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BORN OF THE SUN


 

I think continually of those who were truly great—the names of those who in their lives fought for life, who were at their heart the fire’s center.

Born of the sun they traveled a short while towards the sun and left the vivid air signed with their honor.
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Dedication

To the Freedom Seekers

of Namibia and South Africa who are

United in tears, purpose and action;

Those Men and Women

Either dead or alive

Who have fought

are still fighting

and who will continue to fight

For Our Liberation

Our True Liberation

for the Freedom of Our Minds

Liberation beyond building personal castles

That is

That the People make and unmake governments

That Liberation will make

Africa “Afrika”

Yes, all Africa!

Once and for all

Knowing that

We shall Be Free

And Only We

Can Make Ourselves Free!

J.B.D.




My co-accused and I have suffered. We do not look forward to our imprisonment. We do not, however, feel that our efforts and sacrifice have been wasted. We believe that human suffering has its effects even on those who impose it. We hope that what has happened will persuade the whites of South Africa that we and the world may be right and they may be wrong. Only when South Africans realize this and act on it, will it be possible for us to stop our struggle for freedom and justice in the land of our birth.

Andimba Toivo Ya Toivo:

Court Speech, 1968.
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A Luta Continua!

“Joe”

New York, 1988

NOTE:

The names of places in the story are real but the names of the characters are purely fictitious. Any resemblance to real people is totally coincidental. In addition, the portrayal of the Roman Catholic Church does not necessarily reflect official church policy and is more accurate for an earlier period in history than for the time frame in which this novel is placed.

The author is fully cognizant of the debate surrounding the usage of such anthropological words as, “hut” and “kraal”, and the derogatory meanings they have acquired. However, these words are here employed deliberately, in part due to a paucity of better words in the English language, and for the purpose of re-establishing their positive character. The intention has been to convey a vivid picture of African rural life.
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PART I:
RELATIONS


CHAPTER 1

“Kirikiki, kirikiki,” the village cocks sing as they begin the second round of their morning choir, signalling that the work-loaded day is around the corner. The commotion of the creatures around the hut and in the neighborhood alerts the young man, Muronga, that the night is changing into day. Still lying on his back on his bed, he feels the day breaking as he stares up at the grass roof of his mud and stick hut. Hearing the cattle stirring as the fowl greet the first rays of the sun, he sighs contentedly. His work in the fields has become a routine to him, as to Haushiku, his father, and his Uncle Ndara, who taught him that Monday, the first day of the week, is also the first day to mount work for the week. It is all fine, he thinks to himself as he rolls over on his flat kafungo made of long sticks held together by ropes. Supported by eight large vertical sticks, the bed is covered by a thin reed mat. His wife Makena is not sleeping with him these days. For about three weeks, she has been sleeping alone on the dirt floor on another mat near the fire that separates them now. The elder wives in the village told them that now that Makena’s baby is soon due, they must sleep apart. It is not only Makena’s protruding belly that makes it hard for them to share their small bed, but the elders teach that a husband and wife should not sleep together when the wife is with the moon and when she is due to give birth.

Yesterday, Sunday, Muronga went to their village church. He told Pater Dickmann, their local priest, that Makena could not come to church with him because her head was ill. It is always hard to convince Pater Dickmann that someone has stayed away from church for a good reason, unless it is illness, Muronga thought as he was formulating a reason for the priest yesterday. Pater Dickmann wants to see every person he knows in church; otherwise he thinks that something is wrong, and heathen practices are the first thing in his suspicious mind. If someone does not go to church for a reason that is good as far as we in the village are concerned, Pater Dickmann must be given some Christian reason, otherwise he believes that you are either still a heathen, or that you are showing some tendency to turn back to heathenism—a disease these missionaries say they came to eradicate.

But Makena was definitely not sick. She had been given some medicine by Shamashora, the best-known nganga in the village. According to the good healer, Makena was not supposed to move about as the child she was carrying was due any time within the next few days. And what the nganga says is more important to the young couple than all the sermons and admonitions of the priest.

Muronga and Makena go to church every Sunday because they are attending catechism school in preparation for Baptism and “a Christian wedding.” On his way to church yesterday, Muronga thought to himself, things are no longer as they were in the days of our forefathers. To get married in the church, with a Christian name—or just to acquire the name—gives you more respect and better opportunities if you want to go to work in the white man’s mines or on the farms in thivanda, the outside. Besides, it is fashionable these days to be married in the church. Everybody sees you all dressed up and they know you are now a Christian. The priest himself gets to know you and your spouse better, and sometimes presents and gifts go with the Christian wedding. Oh, and another good thing is that the priest gives the marrying couples their wedding rings. It is wise to consider things like these, Muronga reasoned. So why not get baptized? Why not go to this priest and get everything done—just get seen?

