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onflicts between cultures, between
values within a culture, and even
between elements of a personality, are
fundamental themes in Doris Lessing’s
work—as is the struggle to integrate
these entities into a higher, unified
order. The recipient of the 2007 Nobel
Prize in Literature, Lessing has spent
her life in the midst of such conflicts.
A witness to harsh colonial policies
toward native subjects in Rhodesia as
well as to the sexual and feminist revo-
lutions in Furope, she has used her
writing to interrogate both the psychol-
ogy of the self and the larger relations
between the personal and the political.
Lessing was born Doris May Tayler in
October 1919 in Persia (now Iran). Her
parents were British: her mother was a
nurse, and her father a clerk in the
Imperial Bank of Persia who had been
crippled in World War I; his horrific
memories of combat would seep into
his daughter’s recollections of child-
hood. In 1925 the family moved to the
British colony of Rhodesia (now Zimba-
bwe), where the colonial government
was offering economic incentives to
encourage the immigration of white set-
tlers. For ten shillings an acre, the fam-
ily bought three thousand acres of
farmland in Mashonaland, a section of
Southern Rhodesia that once had been
the home of the Matabele tribe but from
which the government had evicted most
of the native population. The farm never
prospered. Lessing attended a convent
school until she was fourteen, but she
considers herself largely self-educated,
from her avid reading of the classics
of European and American literature.
Above all, she loved the nineteenth-
century novel; realists such as Stendhal,
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Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky impressed
her, she later said, with “the warmth,
the compassion, the humanity, the love
of people” that gave impetus and pas-
sion to their social criticism. Gradually
Lessing became aware of the racial
injustice in Southern Rhodesia, and of
the fact that she was, as she later put it,
“a member of the white minority pitted
against a black majority that was abomi-
nably treated and still is.”

Social awareness is a defining theme
of her early work, especially her first
novel, The Grass Is Singing (1949), and
the collection African Stories (1964).
Arguing that “literature should be com-
mitted” to political issues, Lessing was
herself politically active in Rhodesia,
as well as a member of the British
Communist Party from 1952 until 1956,
the year of the Soviet intervention in
Hungary. Her activism and socially ori-
ented writing made their mark, and in
1956 she was declared a prohibited alien
in both Southern Rhodesia and South
Africa.

While still in Rhodesia, Lessing
worked in several office jobs in Salis-
bury and made two unsuccessful mar-
riages. (Lessing is the name of her
second husband.) In 1949 she moved
to England with the son from her sec-
ond marriage and took a gamble on a
literary career: “I was working in a law-
yer’s office at the time, and I remember
walking in and saying to my boss, ‘I'm
giving up my job and writing a novel.’
He very properly laughed, and 1 indig-
nantly walked home and wrote The
Grass Is Singing.” The novel was a sur-
prising and immediate success, and she
was able, from that point, to make a
profession of writing, Her next project

was the five-volume series, Children of
Violence (1952—-69): the portrait of an
era, after the form of the nineteenth-
century bildungsroman, or “education
novel,” Children of Violence follows the
life of a symbolically named heroine,
Martha Quest, while exploring social
and moral issues including race rela-
tions, the conflict between autonomy
and socialization, and the hopes and
frustrations of political idealism.
Lessing’s most famous novel, The
Golden Notebook (1962), makes a
sharp break with the linear narrative
style that Children of Violence shares
with the bildungsroman tradition. In
this work, too, a female protagonist
{Anna Wulf) struggles to build a uni-
fied identity from the multiple, frag-
mented elements that constitute her
personality; yet the exploratory process
by which she pursues this goal takes
her story beyond the confines of chron-
ological narrative. Although the book
is framed by a conventional short
novel called Free Women, the govern-
ing structure is a series of different-
colored notebooks that Anna uses to
record the distinct versions of her expe-
rience: black for Africa, red for politics,
yellow for a fictionalized rendering of
herself as a character named Ella, and
blue for a factual diary. By analyzing
her life from these varying perspec-
tives, Anna learns to understand and
reconcile her contradictions—to write,
ultimately, the “Golden Notebook,”
which is “all of me in one book.”
During the 1970s and early 1980s,
Lessing embarked on a series of science-
fiction novels, which she termed “inner-
space fiction,” extending her interest in
psychology and consciousness into spec-
ulative and quasi-mystical regions of the
imagination. Since then, she has shifted
to realistic stories that carry a sharp
satiric or symbolic twist, such as The
Good Terrorist (1985), a satire in which
a group of naive British terrorists try to
make a homey atmosphere in an empty
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house in London while carrying out
bombing raids. She has also published
collections of essays and interviews that
address politics, life, and art in a nonfic-
tion voice. In presenting Lessing with
the Nobel Prize in 2007, the committee
praised her as an epic poet of “the female
experience, who with scepticism, fire
and visionary power has subjected a
divided civilisation to scrutiny.”
“The Old Chief Mshlanga” is one of
Lessing's earliest African stories, writ-
ten during the period, from 1950 to
1958, when she wrote most of her fic-
tion set on that continent. The collec-
tion in which the story first appeared,
This Was the Old Chief’s Country (1951),
together with The Grass Is Singing and
Five (1953), a group of novellas set in
Africa, established Lessing as an impor-
tant interpreter of the colonial experi-
ence in contemporary Africa. The lon
act of dispossession that underlies “The
Old Chief’ Mshlanga” began with. the
émmﬁﬁﬁltrati()p leb country by
white settlers, under the leadership of
the Chartered Conpany, a private firm
“that ruled the land under a British
charter. Company policies ; soon formal-
ized segregation by dividing land into
mﬁ’é@@}i@_&.ﬁdhﬁnﬂtﬂdﬂ@med
by white settlers) or “unalienated” (occu-
pied by nafives). The Land Apportion-
ment Act of 1930 confirmed this

