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  For if one link in nature’s chain might be lost, another and another might be lost, until this whole system of things will evanish by piecemeal.
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One





  On the jetty, a tongue of ochre earth sliding gently into the lake, two women in brightly coloured calico dresses are arguing with a vendor of used clothes. The women have bought T-shirts – European castoffs that have made their way into the African black economy – but the vendor, a bony-faced man in a grubby white baseball cap, has no change. He has asked them to wait while he goes off to ask another hawker to help out, but the women, fearing that he will abscond with their money, have demanded that he leave each of them an additional T-shirt as a guarantee. ‘I can’t do that,’ the man pleads. ‘How do I know you won’t run off with them when the gate opens?’




  ‘Run off with them?’ one of the women shouts, her brow glistening with sweat. ‘Do you take us for thieves?’




  ‘No,’ says the man. ‘But what will you do if it opens while I’m away?’




  ‘We will wait here. When you come back with the change, we will give you back the other two shirts.’




  A crowd has coalesced to watch. The women, chests puffed out, grip their purchases. The T-shirt seller does not move. Porters running towards the boat with sacks on their backs pause to take in the spectacle. Other hawkers peer over shoulders to find out why nobody is interested in their wares. From the tin roof of the ticket office, black-winged marabou storks peer down, perhaps wondering if the kerfuffle will leave them any useful debris. The midday sun pummels the shadowless throng.




  Finally, a man in a grey shirt and pressed trousers tires of the quarrel and pushes his way to the front of the audience. ‘I’ll change the money,’ he says gruffly, proffering a few furry notes. The vendor, humbled, gives him the two larger notes and hands the still-grumbling women their change. The excitement over, the crowd turns back to the original target of its attention: us.




  I am standing with my wife Ebru at the Nyehunge port in Mwanza, Tanzania’s second-largest city. The port has an official name, but everybody knows it after the MV Nyehunge, the orange and white ferry that waits for us at the foot of the ramp, slowly filling with crates of beer, boxes of cooking oil and sacks of sugar carried on porters’ heads or backs.




  After a pre-dawn rise in the coastal city of Dar es Salaam, we had missed the morning ferry while we waited at Mwanza’s airport for our luggage. The hold of our plane, we discovered after most of our fellow travellers had collected their bags from the belt, had been deemed by the Precision Air Company to be too full to accommodate every passenger’s luggage, and the decision had been taken to dispatch it on a later flight instead. Other unfortunates complained to the airline representative; knowing from experience that this would be futile, Ebru and I took our hand luggage outside and sat on trolleys in the shade of the arrivals hall.




  In Dar es Salaam, people had told us that Mwanza airport was riddled with thieves. We stayed close to our bags, moving only when the rising equatorial sun shunted us closer to the building. Ebru would tell me later that she had hoped we would miss the afternoon ferry as well, which would have given us one more night on the mainland. I too had felt apprehensive, but the view of the south-eastern corner of the lake we had been given when our plane banked to take a turn before landing had fortified me – green fields flecked with grey rocks, a strand of pale beach, the vast, darkly rippling surface. When our luggage arrived only four hours later than scheduled, I was on balance pleased as well as surprised.




  Now we were waiting again, for the gate in the wire fence to open. The ferry’s departure time was long past. Mary, the young woman from Dar who had been sent to accompany us, said that in the provinces such delays were the norm (although Mwanza is one of Africa’s fastest-growing cities, it is regarded by coast-dwellers as bush). She herself had given us a minor scare that morning when arriving at the airport only just in time for our flight. Seeing that she was taking a long time to get ready – dressing up, as is the Tanzanian way, for the journey – her father had told her to hurry. ‘They will be waiting for you,’ he said. ‘These people keep time. They are different from us.’ He had called her while she was in the taxi. We had called her too, to find out where she was. ‘You see?’ her father said when she told him of our concern. ‘I warned you.’




  Mary has never seen the lake before. As the other passengers’ stares bear down on us – on Ebru and me but also on Mary with her light skin, tight blue jeans and expensive plaited hair extensions – she too looks uneasy, anxious for the gate to open to relieve the pressure. The crowd is thickening – women in patterned dresses or wraparound skirts, men in untucked shirts and T-shirts, sleeping babies swaddled around the backs of teenage girls. Among the legs weave barefoot street children, searching for pockets to pick. We gather closer to our feet the baggage that will keep us for the next two years. Passing hawkers make jokes about us, some in Swahili, others in Kisukuma or Kikerewe, languages of the lake with which Mary is unfamiliar. They offer us socks, boxes of soap, plastic crucifixes and sliced white bread. As we wait in the midday heat, our sweat dripping onto our bags, Mary stands by us like a museum guard.




