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You think you know what a journey can offer you, but in fact that is precisely what you don’t know.


KAREN BLIXEN, A LETTER FROM AFRICA, JANUARY 18, 1917


elegant Graces and lovely-haired Muses, come


SAPPHO, CA. 600 BCE










I Night Women: A Confession


I’m M. I’m forty-three years old. On countless nights over the years I’ve thought about women—and it has nothing at all to do with sex.


I’ve thought about women on those sleepless nights when my life, my love, or my attitude is skewed, and it seems there is no end to the dark night of my soul. On those nights I have gathered an invisible honor guard of historical women, guardian angels to lead the way.


The lives of these inspiring night women have not followed traditional paths. They have transgressed boundaries and expectations. Many of them are artists and writers, people doing lonely, introverted work. Most have not had families or children, and their relationships with men have been unconventional. Many have traveled in or moved to foreign countries, and made massive life changes at an advanced age. Some have lived with their mothers their entire lives; some have suffered from diseases and mental disorders; but all of them have followed their passions and made their own choices. These exemplary women have been my plan B—the one I’ll adopt if everything else goes to hell.


One of the women is Sei Shōnagon, a writer and court lady who lived a thousand years ago in Kyoto, about whom I wrote my first book. But there are many others. Some nights I lie awake thinking about Frida Kahlo, whose biography I read when I was eighteen. It transformed how I thought about womanhood. Other nights I think about Georgia O’Keeffe, who wound up alone in the New Mexico desert painting buffalo skulls and making her first trip around the world when she was in her seventies. I think about Yayoi Kusama, a Japanese woman who, deciding to become an artist, wrote to Georgia O’Keeffe to ask her advice, and later, after shaking up the New York art world in the sixties, returned to Tokyo and asked to be allowed to live in a psychiatric hospital. I think of Karen Blixen, who followed her husband to Africa and ended up running a farm on her own. I think of Jane Austen, who, though she lived unmarried in her parents’ attic in the English countryside, transformed the art of the novel. I think of the poet-artist Ema Saikō, who lived in Japan in the Edo period. It is her calm that finally brings sleep to the dark night of my soul.


I wonder where these women found their courage. What advice would they give me, if we could meet? And above all: Could I go exploring in their footsteps?





I’ve been on that journey for some time now. And the amazing thing is that I keep finding more and more forgotten night women who churn up my imagination, an ever-expanding network of women who lived in different centuries and different corners of the world, slicing the waves through my brain. They are Marys, Karens, Idas, Nellies, Marthas, Alexines, Sofonisbas, Battistas—they are writers, artists, explorers, depressed spinsters, war correspondents, wives of Renaissance aristocrats.


They are the women I think about at night. At first I thought about them on sleepless nights, in search of strength, inspiration, and purpose for my life; nowanights I stay up specially to think about them, my pulse pounding for them and with them. Why have they come to me, clung to me, swept me up in their lives? Why have I surrounded my desk with their faces? Why do books about them pile ever higher on my floor? Why do I collect facts about them like talismans?





Let me start at the beginning, one picture at a time.


But first let me pack my bag. I have a flight leaving soon.
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PART 1 Africa
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[LETTER ON A NAPKIN]




Dear Karen,


I’m writing this quick note to you on a KLM napkin. I’m sitting on an airplane en route to Kilimanjaro, afraid. I’m so afraid I’m trembling. I keep asking myself how the hell I’ve managed to put myself in this situation again. Couldn’t I just have stayed home watching the Nature Channel?


The worst thing is, I’m not even sure where I’m going. I wrote to a certain Finnish man living in Tanzania, someone I don’t even know, and he wrote back inviting me to come visit him in his home anytime I like. So I’m going. I’m hoping he’ll be at the Kilimanjaro airport to meet my plane, because I don’t even know where he lives.


This is your fault, Karen. Could you please send me a bundle of your famous courage? I could surely use it.


Yours, M










II White Fog, Winter–Spring


The long and the short of it—perhaps more long than short—is this.


It’s November of the previous year. I’m lying in my ice-cold tatami-floored room in Kyoto, not particularly inclined to clamber up out of my futon bedding at all. My first book was published a couple of months ago, and I’ve come here to figure out what to do next. I’ve wandered aimlessly down the narrow alleyways of this beloved city, met friends, sat in tearooms, and visited temples glowing with fall colors, but my mind is sludge.


I think: This is my absolute lowest point.


I’m forty-two. I have no husband, no children, no job. I’ve sold my apartment, I’ve written and published my first book, and I’ve quit my job forever. I’ve stepped into white fog. I am free—and completely adrift.


I haven’t the foggiest clue what to do next. Where should I go? Whom should I follow? What can a fortyish, familyless woman who has abandoned her work and her home do with her life?





The last few years, to be sure, have been the most wonderful time of my life. I’ve lived out of suitcases in Kyoto, London, Thailand, and Berlin. Whenever I’ve visited my native Finland, I’ve house-sat for friends or holed up in my parents’ attic. I’ve worked on my book and floated in freedom, in that unfathomable feeling of being able to spend my time precisely as I choose.


When I watch my friends staggering about on the verge of burnout, I feel vaguely guilty. No nine-to-five drudgery, no workplace negotiations, no one waiting at home for me to take care of them—it feels as if I’ve managed to escape from Alcatraz and am now bobbing along on my rubber raft watching the others slave away. It feels outrageous that I can decide what I’m going to do next all on my own. Life can’t really be like this, can it?


In theory, everything is fantastic—but a worm of anxiety gnaws away at me somewhere deep inside.


It feels as if my life is moving in the opposite direction from my friends’. They decorate their homes, bake tosca cakes for their kids to take to the bake sales at their schools, run marathons, buy summer cottages, and pamper themselves with weekend trips to Central Europe. As a fortysomething I’ve returned to a twentysomething’s life: no schedules, no duties, no job, and especially no money, and I’ve moved into a studio apartment so small that not even my college dorm room was a doghouse this tiny. I’m free, but an outsider.


In my darker moments it seems to me that I have absolutely nothing to show for the last twenty years of my life.


In my brighter moments I realize that I’ve managed to free myself from everything.





And now this expedition of mine, this whole life of a fortysomething woman, stands in need of a new direction and a new meaning. As I lie there not sleeping on that futon in Kyoto, a grandiose idea has begun to infiltrate my thoughts: Maybe I should begin to follow those exemplary women of mine, the ones I think about at night? I could become a travel writer, or a writer-explorer. I could follow them to Africa, Mexico, Polynesia, China, the New Mexico desert—could follow them around the world. But how might that be possible?


Then one evening I’ve been sitting up late drinking a cup of strong, bright-green matcha tea in this magical tearoom I’ve found, and my brain is racing. It occurs to me that the place that interests me most right now is Africa. It also occurs to me that it scares the daylights out of me to imagine traveling there alone. But that is where I have to go.





Upon my return to Finland from Kyoto, I decide to send my book on Sei Shōnagon to Tanzania. On the outside of the package I write the address I found on the Web: Box 10, Arusha, Tanzania. It is the address of a Finnish researcher on wild animals whose name I mentioned on page twenty-six of my book. I slip in a note telling him of my dream of traveling to the savanna. I think dreamily (and completely absurdly) of Sei, my envoy, my scout, my exotic decoy, yanking me along on the voyage with her.


And she does.


On New Year’s Eve I get a text message from Olli, the wildlife researcher: Thanks for the book! I’ll write more by e-mail, but you’re welcome here anytime you like.


If I’ve been waiting for a sign, this is it. Dread twists my guts into knots, but damn it, if I don’t work up the courage to go, I’ll never forgive myself. I don’t know this Olli at all, but on the basis of his books about Tanzanian nature and one phone conversation from three years before, I’ve gotten a sense of him as a straightforward (and very talkative) person. I read on the Internet that he has a house in the countryside near Arusha—is that where he’s inviting me to visit him? (In my mind I see jacaranda lanes, cooks, and gardeners, but the place may well be a tiny clay hut.) And surely he isn’t thinking, given my eagerness to visit him, that I have romantic designs on him?


Maybe now would be the opportune moment to dip into my Karen Blixen bank account—the savings account into which I’ve been stashing away money for my dream journeys. Those journeys that I either will or will not dare set off on.





