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In memory of Jane and Aaron






If the natives are not elevated by their contacts with Europeans, they are sure to be deteriorated.

Dr David Livingstone




I am no man, I am dynamite.

Friedrich Nietzsche








FROM HOLY BALL EXERCISES AND EXORCISMS, CHANCELLOR COLLEGE, ZOMBA:



Whao! Jesus! Just come down on earth and see this!

Work of an artist.

NUKA 02/08/00 1715HRS

 

Wonders and puzzles always succeed with free wine.

STEVE

 

Blasphemy.

ANONYMOUS








PROLOGUE



When my Scottish fiancée and I decided to get married, the consul at the British High Commission in Malawi asked me: ‘Are you marrying Susan to get a British passport?’ My reply to that was deliberate. ‘Not really,’ I said. The consul regarded me for a moment and filled in ‘NO’.

‘The answer is NO, OK? The answer is NO,’ he said.








THE JIVE TALKER



1

My father wore three-piece suits that he had ordered from London in the sixties and seventies when he could still afford them. Back then he looked like Nat King Cole, but when I was growing up, he looked like a scarecrow. This was not because his suits were too old (for a good suit can last for ever) but because my mother was obsessive about hygiene. When my father, who was a clinical officer, returned from his weekly round in the hospital wards, she would undress him in the backyard, before he entered the house, and wash his suit to get rid of the tetanus, whooping cough, measles, mumps, TB and other dangerous diseases that she thought she could trace within the familiar scent of aspirin on him. For some reason she did not trust the local dry-cleaners for that kind of job. Her washing machine was the big boulder in the middle of the yard; she would soak the suit in hot water and Sunlight soap and mash it up to a pulp with her strong hands. Thereafter an eerie silence would descend upon the house because the sight of the suit hanging on the line used to scare away all the birds from the surrounding trees.

But my father did not mind looking like a scarecrow. He said he was a philosopher and walked with his head held high in the sky like a giraffe. His favourite study was the toilet. Apart from the fact that it was the only private space in the house, he believed that it was from the toilet that all great ideas came. It was not a coincidence, he said, that Martin Luther conceived the Reformation in the toilet. Our toilet was therefore usually stuffed with an eclectic mix of books from his huge two-part bookshelf in the living room, which he called the Diptych. Many of the books were by his favourite writer, the nineteenth-century German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche. My father said that Nietzsche was the perfect philosopher for the toilet because of his searing aphoristic style and cold truths. He had every book that Nietzsche had ever written among the piles of paperbacks by the side of the toilet: The Birth of Tragedy, Untimely Meditation, Human, All Too Human, Daybreak, The Gay Science, Thus Spake Zarathustra, Beyond Good and Evil, On the Genealogy of Morals, The Case of Wagner, The Twilight of the Idols, The Antichrist, Nietzsche vs. Wagner, The Will to Power, Ecce Homo and even the one book he is supposed to have written when he went mad towards the end of his life called My Sister and I.

My father made quotations and notes from his readings and hung them all over the toilet walls until they spilt over to other places around the house. And, since the time in Blantyre when he had been moved from the leafy suburb of Queens to the rough Nkolokosa township in order to make way for a real doctor from England, we had called him the Jive Talker, not because he lied or talked jive, but because he liked to keep us awake on random nights and inflict his Nietzsche and personal affirmations on us in drunken performances, which he called jive, named after his favourite beer, Carlsberg Brown, which he also called jive.

When my mother asked the Jive Talker not to talk to us about Nietzsche because we were too young to understand the blasphemous ravings of syphilitic philosophers, he protested, saying that we were taught about the equally irreverent Christ even before we could read the Bible and yet we understood. And he was right that we understood, or some of us anyway: there I was one morning, in Thyolo District, suffering from diarrhoea and perched on the toilet, a skinny African boy, only eleven years old, and I was hooked on Nietzsche like I had been on the Bible when I was a Born Again. I now wanted to become a philosopher. I was confident that I could do it at that green age because I had read in the Bible that Jesus was already debating the scriptures with the rabbis when he was only twelve years old. My mother also told me the story of Kalikalanje, the wizard boy, who within a year of his birth was conducting profound conversations with grown-ups after he had accidentally fallen into the fireplace and jumped out with the brain of a sage. She thought I was special too: I had been born two months premature, had often fallen from my bed as a baby and had almost drowned in a well when I was three years old. These, she reckoned, were the reasons why the Jive Talker thought I had an eidetic memory, why I always came top at school and why I sounded like I already knew enough jive to invent my own religion in time for my twelfth birthday.
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I should have washed that piece of fruit first. I had been recovering well from the malaria which I had caught after doing a rain dance in Arthur’s nuclear bunker, when, earlier that morning, my little sister, Linda, gave me a piece of mango to make me feel better; instead, I got from it a bad case of diarrhoea that had me glued to the toilet seat for hours. Luckily enough I was home alone and nobody else needed to use the bathroom.

