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Inshallah 

 

Michael Armstrong  

 

When you live in the Gulf, you learn some Arabic words simply because you hear 

them so often. You hear ‘Assalaam alaykum’ (peace be with you) whenever someone 

walks into a room. Those in the room reply, ‘Alaykum assalaam’ (and peace be with 

you). I’m not sure whether the words, coming from citizens of a region perpetually 

troubled by conflict, are ironic or apt. You can use the shortened ‘Salaam’ (peace) 

instead to initiate or return a greeting, but I always think about bell-bottoms and 

hippies when I hear ‘Salaam’ and have to stifle a laugh. And ‘Salaam’ is often 

accompanied by a slowly raised hand that reminds me of the lazy Nazi salute officers 

give each other in movies. 

There are some Arabic intonations that most Westerners will never master. 

The glottal stops and the inflections are a mystery to me. And there are regional 

variations, dialects and ‘Classical Arabic’, a phrase I hear the Lebanese use a lot. But 

I continue to butcher the little of the language I know, and the Gulf Arabs just smile 

and say, ‘Yes, that is right,’ both of us knowing it is not.  

The Gulf States are unusual because citizens constitute only a minority of the 

population. Most are expats from the subcontinent, Africa, the Philippines, Iran, or 

other Arab states like Egypt, Lebanon and Palestine — although a lot fewer 

Palestinians since the Gulf War. There are comparatively few Westerners. You rarely 

meet citizens in the normal course of your day because they do not take service or 

menial jobs. Because of this and the regional variations of the language, it is often 

difficult to understand expats when they pronounce basic Arabic words you have 

learned. And, as many of the expats you meet speak only fragmented English, 

defaulting to broken Arabic is often the only option.  

One evening about 11 pm, I heard a siren when I was getting out of the 

shower. I thought it was a police car on the street below — at the time, we were living 

on the fourteenth floor of an apartment building. Then I heard a voice through a loud 

speaker. An American voice. After getting dressed, I looked to the street below and 

saw nothing unusual. Then the sirens and the American voice came again. The noise 

was not just coming from our building; it was coming from our apartment. We were 

living in a duplex, and in the ceiling high above the void near the staircase, I saw the 

speaker. ‘Evacuate the building. Do not take the elevators. This is an emergency. 

Evacuate the building.’ More of the loud screeching siren. I told my wife and 

daughter to wait and I went to investigate.  

I looked down to the street again: nothing, no fire trucks, police cars, nothing. 

I thought about taking the stairs, and then heard the elevator’s bell a few floors below. 

It arrived and I took it to the ground floor. Our building was large and had about three 

or four security guards on duty at any one time. I went to the lobby and saw two 

guards. They smiled at me and I asked if there was a problem. I said, ‘Evacuation?’  

One turned to the other. ‘Shinoo?’ (What?)  

I explained that I’d heard a siren and someone over a speaker telling us to 

evacuate. I kept repeating ‘evacuate’. Their body language suggested nothing was 

wrong and I saw no other tenants rushing outside, so after a few minutes I walked 
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back to the elevator. As I was walking, I chided myself for using the word ‘evacuate’. 

How would they know what ‘evacuate’ means? Idiot. I should have said ‘alarm’.  

As I approached the elevator, an older security guard, one I recognised and 

thought had a better command of English, came out when the doors opened. I asked, 

‘Alarm?’  

He smiled broadly, gave me the lazy Nazi salute and said, ‘Salaam!’  

I went back to the apartment and slept. 

A word you will hear often is al hamdulillah (Thank God). There are some 

who use it in a religious sense, but for most it is said to show relief, the same as if an 

Australian were saying, ‘Thank God I remembered to bring my umbrella today’. 

Arabs will describe a car accident (and there are many accidents here) in English, but 

sprinkle the description of the accident with many al hamdulillahs. And when greeted 

and asked about their health, Gulf Arabs will invariably say, ‘al hamdulillah’. 

One of my favourite Arabic words is ‘Wa’allah’ (I swear). I like it because I 

often hear it from desperate, imploring students who are adamant that they had 

completed an assignment I had not received: ‘Wa’allah, I emailed it to you on 

Thursday’. You will hear ‘Wa’allah’ often during arguments, as though the swearing 

is in some way persuasive — it is not and everyone knows it. 

But the word you will hear the most in the Gulf is ‘Inshallah’. It means, ‘God 

willing’ or ‘If God wills it’. It is said in a religious context at times, but mostly it is an 

everyday word that equates to the now almost defunct Australian phrase, ‘She’ll be 

right’. Arabs want to be polite and helpful; they do not want to say ‘no’. ‘Inshallah’ 

offers a qualification to any agreement, a clause if you like, that voids any promise 

should one of the parties not be able to execute their part of the bargain. You will hear 

‘Inshallah’ whenever you ask someone to do something or make a commitment: 

‘How long will it take to fix the tap?’ ‘Ithneen. Two days.’ ‘Two days?’ ‘Two days, 

Inshallah.’ ‘When will my dry cleaning be ready?’ ‘After tomorrow.’ ‘So, Tuesday?’ 

‘Yes, Tuesday, Inshallah.’ ‘I will see you in class on Thursday.’ ‘Inshallah.’  

You can get almost anything home delivered in the Gulf, and I was once 

recommended a home delivery shopping service by a colleague. She said the food was 

good, reasonably cheap, and delivered within four hours. I tried it out, ordering and 

paying online. After four hours, my groceries had not arrived, but as it was Ramadan 

and they were likely to be busy during the evening, I gave them another hour and then 

called. Now after 10 pm, I told the operator to hold my delivery until after 5 pm the 

following day. He said, ‘Okay, tomorrow after 5 pm. Inshallah’.  

At 1 am, my phone rang. The driver was downstairs. ‘Delivery. Which 

apartment?’ I quietly told him to bugger-off and fifteen minutes later received an 

enquiry from the call centre. I explained that I had asked for delivery the following 

day after 5 pm. ‘Okay. After 5 pm. Inshallah.’ At work around midday, the driver 

called again. ‘Delivery. Which apartment?’ More choice words.  

When my groceries had again not arrived by mid-evening, I called and 

cancelled my order. At 1:15 am, I received another call. The driver was downstairs. 

Again the call centre was on the line fifteen minutes later. This time I let them have it, 

the words unprintable and my Australian accent more distinct. ‘Don’t angry,’ he said. 

He would organise a refund tomorrow … ‘Inshallah’. 
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Cold Restless Water 

 

Alzo David-West 

 

She is standing at the foot of the bridge, staring at the river, in the snowy night, and 

the painful thoughts overwhelm her as she wonders in that moment, that terrible 

moment of anguished indecision. 

She doesn’t know what to do with her life because she feels useless and 

lonely and alone in spite of the doctrine, the teachings, and the double-portrait badge 

of the leaders on her breast, so she throws herself, and the winter wind rings in her 

ears like jangling teeth. Her body tumbles and sinks, and soon, the drowning comes. 

Her lungs become stifled, and she chokes, panicking and struggling, but only because 

the body wants to live while the soul wants to die. 

Suddenly, a hard grip, hands in the dark submergence, and she breathes the 

violent stabbing air and sees a man, with grey hair, and the frigid waves trembling 

around them. She faints and later awakens, finding herself on the ground and him 

lying next to her, dead; and she is freezing. A life given for a life. 

Shivering, with mist coming from her mouth, she cries and shouts and kicks 

him, demanding why he did it, this stranger, this idiot in a dress shirt and dress pants, 

with no shoes on, lying there because of her. She runs away, and the snowfall buries 

her shoeprints. 

Schoolchildren playing on the frozen river, in the morning, find the man 

under a white mound and excitedly call out to the people on their way to work. 

Women scream and men gasp, and police and security agents come to take him away. 

Someone finds a coat, a jacket, and shoes on a bridge and a foreign book in the coat 

pocket, yet no one ever knew why the old man died. 

 

He was going home much later than usual, walking from the editorial department of 

the Foreign Languages Publishing House, troubled over the upsetting French novels 

he was assigned to read and select for translation. That is when he saw the young 

woman at the bridge, and he knew there would never be a second chance for her or for 

him. No, no, he could not be an immoral man, not like the cruel existential hero who 

only cared about himself, so when she threw herself, he ran to the bridge, took off his 

coat, his jacket, and his shoes, and jumped after her, into the cold restless water. 
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Colonel Light’s Footprint 

Janet Kaye Garrick 

 

Gary’s mother thought she was cheap then, did she? He wouldn’t admit she’d said it, 

but Debbie had distinctly heard the woman say it. Just the other night. 

 It was the very first time Debbie had actually gone inside Gary’s house, 

although she’d walked past or ridden past it on her bike plenty enough times, 

pretending to be heading somewhere else. And occasionally, if he was feeling too 

knackered to come all the way to her place, he’d ask her to come and wait for him 

outside his front fence on one of their date nights. She knew well enough, then, what 

that house looked like from the outside and once or twice she’d glimpsed one of his 

parents watering the front lawn. 

 But last Friday, the two of them were on their way to the drive-in when Gary 

remembered he’d forgotten the you-know-whats and they’d had to circle back to his 

place. She just assumed she was expected to wait in the car while he ran in to get 

them and was already fishing in her bag for her nail file when Gary had said ‘Come in 

and meet Mum’. So she did. And she heard it.  

 All smiles to her face of course. All ‘dears and ‘loves’. For a few ecstatic 

minutes Debbie thought she’d actually passed the test. Then, ‘a bit cheap,’ she heard 

the woman whisper behind her back as Gary followed her out the door. Debbie’s first 

reflex was to hitch up and cover her bra strap, but it was a pretty one and straps were 

allowed to show nowadays weren’t they? Even her own mother admitted that things 

had changed as far as what could be revealed or not. Was it her gapped-tooth smile? 

Hardly her fault. Or the one tiny tattoo on her left shoulder? 

They walked back out to the car, Gary’s mother waving pleasantly from the 

front door. Two-faced bitch, Debbie thought. Who did she think she was, anyway, in 

her pre-fab trust home in a street where not one single house was detached? In 

Debbie’s parents’ street there were four houses that weren’t even trust homes. 

 After those three words and despite all the satisfied grunts and groans emitted 

at the drive-in that night, she’d taken for granted it was all over. If his mother didn’t 

like her, Gary was going to drop her, for sure. Debbie’s mascara had been more 

smudged than usual most of the week.  

Even at work the customers had picked up on it. ‘Out of sorts, Deb?’ one 

regular had said as she topped up the woman’s drink. ‘A case of the doldrums, 

sweetheart? Maybe you should have a shot of this yourself.’ ‘Come on love, plenty of 

fish in the sea.’ ‘Do you want me to go and punch him in the nose for you?’ Male or 

female, young or old, every drinker in the front bar seemed to have guessed what she 

was sniffling about, which only made the mascara run thicker. 

That was the thing with Gary. Everybody in the pub scene knew him. Or knew 

about him. He was Mister Never-a-dull-moment. Wherever he sat down at the bar, a 

circle would form around him and then hoots of laughter would start coming from that 

direction. Gary was always on to something. Or up to something.  

Just last week, things had got close to a riot with Gary and his lot and the 

manager had threatened to kick them out if they didn’t rein it in a bit. Debbie had 

been too busy running to and from the beer garden to suss out all that was going on. 
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She’d just caught something about a dare. Then someone had said: ‘Put your money 

where your mouth is!’ And later she’d heard: ‘Three witnesses or it doesn’t count.’  

There seemed to be a lot of money flying around and as far as she could tell 

Gary’s mate Dave had been filling out some kind of data sheet, but when she asked 

about it later, Gary said it was just a joke and he’d been too wasted to remember much 

about it himself. That was him all over. 

 Debbie’s makeup was still running Friday morning, as she was mopping up 

the beer slops from the night before. Suddenly her phone screeched. And her stomach 

dropped. Bastard, she thought, not even going to have the guts to tell me to my face. 

Slowly she rung out the cloth she’d been wiping the counter with, folded it into the 

sink and went over to her bag.  

 ‘Hi.’ She sighed. With her left hand she put the phone to her ear, with the 

right she felt for her tissues.  

But Gary’s tone flowed through the receiver, unusually warm, and he wasn’t 

saying anything about cooling off or wanting a break — he was talking about driving 

down to Glenelg beach on Saturday afternoon. 

Debbie put the tissues down and pressed the phone harder to her ear. With one 

of his parents’ cousins, and the cousin needed to be picked up on the other side of 

town. Would she like to come along for the ride?  

She had to ask him to repeat himself — and he did, patiently and good-

naturedly. 

 ‘Sure,’ she answered, once she finally made sense of what he was asking. ‘I’ll 

come.’ 

 ‘Great. Pick you up from work at two.’ He hesitated. ‘Oh and Deb, don’t make 

it too obvious you and me are… you know…’ 

 ‘Cool.’ 

 Debbie hung up, put her hand over her mouth and squealed. For the rest of the 

day she danced around the bar, more excited than the first time he’d asked her out.  

Well actually, he hadn’t exactly asked her out, he’d just said, ‘you coming too, 

gorgeous?’ when the pub was closing and a whole group of half-pissed customers 

were moving on to a disco. But no one else had thought of inviting her — only he 

had, the cool guy with the wicked grin who always had a ‘hi sexy’ for her when he 

walked into the front bar. 

 It’d been two whole months since that night and he still never really asked her 

out on a date. Most often he’d just give her a wink from over the counter when he was 

in and say: ‘You doing anything after work?’ or ‘Meet you later on in front of my 

place?’  

But a weekend afternoon drive to Glenelg beach with a relative; that sounded 

pretty serious, didn’t it?  

 

The cousin turned out to be a quite elderly man introduced to her only as Cyril, so 

Debbie didn’t overly mind when she was asked to give up her usual seat and climb in 

the back. She did her best to get settled on the broken springs.  

It was weird seeing the car from this angle. What was even weirder was that it 

was all clean and tidy. There were no crumbs anywhere, the cigarette butt tray had 

been emptied and the hologram card — the one with a picture of a very tanned blond 

woman who bared her top and winked whenever the car moved — wasn’t hanging 
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from the rear-view mirror.  

The men chatted away in the front as they drove back towards the city. Debbie 

was keen to join in, but most of their words were drowned out by the music and talk 

from the radio. She hoped she didn’t look cheap today. Bra straps and tattoo were out 

of sight. Maybe she should avoid smiling in front of the cousin. 

 ‘That Colonel Light, he had a few clues, I’m telling you.’ The car had stopped 

at a red light and Cyril’s voice finally rose loud enough for her to hear. 

This was as good a time as any. ‘Who’s he when he’s at home?’ Debbie leant 

forward.  

There was an embarrassed pause.  

‘Who’s Colonel Light?’ Cyril frowned. ‘Only one of the founding fathers of 

our beautiful city.’ He shook his head. ‘And the one most deserving of our respect if 

you ask me!’ 

Debbie felt her cheeks burn. She leaned back again.  

‘Oh don’t mind her,’ Gary quipped. ‘She’s damaged her hearing from too 

many discos.’ 

He met her eyes in the rear-view mirror. It did look blank today without that 

woman winking and flashing away. ‘Debbie.’ He squinted at her meaningfully. ‘You 

remember enquiring about Colonel Light and why he chose this site for Adelaide and 

all that, don’t you?’  

‘Oh right, him.’ She nodded. ‘I just couldn’t hear properly over the radio.’  

Gary gave her a slight nod of approval. She bit her lip. 

‘Well’ confessed Cyril, relenting, ‘even an old geezer like myself had never 

heard about the footprint before Gary here told me about it.’ 

‘Footprint?’ Debbie mouthed silently to the rear-view mirror. But the light had 

turned green and Gary shifted his eyes back to the road. 

The car moved smoothly forward. 

‘I’ve always admired that man,’ Cyril went on.  

‘Oh yeah, why’s that?’ Gary focussed on the road. 

‘For a start,’ Cyril pointed one finger. ‘There’s the site. Anyone will grant you 

that the choice of site for the capital city of our state was just A1.’ 

‘That’s for sure,’ put in Debbie. 

‘I mean try and picture Adelaide without those hills or without the Torrens. 

Try and imagine Adelaide where Port Lincoln is — now where would we have put the 

paddle boats? Just try and imagine that!’ 

‘What?’ Gary turned his head for a second then looked where he was going 

again, but he was listening. Debbie made an effort to follow, too, despite the radio. 

‘Well,’ Cyril sat upright in his seat, half-turned towards the driver. ‘Not many 

people know it, but back in the early 19th century, some blokes at the top, who didn’t 

have the foggiest, who’d never come within several thousand miles of the place, were 

pushing for Adelaide to be built down on Eyre Pensinsula. Eyre Pensinsula, try and 

picture that.’ 

He looked at Gary then turned around and looked at Debbie, making sure it 

had sunk in. Debbie stared at him. 

‘But old Colonel Light, he wouldn’t have a bar of it. That man had vision and 

he had character. He stuck to his guns and we got this wonderful spot “twixt hill and 

sea”.’ 
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‘No bullshit!’ Gary was genuinely impressed. 

‘Yeah, that is hard to imagine,’ agreed Debbie. 

Cyril relaxed, enjoying the effect he’d had.  

‘Geez, everything would have been different,’ mused Gary. ‘No devil’s elbow 

to tear around driving up to the hills, no gooey German cakes from Hahndorf.’ 