  At length the gate is opened. It is wide enough for only one person to squeeze through. The hundreds waiting outside it surge forward, boxes and battered suitcases borne on heads, buckets and plastic bags dangling in a thicket of legs. There are smells of fish and sweat. Brows glisten under headscarves and baseball caps. Shouts and laughter jostle in the hot air as the teeming horde presses on the sagging fence.




  Mary is keen to board. With our seventy kilos of luggage contained in two rucksacks, four plastic storage bags, two holdalls and a bucket-sized aluminium water filter that has broken during the journey and will spend the coming months as a rubbish bin, Ebru and I think it best to wait until the crush has abated. A porter with an empty trolley promises relief, but since he will reach the deck before us and through a different gap in the fence, Mary fears that if we take up his offer it will be the last we see of our belongings. On the ramp that slants down from the front of the ferry, a white truck with the words SAMAKI TU – Just Fish – stencilled on its sides is reversing in beside another whose windscreen sticker reminds us of God’s love. A group of foot passengers shuffling between the two vehicles is almost felled by the manoeuvre.




  The ferry’s horn honks cheerily. We lift our loads and edge towards the gate. Ahead of us in the melee a young mother with a child at each knee causes a momentary pile-up when she stops to rummage in the folds of her skirt for her tickets. After passing through the gate, our tickets clipped, we exhale as the path opens up towards the waiting vessel. The crowd surges up the vehicle ramp and onto the lower deck between the trucks. Boxes and metal poles are scattered around the puddled floor. Around the back of the vehicles, outside the third-class lounge which is already spewing out surplus passengers, a single vertical ladder climbs to a second deck. Women with buckets on their heads ascend it gingerly. Young men ignore it and leap up using railings and piles of sacks as springboards. At the foot of the ladder another pile-up accretes, as the laden scores wait to climb.




  When our turn comes, Ebru and Mary clamber up first. My load is the heaviest and, fettered by a bulging rucksack on each shoulder, it takes all my strength to ascend. There is shouting behind me, and pushing from all sides as I strain upwards. Unburdened youths rise lightly past as if on wings. The sun wrings me out like a sponge. I pause halfway to gather strength, but the strength doesn’t come and laughter infiltrates the shouting. I consider giving up and spending the journey on the wet floor under the trucks, but at that moment an arm reaches down from above – brown, smooth skin, plump female fingers. I look up. A plaited-haired young woman bent at the waist smiles down kindly. In one hand she has two plastic water bottles filled with thick green avocado juice. With the other she grabs the strap of the rucksack at my right shoulder and pulls it upwards. There are more guffaws from below as I allow myself to be hauled up. I step with relief onto the deck, and my guardian angel disappears to hawk her wares.




  The second deck is an expanse of grey metal open to the sun. Ebru and Mary leave the bags with me and climb another ladder at the rear to look for our seats in the second-class lounge. There is no first-class, and the man in the ticket office, seeing the colour of our skin, had sold us second- rather than third-class tickets without asking our preference. The tickets turn out to be of no relevance – our seats are occupied, their inhabitants unwilling to budge. This news comes as a relief, since none of us is eager for another heavily laden climb. Passengers course onto the deck through the gap in the railings at the top of the ladder. They fan out, each finding a niche. Some slouch against the railings at the front, some on boxes or sacks, others recline behind the ladder leading up to second-class. We push our bags to a patch of shade provided by a pile of foam mattresses, and settle down among them on the metal floor.




  Again we wait, sweat drying on our skin, wondering why we let ourselves in for these things. An hour and a half after the ferry’s scheduled departure time there is another blast of the horn and the engine rumbles into life. New arrivals continue to pour through the gap in the railings. A number of passengers are already asleep, sprawling on one another’s shoulders, backs or laps. Hawkers touting newspapers and sweets pick their way among the prone bodies. Neither their movements nor their negotiations are hurried – the firing up of the engine doesn’t appear to signal imminent departure.




