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  I passed by a potter the day before last,
       He was ceaselessly plying his skill with the clay,
 And, what the blind do not see, I could
      My fathers clay in every potters hand.
  

 The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
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  Prologue
 

7 July, 1988
  

 They called it the book of our secrets, kitabu cha siri zetu. Of its writer they said: He steals our souls and locks them away; it is a magic bottle, this book, full of captured spirits; see how he keeps his eyes skinned, this mzungu, observing everything we do; look how meticulously this magician with the hat writes in it, attending to it more regularly than he does to nature, with more passion than he expends on a woman. He takes it with him into forest and on mountain, in war and in peace, hunting a lion or sitting in judgement, and when he sleeps he places one eye upon it, shuts the other. Yes, we should steal this book, if we could, take back our souls, our secrets from him. But the punishment for stealing such a book is harshai!we have seen it.
 They were only partly right, after all, those wazeesthe ancientswho voiced wonder-filled suspicion and mistrust at the book and its writer, the all-powerful European whiteman administrator who had appeared in their midst to govern. They could not know that this mzungu first and foremost captured himself in his bottle-book; and long after it left his sidetaking part of him with itit continued to capture other souls and their secrets, and to dictate its will upon them. Even now it makes protagonists of those who would decide its fate.
 Because it has no end, this book, it ingests us and carries us with it, and so it grows.
  

 But it began simply, the story of this book, an unusual discovery put into the hands of an out-of-work schoolteacher, who at last found his calling and began to work with an industry and enthusiasm he had not mustered since his apprentice days.
 I am that former schoolteacher. In my time I taught a generation or more of schoolboys. I have watched this place grow from a small colonial town into the bustling city that it is now. Many of my students have left, gone abroad to different corners of the world. Professors, businessmen, and engineers now, who left during the trying times that gripped us in the last decade, or even earlier. Theyve gone beyond me, so many of them, but I carry no regrets. They are proof of my success. Wistfully sometimes I wish I had been born later than my time, so as to be able to make the leap from this periphery into that centre, where all the important and exciting things seem to happen. But as I am, I have never desired to leave.
 When I complainand who doesnt? weve lived through trying times as I saidFeroz laughs at me. When I mention how I miss my old Morris to transport me around, he says with his shopkeepers logic, Sir, if you had left, with your talent and experience you would own ten cars!
 They still call me Sir, or Mr. Fernandes.
 Three years ago, officialdom caught up with me and discovered that I had passed retirement age. I was given no option. Spending idle days since then was not easy, in this city where I had no family or close friends and was after all an immigrant. A few months ago in the beginning of March, I had found myself treading along the footpaths of Dar es Salaams back alleys when by accident I met Feroz. It was not the first time that a former student had come to my aid. He is not what I would count as one of my successes, and he knows it (I mention too frequently and indiscreetly my prize achievements). His once muscular body now distends, and the loose mouth gives him a friendly look that I suspect hides bad teeth and a nervousness about what he says. Financially he has not done so badly. Mixed with that Eastern respect for the guru, there is in him, I know, also some of the shopkeepers contempt for the low-paid teacher and self-styled thinker who ultimately does not seem to amount to much. But he came to my aid. I must confess, so straitened was my circumstance that I had been reduced to searching for a pair of shoes at the open-air mnada in Congo Street. It was as I emerged from the madness of the mnada, pushing my way through the solid throng of shoppers, raucous vendors, and jostling thieves, clutching my parcel and hastening away surreptitiously into Uhuru Street, that I bumped into him. He had, it appeared, stopped his car to give me a lift, and then got out and watched my sorry little sojourn into discount shopping.
 When he heard my story, Ferozs sense of propriety was offended. He was outraged. The very next day he took me on a round to see some people of means and influence in the city. He even telephoned a few people upcountry, he lent me money. And, failing finally to find me the kind of job he believed I deserved, he offered me a flat to live in, here at the corner of Uhuru and Viongozi streets.
  What is it like to step back into a tomb? The name on this building where Ive been put up is Amin Mansion 1951. Downstairs, outside the corner shop, the partly obliterated sign Pipa Store, at the intersection nicknamed Pipa Corner, brings to mind the one possible image when I think of the name Pipa: a plump wheezing man in singlet and loincloth inside a produce shop, perched atop a tire-seat in the middle of all his wares, his fingers constantly at work folding and refolding squares of paper into packets of spices, dropping them in one fluid motion into a basket at his side, measuring time as it were with grains of turmeric, coriander, chillies  A man with a reputation for stinginess, dirtiness of his store and person, the shadiness of some of his dealings. The store now belongs to Feroz, who uses it as a secondary business place, selling shoes, radios, and watches, his primary sphere of action being the bustle of Msimbazi, just beyond Congo Street where he found me.
 It is good to have as guardian a former student, if one allows to slip by the occasional glimmers of contempt that show themselves in the gracelessness of a joke, the rudeness of unexpected familiarity, and gives due recognition to the genuine kindness and respect that are also there. The ambiguity of this breed of shopkeeper was brought home to me in the most startling fashion by Feroz one day, over tea in the shop.
 What is history, sir? he asked.
 Carefully, I pressed cup to saucer to stabilize them, and looked up and stared at him. The expression on the face of this former D-student: a smile composed equally of embarrassment and pure mischief.
 You taught history, sir. Can you write it?
 You mean  I began, groping in vain for some loose change in thought with which I could extricate  myself as he pinned me with that look, apologetic, embar rassed, cunning.
 Let me show you something, sir. Come, sir.
 I followed him, into that famous backroom of Pipas day, thought then to harbour in its darkness all kinds of mysteries and evidence of shady dealings which the police could never lay their hands on. Now it was a bright fluorescent-lighted room, shelves of shoeboxes covering the walls, the sharp smell of vinyl and rubber and fresh packing filling the air. There was a table in the middle, covered with a freshly wiped, gleaming plastic sheet of a white-and-red checkered design. On it was an object, distinctly foreign to the scene, and the purpose, I sensed by the expectant stillness of my companion beside me, of our entry into this former hideaway. It was an old brown leather case, the kind used to protect passports in former days.
 Take a look at it, sir. He took a step forward, leaned over and flipped it open, and stepped aside for me. I went to look at the book that was now exposed.
 A faint odour exuded from it with the turning of the pages. It had seen some very dirty placesand what place more fittingly dirty than Pipas dark backroom.
 I found it in the store, sir, said Feroz behind me.
 What value could the old miser Pipa have attached to this book, I wondered. Did it come with the junk he gathered patiently over the years and sold in his crowded shop? Had this single item simply, by accident, been left over, missed the fate of the numerous pieces of paper that wrapped spices or started wood fires? Or had it been deliberately saved?
 I turned to look at Feroz.
 Is it important, sir? he said anxiously, goading the historian in me.
  It could be, I answered.
 In the last decade and a half, many relics saw the rubbish piles of this city, as people in a frantic rush to seek a new life abroad thought little of throwing reminders of the old one away. Passports, drivers licences, books of every kind, magazines, letters, handwritten manuscriptsall rotted among unpicked garbage or met the flames or were auctioned off as scrap. Later there were fervent but mostly futile attempts to salvage these pieces of jettisoned lives.
 Tell me, wherehowdid you find it? I said to Feroz.
 But at this point a servant came to call him. A consignment of shoes had arrived in the store, the Zanzibari black-marketeer was waiting to be paid. Feroz turned to go, saying to me, Later. I hurried out with him, taking the book. Seeing it clutched under my arm, he stopped. I have to look at it carefully, I explained. I promised to guard it with my life. There was no time to argue. The anxiety on Ferozs face as he extracted the solemn oath from me was a thing to ponder.
  