So, Muronga decided to tell this man, this priest, that Makena’s head is still ill and that she will go to the clinic tomorrow. That is what he wants to hear. Well, he will get exactly what he wants—finish! Then the next thing you know he will baptize us, marry us, and baptize our child, too. Oh, and give us the rings, of course. He thinks about the church service yesterday, and particularly about how he told the priest a good lie. Yes, he thought, if you must tell a lie to make these white people happy, then tell it.

Rolling onto his back again, Muronga can now see through the grass roof that the sky is becoming clearer and clearer. Stretching his muscular body, he sighs contentedly and thinks, soon I will have my own child. He can see himself gently holding his child in his arms and looking into its eyes. It is a heart-swelling thought. His greatest wish is that the child will be a boy. What more could he hope for?

Makena moves around on the mat near the dying fire on the sand floor. She is a beautiful young woman who was untouched until she lost her maidenhead through her husband’s manly deeds before the last rains. She is his child’s mother-to-be—a giver of life and perpetuator of the race. Even when asleep, Muronga can hear her slightest movements since he is totally with her in spirit.

Her movements now suggest that she is in pain. Muronga turns softly in the direction of his wife. “Did you sleep well, Makena? Are you still fine?” Muronga asks anxiously in a low voice. At the same time, he wriggles out from under the grey blanket that covered and kept him warm all night, and sits upright trying to see Makena. It is still dark in the hut and all he can see of Makena is her silhouette. Straining his eyes, he can see that she is sitting, bent forward with her hands pressing on her stomach. “Makena, my. . . . !” he exclaims. Leaping like a mad fellow from the kafungo he lands almost on Makena, but manages just in time to place himself next to her. “What is the matter. . .ehm. . . .?” he asks sympathetically. “Should I call Mama Rwenge.”

“I am fine, thanks,” Makena says calmly, her soft doe-like brown eyes betraying her. “I am only feeling the pains that I have been warned to expect. You remember what Mama Rwenge said. . . Please call her. . . ooh, ooh, it is. . . it is kicking in my stomach. . . ” she pleads, with one hand clutching the underside of her belly, the other gripping Muronga’s forearm.

Before she can finish, Muronga tears himself away, grabs his shirt, and dashes out of the hut, running barefooted to Mama Rwenge. He has never run so fast out of his hut before. Muronga was to run and fetch Mama Rwenge as soon as Makena said the word—any time, day or night. He is very proud to do this for Makena and the child.

Mama Rwenge, the tall old midwife, hears Muronga’s quick footsteps approaching her hut. As usual, she is awake in the early hours of the morning, contemplating her schedule for the day.

“Mama Rwenge! Mama Rwenge!” Muronga, breathless, calls while hastily buttoning his shirt and tucking it into his shorts. “Are you there? It’s me. . . Muronga! Can you hear me? Please. . .”

“Yes, yes! I heard you coming. It sounded like a lion was chasing you!” she replies with a laugh.

“Mama Rwenge. . . please, don’t laugh. It’s Makena. She is in great pain. . . pain! Come quickly! Oh, God. . . Hurry!” he pleads, hopping from one foot to the other.

“Calm down, young man. There is nothing to worry about,” she says, easily. “You men are all the same. You boast of being strong, but the slightest pain makes you shiver like a reed,” she continues confidently, emerging from her hut.

“Oh, please, Mmmmmama Rwenge,” he stutters. “This is not a question of who is strongest. Makena is in pain. . . now! She needs you! And you said I should come anytime, day or night.”

“Yes, all right. Run along now and help Makena to the women’s hut. But don’t panic. I am coming. I knew this would happen any day now.”

Muronga doesn’t wait for Mama Rwenge to finish. All he needed to hear was that she was on her way. Smiling and shaking her head, Mama Rwenge watches Muronga sprint back to his hut. Reentering her hut, she picks up a small bag of medicines and adjusts her shawl around her shoulders. Quickening her step, she heads in the direction of the women’s hut, knocking on the doors of several elder women to inform them that Makena is in labor.

When Muronga arrives at his hut, out of breath, Makena is nowhere in sight. Panting, he calls out, “Makena, where are you?” There is no reply. He listens to the silence in the hut. Maybe she has gone to the women’s hut by herself, he thinks, going outside again. He looks on the ground outside the hut and sees her footprints in the sand. Mak. . ., oh, she must already be there! Dear God of Our Forefathers, help her, help us. Give us our child, Muronga prays. Mama Rwenge, the best-known midwife in the village, told Makena to move into the nearby hut as soon as she felt acute pains. This was, she said, very important. Muronga is once more impressed with his wife. She makes the right decisions at the right times. Muronga knows too that she has a very wonderful common sense. He counts himself lucky to have Makena for his wife. He loves his wife. He reminds himself not to think about taking a second or third or fourth wife, as other men often do. Makena is worth more than ten, twenty wives put together. All these thoughts run like lightning through Muronga’s mind.