  A little over half an hour later, the sun’s descent by now quite advanced, the ferry moves off. We ease astern, the bow end of the hull scraping the rock-studded slope of the slipway. A trail of thick black smoke hangs in the still air above us as we churn backwards through the frothing lake water. After reversing for three hundred yards the engine noise cranks to a roar and the boat comes to a halt. For a moment I wonder if we have broken down, but then we begin to move forward again, back towards the jetty. As we near it the vehicle ramp, which has been slowly rising into place for the journey, is lowered, and a pair of relieved latecomers leap on board. We reverse again, before this time turning heavily northwards. We are finally under way.




  Our progress is stately. A cyclist pedalling along a lakeside path keeps pace with us for a while before disappearing behind trees. As we putter out into the vast expanse of open water the mattresses’ shade slips elsewhere, leaving us exposed to the sun’s glare. The other passengers, these people who will be our neighbours for the next two years, stare at us, many vacantly, a few with more intensity. The bare feet of those sitting atop the pile of mattresses swing between our heads. I take out a bottle of sun cream and lather it on my forearms and shins. A man sitting near us makes a comment. Others laugh in response. A deck-wide conversation about our motives ensues, not all of it translated by Mary.




  ‘They must want something from us,’ says one.




  ‘They must see potential there,’ says another.




  ‘They never leave empty-handed.’ A round of knowing nods in response.




  Mary makes forced conversation. She takes a picture with her phone of the three of us huddled among the dangling feet – to show her father, she says. A man in a vest thinks she is photographing those sitting beyond her outstretched arm. ‘Be civilised,’ he spits. When she tries to explain herself he gives her a sceptical look and continues talking to his neighbours. Mary turns back to us, chastened.




  I try to comfort her by suggesting that it’s natural for them to ask why we are here, and natural for them to be suspicious. We are the only white people on the boat, obviously far from home and new to the country. We are accompanied by a smartly dressed bilingual chaperone from the coast. And we are carrying enough luggage for a long haul to a place that is little known to the rest of Tanzania, much less to the outside world. In their shoes, I told her, I would have been interested too.




  Mary was not inclined to assuage their curiosity. We were here – or rather, Ebru and Mary were here – as part of a British government aid project that aimed to help modernise teaching methods and improve the level of English in Tanzanian schools. Each of the country’s three dozen teacher training colleges was to receive a trainer with expertise in teaching English as a foreign language. Many colleges were in remote parts of the country, a legacy of the independence leader Julius Nyerere’s efforts to unite his new nation by scattering public sector workers far from their home regions. Tanzania’s dearth of English speakers was a hangover from that same impetus – Nyerere had chosen Swahili rather than the language of the former colonial power as the lingua franca and the language of instruction in schools. Compared with their neighbours in Kenya, Zambia and Uganda, Tanzanians spoke excellent Swahili, but floundered in English.




  The college to which Ebru had been assigned was among the farthest-flung. She was late to the project and by the time she signed up the most popular locations – those in cities, and in particular those near Dar es Salaam – had already been taken. She was initially given a choice of three schools, one of which was in the largest town in western Tanzania and another near the capital, Dodoma. Ebru had told her new employers that either of these would be fine, but a few days later she was informed thbackstabbing European explorersat her three options had been whittled down to one. ‘How do you feel about spending two years on an island in a lake?’ read the message I received from her while driving with my septuagenarian mother along a country lane on a summer afternoon in Dorset. I gulped, but my nervousness was mixed with excitement. Ebru said she felt sick. My mother kept her thoughts to herself.




  But with the contract already signed we had no choice. We knew, moreover, that the project would be interesting for Ebru to work on and potentially useful for her students. I, meanwhile, had nothing better to do, and having spent a good deal of time in urban Africa thought it would be an opportunity to learn something of rural life. Within three weeks of finding out about the posting we had moved out of our rented flat in Spain, deposited possessions in the garages of various friends, stuffed our bags with hot-weather clothes, medical supplies and books, and boarded a plane to East Africa.




