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ONE
1939: Northern Transvaal, South Africa

This is what happened.

My Zulu nanny was a person made for laughter, warmth and softness and before my life started properly she would clasp me to her breasts and stroke my golden curls with a hand so large it seemed to contain my whole head. My hurts were soothed with a song about a brave young warrior hunting a lion and a women’s song about doing the washing down on the rock beside the river where, at sunset, the baboons would come out of the hills to drink.

My life proper started at the age of five when my mother had her nervous breakdown. I was torn from my black nanny with her big white smile and taken from my grandfather’s farm and sent to boarding school.

Then began a time of yellow wedges of pumpkin burned black and bitter at the edges; mashed potato with glassy lumps; meat aproned with gristle in gray gravy; diced carrots; warm, wet, flatulent cabbage; beds that wet themselves in the morning; and an entirely new sensation called loneliness.

I was the youngest child in the school by two years and spoke only English while the other children spoke Afrikaans, the language of the Boers, which was the name for the Dutch settlers in South Africa. They called the English settlers Rooinecks, which means “Redneck,” because in the Boer War, which had happened forty years before between the English and the Dutch settlers, the pale-skinned English troopers got very sunburned and their necks turned bright red.

The English won this war, but it was a terrible struggle and it created a hatred for them by the Boers, which was carried over into the generations that followed. So, here I was, someone who only spoke the language of the people they hated most of all in the world. I was the first Rooineck the Afrikaner kids had ever seen and, I’m telling you, I was in a lot of trouble.

On the first night of boarding school, I was taken by two eleven-year-olds to the seniors’ dormitory, to stand trial. I stood there shaking like billy-o and gibbering, unable to understand the language of the twelve-year-old judge, or the reason for the hilarity when the sentence was pronounced. But I guessed the worst. I had been caught deep behind enemy lines and even a five-year-old knows this means the death sentence.

I wasn’t quite sure what death was. I knew it was something that happened on the farm in the slaughterhouse to pigs and goats and an occasional heifer and I’d seen it happen often enough to chickens. The squeal from the pigs was so awful that I knew it wasn’t much of an experience, even for pigs.

And I knew something else for sure; death wasn’t as good as life. Now death was about to happen to me before I could really get the hang of life. Trying hard to hold back my tears, I was dragged off to the shower room. I had never been in a shower room before; it resembled the slaughterhouse on my grandfather’s farm and I guessed this was where my death would take place. I was told to remove my pajamas and to kneel inside the recess facing the wall. I looked down into the hole in the floor where all the blood would drain away. I closed my eyes and said a silent, sobbing prayer. My prayer wasn’t to God but to my nanny. I felt a sudden splash on my neck and then warm blood trickled over my trembling body. Funny, I didn’t feel dead. But who knows what dead feels like?

When the Judge and his council of war had all pissed on me, they left. After a while it got very quiet, just a drip, drip from someplace overhead. I didn’t know how to turn the shower on and so had no way of washing myself. At the farm I had always been bathed by my nanny in a tin tub in front of the kitchen stove. She’d soap me all over and Dee and Dum, the two kitchen maids who were twins, would giggle behind their hands when she soaped my little acorn. This was how I knew it was a special part of me. Just how special I was soon to find out. I tried to dry myself with my pajamas. My hands were shaking a lot. I wandered around that big dark place until I found the small kids’ dormitory. There I crept under my blanket and came to the end of my first day in life.

I awoke next morning to find the other kids surrounding my bed and holding their noses. I’m telling you, I have to admit it myself, I smelt worse than a kaffir toilet, worse than the pigs at home. The kids scattered as a very large person with a smudge of dark hair above her lip entered. It was the same lady who had left me in the dormitory the night before. “Good morning, Mevrou!” they chorused in Afrikaans, each standing stiffly to attention at the foot of his bed.

The huge woman tore back my blanket and sniffed. “Why, you wet your bed, boy! Sis, man, you stink!” she bellowed. Then, without waiting for my answer, which, of course, I didn’t have, she grabbed me by the ear and led me back to the place where they’d pissed on me the night before. Making me take off my pajamas, she pushed me into a recess. I thought desperately, She’s even bigger than Nanny. If she pisses on me I will surely drown. There was a sudden hissing sound and needles of icy water drilled into me. I had my eyes tightly shut but the hail of water was remorseless.

