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Advance reviews

“This book evokes
the feelings of young school kids in an absolutely unique situation
at a time of great worldwide change. The happy and not-so-happy
times are faithfully remembered and the setting of the great plains
of central Tanganyika (Tanzania) in an era before television, cell
phones, reliable electricity supply or decent transport, makes for
a book that one cannot put down.”

— Graeme Berry (an
alumnus of that place and times), United Kingdom

 


“Brilliant! Having
lived in Africa for 40 years, during and after colonial rule, I
avidly search bookshops, now that I have returned to Britain, for
books about life on that continent. There are many available,
written by short term visitors to Kenya, South Africa, the Congo
and elsewhere but they seldom convey what life was like for people
living in these places during the past 60 years. Kongwa Hill, like
"Africa House" by Christina Lamb, falls in to a very different
category. The author experienced life as a schoolboy in East
Africa, with many good times but also a lot of hardships. He
describes a way of life that will never be repeated but is a part
of history for every African Nation. Compared to the life of the
average schoolboy in Manchester or Toronto in the 1950s, Kongwa
probably will sound exciting, but with parents seen perhaps twice a
year, no television, wild animals and life-threatening bugs in
large numbers and, later, terrorism, life was not a bed of roses.
Sadly, the number of people still alive to remember life in East
and Central Africa during the early post-Second World War years are
becoming fewer and fewer with each passing year but they, and
anyone else with an interest in Africa, will find this an
enthralling book."

— John Harrison,
United Kingdom

 


“I was fourteen
when I read this book, around the age the kids were in this story
of boarding school days in Africa. I was amazed at the experience,
jealous of the freedoms kids had then but scared for some of the
dangers and violence too. Boy, much of it would be totally illegal
today. It’s a cool book which I think was intended for grown-ups,
but pretty exciting for teens who are interested in boys (and
girls) adventures in wildest Africa – wish I could have been
there.”

— Callum O’Neill,
Vancouver Island, Canada

 


“Having been born
and raised in East Africa, I related to the author’s memories and
descriptions of life. The songs of the birds and the sounds of the
bush that are unique; the colours, the dryness, the vastness, the
native people and their amazing history, all came flooding back.
Like the author, once you have sampled living in Africa, you never
really leave it behind. A good read and highly recommended for
anyone with a taste for Africa.”

— Fiona Firth,
Australia

 


“Feels like I am
there, a young boy growing up all over again – unexpected pleasure,
joy and pain in a world completely new to me. Strange to feel the
qualities of what it must have been like as a Brit in an African
colonial setting – I love this book!”

— Ted Weir,
Vancouver, Canada

 


“A wonderful
account of not just the author's life in Tanganyika but an
excellent record of the children growing up in a country where they
had to go to a boarding school, lost in the bush and far from home.
So close to my own experience, it brings my memories flooding
back.”

— Barbara Laing
(an alumna of the place and times), United Kingdom

 


“The author
captures a fascinating time in East African history. Travel with
him into the richness and adventure of a boarding school in the
wilds of late colonial Tanganyika – a great read.”

— Elvin Letchford,
Salt Spring Island, Canada

 


“An unusual
British boarding school in the middle of nowhere, Africa, was
brought to life for me by the author’s memories and astute
observations. What a remote and wild place to grow up!”

— Leona Bridges,
Alberta, Canada

 


“It is the
landscape that remains with me still… the heat, the sand, the
isolation. And how a boy's experiences begin to reveal the hidden
secrets of that vast and empty space.”

— Heather Birnie,
Alberta, Canada

 


 


“Memory always
distorts, and memories of childhood, tinged inevitably with
nostalgia, distort most of all. You remember women lovelier, men
nobler, houses loftier, horizons wider than they really were.” —
Elspeth Huxley
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ever-patient wife, Imelda, who has been a bit of a writer’s widow
for these last few years.

 



Acknowledgements

Thank you so much
to all those good souls who have been so helpful in their material
contribution, photographs, commentary, support or encouragement,
and have helped improve the revised edition to this book. In
alphabetical order: Kenneth Aranky, Nadia Aranky, Aurelio Balletto,
Chris Beck, Adrian Begg, Graeme (aka Stewart) Berry, Philippa
Bianco, Leona Bridges, Tony Bruce, Elaine Anderson, Nigel
Butterfield, Morag Cormack, Ian Cook, John Cook, Paul Dodwell,
Lawrie Fegan, Fiona Firth, Glynn Ford, Monique Gibeau, John
Harrison, Massowia Haywood, Valerie Hext, Neville Hoy, Sigurd Ivey,
Thadeo Kavishe, Clive Knight, Barbara Laing, Monika Laing, Tricia
Lane, Martin Langley, Steve Le Feuvre, Maria Letailleur, Elvin
Letchford, Beryl Lloyd, Morgaine Longpré, Donald McLachlan, Graeme
Maclean, J.Y. Madinda, Alan Moore, Silvia Papini, Corinne Poetker,
Hazel Redgrave, Judi Moore, Marie-Louise Sandberg, Irene Stacey,
Margaret Thomson, Heather Tickner, Michael Warren, Denton Webster,
Ted Weir, Douglas Westley.

 



Kongwa

Kongwa is a dry
place

Very, very dry

Where the sun is
always shining

And no clouds are
in the sky.

 


There are no
flowers to look at

But only prickly
thorns

And when the day
is ended

Your clothes are
rather torn.

 


But Kongwa is a
nice place

And ’tis a happy
school

And although the
children have to work

There is some time
to fool.

 


—K. Bakewell,
3A Juniors (1955)

 




PROLOGUE

KONGWA,
Tanganyika Territory, 1950

The bulldozer’s engine whined as its
exhaust coughed a stream of black smoke skyward.
Then the complaining, war-surplus Caterpillar D7 veered off-course
with a seized left track and, with a muffled thump, collided with a
massive baobab tree. John Sorrel, wrestling with the beast in
blinding dust, cursed his luck as he anticipated another delay in
the day’s work.

The burly Sorrel,
heavily muscled, and deeply tanned from exposure to Kongwa’s
burning sun, was muddied with sweat, wearing only his shorts and
‘tackies’ on his feet. As with many of the men, the discomfort of a
shirt that would fill with dust, yet be wringing wet, led him to do
away with it when working on a ‘Cat.’

They’d been using
D7s for knocking-down smaller baobabs, so hitting one wasn’t the
problem. But this had proved inefficient for clearing thousands of
acres in the unending bush of central Tanganyika. That’s why the
new technique had been adopted. Two Cats ran parallel, a hundred
feet apart, tethered by the world’s toughest anchor chain. The D7s
bulldozed their way through the bush, dragging the chain between
them creating mass clearings, at the same time using the rippers on
the machines’ rears to churn the soil.

The chain was
snagged. Sorrel hadn’t been quick enough to cut the motor. Now,
with the transmission lever still engaged in ‘forward’ and the left
track seized, the rear of the giant machine, still tethered to the
second D7, dragged off-course.