arrangement by dividing the territory

into areas called Native and European.

In the story the figure of the Old Chief
bridges the earlier dispensation, an era
fifty years before, when his people owned
tm'ﬁﬁﬁrljg‘*ﬁﬁ'a""tl@wiiéwi when they
can be forcibly relocated fo a-Reserve
after disagreeing—wi ite"settler.
Yet the Old Chief is not the protagonist
here: significantly, his story comés into
the foreground only some distance in,
‘when T mﬁaﬁkwihg consciousness
of a young white girl. The “vein of rich-
ness” that his tribe represents makes
,itsf;lf_kﬂ;)}yr‘l_gmgagaﬂy. By the nar-
rative’s end, the tribe has disappeared
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altogether; the girl visits their village to
find it disintegrating into the land-
scape.

Yet in spite of her remark that “there
was nothing there,” the girl's intimate
description of the lush landscaEe shows
‘that her encounter, however brief, with
its_former inhabitants” has”opened her
eyes to an African presence that iitially
she had not been able to see. Nonethe-
less, the gain_is—one-sided: even _her

closer to the members of the tribe, only
throw light on the ground they occupled
For the Old Chief, there is no advantage:
he and his people hav‘ &éé%o
a symbolic essence, a “richness” that the
settlers derive from the land. they...ta.k

over. Lessing’s observant young girl has
been changed by her encounter with the
Old Chief, but the awakening is a bleak
one that endows her with a sense of loss
and responsibility. Perhaps, one day, she
will write about it.

altefed perceptions _can_bring.-her_no

The Old Chief Mshlanga

They were good, the years of ranging the bush over her father’s farm which,
like every white farm, was largely unused, broken onlyWH
M In between, nothing but trees, the long sparse grass,
thorn and cactus and gully, grass and outcrop and thorn. And a jutting piece of
rock which had been thrust up from the warm soil of Africa uﬁmaglnable eras
N of time ago, washed into hollows and whorls by sun and wind that had travelled
so many thousands of ‘miles of space and bush, would hold the W(i]g_ﬁrﬁf a
small girl whose eyes were sight ny hmg but a pale willowed river, a
pale gleaming castle—a small girl 51ng1ng “Out flew the weEﬁated w1de,
the mirror cracked from side to side . . .""
. “Pushing her-way through the green aisles of the mealie? stalks, the leaves
. arching like cathedrals veined with sunlight far overhead, with the packed red
@ “earth underfoot, a fire lace ceof red stmgwm would summon up a black
> ‘j‘-:; bent figure cmdklnu premonltlons . the Northern witch, bred of cold Northern
~ - forests, ‘would SR ) among the mealie fields, and it was the mealie
%" = fields that faded and fled, leaving her among the gnaﬂed roots of an oak, snow
e falling thick and soft and white, “the Woodcutters fire glowing red Welcome
throug_b c:r(:nwdmcI tree trunks. el
A white cluld opening its eyes curiously on a sun-suffused landscape, a
gaunt “and v101ent Jandscape, _might be supposed to accept it as her own, to
% make the msasa trees and the thorn trees as famlllafs to feel her blood running
: free and responsive to the swing of the seasons.
S This child could not see a msasa tree,’ or the thorn, for what they were. Her
2’&?_ books held tales of ien falr]es her rivers ran slow and peaceful, and she knew
the shape of the leaves of an ash or an oak, the names of the little creatures
%” that lived in Enghsh streams, when the words “the veld™ mea

ant strangeness,

) though she could remember nothlng e]se

1. The child is reciting lines 114-15 of Ten-  the vivid colorings (pink through copper) of its

nyson’s “The Lady of Shalott.” spring foliage and for the fragrance of its white
2. Maize; corn. flowers.

