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I speak of Africa and golden joys
HENRY IV, Act V, Sc. 3
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BOOK ONE



I

Message from Nungwe

How 18 IT POSSIBLE to bring order out of memory? I should like to begin at the
beginning, patiently, like a weaver at his loom. I should like to say, ‘This is the
place to start; there can be no other.’

But there are a hundred places to start for there are a hundred names —
Mwanza, Serengetti, Nungwe, Molo, Nakuru. There are easily a hundred names,
and I can begin best by choosing one of them — not because it is first nor of any
importance in a wildly adventurous sense, but because here it happens to be,
turned uppermost in my logbook. After all, I am no weaver. Weavers create.
This is remembrance — re-visitation; and names are keys that open corridors no
longer fresh in the mind, but nonetheless familiar in the heart.

So the name shall be Nungwe — as good as any other — entered like this in

the log, lending reality, if not order, to memory:

DATE — 16/6/35
TYPE AIRCRAFT — Avro Avian MARKINGS — VP — KAN
JOURNEY — Nairobi to Nungwe TIME — 3 hrs. 40 mins.

After that comes, PILOT: Self; and REMARKS — of which there were
none. But there might have been.

Nungwe may be dead and forgotten now. It was barely alive when I went
there in 1935. It lay west and south of Nairobi on the southernmost rim of Lake
Victoria Nyanza, no more than a starveling outpost of grubby huts, and that only
because a weary and discouraged prospector one day saw a speck of gold
clinging to the mud on the heel of his boot. He lifted the speck with the tip of his



hunting knife and stared at it until it grew in his imagination from a tiny, rusty
grain to a nugget, and from a nugget to a fabulous stake.

His name eludes the memory, but he was not a secretive man. In a little
while Nungwe, which had been no more than a word, was both a Mecca and a
mirage, so that other adventurers like himself discounted the burning heat of the
country, the malaria, the blackwater, the utter lack of communications except by
foot through forest trails, and went there with shovels and picks and quinine and
tinned food and high hopes, and began to dig.

I never knew what their digging got them, if it got them anything, because,
when I set my small biplane down on the narrow runway they had hacked out of
the bush, it was night and there were fires of oil-soaked rags burning in bent
chunks of tin to guide my landing.

There’s not much to be seen in light like that — some dark upturned faces
impassive and patient, half-raised arms beckoning, the shadow of a dog
slouching between the flares. I remember these things and the men who greeted
me at Nungwe. But I took off again after dawn without learning anything about
the success of their operations or the wealth of their mine.

It wasn’t that they meant to keep those things concealed; it was just that
they had other things to think about that night, and none of them had to do with
gold.

I had been working out of Nairobi as a free-lance pilot with the Muthaiga
Country Club as my headquarters. Even in nineteen-thirty-five it wasn’t easy to
get a plane in East Africa and it was almost impossible to get very far across
country without one. There were roads, of course, leading in a dozen directions
out of Nairobi. They started out boldly enough, but grew narrow and rough after
a few miles and dwindled into the rock-studded hills, or lost themselves in a
morass of red muram mud or black cotton soil, in the flat country and the
valleys. On a map they look sturdy and incapable of deceit, but to have ventured
from Nairobi south toward Machakos or Magadi in anything less formidable

than a moderately powered John Deere tractor was optimistic to the point of



sheer whimsey, and the road to the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, north and west
through Naivasha, called ‘practicable’ in the dry season, had, when I last used it
after a mild rain, an adhesive quality equal to that of the most prized black
treacle. This minor defect, coupled with the fact that thousands of miles of
papyrus swamp and deep desert lie between Naivasha and Khartoum, had been
almost flippantly overlooked by a Government road commission which had
caused the erection, near Naivasha, of an impressive and beautiful signpost

reading:
To JUBA — KHARTOUM — CAIRO —

I have never known whether this questionable encouragement to the casual
traveller was only the result of well-meant wishful thinking or whether some
official cursed with a depraved and sadistic humour had found an outlet for it
after years of repression in a muggy Nairobi office. In any case, there the sign
stood, like a beacon, daring all and sundry to proceed (not even with caution)
toward what was almost sure to be neither Khartoum nor Cairo, but a Slough of
Despond more tangible than, but at least as hopeless as Mr. Bunyan’s.

This was, of course, an exception. The more travelled roads were good and
often paved for a short distance, but once the pavement ended, an aeroplane, if
one were at hand, could save hours of weary toil behind the wheel of a lurching
car — provided the driver were skilful enough to keep it lurching at all. My
plane, though only a two-seater, was busy most of the time in spite of
competition from the then barely budding East African — not to say the full-
blown Wilson — Airways.

Nairobi itself was busy and growing — gateway to a still new country, a
big country, an almost unknown country. In less than thirty years the town had
sprung from a collection of corrugated iron shacks serving the spindly Uganda
Railway to a sprawling welter of British, Boers, Indians, Somalis, Abyssinians,

natives from all over Africa and a dozen other places.



Today its Indian Bazaar alone covers several acres; its hotels, its
government offices, its race-course, and its churches are imposing evidence that
modern times and methods have at last caught up with East Africa. But the core
of it is still raw and hardly softened at all by the weighty hand of British
officialdom. Business goes on, banks flourish, automobiles purr importantly up
and down Government Road, and shop-girls and clerks think, act, and live about
as they do in any modern settlement of thirty-odd thousand in any country
anywhere.

The town lies snugly against the Athi Plains at the foot of the rolling
Kikuyu Hills, looking north to Mount Kenya and south to Kilimanjaro in
Tanganyika. It is a counting house in the wilderness — a place of shillings and
pounds and land sales and trade, extraordinary successes and extraordinary
failures. Its shops sell whatever you need to buy. Farms and coffee plantations
surround it for more than a hundred miles and goods trains and lorries supply its
markets with produce daily.

But what is a hundred miles in a country so big?

Beyond are villages still sleeping in the forests, on the great reservations —
villages peopled with human beings only vaguely aware that the even course of
their racial life may somehow be endangered by the persistent and irresistible
pressure of the White man.

But white men’s wars are fought on the edges of Africa — you can carry a
machine gun three hundred miles inland from the sea and you are still on the
edge of it. Since Carthage, and before, men have hacked and scrabbled for
permanent footholds along the coasts and in the deserts and on the mountains,
and where these footholds have been secured, the right to hold them has been the
cause of endless dispute and bloodshed.

Competitors in conquest have overlooked the vital soul of Africa herself,
from which emanates the true resistance to conquest. The soul is not dead, but
silent, the wisdom not lacking, but of such simplicity as to be counted non-

existent in the tinker’s mind of modern civilization. Africa is of an ancient age



and the blood of many of her peoples is as venerable and as chaste as truth. What
upstart race, sprung from some recent, callow century to arm itself with steel and
boastfulness, can match in purity the blood of a single Masai Murani whose
heritage may have stemmed not far from Eden? It is not the weed that is corrupt;
roots of the weed sucked first life from the genesis of earth and hold the essence
of it still. Always the weed returns; the cultured plant retreats before it. Racial
purity, true aristocracy, devolve not from edict, nor from rote, but from the
preservation of kinship with the elemental forces and purposes of life whose
understanding is not farther beyond the mind of a Native shepherd than beyond
the cultured rumblings of a mortar-board intelligence.

Whatever happens, armies will continue to rumble, colonies may change
masters, and in the face of it all Africa lies, and will lie, like a great, wisely
somnolent giant unmolested by the noisy drum-rolling of bickering empires. It is
not only a land; it is an entity born of one man’s hope and another man’s fancy.

So there are many Africas. There are as many Africas as there are books
about Africa — and as many books about it as you could read in a leisurely
lifetime. Whoever writes a new one can afford a certain complacency in the
knowledge that his is a new picture agreeing with no one else’s, but likely to be
haughtily disagreed with by all those who believe in some other Africa.

Doctor Livingstone’s Africa was a pretty dark one. There have been a lot of
Africas since that, some darker, some bright, most of them full of animals and
pygmies, and a few mildly hysterical about the weather, the jungle, and the trials
of safari.

All of these books, or at least as many of them as I have read, are accurate
in their various portrayals of Africa — not my Africa, perhaps, nor that of an
early settler, nor of a veteran of the Boer War, nor of an American millionaire
who went there and shot zebra and lion, but of an Africa true to each writer of
each book. Being thus all things to all authors, it follows, I suppose, that Africa
must be all things to all readers.

Africa is mystic; it is wild; it is a sweltering inferno; it is a photographer’s



paradise, a hunter’s Valhalla, an escapist’s Utopia. It is what you will, and it
withstands all interpretations. It is the last vestige of a dead world or the cradle
of a shiny new one. To a lot of people, as to myself, it is just ‘home.’ It is all
these things but one thing — it is never dull.

From the time I arrived in British East Africa at the indifferent age of four
and went through the barefoot stage of early youth hunting wild pig with the
Nandi, later training race-horses for a living, and still later scouting Tanganyika
and the waterless bush country between the Tana and Athi Rivers, by aeroplane,
for elephant, I remained so happily provincial I was unable to discuss the
boredom of being alive with any intelligence until I had gone to London and
lived there a year. Boredom, like hookworm, is endemic.

I have lifted my plane from the Nairobi airport for perhaps a thousand
flights and I have never felt her wheels glide from the earth into the air without

knowing the uncertainty and the exhilaration of firstborn adventure.

The call that took me to Nungwe came about one o’clock in the morning
relayed from Muthaiga Country Club to my small cottage in the eucalyptus
grove near-by.

It was a brief message asking that a cylinder of oxygen be flown to the
settlement at once for the treatment of a gold miner near death with a lung
disease. The appeal was signed with a name I had never heard, and I remember
thinking that there was a kind of pathetic optimism about its having been sent at
all, because the only way it could have reached me was through the telegraph
station at Mwanza — itself a hundred miles by Native runner from Nungwe.
During the two or three days the message had been on its way, a man in need of
oxygen must either have died or shown a superhuman determination to live.

So far as I know I was the only professional woman pilot in Africa at that
time. I had no free-lance competition in Kenya, man or woman, and such
messages, or at least others not always so urgent or melancholy, were frequent

enough to keep me occupied most days and far too many nights.



Night flying over charted country by the aid of instruments and radio
guidance can still be a lonely business, but to fly in unbroken darkness without
even the cold companionship of a pair of ear-phones or the knowledge that
somewhere ahead are lights and life and a well-marked airport is something
more than just lonely. It is at times unreal to the point where the existence of
other people seems not even a reasonable probability. The hills, the forests, the
rocks, and the plains are one with the darkness, and the darkness is infinite. The
earth is no more your planet than is a distant star — if a star is shining; the plane
is your planet and you are its sole inhabitant.

Before such a flight it was this anticipation of aloneness more than any
thought of physical danger that used to haunt me a little and make me wonder
sometimes if mine was the most wonderful job in the world after all. I always

concluded that lonely or not it was still free from the curse of boredom.

Under ordinary circumstances I should have been at the aerodrome ready to
take off for Nungwe in less than half an hour, but instead I found myself
confronted with a problem much too difficult to solve while still half asleep and
at one o’clock in the morning. It was one of those problems that seem incapable
of solution — and are; but which, once they have fastened themselves upon you,
can neither be escaped nor ignored.

A pilot, a man named Wood who flew for East African Airways, was down
somewhere on the vast Serengetti Plains and had been missing for two days. To
me and to all of his friends, he was just Woody — a good flier and a likeable
person. He was a familiar figure in Nairobi and, though word of his
disappearance had been slow in finding attention, once it was realized that he
was not simply overdue, but lost, there was a good deal of excitement. Some of
this, I suppose, was no more than the usual public enjoyment of suspense and
melodrama, though there was seldom a scarcity of either in Nairobi.

Where Woody’s misfortune was most sincerely felt, of course, was amongst

those of his own profession. I do not mean pilots alone. Few people realize the



agony and anxiety a conscientious ground engineer can suffer if an aeroplane he
has signed out fails to return. He will not always consider the probability of bad
weather or a possible error of judgement on the part of the pilot, but instead will
torture himself with unanswerable questions about proper wiring, fuel lines,
carburation, valves, and all the hundred and one things he must think about. He
will feel that on this occasion he must surely have overlooked something —
some small but vital adjustment which, because of his neglect, has resulted in the
crash of a plane or the death of a pilot.

All the members of a ground crew, no matter how poorly equipped or how
small the aerodrome on which they work, will share equally the apprehension
and the nervous strain that come with the first hint of mishap.

But whether storm, or engine trouble, or whatever the cause, Woody had
disappeared, and for the past two days I had been droning my plane back and
forth over the Northern Serengetti and half the Masai Reserve without having
sighted so much as a plume of signal smoke or the glint of sunlight on a
crumpled wing.

Anxiety was increasing, even changing to gloom, and I had expected to take
off again at sunrise to continue the search; but here suddenly was the message
from Nungwe.

For all professional pilots there exists a kind of guild, without charter and
without by-laws. It demands no requirements for inclusion save an
understanding of the wind, the compass, the rudder, and fair fellowship. It is a
camaraderie sans sentiment of the kind that men who once sailed uncharted seas
in wooden ships must have known and lived by.

I was my own employer, my own pilot, and as often as not my own ground
engineer as well. As such I might easily, perhaps even justifiably, have refused
the flight to Nungwe, arguing that the rescue of the lost pilot was more important
— as, to me, it was. But there was a tinge of personal sympathy about such
reasoning that weakened conviction, and Woody, whom I knew so little and yet

so well that I never bothered to remember his full name any more than most of



his friends did, would have been quick to reject a decision that favoured him at
the expense of an unknown miner choking his lungs out in the soggy
swamplands of Victoria Nyanza.

In the end I telephoned the Nairobi Hospital, made sure that the oxygen
would be ready, and prepared to fly south.

Three hundred and fifty miles can be no distance in a plane, or it can be
from where you are to the end of the earth. It depends on so many things. If it is
night, it depends on the depth of the darkness and the height of the clouds, the
speed of the wind, the stars, the fullness of the moon. It depends on you, if you
fly alone — not only on your ability to steer your course or to keep your altitude,
but upon the things that live in your mind while you swing suspended between
the earth and the silent sky. Some of those things take root and are with you long
after the flight itself is a memory, but, if your course was over any part of Africa,
even the memory will remain strong.

When, much later than Nungwe or Tripoli or Zanzibar, or any of the remote
and sometimes outlandish places I have flown to, I crossed the North Atlantic,
east to west, there were headlines, fanfare, and, for me, many sleepless nights. A
generous American press found that flight spectacular and what is spectacular is
news.

But to leave Nairobi and arrive at Nungwe is not spectacular. It is not news.
It is only a little hop from here to there, and to one who does not know the plains
of Africa, its swamps, its night sounds and its night silences, such a flight is not
only unspectacular, but perhaps tedious as well. Only not to me, for Africa was
the breath and life of my childhood.

It is still the host of all my darkest fears, the cradle of mysteries always
intriguing, but never wholly solved. It is the remembrance of sunlight and green
hills, cool water and the yellow warmth of bright mornings. It is as ruthless as
any sea, more uncompromising than its own deserts. It is without temperance in
its harshness or in its favours. It yields nothing, offering much to men of all

races.



But the soul of Africa, its integrity, the slow inexorable pulse of its life, is
its own and of such singular rhythm that no outsider, unless steeped from
childhood in its endless, even beat, can ever hope to experience it, except only as
a bystander might experience a Masai war dance knowing nothing of its music

nor the meaning of its steps.

So I am off to Nungwe — a silly word, a silly place. A place of small hopes
and small successes, buried like the inconsequential treasure of an imaginative
miser, out of bounds and out of most men’s wanting — below the Mau
Escarpment, below the Speke Gulf, below the unsurveyed stretches of the
Western Province.

Oxygen to a sick miner. But this flight is not heroic. It is not even romantic.
It is a job of work, a job to be done at an uncomfortable hour with sleep in my

eyes and half a grumble on my lips.

Arab Ruta calls contact and swings the propeller.

Arab Ruta is a Nandi, anthropologically a member of a Nilotic tribe,
humanly a member of a smaller tribe, a more elect tribe, the tribe composed of
those too few, precisely sensitive, but altogether indomitable individuals
contributed sparingly by each race, exclusively by none.

He is of the tribe that observes with equal respect the soft voice and the
hardened hand, the fullness of a flower, the quick finality of death. His is the
laughter of a free man happy at his work, a strong man with lust for living. He is
not black. His skin holds the sheen and warmth of used copper. His eyes are dark
and wide-spaced, his nose full-boned and capable of arrogance.

He is arrogant now, swinging the propeller, laying his lean hands on the
curved wood, feeling an exultant kinship in the coiled resistance to his thrust.

He swings hard. A splutter, a strangled cough from the engine like the
premature stirring of a sleep-slugged labourer. In the cockpit I push gently on the

throttle, easing it forward, rousing the motor, feeding it, soothing it.



Arab Ruta moves the wooden chocks from the wheels and steps backward
away from the wing. Fitful splashes of crimson light from crude-oil torches set
round the field stain the dark cloth of the African night and play upon his alert,
high-boned face. He raises his hand and I nod as the propeller, whirring itself
into invisibility, pulls the plane forward, past him.

I leave him no instructions, no orders. When I return he will be there. It is
an understanding of many years — a wordless understanding from the days
when Arab Ruta first came into my father’s service on the farm at Njoro. He will
be there, as a servant, as a friend — waiting.

I peer ahead along the narrow muram runway. I gather speed meeting the
wind, using the wind.

A high wire fence surrounds the aerodrome — a wire fence and then a deep
ditch. Where is there another aerodrome fenced against wild animals? Zebra,
wildebeest, giraffe, eland — at night they lurk about the tall barrier staring with
curious wild eyes into the flat field, feeling cheated.

They are well out of it, for themselves and for me. It would be a hard fate to
go down in the memory of one’s friends as having been tripped up by a
wandering zebra. ‘Tried to take off and hit a zebra!’ It lacks even the dignity of
crashing into an anthill.

Watch the fence. Watch the flares. I watch both and take off into the night.

Ahead of me lies a land that is unknown to the rest of the world and only
vaguely known to the African — a strange mixture of grasslands, scrub, desert
sand like long waves of the southern ocean. Forest, still water, and age-old
mountains, stark and grim like mountains of the moon. Salt lakes, and rivers that
have no water. Swamps. Badlands. Land without life. Land teeming with life —
all of the dusty past, all of the future.

The air takes me into its realm. Night envelops me entirely, leaving me out
of touch with the earth, leaving me within this small moving world of my own,
living in space with the stars.

My plane is a light one, a two-seater with her registration letters, VP-KAN,



painted boldly on her turquoise-blue fuselage in silver.

In the daytime she is a small gay complement to the airy blue of the sky,
like a bright fish under the surface of a clear sea. In darkness such as this she is
no more than a passing murmur, a soft, incongruous murmur above the earth.

With such registration letters as hers, it requires of my friends no great
imagination or humour to speak of her always as just ‘the Kan’ — and the Kan
she is, even to me. But this is not libel, for such nicknames are born out of love.

To me she is alive and to me she speaks. I feel through the soles of my feet
on the rudder-bar the willing strain and flex of her muscles. The resonant,
guttural voice of her exhausts has a timbre more articulate than wood and steel,
more vibrant than wires and sparks and pounding pistons.

She speaks to me now, saying the wind is right, the night is fair, the effort
asked of her well within her powers.

I fly swiftly. I fly high — south-southwest, over the Ngong Hills. I am
relaxed. My right hand rests upon the stick in easy communication with the will
and the way of the plane. I sit in the rear, the front cockpit filled with the heavy
tank of oxygen strapped upright in the seat, its round stiff dome foolishly
reminding me of the poised rigidity of a passenger on first flight.

The wind in the wires is like the tearing of soft silk under the blended drone
of engine and propeller. Time and distance together slip smoothly past the tips of
my wings without sound, without return, as I peer downward over the night-
shadowed hollows of the Rift Valley and wonder if Woody, the lost pilot, could
be there, a small human pinpoint of hope and of hopelessness listening to the

low, unconcerned song of the Avian — flying elsewhere.



II1 Men with Blackwater Die

THERE IS A FEELING of absolute finality about the end of a flight through darkness.
The whole scheme of things with which you have lived acutely, during hours of
roaring sound in an element altogether detached from the world, ceases abruptly.
The plane noses groundward, the wings strain to the firmer cushion of
earthbound air, wheels touch, and the engine sighs into silence. The dream of
flight is suddenly gone before the mundane realities of growing grass and
swirling dust, the slow plodding of men and the enduring patience of rooted
trees. Freedom escapes you again, and wings that were a moment ago no less
than an eagle’s, and swifter, are metal and wood once more, inert and heavy.

The clearing at Nungwe blinked into my horizon about half an hour before
dawn. At a thousand feet the wavering crude-oil torches outlined no more than a
narrow runway — a thin scar on the vast sprawled body of the wilderness.

I circled once, watching the flares yield to the rising wind, gauging the
direction of its flow. Shadows that were made by moving men criss-crossed the
clearing, shifted, changed design, and became immobile.

A gentle pull on the throttle eased the motor to an effortless hum. I held the
nose of the Avian on the beacons until the earth sped under her, and the wheels,
reaching for solid ground, swept her onto the runway in a maelstrom of dust and
flickering orange light. I cut the engine, relaxed in the seat, and adjusted my ears
to the emptiness of silence.

The air was heavy, with life gone out of it. Men’s voices came from across
the runway, sounding, after the deep drone of the plane, like the thin bleating of
reed pipes or like the fluted whispers of a bamboo forest.

I climbed out of the cockpit and watched a band of dim figures approach
before the dancing flares. By the manner of their walk and by their clothes, I

could see that most of them were black — Kavirondo, bulky-thighed in their



half-nakedness, following two white men who moved with quicker, more eager
steps over the clearing.

Somewhere an ancient automobile engine roared into life, its worn pistons
and bearings hammering like drumbeats. Hot night wind stalked through the
thorn trees and leleshwa that surrounded the clearing. It bore the odour of
swampland, the smell of Lake Victoria, the breath of weeds and sultry plains and
tangled bush. It whipped at the oil flares and snatched at the surfaces of the
Avian. But there was loneliness in it and aimlessness, as if its passing were only
a sterile duty lacking even the beneficent promise of rain.

Leaning against the fuselage, I watched the face of a short, chunky man
loom gradually larger until it was framed before me in the uncertain light. It was
a flabby face under a patch of greying hair and it held two brown eyes that
seemed trapped in a spider web of weary lines.

Its owner smiled and held out his hand and I took it.

‘I am the doctor,’ he said; ‘I sent the message.” He jerked his head toward
the other white man at his elbow. ‘This is Ebert. Ask him for anything you need
— tea, food, whatever you want. It won’t be good, but you’re welcome to it.’

Before I could answer, he turned away, mumbling as he went about
sickness, and the time of night, and the slowness of the box-body Ford now
lurching across the runway to pick up the oxygen. In his wake followed half a
dozen Kavirondo, any one of them big enough to lift the little doctor off the
ground and carry him, like a small goat, under one arm. Instead they slouched
dutifully behind at a distance I thought must have been kept so precisely
unaltered out of simple fear and honest respect, blended to perfection.

“You’'re early,” Ebert said; ‘you made good time.’

He was tall and angular in a grey, work-stained shirt and loose corduroy
trousers patched many times. He spoke apologetically as if, as a visitor from the
remote and glamorous civilization of Nairobi, I might find my reception
somehow less than I had the right to expect.

“We fixed the runway,’ he said, ‘as well as we could.’



I nodded, looking into a lean-boned, sun-beaten face.

‘It’s a good job,’ I assured him — ‘better than I had hoped for.’

‘And we rigged up a windsock.” He swung his arm in the direction of a
slender pole whose base was surrounded by half a dozen flares. At the top of the
pole hung a limp cylinder of cheap, white ‘Americani’ cloth looking a bit like an
amputated pajama leg.

In such a breeze the cylinder ought to have been fully extended, but instead,
and in defiance of the simplest laws of physics, it only dangled in shameless
indifference to both the strength of the wind and its direction.

Moving closer, I saw the lower end had been sewn as tightly shut as needle
and thread could make it, so that, as an instrument intended to indicate wind
tendency, it was rather less efficient than a pair of whole pajamas might have
been.

I explained this technical error of design to Ebert and, in the half-light of
the oil torches, had the satisfaction of seeing his face relax into what I suspected
was his first smile in a long, long time.

‘It was the word “sock,” ’ he said, ‘that confused us. We couldn’t imagine a
proper sock with a hole in its toe — not even a windsock!”’

With the help of the little doctor who had lapsed into preoccupied silence,
we unstrapped the oxygen tank, lifted it from the front cockpit, and set it on the
ground. It was not terribly heavy, but the Kavirondo who gaily picked it up and
walked with it toward the Ford, bore the thick metal cylinder as if it had been no
more than a light bedroll.

It is this combination of physical strength and willingness to work that has
made the Kavirondo the most tractable and dependable source of labour in East
Africa.

From the loose confines of their native territory, which originally stretched
south from Mount Elgon along the eastern shores of Victoria Nyanza for two
hundred miles or so, they have wandered in all directions, mingling and working

and laughing until what was once an obscure and timid tribe is now so



ubiquitous as to cause the unobservant traveller in East Africa to suspect all
natives are Kavirondo. This misconception is harmless enough in itself, but is
best left unrevealed in the presence of such fire-eaters as the Nandi, the Somali,
or the Masai, the racial vanity of any one of whom is hardly less than that of the
proudest proud Englishman.

The Kavirondo, though not racially conscious, is at least conscious of being
alive and finds endless pleasure in that cheerful realization alone. He is the
porter of Africa, the man-of-all-work, the happy-go-lucky buffoon. To the
charge of other and sterner tribes that he is not only uncircumcised, but that he
eats dead meat without much concern about the manner of its killing, he is
blandly indifferent. His resistance to White infiltration is, at best, passive, but,
consisting as it does of the simple stratagem of eating heartily and breeding
profusely, it may one day be found formidable enough.

My cargo of oxygen having been unloaded, I watched a group of these
massive and powerful men gather round my plane, eyeing her trim lines with
flattering curiosity. One of the largest of the lot, having stared at her with gaping
mouth for a full minute, suddenly leaned back on his heels and roared with
laughter that must have put the nearest hyena to shame if not to flight.

When I asked him, in Swahili, to explain the joke, he looked profoundly
hurt. There wasn’t any joke, he said. It was just that the plane was so smooth and
her wings so strong that it made him want to laugh!

I couldn’t help wondering what Africa would have been like if such
physique as these Kavirondo had were coupled with equal intelligence — or
perhaps I should say with cunning equal to that of their white brethren.

I suppose in that case the road to Nungwe would be wide and handsome
and lined with filling stations, and the shores of Lake Victoria would be dotted
with pleasure resorts linked to Nairobi and the coast by competitive railways
probably advertising themselves as the Kavirondo or Kikuyu Lines. The
undeveloped and ‘savage’ country would be transformed from a wasteland to a

paradise of suburban homes and quaint bathing cabanas and popular beaches, all



redolent, on hot days, of the subtle aroma of European culture. But the essence
of progress is time, and we can only wait.

According to my still apologetic host, Ebert, the little doctor would have to
drive at least an hour before reaching the actual Nungwe mine site where his
patient lay in a grass hut, too sick to be moved.

“The doc’s tried everything,” Ebert said, as we listened to the splutter of the
disappearing Ford — ‘diet, medicine, even witchcraft, I think; now the oxygen.
The sick chap’s a gold miner. Lungs gone. Weak heart. He’s still alive, but for
God knows how long. They keep coming out here and they keep dying. There’s
gold all right, but it’ll never be a boom town — except for undertakers.’

There seemed to be no answer to this gloomy prediction, but I noticed that
at least Ebert had made it with something that resembled a sour smile. I thought
of Woody again and wondered if there could be even a remote hope of finding
him on the way back to Nairobi. Perhaps not, but I made up my mind to leave as
soon as I could gracefully get away.

I saw to it that the Avian was safe on the runway, and then, with Ebert,
walked toward the settlement past the rows of oil flares, pink and impotent now
in the early dawn.

Grey blades of light sliced at the darkness and within a few moments I
could see the mining camp in all its bleak and somehow courageous isolation —
a handful of thatched huts, a tangle of worn machinery, a storehouse of
corrugated iron. Dogs, hollow-bellied and dispirited, sprawled in the dust, and
behind the twisted arms of the surrounding thorn trees the country lay like an
abandoned theatrical backdrop, tarnished and yellow.

I saw no women, no children. Here under the equatorial sun of Africa was a
spot without human warmth, a community without even laughter.

Ebert led me through the door of one of the largest huts and promised tea,
remarking hopefully that I might not find it too bad, since, only eight months
ago, his store had been replenished from the stock of a Hindu shop in Kisumu.

He disappeared through an exit at the rear of the room and I leaned back in



a chair and looked around me.

A hurricane lamp with a cracked, soot-smeared chimney still spluttered in
the centre of a long plank that served as a table and was supported by two up-
ended barrels on an earthen floor. Behind the plank were shelves sprinkled with
tins of bully beef, vegetables and soup, mostly of American concoction. Several
old copies of Punch were stacked at one end of the plank and, on the seat of the
chair opposite mine, was an issue of the Illustrated London News dated October,
1929.

There was a radio, but it must have been voiceless for many months —
tubes, wires, condenser, and dial, all bearing the marks of frequent and
apparently futile renovation, lay in a hopeless mass on the top of a packing-crate
marked: VIA MOMBASA.

I saw jars of black sand that must have contained gold, or hopes of it, and
other jars labelled with cryptic figures that meant nothing to me, but were in any
case empty. A blueprint clung to one of the walls and a spider, descending from
the thatch overhead, contemplated the neatly drawn lines and figures and
returned to its geometrically perfect web, unimpressed.

I stood up and walked to the window. It was no bigger than a small tea-tray
and its lower half was battened with corrugated iron. In the path of the rising
sun, scattered bush, and tufts of grass lay a network of shadows over the earth,
and, where these were thickest, I saw a single jackal forage expectantly in a
mound of filth.

I returned to the chair feeling depressed and a little apprehensive. I began to
think about Woody again — or at least to wonder, since there was really nothing
to think about.

The sight of the jackal had brought to mind the scarcely comforting
speculation that in Africa there is never any waste. Death particularly is never
wasted. What the lion leaves, the hyena feasts upon and what scraps remain are
morsels for the jackal, the vulture, or even the consuming sun.