I had made myself a big sugar-and-salt solution and placed it on the bedside table to make sure I would not die of dehydration, but I very soon forgot about it. The trouble was that when I was off school for whatever reason I always enjoyed being in the toilet, nosing through my father’s books and notes. I could do it for hours and it was no different that day, especially now that I had decided I would become a philosopher. It was like reading nonsense verse of the ‘Jabberwocky’ variety, which I loved: meaningless but meaningful. As I thumbed through Nietzsche that morning, I did not understand most of it but that did not deter me because, thanks to the Jive Talker, I did at least understand what each one of his aphorisms meant: the will to power, just like my father’s personal affirmations.

These were mostly creative visualisations of his professional ambitions and usually began and ended with a mysterious phrase, ‘I am a multimillionaire.’ He would habitually type the affirmations on A4 paper and then carefully fold the paper so it could fit in his wallet. Here are a few examples I found in his bedroom when he died from AIDS in 1995:


I am a multimillionaire.

This week brings me a chain of successes. Within a few days from now I will be a great success in the eyes of my superiors. I will have performed my work well. Everyone will admire my work. My superiors will be highly impressed by my work. Stacks and stacks of money both in glittering silver and banknotes are on their way to me! I will ride in beautiful cars. Friends will invite me to parties. I shall be in very splendid health.

I am a multimillionaire.




I am a multimillionaire.

My goal at this time is to open tomorrow’s course for polio vaccinators with ease and enjoyment so that my audience congratulate me! I will be highly congratulated after opening the course.

I am a multimillionaire.




I am a multimillionaire.

I will manage all government hospitals in Malawi.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

My office is at the Ministry of Health Headquarters in the City of Lilongwe.

I am a multimillionaire.










NATIVE
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In around 100 BC a group of Bantu-speaking peoples armed with iron-tipped spears migrated from the Congo Basin onto the East and Southern African plateaux, displacing the Stone Age pygmies from the area down south into the Kalahari Desert. Among these peoples were the Chewa who settled in what is now the central region of Malawi.

When the Dutch Reformed Church came to Dowa District in 1892 the Chewa were a matriarchal society: a man lived with his wife’s people and played a marginal role. He did not even own his children or property. He was little more than a sperm donor who sometimes helped with manual work. That was the position my grandfather, oBanda, had in his family before he became a Christian. When his household converted, however, he found himself the head of his family. Not only that: he was given a name, Elisa. Before the missionaries, a name was not something you were given, but something you earned. Until you earned your name, which for many never happened, you were called by your clan name, which had a slight variation to denote your gender. Thus in the case of my grandfather who belonged to the Banda clan all the males in his household were called oBanda and all the females, naBanda. When the neighbours’ child came into their compound to deliver a message and called out ‘oBanda!’ several men would come out of the mud huts and the child had to point a finger at which oBanda he was looking for. The missionaries, however, had different ideas: they said that every man was special from birth and christened each one of them with relatively unique names. And as if that was not enough, they were also required to pick up a surname to register with the colonial authorities. My grandfather chose the surname Kambalu, which means ‘splinter’.

Fascinated by the new order of things, Elisa Kambalu sent his son, my father Aaron Elisa Kambalu, to Robert Blake Mission School to get an education. My father’s ambition was to go all the way to Edinburgh to study medicine, but his dreams were cut short when one of Blake’s Boer teachers called him a ‘native’ as he worked in the school gardens. He had hated that word ever since he realised its implication. Losing his temper, my father threw his hoe at the teacher, narrowly missing his head. They expelled him from the school and sent him to prison for several months. It was during his incarceration that he read Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help and embarked on a lifelong project of self-configuration and enhancement through any book he could lay his hands on in that remote part of the world.

Back at home in Misi Village his father sold goats and fowl of all kinds to support him while he completed an O-level correspondence course in English with a college in London. He got an E. The poor result, the Jive Talker reckoned, was not because he did not know his grammar but because he had been too bombastic.

Anyway, at the age of twenty-four, armed with the London certificate, my father left his village for ever. The year was 1964. It was the beginning of a new era. Malawi had just gained independence from the British, with Dr Hastings Kamuzu Banda, a US-and UK-trained lawyer and physician, as its first president; the young country had never been so optimistic.
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Aaron Elisa Kambalu moved to the city of Blantyre, named after the birthplace of the Scottish missionary and explorer, Dr David Livingstone. He trained as a medical assistant at Blantyre Medical School. He was then placed at a government clinic in Naperi township: it was there, among half-naked ailing natives, that he found his future wife.

