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Born in South Africa, Justin Cartwright lived in Britain after studying at Trinity College, Oxford. He worked in advertising and directed documentaries, films and television commercials, and wrote seventeen novels. They include the Booker-shortlisted In Every Face I Meet, the Whitbread Novel Award-winner Leading the Cheers and the acclaimed White Lightning, shortlisted for the 2002 Whitbread Novel Award. His novel Look At It This Way was made into a three-part drama by the BBC in 1992, and he also published three works of non-fiction. He died in December 2018.
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Paris

The old cinemas – movie houses, fleapits, bioscopes, bughouses et cetera – were fine places. They had odours of their own, which suggested the nature of what went on there. Popcorn, sugary drinks, tobacco smoke, chocolate and quite a lot of semen had escaped into the atmosphere. A few hundred people sat there farting, chewing, whispering, exhaling; there was bound to be a lot of gas, moisture and aroma coming from these people in two hours. Fear, love, and excitement on screen produced complementary bodily reactions off screen. As a result, the old moviehouses had a scent which was part canteen and part latrine.

You could also smell the celluloid overheating in the projector and occasionally even smell it burning. (It’s something, like murder, you see more often in movies than in real life, in the sort of atmospheric movie set in a small town where the cinema stands for lost values and the elderly projectionist is a man with a past. He is seen carrying the huge reels of film to the projectors, which look like bits of antiquated farm equipment, contemplating this past. In these movies you can be sure that the celluloid will, at some point, burn, either as the young trainee makes love to a nubile girl who shares his dreams of escape to the city, or the elderly projectionist suffers a heart attack. The celluloid develops a fatal melanoma which spreads quickly outwards as the nitrate first melts down and then catches fire.)

 

The cinemas along the Champs-Élysées have a glittering, Las Vegas look to them. The hoardings are boldly, and surprisingly naïvely, painted, a provincial depiction of the glamorous sexual allure which the French associate with movies. I see the movie I want, advertised by a tall, nearly naked Masai warrior, looking surprisingly like the tennis player Yannick Noah, but none the less carrying a spear and wearing the Masai cloak of red loosely over one shoulder. This hoarding is nearly fifty feet high, I would guess, and even here, among the posters of women with perfectly formed bosoms accompanying elegantly clad bastards, I have to admit it stands out: RÊVES MASAI. Un film de S. O. Letterman. Underneath is what should be the clincher: Avec Mel Gibson et Julia Roberts.

The French have been urged to boycott the film because Julia Roberts is playing a Frenchwoman. There has been a very minor scandal in the press about this and the fact that she plays a woman betrayed to the SS by her compatriots. Still, the film is doing good business.

I pass under the neon archway. For a moment I wonder if you still give the usherette a small pourboire as you used to. In those days she would find your seat for you; only she was equipped with the arcane knowledge and a small flashlight necessary for this. You stumbled after her with your fifty centimes ready. Not now. The cinema has the blandness and the textures of an airport lounge. The large, comfortable seats are clearly indicated. Although the French are heavy smokers of dark tobacco, the air is clean and synthetic. It is afternoon. The cinema is not full, but there are some very enthusiastic, almost carnivorous, kissers at work. They see no need to court anonymity at the back of the cinema. The carpet on the floor continues seamlessly up the walls and the interior has been bent into smooth curves. French designers in the recent past decided that the ovoid was a shape of the utmost modernity. In French airports, television monitors are housed in eggs. Furniture is often elliptical, and there are cars here hunched into a foetal crouch, like actors improvising the shape of an egg.

The lights dim and the ads come on. French ads are full of sex. Young girls run around with their breasts exposed at the least excuse. (Their breasts have a remarkable elasticity and independence.) The world the ads portray is full of clues about the state of the nation. Over at the Collège de France they may be worrying about the rise of the right, but here they are worried about panty liners, mineral water and cheese. You won’t be surprised to hear that both cheese and mineral water can be very good for your sex life, as, of course, are effective panty liners.

 

The main movie starts in an interesting way: the sky is limpidly cerulean – as it only appears on postcards. After a few moments, the noise of an aeroplane engine is heard. It is obviously going to enter our field of vision soon; the noise progresses from the right to the centre of the cinema. But before the plane appears, another interesting thing happens: the apparently still frame of the improbable sky is actually moving, which we only discover as a mountain comes into view. It sweeps onto the screen and holds still, right in the middle. It is a curiously shaped mountain, clearly a volcanic shape, but strangely streaked with grey and white, the appearance of the dirty snow you find after the thaw. At this moment, of course, the tiny biplane appears from behind the mountain, and we realize just how high the mountain is. Up to that point it might have been taken to be a small hill; there are no trees or houses to lend scale as it stands on a bare plain.