For me Karen Blixen represents not only unfamiliar landscapes and Africa’s wild nature, but also exemplary courage.


I’ve visited Africa twice. Both trips were dreams come true—and on both I was scared to death. Though frankly I can’t figure out how it’s possible to be scared in an organized tour group. Such things are institutionalized to the nth degree, and while on one a person feels like she is being institutionalized as well. On my South Africa tour, we sat in a minibus for such lengthy periods—some days we’d clock four hundred miles—that when I clambered groggily out of the vehicle to stretch my legs somewhere in the Swaziland countryside, I didn’t even bother to remove the inflatable airplane pillow from around my neck. And yet—I was afraid. The first safari night I slept out on the savanna, I heard a lion roar, and was so terrified that my teeth chattered. (I’d had no idea that your teeth could actually chatter from fear.)


You can bet, though, that Karen Blixen wasn’t afraid. She ran a farm on the high plains in East Africa and went out on hunting safaris that lasted weeks and even months, eating meals prepared by servants over campfires, drinking champagne from crystal glasses, and listening to Schubert on a gramophone. In my mind’s eye I can see, stretching out to the horizon behind her, the yellow grasses of the savanna, acacia trees like umbrellas, zebras, giraffes—and a typewriter. Karen is wearing a long skirt, a white button-down blouse, and lace-up leather boots. If you’ve seen the movie Out of Africa, you will also have seen a handsome man leaning on his elbows with a safari scarf around his neck.


Reading Karen Blixen’s memoir, on which the movie was based, it’s obvious that she was a bold, cheerful, and wise person who got things done, and that she had an enviable ability to adapt and survive. Sometimes she seems like an unsurpassable superwoman. A random list of her merits gleaned from the book is impressive:


1) Karen farms coffee in East Africa.


2) Karen is a skilled hunter. Once the Maasai ask her to shoot a lion that has been preying on the village cattle; sometimes she shoots a zebra or two as a Sunday meal for the farmhands.


3) Karen goes on long treks. She travels alone with Gĩkũyũ and Somalis, and rides with her dogs through herds of antelope.


4) Karen is a famous physician who sees patients every morning. Her patients have plague, smallpox, typhoid, malaria, wounds, bruises, broken limbs, burns, and snakebites; the most severe cases Karen transports to the hospital in Nairobi or a mission station. Once Karen herself accidentally takes an overdose of arsenic, but thinks to check for an antidote in a novel by Alexandre Dumas, and manages to counteract the poison with milk and egg whites.


5) Karen is also a teacher, a judge, and a philanthropist. She has opened a school on her farm and serves as a judge in local disputes. Mornings Karen picks coffee alongside her workers, whom she loves. Sundays she passes out snus to the old ladies.


6) One day she finds old Knudsen dead on the path and gets a local boy to help her carry the body into the shed. She isn’t afraid of the dead, as the locals are (and as I am). She isn’t afraid of anything else, either.


7) Karen’s an excellent cook. She has taken lessons from the French chef of a fine Danish restaurant, and her dinners are famous all across East Africa.


8) When the rainy season is delayed, Karen writes tales in the evening. You don’t need me to tell you that she can write. Her writer’s voice is calm, pellucid, and tender. This woman is strong; she knows who she is. She understands, she knows how, nothing fazes her.


If only I were Karen.





But obviously I’m not. I sit on the KLM airplane seat fighting back panic. I’ll arrive in Kilimanjaro at nine in the evening, in the darkness of night. Will this “Olli” even be there to meet me? And what will I do if he isn’t? Where will I find a place to spend the night?


I’ve exchanged e-mails with Olli about mosquito netting and “permethrin-impregnated clothing treatments,” which the tourist guides emphatically recommend as protection against malaria, but Olli has told me not to worry: as long as I get my shots and pills, I can forget all about that stuff. Still, I could have sworn that the doctor I saw at the health clinic before leaving looked worried as she wrote me a prescription for malaria medication.


I can’t help thinking that the entire Western world’s understanding of Africa is precisely as lopsided and distorted as the Chilean artist Alfredo Jaar insisted in the exhibition I saw recently in the Helsinki art museum Kiasma. The Time magazine covers he collected showed devastatingly clearly what images are offered to us of Africa: wild animals, starvation, disease, and war. Cities, cultural life, and universities—the mundane realities of the African middle class—have been effectively airbrushed out of the picture. And this campaign of erasure has worked on people like me: when I think about Africa, I think of diseases, sanitary problems, and terrorist attacks. Robberies, rapes, kidnappings, traffic accidents. Mosquitoes, snakes, tsetse flies. Amoebas, bilharzia, cerebral malaria. Dysentery, heatstroke, yellow fever, cholera, HIV, and Ebola—that whole endless list of “dangers and annoyances” about which my Lonely Planet guidebook so solicitously warns.


Or even worse: I obsess about things that no longer even exist. When I’ve asked a couple of friends-of-friends who have worked in Nairobi for travel tips, I’ve realized I’m living in dreamland. They talked of the massive Kibera slum and the work being done by refugee organizations—it goes without saying for them that one goes to Kenya to work in development efforts, in refugee camps, and with street children. How could I tell them what I’m dreaming of: Karen Blixen–style safaris. I dream of flying over the savanna in a small plane and beginning to understand the elephants’ language, of looking lions in the eye, of sitting on a camp chair in front of a tent typing on an old-fashioned typewriter, or reading a leather-bound book with a drink in a crystal glass within arm’s reach.





Even apart from my travel preparations and my Karen research, the spring has been strange. In February I ended up having to have wisdom tooth surgery, after which I couldn’t open my mouth for three weeks. I lay there in a drug-induced haze in my parents’ attic, sucking in my mother’s puréed food through a straw while reading Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s Africa and feeling envious of the hippos I watched on TV, because they can open their mouths at a 180-degree angle.


In March I was hit with some kind of throat problem that put me in voice therapy, where I found myself doing all kinds of strange vocal exercises, like singing the Finnish national anthem, in two-part harmony with the therapist, by blowing into a glass tube inserted into a water glass. Most absurd of all, though, was the mapping of my vocal range, according to which I speak in my lowest possible voice, though in fact I’m a soprano. A soprano! Ridiculous. My whole self-image is based on being a gloomy and phlegmatic alto with a low voice—and now I’m supposedly someone else, this cheerful, enthusiastic, and energetic person who for forty-two years has been speaking with the wrong voice!


The symbolism is heavy-handed: after all, I’m going on this trip precisely in search of a new voice, the voice of the kind of brave woman who walks through life smiling nonchalantly.


Haven’t found it yet.


I write Karen a note on a napkin. I’m not aware yet of just how conflicted my relationship with her will turn out to be.








KAREN
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NIGHT WOMEN’S ADVICE 1


Go to Africa.




NIGHT WOMAN #1: Karen Blixen née Dinesen


PROFESSION: Coffee farmer, later writer. Arrived in Africa in January 1914, at the age of twenty-eight. Spent a total of eighteen years in British East Africa, now known as Kenya, running a coffee plantation. Left East Africa for the last time in July 1931, at the age of forty-six, broke, depressed, syphilitic, having lost everything. Moved into her childhood home to live with her mother and began to write her first book.


When Karen left for British East Africa as a twenty-eight-year-old in 1913, she too had one thing on her mind: changing her life. She was sick and tired of everything her world had to offer a young woman. Emigrating was her plan B.


Karen Dinesen was born in 1885 into an affluent Danish family and spent her childhood in an old rural manor house in the seaside village of Rungsted near Copenhagen. Called Tanne by her family, Karen was her father’s girl, and no wonder: her father was a freethinker who had traveled in America and lived with the Native Americans. It was with his world of passions, heroic deeds, and distant wildernesses that Karen identified. But her father committed suicide shortly before Karen turned ten, and his death would haunt her throughout her life.