If you don’t know what a shower is, and have never had one before, then it’s not so hard to believe that maybe this is death. A thousand sharp pricks drilled into my skin. How can so much piss possibly come out of one person, I thought. Funny, it should be warm, but this was icy cold, but then I was no expert on these things.

Then the fierce hissing and the icy deluge stopped suddenly. I opened my eyes to find no Mevrou. The Judge stood before me, his pajama sleeve rolled up, his arm wet where he’d reached to turn off the shower. Behind him stood the jury and all the small kids from my dormitory.

The jury formed a ring around me. My teeth were chattering out of control. The Judge pointed to my tiny acorn. “Why you piss your bed, Rooinek?” he asked.

“Hey, look, there is no hat on his snake!” someone yelled. They all crowded closer.

“Pisskop! Pisskop!”—in a moment all the small kids were chanting.

“You hear, you a pisshead,” the Judge translated. “Who cut the hat off your snake, Pisskop?”

I looked down. All seemed perfectly normal to me. I looked up at the Judge, confused. The Judge parted his pajama fly. His large “snake” seemed to be a continuous sheath brought down to a point of ragged skin. I must say, it wasn’t much of a sight.

More trouble lay ahead of me for sure. I was a Rooinek and a pisskop. I spoke the wrong language. And now I was obviously made differently. But I was still alive, and in my book, where there’s life, there’s hope.
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By the end of the first term I had reduced my persecution to no more than an hour a day. I had the art of survival almost down pat. Except for one thing: I had become a bed wetter. It is impossible to become a perfect adapter if you leave a wet patch behind you every morning.

My day would begin with a bed-wetting caning from Mevrou, a routine that did serve a useful purpose. I learned that crying is a luxury good adapters have to forgo, and I soon had the school record for being thrashed. The Judge said so. I wasn’t just a hated Rooinek and a pisskop, I was also a record holder.

The Judge ordered that I only be beaten up a little at a time, and if I could stop being a pisskop he’d stop even that, although he added that, for a Rooinek, this was probably impossible. I was inclined to agree. No amount of resolve on my part seemed to have the least effect.

The end of the first term finally came. I was to return home for the May holidays: home to Nanny, who would listen to my sadness and sleep on her mat at the foot of my bed so the bogeyman couldn’t get me. I also intended to inquire whether my mother had stopped breaking down so I would be allowed to stay home.

I rode home joyfully in Dr. “Henny” Boshoff’s shiny Chevrolet coupé. As we choofed along, I was no longer a Rooinek and a pisskop but became a great chief. Life was very good. It was Dr. Henny who had first told me about the nervous breakdown, and he now confirmed that my mother was “coming along nicely” but she wouldn’t be home just yet. Sadly this put the kibosh on my chances of staying home.

When I arrived at the farm Nanny wept and held me close. It was late summer. The days were filled with song as the field women picked cotton, working their way down the long rows, singing in perfect harmony while they plucked the fluffy white fiber heads from the sun-blackened cotton bolls.

When Nanny couldn’t solve a problem for me she’d say, “We must ask Inkosi-Inkosikazi, the great medicine man, he will know what to do.” Now Nanny sent a message to Inkosi-Inkosikazi to the effect that we urgently needed to see him on the matter of the child’s night water. The message was put on the drums and in two days we heard that Inkosi-Inkosikazi would call in a fortnight or so on his way to visit Modjadji, the great rain queen. The whites of Nanny’s eyes would grow big and her cheeks puff out as she talked about the greatness of the medicine man. “He will dry your bed with one throw of the shinbones of the great white ox,” she promised.

“Will he also grow skin over my acorn?” I demanded. She clutched me to her breast, her answer lost as she chortled all over me.

The problem of the night water was much discussed by the field women. “Surely a grass sleeping mat will dry in the morning sun? This is not a matter of proper concern for the greatest medicine man in Africa.” It was all right for them, of course. They didn’t have to go back to the Judge and Mevrou.

Almost two weeks to the day, Inkosi-Inkosikazi arrived in his big black Buick, symbol of his enormous power and wealth, even to the Boers, who despised him yet feared his magic.