“Oh no! Bwana,
no!” Sorrel’s gogo assistant cried out as he realized, too late,
that the tree they’d hit held a huge bee’s nest in its upper
branches. In moments, twenty thousand killer bees swarmed. Seconds
later, large numbers descended upon Sorrel and his assistant.

Sorrel reached
desperately for the throttle so he could stop the dozer, but before
he could, the swarm swirled about his face, completely distracting
him as he swatted frantically at the angry bees. At the same time,
the D7’s right track kept on rotating, creating a dense, red
dust-cloud as it skidded on the rock hard earth.

“Jump, man, jump!”
Sorrel yelled.

The two leaped but
were overwhelmed by bees before they hit the ground. They ran,
howling, trying to get away from the swarm, waving their arms
furiously, shaking their heads, trying to cover their faces,
rolling in the sand, anything, to escape death by a thousand
stings.

From his position
fifty yards away, mechanical engineer Harry Miller and his
assistant had been working on a field repair of another D7. At this
moment they were hunched against an intense, swirling, deep-red
dust devil some one hundred feet high. The sandpaper-like vortex
engulfed them, tore at their flesh and threatened to pull them off
their feet. Then it was gone and the men straightened, coughing and
rubbing dust from their eyes as they became aware of the yells from
the men under attack from the bees. They watched, for a moment
frozen in horror, powerless to do anything. Then Miller ran to his
Rover parked in the shade of a nearby acacia tree. He reached over
the Lee Enfield carbine, set ready in the event of an altercation
with lion or rhino, grabbed a walkie talkie, and called urgently:
“Hello, Base, this is Miller, are you there? Come in – come
in!”

“Go ahead, Mr.
Miller,” came the startled response from a recently-married young
English lady newly arrived from Britain, and guarding the radio at
Kongwa’s base camp. She, with her hitherto soft, pale English
complexion, was busy rubbing another dollop of Cold Cream into her
arms in her attempt to control her dry skin.

“I have an
emergency,” Miller rattled off. “Sorrel and his assistant are being
attacked by killer bees. Their damned Cat’s stuck in drive, out of
control. I need medical help for the men and any help I can get to
shut down the Cat. I’m not jumping on that bloody thing until help
gets here and I’m buggered if I know what else to do. Just get
people out here – now!”

“That’s just
terrible, Mr. Miller, I’m so sorry,” the suddenly alarmed radio
lady responded, hastily setting aside her jar of Pond’s. “Where are
you? Where should I send everyone?”

“Number five unit,
north-west quadrant and hurry for Chrissakes or these men’ll be
dead.”

“Yes, Mr. Miller.
I’ll get help right away. I’ll let you know when they’re
en-route.”
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That had been a
most unwelcome complication in Harry Miller’s bad day, yesterday.
It had taken forty minutes for the emergency crew to arrive at the
scene. Miller, along with the other Cat driver had done what they
could to comfort Sorrel’s assistant but it was too late for Sorrel.
There was not a lot they could do. You couldn’t equip, never mind
train, hundreds of engineers and field operatives on how to guard
against every danger. With big game, insects and reptiles you took
your chances. It was a hazard that came with working in the
bush.

The bees that had
not stung the men had disappeared; those that had were dead, lying
on the sandy terrain in dark, furry clumps but mainly on the faces,
necks and backs of the prone men.

John Sorrel was
pronounced dead at the scene, death later formally determined as a
result of anaphylactic shock. He’d received over nine hundred
vicious stings all over his largely exposed body. His African
assistant, more dead than alive, had received three hundred or so
and was rushed back to Kongwa’s new hospital. It appeared, a day
later, as though he would survive.

That darn D7 was
still bucking, trying to get somewhere when the emergency crew had
arrived. They’d noted the bees’ nest, abandoned for the moment,
swinging precariously and about to be completely dislodged. Two of
the men, in a feat of some daring, had half jumped, half climbed
aboard the bucking bulldozer in order to get at the controls and
shut it down.

Now, this morning, Miller had been called –
well, summoned might
be a better word – for his second round of bad news. He was to
appear at the office of the man in charge of Kongwa’s ground
operations, Major-General Desmond Harrison, formerly British army,
desert campaign.

When Miller
arrived, he found Harrison in the dubious protection of his
white-ant-eaten, tin-roofed, office building, seated in his
captain’s chair, re-lighting his burled, walnut briar and exhaling
roiling clouds of smoke into the turbulence of the ceiling fan. On
his desk, a multitude of papers rustled vigorously in their attempt
to escape the breeze, but were retained firmly in place by a
veritable landslide of mica rocks, enthusiastically retrieved from
the slopes of nearby Church Hill.

“Ah, there you
are, Miller,” he gestured with his pipe for the new arrival to be
seated, while withdrawing a grubby handkerchief from a pocket to
wipe his neck of sweat. “Bad affair that incident with Sorrel,” he
said. “Damnably bad actually. Fine man, Sorrel. Shouldn’t have been
driving the bloody Cat. Not his job, you know. Fine engineer, not a
driver.”

“Well I—” began
Miller, swatting at the cloud of flies that had descended on his
sweaty face and shirt while he attempted to respond.

“—I know, no need
to say anything, he was helping out, shortage of drivers and all
that. Must get more Africans driving the Cats, don’t you know? I’m
accelerating the training program immediately. Soon have sufficient
numbers that way, wouldn’t you say?”

“Well, sir, I’m
not sure that—”

“Anyway, ’nuff of
that. How’s your wife? All right, is she?”

“Hazel’s doing
very well, sir. Helping out with teaching the children now that a
proper school opened in the classroom you set up, sir. Good move
that—Goddamn these flies!”

“Big improvement
from the tent, what? That’s what you get, when you’ve got
resources. Bringing in Welch, last year, made the difference. Glad
you approve. He’ll probably expand the school if we get any more
children – even take in boarders. You have a daughter, don’t you?”
Harrison squinted through swirling smoke.

“Yes, sir, two
actually. The older one, that’s Hazel, she’s nine—”

“—Wife’s Hazel,
first daughter Hazel? Bit confusing, I should have thought. Oh
well, what the heck, easier to remember, I expect.”

“Well,
actually—”

“—Anyway, ’nuff of
that. None of my business. Not what we’re here to talk about. Now
here’s the thing, Miller. I’m transferring you to Mkwaya.”

“Mkwaya? Never
heard of it, sir. Where is it?”

“On the coast,
don’t you know? Southern Province, down near Lindi, Mikindani,
Mtwara, that area. Staging post, what? The brass at the OFC wants
to get Nachingwea going so I need good mechanics down there. Roads
impassable. Vehicles can’t handle the conditions. Need good
engineers and you’re the best. Thought you might like it. Later on,
when the railway from Mikindani to Nach is complete, we’ll move you
up there… Plenty of action there too.”

“Actually, sir, I
was rather looking forward to some long leave next summer. I’d like
to take the family home for the Festival of Britain. I’ve not been
able to get away since arriving here in ’48.

“We’ll talk about
that nearer the time, Miller. Should be able to work something
out.”

