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Paris


The old cinemas – movie houses, fleapits, bioscopes, bughouses et cetera – were fine places. They had odours of their own, which suggested the nature of what went on there. Popcorn, sugary drinks, tobacco smoke, chocolate and quite a lot of semen had escaped into the atmosphere. A few hundred people sat there farting, chewing, whispering, exhaling; there was bound to be a lot of gas, moisture and aroma coming from these people in two hours. Fear, love, and excitement on screen produced complementary bodily reactions off screen. As a result, the old moviehouses had a scent which was part canteen and part latrine.


You could also smell the celluloid overheating in the projector and occasionally even smell it burning. (It’s something, like murder, you see more often in movies than in real life, in the sort of atmospheric movie set in a small town where the cinema stands for lost values and the elderly projectionist is a man with a past. He is seen carrying the huge reels of film to the projectors, which look like bits of antiquated farm equipment, contemplating this past. In these movies you can be sure that the celluloid will, at some point, burn, either as the young trainee makes love to a nubile girl who shares his dreams of escape to the city, or the elderly projectionist suffers a heart attack. The celluloid develops a fatal melanoma which spreads quickly outwards as the nitrate first melts down and then catches fire.)


 


The cinemas along the Champs-Élysées have a glittering, Las Vegas look to them. The hoardings are boldly, and surprisingly naïvely, painted, a provincial depiction of the glamorous sexual allure which the French associate with movies. I see the movie I want, advertised by a tall, nearly naked Masai warrior, looking surprisingly like the tennis player Yannick Noah, but none the less carrying a spear and wearing the Masai cloak of red loosely over one shoulder. This hoarding is nearly fifty feet high, I would guess, and even here, among the posters of women with perfectly formed bosoms accompanying elegantly clad bastards, I have to admit it stands out: RÊVES MASAI. Un film de S. O. Letterman. Underneath is what should be the clincher: Avec Mel Gibson et Julia Roberts.


The French have been urged to boycott the film because Julia Roberts is playing a Frenchwoman. There has been a very minor scandal in the press about this and the fact that she plays a woman betrayed to the SS by her compatriots. Still, the film is doing good business.


I pass under the neon archway. For a moment I wonder if you still give the usherette a small pourboire as you used to. In those days she would find your seat for you; only she was equipped with the arcane knowledge and a small flashlight necessary for this. You stumbled after her with your fifty centimes ready. Not now. The cinema has the blandness and the textures of an airport lounge. The large, comfortable seats are clearly indicated. Although the French are heavy smokers of dark tobacco, the air is clean and synthetic. It is afternoon. The cinema is not full, but there are some very enthusiastic, almost carnivorous, kissers at work. They see no need to court anonymity at the back of the cinema. The carpet on the floor continues seamlessly up the walls and the interior has been bent into smooth curves. French designers in the recent past decided that the ovoid was a shape of the utmost modernity. In French airports, television monitors are housed in eggs. Furniture is often elliptical, and there are cars here hunched into a foetal crouch, like actors improvising the shape of an egg.


The lights dim and the ads come on. French ads are full of sex. Young girls run around with their breasts exposed at the least excuse. (Their breasts have a remarkable elasticity and independence.) The world the ads portray is full of clues about the state of the nation. Over at the Collège de France they may be worrying about the rise of the right, but here they are worried about panty liners, mineral water and cheese. You won’t be surprised to hear that both cheese and mineral water can be very good for your sex life, as, of course, are effective panty liners.


 


The main movie starts in an interesting way: the sky is limpidly cerulean – as it only appears on postcards. After a few moments, the noise of an aeroplane engine is heard. It is obviously going to enter our field of vision soon; the noise progresses from the right to the centre of the cinema. But before the plane appears, another interesting thing happens: the apparently still frame of the improbable sky is actually moving, which we only discover as a mountain comes into view. It sweeps onto the screen and holds still, right in the middle. It is a curiously shaped mountain, clearly a volcanic shape, but strangely streaked with grey and white, the appearance of the dirty snow you find after the thaw. At this moment, of course, the tiny biplane appears from behind the mountain, and we realize just how high the mountain is. Up to that point it might have been taken to be a small hill; there are no trees or houses to lend scale as it stands on a bare plain.