3. A large tree of central Africa, notable for 4. Unenclosed country, open grassland.
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| (' Because of this, for many years, it was the veld that seemed unreal; the sun
%%was a foreign sun, and the wind spoke a strange 1ge language.
The black people on the farm were as remote as the trees and the rocks. /

They were an amor] homm@ﬁwmmmng and maSqmg hke
tadpoles, faceless, who existed merely to serve, to say " "Yes, Baas S take their
mm y and go. They changed season by season, moving from one farm to the
next, according to their outlandish needs, which one d did not have to. under-
stand, coming from perhaps hundreds of miles north or east, passing on after a
few months—where? Perhaps even as far away as the fabled gold mines of
Johannesburg,® where the pay was so much better than the few shillings a
month and the double handful of mealie meal twice a day which they earned in
that part of Africa.

The child w: J@m_gught to take them for granted: the servants in the house
would come running a hundred yards to picktip a book if she dropped it. She
was called “Nkosikaas”—Chieftainess, even by the black children her own age.

Later, when the farm grew too small to hold her curiosity, she carried a gun
in the crook of her arm and wandered miles a day, from vlei to vlei, from kopje’
to kopje, accompanied by two dogs: the dogs and the gun were an armour
dgam/st/fea.n\__Becm_gg_fﬂlem she never felt fear,

If a native came into sight along the Kaffir® paths half a mile away, the > dogs
Mﬁushhmm tree as if he were a bird. If he exgostuldted (ln his
uncouth language which was by itself r1d1culou”§)"t'hat was cheek. Tf one-was in
a_good mood; it could be a matter for laughter. - Otherwi: e _passed on,
haLd1y~glanemgattbe-ang-pymman in the tree.

On the rare occasions when white children met together they could amuse
themselves by hailing a passing native in order to make a buffoon of him; tl}_y
could setthe dogs on him and watch him run; they could téase a small black
child as if he were a puppy—save that they would not throw stones and sticks

. at a dog without a sense of guilt.

! Later still, certain questions presented themselves in the child’s mind; and
4}1\ | because the answers-were-not-easy.to. accept, they were silenced by an even
o } greater arrogance of manner._,

Tt was even impossible to think of the black people who worked about the
house as friends, for if she talked to one of them, her mother would come run-
ning anxiously: “Come away; you mustn'’t talk to natives.”

It was this_instilled-consciousness.of danger, of something unpleasant, that
made-it-easy-to-tangh-out-loud, crudely, if a servant made a mistake in his
| English or if he failed to understand an orderﬁthere isa certamnd of Iaugh-
H ter that is fear, afrald of itself.

————

5. Boss. 7. A small hill (Afrikaans). “Vlei”: a shallow
6. The largest city in the Union (now Repub-  paol or swamp (Afrikaans).
lic) of South Africa. 8. A black African; usually used disparagingly.
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One evening, when I was about fourteen, I was walking down the side of a
mealie ficld that had been newly ploughed, so that the great red clods showed
fresh and tumbling to the vlei beyond, like a choppy red sea; it was that hushed
and listening hour, when the birds send long sad calls from tree to tree, and all
the colours of earth and sky and leaf are deep and golden. T had my rifle in the
curve of my arm, and the dogs were at my heels.

In front of me, perhaps a couple of hundred yards away, a group of three
Africans came into sight around the side of a big antheap. I whistled the dogs
close in to my skirts and let the gun swing in my hand, and advanced, waiting
for them to move aside, off the path, in respect for my passing. But they came
on steadily, and the dogs looked up at me for the command to chase. | was
angry. It was “cheek™ for a native not to stand off a path, the moment he
caught sight of you.

In front walked an old man, stooping his weight on to a stick, his hair grizzled
white, a dark red blanket slung over his shoulders like a cloak. Behind him
came two young men, carrying bundles of pots, assegais,' hatchets.

The group was not a usual one. They were not natives seeking wark. These
had an air of dignity, of ,q,uLEH—TDMWr Bwﬁ 1 purpose. It was the dignity
that checked my tongue. I walked quietly on, _ talking softly to the growling
dogs, tﬂ] Twas ten paces away. Then the old man stopped, drawing his blanket
close.

