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For my son, Kushinga, who, among many other names, is also called David.

Kärt barn har många namn.

Rakkaalla lapsella on monta nimeä.

Kjært barn har mange navn.


For the whole earth is the tomb of famous men; not only are they commemorated by columns and inscriptions in their own country, but in foreign lands there dwells also an unwritten memorial of them, graven not on stone but in the hearts of men.

Pericles on the Athenian dead, from Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War
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PROLOGUE





I trust in Providence still to help me. I know the four rivers Zambesi, Kafué, Luapula, and Lomamé, their fountains must exist in one region. . . . I pray the good Lord of all to favor me so as to allow me to discover the ancient fountains of Herodotus, and if there is anything in the underground excavations to confirm the precious old documents (τά βιβλία), the Scriptures of truth, may He permit me to bring it to light, and give me wisdom to make a proper use of it.

David Livingstone, The Last Journals of David Livingstone

This is how we carried out of Africa the poor broken body of Bwana Daudi, the Doctor, David Livingstone, so that he could be borne across the sea and buried in his own land. For more than one thousand and five hundred miles, from the interior to the western coast, we marched with his body; from Chitambo to Muanamuzungu, from Chisalamala to Kumbakumba, from Lambalamfipa to Tabora, until, two hundred and eighty-five days after we left Chitambo, we reached Bagamoyo, that place of sorrow, whose very name means to lay to rest the burden of your heart.

We set him down in the hushed peace of the church. And all through that long night prayed and sang and keened the seven hundred manumitted slaves from the Village of the Free. After the tide came in the following day, they lined up on either side of the path that led to the dhow of his final crossing. And we watched until the white sail of that rickety wooden boat was a small dark triangle on the far horizon, and all that we could see of him was the sky meeting the shimmering sea.

He gave up his life to the doomed, demented search for the last great secret of that heaven-descended spring, the world’s longest river; he gave his all to uncover the secret that had preoccupied men of learning for more than two thousand years: the source of the Nile.

In the final two years of his life, both before and after he was relieved in Ujiji by the American, Bwana Stanley, he was as a man possessed. In every town and village and hamlet through which we passed, Bwana Daudi asked the same question. Had any person seen or heard of a place where four fountains rose, four great fountains that rose out of the ground, between two hills with conical tops? They were the fountains described in ancient times by a long-dead sage called Herodotus, he said, from the far-off land of Greece. To find these fountains, he believed, was to find the source of the Nile.

When they asked to know what this Nile was, he said it was the world’s longest river, but more than a river, it was a miracle of Creation splendid beyond comprehension. “For it flows for every day of the year, for more than one thousand miles through the most arid of deserts, all without being replenished, for there are no tributaries that flow to fill it,” he said.

Bwana Daudi was certain that these fountains linked to four great rivers that he knew already, those of Kafue, Lomame, Luapula, and Zambezi. Herodotus, he said, had written that water from these fountains flowed in two directions, with half going up to Egypt and the other half flowing southward. And thus it was that we followed the southward flow of the Luapula into the swamps of Bangweulu, but there, instead of finding the headwaters of the Nile, in the village of Chitambo, Bwana Daudi found his death.

He is as divided in death as he was in life. His bones lie now in his own land, entombed in the magnificence of ancient stone. In the grave we dug for him under the shade of a mvula tree, his heart, and all the essential parts of him, are at one with the soil of his travels. The grave of his bones proclaims that he was brought over land and sea by our faithful hands. The wise men of his age say he blazed into the darkness of our natal land to leave behind him a track of light where the white men who followed him could go in perfect safety.

This is all we sixty-nine have ever been in his world: the sixty-nine who carried his bones, the dark companions, his dark companions, the shadowy figures in the caravans in which he moved. We were only ever the pagazi on his journeys, the porters and bearers who carried his loads and built his huts and cooked his meals and washed his clothes and made his beds, the askari who fought his battles, his loyal and faithful retinue.

On the long and perilous journey to bring him home, ten of our party lost their lives. There are no stones to mark the places where they rest, no epitaphs to announce their deaths. And when we who remain follow where they led, no pilgrims will come to show their children where we lie. But out of that great and troubling darkness came shining light. Our sacrifice burnished the glory of his life.

This story has been told many times before, but always as the story of the Doctor. And sometimes, as appendages, as mere footnotes in his story, appear the names of Chuma and Susi. They were the first of his companions, the longest serving and the oldest, for the rest of us only joined them in the months just before Bwana Daudi’s death.

In some incarnations, they are two friends. In yet others, they are two brothers. Always they are Bwana Daudi’s most faithful servants, just the two of them carrying his bones; a testament to the strength of the bonds of servitude, confirming the piety of Christian faith, his faith, his piety, his sainthood—for who but a saint could inspire such service?

They are sometimes called Susi and Chuma, but more often, they are Chuma and Susi. Seldom do their full names appear: never are they James Chuma, whom Bwana Daudi rescued from the bondage of slavery, and Abdullah Susi, the Mohammedan shipbuilder from Shupanga who served a Christian master. They are remembered, if at all, as the lone bearers of Bwana Daudi’s bones, as those who were there before.