  The passengers’ analysis of our intentions eventually runs its course, and their conversation moves on to the subject of our glacial progress across the lake. The reason for the ferry’s sluggishness, it turns out, is the reluctance of the businessman who owns it to spend more than the bare minimum on fuel. There is another ferry, the British-built MV Clarias, which departs from a different dock in Mwanza in the mornings and is run by the government. That boat is half a century old and has a maximum speed of some five knots. The privately owned ferries that are in competition with it – this one and the one we had missed that morning – therefore have no need to hurry. They save fuel by travelling at half their maximum speed, still arrive before the Clarias, and a journey that could be completed in two hours seldom takes less than four.




  I stand to stretch and look at the lake. Lake Victoria – Africa’s largest lake, the world’s second largest. Abode of crocodile, hippopotamus and malaria-bearing mosquito. Elusive goal of backstabbing European explorers, the least heralded of whom won the centuries-long race to confirm it as the source of the Nile and named it after his queen. An inland sea the size, roughly, of Ireland, and a life source, today, for millions.




  The lake is silvery in the afternoon sunlight. To the west, the low hills of the mainland slide into still, open water that stretches as far as the eye can see. To the east, green hills topped by rampart-like grey boulders march off into the distance. The boulders, the size of apartment blocks, are the sequelae of ancient, continent-sundering convulsions. In their lee squat tiny single-storey houses, their tin roofs glinting in the sun. As I look at these houses, dwarfed by the great granite towers behind them, it occurs to me in my slightly enervated mood that it would only take one more Hadean belch to send most of the rocks tumbling into the abyss, driving the crumpling houses like demonised swine before them.




  We pass a rocky islet painted white by guano. Near it float two wooden pirogues, paddles resting along their sides. Their crews are invisible, probably asleep. A pelican bobs on the surface of the water, its long bill held stiffly above the smooth-crested wavelets. Ebru and Mary sit chatting at my feet. Behind my head at the top of the ladder to second-class, a seated woman vomits quietly into the gathered-up folds of her flower-patterned skirt.




  I look ahead, over the trucks and the raised vehicle ramp. On the northern horizon I make out a long grey smudge, floating in the haze above the lighter grey of the lake. At first I take it for cloud, but it could, I realise with an anxious pang, be land. The ferry ploughs on, the drone of the engine muffling the cries of the few gulls that have continued to follow us. The sun is lower in the sky now and the intensity has gone from its heat. A few other passengers have risen to their feet and are leaning on the side panels or the railings above the trucks, also staring ahead. Gradually the shape of the floating line to the north grows clearer, solidifying into a long strip of low grey hills. To either side, where the land trails off into the lake, there is open space, nothingness. Beyond, I know from my reading, this nothingness stretches for hundreds of miles. The smudge is Ukerewe, the lake’s largest island – our home, if we can hack it, for the next twenty-four months.




  The ferry continues its steady grind. The island looms closer, filling the prospect, its ends no longer in sight. Off to our left, heading in the direction of Mwanza, I spot a small black sail billowing gently in a soft breeze. Held up by two slender tree branches, its lower edge dips in the water. As it turns it glints in the sun, and I see that it is made of something like polythene, no thicker than a bin liner. In the flimsy dugout behind it sit two men, silhouetted by the declining sun.




  By now most of the passengers on the deck are standing. They look ahead and chat in low voices. With Mary’s help we try to engage the men sitting on the mattress in conversation. We ask them how to greet people in Kikerewe. They tell us in Swahili that the language of the Kerewe people is not the only language spoken on the island; there are also Kijita and Kikara, spoken by the Jita and the Kara people. But they are happy to help us learn, and delighted that we have taken an interest. They watch as I write the greetings in the back of my Swahili textbook – wanagiramu, wasibamu, tulabonana. When we try them out they laugh, but now their laughter is friendly rather than scornful. Other passengers gather round to join in.




  The sun drops below the island’s western hills. Passing a promontory which extends into the lake like a giant crocodile snout, the ferry turns into a horseshoe bay. To our right the scrub-covered hills are darkening from light green to grey. Those to the left are shadowed in indigo. The beaches below the hills are fringed with bushy trees, thick and dark and overhanging. The bay closes in, enfolding us. The air is warm and still. Kites circle above in a darkening steel-blue sky. A leaning dhow, its patched-together sail the shape of a rose thorn, crosses our path on its way out into the lake. Ahead, above a tangle of dark trees, I see a twist of smoke rising, then another further back as preparations begin for the evening meal. Palm tops protrude above the canopy as if keeping watch.