Still standing outside his hut, he listens to make sure Makena is in the hut—the serious hut. Ah, yes. He can hear Mama Rwenge in the hut talking to Makena. Everything will go well from now on, he sighs, pacing back and forth. The deep orange sun is now resting on the African horizon. Soon he hears more women’s voices in the good hut, the hut of joy, of life. Two more elder women have come to Makena’s aid. Good. This is how it is done in the village. Women help one another at times like this. Birth is their business, and men must stay away until they are told by women what to do. Then they can act manly. But now they have no business there. Muronga goes back inside his hut to rest on his kafungo. His mind, however, is in the other hut with Makena. His child is there, too, isn’t it?

There is a moment of absolute silence in both huts. Muronga tries to figure out what could possibly be happening. He closes his eyes and tries to remember how Makena looked and how it felt to touch her the last time they spoke as husband and wife—before they were separated and before all this. He recalls Makena’s shy but vibrant smile when he made jokes about the days before they were married, when they did not look at each other as husband and wife, but as third cousins through Muronga’s mother. These were the days when Muronga looked at Makena as a child, a small sister, since he was many moons and twelve rains older than Makena.

Makena, who was of the correct lineage, had been selected at an early age as a prospective spouse for Muronga and prepared by the elders to be a good wife and mother. Upon reaching puberty, she, in her turn, like each of the other girls in the village, was whisked away from the kraal, the fenced-in area of the village comprising huts for a number of families. Makena was surrounded by dancing, ululating elder women who gave her a hoe, a symbol of woman’s role as provider, and escorted her to the forest, where the rituals began.

The secluded spot was off-limits to all males, who knew that if they dared go near the initiation place, their hair would fall off. But they could hear the singing of the women. Through songs, dances, and stories, she was told about female sexuality, about her rights and responsibilities as a wife and a mother, and about the hardships she would have to endure throughout her life.

About two weeks later, at the crack of dawn, she was taken to the river, where she was bathed. Then she was returned to the kraal, where the elder women presented her with gifts of necklaces, arm and leg bracelets, and belts made from small beads, river shells, and pieces of ostrich egg shells. A large fabric apron hung from a huge belt and a skirt made from the skins of wild goats and decorated with more shells and beads was wrapped around her narrow hips. Her hair was tressed with cords made from the roots of the Stinkwood tree and then partially packed with a mixture made of powders, clay and the oil of the Mono-tree seed. Finally her smooth, supple, dark brown skin was glazed with a thin coat of herb-scented oil. As an adult woman she would be expected to maintain her new appearance, and to comport herself as she was taught, as a virgin, until the day of her marriage.

Now, only a little over a year later, Muronga smiles as he remembers the day of his and Makena’s traditional wedding. Dressed in new but everyday clothes and bared to the waist, they were taken by his uncles and her aunts to Makena’s parents’ ghutara, a large, flat, grass-roof canopy near their hut. Under the canopy burned a new fire, built with the long-burning wood of the ghupupu-tree, which Muronga had fetched earlier in the day. This was one of the groom’s duties. In front of the blazing fire, on a new mat given to them by one of Muronga’s uncles, they sat cross-legged with Muronga’s right leg resting on Makena’s left, their little fingers hooked. In the company of their guests, they listened attentively to the instructions given to them — first by Uncle Ndara and then by Mama Rwenge, as she poured oil on the places where their bodies met.

After the ceremonies, they were led by the jubilant guests to the hut Muronga had built for his bride, and deposited there to begin their life together. Alone together for the first time, the fire dying in the darkened hut, they nervously made small talk until Makena found an opportunity to rub against Muronga as she had been instructed to do.

Remembering the joy of that night and of the months that followed, Muronga now feels Makena’s absence keenly and wishes that he could participate in her pain—the pain which he in fact caused. Although excited by the thought of creating life, he is forlorn as he thinks of Makena’s pain at this time. I wonder what is happening now, he thinks anxiously with his arms folded on his chest.

“Kwithe, kwithe . . . Apply yourself. Be strong until your baby comes,” come Mama Rwenge’s encouraging words out of the women’s hut. “It will all be over soon. Yes, yes, go on doing that . . . yes . . . you see!”

I wish I were there to hold Makena’s shoulders, Muronga thinks woefully. But the laws of our people do not allow us to do certain things. If it were not for Mama Rwenge, who has complete control over situations like this, then what? But now, there is no need to worry! Muronga says to himself, nodding his head.