“Then, there’s the
question of schooling for my children, sir,” Miller went on. “With
Hazel being nine and all…? And she’s not the only one I know of,
there’s the older of the Begg brothers…. I don’t expect there’s any
sort of a school in Mkwaya. Soon she’ll be old enough for secondary
school and, as you know, there isn’t a boarding school for
Europeans in Tanganyika. Unless Dr. Welch gets something going in
time, it looks like I’ll have to send her out of the country;
Nairobi, maybe. Right now we’ve only got the one classroom for all
ages.”

“We’re planning on a second class, Miller,
and more besides. We’ll soon split up the ages a bit; build dorms
for boarders; Get the little whipper snappers set up properly.
Can’t manage with all age groups together. No, you’ll see, we’ll
soon have a proper school up and running – probably by the time
your eldest’s ready for high school. When we do, you can send your
children up here. Put them on a plane from Nach to Dar; overnight
train ride to Kongwa and – voilà!”
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THE FOREIGNER

 



CHAPTER
ONE

Train to
Kongwa, January 1952

The shrill whistle from the panting
steam engine alerted us to our imminent departure, then
a disembodied voice intoned over crackling speakers that we were
about to leave and for all to “stand clear of the
train.”

“Goodbye,” I
sniffed.

The guard waved his green flag, his whistle
shrieked, then with a barely perceptible jog against couplings, the
train nudged forward. The carriages were crowded with two hundred
or so European children; four, five or six little bodies leaning
out each open, wood-framed window. Tearful mothers reached up
lovingly, some jogging alongside, oblivious to jets of steam from
the train’s exhausts that embraced them as they clung to their
children before fingers were torn apart by the train’s inexorable
progress. The pall of engine smoke left hanging in the still air
had been stirred by the movement of the carriages beneath,
enveloping those on the platform in clouds of muddy darkness as it
created roiling eddies of light and shade and left some rubbing
eyes from coal smuts. With Mum and Dad two hundred miles away, I’d
hung back from the window, leaving the strangers to it. I’d managed
a polite goodbye to Mr. and Mrs. Kherer, the colleagues of my dad
who’d been looking after me. Then I’d blinked back my tears, hoping
no one would notice. Boys don’t cry. Boys don’t cry.

Feeling lost, hot
and uncomfortable, I’d sunk back into the maroon leather bench
seat, already sticky with someone’s sweat, and watched in dismay
the departure activity around me.

I became attuned to the slow click-click of the wheels over the rail joints as it
built faster into a clickity-clack when we passed through marshalling yards and picked up
steam. I felt forlorn and took no notice of the boys around me as I
sat in the silence of my heartbroken world. The others, who had
quietened down once we’d left the station, slowly came out of their
dismal silence and started finding something to talk about. I just
sat there watching them, amazed they could so quickly forget
leaving their parents, knowing they would not see or talk to them
again for nearly six months.

Presently our modest pace slowed to a
sedate click-click, as
the train rolled through a sun-baked shanty town with its flaring
shelters of corrugated iron, battered metal signs, flattened
cardboard boxes, and palm-thatched roofs. Tall and stately coconut
palms reached snobbishly for the sun way above the desolation below
where dried-out, scrubby thorn bushes survived, rooted in baking
white sand.

I was wide-eyed at what I was seeing and how
different this was from my cloistered experience in England. Less
than a week ago I had been in London town, with its bustling shops
and noisy traffic, its historical buildings and dirty factories…
and its rain. Now this. Where am I? I asked myself. What am I doing here? I came to Africa to be with my parents, not go off on a train into the middle of
nowhere with people I don’t know, or care about.

I stared out the
window lost for words. Throughout the passing village smoke from
the cooking fires hung like a pall, diffusing sunlight into dark
grey shadows. Large and buxom African women draped in gaily
coloured kangas, heads covered in kilembas tiny watoto swaddled on
their backs, squatted by open fires stirring their pots of posho,
the staple for the evening meal. Chickens, disturbed in their
grazing by a cyclist, scattered, letting out irritated clucks
before returning to that patch where food had seemed plentiful.
Shenzi dogs, bedraggled, flea-bitten and bearing wounds from recent
fights with their canine neighbours, slunk between dwellings,
searching endlessly for something, anything to eat. I didn’t feel
for the dogs. I cared only that I was alone in myself and no one
cared for me.

The train slowed to a crawl and I watched in
amazement as older African boys ran alongside. They were dressed in
binding seams, all that was left of a vest, and khaki shorts filled
with holes and ripped with tears that revealed smooth black
bottoms. Crikey,
they’re
almost
naked; is that
allowed? I wondered as
the sight of them intruded on my sad thoughts.

The children held
out their hands as they caught my eye.

“Baksheesh,
baksheesh,” they called, through radiant smiles and glistening
white teeth, hoping I’d be the generous bwana mdogo who would toss
them a ten cent coin or two, those ones with the hole in the
middle. But not me. Not today.

The repetitive
chuffs of the locomotive grew louder and faster as the
maroon-painted Garrett locomotive of East African Railways and
Harbours (E.A.R. & H.) was given its head and our speed picked
up. I stared with indifference at the change as our route became
lined with vegetation. Thick, impenetrable-looking forest bordered
the line a verdant green, with huge, soggy leaves, damp with
humidity, tied together with lianas as thick as a python and as
long as the train itself.

I should have been
interested but I wasn’t.

I missed Mother
and Father terribly. Funny how you can miss something you’ve rarely
had. Because the climate in Nigeria, where they’d lived, was so
unhealthy, my parents left me in England, at age three and a half,
to attend Cable House, a boarding nursery school. As if that wasn’t
bad enough, I often remained with the principal and her family (she
owned the school) during the holidays when my parents couldn’t get
home from Nigeria, which was more often than not. I don’t mean to
be unkind. She was a dear lady who was always very good to me. But,
it’s not the same as your real parents, is it?

I remembered well
that first day at Cable House even though I’d been so young. We
must have travelled by train and bus because I was being carried by
Allan, a friend of my parents whom I heard talk of in later years,
as we walked down the country lane to the school which occupied a
former stately home. I do not recall if they told me where I was
going or whether I understood it from their conversation but I was
bawling my eyes out. I knew I was going to be left behind.

At age seven, I
was moved – attending Allan House, a boarding prep school with
strict discipline and the first of many experiences of being caned
for the slightest behaviour infraction, imagined or real.

Parental visits
from Nigeria were few in my first nine years of life and could be
counted with three fingers where my father was concerned. Now, I
was in Africa at least, but not much better off.

I cannot know how
I would have developed had we remained in England and experienced a
normal home life. I do know, as a somewhat delicate child because
of severe asthma and a skin rash – something that did not elicit
sympathy from most other children – that I became somewhat
reclusive and a loner. I would make friends but usually only a few.
Otherwise, even though surrounded by others, I preferred my own
company whenever I could get it. Which at boarding school wasn’t
often.