 It was a diary. A 1913 edition, published by Letts, and of the Explorer variety, which could be used for the following year, presumably by those confined to those regions of the globe with limited access to amenities. Five by eight inches, it allowed for three days a page. The cover was soft board, beige with black type, except for Explorer flourished diagonally in large red italics. The endpapers were covered with advertisements of the dayIndo-European Telegraph Company Ltd.; Royal Insurance Company; Enos Fruit SaltA Pleasant Way to Health Before Breakfast, The Natural Way. There followed two pages with the sunrise and sunset times for 1913 in Capetown, Bloemfontein, Bulawayo, Pretoria; postal rates to South Africa; cable rates; and 1913 customs tariffs to South Africa.
 After this information came a clear page, inscribed with the owners name and address in the centre:
  Alfred Corbin
 Kikono, British East Africa

 and the first part of a Latin inscription: at nos hinc  the rest was stained and illegible.
 Inside were brittle, yellowed pages, encrusted with open, dry capsules of cockroach eggs; insect remains, thin like fossils, releasing the pungent dust of their own decay. Several pages were torn off, many were stained; there were sections which had been neatly burrowed through by silverfish.
 The ink was faded, the writing often unreadable. Much of it consisted of typical diary entries against datesscrawled, cryptic, the obligatory reminders or notes (for example, the entry for 27 February, 1913: Crossed the equator. Parades, dinner, ball; weather wonderful so far ). And then, intermittently, there were neater long journal entries written in sloping hand. I gathered that Corbin must have been quite a letter-writer, and probably shared his observations with correspondents.
 Sir Alfred Corbin was, of course, Governor of Uganda in the late 1940s, after which he retired from the Colonial Service, though he was called upon later to advise the British government on the independence of that and other African colonies. He had served a long time in the British administration in the area, and even worked on the policy that went under the name of Indirect Rule. The diary in my hands was a record of an early posting, one forgotten fragment of an addendum to a well-documented history. And as such, of what interest to me, these personal outpourings, the scribblings of a young colonial officer, drafts of letters to mother or father, or perhaps notes for his eventual memoir?
  

 This is how I have come to picture him: seventy-five years ago, in 1913, the only white man in an African village, sits at a rough, crooked wooden table in his rough wooden house. Above him, from a beam, hangs a pressure lamp. Outside, pitch darkness interspersed by the light of a few lamps and candles. The man at the table puts down the glass hes sipped from, picks up his fountain pen, and writes in his diary. By this writing he begins to weave the thread that will connect to me.
 Even before I began to pore over Corbins entries which would subsequently so grip me, I could not help but feel that in some mysterious manner the book touched our lives; was our book. There was, I felt, much more there than the contents of its pages; there was the story of the book itself. Written here amongst us, later perhaps hidden, and now found among us, it must have left a long and secretive trail, a trail that if followed would reveal much about the lives and times it witnessed, and tell us why the diary finally surfaced where it did.
 I remember my moment of decision exactlythis book, this burden before me. It had, as I sat contemplating it, the aspect of a portal. Should I enter, give to it my retired days?  I wrote a letter, to a very dear former student from whom I had received a postcard a few months before, and proceeded to meet a librarian and coax him to open a certain locked cupboard at the Dar es Salaam Library. I entered headlong into an engagement with the book.
 I wouldI told myselfrecreate the world of that book. I would breathe life into the many spirits captured in its pages so long ago and tell their stories; and I would revive the spirit of the book itself, tell its own story. And so I would construct a history, a living tapestry to join the past to the present, to defy the blistering shimmering dusty bustle of city life outside which makes transients of us all.
 In the weeks that followed I discovered the dark, passionate secret of a simple man whose life became painfully and inextricably linked with that of an English colonial officer. I saw that the ephemeral tie between themthe tragic young woman Mariamuwould become the most tenacious bond of all. I saw an old uncertain world give birth to a new, no less fragile one, and I followed the trail of this book, from the pen of a lonely man to the obsession of another, from ancient lives caught up in imperial enterprise and a world war to these, our times: and finally to myself, and the hidden longings of my past. At the end of it all, I too lie exposed to my own inquiry, also captive to the book.
 


    




    
  Part 1


    I
The Administrator
 We carry within us the wonders we seek without us; 
 There is all Africa and her prodigies in us
     Sir Thomas Browne
  

 And now, sir, I come to Africa 
  William Pitt
 (in the House of Commons), 1791

 







    
 			One

We seem to have sighted Mombasa at last, wrote Alfred Corbin in his diary on 1 March, 1913, aboard the German vessel Prinzregent. He concluded his brief entry with a reminder to himself to order more pipe tobacco the next time he wrote home. After that he strolled out on deck. Passengers had crowded on the starboard side to gather in the new vista which presented itself to eyes long weary of the sea and the ghostly distant shapes of land.
How fitting, he thought then of this sight of Africa, that it should greet you so gently; how melodramatic and unaffecting if it were to show you straight away its power and wildness, its strong colours, the pulling force. It was in order to be impressed, to confirm his schoolboy expectations fed on tales of famous adventurers and explorers, that he had strained his eyes seaward ever since theyd left Marseilles with a fresh load of passengers from the British Isles. He himself had boarded the Prinzregent at Hamburg. It was the sixteenth day at sea, the ship had turned southwestwards to round the island town and bring into view the towns full glory in the sun. A sight that even then he knew he would never forget. The coast of Africa, the harbour of Mombasa. Its modesty, the composed exoticism of its orientalness, stayed with you like the strong lines of a deceptively simple masterwork. White houses shimmered on a hill rendered lush green with vegetation. A fringe of palm trees decorated the shoreline, a white road came up to the beach where a restless waving crowd awaited. The waters were dark blue but choppy, the sky spotless that day. Even before they entered the southern harbour, dhows and bagalas hailed them, smaller craft hustled cheerfully alongside with expectations of business.
On the ship, his fellow passengers would have noticed a man of medium build and average height; he had fair hair and a thick moustache, droopy eyes. He would have been observed as being somewhat shy.
 		   