  The engine cuts to a purr and the ferry drifts slowly landwards. A whitewashed building close to the shore comes into view in the waning light. Overhung by palms, it stands on a short concrete jetty at the top of a muddy slope. Its firm art deco lines are undermined by curls of peeling paint. It has the look of a customs house or arrivals hall, perhaps Indian, but it appears to be abandoned and we slide instead towards a ramp of flattened earth.




  Dusk sweeps in. Beyond the ramp climbs a dirt track, lined at ground level by the glowing candles of crouching market ladies. Behind the women on one side ascends a row of scruffy shacks under collapsing corrugated-iron roofs. Dark figures make their way down the track towards the wire gate. The ferry passengers crowd above the ladder. We hang back by the mattresses, keeping an eye on our bags as passengers from the upper deck stream past. Darkness falls and the boat drifts towards the ramp. The horn sounds twice, its fading caw giving way to the sudden growl of gunned motorcycle engines. A web of headlights pops into life beyond the wire fence as motorbike taxi drivers get ready for their fares. In the faint glow beyond stand waiting hawkers, their trays protruding from their stomachs.




  The ferry nudges the tyres chained to the end of the slipway. Passengers flow down the ladder. The bow ramp is lowered, and the exiting travellers are met by an onrush of blue-shirted stevedores who push between the trucks and swing up via the railings to our deck. The men gather sacks and boxes and drop them to colleagues waiting below. Up through the warm air rise the shouts of porters and buffeted passengers. The trucks move off, broad-shouldered porters under bulging sacks lurching in their wake. One of the men spots us at the rear of the deck. With a confident smile he picks up most of our bags as if they were empty. We gather the remainder and follow him down to the vehicle deck.




  As we reach dry land and make our way along the ramp towards the wire fence we are intercepted by a small, gaunt-faced man standing by a white jeep. He wears an untucked white shirt and black slacks, and he is polite and a little formal as he asks the porter to put our bags in the boot. He turns to Ebru and introduces himself. ‘I am Mr Sahili,’ he says in English with a shy smile. ‘I am the College Principal.’ He shakes our hands and holds the back door open as we climb in. The college driver turns to introduce himself. He is stout and tall, too large for his seat. ‘I am Yuve,’ he grins. ‘Welcome to Ukerewe’ (Oohkeh-REH-weh, he pronounces it). We tip the porter through the window, and are driven off into the darkness.







  



  
Two





  Our first night on the island is spent in a single-storey hotel by the lake. There to welcome us is Gloria, a feisty, strongly built Zimbabwean whom Ebru is to replace at the college. Gloria has been on the island for just three months, but has been granted a transfer to a less remote location. ‘There’s nothing to do here,’ she explains. ‘I hope you’ve brought plenty of films to watch.’




  We sit on the steps outside reception, and she lists the other reasons for her premature exit. The unfriendliness of the neighbours, the theft of water from her outside tank, and an attempted break-in while she was asleep one night in her house have combined to make her feel uneasy about being here alone, she says. When an opportunity arose to decamp to the mainland, she jumped at it.




  The journey has exhausted me and I am in need of a rest, but Gloria has other ideas. Energised by her imminent departure, she is keen to show us her house, which she tells us is the only place on the island fit for human habitation. After a few minutes resting on the steps, we climb back into Yuve’s jeep. He drives us along streets of rutted earth, then along a crumbling paved road that bisects what seems to be a large village. Mr Sahili points to the right and tells us that we are passing the ferry jetty, emptied now of traders. There are no street lamps; the only light comes from little fires in the yards of compounds or through cloths hanging over unglazed windows. Most of the houses – squat rectangular blocks with tin roofs – are cloaked in darkness. It is not yet eight o’clock, but the streets are deserted.




  The paved road quickly reverts to dirt, the vehicle shuddering as the surface deteriorates. After a ten-minute ride we pull up outside a house, larger and illuminated a little more brightly than those we have passed. In the thick darkness it appears to be surrounded only by empty bush. We follow Gloria inside and she gives us a tour.