A child’s cry! Muronga sits bolt upright. His heart is suddenly beating wildly. His blood races and he cannot blink his eyes as if he can hear with them. He is bewildered by the sound of the child . . . his own child. The child is silent again and the women can be heard murmuring in the hut. Muronga cannot hear the exact words, but the women sound contented.

Oh, God, can it be true, really? I hope it is a boy. And if it is, he is going to be as great as my Uncle Ndara. No . . . greater. I will make him great, greater, greatest! That is certain. My forefathers will help me in this. They have told me this in my dreams many times.

Happily, Muronga lies flat on his back again, his eyes studying the grass roof and the light coming through it, until he hears footsteps approaching his hut. He listens to the footsteps curiously as they come closer. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, and eight. Then the voice of Mushova, the mother of his friend Karumbu, or Nyina-Karumbu, as she is commonly known, comes through the thatched door.

“Are you asleep, father of the child?”

“Oh, no,” bellows Muronga. “What is the news . . . ehm?”

“Ah, it is about Makena and . . . a successful birth. She is a very brave woman.” She pauses to keep Muronga in suspense. He can hear the smile in her voice. “And the old man gave a hunter’s kick as he reached my hands. He is strong like a lion’s cub.”

Muronga jumps from his kafungo and begins to dance by himself. He shrugs his shoulders swiftly to and fro in the traditional rhythmic dance of joy.

“I have heard you, Nyina-Karumbu. Thank you for everything you and Mama Rwenge have done. I will hunt you a hare one of these days.”

Humming to himself, Muronga continues to dance as yellow rays of sunlight bathe the room. A boy! It is a boy! Muronga repeats Nyina-Karumbu’s words over and over to himself. God of Our Forefathers be thanked! Prancing a little while longer, he finally comes to rest on his kafungo again, wondering what he will do with himself for the rest of the day. It is Monday, after all. Mandaha . . . the first day to mount work for the week. Outside the huts the other village men can be heard milking the cows and preparing to leave for the fields. But Muronga will not do any work today. A new father is expected to stay home on the day his child is born to wait for news from the elder women. If any problems arise he is instructed by them what to do. Relaxed, Muronga listens with his eyes and ears for the slightest sound of approaching footsteps.

Muronga had long since decided if the baby was a boy he would name it after his brave Uncle Ndara. Everybody in the village has heard stories of how Ndara killed a lion with a stick when he was young—when he was only a few rains old, as they say. Muronga also knows that the people who chose Makena for his wife made no mistake. And it was Uncle Ndara who had the final say in the choice of his wife. His uncle is a very wise man. Even the chief and the Bantu Affairs Commissioner know him. He speaks often at their elders’ meetings and he once gave the white commissioner a headache when he asked many questions about the new land and tax regulations.

Ndara. . . yes, Muronga says to himself. It is a good name—a wise name. But what shall the child’s nickname be? Muronga asks himself. Hmm. . . of course. . . the child will be called Mandaha, Muronga decides. It is our custom that a child is given the name of the day of the week it is born on. So, baby Ndara will also be known as Mandaha. Content with his decisions, Muronga waits patiently in his hut as news of the baby’s birth spreads quickly from one person to another in the kraal. Going about their daily chores of gathering wood, fetching water, and preparing the food for the day, the women exchange greetings and pass on the news of the arrival of the youngest member of the kraal and community. After quite some time, Muronga finally hears footsteps approaching. He hopes that it is Nyina-Karumbu or one of the other elder women bringing news from the women’s hut.

“Child’s father? Are you still there?” sings Nyina-Karumbu. “I have brought you some food. You must be hungry, since you have no work to keep you busy today.”

“Oh, yes, I am here!” Muronga exclaims as he dashes to the door. “Do you need me? What’s the news? Is anything wrong?” Opening the door he sees Nyina-Karumbu’s smiling face and two bowls of steaming food in her hands. “Oh, thank you,” Muronga replies as he takes the food from her. “Both my child and I are being well cared for by you good people.”

“Everything is fine. The birth is complete. Both the child and his mother are well and sleeping now. Mama Rwenge has said that you can return to the fields tomorrow, and soon your Uncle Ndara will come to see you.”

“Very good. I am happy, and I am sure Uncle Ndara will be pleased to have a new namesake,” Muronga replies with a broad smile. As the elder woman turns to walk back to the women’s hut, Muronga shuts the door. Sitting on a low stool near the now-dead coals from the fire, he dips his fingers first into the bowl of hot porridge, yithima, and forming a small lump, he then dips the yithima into the meat stew and begins to eat.

Muronga knows that for the time being he will be taken care of by the elder women until Makena is allowed to return to the hut with the baby. She will be confined to the women’s hut for a few days, until she is strong again. When the baby’s umbilical cord begins to look like it will fall off, preparations will be made to reunite the couple and introduce the child to his father and the other members of the community. Once a woman has rejoined her husband, she can sleep under the same roof with him, but not under the same blanket. For about six weeks after she has given birth the baby sleeps with her and the couple stays apart until the womb has closed up again.

