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  A Preface to this Edition




  1




  In a Free State was conceived in 1969 as a sequence about displacement. There was to be a central novel, set in Africa, with shorter surrounding matter from other

  places: two fragments from the writer’s journal in the Mediterranean and Egypt, and two Indian-immigrant tales (Indian Indian, and Trinidad Indian) from London and Washington. The shorter

  pieces from these varied places were intended to reinforce and to throw a universal light on the African material.




  The programme was clear enough to me, but it turned out to be confusing for other people; and the inclination of Diana Athill, my more than sympathetic reader at the publisher André

  Deutsch, was to publish the African novel on its own. For a number of reasons I didn’t like that idea. I was fresh from the labour of the book. I liked the theme of displacement; I liked the

  varied backgrounds. Some of the smaller pieces which Diana was willing to throw away hadn’t come easily (I had spent three months, working every day, on the revision of one of the immigrant

  tales). And, above all, I had the idea (which would seem strange to people today) that, since in the main novel I was writing about English expatriates in Africa, and since no one of my background

  had done so before, it was important for me to define myself. There were not many like me on the literary scene (a handful of Caribbean authors, in the main one-book folk, most already going

  silent) and I had found, in my thirteen or fourteen years as a published writer, that my background, and my far-away material, had often been contentious issues for publishers, editors, and

  reviewers. Diana’s attitude seemed to be that this was no longer so; but she was prejudiced in my favour.




  Diana did not press; the book was published as written. It won the third Booker Prize; and though the Booker in 1971 was not as big as it later became – the original Booker idea was to

  reward worthwhile books that might be overlooked – the book sold well. And as a result Diana’s first idea for a shorter book, without the supporting pieces, fell away. But then, as the

  years passed and the Booker receded, and the world changed, and I felt myself less of an oddity as a writer, I grew to think as Diana had thought. I felt that the central novel was muffled and

  diminished by the surrounding material and I began to think that the novel should be published on its own. And this is what, thirty-seven years after its first publication, Picador is doing in this

  edition, while continuing to publish the fuller version.
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  In a Free State, as sequence, as novel, was conceived and written during a period of intense personal depression that lasted two or three years. It was the last such

  period in my life; afterwards I was to know serenity. At the time, of course, I had no idea that this serenity was close. And this freezing depression of the writer’s – as much as

  Africa, and perhaps more than Africa – touches everyone in the novel, the bar-boys, the waiters, and even the Africans seen on the road.




  The idea of displacement didn’t come out of nothing. It reflected my personal situation. In 1964–5 I had bought a small 1840s house in south London. While it was being done up,

  modestly (large sections of the house were left untouched), I lived in a residential hotel in the Greenwich area. I had no book to keep me creatively occupied. Every terrible day I could reflect on

  my floating condition. Towards the end of the year, 1965, I got started on a book; and at the same time there came an offer from an American foundation to go to East Africa. I went to Africa; spent

  nine months there, and finished my book.




  When I came back to England I got started on a colonial history of Trinidad. I thought of this as a simple labour. But the subject was engrossing; there was so much about the past of my island I

  didn’t know; the details from the slave time were so awful, so horribly fascinating, it was like looking at another place. It made for a great, taxing labour that took all of two years.

  During this labour a kind of madness struck me. Having, after great trouble, found a house, I thought that at the end of this new book I should sell my house, leave England, and live a wandering

  life. I had an idea, light-headed, never examined in any detail, that the new book was going to be successful and would support me.




  It didn’t, of course, work out like that. Little, Brown, the American publishers who had commissioned the Trinidad book, didn’t like what I had written, what I had made of the

  subject. It took some time for news of their rejection to reach me (this would have been my agent’s doing); and so it happened that just a few months after I had left England and started on

  my wandering life I found myself high and dry. As always in a crisis (in those days), my thoughts turned to writing. I began to write the novel of In a Free State.




  Three years before, in East Africa, I had often done the spectacular day-long drive from Kampala in Uganda to Nairobi in Kenya. After a day or two in Nairobi at the colonial-style Norfolk Hotel

  or the newer Panafrica, I would drive back to Kampala. At the end of one of these drives the idea had come unbidden to me (I was working on another book): ‘A narrative could be hung on this

  journey.’ This was all the idea with which I had begun the new book. But that idea had begun to bring memories, landscapes, and many pieces of contemporary African history.