All that day the field women brought gifts of food: kaffir corn, squash, native spinach, watermelons, bundles of dried tobacco leaf—and six scrawny kaffir chickens, mostly tough old roosters, their legs tied and their wings clipped.

One scrawny old cock with mottled gray feathers looked very much like my granpa, except for his eyes. Granpa’s eyes were pale blue, intended for gazing over soft English landscapes; that old rooster’s were sharp as beads of red light.

My granpa came down the steps and walked toward the big Buick. He stopped to kick one of the roosters, for he hated kaffir chickens. His pride and joy were his one hundred black Orpington hens and six giant roosters.

He greatly admired Inkosi-Inkosikazi, who had once cured him of his gallstones. “Never a trace of a gallstone since,” he declared. “If you ask me, the old monkey is the best damned doctor in the lowveld.”

The old medicine man, like Nanny, was a Zulu. It was said he was the last son of the great Dingaan, the Zulu king who fought both the Boers and the British to a standstill. Two generations after the Boers had finally defeated his Impi at the Battle of Blood River, they remained in awe of Dingaan.

Two years after the battle, Dingaan, reeling from the combined forces of his half brother Mpande and the Boers, had sought refuge among the Nyawo people on the summit of the great Lebombo mountains. On the night he was treacherously assassinated by Nyawo tribesmen he had been presented with a young virgin, and his seed was planted in her womb.

“Where I chose blood, this last of my sons will choose wisdom. You will call him Inkosi-Inkosikazi, he will be a man for all Africa,” Dingaan had told the Nyawo maiden.

This made the small, wizened black man who was being helped from the Buick one hundred years old.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi was dressed in a mismatched suit, the jacket brown, the trousers blue pinstripe. A mangy leopard-skin cloak fell from his shoulders. In his right hand he carried a beautifully beaded fly switch, the symbol of an important chief. His hair was whiter than raw cotton, tufts of snowy beard sprang from his chin and only three yellowed teeth remained in his mouth. His eyes burned sharp and clear, like the eyes of the old rooster.

My granpa briefly welcomed Inkosi-Inkosikazi and granted him permission to stay overnight on the farm. The old man nodded, showing none of the customary obsequiousness expected from a kaffir, and my granpa shook the old man’s bony claw and returned to his chair on the stoep.

Nanny, who had rubbed earth on her forehead like all the other women, finally spoke. “Lord, the women have brought food and we have beer freshly fermented.”

Inkosi-Inkosikazi ignored her, which I thought was pretty brave of him, and ordered one of the women to untie the cockerels. With a squawking and flapping of stunted wings all but one rose and dashed helter-skelter toward open territory. The old cock who looked like Granpa rose slowly, then, calm as you like, he walked over to a heap of corn and started pecking away.

“Catch the feathered devils,” Inkosi-Inkosikazi suddenly commanded.

With squeals of delight the chickens were rounded up again. The ice had been broken as five of the women, each holding a chicken upside down by the legs, waited for the old man’s instructions. Inkosi-Inkosikazi squatted down and with his finger traced five circles, each about two feet in diameter, in the dust, muttering incantations. Then he signaled for one of the women to bring over a cockerel. Grabbing the old bird and using its beak as a marker, he retraced the first circle on the ground, then laid the cockerel inside the circle, where it lay unmoving. He proceeded to do the same thing to the other four chickens until each lay in its own circle. As each chicken was laid to rest there would be a gasp of amazement from the women.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi squatted cross-legged in the center of the indaba mats and beckoned that I should join him. Nanny pushed me gently toward him. “You must go, it is a great honor, only a chief can sit with a chief on the meeting mat.”

He had the strong, sweet smell of African sweat, mixed with tobacco. After all I had been through in the smell department, it wasn’t too bad and I sat cross-legged beside him.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi leaned toward me and spoke in Zulu. “Tomorrow I will show you the trick of the chickens. It’s not really magic, you know.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said softly. I was pleased at the notion of sharing a secret. Even if it was only a trick, it was a damned clever one. My confidence in his ability to change my status as a pisskop was growing by the minute.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi indicated to Nanny that she should begin the matter of the night water. The field women settled down around the indaba mats, taking care not to touch even the tiniest part of the edge.