My mother was different. She looked like Twiggy; her hair was parted in the middle, ironed straight down into a bob and decorated with a plastic red rose. And, since this was long before the Decency in Dress Act of 1971, she wore a miniskirt and high-heeled shoes. She carried a handbag. She spoke fluent English. She loved the Rolling Stones too…

Upon realising this, my father immediately announced that he had run out of aspirin and sent away the rest of the natives. He then closed the door and turned round to give the young lady a thorough examination.

Her name was Jane Kaphwiyo, she was twenty-two years old, a Ngoni, hence her unusually light complexion and her petite figure. In relative terms, people of her kind were new to this hotter part of Africa: she was more Hottentot than Bantu. The Ngoni were a warrior tribe who had fled British settler excursions from the Eastern Cape, Portuguese slave raiders from Algoa Bay and Shaka Zulu’s subsequent Mfecane (the Crushing) in South Africa in the mid nineteenth century. The displaced warriors had fought and looted their way into the interior of Africa until they were slowed down by food poisoning in Malawi: they had come across a stash of kalongonda (velvet beans), which they did not know needed days to cook. A good number of the marauding warriors were poisoned to death while the survivors were disarmed by the creation of the British Protectorate of Nyasaland on 14 May 1891. Their exodus thus terminated, some of the Ngoni settled in Ntcheu District in a village they called Chingoni.

When the Montfort Missionaries came to Chingoni Village in 1901 to establish the Roman Catholic Parish of Nzama, my maternal great-grandfather lost his land in a deal that his cousin, the paramount Ngoni chief, Njobvuyalema (‘tired elephant’), made with the French missionaries. As compensation, the missionaries offered to teach his children to read and write. When my grandfather, Henry Kaphwiyo, finished school, he left the village to work as a clerk in the copper mines of Zambia, then known as Northern Rhodesia. By then he was already married and had a daughter, my mother, whom he left in the care of the missionaries. The Montfort Missionaries at Nzama Parish were raising my mother to become a nun until some mysterious stranger made her pregnant.

She left the baby on the doorstep of the parish priest and went to Blantyre to study as a primary school teacher at Kapeni Teacher Training College. That’s where she met my father one afternoon when she had a headache. Six months later they were married, following an agreement that her bastard child stay back there in the village with the grandparents. They went on to have eight children, who in order of birth are Emily, Lucy, Joyce, Elson, Kondwani, Chikondi, Linda and Bond.

One hungry afternoon I asked my mother why the household was big enough to staff a farm. Was it because she was Catholic? Her reply was ingenuous but brutal: the supply of contraceptives at the hospital was erratic.
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I was born in Nkalo, Chiradzulu District, on 23 November 1975, the year they killed Sweetman Kumwenda, the police chief from the Northern Region, and exiled the Jehovah’s Witnesses to Zambia for refusing to buy Malawi Congress Party membership cards. My mother told me that on that day my father came home late at night, soaked to the bone by the heavy rains. He had been out in the bush administering polio vaccines. We were pretty broke and so the cold supper that awaited him on the table in gleaming china was bad by his normal standards: two lumps of maize meal, pumpkin leaves in a groundnut sauce and a couple of smoked utaka, a bitter, finger-sized fish from Lake Malawi. All the same, he sat at the table and said his prayers. When he opened his eyes, the dim light of the oil lamp revealed that there was no cutlery by his plate. He hated that.

‘Where is my knife and fork?’ he asked the stillness of the house.

There was no answer.

My father, it was well known, loved his cutlery better than his food.

‘Where is my knife and fork?’ he asked once again. His notorious temper was already steaming but still there was no answer, only the pelting rain on the tin roof and the muffled buzz of a fly keeping vigil at the table.

‘Where is my knife and fork!’ He bellowed it out this time, banging the table with an angry fist.

His startled pregnant wife suddenly answered from the bedroom: ‘You cannot eat that fish with a knife and fork.’

She was still half asleep but she was right: utaka is a lean fish when smoked and dangerous if eaten with a knife and fork. In every bit you sawed off there was a bone waiting to lodge into your gums and throat or go down your windpipe and choke you to death. The only way to eat utaka is with your hands, feeling your way through it. But my father, a progressive gentleman, valued etiquette above his own life and upon hearing my mother’s reply he completely lost his temper.

‘You bloody natives! You don’t understand!’ he roared, and pushed the table away in disgust.

The table was new from the carpenter’s workshop–you could still smell the pine–but it was not perfect. Parts of the woodwork had warped and, upon being pushed, the table came off the cardboard stopper under the shorter leg and swayed from side to side. The lantern fell off the table and smashed to the floor with a boom!

Suddenly the curtains were on fire, the sofa, the display cabinet, the Diptych…the whole house was on fire.

That calmed his temper quickly.