‘Why? Don’t they have cakes on Eyre Peninsula?’ Debbie wondered, but 

neither of the men bothered to answer.  

They’d now reached the inner city area and the roads were busier. Gary was 

driving very courteously, today. 

After a while Cyril picked up where he’d left off. ‘But in my humble opinion’ 

— he articulated very clearly for Debbie’s sake — ‘while the site is undoubtedly 

unique, the real genius was in the grid layout.’  

Gary and Debbie exchanged a private puzzled glance that sent a tingle through 

her.  

Their elderly passenger gestured towards the wide, straight, tree-lined road 

they were driving along. ‘I mean just look at it. It’s beautiful: East Terrace, North 

Terrace, West Terrace, South Terrace. A perfect square mile and not one corner that 

isn’t a right angle! Pure and utter orderliness.’ 

 ‘You’re right, Cyril,’ nodded Gary. ‘Nothing beats that.’  

Debbie gave up trying to understand what the old guy was on about. Maybe he 

was just mental and Gary was too polite to say so. In that case, it went to show what a 

decent person he was deep down, taking a half-wit relative out for a drive on a 

Saturday afternoon. She sat back in her lumpy seat and let herself daydream. 

Obviously things had never been better between her and Gary, whatever his 

mum thought of her. Her insides filled with a warm glow at the idea that he cared 

enough about her now to stand up to his own mother and introduce her to other 

members of the family. Up until now he’d never stuck up for her, not even the time 

Dave had made that ‘Have you ever got it stuck between the gap in her teeth, mate?’ 

crack at the pub when he thought she was still in the toilet. 

That time she’d really tried to be mad at Gary, long enough to make him 

realise he had just better start treating her different or else. She sulked all the way to 

the dark alley near the pub where he always parked. But he’d only laughed it off. 

‘Come on, it was just a joke, he didn’t mean it.’ He slipped a hand under her top. And 

when she pushed it away: ‘You know what? I reckon he’s jealous. He’s never had a 

girlfriend anywhere near as spunky as you.’ At that point he unclasped her bra. 

‘You think so? For real?’  

‘Dead certain.’ His hand moved around to the front, doing exactly what she 

fantasised about him doing all week long. She’d relented. 

Now she was glad she had or they wouldn’t have got to where they were 

today: on an official date. Debbie closed her eyes and imagined what it would be like 

having Gary tell her he loved her. She rode a giant wave of bliss at the thought. And 

then one day, not too far away, suggesting they move in together.  

 ‘And that’s what makes Adelaidians so… straight-thinking, so clear-headed, 

you know what I mean?’ 

 ‘Totally agree with you, Cyril. And my mate says, you get a real straight kind 

of buzz out of the footprint, like the earth’s been marked with it.’ 

 ‘Incredible!’ 
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 ‘Apparently it can even effect change in a person. It’s that powerful.’ 

 ‘God almighty!’ 

 ‘What’s this about a footprint?’ Debbie couldn’t help asking. 

 ‘Oh, isn’t she on the pilgrimage?’ Cyril looked confused. 

 ‘Course she is. Wake up, young Debs! Forgotten we’re off to see Colonel 

Light’s footprint in my mate Dave’s backyard?’ 

 Debbie’s mouth opened. They were going to Dave’s place? ‘Right, yeah, I 

didn’t connect,’ she finally mumbled. 

 All three fell silent as they cruised down Anzac Highway, fluid as always with 

its double lanes and grassy tree-lined medium strip leading all the way down to the 

coast. Near the end of the road, Gary eased his foot on the pedal and began checking 

the names of the streets running onto it from the left. Debbie sensed a tension in him 

she’d never seen before. 

‘This is it,’ he announced, deftly veering around a corner, not far the beach. He 

drove the car half way down the street, pulled up under a shady tree and turned the 

ignition off. For a moment nobody moved. 

‘Out you climb then, people. Need a hand, Cyril?’ 

‘No thank you very much, I can manage.’ Cyril sounded nervous, too. 

Gary left them standing under the tree and ran ahead. ‘I’ll just make sure he’s 

ready for us,’ he called, disappearing up the drive. 

Debbie and the old man waited together on the footpath in the shade. Dave’s 

front yard was pretty messy, but the house was one of those nice stone cottages with a 

veranda and wrought-iron railing. Just the sort she could see her and Gary in later on. 

Cyril tapped his foot. Gary was taking his time. 

‘So, who’s cousin are you exactly, Gary’s mum’s or dad’s? Or one of his 

grandparents’?’ she asked. 

Cyril frowned at her, took a second to answer. ‘We’re not related at all. Who 

gave you that idea?’ 

Debbie stared at him. ‘Oh, no one. I just thought…’ 

‘No, not at all. We simply got talking at the pub last week and young Gary 

made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.’ 

She stared at him some more, then smiled her gap-toothed smile. ‘I get it.’ 

‘I mean $100 for a privilege like this. I wasn’t about to pass that up. Forked it 

out on the spot.’ 

She blinked. 

‘I don’t mind telling you, I was a bit concerned he wouldn’t show up. I mean 

how was I to know he wasn’t just going to pocket the money and leave me in the 

lurch? But I didn’t have to worry; he was true to his word. He’s an honest bloke.’ 

She managed a nod. 

 ‘Look, I probably shouldn’t ask you this,’ Cyril lowered his voice, glanced 

over his shoulder to make sure Gary wasn’t in hearing distance. ‘But how much did 

you pay? I gather you two are already acquainted.’ 

 ‘Oh, um… same as you.’ The gap between her teeth showed again. ‘It’s a 

bargain after all for what it is.’  

 ‘Alrightee!’ Gary hailed them from the veranda. ‘In you come.’ 

 Debbie trailed up the path behind Cyril. She recognised Dave standing on the 

veranda with his usual blood-shot eyes and puffy face. He muttered a few words of 
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greeting, then turned around and led them through the house down a passage where 

doors on both sides were shut tight, and out onto the back yard. 

 At the end of the garden stood a huge jacaranda and behind it something like a 

table-cloth was fixed to a broken clothes-line. They were motioned in that direction. 

 Gary cleared his throat. ‘Dave’s a bit emotional when it comes to Colonel 

Light, so I’ll do the explaining.’ 

 ‘Too right,’ admitted Dave, rubbing his eyes. ‘Sorry, can’t control it.’ 

 ‘As we all know’ Gary began, ‘the Glenelgites have always made a big deal 

about the old gum tree on the spot where Governor Hindmarsh declared the state of 

South Australia.’  

 ‘And fair enough,’ interrupted Cyril. ‘We should respect all our founding 

fathers.’ 

 Debbie gazed at Gary, just realising what was so different about him today: he 

was closely shaven. And he looked even spunkier than usual.  

‘But unfortunately for them, they’ve overlooked an even more important 

landmark: the exact point where Colonel Light stood surveying the bay and making 

his momentous decision. And that point just happens to be behind the jacaranda here.’

  

 Cyril turned to Dave. ‘And how did you come to know…?’ 

 ‘Sorry,’ Gary cut in. ‘Top secret.’ 

 ‘Yeah, sorry mate,’ Dave shrugged his shoulders. ‘Private family business.’ 

 ‘Anyway, we don’t want too many people finding out about it or they’ll come 

flocking here and spoil it — or even steal it, for that matter’ 

 ‘Steal it?’ repeated Debbie, but she was ignored again. 

 ‘So’ Gary rubbed his hands together, ‘let’s get on with it. If each of you’ll take 

off your right shoe, you can come round behind the curtain, one at a time, wash your 

foot in the bucket here first, dry it well and place it in Colonel Light’s footprint that 

history has preserved for us right here. Be very careful not to alter it in any way 

though.’ 

‘Is there a time limit?’ asked Cyril. 

‘Nope, take as long as you like, mate.’ 

Debbie stepped back to let the elderly stranger go in front. She couldn’t take 

her eyes off Gary. This guy could move mountains with a smile and a few clever 

words. ‘Is it filming?’ she heard him whisper to Dave, who gave a quick nod. 

Cyril disappeared behind the strung-up table-cloth. ‘Good grief!’ they heard 

him exclaim almost immediately. ‘Unbelievable…’ 

Dave’s body shook silently. Gary winked at Debbie and gave her that wicked 

grin she’d fallen for the first time he’d wandered into the front bar. She finally 

dropped her gaze and drew circles on the ground with her toe. 

After a few minutes, Cyril emerged from behind the curtain, beaming. He 

hobbled over to Gary, still with one shoe off and one shoe on, and grasped his hand 

warmly. 

‘Bloody amazing,’ he shook his head. ‘It was like an electric current — a wave 

of sheer integrity emitted from the earth and running all through my body. The 

essence of that great man concentrated in one print of his foot. 

‘Absolutely out of this world. Mind if I sit down? I’m a bit wobbly after that.’ 

Dave pulled him up a rusty garden chair. He dropped down onto it, breathing 
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deeply. 

‘Come on, Debbie, your go,’ said Gary. 

‘You won’t regret it, missy,’ Cyril’s voice trembled. 

Debbie looked up, stared at each one of them in turn, ending with Cyril. For a 

moment she couldn’t take her eyes off the trembling, grateful old man. Gary coughed 

loudly.  

She snapped to attention and trotted over to the bucket. The tears were welling 

up in her eyes and she had to go through the motions quickly so she could get behind 

that towel fast before they started running down her cheeks. 

Gary had caught on. ‘Ah, Deb’s emotional about it too. She’s a sensitive kind 

of…’ 

‘Shit!’ Debbie’s voice shot over the curtain. ‘Oh SHIT!’ 

The men smiled at each other. ‘Works every time,’ nodded Gary. 

‘Not sure old Colonel Light would have approved of the language, though.’ 

Cyril grinned. 

But before Gary could answer, Debbie came stomping out from behind the 

tree, almost twisting the ankle of her left foot, still in its high heel. 

‘I can’t do this,’ she was saying to no one in particular. ‘This isn’t right. It 

isn’t straight.’ 

All three men froze. Gary stepped forward. ‘Now look Debs…’ 

She swung around to him. ‘You know what you are?’ She met his gaze. ‘A 

fucking conman.’ 

Cyril’s face fell. 

‘Hey, does this thing actually work?’ muttered Dave, screwing up his nose. 

‘Cyril, you listen to me.’ She turned to the white-faced old man, and her voice 

was clear and steady. ‘Gary’s just one big bullshit artist. I’m not on any pilgrimage. 

I’m the barmaid from the British that he screws in the back of his station wagon three 

times a week. He didn’t know who Colonel Light was a week ago, not any more than 

I did. You make him give you your money back.’ 

‘It’s all been a bit too much for her,’ Gary said quietly. 

‘It’ll be too much for you if you don’t give him his hundred dollars back. You 

want everyone in every front bar of every hang-out in Adelaide to hear how you rip 

off decent people you meet in pubs? Old age pensioners, too.’ 

She limped over to her right shoe, shoved it on and pranced back into the 

house. ‘I’m taking the tram back into town. You want to come with me Cyril?’ she 

called from inside. ‘I’ll be waiting out the front for you.’ 



 

 
‘War and Peace and Napoleon.’ Suzanne Kamata. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 7 no. 2, May 2015. 

http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 

 

 

War and Peace and Napoleon 

 

Suzanne Kamata 

 

I’ve always had a thing for Napoleon Bonaparte. After all, he was a pretty amazing 

guy. In addition to his military exploits, he oversaw the centralisation of the French 

government, established the Bank of France, got the French people to accept the 

metric system, reformed the law (the Napoleonic Code still forms the basis of legal 

process in a quarter of the world), and instituted a tax code and road and sewer 

systems. He was passionate about wife Josephine, even if he had to divorce her in 

order to produce an heir, and he was also pretty cute, if the paintings hanging on the 

walls of the Louvre are anything to go by. He was not perfect, of course. Bonaparte 

re-established slavery in the French colonies, had mistresses, and was responsible for 

the deaths of many men, but he has played an undeniable role in the formation of 

France. 

 I was in Paris with my thirteen-year-old daughter Lilia, who is deaf and uses a 

wheelchair. She and I were staying at a hotel was near Les Invalides where Napoleon 

was now entombed. Although Lilia had wanted to come to Paris to shop for clothes 

and eat pastries and visit art museums, I thought it would be a waste not to visit this 

site. I knew that she was aware of Napoleon from a manga history book she’d read, 

and from TV. I pointed out the entry for Les Invalides in our guidebook. 

‘Do you want to go have a look at Napoleon’s clothes?’ I asked her. 

 ‘Yes!’ she said. 

 I’d ascertained from our taxi ride the day before that Les Invalides was within 

walking distance. After a breakfast of buttery croissants, I pushed Lilia’s wheelchair 

past the military academy, past a homeless guy camped out on the corner, past a 

young woman with pink hair, till we finally came to the entrance of the Military 

Museum. We’d gotten there early and didn’t have to wait in line for tickets, so we 

were the first ones inside. A close-cropped guard let us in through a special entrance. 

We took a look at dolls dressed in military attire through the ages. 

 ‘How could you ride a horse in that?’ I wondered aloud to Lilia, while 

pointing to a tin-man costume with a slit for the eyes. There were other figures 

dressed in chain mail, or in helmets adorned with lavish plumes, or in tunics with 

baggy red trousers. Lilia lingered before each of the glass cases. I hurried her along. 

There was so little time, and so much to see. 

  The guard directed us onto the elevator. We got off at the first floor where 

there was an extensive exhibit devoted to World War II, including a video showing 

Japanese kamikaze pilots downing ceremonial cups of sake before they flew off to 

their destruction. 

Lilia was familiar with WWII. As a family, we’d visited the Peace Museum 

in Hiroshima where she’d seen photos of victims of the atomic bomb dropped by 

Americans. Later, she had done a school presentation on the bombing, and had won a 

prize for her painting of the Peace Dome. We’d also visited Himeyuri-kan in 

Okinawa, a museum devoted to the student nurses who’d died when American 

soldiers gassed the cave-turned-hospital where they were hiding. On our last family 

trip to my home country, the United States, we’d stopped off in Washington D.C. 
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where we saw the statue commemorating the American victory at Iwojima, as well as 

the Holocaust Memorial Museum, where I’d hurried Lilia past the exhibit about the 

Nazi’s systematic execution of the disabled. 

 Lilia knew about modern wars, too. Recently she’d started paying attention to 

TV news reports so she knew something about the French currently fighting in Mali. 

Two months ago, nine Japanese oil workers were taken hostage and killed by al 

Quaeda supporters at the Amenas gas plant in Algeria. The terrorists were reportedly 

acting in response to French military actions in Mali. The incident was all over 

Japanese TV for a couple of weeks, leading my Japanese husband to worry about our 

safety in Paris, but I’d already booked our hotel and paid for our plane tickets. Closer 

to home, North Korean leader Kim Jong Un was threatening to send a missile to 

South Korea or Japan or maybe the United States. He was on TV all the time, too. 

 Now, looking over the exhibits of weapons and military maps and uniforms, I 

tried to explain about how various countries were aligned during World War II. 

‘Japan and Germany were friends,’ I signed, ‘and France and America were allies. 

But now all of the countries are friends.’ Simple, I know, but it was about all I could 

manage on the spot. 

 Still, the evidence of war made her sad. 

 We moved slowly, from glass case to glass case.  

‘Here is the uniform the French soldiers wore in Africa,’ I duly explained. 

Then, later, ‘Here is the printing press that the French people who didn’t like the 

Germans used to make secret newspapers.’ 

The room was dark and there were no other visitors. At one point, the guy 

with short hair who’d let us in came to check up on us and told us how to get to the 

third floor. Then he disappeared again, leaving us alone. 

Why had I thought that a visit to a military museum would be a good idea? 

Every artefact reminded us of another battle, another war: death, hate, destruction. I 

thought it was time to lighten the mood. 

‘I think Napoleon’s clothes are in a different building,’ I told Lilia. ‘Shall we 

go find them?’ 

She nodded. 

 When we reached the last exhibit on the floor I tried to remember how to get 

to the elevator the guard had mentioned. I heard footsteps. Another man in military 

uniform appeared and offered to lead us. 

 ‘She wants to see Napoleon’s clothes,’ I said, feeling a little guilty. We were 

about to turn our backs to the horrors of war in order to observe fashion. How 

frivolous we were.  

 ‘Ah, les vetements de Napoleon!’ The man gestured. ‘Come with me.’ 

 He asked where we were from. After I’d explained that I was an American 

married to a Japanese man, living in Japan, he said, ‘C’est bon ca!’ That’s good! He 

then told me about his own multicultural family. He himself was from Cote d’Ivoire. 

His daughter had married a Dutch national and lived in the Netherlands, and another 

family member had married a Vietnamese. We agreed that marriage between people 

of different cultures led to international understanding. It was very, very good. 

 When we got off the elevator, the guard who’d first greeted us looked 

surprised. ‘Are you finished?’ he asked. 

 Was it my imagination, or did he seem disappointed? After all, we were the 
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only visitors so far, and we hadn’t even gone through the whole museum. He was 

obviously a member of the French military. I felt the need to apologise for our lack of 

interest. 

  ‘Elle est devenue triste,’ I said, using Lilia as an excuse. And she was sad. 

Fighting between countries made her miserable. ‘She wants to see Napoleon’s things.’ 