“Mornlng Nkosikaas,” he said, using the customary greeting for any time of
the day.

“Good morning,” I said. “Where are you going?” My voice was a little truculent.

The old man spoke in his own language, thgone of the young men stepped
forward politely and.sa}dr}n carefut-English: “My Chief travels-to see his broth-
ers beyond the river.’

A Chief! T Lhought understanding the pride that made the old _man . stand
before me like an equal—more than an equdl for he showed courtesy, tesy, and I
showed none. R i

The old ‘man spoke again, wearing dignity like an inherited garment, still
standing ten paces off, flanked by his entourage, not looking at me (that would
have been rude) but directing his eyes somewhere over my head at the trees.

“You are the little Nkosikaas from the farm of Baas Jordan?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“Perhaps your father does not remember,” said the interpreter for the old
man, “but there was an affair with some goats. I remember seeing you when
you were . . ."” The young man held his hand at knee level and smiled.

We all smiled.

“What is your name?” | asked.

“This is Chief Mshlanga,” said the young man.

“I will tell my father that I met you,” I said.

The old man said: “My greetings to your father, little Nkosikaas.”

“Good morning,” I said politely, finding the politeness difficult, from lack of
use.

“Morning, little Nkosikaas,” said the old man, and stood aside to let me pass.
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9. Impudence.
1. Spears.

w
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I went by, my gun hanging awkwardly, the dogs sniffing and growling, cheated
of their favourite game of chasing natives like animals.

Not long afterwards I read in an old explorer’s book the phrase: “Chief Msh-
langa’s country.” It went like this: “Our destination was Chief Mshlanga’s
country, to the north of the river; and it was our desire to ask his permission to

prospﬂct_foLg_Jd in his territory.” —

The_phrase “ask his permlssmn was so extraordinary to a white chlld

brought up to consider all hatives as ‘things to use, that it re mygdihgsgggeﬁ-_' :

tions, which could __l;lgE“be suppressed they fermented slowly in my mind..

On another occasion one of those old prospectors who still move over Africa
looking for neglected reefs, with their hammers and tents, and pans for sifting
gold from crushed rock, came to the farm and, in talking of the old days, used
that phrase again: “This was the Old Chief’s country,” he said. “It stretched
from those mountains over there way back to the river, hundreds of miles of

country.” That was his name for our dlstrlct "The 0Old Chlef $ Countr}j ; he did

~_pwnershlp

As I read more books about the time when this part of Africa was opened
up, not much more than fifty years before, 1 found Old Chief Mshlanga had
been a famous man, known to all the explorers and_pLQb_pe(_tors But then he

=had been young; or maybe L,wa&h&ialh&nmxnele&hex&spok&,ofmvlmer

found out.

During that year I met him several times in the part of the farm that was
traversed by natives moving over the country. I learned that the path up the
side of the big red field where the birds sang was the recognized highway for .

migrants. Perhaps I even haunted it in the hope of meeting him: bﬂntrgxﬂeted_l

by him, the exchange of courtesies, -~ seemed {0 answer the questions that trou- |

- Soon I carried a gun in a different spirit; I used it for shoating food and not

..... 4—”"‘
to give me confidence. And Tiow the dogs learned better manners. When I saw

a native approaching, we offered and took greetings; and slowly that other

landscap.e_m__unmdia_ded and my feet struck directly on the Africa ‘African soil,

as_ it were—ott-ef-my life: it was as if LStQQ(LaSLde_tQ Wdtch a sl » slow intin 1nt1mdte
dance of landscape and men, a very old ¢ d@g_e_,_ud:.os&.slep&lmuld not. leam i

—
/
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But I thought: this is my heritage, too; I was bred here; it is my country as he

well as the black mmmﬂof—mom for all of us, w1th-

= S Bttty S oty

out elbowing each other offtmavements and roads.

It seemed it was only necessary to let free that respect 1 felt when I was talk-
ing with old Chief Mshlanga, to let both black and white people meet gently,
with tolerance for each other’s differences: it seemed quite easy.

Then, one day, something new happened. Working in our house as servants
were always three natives: cook, houseboy, garden boy. They used to change as
the farm natives changed: staying for a few months, then moving on to a new
job, or back home to their kraals.? They were thought of as “good” or “bad”
natives; which meant: how did they behave as servants? Were they lazy, effi-
cient, obedient, or disrespectful? If the family felt good-humoured, the phrase

2. Native villages: collections of huts surrounding a central space.



722 | DORIS LESSING

was: “What can you expect from raw black savages?” If we were angry, we said:
“These damned niggers, we would be much better off without them.”