  My wandering life had at this stage taken me to Victoria, British Columbia. A friend had rented a wonderful clean apartment for me in a brand-new building, and had also rented furniture and

  china and cutlery. It was a perfect setting for work. Victoria was an old-fashioned civil place. There were Chinese or Korean greengrocers; a good second-hand bookshop. I liked going in for coffee

  in the morning; and after lunch I went in the other direction to a riding school, hoping to develop this skill to replace my difficult callisthenics before it was too late (this didn’t

  happen). After dinner I walked to the sea. There was a little cove in which, quite mysteriously, as it seemed to me, many long fir logs or poles had been trapped; they tossed with the disturbance

  of the sea outside, but there seemed no way for them to escape. I could look at the scene for a long time.




  And then one day I had nothing to write about. I had come to the end of what I had in my head. Everything about Victoria became then like poison. There was nothing for me to do, but go back to

  England. I had no house, of course. I stayed in one of the serviced apartments in Dolphin Square. It was expensive, and there was nothing to wait for. After a short while we went to stay with my

  wife’s aunt in the town of Gloucester. She lived in a semi-detached house with a nervous cat that had been abused before it had been rescued by her.




  I found the setting restful. On my second day I got out my Victoria manuscript and, braving the cat’s unhappiness, sat down in the sitting room to read. I liked what I read. I saw that,

  six weeks or so before, it was simple nerves that had stopped me going on. I saw now how I could go on. I began to write again. I had intended to stay in Gloucester for only a few days; I found

  myself staying for many months. At night there were the sounds of a railway marshalling yard, far enough away to be welcome and comforting.




  This is the background of the book the reader now holds in his hand. The setting and history is a mixture of Kenya, Uganda, and Rwanda. Africa changes only slowly. If I were sitting down to

  write again about the matter of this book I would create the same setting.




  In the second half of the novel, after a strange night in a decrepit and now pointless colonial hotel, the main characters prepare to drive home. There is a valley below the main road. The land

  is muddy and down there, in the mud, with huts smoking with afternoon fires, African women are tilling the land. They are bent at the waist, but straight-legged. It seems an immemorial scene, and

  the driver of the fleeing car, overwhelmed by the phantasmagoria of the landscape and his own meaninglessness in it, has the idea, which he knows to be strange but which he still cherishes, that at

  the next bend the modern road he is using will have become an antiquity, overgrown, impassable, while the timeless life of the valley continues below as it did when the road was a living thing.




  This little moment was not written in the book I presented to André Deutsch. It had been worked over by me for some days and then abandoned as being too mystical, not in keeping with the

  rest of the narrative. Many years later I changed my mind. I thought I should use that moment, but I found then that it no longer existed: the manuscript and the original working pages of the book

  had been destroyed by the warehouse where they had been sent for safe-keeping.




  October 2007
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  IN THIS COUNTRY in Africa there was a president and there was also a king. They belonged to different tribes. The enmity of the tribes was old, and with

  independence their anxieties about one another became acute. The king and the president intrigued with the local representatives of white governments. The white men who were appealed to liked the

  king personally. But the president was stronger; the new army was wholly his, of his tribe; and the white men decided that the president was to be supported. So that at last, this weekend, the

  president was able to send his army against the king’s people.




  The territory of the king’s people lay to the south and was still known by its colonial name of the Southern Collectorate. It was there that Bobby worked, as an administrative officer in

  one of the departments of the central government. But during this week of crisis he had been in the capital, four hundred miles away, attending a seminar on community development; and in the

  capital there was no sign of war or crisis. The seminar had more English participants than African; the Africans were well-dressed and dignified, with little to say; and the seminar ended on Sunday

  with a buffet lunch in a half-acre garden in what was still an English suburb.




  It was like another Sunday in the capital, which, in spite of the white exodus to South Africa and in spite of deportations, remained an English-Indian creation in the African wilderness. It

  owed nothing to African skill; it required none. Not far from the capital were bush villages, half-day excursions for tourists. But in the capital Africa showed only in the semi-tropical suburban

  gardens, in the tourist-shop displays of carvings and leather goods and souvenir drums and spears, and in the awkward liveried boys in the new tourist hotels, where the white or Israeli supervisors

  were never far away. Africa here was décor. Glamour for the white visitor and expatriate; glamour too for the African, the man flushed out from the bush, to whom, in the city, with

  independence, civilization appeared to have been granted complete. It was still a colonial city, with a colonial glamour. Everyone in it was far from home.




  *




  In the bar of the New Shropshire, once white, now the capital’s interracial pick-up spot, with a reputation for racial ‘incidents’, the white men wore open

  shirts and drank beer. The Africans drank shorter, prettier drinks with cocktail sticks and wore English-made Daks suits. Their hair was parted low on the left and piled up on the right, in the

  style known to city Africans as the English style.