Alfred Corbin had spent his childhood days with governesses and in schools in Stockholm and Prague and Hamburg, speaking more of the languages of these foreign landsat least in his youththan he did his mother tongue. His father, Charles, after a stint at cattle farming in Argentina, had settled on a career in the Consular Service. The family had a house in Devon, and the only claim to distinction it could make was through relation to Sir George Corbin-Brown of the Punjab, and through a vague connection on his mothers Scottish side to William Pitts war minister, Dundas. Of his two brothers, Robert was an officer in the Indian army and Kenneth was an Area Commissioner in Nyasaland. To start off his youngest son in a different direction, Charles Corbin found for Alfred a post at the Hamburg agents of the Union Mail Shipping Lines. This job was not without interest for Alfredit was in Hamburg harbour that he first laid eyes upon natives of Africa, ship hands conscripted from the west coast of the continentbut Alfred was soon eyeing other opportunities. A chance came when he was returning from London to Hamburg via Paris.
Years later, in his published memoirs, he would describe how he was conscripted into the Colonial Service. In Paris hed been told the undersecretary for the colonies, Mr. Winston Churchill, was resting in a local hotel, having returned from a trip to East Africa. On an impulse he went and presented his card at the hotel, noting his relation to Sir George. If he is related to Kenneth Corbin, send him up, came the reply. Mr. Churchill, it seemed, had met his brother in British East Africa (as Kenya was then called). In a room strewn with paper and filled with cigarette smoke, the undersecretary, in the midst of a late breakfast, accepted Alfred Corbins application for a job, which would require from him, as he put it, his whole life and soul.
Even though it would be a few years later that he took up the offer (having become involved with a woman in the meantime), Alfred Corbin would always consider it propitious to have been initiated into the Colonial Service with these credentials, whose value would grow with the years. And he never left the Service until he retired.
 		   

2 March, 1913
We were taken into dugout boats, called ngalawas, and were rowed to the shore by boisterous boatmen who sang in clear voices to each other. As soon as we stepped on solid ground we were completely taken over by a surge of porters wearing that white Swahili cotton smock so popular here and called kanzu. Cranstone the surveyor, who had been chattering so tiresomely since Port Said about Mombasa, the eye in a socket, the leafy hiding place where Sinbad must surely have wandered through and perhaps seen the rocs egg, began muttering now about the den of forty thieves, saying apana-apana, enda-enda and more. Two Indian policemen in enormous beards and red turbans watched the scene calmly; a group of scantily dressed Indian men searched nervously among their arriving compatriots whom we had picked up in Aden. Many of the Europeans on the boat were met or knew their way about. It was unbearably hot and noisy, the clamour contagious and unsettling. As I looked around me uncertainly, the focus of a cacophony of solicitations, an Indian man pushed through the throng and introduced himself with a restrained smile.
Sir, please allow me, he said in a soft voice.
Gratefully I relinquished my holdall to this short dark man who was wrapped in a black tunic with a shawl around his neck. He said his name was Thomas and would I follow him. He had a rather musical voice and the curious habit of moving his head from side to side as he spoke. He turned around and I followed, keeping my eye fixed on the back of his glistening black head. It took me the rest of the day to realize that the man was perhaps attempting to muffle his cold with the silly-looking woolly shawl, for there was a faint whiff of camphor in the air 
 		   [image: alt]

 		 	 Thomas led him to a corrugated-iron shed, a blazing furnace of a place. This was the Customs House, where a long line of Europeans and a few American hunters awaited inspection. An Indian clerk sat at a table, filling out forms in quadruplicate, periodically releasing an angry or fuming passenger with a hoarse Next! and a stamp on a passport. He saw and acknowledged Thomas. Beads of sweat fell visibly from his brow onto the papers he wrote on. From time to time he would move an index finger across his forehead and sweep a rain of sweat onto the earthen floor.
You have a gun, sir? asked Thomas.
A rifle 
Not to worry.
Thomas looked away with the air of someone ready to wait indefinitely, and Corbin looked outside through the barred window at the sunny courtyard, ready to do the same but with less composure.
Please point out your baggage, sir, said Thomas suddenly.
Corbin did so. Then by some unseen magic all his belongings appeared at the head of the queue and he was summoned with a deference the other Europeans could not challenge. His gun and ammunition registered, he was whisked with style out of Customs and his baggage loaded by a porter onto a cart bound for the Mombasa Club up the road.
Only then did it occur to Corbin to enquire about the man into whose hands he had put himself, now walking solidly beside him. Dont worry, sir, said the man, but the special treatment at Customs had cost five rupees.
They walked through the exclusive English settlement called The Point, strewn without regard for economy or geometry with picturesque villas in lush gardens connected to each other by roads barely better than tracks. The sun-hat was heavy on his head; without it, he understood, he would collapse. The temperature was ninety, he felt clammy, and the slight breeze from the ocean lacked the spirit to revive. Not too soon, it seemed, the large white building of the Club appeared in sight. With a relief that overwhelmed him, Corbin almost ran into its spacious shade.
The manager, Hanning, greeted him with a lemonade. He was a big red-faced man with thin yellow hair and a handlebar moustache, and wearing a rather sparkling white shirt and tie for the time of day. Hed had a swim and a bath, it appeared. Thomas left, promising to return. Corbin took a small table inside the bar, next to the doorway, through which he could look out at the verandah and the garden. There were two other entrances to the bar, one leading from the dining room where lunch was being served by black waiters in kanzus and red fezzes. There were African hunting and war trophies on the walls; a niche held an Arab copper-work jar under a pair of daggers. Behind the bar, at which stood a barman looking busy, were three group photographs of men with hunting or fishing spoils. A corridor past the snooker room led to a small number of guest rooms, to one of which Corbin was presently shown. The window faced the back, and he could see part of the road leading down to the old town.
 		   

3 March
The room is large and airy. It has two beds, two chairs, a chest of drawers and a mirror, otherwise it is absolutely bare. There is no carpet. Several passengers on board ship called this club the best in Africa! 
 		   