 


The biplane is from that romantic era when planes and cars were thought to have personalities. (My father used to refer to his car as ‘she’.) Its wings are braced by cross wires and its single engine makes a thudding sound as it flies straight at the camera. As it comes closer, strange, barbarous singing rises. All in one shot – the virtuoso shot which daring directors like to attempt – the camera pans down as the plane banks before landing and we find a large crowd of Masai running towards the intended landing site. They all carry spears and are painted in red ochre; they run with long, somewhat awkward strides; it is from them the singing is coming, although, of course, it is apparent that their singing has been incorporated into a richer soundtrack which is now swelling portentously. The plane touches down on very rough ground: its wheelbarrow wheels bounce and one set of wings rises alarmingly while the other dips. Now the Masai and the plane are converging. It’s a magnificent shot: the Masai run, run, run, run; because of the optics it is dreamlike. The little plane bounces, shudders, slews and finally makes lasting contact with the ground. At exactly the right moment, as the plane comes to a halt, the Masai warriors, in a highly agitated state, reach the plane, and the camera closes on the pilot, whose face as he removes his leather flying helmet and goggles appears just above the bobbing red ochre composition of plaited hair and fat-shone bodies. It is Mel Gibson, with a grave expression, which can’t quite suppress his unruly Aussieness.


As he climbs out of the plane and is engulfed by the warriors, the titles roll. I often find this technique, of trying to create expectation by delaying, or even previewing, the start of the action, irritating. But here I think it works admirably, because it conveys the grandeur of the location, the intense, physical nature of the Masai, and the lonely pilot, an envoy from another world.


Now the picture changes dramatically. It is completely dark. A pinpoint of light appears, dancing and swaying in the surrounding inkiness. For a moment it vanishes and then returns. All the rich colour of the African scene has gone. We see nothing but this mysterious light, a chilly firefly, coming towards us. In fact we wonder if it is actually coming towards us. Then we hear a familiar sound, the sound of a train in the distance. The pistons of the steam locomotive are like a heartbeat, unnaturally accelerated. Now we see an outline of the locomotive. It is upon us, completely unexpected, apparently running right over us with a terrible noise, the noise of a foundry or a steel mill. Now it is going away, equally unpredictably, and we see only a small red light on the back of the train.


We are now inside the train. At first it is hard to make out what is happening. There are human shapes lying on the floor. Then we make out two people standing, their heads nodding. Now we know immediately what we are meant to know, because these are orthodox Jews, praying and nodding, and we are in a cattle truck in the night.




Chapter 1


Beneath the hotel where I am based, temporarily, is a restaurant – a long, cool room with fans which move the air about so that occasionally a fly, rising heavily from the samosas, will be caught in the turbulence and sent spinning away in the direction of the curried chicken, which waits in metal containers for the customers. This chicken is excellent, although the birds are scrawny with a skin so rough it might contain a message in braille. In its containers the chicken settles in its turmeric yellow sauce, and gently disintegrates, so that the legs separate into their muscles and the stencilled skin hangs loosely. It improves as the day wears on. In this room you can get five times the official exchange rate. Very few tourists come here, but there are a number of aid workers who are regulars: locust control officers and agricultural experts with parched, bleached children wearing Mickey Mouse T-shirts. The parents seem to feel that this display of verve – the bright shirts with happy themes – is a protection against the intransigent world in which they find themselves. Anyway, you can eat here, without fencing your currency, for next to nothing.


The tape-recordings are primitive. The tape, made to some vanished standard of the 1930s, is like linen. It is textured and creased. It reminds me of a much-ironed tablecloth in a family restaurant.


Claude (Claudia) Cohn-Casson made hours of recordings of Masai song and Masai legend. I have had them transferred to little piles of cassettes. By my side I have Fr Mol’s Dictionary of Masai Place Names and Hollis’s Masai Language and Folklore, 1905. Evidently, Claudia was looking for the link between magic and the structure of Masai society. French sociologists and ethnographers of the first half of the twentieth century were sure that there were general rules of society which could be deduced from the study of what was common in mankind, all part of the ‘conscience collective’ also known as ‘l’âme collective’.


Other anthropologists believed that primitive – ‘savage’ – societies were survivors of earlier stages of evolution. They therefore believed that studying them would produce useful evidence of the development of our own societies, which were thought to be more evolved. This is now described dismissively as ‘the time machine approach’.


I hear Claudia’s voice, carefully reading the translations between each song. Her voice is clear, slightly didactic and also somewhat artificial, like someone speaking into an answerphone. I wish I could speak French well enough to get all the subtleties of her accent and intonation. Was she daunted by the uncharted reality of Masai life and the task of shaping it according to the prescriptions of Durkheim, Lévy-Bruhl and Mauss? These chaps sat comfortably in their studies or grandly ensconced in the great amphitheatres of the Sorbonne, perhaps a little fieldwork behind them, spinning their intellectual theories with airy ease.


Doggedly – on the evidence of the tapes – Claudia recorded and translated day after day. The Masai’s curious, whining song stops and Claudia records her translation. This was the raw material which she planned to use to make her name in the new anthropology, a French Margaret Mead. Most of the tapes are the songs and laments of women, for example:


I have eaten alone, miserable in my shame


Generous Ngai, answer my prayers


Do not forget all those like me who are childless


Whose backs are cold without a baby to carry.