He woke up the whole family, my mum, my sisters, Emily, Lucy and Joyce, my brother Elson and the nanny Ayene, not to lead them out into the safety of the rain outside, but to help him save what was left of the Diptych from the conflagration. The family dragged the incredibly heavy twin bookcases out of the house to the shelter of the banana trees, but it had taken so long that there was no time to save anything else, so the family just stood there, shattered, watching the house burn down.

Then suddenly my pregnant mother’s womb began to turn; that’s when I crawled out of her like a little mouse, two months before my time, right there beside the Diptych.

There were no incubators at Nkalo Clinic; I survived by the kangaroo method. The midwife told my mother to wrap me warm between her breasts with a chitenje and to keep me there until I was strong.

I was born the fifth child, and they named me Kondwani, a Chichewa name, which translates as Meher Baba’s expression, ‘Don’t worry, be happy.’








KASUNGU
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Dr Hastings Kamuzu Banda constantly shuffled his civil service and so my father was moved up and down the country a lot. As he was a senior civil servant we lived in the big white Victorian houses abandoned by the colonial mandarins. The houses were located in what was called the Bush Line, the cooler areas of the districts, usually up in the hills from where the rivers flowed. But that was after he’d quickly risen up the ranks and become a clinical officer. Around the time I was born, however, he was a medical assistant, and so he was posted to the remotest parts of the districts, where there was no electricity or running water.

My earliest memory is of a roundworm slapping my bottom side to side as it slowly dropped out of my anus into the hole in the ground over which Ayene had me squatted for my toilet. The ‘Mama!’ shrieks that I unleashed as I quickly ran out of the pit latrine, the nanny chasing after me, put my memory to work: I remember Ayene catching up with me halfway to the house, tucking me under her arm, pulling the rest of the worm out and dangling it in front of my petrified face, scolding me:

‘Told you not to eat the soil, mwana iwe! This is what happens when you eat the soil!’

Not long after that we were moved from Nkalo to another remote area called Nkhamenya in Kasungu District.

Moving from place to place every two or three years knitted my siblings and me close together like a nomadic tribe. We rarely played with the local kids, because what was the point when we would be gone again the following day? The house was our main playground and the eight of us kept the place very busy indeed: disorder and ruin reigned everywhere, although you could not easily tell because the nanny tidied up quickly in our wake.

Come in through the bedroom window, the beds had mosquito nets but even the dopey greenfly got through, because there was always a ladder on the side from the last time somebody played fish or fell off the bed in their sleep. Malaria was rife in the house and so there would always be somebody sleeping in there.

We slept in hospital beds that Dad got free from the hospital, that was why they were unusually high. They were of course great for keeping the creepy-crawlies off our bodies, but not so convenient when you fell off the bed in your sleep: the sharp thud of tender bones hitting the concrete floor would wake everybody up confused:

‘What’s happening?’

‘What is it?’

‘Akubaaaaaa!’ (Thief!)

Somebody brave would put on the light and calm things down:

‘Oh, it’s Lazarus.’

‘Again?’

‘Again.’

And I would be trying hard not to cry.

Inspect the walls in the corridor, and you soon realised that Dad was not the only one posting his thoughts on the walls. There were pencil and crayon jungles all over the place, inhabited by an array of colourful characters from the Diptych, among them my favourites, the Very Hungry Caterpillar and the wild things from Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are.

Enter the living room: high above the mantelpiece the Swiss cuckoo clock ticked, ‘Ever, never; ever, never; ever, never…’ but if you looked carefully the hour hand stayed at three and the little bird no longer came out to sing, not since Lucy had reached up on tiptoe and pulled the gold chain right out of her little house. The small silver transistor radio on the windowsill only tuned to a raging storm. The dining table danced up and down, splattering your face with porridge, and the chairs wobbled back and forth like swings. The radiogram had on it the Beach Boys’ record ‘Good Vibrations’ but it never played. My mother said it needed a needle. Sit on the armchair with the pretty doily that my mother had crocheted and you sunk in and got stuck until the nanny came to pull you out. My favourite object in the house, the camera hanging on the wall behind the sofa, zoomed in and out, clicked and shuttered, but took no pictures even though we had opened it with a spoon so many times and tried to fix it…

Overlooking the wasteland were the huge twin cedar bookcases, stuffed with books that took you places that you could never imagine: the Diptych. The Diptych was the most sacred object in the house and we all knew we were not to touch the books with dirty hands or defile the pages with our drawings and writings, as that would make Dad very angry indeed.

Above the Diptych hung a crude painting of the defiant St Paul’s Cathedral in London during the Blitz. The bold caption at the bottom of the painting simply said, I SHALL SUCSEED. The artist whom Dad had commissioned to paint that picture couldn’t spell, but for some reason Dad did not have the caption altered.
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They nicknamed me Lazarus because I was a frail, malaria-prone child who constantly fell flat on his face from sheer lack of energy. I always had a wound or two from my numerous falls. They would know I had malaria when I was out on the veranda basking in the afternoon sun like a crocodile, trying hard not to shiver. Then they would gather me up, with or without my consent, and take me to the hospital for the nasty quinine jab I was trying to avoid.