African stories are long, with every detail cherished. It was a great moment for Nanny as she stood alone in the twilight and told her story. She spoke in Shangaan so that all could share wide-eyed and groan and nod and sigh in the appropriate places.

The hugeness of Mevrou with her mustache they found amazing, the injustice of the Judge and jury they took in their stride, for they all knew how the white man passes sentences that have no relationship to what has been done. The pissing upon me by the Judge and jury had them rocking and moaning. Such an indignity was surely beyond even the white man?

In the sudden way of Africa it was dark now. A piece of green wood crackled in the fire, sending up a shower of sparks. The leaping flames lit Nanny’s face; there was no doubt that they would remember this teller of a great story of misery and woe. I was hugely impressed, but when Nanny got to the part where my snake had no hat, the women cupped their hands over their mouths and started to giggle.

Nanny concluded by saying that the business of my night water was an evil spell brought upon me by the angel of death with the mustache like a man, so that she could return each morning to feed her beating sjambok on my frail flesh. Only a great medicine man such as Inkosi-Inkosikazi could defeat this evil spell.

Nanny finally sat down, heaving with sobs, knowing that such a tale had never been told before and that it might live forever, warped into a Shangaan legend.

I can tell you, I was mighty impressed that any person, most of all me, could go through such a harrowing experience.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi rose and yawned. With the handle of his fly switch he prodded my weeping nanny. “Get me some kaffir beer, woman,” he demanded.

Dee and Dum, the twin kitchen maids, served me my dinner. They told me I was the bravest person they had ever known.

By bedtime Nanny was at my side as usual. She crushed me to her bosom and told me how I had thrust greatness upon her with the coming of the greatest medicine man in all Africa. When Nanny finally left me, she said, “Tonight Inkosi-Inkosikazi will visit in your dreams to find the way of your night water.”
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The morning after the night Inkosi-Inkosikazi went walkabout in my dreams, he summoned me to sit with him again on the meeting mat. From a leather bag he produced the twelve magic shinbones from the great white ox. Squatting on his haunches as he prepared to throw the bones, he commenced a deep, rumbling incantation. The yellowed dice briefly clicked together in his hands and fell onto the ground in front of him. Inkosi-Inkosikazi flicked at them with his forefinger; then with a final grunt he tossed them back into their bag.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi’s eyes, sharp pins of light in his wrinkled face, seemed to look right into me. “I visited you in your dreams and we came to a place of three waterfalls and ten stones across the river. The shinbones of the great white ox say I must take you back so that you can jump the three waterfalls and cross the river, stepping from stone to stone without falling into the rushing torrent. If you can do this then the unfortunate business of the night water will be over.”

I nodded, not knowing what to say.

“Now, listen to me carefully, boy. Watch and listen. Watch and listen,” he repeated. “When I tell you to close your eyes you will do so.”

Anxious to please him, I shut my eyes tightly. “Not now! Only when I tell you. Not tight, but as you do when your eyes are heavy from the long day and it is time to sleep.”

I opened my eyes to see him crouched in front of me, his beautiful fly switch suspended slightly above my normal sightline. The fall of horsehair swayed gently before my eyes.

“Watch the tail of the horse.” My eyes followed the switch as it moved to and fro. “It is time to close your eyes but not your ears. You must listen carefully, infaan.…”

A sudden roar of water filled my head and then I saw the three waterfalls. I was standing on an outcrop of rock directly above the highest one. Far below, the river rushed away, tumbling into a narrow gorge. Just before the water entered the gorge I noted the ten stepping-stones strung across it.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi spoke to me, his voice soft. “It is late; the bush doves, anticipating nightfall, are already silent. You are standing on a rock above the highest waterfall, a young warrior who has killed his first lion and is worthy now to fight in the legion of Dingaan. Worthy even to fight in the Impi of Shaka, the greatest warrior king of all.

“You are wearing the skirt of lion tail as you face into the setting sun. Now the sun has passed beyond Zululand, and now it leaves the Shangaan and the royal kraal of Modjadji, the rain queen, to be cooled in the great dark water beyond. You can see the moon rising over Africa and you are at peace with the night.”