One day, a white policeman was on his rounds of the district, and he said
laughingly: “Did you know you have an 1mportant man in your kltchen:‘”

“What!” exclaimed my mother sharply. “What d“you ‘mean?”

“A Cﬁm‘“ﬂl’ff’"pohceman seemed amused. “He'll boss the tribe when
the old man dies.” T

“He’d better not put on a Chief’s son act with me,” said my mother.

When the policeman left, we looked with different eyes at our cook: he was
a good worker, but he drank too much at week-ends—that was how we knew
him.

He was a tall youth, with very black skin, like black polished metal, his
tightly growing black hair parted white man’s fashion at one side, with a metal
comb from the store stuck into it; very polite, very distant, very quick to obey
an order. Now that it had been pointed out, we said: “Of course, you can see.
Blood always tells.”

Mlmother became strict with him now she knew about his birth and pros-
pects. Sometimes Jmmm@ﬁhe
(;hlef_L _you know.” And he would answer her very quietly, his eyes on the

ground “Yes, Nkosikaas.”

Bﬁéﬁfté’fﬁbon he asked for a whole day off, instead of the customary half-
day, to go home next Sunday.

“How can you go home in one day?”

“It will take me half an hour on my bicycle,” he explained.

I watched the direction he took; and the next day I went off to look for this
kraal; I understood he must be Chief Mshlanga’s successor: there was no other
kraal near enough our farm.

Beyond our boundaries on that side the country was new to me. I followed
unfamiliar paths past kopjes that till now had been part of the jagged horizon,
hazed with distance. This was Government land, which had never been culti-
vated by white men; at first I could not understand why it was that it appeared,
in merely crossing the boundary, I had entered a completely fresh type of land-

. scape. It was a wide green valley, where a small river sparkled, and vivid water-
| | birds darted over the rushes. The grass was thick and soft to my calves, the
|\ trees stood tall and shapely.

i 7. I was used to our farm, whose hundreds of acres of harsh eroded soil bore

i )’ ' trees that had been cut for the mine furnaces and had grown thin and twisted,

\ where the cattle had dragged the grass flat, leaving innumerable criss-crossing

X | trails that deepened each season into gullies, under the force of the rains.

\ - This country had been left untouched, save for prospectors whose picks had
struck a few sparks from the surface of the rocks as they wandered by; and for
migrant natives whose passing had left, perhaps, a charred patch on the trunk
of a tree where their evening fire had nestled.

It was very silent: a hot morning with pigeons cooing throatily, the midday
shadows lying dense and thick with clear yellow spaces of sunlight between
f‘\and in all that wide green park-like valley, not a human soul but myself.
I was listening to the quick regular tapping of a woodpecker when slow

Chl“ feehng seemed to grow up from the small of my back to my shoulders, in a

consfricting spasm like a shudder, and at the toots of my haira tll’l‘Tll'lg sensa-

'& tion began and ran down over the surface of my flesh, leaving me goose-fléshed

QA
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and cold, though I was damp_with sweat. Fever? I thought; then uneasily,
turned to look over my shoulder; and realized suddenly that this was fear. It was
extraordinary, even humiliating. It was. amM:Weyears I had walked
by, Vr_n_yself—mze.r_thls.“country I had never known a moment’s uneasiness; in the

\ beginning because I had been suppoited by a gun and the dogs, then because I

'had learnt an easy friendliness for the Africans g er.
had learnt an eaqy,,[n.e_ndhness wr Tight e encount

[ha Eaa reaaThls feehng

You move wan]y, as 1f your very passmg disturbs somethmg old and evﬂ, some-
thing dark and big and angry that might suddenly rear and strike from behind.
You look at groves of entwined trees, and picture the animals that might be
lurking there; you look at the river running slowly, dropping from level to level
through the vlei, spreading into pools where at night the bucks come to drink,
and the crocodiles rise and drag them by their soft noses into yinderwater
caves. Fear possessed me. I found I was turning,.mundaad—wnﬁd‘f-bmus&of
that shapeless menace behind me that_M_J,grhg_rkeﬂgjLQu.t,and,_takewrgg 1 kept
olancing at the files of kopjes which, seen from a different angle, secemed to
change with every step so that even known landmarks, like a big mountain that
had sentinelled my world since I first became conscious of it, showed an unfa-
miliar sunlit valley among its foothills. I did not kno was..| was lost.
Panic seized me. I found I was spinning round and round, staring anxmu;lyﬂt
this tr:e—;rﬁ tha@ at the sun which’ appeareﬁ"’tghayamﬂmd_mto an
eastern n slant, shedding. t_heﬁ;,,gd yellow hght sunset. Hours must have passed!
[ Iooked. at my watch and found. that.this. state_of meaningless terror hadlasted
Eg:rhdps ten minutes. .