  The rooms of the single-storey building are uniform cubes whose walls are decorated by cracks. The ceiling light in the living room gives off a reddish glow that brings to mind a cheap brothel. In a corner between ripped sofas stands a dark-brown refrigerator. In the adjoining dining area, the three chairs at the formica table are broken. One lacks a seat. The two bedrooms lie to the rear of the house, wooden frames draped with torn mosquito nets sprouting from the double beds that are their only furniture. Behind the clear-glass door of the bathroom that abuts the larger bedroom, the toilet is obscured by two tall black plastic containers. There is running water, Gloria tells us, for only an hour every evening, and she keeps the containers full for use in the daytime. The electricity supply, she adds, is fairly reliable, with no more than half a dozen power cuts each week. Ebru seems pleasantly surprised by the house, and Gloria says that looking for something better would be fruitless. In my depleted state, however, the prospect of spending my days here deepens my gloom, and I ask Mary if we can come back in the morning for a second look.




  Back at the hotel I leave Ebru, Gloria and Mary chatting on the steps and go inside for a lie-down. Our room is a square box with a white-tiled floor, lit by a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. There is a defunct television on a table in one corner and a dark-cushioned armchair in another. Across the window are drawn red curtains. I switch on the ceiling fan and a shower of dust falls from the blades. As I collapse onto the bed I lack the energy even to kick off my shoes. Just as I’m falling asleep I am called to the empty dining room of the hotel for dinner. The idea of food makes me nauseous, but I manage to keep down a few forkfuls of rice and a couple of strips of the flesh of a large white fish.




  That night there is rain. It falls in torrents, stops, then falls in torrents again. There is no build-up, no gradual fade-out. It is as if the rain god has emptied an enormous bucket, then gone off to fetch another.




  In the morning we wake early. Refreshed, I open the dust-caked curtains to see a tall grey heron standing in the grassy yard. Nearby, a woman in a wraparound skirt bends at the waist washing tin plates and bowls. The yard is shaded by tall trees, their leaves still wet.




  In the dining room we breakfast on sliced white bread, margarine and chunks of papaya fruit. The breakfast materials are laid out on a long trestle table covered by a stained white tablecloth. The kitchen staff are nowhere to be seen. From a flask we pour hot water into dainty porcelain cups, and add Africafe coffee from a sachet. In the reception area a young woman in a white blouse is asleep, her arms and head sprawled squid-like over the counter. The hotel seems to have no other guests.




  We take our coffees outside and wade down through the damp grass of the hotel’s overgrown garden to the lakeside. The lake is smooth and grey under a cloudy sky. We look out over the bay we had entered the previous evening. The hills on the far side appear rockier and more barren in the daylight, those on the near side smoother and grassier. The ferry we came in on has already departed for Mwanza, leaving the slipway vacant. We sit on broken bamboo chairs under a thatched gazebo. A few yards ahead of us in the shallows passes a wooden pirogue paddled by two men in baseball caps. The men stare at us intently. Beyond them a monitor lizard swims in the opposite direction, its brown snout held up like a dog’s above the surface.




  To either side of the garden, leafy trees harbour egrets and woodland kingfishers. Fifty yards to our left, naked men stand thigh-deep in the lake and lather soap over their gleaming chests and heads. To our right, women do the same, some naked, a few in knickers. Seeing us sitting there alone, one of the men waggles his penis in our direction and shouts. While we pretend not to notice, his friends laugh and slap each other’s hands in appreciation of the joke.




  From the narrow strand of beach two skinny boys in ragged T-shirts approach us. We fall into conversation in our stilted Swahili. Both aged twelve, Ismail is confident and brash, his friend Joseph reserved and polite. When Ebru asks why they are not at school they giggle, and they giggle again when we refuse their requests to buy them soft drinks. Ismail, short for his age and with a mischievous glint in his narrow eyes, asks me something I don’t understand, although I think I hear the letter X. Repeating the question more slowly, he gyrates his hips and makes a smacking motion in front of his groin with his right hand. He is asking me if I like porn films. He loves them, he says. ‘You can buy them in the DVD shops.’




  When we ask if they study English at school they nod. I ask them to say something. ‘Good morning, Madam,’ they chorus. Ebru picks up a few sticks and stones from the garden and they gather on the beach for a lesson. The boys stand to attention, each desperate to be the first to answer her questions. Their command of numbers in English is stronger than their greeting abilities, but neither can string a sentence together, and when Ebru asks them to turn her questions back on her – What is this? How many stones? – they dissolve into flummoxed laughter.