But sometimes it was good being ill because my mother gave me her full attention and treated me special: I got to eat custard creams with orange squash while everybody else was eating kidney beans with water.

When I played in the dusty front yard of the house, creating spaghetti roads with my brick bus, big greenflies and a mangy dog called Bobo followed me, licking my wounds and messing up my work as he went. On one of the days when Ayene was not looking, Bobo bit me in the face.

As I lay in my bed, overwhelmed by the huge anti-rabies injections on my navel, Bobo kept coming to our house looking for me. From my perch high up on the hospital bed, I saw him through the window, drooling all over the place. Ayene threw stones at him, but still he kept on coming. ‘Woof, woof, woof,’ he said.

On the edge of the yard usually sat Jojo, a lion-faced leper who crawled in and out of the bushes surrounding our house, to watch us as if we were a film show or something. He would sit there all day like a primitive sculpture and never make a sound, and then suddenly, when he saw something funny, he would come alive, laughing and clapping until his mutilated hands started to bleed.

Jojo made me laugh a lot, but my mother gave him and the other beggars alms to keep them away: USAID refined vegetable cooking oil, EEC butter, UNICEF milk, and all kinds of things that came free from the hospital. But Jojo kept on coming, what was left of his face now daubed in cooking oil.

One afternoon, when my spaghetti road had reached the edge of the yard, my mother came home from work to find Jojo tickling me with his leprous hands. There were pus and blood marks all over my favourite T-shirt. It made her so angry that she fired Ayene on the spot and sent her back to the hard life in her remote village in Ntcheu.

But nobody in the house was prepared to evict Jojo and he knew it. His leprosy was too far gone to be touched. He was never too bothered when Dad tried to shoo him off with a stick. He just came and went as he pleased.

Things changed, however, when Dr Richard Laws, a British medical volunteer returning home, left his two dogs with us. The big brown one had a bark that was so deep he sounded like the bass from the Nkhamenya Boys’ Quartet. But he did not need to bark often to keep the intruders away because he panted constantly in the daytime heat, his mouth displaying a big red tongue and a set of razor-sharp zigzag teeth. His name was Caesar. The other dog, a little grey one who kept a low profile, looked like a fox posing as a dog. He just slept all day as if he had been bitten by tsetse flies. We called him Prince.

When Jojo the stubborn leper came out of the bushes and saw the unfamiliar canine duo, he made a U-turn and limped right back where he had come from. We never saw him again after that, but every now and then I would look up from my spaghetti road hoping that he had come out to play. Later on, Febe, the new nanny, would frequently find me lost in the bushes looking for Jojo. I thought I had seen his funny face peering from behind the tree beckoning me.

Bobo, whom I had not seen for ages, watched the new order from a safe distance, down the dusty footpath. And that’s where the national campaign against rabid dogs found him, one hot afternoon. The notorious Mr Chimpeni took him out with one shot to the head. I can still hear the massive rifle bang today. I can also see so much blood oozing from a very little hole in Bobo’s head.
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The most exciting times in Nkhamenya were when my sisters took me to the gule wamkulu in the mud-hut villages surrounding our house. Emily told me that the masked characters in the dances were spirits that came out of the bottomless wells, but I doubted it, so I went there partly to prove her wrong.

The gule wamkulu legs were alien enough, splayed feet with heels so cracked you could fit a kidney bean in them, but they were human all right. Once I caught a frenzied gule looking at me, the one who had big greenflies perched on his gaping jaw like the dead Bobo. When our eyes locked for a moment, I pulled at Emily’s arm and shouted, ‘Look! Look! He has eyes in his mouth!’ But Emily did not look. Instead she pulled me back into the ecstatic crowd with her hand over my mouth and immediately took me home. She refused to take me back to the dances until I promised to watch in silence.

My favourite gule was Makanja, the wicked wizard who came out to punish the people who were evil. I had seen his white wooden face on the Diptych. He wore a three-piece suit made from sackcloth and carried a blond ox tail to keep the tumbu flies away. When he appeared on the bwalo, the women and children took cover in the bushes and watched from a distance. Dancing on stilts, he was the most elegant of the dancers with his calculated routine; he almost touched the sky. They said he used black magic to stay up on his long legs but I did not think so.

On the way back from the gule wamkulu, I liked to stand on my toes and parade about like Makanja. Then one day I couldn’t do it any more. The pain in my toes was unbearable. Several days later my feet were swollen and itchy and I could not walk. When Dad finally examined me he diagnosed jiggers, a nasty sand flea that was brought to Africa from Brazil by the slave traders back in the eighteenth century. My mother boiled her sewing needle and picked the jiggers out, telling my sisters not to take me anywhere near those natives again.