The women’s world represented by her mother and aunts, by contrast, disgusted Karen. It was her lot to be stuck at home, surrounded by her aunts, who sat endlessly thrashing out questions of virtue and sexual morality. In that world, women were raised not to earn a living but to marry. Karen too, therefore, was given the private education appropriate for an upper-class girl, involving the reading of poems, writing in a beautiful hand, and speaking English and French. Subjects like mathematics were passed over as unnecessary for women. Life in the Rungstedlund house was so sheltered, so claustrophobic, that Karen would later say that whenever she returned there she felt a stale, stuffy sensation akin to stepping into a train car jam-packed with people: the air was used up. Karen had no intention of staying in that train car, and under no circumstances was she going to live that idle life “appropriate to her station,” devoted to family and charity.


At twenty Karen decided to become an artist and enrolled in the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Copenhagen to study painting. In her free time she hung out in aristocratic circles, where the preferred activities included racing horses, shooting birds, playing golf, drinking whiskey, organizing balls, buying cars and airplanes, and having passionate affairs. Also hanging out in those same circles were Karen’s second cousins, the aristocratic Swedish brothers Bror and Hans von Blixen-Finecke. Bror was a good-natured, profligate, and irresponsible hedonist whose main goal in life was having fun. He was not particularly known for his intellect or his tact. Nor did Karen fall in love with him. She fell in love with his brother, Hans.


But Hans was not interested in Karen, and in 1910 she fled to Paris. There she polished her social skills, becoming a witty, sharp-tongued young woman, whose intensity made her a bit scary. She smoked cigarettes, spoke in a low voice, and began to pronounce Tanne Russian-style, as Tania. And when Bror von Blixen proposed to her a few years later, Karen said yes. With Bror, after all, another horizon opened up for her: she could go to Africa. Karen was twenty-seven.





When the banns for Karen and Bror’s wedding were published in 1912, Karen’s inner circle was not overjoyed at the news. Bror was not held in particularly high esteem, and the couple did not even seem to be in love. But Bror’s uncle urged them to move to British East Africa: rumor had it the country was indescribably beautiful, and it had “fantastic economic potential.” British East Africa had been established in 1895, and European settlers were flooding in to occupy that fertile high plain, which the British government was selling at ridiculously low prices. The indigenous people—the Gĩkũyũ, Maasai, and other tribes—had been evicted from their ancestral lands.


Karen’s relatives provided the money to buy the land, and Bror traveled early to oversee the land purchases and equip the house—they planned to marry once Karen arrived in Mombasa in January 1914. Bror, however, who spent his time in Africa on safari, decided to give up their original plan to raise cattle. He sold the land he had bought and used the money to buy a much bigger coffee plantation. He was convinced coffee was the future.


Meanwhile, Karen was preparing for the move. She packed furniture, including a dining room suite and two bedroom suites as well as boxes of table silver, crystal glasses, porcelain, linens, paintings, framed photographs, jewelry, rugs, a French grandfather clock, her grandfather’s entire library, a trunkful of medicines, and her favorite engagement present, a Scottish deerhound named Dusk. In early December 1913, Karen took the train with her mother and sister from Copenhagen to Naples, where a few weeks later she boarded the steamship Admiral, which would take her to Eastern Africa. The ship steamed from Naples through the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal to the Red Sea, and from there through the Indian Ocean down the Somali coast south to Mombasa. The sea journey took a total of nineteen days.


What did Karen know about her destination? She had, of course, seen bad prints of African scenes, read accounts in books and newspapers and Bror’s letters; but she was on a voyage to the unknown in a whole other sense than I am. How did she imagine her future on those lonely nights? Though how do I know she was alone? The ship was full of emigrants from the east coast of Africa, South Africans, Brits, and Germans, who raised their glasses and danced and played bridge in the ship’s salon.


The Admiral arrived in Mombasa on January 13, 1914, and Karen and Bror were married the next morning. The ceremony lasted all of ten minutes; after it was over, Karen was officially the Baroness von Blixen-Finecke. Then they jumped on a train that would take them from the hot, humid coastal region around Mombasa toward Nairobi and that vast, fertile high plain where their future life was to begin.


I arrive in Africa a hundred years and four months later, in May 2014. When my plane lands at the Kilimanjaro airport, Karen and I are separated only by the Kilimanjaro volcano, the beeline border between Tanzania and Kenya, two hundred-odd miles, and those hundred years. I do know that one thing at least has changed in the interim: 82 percent of the ice cover on the peak of Kilimanjaro has melted.


It would, of course, be ideal if I could marry someone just before setting off on the car journey to my lodging—but that’s not likely to transpire.







III Tanzania–Kenya, May


My first day in Africa. It’s morning. I’m sitting at a garden table eating Tanzanian porridge brought to me by Olli’s wife, Flotea. The sky is cloudy and the air is fresh, humid but pleasant. Exotically colored birds twitter and chirp, and the banana trees swish in the wind—this morning when I awoke, I thought the swishing was rain. Somewhere on the far side of a fence a cow moos—apparently the same one Flotea went out and milked for Michell’s breakfast. (Flotea asked whether I would like some, but I declined politely.) Incredible: I’m here.


I arrived late in the evening afraid, exhausted, underfed, with a migraine. I stepped out of the plane into a damp heat, the dark of the night, and that slightly clayey, spicy scent that I remembered from my previous trip to Africa. The Kilimanjaro airport was little more than a tiny dilapidated building, where I stood in line for my visa, dripping with sweat, watching the moths flapping about in the overhead lights. Lively American students stood in line near me singing out: We’re gonna see some li-i-ons. I also spotted the beautiful kerchiefed Somali girl who’d sat next to me on the plane. She hadn’t felt like talking then either. She had pulled a leather-covered iPad out of her Vuitton purse, which she’d wrapped in a YSL scarf, and spent the entire flight listening to the Muslim Pro app on earbuds.


Olli had been at the airport to meet my plane. The first thing he said was that I didn’t look anything like the photo on the inside flap of my book’s dustcover (definitely not!), but I could say the same about him. My memory of him from our phone conversation a couple of years before, on the other hand, was on the money: he talks like a house afire, hardly stopping to take a breath, on all kinds of subjects—so much information, in fact, that I wish I had a tape recorder to get it all.


We stuffed my bags in his green Land Rover, which according to Olli isn’t a “car” so much as a “tool,” and it looks it. (I later learn that Olli washed it specially for me.) It’s thirty miles from the airport to Olli’s place, and he said it would take us an hour to drive it—the Land Rover’s headlights were weak, and it was pitch-black dark—but Olli managed to follow another car, now and then checking the temperature gauge with a flashlight, worried that the engine was overheating. The rich smells of nighttime nature flooded in through the open windows. We passed tiny villages and roadside bars, scarcely visible in the dark—no streetlights out here, of course, and the crescent moon that had earlier floated by on its back had apparently sunk. At last we arrived at a nondescript intersection (“Maybe it’s this one?” Olli mused under his breath in the dark, as if not recognizing the road he lived on), and we turned onto an unbelievably potholed and muddy oxcart path that no other car could possibly have navigated—and at times I was sure this one couldn’t either. We were in the countryside near Arusha, and everything looked very, very poor. Fortunately, Olli had e-mailed me a photo of his house, because all I could see in the dark was a collection of ramshackle huts made of clay and corrugated iron, and I would probably have started hyperventilating around then. The jarring ride ended at last at a house surrounded by walls and an electric fence. In the yard of the bungalow-style house waited Olli’s Tanzanian wife, Flotea, and their almost-two-year-old daughter, Michell.





And so now here I am, in a Tanzanian village. My actual African Karen Blixen dream—savannas stretching out to nature-park infinity—is still far ahead of me, but of course I also want to see what ordinary people’s lives here are like. I know that Tanzania is a poor country, much poorer than Kenya. I know that the area known in colonial times as Tanganyika was first part of German East Africa and then later belonged to the British Empire; that it gained independence in 1961 and was run on communist principles until recent years. There are more than 120 tribes here, and nearly 30 percent of the population lives below the poverty line.


And it shows. Olli’s house is very comfortable, with its living room sofa suite and television, its tiled yard, its potted palms and one-way-mirror windows, through which no one can see in. But on the other side of the locked gate in the perimeter wall is a whole other world: muddy roads, scrap-iron huts and clay huts without window glass, electricity, or running water. The surrounding areas are so poor that I’m embarrassed to be unpacking outfit after outfit into the closet, my kimono-style bathrobes, my hair dryer, my energy bars, my jars of cosmetics—all the stuff that seemed so important as I was packing to leave but here seems obscenely excessive. (I didn’t, however, bring crystal glasses or a grandfather clock.)