 We said ‘merci’ and ‘au revoir’ and moved on to another wing of les 

Invalides. Here, we didn’t need help with the elevator. We went up with a group of 

gray-haired American men, whom I assumed were veterans. Lilia and I looked at the 

cases of beautiful swords with ornate hilts. One was in the form of a rooster’s head. 

Others were in intricate filigree. 

 We spent a meditative moment in front of Napoleon’s stuffed horse, which 

was nearly bursting at the seams. Finally, after going through the exhibits of 

Napoleon’s military campaigns in Europe and North Africa, including his defeat at 

Waterloo, we moved on to the dome which housed his tomb. 

 I pushed Lilia in a circle, trying to find the wheelchair accessible entrance. It 

had to be here somewhere. Most of the tourists were gathered here. Obviously, this 

was the most popular attraction, and there had to be an easy way inside. I decided to 

go ask for directions at the information desk. 

 The young man there said, ‘Je suis desolee. That is the only place here that 

doesn’t have a ramp.’ 

 I thought I’d better ask if was okay for Lilia to go in anyway. I could help her 

up the stairs on my own. 

 The guy showed me his right elbow, which was in a cast. ‘I can’t help you,’ he 

said. 

 ‘That’s okay. I can do it.’ 

 He shrugged in typical French fashion. ‘Do what you like.’ 

 We went back outside. There was no railing, but I knew that Lilia could make 

it up the ten or so steps with me supporting her from behind. I told her to put the 

brakes on her wheelchair, unbuckle her seat belt, and stand up. 

 She had just taken one step when a woman offered to carry the wheelchair. I 

hesitated for a moment. In Japan, I had become conditioned to refuse assistance. For 

the Japanese, there was nothing worse than burdening others. But I needed help. And 

this woman wanted to help. Helping us might even make her feel happy. 

 ‘Yes, please,’ I said. 

 Unbidden, two Middle-Eastern men – Lebanese? – grabbed onto Lilia’s arms 

and helped her up the steps. 

 ‘Merci beaucoup!’ I said, after she was once again settled in her wheelchair.. 

 Inside the dome, it was cold. Lilia wheeled herself to the centre, where there 

was a large hole. Down at the bottom, was Napoleon’s tomb – a dark wooden casket, 

which contained coffins within coffins (six in all). Lilia grabbed onto the railing and 

took a photo. 

 ‘He’s really in there!’ she signed, awed. 

 ‘Yes,’ I confirmed. 

 I pointed out Empress Josephine’s tomb, which was off to the side. 

 Lilia took the manga French history book out of her backpack and pointed to 

the picture of Josephine.  

 ‘Yes, it’s her,’ I said. Once again, I was surprised by how much she actually 
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knew, how much she’d picked up on her own. 

 I sat down on a bench for a while, observing the visitors from around the 

world. Napoleon Bonaparte was a general, a war hero, who had overseen the killing 

of thousands, yes, but who had also brought others together. Today, for example, the 

people of nations formerly at war with each other were gathered here in peace. Like 

us, they just wanted to perfuse the relics of this great man, enter his tomb, pay 

homage, and maybe take a photo to post on Facebook. Here were all of these different 

people co-operating and helping each other, helping us. 

 When we were ready to leave, I thought that it would be easiest to take Lilia-

in-her-wheelchair down the steps backward. It would be a bit bumpy, but I could do it 

on my own. 

 Without saying a word, a blond man – Swedish? Dutch? – picked up one side 

of Lilia’s wheelchair and helped me carry her down the stairs.  

 ‘Merci!’I called after him. ‘Thank you!’ 

 There were allies everywhere. 
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The Arrival 

 

Martha Mylona 

 

The island wasn’t far. You could actually see it from the mainland, a foggy spot on 

the horizon towards the south east.  

It wasn’t a long trip, only about two hours on the large ferry, and you were 

there. Alexi didn’t like catching the fast hydrofoil where you felt closed in behind 

glass windows, trapped like a bird in a cage. He preferred the old ferries, those he 

knew from his childhood. They were open-decked and you were in touch with the 

elements, with the world at large and the speed of the journey was more on a human 

scale. You could hear the waves pounding against the edge of the boat. You could feel 

the Aegean embracing you, the sun, the slight change of breeze, the other boats 

sailing by, the dolphins passing, though those sightings were less frequent nowadays. 

And you could see the storms coming, the clouds gathering fast in a speedy exchange 

and the resolutions they reached. It was all out there, spread across the immense sky 

and the sea. He didn’t like missing out on this. It had already been too long. Too long 

away from it all.  

His best friend from school days was going to meet him on arrival. After years 

of silence they had managed to get in touch again through Facebook. They had 

arranged to meet back in the island where he was going to spend some time. The old 

house, his family home with the thick white-washed walls and the pergola in front, 

covered in red bougainvillea, was up on the hill, away from the tourist centre and that 

kind of buzz. From up there you had a bird’s eye view of the town below.  

When he was a kid he liked all those tourists and the hippies with their 

backpacks walking around the island buying hand-woven linen tops, sponges, dried 

figs and leather sandals. In those days the grandmothers would sit out on the porches 

doing their crochet work and watching the comings and goings and the blonde 

nymphs from the north. The old men would meet down by the town’s cafenia, sharing 

their stories over a game of backgammon or the smoking of tobacco. These men were 

retired seamen, fishermen and sponge divers, some of them maimed by the pressure in 

the depths of the sea. Many had travelled to the end of the world; they had fallen in 

love with exotic places and they had seen a lot in their lifetime. They were the lovers 

of wild seas, returning home to die, after years of hard work, counting the time left 

through their koboloi beads. This was their time to relive everything, to mull over 

their memories, mellowing the hardships, those never-ending stretches of loneliness in 

the embrace of the sea. This was a time of telling. Tragedy, love and humour would 

mix once more, only this time on safer terms and not rocking dangerously in the 

waves. 

 Those days, when Grandpa was well and the sea was full of kindness – 

kalosyne as he would call it – they would sail out together and catch the fish of the 

season. Those were the days before the invasion of television when his mind was full 

of myths and folk legends with Olympian gods and goddesses roaming about, with 

sea nymphs and mermaids arising out of the infinite spread of blueness. At that age 

his mind was impressionable and with any kind of unusual splash or wave slapping 

against the boat, he’d think ‘that’s her, the mermaid’, and run to the edge of the boat 
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and check, to get a glimpse of her. He would often sit for hours waiting and waiting; 

that long wait for her. Her body surfacing from the waves, glistening with droplets of 

sea water on her face, down her arms, on her breasts, down to her navel. And from 

there on? What lay from there on? Alexi would often wonder. But he would imagine 

her like his school friend Phoebe, with long hair to her waist, with large honey 

coloured eyes and a good swimmer.  

‘These waves are nothing,’ Grandpa would reassure him. ‘You should see the 

waves on the Atlantic, around the Cape of Good Hope, high like mountains. That’s 

where the two mighty oceans meet, beating each other endlessly, the winds 

screaming. And you are out there at their mercy. That’s where we lost your uncle.’ 

Grandpa had worked on ships since he was a boy. He was a true sailor. He knew so 

much about the waves, about the winds and about the different moods of the sea – her 

whims, as Grandpa would call them fondly.  

 

Now he, Alexi was coming back. There was a knot in his stomach. He hadn’t been 

back since the day he’d left for good, thirty years ago. He was a middle-aged man 

now. His hair and his beard had streaks of grey. His parents had both passed on some 

time ago. They had stayed back on the island, waiting for him. They wouldn’t follow 

him and part from their home. His father, after spending most of his life at sea, 

yearned for his homeland and the island. Alexi knew how that felt and what it meant. 

He was their only child. They hadn’t seen him again. He tried not to think about it for 

he couldn’t bear it. You cannot undo the past, he told himself. We are trapped in the 

arrow of time. You can forgive the past, that’s all. But the truth is he couldn’t forgive 

himself.  

‘It’s your karma’, Alice used to tell him in Sydney. She saw and felt the world 

differently to him. She believed in karma and reincarnation and had faith in her 

universe. He believed in cause and effect and the unpredictability of chance. Chance, 

that elusive random thing, as relentless as causation, an anarchic whim of the universe 

violating the order of things. Yet Alice had managed to keep suffering at bay. And she 

had always managed to transcend the difficult, the problematic. She had that gift. 

There was no space for suffering in her vocabulary. 

‘No! I wouldn’t allow it,’ she’d say nudging him with her endearing smile, 

feeling happy, almost pious in her achievement. She dwelled on the positive side of 

things.  

‘You really need to liberate yourself from the past. You need to cut that 

umbilical cord with your country. It’s holding you back,’ she’d tell him with that 

unshakable confidence of hers as if she had all the wisdom of the world at her 

fingertips. And there were times when Alexi believed she did, sitting there in her yoga 

position, looking at the world from a totally different angle. He liked that it somehow 

lifted his spirit, eased the heaviness he felt around him. It felt great to see someone so 

carefree. Watching Alice float in that world of hers he often yearned to abandon 

himself to the moment, to let himself drift, beyond language, beyond homeland.  

 Change came easily to Alice and she would embark on it without too many 

questions. She was flexible, unlike him. He was wired differently. He would catch 

himself questioning everything, even when there were no answers and there was only 

aporia waiting at the end of the tunnel. He moved in an altogether different realm, 

between amnesia and regret; no matter how diminishing that could be to one’s psyche. 
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He was in need of firm ground to stand on and in which to put down roots. He needed 

to be himself in this other language, to relate to others on equal terms. Only his work 

as an engineer – creating things – brought him gradually a sense of self-worth.  

 

At Athens airport, where he first landed everything looked different around him. He 

passed the sign of the European Union Citizens and chose the Non-EU Citizens. The 

fluorescent lights gave the place a sense of dream-like unreality. He was an alien in 

his own country. His Australian passport was brand new. His old Greek passport had 

expired, untouched for three decades. And as he stood there in the entry line waiting, 

his mother tongue rushed in from every possible corner and enveloped him. He was 

back now in the arms of the language he tried to put aside. He could not only hear but 

almost see the sounds, this chanting of round vowels, the full breadth of syllables, of 

words dancing, hopping about, up and down the musical scale, encircling him. The 

sound was a lullaby to his ears. This was his language, his mother tongue after all. 

Something in his body started to give, to stir. What exactly he couldn’t tell.  

He couldn’t wait to get out of the airport, to see the world outside, to see the 

olive trees, the rugged landscape, that stark contrast with the orange trees full of fruit, 

the exuberant release of brightness and colour against a sparse backdrop that he 

remembered, as if that sight would settle things inside him. His heartbeat was fast and 

loud. He took a few deep breaths to reassure his heart that he had arrived, that he was 

back. He wanted to tell people, to tell someone, but he knew no-one and no-one knew 

him. There was a great deal of buzz and excitement around him of people meeting 

their friends, their relatives and families.  

Catching a cab to the port of Piraeus the taxi driver prattled on.  

‘Have you been away for a while, man?’ the driver asked turning back and 

giving him an inquisitive look. He was a young man with a friendly manner. His 

voice relaxed, confident. ‘Your accent gives it away. Interesting how language can 

betray us.’ 

‘Yes, it’s true,’ Alexi said. And he thought how the betrayal, this time, was 

somehow mutual. How it went both ways. He felt guilty for the part he played in it.  

As the landscape of Attica sped fast past his window with the sprawl of new 

suburbs, he read the graffiti along the walls of the highway:  

 

STOP NEPOTISM 

  

TAX THE RICH 

 

And further along:  

THE EURO IS THE CEMETERY OF THE SOUTH, followed by a row of 

black memorial crosses and a sketch of a hanging man.  

 

‘You are coming to Greece in bad times,’ the taxi driver said. ‘The crisis 

affected us badly. There is a lot of suffering behind the scenes,’ he added softly. 

‘Yes, I believe so,’ Alexi said and he stopped at that. He didn’t want to follow 

him down that path. He couldn’t get onto that wavelength right now. He wasn’t ready 

for it. He felt, for some reason, transparent, exposed and vulnerable.  

At the port of Piraeus the Poseidon ferry was waiting. Finally the 
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Mediterranean! He suddenly remembered the surviving soldiers from Xenophon’s 

Persian campaign reaching the sea. He felt like one of them, crying out: the sea, the 

sea! Θάλαττα, Θάλαττα!  

  Ferries to the islands and large boats to Italy were coming and going at the 

harbour. He bought his ticket. Tourists and locals were waiting around. The sun was 

beating mercilessly against the concrete waterfront, bleaching it. The shade cover was 

not wide enough. Groups of illegal migrants, Africans, Pakistanis, Iraqis, Afghans, 

were standing around, some selling CDs and lighters, others asking for money. The 

promise of escape to another EU country was so near and yet so far. Two Pakistani 

men came up to him and asked him to help them to get to England.  

‘We have relatives in England, but the EU authorities sent us back to Greece, 

the first country of entry to EU,’ one of them explained. ‘Please, sir, help us.’ Their 

eyes were filled with despair. He felt for these fellow men in search of a new 

homeland, stranded between countries. Near him an old man, in tatters, muttering to 

himself in Greek was digging into a large rubbish bin for food, followed by two 

children.  

‘There are no welfare benefits here. People have lost their jobs, pensions,’ said 

an English couple next to him. ‘We live in Hydra, part of the time.’  

‘But what about the bailouts?’ Alexi asked. 

‘The bailouts go directly to the banks, not the people, but the people pay them 

off. There is already a humanitarian crisis in this country. More than two million 

children here live below the poverty level,’ they explained. 

Alexi searched his pocket, trying to find the money he had just exchanged, 

feeling at the same time guilty for being in a privileged position. Looking at the Euros 

on his palm he felt even more alien. He saw his homeland ensnared in the claws of the 

euro currency. He liked the old drachma, that continuity throughout the ages had felt 

somehow reassuring. 

As he boarded his ferry he had mixed feelings and wondered what he would 

find back on the island? He thought back on his schooldays, trying to focus this time 

on himself and to call upon memory. Everything felt a long way back. Yet there was 

Phoebe standing out, bright, against the mist. And he thought of all those letters he 

had sent her back then, pleading her to join him. Waiting and waiting for her. But not 

a word. Their world collapsing into silence.  

 Now gliding over the shimmering waters of the Aegean with the seagulls 

swooping madly above him, Alexi thought of those early, lonely years in Australia, 

holding on to Phoebe’s image. How hard he tried to preserve her against the passage 

of time and to keep on hoping. Finally he had to let her go, so that he could go on. 

The truth was that both of them had tried to challenge the times. That’s what he came 

to realise later when the hurt had somehow subsided.  

  He had been surprised early one morning in Sydney, when his old school 

friend from the island called him and brought up Phoebe’s name and the past on the 

phone: 

 ‘You should go straight to the island when you come. Things are bad here with 

the crisis. Anyway, do you remember Phoebe, you two were an item back then, both 

top of the class and in love..’ he said in a teasing tone, letting Alexi back into that 

world.  

Alexi was surprised to notice the casual way his friend talked about things that 
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mattered so much back then. This was certainly a different world to the one he 

remembered!  

 ‘You know Phoebe is now a doctor...’ his friend went on. ‘Her surgery is near 

the bell tower, where we all used to meet. She has done a lot for the island; she 

extended the hospital and the public library. The old man wasn’t nice. Anyway you’ll 

get the news when we catch up. We all get together in summer in the island. We are 

all looking forward to seeing you. Phoebe wants to catch up with you too...’ 

 His friend talked about the past and about Phoebe as if it had all happened 

yesterday. By staying there, they had this proximity to the past, talking about it, over 

the years. He didn’t. He had no one to share his past with. His past had remained 

silent inside him. But as his friend went on Alexi had stopped listening to him. 

Suddenly this immediacy of the past felt threatening to the world he had constructed 

for himself. He found himself again in uncharted waters. He felt his walls in danger of 

tumbling down. He didn’t want to hear anything anymore. Nothing at all. And his 

mind obeyed him as it had done all those years ‘down under’. How easily can minds 

be controlled he thought. After all they are such placid things! He felt uneasy about 

making his mind so docile. But he didn’t want anyone to pry into his innermost 

thoughts either. 

 

As the ferry entered the bay, he felt his town, with its surrounding cliffs and the 

narrow terraces of olive groves and vines, with the stark mountain peaks at the back, 

coming up to him, enclosing him, claiming him again. His eyes went moist. A shiver 

shot through his body. All those years away he had tried hard to put this place, this 

island out of his mind. He was one of the lotus eaters, depriving himself of his Ithaca.  

The harbour was full of small and large yachts most of them with foreign flags, 

English, German, Dutch. Small fishing boats and old caiques, were moored by the 

small wharf for the locals. In front of the square and along the promenade groups of 

tourists were scattered, walking leisurely, looking at shops. 

 The ferry had arrived early and his friend was not there yet. He got off the ferry 

with slow, measured steps, as if to bridge the then and the now. This gave him the 

opportunity to have a brief look at his old town. Everything felt both familiar and 

different. Looking around he saw the old grand houses encircling the harbour, still 

standing, imposing; some of them looking much older like himself. Others were 

newly groomed, judging from the freshness and vividness of paint, the stone cleaned 

and new shutters. The white, blue and pastel shades huddled together. The proximity, 

the closeness, the intimacy of it all was touching. But he couldn’t let himself fall prey 

to this closeness, he couldn’t suffer this or allow himself into that kind of intimacy. 