4 March
Venice has its gondola, London its cab, and Mombasa has its gharry, as I always say, says Hanning. He is a drifter, who answered the Clubs notice, which was placed in the Cape Town Times, and came over to see the place, he says. The gharry is a tram running on rails and pulled by one or two natives. It is the only way to travel on the island, I am told. The PC is away and I might as well enjoy the metropolis while I can, before I get posted somewhere where Ill be lucky to have a roof over my head. He has given me a list of the sites to visit. The Club has a small guide book, which he has lent me to browse through. The old Portuguese fort is a must. The old name of Mombasa was Mvita, for war  Then the ancient mosque, the northern harbour where the dhows anchor, the water gate. And, no visitor to Mombasa misses the boat ride around the island 
 		 		   [image: alt]

 		The Club verandah looked upon a dense garden of brilliant colours running all the way to the cliff edge, which was demarcated by a wire fence and white stones. Beyond lay the ocean, its shimmering, misty horizon a fitting sight for an expatriate or tourist or colonial servant to contemplate over a cocktail.
 	He began his sightseeing the same day. A tram had been called, and it emerged now from under the shade of a bougainvillaea bush. It was rolled noisily to the rail and lifted upon it, after which he sat on the wooden seat under its canopy and was pushed and free-wheeled all the way down the tree-lined shady Kilindini Road.
If The Point presented meditative vistasdreamy groves, brightly coloured gardens, vast ocean, coral cliffsMombasa town assailed all the senses at once. The smells of overripe pineapples and mangoes, the open drains, animal droppings; costumes of a dozen cultures and the babble of as many languages.
He played tennis every evening at the Sports Club while he waited for the Provincial Commissioner, the PC. At the new and already potholed cricket pitch he watched a friendly game on the first Sunday he was there: Indians versus the English, one tribe on either side of the pitch. It was a clear rout of the ragged Indians, most of whom had never held a bat before and had merely been assembled for the Englishmens pleasure. Dinner parties at the Club degenerated into drunken orgies, after which members had to be assisted into their trams. On the second Sunday of his stay, he participated first in an oyster picnic on the shore, followed by a cocktail parade, in which the object was to mix enough drinks to knock oneself out.
 		   

There was one lion trophy on the wall beside the bar. A fierce, huge head, its mouth stretched wide open, the contemplation of which could make your stomach turn, your hair rise. As you turned away uneasily from this meeting you might be told by the barman that this lion had carried off twenty-seven victims in Tsavo: a coolie from an open railway carriage; an unknowing porter from a campfire away over a four-foot fence before his companions discovered him missing, the following day finding his bloodied clothes, some bones, and a severed head; a sleeping labourer dragged out from between two oblivious companions inside a tent  and so the bloody toll went. If it was late in the afternoon, your attention would invariably drift, from that vanquished terror on the wall to the oversized human head below it, belonging to its hunter, Frank Maynard, who was sitting at a small table holding a whisky. There were stories about him, too, but they were told in his absence.
He was a big man in army khaki, who came every day for his sundowner. From where he sat he quietly watched all the goings-on in the roomthe bluster and chit-chat, the deals and complaints, the dart and card games, of the merchants, the officials, and the engineers. His presence, once he arrived, like the man-eaters above him, became part of the character of the room. The hair on his large head was brown and sparse, he wore a small moustache, and the cold green eyes revoked any trace of warmth betrayed by the faint toothy smile at his lips. Nevertheless, he was liked and much respected for what he was, the more so for the predicament in which he had (unfairly, it was said) been put.
Frank Maynard was a captain in the Kings African Rifles who would pursue a recalcitrant animal or tribesman with like ferocity and ruthlessness. Currently he was on suspension pending an inquiry regarding his conduct on a punitive expedition against a tribe and was biding his time on the coast.
On several occasions Corbins eyes had met and acknowledged that searching look from the trophy wall. Then one day, after he had been deposited at the Club door by a tram after a sightseeing tour, as he sat in the bar wiping sweat from his brow and contemplating his second bath, despairing over yet another change of clothes, Alfred Corbins eyes fell briefly on the soldier. That momentary look seemed to spark a resolve, for Maynard got up, and with slow deliberate steps came straight towards his table.
Frank Maynard, he said, shaking hands and sitting down.
Corbin, Alfred Corbin.
So Ive heard, old chap.
Corbin tried not to feel like a mouse under that overbearing smile, that brilliant predatory gaze, not to become too conscious of the heads turned to stare at them from the bar. He was waiting for his first posting in Africa, and this was a man who had trampled the land from corner to corner, slept in the forests and killed its wildlife and natives.
I knew your brother in India. Robert. Good man.
In the Punjab?
Maynard nodded. The same amused look.
And I met Kenneth in Voi. Didnt get to know him well, though, he was on his way outhome leave, it was, and Nyasaland after that, I believe.
They had a drink together. The lion on the wall, Maynard told him, catching his gaze, had measured nine-foot-eleven, tip to tip, nose to tail; it took eight men to carry it.
The following evening Corbin was invited for supper.
 		   

Maynard kept rooms on the second storey of an Arab house on the Kilindini Road, not far from the Club. He greeted Corbin at the door in a yellow kanzu and a tasselled red fez. The reception room was furnished simply in the Arab style and they sat on pillows. Maynard produced a hookah and Corbin a cheroot. By this time the younger man was more composed, the other relaxed and less intimidating. A woman suddenly entered the room with a sharp rustle of clothing which made Corbin start. She was strikingly beautiful, a half-caste of partly Arab or Indian blood, partly African. The short length of buibui, worn around her shoulders over a colourful dress, was what had rustled; she hovered around them for a while before finally taking a stool some distance away.
Stop gaping, man!
Corbin raised an eyebrow. Maynard chuckled.
A few years ago practically every man in Nairobi kept a native girlor two or three. Now they are more civilized and busy with each others wives.
The night was cool, a light breeze blew in through the open window; there was a mosque not far off, from which the muezzins Allahu Akber presently came through clearly. Below, from the courtyard of the building came the sounds of boys playing, men chatting on stone benches by the little garden, probably over their coffee. Over whiskies Corbin and Maynard talked of their schools, their families. Maynards was a banking family; his refusal to join his father caused him much guilt and brooding. He was now estranged from his family.
The woman got up and left the room again with the distinct rustle of her buibui. She returned with a pitcher of water for washing hands. Then she brought their food: meat curry, and rice and bread. They drank more whisky and had plum pudding from home for dessert.
I dont always eat this much, but in company I tend to indulge. Africa teaches you how little food you really need, and how much we in civilized England tend to overeat.
They sat up late into the evening. Maynard did most of the talking, mostly about Africa. He loved it and he hated it, above all he feared it for what it could do to him. This is a savage country, and it could turn you into a savage. It is so easy to be overcome by its savagery, to lose ones veneer of Western civilization. This is what I have learned, what I dread most. So in a way I look forward to leaving it. But I have nowhere to go. India, perhaps. Egypt 
He respected the African, yet would call him nigger. He loved animals. He had killed scores of both. He believed in Empire, but had no patience with settling the country with whites. I, said the soldier, respect the Africanas a redoubtable enemy or as a friend. I would kill him with as little compunction as he would me. But the settler, and the low class of official we have in East Africaexcuse me, Corbin, but there are not enough of you heredespises the black and would use me to kill him.
They sat in silence for a long time. The courtyard below was quiet now. The moon had risen and passed the window and was somewhere above the house. From outside came the sound of frogs and night insects, with the richness of a symphony, it seemed, when he paid attention to it, and from the kitchen came the occasional clatter of utensils. One more time Corbin glanced around the room, preparing mentally to leave. There was one question he had about this man, based on what he had heard at the parties and picnics. But it was not his place to ask.
As if sensing this unease, Maynard began explanations.
Imagine, he said, the centre of the village where they hold the baraza. Cleared hard ground. A white manan Englishmanpegged to the ground. Lying on his back, mouth wedged open. Savage men and women come and urinate in his mouth. Men standing and laughing, women crouching, all drunk on pomb. The man drowns in nigger urine. He is disembowelled, used as a latrine  Imagine the insects feeding on him  the stench  the scavengers  hyenas who would not leave a scrap of meat on a bone, vultures, crows. It had to be avenged, Corbin. For the white man, for authority, for orderthey are the same thing here.
We went in at dawn. Spies had given us the layout. No man or woman to be spared, I ordered. We set fire to the huts, waited outside for the niggers to emerge. I myself bayoneted them, men and women they came running out  No mercy, I said 
Youd be surprised at the ease with which a bayonet enters a human chest  How cheap human life is really 
You disapproveobviously. Tell me, what would you do? I myself am not sure I did the right thingI am haunted at timesbut I believed then I was doing the right thing. To show strength, fury. This is a savage country, it makes a savage out of you. What would you do?
Im not sure I can say  not being a military man. I do think the Colonial Office holds vastly different views of the natives.
Yes. I wonder which will prevail. Yours, obviously, when Ive cleaned up and subdued the land for you to administer.
But they departed on cordial terms. I disapprove of his actions, not of the man, Corbin went back and wrote. In fact he was strangely drawn to the soldier, and joined him several times for drinks, until his posting came.
 		   