  Mary calls to us from the road and tells us we have things to do. ‘Another tomorrow?’ the boys ask in Swahili as we stand to leave. They grin when Ebru assents.




  Our first chore is to visit the island’s immigration office. On the way we stop near the government ferry jetty to pick up Mr Sahili. The teacher training college lies in the village of Murutunguru in the interior of the island, but as well as being the college principal Mr Sahili has a shop in Nansio that sells liquor and soft drinks, and he has come in to chat to the young man he employs to run it. Many of the teacher trainers would turn out to have similar sidelines, and they would often skip lessons while they attended to business matters.




  The paved road leading up from the jetty, Yuve tells us, is the main street of Nansio. The previous night we had taken the place for a village, but Yuve says that it is officially a small town and by far the island’s largest settlement. In the early morning there is a little more life on the streets – languid men on bicycles, wandering women with tubs on their heads, shopkeepers laying out their wares, motorbike taxi drivers leaning on their handlebars while they wait for passengers.




  The immigration office sits among other council buildings at the top of a small rise on the northern edge of Nansio. The district was established early in the last century by British colonisers. It is leafy and quiet, and its elevation renders it breezier than the sultry town below. Nansio’s councillors have their homes here as well as their offices. As a consequence, Yuve tells us with a chuckle, the area has the island’s most reliable supplies of electricity and running water. But even in the abode of the powerful, the streets are of rough dirt – only two of the island’s roads are paved, our driver reports, and those for a total of less than two miles.




  The office is a neat, whitewashed block. Mr Sahili knocks on the door, its blue paint peeling in the heat, and we are called in. The immigration officer, a tall, thin young man in a pressed white shirt, sits behind a wooden desk. Behind him on the wall is a framed photograph of the country’s president. On the desk lies a black hardback notebook. There is nothing else – no computer, no telephone, no papers or files, no sign of any work being done or planned. Mr Sahili stands behind us in the doorway as Ebru and I, our knees touching, take seats.




  The immigration officer welcomes us in English and tells us his name is Patrick. His tone combines formality with friendliness – his posture is stiff and upright, but his eyes smile along with his thin lips as we tell him what we will be doing here and how long we plan to stay. He is pleased, he says, that we have come to see him so soon after our arrival – Gloria had failed to register, and his assistant had eventually had to stop her in the street. He pushes the notebook towards us and asks us to sign it. A brown goat has joined Mr Sahili at the threshold. Only a few of the pages of the notebook have been used, the names above ours all African. When I ask Patrick why Ukerewe needs an immigration office, he tells me that fishermen come here illegally from the neighbouring lakeshore nations of Kenya and Uganda. Other migrants are on the run from the police, or stopping over on their way to seek work in the gold mines near Mwanza. He confirms that we are the island’s only wazungu, the unofficial East African word for white people. ‘In fact, you are the only ones to have lived here for years,’ he says.




  This information bolsters the meagre stock of knowledge we have acquired about our new home. Ukerewe seemed reluctant to reveal its secrets, apparently determined to enmesh anyone who showed interest in it in a web of contradiction and confusion. While it was clear, for instance, that ours was the largest island in an archipelago, no two sources agreed how many islands the group comprised. Estimates ranged from twenty-seven to thirty-eight, but many islands seemed to be unnamed, or to have two different names, or to share a name with a neighbour. Distances, too, were muddled. Nansio was somewhere between twenty-two and thirty-four nautical miles from Mwanza. Overland distances could only be guessed at, since Ukerewe remained uncharted even by Google Maps. Estimates of the archipelago’s total population, meanwhile – no one was rash enough to hazard a per island figure – began at two hundred thousand and rose to almost half a million.




  Other information we had pieced together was murkier still. A guidebook to Tanzania had described the islands as an untouched arcadia, whose inhabitants ate what they grew and were startled by the sight of white people. History books were less effusive. In the 1850s an Arab slaver told the English explorer John Speke that the Kerewe people were hostile and dangerous. Soon after Speke identified the lake as the main source of the Nile, two British missionaries who followed in his wake were murdered on one of the island’s beaches after becoming embroiled in a local quarrel. A few years later a group of German evangelists watched their mission burn to the ground as they were driven back to the mainland. Indian traders who came here after the British had ejected the German colonisers from East Africa following World War I met with similar treatment, hounded out by a furious mob after rumours spread that they were defrauding local cotton farmers.