 

The biplane is from that romantic era when planes and cars were thought to have personalities. (My father used to refer to his car as ‘she’.) Its wings are braced by cross wires and its single engine makes a thudding sound as it flies straight at the camera. As it comes closer, strange, barbarous singing rises. All in one shot – the virtuoso shot which daring directors like to attempt – the camera pans down as the plane banks before landing and we find a large crowd of Masai running towards the intended landing site. They all carry spears and are painted in red ochre; they run with long, somewhat awkward strides; it is from them the singing is coming, although, of course, it is apparent that their singing has been incorporated into a richer soundtrack which is now swelling portentously. The plane touches down on very rough ground: its wheelbarrow wheels bounce and one set of wings rises alarmingly while the other dips. Now the Masai and the plane are converging. It’s a magnificent shot: the Masai run, run, run, run; because of the optics it is dreamlike. The little plane bounces, shudders, slews and finally makes lasting contact with the ground. At exactly the right moment, as the plane comes to a halt, the Masai warriors, in a highly agitated state, reach the plane, and the camera closes on the pilot, whose face as he removes his leather flying helmet and goggles appears just above the bobbing red ochre composition of plaited hair and fat-shone bodies. It is Mel Gibson, with a grave expression, which can’t quite suppress his unruly Aussieness.

As he climbs out of the plane and is engulfed by the warriors, the titles roll. I often find this technique, of trying to create expectation by delaying, or even previewing, the start of the action, irritating. But here I think it works admirably, because it conveys the grandeur of the location, the intense, physical nature of the Masai, and the lonely pilot, an envoy from another world.

Now the picture changes dramatically. It is completely dark. A pinpoint of light appears, dancing and swaying in the surrounding inkiness. For a moment it vanishes and then returns. All the rich colour of the African scene has gone. We see nothing but this mysterious light, a chilly firefly, coming towards us. In fact we wonder if it is actually coming towards us. Then we hear a familiar sound, the sound of a train in the distance. The pistons of the steam locomotive are like a heartbeat, unnaturally accelerated. Now we see an outline of the locomotive. It is upon us, completely unexpected, apparently running right over us with a terrible noise, the noise of a foundry or a steel mill. Now it is going away, equally unpredictably, and we see only a small red light on the back of the train.

We are now inside the train. At first it is hard to make out what is happening. There are human shapes lying on the floor. Then we make out two people standing, their heads nodding. Now we know immediately what we are meant to know, because these are orthodox Jews, praying and nodding, and we are in a cattle truck in the night.


Chapter 1

Beneath the hotel where I am based, temporarily, is a restaurant – a long, cool room with fans which move the air about so that occasionally a fly, rising heavily from the samosas, will be caught in the turbulence and sent spinning away in the direction of the curried chicken, which waits in metal containers for the customers. This chicken is excellent, although the birds are scrawny with a skin so rough it might contain a message in braille. In its containers the chicken settles in its turmeric yellow sauce, and gently disintegrates, so that the legs separate into their muscles and the stencilled skin hangs loosely. It improves as the day wears on. In this room you can get five times the official exchange rate. Very few tourists come here, but there are a number of aid workers who are regulars: locust control officers and agricultural experts with parched, bleached children wearing Mickey Mouse T-shirts. The parents seem to feel that this display of verve – the bright shirts with happy themes – is a protection against the intransigent world in which they find themselves. Anyway, you can eat here, without fencing your currency, for next to nothing.

The tape-recordings are primitive. The tape, made to some vanished standard of the 1930s, is like linen. It is textured and creased. It reminds me of a much-ironed tablecloth in a family restaurant.

Claude (Claudia) Cohn-Casson made hours of recordings of Masai song and Masai legend. I have had them transferred to little piles of cassettes. By my side I have Fr Mol’s Dictionary of Masai Place Names and Hollis’s Masai Language and Folklore, 1905. Evidently, Claudia was looking for the link between magic and the structure of Masai society. French sociologists and ethnographers of the first half of the twentieth century were sure that there were general rules of society which could be deduced from the study of what was common in mankind, all part of the ‘conscience collective’ also known as ‘l’âme collective’.

Other anthropologists believed that primitive – ‘savage’ – societies were survivors of earlier stages of evolution. They therefore believed that studying them would produce useful evidence of the development of our own societies, which were thought to be more evolved. This is now described dismissively as ‘the time machine approach’.

I hear Claudia’s voice, carefully reading the translations between each song. Her voice is clear, slightly didactic and also somewhat artificial, like someone speaking into an answerphone. I wish I could speak French well enough to get all the subtleties of her accent and intonation. Was she daunted by the uncharted reality of Masai life and the task of shaping it according to the prescriptions of Durkheim, Lévy-Bruhl and Mauss? These chaps sat comfortably in their studies or grandly ensconced in the great amphitheatres of the Sorbonne, perhaps a little fieldwork behind them, spinning their intellectual theories with airy ease.

Doggedly – on the evidence of the tapes – Claudia recorded and translated day after day. The Masai’s curious, whining song stops and Claudia records her translation. This was the raw material which she planned to use to make her name in the new anthropology, a French Margaret Mead. Most of the tapes are the songs and laments of women, for example:

I have eaten alone, miserable in my shame

Generous Ngai, answer my prayers

Do not forget all those like me who are childless

Whose backs are cold without a baby to carry.