,,r\ The_point was tl that it was meaningless. I was not ten miles from home: I had
only to take my way back along the valley to find myself at the fence; away
among the foothills of the kopjes gleamed the roof of a neighbour’s house, and
a couple of hours’ walking would reach it. This was the sort of fear that con-
tracts the flesh of a dog at night and sets him howling at the full moon. It had
nothing to do with what | thought or felt; ; and [ was more disturbed by the fact
that I could become its victim than of the physical sensation itself: I walked
steadily on,  quietened, in a divided mind, watching my own_pricking herves
_gn?rannrehpnqwe c]dnce‘; “from side to qlde with a d]sgusted amusement.

Deliberately 1 set myself to think of this village I was seeking, ‘and what I

should do when I entered it—if I could find it, which was doubtful, since I was

walking aimlessly and it might be anywhere in the hundreds of thousands of
acres of bush that stretched about me. With my mind on that village, I realized
that a new sensation was added to the fear: loneliness. Now such a terror of

‘isolation invaded me that I could hardly. walk; and if it were not that I came

‘over the crest of a small rise and saw a village below me, I should have turned

and gone home. It was a cluster of thatched huts in a (,lecmng among trees,

TheLw.@r@»neatnpat{:hesngf mealies and. _pumpkms and millet, and cattle grazed

gndx;n-&efhe—trees*at"'cr*dmmﬂce F@Wlsuscmtehed _am.on.g_ihe huts dogs lay

tary u£1.h@~r-we~1=+lym0 hke.an enclosing arm around the vill village.
As I came close I saw the huts were lovingly decorated with patterns of yel-

low.and red and ochre n mud on the walls; and the ;hatch was tled in place with

|;|_a.}t-9-ef—s~n AW T
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This was not at all like our farm compound, a dirty and neglected place, a
temporary home for migrants who_had no roots in it. ’

And now I did not know what to do next. I called a small black boy, who was
sitting on a lot playing a stringed gourd, quite naked except for the strings of
blue beads round his neck, and said: “Tell the Chief I am here.” The child
stuck his thumb in his mouth and stared shyly back at me.

For minutes I shifted my feet on the edge of what seemed a deserted village
till at last the child scuttled off, and then some women came. They werf;

draped in bright cloths, with brass glinting in_their ears and_on their arms.

B They also stared, silentl m;:thﬁn_tumﬁdwmfchauﬂ_amn,ug‘,;hgm 1selves,

o --.J'I said again: “Can I see Chief Mshlanga®” I saw they caught the name; they
« ' did not understand what I wanted. I did not understand myself.

¥
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¥
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| for the occasion. To meet me, on our own fa_;m_,yvésV'Qne..lching;,,;i)‘l:ﬁ:l,:.slmuld
“E /

At last I walked through them and came past the huts and saw a clearing
under a big shady tree, where a dozen old men sat crosslegged on the ground
talking. Chief Mshlanga was leaning back against the tree, holding a gourd ir;
his hand, from which he had been drinking. When he saw me, not a muscle of
his face moved, and I could see he was not pleased: perhaps he was afflicted
with my own shyness, due to being unable (o find the right forms of courtesy

not have come here. What had I expected? I couldnot-join them-socially: the
thing was unheard of. Bad enough that I, a white girl, should be walking the
veld alone as a white man might: and in this part of the bush where UI;Ty Gov-
ernment officials had the right to move. e et il

Again I stood, smiling foolishly, while behind me stood the groups of brightly
clad, chattering women, their faces alert with curiosity and interest, and in
front of me sat the old men, with old lined faces, their eyes guarded, aloof. It
was a village of ancients and children and women. Even the two yorung men
who kneeled beside the Chief were not those I had seen with him previously:
the young men were all away working on the white men’s farms and mines, and
the Chief must depend on relatives who were temporarily on holiday for his
attendants.

“The small white Nkosikaas is far from home,” remarked the old man at last.