The other boys in
the compartment got noisier, snapping me back to the present. I
ignored their talk, instead taking notice of my surroundings. I
scanned the polished oak walls and fittings. Brass fixtures flared
a sharp brilliance as shards of afternoon sunlight streamed in and
shadows traced themselves according to the train’s direction. High
on one wall was a map of the rail route from Dar es Salaam to the
end of the line at Kigoma, on Lake Tanganyika, some seven hundred
and eighty miles away. I peered closely and noted disappointedly
the spur that led off the main line at Msagali. There were two
stations on the spur, the first Kongwa, the second Hogoro. The map
confirmed we were on the correct route. I felt even more down, and
sighed; we would reach Kongwa eventually. I turned to the opposite
wall and gazed at a landscape print of a passenger train crossing
the savannah, with graceful giraffes necking under flat-topped
acacias.

When one of the
boys said, “Come on, chaps, let’s see what it looks like with the
bunks up,” I took notice.

As I stood, I
asked the one who wanted to put the bunks up, “Why do we need
bunks?”

“To sleep, of
course. We’ll be all night on the train,” another boy answered for
him.

“Oh, yes,” I said.
“I’d forgotten. So when will we arrive?”

“It takes about
twenty-two hours to get there,” said a third. “It’s a long way, you
know, and it depends on what happens along the way. These trains
don’t run faster than twenty-five to thirty miles an hour. My dad
says the problem is the rail lines are narrow gauge.”

“What does that
mean?”

“Well, the lines
are too close together, of course. They’re a little over three feet
apart; most rail lines are about five feet. I don’t know why they
build it that way ’cept it’s cheaper or something. Anyway, my dad
says trains that run on narrow gauge mustn’t travel fast or they’ll
tip over on the curves.”

“Really?” I asked,
elated with the idea of our carriage rolling onto its side and
wondering, hopefully, if that would mean Kongwa was cancelled and I
could return to Lindi.

The first boy was
leading the way in raising the bunks. We lifted the back rests of
the bench seats to make a third and fourth. Then the others climbed
on those two to lift a fifth and sixth above them. With them in
position the first boy lay down on one of the lowest and called, “I
bags this one.”

“I bags the other
bottom one,” called the second and promptly laid out on it to
establish his claim.

“I bags a top
bunk,” I called out before I was left with no choice and hastily
scrambled up high to claim my territory.

“Let’s lower them
again,” the fourth suggested after surveying the assembly with five
of us in place. “It’s way too early for bedtime and we haven’t got
anywhere to sit, man.”

I was encouraged
to join the conversation. Several of us were new to the school and
didn’t know what to expect.

“My name’s
Edwards,” I said, after a little coaxing. “I arrived from England
six days ago. My home’s in Lindi now. That’s where I’ve been for
the last five days ’til I flew to Dar es Salaam to catch this
train.”

Kenneth Aranky,
who was slim and tallish, with dark, almost black hair, olive skin
and a long but angular face, told us who he was. Tony Shed
explained it was his second term and his nickname was Sheddy. He
was about my height, lightly built yet muscular and quick to smile.
He was self confident and acted like everything was under control.
His dad was an engineer and worked on projects in Dar es Salaam
harbour. Sigurd Ivey followed Sheddy in turn, then Mike Jenner and
the evidently brainy one of the group, Stewart Berry. It turned out
I was the only one recently from England.

“You flew to
Africa, eh?” asked Ivey. “Boy, I sailed on a ship with my mum. My
dad was already here. I don’t remember a whole lot about it ’cos I
was only eight, but I liked it a lot. I want to be a sailor when I
grow up.”

Ivey had moved
from Britain two years earlier. He had ancestors that may have
hailed from Norway but he wasn’t sure. He was taller than any of us
and had a smiling, V-shaped face that displayed an easy-going
nature. He was wearing school uniform like we all were, khaki shirt
and shorts with khaki socks and brown shoes.

“Did you have a
celebration on the plane when you crossed the line, Edwards?” Ivey
asked. “Like we did on the ship?”

“What line?” I
asked.

“You know, when
you cross the equator, they have this celebration with the old man
of the sea, Neptune and his helpers, and you get dunked in water
and covered in coloured paints made with ice cream and stuff. Boy,
it was fun.”

“No, they didn’t
do that on the plane; although there was a sort of celebration of
two New Year’s Eves.”

“Two New Year’s
Eves?” chipped in Jenner. “How can you have two New Year’s
Eves?”

“Well, the captain
told us when the clocks were chiming midnight in Dar es Salaam and
then, again, three hours later when it was midnight in Britain.
Some of the grown-ups asked for more drinks when he did that.”

“So where do you
live?” asked Sheddy who seemed not to recall I’d already mentioned
Lindi.

“Lindi,” I
repeated. “That’s south of Dar es Salaam. I’ve only been there five
days and we haven’t got a house to live in so we stayed in a hotel.
I left yesterday by plane. It was my third flight this week.”

“Wow, what’s it
like?” Jenner wanted to know. “I’ve never flown in a plane.”

“I haven’t been to
Lindi,” Aranky interrupted. “I remember once being taken to Malindi
but I think that’s in Kenya. Do they have ice-cream shops in
Lindi?”

“No.”

“They only have
one in Dar,” Berry interjected with a knowing air, “and that only
opened about four weeks ago. I shouldn’t think they’d have one in
Lindi.”

“Well, I know
about the one in Dar,” retorted Aranky. “It belongs to my
parents.”

“Golly, really?”
we enthused as we stared at him in admiration. “Can you eat as much
as you like any time you want?”

“No. My dad says
the ice cream is for sale and if I want some, I must use my pocket
money like anyone else.”

That didn’t sound quite so much fun;
what a mean
dad, I
thought.

“I don’t think
we’ve even got a toy shop in Lindi,” I changed the subject.

We resumed our
stares out the window to contemplate our deprived life… and I my
new world.

At dinner time,
the restaurant car’s portly and superior-looking maître d’ –
dressed in his bleached white kanzu and a green, velvet waistcoat
with brass buttons, crimson lining and gold braid, his head topped
with a scarlet fez – walked the length of the train’s long
corridors tapping his xylophone in a lethargic diner’s concerto.
There was a general every-boy-for-himself movement into the train’s
corridor, causing teachers to flatten themselves against the
windows before they recovered their composure and asserted their
authority.

“Everybody just
stop where you are! Back to your compartments, please! We’ll let
you know when it’s your turn.”

It was going to
take many sittings for all to get a meal. When our turn came, we
hurried through several carriages to reach the restaurant car;
scurried by the galley kitchen with its indescribable heat and the
clatter of feverish activity through the open doors, and then into
the dining area.

I found a seat
next to a window. The table for four was covered with a brilliant
white tablecloth adorned with matching serviettes sporting the
E.A.R. monogram. Two small lamps with tiny shades and tassels were
mounted on the wall and another stood in the middle, flanked by
small vases displaying posies of carnations. Four place settings of
heavy, monogrammed cutlery completed the table top. There was
warmth about this car with rays of a vivid sunset streaming in on
the polished oak reflecting a deep, golden glow that I liked. Tony
Shed slid in beside me but there were two boys already at the
table, so that split up our group.

“Hello,” said one
as we sat. “I’m Grandcourt, and this is Keller.”