They were not going to: by the time I recovered from the jiggers, I had developed a bizarre phobia for the soil. Nobody could get me back in the playground to create those spaghetti highways with my brick bus, let alone take me to see some weird dancers at the end of the dusty footpaths. I now just wanted to sit high up on the chair, dangling my feet, keeping them clean. Dad had to order a pair of brown shoes from London to get me to play outside again. The order took so long, though, that when the shoes finally came they were too small. All the same, I was squeezed into them like the Chinese women on the Diptych. Dad said that it was the only way to keep the jiggers away.

Elson was not happy about my new shoes because he did not have any, although he had told Dad he had jiggers too. Now all he liked to do as we played together was look at my shoes, asking me if he could have a go; I let him but he kept bothering me for another go until my mother smacked him and told him to leave me alone.

One day as I played near our house, making echoing noises down the murky well, calling out ‘Makanja’, Elson crept up behind me and pushed me in. I hit the water headlong several feet down and then sunk deep into what felt like a pitch-black bottomless pit. When I dared to open my eyes, I saw a shining orange ball ahead of me. I swam towards it, excited because I had always wanted a bouncing ball to play with, but somebody grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the water before I could get hold of it.

It was a naked old man with eyes so glazed they were turning blue. He heaved me on to his lean shoulders and told me to hold on tight. Then, with his sinewy limbs stretched out to the walls of the well like a spider, he carefully climbed up with me towards the light.

Soon after that, my parents took me to the Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP), where I was christened with a new name, Samson, which the minister said meant ‘child of the sun’.
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In the year 1979, when Attati Mpakati, leader of the underground Socialist League of Malawi, had his fingers blown off by a parcel bomb in Zambia, Dad was promoted to clinical officer and transferred to Mulanje District. Before we moved he had come across a photographer who agreed to come to our house to take pictures of us kids. The natives called him Limwado. He was one of Dad’s patients and he had just returned from South Africa, having taken early retirement after he had broken his back digging up diamonds at Kimberley. Limwado had brought back with him a camera that took colour photographs and he now went about the villages taking pictures of the natives.

He promised it would take less than a week to get our photographs.

We were excited. We prepared ourselves as if we were going to church, taking long baths and rubbing our bodies with Vaseline until we were shining like new shoes. My sisters put on their Alice in Wonderland dresses. My brother and I wore safari suits. We pranced about impatiently as we waited for the photographer.

Limwado walked with a slight stoop and had a face scarred by smallpox. Under his green cloth cap his Afro and sideburns were the most outrageous I had ever seen. He wore big pink sunglasses, a blue evening shirt with chitterlings (unbuttoned at the top to expose the gold chain on his sweaty hairy chest), red flared trousers and white platform shoes. When I saw Limwado I ran to the Diptych and brought back with me a copy of Dr Seuss’ The Cat in the Hat and handed it to him to read, but before he could Dad took the book back.

Limwado must have been the coolest man in Nkhamenya because the natives followed him everywhere.

Having collected his deposit up front, counting the money several times over before stuffing it in his bulging back pocket, he lined us up on the veranda in front of the house and told us the secret of a good picture.

‘When I say Cheese you say Cheese!’ he said, exposing a missing front tooth. ‘The natives look awkward in photographs because they do not know how to say Cheese!’

Limwado was right. Dad had showed us pictures of sad-looking natives on the Diptych, Chuma and Susi they were called, and so I prepared to give him the biggest Cheese! I could muster. I was ready, but when he took aim I noticed that the lens cap was still on his camera. That bothered me. Dad had shown me how to take off the cap before taking a picture so I came out of the line-up and reached up on my toes to take off the cap for him.

Limwado smiled away my toddler curiosity and put me back in line. He did not get what I was trying to do.

When I pointed at his lens he turned round to see what I was pointing at but there was nothing there, only the blazing afternoon sun.

‘Your lens is not open,’ Dad told him.

Limwado had no clue what he was talking about. He was already aiming his camera once more when Dad muttered ‘Natives’ under his breath, walked up to him and took off his cap for him.

Limwado gave him the thumbs up, beaming.

‘A bit to the left!’ he said. ‘Back. Back. To the left again. Yeah! Say Cheese!’

‘Cheese!’ we said.

We were drowned out by Limwado’s fans standing in the distance saying, ‘Cheeeese!’ as if it were their picture.

A week went by; a couple of weeks, three weeks…We were packed and ready to go but still Limwado was nowhere to be seen. Dad didn’t trust any photographer for a long time after that, and he was not one to take his kids to the colourful photo studios popular with the natives, and so I have no childhood photographs.