What if we had known then what we know now?

When we bore his body out of Africa, we carried with us the maps of what the men of his world would come to call his last great discovery, the mighty river called the Lualaba. What if we had known then that our final act of loyalty to him would sow the seeds of our children’s betrayal, their fate and their children’s children’s also; that the Lualaba of his drawings was the mouth of the great Congo of our downfall, the navigable river down which would come the white man, Winchester rifle aloft and Maxim gun charged?

In just eleven years, the England to which we gave back its glorious son would gather at a table with others and, in the casual act of drawing lines on a map, insert borders and boundaries where there had been none, tearing nations and families asunder. Down the Lualaba they came, down the great Congo, with steamships and guns, with rubber plantations and taxes and new names for all the burial places of our ancestors. And every one of the men, women, and children that we met on our journey, every friend and foe, slaver and enslaved, would, in a matter of years, be claimed as the newest subjects of Europe’s kings and queen.

All that was to come, but first:

This is more than the story of two men, Susi and Chuma; it is also the story of the caravan leaders Chowpereh and Uledi Munyasere; of Amoda, son of Mahmud; and of Nathaniel Cumba, known as Mabruki. It is the story of the men from the Nassick Mission in India, manumitted slaves all, among them Carus Farrar and Farjallah Christie, who, as easily as though they were slicing a fish, opened up the Doctor in death, and of Jacob Wainwright, who inscribed the epitaph on the grave of his heart. It is the story of the women who traveled with us, Misozi and Ntaoéka, Khadijah and Laede, Binti Sumari and Kaniki.

It is the story of Halima, the Doctor’s cook, who scolded long and hard until we said yes, yes, we would send him back whence he came, to his home across the water. It is the story of the boy Majwara, the youngest of the companions, who found the Doctor kneeling in death, and, with every beat of his drum, beat the life into our legs as we marched on that long and toilsome journey into the interior.

It is the story of Bwana Daudi, of his final years of suffering and his relief by Bwana Stanley and the sights that broke his spirit and wounded his heart even as he marched on, unto his death. It is the story of all these and many more, the story of the Doctor’s and our own last journey: the march to his certain death, and on to Bagamoyo.



I



CHEMCHEMI YA HERODOTUS




1



Before embarking on this enterprise, Dr. Livingstone had not definitely made up his mind which course he should take, as his position was truly deplorable. His servants consisted of Susi, Chuma, Hamoydah, Gardner, and Halimah, the female cook and wife of Hamoydah.

Henry Morton Stanley, How I Found Livingstone

It is strange, is it not, how the things you know will happen do not ever happen the way you think they will happen when they do happen? On the morning that we found him, I was woken by a dream of cloves. The familiar, sweetly cloying smell came so sharply to my nose that I might have been back at the spice market in Zanzibar, a slim-limbed girl again, supposedly learning how to pick out the best for the Liwali’s kitchen, but really standing first on one leg, then the other, and my mother saying, but, Halima, you don’t listen, which was true enough because I was paying more attention to the sounds of the day—the call of the muezzin, the cries of the auctioneers at the slave market, the donkeys braying in protest, the packs of dogs snarling over the corpses of slaves outside the customs house, and the screeching laughter of children.

I think of my mother often enough, but it is seldom that she comes to me in my dreams. She was the suria of the Liwali of Zanzibar, one of his favorite slaves, although she never bore him a child to become umm al-walad, and what a thing that would have been for her, to bear the Liwali’s child; for he was the Sultan’s representative back in the days when Said the Great, Seyyid Said bin Sultan that was, lived in Muscat, across the water in Oman, and not in Zanzibar.

My mother says I was born before the Sultan moved the capital from Muscat. In those days, the Sultan had the Liwali to act for him in Zanzibar, and yes, there was the great lord of the Swahili in Zanzibar, the Mwinyi Mkuu, they called him, but the Sultan needed his own man, someone who was an Arab through and through, an Omani of the first rank.

Though to look at the Liwali, well, you could see at once there was an African slave or two in his blood, and that’s no lie. He had his three official wives, the Liwali did, he had his three horme, they called them, and also his concubines, the ten sariri in his harem. That is plenty enough woman for any man, but it was not nearly as many concubines as Said the Great, for he had seventy-five wives and sariri, who gave him more than a hundred children.

My mother was the only dark-skinned suria among the Liwali’s sariri concubines, for they were all Circassians and Turks and whatnot, and although they said a suria was the best kind of slave to be, and only the comely women were chosen to be sariri, for my mother, who was also a cook, being a suria only meant that she was doubly enslaved: at night, a slave in the Liwali’s harem, and in the day, a slave in his kitchen.

The Liwali has been dead these many years. His house is now owned by Ludda Dhamji, a rich Indian merchant from Bombay. They say he is more powerful than the Liwali was, for he has lent Said Bhargash, the new sultan, ever so much money. Ludda Dhamji controls the customs house too, and takes a share of every slave sold at the slave market and every single one that goes to Persia and Arabia, to India and up and down the whole coast of the Indian Ocean. That is wealth indeed.