After all so much water had gone under the bridge. There was nothing left of that 

adolescent boy. You cannot afford to deceive yourself at my age, he thought and he 

tried to distance himself from it all. Yet deep inside him he was aching. 

Further down, at the waterfront he was surprised to find the donkeys waiting as 

they used to back then, but now they were waiting to carry the tourists up the winding 

paths, to the hotels and pensions that had sprung up along the slopes and cliffs of the 

surrounding hills. Some cats were lying about sleepily, waiting for the fishermen to 

get back. He looked at them and smiled. They were all kinds of colours. Some dogs 

were strolling about in an expectant mood as if waiting for their families to arrive, on 

that ferry or the next. Hope keeps one going he thought. But he had managed to get 
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beyond hope, because he knew that hope can also hurt.  

Now, as he walked on the old cobblestones, one of the dogs approached him, 

wagging his tail and looking up straight into his eyes, ready for some kind of an 

exchange of souls. Or was he saying, ‘I am free for adoption and I like you. Please 

take me home.’ Home? Alexi paused...The word buzzed like a spell in his head. The 

dog’s eyes were smiling almost. He remembered his old dog, upset, barking by the 

wharf back then, the day he left the island.  

 His grandfather’s words echoing in his ears, right here at the water’s edge: 

‘You’ve got to go, my boy. We are in trouble now. It wasn’t wise of you, my child to 

get involved. Her father will ruin you; he’ll make it difficult for all of us. You 

shouldn’t have done it. Now it’s too late. Don’t harbour any hopes about his daughter. 

I know you love each other son, but it wasn’t meant to be. It’s over. You must write, 

especially to your mother. I don’t know how she’ll bear this. She is devastated. You 

need to act like a grown up from now on, and be responsible.’  

Alexi remembered Phoebe’s father. He was a merciless man. Unyielding. He 

was the president of the island’s council. He was the grand patriarch. His wishes ruled 

the family and the island. He had made his intentions clear. Alexi had to pay for 

eloping with his daughter. Under no condition was the daughter of a captain to be 

compromised and marry the son of a sailor. After all the family was one of the noble 

families of the island. It descended from a long line of famous sea captains and 

generals. 

His own father never forgave him either. 

Now looking back at his home town Alexi thought of power and how power 

determines one’s future and how power begets power. It controls bodies and minds 

and lays down the rules for submission, he thought.  

This is how he ended up in Australia, barely twenty. That had been his exile. 

Not even a political exile which he would have been able to talk about. He would 

have been able to share it with friends, to fight against. His had been an exile of 

silence, an exile of guilt, of forgetting.  

Years later, in his new country, when Alice appeared in his life, everything 

changed. She had been different to everyone he had known. The newness had been 

enticing, exciting. He had loved again without fear and without constraint. And Alice 

had made him feel wanted. She made him part of her world. Through her he had come 

to love his new country. He gave himself totally to this new experience and to do this 

he even abandoned his own language to stop the yearning, to fend off nostalgia. 

Mother tongues carry so much with them. He had to close the doors and windows to 

his own country, to his past, to his mother tongue. He couldn’t do things half way. He 

was merciless to this other self he carried inside him and for a while he felt that he 

had succeeded. But when Alice walked out one day, she took everything with her, 

even his newly founded sense of belonging. He should have seen it coming. In 

moments of clarity he could see why it all happened, why Alice left. 

‘You are here and yet not here. You are absent. This can’t go on.’ Alice would 

complain. ‘Your mind is always somewhere else.’  

‘What is happening..?’ she would ask him, trying to understand. 

But he couldn’t understand himself. He couldn’t accept that weakness inside 

him, the inability to be all there. Alice was right. He wasn’t all there. His island was 

lurking behind a wave, behind a sail, behind a cove. Part of him was suspended 
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somewhere in between countries, in between languages. This feeling of being 

incomplete, of something being amiss followed him. 

And with Alice’s departure the door was left wide open for the past to enter. 

The yearning for his homeland, the loss of his parents and Phoebe, that inward grief 

flooded him.  

 

Now back on the old stone-paved paths of his hometown, he could almost retrace his 

steps back to his childhood. The old kiosk was still in the centre of the square with the 

daily newspapers hanging from the awnings that surrounded it. The sight was 

welcoming, though the owners were not the ones he knew back then. There was even 

a rack with English newspapers, with the Economist and Time magazines displayed 

on it. He bought the Economist, starting with small safe steps, falling back on the 

familiar. He flicked through it noting the stories on Greece: 

 
Greece and the Euro: “Sell, sell your islands, you bankrupt Greeks, and the Acropolis 

too.” Such was the furious headline of Bild...  

The French Finance Minister said Greece failed to act on its original promise to raise 

€17 billion from the sale of state assets. This figure was raised earlier this year to €50 

billion.  

  

He began to feel a vague sense of foreboding. Where was all this leading he 

asked himself as he walked on.  

 Right behind the newspaper kiosk stood the old chapel where he used to come 

with his grandmother and she would light candles to Virgin Mary to protect father and 

all sailors and bless the house with a good yield of olive oil. Now right next to it there 

was a large fresco, donated by a local artist, featuring a blue and silver mermaid with 

an ethereal expression on her face, gently holding a ship in her palms. 

 From behind the whitewashed walls brightly coloured bougainvillea and 

jasmine spilled over into the laneways. Craft galleries and souvenir shops now 

flanked the harbour on both sides. He noticed there were many tavernas; there were 

bars and coffee shops, some of them closed or for sale. Along the promenade, in the 

open-air cafés, people were enjoying their coffee, others were chatting or reading their 

newspapers by the murmur of the sea. This had always been a gentle sea, familiar and 

soothing to his body. That’s how he remembered it. Not the wild, endless sea of the 

southern hemisphere, with that drifting, overwhelming sense of infinity emanating 

from its angry plumes. 

He sat down at the next café, near where his grandfather used to go and ordered 

his first Greek coffee in years. Straight ahead he could see the old bakery from his 

childhood days; it was still covered in bougainvillea. Next to him a large group of 

British yachtsmen were talking in an animated way. They had sailed all the way from 

Italy. They were happy with their achievement and they were drinking to that. 

Alexi looked around at the nearby tables with mostly tourists and tried to 

reassure himself that he wasn’t a tourist; after all he was a local but that thought 

floated by with a question mark and made him feel uncomfortable. 

A mellow zephyr was now blowing softly over the bay, caressing the town, 

heading up towards the hills. This gentle breeze felt familiar to him, calling him back. 

Shimmering tongues of small waves were lapping the rocks below his feet.  
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  A Greek song with a melancholy tune was playing softly in the background: 

 
The isle of Cythera we will never find 

That ferry journey we have long missed. 

 

The sound of the lute took him back to an old lute player in the local festivals 

and wedding celebrations. Alexi remembered his smiling eyes and the look of 

yearning on his face. 

Up on the hill stood his old house with its shutters closed, withered by time, 

waiting for him, without the geraniums and roses his mother used to love, without the 

old bougainvillea and its pergola. Naked, abandoned. He wouldn’t look that way, not 

yet. He wasn’t ready for it. 

Opposite him, on the other side of the harbour, rose the hill of the Muses with 

its old shrine, hidden in olive and pine trees where they used to play hide and seek as 

kids. His eyes rested on it. It looked almost the same as back then, untouched amidst 

the change. That’s where they first kissed. Above them the olive trees were bursting 

with fruit. The cicadas singing madly in those long summer days. Further down was 

their rock pool. She would emerge with droplets of sea water, sparkling on her svelte 

body, her brown hair, wet, to her waist. And then, there they were again together in 

primary school and later in high school, sharing the same desk, competing in 

geometry and probabilities. And Phoebe would come first. 

A few metres away he caught sight of two women, in flowing beige sundresses, 

walking with a poodle towards the café in a leisurely way. The sun’s glare and his 

tired eyes from the jet-lag made it difficult to see their faces. The lack of sleep from 

the long trip was catching up with him. 

Suddenly an idea flashed past him. ‘What if it was her, Phoebe?’ he thought, 

recalling vaguely his friend’s phone conversation and the innuendos.  

‘Alexi is that you?’ she would ask him. And he would recognise the voice, her 

smiling eyes.  

‘Welcome home,’ she would say or something similar.  

But here he paused. ‘Home?’ Something pricked his body. He had tried so hard 

to go beyond such notions, beyond that kind of certainty. That precious certainty of 

home. He has done without it too long, too long even to dream of it. And anyway 

what would this lot know about it, cosy in their own home, in their own country, in 

their own language? What can they know? 

‘This is Apollonia...your daughter. She really wanted to meet you...’ she would, 

finally, say, looking straight into his eyes, waiting for his response.  

Could it... be...? His…child.? Alexi wondered. But as that thought came, he felt 

lost for words, his mouth started quivering. The atmosphere all of a sudden felt heavy. 

He couldn’t breathe. Quickly he got up, knocking the chairs near him. He left his 

coffee money on the table and made his way out of the café, bumping against the two 

women with the dog, who were looking at him with curiosity. 

Out by the waterfront he took a deep breath. Once on the small wooden pier, he 

looked back at this amphitheatre of a town and tried to put his thoughts and his 

feelings into some kind of order, from this rocking deck on the sea. Up on the hill his 

old house was staring down at him, and as he glanced at it he saw his childhood self 

with a crew-cut, in shorts and old sandals, running down through all those 
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meandering, cobblestone paths, rushing down in haste eager to greet him. 

High up the old hills, the jugged mountain peaks and Saint Elias’ monastery, 

now aglow in a golden red light of the late afternoon, were beckoning him to stay. 

The frown on his forehead and the tightening on his chest started to relax. His 

hunched shoulders opened up, trying to lift themselves. He checked his watch. His 

friend should be here any minute now. What would he look like? Will he be able to 

recognise him? 

 



 
 

Never the Twain 
 

Wendy Jones Nakanishi 
 
East 
Mamiko Ohnishi was kind-hearted, but she wasn’t taken with the new girl at first 
sight and further acquaintance only deepened her feeling of unease. 

 Lisa Foster was a typical American. Tall and blonde. Verging on plumpness. 
Blue eyes shining out of an innocuous pink face. It was hard to suppress the suspicion 
that only empty friendliness lay behind those brilliantly coloured orbs. 

Could she really imagine those purple trousers and flouncy pink tunic top 
suitable for a hot summer’s day devoted to supervising and teaching children? She 
seemed to have got herself up like a hippie contemplating a hike in the Hindu Kush.  
 Mamiko sighed heavily. She wanted nothing to do with her but it couldn’t be 
helped. She had been asked to take the poor girl under her wing. Mrs Ikeuchi, the 
kindergarten principal, had made a point of singling Mamiko out to induct the 
American into the daily routines.  

After the customary staff meeting at seven that morning — a gathering lent an 
unusual frisson of excitement on this occasion because the new employee was 
introduced — Mrs Ikeuchi, a thin little woman with a sallow face lined by 
responsibility and worry, had beckoned Mamiko to follow her to her office.  
 Once the door had been closed and the two seated, Mrs Ikeuchi had made her 
request. ‘She knows nothing,’ the principal had said. ‘She must be taught. She must 
be helped.’ 

 Then Mamiko had leant forward, sensing her boss was about to confide a 
secret. She recoiled involuntarily at the sourness of the woman’s breath as the 
principal added confidentially, ‘She must be controlled.’ 
 Mamiko had settled back in her seat, hoping her discomfort had gone 
unnoticed. Mrs Ikeuchi was a gentle person, a good woman, known for her kindness 
in managing even the most recalcitrant children in her charge. Who could have the 
heart to tell her she needed to use mouthwash or breath mints. 
 Mamiko could understand her employer’s concerns. More and more foreigners 
were being invited to act as assistant language teachers in Japan’s classrooms in 
recent years. Naturally, problems occurred. Few had any idea of Japanese traditions or 
customs. Even fewer spoke Japanese. They talked too loudly and acted too 
impulsively. They complained. Some even exhibited violent tendencies. Mamiko 
recalled hearing of an appalling incident of an American working in a Tokyo suburb 
who had attempted to hold up a convenience store with a gun he had smuggled into 
the country. 
 These gaijin were an uncertain commodity. They could be dangerous and 
volatile, like a chemical substance that needed to be handled with care.  
 Mamiko Ohnishi was an employee at ‘Rainbow English,’ a kindergarten 
located in a medium-sized city in southern Japan that offered English immersion 
sessions to its children. She was the most fluent English speaker on the staff, but 
Mamiko associated the language with unhappiness, mental and physical. She had 
lived in Houston for five years, married to a Texan she had met in a bar in Tokyo. It 
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turned out he had a fondness for giving her a clip around the head when he’d had a 
beer or two. 
 Mamiko had been able to divorce her tall, lanky husband, but how could she 
solve the problem of the new foreigner in her life? Not that she suspected Lisa-chan 
would ever offer her physical violence. No, the unpleasantness Mamiko imagined was 
having to listen to the ramblings of a childlike soul needing to be guided every step of 
the way. 
 Mamiko was in the habit of shaking her head impatiently whenever she found 
herself musing about her ex-husband and how bad he made her feel about hearing or 
speaking English. It was reprehensible self-indulgence. She had been trained up from 
her earliest years to bear the unpleasant without complaint. Besides, it couldn’t be 
helped. Fluency in English was a component of her job. 

She shook her head now. She would do what was required of her. 
 Mamiko saw her role as superintending a damage limitation exercise. The 
kindergarten children’s parents would be delighted and reassured to see a bona fide 
foreigner on site. They would imagine their little darlings imbibing English and exotic 
customs through sheer proximity with a westerner. 
 Her love for the kindergarten’s children meant Mamiko genuinely hoped they 
would profit from Lisa’s presence. But Mamiko knew Lisa had only flown in from 
her hometown of Chicago a week before. The girl would know nothing. 
 
 
The problems Mamiko had anticipated arose within minutes of Lisa’s appearing by 
her side to manage the first-period class. Twenty children clad in the summer uniform 
of white cotton short-sleeved tops and blue shorts or skirts were seated at their desks, 
their faces beaming with excitement. 
 ‘Stand!’ Mamiko ordered them. There was a sound of chairs scraping back as 
the tiny figures got to their feet. ‘Bow!’ Mamiko snapped out, and happened to look 
over at Lisa as the children obeyed. She was disconcerted by the look of shock there. 
 ‘They all have to bow?’ Lisa asked. ‘How…strange.’ 
 ‘It’s our custom,’ Mamiko said as she extended a hand, beckoning the children 
to resume their seats. ‘What all schoolchildren do before a lesson.’  
 Lisa collected herself with an obvious effort. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘How quaint.’ 
Then she had wandered over to the windows and gazed out at the school’s 
playground, Mamiko groaned. The American should have stood dutifully at attention 
by her side as Mamiko outlined the day’s schedule of lessons. The blonde girl seemed 
to be snuffling; had she caught a summer cold? 
 She looked around the classroom with a sense of satisfaction. It was very tidy. 
Coils of jump ropes were tethered to hooks above the bank of small cubicles in which 
the students stored their belongings. The walls were decorated with crayon pictures 
drawn by the children. The desks and floor were shining. The little boys and girls had 
cleaned the room before their lessons began, scrambling on hands and knees up and 
down the room with cloths or swarming around the windows to wipe the glass with 
rags.  
 Mamiko hoped the American appreciated their efforts. Whether she did or not, 
the girl soon proved she could be useful. Mamiko had to grant her that. Her exotic 
presence spurred the children on to unusual exertions. Many had never been in such 
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close proximity to a foreigner before, and they treated her as they would some famous 
person suddenly planted in their midst. They competed with each other, thrusting their 
hands up to volunteer whenever she asked a question and nearly shouting out their 
answers. 
 The foreigner was an asset in the break times, too. As soon as she stepped out 
into the dusty courtyard with its slides and swings she was surrounded by a circle of 
adoring little girls and boys. The Japanese teachers stood by, smiling but at a loss. The 
children usually loved playing with them and vied for their attention, but the 
American was a celebrity. She bent down to let them touch her blonde hair and look 
into her blue eyes. The children giggled wildly as she picked them up at random and 
swung them round.  
 Apart from one regrettable incident, when Mamiko happened to look up from 
helping a child climb the jungle gym, and noticed the foreigner nip out the front gates 
to the convenience store opposite, she could find nothing to complain about. Mamiko 
made a note to herself to explain to Lisa that staff members weren’t allowed to leave 
the premises unless specifically granted permission by the principal. 
 On seeing the American playing an impromptu game of tag with five or six 
little girls who were shrieking with delight as they were chased by her, Mamiko 
couldn’t help laughing. She adored the children, and their happiness made her happy. 
They were darlings, all apart from Kenji Ikeuchi, who seemed to think the fact his 
mother was the kindergarten principal gave him a license to behave as badly as he 
pleased. Ikeuchi-sensei was in her mid-forties and had only the one son, who was 
badly spoiled and even rather nasty. Mamiko knew she wasn’t alone in counting the 
days till he graduated and entered primary school. Then he would be some other poor 
teacher’s problem. But it was as unimaginable to mention the boy’s bad behaviour to 
his mother as to make the slightest allusion to her bad breath.  
 Even now, as all the other children were jumping up and down in a frenzy of 
ecstasy, she could spy Kenji lurking by the front gate, scowling as if observing a party 
to which he had not been invited. 
 Mamiko noticed with horror that the little boy had picked up a stone. No, it 
was more like a small rock. He looked at his new teacher and hurled it at her.  
 It was all over in a minute. Lisa staggered, a tiny red thread of blood trickling 
from her right forehead. The children stared at her with shocked faces. One little girl 
took her hand and seemed to be stroking it. Mamiko couldn’t help smiling. Yappari, 
she thought. It was no wonder. It was her favorite, Akari-chan. She was the sweetest, 
most loving child Mamiko had encountered in her twenty years of teaching. 
 Noticing that the American was wiping her forehead with a handkerchief and 
that another teacher had rushed to her aid, Mamiko ran over to the Ikeuchi boy and 
grabbed him roughly by the hand. She saw that everyone was staring at them as she 
marched the child to his mother’s office. 
 Mrs Ikuechi glanced up from a tangle of papers on her desk, looking 
exhausted. And surprised. Mamiko hadn’t even knocked. 
 ‘Ikeuchi-sensei,’ was all Mamiko managed to say before they were interrupted 
by a sharp rapping at the door.  
 Without waiting to be invited in, the impatient soul opened the door and 
entered. 
 Mamiko issued an involuntary sigh. It was the foreigner.  
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 Lisa smiled broadly at them both. She was holding up a white handkerchief to 
her forehead.  
 ‘Oh, Mami,’ she grinned, as though they were the best of friends. ‘And little 
Kenji. Good. Can you translate for me, please, Mami?’  
 Then the tall foreigner turned to Mrs Ikeuchi and bowed. ‘I’m so sorry. This 
talented little boy was practicing his throw and I got in the way.’ She knelt down to 
Kenji while Mamiko reported her remarks in Japanese. ‘You’re good! You should 
play baseball. You have a real talent for sports.’ 
 Mrs Ikeuchi had risen in alarm, noticing the blood on the handkerchief. 
 ‘Just a scratch.’ Lisa laughed as though it were all a great joke.  
 Mamiko was amazed to see the boy’s perpetual scowl vanish from his face as 
Lisa gently took his hand. He could actually be good looking when he smiled. The 
foreigner’s unexpected mercy had accomplished the impossible and made him a sweet 
child again. Mamiko couldn’t suspect an ulterior motive. Lisa had no idea the boy was 
Mrs Ikeuchi’s only child. 
 Lisa put on a sterner face and looked seriously at the little boy. ‘But you need 
to make up for hurting me. I want you to help me collect all the playground toys after 
this break time. Okay? All the ropes and balls. And promise you won’t throw stones 
again. Balls are far preferable.’ 
 When he agreed, Lisa beamed and, still holding the boy’s hand, abstracted a 
pack of breath mints from her pocket with the other. ‘A treat for us,’ she said, ‘after 
all that drama. Just something I got from the store opposite.’ 
 They each obediently extended a palm into which the tall foreigner rattled two 
or three vivid blue pellets. Mamiko was relieved to see her boss slip hers into her 
mouth.  
 As they left the room, the little boy still confidingly clutching the American 
woman’s hand, Mamiko found herself repeating what he had said, but in English, 
‘Thank you, teacher.’ 
 Mamiko had expected a stone around her neck. She had found a gem. 
 