Nor would Olli’s house be considered opulent on the Western scale. It was built a few years ago, but the paint is flaking off the walls and ceiling, and I see rust and mold in numerous places. Apparently the problem is low-quality materials, which only last a few months in this climate. The power is continually going out, and even when it’s on the electric current is so weak that they haven’t been able to use their washing machine for six months. Water pressure in the county pipes is practically nonexistent; the water drips out of the faucets so miserably that, as Olli says, “we have to rely on carried water.” In the morning I see what that means when the neighbor “house girl” arrives with a gaggle of kids, each wearing a broad smile and dirty plastic sandals, carrying buckets of our shower water for the day on their heads. The water in the buckets is pumped up into the tank on the roof, from which it flows down into the faucets for us to use. But the water that comes out of the faucets is not usable even for cooking: there is a separate bucket in the kitchen filled with water for boiling. I’ve read somewhere that you need to brush your teeth with bottled water, and that’s what I intend to do.


At ten to nine in the morning, Olli tells me that the power usually goes off at nine, to charge my phone and take a shower now, before the hot water runs out. I rush into the bathroom, as instructed, and then try to read my e-mail, but Olli’s dongle only works intermittently, and eventually I give up. As the local saying has it, this is Africa.


A “house girl” named Mama Junis arrives at the house. I notice that Flotea leaves the leftover mchanyato stew pot on the table overnight, and Mama Junis takes it with her in the morning. She cleans and does laundry and keeps Flotea company—Flotea is often home alone with Michell during the day. Mama Junis lives next door in much more primitive conditions: her clay house has a dirt floor and no water or electricity, so perhaps it’s nice to spend her day in a house where occasionally you can flop down on the sofa to watch TV. Besides, as all the neighbors know, you can charge your phone here. Everyone in the village seems to have a phone but no electricity, nor necessarily money to buy talk minutes. Mama Junis is cheerful and lively in Flotea’s company, but never once smiles at me. I wonder whether I’m just another irritating rich white person.


In the afternoon Olli and I head into Arusha to run errands. There is, in fact, a restaurant right in front of our house—actually a scrap-iron shack with a grill out front—and a kiosk-type stand where you can buy bottles of water and bags of chips. On the potholed road Olli lives on, there’s a meat stand where, to my horror, Olli plans to buy ingredients for dinner: from the ceiling of the open-air hut hang assorted slabs of meat, with no refrigeration. At the next stall Olli buys talk minutes for his prepaid phone. He doesn’t even get out of his car, just calls out to the vendor, who sends a little girl over to the car window with the goods. It’s Sunday, which means there aren’t a lot of people out and about. At Moshono Stand in one corner of the village, moped taxis wait for passengers. On the muddy road to Olli’s place, everyone is dressed in their Sunday best. I see colorful Tanzanian costumes, complexly knotted head-kerchiefs, and suits on men: it’s important for the people here to be stylish in public, even if they have no money.


The traffic today is light; Olli tells me there are usually nightmarish traffic jams. Arusha used to be a tiny village, but over the last few years it has exploded into a population center with a million and a half inhabitants—and traffic arrangements haven’t kept up with the growth. The road into the center is lined with jacarandas and African tulip trees, whose blossoms glow orangish-red. En route we pass a restaurant where Olli tells me he and Flotea will sometimes buy a goat leg as takeout; and then a bell tower, Africa’s midpoint, equidistant from Cairo and Cape Town. Arusha is chaotic: I have no desire to be out walking along the street. We buy food at a supermarket, where European-style products are obscenely expensive, and avocados at a roadside stand, where Olli dickers in Swahili. (I can’t get over how disproportionate prices are: a manual car wash inside and out costs 6,000 shillings, or less than three euros, but then some things, like baby diapers, are so insanely expensive that most locals can’t afford them.) We agree that I’ll eat with the family while I’m visiting and then at some point Olli will bill me for food, transport, and miscellany. Then we drive to the lot where Olli is building his own house—the one they’re living in now is a rental. The rooms are nearly finished on the inside, but Olli says he can’t afford to finish the external walls. They plan to move in June. I don’t know whether I’ll still be here then, but Olli says he has arranged other lodgings for me if I am.


Olli and Flotea are both incredibly friendly and hospitable, and Michell is, of course, cute enough to eat—though she’s still quite shy. Flotea, who is thirty-six, belongs to the Chagga tribe and grew up in Kilimanjaro; her father was once the director of the Kilimanjaro National Park. She is tall, calm, and mild, and doesn’t say much, but smiles as if you and she are sharing a secret. Olli, on the other hand, is this incredible information center—facts come pouring out of him at such a mind-boggling pace that there’s no way I can process it all. Over the last twenty-four hours I’ve heard just about everything one could possibly want or need to know about Tanzanian traffic culture, national characteristics, child-rearing, house construction, drilled wells, the water supply system, explosive population growth (the worst problem in these parts), the dysfunctionality of the postal system (it’s a miracle that he got my Sei Shōnagon book), the importance of telephones (nothing here is more important than keeping in contact with friends and relatives), Tanzania’s stunning nature and nature reserves, Africa as a canary in the climate-change coal mine (in a very short time weather conditions and rainfall have changed dramatically, and frighteningly), and of course his own personal history. Olli is happy to share his many difficulties with me. He is most stressed out about his house-building project, which with all its setbacks, communication difficulties, and struggles with cultural differences sounds, to put it mildly, like a nightmare.


As we drive around Arusha, I keep feeling the impulse to snap photos, but for some reason it doesn’t seem right. So instead I log the photos I would have liked to take in my notebook:


The reddish-brown clay roads.


The banana trees, their verdant freshness, their lush green foliage.


The motley rows of corrugated-iron shacks: stores, bars.


The clay houses, the half-built houses. Concrete walls around the skeletal house frames.


The clotheslines with laundry hanging on them.


The fires burning in backyards.


The trash, piles of trash everywhere.


The children peeking out from behind houses.


The men sitting behind Singer sewing machines outside the market.


The nooks and crannies of the market, with fruit stalls, spice mountains, tilapias, gigantic Nile perch, dried fish in imaginative shapes, woven baskets, chemical canisters sold to carry water in.


Traffic cops with nameplates on their chests saying LIVINGSTONE.


The men in car repair shops.


Herds of goats in the street.


Men riding mopeds with mountains of egg cartons strapped to their backs.


Women walking barefoot through mud and sludge.


White men in their large SUVs.


The mamas sitting in front of corrugated-iron bars.


Beautiful young girls with brown teeth.





In the evening the power goes out and we sit in the dark house with flashlights. We eat the stew Flotea fixed from the meat Olli and I bought at the village stall. It’s tasty. In the dark kitchen Flotea keeps a battery-powered radio switched on, singing along with the music. Olli cracks open a Serengeti beer with a picture of a leopard on its label. Michell bounces to and fro while I sit writing at top speed, jotting down words like takeout goat leg. The mood is wonderfully homey—what on earth was I afraid of?


Oh, right: malaria. The instant dusk begins to settle in, I start to see mosquitoes in the house; and despite the antimalarial medication I can’t help obsessing about all the horrors they bring. My eyes scan the mosquitoes hysterically, since I am generally their number-one favorite, and it stands to reason that they’ll be all over me here as well. And so at exactly 6 p.m., as the dark descends, I am swathed in the outfit recommended in the guidebooks, white clothing with long sleeves and long trouser legs. To that outfit I’ve added long white compression socks to the knees, and have sprayed myself with my evening perfume, namely Off! It doesn’t matter that the sweat runs down my spine. Olli, of course, is in shorts, as usual. I just hope he doesn’t notice my strange garb.