Keller
acknowledged me with a nod; we recognised each other. Keller, with
his bleached white hair and I thought Scandinavian appearance,
turned out to be German. He’d flown from Lindi with me on the same
plane but we’d not spoken.

“His name’s
Edwards. I’m Shed.”

The waiter was not
long coming. I noticed grown-ups ordering from menus while we were
brought our food directly, no choice, just eat what you’re given.
It was roast beef and Yorkshire pudding with new potatoes, veggies
and gravy served on heavy, monogrammed china; it was good so we had
no complaints. The four of us got into conversation but soon the
two of them were talking to each other, with Sheddy and me doing
the same.

The clickity-clack
of the wheels, the rocking of the train and the pitch blackness
outside that followed the golden sunset, made the restaurant car
warm and comforting. It was a strange feeling really. I had left
home, no doubt there, but I wasn’t at school yet. I was in a kind
of no-man’s-land, a nether-world where, I liked to think, school
jurisdiction – and discipline – were not quite yet in force.

If only I could enjoy school as much
as I’m enjoying this train ride, I thought.

Sheddy brought me
back from my daydream.

“So, with you
being a new boy and all, do you know what house you’re in?”

“Yes, my dad
received a letter from the school. Uh, Livingstone,” I said
tentatively. “Does that sound right?”

“Yes it does,
jolly good. I’m in Livingstone too. I wonder which house you’ll be
in.”

“But I just said
Livingstone.”

“Yes, I know, I
didn’t mean that sort of house. We live in individual houses in
Kongwa. There aren’t any big school buildings like in England. The
houses we live in used to belong to families that have gone and so
now they’re used by the school.”

“That sounds
nice,” I said. “With kitchens and sitting rooms?”

“Not any more;
they did have. They still have the rooms, of course, but now
they’re all bedrooms. The bedroom has four beds in it; the sitting
room has four beds in it, and what was the kitchen has one or maybe
two beds in it, depending. It’s the prefects’ room. You know about
prefects, I suppose?”

“Yes, I
bloody-well do,” I felt irritated at the thought. “I was at
boarding school in England and they had prefects. Mean ones,
too.”

“Did they make you
fag for them?” Sheddy asked.

“Of course… and
sometimes, even when a prefect had nothing for you to do, they’d
make you stand there and wait until they thought-up something.”

“I hate that so
much.”

“These houses,” I
asked, “are they like we had in England, you know, were they all
joined up in long rows?”

“No, they’re
individual. They were for married people, pretty small. Most are
about fifty yards apart with a choo in between.”

“What’s a
choo?”

“A toilet, you
know, a big drop. It’s also called a dub.”

“What big
drop?”

“There’s no flush,
no water, just a hole in the ground.”

“You mean they
don’t have real toilets, not even in the house?”

“No, well, a few
of them do, but most don’t, it just depends.”

“Oh.”

“And we walk a
helluva lot.”

“What?”

“We walk miles and
miles and miles every day.”

“Why?”

“Because, like I
said, the houses are far apart. So are the classrooms. They used to
be offices; so’s the Head’s office and the mess and the sports
fields. The girls are miles away from the boys, obviously, and the
Seniors are miles away from everybody, so we have tons of walking
to do. And that makes fagging even worse, ’cos if a prefect wants
you to fetch things that are far away, you have to walk all that
way, man.”

“So how big is the
school?” I asked.

“I dunno; maybe a
mile long. My dad says the school area is two hundred and seventy
acres big so whatever that is in miles, you know, square miles.
It’s not all being used yet, there’re still a lot of empty
buildings, but the school is growing so fast it’ll soon use them
all. The grown-ups that used to live in the houses probably didn’t
mind all the distances ’cos they had cars. I’m telling you, it’s
big. Soon as I’m in Seniors I’m bringing my bike.”

“You can bring a
bike?”

“Yup, once you’re
in Seniors. And it’s bloody hot in Kongwa; you’ll be asking your
parents if you can bring your bike too.”

“But I haven’t got
a bike,” I said, embarrassed. “My mum won’t let me have one.”

Sheddy stared at
me, clearly amazed.

Not being a bike
owner, I lapsed into silence again as I thought about how unfair
she was.
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By 8 p.m., the conductor, in his uniform of grey jacket embroidered with a crimson East
African Railways logo, and grey trousers, was moving through the
train asking about bedding requirements. Not long after, shoe-less
train porters, in khaki shirt and shorts, were lugging large maroon
canvas bags containing rolled up bedding, squeezing down the
pinching corridors and into each compartment, there to make up the
bunks. Our four companions had disappeared again.

Sheddy and I stood
in the corridor gazing out the open window into the pitch-black,
catching sight of fireflies or sparks from the engine, I wasn’t
sure which. The chuffing of the engine noise, the hooting as we
approached unguarded crossings, the smell of coal smoke, all wafted
in on the train’s slipstream. Then Sheddy was called by someone and
wandered off. It struck me that I’d never seen darkness like this
before. Perhaps if I’d been old enough during the war with its
black-out? But I was only little then. Now in England everything
was lit up at night. But in this moonless African night it was
definitely black.

By the time I
returned to my compartment Berry and Jenner were on their bunks,
noses into books.

“Have you seen
Sheddy?” I asked.

“He’s a couple of
compartments along,” said Berry. “I think he went to listen to
Grandcourt play his mouth organ.”

I wandered the corridor until I heard the music.
The bunks were not made up. Grandcourt was sitting in a far corner
against the window, right foot drawn up, his heel resting on the
bunk he was sitting on, both hands cupping the mouth organ to his
lips in a loving clinch as melancholy sound filled my ears. He was
playing country and western music and this was the first time in my
life I’d ever heard it. I found the music bitter-sweet. It lifted
me when Joe played Hey, Good Lookin’ or dropped me down again with My Heart Cries for You. It made me yearn for Lindi where I could
be with Mum and Dad. Sadness gripped me even though there was no
one to sing the words, so I wasn’t sure whether to like it or hate
it.

“Everyone back to
their compartments!” called a prefect dressed formally in school
dress uniform of white shirt, long grey trousers and a striped
school tie that matched the zebroid, green, black and gold stripes
of his blazer. His uniform was finished with posh, brown, polished
shoes. “Come on now, everybody back. The ‘boys’ can’t complete
making up the beds with you lot blocking the corridors. Besides
which it’ll soon be lights-out so we want you in your bunks…
now!”

One chap, three
compartments away thought the rules didn’t apply to him. “C’mon,
Ian,” he said, “I’m older than this lot; I’m going down the end to
see the others.”

“You’ll do as
you’re bloody-well told,” responded the prefect. “Or explain
yourself to Fergie. Now get in there and settle down.”

“Who’s Fergie?” I
asked of no one in particular.

“Mr. Ferguson,”
said Sheddy. “He’s Livingstone Junior boys Housemaster as well as
an English teacher – and more likely to find a reason to cane you
than any of the others,” he added as an after-thought.

“Oh no, not
again,” I shuddered, as I thought about Allan House.

Minutes later,
having shed our clothes, we’d squeezed flat into our bunks, with
barely enough height to rest our heads on upturned palms, as we
read. Then I had a thought to do with the prefect who’d barked the
order down the corridor.