My room is large and cool with a view out over some shambas where banana trees are grown and a thriving workshop, manufacturing auto spares out of other auto spares, sets up a lively clanking at dawn. The hotel is owned by an Indian, a third-generation Tanzanian. He tells me that the town was used for the location scenes in Mogambo, a film which starred Ava Gardner, Clark Gable and Grace Kelly. I remember her sending a postcard to my father, saying, ‘Be seeing you in Mogambo, love Ava.’ I was puzzled, because I wondered how she had got our address. To Amin Shah this era – he is speaking of the 1950s – was a golden era. The clocktower was functioning (his hotel is called the Clocktower and overlooks this dilapidated monument), the streets orderly, the park sprucely planted and a sense of purpose chimed every hour.


I have spent three days listening to Claudia Cohn-Casson’s tapes.


O Dieu, faites que mon mari ne devienne


pas berger, pour n’avoir pas de fils.


(O God, prevent my husband becoming a herdboy


for the want of a son.)


There are some Masai outside on the street. These are mostly the stay-at-home Masai who took up farming after the rinderpest plague devastated their herds at the turn of the century. Genuine, plains-dwelling Masai also come to town, where they wander disdainfully among the artefacts of the metropolis. They have a way of walking extremely slowly, but persistently, as though they fear the townies are going to buttonhole them if they stop to admire anything on display. However, they do stop frequently to shake hands with acquaintances, planting their spears in the ground, which is unyielding, packed by thousands of pairs of feet. As they talk to their pals, they gesture over their shoulders, or smile wryly at the urbanites. This world, bowed down – bent double – with possessions, amuses them. Perhaps sometimes they envy it. This world seems to produce in its inhabitants what the French sociologists called anomie. The Masai’s possessions are cattle, goats and children. The children are there to look after the cattle and to keep their mothers’ backs warm.


Claudia reads the song again, her voice acquiring a certain emotional timbre as she says:


Please grant me a good baby, cattle are not payment enough, only a child will do.





She is catching the mood of the Masai women, plangent but also playful. It is possible this is just a quality of the ancient recordings. I find myself listening for anything Jewish in her enunciation.


Downstairs the fans are wafting the smell of chicken curry and samosas up to my room. The whole building is permeated by curry. These smells have entered the brickwork and lodged there over the years since Shah Buildings (1951) were erected. A small plaque shows that the building was declared open by the District Commissioner himself, Ronald Beaton MBE. When he opened the building the curry was only just beginning its infiltration. Now it has taken full possession of the fabric. It is soothing. In a Masai hut the smell of smoke and small animals lies heavily in the air. No Masai – Claudia writes – can help but associate their warm odour with humanness. It is the nexus of humanity. Living alone here in this aromatic bazaar I am content. Sometimes I am ecstatic. I have no desire to get on with the job in hand.


Outside my window, past the shambas, is a river. It flows down from the mountains where coffee planters and fundamental Christians have set up shop, both types of enterprise providing employment, and both providing evidence of the connection between Protestantism and the work ethic. The river flows from the higher reaches, where the colobus monkey (which looks like a conventional monkey dressed up as the chancellor of a university) crashes and collides with the branches of huge trees. (It seems to me to climb trees about as skilfully as the chancellor of a university.) I can see, whenever I wish, vehicles being washed in the river. Landrovers, Toyotas, Peugeots – strong cars – are driven right into the water and splashed down. It reminds me of the temple elephants being washed in the river at Kandy, and probably has the same ritualistic significance. A little further upstream women are washing clothing and linen, and spreading them on the rocks to dry. The cloth is a rich, ochre red or a deep, inky blue. These are Masai colours. The cloth is made in faraway places, outside the Masai cosmos. All over Africa women wash clothes in this way. My own clothes have just come back from the wash. They are spotlessly clean, pressed and folded and lying now on the foot of my bed, like a well-made sandwich. I find it difficult to fold a shirt or hang up a pair of trousers; I appreciate the craft in this. Out there they are flailing away at the clothes, pounding them on the rocks, shouting to each other, loosing little rafts of bubbles and slicks of palm oil on the surface of the water, turning an everyday activity into a ritual. One woman is singing. As I play my tapes, I imagine that she is the singer, begging God to give her a baby, but as she turns I see that there is already a baby attached to her back. When she stoops to knead and pound the clothes, the baby’s head is tipped down towards the water, and then it bobs upwards again as she stands erect. How many times a day is this child inverted? There may be important clues for a paediatric study along the lines of the cradled and uncradled theories of pre-war anthropologists. What is absorbed by a child bobbing up and down like this, close to its mother’s back in the cheerful hubbub of the occasion? You can see the attraction of fieldwork for the nimble: there is no end to the connections you could make.