I dug in the pockets of my flying overalls for a cigarette, lit it, and tried to



shake off a wave of sleepiness. It was a futile effort, but a moment later Ebert
returned carrying the tea-things on a tray and I was able to keep my eyes open,
watching him move. I noticed that his face had become sombre again and
thoughtful as if, during the time he had been out of the room, an old worry, or
perhaps a new one, had begun to brew in his mind.

He set the tray on the long plank and groped for a tin of biscuits on a shelf.
Sunlight, full-bodied and strong, had begun to warm the drab colours of the hut
and I reached over and blew out the flame of the hurricane lamp.

“You’ve heard of blackwater,’ Ebert said suddenly.

I straightened in my chair and for want of an ashtray ground my cigarette
out with my foot on the earthen floor. My memory shuttled backward to the days
of my childhood on the farm at Njoro — days when the words malaria and
blackwater had first become mingled in my consciousness with Goanese or
Indian doctors who arrived too late, rumours of plague on the lips of frightened
Natives, death, and hushed burial before dawn in the cedar forest that bounded
our posho mill and paddocks.

They were dark days heavy-scented with gloom. All the petty joys of early
youth, the games, the friendships with the Nandi totos lost their lustre. Time
became a weight that would not be moved until the bodies themselves had been
moved and grass roots had found the new earth of the graves, and the women
had cleaned the vacant huts of the dead and you could see the sun again.

‘One of our men,” Ebert said, handing me a cup of tea, ‘is down with
blackwater. The chap you brought the oxygen for has a bare chance, but this one
hasn’t. Nothing the doc can do — and you can’t move a man with blackwater.’

‘No.’ I put the cup back on the long plank and remembered that people with
blackwater always die if they are moved, and nearly always die if they are left
alone.

‘I’'m terribly sorry,’ I said.

There must have been other things to say, but I couldn’t think of them. All I

could think of was the time I had moved a blackwater patient from Masongaleni



in the elephant country to the hospital at Nairobi.

I never knew afterward for how many hours of that journey I had flown
with a corpse for company because, when I landed, the man was quite dead.

‘If there’s anything I can do ...?’ It seems impossible not to be trite on such
occasions. The old useless phrases are the only dependable ones — ‘terribly
sorry,” and, ‘if there’s anything I cando ...’

‘He’d like to talk to you,” Ebert said. ‘He heard the plane come in. I told
him I thought you might spend the day here and take off tomorrow morning. He
may not last that long, but he wants to talk to someone from the outside and
none of us in Nungwe has been to Nairobi in over a year.’

I stood up, forgetting my tea. ‘I’ll talk to him, of course. But I can’t stay.
There’s a pilot down somewhere in the Serengetti ...’

‘Oh.” Ebert looked disappointed, and I knew from his expression that he, as
well as the sick man, was lonely for news of the ‘outside’ — news of Nairobi.
And in Nairobi people only wanted news of London.

Wherever you are, it seems, you must have news of some other place, some
bigger place, so that a man on his deathbed in the swamplands of Victoria
Nyanza is more interested in what has lately happened in this life than in what
may happen in the next. It is really this that makes death so hard — curiosity
unsatisfied.

But if contempt for death is correctly interpreted as courage, then Ebert’s
dying friend was a courageous man.

He lay on a camp bed under a thin, sticky blanket and he had no
recognizable face. What the Egyptians had done with chemicals to dead bodies,
malaria and the subsequent blackwater had done to him.

I have seen baskets of raw animal skin stretched over sticks and left to dry
in the sun, and these baskets were no more empty or fleshless than the half
corpse Ebert presented to me in the darkened hut.

It was a tiny hut with the usual single window blocked with corrugated iron,

the usual thatched roof, old and dropping its leaves like a rotted tree, and the



usual earthen floor paved with burnt matchsticks, paper, and shreds of tobacco.

There never seems to be any reason for filth, but there are occasions, like
this one, where it would be hard to find a reason for cleanliness. ‘Poverty,” an
old proverb says, ‘is not a disgrace, but a great swinishness.” Here was poverty
— poverty of women to help, poverty of hope, and even of life. For all I knew
there might have been handfuls of gold buried in that hut, but if there were, it
was the poorest comfort of all.

The sick man’s name was Bergner — a Dutchman, perhaps, or a German.
Not English, I thought, though whatever racial characteristics had once
distinguished him were now lost in the almost Gothic contours of his shrunken
head.

His eyes alone appeared to live. They were enormous, seeming to move in
their sockets independently of the body they served. But they stared at me from
the bed with something that was at least interest and might almost have been
humour. They seemed to say, ‘This is a hell of a way to receive a young lady just
in from Nairobi — but you see how things are!’

I smiled, a little wanly, I think, and then turned to Ebert — or at least to the
spot where he had been. With dexterity that might have done credit to the most
accomplished Indian fakir, Ebert had vanished, leaving me alone with Bergner.

For a moment I stood in the centre of the room experiencing, in spite of
myself, some of the trepidation one might feel hearing the door of a burial vault
close on one’s back.

The comparison seems exaggerated now, but the truth is that all my life I
have had an abhorrence of disease amounting almost to a phobia.

There is no reason in this; it is not fear of infection, because Africa has
accorded me my full share of malaria and other illnesses, from time to time,
along with a kind of compensating philosophy with which to endure them. My
phobia is an unaccountable physical repulsion from persons who are sick rather
than from sickness itself.

Certain people are repelled even by the thought of snakes and I can only



compare my feeling toward the aspect of unhealthiness to this — mambas,
pythons, puff-adders, and some of their brethren have frequently popped into my
life either on treks through the forests or during elephant hunts, or when, as a
child, I wandered in the bush seeking small adventure. But while I have learned
to avoid snakes and have even, I think, developed a sixth sense for the purpose, I
feel I could, if necessary, still face a mamba with greater calm than I can face a
human being swathed in the sickly-sweet atmosphere of disease and impending
death.

Here in this hut, at the side of a strange, bedridden man, I had to fight back
an impulse to throw open the door and bolt across the runway into the protecting
cockpit of my plane. Coupled with this was the realization that each moment the
sun rose higher, the day grew hotter, and if Woody were by some miracle still
alive, an hour or so more of delay on my part could result in a tragedy that would
not be less because of the comfort Bergner might find in my visit.

Somewhere, just beyond Nungwe, the little doctor must at that moment
have been pouring oxygen into the lungs of another man, if that man were still
alive.

Death, or at least the shadow that precedes him, seemed to have stalked far
and wide that morning.

I pulled up a chair and sat in it near the head of Bergner’s bed and tried to
think of something to say, but he spoke first.

His voice was soft and controlled, and very tired.

“You don’t mind being here, I hope,’ he said. ‘It’s been four years since I
left Nairobi, and there haven’t been many letters.” He ran the tip of his tongue
over his lips and attempted a smile. ‘People forget,” he added. ‘It’s easy for a
whole group of people to forget just one, but if you’re very long in a place like
this you remember everybody you ever met. You even worry about people you
never liked; you get nostalgic about your enemies. It’s all something to think
about and it all helps.’

I nodded, watching little beads of sweat swell on his forehead. He was



feverish, and I couldn’t help wondering how long it would be before the
inevitable delirium overtook him another time.

I don’t know what the scientific term for blackwater is, but the name those
who have lived in Africa call it by is apt enough.

A man can be riddled with malaria for years on end, with its chills and its
fevers and its nightmares, but, if one day he sees that the water from his kidneys
is black, he knows he will not leave that place again, wherever he is, or wherever
he hoped to be. He knows that there will be days ahead, long, tedious days which
have no real beginning or ending, but which run together into night and out of it
without changing colour, or sound, or meaning. He will lie in his bed feeling the
minutes and the hours pass through his body like an endless ribbon of pain
because time becomes pain then. Light and darkness become pain; all his senses
exist only to receive it, to transmit to his mind again and again, with ceaseless
repetition, the simple fact that now he is dying.

The man on the bed was dying like that. He wanted to talk because it is
possible to forget yourself if you talk, but not if you only lie and think.

‘Hastings,’ he said. “You must know Carl Hastings. He was a White Hunter
for a while and then he settled down on a coffee plantation west of Ngong. I
wonder if he ever married?’ He used to say he never would, but nobody believed
him.’

‘He did, though,’ I said. It was a name I had never heard, but it seemed a
small enough gesture to lie about a nebulous Carl Hastings — even, if necessary,
to give him a wife.

In the four years Bergner had been away, the town of Nairobi had swelled
and burst like a ripe seedpod. It was no longer so comfortably small that every
inhabitant was a neighbour, or every name that of a friend.

‘I thought you knew him,” Bergner said; ‘everybody knows Carl. And when
you see him you can tell him he owes me five pounds. It’s on a bet we made one
Christmas in Mombasa. He bet he’d never get married — not in Africa, anyway.

He said you could boast about living in a man’s country, but you couldn’t expect



to find a marriageable woman in it!’

‘I’11 tell him about it,” I said; ‘he can send it by way of Kisumu.’

“That’s right, by way of Kisumu.’

Bergner closed his eyes and let a tremor of pain shake his body under the
flimsy blanket. He was like a storm-trapped man who seeks shelter in the niche
of a wall from a passing fury of wind and then hurries on until the next blast
drives him to cover again.

“There’s Phillips,” he said, ‘and Tom Krausmeyer at the Stanley Hotel.
You’ll know them both — and Joe Morley. There are a number of people I want
to ask you about, but there’s lots of time. Ebert said you’d be staying over. When
I heard your plane I almost prayed that you’d had a flat tire or whatever you
have in planes — anything to see a new face and hear a new voice. It isn’t
considerate, but you get that way living in a hole like this — or dying in it.’

“You don’t have to die in it. You’ll get well and then I’ll come back and fly
you to Nairobi.’

‘Or even to London.” Bergner smiled. ‘After that we might try Paris, Berlin,
Buenos Aires, and New York. My future looks brighter and brighter.’

“You forgot Hollywood.’

‘No. I just thought it was too much to hope for all in one breath.’

I noticed that, in spite of his spirit and his courage, his voice had grown thin
and less certain of its strength. He was holding himself together by sheer power
of will and the effort made the atmosphere of the hut strained and tense.

“You are staying over, then?’ He put the question with sudden urgency.

I didn’t know how to explain that I had to leave. I had a feeling that he
wouldn’t have believed my reason; that with the quick suspicion of the insane
and the very sick, he would have thought I was only trying to escape.

I mumbled something about how nice it would be to stay, and that I would,
for a while, but that there were other things — a pilot down, the Avian to be
refuelled ...

I don’t suppose he heard any of it. He started to sweat again and his legs



jerked under the blanket. A fleck of spittle formed on his lips and he began to
talk in meaningless garbled words.

I couldn’t understand all of what he said, but even in delirium he was
neither sobbing nor complaining very much. He mumbled only about small
things, people he had known, places in Africa, and once he mentioned Carl
Hastings and Nairobi together in an almost intelligible sentence. I had come
closer to the bed and leaned down over it, feeling a wave of sickness in my own
body. Trying to quiet him, I talked, but it was a wasted effort. He caught his
hands in the loose folds of my flying clothes, tearing at the fabric pulling himself
upward from the bed.

I wanted to call out for Ebert, for anyone. But I couldn’t say anything and
no one would have heard, so I stood there with my hands on Bergner’s shoulders
feeling the tremor of his muscles pass through my fingertips and hearing the rest
of his life run out in a stream of little words carrying no meaning, bearing no
secrets — or perhaps he had none.

I left him at last and tiptoed through the door of the hut, closing it quickly
behind me.

Bergner may have lived for a while after that, and it may be that the other
man for whom the little doctor ordered the oxygen is still mining gold at
Nungwe. But I never went back there again and so I never knew.

Years later, I did meet a man named Carl Hastings at one of those cocktail
parties where both the people and the conversation pass out of your life and
memory by dinner-time.

“There was a man named Bergner,’ I began, ‘a friend of yours ...’

Mr. Hastings, who was tall and swart and tailored smoothly, raised his glass
and frowned over the edge of it.

“You mean Barnard,’ he said, ‘Ralph Barnard.’

‘No.” I shook my head. ‘It’s Bergner all right. You must remember —
Christmas at Mombasa, some kind of bet about getting married? I saw him down

at Nungwe and he told me about it.’



‘Hmmm.” Mr. Hastings pursed his lips and thought hard. ‘It’s a funny thing
about people,’ he said, ‘a very funny thing. You meet so many and remember so
few. Now take this chap you’re talking about ... Barker did you say his name
was ...?’

There was a tray of cocktails near my elbow, so I reached over and took
one.

‘Cheers,’ said Mr. Hastings.

I took a sip of the drink, remembering my take-off from Nungwe, seeing it
once more, clearly, in all its detail.

There were Kavirondo helping with the fuel tins, there was Ebert still
apologetic, and still a bit disappointed — and there was the bedraggled
windsock, with its toe still sealed shut, hanging from its mast like the pathetic
flag of a domain so small that nobody could ever take it seriously.

Beyond that there was wind enough and too much sun and the lusty song of
the plane. In a little while there was the Speke Gulf, deep as the sky and just as
blue. And, after that, the Serengetti Plains.



111
The Stamp of Wilderness

THE SERENGETTI PLAINS SPREAD from Lake Nyaraza, in Tanganyika, northward
beyond the lower boundaries of Kenya Colony. They are the great sanctuary of
the Masai People and they harbour more wild game than any similar territory in
all of East Africa. In the season of drought they are as dry and tawny as the coats
of the lion that prowl them, and during the rains they provide the benison of soft
grass to all the animals in a child’s picture book.

They are endless and they are empty, but they are as warm with life as the
waters of a tropic sea. They are webbed with the paths of eland and wildebeest
and Thompson’s gazelle and their hollows and wvalleys are trampled by
thousands of zebra. I have seen a herd of buffalo invade the pastures under the
occasional thorn tree groves and, now and then, the whimsically fashioned figure
of a plodding rhino has moved along the horizon like a grey boulder come to life
and adventure bound. There are no roads. There are no villages, no towns, no
telegraph. There is nothing, as far as you can see, or walk, or ride, except grass
and rocks and a few trees and the animals that live there.

Years ago one of the banking Rothschilds on a hunting trip led by Captain
George Wood, now aide-de-camp to His Royal Highness, the Duke of Windsor,
pitched his tents in the Serengetti Plains near a huge pile of these rocks where
there was protection from the wind and where there was water.

Since then countless hunting parties on safari have stopped there, and
Rothschild’s Camp is still a landmark and a kind of haven for hunters who,
coming so far, have for a while at least locked the comforts of the other world
behind them.



There is no landing field at Rothschild’s Camp, but there is a patch of
ground flat enough to receive a plane if the wind is right and the pilot careful.

I have landed there often and usually I have seen lion in the path of my
glide to earth. Sometimes they have moved like strolling dogs, indifferent and
unhurried, or, upon occasion, they have taken time to pause and sit on their
haunches, in cosy groups — males, females and cubs staring at the Avian with
about the same expression one finds in the gold-framed family portraits of the
Mauve Decade.

I do not suggest that the lion of the Serengetti have become so blasé about
the modern explorer’s motion-picture camera that their posing has already
become a kind of Hollywoodian habit. But many of them have so often been
bribed with fresh-killed zebra or other delicacies that it is sometimes possible to
advance with photographic equipment to within thirty or forty yards of them if
the approach is made in an automobile.

To venture that close on foot, however, would mean the sudden shattering
of any kindly belief that the similarity of the lion and the pussy cat goes much
beyond their whiskers. But then, since men still live by the sword, it is a little
optimistic to expect the lion to withdraw his claws, handicapped as he is by his
inability to read our better effusions about the immorality of bloodshed.

On the way from Nungwe I flew toward Rothschild’s Camp because the
spot was on Woody’s route on his flight from Shinyaga in Western Tanganyika
to Nairobi and I knew that, whether alive or dead, he would not be found far off
his course.

He was flying a German Klemm monoplane equipped with a ninety-five
horsepower British Pobjoy motor. If this combination had any virtue in such vast
and unpredictable country, it was that the extraordinary wingspan of the plane
allowed for long gliding range and slow landing speed.

Swiftness, distance, and the ability to withstand rough weather were, none
of them, merits of the Klemm. Neither the plane nor the engine it carried was

designed for more than casual flying over well-inhabited, carefully charted



country, and its use by East African Airways for both transport and messenger
service seemed to us in Kenya, who flew for a living, to indicate a somewhat
reckless persistence in the pioneer tradition.

The available aviation maps of Africa in use at that time all bore the
cartographer’s scale mark, ‘1/2,000,000° — one over two million. An inch on the
map was about thirty-two miles in the air, as compared to the flying maps of
Europe on which one inch represented no more than four air miles.

Moreover, it seemed that the printers of the African maps had a slightly
malicious habit of including, in large letters, the names of towns, junctions, and
villages which, while most of them did exist in fact, as a group of thatched huts
may exist or a water hole, they were usually so inconsequential as completely to
escape discovery from the cockpit.

Beyond this, it was even more disconcerting to examine your charts before
a proposed flight only to find that in many cases the bulk of the terrain over
which you had to fly was bluntly marked: ‘UNSURVEYED.’

It was as if the mapmakers had said, ‘We are aware that between this spot
and that one, there are several hundred thousands of acres, but until you make a
forced landing there, we won’t know whether it is mud, desert, or jungle — and
the chances are we won’t know then!”

All this, together with the fact that there was no radio, nor any system
designed to check planes in and out of their points of contact, made it essential
for a pilot either to develop his intuitive sense to the highest degree or to adopt a
fatalistic philosophy toward life. Most of the airmen I knew in Africa at that time
managed to do both.

Flying up from Nungwe on my hunt for Woody, I had clear weather and
unlimited visibility. I stayed at an altitude of about five thousand feet to give me
the broadest possible scope of clear vision, and zigzagged on my course.

From the open cockpit I could see straight ahead, or peer backward and
down, past the silver wings. The Serengetti lay beneath me like a bowl whose

edges were the ends of the earth. It was a bowl full of hot vapours that rose



upward in visible waves and exerted physical pressure against the Avian, lifting
her, as heat from a smouldering fire lifts a flake of ash.

Time after time a rock, or a shadow, aided by my imagination, assumed the
shape of a crumpled plane or a mass of twisted metal, and I would bank and
swing lower and lower over the suspected object until its outlines were sharp and
clear — and disappointing again. Every foreign speck in the landscape became a
Klemm monoplane come to grief, and every wind-inspired movement of a
branch or a clump of bush was, for an instant, the excited signalling of a
stranded man.

About noon I reached Rothschild’s Camp and circled over it. But there was
no activity, no life — not even the compact, slow-moving silhouette of a lion.
There was nothing but the distinguishing formation of high, grey rocks piled
against each other, jutting from the earth like the weather-worn ruins of a desert
cathedral.

I swung north and east with the sun straight above me spilling midday heat
on the plain.

By two o’clock in the afternoon I had covered the district around the Uaso
Nyiro River which flows south past the soda basins of Magadi and on to Lake
Natron.

The country here, except for the narrow valley of the river, is an undulating
waste of stark ridges like the surface of water sketched in chalk. Not only an
aeroplane, but even so small a thing as a pilot’s helmet would be visible against
the white crust. But there was neither aeroplane nor pilot’s helmet. There was
hardly a shadow, except my own.

I continued north, feeling a growing urge to sleep, but not really from
exhaustion. The thing that contributes most to the loneliness of flying in such
empty country for hours on end is the absence of smoke on the horizon. A spiral
of smoke in the daytime is like a shaft of light at night. It may be off your course
to starboard or port, it may be no more than the poor smudge of a Masai

campfire whose keepers are as unaware of you as they are of tomorrow’s



worries, but it is a beacon nevertheless; it is a human sign, like a footprint or a
matchstick found in the sand.

But, if there was no smoke to mark the site of a hearthstone or a camp, there
were at least other signs of life, not human, but scarcely less welcome for that.

In a hundred places, as far as I could see and in all directions, little puffs of
dust sprang suddenly into being, rolled across the plain and disappeared again.
From the air they were like so many jinni, each bursting from the confines of his
fabulous and bewitched jar to rush off with the wind on the urgent
accomplishment of a long-plotted evil deed, or maybe a good one.

But when the dust puffs cleared, I could see that small bands of animals
were running this way and that, looking everywhere but upward, trying to escape
the sound of the plane.

Between Magadi and Narok I watched a yellow cloud take shape beneath
me and just ahead. The cloud clung close to the earth and grew as I approached
it into a swaying billow that blunted the sunlight and obscured the grass and
mimosa trees in its path.

Out of its farthest edge the forerunners of a huge herd of impala,
wildebeest, and zebra plunged in flight before the shadow of my wings. I circled,
throttled down and lost height until my propeller cut into the fringe of the dust,
and particles of it burned in my nostrils.

As the herd moved it became a carpet of rust-brown and grey and dull red.
It was not like a herd of cattle or of sheep, because it was wild, and it carried
with it the stamp of wilderness and the freedom of a land still more a possession
of Nature than of men. To see ten thousand animals untamed and not branded
with the symbols of human commerce is like scaling an unconquered mountain
for the first time, or like finding a forest without roads or footpaths, or the
blemish of an axe. You know then what you had always been told — that the
world once lived and grew without adding machines and newsprint and brick-
walled streets and the tyranny of clocks.

In the forefront of the herd I could see impala leaping as they ran, and



wildebeest flaunting their brittle horns, or flinging themselves on the ground
with the abandon of mad dervishes. I do not know why they do this, but whether
it is a faulty sense of balance or merely a shameless recourse to the
melodramatic, the wildebeest, if frightened by a plane, will always react in the
manner of the circus clown in his frantic attempts to escape the trained spotted
dog around and around the sawdust arena.

With apology to clowns, if there are any left, I think the antics of the
wildebeest, because they are less studied, are more amusing. This may be due to
the fact that the wildebeest has two more legs to trip over — at least when he
seems to need them most, they serve him least. When he wants to turn, he
pirouettes, and when he wants to run, his progress is continually interrupted by a
series of Keystone Comedy nose dives. How he gets from place to place with
any dispatch would seem a mystery, but actually he does quite well when all is
silent overhead — and there is no audience to watch him.

But on this occasion the greater part of the game I saw were zebra bucking
like unbroken horses, running with tails extended and necks arched, their hooves
crushing the tall grass to make a wide hard path behind them.

So far as I know, zebra are the most useless animals of any size in Africa —
useless, that is, to men, because, especially on the Serengetti, lion live on them.

But to men the zebra is a complete ambiguity. He resembles a donkey, but
will not be trained and cannot stand work; he runs wild like Thompson’s gazelle
and eland and eats the same food, but his meat lacks even the doubtful
succulence of horse. His hide, while striking in appearance, is only fairly durable
and has made its greatest decorative triumph as panelling for the walls of a New
York night club. Ostrich and civet cat have contributed more to the requirements
of civilized society, but I think it not unjust to say that the zebra clan, in spite of
it all, is unaffected by its failure to join in the march of time. I base this
conclusion on a very warm friendship that developed, not too long ago to
remember, between myself and a young zebra.

My father, who has raised and trained some of the best Thoroughbreds to



come out of Africa, once had a filly named Balmy. He chose all of the names for
his horses with painstaking care, sometimes spending many evenings at his desk
on our farm at Njoro jotting down possibilities by the light of a kerosene lamp.
Balmy was selected for this particular filly because no other name suited her so
precisely.

She was neither vicious nor stubborn, she was very fast on the track, and
she responded intelligently to training. Besides her light bay colour and the
distinguishing white star on her forehead, her chief peculiarity was an
unorthodox point of view toward life. She lived and won races some time before
the Noel Coward jargon became commonplace, but, had she made her début on
Park Avenue in the middle thirties instead of on the race-course at Nairobi in the
middle twenties, she would have been counted as one of those intellectually
irresponsible individuals always referred to as being ‘delightfully mad.” Her
madness, of course, consisted simply of a penchant for doing things that, in the
opinions of her stable mates, weren’t being done.

No well-brought-up filly, for instance, while being exercised before the
critical watchfulness of her owner, her trainer, and a half-dozen members of the
Jockey Club, would come to an abrupt halt beside a mudhole left by last month’s
rains, buckle at the knees, and then, before anything could be done about it, roll
over in the muck like a Berkshire hog. But Balmy did, as often as there was a
mudhole in her path and a trusting rider on her back, though what pleasure she
got out of it none of us ever knew. She was a little like the eccentric genius who,
after being asked by his host why he had rubbed the broccoli in his hair at
dinner, apologized with a bow from the waist and said he had thought it was
spinach.

On a morning in my thirteenth year when Balmy was due for a canter, I
rode her up a long slope that lay north of the farm and was called the Green Hill.
All our horses, when doing slow work, were taken up the Green Hill to the place
where it overlooked the Rongai Valley, which, in those years, was alive with

game.



Balmy was alert as usual, but it seemed to me there was a pensive quality
about the way she touched her neat hooves to the ground, and about the
thoughtful tilt of her distinguished head. It was as if she had begun at last to see
the error of her ways, and when we reached the crest of the hill, she was
behaving as if no filly on God’s earth had ever been so wantonly miscalled. Had
there been no herd of zebra to come upon us as we rounded a little group of
mimosa trees, Balmy’s resolve to reform might never have been broken or even
threatened.

The zebra were grazing in and out of the mimosa and on the slopes that fell
into the valley. There were several hundred of them spread over an area of many
acres, but those nearest us were an old dam and her foal of a few months.

Balmy had seen zebra before and zebra had often seen Balmy, but I had
never observed that any gestures of mutual respect had been made by either side.
I think Balmy was aware of the dictum, noblesse oblige, but, for all her mud-
rolling, she never got very close to a zebra or even oxen without distending her
nostrils in the manner of an eighteenth-century grande dame forced to wade
through the fringes of a Paris mob. As for the zebra, they replied in kind, moving
out of her path with the ponderous dignity of righteous proletariat, fortified in
their contempt by the weight of their number.

The old dam we interrupted at her feeding on the Green Hill swept Balmy
with a cold glance, kicked up her heels, and trotted toward the centre of the herd
flinging over her shoulder at her spindly-legged foal a command to follow. But
the foal never moved.

I once saw a London street urchin stand enraptured almost to the point of
tears at the sight of a lovely lady swathed in sables stepping from her car to the
curb. There was the same pathos and the same wistfulness in the eyes of the
zebra foal as it hesitated chest deep in the long grass and stared upward at the
Thoroughbred filly.

It was altogether a pretty picture even as observed from the saddle on

Balmy’s back, but I had left the farm with the specific warning to keep her calm



at any cost. A race-horse, trained to the edge, can undo weeks of patient work
merely by having a nervous tantrum at the wrong time.

Balmy was trained to the edge and this was the wrong time. She had at first
ignored the young zebra, but the imperious voice of the old dam at once brought
the situation to an issue. There must have been in it not only the call of a mother
to its young, but also some cutting reference to Balmy as a pompous, vain
creature not fit to be admired by honest folk. At least I am sure that was Balmy’s
interpretation.

She tilted her ears to their most indignant pitch, addressed a low and
reassuring note to the renegade foal and then let fly a scream of defiance that
might have been heard halfway across the Rongai Valley.

The details of what followed have never been quite clear in my memory.
Balmy’s challenge, clearly well spiced with insult, brought the old dam up on
her heels and there ensued a battle of tongues that, in volume of sound and
intensity of fury, would have put to shame all the aroused fishwives of literature.
In the midst of it Balmy began to sweat, to tremble, and to buck, the old zebra
dam galloped in erratic circles, bawling all the while, and the little foal, torn
between filial duty and the fatal fascination of the bay filly, bounded and danced
between the two like an hysterical child.

In the end, and in refutation of all the principles of justice, both animal and
human, Balmy was triumphant.

I managed at last to bring her under control and head her toward the farm,
but at her heels followed the little zebra foal, still a bit dazed and I think
struggling against his own shame, and perhaps even against a minute twinge of
remorse.

Behind us on the slope of the Green Hill, silent and trembling, stood the old
dam surrounded by a few of her clan, and I suppose some of them must have
been saying, “You shouldn’t take it too hard. Children are an ungrateful lot
anyway, and it may be all for the best.’

Months later, after the zebra foal had got the run of the farm, not to say the



domination of it, through exercising the same quality of instant decision and
unswerving determination he had shown on the morning of his desertion, I went
on a visit to Nairobi with my father, and when we returned, the foal was gone,
nobody knew where.

Like a dog he had trotted into my bedroom each morning to nuzzle me out
of sleep; he had established a reign of terror in the kitchen by threatening to
attack the servants whenever tribute was withheld him. Because of his youth, I
had at first pampered him with bottles of warm milk — an error of judgement
which resulted in the often-repeated scene of my poor father, his evening pint of
beer clutched grimly in his hand, flying through the house and into the garden
with the little striped monster, to whom all bottles were now as one, in menacing
pursuit.

In his adoration of Balmy, which never waned, the foal made her stall his
own and invested her with such a sense of matronly responsibility that she could
be handled even by the syces, and she never rolled in the mud again.

Punda, as I called him because it is the Swahili word for donkey, went away
as he had come, even perhaps with less reason. He may have been received into
the herd again like the prodigal son, or he may have been drummed out of it.
Animals are not much given to sentiment, so I think it must have been the latter.

Since then, when I have seen a great herd like that which stampeded under
my wings on the Serengetti, I have sometimes watched for an outcast zebra
lingering at a distance from its edge. I have thought he would be full-sized now
and getting along in years, but that, friendless or not, he would be content in his
half loneliness because he could remember that as a mere child he had been a

kind of jester and mascot at court.

What aimless dreaming! The drone of the plane, the steady sun, the long
horizon, had all combined to make me forget for a while that time moved swifter
than I, that the afternoon was almost spent, that nowhere was there any sign of
Woody.



Or at least there had been a sign — an unmistakable sign which, but for
such errant thoughts on an equally errant zebra foal, I might have seen a little

sooner.



IV
Why Do We Fly?

Ir You weRk TO fly over the Russian steppes in the dead of winter after snow had
fallen, and you saw beneath you a date palm green as spring against the white of
the land, you might carry on for twenty miles or so before the incongruity of a
tropical tree rooted in ice struck against your sense of harmony and made you
swing round on your course to look again. You would find that the tree was not a
date palm or, if it still persisted in being one, that insanity had claimed you for
its own.

During the five or ten minutes I had watched the herd of game spread like a
barbaric invasion across the plain, I had unconsciously observed, almost in their
midst, a pool of water bright as a splinter from a glazier’s table.

I knew that the country below, in spite of its drought-resistant grass, was
dry during most of the year. I knew that whatever water holes one did find were
opaque and brown, stirred by the feet of drinking game. But the water I saw was
not brown; it was clear, and it received the sun and turned it back again in strong
sharp gleams of light.