I was roused from my dream, and all thoughts of my former life, by the sound of running feet and loud voices. I could tell at once that something was wrong. Ntaoéka and Laede had not yet made the fires, no surprise that, for it was between the morn and night.

For all that, I could make out their forms easily enough; the moon was still bright. The watch was up, but so were others who need not have been. The porters and expedition leaders were in a flurry of movement. Even the most useless of the pagazi, like that thief Chirango, who normally needed Majwara’s drum to beat some spirit into his lazy legs, moved as quickly as the others, going from one group to the next, and then from that group to the one after that.

Susi ran to the boy Majwara, Asmani ran to Uledi Munyasere, Saféné ran to Chowpereh. It was all confusion, like chickens before a rainstorm. Under the big mvula tree, the Nassick boys were conferring in a huddle.

There were seven of them, all freedmen who had been captured by slavers as boys and rescued by giant jahazi sent by the queen from the land of Bwana Daudi. Ships, they called them, dhows that are as high as houses and almost as big as the Liwali’s palace, Susi said. They had been taken in these jahazi ships to India, where they were taught to speak out of their own tongues, and instead learned all sorts of other muzungu tongues to speak. They were also given trades to learn and books to read, and paper to write on and clothes that made them look like wazungu.

In their midst was the tall figure of Jacob Wainwright, fully dressed even at this hour. It can rain the hail of a thousand storms, and the sun can bake with the cruelty of Tippoo Tip’s slave raids, and still Jacob will wear his suit.

It was given to him by the man he was named for, he says, and if you ask me, if the good man could only see how Jacob sweats in it every hour of every day, he might well have rethought his gift. I could see no sign of the other Wainwright, Jacob’s brother John. Well, I say his brother, but Jacob himself claims that John is no brother of his, and it is no wonder that he will not claim such a brother. The man is lazier than a herd of sleeping hippos. He even lost our two best milking cows. You would think he had never tended a cow before. What they teach them at that school in India besides reading and talking English, I really don’t know.

I had an inkling of what it might be that had raised the camp at such an hour. I made my way to the mvula tree and touched the shoulder of Matthew Wellington.

“Is it so?” I said.

He nodded but did not speak. I let out a cry that startled a nearby owl into flutter. Susi detached himself from the cluster of the most senior pagazi and came toward me. I flung myself into his arms. Susi has never needed an excuse to be near me, that he has not, not from the first time he saw me. If there is something I understand, it is the look that a man gives a woman when he wants her, and if I had a gold nugget for every one of those looks that Susi has given me, I would be the daughter of that rich Indian Ludda Dhamji, that I would.

Just as I was letting myself go in his arms, my man Amoda came up, and Susi hastily let me go, but not before I had felt the stiffness of him. With the Doctor lying just yards away, dead as anything! Filthy goat.

Before Amoda could remonstrate with me, Susi had pulled him to the side. My instinct was to find another woman. Heading to the hut where Ntaoéka had slept the night before, I let out a cry that split the heavens, thinking she would join me. No answer came. She had probably made a bed somewhere with that Mabruki, to whom she had so foolishly attached herself. Even in the perturbation of my spirits, I could not help remembering that just a week ago, she had been saying he was no man at all, that he was nothing but a donkey, and a lazy one at that.

“Well,” I had said to her then, “you could have had your pick when Bwana Daudi told you to choose. You could have had Gardner, you could have had Chuma, but you chose to be with Mabruki.”

Back when we were in Unyanyembe, and she had glued herself to our party without ever being invited, Bwana Daudi had said she was to choose one of his free men to be her husband. Right he was, because a good-looking thing like her had caused us no end of trouble from being untethered.

Within a week of being hired as washerwoman in Unyanyembe, she was making eyes at Amoda. There are many things you can say about that man of mine, but it is true that he has no trouble attracting women. He is almost as fine a specimen of a man as Susi, well grown and tall. But though he does not have Susi’s hearty, merry laugh that you want to hear again and again, he has a way with him that would win any woman’s heart. When I first saw him, back in Tabora when I was with my Arab merchant, he fairly drove me distracted. He was all I could think of until I had him. Of course, once I had him he soon showed himself for who he was, and I have the bruises to prove it, don’t I. And I often wish that it had been Susi that I saw first instead.

But for as long as I was Halima, the daughter of Zafrene, the Liwali’s favorite suria, I was not going to let Ntaoéka get away with simpering and smiling in my man’s direction, even if that man was as hard a man to love as my Amoda. I had no problem using my fists on her, I most certainly did not. For that, I roused the anger of Bwana Daudi, who said it was all my fault. But after she started to make eyes at Susi, to the great anger of his woman Misozi, he came to see things my way.

We had met Misozi in Ujiji, in the weeks before Bwana Stanley found us. She was especially helpful to me then, and no wonder; she had her eye on Susi. Her own man had gone on a trading mission to Tabora and not come back, she said. She would rather travel with us and be Susi’s road woman than continue to wait for her own man in Ujiji. She has a most trying nature, Misozi, with the brains of a baby goat, but it was good to have another woman about, all the same.