Chapter 2


Trains have a guilty, uneasy quality about their movements. They are primitive; iron wheels grind on iron tracks, hoses puff and blow, water seeps from their workings, and they make strange, unsettling noises. Travelling by train at night is like taking a journey in a foundry; sleep is impossible. In my childhood I made eight long train journeys a year.


Sitting at the window I am writing on a small table.


 


A train lurches through the night. It approaches the Alsace region, a region in my mind which is something of a joke, all vineyards and sauerkraut and broad-faced devotion to eating. This is a troop train, but the last wagon is a cattle truck. His face infrequently caught for a moment by the light of a lantern at a station or by the flaring of a match, sitting in a near freezing puddle of his own urine, is Léon Cohn-Casson, until recently the chairman (and patron) of the Hôpital Israélite de Paris. Cohn-Casson is sixty-two. He is dressed in a florid, self-regarding manner, his little vanities suggesting his wealth and connections. The yellow, six-pointed star on his left breast is of silk. Yet now he is on the last transport out of France, although he does not know this.


 


(I hardly need describe the conditions. Although they are so frightful – unspeakable – you will not be surprised.)


 


Since the train left the siding at Le Bourget fifteen hours before, bewildered children have been clinging to their mothers, elderly ladies have simply defecated into their underwear or beneath their skirts, a baby has died, its mother has gone mad, a vicious fight has broken out between a resistance fighter and a dentist, resulting in blood and, sadly, broken teeth, shots and screams have been heard from further up the train floating by on the night air, as sounds do in trains, appearing slowly and then rushing by.


 


As the train was standing in the station prior to the journey, Léon Cohn-Casson, typically, made a small speech, reassuring everyone that with the war almost over and the Allies already pressing for a tribunal of war crimes, the Nazis would not be looking for trouble. Cohn-Casson had seen how they worked, and there was nothing to fear at this late stage. The Nazis, he joked, were mad but they were not stupid. The resistants shouted him down, calling him a collaborator and worse.


 


The intervening hours in the cattle truck have worked a change on him. Now he sits with his clothes fouled and his large face – which had previously seemed to be plumped out from within by self-esteem – is flaccid, like tripe or a cow’s dewlap or a foreskin. It has been vacated by the forces of duty, honour, seriousness and patriotism, as they came up against something more elemental. Nothing in his previous life, and he takes pride in his wide experience, nothing he had seen as Director of the hospital, has prepared him to sit for hours in his own urine. Next to him, avoiding the damp straw as far as possible, sits his daughter, Claude, who has her arm around his son Georges, eleven years old.




Chapter 3


The Masai country stretches a long way. It follows the Rift Valley southward through Kenya and spills out onto the plains of Tanzania. For some reason – I am exceptionally receptive to unbidden thoughts as I stand here – it reminds me of the little funnels of sherbet we used to spill onto our hands as children. (The fizzle on the tongue, the chemical glueyness, the quick fix, which in turn reminds me of the first time Jeannie Mennen stuck her tongue in my ear.) I am standing on a high escarpment looking down into the Rift Valley, thinking about the Masai’s epic journey south from their origins on the banks of the Nile, and I’m thinking about myself and my not-so-epic journey from sherbet consumer to … to what I have become.


Some way north is Ol Doinyo Lengai, the Mountain of God, his permanent residence. It rises from the floor of the valley suddenly. For the Masai this volcano – it sends out smoke and ash from time to time – is said to be a sacred place. I wonder, however, who knows what sacred means to a Masai. The sides of the valley are decked with trees and bushes. In these bushes birds are teeming. Below me there are watercourses, delineated by stands of trees – African figs, Cape chestnuts, and wild almonds, so that the floor of the valley is a map, with the rivers green, the land brown and the distant mountains on the other side purple. In the bushes behind me, long-tailed birds scuttle around the branches like mice. There are innumerable bee-eaters which flit between bushes; there are tiny sunbirds which poke their beaks into specially designed florets on succulent plants; one of these with glossy green and carmine feathers hovers on its delicately beating wings. Instead of filling me with wonder at the extraordinary adaptation of evolution and so on, it reminds me that it is an image easily and often caught by photographers on fast film with fast lenses. I am poised here, too, looking down on Masai country, somewhere approaching the second half of my journey.


Around the summit of Lengai clouds are gathering. They hang there in the air. I can see above them and below them as in a Japanese painting of Fuji. The clouds are gently shunting each other; some turbulence, perhaps from within the mountain itself, is creating this movement. I can easily believe that God lives there. It is a numinous place, quite different from the other mountains, its runnelled and scoured shoulders dusted with ash, so that from a distance, from where I am now, the volcanic ash looks like a light fall of snow. Not so long ago some Masai morans speared a tourist who dared to climb to the top. Engai is the Masai name for god. The vowel sound ‘aai’ pronounced ‘eye’ is very popular with the Masai. Masai has a long ‘a’. Researchers and academics now spell Masai ‘Maasai’. Long a’s are more authentic and less touristy. There is no correct spelling of a Masai word, because Masai is not a written language.