Later in the afternoon, Uncle Ndara, who has just returned from the fields, pays Muronga the expected visit. After consulting his wife on the condition of Makena and the baby, Uncle Ndara, beaming with joy, walks the short distance to Muronga’s hut with an unusually quick step. Whistling a traditional children’s song, he announces his arrival. Entering the ghutara, close to Muronga’s hut, he pulls two low stools near each other and seating himself on one, calls to Muronga.

“Shambushange, Father of My Namesake,. . . we are here.” Stretching leisurely, Muronga walks proudly out of his hut. Uncle Ndara continues, “. . . the women have told me that my namesake is a strong man.” Standing up and shaking Muronga’s hand, the older man joins him in the ghutara. Uncle Ndara pats Muronga on the shoulder as they sit down on the stools. With a twinkle in his eyes he then goes on to say, “I am not sure whether the new man is strong because of his good parents or because he will bear the good name of his wise ancestors. What do you think, Father of the Child?”

“Oh, no. I am sure the child’s strength comes from his brave mother and from the one whose name he will bear. The whole village will agree with me.”

The two men continue to talk for a while until a young boy, Wetu, who has been sent by Uncle Ndara’s wife, comes running to tell Uncle Ndara that there is a visitor waiting for him at his hut. Muronga bids Uncle Ndara good night and returns to his empty hut.

At sunrise the following day Muronga is awake as usual and ready to resume his work and communal responsibilities. As he joins the other men headed for the fields, they greet and congratulate him on the birth of his son. Although they greet him in the same manner as always, Muronga feels their greater respect. He now feels more comfortable in the company of the elder men, who regard him as a man, a father like the rest of them.

After a few more days have passed Muronga is once again on his way to the fields when he meets Nyina-Karumbu on the road. She has emerged from the bush where she has gathered a handful of dishashanogha, The sticky juice from this aloe plant that is applied to the umbilical cord until it falls off.

“You are up early today, child’s father,” Nyina-Karumbu greets Muronga, looking at the sun on the horizon.

“Yes, and so are you. Did you sleep well? What are you doing out here so early?” He looks knowingly at the bundle of plants in her hands. “How is. . . ”

“We are all fine, but we have run out of this good medicine, so I came out to fetch some more. It looks as if the cord will fall off soon and then you will be able to see your child.”

“How is he now. . . and his mother?” Muronga asks inquisitively.

“You will see soon enough. Now, I must be getting back to them. We will see you soon.”

“Go well, Nyina-Karumbu,” Muronga says.

“Work well, child’s father,” the elder lady replies as she walks swiftly on towards the village. Muronga stops now and then to look back at the receding figure as if to see his wife and child in her.

What Nyina-Karumbu has said is indeed good news. He will be happy when Makena comes home again but he knows he must not have sexual contact with her while she is healing. Luckily he has only one wife, otherwise a special ritual would be needed in order to enable him to pursue his normal life with his other wives. Since Makena is his only wife he must remain celibate for the time being. If he does not, his newborn child will become ill, or may even die, and the baby’s illness will tell everything about his father’s doings and moral behavior. This is thidhira.

Once in the fields, Muronga goes about preparing the land for planting. Thinking to himself, he gathers the mahangu, the millet stalks from the ground. It is taboo for a man to touch a woman while she is having her period. It is taboo for a woman to ever say her father’s name to anyone, or for a man to say his mother’s name. This is thidhira. It is taboo for a man or woman to sit or sleep where his or her in-laws have slept. This is thidhira. It is taboo to swear at a person of the opposite sex; for women to sit on chairs; to discuss sex in public; or to marry without the consent of the elders. This is thidhira.

Since there have been no complications during and after the baby’s birth, the day after the baby’s umbilical cord drops off is chosen as the time for uniting the family and naming the baby. Early in the morning, the young women in the kraal begin pounding millet into meal from which porridge will be made, while the young men are sent to fetch wood for the ceremony later in the evening.

When the sun begins to set, all of the married people in the kraal assemble in Uncle Ndara’s ghutara. Meanwhile Uncle Ndara sends for Muronga, who arrives just as the last couples take their places around the fire. At last Uncle Ndara signals one of the elder wives to run and fetch Mama Rwenge, Nyina-Karumbu, Makena’s and Muronga’s mothers, Makena, and the baby from the women’s hut, where they have been waiting. As the group approaches the ghutara, Mama Rwenge begins the ululations, which are joined by the women around the fire. Holding the baby as she dances, Mama Rwenge leads the procession of dancing and singing women into the shelter. There they take their places around the fire opposite the men.