After I made it clear to Ntaoéka that Amoda was not for her, she began to make eyes at Susi. When Misozi ran to complain to Bwana Daudi, it was then that he said she should pick someone else. “I do not like to have such a fine-looking woman on the loose among us,” I heard him say to Amoda. “I would rather that she choose any of my worthies.”

But look at her now; tethered though she is, she is still causing problems. She is like one of those pretty bowls in the Liwali’s house: too shallow to drink tea from, but too small to eat dates from, so they sit on a high shelf, where they are only good to be looked at, and take up space for no reason.

Since the Nassickers arrived, six months after Bwana Stanley’s departure, Ntaoéka has been giddy with excitement. I bet she would open her legs to any of them if they asked, and play the close buttock game too, particularly with that Jacob Wainwright. The way her eyes flutter about when she sees him, you would think she was trying to work up enough tears to get dust out of them.

I told Misozi that I supposed Ntaoéka regretted not waiting, because if she had chosen after the large group of men sent by Bwana Stanley arrived, she could have had any of the fifty-five pagazi and the seven Nassickers that came with them. Bwana Daudi also called them the Nassick boys, and though they are young, with a little too much milk still to be squeezed out of their noses, they are far from being boys, particularly that Jacob Wainwright, a well-grown man who has seen at least one and twenty Ramadans. Proud as anything, he is, with all his English and his learning and his shoes and books and heavy muzungu suit.

But it was Misozi and not Ntaoéka who came out to me, wiping the sleep out of her eyes: “What is it?”

“He is dead, he is gone, he is dead!” I wailed.

“Who?” Misozi said as she yawned.

Sometimes I think that the woman cannot possibly be as stupid as she looks. Who else could I possibly have meant, the donkey? With a woman like that, it is no wonder that Susi looks three times and then twice more at every woman he passes.

She went inside to get her wrapper cloth, and while she was in there, I saw Ntaoéka slinking her way from the direction of the hut where Carus Farrar had slept. So that was how that loaf was cooking. I wondered if Misozi knew. There would be time to tell all, not that I would say anything, of course, because, and this I can say straight, I have never been one to gossip.

“You also, Misozi,” Ntaoéka said. “Who do you think Halima is talking about? Whose was the death we expected daily? Whose the frail body that was just hours from being a corpse? It can only be the Bwana.”

The two started arguing enough to make the head spin. I moved to the fire, where a group of men sat and talked. Among them were Susi, Amoda, Chuma, Carus Farrar, and the boy Majwara. They were waiting, Carus Farrar said, for the stiffness to leave his body so that they could lay him out. It would not be too long, he said, for Bwana Daudi had died sometime in the night, and the heat in the air would help the stiffness to leave his body.

More and more of the pagazi arrived and took up places around the fire. On every lip was the same question: how had it come to this? Susi and Majwara took it in turns to answer.

“Just before midnight,” Majwara said, “Bwana Daudi emerged from the hut to say that Susi was to go to the Bwana, for his mind was quite delirious.”

Susi took up the tale. “I went in at once. The Bwana was trying to rise from his bed. He was clearly not in his right mind as he said, ‘I have found the fountains, Susi. I have found the fountains. Is this the Luapula?’

“I told him we were in Bangweulu, at Chitambo’s village,” Susi said, at which the Bwana started babbling in English, but the only words that Susi heard, and he is not sure he heard them properly, for they made no sense to him, were: “Poor Mary lies on Shupanga brae, and beeks fornent the sun.”

Mary, I knew, was the name of Mama Robert, Bwana Daudi’s wife, and Shupanga, which is also where Susi comes from, is where she is buried. I interrupted to ask Susi what he thought those words meant, but he had no answer. We all turned as one to Jacob Wainwright, but he simply looked into the distance as though he had not heard the question. I have noticed before that if he does not know the answer to something, he pretends not to have heard the question.

“What happened after that?” I asked.

Susi continued his narration. “I helped him back onto his bed, as the Bwana, now speaking in Swahili, asked how many days it was to the Luapula.

“ ‘It will take three days’ marching,’ I said.

“ ‘Three days to go to the Luapula,’ he said. ‘Oh dear, oh dear.’ ”

After this, Susi said, he seemed to come to himself, and realize where he was. He then asked Susi to boil him some water.

“Had he eaten the dish I made him?” I asked. “Groundnuts and grains it was, mashed together soft-soft so that he could swallow it all without chewing. I was that pleased when he asked for food.”

Susi shook his head and continued. He had gone outside to the fire and returned with the copper kettle full of water. Calling Susi close, the Bwana asked for his medicine chest and for a candle. He picked out a medicine, which he told Susi to place by his side.

“His stomach must have been upset,” Carus Farrar interrupted. “I saw that bottle. It is a potion called calomel. It purges the contents of the stomach.”

“If his stomach was upset,” I said, “it had nothing to do with my dish. Made it fresh I did, with the groundnuts that we got from Chitambo’s women just yesterday.”

Susi went on. “I am certain he did not eat your dish, Halima. It was still beside him when Bwana Daudi dismissed me. I then left, leaving Majwara in the hut.”