As I climb into bed I notice that a lone mosquito has managed to infiltrate the mosquito netting over my bed. And of course there is absolutely no way I’ll be able to fall asleep without tracking it down and slaughtering it. It doesn’t help one bit that Olli has explained that the mosquitoes that carry malaria look different from regular ones—that their attack position is quite different. How the hell am I going to know which kind is zeroing in on me? And wouldn’t it be too late then anyway? I thrash around inside my mosquito net with my headlamp, my whole body wrapped in a thin film of sweat, but the bloodthirsty devil will not show itself. In the end I can no longer stay awake hoping to ambush the theoretical mosquito. I sleep like a log.







[KAREN WRITES]


January 20, 1914. My own little Mother – – I am sending this by runner – – so you get an idea of this great new life – – I am in bed, not on account of illness but of night hunting, in a little log cabin – – and all around on every side the most magnificent and wonderful scenery you can imagine, huge distant blue mountains, and the vast grassy plains before them covered with zebras and gazelles, and at night I can hear lions roaring like the thunder of guns in the darkness. – – Out here it is not too hot at all, the air is so soft and lovely, and one feels so light and free and happy.


April 1, 1914. Dearest Aunt Bess – – When I observe the various races here I feel that the superiority of the white race is an illusion. – – We have 1,200 young men on the farm here, who live ten or twelve to a wretched little grass hut, and I have never seen an angry face or heard quarreling, but everything is always done with a song and a smile – – I go riding almost every day in the Masai Reserve and often try to talk to the tall, handsome Masai.


July 14, 1914. My own beloved Mother – – We have had an absolutely marvelous time, I have never in my life enjoyed myself more. – – It was a tremendously successful safari – – I shot one lion and one big leopard. Bror has taught me to shoot and says that I shoot well.…


December 3, 1914. Dearest Mother – – I am very busy training a completely ignorant cook. As I can’t cook myself, and it has to be carried on in Swahili, it is hardly easy – – My cook and I can now make perfect puff pastry of different types, custard flans, meringues, pancakes, layer cakes, various kinds of soufflé, cream horns, apple cake, chocolate pudding, cream puffs—and he is also good at all kinds of soup, bakes good bread and scones.…





When in January 1914 Karen arrived at her new home, a small brick bungalow a dozen miles from Nairobi, all of the plantation’s twelve hundred African workers were there to greet her. Off in the distance loomed the Ngong Hills like the blue crest of a wave, and around them the Swedo-African Coffee Company now owned 1,800 hectares of land. In the first photograph she sent to Europe, Karen poses all in white: a long white skirt, a white blouse, white heels, long white stockings, and a white floppy hat. In the photo Karen is the only one smiling. All eight African servants stare solemnly into the camera.


It seemed to Karen as if she had “come to a quiet country.” Back then Nairobi was a primitive, gray, decrepit little town full of corrugated iron, but the high plains were a paradise. The terrain was a dry-yellow savanna; the undulating hills were dotted with dark-green coffee plants. The wildlife in the region was abundant: flamingos nested in the mountain lakes; buffalo, rhinos, and eland antelopes grazed on the hills; elephants, giraffes, and monkeys lived in the forests; and large herds of zebras, wildebeests, gazelles, and large cats lived in the savannas. Yes: a paradise. The air in the high plains was so pure and clear that whites reportedly experienced such a powerful euphoria that they were not quite responsible for their actions. The settlers indulged so freely in affairs of passion that women were asked in steamship bars whether they were married or lived in British East Africa.


On the brief honeymoon Karen and Bror spent on the savanna, staying in a primitive log cabin (game was plentiful; the lions roared through the night; only the flies and the fleas were an irritation), Karen felt that her new life was a splendid thing. “Here I am where I ought to be,” she wrote. Here she found the wide-open spaces, the freedom, and the passion of which she had dreamed in Denmark.


But in February, one month after her arrival, Karen contracted malaria, and spent weeks in bed, nauseated and depressed. Bror was out on safari, or in Nairobi in the club favored by settlers, the Muthaiga, “taking care of business,” and Karen wrote home that “it’s a little tedious as Bror is out a lot.” In fact, Karen was bedridden all spring. Whenever she felt a bit better, she planned a large-scale remodeling of the house (it was badly built and the porch was impractically situated on the sunny side of the house), went for rides, participated in the planting of coffee bushes (it would be three to five years before they would begin to produce enough to harvest), and taught her Somali cook how to prepare food. She wrote to her mother in Denmark, asking her to send an 1830 cookbook, since that would roughly match the equipment she had at hand.


When her doctor prescribed a change of climate, she and Bror went off on a monthlong hunting safari on the Maasai reserve. They took along three mule-pulled wagons and nine servants: it was easier to travel with such a small entourage. The safari was a memorable one. Karen had never slept in a tent before, or sat in a boma—a protective enclosure built of thornbushes—or even held a rifle in her hands, let alone shot game for meals. Bror taught Karen to shoot, and they ate antelope they had killed for dinner. Karen loved hunting—was positively enraptured by it. On their trip they shot six big lions, four leopards, a cheetah, and massive quantities of elands, impalas, wildebeests, dik-diks, zebras, wild boars, jackals, and marabou storks. They posed for countless photographs with their prey, and the high point of the safari for Karen was encountering a lion for the first time and watching the life fade from that noble creature’s eyes.


When they returned from the safari, the First World War had begun. Bror rode his bicycle to Nairobi to join the army, and Karen moved to safety in the Kijabe mountain station, occasionally driving supply caravans through the Maasai reserve. Then she returned to Ngong to oversee the plantation.


By the end of the year Karen was still ill. Eventually it became clear that what she’d been fighting wasn’t malaria after all. Bror had given her syphilis.





[KAREN WRITES]


Paris, May 28, 1915. My own dear little Mother, do not be the slightest bit worried. All is well. – – I am here in Paris on my way to London to talk to a specialist in tropical diseases there. I have actually been rather ill again and the doctor in Nairobi prescribed a change of air at home for me. – – It seems that in London they give some kind of injections for malaria that cure you completely.…





Karen lied to her mother. The syphilis diagnosis had been made early in the year, and according to the doctor in Nairobi it was fierce as a sailor’s. Apparently Bror had had numerous affairs in Nairobi. Once this was revealed, Karen, in despair, swallowed too many sleeping pills and almost died. “There are two things you can do in such a situation,” she wrote later: “shoot the man, or accept it.” She accepted it.


And so, in the spring of 1915, Karen traveled to Paris for a cure. According to the doctors, she would need a lengthy and painful course of mercury and arsenic, and even then there was no guarantee she would ever fully recover. Because of the war Karen couldn’t remain alone in Paris, so she traveled to Denmark, where she spent three months in the hospital, discreetly installed in the general ward. “Now I’ve endured that too,” she said later, “and now I’m even nearer to experiencing really great things.”


I would add to the tally of Karen’s exemplary bravery:


9) Suffering malaria and syphilis in Africa, a hundred years ago.


10) Traveling alone into the very heart of war-torn Europe to obtain treatment.


11) Ingesting mercury and arsenic as medicaments. Withstanding their toxicity.


12) Accepting the situation.


13) Returning to Africa and Bror.





[KAREN WRITES]


March 24, 1917. My dear beloved Mother, this is my first letter from [our new house], we have now moved in and I am extremely glad to be here—despite living in a temporary state of chaos. The workmen have not done a thing since I gave them their orders two months ago – – but it is still lovely to be here.


March 27, 1918. Dear Ea – – We are experiencing a drought here that exceeds anything one can imagine at home. The whole country will perish if it goes on much longer – – [We are short of everything], butter, milk, cream, vegetables and eggs – – All the plants are withering, the plains are on fire every day and are completely black and charred, and when one drives to Nairobi, the town seems to be enveloped in a vast conflagration—an impression caused by the dust that hangs over it day and night—with the wind blowing from the Somali town and the bazaar, you feel that plague and cholera germs are whirling merrily around. There is a hitherto unknown mortality rate among small white children in Nairobi, and this scorching hot, perpetually drying wind gets on adults’ nerves.…





When Karen returned to Africa in January 1917, after her eighteen-month sojourn in Europe, the coffee plantation should have been ready to produce its first harvest—but the seasonally unusual heavy rains and the long drought that followed whittled the harvest down to almost nothing. What was now called the Karen Coffee Company, financed by Karen’s maternal uncle Aage Westenholz, was in the red, and Karen and Bror were now in dire financial straits. Karen wrote to her relatives in Denmark to ask for a pay raise: everything was so expensive that they spent everything they had on living, and “we constantly have to entertain guests as well.” The following year’s harvest was catastrophic as well: the drought continued, Africans starved, and starvation led to the plague, the Spanish influenza, and smallpox; then followed a strangely frigid and humid drought. The farm was not producing a penny, and it was racked with shortages. Nor was this a brief or unusual state of affairs. Though Karen didn’t know it yet, this was the beginning of years of endless financial straits and floods of desperate letters she would send to Denmark begging for additional funding, for the entire period she was in East Africa, until the coffee plantation finally went belly-up for good in 1931. It would never produce properly. Bror had created it in a climate that was too cold and too dry for coffee.