17 March, 1913
Send the poor devil in, I heard the Provincial Commissioner say, and the secretary looked rather apologetically at me. Poor devil because I had been posted to a place called Kikono near the border with German East. It is a substation that has been sporadically manned depending on the availability of junior staff. There are a few mission stations in the area that lies to the east and next to the foothills of Kilimanjaro. The town is populated by a community of Indians and some Swahilis from the Coast. Henley, the PC, is something of a student of African tribes, hence his sympathy for me. He had just returned from a field safari in Giriyama. I must say I was not a little disappointed. In Africa one does not expect to be saddled with overseeing Indians. These, I am told, already have a conflict under way with local missionaries. Nevertheless I was eager to get away. And so, after yet another dinner party and dancing at the Grand Hotel (grand in name only, as everyone here hastily explainsbut the Club is no good for such events, as it is out of bounds to women after 7 P.M.) and a picnic lunch the following morning with a charming couple called the Unsworths, I set off on the Uganda Railway for Voi.
I had resolved to catch up on duty, to write letters to Mother and Robert, but as soon as I sat down with paper and pen I realized how futile it was to attempt that mundane chore, to conjure up England out of a night in Africa. The darkest, blackest night that simply shut out the world of European Mombasa. From where I sat contemplating my epistolary failure, the window of the Uganda Railway coach sent back an eerie reflection of myself. I pressed my face to the pane and watched the darkness fly past  shadows in the moonlight swiftly rushing by, shadows that could be trees or some species of wildlife  It was impossible to surrender to sleep with the knowledge that finally I was entering the interior of Africa  the huge and dark continent that had defied the rest of the world for millennia, now opening up to European civilization, to a great Empire of which I was a minor but privileged functionary. Life and soul, Mr. Churchill had said. My body had blistered in the heat and swelled to the bites of insects, and as I lay on the most uncomfortable bunk the Uganda Railway possessed, my soul was stirring.
 		   

19 March
Thirty porters were engaged for me at Voi, from where I set off this morning after spending two nights at the Dak bungalow. There has been much singing and merriment. The porters are of the Wataita tribe and speak a little Swahili. They wear a strip of cloth around their waist. Their front teeth are sharpened to a point, and some carry objects such as tin boxes or small animal horns in the slits in their ears. With me is Thomas, who was the first person to welcome me in Africa and has doggedly stayed with me, willing to serve me for anything I can pay him. He has told me an interesting story of how a woman from his people was once Queen of Mombasa for a very short period during Portuguese times. Thus the vanquished clutch at straws of glory  He has a rather irritating habit of equating his status with mine, and never tires of pointing out the shortcomings of the poor Wataita. He doesnt realize that they all have fun at his expense.
Part of our way is thick, thorny bramble, which we have to cut through. I am utterly in the hands of the porters and guides. What do they think of me? I feel strange and nervous, helpless with the smattering of Swahili I picked up in Mombasa. Sometimes I am the subject of their song, but whether they ply me with compliment or abuse I cannot say. Baboons chatter in the trees above us, rhino spoor has been pointed out to me, I have seen a snake cross my path. At one time we were followed by lion grunts, and even now in the dark night perhaps I hear them growl. I am reminded of the lion head at the Mombasa Club and the red-fezzed Captain Maynard sitting under it. I cannot help thinking that if the blacks in my caravan decide to butcher me and my Indian, it would be Maynard or someone like him who would be sent to avenge us.


    




    
  Two

Kikono, The Little Hand, lay some thirty miles from the border with German East Africa, a convenient stop on the eastwest trail from Voi to Moshi that connected the two colonies. The mighty snow-capped Kilimanjaro attended by fluffs of cloud loomed in the near distance: a presence at once enigmatic, benign, and mystical; a symbol of the eternal. But the heart of this town in the thorny desert country was the little mbuyubaobabtree, a short thick deformity struggling out from the side of a hill, from which twisted, mangled branches grappled uselessly against the sky. In somewhat light-hearted fashion, and in keeping with legends surrounding mbuyu trees, this one was sometimes called the little hand of the devil; but at night, and especially at sudden encounter, it would appear quite ghostly, not to say satanic, and was avoided. During the day it was a shady meeting place. Facing it in two rows perpendicular to each other were the shops and houses and two mosques of the small town.
 Early one afternoon the townsfolk began to prepare to welcome the new Assistant District Commissioner. The rest time had passed unnoticed. At last, amidst much anticipation  and after a few false alarms, a boy was seen to go up to the little mbuyu tree, from under whose branches he began to beat on his drum, at which signal the shopkeepers stepped out from their shops to join the gathered crowd. The men in the police band, twelve-strong, set themselves up under the tree, and the drummer boy sat with them. The Indians stood in a row, somewhat solemn-looking in white drill suits and red or black fezzes, or in dhoties and turbans. Next to them formed a shorter line of Swahilis, in kanzus and embroidered caps, some in waistcoats. There was a third, large group of vendors, servants, and occasional labourers, and, with them, tribesmen and women from the neighbouring area. Thus they stood waiting, occasionally looking up, turning or craning their necks towards the road that entered town and would bring the new representative of the King.
  