Like the date palm on the Russian steppes, this crystal pool in the arid
roughness of the Serengetti was not only incongruous, it was impossible. And
yet, without the slightest hesitation, I flew over it and beyond it until it was gone
from sight and from my thoughts.

There is no twilight in East Africa. Night tramps on the heels of Day with
little gallantry and takes the place she lately held, in severe and humourless
silence. Sounds of the things that live in the sun are quickly gone — and with

them the sounds of roving aeroplanes, if their pilots have learned the lessons



there are to learn about night weather, distances that seem never to shrink, and
the perfidy of landing fields that look like aerodromes by day, but vanish in
darkness.

I watched small shadows creep from the rocks and saw birds in black flocks
homeward bound to the scattered bush, and I began to consider my own home
and a hot bath and food. Hope always persists beyond reason, and it seemed
futile to nurse any longer the expectation of finding Woody with so much of the
afternoon already gone. If he were not dead, he would of course light fires by
night, but already my fuel was low, I had no emergency rations — and no sleep.

I had touched my starboard rudder, altering my course east for Nairobi,
when the thought first struck me that the shining bit of water I had so calmly
flown over was not water at all, but the silvered wings of a Klemm monoplane
bright and motionless in the path of the slanting sun.

It was not really a thought, of course, nor even one of those blinding flashes
of realization that come so providentially to the harried heroes of fiction. It was
no more than a hunch. But where is there a pilot foolhardy enough to ignore his
hunches? I am not one. I could never tell where inspiration begins and impulse
leaves off. I suppose the answer is in the outcome. If your hunch proves a good
one, you were inspired; if it proves bad, you are guilty of yielding to thoughtless
impulse.

But before considering any of this, I had already reversed my direction, lost
altitude, and opened the throttle again. It was a race with racing shadows, a
friendly trial between the sun and me.

As I flew, my hunch became conviction. Nothing in the world, I thought,
could have looked so much like reflecting water as the wings of Woody’s plane.
I remembered how bright those wings had been when last I saw them, freshly
painted to shine like silver or stainless steel. Yet they were only of flimsy wood
and cloth and hardened glue.

The deception had amused Woody. ‘All metal,” he would say, jerking a

thumb toward the Klemm; ‘all metal, except just the wings and fuselage and



prop and little things like that. Everything else is metal — even the engine.’

Even the engine! — as much of a joke to us as to the arrant winds of
Equatorial Africa; a toy engine with bustling manner and frantic voice; an
hysterical engine, guilty at last perhaps of what, in spite of Woody’s jokes and
our own, we all had feared.

Now almost certainly guilty, I thought, for there at last was what I hunted
— not an incredible pool of water, but, unmistakable this time, the Klemm
huddled to earth like a shot bird, not crushed, but lifeless and alone, beside it no
fire, not even a stick with a fluttering rag.

I throttled down and banked the Avian in slow, descending circles.

I might have had a pious prayer for Woody on my lips at that moment, but I
didn’t have. I could only wonder if he had been hurt and taken into a manyatta
by some of the Masai Murani, or if, idiotically, he had wandered into the
pathless country in search of water and food. I even damned him slightly, I
think, because, as I glided to within five hundred feet of the Klemm, I could see
that it was unscathed.

There can be a strange confusion of emotions at such a moment. The
sudden relief I felt in knowing that at least the craft had not been damaged was,
at the same time, blended with a kind of angry disappointment at not finding
Woody, perhaps hungry and thirsty, but anyhow alive beside it.

Rule one for forced landings ought to be, ‘Don’t give up the ship.” Woody
of all people should have known this — did know it, of course, but where was
he?

Circling again, I saw that in spite of a few pig-holes and scattered rocks, a
landing would be possible. About thirty yards from the Klemm there was a
natural clearing blanketed with short, tawny grass. From the air I judged the
length of the space to be roughly a hundred and fifty yards — not really long
enough for a plane without brakes, but long enough with such head wind as there
was to check her glide.

I throttled down, allowing just enough revs to prevent the ship from stalling



at the slow speed required to land in so small a space. Flattening out and
swinging the tail from side to side in order to get what limited vision I could at
the ground below and directly ahead, I flew in gently and brought the Avian to
earth in a surprisingly smooth run. I made a mental note at the time that the take-
off, especially if Woody were aboard, might be a good deal more difficult.

But there was no Woody.

I climbed out, got my dusty and dented water bottle from the locker, and
walked over to the Klemm, motionless and still glittering in the late light. I stood
in front of her wings and saw no sign of mishap, and heard nothing. There she
rested, frail and feminine, against the rough, grey ground, her pretty wings
unmarked, her propeller rakishly tilted, her cockpit empty.

There are all kinds of silences and each of them means a different thing.
There is the silence that comes with morning in a forest, and this is different
from the silence of a sleeping city. There is silence after a rainstorm, and before
a rainstorm, and these are not the same. There is the silence of emptiness, the
silence of fear, the silence of doubt. There is a certain silence that can emanate
from a lifeless object as from a chair lately used, or from a piano with old dust
upon its keys, or from anything that has answered to the need of a man, for
pleasure or for work. This kind of silence can speak. Its voice may be
melancholy, but it is not always so; for the chair may have been left by a
laughing child or the last notes of the piano may have been raucous and gay.
Whatever the mood or the circumstance, the essence of its quality may linger in
the silence that follows. It is a soundless echo.

With the water bottle swinging from my hand on its long leather strap, like
an erratic pendulum, I walked around Woody’s plane. But even with shadows
flooding the earth like slow-moving water and the grass whispering under the
half-spent breath of the wind, there was no feeling of gloom or disaster.

The silence that belonged to the slender little craft was, I thought, filled
with malice — a silence holding the spirit of wanton mischief, like the quiet

smile of a vain woman exultant over a petty and vicious triumph.



I had expected little else of the Klemm, frivolous and inconstant as she was,
but I knew suddenly that Woody was not dead. It was not that kind of silence.

I found a path with the grass bent down and little stones scuffed from their
hollows, and I followed it past some larger stones into a tangle of thorn trees. I
shouted for Woody and got nothing but my own voice for an answer, but when I
turned my head to shout again, I saw two boulders leaning together, and in the
cleft they made were a pair of legs clothed in grimy work slacks and, beyond the
legs, the rest of Woody, face down with his head in the crook of his arm.

I went over to where he was, unscrewed the cap of the water bottle and
leaned down and shook him.

‘It’s Beryl,” I called, and shook him harder. One of the legs moved and then
the other. Life being hope, I got hold of his belt and tugged.

Woody began to back out of the cleft of the rocks with a motion irrelevantly
reminiscent of the delectable crayfish of the South of France. He was mumbling,
and I recalled that men dying of thirst are likely to mumble and that what they
want is water. I poured a few drops on the back of his neck as it appeared and
got, for my pains, a startled grunt. It was followed by a few of those exquisite
words common to the vocabularies of sailors, airplane pilots, and stevedores —
and then abruptly Woody was sitting upright on the ground, his face skinny
beneath a dirty beard, his lips cinder-dry and split, his eyes red-rimmed and sunk
in his cheeks. He was a sick man and he was grinning.

‘I resent being treated like a corpse,” he said. ‘It’s insulting. Is there

anything to eat?’

I once knew a man who, at each meeting with a friend, said, “Well, well —
it’s a small world after all!” He must be very unhappy now, because, when I last
saw him, friends were slipping from his orbit like bees from a jaded flower and
his world was becoming lonely and large. But there was truth in his dreary
platitude. I have the story of Bishon Singh to prove it and Woody to witness it.

Bishon Singh arrived in a little billow of dust when there was nothing left



of the sun but its forehead, and Woody and I had made insincere adieus to the
Klemm and were preparing to take off for Nairobi and a doctor — and a new
magneto, if one could be had.

“There’s a man on a horse,” said Woody.

But it wasn’t a man on a horse.

I had helped Woody into the front cockpit of the Avian, and I stood
alongside the craft ready to swing her propeller, when the little billow made its
entrance into our quasi-heroic scene. Six wagging and tapered ears protruded
from the crest of the billow, and they were the ears of three donkeys. Four faces
appeared in four halos of prairie dust, and three of these were the faces of
Kikuyu boys. The fourth was the face of Bishon Singh, dark, bearded, and
sombre.

“You won’t believe it,” I said to Woody, ‘but that is an Indian I’ve known
from childhood. He worked for years on my father’s farm.’

‘I’1l believe anything you tell me,” said Woody, ‘if only you get me out of
here.’

‘Beru! Beru!” said Bishon Singh, ‘or do I dream?’

Bishon Singh is a Sikh and as such he wears his long black hair braided to
his long black beard, and together they make a cowl, like a monk’s.

His face is small and stern and it peers from the cowl with nimble black
eyes. They can be kind, or angry, like other eyes, but I do not think they can be
gay. I have never seen them gay.

‘Beru!” he said again. ‘I do not believe this. This is not Njoro. It is not the
farm at Njoro, or the Rongai Valley. It is more than a hundred miles from there
— but here you are, tall and grown up, and I am an old man on my way to my
Duka with things to sell. But we meet. We meet with all these years behind us. I
do not believe it! Walihie Mungu Yangu — I do not believe it. God has favoured
me!’

‘It’s a small world,” groaned Woody from the plane.

‘Na furie sana ku wanana na wewe,’ I said to Bishon Singh in Swahili. ‘I



am very happy to see you again.’

He was dressed as I had always remembered him — thick army boots, blue
puttees, khaki breeches, a ragged leather waistcoat, all of it surmounted by a
great turban, wound, as I recalled it, from at least a thousand yards of the finest
cotton cloth. As a child, that turban had always intrigued me; there was so much
of it and so little of Bishon Singh.

We stood a few yards in front of his three nodding donkeys, each with a
silent Kikuyu boy in attendance, and each with an immense load on its back —
pots, tin pans, bales of cheap Bombay prints, copper wire to make Masai
earrings and bracelets. There was even tobacco, and oil for the Murani to use in
the braiding of their hair.

There were things made of leather, things of paper, things of celluloid and
rubber, all bulging, dangling, and bursting from the great pendulous packs. Here
was Commerce, four-footed and halting, slow and patient, unhurried, but sure as
tomorrow, beating its way to a counter in the African hinterland.

Bishon Singh raised an arm and included both the Klemm and the Avian in
its sweep.

‘N’dege!” he said — ‘the white man’s bird! You do not ride on them,
Beru?’

‘I fly one of them, Bishon Singh.’

I said it sadly, because the old man had pointed with his left arm and I saw
that his right was withered and crippled and useless. It had not been like that
when I had seen him last.

‘So,” he scolded, ‘now it has come to this. To walk is not enough. To ride
on a horse is not enough. Now people must go from place to place through the
air, like a diki toora. Nothing but trouble will come of it, Beru. God spits upon
such blasphemy.’

‘God has spat,’ sighed Woody.

‘My friend was stranded here,” I said to Bishon Singh, ‘his n’dege — the

one that shines like a new rupee — is broken. We are going back to Nairobi.’



‘“Walihie! Walihie! It is over a hundred miles, Beru, and the night is near. I
will unpack my donkeys and brew hot tea. It is a long way to Nairobi — even for
you who go with the wind.’

‘“We will be there in less than an hour, Bishon Singh. It would take you as
long to build a fire and make the tea.’

I put my hand out and the old Sikh grasped it and held it for a moment very
tightly, just as he had often held it some ten years ago when he was still taller
than I — even without his fantastic turban. Only then he had used his right hand.
He looked down at it now with a smile on his thin lips.

“What was it?’ I asked.

‘Simba, Beru — lion.” He shrugged. ‘One day on the way to Ikoma ... it
makes us like brothers, you and me. Each has been torn by a lion. You remember
that time at Kabete when you were a little child?’

‘I’ll never forget it.’

‘Nor I,” said Bishon Singh.

I turned and went forward to the propeller of the Avian and grasped the
highest blade with my right hand and nodded to Woody. He sat in the front
cockpit ready to switch on.

Bishon Singh moved backward a few steps, close to his Tom Thumb
cavalcade. The three donkeys left off their meagre feeding, raised their heads
and tilted their ears. The Kikuyu boys stood behind the donkeys and waited. In
the dead light the Klemm had lost her brilliance and was only the sad and
discredited figure of an aerial Jezebel.

‘God will keep you,’ said Bishon Singh.

‘Good-bye and good fortune!’ I called.

‘Contact!’ roared Woody and I swung the prop.

He lay, at last, on a bed in the small neat shack of the East African Aero
Club waiting for food, for a drink — and, I suspect, for sympathy.

“The Klemm is a bitch,’ he said. ‘No man in his right mind should ever fly a



Klemm aeroplane, with a Pobjoy motor, in Africa. You treat her kindly, you
nurse her engine, you put silver dope on her wings, and what happens?’

“The magneto goes wrong,’ I said.

‘It’s like a woman with nerves,” said Woody, ‘or no conscience, or even an
imbecile!”

‘Oh, much worse.’

‘Why do we fly?’ said Woody. ‘We could do other things. We could work
in offices, or have farms, or get into the Civil Service. We could ...’

‘We could give up flying tomorrow. You could, anyhow. You could walk
away from your plane and never put your feet on a rudder bar again. You could
forget about weather and night flights and forced landings, and passengers who
get airsick, and spare parts that you can’t find, and wonderful new ships that you
can’t buy. You could forget all that and go off somewhere away from Africa and
never look at an aerodrome again. You might be a very happy man, so why don’t
you?’

‘I couldn’t bear it,” said Woody. ‘It would all be so dull.’

‘It can be dull anyway.’

‘Even with lions tearing you to bits at Kabete?’

‘Oh, that was back in my childhood. Some day I'll write a book and you
can read about it.’

‘God forbid!’ said Woody.



BOOK TWO



V
He Was a Good Lion

WHEN 1 wAS A child, I spent all my days with the Nandi Murani, hunting
barefooted, in the Rongai Valley, or in the cedar forests of the Mau Escarpment.

At first I was not permitted to carry a spear, but the Murani depended on
nothing else.

You cannot hunt an animal with such a weapon unless you know the way of
his life. You must know the things he loves, the things he fears, the paths he will
follow. You must be sure of the quality of his speed and the measure of his
courage. He will know as much about you, and at times make better use of it.

But my Murani friends were patient with me.

‘Amin yut!” one would say, ‘what but a dik-dik will run like that? Your
eyes are filled with clouds today, Lakweit!’

That day my eyes were filled with clouds, but they were young enough eyes
and they soon cleared. There were other days and other dik-dik. There were so
many things.

There were dik-dik and leopard, kongoni and warthog, buffalo, lion, and the
‘hare that jumps.’ There were many thousands of the hare that jumps.

And there were wildebeest and antelope. There was the snake that crawls
and the snake that climbs. There were birds, and young men like whips of
leather, like rainshafts in the sun, like spears before a singiri.

‘Amin yut!” the young men would say, ‘that is no buffalo spoor, Lakweit.
Here! Bend down and look. Bend down and look at this mark. See how this leaf
is crushed. Feel the wetness of this dug. Bend down and look so that you may

learn!’



And so, in time, I learned. But some things I learned alone.

There was a place called Elkington’s Farm by Kabete Station. It was near
Nairobi on the edge of the Kikuyu Reserve, and my father and I used to ride
there from town on horses or in a buggy, and along the way my father would tell
me things about Africa.

Sometimes he would tell me stories about the tribal wars — wars between
the Masai and the Kikuyu (which the Masai always won), or between the Masai
and the Nandi (which neither of them ever won), and about their great leaders
and their wild way of life which, to me, seemed much greater fun than our own.
He would tell me of Lenana the brilliant Masai ol-oiboni, who prophesied the
coming of the White Man, ad of Lenana’s tricks and stratagems and victories,
and about how his people were unconquerable and unconquered — until, in
retaliation against the refusal of the Masai warriors to join the King’s African
Rifles, the British marched upon the Native villages; how, inadvertently, a Masai
woman was Kkilled, and how two Hindu shopkeepers were murdered in reprisal
by the Murani. And thus, why it was that the thin, red line of Empire had grown
slightly redder.

He would tell me old legends sometimes about Mount Kenya, or about the
Menegai Crater, called the Mountain of God, or about Kilimanjaro. He would
tell me these things and I would ride alongside and ask endless questions, or we
would sit together in the jolting buggy and just think about what he had said.

One day, when we were riding to Elkington’s, my father spoke about lions.

‘Lions are more intelligent than some men,’ he said, ‘and more courageous
than most. A lion will fight for what he has and for what he needs; he is
contemptuous of cowards and wary of his equals. But he is not afraid. You can
always trust a lion to be exactly what he is — and never anything else.’

‘Except,” he added, looking more paternally concerned than usual, ‘that
damned lion of Elkington’s!’

The Elkington lion was famous within a radius of twelve miles in all



directions from the farm, because, if you happened to be anywhere inside that
circle, you could hear him roar when he was hungry, when he was sad, or when
he just felt like roaring. If, in the night, you lay sleepless on your bed and
listened to an intermittent sound that began like the bellow of a banshee trapped
in the bowels of Kilimanjaro and ended like the sound of that same banshee
suddenly at large and arrived at the foot of your bed, you knew (because you had
been told) that this was the song of Paddy.

Two or three of the settlers in East Africa at that time had caught lion cubs
and raised them in cages. But Paddy, the Elkington lion, had never seen a cage.

He had grown to full size, tawny, black-maned and muscular, without a
worry or a care. He lived on fresh meat, not of his own killing. He spent his
waking hours (which coincided with everybody else’s sleeping hours) wandering
through Elkington’s fields and pastures like an affable, if apostrophic, emperor,
a-stroll in the gardens of his court.

He thrived in solitude. He had no mate, but pretended indifference and
walked alone, not toying too much with imaginings of the unattainable. There
were no physical barriers to his freedom, but the lions of the plains do not accept
into their respected fraternity an individual bearing in his coat the smell of men.
So Paddy ate, slept, and roared, and perhaps he sometimes dreamed, but he
never left Elkington’s. He was a tame lion, Paddy was. He was deaf to the call of
the wild.

‘I’m always careful of that lion,’ I told my father, ‘but he’s really harmless.
I have seen Mrs. Elkington stroke him.’

‘“Which proves nothing,” said my father. ‘A domesticated lion is only an
unnatural lion — and whatever is unnatural is untrustworthy.’

Whenever my father made an observation as deeply philosophical as that
one, and as inclusive, I knew there was nothing more to be said.

I nudged my horse and we broke into a canter covering the remaining
distance to Elkington’s.

It wasn’t a big farm as farms went in Africa before the First World War, but



it had a very nice house with a large veranda on which my father, Jim Elkington,
Mrs. Elkington, and one or two other settlers sat and talked with what to my
mind was always unreasonable solemnity.

There were drinks, but beyond that there was a tea-table lavishly spread, as
only the English can spread them. I have sometimes thought since of the
Elkingtons’ tea-table — round, capacious, and white, standing with sturdy legs
against the green vines of the garden, a thousand miles of Africa receding from
its edge.

It was a mark of sanity, I suppose, less than of luxury. It was evidence of
the double debt England still owes to ancient China for her two gifts that made
expansion possible — tea and gunpowder.

But cakes and muffins were no fit bribery for me. I had pleasures of my
own then, or constant expectations. I made what niggardly salutations I could
bring forth from a disinterested memory and left the house at a gait rather faster
than a trot.

As I scampered past the square hay shed a hundred yards or so behind the
Elkington house, I caught sight of Bishon Singh whom my father had sent ahead
to tend our horses.

I think the Sikh must have been less than forty years old then, but his face
was never any indication of his age. On some days he looked thirty and on others
he looked fifty, depending on the weather, the time of day, his mood, or the tilt
of his turban. If he had ever disengaged his beard from his hair and shaved the
one and clipped the other, he might have astonished us all by looking like one of
Kipling’s elephant boys, but he never did either, and so, to me at least, he
remained a man of mystery, without age or youth, but burdened with experience,
like the wandering Jew.

He raised his arm and greeted me in Swabhili as I ran through the Elkington
farmyard and out toward the open country.

Why I ran at all or with what purpose in mind is beyond my answering, but

when I had no specific destination I always ran as fast as I could in the hope of



finding one — and I always found it.

I was within twenty yards of the Elkington lion before I saw him. He lay
sprawled in the morning sun, huge, black-maned, and gleaming with life. His tail
moved slowly, stroking the rough grass like a knotted rope end. His body was
sleek and easy, making a mould where he lay, a cool mould, that would be there
when he had gone. He was not asleep; he was only idle. He was rusty-red, and
soft, like a strokable cat.

I stopped and he lifted his head with magnificent ease and stared at me out
of yellow eyes.

I stood there staring back, scuffling my bare toes in the dust, pursing my
lips to make a noiseless whistle — a very small girl who knew about lions.

Paddy raised himself then, emitting a little sigh, and began to contemplate
me with a kind of quiet premeditation, like that of a slow-witted man fondling an
unaccustomed thought.

I cannot say that there was any menace in his eyes, because there wasn’t, or
that his ‘frightful jowls’ were drooling, because they were handsome jowls and
very tidy. He did sniff the air, though, with what impressed me as being close to
audible satisfaction. And he did not lie down again.

I remembered the rules that one remembers. I did not run. I walked very
slowly, and I began to sing a defiant song.

‘Kali coma Simba sisi,” I sang, ‘Asikari yoti ni udari! — Fierce like the lion
are we, Asikari all are brave!’

I went in a straight line past Paddy when I sang it, seeing his eyes shine in
the thick rass, watching his tail beat time to the metre of my ditty.

“Twendi, twendi — ku pigana — piga aduoi — pig asana! — Let us go, let
us go — to fight — to beat down the enemy! Beat hard, beat hard!’

What lion would be unimpressed with the marching song of the King’s
African Rifles?

Singing it still, I took up my trot toward the rim of the low hill which might,

if I were lucky, have Cape gooseberry bushes on its slopes. The country was



grey-green and dry, and the sun lay on it closely, making the ground hot under
my bare feet. There was no sound and no wind.

Even Paddy made no wound, coming swiftly behind me.

What I remember most clearly of the moment that followed are three things
— a scream that was barely a whisper, a blow that struck me to the ground, and,
as I buried my face in my arms and felt Paddy’s teeth close on the flesh of my
leg, a fantastically bobbing turban, that was Bishon Singh’s turban appear over
the edge of the hill.

I remained conscious, but I closed my eyes and tried not to be. It was not so
much the pain as it was the sound.

The sound of Paddy’s roar in my ears will only be duplicated, I think, when
the doors of hell slip their wobbly hinges, one day, and give voice and
authenticity to the whole panorama of Dante’s poetic nightmares. It was an
immense roar that encompassed the world and dissolved me into it.

I shut my eyes very tight and lay still under the weight of Paddy’s paws.

Bishon Singh said afterward that he did nothing. He said he had remained
by the hay shed for a few minutes after I ran past him, and then, for no
explainable reason, had begun to follow me. He admitted, though, that, a little
while before, he had seen Paddy go in the direction I had taken.

The Sikh called for help, of course, when he saw the lion meant to attack,
and a half-dozen of Elkington’s syces had come running from the house. Along
with them had come Jim Elkington with a rawhide whip.

Jim Elkington, even without a rawhide whip, was very impressive. He was
one of those enormous men whose girths alone seem to preclude any possibility
of normal movement, much less of speed. But Jim had speed — not to be loosely
compared with lightning, but rather like the cannon balls of the Napoleonic
Wars. Jim was, without question, a man of considerable courage, but in the case
of my Rescue From the Lion, it was, I am told, his momentum rather than his
bravery for which I must be forever grateful.

It happened like this — as Bishon Singh told it;



‘I am resting against the walls of the place where hay is kept and first the
large lion, and then you, Beru, pass me going toward the open field, and a
thought comes to me that a lion and a young girl are strange company, so |
follow. I follow to the place where the hill that goes up becomes the hill that
goes down, and where it goes down deepest I see that you are running without
much thought in your head and the lion is running behind you with many
thoughts in his head, and I scream for everybody to come very fast.

‘Everybody comes very fast, but the large lion is faster than anybody, and
he jumps on your back and I see you scream but I hear no scream. I only hear the
lion, and I begin to run with everybody, and this includes Bwana Elkington, who
is saying a great many words I do not know and is carrying a long kiboko which
he holds in his hand and is meant for beating the large lion.

‘Bwana Elkington goes past me the way a man with lighter legs and fewer
inches around his stomach might go past me, and he is waving the long kiboko
so that it whistles over all of our heads like a very sharp wind, but when we get
close to the lion it comes to my mind that that lion is not of the mood to accept a
kiboko.

‘He is standing with the front of himself on your back, Beru, and you are
bleeding in three or five places, and he is roaring. I do not believe Bwana
Elkington could have thought that that lion at that moment would consent to
being beaten, because the lion was not looking the way he had ever looked
before when it was necessary for him to be beaten. He was looking as if he did
not wish to be disturbed by a kiboko, or the Bwana, or the syces, or Bishon
Singh, and he was saying so in a very large voice.

‘I believe that Bwana Elkington understood this voice when he was still
more than several feet from the lion, and I believe the Bwana considered in his
mind that it would be the best thing not to beat the lion just then, but the Bwana
when he runs very fast is like the trunk of a great baobob tree rolling down a
slope, and it seems that because of this it was not possible for him to explain the

thought of his mind to the soles of his feet in a sufficient quickness of time to



prevent him from rushing much closer to the lion than in his heart he wished to
be.

‘And it was this circumstance, as I am telling it,” said Bishon Singh, ‘which
in my considered opinion made it possible for you to be alive, Beru.’

‘Bwana Elkington rushed at the lion then, Bishon Singh?’

“The lion, as of the contrary, rushed at Bwana Elkington,” said Bishon
Singh. ‘The lion deserted you for the Bwana, Beru. The lion was of the opinion
that his master was not in any honest way deserving of a portion of what he, the
lion, had accomplished in the matter of fresh meat through no effort by anybody
except himself.’

Bishon Singh offered this extremely reasonable interpretation with
impressive gravity, as if he were expounding the Case For the Lion to a chosen
jury of Paddy’s peers.

‘Fresh meat’ ... I repeated dreamily, and crossed my fingers.

‘So then what happened ...?’

The Sikh lifted his shoulders and let them drop again ‘“What could happen,
Beru? The lion rushed for Bwana Elkington, who in his turn rushed from the
lion, and in so rushing did not keep in his hand the long kiboko, but allowed it to
fall upon the ground, and in accomplishing this the Bwana was free to ascend a
very fortunate tree, which he did.’

‘And you picked me up, Bishon Singh?’

He made a little dip with his massive turban. ‘I was happy with the duty of
carrying you back to this very bed, Beru, and of advising your father, who had
gone to observe some of Bwana Elkington’s horses, that you had been
moderately eaten by the large lion. Your father returned very fast, and Bwana
Elkington some time later returned very fast, but the large lion has not returned
at all.’

The large lion had not returned at all. That night he killed a horse, and the
next night he killed a yearling bullock, and after that a cow fresh for milking.

In the end he was caught and finally caged, but brought to no rendezvous



with the firing squad at sunrise. He remained for years in his cage, which, had he
managed to live in freedom with his inhibitions, he might never have seen at all.

It seems characteristic of the mind of man that the repression of what is
natural to humans must be abhorred, but that what is natural to an infinitely more
natural animal must be confined within the bounds of a reason peculiar only to
men — more peculiar sometimes than seems reasonable at all.

Paddy lived, people stared at him and he stared back, and this went on until
he was an old, old lion. Jim Elkington died, and Mrs. Elkington, who really
loved Paddy, was forced, because of circumstances beyond her control or
Paddy’s, to have him shot by Boy Long, the manager of Lord Delamere’s
estates.

This choice of executioners was, in itself, a tribute to Paddy, for no one
loved animals more or understood them better, or could shoot more cleanly than
Boy Long.

But the result was the same to Paddy. He had lived and died in ways not of
his choosing. He was a good lion. He had done what he could about being a tame
lion. Who thinks it just to be judged by a single error?

I still have the sears of his teeth and claws, but they are very small now and

almost forgotten, and I cannot begrudge him his moment.



VI
Still Is the Land

THE FARM AT NJORO was endless, but it was no farm at all until my father made it.
He made it out of nothing and out of everything — the things of which all farms
are made. He made it out of forest and bush rocks, new earth, sun, and torrents
of warm rain. He made it out of labour and out of patience.

He was no farmer. He bought the land because it was cheap and fertile, and
because East Africa was new and you could feel the future of it under your feet.

It looked like this at first: It was a broad stretch of land, part of it open
valley, but most of it roofed with the heads of high trees — cedar, ebony,
mahogo, teak and bamboo — and their trunks were snared in miles of creeping
plants. The creeping plants rose to heights of twelve and fifteen feet and, from
the ground, you never saw the tops of the trees until they fell from the blows of
axes and were dragged away by teams of oxen handled by Dutchmen with whips
that cracked all day.

People called Wanderobo lived in the forests and hunted in them with bows
and poisoned arrows and poisoned spears, but they were never a threat to any of
my father’s men or to us. They were not quarrelsome people. They hid in the
creeping vines, in the trees, and the underbrush and watched the work of the axes
and the teams of oxen and moved deeper into the growth.

When the farm began to acquire an atmosphere of permanence and the yard
in front of the first few huts was trampled hard and dogs sprawled on it in the
sun, some of these Wanderobo would come out of the forest bringing the black
and white skins of Colobus monkeys to trade for salt and oil and sugar. The

skins were sewn together to make soft rugs for the beds, and I remembered them



long after they were worn out and forgotten and Colobus monkeys were no
longer easy to find — and the farm had become almost an industry.

By then there were a thousand Kavirondo and Kikuyu working on it instead
of ten or twenty, and hundreds of oxen instead of just a few. The forest had
fallen back, giving ground with the grim dignity of a respected enemy, and fields
were cleaned of the rocks and bush that had lent them the character of wilderness
for centuries. Huts had become houses, sheds had become stables, cattle had cut
paths in the prairie.

My father bought two old steam engines and anchored them to make power
for a grist mill. It was as if there had never before been a grist mill anywhere, as
if all the maize in the world waited to be ground and all the wheat ever grown
needed only to be made into flour.

You could stand on a hill and look down on the dirt-track road that went to
Kampi ya Moto, where the maize was so tall that the tallest man seemed like a
child when he walked in it, and you could see a ribbon of wagons, each drawn
by sixteen oxen, coming loaded with grain to the farm. Sometimes the wagons
followed so close upon one another that the ribbon seemed motionless. But at the
entrance to the mill, you could see that it almost never stopped.