Majwara now took up the tale. A few hours after Susi had left the Bwana, he said, he roused Amoda, who had taken over the watch but had fallen asleep, with the words “Come to Bwana, I am afraid; I don’t know if he is alive.”

Amoda then roused Susi, Chuma, Carus Farrar, and Chowpereh. Passing inside the hut, they looked toward the bed. Bwana Daudi was not lying on it, but was kneeling next to it, seemingly engaged in prayer. They instinctively drew backward. Pointing to him, Majwara said, “When I lay down to sleep, he was just as he is now, and it is because I find that he does not move that I fear he is dead.”

Carus Farrar then said, “The candle was stuck to the top of the box with its own wax, and shed a light sufficient for us to see his form. Bwana Daudi had left his bed, and was kneeling beside it, his body stretched forward and his head buried in his hands upon the pillow. He did not stir. I advanced to him and placed my hands on his sunken cheeks. The Bwana felt cold and stiff to the touch. I turned to the others and nodded. I told them what we had all of us felt the instant we entered the hut. Bwana Daudi was no more.”

In the silence that followed Carus Farrar’s narration, Majwara got up and moved off by himself. I left the men around the fire and followed him to an outcrop of rock a small distance away. He sat down. I sat next to him and waited as he wept into his hands. His face, when he lifted it, was a mask of grief.

When he was not acting as the kirangozi and beating the drum to which we marched, Majwara was the Bwana’s own servant. He is no longer a child but is not yet a man; he is the only one of his age among the six children, and is still most content alone with his drum. It is a great responsibility for one so young to have in his care the bathing and dressing of a grown man. Look at that, I keep forgetting that Bwana Daudi is no more. Amoda had often suggested to the Bwana that the boy was perhaps too young for the job, but Majwara, overhearing him, had insisted that this was the very job he wanted.

We had come upon him the year before. He was part of a cargo of the enslaved who were being herded to the coast. Whenever we came across such scenes, they caused the Bwana severe distress. He had been struck by Majwara’s young looks, and indeed, Chuma said later that he himself had been of such an age—just fifteen Ramadans, no more—when he too had been captured, and then rescued by Bwana Daudi.

Just as he had done with Chuma, Bwana Daudi persuaded Majwara’s captors that the boy was too young and sick to travel all the way to the coast, and he would give them the price for a full man. Seeing a chance to make something quickly, they had handed the boy over to Bwana Daudi for five strings of beads, which the Doctor often joked was more than I had cost him, for he had bought me too; not for himself, but for Amoda.

Bwana Daudi’s rescuing him, and his healing Majwara afterward of the malaria fever, meant that the boy would have done anything the Bwana asked him. The only thing he had refused to do was change his name, even though Bwana Daudi had suggested several other names for him.

“Chuma is James, and you too shall be an apostle,” he said. “You can be my Peter, and I will lean on you just as Jesus leaned on his rock.”

But Majwara had said he would keep his name. It was in memory of his mother, he said, for she had chosen that name for him above all others. “I will never see her again,” he said, “but she is with me in my name.”

“What a sentimental boy,” Bwana Daudi said, and clapped him on his back. “Very well then, my young rock, you shall continue to be called Majwara.”

And now here we were, on this rock in Chitambo’s village, and Bwana Daudi was dead in his hut.

Majwara and I sat together in silence. Then Majwara said, “He asked for his medicine. I gave it to him, and he picked out what he needed. But what if it was the wrong one? What if, in the confusion of his illness, he picked the wrong one? And then I fell asleep. I was so weary. I should not have been so weary. What if he called out to me and I did not hear?”

“You did what you could, child,” I said, and patted him on his head. I had to raise my arm to do so, for though he is many moons younger than me, he towers over me like a sapling above the dug earth.

“He saved my life,” the boy wept, “but I could not save his.”

I let him weep without talking. After his passion was spent, he said again, “I will never see him again.”

“Yes, that is death,” I said to him. “We will none of us see Bwana Daudi again in this life.”

Together, we walked back to the camp. By this time, the stiffness had left the Bwana’s body, and the men had laid him out. We arrived to find them going into the hut in little groups to pay their respects. After all the men were done, I led the women in to see him.

They had laid him on his back on the mud bed. His hands were at his sides and his eyes closed. Against his scalp, his hair was gray and thin. It was strange to see him without his hat, for no day had ever gone by that he did not wear it. In the thin light that broke the darkness of the hut, it seemed as though he was asleep. A blue fly buzzed from the ceiling above. His medicine chest formed a table next to his bed.

As I looked at the uneaten dish of boiled grains and mashed groundnuts that rested on it, which he had asked for only the night before, it came to me that, truly, he was dead. And it came to me then that his death was everything to me.
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[Tippoo Tib] describes him as quite an old man, and adds that his name was Livingstone but that in the interior he called himself David. Livingstone thus seems to have been obliged, for the sake of greater intimacy, to have himself called simply by his Christian name by his blacks.