Even so, Karen and Bror moved into a new, larger house, which they called Mbogani. There Karen founded the “oasis of civilization” of which she had dreamed since leaving Denmark. Of course, it wasn’t a perfect oasis. The look was right, complete with flower-patterned sofas, Gustavian-style dressing tables, lace-lined lampshades, and crystal carafes; but according to Karen, the reality was more like eighteenth-century Denmark: the roads to Nairobi were impassable in the rain; they had to hunt to put food on the table; all entertainments had to be improvised; and good books and stimulating conversation were scarce as hens’ teeth.


In 1917, Karen learned to drive a car, and would later recommend that all women acquire this skill. She desperately missed books, music, and art, and feared that in their absence she was descending into idiocy. She dreamed of painting, of studying art, and would occasionally paint the sere colors and bright light of the high plains, or portraits of the Africans (she complained that the locals were terrible models, and once while painting a young Gĩkũyũ she had to threaten him with a pistol during the entire session to make him sit still). When Bror was away—and that was often—Karen was lonely, depressed, and homesick. She could lie in bed for a week on end—but then would dissemble cheerfully to her mother that she had only suffered a mild heatstroke. She also wrote to her mother that she had not yet given up hope of having a child—indeed, that she was certain it would still happen. One day their neighbor, Sjögren, gave her a gun, and she burned with a desire to go out hunting. For lack of a better outlet, she picked off doves in the yard (“yesterday afternoon I shot twenty-one”). Another day Bror shot a fifteen-foot python; Karen made plans to send the snakeskin to Hellstern in Paris to have shoes made out of it. She hung out with Somalis, and wrote to her family that all her best friends were Muslims, and that her Somali servant and right-hand man Farah was “truly an angel,” so wise and sensitive. (In fact, Karen had read so much about that fascinating religion that Bror had “refused to hear anything about Mohammed between twelve and four.”) Karen didn’t get along with the other European settlers very well; she hated how smugly superior they felt to the Africans. She felt a spiritual kinship with her “black brothers,” and over the years they became increasingly important to her. She began to plan the founding of a school for the plantation’s children.


Every Sunday Karen sat down at her desk and wrote a long letter to her mother, or her brother Thomas, or her sister or Aunt Bess, who received long reflections on the day’s burning issues concerning marriage, sexual morality, contraception, and the women’s movement. (“Dear Aunt Bess,” Karen wrote once, “what a frightful idea of yours, to publish my letters. If I knew this was going to happen, it would be impossible for me to write.”)


And when after two years of drought and gnawing suffering the rains finally commenced, Karen wrote: “This is a paradise on earth. I have a feeling that wherever I may be in the future, I will be wondering whether there is rain at Ngong.”




Glossary


Asante sana. Thank you.


Karibu. (You’re) welcome.


Maji. Water.


Ndizi. Banana.


Nyama. Meat.


Samahani. Sorry.


Usiku mwema. Good night.


Na wewe pia. Same to you.


Peaceful life.


I had planned to interview Flotea about all sorts of things relating to a woman’s life, her dreams and female role models, but I find that it’s not so simple. First there’s the language barrier—I don’t understand everything she says in her Swahili-accented English—but it also becomes very clear that I don’t know how to ask the right questions. My own point of view suddenly seems wildly irrelevant (no one here has ever heard of someone named Karen Blixen), and many of my problems are patently first-world problems. I’m still embarrassed to think of the panic I’d felt when Olli responded to my e-mail question about what to bring for them by suggesting that I bring Flotea some perfume. Some perfume! I’d replied that I would never buy perfume for another woman. It’s such an intimate choice, such an expression of a woman’s identity, that I had searched for just the right perfume for myself for the last ten years—and still hadn’t found it. Absurd. I don’t know whether Flotea liked the scent that I ended up bringing her, but I quickly realized that if a woman here manages to get her hands on a perfume that costs twice her monthly salary, her most pressing concern will not be how well it expresses her identity.


I do find out a few things, though. One is that Flotea would like to do something else with her life than to be a housewife. But it’s almost impossible for a woman to get a decent job here without connections or sexual favors. Once Flotea had applied for office work at a large international organization, but she would have had to discuss the hire first with the boss “over dinner.” Many women, I heard, would very much like to start their own businesses, and Flotea too dreams about opening a children’s clothing store; but a woman often has to agree to become the boss’s lover in order to feed her children. I ask about marriage, male-female relations (apparently, earlier many husbands treated their wives extremely badly), polygamy (for example, men in the Arusha tribe traditionally take three wives, who all live in the same compound), and divorce statistics. Flotea believes that once you marry, you stay married, even if you fall in love with someone else. True, Flotea doesn’t really seem to consider falling in love to be all that important in life. More important to her is a “peaceful life”: one’s own money and freedom.


Mzungu.


Flotea and I go out to buy groceries from a village woman who has set up tables with fruit and vegetables for sale in front of her house. The children stare at me curiously and wave at me as we leave: “Bye-bye, mzungu (white person).” This is something I have to get used to: when Olli and I ride around in his car, every single passerby points at us and shouts, “Mzungu, mzungu,” as if warning the others of an approaching danger. I can’t always tell whether the name-calling is good-natured curiosity or somehow hostile. The villagers call Olli “Papa Michell,” and Flotea is “Mama Michell”: it is polite to use the name of the family’s oldest child in addressing those who have been so lucky as to have a child.


Michell herself has begun to recover from her mzungu-shock. When I arrived, she clung to the walls looking stunned, her lips zipped; but now, with the help of the Moomin book I brought, we’ve made friends. We also have the same diet: for breakfast I follow my fried eggs and sausage with a bowl of Michell’s porridge, which Flotea boils every morning.


Kanga.


Flotea gives me a beautiful kanga, a square of cotton fabric with an orange flower pattern on a blue background. Kangas come in packages of two, one to wear as a skirt, the other to tie around oneself for a top—which latter is, in fact, rather cumbersome in everyday use. Mama Junis often wears a short-sleeved shirt with her kanga-skirt; Flotea typically wears a sweater, since it’s so cold (only 70 degrees Fahrenheit!). A kanga always has writing on it, for example a proverb, with which one can send a message to the neighbors or one’s husband. My kanga says: “Mungu hamtupi mja wake,” God’s blessing. I need one that says: “Not for mosquitoes,” or “Lion sighting desired.” Or “Fortyish woman seeks meaning of life.”


Cold chain.


On a shopping trip we pass the butcher’s hut on the village road, with its thick cuts of meat, and Flotea points out that this is where she buys meat. Fortunately, I already knew that. I try to explain that we don’t do things this way in Finland—that meat is sold in refrigerated sterile portions. I want to tell her about what we Finns call the kylmäketju, but at the moment I can’t think of the English term for that. Later I remember it’s the “cold chain.”


Olli later tells me that on tent safaris the meat purchased for the trip is transported for days in the car without refrigeration, and no one gets sick. I wonder how this is possible, and consider the possibility that the whole cold chain is just Western overprotectiveness.


Mtori.


