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Dedication

To the more than two hundred souls who lost their lives when the M. V.
Vipya sank off Florence (now Chitimba) Bay on 30th July 1946.
Except for the memorial plaque at Mangochi Boma, and a few
scattered references, they were all but forgotten. They are the ones who
inspired my earlier long poem, The Vipya Poem, and this epic novel.
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Chapter One

The Maravi Memorial

-1-

The memorial stand on the banks of the Mpasa River at Gombe
said simply:

MV MARAVI MEMORIAL
IN MEMORY OF THE 200 PASSENGERS AND
CREW WHO LOST THEIR LIVES WHEN THE
MARAVI SANK ON 30th JULY, 1946

‘Poor souls,” Thokozani murmured in a subdued voice. ‘That’s
quite a lot of people dying in one go.’

They had stopped at Gombe Boma, just before the bridge joining
the district to Mbulu Trading Centre. The Queen Victoria Memorial
dominated the whole place, even competing with the nsangu trees
around it. It was a brick and concrete structure like the Kings African
Rifles monument in Mtalika commemorating the fallen heroes of the
First World War. On the west bank of the Mpasa, almost on the sand,
was the Hotchkiss gun, its yawning muzzle aimed menacingly across
the waters at the marshes and reeds opposite. Gombe had been one of
the famous slave trading posts of the last century. The gun had been on
an old warship patrolling the river and lake beyond, fighting the Arabs,
the Swahili, and their local middlemen.

‘I would have died in it too,” Nkhoma told his family, as he paused
to take some photographs.

Thirteen-year-old Fatsani turned to his father, seeking more
information. Nineteen-year-old Titani was also quietly attentive.

‘You mean on the Maravi 7’ Fats sounded excited.

‘Yes, but for the merciful Chauta.’

‘What happened?’ Fats could not contain himself.
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‘My parents took the earlier trip down south. Before they had
reached their destination overland they heard the Maravi had
foundered. I was less than a year old then.’

‘What was the Maravi?’ Titan came in.

‘All T can remember is that it was a cargo and passenger ship
following a weekly schedule, port to port, round Lake Tamanda.’

‘Why were you on it?’ Titan contin ued.

‘Your grandfather had been transferred from Ngoma to Kamba. He
was going to take up his new post in the south.’

‘What happened to the ship?’

‘As far as I know it’s still where it sank. I don’t remember hearing
it had been salvaged.’

“That’s odd,” Thoko observed. ‘I thought they always salvaged
their ships.’

‘They say she sank in one of the deepest parts of Tamanda. Kuya
Bay is famous for its cross currents. Most ships give it a wide berth.’

‘But that’s way up north,’ Titan pointed out. ‘Why is th e memorial
here?’

‘I don’t know. I guess they wanted it to be with the other museum
pieces. The Lake Tamanda museum is just down there, you know.’
Nkhoma pointed. ‘It’s all part of our national heritage.’

‘You mean this is a glorified place of death?” Th oko indicated the
tower on one side and the gun on the other.

‘Don’t be morbid,” Nkhoma remonstrated.

‘Let’s go and eat.’

Benches and other concrete seats were dotted around, almost on
the sand. It was an ideal stopover for almost any part of Lake Tamanda.
You could sit there all day watching the muddy green and blue waters
flow below you. Dugouts flitted to and fro, competing occasionally
with motor boats. Some motor boats were moored on the banks higher
up, where the women had staked their claim. Through his binoculars
Nkhoma could see some bathing barebreasted, wet zitenje clinging to
well-rounded bottoms. Others were washing clothes on upturned rocks
or in buckets and basins in the shallows. Nearer still, directly in front of
the picnic spot, little boys splashed or wrestled in the waters
completely naked. Nkhoma aimed the camera he always carried over
one shoulder. Those who noticed posed for him.