West 
Lisa Foster looked down at the little Japanese woman beside her. The kindergarten 
principal had just brought the woman over, bowed, and introduced her as Mamiko 
Ohnishi. 
 Lisa had stepped back at Mrs Ikeuchi’s approach. From their earlier 
encounters, Lisa knew what to expect. My God, thought Lisa, the poor creature 
should be forced to register her breath as a lethal weapon. But Lisa managed a smile, 
looking curiously at the woman who had been described to her as a fluent English 
speaker. She knew she would need to rely on her heavily. She hoped they could 
become good friends. 
 ‘Please call me Mami,’ Lisa’s new acquaintance said. 
 ‘And call me Lisa. I hear you lived in Texas for a while. I’m from Illinois. I’ve 
never been further south than Kentucky.’ 

 Lisa found herself observing somebody who seemed to be trying to hide in 
plain sight. Miss Ohnishi was self-effacing and slight. She wore heavy makeup, as if 
concealing her face behind a mask. She kept her eyes cast down. Like all the other 
kindergarten employees, she also looked as if she was just about to set off for a sports 
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match. Lisa looked down at her own clothes. Was there a staff uniform? If so, she 
hadn’t been told. But all these diminutive women who worked as assistants were clad 
in blue training pants and white polo shirts. They even wore similar hats: broad 
brimmed cotton ones in pastel shades. 
 And why were so many of them rake-thin? If it was due not to anorexia but to 
the Japanese diet, Lisa looked forward to changing her eating habits and shedding a 
few pounds herself.  
 What a blessing this Ohnishi woman may prove, Lisa thought. Her English so 
good, if flavored with the charming inflection of a southern drawl. 
 They were standing in the large forecourt of the kindergarten. It was a large 
dusty space crowded with brightly painted playground equipment. The air was filled 
with the cries and laughter of children darting around them like swallows. They 
kicked up little puffs of dirt as they ran and jumped. 
 ‘We try to provide the children with a happy play environment,’ Mami said 
proudly. 
 Lisa struggled to suppress a sigh. It would not do to show the two women how 
dreary she found it all. The swings and slides were fine, and she approved of the row 
of unicycles parked by the storeroom: they could teach children balance and bravery, 
and Lisa wouldn’t mind trying to have a go on one herself. There was a little paddling 
pool beneath a trellis. There was a hammock slung between two poles. But these were 
the place’s only redeeming features. 

There was almost no greenery apart from a stiff barrier of evergreens blocking 
the kindergarten and its premises from street view. The exercise yard was packed dirt 
instead of grass. The kindergarten building was a grim rectangle of cracked and 
stained concrete. There were no curtains at its windows or curtains on its floors to add 
a dash of colour or a hint of comfort.  

Lisa had been astonished, too, when she realised there was no heating or air 
conditioning in the building. The teachers could have small fans positioned below 
their desks in summer, or small electric heaters in winter, but the children had to cope 
with chilblains in the cold and sweatiness in the heat. 
 When Mrs Ikeuchi and an English interpreter brought in specifically for that 
purpose had given her a tour the day previous, and Lisa had queried them on this 
point, the principal had turned to her with a smile Lisa preferred not to think of as 
patronising. 
 ‘We Japanese believe in trying to live naturally,’ she had said. ‘We live with 
nature. We live in nature. When it is hot, we perspire. When it is cold, we shiver.’ 
 And there’s also the small matter of the energy shortage in Japan resulting 
from all its reactors being shut down after the nuclear meltdown, but Lisa only smiled 
noncommittally. 
 Lisa had come to Japan because she loved children. She wanted to become a 
kindergarten teacher in America. She thought of her job at ‘Rainbow English’ as a 
kind of apprenticeship. She was on her gap year, between high school and college, 
and what better way to spend it than to be with children while seeing something of the 
wider world. 
 But Lisa hadn’t been prepared for quite how different Japan was from the 
States. She found the kindergarten children charming, but there seemed to be 
something that smacked of the militaristic in the way they treated. They were 
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corralled here and there, forced to bow in unison, and made to wear the same clothes 
as if they were in training to be little soldiers. They seemed happy enough, but was 
that because they had been brainwashed? 
 Lisa had been looking forward to her first class session with Mami, but she 
felt she had entered a time warp when she saw the classroom. The desks and chairs 
looked so old they could have been ones used by the children’s parents or even by 
their grandparents. The surfaces of the desk were heavily scored and stained and the 
wood floor was scuffed and bumpy. The walls were concrete. Lisa could imagine that 
in the winter they held in the cold and in the summer, the heat. Despite the children’s 
efforts earlier, the windows were cloudy and streaked.  
 Lisa couldn’t help comparing the place to her nephew’s kindergarten. Her 
elder sister had insisted she accompany her to the open-house day at the facility in 
Chicago on a blustery winter’s day. It was a low-slung brick building surrounded by 
bushes and trees. The playground was a grassy space. There were thick, tasteful 
drapes at the windows and a pile carpet on the floor. Paintings, albeit reproductions, 
adorned the walls. Boys and girls dressed in fashionable jeans, sweaters and scarves 
sat nonchalantly in swivel chairs positioned before birch wood desks. They seemed to 
regard their teacher as a friend rather than as an authoritarian figure to be respected 
and obeyed. 
 Different places, different customs, Lisa tried to remind herself. But when 
Mami’s class opened with the children being asked to stand and bow, Lisa felt she 
couldn’t stand the drabness and regimentation a moment longer. She walked over to 
the windows to compose herself, gulping down a sob. 
 It was a relief and a release when she was asked to take charge of the students’ 
English pronunciation drills and then to play a few games with them. Lisa was thrilled 
by the children’s enthusiasm. It was infectious. It made everything worthwhile. She 
wanted to hug each and every one of them. 
 There was only one boy who held back. He was a small child with a 
disagreeable expression on his face. Lisa was concerned to see that he seemed to have 
no friends. When the children were put in a circle and practiced saying ‘catch’ and 
‘throw’ by tossing a ball back and forth to each other, nobody threw the ball at him. 
Lisa noticed that he was also shunned during break times, when the children 
voluntarily segregated themselves by sex. The little girls monopolised the jump ropes, 
the boys engaged in rough games of football.   
 Lisa learned the boy’s name was Kenji. She saw that that even at lunchtime, 
when Kenji was one of the monitors assigned to don a white gown and mask and fetch 
the food from the kitchen, the other monitors ostentatiously kept their distance from 
him.  
 Lisa decided to make the boy her project. She would save him. It would be her 
challenge. 
 At the recess after lunch, she saw Kenji loitering by the front gate and saw the 
stone in his hand even as he threw it at her. She didn’t have time to duck, and it hit her 
with surprising force. But she was determined to limit the damage as much as she 
could. She raised her hand to her forehead and felt the soft sticky warmth of blood. 
Luckily there was a handkerchief in her pocket. She pulled it out and dabbed her face 
and smiled as though it had all been a game. 
 There was no time to lose. She had noticed Mami hurrying up to Kenji and 
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marching him off to the principal’s office. 
 When she entered the room, she saw that everyone looked strained and 
unhappy. It was clear where her duty lay. She knelt by the boy and took his hand. She 
was gratified when his face cleared and he smiled. 
 She wanted to be his friend, but she wouldn’t allow him to get away with bad 
behaviour. She told him he must help her collect all the playground equipment, and 
she would never lie for him again. Tough love. That was the remedy. 
 Even better, she could offer the breath mints she had just bought at the 
convenience store opposite the kindergarten. 
 As they stood swaying companionably together, sucking their candy, Lisa 
looked around and felt she might find her place at the kindergarten. She knew Mrs 
Ikeuchi and Mami loved the children and cared about their welfare. What had looked 
like regimentation in the children’s routines might be regarded in a different light. 
Sometimes Lisa thought her nephew a bit spoiled. Maybe all the luxuries offered 
America’s children could make them selfish. 
 Lisa had to suppress an urge to hug the two women beside her. She would 
become friends with the other staff members and try to learn Japanese. She might 
even buy a polo shirt and blue training pants and a cotton hat to show willingness. 

Her new life had begun.  
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The Meeting with Hemingway 

 

Sunil Sharma 

 

The man was not very old and seemed to be waiting. He had a great presence. A 

stand-out guy. Raw and appealing. You could sense power emanating—a resting 

sinewy cheetah. Alone, brooding, yet untouchable. The face, in profile, was weather-

beaten and ruddy. Hypnotic, thought the viewer, watching the man.  

Otherwise, it was a regular, mundane scene. Typical of tourist spots. It was 

noon and the harsh African sun—the Kenyan sun to be precise—was shining 

mercilessly on a road that seemed to be lost in the steaming jungle ahead. The old 

corpulent man, in his late fifties with frizzled hair and red eyes, was sitting in the 

shade of a red umbrella, in the open courtyard of the modest restaurant called the 

Safari, drinking chilled beer in a large mug and smoking a cigar. He was wearing a 

Panama hat and a cotton shirt that stuck to his broad muscular back and cotton shorts 

that were crumpled and dirty, revealing two heavy and hairy legs. The man was 

quietly watching the road and the far-off jungle, slowly sipping and exhaling the rich 

smoke through his wide nostrils—a typical hunter, or, a rich Yankee tourist, lost in his 

own private world, slightly aloof and formidable, on a mandatory visit of exploration 

of the dark Africa. Most came in groups, fascinated by the African soul, colonial 

masters on a routine discovery of the primitive there. 

The young waiter looked at the old white man from his vantage corner, near the tin 

shed, admiring his stern profile; his sun-lit broad face and deeply-lined forehead 

slightly tilted in his direction, reminding the viewer of old Biblical prophets. Tough 

man. He always admired such strong types—rough, barrel-chested, determined in the 

mouth and exuding the raw energy of a slumbering jungle cat. The old man looked 

like a trained hunter. Focussed and cool. Perfectly oblivious to the diverting presence 

of other human beings or other distractions. Occasionally, he wrote something in a fat 

diary, some key detail. His concentration was supreme. He was watching the jungle 

far ahead and the peaks that jutted out of the swaying tree tops, as if in a trance. Very 

occasionally, he would look at the road. The hotel business was not good this season. 

The last rains were over. The tourist season was to start soon. The old man was their 

first customer of the day who had arrived a bit early, as usual. He had plopped down 

on a wicker chair, spreading his legs wide apart and taken out a box of Havana cigars, 

as usual. Then, he had ordered a chilled beer and some salted munchies. And turned 

around his chair and faced the road with the patience of a Zen monk, as if expecting a 

lion to come out suddenly from the hills beyond, for a dialogue with him. He was the 

only client so far, drinking his beer slowly; eyes focussed; probing the dull 

countryside. The hot August sun and the flies did not bother him either. He just sat, 

waiting. He may bring luck to them this season. 

 ‘More beer, Mister?’ asked the young waiter, afraid of disturbing the reverie 

that raw Africa often inspired in visitors. 

The old man said, looking at him kindly: ‘Not right now, lad. Thanks for 

asking.’ 
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He sure is a kind man, thought the lad. ‘Reminds me of my dead maternal 

grandpa, a successful safari hunter, and favourite of white clients, thought the lad in 

yellow T-shirt and baggy black underpants that hung down his thin long legs.’ 

The safari was actually run from a large tin-n-wooden shack with a canvas 

awning. The uneven ground was cleared by the short owner and his fat wife. A 

fencing of barbed wires was strung to mark the territory and prevent stray dogs from 

entering. Some plants and creepers gave a green look to the dismal place and a couple 

of umbrellas were erected to give shade and colour to the run-down eatery. It was the 

only joint in the creeping wilderness where tourists stopped for a short rest before the 

start of a rough jeep ride over a pot-holed road and a drink or two and a fried chicken. 

The modest kitchen was managed by the woman, wearing a red scarf over her head, 

while her man attended to the white customers and the cash-box. The lean famished 

waiter took the orders. It was perfectly still. 

‘He is here right from morning,’ the woman remarked in a low tone, 

rearranging the crockery, on the platform full of vegetables and other things. 

‘So what? The man is harmless. Quietly drinking his third beer now. Brings 

business for us. The serious type, not the boisterous arrogant type of tourist,’ said the 

husband.  

The woman nodded her agreement. ‘A good customer, yeah.’ 

The young waiter now lurked in the long shadow of the small shack, watching 

the burning road, bored with the ritual of waiting on the only client, on a slow day. 

There was no vehicular traffic. The road stretched long and endless, merging with the 

green shadows in the distance. A warm breeze blew in, bringing dust also. It was 

lovely still. 

The customer sipped his beer and glanced at his watch. Wiping his broad 

forehead, he called out in a gruff voice, ‘A matchbox, please.’ 

The tall lean waiter ambled towards the shack, fished out a box from an 

overcrowded bamboo basket and then, reached the white man. He offered the item to 

the old man, saying nothing. 

The man said, ‘Thank you, my young lad.’ 

The waiter just nodded his head and said, ‘Anything else, Mister?’ 

‘No, thank you. You are a nice lad.’ 

The teenage waiter now smiled, opening up a bit, body a bit relaxed. 

‘What is your name?’ 

‘David Mboto.’ 

‘Good-sounding name!’  

The waiter smiled, showing white teeth. Happy to be talked to in the 

wilderness by a white man! 

‘And yours?’ the waiter asked. 

‘Hemingway. Ernest Hemingway.’ 

‘Are you waiting for somebody?’ 

The bearded man smiled. ‘Yes. For a close friend.’ 

‘You waiting for three days now?’ 

‘Yes. Full three days.’ 

‘Do not you tire out?’ 

‘No. For friends, I can wait for eternity. Even, in the jungle!’ 

The owner, noticing the sudden animated conversation, shouted at the waiter, 
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‘Hey, come here. Do not disturb the white man there by your silly talk, Mboto.’ 

Hemingway said in a booming voice, ‘Not at all. I want to talk to the boy. Can 

I, boss?’ 

The owner nodded indifferently. 

‘What do you do, Mr. Hemingway?’ Mboto asked in his thin voice, eyes wide 

and clear, a curious teenager now, in the company of a new caring friend. 

‘Oh! I am a writer.’ 

‘What is that?’ The boy asked. 

‘Writer is a guy who creates things in his head. Things that do not really exist. 

Then he packs the whole wonderful stuff in words called stories that tell you a lot 

about this real world and life,’ said Hemingway to the wide-eyed boy Mboto. 