  The Africans were young, in their twenties, and plump. They could read and write, and were high civil servants, politicians or the relations of politicians, non-executive directors and managing

  directors of recently opened branches of big international corporations. They were the new men of the country and they saw themselves as men of power. They hadn’t paid for the suits they

  wore; in some cases they had had the drapers deported. They came to the New Shropshire to be seen and noted by white people, however transient; to be courted; to make trouble. There were no

  Asiatics in the bar: the liberations it offered were only for black and white.




  Bobby was wearing a saffron cotton shirt of a type that had begun to be known as a ‘native shirt’. It was like a smock, with short, wide sleeves and a low open neck; the fabric, with

  its bold ‘native’ pattern in black and red, was designed and woven in Holland.




  The small young African at Bobby’s table was not a native. He was, as he had quickly let Bobby know, a Zulu, a refugee from South Africa. He was in light-blue trousers and a plain white

  shirt, and he was further distinguished from the other Africans in the bar by his cloth cap, of a plaid pattern, with which, as he slumped low in his chair, he continually played, now putting it on

  and pulling it over his eyes, now using it as a fan, now holding it against his chest and kneading it with his small hands, as though performing an isometric exercise.




  Conversation with the Zulu wasn’t easy. There too he was fidgety. The king and the president, sabotage in South Africa, seminars, tourists, the natives: he hopped from subject to subject,

  never committing himself, never relating one thing to another. And the cloth cap was like part of his elusiveness. The cap made the Zulu appear now as a dandy, now as an exploited labourer from the

  South African mines, now as an American minstrel, and sometimes even as the revolutionary he had told Bobby he was.




  They had been together for more than an hour. It was nearly half-past ten; it was getting late for Bobby. Then, after a silence, during which they had both been looking at the rest of the bar,

  the Zulu said, ‘In this town there are even white whores now.’




  Bobby, looking at his beer, sipping his beer, not hurrying himself, refusing to meet the Zulu’s eyes, was glad that the talk had at last touched sex.




  ‘It isn’t nice,’ the Zulu said.




  ‘What isn’t nice?’




  ‘Look.’ The Zulu sat up, his cap on his head, and put his hand to his hip pocket, thrusting forward his small but well-developed chest as he did so, tight within the white shirt. He

  took out a wallet and flipped his thumb through many new banknotes. ‘I could go now to places where this would make me welcome. I don’t think it is nice.’




  Bobby thought: this boy is a whore. Bobby was nervous of African whores in hotel bars. But he prepared to bargain. He said, ‘You are a brave man. Going about with all that cash. I never

  carry more than sixty or eighty shillings on me.’




  ‘You need two hundred to do anything in this town.’




  ‘A hundred at the outside is enough for me.’




  ‘Enjoy it.’




  Bobby looked up and held the Zulu’s gaze. The Zulu didn’t flinch. It was Bobby who looked away.




  Bobby said, ‘You South Africans are all arrogant.’




  ‘We are not like your natives here. These people are the most ignorant people in the world. Look at them.’




  Bobby looked at the Zulu. So small for a Zulu. ‘You must be careful what you say. They might deport you.’




  The Zulu fanned himself with his cap and turned away. ‘Why do these white people want to be with the natives? A couple of years ago the natives couldn’t even come in here. Now look.

  It isn’t nice. I don’t think it is nice.’




  ‘It must be different in South Africa,’ Bobby said.




  ‘What do you want to hear, mister? Listen, I’ll tell you. I did pretty well in South Africa. I bought my whisky. I had my women. You’d be surprised.’




  ‘I can see that many people would find you attractive.’




  ‘I’ll tell you.’ The Zulu’s voice dropped. His tone became conspiratorial as he began to give the names of South African politicians with whose wives and daughters he had

  slept.




  Bobby, looking at the Zulu’s tense little face, the eyes that held such hurt, felt compassion and excitement. It was the African thrill: Bobby forgot his nervousness.




  ‘South Africans,’ the Zulu said, raising his voice again. ‘Over here they never leave you alone. They always look for you. “You from South Africa?” I’m tired

  of being accosted by them.’




  ‘I don’t blame them.’




  ‘I thought you were South African when you came in.’




  ‘Me!’




  ‘They always sit with me. They always want to start a conversation.’




  ‘What a nice cap.’




  Bobby leaned to touch the plaid cap, and for a while they held the cap together, Bobby fingering the material, the Zulu allowing the cap to be fingered.