Down below on the plain there are brown dots, little clusters of dried fruits. Through binoculars I can see that the larger clusters are cattle and goats and the smaller ones are gazelle. From down there I can hear the cowbells and the occasional shout of the herders and a flash of their red robes. The huts are like upturned dinghies. This is the village – or more accurately the site of the village – where Claudia Cohn-Casson lived for a while. When Claudia Cohn-Casson set out for the Masai country in 1936, she thought that she would learn from the Masai something about the earlier stages of human life, the savage stages through which the human race had passed so unevenly, here a nation forging ahead, there a nation stuck in the Iron Age, there a nation – most notably the French – able to make elegant, entirely intellectual, confections simply out of ideas. (It occurs to me that they are similarly adept in the kitchen.) Her aim was to bring back some spark of knowledge which would illuminate the world of anthropology and, of course, help her to understand the events in Europe. It is anybody’s guess what the Masai would have been able to contribute to an understanding of Hitler or Mussolini, but Claudia did not believe that anybody could take Hitler seriously. When she left Paris to live among the Masai none of her friends thought he would last long. When they mentioned Hitler, it was with a short, dismissive exhalation of breath through pursed lips. In French literature this is written: ‘Pouf.’


 


From up here on the slopes of the Rift the countryside below looks dry although I am surrounded by pleasant greenery. Looking at the plants closely, it is clear that they are hairy and tough, resistant to drought and heat. The plain below is showing large patches of soil, ochre red, like outbreaks of eczema. In places the soil is being sucked up into the air in little dust devils. Up here, however, the air is still, disturbed only by the ceaseless arcing of the eagles and harriers which slice effortlessly through the stillness, a stillness which is heavy with anticipation.


 


Victoria and I have been living together for nearly two years. Until recently we had intended to get married, but there have been complications. It is probably these complications which have been responsible for accelerating my dream life, although the origins and purposes of dreams are notoriously difficult to explain. I began to dream about the Masai one night. There they were floating uninvited through my dreams with their long thin legs, their cloaks of red, their strangely effeminate faces, their curiously shaped cattle, clutching their spears and sticks negligently as they strode across the savannah on cattle business.


The Masai have a thousand descriptions of cattle. They revere cattle: cattle are both a provider and a symbol. They drink blood and milk fresh from their animals. They treat the cow as a sort of soda fountain, drawing off these vital fluids as required. In my dreams I came to believe that these people knew something we didn’t.


Soon the Masai began to take a grip on my waking hours too. The scents of Africa, the spicy khaki bush by the roadsides, the dry clear woodsmoke and the smell of dust began to steal up on me as I sat at my desk. In my room I have a Masai and a Samburu spear. Instead of working I would hold them in my hand, perfectly balanced. The Samburu blade was shaped like a small fish, a flounder or a sole, and the Masai like a long heavy kitchen knife by Sabatier. The wood between the iron tips was hard to the touch. I sniffed it. It smelt still of the mixture of smoke, cow dung, blood and cattle that clings to the Masai. They live in a warm, scented mist of these odours. In my dreams I saw the Masai in movement on the vast plains, usually in twos, sometimes with a dog. I never saw the women with their shaven heads. One night the dream acquired a new dimension: it was accompanied by the above-mentioned odours. When I woke, of course, the scents had gone. Instead there were the night smells and night noises of – of myself – and of Victoria.


 


I am just about to start the descent to the valley floor when two Masai women appear below me, beating and cajoling three donkeys up the steep path. They have long heads, melon heads, with big eyes and very closely cropped hair. They are wearing the blue shukas and long skirts of the same material. They are laden with bangles and bead jewellery and their ears are stretched to accommodate the little silver arrowheads and earrings which they favour. Claudia listed all these and illustrated them with neatly drawn sketches.


I speak to them in my rudimentary Swahili, which they barely understand. They come from a manyatta some miles away up the escarpment towards Ngorongoro and are heading back from the village where they have been buying some maize. They seem to be sisters, with a curious dazed look, as though they had been woken in the night and were not quite sure of their surroundings. They want me to give them a present of some sort. One girl has a pain in her head. I give her some aspirin and point at my head. She tucks the aspirin into her shuka, revealing half her side and her breasts as she does so. In there, in the airy depths of her clothes, her body is browny grey, exactly the colour of the underside of a field mushroom. The girls do not say goodbye or thank me, but set off up the path chattering and beating the donkeys, which are carrying the sacks of maize in their saddle bags. They leave a gentle fragrance in the air, a distinctly human whiff, but it soon disperses. I turn to watch them climbing up the escarpment, mounting steadily, urging on the donkeys, their voices carrying cheerfully down to me for a long time.