‘Like a magician?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Great! What do you write about?’ 

‘The big game. The Safari. The bull fight. The War. So many things that the 

world does not want to talk about these days.’ 

‘But all of them are real things? Like war.’ 

‘Yes. Magicians also pull off real things, out of their black hats.’ 

‘You must be a very brave man, Mr. Hemingway, doing all these tough 

things?’ 

‘I do not know.’ 

‘You fight the bulls?’ 

‘All of us have our own bulls to fight, Mboto.’ 

‘And you hunt also?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Big game?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And you have seen war also?’ 

‘Yes. I was an ambulance driver at the front.’ 

Mboto’s thin mouth fell open. He stared at the big bearded man with a ruddy 

face and kind eyes. ‘You are a great guy.’ 

Hemingway roared. ‘Naw. I am not. Ordinary guy like you but with extra-

ordinary interests. I chase life. It is beautiful!’ 

The lad blushed. ‘But I do not do all these things.’ 

‘A time comes when, chased by bulls, a man has to stop and fight them. You 

will also do that. Already doing that only. Here, in this jungle, on your own. Do you 

know who is a real guy?’ 

‘No,’ said Mboto. 

‘The one who stands up for a cause and gets counted. That makes a man, a real 

man,’ said the writer, looking at the lad, as if he were his lost son. 

‘You are a brave person. I wish my old man was like you only.’ 

‘Where is he?’ 

‘He left us.’ 

‘When?’ 

‘Many years ago. I was just five. My mother brought me up.’ 

‘Where is she now?’ 

‘She is dead.’ 
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‘Oh! I am sorry!’ 

Hemingway looked at the tall famished boy. ‘You are a nice little man.’ 

‘Thank you, Sir.’ 

‘Mboto, where did you pick up your English?’ 

‘In the church, where Ma worked as a kitchen help.’ 

‘Who taught you there?’ 

‘The Dutch priest. The kind Father Fernandez. In the missionary school there.’ 

Hemingway lit up his fat cigar. ‘What you doing here in this goddamn place?’ 

‘I came here to search for my father. Somebody said he was working in the 

town as a safari guide.’ 

‘Could you find him, that bastard?’ 

‘No. I searched the town. He had left two days ago. He is the only one left of 

my tiny family now. I want to find him out.’ 

‘Then?’ 

‘I decided to wait out here. This man took pity on me and gave me this job. I 

will wait.’ 

‘Do you expect to find and meet your father?’ 

‘I dunno. Ma said, waiting is important. Surprises may turn up in new places.’ 

Hemingway smiled and patted the boy on his thin back. ‘You are a brave 

young lad. Do not give up on your search. You may find something worthwhile. We 

all are searching for somebody in our life.’  

‘Thank you, sir. You are nice being. Not seen your type. Others are very rude.’ 

Hemingway smiled. ‘Writers also are on a search. They cannot afford to be 

rude. If they get rude, they die young.’ 

‘What do they search?’ 

‘Characters.’ 

‘Who are they?’ 

‘Folks like you. Real people. With a lot of pain and hurt.’ 

‘You also feel pain and hurt, Mr. Hemingway?’ 

‘A lot, dear. I cry also. Real men are not afraid of crying.’ 

Mboto stared hard at the big white man. ‘You cry?’ 

‘Yes. The world is a wicked place. You can get hurt easily. You have to get 

around the dark things and find your own personal code.’ 

 The lad said nothing. 

‘You see, my boy, a writer is an ordinary person who can create beauty out of 

ugliness. Pain, hurt, humiliation. That gets transformed.’ 

‘You also depressed,’ asked David Mboto. 

‘Yes. I often feel like committing suicide.’ 

‘But that is cowardice. Ma told me not to do that and to believe in God. 

Cowardice, she called it.’ 

‘No. When you cannot live on your terms, live no more. Pull the trigger. And 

exit the cruel world gracefully. On your terms only. Without being disgraced. It is 

courage of different kind.’ 

‘Surprising! Coming from a brave bloke like you!’ 

‘Those who live honourably, die honourably.’ 

‘Why you kill big game?’ 

‘Oh! Not again. I will tell you some other time. Not now, Mboto. Big game is 
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like facing death in the eyes. Facing the ultimate truth in life. The brave can attempt 

that. The beauty of Nada.’ 

‘What is that?’ 

Just then, a jeep pulled over. A blonde shouted loudly, ‘Papa Hemingway. I 

am here. Finally!’ 

‘Coming, my dear,’ said the man. He threw some dollars on the plate and 

stood up, ‘Do not worry, my lad. You will sure find your father one day. We all do. 

He will teach you how to swim, fish and fight. Do not give up so easily on your noble 

quest. Meanwhile, try to live honourably in this mean world. You remind me of Nick 

Adams. Bye, Bye!’ Then, he stopped, at the low gate. ‘Mboto, count me as your 

family.’ 

 ‘How can I meet you again?’ asked a happy Mboto to the receding 

Hemingway. 

The writer stopped again, spun around and said, ‘do not worry. I will find you 

again. We will meet again. Bye.’ 

And he was gone. 

 

Mboto never met the great writer again in his short happy life as a young safari 

hunter, at least. But the world-famous writer of short clean well-lit fluorescent words 

and clipped elegant sentences and bare prose did find Mboto. A few years down the 

line, Mboto saw the famous face staring from a daily with the caption: ‘Great Hunter 

Kills Himself’. Intrigued, he read on about the suicide committed by the bearded, 

masculine, pugilist Hemingway and then, clearly remembered the meeting with the 

great writer, on that memorable August day, many years ago in the tumble-down 

Safari hotel, as if it had happened only yesterday: a brief but unforgettable meeting 

that had changed his depressed sad orphan life forever and made him, a true real man, 

following the trade of a professional hunter and trekker of big game in the jungles of 

the brooding Africa. He had become one of the best trekkers of Kenya and much 

admired for his virtues of patience, calmness and courage and his eye for sharp 

details. Few could beat Mboto for his talents in the jungle, and his photographic 

memory. He could face the herds of wild elephants and go even nearer to a tigress 

feeding her cubs. He courted danger but took all the precautions. The jungle was his 

backyard. 

 He had come to read all the works of Hemingway in English, understanding 

their import, developing tremendous respect for this celebrated big game hunter, a 

man in constant quest of extreme adventure, danger and challenge. Africa and Cuba 

calmed the great writer of the adventures of human soul. ‘Nature tested the heroism of 

Papa Hemingway,’ declared this simple tall man with an authority that could puzzle 

the well-read theory-driven Oxford dons!  

This account of meeting with Hemingway was narrated to me by this 

remarkable man during my brief stay in Kenya, as an English high-school teacher 

from central India. Mboto himself was a great story teller who could make things very 

vivid through his skills with words, situations and characters. I cannot confirm the 

authenticity of this gripping encounter between an accomplished writer and a young 

lad taught in a mission school, on a bare noon in a run-down hotel at the edge of the 

jungle but the way he narrated it, laying down all the details accurately about my all-

time favourite writer, a master to many in the world, sounded very convincing and 
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real to me. And that counts for me, as a reader or listener. About finding his lost 

father again, Mboto evaded direct answers but once famously said to me, ‘all of us do 

find our fathers, somewhere, at some time! They teach us a lot about transcendental 

values. I did find mine, many years ago, on a lazy August noon. He lives on in my 

mind and heart.’ 
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In Ethiopia, Once 

 

Ron Singer 

 

‘How did the rest of your week go, George?’ The question was asked by Edna, a 

South African journalist whom I had interviewed on Monday. It was now Sunday.  

 ‘Well, on the one hand... ’ I gestured, ‘I did three more interviews. But on the 

other… ’ a second gesture, ‘I was almost eaten by a lion.’ Everyone laughed, and I 

explained. The anecdote featured a malfunctioning car window in a game park on the 

outskirts of Nairobi. The hot-and-foul breathed lion had cased the car and its 

occupants, then walked off.  

 ‘Must have been a vegetarian,’ said Devi, Bill’s waggish roommate.  

 Bill was the mild-mannered son of my dentist (father) and eye doctor 

(mother). Reared in an affluent New Jersey ‘burb minutes from the city, he was a little 

Clark-Kentish. Devi, an Indian-American from the same place, was tall, thin, and 

wired. Old friends, they both now worked for a UN group monitoring the distribution 

of food and other aid at refugee camps across East Africa and the Horn: Ethiopia, 

Eritrea, Djibouti, and Somalia). Or, as Devi quipped, ‘we make sure no more than 

90% is stolen.’ This job required frequent trips to places where it was too dangerous 

for them to live. Since Edna was the Reuters rep for the Horn, operating, like the 

roommates, out of Nairobi, she, too, travelled a lot. Edna was Bill’s significant other. 

 The four of us were relaxing at the pool in Bill and Devi’s apartment complex 

in Westlands, an upscale suburb of Nairobi. We were enjoying apres-squash drinks. 

Bill was in his early thirties, and Devi and Edna looked about the same, which made 

them all a bit more than half my age. 

 ‘What happened with that guy I introduced you to?’ Edna asked, referring to 

the Managing Editor of African Zeitgeist, an important news weekly. If it is not 

obvious by now, I had come to this part of the world to write an article about local 

journalists. 

 ‘Well, not to make too fine a point of it, it was a fiasco.’  

 ‘Oops,’ said Edna. ‘Sorry. What went wrong?’ So I told them a second story, 

this one much more elaborate than the lion story.  

 I had telephoned and made a date for a working lunch with the editor, a 

Kenyan Asian, but after that everything went wrong. First, some pickpockets on the 

bus I took from my guest house had a go (unsuccessful) at my wallet. Flustered and 

hot, I then had trouble finding the restaurant, a steak place in the downtown business 

district that the editor had suggested. Since I hadn’t quite caught the name, which 

turned out to be ‘Prime Eats,’ I wandered around for a while, until the penny dropped. 

Luckily, or maybe not, I still managed to arrive early, but only because the editor was 

late, which I excused because I knew he was a busy man.  

 After he had bustled in and spotted me in the dining room, we shook hands, 

and he moved us to the bar. While I ate and anticipated the interview, he ignored me, 

watching cricket on the big TV, gobbling down some food, guzzling a beer, and 

chain-smoking. Perhaps, his frantic behaviour stemmed from the fact that the match, 

some kind of cup final, involved his original homeland, India.  
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 As soon as it ended, looking at his watch, he suggested — then, insisted — 

that, since I was the one who had initiated the interview, I should pick up the check. 

Outraged, but reluctant to create a scene, I acceded as gracefully as possible. Given 

that Nairobi restaurants can be expensive, the check luckily turned out to be 

manageable.  

 As we were nodding our very cool farewells out on the sidewalk, he seemed to 

notice how angry I was. At any rate, he turned on the charm. ‘But, please, George, 

you must come to my home this Sunday for lunch. We can do the interview right after 

we eat. Inshallah, I’ll call you that morning and pick you up in my car.’ But he never 

did call. 

 ‘I thought the plan sounded good,’ I concluded, ‘especially the inshallah part. 

Isn’t that some kind of oath?’ 

  ‘Well, no, George,’ Devi explained, ‘not exactly.’ Bill and Edna looked 

amused. ‘Let me preface this by saying that I am, myself, of partly Muslim extraction. 

Okay? “Inshallah,” or “God willing”, is what we Muslims sometimes say instead of 

really doing anything, for example, “Inshallah, I shall not have any more children,” 

says the pregnant mother of twenty.’ 

 ‘Oh.’ 

 ‘What a jerk!’ Bill said. Edna just shook her head, and we changed the subject.

   

So that was how I came to be pool-side that Sunday afternoon. Rather than call the 

rude editor again, I had opted for some r & r. 

 While I had been telling my story, a genial young African Kenyan waiter 

served us a second round of beer and soft drinks. There were four other parties at 

pool-side that afternoon, two white, one Asian, and one African. By chance, although 

racial mixing is common among better-off Kenyans, ours was the only racially mixed 

group. The Africans were a family of five, all fat. In Kenya, there is a piquant saying 

for what happens when your ethnic group comes to power: ‘It’s our turn to eat.’ While 

the mother supervised the children, the father swam laps in the small pool, which he 

had to himself, splashing water onto the apron with his vigorous strokes.  

 Although only Devi and I had played squash, we had all been into the pool. 

After Bill signed for the drinks, we sat at our table in the broiling sun, the four of us 

politely trying to edge our chairs under the too-small umbrella. In an ersatz way, it 

was like the scramble for Africa.  

 For a while, we chatted about this and that. For the benefit of Devi, who had 

not heard it before, I summarised my intended article, mentioning that, before coming 

to Nairobi, I had spent ten days each in Dar es Salaam and Addis Ababa. Then, Devi 

and I reprised our fairly even squash match, which he had won. He was good; I was 

— am — too old for the game. Bill had watched from a small gallery above the court, 

so the account was for the sole benefit of Edna, who had arrived afterwards. It turned 

out that, like many South Africans, she was, herself, a squash player, and she and 

Devi conducted a mild pissing contest about what might happen if they were to play, 

an eventuality they had previously broached. 

 ‘Who do you think would win, George?’ joked Edna, who was wearing a 

black one-piece bathing suit, and was the fittest-looking member of our party. 

 ‘It depends who’s better,’ I non-answered. 

 ‘The wisdom of Solomon,’ Devi said. 
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 After that, he and Bill told me more about their work. Since many visitors to 

this part of the world pass through Nairobi, and since they had obviously given the 

spiel before, they sprinkled in a few well-rehearsed, harrowing details about violence 

and deprivation. Mostly, however, they stuck to facts and generalisations, their tone 

bureaucratically dispassionate.  

 This was obviously the kind of conversation that, sooner or later, falls into the 

doldrums, and, after ten or fifteen minutes, it did. The reader may be surprised by how 

I got it moving again, so let me blame Edna. 

 ‘Had you ever been to this part of the world before, George?’ she asked. 

  A lucky gambit, for I had, indeed, been to East Africa, visiting several 

countries over six weeks in the early 1970’s. This was a parent-sponsored, post-

college trip, all by myself, since it was meant to be (and was) an adventure.  

 So I answered that, yes, I had been there, and offered a few details: the bar in 

Mombasa where I narrowly avoided a fight with a British commando on r & r from 

Yemen, the dusty streets and open-air food shops of Addis, and so on. My sparse 

travelogue seemed to arouse Edna’s journalistic instincts. 

 ‘Come on, George,’ she said, ‘those are the kinds of stories everyone tells. 

Give us something a little more … interesting.’  

 This posed an ‘interesting’ problem, which I quickly considered. Much of 

what had been most interesting about the trip was, for various reasons, unrepeatable, 

at least in a pool-side conversation on a Sunday afternoon in Nairobi in early 2011. 

How about my newly acquired Tanzanian drinking buddy, a college student who went 

on about how he was the only person in sub-Saharan Africa who did not believe in 

juju (magic), and whose mother replied to the letter I sent him six months later, 

informing me that, the week after I had left, her son had contracted a mysterious fever 

and died?   

 Or how about my encounter with the gorgeous fifteen-year old whom I met at 

a dance club in Kisumu, on Lake Victoria, and had sex with five or six times (careful 

here, time and age distort this kind of thing) during a single, delightful night, all 

without benefit, or even mention, of contraception? Nor did the girl ask for money or 

anything else. Of course, I took the initiative, as I was perhaps expected to do, buying 

her breakfast the next morning and handing her a substantial, but not ridiculous, sum, 

which she accepted without protest. But those are the kinds of stories I don’t think 

you can tell these days. Whatever else you may think of it, the one I did tell was 

politically correct. 

 ‘Okay,’ I said bluntly, ‘I’ll tell you a story about Ethiopia. There are two parts. 

I’ll start with the first one. But I have to warn you, this isn’t going to be what you 

would call “cute,” like the lion story. So. Shall I?’ Looking interested, they all 

nodded, so I bulled ahead, practically uninterrupted.  

 ‘Now that I think of it, this is more of an image than a story. It comes from a 

very long, slow, hot train ride through the Ethiopian desert from Addis to Dire Dawa 

— do you know where that is?’ They all did. ‘Anyway, sitting directly opposite me 

was a woman with a tiny child. Although she was wearing what I remember as 

elegant clothing, an embroidered shawl, and so on …’ (Bill complimented my 

memory) ‘… both she and the child were emaciated and drenched in sweat. In fact, 

they looked as if they might be starving. The child — a baby, I think, although I had 

no idea how old it was — seemed barely alive.  



 

‘In Ethiopia, Once.’ Ron Singer. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 7 no. 2, May 2015. 

http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 

 
 

4 

 ‘During the ten or twelve hour trip, the woman made no effort to nurse the 

baby or to give it any other food. She just stared into space. Come to think of it, I 

guess you could say this was another example of “inshallah.” The detail I remember 

most vividly was that big flies kept swarming over the child’s face, which the woman 

made no effort to brush away. I’m not sure why that sticks in my mind.  

 Of course, there are also many things I don’t remember, but still wonder 

about. Had I brought any food along for the journey and, if so, did I take it out and 

offer to share it? In the long hours during which we sat across from each other, did the 

woman and I make eye contact? Who were our fellow-passengers, and what were they 

doing?  

 The only other thought that does stick in my mind was that this mother and 

child were travelling toward their deaths. Did she get off the train when I did, at Dire 

Dawa? Because I met death there, myself. Or does that sound too melodramatic?’  