  Bobby said, ‘Do you like my new shirt?’




  ‘I wouldn’t be seen dead in one of those native shirts.’




  ‘It’s the colour. We can’t wear the lovely colours you can wear.’




  The Zulu’s eyes hardened. Bobby’s fingers edged along the cap until they were next to the Zulu’s. Then he looked down at the fingers, pink beside black.




  ‘When I born again –’ Bobby stopped. He had begun to talk pidgin; that wouldn’t do with the Zulu. He looked up. ‘If I come into the world again I want to come with

  your colour.’ His voice was low. On the plaid cap his fingers moved until they were over one of the Zulu’s.




  The Zulu didn’t stir. His face, when he lifted it to Bobby’s, was without expression. Bobby’s blue eyes went moist and seemed to stare; his thin lips trembled and seemed set in

  a half-smile. There was silence between the two men. Then, without moving his hand or changing his expression, the Zulu spat in Bobby’s face.




  For a second or so Bobby’s fingers remained on the Zulu’s. Then he took his hand away, found his handkerchief, dabbed at his face; and when he put away the handkerchief his eyes were

  still staring at the Zulu, his lips still seemed set in their half-smile. The Zulu never moved.




  The bar had seen. Blacks stared, whites looked away. Conversation faltered, then recovered.




  Bobby got up. The Zulu continued to stare, into space now, never changing the level of his gaze. Deliberately, Bobby moved his chair back. Then, plump and sacrificial-looking in his loose,

  dancing native shirt, not looking down, left arm at his side, right arm jerking from the elbow, he walked with a fixed smile towards the door.




  The Zulu sank lower in his armchair. He put on his cap and took it off; he pressed his chin into his neck, opened his mouth, closed his mouth. His face had been taut and expressionless; now it

  had the calm of a child. This was what remained of his revolution: these visits to the New Shropshire, this fishing for white men. In the capital the Zulu was a solitary, without employment, living

  on a small dole from an American foundation. In this part of Africa the Americans – or simply Americans – supported everything.




  The liveried barboy, remembering his duties, ran after Bobby with the bill. He stopped Bobby in the doorway, beside the large native drum, part of the new decorations of the New Shropshire.

  Bobby, at first not hearing, then relieved that it was only the boy, overacted confusion. Feeling below the yellow native shirt for his wallet, in the hip pocket of his soft light-grey flannel

  trousers, he smiled, as at a private joke, without looking at the boy’s face. He gave the boy a twenty-shilling note. Then, absurd chivalry overcoming him, he gave the boy another note, to

  pay for the Zulu’s drinks as well; and he didn’t wait for change.




  *




  In the lobby there was the new official photograph of the president. It had appeared in the city only that weekend. In the old photographs the president wore a headdress of the

  king’s tribe, a gift of the king at the time of independence, a symbol of the unity of the tribes. The new photograph showed the president without the headdress, in jacket, shirt and tie,

  with his hair done in the English style. The bloated cheeks shone in the studio lights; the hard opaque eyes looked directly at the camera. Africans were said to attribute a magical power to the

  president’s eyes; and the eyes seemed to know their reputation.




  From the floodlit forecourt of the New Shropshire – the rock garden, the white flagpole with the limp national flag – Bobby drove down the sloping drive to the dark highway. At night

  in every suburb the bush began there, on the highway. Every week men of the forest came to settle in the usurped city. They brought only the skills of the forest; they found no room; and at night

  they prowled the city’s unenclosed spaces. There were many frightening stories. Normally Bobby scoffed, rejecting, as much as the stories, the expatriates who told them. But now he drove very

  fast, down the bush-lined highways, past the wide roundabouts, through the bumpy lanes of the Indian bazaar – houses, shops and warehouses – to the city centre, with its complex one-way

  system, its half-dozen skyscrapers dark above the bright square and the wide dusty car-park.




  In the cramped lobby of his hotel there was again the new photograph of the president, between English fox-hunting prints. The hotel, built in colonial days, was where up-country government

  officers like Bobby were lodged when they came to the capital on government business. It looked older than it was. Rough timber merged into mock-Tudor: the hotel was partly ‘pioneer’,

  partly suburban, still English, home from home. Bobby didn’t like it. His room, which had an open fireplace, was white and furry, with white walls, white sheepskin rugs, a white candlewick

  bedspread and a zebra-skin pouffe.




  The evening was over, the week was over. This was his last night in the capital; early in the morning he was driving back to the Collectorate. His packing had already been done. He left a tip

  for the roomboy in an envelope. Soon he was in bed. He was quite calm.