 What manner of town was Kikono, an Indian haven improbably placed miles away from the railway at the western edge of Taita country? It was said, with some truth, that open one Indian duka, or shop, in the middle of nowhere and soon youd have a row of dukas, in the same way as a potato or yam proliferates. The first duka appears when a wind-riding seed falls on the ground and decides to make its home there. So the first duka appeared, so the town grew.
 A young English naturalist and sportsman had one day taken off from the ancient port of Lamu on the Indian Ocean, where he had been a guest of the British Consul. He had borrowed a large sum of money from his unofficial banker, an Indian shopkeeper of the Shamsi sect called Jamal Dewji. The shopkeeper sent one of his sons along with the explorer-naturalist, ostensibly to assist him and even cook for him, but actually to keep an eye on him. In his country he may be king, he bragged in mosque, but here I trust nobody. Stick to the hat-wearers heels and dont come back without him or the money, he told his son. Indeed, it was known that the Englishman, who had done much prying around town, had slipped into his bag an antique China bowl from an old tomb, and the news of his departure was received with some relief. He first went off to Zanzibar, from whence he sailed to Bagamoyo and marched with a caravan to Moshi and Taveta and finally to the station of the Mission of Christ in Africa, in the Taita country. At the mission he stayed two weeks, spending his time hunting and exploring. During this time Jamal Dewjis boy, Abdul, fell in love with one of the converts, a Swahili girl called Hannah, and convinced the explorer to release to him some of his fathers money so he could set himself up in the area. The eminence was only too happy to rid himself of the watchdog at a discount. The boy and girl married, the girl reconverted to Islam and reverted to her original name, Khanoum.
 Abdul Jamal Dewji, known thenceforth as Jamali, started his shop some miles down from the Mission at the little mbuyu tree which was long known as a resting place for caravans. The Shamsi community to which he belonged was well-organized, and news of this single-family settlement spread to Mombasa and beyond. There is a railway to the north and a railway to the southhow can a town fail to grow between them? the young mans father boasted in Lamu. All that is needed is a line to join the two and pass through the village for it to become a town, a city. A few months later two men arrived from India, and later their families. Grocers, dispensers, sellers of cloth, jewellery, and hardware: a line of dukas sprang up. Where there are two Shamsis, as the adage says, let one be the headman, father and priestthe mukhiand let the other form the congregation. That is, let them without further ado start a mosque.
 The mukhi of the Shamsis here was currently Jamali himself. Like mukhis everywhere, he was paid not financially but with honour and respect, and promises of rewards in the hereafter. He was a shopkeeper, tall and lanky for his kind, with a face a little short of humble and the doggedness of a hyena when he had to help a community member. His Swahili wife spoke Cutchi to add to her mission English and had borne him three children.
 Thus setting themselves up, loyal British subjectsand vociferously sowith visions of growth and prosperity for the town, they had applied to the government for official township status. While it made up its mind, the government responded by sending an Assistant District Commissioner of the Mombasa Province when it could spare one. The current ADC was Fred Axworthy, now on a march out of town to welcome and initiate his successor, Alfred Corbin. Word had reached town earlier in the day that ten of his thirty porters had deserted the new ADC the night before. Four of the ten were apprehended on the road outside Kikono, and now languished in the lockup.
 Apparently heralding the arrival, a bevy of little boys in kanzus, loin cloths, or nothing at all, came running down the road, followed by a man rolling on his heels. They all joined the more irregular sections of the waiting crowd. The Indians formed a straighter line, the Swahilis stirred. All eyes were on the road now. There was a sudden silence, then everybody clapped hands as the two Europeans in white suits and sun-hats came striding into town at the head of a trail of porters. The police band broke into For Hes a Jolly Good Fellow, and the Englishmen stopped to hear it out.
  

 And this was what appeared to the new ADC as he approached the town: fleeting glimpses caught between bush and tree and anthilla figure draped in white, dashing from left to right, cutting across his path in the distance. It could have been a man in kanzu but for the black hair flying, the lithe movement, the nimble step  then a red head-cover over the hair to complete the female figure. So amazed was he by the sight that he had stopped to watch. She disappeared behind an incline, where he was told lay the settlement 
  

 25 March
  a mound really, of red earth, covered sparsely with the predominant vegetation of the area, namely thorn. Soon after that apparition disappeared, into one side of it, as it were, there emerged from the other side and directly in front of us a party led by a white man in sun helmet.
 Dr. Livingstone, I presume, what? I dare say you must be the new ADC, the replacement Ive been begging for on my knees, for months. Axworthys the name.
 Red-faced and stocky, perspiring freely, he was jovial, if anything. I introduced myself.
 Weve caught some of your porters who absconded, so weve been expecting you rather. I dare say youll have to prescribe some strokes of the kiboko as deterrent. I dont believe in the whip myself, too damn humiliating, but its what works best.
 I dont remember what else he said, but it was a lot. I glanced briefly behind to see poor Thomas trudging along, bringing up the rear.
  The entire town came into view almost instantly. To our left ran a row of shops and houses, meeting another row at a right angle at its far end. We were at the head of the only street and the town square, its centrepiece a baobab, or mbuyu, tree that led to the administrative centre and the ADCs house.
 This was Kikono, its inhabitants gathered under the mbuyu tree waiting patiently to greet me. As we approached, the police band struck up a tune. I was introduced to the local dignitaries, Indian and Swahili, the chiefs and dignitaries of nearby villages, and the local police force. After a supper of chicken stew and fried plantain, served by a young African girl who was rather scantily dressed, followed by pudding, brandy, and tobacco which I contributed, we retired.
 The following day a rather unpleasant task awaited me. Those porters who had deserted on the way from Voi and had been caught were lined up to receive their dues. One fellow was brought in that morning with fervent protestations of having lost his way, so his case had to be heard. It was decided against him. Each received 10 strokes of the whip. 6 is too little, 20 too much, said Axworthy.
 It seems to me there has to be a better way of making the native willing to carry burden for a wage, some attractive inducement at journeys end perhaps 
 Its been 5 days since I arrived, and Axworthy left this morning. The girl who cooked and waited at table for him has also disappeared, having joined the departing entourage, so Thomas swears. I am now lord under this mbuyu tree.
  

 26 March
  My powers are modest  In criminal cases I can inflict only one months imprisonment and a fine of Rs 50, whilst in civil cases my jurisdiction amounts to fines of up to Rs 250  Bothered by boils, saw dispenser. 
Ask for
 doz whisky 
6 tablespoons 
biscuits, any kind 
 already Mombasa seems far awayand Europe?
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 He administered with a quiet, forceful diligence, a monastic rigour, in the unquestioned belief that what he did in his small way was part of a bigger enterprise in which he had some stake. His methodfor he was a methodical man and thought carefully about what he didwas to understand the motives behind his peoples reluctance, recalcitrance, or hostility, and to make them understand his own position. He was there to administer in the name of his king and nation, to bring the land into the twentieth century in as painless a way as possible, in the belief that the British Empire with its experience of ruling other lands and with its humane system was the best nurturing ground for an emerging nation, for backward Africans and Orientals to enter the society of civilized peoples.
  