 


Before I set out for Masailand, I watched a documentary made in 1938 by an American producer called Waindell Leavitt. Leavitt had intended to film the famous Masai lion hunt. He had a contract to produce features about strange lands; he would arrive, hire an entourage of colourful helpers, and then film himself on close terms with the local tubab, sometimes watching a dance featuring lissome, and preferably semi-naked, girls and then, say, a festival involving elephants or animal sacrifices. He had enlisted the help of Claudia Cohn-Casson to set up a Masai lion hunt.


It was a disastrous venture almost from the start, resulting in the death of two Masai warriors, the killing of two lions, the non-payment of the cattle promised by Leavitt and a serious fight between two factions of Masai, one Ilkisongo and the other Ilpurko. It had set back Claudia’s work on the significance of the exchange of gifts and women’s ownership of cattle by months.


Leavitt, from the comparative safety of his open Willys safari vehicle, which had been shipped to Dar Es Salaam on a Greek freighter, was shouting, ‘Wait, wait, just a moment, wait.’ His headman was shouting the same words in Swahili, and another man was translating them into Masai, so that there was a time lag as used to happen with long-distance phone calls. The Masai, like the lions, were in a highly agitated state. Just as Leavitt’s cameraman was trying to engage a new magazine in the camera, the lions suddenly burst out of the bushes where they had been crouching, growling ominously and flicking their tails. Spears rained from all sides, and all three lions – young males – were struck, but none was stopped immediately. Leavitt was still asking for a few moments’ grace. The cameraman was jostled by his assistant, who was dodging a spear, and the magazine fell to the ground. One of the warriors was struck by a spear thrown in the confusion and killed outright. Two lions burst through the ring of buffalo-hide shields but the third attacked the son of the laibon, or medicine man, fatally wounding him and also wounding two other warriors, who had tried, in the highest Masai tradition, to grab the lion’s tail and stab it. Much was made of the fact that the lion, which had a nascent dark mane, had headed straight for the son of the laibon. To the Masai it was evident that the lion had identified him immediately.


By the time Leavitt’s camera was running again the warrior had died, one side of his face entirely missing, two lions were dead and the two antagonistic groups of Masai, imprudently brought together from different regions for the filming, were fighting over the circumstances of the deaths.


Leavitt must already have been thinking of ways of editing in some shots of lions with the scenes of chaos in front of him: in the finished film these inserts have a fatal flaccidity, reminding me of the lion attacks in Johnny Weissmuller films: lions trotting harmlessly towards the camera and wrestling playfully with the scantily clad ex-swimmer, to the accompaniment of dubbed roars and growls. (As a boy I always used to wonder what he wore under his loin-cloth which miraculously stayed in place through all his jungle exploits.)


 


The death of the son of a laibon was marked in an unexpected fashion: his torn body was anointed with fat and laid, dressed in a cloak of hyrax skins – surprisingly like the bulky raccoon coats favoured by rich young Americans in Paris – with his left arm folded to support his head. The dead warrior was placed on his left side and faced north, Claudia noted. Then rocks were placed on the body. Passers-by would stop for a moment and put another rock in place. Within a few weeks the pile of rocks had become a cairn, and soon after a small pyramid. The other warrior was simply laid out where the hyena could find him, his cattle stick in his hand, facing east. By the next morning there was nothing except a slight discolouring of the dry, brown earth to mark his last resting place. Claudia asked questions about the meaning of this: why were one man’s remains protected and why were another’s recycled so quickly? (Although, of course, she did not use the word ‘recycled’.)


Claudia refers to the making of the documentary as a scandal and a fraud, yet it had caused the sometimes slow pace of research to speed up, so that she was able to witness bereavement, the shaving of heads, the changing of names, the shifts of family alignments, vicious fighting and a lion hunt in a short space of time.