MULANJE



1

The journey to Mulanje at the back of the big rackety Bedford lorry had been terrible. The road, a succession of broken tarmac and dust, was narrow and winding. For three days and three nights we bumped among the furniture and baked in a cloud of diesel and the sweltering tropical heat. I had a headache and felt queasy all the way. Caesar and Prince did not like it either. They vomited and defecated all around us.

But at least we discovered why Prince was dopey. He had worms.

2

I couldn’t wait to learn how to read and write so I could send the boy to kill the Jabberwock in the plumbing system. The toilet seat in Mulanje was from the colonial era, an original Thomas Crapper, and it made this terrifying gulu-gulu sound when the cistern was refilling with water. Dad said it was the Jabberwock in there and installed a copy of Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass by the side of the toilet for my sisters to read. You knew whoever it was in the toilet was about to come out when they started reading out the poem. When the Jabberwock suddenly appeared they would flush the Crapper and send in the boy to kill it with the Vorpal Sword, usually the plunger:


One, two! One, two! And through and through!

One two! One two! And through and through!



The Jabberwock thus slain, the boy would come out of the plumbing system holding its head aloft, a hero covered in all kinds of slimy things, and my sister in there would congratulate him.


‘And hast thou slain the Jabberwock?

Come to my arms, my beamish boy!

O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!’



I would be standing there outside the toilet, listening and imagining the drama, bedazzled and envious. I wish they’d said that to me when I shitted myself in Nkhamenya…

But killing the Jabberwock was a smelly business. I always made sure I was away from the toilet door when it opened.

I started school at Njedza Full Primary School near Mulanje boma as soon as my mother was convinced that my legs were strong enough to carry me the distance there. (It took over an hour to walk to school.) ‘Full’, because the school offered the full Malawian primary school education, which took eight years to complete. My uniform was a green short-sleeved cotton shirt and grey khaki shorts. With that, I wore grey socks and a new pair of brown Bata sandals, which we called ‘Jesus’.

For my packed lunch my mother made me an egg sandwich, in a plastic container. She also made me a bottle-top counting necklace, which made a cha-cha-cha sound when I jumped up and down like the Maasai warrior on the Diptych.

That bright Monday morning, when I toddled along beside my mother on the way to school for the first time, remains one of the happiest memories of my life.

Njedza Full Primary School did not have enough classrooms for everyone. I started to learn the alphabet and my numbers on broken bits of slate sitting under a purple jacaranda tree. It took me some time to read the ‘Jabberwocky’, but within days I was able to make out the title of the Thomas M. Harris book, I’m OK–You’re OK, by the side of the toilet. And so, in the meantime, that’s what I said to tame the Jabberwock when it started coming through the pipes.

3

I made friends with the ‘boy’ whose uncle rented our servants’ quarters. He had a dark clay face and permanent sleep grit in the corners of his yellow eyes. There were nits in his hair that looked like a scattering of trees in the Kalahari Desert. His stomach was swollen, as if he had kwashiorkor. His teeth needed braces: when he yawned, exposing a set of fiery red gums, he looked like the Jabberwock. I wondered how old he was because, at school, sitting there under the purple jacaranda tree, he was much bigger than any of us–like the Ugly Duckling, except that’s what he really was.

When we asked him his name he replied, ‘Zapa Zepe Zipi Zopo Zupu.’ There was a lot of sexual innuendo in that answer because the playground word for sex was zopusa, which literally means ‘the stupid’. We called him Zapa.

According to Zapa, the reason why there was so much poverty in Malawi was because it was the very spot where Lucifer had fallen when he was kicked out of the heavens. And that was also the reason why the country was called Malawi, which means ‘flames’.

He knew how black people came to be, too: he said that, in the beginning, God created all people black. But when He asked them to go and bathe in the River Jordan, some of them were so lazy that they only washed the palms of their hands and the soles of their feet.

Zapa’s favourite game was putting a piece of a broken mirror under the teacher’s skirt as she walked among us checking on our work.

Zapa looked like the children in Oxfam appeals, but one day he came to school with a can full of coins and showed it to the girls. On our way home, he bought a packet of sugar and invited me for a party in the Chitakale tea plantations. We sat on the big boulder in the middle of a tea field and ate sugar to our fill, laughing.

On the way back home we passed though the market, where we came across Febe who sold doughnuts in the afternoon when my mother was back from work. We were getting a lot of free EEC butter and milk and USAID refined vegetable cooking oil from the hospital, so my mother decided to start making doughnuts to boost the family income. Trouble was, the natives were not used to so much milk and cooking oil, and they seemed not to like my mother’s doughnuts much. They preferred chikonda moyo, a form of Irish soda bread, but my mother was not going to make that. It was too rustic for her status as a teacher and the doctor’s wife. And so she persisted with the doughnuts, which nobody wanted to buy, hoping that the natives would develop a taste for them. When we found Febe, looking bored, fiddling with the loose ends of the bamboo basket, Zapa showed what a true gentleman he was and bought all the doughnuts off her. He took off his shirt and filled it with the greasy doughnuts and suggested we go back to the boulder in the tea field to party some more.