 Governors Memoranda for PCs and DCs (1910)
 (Native Policy, pages 56)
  

  The Fundamental principle and the only humane policy to be followed in dealing with peoples who have not reached a high stage of civilisation is to develop them on their own lines and in accordance with their own ideas and customs, purified in so far as is necessary. Whilst retaining all the good in their government, which makes for manliness, self-respect, and honest dealing, only that which is repugnant to higher ideals of morality and justice should be rejected; and the introduction of so-called civilisation, when it has a denationalising and demoralising tendency should be avoided. It is not from the present generation that we may look for much; the succeeding generations are in the hands of the Provincial Commissioners with their district staffs  It must certainly be their endeavour to lift the natives to a higher plane of civilisation; but this can only be achieved by gradual methods and by observing existing conditions.
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 He was police chief, magistrate, doctor, tax collector and, when his superiors demanded, surveyor. It was a job that required infinite patience, a certain amount but not an excess of good humour, an ability to turn cold, a knack for improvisation, an ability to forget the days concerns. Only by the most abstract idealism could you try to convince tribes to send their sons to work with the Indians, or of the benefits of paying taxes. How to convince them to abandon their own laws, their universes, for a European view of being? How to explain that an ugly girl was not an evil omen, when if the people really believed in the portent they could will bad luck and prove their prophecy right?
 Much of his work involved arbitration and administering British justice. The former took cajoling, reasoning, using threats or the lockup, always with native custom as guide. But imposing British justice was like constructing a marble edifice, irrelevant and alien to people governed by their own laws and ways of doing things. Even so, his waiting room was full when he began hearing shauristhe petitions from the peoplein the morning. He believed he was often used as a curiosity, as a test, or for an opinion, while the real, the binding decisions on the cases were taken elsewhere by tribal councils.
  

 17 April, 1913
 The powers of an ADC are greater than I at first suspected. I can give imprisonments up to 6 months, but beyond 1 month the sentence has to be approved by High Court. My Court entirely independent of the DCS 
 [image: alt]

Governors Memoranda for PCs and DCs (1910)
 (Native Policy, contd, page 7)
    

 By upholding the authority of the Chiefs and Elders, I do not wish to imply that officers are to sit down and enforce blindlypossibly at the point of the bayonetall orders issued by these men who, after all, are only savages. The main object of administering the people through their Chiefs is to prevent disintegration amongst the tribe 
  

 There was a Government Station in Voi and a temporary one in Taveta, between which his small dominion lay, and every quarter an ADC arrived from Voi to assist for a few days and to collect reports. The first one of these was a big, bluff man called Woodward. Corbin was lucky, Woodward told him over brandy, his area was so sparsely populated: Mostly coastal people and foreigners. But even so: Wont be long before a real test case comes along, old chap.
 Such as?
 When a real hard one comes along, you dont know what to dothat is, you know what you have to do, but it doesnt feel right. Its a case you never forget. Welcome to the Colonial Service.
 He wouldnt say what his own such case had been. But he had a word of advice: Whenever you find things getting a bit too much for you, go on safari. He emphasized the words. And women  its easier on safari. But dont bring them back. Concubinage is not tolerated any longer.
 		   

 		 	 There were regular football matches in town, in which all the races participated. The post office was active; mail was collected and taken to Voi once a week. The East African Herald arrived regularly from Nairobi, and it was in one of its issues that Corbin learned of Captain Maynards transfer out to Palestine. The settler community in Nairobi had picketed the Governors residence in protest, and the paper carried a strongly worded editorial. On Kings Birthday they had a march-past, the mukhi Jamali donated sodas, and that night the Indians held a function to which Corbin was invited.
 As he surveyed the district he ruled over like a kingsome of the tribesmen even confused him with his own monarch, King GeorgeFrank Maynard would come to mind. A man who returned savagery for savagery, no longer needed in East Africa. Throughout the country, towns like Kikono were springing up, full of life, the whole land buzzing with a vitality it had not known for millennia, all due to European intervention. The likes of Maynard would be needed only if the imposed order broke down, a prospect that seemed remote.
  

 11 May, 1913
 Imagine waking up in the middle of the night to the sound of trees rustling, a hyena barking  and, of all things, a dissonant, whining hum. What could it besome animal, a sick donkey braying, a lost calfperhaps the stray dog Bwana Tim was wounded? Then gradually I realized what it was. What is it in human intonation that makes it identifiable? For thats what I could swear it was. People singing! I could not believe my ears. A faint sound of human singing, a chorus not in full control. Was I in some ridiculous dream? I sat up, pinched myself. The singing ceased after a while, but voices persisted intermittently. Something was going on. I walked to the window but desisted from opening it, if only because it would create its own racket. By this time the sounds had ceased altogether. It was eerie. I have never believed in ghosts, although in Mombasa I was told not to be too sceptical. Fortunately it was almost dawn, and soon the town was stirring. Upon inquiring later in the morning, I was told that the Indian Shamsis wake up at 4 A.M. to pray!
 The administrative centre of Kikono consists of the government buildings, situated on the top of a low hill. My own jumba is a crooked wooden house with iron roof and no ceiling. The furniture has to be moved during rains, and the creaky verandah gives ample warning of any arrival. There are two bedrooms on one wing, facing back and front. In the rear of the house are the kitchen and a servants hut. The office is an even more dilapidated affair. Beside it is the police station and post office. Out in front, in the compound, are a mbuyu tree and a large thorny bush, which overlook a sharp drop, itself covered by scrub. And beyond that is the rest of this little town, the brown mud-and-wattle huts that make up the business and residence section where the Indians and Swahilis live and run their dukas. The dispensary is in the rather lethal hands of the Indian Chagpar. A footpath runs down the hill on the west side, from my house, arrives in the town, and goes beyond to join the road to Voi.
 Roughly half the Indians belong to the Shamsi sect of Islam and have a separate mosque. They are in touch with Voi, Mombasa, Nairobi, even Bombay and German East. Once or twice a year it seems they hold large feasts, and when they do not go to Voi for that purpose they collect in Kikono community members from the neighbouring towns and give themselves a regular jamboree. There are also Hindu, Punjabi, and Memon families, but quite often the distinction blurs.
 Nowadays I mostly sleep through the pre-dawn Shamsi hum, but in the morning am awakened by the flapping wings of a flock of birds on the move and then the cockorickoo of a cock crowing somewhere.
  [image: alt]

 The simple quiet of a town early in the morningthe gentle slap of the cool air, the sun just beginning to warm itself over the hilltops and trees. There is the very occasional clink of utensilsreticent, as if the woman frying vitumbua or tambi in some dark interior of a house is wary of shattering the peacethe yelp of the dog Bwana Tim, reputed to have been abandoned or lost by a European traveller, the angry protest or whine of a loose iron roof. Corbin would walk into his office next door and occupy himself for a while with the odd piece of correspondence or report, or even an unread newspaper. Then, with the sun a little higher up, he would go on a stroll through the town as it prepared to go about its business. Jambo! he would call out to someone. Jambo, bwana! would come the reply. Sometimes he stopped at the little canteen for a cup of sweet black tea with ginger, which he liked but would not admit to Thomas, who looked after his cooking. The stall was owned by a man called Baruti, meaning gunpowder, and the strong-flavoured tea was famed among travellers, who would gather there for refreshment and news.
 He relished these early moments of the waking hours, without the bustle of activity, the irritating little petitions from the people that so often stumped government regulations and which would soon clutter up his day and take everything out of him.
  