  Our limited Swahili made interpreting other sources difficult. A photograph on the internet showed a pile of dead dogs on a jetty. It was accompanied by another of a woman with a bloody gash on one arm, perhaps suggesting the presence of rabies on the island. A number of articles alluded to witchcraft – to human bones ground up and scattered over fishing nets to bring luck, to people with albinism murdered so that their body parts could be used in medicines. One website, by contrast, claimed that Ukerewe was a safe haven for albinos, who had sought sanctuary there after fleeing the witches of the mainland.




  Patrick tells us he hopes to leave the island before the year is out. Mr Sahili, who is building himself a house near Mwanza, says that in the past the countries surrounding the lake would deport their criminals here, and that the archipelago is still regarded as a punishment posting for civil servants today. Many of Ebru’s students at the teacher training college would tell her that they resented having to live here, not only hundreds of miles from their homes but impossibly far, too, from what they regarded as civilization.




  The immigration formalities completed – they extend no further than signing the visitor’s book – we are taken to have a second look at the house. In daylight, and with our energy restored, it is transformed. Around it is not empty bush but a neighbourhood of single-room mud-brick houses sheltered by spreading mango trees. Narrow, dusty footpaths weave among the foliage, and colourful clothes hang drying on lines suspended between the branches.




  A particularly impressive mango, thick of trunk and bushy of leaf, stands before the black iron grille that encloses our veranda. The house is an apricot-coloured bungalow under a pyramidal corrugated tin roof painted in turquoise. Gloria is away at the teaching college saying goodbye, so a neighbour, a lean-faced man in an untucked black shirt who introduces himself as Dickson, comes over to open the padlocked gate for us. As he fumbles with the keys a posse of children gathers around our legs, looking up and greeting us excitedly. ‘Shikamoo,’ they say – the respectful Swahili greeting for your elders, whose literal meaning is, ‘I clasp your feet.’ ‘Marahaba,’ we reply once, before realising when many of the children repeat their greeting that we are expected to reply to each of them individually. A little boy in a torn T-shirt inserts his hand into mine and stands happily holding it. An equally small girl with plaited hair sees this and grasps Ebru’s hand. They chatter among themselves and at Dickson, asking if we are to be the house’s new tenants. When he says we are, a few of them jump with glee.




  The house is suitable for our needs, and while Ebru is taken to the college to meet her students Mary and I return to the hotel, where she has made an appointment with our new landlord. She leaves me at a lakeside table in the garden while she goes to fetch the rental contract. Bees buzz around the table legs. Clumps of foam ooze from tears in the cushions on my bamboo chair. In the shallows, empty now of naked bathers, black and yellow weaver birds flit between two large bushes.




  After some time, two men approach from the direction of the hotel. Both are in their thirties. One of them, of stocky build and with a shaved head and narrow, darting eyes, introduces himself as Mr Masondole. His companion, taller and less confident, is named Renatus. I stand to shake their hands and they take seats on the opposite side of the table.




  Gloria has warned us that Masondole, the landlord, is shifty and unresponsive, and that he will swindle us given the chance. We sit in awkward silence, sizing each other up. The sun has yet to elbow aside the morning clouds. Below the tall trees on one side of the garden, a procession of women and girls carrying tubs of clothes and empty jerrycans makes its way to the lake. The two men confer among themselves in a local language, probably Kikerewe. I am beginning to see what Gloria meant, but when I try to break the ice by asking in Swahili whether they speak English their demeanour changes and they pull their chairs closer to the table. Now they seem interested in talking to me, and pleased, like the people on the ferry, that I know a little of their language. It is as if they have been waiting for me to make the first move, even though it is I who am the foreigner here. We talk about football, the great African icebreaker, and Renatus slaps my hand in solidarity when he learns we support the same English team.


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
A\

P
O/

JOHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
MARK WESTON

THE
SAVIOUR
FISH

LIFE AND DEATH ON AFRICA'S
GREATEST LAKE

“A CHARMING, COMPELLING EXPLORATION
OF LAKE VICTORIA AND ITS PEOPLE"
SIMON ALLISON — MAIL & GUARDIAN





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
EARTH
BOOKS