The fascinating aspect of Leavitt’s documentary – released as Lords of the Savannah – is the glimpses it affords of Claudia Cohn-Casson. Making allowances for the refractions of time, she is startlingly beautiful, her hair dark – no indication of colour – and her face, sometimes hidden in the shadow of a bush hat, sometimes cast upwards towards the sun (presumably at Leavitt’s bidding) is both young and knowing. In her writings she makes it clear that she enjoyed the filming up to the point where it all went wrong. She is seen conversing with the women, waiting with them for the cattle to appear up out of the watercourse, announced by the cowbells and a miasma of dust and the shouts of the herdsmen. Of course I am imagining the sounds as I have heard them, because the documentary was post-synchronized with bits and pieces of sound, predominantly drumming – probably from West Africa where they have a taste for that sort of thing – to lend drama, and Leavitt’s own voice reading the commentary. His voice is full, with an undiscriminating portentousness like the commentary to the March of Time. The most mundane event – women collecting water from a river, for example – becomes ‘an age-old struggle to secure the bare necessities of survival in a harsh environment’. (In those days the environment had not yet acquired religious significance.) Claudia is described as ‘every inch a chic and sophisticated Parisienne, but a highly respected and brave chronicler of the dark continent and its most aristocratic people, the Masai’.


The brother of the man killed by the lion is still alive. It is him I am going to visit. He is now a very respected laibon himself, able to tell the future by throwing pebbles onto the ground. He will, I hope, be able to tell me about Claudia Cohn-Casson. He is said to have an encyclopedic memory and an enormous store of folk tales. Many researchers have visited him. In the distance above me I can still hear the Masai girls and their donkeys, but I can no longer see them. From down below on the plain I can now hear goats and children heading this way. The noises are like distant radio stations fading in and out over each other. Soon I catch sight of them, the goats fanning out eagerly, the children running behind them anxiously. From here it is not clear who is leading whom in this arrangement.


Claudia: I see her now in Waindell Leavitt’s risible documentary, the chic and sophisticated Parisienne, her face turned coquettishly to the sun, her dark, intensely Jewish eyes, closed slightly against its glare, and I see her walking among the goats as they flood through the gap in the thorn barriers of the boma. Next, Leavitt has her standing in a sea of goats beside two melon-headed Masai women who are counting them in. As I see the picture again, superimposed on the reality beneath me, the goats reaching the kraal, crowding in their self-important fashion into the boma, I imagine that under the guise of anthropology, she is looking for something more elusive. Who can look at something like this without wondering how it is that for the Masai, getting in the goats and the cattle each night should have become the meaning of life? Because these herbivores and ungulates are not to the Masai what they seem to us, merely animals: they carry a heavy load of significance.


I wonder, perhaps, if she is seeking parallels with the desert culture of the Jews.




Chapter 4


Most infidelities come to light in unforeseen but predictable ways. The routines of city life – the dry cleaners, the deliveries, the telephone company, the cab service, the post office – grind on, unaware that their mundane activities are glissading over small human deceptions. Sometimes they aid the enactment of these little dramas – the discreet hotel concierge, the well-timed postcard, the pre-emptive telephone message – and sometimes, equally blindly, they expose them without malicious intent: the evidence on the credit card statement, the delivery of a gift, the chance conversation with the taxi company. Flowers and their association with sexual infidelity could profitably be the subject of a graduate study.


Marcel Mauss, Claudia’s mentor and Durkheim’s faithful nephew, wrote about the significance of gifts in primitive societies. ‘Essai sur le don’ demonstrates how the exchange of gifts helps form the social order. Claudia was particularly eager to understand the nature of cattle exchanges at all key moments in Masai life. Mauss makes the point that the exchange of goods was a moral transaction designed to maintain personal and social relationships, quite unlike the impersonal monetary system.


Owing to an oversight by Interflora, Victoria’s flowers were delivered to her office a day late. Victoria was out of town and the receptionist called home to ask what she should do with the disturbingly large and exotic bunch of flowers. They were so lush that she felt uplifted in their presence, the way people respond to wealth. What she said was, ‘Hi, I’ve got the most amazing flowers here for Victoria, the lucky bunny. I’ll send them round. Is anyone there to let them in?’


‘Yes, me.’


‘They’re on their way. Byee.’


I had just come in the door from Gatwick, on an earlier plane from New York than I had intended because of a threat of traffic control strikes. This is how the late flowers met the early traveller.


I arranged the flowers in a large vase of Provençal pottery, brightly coloured, cheery, like the plates that restaurants have lately adopted to go along with the new, more earthy food. I put the flowers in this vase because it was a gift from me to Victoria when one of her essays on Stubbs was accepted by an art journal for a payment of seventy pounds, slightly less than the cost of the vase. That’s the way it goes in art history: a private income is advised.


My luggage lay in the doorway, abandoned but also pointing significantly towards the door. The lilies – expensively hybridized to produce flowers of impertinent unreality – intermingled with the perfect pinnate leaves of eucalyptus (whose oils in my childhood formed part of a soothing rub placed on the chest to relieve congestion of the lungs). No koala had ever seen leaves more pristine: their grey-green appeared to have been waxed and polished before leaving the insect-free greenhouse where they had been raised for the sole purpose of dignifying the writhings and duplicities of lust. In these aromatic depths, a little note was buried. I opened it carefully. A computer had printed these words: ‘I hope you regret nothing. I don’t. I have grown. Steve.’