The mill never stopped, and the crew of Kavirondo who unloaded the heavy
bags and reloaded them again, the coarse grain ground smooth and yellow,
moved from dawn until dark, and sometimes after dark, like the lesser members
of a great ballet set to the music of steam and turning millstones.

Nearly all the produce of the mill, the flour, and the posho, went to the
Government to feed the labourers of the Uganda Railway.

This was a good enough railway as far as it went (from Mombasa to
Kisumu), but it had an unhappy youth. As late as 1900 its trains were afraid to
go out in the dark — and with reason. Lion infested the country it traversed, and
a passenger or an engineer was either a brave man or one with a suicidal phobia
to disembark at any of the outlying stations unarmed.

A telegraph line followed the rails to Kisumu about 1902 — or it was



intended that one should. The posts were there, and the wire too, but rhino take
sensual and sadistic pleasure in scratching their great hulks against telegraph
posts, and any baboon worthy of his salt cannot resist swinging from suspended
wires. Often a herd of giraffe found it expedient to cross the railroad tracks, but
would not condescend to bow to the elevated metal strands that proclaimed the
White Man’s mandate over their feeding grounds. As a result, many telegrams
en route from Mombasa to Kisumu, or the other way around, were intercepted,
their cryptic dots and dashes frozen in a festoon of golden wire dangling from
one or another of the longest necks in Africa.

With the money my father made out of the posho and flour, he bought two
more old railway engines, fitted them with pulleys, and started the first important
sawmill in British East Africa.

In time settlers who had lived in mud and daub huts built cedar houses and
slabwood barns with shingled roofs, and the horizon took new shape and new
colour. Thousands of cords of wood went from our farm into the fire boxes of
the arrogant little engines of the Uganda Railway, and on dark nights the
immense piles of sawdust slowly burning by the mill were like mountains with
volcanic summits, dwarfed by distance.

Our stables grew from a few stalls to long rows of loose-boxes, and our
Thoroughbred horses grew from two to a dozen, and then to a hundred, until my
father had recovered his old love again, which had always been horses, and I
gained my first love which has never left me.

Nor has my memory of the farm at Njoro ever left me.

I would stand in the little yard before the first of our few huts, and the deep
Mau Forest would be behind me at my shoulder, and the Rongai Valley would
be sloping downward from the tips of my toes. On clear days I could touch,
almost, the high, charred rim of the Menegai Crater and see, by shadowing my
eyes, the crown of Kenya studded in ice. I could see the peak of Sattima behind
the Liakipia Escarpment that got purple when the sun rose, and smell the cedar

wood and fresh-cut mahogo and hear the cracks of the Dutchmen’s whips over



the heads of their oxen. Sometimes the syces would sing at their work, and all
day long the mares and their foals would romp and feed in the pastures or make
the soothing sounds that horses make with their nostrils and with their hooves
rustling the deep grass bedding in the stables. At a little distance, their imperious
lords, the stallions, fretted amiably in more luxurious boxes and grew sleek and
steel-muscled under constant care.

But ours was not the only farm at Njoro. Lord Delamare, whose brilliant, if
vibratory, character helped so much to shape the mould in which the Kenya of
today is cast, was our nearest neighbour.

His place, called ‘Equator Ranch’ because the Equator crossed a corner of
it, had its headquarters in a little cluster of thatched huts snuggled against the
foothills of the Mau Escarpment.

Those huts were the nucleus of what later became, through Delamere’s
courage and persistence, his vile temper and soft charm, his vision and peculiar
blindness to other points of view, not only an exemplary farm for all of British
East Africa to profit by, but almost a small feudal state as well.

Delamere had two great loves — East Africa and the Masai People. To the
country he gave his genius, most of his substance, and all of his energy. To the
Masai he gave the help and understanding of a mind unhampered by the smug
belief that the white man’s civilization has nothing to learn from the black man’s
preferred lack of it. He respected the spirit of the Masai, their traditions, their
physical magnificence, and their knowledge of cattle which, excepting war, was
their only concern.

He spoke to their ol-oiboni with the same respect he employed in
addressing his equals or he turned his fury loose upon them with the same lack
of respect he occasionally employed in addressing certain of his associates,
members of the Government, and on at least one occasion the Governor himself.

Delamere’s character had as many facets as a cut stone, but each facet
shone with individual brightness. His generosity is legendary, but so is his

sometimes wholly unjustified anger. He was profligate with money — his own



and what he could borrow; but he spent nothing on himself and was scrupulously
honest. He withstood physical hardships with stoical indifference, but he was a
sick man most of his life. To him nothing in the world was more important than
the agricultural and political future of British East Africa — and so, he was a
serious man. Yet his gaiety and occasional abandonment to the spirit of fun,
which I have often witnessed, could hardly be equalled except by an ebullient
schoolboy. Delamere looked and sometimes acted like Puck, but those who had
the temerity to scratch him found a nature more Draconian than whimsical
underneath.

Although in later years I managed his Stud at Soysambu before I learned to
fly, and before I thought it possible that I should ever want to do anything except
handle horses, my understanding of him, or at least of his work in the
Protectorate, grew largely out of my association with the first Lady Delamere
while I was still a child.

She was, in a sense, my adopted mother, since I lived alone with my father
on the farm at Njoro, and over a period of several years there were few days
when I did not visit ‘Lady D.’ at Equator Ranch. I cannot remember a time when
her understanding of my youthful problems was lacking or her advice withheld.

Delamere is revered and remembered as a man who faced hard tasks with
irresistible will — and accomplished them all. Lady Delamere, in the memory of
those who knew her, faced what to her must have been even harder tasks with
perhaps less will than patience, less aptitude than loyalty to her husband’s
ambitions; and if Delamere was the champion of the East African settler (as
indeed he was), then the devotion and comradeship of his wife were as
responsible for his many victories as his own genius.

So the two homesteads at Njoro — Delamere’s and my father’s — while
their huts were not within sight of each other, stood shoulder to shoulder under
the dark brow of the Escarpment and waited for East Africa to grow.

Wainina, the head syce, tolled the stable bell each morning and its rusty

voice brought wakefulness to the farm. The Dutchmen inspanned their oxen,



syces reached for their saddles, the engines at the mills got up steam. Milkers,
herdsmen, poultry boys, swineherds, gardeners, and house boys rubbed their
eyes, smelled the weather, and trotted to their jobs.

On ordinary days Buller and I were a part of this, but on hunting days we
escaped before the bell had struck a note and before the cocks had stretched their
wings on the fences. I had lessons to do, and therefore lessons to avoid.

I remember one such day.

It began with the stirring of Buller asleep, as always, at the foot of my
reimpie bed in the mud and daub hut we shared together — and with the hustle
and hum of a million small insects.

I moved, I stretched, I opened my eyes on the far tableland of the Liakipia
Escarpment outlined in the frame of my un-glazed window, and I stepped on the
earthen floor.

The water in the stable bucket was cold on my face, because nights in the
East African Highlands are cold. The rawhide thong I tied around my waist was
stiff and the blade of my ‘bushman’s friend’ was unfriendly. Even the shaft of
my Masai spear, which surely had life of its own, was rigid and unyielding, and
its steel point, sunk in a sheath of black ostrich feather, emerged from it like a
dull stone. The morning was still part of the night and its colour was grey.

I patted Buller and he wagged his lump of a tail to say he understood the
need for silence. Buller was my accomplice in everything. He was a past-master
at stealth and at more other things than any dog I ever owned or knew.

His loyalty to me was undeviating, but I could never think of him as being a
sentimental dog, a dog fit for a pretty story of the kind that tears the heartstrings
off their pegs; he was too rough, too tough, and too aggressive.

He was bull terrier and English sheep dong, thoroughly mixed, and turned
out to look not very much like either. His jaw protruded, though, and his muscles
were hard and ropy like the ones on the fantastic coursing dogs in the stone
friezes of ancient Persia.

He was cynical toward life, and his black-and-white hide bore, in a



cryptology of long, short, and semicircular scars, the history of his fighting
career. He fought anything that needed to be fought, and when there was nothing
immediately available in his category, he killed cats.

It was my father’s complaint that when Buller was beaten for this, as he
often was, he considered the punishment only as part of the inevitable hazard
that went with cat-killing; and when the corrective treatment had been
administered, it was always my father who looked chastened, and never Buller.

One night, a leopard, no doubt the chosen avenger of his species, crept
through the open door of my hut and abducted Buller from the foot of my bed.
Buller weighed something over sixty-five pounds and most of it was nicely
coordinated offensive equipment. The sound and the fury of the first round of
that battle sometimes still ring in my ears. But the advantage was with the
attacker. Before I could do much more than scramble out of bed, dog and
leopard disappeared in the moonless night.

My father and I followed a trail of blood through the bush, by the light of a
hurricane lamp, until the trail dwindled and led to nothing. But at dawn I set out
again and found Buller, barely breathing, his hard skull and his lower jaw
pierced as if they had been skewered. I ran for help and carried him back on a
stretcher made of sacking. He recovered, after ten months’ tedious nursing, and
became the same Buller again — except that his head had lost what little

symmetry it ever had and cat-killing developed from a sport to a vocation.

Together, Buller and I slipped out into the little yard that separated my hut
from the dining quarters. There was still no real dawn, but the sun was awake
and the sky was changing colour.

Peering round the corner of my father’s hut, which was close to my own, I
could see that one or two of the more conscientious syces were already opening
their stable doors.

Gay Warrior’s box had even got a heap of manure outside of it. That meant

his syce had been there for some time. It also meant that my father would be out



any minute to send his first string of race-horses to their morning work. If he
were to see me with my spear, my dog, and the ‘bushman’s friend’ strapped to
my waist, he would hardly conclude that my mind was wrapped in ardent
thoughts of The Fundamentals of English Grammar or Exercises in Practical
Arithmetic. He would conclude, and rightly, that Buller and I were on our way to
the nearest Nandi singiri to hunt with the Murani.

But we were adept at our game. We scampered quickly through the cluster
of domestic buildings, got behind the foaling boxes, and , when the moment was
ripe, we hurried along the twisted path that, except to ourselves and the Natives
whose feet had made it, was completely hidden by the high dry weather grass. It
was wet grass so early in the day, heavy with morning dew, and the wetness
clung to my bare legs and soaked into Buller’s wiry coat.

I swung into the hop-and-carry-one gait — a kind of bounding lope used by
the Nandi and Masai Murani — and approached the singiri.

It was surrounded by a lattice and thorn boma, high as the withers of a cow.
Inside the fence, the low thatched huts, looking as if they had grown from the
earth and not been built upon it, extended in a haphazard circle. Their walls were
made of logs cut from the forests, placed upright and caulked with mud. Each
hut had a single door, a low door that could only be entered by crouching, and
there were no windows. Smoke curled upward through the leaves of the thatch
and on a still day made the singiri seem, from a distance, like a patch in the
prairie wreathed in the last wisps of a burned-out fire.

The ground in front of the doors and all that encircling the boma was flat
and beaten hard with the feet of men, cattle, and goats.

A pack of dogs, half-bred, fawning, some of them snarling, rushed at Buller
and me the moment we entered the boma. Buller greeted them as he always did
— with arrogant indifference. He knew them too well. In packs they were good
hunters; individually they were as cowardly as the hyena. I spoke to them by
name to silence their foolish yapping.

We were at the door of the hut of the head Murani, and the beginning of a



Nandi hunt, even so small as this would be, did not take place in the midst of
noise or too much levity.
I drove the blunt end of my spear into the ground and stood beside it,

waiting for the door to open.



VII
Praise God for the Blood of the Bull

ARAB MAINA CLASPED THE gourd of blood and curdled milk in both hands and
looked toward the sun. He chanted in a low voice:

‘Praise God for the blood of the bull which brings strength to our loins, and
for the milk of the cow which gives warmth to the breasts of our lovers.’

He drank deeply of the gourd then, let his belch roll upward from his belly
and resound against the morning silence. It was a silence that we who stood
there preserved until Arab Maina had finished, because this was religion; it was
the ritual that came before the hunt. It was the Nandi custom.

‘Praise God for the blood of the bull,” we said, and stood before the singiri,
and waited.

Jebbta had brought the gourds for Arab Maina, for Arab Kosky, and for me.
But she looked only at me.

“The heart of a Murani is like unto stone,” she whispered, ‘and his limbs
have the speed of an antelope. Where do you find the strength and the daring to
hunt with them, my sister?’

We were as young as each other, Jebbta and I, but she was a Nandi, and if
the men of the Nandi were like unto stone, their women were like unto leaves of
grass. They were shy and they were feminine and they did the things that women
are meant to do, and they never hunted.

I looked down at the ankle-length skins Jebbta wore, which rustled like
taffeta when she moved, and she looked at my khaki shorts and lanky, naked
legs.

“Your body is like mine,” she said; ‘it is the same and it is no stronger.” She



turned, avoiding the men with her eyes, because that too was law, and went
quickly away tittering like a small bird.

“The blood of the bull...” said Arab Maina.

‘“We are ready.’” Arab Kosky drew his sword from its scabbard and tested its
blade. The scabbard was of leather, dyed red, and it hung on a beaded belt that
encircled narrow and supple hips. He tested the blade and put it back into the red
scabbard.

‘By the sacred womb of my mother, we will kill the wild boar today!”

He moved forward behind Arab Maina with his broad shield and his
straight spear, and I followed Arab Kosky with my own spear that was still new
and very clean, and lighter than theirs. Behind me came Buller with no spear and
no shield, but with the heart of a hunter and jaws that were weapons enough.
There were the other dogs, but there was no dog like Buller.

We left the singiri with the first light of the sun warming the roofs of the
huts, with cattle, goats, and sheep moving along the trails that led to open
pastures — fat cattle, pampered cattle, attended as always by the young,
uncircumcised boys.

There were cows, steers, and heifers — liquid brown eyes, wet, friendly
nostrils, slobbery mouths that covered our legs with sticky fluid as Arab Maina
pushed the stupid heads aside with his shield.

There were the pungent stench of goat’s urine and a hot, comforting odour
seeping through the hides of the cattle, and light on the long muscles of Arab
Maina and Arab Kosky.

There was the whole of the day ahead — and the world to hunt in.

His little ritual forgotten now, Arab Maina was no longer stern. He laughed
when Arab Kosky or I slipped in the cattle dung that littered our path, and shook
his spear at a big black bull busy tearing up the earth with his hooves. ‘Take care
of your people and dare not insult me with a barren cow this year!”’

But, for the most part, we ran silently in single file skirting the edge of the

dense Mau Forest, wheeling north to descend into the Rongain Valley, its bottom



a thousand feet below us.

Eight weeks had passed since the end of the heavy rains and the grass in the
valley had already reached the height of a man’s knee. The ears had begun to
ripen in dried patches. Looking down upon it, the whole was like a broad
counterpane dyed in rust and yellow and golden brown.

We filed along our path, almost invisible now, through the fresh-smelling
leleshwa bush, avoiding with quick turns and careful leaps the stinging nettle
and the shrubs that were armed with thorns. Buller ran at my heels with the
native dogs spread fanwise behind.

Halfway down the slope of the valley a bevy of partridges rose from the
grass and wheeled noisily into the sky. Arab Maina lifted his pear almost
imperceptibly; Arab Kosky’s long muscles were suddenly rigid. Watching him, I
froze in my tracks and held my breath. It was the natural reaction of all hungers
— that moment of listening after any alarm.

But there was nothing. The spear of Arab Maina dipped gently, the long
muscles of Arab Kosky sprang again to life, Buller flicked his stubby tail, and
we were off again, one behind another, with the warm sunlight weaving a pattern
of our shadows in the thicket.

The heat of the valley rose to meet us. Singing cicadas, butterflies like
flowers before a wind fluttered against our bodies or hovered over the low bush.
Only small things that were safe in the daylight moved.

We had run another mile before the cold nose of Buller nudged against my
leg and the dog slipped quickly past me, past the two Murani, to plant himself,
alert and motionless, in the centre of our path.

‘Stop.” I whispered the word, putting my hand on Arab Kosky’s shoulder.
‘Buller has scented something.’

‘I believe you are right, Lakweit!” With a wave of his hand Arab Kosky
ordered the pack of native dogs to crouch. In that they were well trained. They
pressed their lean bellies on the ground, cocked their ears, but scarcely seemed
to breathe.



Arab Maina, sensing the need for free action, began laying down his shield.
The fingers of his left hand still touched the worn leather of its handle, his legs
were still bent at the knee, when a male reed-buck bounded high into the air
more than fifty yards away.

I saw Arab Kosky’s body bend like a bow and watched his spear fly to his
shoulder, but he was too late. The spear of Arab Maina flashed in a quick arc of
silver light and the reed-buck fell with the hard point sunk deep under his heart.
Not even his first frantic bound had been completed before Arab Maina’s arm
had brought him down.

‘Karara-ni! The hand of our leader is swifter than the flight of an arrow and
stronger than the stroke of a leopard.’

Heaping praise on Arab Maina, Arab Kosky ran toward the fallen reed-
buck, the sword from his red leather sheath drawn for the kill.

I looked at Arab Maina’s slender arms with their even, flat muscles and saw
no visible sign of such immense strength Arab Maina, like Arab Kosky, was tall
and lithe as a young bamboo, and his skin glowed like an ember under a whisper
of wind. His face was young and hard, but there was soft humour in it. There
was love of life in it — love for the hunt, love for the sureness of his strength,
love for the beauty and usefulness of his spear.

The spear was made of pliant steel tempered and forged by the metallist of
his own tribe. But it was also more than that.

To each Murani his spear is a symbol of his manhood, and as much a part
of himself as the sinews of his body. His spear is a manifestation of his faith;
without it he can achieve nothing — no land, no cattle, no wives. Not even
honour can be his until that day comes, after his circumcision, when he stands
before the gathered members of his tribe — men and women of all ages, from
manyattas as scattered as the seeds of wild grass — and swears allegiance to
them and to their common heritage.

He takes the spear from the hands of the ol-oiboni and holds it, as he will

always hold it while there is strength in his arms and no cloud of age before his



eyes. It is the emblem of his blood and his breeding, and possessing it, he is
suddenly a man.

Possessing it, it is never afterward beyond his reach.

Arab Maina placed his left foot on the reed-buck and carefully drew out his
spear.

‘I do not know, it may have struck a bone,’ he said.

He ran bloody fingers along the sharp edges of the weapon and let a little
smile twist his lips. ‘By the will of God, the metal is not chipped! My spear is
unhurt.” He stooped to pluck a handful of grass and wiped the blood from the
bright, warm steel.

Arab Kosky and I had already begun to skin the animal, using our
‘bushman’s friends.” There was not much time to waste, because our real hunt
for the wild boar had not yet begun. But still the meat of the reed-buck would
provide food for the dogs.

“The sun has hit the valley,” said Arab Maina; if we do not hurry the pigs
will have gone in all directions like rolling weeds in a wind.’

Arab Kosky buried his fingers along the walls of the reed-buck’s stomach,
tearing it from the animal’s frame.

‘Hold this, Lakwani,” he said, ‘and help me separate the intestines for the
dogs.’

I took the slippery, jelly-like stomach in my hands and held it while I
kneeled over the reed-buck.

‘Maina, I still don’t know how you managed to throw in time from the
position you were in!’

Arab Kosky smiled.

‘He is a Murani, Lakwani — and a Murani must always throw in time.
Otherwise, some day a dangerous animal might charge swifter than the spear.
Then, instead of mourning his death, our girls would laugh and say he should
have stayed at home with the old men.’

Arab Maina leaned down and cut a chunk of meat from the cleanly skinned



buck. He handed it to me for Buller. The rest, he and Arab Kosky left to the
native mongrels.

Buller trotted a short distance away from the kill, dropped his reward in a
little pool of shade, and regarded his snarling cousins with exquisite disdain. In
the language that he spoke, and only I understood, he said quite clearly (with just
a tinge of Swabhili accent), ‘By the noble ancestry of my bull terrier father, those
animals behave like the wild dog!’

‘And now,’ said Arab Maina, moving away from the carnage, ‘we must
make ready for the hunt.’

The two Murani wore ochre-coloured shukas, each falling loosely from a
single knot on the left shoulder, and each looking somewhat like a scanty Roman
toga. They untied the knots now, wrapped the shukas prudently around their
waists, and stood in the sun, the muscles in their backs rippling under their oiled
skins like fretted water over a stony bed.

‘Who can move freely with clothes on his body?’ Arab Kosky said as he
helped Arab Maina with the leather thong that bound his braided headdress in
place. “‘Who has seen the antelope run with rags upon his back to hinder his
speed!’

‘Who indeed?’ said Arab Maina, smiling. ‘I think sometimes you babble
like a demented goat, Kosky. The sun is high and the valley still lies below us —
and you speak to Lakwani of antelope wearing shukas! Take up your spears, my
friends, and let us go.’

Single file again, with Arab Maina in the lead, then Arab Kosky, then
myself, and Buller just behind, we ran on down into the valley.

There were no clouds and the sun started down on the plain making heat
waves rise from it like flames without colour.

The Equator runs close to the Rongai Valley, and, even at so high an
altitude as this we hunted in, the belly of the earth was hot as live ash under our
feet. Except for an occasional gust of fretful wind that flattened the high, corn-

like grass, nothing uttered — nothing in the valley stirred. The chirrup-like drone



of grasshoppers was dead, birds left the sky unmarked. the sun reigned and there
were no aspirants to his place.

We stopped by the red salt-lick that cropped out of the ground in the path of
our trail. I did not remember a time when the salt-lick was as deserted as this.
Always before it had been crowded with grantii, impala, kongoni, eland, water-
buck, and a dozen kinds of smaller animals. But it was empty today. It was like a
marketplace whose flow and bustle of life you had witnessed ninety-nine times,
but, on your hundredth visit, was vacant and still without even an urchin to tell
you why.

I put my hand on Arab Maina’s arm. ‘What are you thinking, Maina? Why
is there no game today?’

‘Be quiet, Lakweit, and do not move.’

I dropped the butt of my spear on the earth and watched the two Murani
stand still as trees, their nostrils distended, their ears alert to all things. Arab
Kosky’s hand was tight on his spear like the claw of an eagle clasping a branch.

‘It is an odd sign,” murmured Arab Maina, ‘when the salt-lick is without
company!’

I had forgotten Buller, but the dog had not forgotten us. He had not
forgotten that, with all the knowledge of the two Murani, he still knew better
about such things. He thrust his body roughly between Arab Maina and myself,
holding his black wet nose close to the ground. And the hairs along his spine
stiffened. His hackles rose and he trembled.

We might have spoken, but we didn’t. In his way Buller was more eloquent.
Without a sound, he said, as clearly as it could be said — ‘Lion.’

‘Do not move, Lakweit.” Arab Kosky stepped closer to me.

‘Steady, Buller,” T whispered to the dog, trying to soothe his rising
belligerence.

Our eyes followed the direction of Arab Maina’s eyes. He was staring into a
small grass-curtained donga a few yards from the edge of the salt-lick.

The lion that stood in the donga was not intimidated by Arab Maina’s stare.



He was not concerned with our number. He swung his tail in easy arcs, stared
back through the wispy grass, and his manner said, ‘I am within my rights. If
you seek a battle, what are we waiting for?’

He moved slowly forward, increasing the momentum of his tail, flaunting
his thick black mane.

‘Ach! This is bad! He is angry — he wants to attack!’ Arab Maina spoke in
an undertone.

No animal, however fast, has greater speed than a charging lion over a
distance of a few yards. It is a speed faster than thought — faster always than
escape.

Under my restraining hand I felt the muscles of Buller knot and relax, in a
surging flow of mounting fury. Buller’s mind had reached its blind spot.
Uncontrolled, he would throw himself in gallant suicide straight at the lion. I dug
my fingers into the dog’s coat and held tight.

Arab Maina’s appearance was transformed. His face had taken on a sullen,
arrogant expression, his square, bold jaw jutted forward. His eyes dimmed
almost dreamily and sank behind high, shiny cheekbones. I watched the muscles
on his neck swell like those on the neck of an angry snake, and saw flecks of
white froth appear in the corners of his mouth Passive and rigid he stared back at
the lion.

He raised his shield at last, as if to make sure it was still in his hand, and let
his spear arm drop to his side to preserve all of its power for whatever might
come.

He knew that if the lion attacked, his own skill and Arab Kosky’s would, in
the end, prove sufficient — but not before at least one of us had been killed or
badly mauled. Arab Maina was more than a Murani; he was a leader of Murani,
and as such he must be able to think as well as to fight. He must be capable of
strategy.

Watching him still, as he in turn watched the lion, I knew that he had a plan

of action.



Observe his eyes,” he said; ‘he thinks very hard of many things. He believes
that we also think of those same things. We must show him that we are fearless
as he himself is fearless, but that his desires are not our desires. We must walk
straight past him firmly and with courage, and we must shame his anger by
laughter and loud talk.’

Arab Kosky’s brow was dotted with small bubbles of sweat. A slight flicker
of a smile crept over his face.

“Yes, true enough! The lion thinks of many things. I too think of many
things and so does Lakweit. But your plan is a good one. We will try it.’

Arab Maina lifted his head a little higher, turning it only enough to keep the
lion within the scope of his vision. He placed one sinewy leg in front of the
other, and stiffly, like a man walking the trunk of a tree that bridges a chasm, he
began to move. One after another, we followed. My hand still lay upon Buller’s
neck, but Arab Kosky let the dog and me slip past him to walk between the two
Murani.

‘Stay close to me, Lakweit’ — Arab Maina’s voice was anxious. ‘I fear for
you when it is not possible to see you.;

Arab Kosky burst into forced laughter.

“There is a tale about a rhino who needed a needle to do her husband’s
sewing...” he began.

‘So she borrowed one from the porcupine...’ said Arab Kosky.

‘And swallowed it,” I contributed. ‘I have heard that tale before, Kosky!”

The Murani laughed louder. ‘But perhaps our friend the lion has not. Look
at him. He is listening!”

‘But not laughing,” said Arab Maina. ‘He moves as we move. He comes
closer!’

The lion had stalked out of the donga. Now, as we walked, we could see
that he guarded the slain body of a large kongoni. Smears of blood were fresh on
his forelegs, his jowls, and his chest. He was a lone hunter — an individualist —

a solitary marauder. His tail had stopped swinging. His great head turned exactly



in ratio to the speed of our stride. The full force of the lion-smell, meaty,
pungent, almost indescribable, struck against our nostrils.

‘Having swallowed the needle ...’ said Arab Kosky.

‘Silence — he attacks!’

I do not know who moved with greater speed — Arab Maina or the lion. I
believe it must have been Arab Maina. I think the Murani anticipated the charge
even before the lion moved, and because of that, it was a battle of wills instead
of weapons.

The lion rushed from the fringe of the donga like a rock from a catapult. He
stopped like the same rock striking the walls of a battlement.

Arab Maina was down on his left knee. Beside him was Arab Kosky. Each
man, with his shield, his spear, and his body, was a fighting machine no longer
human, but only motionless and precise and coldly ready. Buller and I crouched
behind them, my own spear as ready as I could make it in hands that were less
hot from the sun than from excitement and the pounding of my heart.

‘Steady, Buller.’

‘Do not move, Lakweit.’

The lion had stopped. He stood a few strides from Arab Maina’s buffalo-
hide shield, stared into Arab Maina’s eyes challenging him over the top of it, and
swung his tail like the weight of a clock. At that moment I think the ants in the
grass paused in their work.

And then Arab Maina stood up.

I do not know how he knew that that particular instant was the right instant
or how he knew that the lion would accept a truce. It may have been
accomplished by the sheer arrogance of Arab Maina’s decision to lower his
shield, even if slightly, and to rise, no longer warlike, and to beckon us on with
superb and sudden indifference. But however it was, the lion never moved.

We left him slicing the tall grass with his heavy tail, the blood of the
kongoni drying on his coat. He was thinking many things.

And I was disappointed. Long after we had continued our trot toward the



place where we knew there would be warthog, I thought how wonderful it would
have been if the lion had attacked and I had been able to use my spear on him
while he clawed at the shields of the two Murani, and how later they might have
said, ‘If it hadn’t been for you, Lakweit ...!"

But then, I was very young.

We ran until we reached the Molo River.

The river took its life from the Mau Escarpment and twisted down into the
valley and gave life, in turn, to mimosa trees with crowns as broad as clouds, and
long creepers and liana that strangled the sunlight and left the riverbank soothing
and dark.

The earth on the bank was damp and pitted with footprints of the game that
followed a web-work of thin trails to drink at dawn, leaving the racy smell of
their droppings and their bodies in the air. The river forest was narrow and cool
and vibrant with the songs of multi-coloured birds, and clotted with bright
flowers that scorned the sun.

We laid down our weapons and rested under the trees and drank the chilled
water, making cups with our hands.

Arab Maina lifted his face from the edge of the river and smiled gently.
‘My mouth was like unto ashes, Lakweit,” he said, ‘but truly this water is even
sweeter than Jebbta’s carefully brewed tembo!”

‘It is sweeter,” said Arab Kosky, ‘and at this moment it is more welcome. I
promise you, my stomach had turned almost sour with thirst!’

Looking at me, Arab Maina laughed.

‘Sour with thirst, he says, Lakweit! Sour, I think, with the sight of the lion
at the salt-lick. Courage lives in a man’s stomach, but there are times when it is
not at home — and then the stomach is sour!”’

Arab Kosky stretched his lithe, straight limbs on the tangled grass and
smiled, showing teeth white as sun-cured bone. ‘Talk lives in a man’s head,” he

answered, ‘but sometimes it is very lonely because in the heads of some men



there is nothing to keep it company — and so talk goes out through the lips.’

I laughed with both of them and pressed my shoulders comfortably against
the tree I leaned upon and looked through a chink in the ceiling of the forest at a
vulture flying low.

‘Maina, you know, I hate those birds. Their wings are separated like a lot of
small snakes.’

‘As you say, Lakwani, they are creatures of evil omen — messengers of the
dead. Too cowardly to slay for themselves, they are satisfied with the stinking
flesh from another man’s kill.” Arab Maina spat, as if to clean his mouth after
talking of unpleasant things.

Buller and the native dogs had gone into the river and wallowed in the cool
black muck along its banks. Buller returned now, sleek with slime, dripping and
happy. He waited until he had the two Murani and me easily within range and
then shook himself with a kind of devilish impudence and stood wagging his
stump tail as we wiped water and mud from our faces.

‘It is his way of making a joke,” said Arab Kosky, looking at his spattered
shuka.

‘It is also his way of telling us to move,’ said Arab Maina. ‘The hunter who
lies on his back in the forest has little food and no sport. We have spent much
time today at other things, but the warthog still waits.’