“Who was the one
who ordered us to bed, Sheddy?” I called down to him.

“You mean Ian
Longden?” Sheddy asked, sticking his head out the side of his
middle bunk as he looked up. “The one dressed in blazer and
all?”

“Yes, that
one.”

“Ian’s Livingstone
house prefect and one of the highest prefects in the school. A chap
called Robin Hoy is Curie’s house prefect but he’s also Head Boy.
We haven’t got an official second to Robin. Ian would probably be
considered for Head Boy if Robin left. He won’t get a chance
now.”

“Why?”

“This is his last
term. Many of the top Seniors will leave in June when school breaks
up. Ian’ll be leaving then, I heard. It’s a pity in a way; the
chaps like him.”

Lights were
switched off. The clacking of wheels and motion of the train
brought on drowsiness, then sleep… for the others. Why I had to be
the exception I didn’t know. I’d finished reading and was content
with the ride. My mind was in turmoil as my thoughts ran with the
excitement of the day, yet also was haunted with sadness at being
far from home. If the train journey didn’t come to an end, then
maybe everything would be all right.

My thoughts
drifted to my new-found friends. Sheddy seemed to like me which was
nice. He was a good-looking boy and I could see how he would be
popular. I was amazed at how easily he beat another boy at arm
wrestling even though the other chap was bigger and heavier. And
when he talked about some of the things he built with his dad at
home I knew he must be pretty clever.

Berry was
different. We hadn’t talked much yet but I liked him too. He was of
light build and I thought it wouldn’t take much to knock him down.
His arms and legs were thin. He had thin, blond hair and an angel
face. He seemed brainy though. I recognised him as similar to a boy
I’d known at Allan House; always reading, seemed to be good at
learning, popular with the teachers. I guessed I’d be asking him
for help with maths prep from time to time.

Aranky was good at
sports. Sheddy said Aranky usually got to be captain of any
football team he was playing on. I don’t suppose he’ll be pleased
with me not joining in on account of my asthma.

Ivey I thought of
as organised; everything for him had to be just so. He was tall and
I thought probably strong; he appeared happy with a constant smile.
I judged he was a practical sort, probably less daring than someone
like Sheddy? I hoped we’d become friends.

It was cosy in my
bunk on the train. Occasionally it chugged along at quite a lick.
At other times I’d wake because there wasn’t any movement. We’d
stopped again at one of the numerous halts that governed this
train’s progress. I heard hushed conversations outside our window
and the squeak of a trolley. Peering out I saw a high pole and a
lamp smothered with insects. It spread a pool of yellow light over
a couple of bodies prone in a sleepy haunch. The cicadas were
shrilling. Far away, a cockerel crowed. A full moon had risen to my
surprise after the earlier blackness. Now its luminescence lit the
scene. I heard, from way up front, the impatient hissing and
clanking of a steam engine anxious to be on its way. After a while
I grew weary, settled back and closed my eyes.

 



CHAPTER
TWO

Arrival

I'd been dreaming
about my flight from London. We’d taken off from London Airport
North in the morning of New Year’s Eve and flown first class. We’d
landed to refuel in Rome, Cairo, Khartoum, Entebbe and Nairobi. The
journey was luxurious and infinitely exciting. People look back now
and call the ‘50s the golden age of air travel. They’re right.

Even though I’d
heard Africa was hot I was amazed to discover just how so in Cairo
at 2 a.m. and how stifling the air could be when mixed with
mosquito spray that Egyptian ground staff used when they came
aboard. They walked up and down the aisle and sprayed something
called ‘Flit’ in the air all over us. The sprayer had a hand pump
like for a bicycle with a tin can at the end out of which the spray
came through a nozzle. “It’s to keep the mozzies at bay,” I was
told.

It had been a
thrill when I’d spent time in the cockpit with the captain while
the first officer socialised in the cabin. And oh, the excitement
after that thirty-hour flight when we’d circled Dar es Salaam and
I’d first set eyes on millions of coconut palms. It had been super
meeting up with Dad. Here I was, in Africa, with both parents and
the promise of a family future for the first time in my nearly ten
years of life… together at last.

That joy had
lasted an hour or two before my heart sank.

Mother and Father
had met with a business colleague of his who lived in Dar, Franz
Kherer and his wife, Jean. I’d been exploring the hotel when Dad
called me over to join them in the lounge where they were having
drinks. After ordering me a lemonade, he’d said, “There’s something
we want to ask you, chum. Seeing as you’ll be leaving for school in
Kongwa by train, from here on January 7th, we wondered whether you
might prefer to remain with the Kherers for the duration of the
week rather than journey to Lindi with Mum and me. You’ll be in
Lindi for only a short time, it seems hardly worth it?”

My heart sank. I’d
been in Africa only a few hours when Mother and Father were going
to leave me already!

“When will you be
leaving?” I’d asked, looking sadly down at my hands.

“Tomorrow morning,
chum, very early. Plane takes off at six.”

“How long will I
be away in Kongwa?” I’d followed up, tears welling as the full
appreciation that I’d soon be far away in boarding school once
more, finally sunk in.

“Well, Kongwa
School has just two terms a year,” he’d said, “so you’ll be gone
five-and-a-half months.”

“Five-and-a-half
months!” I’d reacted wide-eyed in horror. “And I’ll have seen you
for one night!”

“The time is
short, I’m afraid, but that’s the way it worked out.”

I’d taken no time
at all in reaching my decision. I’d wiped the tears from my cheeks
as I told Dad, “I want to travel with you and Mum to Lindi, even if
it is for just four days, and I don’t care how early I have to get
up.”
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The train
shuddered as the carriages jerked against their couplings. Perhaps
I’d slept and was dreaming as I woke because I hadn’t realised we’d
stopped. Wondering what station this was, I moved to peer through
the window. I caught sight of the moonlit sign on the fence at the
end of the platform as we rumbled by; ‘MOROGORO,’ it read.

I think someone told me Morogoro’s about half
way, I muttered to
myself. I glanced at my watch with its luminous dial. For a moment
I thought I’d forgotten to wind it, then I realised it was reading
four in the morning. It was early still.

A little after
six, I was awakened by the noise of others. With golden sunlight
spilling through the shutters and the chatter of voices in the
corridor, there wasn’t to be any sleeping in. Stewart was first to
the hand basin, standing there naked as he washed his face and
hands and then under his arms. I’d noticed the night before when we
got undressed that the others weren’t wearing a vest or underpants;
I was the only one who was. Well, you had to in England; it was so
cold most of the time.

“It’s too hot
here,” I was told. “You don’t need them.”

“Well, if you
others aren’t wearing any, neither will I,” I proclaimed and shed
mine there and then.

As we struggled
about getting dressed with no room to do it in, we heard girls in
the corridor on their way to breakfast. Ivey thought that the right
moment to drop the louver blind on the compartment door that hid
the interior from passers-by in the corridor and through which
piercing rays of sunlight had been filtering. The thud caused the
girls to glance in, where they saw the naked Stewart, spotlighted
in the newly-released sunlight, glancing quickly and nervously
around at the sound. The girls broke into convulsions of laughter
at seeing a naked boy. Hands to mouths they giggled their way down
the corridor. Ivey was impressed with himself and laughed out loud;
we joined in as Stewart frowned in annoyance while hauling the
blind back into place.