‘How can you allow him to take photos of you like that?” a woman
shouted behind him.
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Nkhoma turned to look at her. She went on her way on the path
parallel to the river. He wondered whose values she was adopting. The
river and lake population was not famous for its modesty. In fact the
first republic of Mandania could not hide its embarrassment when it
passed the infamous Indecent Exposure Act. In spite of enforcement by
the police and the notorious Censorship Board, the government had to
contend with foreign tourists who came to the lake resorts to sunbathe,
some in the nude, thereby encouraging the locals to continue what they
had done since time immemorial. As was its wont the government
resorted to double standards; the Act did not apply to designated areas
like holiday resorts, so the natives of the river and lakeshore were free
to roam with or without scanty clothing. The rest of the country, tourist
or not, had to comply with the Act.

In any other country, women could wear miniskirts, trousers, or
even hot pants. When the women’s wing of the Mandania Congress
Party complained that the Act discriminated against women, the wrath
of the government turned on the men: they could not wear flares or
bell-bottoms, or sport long hair, fashionable then, not even
international visitors. The campaign strategies of the then opposition
had exploited the Act to the full: if they were voted into power all
restrictions on dress would be abolished. That’s why his wife was now
in trousers. Under the previous government Thoko would have been
stripped naked right there and then, and bundled unceremoniously into
one of the several detention camps erected for what were called
dissidents, rebels and subversive elements.

Nkhoma watched his wife supervise the transfer of food from the
car to the picnic site. She was wearing a home-made top and slacks
from the local chitenje cloth, and flat sandals. The outfit made her look
taller and slimmer than her 1.65 m. She wore her hair loosely combed
in a faint imitation of an Afro-hair style that was no style at all. ‘I'm
going swimming and holidaying,” she had declared when he had
commented on her hair, ‘not to a fashion parade.” She was more
conservative for her secondary school job. The Ministry of Education
was slow to move from the dictatorial first republic to the democratic
era ushered in by the second.

Nkhoma himself had put on his white college commemorative T-
shirt for the drive. It was thin and cool enough for the heat of the
drought they seemed to have brought with them. It did not hide the
slightly protruding belly; rather, it emphasized the middle of an
average Mandanian. The white highlighted the few grey hairs which
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had begun to sprout prematurely on his black head. The sandals
allowed more air between his toes. The blue jeans did not. They could
not decide whether to be cool or hot. In his attire he could pass for
anyone: executive, lecturer, businessman on holiday at the lake.

“You could at least open the boot and get the basket out,” Thoko
reminded him.

‘Here.” Nkhoma gave the keys to Fats. “Youre big enough to do
it.’

Thoko looked at him with mock disgust. He watched her with the
kids bringing the food basket from the boot and containers from inside
the car. Titan insisted on wearing his floppy oversized cotton shirt and
equally floppy trousers. He said kids of his age liked floppy clothes
nowadays. Fats wore a plain T-shirt and cotton trousers. Both kids
wore the plastic slippers common in all markets.

‘What did you bring?” Nkhoma asked lazily as the basket and
containers accumulated around the bench.

‘Roast chicken, boiled potatoes, salad and bread.’

Thoko placed the items, some in plastic bags, on the concrete slab.
She proceeded to open them with a delicate brown hand.

‘Just the right stuff for a hangover,” Nkhoma said.

‘I thought you stopped having hangovers,” Thoko remarked.

‘What can you do when you have to move from press conference
to reception to national celebration day? You don’t see me drinking
minerals for a whole evening discussing international intrigue, do
you?’

‘Some people do.’

‘Theyre not successful journalists, then. No one likes sober
reporters.’

‘It’s a myth easily dispelled.’

‘I’'m not about to explode any myths.’

Nkhoma investigated the bag of chicken, taking out a huge breast
which he immediately sank his teeth into. He concentrated on the meat
without salad or potatoes. They spoil the main meal, he always said,
when he was eating meat or fish without nsima.

‘What are those birds, Dad?’ Fats had been eating looking up at the
overhanging branches.

‘Machete,” Nkhoma announced after a quick glance up. ‘They’re
spirit birds.’

‘What do you mean?’