‘“What you say is true.” Arab Kosky rose from the grass. ‘The warthog still
waits, and who is so without manners as to keep another waiting? Surely Buller
is not. We must take his advice and go.’

We went up the riverbank, falling into single file again, and threaded our
way through a labyrinth of silver-grey boulders and rust-red anthills, shaped
variously like witches caps or like the figures of kneeling giants or like trees
without branches. Some of the anthills were enormous, higher than the huts we
lived in, and some were no higher than our knees. They were scattered
everywhere.

‘Seek ’em out, Buller!’



But the dog needed no urging from me. He knew warthog country when he
saw it and he knew what to do about it. He rushed on ahead followed by the
native mongrels running in a little storm of their own dust.

I know animals more gallant than the African warthog, but none more
courageous. He is the peasant of the plains — the drab and dowdy digger in the
earth. He is the uncomely but intrepid defender of family, home, and bourgeois
convention, and he will fight anything of any size that intrudes upon his smug
existence. Even his weapons are plebeian — curved tusks, sharp, deadly, but not
beautiful, used inelegantly for rooting as well as for fighting.

He stands higher than a domestic pig when he is full grown, and his hide is
dust-coloured and tough and clothed in bristles. His eyes are small and lightless
and capable of but one expression — suspicion. What he does not understand, he
suspects, and what he suspects, he fights. He can leap into the air and gut a horse
while its rider still ponders a strategy of attack, and his speed in emerging from
his hole to demonstrate the advantage of surprise is almost phenomenal.

He is not lacking in guile. He enters his snug little den (which is borrowed,
not to say commandeered, from its builder, the ant-bear) tail foremost so that he
is never caught off guard. While he lies thus in wait for the curiosity or
indiscretion of his enemy to bring him within range, he uses his snout to pile a
heap of fine dust inside the hole. The dust serves as a smoke screen, bursting
into a great, enshrouding billow the moment the warthog emerges to battle. He
understands the tactical retreat, but is incapable of surrender, and if a dog is less
than a veteran, or a man no more than an intrepid novice, not the only blood
spilled will be the warthog’s.

These facts were always in my mind when Buller hunted with us, as he
always did. But there was never any question of leaving him. It would have been
like preventing a born soldier from marching with his regiment or like denying a
champion fighter the right to compete in the ring on the grounds that he might be
hurt. So Buller always came, and often I worried.

He ran ahead now, flanked by native dogs. The two Murani and I spread out



fanwise, running behind.

Our first sign of warthog was the squeal of a baby surprised in a patch of
grass by one of the mongrels. The squeal was followed by what seemed to be the
squeals of all the baby warthogs in Africa, blended, magnified, and ear-splitting.
Panic-stricken, the little pigs ran in all directions, like mice in the dream of a
tabby cat. Their tails, held straight and erect, whisked through the grass as if so
many bulrushes had come to life to join in a frantic dance — a mad and
somewhat gay dance, but hardly as abandoned as it appeared, because the
squeals were not without intent or meaning. They were meant for the small, alert
ears of their father, who, when he came, would come with murder aforethought.

And come he did. None of us quite knew from where, but in the midst of
the bedlam the grass in front of Arab Maina parted as if cleaved by a scythe, and
a large boar, blind with rage, plunged from it straight at the Murani.

If Buller had not run ahead after his own quarry, things might have
happened differently. As it was, there was more amusement than tragedy in what
did happen.

The boar was larger than average, and the bigger they are the tougher they
are. Their hides are tough as boot-leather and nothing less than a spear thrust in a
vital part will stop them.

Arab Maina was ready and waiting. The boar lunged, the Murani
sidestepped, the spear flashed — and the boar was gone. But not alone. Behind
him, spitting the flying dust, swearing in Nandi and in Swabhili, ran Arab Maina
assisted by two of his mongrels — all of them following, with their eyes and
their legs, the drunkenly swaying shaft of Arab Maina’s spear, its point lodged
fast and solid between the shoulders of the boar.

Arab Kosky and I began to follow, but we couldn’t laugh and run at the
same time, so we stopped running and watched. In less than a minute the dogs,
the man, and the warthog had found the horizon and disappeared behind it like
four fabulous characters in search of Asop.

We turned and trotted in the direction Buller had taken, listening to his



deep, excited barks which came at regular intervals. After covering about three
miles, we found him at the side of a large hole where he had run his warthog to
ground.

Buller stood gazing at the dusty opening in silence, as if hoping the warthog
would be such a fool as to think that since there were no more barks, there was
no more dog. But the warthog was not taken in. He would emerge in his own
good time, and he knew as well as Buller did that no dog would enter an
occupied pig-hole and expect to come out alive.

“That’s a good boy, Buller!” As usual, I was relieved to find him still
unhurt, but the moment I spoke, he broke his strategic silence and demanded,
with much tail-wagging and a series of whining barks, that the warthog be
roused from his den and be brought to battle.

More than once every inch of Buller’s body had been ripped open in deep,
ugly gashes on such pig-hunts, but at least he had lately learned not to go for the
boar’s head which, in the end, is fatal for any dog. Until now I had always
managed to reach the scene of conflict in time to spear the warthog. But I might
not always be so lucky.

I moved carefully to the back of the opening while Arab Kosky stood far to
one side.

‘If only we had some paper to rustle down the hole, Kosky ...’

The Murani shrugged. ‘We will have to try other tricks, Lakweit.’

It seems silly, and perhaps it is, but very often, after every other method had
failed, we had enticed warthogs into the open, long before they were quite ready
to attack, simply by rustling a scrap of paper over the entrance of their holes. It
was not always easy to get so limited an article as paper in East Africa at that
time, but when we had it, it always worked. I haven’t any idea of why it worked.
Poking a stick through the hole never did, nor shouting into it, nor even using
smoke. To the warthog, I think, the paper made a sound that was clearly
insulting — comparable perhaps to what is known here and there nowadays as a

Bronx cheer.



But we had no paper. We tried everything else without the least success,
and decided finally, in the face of Buller’s contempt, to give it up and find out
what had happened to Arab Maina on his quest for the vanished spear.

We were leaving the scene of our mutual discouragement when Arab
Kosky’s curiosity overcame his natural caution. He bent down in front of the
dark hole and the warthog came out.

It was more like an explosion than an attack by a wild pig. I could see
nothing through the thick burst of dust except extremities — the tail of the boar,
the feet of Arab Kosky, the ears of Buller, and the end of a spear.

My own spear was useless in my hands. I might thrust at the warthog only
to strike the dog or the Murani. It was an unholy tangle with no end, no
beginning, and no opening. It lasted five seconds. Then the warthog shot from
the tumbling mass like a clod from a whirlwind and disappeared through a
corridor of anthills with Buller just behind slashing at the fleeing grey rump.

I turned to Arab Kosky. He sat on the ground in a puddle of his own blood,
his right thigh cut through as if it had been hacked with a sword. He pressed a
fold of his shuka against the wound and stood up. Buller’s bark grew fainter,
echoing through the forest of anthills. The boar had won the first battle — and
might win the second, unless I hurried.

‘Can you walk, Kosky? I must follow Buller. He may get killed.’

The Murani smiled without mirth. ‘Of course, Lakweit! This is nothing —
except reward for my foolishness. I will go back to the singiri slowly and have it
attended to. It is best that you lose no time and follow Buller. Already the sun is
sinking. Go now, and run quickly!’

I clasped the round shaft of the spear tight in my hand and ran with all my
strength. For me — because I was still a child — this was a heart-sinking
experience. So many thoughts flashed through my mind. Would my strength
hold out long enough to save Buller from the tusks of the boar? What had
become of Arab Maina, and why had I ever left him? How would poor Kosky
get home? Would he bleed too badly on the way?



I ran on and on, following the barely audible bark of Buller, and the few
drops of blood clinging at intervals to the stalks of grass or soaking into the
absorbent earth. It was either Buller’s blood or the warthog’s. Most likely it was

both.
‘Ah-yey, if I could only run a little faster!”’

I must not stop for a minute. My muscles begin to ache, my legs bleed from
the ‘wait-a-bit’ thorns and the blades of elephant grass. My hand, wet with
perspiration, slips on the handle of my spear. I stumble, recover, and run on as
the sound of Buller’s bark grows louder, closer, then fades again.

The sun is going and shadows lay like broad hurdles across my path.
Nothing is of any importance to me except my dog. The boar is not retreating; he
is leading Buller away from me, away from my help.

The blood spoor grows thicker and there is more of it. Buller’s bark is weak
and irregular, but a little nearer. There are trees now jutting from the plain, large,
solitary, and silent.

The barking stops and there is nothing but the blood to follow. How can
there be so much blood? Breathless and running still, I peer ahead into the
changing light and see something move in a patch of turf under a flat-topped
thorn tree.

I stop and wait. It moves again and takes colour — black and white and
splattered with red. It is silent, but it moves. It is Buller.

I need neither breath nor muscles to cover the few hundred yards to the
thorn tree. I am suddenly there, under its branches, standing in a welter of blood.
The warthog, as large as any I have ever seen, six times as large as Buller, sits
exhausted on his haunches while the dog rips at its belly.

The old boar sees me, another enemy, and charges once more with
magnificent courage, and I sidestep and plunge my spear to his heart. He falls
forward, scraping the earth with his great tusks, and lies still. I leave the spear in

his body, turn to Buller, and feel tears starting to my eyes.



The dog is torn open like a slaughtered sheep. His right side is a valley of
exposed flesh from the root of his tail to his head, and his ribs show almost
white, like the fingers of a hand smeared with blood. He looks at the warthog,
then at me beside him on my knees, and lets his head fall into my arms. He
needs water, but there is no water anywhere, not within miles.

‘Ah-yey! Buller, my poor, foolish Buller!’

He licks my hand, and I think he knows I can do nothing, but forgives me
for it. I cannot leave him because the light is almost gone now and there are
leopards that prowl at night, and hyenas that attack only the wounded and
helpless.

‘If only he lives through the night! If only he lives through the night!’

There is a hyena on a near hill who laughs at that, but it is a coward’s laugh.
I sit with Buller and the dead boar under the thorn tree and watch the dark come
closer.

The world grows bigger as the light leaves it. There are no boundaries and
no landmarks. The trees and the rocks and the anthills begin to disappear, one by
one, whisked away under the magical cloak of evening, I stroke the dog’s head
and try to close my eyes, but of course I cannot. Something moves in the tall
grass, making a sound like the swish of a woman’s skirt. The dog stirs feebly
and the hyena on the hill laughs again.

I let Buller’s head rest on the turf, stand up, and pull my spear from the
body of the boar. Somewhere to the left there is a sound, but I do not recognize it
and I can see only dim shapes that are motionless.

I lean for a moment on my spear peering outward at what is nothing, and
then turn toward my thorn tree.

‘Are you here, Lakwani?’

Arab Maina’s voice is cool as water on shaded rocks.

‘I am here, Maina.’

He is tall and naked and very dark beside me. His shuka is tied around his

left forearm to allow his body freedom to run.



“You are alone, and you have suffered, my child.’

‘I am all right, Maina, but I fear for Buller. I think he may die.’

Arab Maina kneels on the earth and runs his hands over Buller’s body. ‘He
is badly hurt, Lakwani — very badly hurt — but do not grieve too much. I think
your spear has saved him from death, and God will reward you for that. When
the moon shines at midnight, we will carry him home.’

‘I am so happy that you have come, Maina.’

‘How is it Kosky dared to leave you alone? He has betrayed the trust I had
in him!”

‘Do not be angry with Kosky. He is badly hurt. His thigh was ripped by the
warthog.’

‘He is no child, Lakweit. He is a Murani, and he should have been more
careful, knowing I was not there. After I recovered my spear, I turned back to
find you. I followed the blood on the grass for miles — and then I followed
Buller’s barking. If the direction of the wind had been wrong, you would still be
alone. Kosky has the brains of the one-eyed hare!’

‘Ah-yey! What does it matter now, Maina? You are here, and I am not
alone. But I am very cold.’

‘Lakwani, lie down and rest. I will keep watch until it is light enough for us
to go. You are very tired. Your face has become thin.’

He cuts handfuls of grass with his sword and makes a pillow, and I lie
down, clasping Buller in my arms. The dog is unconscious now and bleeding
badly. His blood trickles over my khaki shorts and my thighs.

The distant roar of a waking lion rolls against the stillness of the night, and
we listen. It is the voice of Africa bringing memories that do not exist in our
minds or in our hearts — perhaps not even in our blood. It is out of time, but it is
there, and it spans a chasm whose other side we cannot see.

A ripple of lightning plays across the horizon.

‘I think there will be a storm tonight, Maina.’

Arab Maina reaches out in the darkness and puts his hand on my forehead.



‘Relax, Lakwani, and I will tell you an amusing fable about the cunning little
Hare.’

He begins very slowly and softly, * The Hare was a thief ... In the night he
came to the manyatta ... He lied to the Cow, and told her that her Calf would die
if she moved ... Then he stood up on his hind legs and began sucking the milk
from the Cow’s milk bag ... The other ...’

But I am asleep.



VIII
And We be Playmates, Thou and I

BULLER WAS BROUGHT HOME by moonlight. For a long time he lay still, seeing
nothing but the earthen floor in front of his paws, until at last he could lift his
head a little, and then he could walk. One day he sniffed at my spear, dipped in
its sheath of black ostrich feathers, and waggled his forever expectant tail. But
that was after the world had changed, and there was no more boar-hunting.

The world had changed without any reason that I could see. My father’s
face had become more grave than it had ever been before, and the voices of the
men he spoke with were sombre. There was a lot of head-shaking and talk about
gloomy, schoolbookish places that had nothing to do with Africa.

A man of importance had been shot at a place I could not pronounce in
Swahili or in English, and, because of this shooting, whole countries were at
war. It seemed a laborious method of retribution, but that was the way it was
being done. So, by nineteen-fifteen, the lights had not only gone out ‘all over
Europe,’ but many of what few windows there were had begun darkening in East
Africa.

War was different in the hinterland. It was a war of men rather than of
weapons; tanks, planes, gas masks, and guns that threw shells twenty miles
remained things of the future even after they were elsewhere blended with the
past.

The Protectorate fought a frontier war with frontier weapons; it was still
dressed in frontier clothes.

Boers, Somalis, Nandi, Kikuyu, Kavirondo, and settlers of all nationalities

went to battle, when the Empire called, in what they had on their backs when



they left the plough, the singiri, or the forest. They rode mules or they walked.
They carried guns if they had guns — some brought nothing more lethal than
bush knives. They converged on Nairobi and stood in the streets or gathered
before Nairobi House, looking at best like revolutionists, but not like soldiers of
the Crown.

They wore hats, bandannas, jackets of home-cured hide, shukas, shorts,
boots or no boots, and it didn’t matter. Altogether it made a uniform — not for a
man, but for a body of men. Each contributed to the distinguished style and
colour of a regiment that had had its predecessors once in America, but had not,
in this war, a counterpart.

They had come to fight, and they stayed and fought — some because they
could read and understand what they read, some because they had listened to
other men, and some because they were told that this, in the name of civilization
— a White Man’s God more tangible than most — was their new duty.

I never heard the ruffle of drums in those days or saw many flags dragging
precise platoons behind them. I saw men leave their work at the mills, and there
were teams of oxen on the farm without their masters.

The farm lived, but its voice was a whisper. It produced, but not with the
lusty ease it had before. There was less gusto, but Kibii and I did what children
do when there are things abroad too big to understand; we stayed close to each
other and played games that made no noise.

Kibii was a little Nandi boy, younger than I, but we had many things in
common. We gained a bond that was forged in the war and which we would
have done without; but for me, years later in another hemisphere, it exists yet, as
it must for him — still in Africa.

A messenger came to the farm with a story to tell. It was not a story that
meant much as stories went in those days. It was about how the war progressed
in German East Africa and about a tall young man who was killed in it.

I suppose he was no taller than most who were killed there and no better. It

was an ordinary story, but Kibii and I, who knew him well, thought there was no



story like it, or one as sad, and we think so now.

The young man tied his shuka on his shoulder one day and took his shield
and his spear and went to war. He thought war was made of spears and shields
and courage, and he brought them all.

But they gave him a gun, so he left the spear and the shield behind him and
took the courage, and went where they sent him because they said this was his
duty and he believed in duty. He believed in duty and in the kind of justice that
he knew, and in all the things that were of the earth — like the voice of the
forest, the right of a lion to kill a buck, the right of a buck to eat grass, and the
right of a man to fight. He believed in many wives, young as he was, and in the
telling of stories by the shade of the singiri.

He took the gun and held it the way they had told him to hold it, and walked
where they told him to walk, smiling a little and looking for another man to
fight.

He was shot and killed by the other man, who also believed in duty, and he
was buried where he fell. It was so simple and so unimportant.

But of course it meant something to Kibii and me, because the tall young
man was Kibii’s father and my most special friend. Arab Maina died on the field
of action in the service of the King. But some said it was because he had

forsaken his spear.

‘When I am circumcised and become a Murani,” Kibii said, ‘and drink
blood and curdled milk like a man, instead of ugali and nettles, like a woman, I
will find whoever it was that killed my father and put my spear in his heart.’

“You are very selfish, Kibii,” I said. ‘I can jump as high as you can, and
play all our games just as well. I can throw a spear almost as far. We will find

him together and put both our spears in his heart.’

The days that marked the war went on like the ticking of a clock that had no

face and showed no time. After a while it was difficult to remember what it had



been like before, or the remembrance had been brought to mind so often that it
was tarnished and dull, like a trinket not worth looking at. Kibii and I began
living again, from hour to hour.

He still spoke of his forthcoming circumcision as one might speak of the
prospect of being born again — better born and with brand-new hopes. “When 1
am a Murani ...” he would boast. But when he said it he always looked smaller
than he really was, closer still to a little boy than to a man.

So, while he waited for his new birth and I, being only a girl, just waited to
grow up, we played our old games and took increasing interest in the work with
the horses my father had assigned to us.

The games we played were Nandi games because I knew no others and
there was no white child, except myself, anywhere near Njoro, though there may
have been some Boer children in the small colony about two hundred miles
away on the Uasin Gishu Plateau.

One of the games was jumping, because the Nandi said that a boy or a man
must be able to jump as high as himself to be any good at all, and Kibii and I
were determined to be good. When I left Njoro, at last, I could still jump higher
than my head. I could wrestle too, the Nandi way, because Kibii taught me all
the holds and the various tricks and how to pick another toto up over my head
and throw him to the ground.

Among my galaxy of scars is one which an ungallant Nandi boy, whom I
had bested in a wrestling bout, made with his father’s sword. He waited until he
caught me walking alone one day about two miles from the farm, and then he
rushed from behind a thorn tree swinging the weapon like a demented Turk. I
had a knobkerrie in my hand at the time and I caught him behind the ear with it
in the fight that followed, but not before he had slashed my leg above the knee as
deeply as his sword would go.

There were quiet days when Kibii and I played, all during the long
afternoons, a game that took me months to learn and, having forgotten it, I could

never learn again. I remember only that we used the little poisonous yellow



sodom apples for counters and a series of round holes in the ground for our
board, and that the mental arithmetic required was more than I have since used
in twenty years. We would play it in the shade of the wattle trees, or, after
finishing our work with the horses, down behind the walls of the stables, sitting
cross-legged over the smooth yellow balls like diminutive practitioners of black
magic, waiting for a Sign. I had a small allowance of rupees from my father and
Kibii had a salary of sorts. We gambled like fiends with this largesse, but neither
of us established the roots of a fortune with our winnings, though a few of the
coins of the realm were worn thinner.

You couldn’t live in Africa and not hunt. Kibii taught me how to shoot with
a bow and arrow, and when we found we could shoot wood-pigeons and blue
starlings and waxbills, by way of practice, we decided on bigger things. Kibii
had a daring plan, but it didn’t work. We invaded the Mau Forest one day and
haunted its church-like aisles and recesses until we found a Wandorobo
huntsman, a wizened little man barely taller than a bush-buck, and begged him
for poison for our arrows. Kibii was furious when the Wandorobo wisely refused
on the grounds that we were too young to tamper with such things, and we crept
out of the forest again just before dark — as non-poisonous as we had entered it.

‘When I am a Murani ...!” Kibii said with impotent ferocity. ‘Just wait until
[ am a Murani ...!"

On nights when there was a full moon we would sometimes go to the
Kikuyu ingomas, which were tribal dances held usually behind a tall ridge on
Delamere’s Equator Ranch. As a Nandi, Kibii had only a generous tolerance for
the Kikuyu dances, though, when pressed, he admitted that the singing was
good.

The Kikuyu are more like the Kavirondo in their way of living than like the
Masai or the Nandi. But physically they are the least impressive of all. It may be
because they are primarily agriculturists, and generations of looking to the earth
for their livelihood have dulled what fire there might once have been in their

eyes and what will to excel might have been in their hearts. They have lost



inspiration for beauty. They are a hard-working people; from the viewpoint of
Empire, a docile and therefore a useful people. Their character is constant, even
strong, but it is lustreless.

The flippancy of the Kikuyu dances always shocked Kibii. The emotional
ones, he thought, seemed carnal — and the purely spiritual ones lacked dignity.
But I think his impatience was touched with tribal vanity.

At any rate, there were few Kikuyu ingomas whose audiences did not
include Kibii, the critic, and myself.

When the edge of the moon cut into the night and the flat, grassy meadow
behind the ridge on Equator Ranch was light enough to receive the shadows of
moving bodies, the dancers formed in a ring. The heads of the girls were shaved
smooth and the heads of the young men were resplendent in long plaits of hair
decorated with coloured feathers. The young men wore rattles of metal on their
legs, shaped like cowrie shells, and the skins of serval-cats swayed and dangled
from their buttocks. They wore the black-and-white tails of Colobus monkeys
and made them writhe like snakes when the dance was on. They sang in voices
that were so much a part of Africa, so quick to blend with the night and the
tranquil veldt and the labyrinths of forest that made their background, that the
music seemed without sound. It was like a voice upon another voice, each of the
same timbre.

The young men and the girls together stood in a wide circle with their arms
on each other’s shoulders. The white light of the moon bathed their black bodies,
making them blacker. A leader stood alone in the centre of the ring and began
the chant; he struck the spark of their song and it caught on the tinder of their
youth and ran around the ring like a flame. It was a song of love — of this man’s
love and of that one’s. It was a song that changed as many times as there were
young men to proclaim their manhood, and lasted as long as there were young
girls to trill their applause.

The leader swayed in the centre of the ring. The chorus took volume, the

feet of the dancers began their rhythmic stomp, the tempo of the song grew



faster. Chanting, the leader jumped into the air, holding his heels together, giving
the song its beat. His head jerked back and forth on a rigid neck; the breasts of
the young girls rose and fell with the vigour of the dance as the chorus snatched
the last line of each verse and rolled it again and again from a hundred throats.

When the leader was exhausted, there was another to take his place, and
after that another, and another, but the one who stayed the longest and leapt the
highest was the hero of the night, and his crown was forged from the smiles of
the girls.

Almost always it was dawn when the dance was over, but at times Kibii and
I left when it was still dark. We liked walking in the dark, past the edge of the
forest, listening to the shrill cry of the hyrax and the noise of the crickets that
sounded like the snipping of a million shears.

“When the world began,’ Kibii said, ‘each animal, even the Chameleon, had
a task to do. I learned it from my father and my grandfather, and all our people
know this fact.’

“The world began too long ago,” I said — ‘longer than anybody could
remember. Who could remember what the Chameleon did when the world
began?’

‘Our people remember,’ said Kibii, ‘because God told it to our first ol-
oiboni, and this one told it to the next. Each ol-oiboni, before he died, repeated
to the new ol-oiboni what God had said — and so we know these things. We
know that the Chameleon is accursed above all other animals because, if it had
not been for him, there would be no Death.

‘It was like this,’ said Kibii:

“When the first man was made, he wandered alone in the great forest and on
the plains, and he worried very much because he could not remember yesterday
and so he could not imagine tomorrow. God saw this, so he sent the Chameleon
to the first man (who was a Nandi) with a message, saying that there would
never be such a thing as death and that tomorrow would be like today, and that

the days would never stop.



‘Long after the Chameleon had started,’ said Kibii, ‘God sent an Egret with
a different message, saying that there would be a thing called Death and that,
sometime, tomorrow would not come. “Whichever message comes first to the
ears of man,” God warned, “will be the true one.”

‘Now the Chameleon is a lazy animal. He thinks of nothing but food, and
he moves only his tongue to get that. He lagged so much along the way that he
arrived at the feet of the first man only a moment before the Egret.

“The Chameleon began to talk, but he could not. In the excitement of trying
to deliver his tidings of eternal life, before the Egret could speak, the Chameleon
could only stutter and change, stupidly, from one colour to another. So the Egret,
in a calm voice, gave the message of Death.

‘Since then,’ said Kibii, ‘all men have died. Our people know this fact.’

At that time I was naive enough to ponder the verity of such fables.

In the years that have passed, I have read and heard more scholarly
expositions upon similar subjects; God has changed from God to an Unknown
Quantity, the Chameleon has become x and the Egret y. Life goes on until Death
stops it. The questions are the same, but the symbols are different.

Still, the Chameleon is a gay if sluggish fellow, and the Egret is a pretty
bird. There are doubtless better answers, but somehow, nowadays, I prefer
Kibii’s.



IX

Royal Exile

TO AN EAGLE OR to an owl or to a rabbit, man must seem a masterful and yet a
forlorn animal; he has but two friends. In his almost universal unpopularity he
points out, with pride, that these two are the dog and the horse. He believes, with
an innocence peculiar to himself, that they are equally proud of this alleged
confraternity. He says, ‘Look at my two noble friends — they are dumb, but they
are loyal.” I have for years suspected that they are only tolerant.

Suspecting it, I have nevertheless depended on this tolerance all my life,
and if I were, even now, without either a dog or a horse in my keeping, I should
feel I had lost contact with the earth. I should be as concerned as a Buddhist
monk having lost contact with Nirvana.

Horses in particular have been as much a part of my life as past birthdays. I
remember them more clearly. There is no phase of my childhood I cannot recall
by remembering a horse I owned then, or one my father owned, or one I knew.
They were not all gentle and kind. They were not all alike. With some my father
won races and with some he lost. His black-and-yellow colours have swept past
the post from Nairobi to Peru, to Durban. Some horses he brought thousands of
miles from England just for breeding.

Camciscan was one of these.

When he came to Njoro, I was a straw-haired girl with lanky legs and he
was a stallion bred out of a stud book thick as a tome — and partly out of fire.
The impression of his coming and of the first weeks that followed are clear in
my mind.

But sometimes I wonder how it seemed to him.



He arrived in the early morning, descending the ramp from the noisy little
train with the slow step of a royal exile. He held his head above the heads of
those who led him, and smelled the alien earth and the thin air of the Highlands.
It was not a smell that he knew.

There was a star of white on his forehead; his nostrils were wide and
showed crimson like the lacquered nostrils of a Chinese dragon. He was tall,
deep in girth, slender-chested, on strong legs clean as marble.

He was not chestnut; he was neither brown nor sorrel. He stood uncertainly
against the foreign background — a rangy bay stallion swathed in sunlight and
in a sheen of reddish gold.

He knew that this was freedom again. He knew that the darkness and the
terrifying movement of the ship that strained his legs and bruised his body
against walls too close together were gone now.

The net of leather rested on his head in those same places, and the long
lines that he had learned to follow hung from the thing in his mouth that could
not be bitten. But these he was used to. He could breathe, and he could feel the
spring of the earth under his hooves. He could shake his body, and he could see
that there was distance here, and a breadth of land into which he fitted. He
opened his nostrils and smelled the heat and the emptiness of Africa and filled
his lungs and let the rush of air go out of them again in a low, undulant murmur.

He knew men. In the three quick years of his life he had seen more of them
than of his own kind. He understood that men were to serve him and that, in
exchange, he was to concede them the indulgence of minor whims. They got
upon his back and most often he let them stay. They rubbed his body and did
things to his hooves, none of which was really unpleasant. He judged them by
their smells and by the way they touched him. He did not like a hand with a
tremor, or a band that was hard, or one that moved too quickly. He did not trust
the smell of a man that had nothing of the earth in it nor any sweat in it. Men’s
voices were bad, but there were some not too loud that came to his ears slowly,

without insistence, and these he could bear.



A white man came up to him now and walked around him. Other men, all
of them very black — as black as his own mane — stood in a circle and watched
the first man. The stallion was used to this. It was always the same, and it made
him impatient. It made him bend the sleek bow of his neck and jab at the earth
with his hooves.

The white man put a hand on the stallion’s shoulder and said a word that he
knew because it was an old word and almost all men said it when they touched
him or when they saw him.

The white man said, ‘So you are Camciscan,” and the black men repeated,
more slowly, ‘Camciscan,” one after another. And a girl, who was white too,
with straw-coloured hair and legs like a colt’s, said ‘Camciscan’ several times.

The girl seemed foolishly happy saying it. She came close to him and said it
again and he thought her smell was good enough, but he saw that she was
familiar in her manner and he blew a little snort into her straw-coloured hair to
warn her, but she only laughed. She was attended by a dog, ugly with scars, who
never left her heels.

After a little while the girl tugged gently on the lines Camciscan had
learned to follow, and so he followed.

The black men, the white girl, the scarred dog, and the bay stallion walked
along a dirt road while the white man rode far ahead in a buggy.

Camciscan looked neither to one side nor another. He saw nothing but the
road before him. He walked as if he were completely alone, like an abdicated
king. He felt alone. The country smelled unused and clean, and the smells of the
black men and the white girl were not outside of his understanding. But still he
was alone and he felt some pride in that, as he always had.

He found the farm large and to his liking. It harboured many other horses in
long rows of stables, but his box was separate from theirs.

He remembered the old routine of food and saddle and workout and rest,
but he did not remember ever being attended before by a girl with straw-

coloured hair and legs that were too long, like a colt’s. He did not mind, but the



girl was too familiar. She walked into his stall as if they had been old friends,
and he had no need of friends.

He depended upon her for certain things, but, in turn, she got on his back in
the morning and they went to a valley bigger than any he had ever seen, or
sometimes up the side of a certain hill that was very high, and then they came
back again.

In time he found himself getting used to the girl, but he would not let it be
more than that. He could feel that she was trying to break through the loneliness
that he lived by, and he remembered the reasons there were to mistrust men. He
could not see that she was any different, but he felt that she was, and that
disturbed him.

In the early morning she would come to his stable, slip his head-collar on
and remove his heavy rug. She would smooth him down with a cloth and brush
his black mane and his tail. She would clean the urine from his floor, and
separate the good bedding from that spoiled with manure. She did these things
with care. She did them with a kind of intimate knowledge of his needs and with
a scarcely hidden sense of possession which he felt — and resented.