“I s’pose you
think you’re really funny!” he said.

Jenner lowered the
blind on the other window revealing a wonderful view. Stretching as
far as the eye could see, bathed in the glow of this brilliant
sunrise was countryside of burned gold. Scrub grass dotted with
golden acacias intermingled with msasas and a few mopani trees, all
rooted in Martian red soil, seemed to stretch forever. Breaking the
horizon were the necks of a squad of giraffes, but much closer in
zebra and wildebeest in their thousands mingled and grazed in an
orgy of perpetual motion.

Most of the
animals displayed a studied indifference to the train’s passing,
but not so the Thomson’s gazelle that had been drinking at a water
hole. Heads erect and alert, ears twitching and noses taking the
air, these gazelle were not so blasé and began moving off to give
us distance. I was disappointed when we lost sight of the herds and
were left with only the long shadow of the train bouncing over the
uneven earth and the now empty savannah beyond. Except, that is,
for a pack of jackals trotting purposefully in the direction of the
animals we’d left behind.

Sheddy was last up
and slowest to get ready, so when Stewart asked me, “Want to go for
breakfast?” I nodded and we swayed our way down the narrow
corridors to the restaurant car.

“You’re too late
for this sitting,” asserted Miss Strong, the Senior Mistress. She
had assumed command on behalf of the girls who had, through their
wisdom and foresight, taken over the restaurant car completely.
“You’ll have to wait. I suggest you go back to your compartment and
wait for the gong.”

We beat a hasty
retreat from all this female flesh, two of whom I recognised as
they eyed us and whispered to each other, hands cupped to ears. The
one was Annelize Van Buuren whom I’d teamed up with, along with her
brother Egbert, in Lindi. She thoughtfully decided not to
acknowledge me now that we were on the school train. Her friend was
the other girl, perhaps a year or two older, whom Annelize had sat
with on the plane to Dar. It would not be good to be seen in female
company. I thought I heard the whisper from Annelize though, “See,
Hazel, he was on the plane with us, the one I was telling you
about.”

We returned to
look for the others and found a compartment where bunks had been
returned to daytime positions. There was space to share company
with Alder, Maclean and Neil Thomson, a Junior’s prefect, who was
regaling those two with his adventures hunting with his dad.

“Yes, come and
join us if you want,” he invited. “I was telling this lot about
some of the hunting trips I’ve been on with my dad up in the area
close to the Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti Plains and—”

“—Where are they?”
I interrupted.

“Up in the north
of the country,” Neil answered. “You know, west of Arusha. You know
where that is, I suppose?”

“No, I’m new to
Africa.”

“Oh, well, that’s
where they are. Anyway, that was how we bagged the elephant,” he
said, turning back to the others. “I’m telling you those tusks were
huge. I couldn’t lift either of them no matter how hard I
tried.”

Neil was a
good-looking boy, quite tall, with a continuing smile and a quiff
in his honey blond hair that made him seem a friendly sort.

“What did you do
with them?” inquired Alder.

“My dad sold them
to some Indians, man. They do all those carvings out of ivory like
you see in the shops. I think they probably sent the tusks to India
where they do the work; I dunno really, something like that. I’m
not much interested in the ivory; it was just the excitement of the
hunt.”

“Did you see the
zebra and wildebeest we passed some way back?” I enthused, not
wanting to be left out with my observance of wild animals.

“Yeah, man.
They’re nothing, man. You can see those animals and more besides
almost anywhere, man. They’re two a penny; you don’t even bother
with those, man. Now if you want to talk lion, that’s something
else.”

I listened
entranced as Neil told us a story of a lion kill with his dad. I
was kind of fascinated with the detail but also disappointed at the
same time. I couldn’t see the point of killing animals and,
surprising for me, I spoke up and said so.

“What’s with you,
man, you some kind of sissy? That’s what a man does, man, he hunts.
It’s the challenge of man against animal with all their cunning and
ability to survive in the bush. It’s tough, eh, I’m telling you,
man, it’s not easy. You need to grow up, man.”

Chastened, I kept
quiet after that and listened a little longer until we heard the
xylophone. I leaped up, grabbed Berry and headed for the restaurant
car.

There were two
spaces left, at different tables. Robin Hoy seemed to be organising
this shift, “You, what’s your name?”

“Berry.”

“You sit here,
man…You?”

“Edwards.”

“Take that seat
there and join in with them, see?”

I found myself at
a table that included Ivey’s familiar face.

“Hello, I’m
Edwards.”

“Lugt.”

“Meyer.”

The two older boys
looked down at me in a pitying way.

“Where’ve you
been?” whispered Ivey.

I told him of my
visit with Berry to Neil Thomson’s compartment, and the stories he
was telling about hunting with his dad.

“He’s a good sort,
Neil, you know,” said Ivey. “I’ve heard about him and they say he’s
jolly decent. Not like some prefects.”

“What’s for
breakfast?”

By the time we’d
finished and were returning to our compartment, the train drew into
Kilosa. Sheddy was close behind.

“We can get off
the train for a bit,” he said. “It’ll be in Kilosa for a while.
Let’s go for a walk and see what we can see, eh?”

“Are we allowed to
do that, you know, get off the train?”

“Oh yes, it’s
allowed in Kilosa.”

“All right, you
lead. We’ll follow.”

Sheddy opened the
door at one end of the carriage and descended the steps. Ivey and I
followed, me feeling nervous because we would be in trouble if the
train started up again and we couldn’t get back on.

“Don’t worry about
that, man, it’ll be here for a long time; it was last time. They
have to wait for another train coming from the other direction to
pass us and you can see it’s not here yet.”

I felt better as I
noticed other boys and teachers had got off too. Soon there was a
crowd milling about in the red dust.

Sheddy led us
through a door to the station’s waiting room where there were a
number of parents with children ready to join us on our
school-bound trek. One little girl, too young to be coming to
Kongwa, was crying, it seemed because she was about to lose her
brother to this inland migration. Sitting at a bench was a boy I
judged about my age, with thick Coca-Cola glass spectacles, looking
grim and tearful as his mother attempted to comfort him with words
like, “It won’t be so long and soon you’ll be home again.”

As if five-and-a-half months isn’t
long, I thought.
His parents are
lying to him too.

There was a
counter behind which an indifferent looking Indian was standing,
the proprietor of the biltong he had for sale. Sheddy spotted it,
crusted-looking strips of antelope meat that had been hung from
trees to dry, burned by the sun while being marinated by flies. I
thought it looked revolting but he got excited and said he must
have some.

“Ten cents, plis?”
from the Indian.

Sheddy hunted for
change but couldn’t come up with any.

“I’ll lend you ten
cents,” I said.

“Oh, would you,
that’s jolly decent,” said Sheddy. “Thanks a lot, man… I’ll pay you
back, do you want some?”