Heinrich Brode, Tippoo Tib, the Story of His Career in Central Africa, Narrated from His Own Accounts

When Bwana Daudi first bought me for Amoda four years ago, Amoda told me that the Bwana was a learned man, that he was a mganga more skilled than all of the Sultan’s men of medicine. I thought he was laughing at me because I do not know as much about the things of this world as he does. But in the time that I have been with Bwana Daudi, I have learned that all Amoda told me is true: from reading his large books in all sorts of tongues, Bwana Daudi knew well the diseases that strike both men and beasts.

He could heal almost anyone with potions and ointments. True, he had no joy in curing Chirango’s eye after he lost it in that beating that Amoda gave him, and poor Chipangawazi did die after a week of the runs in Nyangwe, but he healed Majwara of the malaria fever and many others of aches of the flesh and joints.

He had no divining bones, horns, animal skins, or plant powders like a real mganga, but he had other doctor things, potions and ointments that he said were used by the mganga of his own land. As well as his many ointments, powders, and potions, Bwana Daudi traveled with several instruments that he used to measure the height of the earth and through which he looked at the stars. His reading of the stars aided us often in our travels, for this was a wisdom that was understood by many people, and indeed in some places, positions of honor were given to men who could read the stars. And he was forever writing. When he ran out of ink, he asked me to pound fresh, dark berries so that he could use their juice for ink.

It took some time for me to learn this about Bwana Daudi, which is why I did not immediately believe Amoda. For it seemed most peculiar to me that a man should leave the life he knows in his own land, should sail for months and months in a jahazi on an angry sea to come all this way just to wander about looking for the beginning of a river.

Why any man would leave his own land and his wife and children to tramp in these dreary swamps to inquire into the flowing of a river, and into that which does not concern him at all, is beyond my understanding, but Bwana Daudi had no wife, poor thing, he did not take another after his first wife, Mama Robert, died, more is the pity. Perhaps it was her death that made him abandon his children.

And though he tried enough to explain to me why he was looking for this Nile beginning, I never could quite understand it. I said to him, “Go back to your children, because the Nile has been there since time began, and it will be there after you and I are in the soil, and what will you do then, because the Nile won’t care about whether you know where it begins. It will flow on as it always has whether you find it or not. Look at that bwana of Mabruki’s, Speke, I think he was called, yes, Bwana Speke, the very one whose grave Bwana Stanley’s man Bombay wants to visit.

“Shot himself dead, didn’t he, cleaning his gun. Bombay told me all about it when he was here with Bwana Stanley. A most stupid way to die if you ask me. Why did he clean his gun himself, as if he had no slaves to clean it for him? Well, he is in his grave now, and still the Nile flows.”

And I said to him, “You are best off finding a young wife to warm your bed, and yes, you are old and your teeth are bad, there is no getting away from that, but like my second master the qadi, you are rich in cloth and gold and beads, and like the qadi, you could get yourself a pretty wife. Three wives he had, the qadi did, all pretty as sparkling jewels, but did he spend any money on them, mean as anything he was, and look where it got him. Dead, just like that, leaving it all behind, with his sons and bastards all fighting over every last thing.”

Laughing as he waved me away, he said, “Come now, Halima, leave me to eat in silence.”

Now, Bwana Daudi may have been content to wander about for no reason, but if I had my way, I would be back in Zanzibar, far from this jungle and mud, snug in my own house, shut behind a door that would truly be a marvel to all. I told him often that I was not born to march in wildernesses, forests, and swamps looking for rivers, that I was not. Lived my very first years with my mother in one of the biggest palaces in Zanzibar, didn’t I, at Beit el-Mtoni.

Before she became a bondswoman of the Liwali, my mother, Zafrene, was the cook for one of the Sultan’s most petted and spoiled nieces. She was accused of theft, my mother, lucky for her it was at just about the time she caught the eye of the Liwali, and why not, for though she was a Nubian with skin like burnt coffee, she was tall and elegant, with teeth and eyes that were whiter than new milk. The Liwali bought both her and me from the Sultan’s niece’s husband, and that is how we became bonded to his household.

The women of the Liwali’s harem said she had light fingers, my mother, Zafrene. I do not know about that, and to own the truth, there is nothing I hate more than a thief, as that lazy pagazi Chirango knows full well. Thought he could steal the cloth from a bolt that had not been opened, didn’t he, and some beads along with it, and sell it all to me and have me blamed for it, but I soon showed him what was what.

After the Liwali’s death, I passed on to the qadi, who was a judge in the maẓālim and sat as judge in that court pronouncing on who was not following the words of the Prophet, blessings be upon His name. Now, though I say blessings upon the Prophet’s name, truth to tell, I am no Mohammedan, but when you live among Mohammedans you can’t help but get into their ways of doing and saying things. I tried enough to get into it, had to pretend hard enough for the qadi, didn’t I, but I must confess that though I did outwardly all that was wanted of me, and did it properly too, on the inside of me, I never could get along with it. It was too much to take in, all the salat and zakāt and hadīth and teachings and rulings and whatnots.