He was by Spearmint out of Camlarge, and the blood flowed arrogantly in
arrogant veins.

Mornings came when Camciscan waited for the girl with his ears and with
his eyes, because he had learned the sound of her bare feet on the ground that
was still unsoftened by any sun, and he could distinguish the tangle of straw-
coloured hair among other things. But when she was in his stable, he retreated to
a far corner and stood watching her work.

He sometimes felt the urge to move closer to her, but the loneliness of
which he was so proud never permitted this. Instead, the urge turned often to
anger which was, to himself, as unreasonable as the unprovoked anger of another
might have been. He did not understand this anger; when it had passed, he would
tremble as if he had caught the scent of something evil.

The girl vaulted to his back one morning, as she always did when they went



to the hill or the valley, and the anger surged suddenly through his body like a
quick pain. He threw her from him so that she fell against the root of a tree and
lay there with blood running through the straw-coloured hair. Her legs that were
too long, like a colt’s, did not move even when the white man and the black men
carried her away.

Afterward, Camciscan trembled and sweated in his box and let his mistrust
of the men who tried to feed him boil into hate. For seven mornings the girl did
not return.

When she did return, he moved again to the farthest corner and watched her
work, or stood still as death while she lifted his feet, one by one, and cleaned
them with a hard tool that never hurt. He was a Thoroughbred stallion and he
knew nothing of remorse. He knew that there were things that made him tremble
and things that filled him with anger. He did not know, always, what these things
were.

He did not know what the thing was that made him tremble on the morning
he saw the chestnut filly, or how it happened that there was suddenly a voice in
his throat that came to his own ears unfamiliar and distant, startling him. He saw
his dignity slip away like a blanket fallen from his back, and pride that had never
before deserted him was in an instant shamefully vanished.

He saw the filly, smooth, young. and with a saunter in her pose, standing in
an open field, under the care of four black men. Unaccountably, he had been led
to this field, and unaccountably he strained against restraint toward this filly.

Camciscan called to her in a tone as unfamiliar to him as it was to her, but
there must have been danger in it. It was a new sound that he did not know
himself. He went toward her, holding his head high, lifting his clean legs, and
the filly broke from the kicking-straps that held her and fled, screaming, in a
voice as urgent as his own.

For the first time in his life he would have exchanged the loneliness he
lived by for something else, but his willingness had gained him only the humility

of rejection and disdain. He could understand this, but not more than this. He



returned to his stable, not trembling. He returned walking with careful steps,
each as even as another.

When the girl came as she always did and kneaded the new dead hairs from
his bright coat with supple fingers and ran the soft body-brush over him, he
turned his head and watched her, accepting the soothing stroke of her hand, but
he knew that the old anger was in him again. It had welled up in his heart until
now it burst and made him whirl round and catch her slender back with his teeth,
biting until the brush dropped from her hand, flinging her bodily against the far
wall of the box. She lay there huddled in the trampled bedding for a long time,
and he stood over her, trembling, not touching her with any of his feet. He would
not touch her. He would have killed any living creature that touched her then,
but he did not know why this was so.

After a while the girl moved and then crawled out of the box and he pawed
through the bedding to the earthen floor, tossing his head up and down, letting
the anger run out of him.

But the girl was there again, in the stable, the next day. She cleaned it as
she had cleaned it each other day and her touch on his body was the same,
except there was a new firmness in it, and Camciscan knew, without knowing,
that his strength, his anger, and his loneliness at last were challenged.

Nothing about the morning ride was different. The black men worked with
the other horses and about the stables in their usual positions, with their usual
movements. The large tree against which he had thrown the girl was still there
making the same little pond of shade, bees criss-crossed the unresisting air like
golden bullets, birds sang or just dipped in and out of the sky. Camciscan knew
that the morning was slow with peacefulness. But he also knew that this thing
would happen; he knew that his anger would come and would be met by the
girl’s anger.

By then he understood, in his own way, that the girl loved him. Also he
understood now why it was that when she had lain hurt in his box, he could not

trample her with his hooves, nor allow any other living thing to touch her — and



the reason for this frightened him.

They came to a level spot on the green hill and he stopped suddenly with
sweat stinging his blood-bay neck and his blood-bay flanks. He stopped because
this was the place.

The girl on his back spoke to him, but he did not move. He felt the anger
again, and he did not move. For the first time her heels struck against his ribs,
sharply, and he was motionless. He felt her hand relax the lines that held his
head so that he was almost free. But she did not speak; she rapped him again
with her heels, roughly, so that it hurt, and he whirled, baring his teeth, and tried
to sink them into her leg.

The girl struck his muzzle with a whip, hard and without mercy, but he was
startled by the act more than by the pain. The alchemy of his pride transformed
the pain to anger that blinded him. He bit at her again and she struck again
making the whip burn against his flesh. He whirled until their world was a cone
of yellow dust, but she clung to his back, weightless, and lashed at him in tireless
rhythm.

He reared upward, cutting the dust cloud with his hooves. Plunging, he
kicked at her legs and felt the thin whip bite at his quarters, time after time, until
they glowed with pain.

He knew that his bulk could crush her. He knew that if he reared high
enough, he would fall backward, and this terrified him. But he was neither
mastered by the girl nor by his terror. He reared until the ground fell away before
him, and he saw only the sky, through bulging eyes, and inch by inch he went
over, feeling the whip on his head, between his ears, against his neck. He began
to fall, and the terror returned, and he fell.

When he knew that the girl was not caught under his weight, his anger left
him as quickly as the wind had whisked the dust away. This was not reason, but
it was so.

He got up, churning the air awkwardly, and the girl stood, watching him,

still holding the lines and the whip, her straw-coloured hair matted with dust.



She came to him and touched the hurt places on his body and stroked his
neck and his throat and the place between his eyes.
In a little time she vaulted again to his back and they went on along the

familiar road, slowly, with no sound but the sound of his hooves.

Camciscan remained Camciscan. In relation to himself, nothing changed,
nothing was different. If there were horses on the farm that whinnied at the
approach of certain men or forsook their peculiar nobility for the common gifts
of common creatures, he was not one.

He held a heritage of arrogance, and he cherished it. If he had yielded once
to a will as stubborn as his own, even this had left no bruise upon his spirit. The
girl had triumphed — but in so small a thing.

He still stood in the far corner of his stable each morning while she worked.
Sometimes he still trembled, and once in the late evening when there was a
storm outside and a nervous wind, she came and lay down in the clean bedding
under his manger. He watched her while there was light, but when that failed,
and she must surely have been asleep, he stepped closer, lowering his head a
little, breathing warmly through widened nostrils, and sniffed at her.

She did not move, and he did not. For a moment he ruffled her hair with his
soft muzzle. And then he lifted his head as high as he had ever held it and stood,
with the girl at his feet, all through the storm. It did not seem a strong storm.

When morning came, she got up and looked at him and spoke to him. But
he was in the farthest corner, where he always was, staring, not at her, but at the

dawn, and at the warm clouds of his breath against the cold.



X

Was There a Horse with Wings?

THE BLACK BOOK LIES on my father’s desk, thick and important. Its covers are a
little bent; the weight of his fingers and mine have curled back its pages, but they
are not yellow. The handwriting is bold — in places it is even proud as when he
has inscribed such names as these: ‘Little Miller — Ormolu — Véronique.’
They are all Thoroughbred mares out of stock old as boulders on an English hill.

The name ‘Coquette’ is inscribed more soberly, with no flourish — almost
with doubt. It is as if here is a girl, pretty as any, but brought by marriage into a
family of respectability beyond her birth or farthest hopes.

The brief career of Coquette is, in fact, ever so slightly chequered; her
background, while not obscure, suggests something less than the dazzling
gentility of her stable-mates. Still, not to be English is hardly regarded as a fatal
deficiency even by the English, though grave enough to warrant sympathy.
Coquette is Abyssinian. She is small and golden yellow with a pure white mane
and tail.

Coquette was smuggled out of Abyssinia because Abyssinians do not
permit good native mares to leave their country. I do not remember who did the
smuggling, but I suppose my father condoned it, in effect, when he bought her.
He must have done it with one eye shut and the other on the sweet, tidy lines of
her vigorous body.

My father was, and is, a law-abiding citizen of the realm, but if ever he
wanders off the path of righteousness, it will not be gold or silver that enticed
him, but, more likely, I think, the irresistible contours of a fine but elusive horse.

A lovely horse is always an experience to him. It is an emotional experience



of the kind that is spoiled by words. He has always talked about horses, but he
has never unravelled his love of them in a skein of commonplace adjectives. At
seventy, in competition with the crack trainers of South Africa, his name heads
the list of winners in the high-stake racing centre of Durban. In view of this and
other things, I demand forgiveness for being so obviously impressed with my
own parent.

He came out of Sandhurst with such a ponderous knowledge of Greek and
Latin that it would have submerged a lesser man. He might have gone down like
a swimmer in the sea struggling with an Alexandrian tablet under each arm, but
he never let his education get the better of him. He won what prizes there were
translating Ovid and Aschylus, and then took up steeplechasing until he became
one of the finest amateur riders in England. He took chances on horses and on
Africa; he never regretted the losses, nor boasted about the wins.

He sometimes dreamed over the thick black book — almost as I am
dreaming now, now that the names are just names, and the great-grandchildren
of those elegant dams and sterling sires are dispersed, like a broken family.

But all great characters come back to life if you call them — even great
horses.

Coquette, in her way, was great. She won races, though she never set the
world agog, but she gave me my first foal.

It all goes back to the thick black book. And that is a long way back.

It lies there, dustless, because it is too much touched, and I am grown a
little now and charged with duties inflexible as a drill sergeant’s, but more
pleasant. I have a corporal in Kibii, but he is often away from the farm these
days, engaged in new and enigmatic offices.

My personal staff still numbers two — lean Otieno and fat, fat Toombo.

It is a morning in November. Some places in the world are grey as a
northern sea in November, and colder. Some are silver with ice. But not Njoro.
In November, Njoro and all the Highlands await their ration of warm soft rain

tendered regularly by one or another of the Native Gods — Kikuyu, Masai,



Kavirondo — or by the White Man’s God, or perhaps by all known Gods,
working amiably together. November is a month of benison and birth.

I open the black book and run my finger down one of its freshest pages. I
come to Coquette.

The book says:

COQUETTE

Date of Service Stallion
20/1/1917  Referee

Eleven months for a mare. Bred to Referee — small, perfect, gallant as a
warrior, smooth as a coin — Coquette is due to foal in a matter of days. I close
the book and call for Toombo.

He comes — rather, he appears; he is a visitation in ebony. Nothing in this
world of extremes is blacker than Toombo, nothing is rounder than his belly,
nothing is broader than his smile. Toombo is the good jinn — the one that never
got locked in the pot. He suddenly fills the doorway as if he had been set into it
like a polished stone into a trinket.

‘Do you want me, Beru — or is it Otieno?’

No matter how many times the name Beryl goes in the Native or Indian ear,
it emerges from the lips — Beru. No English word is so smooth that the tongue
trained to Swahili cannot make it smoother.

‘I want both of you, Toombo. The day for Coquette is very near. We must
begin the watch.’

Toombo’s grin spreads over his wide face like a ripple in a pond. To him,
birth and success are synonymous; the hatching of a hen’s egg is a triumph, or
even the bursting of a seed. Toombo’s own birth is the major success of his life.

He grins until there is no more room for both the grin and his eyes, so his eyes



disappear. He turns and shuffles through the doorway and I hear his deep voice
bawling for Otieno.

The missionaries have already pitched their tents in the Kavirondo country,
which is Otieno’s home. They have jousted with the old black gods and even
unhorsed a few. They have traded a tangible Bible for a handful of intangible
superstitions — the Kavirondo mind is fertile ground.

Otieno’s Bible (translated into Jaluo, which he reads) has made him both a
Christian and a night-owl. Night after night he sits in the yellow circle of his
hurricane lamp and squints over the pages. He is indefatigable, sleepless,
dependable as daylight — and half a mystic. I let him undertake, with Toombo,
the night-watch in Coquette’s box, knowing that he never nods.

He accepts the duty with pious gravity — as indeed he should. Tall and
sombre-eyed, he stands where Toombo stood. If it were not morning, and if there
were no work to be done, and if it were not my father’s study, Otieno would
sheepishly stroke the calf of his black leg with the sole of his black foot and tell
me the story of Lot’s wife.

‘I have been reading in the Book,” he would begin, ‘about a strange
happening ...’

But something more common, though perhaps as strange, is near its
happening, and Otieno leaves and I close the black book and follow him down to
the stables.

Ah, Coquette! How could a creature deserving such a gay name have
become so dowdy? Once she was small and pert and golden, but now she is plain
and shapeless with the weight of her foal. Her thin pasterns are bent with it until
her fetlocks seem ready to touch the ground; her hooves are of lead. She has seen
so much — the savage hills and plains of Abyssinia, all that wild and deep
country on the way to Njoro, all those different people, those different races,
those different rocks and trees. Coquette has seen the world, but the bright, wise
eyes are not now so bright. Soon they will be wiser.

Her foaling-box is ready. Her body-brush, her dandy-brush, and her



kitamba are there. Her coat is still no other colour than gold, her mane and her
tail are still white silk. The gold is tarnished; the silk lacks lustre. Coquette looks
at me as she enters the box — to wait, and wait.

All of us there — Toombo, Otieno, and myself — know the secret. We
know what Coquette is waiting for, but she does not. None of us can tell her.

Toombo and Otieno begin their nightly watch. And the time goes slowly.

But there are other things. Everything else goes on as it always has.
Nothing is more common than birth; a million creatures are born in the time it
takes to turn this page, and another million die. The symbolism is commonplace;
countless dreamers have played countless tunes upon the mystery, but horse-
breeders are realists and every farmer is a midwife. There is no time for mystery.
There is only time for patience and care, and hope that what is born is worthy
and good.

I do not know why most foals are born at night, but most of them are. This
one is.

Nineteen long days pass, and on the evening of the twentieth, I make the
rounds of the stables, as usual, ending at Coquette’s foaling-box. Buller is at my
heels. Otieno The Vigilant is there — and Toombo The Rotund.

The hurricane lamp has already been lighted inside the foaling-box. It is a
large box, large as a room, with walls of cedar planking milled on the farm. The
floor is earthen, covered with deep grass bedding gathered fresh from the
pastures; the smell of a mowed field is gathered with it.

Coquette stands heavily under the gentle glow of the lamp, her evening feed
not finished. Creating new life within her, she is herself almost lifeless. She
lowers her head as if it were not the exquisitely fashioned head that it is, but an
ugly and tiresome burden. She nibbles at a single leaf of lucerne, too small to be
tasted, then shambles on sluggish feet across the box. To her all things are
poignantly lacking — but she is incapable of desiring anything.

Otieno sighs. Toombo’s face beams back at the hurricane lamp, matching
its glow with his glow. Outside the box, Buller challenges the oncoming night



with a softly warning growl.

I bend down and lay my head against the smooth, warm belly of the mare.
“The new life is there. I hear and feel it, struggling already — demanding the
right to freedom and growth. I hope it is perfect; I hope it is strong. It will not, at
first, be beautiful.

I turn from Coquette to Otieno. ‘Watch carefully. It is near.’

The tall, thin Kavirondo looks into the face of the fat one. Toombo’s face is
receptive — it cannot be looked at, it can only be looked into. It is a jovial and
capacious bowl, often empty, but not now. Now it is filled to the brim with
expectation. ‘This is a good night,” he says, ‘this is a good night.” Well, perhaps
he is optimistic, but it proves a busy night.

I return to my hut — my new, proud hut which my father has built for me
out of cedar, with real shingles instead of thatch. In it I have my first glass
window, my first wood floor — and my first mirror. I have always known what I
looked like — but at fifteen-odd, I become curious to know what can be done
about it. Nothing, I suppose — and who would there be to know the difference?
Still, at that age, few things can provoke more wonderment than a mirror.

At eight-thirty Otieno knocks.

‘Come quickly. She is lying.’

Knives, twine, disinfectant — even aneesthetic — are all ready in my
foaling-kit, but the last is precaution. As an Abyssinian, Coquette should have
few of the difficulties that so often attend a Thoroughbred mare. Still, this is
Coquette’s first. First things are not always easy. I snatch the kit and hurry
through the cluster of huts, some dark and asleep, some wakeful with square,
yellow eyes. Otieno at my heels, I reach the stable.

Coquette is down. She is flat on her side, breathing in spasmodic jerks.
Horses are not voiceless in pain. A mare in the throes of birth is almost helpless,
but she is able to cry out her agony. Coquette’s groans, deep, tired, and a little
frightened, are not really violent. They are not hysterical, but they are infinitely

expressive of suffering, because they are unanswerable.



I kneel in the grass bedding and feel her soft ears. They are limp and moist
in the palm of my hand, but there is no temperature. She labours heavily, looking
at nothing out of staring eyes. Or perhaps she is seeing her own pain dance
before them.

The time is not yet. We cannot help, but we can watch. We three can sit
cross-legged — Toombo near the manger, Otieno against the cedar planking,
myself near the heavy head of Coquette — and we can talk, almost tranquilly,
about other things while the little brush of flame in the hurricane lamp paints
experimental pictures on the wall.

“Wa-li-hie!” says Toombo.

It is as solemn as he ever gets. At the dawning of doomsday he will say no
more. A single ‘Walihie!” and he has shot his philosophic bolt. Having shot it, he
relaxes and grins, genially, into himself.

The labouring of Coquette ebbs and flows in methodical tides of torment.
There are minutes of peace and minutes of anguish, which we all feel together,
but smother, for ourselves, with words.

Otieno sighs. “The Book talks of many strange lands,” he says. “There is
one that is filled with milk and with honey. Do you think this land would be
good for a man, Beru?’

Toombo lifts his shoulders. ‘For which man?’ he says. ‘Milk is not bad
food for one man, meat is better for another, ooji is good for all. Myself, I do not
like honey.’

Otieno’s scowl is mildly withering. ‘Whatever you like, you like too much,
Toombo. Look at the roundness of your belly. Look at the heaviness of your
legs!’

Toombo looks. ‘God makes fat birds and small birds, trees that are wide
and trees that are thin, like wattle. He makes big kernels and little kernels. I am a
big kernel. One does not argue with God.’

The theosophism defeats Otieno; he ignores the globular Jesuit slouching

unperturbed under the manger, and turns again to me.



‘Perhaps you have seen this land, Beru?’

‘No.’ I shake my head.

But then I am not sure. My father has told me that I was four when I left
England. Leicestershire. Conceivably it could be the land of milk and honey, but
I do not remember it as such. I remember a ship that sailed interminably up the
hill of the sea and never, never reached the top. I remember a place I was later
taught to think of as Mombasa, but the name has not explained the memory. It is
a simple memory made only of colours and shapes, of heat and trudging people
and broad-leaved trees that looked cooler than they were. All the country I know
is this country — these hills, familiar as an old wish, this veldt, this forest.
Otieno knows as much.

‘I have never seen such a land, Otieno. Like you, I have read about it. I do
not know where it is or what it means.’

“That is a sad thing,’ says Otieno; ‘it sounds like a good land.’

Toombo rouses himself from the stable floor and shrugs. “Who would walk
far for a kibuyu of milk and a hive of honey? Bees live in every tenth tree, and
every cow has four teats. Let us talk of better things!’

But Coquette talks first of better things. She groans suddenly from the
depth of her womb, and trembles. Otieno reaches at once for the hurricane lamp
and swells the flame with a twist of his black fingers. Toombo opens the foaling-
kit.

‘Now.” Coquette says it with her eyes and with her wordless voice. ‘Now
— perhaps now —

This is the moment, and the Promised Land is the forgotten one.

I kneel over the mare waiting for her foal to make its exit from oblivion. I
wait for the first glimpse of the tiny hooves, the first sight of the sheath — the
cloak it will wear for its great début.

It appears, and Coquette and I work together. Otieno at one of my
shoulders, Toombo at the other. No one speaks because there is nothing to say.

But there are things to wonder.



Will this be a colt or a filly? Will it be sound and well-formed? Will its new
heart be strong and stubborn enough to snap the tethers of nothingness that break
so grudgingly? Will it breathe when it is meant to breathe? Will it have the anger
to feed and to grow and to demand its needs?

I have my hands at last on the tiny legs, on the bag encasing them. It is a
strong bag, transparent and sleek. Through it I see the diminutive hooves,
pointed, soft as the flesh of sprouted seeds — impotent hooves, insolent in their
urgency to tread the tough earth.

Gently, gently, but strong and steady, I coax the new life into the glow of
the stable lamp, and the mare strains with all she has. I renew my grip, hand over
hand, waiting for her muscles to surge with my pull. The nose — the head, the
whole head — at last the foal itself, slips into my arms, and the silence that
follows is sharp as the crack of a Dutchman’s whip — and as short.

“Walihie!” says Toombo.

Otieno smears sweat from under his eyes; Coquette sighs the last pain out
of her.

I let the shining bag rest on the pad of trampled grass less than an instant,
then break it, giving full freedom to the wobbly little head.

I watch the soft, mouse-coloured nostrils suck at their first taste of air. With
care, I slip the whole bag away, tie the cord and cut it with the knife Otieno
hands me. The old life of the mare and the new life of the foal for the last time
run together in a quick christening of blood, and as I bathe the wound with
disinfectant, I see that he is a colt.

He is a strong colt, hot in my hands and full of the tremor of living.

Coquette stirs. She knows now what birth is; she can cope with what she
knows. She lurches to her feet without graceful-ness or balance, and whinnies
once — so this is mine! So this is what I have borne! Together we dry the babe.

When it is done, I stand up and turn to smile at Otieno. But it is not Otieno;
it is not Toombo. My father stands beside me with the air of a man who has

observed more than anyone suspected. This is a scene he has witnessed more



times than he can remember; yet there is bright interest in his eyes — as if, after
all these years, he has at last seen the birth of a foal!

He is not a short man nor a tall one; he is lean and tough as a riem. His eyes
are dark and kind in a rugged face that can be gentle.

‘So there you are,” he says — ‘a fine job of work and a fine colt. Shall I
reward you or Coquette — or both?’

Toombo grins and Otieno respectfully scuffs the floor with his toes. I slip
my arm through my father’s and together we look down on the awkward, angry
little bundle, fighting already to gain his feet.

‘Render unto Ceesar,” says my father; ‘you brought him to life. He shall be

yours.’

A bank clerk handles pounds of gold — none of it his own — but if, one
day, that fabulous faery everyone expects, but nobody ever meets, were to give
him all this gold for himself — or even a part of it — he would be no less
overjoyed because he had looked at it daily for years. He would know at once (if
he hadn’t known it before) that this was what he had always wanted.

For years I had handled my father’s horses, fed them, ridden them, groomed
them, and loved them. But I had never owned one.

Now I owned one. Without even the benefit of the good faery, but only
because my father said so, I owned one for myself. The colt was to be mine, and
no one could ever touch him, or ride him, or feed him, or nurse him — no one
except myself.

I do not remember thanking my father; I suppose I did, for whatever words
are worth. I remember that when the foaling-box was cleaned, the light turned
down again, and Otieno left to watch over the newly born, I went out and walked
with Buller beyond the stables and a little way down the path that used to lead to
Arab Maina’s.

I thought about the new colt, Otieno’s Promised Land, how big the world

must be, and then about the colt again. What shall I name him?



Who doesn’t look upward when searching for a name? Looking upward,
what is there but the sky to see? And seeing it, how can the name or the hope be
earthbound? Was there a horse named Pegasus that flew? Was there a horse with
wings?

Yes, once there was — once, long ago, there was. And now there is again.



BOOK THREE



X1
My Trail is North

SOMEBODY WITH A FLAIR for small cynicism once said, “‘We live and do not
learn.” But I have learned some things.

I have learned that if you must leave a place that you have lived in and
loved and where all your yesterdays are buried deep — leave it any way except a
slow way, leave it the fastest way you can. Never turn back and never believe
that an hour you remember is a better hour because it is dead. Passed years seem
safe ones, vanquished ones, while the future lives in a cloud, formidable from a
distance. The cloud clears as you enter it. I have learned this, but like everyone, I
learned it late.

I left the farm at Njoro almost the slowest way, and I never saw it again.

I would have turned back — Pegasus who carried me would have turned
back, because even he had woven three years of memory to hold him there. But
our world was gone like a scrap in the wind, and there wasn’t any turning.

It all happened because those amiable gods who most times walked
together, or at least agreed on larger things, fell out and neglected to send any
rain.

What does a fall of rain, a single fall of rain, mean in anybody’s life? What
does it matter if this month there is none, if the sky is as clear as the song of a
boy, and the sun shines and people walk in it and the world is yellow with it?
What does a week matter, and who is so dour as to welcome a storm?

Look at a seed in the palm of a farmer’s hand. It can be blown away with a
puff of breath and that is the end of it. But it holds three lives — its own, that of

the man who may feed on its increase, and that of the man who lives by its



culture. If the seed die, these men will not, but they may not live as they always
had. They may be affected because the seed is dead; they may change, they may
put their faith in other things.

All the seeds died one year at Njoro and on all the farms around Njoro, on
the low fields, on the slopes of the hills, on the square plots carved out of the
forests, on the great farms and on the farms built with no more than a plough and
a hope. The seeds died because they were not nourished, they were starved for
rain.

The sky was as clear as a window one morning. It was so the next morning,
and the next, and on every morning that followed until it was hard to remember
how rain felt, or how a field looked, green, and moist with life so that a naked
foot sank into it. All the things that grew paused in their growing, leaves curled,
and each creature turned his back on the sun.

Perhaps somewhere — in London, in Bombay, in Boston — a newspaper
carried a single line (on a lesser page); ‘Drought Threatens British East Africa.’
Perhaps someone read it and looked upward, hoping his own skies, that day,
were as clear as ours, or considered that drought on the farthest rim of Africa
was hardly news.

It may not have been. It is hardly news when a man you have never seen
and never will loses a year’s labour, or ten years’ labour, or even a life’s labour
in a patch of ground too far away to imagine.

But when I left Njoro, it was all too close to be easily forgotten. The rain
feeds the seed, and the seed the mill. When the rain stops, the mill wheels stop
— or, if they continue to turn, they grind despair for the man who owns them.

My father owned them. In the time that preceded the drought he had signed
contracts with the Government and with individuals, committing himself to the
delivery of hundreds of tons of flour and meal — at a fixed price and at a fixed
date. If the essence of successful business is not to receive three times what you
give, then it is at least not to receive less than you give. I learned the tyranny of

figures before I knew the value of a pound. I learned why my father sat so long



and so late and so fruitlessly over the scribbled pages, the open inkpot, and the
sniggering lampwicks; you could not buy maize at twenty rupees a bag, grind it
to meal, then sell the meal at ten rupees. Or at least you could (if you honoured
your own word), but you saw your substance run out of the hoppers with every
cupful of the stuff you milled.

For many months the same long chain of loaded wagons dragged over the
road from Kampi ya Moto to the farm at Njoro. They were filled with the same
grain they had brought for years, but it was not new grain. It was not fresh grain
prodigally harvested, gleaned from the fields with shouts and sweat. It was
hoarded grain or grain combed from niggard patches; it brought the highest price
the oldest settlers with the oldest stories could remember.

My father bought it, bringing it from wherever it could be found, and where
he spent a rupee, he lost two. The mill wheels turned, the flour spouted into
yawning bags and each was sewn shut with a part of the farm sealed within it.

There were men who thought my father a little mad. Contracts had been
evaded before, hadn’t they? Wasn’t God responsible for drought?

Yes, and for a number of other things, my father thought, including lack of
drought. But he held that God was reasonably innocent in the matter of a signed
contract.

One day, a string of freight cars left the mill siding behind a triumphant
little engine. The last of the flour had been milled; all the contracts had been
honoured from the first word to the last solemn scratch of ink. The engine made
the farthest turn. It hooted once, cast a smudge on the immaculate horizon, and
disappeared. It carried with it most of my youth — my father’s title to the farm,
the buildings, the stables, and all the horses, except just one — the one with
wings.

‘Now,’ said my father, ‘we have to think.” And so we thought.

We sat for an hour in his little study and he spoke to me more seriously than
he ever had done before. His arm lay across the big black book that was closed

now and he told me many things I had never known — and some that I had



known. He was going to Peru — an untrammelled country like this one, yet a
country that loved horses and needed men who understood them. He wanted me
to come, but the choice was mine; at seventeen years and several months, I was
not a child. I could think; I could act with reason.

Did he consider me expert enough to train Thoroughbreds professionally?

He did, but there was much to learn.

Could I ever hope for a trainer’s licence under English Jockey Club rules?

I could — but nothing succeeded like success.

I knew too little of Africa to leave it, and what I knew I loved too much.
Peru was a name — a smudge of purple on a schoolbook map. I could put my
finger on Peru, but my feet were on the earth of Africa. There were trains in
Africa, there were some roads, there were towns like Nairobi, there were schools
and bright lights and telegraph. There were men who said they had explored
Africa; they had written books about it. But I knew the truth. I knew that, for
myself, the country had not yet been found; it was unknown. It had just barely
been dreamed.

‘Go to Molo,’ said my father. ‘There are stables at Molo that you could use.
Remember that you are still just a girl and do not expect too much — there are a
few owners here and there who will give you horses to train. After that, work
and hope. But never hope more than you work.’

A Spartan thread held through my father’s counsel, then as now.

The trail ran north to Molo; at night it ran straight to the stars. It ran up the
side of the Mau Escarpment until at ten thousand feet it found the plateau and
rested there, and some of the stars burned beneath its edge. In the morning the
plateau was higher than the sun. Even the day climbed the trail to Molo. I
climbed it with all that I owned.

I had two saddlebags, and Pegasus. The saddlebags held the pony’s rug, his
brush, a blacksmith’s knife, six pounds of crushed oats, and a thermometer as a

precaution against Horse Sickness. For me the bags held pajamas, slacks, a shirt,



toothbrush, and comb. I never owned less, nor can I be sure that I ever needed
more.

We left before dawn, so that when the hills again took shape Njoro was
gone, disappeared with the last impotent scowl of night. The farm was gone —
its whirling mills, its fields and paddocks, its wagons and its roaring Dutchmen.
Otieno and Toombo were gone, my new mirror, my new hut with the cedar
shingles — all these were behind me, not like part of a life, but like a whole life
lived and ended.