“No, thanks.”

I didn’t say
anything but to me biltong looked like something you might sweep up
off the floor and place quickly into the dustbin.

We wandered
through glass doors into the blinding sunshine. I screwed up my
eyes, gradually letting the light back in. There was a row of cars
parked on the sandy street. Most seemed to be Peugeots but there
were several Land Rovers and one or two others like the Austin
Hereford, looking amazingly clean given its surroundings, and a
shiny new Vauxhall Cresta.

I became vaguely
aware that, somewhere far away, a whistle blew. Sheddy was gnawing
on his biltong and had got Ivey to try a piece.

“Look at this
rattle trap,” I said.

I’d spotted a Land
Rover that must have come off safari not long since. It was caked
in dried mud and was open to the world without a windscreen and no
rag top and no cushions to sit on. It had flat iron seats and a
slightly curved iron back to lean against, both welded to the
chassis.

“Boy, they’ll need
cushions or something for those seats. Imagine bounding around in
the bush with no springs on that lot,” said Ivey.

“They’re tough,
man, those Rovers are built tough,” Sheddy said again, as he tore
at the solidified biltong like a lion with a new kill. “They’re
designed to stand up to the East African roads and there’s not a
car in the world that’s tougher.”

“What about a
Jeep?” I asked, having seen a Hollywood war movie, in which the
military dashed around the front lines in Jeeps, with no doors and
no roofs and no windscreens.

“Oh, they’re not a
patch on a Rover,” asserted Sheddy. “They’re pansies in comparison.
There’s nothing can touch a Land Rover.”

“Where’ve you
been?! What’re you doing? Do you want to miss the train?”

Mr. Chambers
rattled off the questions in agitation with Hoy by his side. The
two had burst through the station’s exit searching for us and had
come panting up at a sprint.

“The train was
about to leave and someone said you weren’t on board, so we had to
stop its departure. Now come on, the three of you, hurry now, run
and don’t stop ‘til you’re back on the train!” he called
breathlessly as he clipped me a clout on the back of my head
(against which I had ducked, but alas not quickly enough). We ran
for the train in full flight.

“And don’t get off
again ’til we arrive in Kongwa!” he called after us.

We jumped on the
steps along with Chambers and Hoy further along. Even as we climbed
on board the train inched forward.

By the time we’d
returned to our compartment amid the buzz of boys wondering what
trouble we’d be in, the bedding had been removed and the upper four
bunks tucked away. Our friends were not there so we sat facing each
other at the window, watched the unending landscape of savannah,
and talked of things that matter to nine-year-olds.

“That was funny,
Ivey, when you lowered the blind on the door and made Berry jump
with those girls looking in. They laughed all down the
corridor.”

Ivey smiled. “I
couldn’t resist it,” he said glancing at Sheddy. “Berry strikes me
as a bit shy or something. He’s a decent chap but needs to open up
a bit.”

“I like him,” I
said. “Seems to be brainy.”

“Me too,” said
Sheddy, “but I tell you what. I wish someone would lower the
louvers in one of the girls’ compartments so we could see in on
them when they’re naked,” he laughed.

I smiled but
wasn’t sure I agreed. I hadn’t discovered girls and the idea of
them in the buff held a little curiosity perhaps but no great
appeal. Ivey changed the subject.

“I’ve got a Hornby
Dublo electric train.”

“You have?” I
exclaimed wide-eyed. “Boy, you’re lucky. Do you have it set up
somewhere or do you have to put it together each time?”

“Oh it’s all set
up,” said Ivey with a grimace as though that should be obvious. “I
have a table-top set-up on a ping pong table. It has landscaping
and marshalling yards and freight trains and passenger trains and
all sorts of things, with signals and level crossings and
bridges.”

I was almost
breathless with excitement. “I haven’t seen anything like that
outside of Hamley’s,” I said. “That sounds spiffing!” Then I fell
into silence for a moment. “I haven’t got an electric train,” I
confessed ruefully. “I did have a clockwork one in England but it
got left behind.”

“Clockwork is old
hat. If your parents ask you what you want for Christmas, you jolly
well tell them you want an electric gari-ya-moshi,” he announced
with a head toss. “They’re smashing.”


“Gari-ya-moshi?”

“Yes, that’s a
steam train like this one. I s’pose you can’t speak any Swahili
being new from England?”

“No, I know
‘Jambo,’ and that’s about it. Do they teach it at school?”

“They don’t give
Swahili lessons anymore. If you like I’ll teach you a bit now,”
Sheddy offered. “I speak it well. I was raised by my ayah, that’s
an African nurse who takes care of you. Saved Mum a lot of
work.”

And there followed
my first Swahili lesson with Sheddy and Ivey outdoing each other to
teach me as many expressions and as much vocabulary as they knew
and could think of in the enthusiasm of the moment. “Lete chakula
tafadhali (bring the food, please).” “Mimi nasema kibanda kiko
wapi?” (I said, where is the hut?)

We stopped at tiny
villages that looked as though they hardly warranted a stop. There
might be a few tidy-looking kibandas. There were always the
shanties. There was nothing else here. No reason to live here, it
seemed, except this was the way it had always been. But what
depressed, now in the brilliance of the African sun, were scenes of
horror. I looked out at ghastly examples of injured or malformed
humanity; people who appeared as though they’d be better off
dead.

“Why have we
stopped again?” I asked, feeling uncomfortable at the sights. “We
always stop at these places but no one gets on or off, near as I
can tell.”

“Well, it’s a long
train,” replied Sheddy. “You can’t see either end. Maybe they’re
refilling the water tender for the engine. If you were at the back,
at the guard’s van, you’d probably see a few letters or parcels
being unloaded for a nearby mission, something like that.”

“I can’t believe
the horrific things that have happened to these poor people. Oh my
gosh, look at that man there with the huge leg and foot.”

“It’s called
elephantitis,” said Sheddy. “I’ve heard it’s terribly painful. I
don’t know how he gets around.”

“Elephantiasis,”
corrected Berry. “There’s only one ‘t’.

“You sure?” asked
Sheddy.

“Yes, believe
me.”

“Elephan… what?” I
asked.

“Never mind.”

“How about that
poor bloke over there, seems to have lost both eyes and a foot?
What could have happened to him?”

“And what about
that chap?” asked Sheddy, pointing. “Look, over there.”

I followed
Sheddy’s finger. There was a boy, about thirteen, with his skin
covered from head to foot in the most awful rash, with open sores,
bleeding and suppurating wounds being plagued by flies. I turned
away. I couldn’t look as I thought about my own skin rash which
wasn’t a patch on what that African was enduring. I wished the
train would leave. I felt sorry for them yet I didn’t want to see
their misery.

It was a relief
when we ambled forward. But even as we did, there was a late
arrival of younger watoto carrying sugar cane and fruit. These
runny-nosed boys ran beside the train as it picked up speed calling
out, “Muwa, Muwa,” in their attempt to sell lengths of cane to
hastily bargaining school children leaning almost too far out the
windows to reach the fruit below them. And there were others
bearing oranges that could be bought for a bargain, green skinned
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