I sat looking at the television for some time. My luggage, a treacherous obstacle course, was unopened. A key turned in the lock. It sprang open with a loud, exuberant pop.


‘Oh, hello, darling, you’re early.’


‘Yes. I took an earlier plane because there was some talk of flights being cancelled.’


‘What lovely flowers. Are they for me?’


‘Looks like it.’


She bent down to kiss me. She hadn’t realized yet. She hadn’t realized.


‘They came with a note.’


She read the note. Her hands trembled. Her face – I’ve never seen this before, only read about it – drained suddenly. Her eyelids seemed to flop open so that I could see the reddish lining beneath the whites, as the whole intensely complicated arrangement of eyeball, socket, iris and so on was cruelly laid open, like a shellfish.


‘Oh, my darling,’ she said, choking, ‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Do you regret nothing?’


‘I’m so sorry.’


‘And you weren’t going to tell me?’


‘No. I wasn’t.’


‘And you haven’t got an explanation?’


‘No. I was lonely. He was lonely. We were drunk. If it wasn’t us, it would be nothing, just one of those silly things. It’s awful. I’m sorry.’


‘Sorry you did it or sorry I found out?’


‘Both. Did the bastard send the flowers here?’


‘No. He sent them to the agency. They considerately forwarded them. Are you going to tell me who it was?’


‘No. You don’t know him. He was a friend of a friend from a long time ago who happened to be in town.’


‘As long as you’ve grown, that’s the main thing.’


In truth I felt sorry for her in her anguish but I was, all too predictably, stoking up my own distress. At the worst moments in one’s life, at moments like this, there is a strong sense of rectitude, a knowledge that you are excused any selfish or irrational behaviour. You can say what you damn well like. They owe you.


But she got in first: ‘I’ll go now. I’ll go now. You didn’t deserve this. I love you, but it’s better if I go. You may want me back or you may not. I wouldn’t blame you. I’ll just get some things.’


She got up and went to the bedroom to gather her clothes. Inside my chest I was giving lodging to something that was swelling dangerously. For a moment I thought I was having a coronary. I began to cry. I sobbed like a child who has been wronged, but also – like a child – enjoying this righteous capitulation to self-pity.


‘Don’t cry, darling. Shall I stay?’


Her mulberry lips hovered over my – no doubt – crumpled face. They approached close to mine, punnets of soft fruit, more familiar to me than my own.


Then I said something which even now, some weeks later makes my blood freeze.


‘You can stay if you have an HIV test.’




Chapter 5


Claude Lévi-Strauss wrote that ‘myths think themselves in man, and without their knowledge’. He also suggested that myths are not lesser forms of mental activity, but the same mental activity as science, simply restricted to the available local material. (In addition he once revealed that he received at least two requests a week from Africa for a pair of his famous jeans.) In the back of my Anglo-Saxon mind I also have a completely unworthy thought about Lévi-Strauss: merde. None the less, as I walk with the laibon I ponder this idea.


If I understand Lévi-Strauss right, we are making a big mistake by classifying human mentality into primitive and advanced. I can testify that there is no profit in grading human sexual behaviour in this way; it springs from an unplumbable well, a well of unspeakable and also sublime longings, which are, like the myths of which Lévi-Strauss is enamoured, somehow a mirror of one’s self. We are disturbed by the untrammelled self it reveals. All societies at all times have had rules about sexual behaviour and, as I walk, it becomes clear why: sex is not subject to reason, and society is the product of reason.


Next to me, the whites of his eyes tinged saffron yellow, walks the laibon. His hair is grey and he has a moustache. He is descended from the great laibon Mbatian and there is attached to him an unmistakable potency. He wears a blue robe and carries a thin stick, a little leather container and a snuff box. Behind us, some way back, is a warrior with a heavy spear, one of the laibon’s sons. He is our protection.


If I understand the laibon right, we are going to seek a post which has been planted in a distant kraal to provide fertility for the cattle. He is to renew its potency by doctoring it in some way. For this service his payment is a goat; he has received payment in advance. The goat, troubled by presentiments of its fate, is tethered outside his hut, a small, plaintive creature with a Roman nose and tan markings.


Certainly the laibon gives no indication of embarking on a ridiculous or fraudulent mission. For him this is a routine operation. We walk along the dry watercourse, staying away from thickets for fear of buffalo, which are umbogo in Swahili (umbogo is a comical word; it sounds like the name of the faithful African tracker in a Hollywood adventure pic). Huge trees are alive with bee-eaters with iris blue wings and chocolate brown fronts. These colours, however, are iridescent, so that as the bee-eaters fly, suddenly swooping low – to catch bees – they seem to shimmer.
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