How completely ended! — for Buller too, bearing the scars of all his
battles, holding still in his great dead heart the sealed memory of his own joys
and mine, the smells he knew, the paths, the little games, those vanquished
warthogs, the soundless stalking of a leopard’s paws — he too had lived a life
and it was ended. He lay behind me, buried deep by the path to the valley where
we hunted. There were rocks over him that I had lifted and carried there and
piled in a clumsy pyramid and left without a name or epitaph.

For what can be said of a dog? What can be said of Buller — a dog like any
other, except only to me? Can one repeat again those self-soothing and pompous
phrases: this noble beast? — this paragon of comrades? — this friend of man?

How would the shade of Buller, eager, arrogant, swaggering still under the
cool light of some propitious moon, regard such sighing sentiments except to tilt
once more his forever insatiable nose, open a bit wider the eye that always
drooped a little, and say: ‘In the name of my father, and my father’s father, and
of every good dog that ever killed a cat, or stole a haunch, or bit a farm boy! —
could this be me?’

Rest you, Buller. No hyena that ever howled the hills nor any jackal
cringing in the night will paw the rocks that mark you. There is respect for a
heart like yours, and if its beating stop, the spirit lives to guard the ways you

wandered.

My trail is north. It is thin and it curls against the slopes of the Mau like the



thong of a whip. The new sun falls across it in a jumble of golden bars that lie on
the earth or lean against the trees that edge the forest. The trees are tall juniper
and strong cedars straining to the sky on straight shafts, thick, and rough with
greying bark. Grey lichen clings in clotted mops from their high crests, defeating
the day, and olive trees and wayward vines and lesser things that grow huddle
safe from the hard hot light under the barrier of their stalwart brothers.

I ride my father’s gift, my horse with wings, my Pegasus with the dark bold
eyes, the brown coat that shines, the long mane that flows like a black silk
banner on the lance of a knight.

But I am no knight. I am no knight that would earn the greeting of any other
save perhaps of that fabulous and pathetic one who quested the by-paths of a
distant and more ancient Spain. I am clothed in work slacks, a coloured shirt,
leather moccasins, and an old felt hat, broad-brimmed and weather-weary. I ride
long-stirruped, my idle hand deep in a pocket.

Giant bush-pigs bolt across my way, disturbed at their morning forage;
monkeys shriek and gibber in the twisting branches; butterflies, bright, fantastic,
homeless as chips on a wave, dart and soar from every leaf. A bongo, rarest of
all antelope, flees through the forest, leaping high, plunging his red and white-
striped coat deep in a thicket — away from my curious eyes.

The path is steep and never straight, but the clean, firm legs of Pegasus
measure it with easy contempt. If his wings are fantasy, his worth is not. He
never trudges, he never jolts; he is as smooth as silence.

This is silence. This ride through the boisterous birth of a forest day is silent
for me. The birds sing, but they have no song that I can hear; the scamper of a
bush-buck at my elbow is the whisking of a ghost through a phantom wood.

I think, I ponder, I recall a hundred things — little things, foolish things that
come to me without reason and fade again —

Kima the baboon, the big baboon that loved my father but hated me;
Kima’s grimaces, his threats, his chain in the courtyard; the morning he escaped

to trap me against the wall of a hut, digging his teeth into my arm, clawing at my



eyes, screaming his jealous hatred until, with childish courage born of terror, I
killed him dead, using a knobkerrie and frantic hands and sobbing fury — and
ever afterward denied the guilt.

Leopard nights — lion nights. The day the elephant trekked from the Mau
to Laikipia, hundreds of them in a great irresistible phalanx, crushing the young
grain, the fences, crumbling huts and barns while our horses trembled in their
stables; the aftermath — the path of the elephants, broad and levelled like a route
of conquest through the heart of the farm.

Lion in the paddocks — the bawling of a steer, a cow, a heifer; the rush for
hurricane lamps, rifles, the whispering of one man to another; the stillness; the
tawny shape, burdened with its Kkill, flowing through the tall grass; bullets
whining away against the wind; the lion leaping, bullock and all, over the cedar
fence; the lowered rifles.

And leopard nights — moonlit nights; my father and I crouched by the bulk
of a Dutchman’s wagon on the edge of the water tank; the smooth snick of
cartridges in long guns; the wait, the tightened muscles; the gliding prowler
sleek as a shadow on still water; eyes along the black barrels, the pressure of a
finger.

All things to remember; some dark, some light. I nudge Pegasus into a
gentle canter where the trail flattens through an open glade. The reins are
threaded between the fingers of my right hand, the whip rests between my palm
and the reins in the same hand. I have slipped into a thin, buckskin jacket, for, as
the sun climbs, the forest deepens, the upward path finds thinner, colder air, and
the green aisles are fresh with the smell of it.

I smile to myself, remembering Bombafu. What brings him to mind, I do
not know, but suddenly there he is. Bombafu means fool in Swahili; at Njoro it
meant my father’s parrot.

Poor Bombafu! — one day he whistled for destruction, and it came. How
sad, how naked, how disillusioned he was after the moment of his greatest

triumph had shone upon him like a gleam of light, then abandoned him to the



darkness of despair!

They were proud feathers Bombafu gave to the Cause of his Learning,
pretty feathers, long and rich and stained with jungle colour. How proudly he
wore them!

How proudly he clasped the perch in the square room outside my father’s
study, day after day, looking with truculent, or bemused, or falsely philosophic
eyes, on all who entered — on all the dogs of the motley pack my father fancied
then!

And these were the undoing of Bombafu. Dogs were simple things, he saw,
controlled by a single sound. A man would stand in the doorway of the house
and make that sound with his lips — and the pack would come.

But who could make sounds if not Bombafu? Was he to remain a bird on a
stick the whole of his long, long life? Was there to be nothing but seeds and
water and water and seeds for a being as elegant as he? Who had such feathers?
Who had such a beak? Who could not call a dog? Bombafu could. He did.

He practised week upon week, but so cleverly that we seldom heard him; he
practised the abracadabra of calling dogs until he knew, as well as he knew the
shape of the bar he clung to, that no dog that ever sought a flea could resist his
summons. And he was not wrong. They came.

One morning when the house was empty, Bombafu slipped his perch and
called the dogs. I heard it too. I heard the quick, urgent whistle that was my
father’s whistle, though my father was a mile away. I looked across the
courtyard and saw Bombafu, resplendent, confident, almost masterful as he trod
the doorsill on hooked, impatient toes, his brilliant breast puffed and swelling,
his green, and all too empty head cocked with insolence. ‘Come one, come all,’
his whistle said — ‘it is I, Bombafu, calling!”

And so they came — long dogs, short dogs, swift dogs, hungry dogs,
running from the stables, from the huts, from the shade of the trees where they
had dozed, while Bombafu danced under the portal of his doom and whistled

louder.



I could run too in those days, but not so fast as that. Not fast enough to
prevent the frustration of an anticipant dog from curdling to fury at the sight of
this vain mop of gaudy feathers committing forgery of the master’s voice —
insulting all of dogdom with the cheek of it, holding to ridicule the canine clan,
promising even (what could be worse?) a scrap, or a bone, yet giving nothing!
That was the rub; that was the injury heaped on insult.

Bombafu went down; he went under; he disappeared only to rise again,
feather by feather. His blaze of glory was no abstract one. It floated on the air in
crimson and chrome yellow, in green and blue and subtler shades — a burst, a
galaxy, a comet’s tail of scraps and pieces.

Sad bird! Unhappy bird! He lived, he sat again upon his perch, his eyes
half-closed and dull, a single tattered wing to hide his nakedness, a single
moment to remember.

And the immortal line so rightly his, the only word he might have uttered,
was stolen too. Surely this was tragedy — this was irony — that not Bombafu,
but a dour and morbid raven, a creature of the printed page, a nightly nobody,
had discovered first the dramatic power of those haunting tones, those significant
syllables, that ultimate utterance — Never — Nevermore!

So suffered Bombafu — and suffers still for all I know. Parrots are ageless
— though blessed, I suspect, with memories too short to be fatal.

While I think of him, the trail I ride finds the verge of the plateau, curls
over it, and Pegasus and I move in a place no longer Africa.

A country laved with icy streams, its valleys choked with bracken, its hills
clothed in the green heather that wandered Scotsmen sing about, seems hardly
Africa. Not a stone has a familiar cast; the sky and the earth meet like strangers,
and the touch of the sun is as dispassionate as the hand of a man who greets you
with his mind on other things.

Such is Molo. Its first glance presages the character I later learn — a stern
country, high and cold, demanding from those who live upon it a tithe of toil, a

recompense of labour fuller than full measure and a vigour of heart against the



stubborn virginity of its earth.

Sheep run here, but they are native sheep with the weather in their blood.
Cattle graze, mulling the sweet grass to rhythmic cuds, staring into the full-
grown day with calm eyes. There is game — scattered reed-buck, impala,
smaller things that rustle the bracken but never part it; a buffalo now and then
emerges from a copse to scan the fresh hills with dubious approval, then turns,
shouldering a path to less austere and more familiar levels.

There are farms — and farmers scattered like the builders of a new land,
each hugging to himself all that spreads from the door of his hut to the horizon
he marks with a sweep of his arm.

Yes, this too is Africa.

I dismount, slip the bit out of Pegasus’ mouth and let him drink from a
stream that rolls from nowhere, washing rocks immaculate for ages — rounded
rocks, sleek with the wear of water. He paws at them, snorts bubbles into the
clear eddy that stings with cold, then sucks his fill.

It is not his country, not the country he knows or likes. He moves back,
away from the stream, and regards with tilted ears and bold, clear eyes what he
hears and sees. He scuffs the ground and lowers his head to nudge my shoulder,
coaxing me gently, suggesting, I suspect, that we go back the way we came.

But, for a little while, this is the place for us — a good place too — a place
of good omen, a place of beginning things — and of ending things I never
thought would end.



XI11
Hodi!

THE TREES THAT GUARD the thatched hut where I live stand in disorganized ranks,
a regiment at ease, and lay their shadows on the ground like lances carried too
long.

They are tall trees shouldering the late sun on its way before its light is
done, urging the evening into their circle. Sun shafts pry through the close guard
and touch the door of the hut, or the window, or the chimney, but they are as
weak as the glow of my hurricane lamp, smug and dowdy in the centre of my
cedar table. Night comes early at Molo. In my house it comes earlier still, but the
stables are unshaded and I can see them from where I sit. I can see the safely
closed doors, a stretch of the paddock fence, a tired syce trudging to his dinner.
The workday is finished, dead as the calendar page that bore its number. But the
year is thick with other pages, full with other work.

There are orders for tomorrow. The girth gall on Collarcelle requires a
different saddle — item for her syce. Wrack, the chestnut colt, is coming along
— I’ll send him a mile and a quarter, three-quarter speed; carries head too low
for running martingale — rings only — chain snaffle.

There’s Welsh Guard. He’ll do — he is the son of Camciscan. Tendon
boots? His legs are as sound as steel hinges. Gallop day tomorrow, but not for
him; there’s weight in his neck — slow work with sweating hood. He’ll pull —
the good ones always pull. I’ll ride Welsh Guard, and that’s three.

There are two others. I train them in exchange for my hut and stable space.
Dull horses, too old and ‘handicapped out’ but a job’s a job. Let me see ...

I think. I scribble notes. I wonder about the high price of feed, and chew my



pencil. I am a trainer of race-horses, I have already got my licence. Six weeks to
the Race Meeting at Nairobi — the little hotels filled, the streets humming, each
day the grandstands mottled with the costumes and the colour of a dozen tribes
and peoples. Winners. Losers. Money changing hands. Trainers big-chested,
trainers flat-chested, explaining how it might have happened, ‘except just for
this.” All of them men. All of them older than my eighteen years, full of being
men, confident, cocksure, perhaps offhand. They have a right to be. They know
what they know — some of which I have still to learn, but not much, I think. Not
much, I hope. We shall see, we shall see.

Pencil-chewing leads to nothing. My scribbles are complete, the price of
feed is adamant; it is hard, it can’t be changed by thinking.

I rise from my chair, stretch, and look once more toward the stables, once
more toward the humourless regiment of trees that surround me. But it is not so
bad. Next week I am promised two more horses to train, so my stable is growing.
Only the work grows too.

I am as fond of my syces as it is possible to be. Each has followed me from
Njoro, knowing that salaries might be slow in coming, food and other things not
so plentiful as they had been. But still they followed, barefoot up the long trail,
ragged, shyly presenting themselves for work and, of course, finding it.

Yet syces can do only certain things. They are stable boys; they can ride,
they can groom, they can clean what has to be cleaned. They cannot apply a
pressure bandage, or treat lameness, or judge fitness, or handle an overwilling
horse, not even a sulky one. These things belong to me, but five o’clock in the
morning until sundown, long as it seems, is not long enough. If only there were
someone to trust — someone I know. But, of course, there isn’t. Not now. This
is not Njoro in past days when I was a child and had a friend or two. This is
Molo in the new days with new friends still in the making. Where are the old?
Where are they ever?

I take the alarm clock off the shelf near my iron bed and begin to wind it.

The hurricane lamp on the table no longer has competition from the sun. It



squats in the amber corona of its nearly futile light, twisting decent shadows into
tortured shapes, shedding yellow on the walls of the thatched hut, the chair, the
earthen floor.

It is an ancient lamp, not of my own things. Its base is cheap metal, nicked
in places, its chimney is smudged with soot. How has it lighted the hours of how
many men? How many men have scribbled under it, eaten under it, got drunk
under it? Has it ever seen success?

I think not. It is crumpled and slatternly, enured to failure, as if no man with
hope in his fingers had ever trimmed its wick. It gives a joyless light; it is a
dissolute eye. Watching it burn I am at last depressed. I make it a symbol of
despair, only because it is not brighter, perhaps because it cannot talk.

But at least I can talk, if only on paper. I rummage in a saddlebag swung
from a nail on the wall, find my father’s last letter from Peru, spread it open to
read again and answer.

Silence is never so impenetrable as when the whisper of steel on paper
strives to pierce it. I sit in a labyrinth of solitude jabbing at its bulwarks with the
point of a pen — jabbing, jabbing.

As always, my door is open. It may as well be closed — there is nothing to
see but night. There is nothing to hear for a long time, and then I hear what I
know to be naked feet walking toward me. But there is no stealth in the sound,
neither is there any noise. It is the honest sound of one used to darkness, moving
through my palace guard of trees.

I do not lift the pen from the paper nor raise my head. I wait for a word, and
it comes.

‘Hodi.’

The voice is soft. It is deep with a timbre I almost remember, but do not
know. It is respectful and warm and there is shyness in it. Through the single
Swahili word it says, ‘I am here,” and the echo of it adds, ‘Am I welcome?’

I do not have to think. Now I leave the pen and raise my head from the half-

covered sheet of paper. Somehow that word is always to be trusted. ‘Hodi’ —



we who have used it know it would scorch the lips of a liar and make a cinder of
a thief’s tongue. It is a gentle word, a word of honour, asking an answer gently.
And there is an answer.

I rise from the chair and look out through the door, seeing no one, and give
the answer.

‘Kaaribu!”’

I have said,  Come — you are welcome.’

I do not know the man who appears — the young man who halts at my
threshold draped in a warrior’s shuka. He is tall, and he wears a belt of beads
hung with a club, and a sword in a bright red scabbard. The tails of Colobus
monkeys circle his ankles; a strand of chain supporting a hollowed lion’s claw
swings from his throat. He is tall and as silent as the night at his back. He does
not move forward; he stands at the threshold.

There is nothing for me to say. I stand and wait, letting the deceitful light
make a fool of my memory. I advance around the cedar table. I look at the dark
hair, plaited to a heavy pigtail, the forward-tilted chin — the eyes — the
cheekbones — the hands ...

My own hand goes forward as if it were no part of me. The young man
says, ‘I have come to help — to work for you, if you can use me. I am Arab
Ruta.’

But now I see; now I know.

It is little Kibii of the Egret’s secret, Kibii of the vanished days, born once
again.

I wonder now how long we talked, how long we sat at the cedar table with
the lamp at our elbows — the good lamp, the gay lamp transformed in character,
no longer bent, but only leaning toward us to lend its light to an old
companionship? Perhaps an hour — perhaps three. Each of us had a diary to
read, unwritten but remembered well, and each had an audience.

I told of Njoro, of the farm’s end, of things that had been and of things I

hoped would be. We laughed at some things because we had grown so much



older; we were serious about others because we were still so young.

He spoke of his life since they had given him that spear he had always
wanted and had made a Murani of him — and had renamed him Arab Ruta.
Kibii was someone he barely knew. Kibii was gone, Kibii was literature. This
was a warrior and a man of solemn thoughts.

“The world is a big place,” he said. ‘I have been north as far as the Uasin
Gishu, farther south than Kericho, and. I have walked on the slopes of Ol Donia
Kenya. But everywhere a man goes there is still more of the world at his
shoulder, or behind his back, or in front of his eyes, so that it is useless to go on.
I have hunted buffalo and lion, and traded sheep near the place called Soyamu,
and I have talked with other men in all these places. After such things a man
comes back to his home, and he is not much wiser.’

“Then you are disappointed — Arab Ruta? When you were a boy — when
you were Kibii — you did not speak like this.’

‘A boy does not speak like a man. The world has taught me not more than
my father taught me — and not more than I learned from Arab Togom.’

‘I do not know Arab Togom.’

‘It was he my father chose to prepare me for my circumcision, and I think
he prepared me well. He is a Murani of my father’s age-grade and a very wise
man. He told me the history of my people and of how a man should live his life,
keeping his voice soft and his anger sheathed until there is just need for it — like
this sword that hangs from my belt. He told me how God delivered the first seed
of all the cattle that live into the keeping of my people and of how my tribe
cannot die if they husband this gift. He told me of war and of how the soul of a
man withers like the face of an aged woman if the will to fight is lost. Arab
Togom told me these things. What shall a man eat and how shall a man love so
that he remains a man and is yet not like a bull in the herd or like a hyena
clawing at a feast?

‘l am married now, at last — but first I learned these ways of life.

Obedience to law is among them; obedience to my own heart is a part of them. I



have met men that have seen more of the world than I. One I know has even
stood up to his knees in the water that never ends and tastes like salt on the
tongue; another has lived in a village so big that only one man out of a hundred
men knows the name of his neighbour. These men have wisdom too. It is another
wisdom, and I do not say it is bad wisdom, but that which I have learned from
my father, Arab Maina, whom you remember well, and from Arab Togom,
seems enough to live by.

‘Have you in these years, Memsahib, learned more than this?’

Kibii into Arab Ruta — Beru into Memsahib! — this stilted word that ends
my youth and reminds me always of its ending —

What a child does not know and does not want to know of race and colour
and class, he learns soon enough as he grows to see each man flipped inexorably
into some predestined groove like a penny or a sovereign in a banker’s rack.
Kibii, the Nandi boy, was my good friend. Arab Ruta, who sits before me, is my
good friend, but the handclasp will be shorter, the smile will not be so eager on
his lips, and though the path is for a while the same, he will walk behind me
now, when once, in the simplicity of our nonage, we walked together.

No, my friend, I have not learned more than this. Nor in all these years have

I met many who have learned as much.

So the days that followed at Molo became easier days. Arab Ruta had not
forgotten what he knew about horses. Part of my work became his work, in time
he brought his wife to live there. In time my responsibility grew from five to
eight horses, then to ten, until my thatched hut, the modest stables, even the
quarters of Ruta and the syces, seemed no longer the place for us and I thought
of other places. I thought of Nakuru, deep in the Rift Valley — a place where
there were bigger stables, a race-course of sorts, and warmer weather. And in
this I conceded to Pegasus the argument he never left, but still pressed home, day
after day, by stubbornly striving, whenever I mounted him, toward the trail that

had brought us to Molo. This, he continued to say, this of all places is no place



for us!

But still it was — because of a thing that happened.

I am incapable of a profound remark on the workings of Destiny. It seems
to get up early and go to bed very late, and it acts most generously toward the
people who nudge it off the road whenever they meet it. That is an easy
conclusion and it will not put to rest all further speculation on the subject, but
whenever I wonder nowadays about Molo, I am forced to wonder a little about
Destiny — and I achieve no progress whatever toward explaining anything. It
seems remarkable to me at least that if I had not gone to Molo, I might never
have seen New York, nor learned to fly a plane, nor learned to hunt elephant,
nor, in fact, done anything except wait for one year to follow another.

I had always believed that the important, the exciting changes in one’s life
took place at some crossroad of the world where people met and built high
buildings and traded the things they made and laughed and laboured and clung to
their whirling civilization like beads on the skirts of a dervish. Everybody was
breathless in the world I imagined; everybody moved to hurried music that I
never expected to hear. I never yearned for it much. It had a literary and
unattainable quality like my childhood remembrance of Scheherazade’s
Baghdad.

But Molo was the other end of the dream — the waking end. It was
attainable, it was placid, it was dull.

What but commonplace things could follow the meeting of two people on
that elevated scrap of earth? How can the course of a life be changed by a word
spoken on a dusty road — a pin-scratch of a road, itself short-lived and feeble
against the mountain-calloused crust of Africa? Where would a word fall except
on the wind?

Pegasus and I went along the road one day and met a stranger. He rode no
horse. He stood in the dirt track beside an automobile bogged and powerless,
trying with grimy hands to coax the roar of life back to its dead engine. He

worked in a welter of sun and grease and sweat, the only moving figure in an



uninspired scene of small frustration, but his hands were patient. The man was
young and unperturbed, but he was not otherwise unlike any man bent over the
same task.

In Africa people learn to serve each other. They live on credit balances of
little favours that they give and may, one day, ask to have returned. In any
country almost empty of men, ‘love thy neighbour’ is less a pious injunction
than a rule for survival. If you meet one in trouble, you stop — another time he
may stop for you.

‘Can I help?’

I had dismounted from Pegasus; the pony stood stiff-legged, straining
against the reins, eyeing the angular apparition of steel and rubber with fear and
distrust. For myself, I had seen engines before — the big mill engines at Njoro,
and, as for automobiles, my father owned one of the first, and I had seen others
on occasional visits to Nairobi. They were rolling in, but few had rolled as high
as Molo. I knew what happened; I knew they ran out of petrol, or got flat tires, or
just broke down.

The stranger turned from his tinkering and smiled and shook his head. No, I
couldn’t help. Engines were moody things. They had to be nursed. He had
nursed this one for weeks and was getting used to it.

‘Not bored with it?’

He wiped grease from a pair of pliers and shrugged, squinting upward at the
sun. No. Well, yes — at times, of course. At times he got damned bored with it.
But you had to have something to worry about, didn’t you? You couldn’t just sit
on this window ledge of Africa and watch the clouds go by?

‘I suppose you couldn’t.’

I sat down on a hummock of grass, holding my reins, leaning almost against
the forelegs of Pegasus. There was no place to tether a horse; there was nothing
but rolling downs that went on and on in easy waves until they broke against the
wall of the sky. There were no clouds to watch. The automobile so sharply

sketched against this simple canvas was an intrusion; it was as if a child had



pasted the picture of a foolish toy over a painting you had known for years.

The young man dropped his pliers and sat on his heels. He had intelligent
eyes lit gently with humour. He was older than I by six or seven years, but he
had the kindness not to show tolerance.

‘I know what you’re thinking. The motorcar looks silly here — your horse
looks natural. But you can’t stop things, you know. One day, when roads are
built, this whole country will be rumbling with trains and cars — and we’ll all
get used to it.’

‘I don’t think I will. The trains I’ve seen are filthy — and even you can’t
think much of the motorcar —

He smiled in agreement. ‘Not much really. I’ve got a little farm near
Eldama Ravine. If it ever pays off, I’ll get an aeroplane — I flew one in the war
and got to like it; in the meantime the car is something to keep me busy ...’

I had heard of aeroplanes — they too belonged to Baghdad. People talked
about them, my father had talked about them — most times with a shake of his
head. They were interesting inventions, it seemed, and there were men who got
into them and went from place to place — why, I never knew. It seemed such a
far step away from the warmth and the flow of life and the rhythm of flowing
with it. It was too much outside of the things one knew — to like, or even to
believe. A man was not a bird — how Arab Maina would have laughed at that
— men wishing themselves into wings! It would have reminded him of a legend.

‘When you fly,” the young man said, ‘you get a feeling of possession that
you couldn’t have if you owned all of Africa. You feel that everything you see
belongs to you — all the pieces are put together, and the whole is yours; not that
you want it, but because, when you’re alone in a plane, there’s no one to share it.
It’s there and it’s yours. It makes you feel bigger than you are — closer to being
something you’ve sensed you might be capable of, but never had the courage to
seriously imagine.’

What would Arab Maina have said to that? — Arab Maina, with his wish to

walk an even path on naked feet, keeping his eyes on the earth, his great spear in



his hand and his vanity buried in his heart? He would have found a legend for
that. He would have said, ‘Lakwani — listen! Once there was the child of a
leopard who found the ways of his kind too small to live by ... and one day this
child of a leopard ...’

That is what Arab Maina would have said — that and more. But I said
almost nothing. I saw that this man, tinkering with his battered engine on that
pin-scratch of a road under a sun that burned the metal in his hands, was no fool
— at most, a dreamer. He meant these things — not for me, of course (I was just
an audience for his dreaming), but for himself. And his were solemn dreams.
They were solemn dreams and in time he made them live.

Tom Black is not a name that ever groped for glory in a headline or
shouldered other names aside for space to strut in. It can be found in the drier
lists of men who figured flights in terms of hours or days, instead of column
inches. There was fanfare when he and Charles Scott hurled the sleek red
‘Comet’ across eleven thousand miles of the world in 1934. There were other
flights that found the public fancy. All these were diversions. If a man has any
greatness in him, it comes to light, not in one flamboyant hour, but in the ledger
of his daily work.

I saw the ledger written. But so many days followed that one on the road at
Molo — so many intervened before we met again.

I mounted Pegasus and waved good-bye and, behind me, heard the tired
engine stir to life and sing with a broken voice that had no music in it. And the
happy tinker who had revived it again jostled on his dreamy way wrapped in a
nebula of dust.

He had been lavish with a stranger. He had left me a word, tossed me a key
to a door I never knew was there, and had still to find.

‘All the pieces are put together, and the whole is yours ...” A word grows to
a thought — a thought to an idea — an idea to an act. The change is slow, and
the Present is a sluggish traveller loafing in the path Tomorrow wants to take.

Jumbled thoughts — restless thoughts — absurd thoughts! Pull yourself



together. Whoever heard of Destiny with pliers in his hand?
‘Come, Pegasus — stretch those handsome legs — it’s almost feeding

time!’



XIII
Na Kupa Hati M’zuri

THE RED-JAWED RUSSIAN SQUINTS over his glass of vodka, swallows, and snorts
from the bottom of his belly.

‘Leopard?’ he says. ‘Pah! I have fought Siberian wolves with a clasp-knife.
Listen, my friend — once at Tobolsk ...’

‘Oxford myself,” the man at his elbow says, ‘shall we sing?’

‘“Wait until the orchestra stops.’

‘White hunter? You’ll want the best, old man. Get Blixen if you can, or
Finch-Hatton. The Rift Valley isn’t Hyde Park, you know ...’

‘In America we make the biggest there are. Take Chicago now ...’

‘Champagne, Memsahib?’

‘Only a little ... thanks. Now what were you saying, dear? Is that Lord
Delamere with the glasses on?’

‘No. The one with the long hair. He never misses a Race Meeting. He never
misses anything.’

‘Good old Muthaiga Club!’

‘Good old Haig and Haig!’

‘Good old Harrow — a toast to Harrow!”

‘Eton, you mean — swing, swing together — steady from stroke to bow ...’

‘Forty yearson ...’

‘Gentlemen! Gentlemen!’ A tipsy fellow, swaying like a wind-rocked palm,
frowns over the sea of fun and commands it to subside, but he has no magic. The
sea rises, engulfs him in a single swell of laughter, and rolls on and on.

Let there be music. And there is music.



‘Beryl! — I’ve been looking for you ...’

The lean, easy figure of Eric Gooch looms at my shoulder.

There is economy in the straight lines of his face, his eyes are blue and
candid, and lacking worry. He is a farmer who has farmed for years without
crying about it. He likes it. He likes all animals and especially horses. His filly,
Wise Child, is in my stable. Now that I have moved to Nakuru, leaving Molo
with its smells of Scotland, its cold nights and its contours so unorthodox —
except to a Calvinistic eye — I am in closer touch with the owners of the horses
I train. This is the big race, the important race — the Saint Leger, and most of
my hopes (and Eric’s) hang on the satin-sleek shoulders of Wise Child.

Eric finds a chair and somehow crowds it up to my table. We put our heads
together and talk of what to us are serious things; we mumble under the raucous
chorus of voices that blend somehow and rise to the rafters of Muthaiga Club in
a crescendo that lacks only a conductor to time its swell.

We can talk elsewhere. Nairobi has outgrown its swamp and tin-roof days.
There are other places for discussing a horse-race, but none more appropriate,
none more congenial. Poet or ploughman, statesman or derelict — every man
has his Mermaid’s Tavern, every hamlet its shrine to conviviality, and in the
image of the common spirit of those who haunt it, the character of the shrine is
fashioned.

A Claridge’s in London or a pub, a Cirro’s in Paris or a bistro — alehouse,
coffee-house, bodega, caravansary — by any name each is a sanctuary, a temple
for talk, and for the observance of the warming rites of comradeship. Around
this samovar, over those crystal goblets or beside that skin of wine, not much is
said that, morning after, will stir a sleepy world to thoughtfulness. What music
there was is vanished with the vanished hours, what words were uttered are dead
with the fallen dust and are as prudently whisked away.

The Old Days, the Lost Days — in the half-closed eyes of memory (and in
fact) they never marched across a calendar; they huddled round a burning log,

leaned on a certain table, or listened to those certain songs.



Muthaiga Club may nowadays be changed. ‘Na Kupa Hati M’zuri’ (I Bring
You Good Fortune) was, in my time, engraved in the stone of its great fireplace.
Its broad lounge, its bar, its dining-room — none so elaborately furnished as to
make a rough-handed hunter pause at its door, nor yet so dowdy as to make a
diamond pendant swing ill at ease — were rooms in which the people who made
the Africa I knew danced and talked and laughed, hour after hour.

But there were occasions for this. Not every night was a gay night at
Muthaiga; not many of its members or habitués were idle people. Farms need
farmers, safaris need hunters, horses need horsemen. There, as everywhere, work
was work, but there were intervals — and a tavern in the town.

‘Days of toil and nights of gladness!” I do not know the author of that
simplest of all designs for living, but I know the man who made it half a creed
and half a toast. Glad nights were few on which Sandy Wright — son of
Scotland, husband of the soil, and pioneer of my own Njoro — did not lift his
glass and exact the pledge, once more, from his often pledged disciples.