From the qadi’s household, I was sold off by his greedy sons to the Arab merchant who dragged me from Zanzibar to Tabora in the interior. What a life that was, living in a low mud house, and, in the whole of Tabora, not a single door you could call a door, nothing that you could stop to really look at.

If I was good to him and tended to him and cared and cooked well for him, my Arab merchant said, he would make me his main wife, would make me his horme, he said, and if I did not treat him well, it was off to Zanzibar with me, he said, to the slave market. To think of it. A bondswoman I may have been, but I have never once been sold in the market, where anyone could touch and prod me here and prod me there like I was some common mjakazi slave.

A greedier man you never saw, greedier even than the qadi’s sons and bastards, and I had not thought that was possible, for they would have sold their wives and daughters in the market if they could get away with it, that they would. And if he was an Arab, well then, my father was an elephant and my mother a giraffe. Powerful ugly he was too. I do not know what I have ever done that I should be surrounded by ugly men. Well, there is Susi, but he has Misozi, hasn’t he, and I was never one to cry over a tomato plant that is being tended in someone else’s garden.

It was while I was with the Arab merchant that I caught Amoda’s eye. So it came to be that Bwana Daudi bought me for him. He has two proper wives back in Zanzibar, Amoda does, with two sons almost grown and three small girls besides, but he had no wife for the road, and men, you know, they get itchy for a woman when they are on the road. He bargained hard, and what it came down to was that the Arab knew he had a good story to tell if he could say he sold his favorite slave to a white muzungu. The Arabs were keen to show it wasn’t true, that the wazungu wanted slavery gone and done with.

Day in, day out, the whites pestered the Sultan with petitions, my Arab merchant said. They made all sorts of promises if only the Sultan would close down the slave market at Zanzibar. And where will we sell our slaves, if the market is closed, my merchant and his friends said in indignation, as they tore their teeth into my good food. They have had enough slaves, said my merchant, they have sent shiploads of the shenzi all over their islands in the Carib and in America and where have you, but now that they have enough of their own slaves, they will stop others from doing what they did. Sheer spite, his friends agreed.

So when the chance came for my Arab merchant to sell me to Bwana Daudi, well, it was as though the end of Ramadan had come for him, along with all of his feast days at once. If he could say to the other Arabs and to anyone who cared to listen that he had sold his favorite slave to a white English, well then. He could say they were not so high and mighty then, these English, going to the Sultan to close the market in the day and buying slaves in the night.

I was pleased enough to go, I will tell you that. As I say, Bwana Daudi had bought me to please Amoda, and I liked the sight of him well enough. And there is nothing like being in the arms of a man who knows what is what. But just like green limes, men are sometimes well looking enough on the outside, but once you open them up it is something else. Bwana Daudi gave me my own wages too, when he found out I could cook as well as I can. Not that I have cooked him anything proper, apart from that time we spent at Manyuema, for we have simply not enough provisions.

And now he is dead. I know but little about the world, that is true, but there is nothing you can tell me about how slaves are passed on and how they are freed. I know that Bwana Daudi bought me for Amoda but did not deed me to him. With his son in his own country across the water, unable to claim me as his own, Bwana Daudi’s death has dissolved the bond between us. For the first time since I was a small child in my mother Zafrene’s arms, I am free.



3



I have found it difficult to come to a conclusion on their character. They sometimes perform actions remarkably good, and sometimes as strangely the opposite. I have been unable to ascertain the motive for the good, or account for the callousness of conscience with which they perpetrate the bad. After long observation, I came to the conclusion that they are just such a strange mixture of good and evil as men are everywhere else.

David Livingstone, Missionary Travels and Researches in South Africa

That things could come to this sorrowful pass had been my fear since the Manyuema women were massacred before our eyes at Nyangwe. This was in the middle of the month that Bwana Daudi called July, just four months before we met with Bwana Stanley’s party in Ujiji. Bwana Daudi had collapsed in his sorrow. It took him more than a week to recover.

He had had much to endure up to then. I often said to Misozi that he had enough illness in one body for a dozen men. There were hundreds upon hundreds of small, invisible creatures in his body that were eating at his bones, he said. Quite how they got in, he never explained, though it seemed perfectly clear to me that only a powerful witchcraft could explain it. When I urged him most seriously to find a mganga to cure him of this terrible witchcraft, he laughed me away.

He also suffered a sickness that gave him the runs when he ate anything. On top of that, his teeth were falling from his mouth. Between the missing teeth and the runs, his frame became thin and skeletal.

All he could eat then were the damper cakes he liked. They are easy enough to make: they are just flour and water cooked in a little salt butter that I make myself from milk that has gone off. Those damper cakes were the only thing that his bad teeth could take, that and a little ugali, not cooked the usual way, with the maize powder stirred in water until it stiffens, but cooked soft-soft so that it was almost a porridge, like you would feed to a weaning suckling.

But more serious than the affliction of his body was the wound inflicted on his heart. For many days afterward, he could talk of nothing but the massacre. He even stopped asking about the Nile, that is how shaken he was. He would write about Manyuema to the world, he said. He would write about it in words of fire.