I hang out in the kitchen, wearing my kanga, watching as Flotea fixes mtori stew for lunch. It’s a traditional dish of the Chagga tribe. It has meat, bananas, and carrots in it, and it is delicious. I’m told mtori is a traditional fattening-up food for women who have recently given birth, to help them produce milk. When a Chagga woman gives birth, she has to eat nothing but pot after pot of mtori, for three whole months. During that time the woman never leaves home; and when she does finally step outside the home at the end of her three months, she had better be impressively fat, or everyone will think her husband isn’t taking good care of her, or—most shameful of all—has no money. To celebrate the coming-out event, the new mother’s female relatives and friends throw a baby party. The husband is not invited, but he has to procure massive quantities of food and beer, which the old women guzzle down by the bottle. When Michell was born, tradition dictated that Olli had to slaughter a goat with his own hands. In the olden days the new mother was given milk and cow ghee, used in cooking—but nowadays people bring money in small bills. Each guest throws the bills in the air, so that the whole house is covered with bills.


I’m told that many women would prefer to have just one or two children, but poor people often have seven or eight. Abortion is illegal, but it’s still performed, in secret, using traditional medications. The procedure is painful and may cause extended illness, but nearly every woman has experienced it, many of them numerous times.


Kachumbari.


One day Flotea makes kachumbari, a salad made fiery with lots of vinegar, containing cucumber, avocado, tomato, carrot, and spicy pilipili, and, to go with it, homemade french fries. I remember the stern warnings I had read in travel guides saying under no circumstances should you eat vegetables or salads uncooked—and I eat it anyway. Kachumbari is heavenly. It becomes my favorite local food.


Another day Flotea fixes ugali, a firm cornmeal porridge that you cut with a knife and eat with your fingers, dipping it in a meat gravy. Olli hates ugali, but I think it too is delicious. It occurs to me that Flotea has probably decided to cycle through all the prime Tanzanian culinary experiences.


One day at dusk we head off to buy the takeout goat leg that I’ve been lusting after. A little shack on the corner of the Arusha road has grilled goat legs lined up. We choose one, and the cook slices it and packs it with chili sauce and toasted banana. At home we wolf down the delicacies off a common plate.


WhatsApp.


Flotea and I become friends on Facebook. Flotea is amazed that I don’t have WhatsApp. She says it would be nice to send each other photos that way. It’s true, I don’t have it—unlike Flotea, I don’t own a smartphone—and I’ve never even heard of the app. I tell her that in Finland we don’t have WhatsApp (turns out we do, I’m just ignorant), so it must be some African thing.


I ask Flotea for some more Swahili vocabulary and write the most important words and phrases down in my notebook. Asante sana, thanks. Karibu, welcome, or you’re welcome. Usiku mwema, good night. Lala salama, sweet dreams.


As I’m getting ready for bed I notice that Flotea has sent me a DM through Facebook: Lala salama, Mia.


Urban Maasai.


One afternoon Olli and I eat at a lunchroom favored by the locals in Arusha. Lollygagging at the tables are Maasai men decked out in red-checked shuka fabric and tire-tread sandals. If the impression of Maasai that I’ve gotten from Karen’s descriptions is noble, beautiful, and brave, these urban Maasai are a whole different story. Their eyes are dull, their sandals down-at-heel, the jackets they’ve thrown on over their red-checked capes ragged and dirty. They have come into Arusha to sell tanzanite, the local gemstone, to tourists. They are a sad sight—and I wonder whether this is the fate of all nomadic tribes driven off their traditional lands. Sitting there at our plastic table, I spoon in my rice pilaf quickly and leave the bony piece of meat uneaten.


Hair salon.


When I arrived, Flotea had a pretty braided hairdo, but one day Mama Junis sits on the steps undoing her braids so Flotea can go get her hair treated. It’s very expensive to get your hair done up in a braid do in a hair salon, and it takes all day. After you have it done, you can’t wash your own hair yourself; you have to go to the salon to have it washed. Same thing with straightened hair: if you wash it yourself, it frizzes up and is ruined. So women here go to the hair salon often.


We leave for the salon in the late afternoon. Flotea changes out of her home wear—her kanga—into tight black jeans, a pretty shirt, green ballerina slippers, and a big gold watch and earrings, and spritzes herself with a little of the perfume I brought. Then we walk all the way to Moshono village and continue from there along the highway to Arusha. It’s glorious to walk on the red sand road in the calm and mild evening sun surrounded by all that green. The schoolchildren stare at me and some shout “Good morning,” though they mean “evening.” On the road we meet school buses, cows, goats, chickens, mopeds coming the other way.


The hair salon is on the road to Arusha. A girl hanging out in the doorway points at me, shouts, “Mzungu,” and doubles over with laughter. They probably don’t see whites in these hair salons, ever. Compared with its surroundings, the salon is truly fancy and trendy: the floor is shiny, and the hairdressers have unbelievably long neon-colored gel nails on their toes. Flotea points to the jar with the goo she wants in her hair: “Hair mayonnaise, best treatment for hair,” she explains. I stand in the doorway looking out at the people walking by: from the salon I have a direct view of Mount Meru, which is shrouded with a thin cloud layer. Along the road outside pass yellow school buses, children in green school uniforms, working men, and mamas with their burdens—some with wide plastic tubs on their heads, some carrying huge bunches of bananas. I try to photograph the schoolchildren, but they all spot my white face from afar, like some kind of beacon, and start pointing and laughing, and I can’t bring myself to snap the pictures. You really can’t just come here as a tourist and expect to be an outside observer. Here you’re always the center of attention.


An orange-haired stylist sits weaving a mass of loose hairs into thin braids and tying them to a string anchored on the arms of the customer’s chair. A young man with booze on his breath has come in to charge his phone; he dozes in another chair. A boom box blares Dolly Parton, Rihanna, and Tracy Chapman. Flotea gets mayonnaise in her hair, which is then dried straight with some kind of steam dryer. It’s five thirty; dusk approaches.


It’s pitch-black dark when we finally head home, groping our way down the potholed road. We use the lights of passing cars and mopeds to guide our way, but once I nearly crash into an oncoming cow. It’s dark brown, and it has no lights.


Mr. Hauli.


One day Olli and I head into Arusha to run errands, and find ourselves in the middle of absurd events that seem to come straight out of a No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency novel. We’re looking for a certain Mr. Hauli, whom Olli paid weeks ago to run electricity to the construction site—but still there’s no electricity. Now it turns out that the man does not even work for the Tanzanian state electric company. His business is to dress up in Tanesco coveralls and impersonate a representative of the electric company, and, once he’s been paid, to do absolutely nothing. After we’ve first spent an eternity waiting in line at the electric company, then called in the general contractor, then collected him and two more guys in the Land Rover and set off in search of Mr. Hauli (word is he’s a dangerous man who is known for his underhanded dealings, so we need backup); having found him at long last in his house at the end of a labyrinth of potholed alleys (in the muddy yard there are piles of trash, an open fire in a pit, and ragged laundry hanging on a line; in the crack that the door is open stand two kids and a wife in a kanga and a fancy braid do), having then hauled our prey back to the electric company (three big men bouncing about in the Land Rover’s cargo area), having witnessed Mr. Hauli’s casual attempt to sneak away out of the electric company’s yard and then listened to his promise to come to the office the next morning at nine to return the money; but then having driven back to the electric company the next morning and waited two hours for Mr. Hauli (every time he answers the phone he insists he’s “en route”), and having experienced the pleasant surprise of him actually showing up with the electric company papers but without the money, which he goes to “get at the bank” but never returns, I begin to realize what Olli meant when he said that he spends all his time and energy dealing with practical matters.


A week later the electricity still hasn’t been hooked up, the workers have vanished, and the general contractor is no longer answering his phone. Olli rages and tears his hair, saying the house will never be finished—at least not by the June moving day.


SPF 50.


It’s pouring rain. It’s been raining nonstop all week, and it’s starting to feel damp even indoors: the clothes in the closet, the pages of books. Olli shows me a leather belt he found in his drawer, blanketed with mold. The damp and the sun here gradually eat everything, and the termites and pharaoh ants handle the rest. Mama Junis sweeps the floors and airs out the rooms as much as she can in an effort to prevent that.


Despite the rain, I’m so afraid of the equatorial sun that I smear myself every morning with the highest possible SPF sunblock. After a week in Africa I am just as pale as when I arrived. I’m afraid that the savanna, when I finally get to it, will burn me to a crisp.


Supu.