Naval officers from battleships anchored at Mombasa could steer an
unerring course, on land, to the threshold of Muthaiga. Politicians escaping their
fresh-built corridors of small connivance and enormous words lounged in the
alcoves of Muthaiga. District Commissioners — leather-brown, the drone of
some frontier wind still singing in their ears, their minds free for a while from
deserts and decisions, black men’s ways and white men’s edicts — found solace
at Muthaiga. Lion, elephant, buffalo, kudu — some dead a day, some dead for
years — were revived again and shot again in copses of Wedgwood saucers,
behind hillocks of table linen, or in jungles of swizzle sticks.

‘I stood here ... my gun-bearer there ... Tusks? — just under two hundred

‘Black-maned devil — big as they come — my heavy rifle in camp ...’
‘Ah!” says the red-jawed Russian, ‘lion? Listen, my friend, I have fought
Siberian wolves ...’

Let there be music.



At Race Meetings there is more than music. At Race Meetings there is even
more than racing, though the trumpeter who heralds each start seems no mere
member of the K.A.R., but a pied piper toward whose high, repeated notes hurry
all the keepers of the land, for if they are not children, they must nonetheless
respond to an irresistible ditty.

Just as Arab Ruta was once Kibii, British East Africa is now Kenya.
Nairobi has a frontier cut to its clothes and wears a broad-brimmed hat, but it
tends an English garden; it nurtures the shoots of custom grafted from the old
tree. It dresses for dinner, passes its port-wine clockwise, and loves a horse-race.

‘And so,’ says Eric Gooch, ‘what are our chances?’

I frown and shake my head. “Without Wrack to run against us, they would
be perfect.’

What a thing to have to say! My own skill and labour have moulded every
muscle on the hard, dynamic body of the chestnut colt. Wrack’s prowess is the
product of my own hands; he is far and away the favourite for the Leger — but
he will run against me. Part of that conversation buzzing around these wide,
white walls is gossip about Wrack — little words of speculation droning like
bees in a bottle.

Eric and I think back.

Just twelve weeks ago Wrack had been taken from my stable at Nakuru by
his owner and put into the care of another trainer — a man who knew a good
thing when he saw it. In the year Wrack had been with me, he had developed
from a leggy, headstrong colt into a full-formed race-horse, swift, haughty, and
contemptuous of competition. Wrack could run and knew it. Nervously, his
owner had listened to the argument that a girl of eighteen could not be entrusted
with those precise finishing touches, that careful shading of muscle against bone,
that almost sophistical task of persuading a horse that nothing in his own world
of probabilities was so improbable as another horse’s ability to beat him past the
post. Wrack had been taken from me on the strength of the doubt, and my

reputation as a trainer, which had only begun to take firm root, was hardly



encouraged by the act.

But gossip has its better points. Whispers are not restricted to the bearing of
bad news and there are men who smell injustice however softly it walks.

Eric Gooch had known that I would bring about fifteen horses to Nairobi
for the big Race Meeting, and that some of these would win the lesser races. He
had also known that, without Wrack, I had nothing to enter as a serious
contender for the classic — the single race that really mattered. Eric had thought
hard, and then he had come to my stable from his farm at Nyeri.

‘I’ve worried about this thing,” he had said, ‘but I don’t know any way out.
Wrack is already being backed to win, and, so far as I can see, there is -nothing
to stop him. Of course, there’s Wise Child — but, hell, you know about Wise
Child.’

Know about her? Like Pegasus, she had been born into my hands. Her
Thoroughbred blood had filtered through twenty generations of winners. Hers
was the metal to match the metal of Wrack. Only there was the question of legs.

Wise Child, as a two-year-old, had been mishandled by her first trainer. Her
tendons had been concussed — jarred too early against too hard a track. With all
that fire in her heart, all that energy in her tidy bay body, she could barely carry
a man on her back. Would it be possible in twelve weeks’ time to strengthen
those willing but ailing legs — to build them up so that she could drive them a
mile and three-quarters — and win?

Eric had thought not — but she was mine if I would have her.

Well, I would have her. It cost only work to try, but to watch Wrack, my
own Wrack, sweep the field, bearing alien colours, would cost much more.

And so it had been settled. Wise Child of the gentle manner, the soft, kind
eyes and the will to win (if only those legs could be strengthened again), had
come into my care at Nakuru. Together we had worked and worried — Arab
Ruta, myself, and the little bay filly; but at least we had been blessed with a
world of our own to work in.

It was a world of absolutes. It held no intermediate shades, neither of sound



nor of colour. There were no subtle strokes in the creation of Nakuru.

The shores of its lake are rich in silence, lonely with it, but the monotonous
flats of sand and mud that circle the shallow water are relieved of dullness, not
by only an occasional bird or a flock of birds or by a hundred birds; as long as
the day lasts Nakuru is no lake at all, but a crucible of pink and crimson fire —
each of its flames, its million flames, struck from the wings of a flamingo. Ten
thousand birds of such exorbitant hue, caught in the scope of an eye, is a sight
that loses credence in one’s own mind years afterward. But ten thousand
flamingos on Lake Nakuru would be a number startling in its insignificance, and
a hundred thousand would barely begin the count.

Menegai Crater overlooks the township and the lake. In the time of man it
has breathed no brimstone, and barely a wisp of smoke. But in the annals of the
Rift Valley which contains all this as a sea contains a coral atoll or a desert a
dune, the time of man is too brief a period to deserve more than incidental
recording. Tomorrow, next day, or next year, Menegai may become again the
brazier over which some passing Deity will, for a casual aeon or so, warm his
omnipotent hands. But until then, one can stand safely on its edge, watching the
lake of pink and scarlet wings, so far below — the lake that seems to have stolen
for the moment, at least, all the mountain’s fire.

This was the lavish background against which I worked my horses at
Nakuru. My entrance with Arab Ruta and Wise Child on the flat shore each
morning just after daylight must have been as anticlimactic as the spectacle of
three mice crossing a stage gigantically set for the performance of a major
Wagnerian opera. I used the shore because it was the only place soft and
yielding enough for Wise Child’s sensitive legs.

My quarters were hardly so elaborate as the hut at Molo had been. By day I
lived in a stable I had renovated for my own use, and by night I slept at the very
top of the modest little grandstand, built, as was the race-course, by stolidly
British members of the district, who, like all the others of our immutable clan,

were allergic to the absence of horses.



And each time I had watched Wise Child test her tendons on the moist
ground while flamingos rose and settled on the surface of the lake or sluggard
hippopotami waddled into it, I had thought of Wrack — disdainful Wrack. How
well I knew him!

But the twelve weeks had hurried on, the work had been done as skilfully as
I could do it.

And now, at last, we are here. Now Eric fingers his glass and questions me
hopefully, while the music of Muthaiga marches through our talk, and festive
people clasp hands, revive old toasts — and make bets on tomorrow’s Leger.

One hundred pounds — two hundred pounds —

‘Has the filly a chance?’

‘Against Wrack? Of course not.’

‘Don’t be too sure ...don’t be too sure. Why, I remember ...’

Well, that’s what makes a horse-race.

Jockey: Sonny Bumpus.

What’s in a name? At least there’s no weight in this one. There’s an airy
insolence in it. Who would be so heedless as to run a horse against such a
happily cocksure combination as — Sonny Bumpus on Wise Child?

And if this were not enough to ponder, what about Arab Ruta? Arab Ruta,
the mystic, the conjurer, the wizard of Njoro?

‘Ah-yey!” he says, as he grooms the filly with inspired hands, ‘I will make
these muscles like the muscles of a Murani ready for battle. I will make them
tough as the bow of a Wandorobo. I will put my own strength into them!” He
spits contempt. ‘Wrack — I warn you! You are a colt, but God has given our
filly the blade of a Nandi spear for a heart, and put the will of the wind in her
lungs. You cannot win, Wrack. I, Arab Ruta, say so!’

He turns to me. He is solemn. ‘It is settled, Memsahib. Wrack will lose.’

I look up from the plaiting of Wise Child’s mane, and smile.

“There are times, Ruta, when you sound like Kibii.’



With hesitance my smile is returned. Ruta is thoughtful, but unchastened.
‘No, Memsahib — it is only that I have the power to make truths of my beliefs.
It is a thing only a Murani can do.’

We are in our stable at the race-track. Within two hours the Leger will be
run. While Ruta grooms, I plait the silky mane and the blacksmith spreads out
his tools to put on Wise Child’s aluminum racing plates. The filly stands quiet as
a nodding kitten, but she is not asleep. She knows. She is thinking. Perhaps she
is wondering, as I am, about those weakened tendons. She cannot feel them; it is
not a matter of pain. It is only a question of how long they will take the strain of
speed, the piston-pounding of hooves against the hard track, the long way from
that excited start to that distant finish.

She straightens at the touch of the blacksmith’s hand, then yields a foot
with graceful resignation. She will do whatever is asked of her, as she always
has done. She turns her head, nudging me, speaking to me — do not worry; I
will run. As long as these legs will bear me up, I will run. But have we long to
wait?

Not long, Wise Child, not very long.

When the blacksmith is finished, I leave the stable, and, for a few minutes,
inspect the course again — as if I had not already done it a dozen times. Other
trainers, and owners, stand alone or in pairs about the paddock gates or lean on
the white rails that enclose the oval track. Syces are busy, a jockey wearing the
colours of Lady MacMillan’s stable scurries through the bustle — an important,
a resplendent midget. Bookmakers tread on each other’s toes, on mine, on
anybody’s, or stand flat-footed scowling at scraps of paper clutched like
passports to El Dorado.

A cloud of people, growing darker, creeps over the course, across the
grandstands, muffling in its billows the martial thunder of the K.A.R. Band.

To the north looms Mount Kenya, throne of the Kikuyu God, jewelled in
sunlight, cushioned in the ermine of lasting snow. And, to the northeast, lying

lower, like a couch of royal purple awaiting the leisure of this same prodigious



God, spread the Aberdares. Under the shadow of such sovereign furnishings
sprawl the ignoble stamping grounds of little people — the Indian Bazaar, the
Somali Village, Nairobi itself in its microcosmic majesty. And the inhabitants of
these, coloured as variously as unsorted beads, stream through the open gates of
the race-course, paying for passage, eager for pleasure.

I have wondered sometimes if it is the beauty of a running-horse that brings
so many people of so many kinds to such a makeshift amphitheatre as this is, or
if it is the magnetism of a crowd, or if it is only the banal hope of making an
easy shilling? Perhaps it is none of these. Perhaps it is the unrecognized
expectation of holding for an instant what primordial sensations can be born
again in the free strength of flashing flanks and driving hooves beating a
challenge against the ground.

A keeper of an Indian duka — a Government clerk — a Lord Delamere —
an Eric Gooch, all cogs of a kind, in a life of a kind, have made for themselves
here, and everywhere, places where they can sit with folded arms and pay
regular tribute to an animal so humble that he can be bought for a banknote.

Yet I wonder if he is ever bought? I wonder if the spirit of Camciscan, the
sturdy integrity of Pegasus, the wise and courageous heart of Wise Child can
ever be bought?

Is this too much to say of horses?

I remember the things they did; I remember this Saint Leger.

In the large talk of Continental sweepstakes, it is a trivial thing. It is not
trivial to Wrack, to Wise Child, to the eight other horses who will leave the
starting post; it is not trivial to me as I make the final preparations.

I feel the filly’s legs, a little puffy, but not feverish. I kneel down and strap
the tendon boots on them, firmly, carefully. I slip on the light racing bridle with
my blue-and-gold colours striping the forehead band; I put the martingale over
her head, onto her neck.

Arab Ruta fixes the protective pad on her withers, the number cloth over
that, and then the saddle. At last I tighten the girths. We do not talk very much. It



is only a matter of minutes before the bell will ring calling the horses to the
paddock.

Sonny Bumpus has had his instructions. The lean, dark haired boy has
listened earnestly to every word. He is a grand horseman, honest as daylight.

I have explained the strategy over and over: ‘Lie two or three lengths
behind Wrack for the first couple of furlongs — until the filly gets warmed up.
Steady her round the first bend; if her legs are still standing after that, let her go
on the far stretch. Get the lead — keep it. She’s willing and fast. She’ll stay
forever. If Wrack challenges, don’t worry — so long as her legs can take the
drive she’ll never quit. If they fail — well — it won’t be your fault, but whatever
happens don’t use your whip. If you do, she’ll stop in her tracks.’

That’s all. That’s all there can be. A bell rings and I nod to Ruta. He takes
Wise Child’s reins in his hands and leads her slowly toward the paddock. The
small fleck of sweat on her flanks is the only indication that she shares with us
our anxiety, our unmentioned fears, and our quiet hopes.

It is only coincidence that in the paddock she falls in line behind Wrack,
giving me a chance to compare them closely. I do not even bother about the
others — Lady MacMillan’s entries, one of Delamere’s, a couple entered by
Spencer Tryon, one of the best of trainers. They are all good horses, but I admit
none as a threat. Wise Child has but two threats — Wrack, and her own weak
tendons.

Wrack is triumphant in advance of victory. He is a beautiful colt, sleek as
speed itself, dancing like a boxer on quick, eager feet, flaunting his bright body
in front of the steady and demure Wise Child. I look at him and take credit for
that impressive form, but allow myself the comfort of small malice at the sight
of too much sweat streaming from his chestnut coat — a coat that looks as if it
might be otherwise a bit too dry under the touch of experienced fingers. Has
Wrack been over trained since he left me? Has someone been too anxious? Or
am I smothering reason with a wish ...

I recognize Wrack’s owner a few yards down the rail — at the elbow of the



colt’s new trainer. We nod to each other all around, with about the same warmth
one might expect of so many robots. I can’t help it. I’ll be doubly damned if I
will try to help it.

Eric Gooch touches my shoulder. ‘I couldn’t resist,” he says; ‘the filly looks
so good I’ve placed a bet on her for myself — and another for you. I won’t have
to mortgage the old homestead if she loses, but we’ll both be a little richer if she
wins. Will she?’

‘Her legs are weak as oat straws, but she’ll try.’

‘“Wrack’s the horse!” A dogmatic gentleman next to me hurries off to place
his bet on Wrack. I wince a little, but the man’s no fool.

Comments are being made on the splendid condition of Wise Child, but the
filly is as deaf to flattery as a hitching post. She’s deaf to everything. She circles
round the paddock before the critical gaze of five hundred pairs of eyes. She
moves modestly, even shyly, as if her being there at all is a matter she can only
hope will be regarded as an excusable error.

Suddenly the crowd mumbles and shifts, the paddock opening is cleared,
and the lead horse — a black stallion — prances in pompous style toward the
track. In a few minutes it will all be over.

Eric and I hurry through the grandstand into Delamere’s box. We wait; we
watch; we brace ourselves against the wooden ledge.

The horses canter briskly past the stands. Wise Child, with Sonny riding
feather light, trips like a shy schoolgirl behind the others. She is without ego, but
she can afford vanity. There’s not a prettier one in the field — nor one more
thoughtful. I strain forward, trying foolishly to make her aware of me, to make
her feel somehow that the burden of her secret is a little shared — the secret of
those smartly bound legs that may have to yield so soon.

‘She’s in wonderful shape!”

Eric is radiant, but there’s no answer from me. I unbuckle my binocular
case and find that my hands are shaking. She won’t win; she can’t win. I know

Wrack’s form. I try to be casual, nodding to my friends, fumbling my program



as if I could really read it. But the pages are blank. I read nothing. I stand staring
down at the little group of horses with humourless anxiety, not as if this were
just a race held under the African sun in a noisy settlement between Lake
Victoria and the Indian Ocean, but as if this were the greatest race of all time,
held on the greatest course, with the world looking over my shoulder.

Incongruously the band blares out the nerve-tightening notes of ‘Mandalay’
and some of the crowd beat the floor boards in heavy time. I wish the band
would stop — and I love bands. I wish people would stop humming that dreary
tune — and I love the tune. I can see perfectly well without glasses, but I lift the
binoculars to my eyes and watch.

They’re at the post — some of them eager, some of them stubborn, some of
them not quite sure. Atop their gleaming backs the jockeys look like gaudy
baubles, secured with strings. They bob up and down, they rise, lean forward,
then settle again. A horse rears, or whirls, striking plumes of dust from the track
until the bright marionette he carries is swallowed in it, but appears again,
transformed now — stubbornly human now, controlling, guiding, watching.

I find Wrack. Look at Wrack! He’s fighting to run, dying to run. As always,
he’s impatient with delay. Arrogant devil — he wants it over with; it’s his race
and he wants to hammer it into our heads once and for all. Why the ceremony?
Why the suspense? Let’s run! He’s doing a pirouette; he’ll plunge if his boy
can’t hold him. Easy Wrack — quiet, you elegant fool!

The starter is ready, the crowd is ready, Eric and I are ready. The band has
stopped and the grandstand is a tabernacle of silence. This is the moment — this
should be the moment. Steady, Sonny — the end may hang on the beginning,
you know. Steady, Wise Child. All right. Everybody on their feet; everybody
crane their necks.

Beautiful line-up; their noses are even as buttons on a tape. Watch the flag.
Watch ...

No! False start. Wrack, you idiot; I’d hammer that out of you. I had it out of

you once. You can’t start that way; you’ve got to be calm. Don’t you remember?



You’ve got to ...

‘Be calm,’ says Eric, ‘you’re trembling.’

So I am. Not quite like a leaf, but anyway like a branch. I don’t see how I
can help it much, but I turn to Eric and smile vacuously as if somebody just past
eighty had asked me to dance.

When I turn again, they’re off with Wrack in the lead. That’s fine. That’s
what I expected. It’s what the crowd expected too. Five thousand voices, each
like a pipe in an immense, discordant organ, swell and roll over the single,
valiant note of the trumpeter. They roll over me, but they sound like a whisper
— a bit hoarse, but still like a whisper. I have stopped trembling, almost
breathing, I think. I am calm now — wholly composed. They’re off, they’re on
their way, swinging down the long course, leaving behind their heels a ripple of
thunder.

How can I compare a race like this to music? Or how can I not? Will some
perfectionist snug in the arms of his chair under the marble eyes of Beethoven
shudder at the thought? I suppose so, but if there’s a fledgling juggler of notes
and cadences, less loyal to the stolid past, who seeks a new theme for at least a
rhapsody, he may buy a ticket at any gate and see how they run. He will do what
I cannot. He will transpose and change and re-create the sound of hooves that
pelt like rain, or come like a rolling storm, or taper like the rataplan of fading
tympani. He will find instruments to fit the bellow of a crowd and notes to voice
its silence; he will find rhythm in disorder, and build a crescendo from a sigh. He
will find a place for heroic measures if he watches well, and build his climax to a
wild beat and weave the music of excitement in his overtones.

A race is not a simple thing. This one is not. There are not just ten horses
down there, galloping as fast as they can. Skill and reason and chance run with
them. Courage runs with them — and strategy.

You do not watch a race; you read it. There is cause in every flux and
change — jockeys have ability or they haven’t; they bungle or they don’t. A

horse has a heart or he lacks it.



Questions must be answered before the rap of one hoof follows another —
when to hold back, when to coax, when to manoeuvre. More speed? All right,
but will he last?

Who can tell? A good boy — a sound judge of speed can tell. Slow pace,
medium pace, fast pace — which is it? Don’t let a second-rater snatch the race!
Sonny shouldn’t; he’s sensitive as a stop-watch. But he might.

What’s that behind — trick or challenge? Don’t be fooled, don’t be rattled,
don’t be hurried. Mile and three-quarters, you know — with ten in the field, and
every one a winner until you prove he’s not. There’s time, there’s time! There’s
too much time — time for errors, time for a lead to be stolen, time for strength
and breath to vanish, time to lose, with the staccato insistence of forty hooves
telling you so. Eyes open — watch the score!

Wrack’s first, then the black stallion pulling hard. A brown horse with more
style than speed clings to a precarious third. It’s Wise Child at his flank, on the
rails. She’s smooth. She’s leopard smooth.

‘God, she’s going well!” Eric yells it, and I smile. ‘Be calm — you’re
trembling.’

He isn’t, perhaps, but he’s hopping up and down as if he’d won the race,
and he hasn’t. He hasn’t won anything yet. Tendons. Tendons — remember the
tendons! Of course she’s going well, but ...

‘Come on, Wrack!’

Support for the enemy, unidentified. I snort and mumble in my mind. Silly
man, don’t yell — watch. They’re in the far stretch now. My jockey’s no fool —
Sonny’s no fool. See that? See Wise Child easing up, gliding up? Where’s your
Wrack now? Don’t yell — watch. She’s catching him, isn’t she? She’s closing
in, isn’t she?

She is; she does. The crowd stirs, forgetting bets, and roars for blood. They
get it too. Wrack is a picture of driving power — Wise Child a study in
coordination of muscle and bone and nerve. She’s fast, she’s smooth. She’s
smooth as a blade. She cuts the daylight between Wrack and herself to a hand’s



breadth — to a hair’s breadth — to nothing.

‘Come on, Wrack!’

A diehard, eh? All right, roar again — howl again, but bet again if you can!

The filly streaks past the colt like a dust devil past a stone, like a cheetah
past a hound. Poor Wrack. It will break his heart.

But it doesn’t — not Wrack’s heart! His head is up a little and I know he’s
giving all he has, but he gives more. He’s a stallion, and the male ego kindles a
courage that smothers the pain of his burning muscles. He forgets himself, his
jockey, everything but his goal. He lowers his head and thunders after the filly.

Without seeing, I know that Eric gives me a quick glance, but I cannot
return it. I can only watch the battle. I am not yet so callous that the gallantry of
Wrack seems less than magnificent.

Gallop, Wrack! — faster than you can, harder than you can. My own Wrack
— my stubborn Wrack — six lengths behind.

But for how long? Wise Child’s still against the rails — a small shadow
against the rails, moving like a shadow, swift as a shadow — determined, quiet,
steady. My glasses are on her. Thousands of eyes are on her when she sways.

She sways, and the groan from the crowd absorbs my own.

The filly swings from the rails and falters. Her legs are going, her speed is
going, her race is going!

Wrack’s jockey sees it. Wrack sees it. The whip smarts against his quarters,
but he needs no whip. He closes fast, narrowing the distance — length by length.

‘Come on, Wrack!” The cry is almost barbaric now, and it comes from a
hundred places.

Scream — yell! Cheer him on! Can’t you see her legs are going? Can’t you
see she’s running only on her heart? Let him have the race — let him win. Don’t
push her, Sonny. Don’t touch her, Sonny ...

‘Eric ...

But he’s gone. He’s jumped over the box and run down to the rails. For

myself, I can’t move. I exist in a cauldron of screams and cheers and waving



arms. Wrack and the filly are down the last stretch now, and he’s on her flank,
overtaking her, passing her, shaming her — while she breaks.

My glasses dangle on their strap. I bend over the edge of the box, clamping
my fingers on the wooden ledge. I can’t shout, or think. I know this is only a
horse-race. I know that tomorrow will be the same as yesterday, whoever loses. I
know the world won’t turn a hair, whoever wins — but it seems so hard to
believe.

I suppose for an instant I’'m in a trance. My eyes see everything, but register
nothing. Not a noise, but the sudden hush of the crowd jars me to consciousness
again. How long is an instant? Could it be long enough for this?

I see it happen — clearly, sharply, as a camera must see things happen. I am
as cold and as bloodless. As rigid too, I think.

I see Wise Child falter once more, and then straighten. I see her
transformed from the shadow she was to a small, swift flame of valour that
throws my doubt in my teeth. I see her scorn the threat of Wrack and cram the
cheers for his supporters back in their throats. I see her sweep the final furlong
on swollen legs, forging ahead, feeding him the dust of her hooves.

And I hear the crowd find its voice again, hurling her past the winning post
in a towering roar of tribute.

And then it’s over. Then it’s silent, as if somebody closed the door on
Babel.

I feel my way down to the unsaddling enclosure. A grey mass of people
clings to the rails — a foggy, but articulate jungle of arms, heads, and shoulders
surrounding the winner — chanting, mumbling, shifting. They stare, but I think
they see nothing. They see only a bay filly, standing quietly with quiet eyes —
and that is nothing. That is ordinary; it can be seen anywhere — a bay filly that
won a race.

The crowd dwindles as I talk to Eric, to Sonny, to Arab Ruta, and stroke the

still sweating neck of Wise Child. The movement of my hand is mechanical,



almost senseless.

‘She didn’t just win,” Eric says; ‘she broke the Leger record.’

I nod without saying anything and Eric looks at me with kindly impatience.

Weighing out of the jockeys is finished; everything is over and the last
notes of the band have whimpered into silence. All the people press toward the
gates, the emblems of their holiday litter the course, or scamper in a listless
dance before the wind. Half the grandstand lies in a shadow, and the other half is
lit with the sun. It is like a pod emptied of its seeds. Eric takes me by the arm
and we jostle toward the exit with the rest.

‘She broke the record — and with those legs!’ says Eric.

‘I know. You told me.’

‘So I did.” He walks along, scuffing the ground, and scratches his chin in a
masculine effort not to look sentimental — a futile effort, but at least he can
inject a note of gruffness into his voice.

‘Maybe it’s silly,” he says, ‘but I know you’ll agree that no matter how
much money we could make with Wise Child, she deserves never to race again.’

And she never does.



X1V
Errands of the Wind

THE DOORYARD OF NAIROBI falls into the Athi Plains. One night I stood there and
watched an aeroplane invade the stronghold of the stars. It flew high; it blotted
some of them out; it trembled their flames like a hand swept over a company of
candles.

The drumming of the engines was as far away as the drumming of a tom-
tom. Unlike a tom-tom, it changed its sound; it came closer until it filled the sky
with a boastful song.

There were pig-holes and it was dark. There were a thousand animals
strolling in the path of an aeroplane searching for a haven; they were like logs in
a lightless harbour.

But the intruder circled and swung low with articulate urgency. Time after
time it circled and swung low, and its voice said: I know where I am. Let me
land.

This was a new thing. The rest of the world may have grown complacent by
then about aeroplanes flying in the night, but our world had barren skies. Ours
was a young world, eager for gifts — and this was one.

I think there were four of us standing there, staring upward, watching the
rigid shadow wheel and return again. We lighted fires and made flares. The
flames of these burned holes in the darkness, and when they were at their
highest, the plane came down but could not land.

Wildebeest and zebra detached themselves from their restive herds, like
volunteers in a People’s Army, and moved under the dipping wings.

The plane swung low again and climbed again, blaring its frustration. But it



returned with vindictive fury and shattered the front of the animal legions and
made first conquest of their ancient sanctuary.

More people had driven out from the town, compelled by the new romance
of a roaring propeller — a sound that was, for me, like a white light prying
through closed eyes, disturbing slumber I did not want disturbed. It was the
slumber of contentment — contentment with a rudimentary, a worn scheme of
life — slumber long nurtured by a broad and silent country, effortless and
fruitful in the sun, and whose own dreams were the fabric of its history. I had
curiosity, but there was resentment with it. And neither of these could be
translated into reason.

A dozen hands went out to help the pilot from his monoplane — a
mechanical hybrid with high wings and a body the commonest jay would have
jeered at. Two motorcars, manoeuvred into position, provided a somewhat less
than celestial aura as an accessory to the visitation, and the pilot descended into
this — unshaven, unsmiling, and apparently long unwashed.

With one hand he waved away the questions that greeted him; with the
other he clutched an ordinary biscuit tin — a bedraggled, a spurious Galahad
nursing a fraudulent grail.

I moved closer and stared into his face. One side was lit by an oil flare and
the other by the beam of a car. Even so, the stubbornly confident features were
recognizable. When I had seen him last, the hand that held the biscuit tin had
brandished a pair of pliers, and his chariot, a more earthy thing than this one, had
no more exalted aspiration than to travel a dirt-track road at Molo with
respectable speed.

The happy tinker had got his aeroplane. But either the thrill of having it had
already dulled or he had accepted what seemed to me a major triumph as anyone
else might accept the tedious dependability of daybreak.

He nodded to the half-dozen of us grouped around him, yawned as if he had
never yawned before, and asked for two things — a cigarette and an ambulance.

“There’s a wounded man in the cabin ... could somebody drive to the



hospital?’

A car left at once, the whine of its gears rising to the pitch of heroic
hysteria, and people stepped back from the plane as if Death had crooked a
finger from its cockpit.

Still holding his biscuit tin, Tom Black, late of Molo, of Eldama Ravine,
and of other places whose names I had not the temerity to ask, ministered to the
needs of his machine, puffed at his cigarette and maintained a thoughtful silence.
It was a preoccupied silence that no one attempted to disturb.

When the ambulance came, the injured passenger, sheathed in a cocoon of
blankets, was handed out of the cabin. Still more onlookers arrived, the animals,
conceding armistice, but not peace, had returned in cautious groups, their eyes
burning like lanterns in a poorly lighted dream.

Even the flares persisted — hopeful yet of staring down the night. But the
night had begun to grumble. There was thunder, and the stars took cover.

The wounded man was borne in silence, while wildebeest, ostrich, and
zebra circled the ceremony, unholy hyenas whimpered their frustration, and the
visionary whose visions came true directed the disposition of the semi-rigid
bundle, like a priest of Baal offering a sacrifice.

An hour later, in commemoration, I suppose, of our first meeting, Tom
Black and I sat at the only all-night coffee stand in Nairobi, and I yielded to
curiosity; I asked questions.

Something about that irreverent contrivance of fabric and wires and noise,
blustering through the chaste arena of the night, had stirred the course of my
thoughts to restless eddies.

Where had he been? Why had he come?

He shrugged, looking at me out of eyes that, for the first time, I saw were
disturbing in their clarity. They were blue and they seemed to dissolve all
questions and all answers within themselves. And they laughed when they
should have been solemn. They were eyes that might have followed the

trajectory of a dead cat through a chapel window with more amusement than



horror, but might at the same time have expressed sympathy for the fate of the
cat.

‘I flew the plane down from London,’ he explained, ‘and landed at Kisumu.
That was yesterday. Before I could take off again for Nairobi, a runner came
with a message from a safari near Musoma. Same old thing — somebody
proving how fatal it is to be a fool. Lion, rifles — and stupidity. You can
imagine the rest.’

I could, almost, but I preferred to listen. I looked around the little coffee
stand where we sat. A corporal of the K.A.R. and an Indian clerk stood at the
counter, yards apart, eating solemnly as if each were to be hanged at dawn. But
there was no one else. We four were the only acolytes at the shabby midnight
altar — we four and its silent mullah who moved am