“Yes,” I agreed, “it is far.” I wanted to say: ‘I have come to pay you a friendly
visit, Chief Mshlanga.” I could-not_say it. I might now be féelinig_an urgent
helpless desire to get to know these men and women as people, to be accepted
by them as a friend, but the truth was I had setout in a spirit of curloslty:Lhad
wanted to see the village that one day our cook, the reserved and obedient
young man who got drunk-on Sundays, would one day rule over. - v

“The child of Nkosi Jordan is welcome,” said Chief Mshlanga.

“Thank you,” I said, and could think of nothing more to say. There was a
silence, while the flies rose and began to buzz around my head; and the wind
shook a little in the thick green tree that spread its branches over the old men.

“Good morning,” I said at last. “I have to return now to my home.”

“Morning, little Nkosikaas,” said Chief Mshlanga.

[ walked away from the indifferent village, over the rise past _the staring

amber-eyed goats, down through the téilﬁéta_tglj; trees into the great rich green

vattey-where the river meandered and the pigeons cooed tales of plenty and the

W(;)Hﬁéc'kér tapped softly. TR

e B

THE OLD CHIEF MSHLANGA | 725

The fear had gone; the loneliness had set into stiff-necked stoicism; there
was now a queer hostility in the landscape, a cold, hard, sullen indomitability
that walked with me, as strong as a wall, as intangible as smoke;.it seemed to
say to me: you walk here as a destroyer. I went slowly iomewards, with an
empty heart: I had Iearred that-if-one-carmot-catt-a country to-heel likea dog,

neither can one dismiss the pastwitha smile irraneasy gush of feeling, saying:

[ could not help it, I am also a victim._ s

I only saw Chief Mshlanga once again.

One night my father’s big red land was trampled down by small sharp hooves,
and it was discovered that the culprits were goats from Chief Mshalanga’s
kraal. This had happened once before, years ago.

My father confiscated all the goats. Then he sent a message to the old Chief
that if he wanted them he would have to pay for the damage.

He arrived at our house at the time of sunset one evening, looking very old and
bent now, walking stiffly under his regally-draped blanket, leaning on a big stick.
My father sat himself down in his big chair below the steps of the house; the old
man squatted carefully on the ground before him, flanked by his two young men.

The palaver was long and painful, because of the bad English of the young

man who interpreted, and because my father could-netspeak dialect, but anly
kitchen kaffir.

From my father’s point of view, at least two hundred pounds’ worth of dam-
age had been done to the crop. He knew he could not get the money from the
old man. He felt he was entitled to keep the goats. As for the old Chief, he kept
repeating angrily: “Twenty goats! My people cannot lose twenty goats! We are
not rich, like the Nkosi Jordan, to lose twenty goats at once.”

My father did not think of himself as rich, but rather as very poor. He spoke
quickly and angrily in return, saying that the damage done meant a great deal
to him, and that he was entitled to the goats.

At last it grew so heated that the cook, the Chief’s son, was called from the
kitchen to be interpreter, and now my father spoke fluently in English, and our
cook translated rapidly so that the old man could understand how very angry
my father was. The young man spoke without emotion, in a mechanical way,
his eyes lowered, but showing how he felt his position by a hostile uncomfort-
able set of the shoulders.

It was now in the late sunset, the sky a welter of colours, the birds singing
their last songs, and the cattle, lowing peacefully, moving past us towards their
sheds for the night. It was the hour when Africa is most beautiful; and here
was this pathetic, ugly scene,.doing no one-any-good.

At last my father stated finally: “I'm not going to argue about it. [ am keeping
the goats.”

The old Chief flashed back in his own language: “That means that my people
will go hungry when the dry season comes.”

“Go to the police, then,” said my father, and looked triumphant.

There was, of course, no more to be said.

The old man sat silent, his head bent, his hands dangling helplessly over his
withered knees. Then he rose, the young men helping him, and he stood facing
my father. He spoke once again, very stiffly; and turned away and went home

to his village.
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“What did he say?” asked my father of the young man, who laughed uncom-
fortably and would not meet his eyes.