 On that note, I finally wound down. As you can imagine, this anecdote, or 

whatever it was, was something of a conversation-stopper. Everyone had been 

listening raptly, but, when I finished, there was a sort of stunned silence. Then, Bill 

recited some facts about hunger, poverty and illness. Devi said nothing. Edna 

mentioned the pathetic beggars she always encountered in Addis and other cities of 

the Horn: the blind, the orphaned, the limbless, the starving, those who were aged and 

destitute, and those whose limbs were twisted by polio or other crippling maladies. 

These comments, with their ‘nothing has changed’ theme, were followed by another 

silence, which Edna once again broke.  

 ‘Well, George,’ she said, shielding her eyes from the sun, ‘that was jolly! But 

you said there were two stories. Is Part Two more … cheerful? Has to be, eh? Want to 

tell us that one now?’ She shined a high-wattage smile on me, and, sheepishly, the 

roommates also smiled.  

 ‘Well, no,’ I said, embarrassed, but managing a tiny smile of my own. 

‘Actually, the sequel is just as bad. Suppose I save it for another time. But, if you 

like,’ I added, ‘I can recite the ten plagues against Egypt.’ 

 ‘Just the first two or three, George,’ suggested Devi. ‘Skip the frogs, please.’  

 This little … whatever… did the trick, barely, moving the conversation back 

onto the expected tracks of, first, some hectic banter; then, a few further thoughtful 

and sober, but not too gloomy, reflections on Africa’s enduring problems; and, finally, 

out onto the broad and tranquil plain of ordinary chatter. By now, the afternoon, still 

very hot, was turning into evening, so the talk turned to dinner plans, in which I was 

included.  

 When we left the pool, Edna hurried home to catch up on some e-mailing. The 

roommates and I went up to their flat, where we showered and dressed. At seven, I 

said goodbye to Devi, who intended to go dancing later on ‘with some ladies.’ Bill 

and I were dropped at the restaurant by a genial young taxi driver whom they had on 

call. We were joined almost immediately by Edna, who came in her own car. When 

she generously offered to drive us both home after the meal, Bill gave the driver the 

rest of the night off. 

 It was a very posh Indian place (no smoking), recommended by some friends 

of Devi’s, and new to Edna, Bill, and, of course, me. When we had been seated and 

were studying the huge menus, an Indian family of four, ostentatiously rich, bustled in 

and was shown to a nearby table. As the Kenyan-African waiter began pulling out 
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chairs, the father, a small man wearing a light blue safari suit and gold-rimmed 

glasses, stopped him in his tracks. 

 ‘Just a moment!’ he barked. ‘This table is unsatisfactory. Have the manager 

come over here immediately! I specifically reserved a corner table next to the 

verandah. Didn’t he tell you that, you fool?’  

 The waiter muttered something and sprinted off, presumably to find the 

manager, who was nowhere in sight. Many of the other diners, including Edna, looked 

very embarrassed. To my great surprise, mild-mannered Bill went ballistic.  

 ‘I fucking hate it,’ he spluttered, sotto voce, ‘when rich people throw their 

weight around like that. Some of these fucking bastards are really uncivilised.’ As he 

spoke, Bill’s red hands gripped the edge of the red tablecloth, and, for an exciting 

moment, I wondered if he might be about to spring to his feet, change into his 

Superman costume, charge the martinet, and escalate the verbal attack, maybe even 

punch him in the nose.   

 Luckily for everyone, I suppose, there was no phone booth. Anyway, before it 

could come to that, the flustered (Indian) manager glided up, as if on roller skates. 

Apologising profusely, he escorted the half-placated complainant away, presumably 

to a more suitable table. The wife had assumed an imperious air of her own, and, 

apparently used to their father’s tantrums, the children obediently trailed after. The 

occupants of the other tables overcame their embarrassment and resumed what they 

had been doing before the altercation, or whatever it was. The offending server was 

nowhere in sight. The entire episode had lasted no more than two or three minutes.  

 ‘I’m really sorry, folks,’ said Bill, still angry, ‘but I fucking hate that kind of 

behaviour.’ 

 ‘So do I,’ said Edna, matter-of-factly. 

 ‘Ditto,’ said I, and we returned to our menus.  

 Soon, we ordered. The hors d’oeuvres were promptly served, and we began to 

eat. Everything was excellent. I like Indian food, and this was at least as good as any I 

had eaten in New York, or anywhere else. 

 

 ‘How about that sequel now, Bill?’ Edna suggested, when the waiter had 

replaced the small dishes with huge ones, and was refilling our beer glasses. ‘The Dire 

Dawa story?’ 

 ‘You sure?’ I asked. They both nodded. If I need to explain myself, the 

proximate cause of Part Two of my Ethiopian adventure must have been Bill’s 

muffled outburst. Of course, my pool-side account of the train ride had prepared the 

way. Anyway, Edna was (again) the instigator.  

 Part Two was told in stages over the next hour, during which we finished the 

meal, dishes were cleared, and negotiations conducted over the check. For a while, 

this interrupted narrative worked well. Most of the story must have been fairly 

amusing, since my audience’s interest never seemed to flag. I’ll tell the bulk of it 

without their comments, which were few, anyway. 

 ‘Sometime very late, our train pulled into Dire Dawa, which was the terminus. 

When we had wearily disembarked, and the other passengers had gone their way, I 

realized I had a problem.  

 ‘As part of my itinerary of adventure, I had been travelling from town to town 

without bothering to make hotel reservations. I would just turn up, walk around, and 
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pick a place. Decent rooms always seemed available; prices, manageable. I travelled 

light, with only a few changes of clothing and a camera, but no camping gear. Of 

course, in the pre-ATM era, my most important possession was my book of travellers’ 

cheques. Midway through the trip, I still had almost $1,000 worth. The cheques were 

deep inside a zipped pocket in my cargo pants, nestled against my thigh. I also had 

some cash, of course, in another zipped pocket. 

 ‘By now, I think it must have been ten or eleven, and the ‘town’ looked like a 

long dusty street lined by small, darkened buildings, none of which was obviously a 

hotel. Luckily, there was a moon, although I can’t remember how full. After standing 

there indecisively for a few moments, I decided to follow my nose.  

 ‘Five minutes later, I reached a two-story building made of mud bricks, I 

think, with a sign above the door, in Amharic, and a faint light glowing through a 

window. I banged on the door, feet scuttled, and it was opened by a tall, thin young 

man wrapped in a white cotton shawl and carrying a small oil lamp. 

 “Hotel?” I asked. 

 “Yes,” he nodded. 

 “Room?” I asked. 

 “Yes,” he nodded.  

 He beckoned, and I followed him through some winding corridors past several 

closed doors. Stopping at one, he turned the knob and gestured me in.  

  “This one?” he asked, in English, shining the light into the room. “Two birr.” 

(As I recall, this was then the equivalent of about twelve cents, U.S.)  

 It was an empty, windowless room, about fifty or sixty square feet, with a dirt 

floor and a hole in one corner. The room was redolent of the uses previous occupants 

had made of the hole. 

  “Better room?” I asked. 

 He beckoned again, and we wound through the corridor to another door, which 

he also opened. Inside was the same room, but with a rolled-up raffia mat standing in 

a corner.  

 ‘“Four birr,” he said. 

 “No, thanks,” I said. “Any more rooms?” 

 “No, same,” he said. 

 ‘With the optimism — rashness — of youth, I reasoned that, if there was one 

hotel in town, there must be other, better ones down the road. He shrugged and 

showed me back to the front door, closing it softly behind me.  

 ‘Adrift once again in the desert night, out on the long road, I proceeded, 

meeting no one. For a while, there were no more lights or signs, either, and I began to 

consider turning back. But I fell into one of those “just a little farther” moods, and 

trudged on. After a while, the road dipped, and I crossed a sandy patch about twenty 

feet wide, which I assumed was a dry river bed. Up on the other side, after five more 

minutes, I came to another sign and another dim light. Again, I knocked, and, again, a 

man with a lamp came out. I can’t remember much about this man. Maybe, he was 

older than the first one.  

 “Room?” I asked. 

 “Yes,” he said, and we repeated the routine from the first hotel. The only 

differences were that this one had no rooms with mats, and the rooms may have 

smelled even worse. 
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 “No, thanks,” I said, without asking the price. 

 By then, even my sense of adventure was wearing thin. It had been a very, 

very long day. So I trudged back down the road and re-crossed the dry river bed. By 

now, clouds seemed to be rolling in, and the moon was playing peek-a-boo with them. 

I woke up the first guy and took the deluxe, paying in advance. 

 When he unravelled the mat, the equivalent of turning down the covers in a 

five-star accommodation, it looked as if it had never been used. When I lay down on 

it, at the far corner from the hole, it seemed no softer than I imagined the dirt floor 

would have been. But it felt clean, and crinkled reassuringly. Exhausted as I was, I 

managed a fair night’s sleep, wrapped against the desert night in my one jacket and all 

my spare pants and sweaters.’ 

 I paused. By now, Edna, Bill and I had finished stuffing ourselves and had 

declined dessert. As we waited for the check to be divided onto our three credit cards, 

I sensed that I had led us into a — another — conversational cul de sac. It lay just 

ahead, a surprising reversal of what, so far, could have been one of those amusing 

anecdotes which, I have read, are favoured by ‘old Africa hands.’  

 ‘Want to guess what happened?’ I asked. ‘This is the bad part.’ 

 ‘Can’t imagine. Let’s have it,’ said Edna. 

 ‘Sock it to us, George,’ said Bill. 

 ‘To make this quick, what happened was that, sometime during the night, it 

rained. Very early the next morning, when I was packed and ready to leave, I looked 

for the attendant, to say goodbye. Making my way to the entrance, I saw him standing 

in the now-open doorway.   

 ‘Outside, a hullabaloo was in progress. People were shouting and running 

back and forth along the road. Traffic, consisting mostly of big trucks, was lined up as 

far as I could see, but in only one direction, away from the train station. 

 “What happened?” I asked the hotel man. 

 “Go and see,” he said, pointing ahead. “Big rains in north.” 

 Threading my way through the crowds, I approached the river bed. It was now 

a torrent. A bunch of men with a heavy rope were tugging at a big truck that had 

intrepidly tried to cross and made it just far enough to drop its front end into the 

rushing water. For a minute or two, I stood and watched, shaking my head. 

 Of course, if I had chosen the other hotel, I would have been marooned. For 

how long, I had no idea, but since the daily train left at eight a.m., I would presumably 

have missed it. Why would that have mattered? After all, I had no fixed itinerary. 

Somehow, though, the thought of being stranded across the river in Dire Dawa, cut 

off from the train station, distressed me.  

 Later, having eaten some local food at the station, I rode back to Addis, seated 

across from people who left no impression. As the train chugged along, I felt that I 

had somehow survived one of those adventures I had come to Africa to experience.’ 

 ‘Well,” said Edna, ‘and so you had.’ 

 ‘What’s the bad part?’ asked Bill.  

 ‘Heh, heh,’ I laughed mirthlessly. ‘Sure you want to know? I was told by a 

fellow passenger that, during the night, a large number of people — hundreds, maybe 

thousands — had drowned. It seems that many of the homeless took shelter in the 

warm sand of the river beds, down where the wind did not reach.’ 

 ‘And when it rained,’ Edna said, ‘they drowned in the flash floods. As they 
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must have known they might, at any time. That still happens, you know.’ 

 Bill capped the story. ‘The lives of the poor are a lottery.’  

 We briefly fell silent, then, each with our own thoughts. While we waited a 

few more minutes for the credit cards to reappear, my dinner partners drew upon their 

own experiences to amplify what they had just heard.  

 Edna recalled an anecdote about the separatist, ethnic-Somali, Ogaden region 

in Ethiopia. After a visit from a Dutch reporter, those residents who had been brave or 

rash enough to speak with him had been brutally beaten by Ethiopian soldiers.  

 Bill told about how, a few months earlier, a Somali warlord’s very lucrative 

gun-running operation to both sides in that conflict was uncovered by a UN colleague 

who worked on arms control. Twice, the warlord’s thugs barely missed gunning the 

man down on a Nairobi street. He was now back home on leave in the UK Bill tapped 

a forefinger against his temple. 

 The check settled, we left the restaurant. The night was cool and clear; the sky, 

full of stars. In her puddle-jumper, Edna drove Bill to his apartment complex. Then, 

since the next day was a work day and she was not staying over with him, she drove 

me home to my guest house, which was on a quiet side street not far from her 

apartment building. When we reached the compound, I got out to ring the bell. The 

watchman quickly appeared, and opened the gate. I leaned into the car and shook 

Edna’s hand.  

 ‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘for the ride, for everything. I’m really grate…’ 

 She cut me off. ‘You’re welcome, George, it was a pleasure meeting you. And 

the story you told us… those people in the train? The flood? …well, that’s how it is, 

isn’t it? I shan’t soon forget that story. Best of luck with your article.’ She seemed 

about to say more, but did not. 

 A bit awkwardly, we shook hands a second time. Then, she backed away from 

the gate, turned, and bumped off down the dark street toward the main road. I walked 

quickly into the compound, and the gate clanked shut behind me. 
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My Mother’s Dress 

 

Vicky Tsaconas 

 

The day after the eighteenth anniversary of my father’s death, my mother empties the 

μπαουλο that she brought with her on the ship from Greece fifty-eight years ago.  

 

Its contents for the last thirty years: fifteen packets of blankets. Opened once only - to 

put moth balls in them. She gives me her and my father’s στεφανα for safe-keeping 

while her house is being renovated and its contents put into storage. She also gives me 

a fuchsia chiffon dress. The one she wants to be buried in. I cannot remember her ever 

wearing it, not even in the seventies, when she and my father went to social 

gatherings (dinner dances, christenings, weddings).  

 

I imagine her in this garish, floaty dress in a coffin. She is much thinner, shorter, now 

— from  severe osteoporosis and years of not cooking for herself. I wish she would 

choose something warmer, more like her (serious). I wonder if she will want her 

strappy cream sandals too, the ones she used to wear on special occasions. The dainty 

ones with kitten heels she bought before her varicose veins started to bulge.  

 

I have no memory of what my mother was wearing the day my father died. But as 

soon as we returned home from the hospital, she changed into black. That is all she 

has worn since. That, and dark blue and, in more recent years, brown. 

 

My father was buried in the same blue pin-stripe suit in which he was married. He did 

not choose his final piece of clothing. He died suddenly and my mother made the 

choice. At the time, I wrapped one of my earrings and a coin in a white handkerchief 

and put them into his pocket before his clothes were collected by the funeral parlour 

people.  

 

My mother’s dress does not have pockets. 

 

μπαουλο — trunk; also, glory box 

 

στεφανα  —  wedding ‘crowns’ worn during a Greek Orthodox wedding ceremony. 

Traditionally, the crowns, attached by a ribbon, are buried with the last of the couple 

to die. 



 

 
‘Postcards from Arles.’ Jena Woodhouse. 

Transnational Literature Vol. 7 no. 2, May 2015. 

http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 

 

 

Postcards from Arles 

 

Jena Woodhouse 

 

Monday, February 23, 2015 

I’m staying for five days in a seventeenth-century building, the Hôtel Amphithéâtre, 

in the Provencal town of Arles, next to the huge Roman arena, and keeping a journal 

of my day-to-day impressions. 

Vincent Van Gogh’s letters from Arles to his brother Theo prompted this visit, 

both to trace what was to be the penultimate trajectory of an intensely creative life, 

and to see at first hand some of the places that inspired the artist to surrender to an 

unprecedented burst of creativity, which, paradoxically, preceded what appears to 

have been an irreparable personal breakdown and an act of self-negation that is the 

antithesis of the Arles paintings, ablaze with vital energy, colour, light. Van Gogh 

arrived at Arles in February 1888, and immediately set about painting the fruit and nut 

trees as they came into bloom – first the almonds, then the peaches, apricots, plums 

and apples. To Theo, an art dealer in Paris, he wrote, ‘I’ve got a new orchard which is 

as good as the pink peach trees – apricot trees of a very pale pink. At the moment I’m 

working on some plum trees, yellowy white, with thousands of black branches.’ And 

who can forget his over-popularised studies of irises in spring; sunflowers in summer? 

Spring must have arrived earlier that year, as I’ve seen no flowering fruit trees 

so far, and it is still quite cold. By way of variety, the artist also proposed to paint the 

arena, the bulls and toreadors, but this intention seems not to have been acted upon. I 

notice that the dates of bullfights at the arena are advertised for early April. I would 

not have attended. Whatever the cultural rationale, the spectacle of the long, slow 

torment and death of a cornered animal is not something I would care to witness. 

However, ritual death in the arena was something Van Gogh observed with an artist’s 

detached eye and some wry amusement, as one of his letters suggests: 

 
I saw another bullfight yesterday, where five men played the bull with banderillas and 

cockades. A toreador crushed one of his balls jumping the barricade. He was a fair man with 

grey eyes who showed great sang froid – they said he’d be laid up for a long time. He was 

dressed in sky blue and gold... The bullrings are quite beautiful when there is sunshine and a 

crowd…You know I chop and change in my work, and this passion for painting orchards 

won’t last forever. After this it could be bullrings. Then I also have an enormous number of 

drawings to do, as I want to do some in the manner of Japanese prints... I must also do a starry 

night with cypresses or – perhaps over a field of ripe corn. There are some extremely beautiful 

nights here. I am in a constant fever of work. 