 3 July, 1913
  Indians came to petition for permanent status for the town. I told them the town plan would have to be approved by the Land Office, who were likely to recommend changes to the present plan. They were agreed in principle. Prepared memo. Man from Voi arriving 7th.
  Trying hard to get rupee balance right  Thomas has dysentery. He has the annoying habit of singing Once in Royal Davids City unceasingly.
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 There were no European settlers in the area, but the occasional travelling party, if it cared to stop, was welcomed, and indeed escorted into the village by the children and met with an askari. Once a family of Boers with two servants passed through on horseback and ox wagon, returning from German East, disappointed at their reception there by people they had taken for their kin (they left some German newspapers, which the ADC read with much interest); and weeks later a similar Boer family stopped for refreshments on their way into the German colony. At another time two Irishmen came away from a foray across the border with two ox wagons full of sisal bulbils in sacks, stolen from the thriving German plantations.
 Kikono was situated close to where the seasonal Kito stream dipped southwards before meandering back north and away. To the east, in an area heavily wooded with shrubs and thorns, was the station of the MCA on a ridge that marked the beginning of the Taita hills. Somewhere else, Corbin was aware, was a French mission. The town of Taveta, which had grown because the CMS (Church Missionary Society) had set up there after being told to leave Moshi by the Germans, lay to the west, and in the distance along the road could be seen Kilimanjaro, Queen Victorias present to the German Kaiser. In the south was shrubbery and the Taru desert, and the Pare Mountains were dimly visible directly in the southwest. It was a beautiful country. There were forests, lakes, and craters, and hills overhung with blue mist. And there were plenty of animals.
  

 Some ten miles away from Kikono, beyond a gauntlet of thorn and bush that had to be hacked through, on a crag a thousand feet high, stood the MCA station overlooking a vast territory. Its buildings of wood and iron stood out strikingly in the distance as one approached from the town. At its lonely, high perch it seemed to have the appearance of having fought off the bush forest and kept it at bay. The only way in, as you approached from Kikono, was to round the hill and come from behind.
 On Sundays a handbell announced service in the mission; its peal ringing merrily through the countryside greeted Corbin as he climbed up the low rise on the beaten path. He was in the company of a curious, wonderstruck crowd of people, the more ragged of whom he had picked up on the way, the better dressed having descended the hill to escort him in. Behind him, as always, followed Thomas. This was their first visit to the MCA station.
 SEND US, O ENGLAND, YOUR MEN said a wooden plaque hanging from the gate and decorated with a painted floral border. England had sent two women instead.
 Miss Elliott and Mrs. Bailey, who had been waiting for him, welcomed Corbin anxiously and served him a drink of water. The place was truly an oasis, he observed. The compound was swept and tidy, and large trees provided shade. There were several modest buildings to one side, but the main building, where the two ladies had rooms, stood prominently apart. Immediately after he had drunk the water he was taken to where the service was to be held, under one of the trees.
 A hundred or so converts, many in European-style attire, sat attentively on the ground. An equal number, perhaps more, of curious onlookers stood some distance away in the sun. Deacon Kizito conducted, leading with a sermon in English: So he bringeth them into their desired heaven. He then spoke in Swahili with a peppering of Taita words. A boy in shorts and tucked-in shirt gave a five-minute discourse in Taita. A group of children sang, first in English and later in the local dialect. Finally Miss Elliott got up and announced the days schedule of activities.
  After the service Corbin was shown around the stationthe hospital, the school and workshop, the staff hostel, the chapel. There were fruit and vegetable gardens. The Sunday school had thirty students, whom he left in the hands of Miss Elliott, as she recited Longfellow, to take a tour of the surrounding area with the deacon.
 Corbin returned for lunch and tea with the missionary women. Thomas had been found useful in the kitchen and had even helped in the teaching that day. The deacon disappeared for some work.
 Over tea they sat in the Mission house, on the verandah. Immediately below them was a drop of rock, bush, and trees. The countryside presented to their view was dull, languorous, and hazy in the afternoon heat. There were large stretches of thorny bush; mountains covered the horizon towards the west; a forest in the east looked black and impenetrable. Somewhere in the distance there was a play of lightning, a few quick strikes, and then came the muffled roll of thunder. For some moments they were preoccupied by the sight of a dusty trailMasai youths herding cattle.
 At length Miss Elliott stirred. If there ever was an Eden  she said.
 What do you mean? demanded her older companion severely.
 Surely Adam must have walked here in these very plains and hills, in this region of the earth 
 Before he was expelled to Europe?
 They had a curious relationshipthe plain Miss Elliott, frail in mind and body, it seemed, though obviously not in faith, and the stern, protective Mrs. Bailey, who might have bounced bar brawlers in another life. She had served with her husband in West Africa, then, after his death there, she joined the floundering Mission of Christ in India, where she met Miss Elliott. The two decided Christianity could be served better in Africa.
 They discussed the fact that the Mission had no following in Kikono. The women felt bitter about it, this town impregnable to their attentions, which nevertheless their Mission had had an unwitting hand in founding.
 The Indians are half-savages, Mrs. Bailey observed, beginning an explanation she had obviously thought out conclusively and in detail.
 And therefore worse, said her companion. You can do nothing with them.
 Gone too far the other way, she means. At least the African you can mould. But the Indian and the Mussulman are incorrigible in their worst habits and superstitions. They will always remain so.
 As Bishop Taylor said, The African yearns for our top hat and elastic-side boots, but the Indian will never let go his dhoti and will forever remain half-naked.
 At this juncture his own Indian cook with the very Christian name Thomas arrived, in his parsons black, and Corbin got up to go.
  

 14 August, 1913
 Fortnum & Mason hamper arrived, all intact. (Thank you, Mother.)  socks and darning needleswhere do mine disappear?cards from: Ken, Robbie 
 Ken: Do I want a post in Nyasaland? Nobut, Oh for a day by the sea with a g&t! (Mombasa Club.)
 I suppose its all right for Thomas to take Sundays off for services at MCA.
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  Governors Memoranda for PCs and DCs (1910)
 (Promotion of Officers, page 20)
  

 Junior Officers are required to pass an examination in Swahili and law, and only those that have passed will be eligible for promotion. But whilst proficiency in native languages, a sound knowledge of law and of the local ordinances and regulations, and skill in topography, will form important qualifications for promotion, the main tests will be the success of officers in their dealings with the general public.
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