“What did he say?” insisted my father.
1+ Our cook stood straight and silent, his brows knotted together. Then he i R e

\ N i . .
Al spoke. “My father says: All this land, this land you call yours, is his land, and 1911-1955
Ca belongs to.ourpeople.” e T
) Having made this statement, he walked off into the bush after his father, and
we did not see him.again. ’
Our next-cook-wasa ‘migrant-from_Nyasaland, with no expectations of i : h
greatness. e — eaders of modern Urdu literature, region. Looking for direction, Manto
Next timf the policeman came on his rounds he was told this story. He whi§h is now produced in Pakis‘gan inft‘)rmallyljoi'nedalocal Socialj\st group.
remarked: “That kraal has no right to be there; it should have_heen moved and India as well as the South Asian This association had a greater influence
long ago. I don’t know why no one has done anything about it. I'll have a chat diaspora in the West, often value it most ~ on his writing than on his politics, lead-
with the Native Commissioner next week. I'm égi“ﬁ“gﬁg%‘; N—————" for its novels and poetry. But if there is  ing him to read Russian, French, and
day, anyway.” n one genre in which recent Urdu writing ~ English literature, to translate works by
Some time later we_heard that Chief Mshlanga and his people had b stands out in world literature, it is the Victor Hugo and Oscar Wilde into
% ‘moved two hundred_miles. »east,-,,‘ta-‘,a;%ur-gpéf P “IV:?’I;h PG ~heen short story, which has attracted the Urdu, and to try writing short stories
~land was going to be opened up for white SﬁttLer;ieri SO‘-,nW-m fzoveriment oreatest imaginative talent and technical  himself. After an initial literary success,
e thevﬂlaée Egaiﬂ’,ﬁéb-o B ye o ftérwaqul - i skill in the language since Premchand and another failed attempt at higher
there. Mounds of red mud, where the huts had b h: S e g set the standard early in the twentieth ~education (at Aligarh Muslim Univer-
thatch over Ehem, veited \;vith the retma%&?gfgf ?}:e iilhl.(tmg swat%fl?m ttlgg century. Even in a field crowded with sity), Manto found his first job, with a
{fiDES Hoted evé;ﬁﬁé;é, SR e e - 1 WA .}M; e_aﬂQQLr,E_R‘iIEEm masters, however, Saadat Hasan Manto ~ popular magazine in Lahore, northern
the g}éé}?_gvafde'n Tl ol T andetont o : d%“‘"‘“”‘”gmr' 2 fe“ﬁtg“gggs_iowtﬁhat remains exceptional for his scope and India’s cultural center in the late colo-
pumpkins. The bushes Wéfé"zfoﬁdizotj - thangled O\ielvrbead: e Ea ) festival of depth. Late in his short life, Manto com-  nial period.
]ihfivSﬁt]ﬁl:—-l&ekymn@ugh " o a-l-]%)ttge’i theeI}i‘ii_lg‘[g“sb"spfﬁg'—yﬁdﬁgm? posed an epitaph for himself that cap- This journalistic experience enabled
i : : »A i ted-the- WAL\ C—¥ i __Q_C__‘;O_Se to - s . 2 A
cultivate.this particular section) would find, sud denly, in the middle of 3 mealic tures the combination of sardonic humor ~ Manto to move to Bombay in 1936, as

field, the plants y - g ot and irony that characterized most of his  the editor of an Indian film weekly. He
plants.were growing fifteen feet tall, the weight of the cobs dragging at fiction: “Here lies Saadat Hasan Manto.  fell in love with the city, and lived there

the stalks,-and d Liabasii 7 ot g rageing al
and wonder-what-unsuspected.vein of richness he had struck. With him lie buried all the arts and mys- for more than a decade, working for
1951 teries of short-story writing. Lying under ~ periodicals, film companies, and radio,

—

-

mounds of earth, he wonders which of
the two is the greater composer of short
stories—God, or he.”

Manto was born in 1911 near Ludhi-
ana in Punjab; his family, middle-class
Muslims originally from Kashmir, had
settled in Amritsar (now near the India-
Pakistan border), which became his
“home town.” Manto was an unsuccess-
ful student; he failed his high-school
examination in Urdu, his future literary
language; and he dropped out of college
after repeating a year in the freshman
class. Throughout his teenage years,
Punjab was in political turmoil: the
1919 Jallianwallah Bagh massacre in
Amritsar, in which British-Indian sol-
diers fired indiscriminately at Indians
gathered for a peaceful political rally,
had triggered widespread unrest in the

and writing short stories and film seripts.
For Manto, the Partition of the subcon-
tinent at the end of British colonial rule,
in August 1947, posed an existential
dilemma; his wife, children, and ex-
tended family migrated to Pakistan, but
he stayed on, because he “found it
impossible to decide which of the two
countries was now my homeland—India
or Pakistan?”

By January 1948, however, Manto
could no longer remain in Bombay,
because of local retaliation against
Muslims. Although he left for Lahore
to join his family, the move proved to
be disastrous. He witnessed, close-up,
the bloodshed among Hindus, Mus-
lims, and Sikhs over land and property,
which left at least one million dead
and forced the displacement of at least
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