  *




  Africa was for Bobby the empty spaces, the safe adventure of long fatiguing drives on open roads, the other Africans, boys built like men. ‘You want lift? You big boy, you

  no go school? No, no, you no frighten. Look, I give you shilling. You hold my hand. Look, my colour, your colour. I give you shilling buy schoolbooks. Buy books, learn read, get big job. When I

  born again I want your colour. You no frighten. You want five shillings?’ Sweet infantilism, almost without language: in language lay mockery and self-disgust.




  All week, while being the government officer at the seminar, he had rehearsed that drive back to the Collectorate. But then, at the buffet lunch, he had been asked to give Linda a lift back; and

  he couldn’t refuse. Linda was one of the ‘compound wives’ from the Collectorate, one of those who lived in the government compound. She had flown up to the capital with her

  husband, who was taking part in the seminar; but she wasn’t flying back with him. Bobby knew Linda and her husband and had even been once to dinner at their house; but after three years they

  were still no more than acquaintances. It was one of those difficult half-relationships, with uncertainty rather than suspicion on both sides. So the prospect of adventure had vanished; and the

  drive, which had promised so much, seemed likely to be full of strain.




  Disappointment rather than need, then, had sent Bobby to the New Shropshire. And even while he was making his preparations to go out he had known that the evening wouldn’t end well. He

  didn’t like places like the New Shropshire. He didn’t have the bar-room skills, the bar-room toughness. Instinct had told him, from the first exchange of glances, that the Zulu was only

  a tease. But he had gone to the table and committed himself. He didn’t like African whores. A whore in Africa was a boy who wanted more than five shillings; any boy who wanted more than five

  was dealing only in money, and was wrong. Bobby had decided that long ago; but he had started to bargain with the Zulu.




  That evening he had broken all his rules; the evening had shown how right his rules were. He felt no bitterness, no hurt. He didn’t blame the Zulu, he didn’t blame Linda. Before

  Africa, the incident of the evening might have driven him out adventuring for hours more in dangerous places; and then in his room might have driven him to a further act of excess and

  self-mortification. But now he knew that the mood would pass, the morning would come. Even with Linda as his passenger, the drive remained.




  He was awakened by a sound as of crowing cocks. It came from the lane at the side of the hotel. It was one of the sounds of the African night: a prowler had been disturbed, the African hue and

  cry was being raised. Later, he saw himself again in a place like the New Shropshire. He was on his back and the liveried boy was standing above him; but he couldn’t raise his head to see the

  boy’s face, to see whether the face laughed. His head was aching; the pain began to shoot and then it was as if his head were exploding. Even when he awakened, the pain remained, the sense of

  the drained head. It was some time before he fell asleep again. And when next he was awakened, by the helicopter circling near, then far, then so close it seemed to be directly over the hotel, it

  was well past five, light in the white room, and time to get up.
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  YAK-YAK-YAK-YAK. The helicopter, flying low, as if examining the hotel car-park, drowned the braying of the burglar alarm on Bobby’s car as Bobby

  unlocked the door. Bobby, feeling himself examined, didn’t look up. The helicopter hovered, then rose again at an angle.




  In the bazaar area, through which Bobby had driven so recklessly the previous evening, the shops and warehouses of concrete and corrugated iron were closed; the long Indian names on plain

  signboards looked as cramped as the buildings. When the road left the bazaar it ran beside a wide dry gully, cool now, but promising dust and glare later; and then, the gully disappearing, the road

  became a dual-carriageway with flowers and shrubs on the central reservation.




  The Union Club had been founded by some Indians in colonial days as a multi-racial club; it was the only club in the capital that admitted Africans. After independence the Indian founders had

  been deported, the club seized and turned into a hotel for tourists. The garden was a wild dry tangle around a bare yard. And in the main doorway, level to the dusty ground, below a cantilevered

  concrete slab, Linda stood beside her ivory-coloured suitcase and waved.




  She was cheerful, with no early-morning strain on her thin face. No need to ask what had kept her overnight in the capital. Her cream shirt hung out of her blue trousers, which were a little

  loose around her narrow, low hips; her hair was in a pale-brown scarf. In those clothes, and below that concrete slab, she looked small, boyish, half-made. She was hardly good-looking, and she

  showed her age; but in the Collectorate compound she had a reputation as a man-eater. Bobby had heard appalling stories about Linda. As appalling, he thought, getting out of the car, as the stories

  she must have heard about him.
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