants and great hobnailed boots, and because of this, the sun had burned him a dark brown hue, and this in turn accentuated the light-blue colouring of his eyes so that they glittered. Life never seemed to offer enough work for his abundant energy, and his gaze forever restlessly swept the horizon seeking some new challenge, while at the same time his mind and hands could busy themselves with the most immediate  and insignificant details in a continuous flow of activity like a wave. Thus, having already included Makhaya and Dinorego in his horizon, he walked straight into the central hut, said something that made Maria laugh, and came out almost immediately with a stool and the tea tray.

‘Dinorego,’ he said, pleasantly. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were going into town? I could have given you a lift, as I wanted to go in too to buy a new mantle for my lamp.’

‘It’s a good thing I did not ask for a lift, Gilbert,’ the old man said. ‘Today I was meant to acquire a new son. His name is Makhaya.’

Gilbert held out his hand and smiled widely, easily. ‘Hullo, Mack ...’ he stumbled as he had not really grasped the sound of it.

‘It’s just a tribal name,’ Makhaya said, smiling at his embarrassment. ‘You can call me Mack if you like.’

The words, ‘It’s just a tribal name,’ caused an instant pause in the activity of the wave. To Gilbert, it was the first real hand-clasp he had experienced in the loneliness in which he found himself in tribal Africa. He stared at Makhaya, taking in the quiet, wryly amused expression and the air of lonely self-containment.

‘Are you a stranger in this country?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ Makhaya said, then added, ‘I also ought to be passing through because I’m a refugee.’

‘To where?’ Gilbert asked.

‘I don’t know yet,’ Makhaya said.

Gilbert said nothing, yet the expression on his face went blank the way it always did when someone aroused sympathy in him.

Maria came up and said very formally to Makhaya, ‘Sir, the water for your wash is ready.’
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