Uncle Ndara stands and says, “I am happy that you have all come tonight to meet the youngest member of our family. I rejoice every time we do this. This is how we were all greeted by the older people. Now, where is the person whom we are receiving into this big world?”

Mama Rwenge hands him the baby to whom he says, “You are my namesake. Your name is Ndara. . . the name I was given by your ancestors. This is a well-respected name. Respect this name and never bring shame upon it.” Then he looks into the faces of the attentive group and says loudly, “You have heard me charge this child with honoring the name of my grandfather. It is your duty also to see that he keeps this pledge. And to you, his parents, who are responsible for raising him for all of us, I say, this child is the spirit of our ancestors and a gift from the God of Our Forefathers.” Sitting down on a chair, he hands the baby to his wife. She rocks the baby in her arms and blesses the child before passing him on to Makena’s father. He closes his eyes tightly, and with the baby in his arms, prays so that only his lips can be seen moving. After a few moments he passes the baby on to his wife who blesses it and then hands it to Muronga’s mother. After singing a short song to the baby she blesses it and hands the child to her husband who dances the warrior dance with it before giving it to his son, Muronga, the child’s father. When the child is put into Muronga’s arms for the first time, the crowd rises in ululation and dancing while the women sing a rain song, a symbol of life.

Everyone eats and talks until quite late. Baby Ndara is asleep in Makena’s arms when Mama Rwenge comes to escort the young parents to their hut. The welcoming fire is already burning and she reminds them, “Do not hesitate to call me if you need me.” She blesses Muronga, Makena and the new baby one last time, then leaves them for the night. Alone together again, Muronga and Makena are too tired to say much more than, “Good night. . . sleep well,” before they retire to their beds. With the baby cuddled in her arms, Makena falls asleep on the mat near the fire. In the glowing light of the fire, Muronga watches the sleeping mother and child. The fire soon dies down. Unable to see them, Muronga finally falls asleep.

“Are you coming with me Nyina-Mandaha?” asks Muronga, addressing Makena by her newly acquired title as Mandaha’s mother. He washes his face from a bowl of water under the shade of his ghutara.

“Coming with you where?” she responds, half-surprised, her hands on her hips. She has put Mandaha to sleep on a little mat under the ghutara and speaks softly so as not to disturb the sleeping infant. “I said, where do you want me to go with you? And why are you washing your face this time of the day?”

“Oh, I thought that you might want to come with me to Pangandjira’s hut, in the headman’s kraal. When I left early this morning, I went to his ndjambi. There were fifteen of us who went in canoes to the islands to cut grass and reeds for his hut. Now we are going to sit together and drink. The other men are bringing their wives and I thought it would be good for us to go together. It has been a long time since we went to things like this together. I am sure the other people would like to see you carrying the baby. It’s not far from here. You know where the headman lives. It is four kraals from here,” he continues. “And you know, Tawa, Pangandjira’s wife makes excellent beer. She is the woman Mama Rwenge talks about all the time. Let’s go and spend time with other people. Then you don’t have to cook dinner tonight, hey?”

“You are such a good man! Or should I say you know how to make a woman happy?”

“Come on, woman. Are you saying you don’t want to come?”

“Oh, no, I am coming. I have not been out for a long while. It will be good to take Mandaha for a walk too.”

“Yes, as long as he doesn’t cry and want to be given beer. Can you imagine a night with a drunken baby?” They both laugh loudly, teasing each other as they prepare to leave.

Makena picks up Mandaha. The baby starts to cry and Muronga plays with his fingers. His wife rocks the baby in her arms and hums a baby’s song close to the baby’s ear. Mandaha falls asleep again. Makena hands the child to her husband and walks over to a small mono tree. She selects several large leaves and lays them one on top of the other, making a small pad. She picks another handful and, as she is arranging them in a stack, she enters the hut. She returns with a large dark piece of cloth to where Muronga is waiting. With two of the straps from the fabric she carefully ties the cloth around her waist and spreads the pad of leaves against her left hip. Muronga gently places Mandaha against her back as she leans forward. Pulling one of the remaining straps over her right shoulder and the other under her left arm, she makes a baby pouch in which Mandaha will ride comfortably during the short walk. The three then start out for the headman’s kraal.

After they have walked past three kraals, they begin to hear voices speaking in loud conversation. There are many people gathered there already. They walk faster, wondering if they are not too late for the occasion.

‘‘Listen, Nyina-Mandaha, can you hear the noise? I told you that Tawa makes good beer. By the sounds of it, people are getting happy already. One or two cups of that woman’s beer can knock you down in no time!”

“Are you talking from experience, child’s father? And when did that happen to you? I hope long before you met me.”

“I heard from older men. You know that I was not allowed to drink alcohol before I became a man and before you married me,” Muronga laughs softly, touching the baby’s forehead that hangs out on Makena’s side.