It had happened on market day. We had been among the Manyuema for weeks of peaceful rest. In that time, a quarrel had arisen between Bwana Daudi and a man called Dugumbe bin Habib, who was the chief ivory trader and slaver in Manyuema country. The two men had met before. Though I asked both Amoda and Susi, I was never able to understand what the quarrel between them was about, but it was something about this Dugumbe and his war with a man called Mirambo, who was a sultan somewhere in the interior and had killed scores of people in his raiding parties. Whatever it was, there was bad blood between them, that was clear.

On this day, five of Dugumbe’s men came to the market. A warm day it was, but not so hot as to burn the skin, for there was a cool breeze from the clear sky. We were all in the market. There is nothing more we enjoyed than looking at the pretty things the Manyuema women brought on market day. The men liked to look at the women too, especially Bwana Daudi, who said he would write in his book that the Manyuema are remarkably beautiful in appearance.

The air sang with the Manyuema tongue. I did not understand it, but it rang pleasantly in the ear when spoken in the high chattering voices of the women as they sold their colored fruit and wares and things and tended their children and braided their hair. Pretty things they sold, pearls that they got from the river oysters they call makesi, and wooden beads and bowls. Pawpaw fruits they had too, and pink-fleshed guavas and prickly cucumbers, all pleasingly arranged to entice the eye. From one corner came the pleasant smell of roasting meat.

We traded and ate our fill. It was as we were leaving, content with our trading, that we saw Dugumbe’s men. They carried their guns with them and passed Bwana Daudi without a greeting. Amoda said he would ask them what they were doing, bringing arms to the market. Bwana Daudi laid his hand on Amoda’s arm and said, “This is not our quarrel. Leave it be, for I do not like their looks.”

As we moved away, we heard the loud sound of a man in quarrel. One of the men had seized a fowl from a market stall and was arguing over it with the woman who sold it. The creature squawked along with her protests. Then he threw the bird to the ground and hit her full in the face with the butt of his gun. Amoda and Susi cried out at the same time she did.

As they moved in her direction, they were stopped short by the sound of guns. From the opposite end of the market, Dugumbe’s four other men were now firing, and soon this quarrelsome fellow joined them. They fired their guns, those five men, first this way, and then that way, ratatata ratatata, that was the sound that filled the air, that and the screams and wails of the running women and their children too, dropping their fruit and vegetables, their pretty wares covered in their blood.

Amoda, Susi, and Bwana Daudi shepherded our party to some nearby bushes from where we could only watch helplessly as those poor women were massacred. Their only escape was by the river behind the market, but the canoes were too few. In their desperation to avoid the bullets, they jumped in the river and headed for an island that was too far out of reach, for we soon saw them disappear under the water. Bwana Daudi cried out in his tongue, but I do not know what he said. The fear of death was on the air, the smell of death too, for still the guns thundered, as the poor women ran to the river only to be stopped by the merciless bullets.

It was over as quickly as it began. As soon as Dugumbe’s men left, Amoda, Susi, and Chuma tried to help the women who had fallen into the river. In their confusion, not knowing if these were friends or foes, the women fought back and struck across the water, where they all drowned.

Afterward, Bwana Daudi insisted that he, Amoda, and the men count the bodies. More than four hundred it was, slain in daylight, with the sun shining above without a mind to what had just been done under its sight. This was the work of just five men with ten guns, done, too, in less than the amount of time it takes to make a goat stew.

We did what we could for the poor people. We dug their graves, made fires and cooked, and fed their children. The many in the river could not be counted or buried until they washed up downstream, if at all.

Bwana Daudi was in a trance of shock, that he was. I thought then that his heart would give from the misery of his low spirits. I said to him he had to let go of the sorrow, for it was sure to finish him. That is how the slaves die at the end of their journey from the interior to the coast. Sometimes, whole groups will fall to the ground and never get up again. Dead. Just like that.

My mother, Zafrene, who made such a journey herself as a girl, from a land close to Nubia it was, told me that it is not the weariness of walking all that way that does them in. It is their hearts that collapse after they learn that after walking all the way from where they came to get to Bagamoyo, with heavy ivory tusks on their heads and scars from the whips on their backs and marks from the slave sticks on their necks, they will not be sent back after all but will be forced on yet another journey across the water, to the market in Zanzibar, where they will be sold.

When they lay down their loads and realize there is no return, their hearts die within them. Their hearts just give out and crack. The moyo inside them goes baga, just like that, and stops beating. It is why all the slaves call it Bagamoyo, for it is the place of breaking hearts.

Bwana Daudi became consumed by a searing anger. Dugumbe began to put it about that it was Bwana Daudi’s men, that it was Amoda and Chuma and Susi, who had caused the fight that started the shooting. I have never seen the Bwana more angry. To think that Dugumbe could kill all those people and then try to cover his deed by taking away the good name of Bwana Daudi and his men gave him a helpless sort of anger, for there was nothing at all he could do. Dugumbe had far too many men, and our provisions were almost depleted.

That was the beginning of the end for him. The heart within him simply went baga and broke inside him. Though it took him many more months to finally die, I believe it all started in Manyuema. For truly, he never recovered from the horrors of that day.
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