As I stood on the great rock waiting to jump, I could see the new moon rising above the thundering falls.

“You must take a deep breath and say the number three to yourself as you leap. Then, when you surface, you must take another breath and say the number two as you are washed across the rim of the second waterfall, then again a deep breath as you rise and are carried over the third. Now you must swim to the first stone, counting backward from ten to one, counting each stone as you leap from it to the next to cross the rushing river.” The old medicine man paused. “You must jump now, little warrior of the king.”

I took a deep breath and launched myself into the night. The cool air rushed past my face and then I hit the water below, sank briefly and rose to the surface. With scarcely enough time to take a second breath I was swept over the second waterfall and then again I fell down the third to be plunged into a deep pool at its base. I swam strongly to the first of the great stones glistening in the moonlight. Jumping from stone to stone, I crossed the river, counting from ten to one, then leaping to the pebbly beach on the far side.

Inkosi-Inkosikazi’s voice cut through the roar of the falls. “We have crossed the night water to the other side and it is done. You must open your eyes now, little warrior.” Inkosi-Inkosikazi brought me back from the dreamtime and I looked around, a little surprised to see the familiar farmyard about me. “When you need me you may come to the night country. I will always be there in the place of the three waterfalls and the ten stones across the river.” Pointing to what appeared to be an empty sack, he said: “Bring me that chicken and I will show you the trick of the chicken sleep.”

I walked over to the sack. Inside, the beady red eye of the chicken that looked like Granpa blinked up at me. The old man rose and called over to me to draw a circle in the dirt. He showed me how to hold the rooster, by securing its body under your right armpit like a set of bagpipes and grabbing it high up its neck with your left hand so that its head is held between forefinger and thumb. Getting a good hold of its feet with your free hand, you dip the chicken toward the ground at an angle, with its beak not quite touching the rim of the circle. The beak is then traced around the perimeter three times and the bird laid inside the circle.

The old man made me practice it three times. The old rooster lay within the circle docile as a sow in warm mud. To bring the chicken back from wherever chickens go in such circumstances, all I needed to do was touch it and say, “Chicken sleep, chicken wake, if chicken not wake then chicken be ate!” A pretty grim warning, if you ask me.

I did not ask Inkosi-Inkosikazi how a Shangaan chicken could understand Zulu because you simply do not ask such questions of the greatest medicine man in all of Africa.

“The chicken trick is our bond. We are now brothers bound in this common knowledge and the knowledge of the place in the dreamtime.”

I’m telling you, it was pretty solemn stuff. With a yell the old man called for his driver, who was asleep in the back of the Buick. Together we walked toward the big black car.

“You may keep this chicken to practice on,” Inkosi-Inkosikazi said as he climbed into the backseat.

As if from nowhere, the car was surrounded by field women who loaded the boot with tributes. Nanny handed the old man a square of brightly colored cloth with several coins knotted into one corner. Inkosi-Inkosikazi declined the offer of what was, for Nanny, two months’ salary.

“It is a matter between me and the boy. I am on my way to the Molototsi River, where I go to see Modjadji, the rain queen.” He stuck his head out of the window and gazed into the sky. “The rains have not come to Zululand, and in this matter her magic is greater than mine.”

With a roar from its mighty V8 engine, the Buick shot down the road, raising a cloud of dust behind it.
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By the time the holidays were over Granpa Chook, for that was what I called my chicken, and I were practically inseparable. Calling a chicken a chook was a private joke my mother and I had shared. We had received some photos from a cousin in Australia, one of which had shown a small boy feeding the chickens. On the back was written: “Young Lennie, feeding the chooks on the farm in Wagga Wagga.” We had called the two old drakes who quacked around the farmyard Wagga Wagga, and started referring to Granpa’s black Orpingtons as the chooks.

Granpa Chook came running the moment I appeared at the kitchen door. There was no doubt about it, that chicken had fallen for me. I felt pretty powerfully attracted to him as well.

We practiced the chicken trick, but he got so smart that the moment I drew a circle in the dust he stepped into it and settled down politely. I think he was trying to be cooperative, but it meant that I had lost all my power. Granpa Chook was the first living creature over which I held power and now this not-so-dumb cluck had found a way of getting back on even terms.
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