My room is large and cool with a view out over some shambas where banana trees are grown and a thriving workshop, manufacturing auto spares out of other auto spares, sets up a lively clanking at dawn. The hotel is owned by an Indian, a third-generation Tanzanian. He tells me that the town was used for the location scenes in Mogambo, a film which starred Ava Gardner, Clark Gable and Grace Kelly. I remember her sending a postcard to my father, saying, ‘Be seeing you in Mogambo, love Ava.’ I was puzzled, because I wondered how she had got our address. To Amin Shah this era – he is speaking of the 1950s – was a golden era. The clocktower was functioning (his hotel is called the Clocktower and overlooks this dilapidated monument), the streets orderly, the park sprucely planted and a sense of purpose chimed every hour.

I have spent three days listening to Claudia Cohn-Casson’s tapes.

O Dieu, faites que mon mari ne devienne

pas berger, pour n’avoir pas de fils.

(O God, prevent my husband becoming a herdboy

for the want of a son.)

There are some Masai outside on the street. These are mostly the stay-at-home Masai who took up farming after the rinderpest plague devastated their herds at the turn of the century. Genuine, plains-dwelling Masai also come to town, where they wander disdainfully among the artefacts of the metropolis. They have a way of walking extremely slowly, but persistently, as though they fear the townies are going to buttonhole them if they stop to admire anything on display. However, they do stop frequently to shake hands with acquaintances, planting their spears in the ground, which is unyielding, packed by thousands of pairs of feet. As they talk to their pals, they gesture over their shoulders, or smile wryly at the urbanites. This world, bowed down – bent double – with possessions, amuses them. Perhaps sometimes they envy it. This world seems to produce in its inhabitants what the French sociologists called anomie. The Masai’s possessions are cattle, goats and children. The children are there to look after the cattle and to keep their mothers’ backs warm.

Claudia reads the song again, her voice acquiring a certain emotional timbre as she says:

Please grant me a good baby, cattle are not payment enough, only a child will do.



She is catching the mood of the Masai women, plangent but also playful. It is possible this is just a quality of the ancient recordings. I find myself listening for anything Jewish in her enunciation.

Downstairs the fans are wafting the smell of chicken curry and samosas up to my room. The whole building is permeated by curry. These smells have entered the brickwork and lodged there over the years since Shah Buildings (1951) were erected. A small plaque shows that the building was declared open by the District Commissioner himself, Ronald Beaton MBE. When he opened the building the curry was only just beginning its infiltration. Now it has taken full possession of the fabric. It is soothing. In a Masai hut the smell of smoke and small animals lies heavily in the air. No Masai – Claudia writes – can help but associate their warm odour with humanness. It is the nexus of humanity. Living alone here in this aromatic bazaar I am content. Sometimes I am ecstatic. I have no desire to get on with the job in hand.

Outside my window, past the shambas, is a river. It flows down from the mountains where coffee planters and fundamental Christians have set up shop, both types of enterprise providing employment, and both providing evidence of the connection between Protestantism and the work ethic. The river flows from the higher reaches, where the colobus monkey (which looks like a conventional monkey dressed up as the chancellor of a university) crashes and collides with the branches of huge trees. (It seems to me to climb trees about as skilfully as the chancellor of a university.) I can see, whenever I wish, vehicles being washed in the river. Landrovers, Toyotas, Peugeots – strong cars – are driven right into the water and splashed down. It reminds me of the temple elephants being washed in the river at Kandy, and probably has the same ritualistic significance. A little further upstream women are washing clothing and linen, and spreading them on the rocks to dry. The cloth is a rich, ochre red or a deep, inky blue. These are Masai colours. The cloth is made in faraway places, outside the Masai cosmos. All over Africa women wash clothes in this way. My own clothes have just come back from the wash. They are spotlessly clean, pressed and folded and lying now on the foot of my bed, like a well-made sandwich. I find it difficult to fold a shirt or hang up a pair of trousers; I appreciate the craft in this. Out there they are flailing away at the clothes, pounding them on the rocks, shouting to each other, loosing little rafts of bubbles and slicks of palm oil on the surface of the water, turning an everyday activity into a ritual. One woman is singing. As I play my tapes, I imagine that she is the singer, begging God to give her a baby, but as she turns I see that there is already a baby attached to her back. When she stoops to knead and pound the clothes, the baby’s head is tipped down towards the water, and then it bobs upwards again as she stands erect. How many times a day is this child inverted? There may be important clues for a paediatric study along the lines of the cradled and uncradled theories of pre-war anthropologists. What is absorbed by a child bobbing up and down like this, close to its mother’s back in the cheerful hubbub of the occasion? You can see the attraction of fieldwork for the nimble: there is no end to the connections you could make.
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