One afternoon Olli suggests that we go eat a bowl of supu nearby. We walk a little way down a muddy path and arrive at a shack where some men have a boiling cauldron of broth out front. In the hut’s window-hole hang fly-covered chunks of meat, and one man fishes in the cauldron and picks out a cooked piece for me. The cut-up meat is placed in a small aluminum bowl, with meat broth in another bowl. The meal costs 1,500 shillings, or around sixty-five cents. The men stare curiously and urge us to go inside and sit down. The tiny room is black with flies, and I sit down at a filthy table to work my spoon with one hand and shoo flies with the other. (Olli says that the hand movement for shooing flies has become such an integral part of old people’s gestural language that they automatically wave one hand around whenever they eat, even if they’re in a fancy restaurant.) It occurs to me that if I’d been alone, I would have starved to death before daring to eat in a place like this.


Ten-day magic.


When you travel, everything is always strange and scary at first—the food, the huts, the people, the animals, the smells, the sounds. But then at some point you begin to adjust, your organism says Okay, fine, your eyes open, and you begin to see past the strangeness. That’s why I want to stay on this trip for a long time. I want to wait till I start seeing.


That usually happens around the tenth day.


We’re not there yet.


Safari for one.


Olli tells me about the luxury-tent safaris he’s led, and they sound insanely wonderful. I had hoped to visit a national park with him, but it turns out that the house-building project makes it impossible for him to go anywhere. Olli also warns me off the backpackers’ safaris, saying that I would lose my temper with one of those groups before I could blink an eye. The absurd truth begins to dawn on me: I’m going to have to go on a safari for one. Or, well, for two: myself and a guide.


That means several scary things: It’ll be 1) expensive, and 2) a social challenge for an introvert like me, not being able to hide in a group. In addition, 3) the guide will most likely be a man. I’ll be spending a couple of weeks on the savanna alone with a man I don’t know. The gears start turning in my head. Could that mean problems?


Olli doesn’t understand the question.


The proposed itinerary for my safari for one includes twelve days in national parks, two nights in each place: Arusha National Park; Lake Manyara; Seronera, Lobo, and Ndutu in Serengeti National Park; and finally the Tarangire ecosystem. The Ngorongoro Crater has been dropped from this itinerary, because the daily entrance fee per car is $250, exorbitant for a single passenger. On the agenda on safari days are morning and evening drives through the nature parks. Sounds good, but I have to admit I’m a bit disappointed when I realize that I won’t be taking a tent safari—and therefore not having the authentic Karen Blixen safari experience—because that would be way too expensive to arrange for one. Instead I’ll be staying in nature park lodges, hotel-like inns. Darn it, I really wanted to sleep in tents!


Olli surprises me by saying that he went on his first safari when he was almost forty. Until then he had done other jobs with his PhD in biology and environmental science; but when he won the award for the best nonfiction book in Finland for his book on butterflies, he decided to make a childhood dream come true by going on safari—and he got hooked. Nowadays he knows the Tanzanian nature parks like the backs of his hands, has written numerous books about them, leads safaris to them, and, at long last, a few years ago, moved to Tanzania to live. But Olli spent his very first night in Africa in a tent at the Tarangire Safari Lodge—and apparently was scared to death.


We drive to Arusha to talk to Andrew, Olli’s business partner, about my safari, and it turns out that it will cost an arm and a leg, much more than I had budgeted. But, dammit, what else am I going to do? This is what I came for!


That evening I lie in bed fretting about money matters and then comfort myself by eating Flotea’s ndizi rosti, roasted and salted banana (heavenly). I think about Karen writing that there is something about safari life that makes you forget all your sorrows, and how on the savanna one feels the whole time as if one had drunk half a bottle of champagne. Maybe, drunk on champagne, I would forget how much that magic was costing me?


Washing machine.


For the safari I’ll need clean clothes, so we start doing laundry by hand. The washing machine is out for the count—and anyway, Flotea doesn’t trust that gizmo to get the clothes clean. Out in the yard Flotea pours a little cold water and laundry detergent at the bottom of three tubs, and we start rubbing and rinsing. It takes us three hours, after which my hands are red, stinging, and blistered, and my back and shoulders are knotted up from squatting on the ground. I realize that Westerners would never get anything done if they had to do all their laundry like this. It may also be that globally laundry is the greatest enslaver of girls. Who would have time to go to school if the whole family’s laundry has to be washed by hand?


Crazy.


Flotea and Olli’s friend Eutropia has invited us over for dinner, so we get ourselves gussied up in our Sunday best and head out the door. Eutropia’s half-built house sits on a mountain slope with a to-die-for view. We drive as far up the bumpy village roads as we can, and then climb up the last steep cart path on foot, past simple clay huts with yards full of ragged children, stray dogs, and clothes drying on the line.


Eutropia used to work in the lodge of a nature park, but has since opened an interior decorating supply shop and is building her house. The living room looks great, with sofas and cowhide-covered rattan tables, but there’s no electricity or plumbing yet in the house, or, say, a refrigerator, and the room that seems to serve as a makeshift kitchen is full of huge water tubs. Also living in the house are Eutropia’s sister and mother, and the mother, an old hard-of-hearing Chagga woman, sits silent on a sofa dressed to the nines: along with a colorful kanga she is wearing an orange jacket with fringes and a flower-pattern shawl. Eutropia has fixed us an mchanyato stew and offers us beer; she and her family have already eaten. The view of the valley out the windows is stupendous, and the stereo—powered by solar panels—blares Patsy Cline’s “Crazy.”


We drive home through villages bathed in late-afternoon sun, dodging chickens and goats on the muddy potholed road. We decide to celebrate Mother’s Day by stopping for a moment in the patio restaurant at the luxurious Meru Hotel. The contrast between the clay huts and the glass-walled hotel could not be more glaring. At the gate there’s a security checkpoint, where the undercarriage of our car is checked with extendable mirrors. The hotel garden has a vast lawn surrounded by palm trees and a stylish restaurant with poolside bars. In the patio restaurant sit rich, well-dressed locals and whites, who relate the details of their safari experiences halfway around the world over Skype. By the pool someone still lies in his swim trunks with a drink in his hand. We order strawberry milkshakes and lychee juice, and the check comes to roughly what a salesperson in Eutropia’s shop would earn in a week.


Minefield.


Yes, it has begun to dawn on me just how different are the realities in which people live here. There is the locals’ life, and then there is the life of white people. There is the life of the poor and the life of the rich. There are chaotic cities, poor rural villages, and problems with poverty, hygiene, health, petty crime, corruption, and a lack of security. And there are the walled, gated, and security-checked areas for the rich, right in the middle of ordinary poverty. And then, way off somewhere else, there is the Nature Channel world, the world of untouched landscapes and wild animals, that dream Africa to which tourists are shepherded. Ordinary locals never see that world at all.


I also notice that it’s not easy to situate myself on this map. Here all of a sudden I’m a “rich” white person (which I am certainly not in Finland) who draws everyone’s attention wherever she goes—and not necessarily positive attention. I am annoyingly conscious, every single moment of my stay, of everything that distinguishes me from the locals: the color of my skin, my clothes, my wallet, my assumptions about hygiene, my safari dreams, my absurd Karen Blixen project. I’m interested in everything around me, I want to see everything and understand everything—but how can I? Even taking photographs doesn’t feel right. How can I even begin to write any of this? How can I write about a middle-aged Finnish woman’s arrival in Africa without descending into exoticization—when everything is exotic to me—or the colonial gaze? I can’t help being white or coming from the Western world; and try as I might there’s bound to be lots I can’t understand about the local culture. But somehow I need to write about this, since I’ve set off on this journey. Over and over as I edit what I’ve written, I censor my phrasings—and then reinstate them. Can I use the word black? Can I write about the dishonest electrician, or is that racist? Should I pretend not to have noticed the poverty all around me, or not to have devoted a single moment to worrying about amoebas and dysentery? (Like the time when I couldn’t eat the wonderful-looking popcorn-tasting roasted corn that Flotea bought from a roadside vendor, once I’d watched the old woman sitting there on the ground in the muddy yard sprinkle salt on the corn with her whole palm.) Am I allowed to look at everything through the eyes of an outsider, a foreigner, an alien? Will I be forgiven anything on the grounds that I at least try to understand?
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