“I am just teasing. I know that my family would not have consented to our marriage if you were seen drunk before.”

When they arrive under the ghutara where the others are assembled and drinking, there is a happy mood all around. Everyone is talking about cattle, marriages, deaths, future rains, elopements, births, and love stories. The women are together on one side of the ghutara while the men are on the other. Makena joins the side of the women and Muronga spots Kaye who came earlier to partake, even though he didn’t go to the islands to help in the morning. It was not uncommon for people to go for the drinks only, with the understanding that next time they would participate in the work.

“How are you, lazy man?” Muronga says in greeting to his friend Kaye, taking a seat on the ground next to him.

“Oh, I am fine. Why do you call me lazy? Because I did not go to the islands this morning or what? I knew you went and I knew that there would be plenty of beer here. No, I am joking. I did bring my part. I brought three bundles of grass from what I had left over from building my new hut.”

“Oh, yes, I remember. I was beginning to wonder why you were looking so comfortable if you didn’t bring any contribution. How is everything?”

“Everything is going well, as you can see on these elderly people’s faces. The beer is very good, for small chests like yours and mine. Do you see the young man behind the headman, there by the pillar in the corner? He just emptied two cups in a row, and see how he is now. We could all leave now and I bet that he would not hear us.”

“His head must be spinning very fast,” Muronga responds, laughing audibly.

“Muronga, you are here,” shouts the muhindi, who is busy serving. “I was wondering what happened to you. The first cup here is for you, my friend. Did you bring your wife with you?”

“Yes, she is sitting behind you, next to Shonge, with the baby on her back!” Muronga shouts back in order not to be drowned out in the loud conversations.

“Good. What, your baby? You are a man then. You get an extra cup for that. You made it. What is the baby’s name? Did you name it after me?”

“Ndara,. . . named after my uncle. You know him!”

“Yes, I do. Who does not know Uncle Ndara in this area? Who would not know himself?” he laughs. “Is he here today?”

“I don’t know. I am sure you would have seen him. Oh, yes, he is here,” Muronga responds, looking around. “He’s sitting there beside the headman. On your right!”

“Yes, I see him. How couldn’t I?”

“Maybe you are not giving all the cups away!”

“You can say that again. I feel different already, but I am enjoying it!”

Both Muronga and Makena are given their respective cups at the same time. Before Muronga drinks from his, he looks around at the elderly men. He spots Ganiku, an old man to whom he is related through his mother’s totem line. He is one elder who Muronga can make traditional jokes about and tease.

“Old man Ganiku, you are sitting there like an owl. Drink from my cup first and take the poison away. I am so happy that you are here. You even have a new shirt on. Where did you get it? Why don’t you give it to me? It will look better on me,” Muronga shouts at him.

“You are so good to me, Muronga,” responds the giddy old man, stretching his hands to take hold of the full cup. “I would be very upset with you if you did not remember me. Oh, the shirt was given to me by my sister’s son who just returned from Thivanda. He brought us clothes and, as you can see, this shirt and this hat are new,” he continues, pointing to the price tags that are still hanging onto the sleeves of the shirt and the front of the hat. Then he takes three long sips, pauses a while and begins to shrug his shoulders rythmically before giving the cup back to Muronga who finishes it.

Suddenly a sharp ululation permeates the crowd. Two women stand up to dance. They are followed by two more. Then three. Then two and then three men. In a while every man and woman has joined in the singing and dancing. Chairs are moved aside to make space for dancing. Kaveto, Wawo and Manyando, three young men in the headman’s kraal, go to fetch drums. Before long, everyone is dancing under the ghutara, the men on one side and the women on the other.

“Is Muronga here?” asks Manyando, looking around and squeezing the dinongo, the drum wax, in his hands, before rubbing it carefully on the center of the drum. “Muronga is the best head-drummer in this area. Is he here?”

“Yes, he is here,” shouts a young woman who is known to be the best dancer. “I just saw him here. He is really good. Give him the head drum.”

Kaye and Manyando carry Muronga to the ngoma, tie an ox leather rope around him and the drum and pat him praisefully on the shoulders. The two of them take the other drums. With Muronga in the middle, they begin beating to the song.

Muronga is known for getting carried away by the drum beat when he plays. As soon as the song, the drums and the dancing get fully synchronized, Muronga, his eyes closed as usual, enters the circle with the drum between his legs. Falling onto the ground, he rolls onto his back. His legs in the air, he continues to play. The women surround him, ululating loudly. An old man, Shangoma, who taught Muronga how to play the drum, pours water on Muronga’s face. In ritual fashion, the old man takes his jacket off and covers the quivering Muronga with it. Muronga belches, stands up, and without missing a beat, goes back to the rear of the ghutara and continues to play.