‘Are you coming, or what?’ Zapa asked me.

I looked at Febe because I felt there was something wrong. Where had Zapa really gotten all his money from? He told me he had sold birds, but I did not believe him because birds were hard to catch.

‘Go with him. I won’t tell,’ Febe assured me.

And so I followed Zapa back to the boulder.

In the evening, I was struggling through my supper when Febe called us to the kitchen window to see something strange happening under the starry night, in the middle of a distant field. A shadowy figure had this fire torch in his hands, with which he drew an array of patterns and shapes in the air. We were enjoying the spectacle when the figure suddenly stopped and started running towards our house.

‘Help! I am burning up!’ he cried. ‘Kondwani’s mother, help! I am burning up! Help! Somebody! Help!’

We all rushed outside of the house to have a look. It was Zapa being punished for stealing his uncle’s savings and squandering them on my mother’s doughnuts. His hands were tied together with sticks like a witch’s broom and set on fire. The more he tried to put the flames out with all the waving, the harder the fire burnt. My mother ran to him with a bucket of water and put the fire out. When she took off what was left of the broom, Zapa’s stubby fingers were covered with hundreds of little blisters.

That night, I could not sleep. I kept having nightmares of the little blisters on Zapa’s hands and I kept seeing the fire patterns and shapes in my head. I had to put them somewhere so I took a pencil and drew them in my exercise books until every page was filled with alien abstractions and everybody complained that they could not sleep with the lights and all the scribbling.

I never saw Zapa again after that.

4

At the end of that month Dad kicked Zapa’s uncle out of the servants’ quarters for not paying rent and when he sat down in the living room that evening unwinding with a newspaper, I interrupted him and asked him how black people came to be. He replied that it was because of Phaeton and he told me the story while flicking through his paper.

‘He was the son of Helios the sun god but none of his friends believed him when he told them that. To substantiate his claims he asked his father to let him drive his chariot for a day. His wish was granted but he got carried away and lost control of the white horses that drew the blazing chariot across the sky. When the chariot swerved too high, the earth became very cold and when it dipped too low, the earth was scorched into a desert on the part that is now known as the Sahara; the skin of African peoples was burnt black and that, in a nutshell, is how black people came to be. As for Phaeton, Zeus struck him out of the sky with a thunderbolt to stop the wayward chariot. He fell headlong into the River Eridanus.’

Dad’s explanation sounded made up, like Zapa’s, so I abruptly left him alone to read his paper and went to the dining room where my mother was ironing his suit.

‘Mum, how did black people really come to be?’ I asked her.

My mother immediately stopped ironing and sent me to the Diptych to fetch her the Bible; the King James Version, she specified, because it was more true. She then sat me at the table and read me a passage from Genesis 9:

And the sons of Noah, that went forth of the ark, were Shem, and Ham, and Japheth: and Ham is the father of Canaan. These are the three sons of Noah: and of them was the whole earth overspread. And Noah began to be an husbandman, and he planted a vineyard: And he drank of the wine, and was drunken; and he was uncovered within his tent. And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and told his two brethren without. And Shem and Japheth took a garment, and laid it upon both their shoulders, and went backward, and covered the nakedness of their father; and their faces were backward, and they saw not their father’s nakedness. And Noah awoke from his wine, and knew what his younger son had done unto him. And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren.


Before she expounded the passage I rephrased my question:

‘I mean how did we get the dark colour?’

‘Oh, that is because of the sun,’ she said, putting the Bible away.

‘The sun sun?’ I double-checked, pointing at the window.

‘Yes, the sun, sun,’ she confirmed, and resumed her ironing, her face, behind the veil of white steam, looking very relieved. But I had already perceived the sour truth that she had learnt in the convent: that we were the cursed children of Canaan.








BLANTYRE



1

In 1983, when they finally managed to kill Attati Mpakati in Zimbabwe, Dad wrote a new affirmation in his diary:

A far more beautiful house than the one I occupy now is waiting for me. The house is big with all facilities in it and it is very beautiful. Its surroundings are very vast and it is enclosed in a wire fence. The surroundings are very beautiful indeed. Yes, it is a house to be proud of–much better than the present one! A time comes when this house shall be handed over to me and I shall be very delighted to shift into it. My salary will soon double up. A lot of money is on the way to me now! I shall soon be called to look after all clinical officers throughout the country and I shall lead them. I am subject to very rapid promotions.
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