They dance until late into the dark night. Muronga never tires of playing the drum. It is said that he was given mbero, an anti-exhaustion medicine by Shangoma when he was very young. For the rest of the dance, Muronga beats the drum, showing no signs of weariness. His wife and family are very proud of him.

When the dance is over, Muronga walks home with his wife, Uncle Ndara and other kraalmates who cannot stop talking about the wonderful day they have had and Muronga’s standing in the community.

“Wiha-Mbushange, father of my namesake, do you realize the good words so many people say about you mean something in your life?” Uncle Ndara asks Muronga, walking in front of everyone on the narrow path.

“What does that mean?” replies Muronga.

“When people, particularly old people, have good words to say about someone as young as you, that means your forefathers have plans for you in the future. I can tell you some of the good things that I remember old people saying about a young man. You know our chief Dimbare? He is a young person. Before our people chose him to be chief, my friends and I knew that he was going to succeed his uncle, chief Dimbu.”

“Really? I always wondered what happened to the old chief, since he only died a few years ago. According to our customs, a chief stays a chief until he dies. Not so, Uncle Ndara?”

“That is very true. It was always like that. Our people have always been honorable people. A chief who did not rule according to the wishes of his people was dethroned by the people. You see, big people do not like to tell stories that are not good lessons for the young ones. Now that you are big, I can tell you,” continues Uncle Ndara, looking about to be sure there is no stranger around.

“Go on,” Muronga says.

“Chief Dimbu was very greedy. He wanted everything for himself, and not for his people. When a chief is given the chair, everybody is promised that he is there for the people, not for himself. This one did not listen. As soon as he was in power he became very, very. . . well. . . bad. I don’t like to say such things.”

“What did he do?” Muronga inquires, inquisitively.

“According to our traditions, a chief could do whatever he wanted. The chief was considered the father of the whole people. But Chief Dimbu did not act like a father. He had a little heart. And he had too many children, too. Sometimes he made people give him cattle even when they were not guilty of any crime. In earlier times, when the chief came to our kraal my father or one of the men in our kraal gave the chief his wife to take care of him. When I was a boy, this was a very common practice. It was an honor to give the chief your wife.”

“Did you hear that, Wiha-Mandaha?” Makena teases Muronga.

‘‘Yes, I did. I would not want to have to give Nyina-Mandaha to another man, not even if he was the chief,” Muronga says, relieved.

“That is why chief Dimbu was removed. He was so greedy and careless that he expected teachers and churchgoers to share their wives with him. They did not like it and finally one of the teachers told the commissioner and a big meeting was held. Strangely, the people agreed with the commissioner and the teachers. It was a very bad experience for the elders. But you see once again, things are not the same anymore. There are some things we have to accept that we do not like. When an old elephant can no longer reach the highest branches, it lets the young stretchy ones do it. And that is why chief Dimbare was elected. The people wanted a chief who could hold a pen. He is good, this man of the pen. He is here for the people whose tongue he speaks. He is very clever and his head is full of ideas. He goes to this thing, this church to speak to the white man’s God. He is very strong because he gets his power from our God, Nyambi, and from the church God. He knows the white man’s tricks. Are you listening, Wiha-Mbushange? The elder people used to say good things about him and dream about him, too.”

“Uncle Ndara is right. People say many words, good words,” two women say, almost in unison.

“You, Wiha-Mbushange, were also meant for something special. We don’t know what yet, because you are not from the chiefs’ clan and you have never gone to school. But one day, these people’s words will mean something,” Uncle Ndara says with conviction.

Muronga doesn’t say anything. He looks straight ahead and continues to walk behind Uncle Ndara. For a long while no one says anything. They get to Uncle Ndara’s hut and say good-night to him as they all break up to go to their respective huts.

Back in their own hut, Muronga and Makena both make the fire that lights up their hut and together put the baby to sleep. Staring at the embers of the wood fire, Muronga goes into a daze until his wife shakes him by his nose.

“I am here. . . What are you dreaming about? Mandaha is here, too.”

“I was just thinking.”

“About what? Drums? Not here!”

“No, about the future. And many things.”

“Oh, by the way, there is still thishongero. We still have to go to the mission to attend classes before we are baptized. Have the drums made you forget?”

“No, no, no, we shall go. We are so far into it now that we may as well finish it.”

“You seem to be doubtful about this thing, this Baptism, aren’t you? It is you who started it. You dragged me into it.”

“Yes, and I have not changed my mind. We are going for classes and we will be baptized. We should go to sleep now. I have to milk the cows tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, I need to get some sleep now, too, before this man beside me wakes up. There is just no way to sleep when he is awake,” Makena says with a yawn, as she crawls under her blanket while Muronga, from the kafungo, watches the fire fade away as the sun does when it leaves the earth before darkness.
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