 

The original city of Arles dates back to Phoenician and Roman times, when it was 

known as Arelate. This is Van Gogh’s comment on that legacy:  

 
There is a Gothic portico here which I am beginning to marvel at, the portico of St Trophime. 

But it is so brutal, so monstrous, so like a Chinese nightmare, that even this splendid 

monument in so grand a style seems to belong to another world, to which I fortunately belong 

no more than to the glorious world of the Roman Emperor, Nero. In all honesty, I have to add 

that the Zouaves, the brothels, the charming little Arlésiennes on their way to their first 
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Communion, the priest in his surplice, who resembles a dangerous rhinoceros, and the 

absinthe drinkers, also strike me as beings from another world.  

 

It was the rich, raw, earthy local colour, rather than the faded glory of what is 

referred to in France as the patrimoine, that engaged the artist: the fields and groves, 

the landforms and farmhouses, farm labourers, gypsies, dock-workers, habitués of 

cheap cafes; the postman and his family, Zouaves and Arlésiennes, self-portraits, 

chairs, the room he decorated with such care, in anticipation of Gauguin’s arrival. 

Notable exceptions to this practice include paintings of a church at Les Saintes Maries 

de-la-Mer, Roman sarcophagi at les Alyscamps, and the Abbaye de Montmajour. 

 I relish the concrete detail, the frankness and irreverence – possibly 

unintended – which make the letters from Arles such a refreshing read. By May 1888, 

the artist observed: ‘As my blood is gradually coming right, thoughts of success are 

also reviving’. He was able to offer the following advice to his brother Theo: ‘Take as 

much spring air as possible, go to bed very early, because you must have sleep, and as 

for food, plenty of fresh vegetables, and no bad wine or bad alcohol. And very few 

women, and lots of patience.’ By June, he could report:  

 
For my part, I’m getting on better here than I did in the north. I even work right in the middle 

of the day, in the full sun, with no shade at all, out in the wheat fields, and lo and behold, I am 

as happy as a cicada.  

By means of a contrivance he devised to steady his easel on windy days, Van Gogh, 

alone of all the painters who periodically flocked to Arles, was able to work outdoors 

when the Mistral was blowing. 

 

Tuesday, February 24, 2015 

One of the things I love about changing hemispheres is the way it creates ideal 

conditions for contemplation and composition. Being wide awake and lucid by three 

or four a.m. and entering the pristine zone before dawn is nearly always conducive to 

creativity. The genie comes out of the bottle, and sings and dances, and whispers 

sweet words. This can also happen on long flights. I was given a window seat, one of 

a pair in a secluded corner of the plane, and as I had both seats to myself, sleeping 

alternated with writing for the duration of the flight: something to do with being 

released from various kinds of gravity. 

So here I am in Arles, since arriving by train mid-afternoon yesterday on a 

direct service from Paris. It took less than an hour to fall under the spell of this 

mysterious place, and less than two to feel that one could linger here indefinitely. The 

Hôtel Amphithéâtre is a labyrinthine seventeenth-century building with spiral 

staircases morphing to marble on the upper floors, and low, narrow doors opening off 

them into undisclosed chambers, and sudden changes of level under the carpets, and 

nooks and crannies everywhere, and an opera singer, a soprano, rehearsing in a distant 

room, and classical music playing at a discreet volume on the ground floor, and the 

piquant perfumes of Arles, the flora and aromatics of fields and wild places, wafting 

subtly through the airy rooms, and an eclectic array of interesting furniture gracing the 

spacious ground-floor salons, and unrestricted internet access for people who like to 

work while others are sleeping. In short, I’m in my element. When I first entered the 

hotel and was shown up to my room, the non-existent hairs on my back kept rising, 

and gooseflesh covered my arms. 
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Entering the old town after my walk from the station, I was reminded distantly 

of the old Venetian quarters of Rethymnon and Chaneia, in Crete, and the old part of 

Mytilini’s port, and presumably there are many comparable places in Mediterranean 

Europe, particularly Iberia, with narrow streets and tall, massive, architecturally 

pleasing houses of stone, reminiscent of fortresses in their air of impregnability; but 

Arles is not really like any other place I’ve been. 

I’ve been writing my way to daybreak, and now I hear another early riser, a 

cellist, tuning up, and a mellifluous contralto voice has glided into song. 

Yesterday, on my way up the cobbled street beside the Roman arena (which is 

misleadingly referred to as the amphitheatre) I passed a striking couple: a woman with 

the carefully deliberate bearing of the old and proud who sense their frailty, leaning 

on the arm of a younger-looking cavalier, who may in fact have been her son, 

although the apparent tenderness between them was not for the onlooker to define. 

She had artfully coiffured blonde hair, presumably a wig, and perfect maquillage that 

froze her face into a mask, a grimace. She was wearing a loose, light, fur-trimmed 

coat over a longish skirt that flowed gently with her halting movement over the 

cobblestones. A little later, I asked the beady-eyed proprietor of the small outdoor 

cafe at the corner of Rue Diderot – more like a ruelle – opposite the 

arena/amphitheatre, where the hotel is – who the lady was, as he seemed to be an 

authority on passers-by, and had pointed out Chico from the Gypsy Kings, another 

local. Whereas nothing and nobody seemed to escape his attention, and while she 

moved slowly enough for him not to have missed her, he said he hadn’t seen her. So 

was she an apparition, an emanation of this place? 

As I sipped my coffee at a table on the cobblestones, under a mild blue sky 

with a bleached crescent that might have been a new moon or an old moon, a girl, a 

busker, was playing Spanish guitar on an open stage of timber planks adjoining the 

arena, and one of Picasso’s white doves was sunning its breast in a niche opposite. 

It was almost evening by then, so I roamed the backstreets for several hours 

and found the cinema and cafe that are part of the substantial Actes Sud complex 

beside the Rhone embankment, which includes an extensive but eclectic 

books/music/dvd store, and hosts many innovative exhibitions and performances. In 

fading light, I ascended the steps to the adjacent Rhone embankment, with ominous 

black clouds like a volcanic eruption rearing and fanning out above the bridge, and 

the sombre, sinister, oily-surfaced, cold-hearted Rhone rolling majestically by. 

Walking back through the dim lanes, I was struck by how many of the mansions were 

in darkness, with perhaps a solitary light here and there on the highest floor, and 

sometimes a glimpse through flimsy white curtains of ground-floor dwellers – two 

white-haired ladies sharing their supper, for instance. They linger on the cusp of 

streets with bistrots, bars and smart boutiques, too early in the season to be open for 

the tourist traffic. So for now one gets brief glimpses behind facades, beneath veneers. 

The elegant M’sieur who presides at reception has now arrived at his post, and 

some mediaeval choral music is winding its way through the salons. I’ve just realised 

the night has gone, and I am ravenous! 

* 

After breakfast, I set out for the Hotel-Dieu, the hospital where Van Gogh was 

admitted after a breakdown – whose courtyard he painted a number of times – which 

now houses a fine library and arts organisations’ administrative offices. On the way, I 
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almost literally rubbed shoulders with a Karl Lagerfeld lookalike, who was 

swaggering up the cobbled street past the arena with two sidekicks. Then I realised it 

probably was Karl Lagerfeld. 

In the early afternoon, I pay a visit to Les Alyscamps (Provencal for Les 

Champs Elysees, the Elysian Fields) – the Roman necropolis. It is a desolate place, 

utterly lifeless as even cemeteries seldom seem. The sole visitor, I walk the long, 

narrow path flanked by two rows of decrepit, discoloured sarcophagi, to reach the 

basilica at the end, which I flee almost as soon as I enter. It is even more moribund 

than the path I have just traversed, with huge columns that could conceal a host of 

predators, and it is colder than the grave, dank and dire. I can’t wait to leave Les 

Alyscamps, but as I hasten towards the exit, I am stopped in my tracks by a 

reproduction of a Van Gogh painting, one of two I’ve seen which were painted here in 

autumn, when the poplars’ foliage was bronze and auburn, gold and copper. 

The artist’s perception of Les Alyscamps is so different from my own that it’s 

difficult to reconcile the two. The painting reproduced here, beside the sombre allée , 

shows the autumn leaves falling like golden rain, glimpsed between the trunks of 

trees. He described it tenderly to Theo, in November 1888: 
Je crois que tu aimerais la chute des feuilles que j’ai faite. C’est des troncs de peupliers lilas, 

coupés par le cadre là où commencent les feuilles. Ces troncs d’arbres comme des piliers 

bordent une allée où sont à droite et à gauche alignées de vieux tombeaux romains d’un lilas 

bleu. Or le sol est couvert, comme d’un tapis, par une couche épaisse de feuilles orangées et 

jaunes tombées. Comme des flocons de neige il en tombe toujours encore... 

 

The other painting of Les Alyscamps that I’ve seen a reproduction of – ‘Allée des 

Alyscamps en Arles’ (1888) – is a more distanced view, showing the tall poplars of 

the allée shimmering like gold and auburn candle flames, and people strolling in the 

space between them. 

 

Wednesday, February 25 

I’m still waking up on the dot of 4.00 a.m., regardless of what time I go to bed, but 

it’s productive time, and leaves the days free for locating some of Van Gogh’s 

favourite haunts. 

Today I took the early bus –incredibly, it only costs one or two euros to travel 

by bus between towns in the same administrative region in southern France – to Les 

Saintes Maries de-la-Mer, at the heart of the Camargue – the wetlands of the Rhone 

delta, and the site of the annual Gypsy Festival of St Sara. The beachside part of town 

is like those tacky Greek resorts that shut down in winter and roar into tawdry life 

come the summer. But I was pleased I took the excursion on the little train that runs 

on roads not rails for a 1.3-kilometre circuit into the wetlands and out, and thereby 

had the opportunity to see flamingos and other birds, as well as lots of horses. The 

roseate flamingos were stalking through the shallows in formation, dipping their 

beaks to forage. They can’t swim, because their legs are too long. Every hacienda 

offers horse rides, and I saw riders going out on the white Camargue horses – which 

are more like ponies in size – always escorted, wearing hard hats, and travelling at 

walking pace along the low levées crisscrossing the shallow marshlands of the delta. 

The cicada is emblematic of Provence, and especially the Camargue region, where 

necklaces of gold or brass cicadas are on sale alongside images of St Sara, the patron 

saint of travellers, nomads, gypsies. The Camargue version of the bullfight does not 



 

‘Postcards From Arles.’ Jena Woodhouse. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 7 no. 2, May 2015. 

http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 

 
 

5 

involve killing the bull, but removing a rosette from between his horns, so he is 

spared the mortal ordeal of the Spanish arena. It is a feat of skill, agility and risk for 

the men involved. It is not clear from the context of Van Gogh’s remarks to Theo 

whether he attended the traditional Spanish bullfights which are still staged at Arles, 

or the less gory Camargue contests, but the mention of cockades seems to suggest the 

latter. 

The Mistral was blowing hard all night and well into the day, so it’s been cold 

and clear and crisp.  

 

Thursday, February 26 

In the morning, I visited the Roman theatre (which, unlike the arena, is an actual 

amphitheatre) and marvelled at the size of the vomitoria. I know the Romans have a 

reputation for enjoying stomach-churning spectacles, but wondered why they’d need 

to be throwing up on a mass scale in conjunction with a visit to the theatre. Later, I 

thought to look it up, and discovered that vomitoria are conduits for the egress of 

people after the show, and not for the contents of the stomach! 

In the afternoon, I went to the little cinema at the Actes Sud arts complex and 

saw The Theory of Everything. Then I sat on the steps of the Rhone embankment, the 

site of a well-known painting by Van Gogh, and penned a postcard to the artist, in 

honour of his painting, ‘L’escalier du Pont de Trinquetaille’, which he described as 

follows: ‘Enfin le Pont de Trinquetaille avec toutes ces marches est une toile faite par 

une matinée grise, les pierres, l’asphalte, les pavés sont gris, le ciel d’un bleu pâle, des 

figurines colorées, un malingre arbre à feuillage jaune...’ 

On the bleak afternoon of my visit, the steps and the palette of the cloudy sky, 

the nuanced greys in the subdued light, were just as he had painted them. The two 

trees in the painting, the sapling in the foreground at the foot of the stairs, and the 

‘malingre arbre à feuillage jaune’ glimpsed through the archway of the bridge, are, 

miraculously, still in place, two temporarily leafless giants. I do not doubt that these 

are the same trees. 

 

Friday, February 27 

I took an early bus ride to the Abbaye de Montmajour, one of many places in and 

around Arles painted by Van Gogh. The abbey seemed to retain an atmosphere of 

warmth, the sense of a community sufficient unto itself, even now that those who 

created it have long dispersed. I happened to notice the gap between the outer and 

inner walls of the tower, visible from the roof, whereby you can look down through 

the aperture to the ground. The architectural term for this is machicolation, and it was 

a feature incorporated into a structure in order to observe the presence or approach of 

a would-be intruder or attacker. One corner of the tower is directly above the old 

cemetery, so one looks down through the interstice in the masonry, into the wedge-

shaped shafts of graves sunk in the rock, now filled with stagnant rainwater and 

emerald algae – a bird’s-eye view of worm land, as it were. But just outside the 

abbey, there was a little almond tree in delicate white blossom, an early harbinger of 

spring, a Van Gogh amandier, reminiscent of those he painted during his first weeks 

at Arles, when everything that met his gaze became a subject for art. He, too, had his 

machicolations – interstices between inner and outer walls/ lives/ selves. And his 

demons, which periodically infiltrated his defences and wreaked havoc with his 
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stability, despite his prodigious creative energy, his self-discipline, and vigilance. In 

letters to Theo, he was reticent about these bouts of illness, confining himself to 

stoical remarks, such as ‘Je souffre encore d’émotions mal motivées … mais cela va 

en se tranquillisant.’ It is therefore difficult to ascertain the extent to which he 

recovered from these traumatic episodes, and the extent to which he was driven by a 

recurrent sense of foreboding. The joy of the cicada is almost unbearably intense, but 

short-lived. 

After that, I visited the subterranean city in Arles – a place fit only for 

minotaurs or vampires – dank, disorienting, sepulchral, the perfect setting for a horror 

movie, or a macabre real-life crime – then, in need of air, proceeded down to the 

quays, in a cold, keen wind that was tossing seagulls all over the sky like discarded 

tickets from someone’s pocket. I returned to the hotel via the public gardens that abut 

the theatre, another subject painted by Van Gogh, whose works from his sojourn at 

Arles, from February 1888 to May 1889, number more than three hundred paintings 

and drawings. 

 

I shall miss my little suite that overlooks two courtyards – a spacious bedroom with a 

spacious bed, separated from a spacious bathroom by a study with a desk – in effect, I 

suppose, a small lobby. I have just consumed my last ‘salty’ – salé – breakfast, having 

taken several days to discover how the system works. Unless you order the ‘salty’ 

variant the night before, you automatically get the sweet – sucré – version, a sort of 

standard continental. I shall now have to go on a diet of raw carrots for a week at least 

to offset the effect of all the fats and sugars of Provence. Beware buying from 

boulangers of Arles! The Provencals don’t stint themselves when it comes to rich 

food. 

I’ve been the only non-Francophone in residence here this week, and although 

the gentlemen who run this establishment speak little English, they are very courtly 

and have looked after me well. I leave for Paris on the 2.00p.m. TGV, and relocate to 

Camac Centre d’Art, Marnay-sur-Seine, on Monday for the month-long residency I 

have been so generously given – the cloistered part of the journey, where much, I 

sense, is expected of me, so I hope I shall not disappoint. 

I wondered, when I came to Arles, whether the shades of blue – at the same 

time unearthly and terrestrial – that dominate so many of the Arles paintings were 

something actual, or something that emanated from the artist, from his inner world 

and the way it inflected his perception of the visible world. I have come to the 

provisional conclusion that both interpretations are applicable. Arles has such nuances 

of blue as I have never seen elsewhere, as do Van Gogh’s Arles paintings. The 

glimpses of some of his subjects gave me a clearer sense of connection to the person 

who made the paintings, as well as a disquieting sense of his vulnerability. Despite the 

confidence, the energy and exuberance of the Arles paintings, I was also left with 

questions about the artist that elude ready answers. From Arles, Vincent Van Gogh 

wrote:  
I can not work without a model. I won’t say I [don’t] turn my back on nature ruthlessly in 

order to turn a study into a picture, arranging the colours, enlarging and simplifying; but in the 

matter of form I am too afraid of departing from the possible and the true. 

 

Postscript from Edinburgh (Scotland), Thursday, April 9 

As Arles and its environs permeated the paintings of Van Gogh in 1888-89, in a reciprocal way he 
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became a presence in that city through those images. In an unexpected coda to my encounters at and 

with Arles through the legacy of Van Gogh, after leaving France I visited the National Galleries of 

Scotland at Edinburgh to see the two Van Gogh paintings in their collections: "Orchard in Blossom 

(Plum Tree)", Arles 1888, and "Les Oliviers" (The Olive Trees), Saint-Remy 1889. 

 

Although barely a year separates the two paintings, they are so dissimilar in style, mood, palette, 

technique, that they appear to have been painted by two different people. In the earlier canvas, the plum 

trees are rendered delicately, with little dots of paint representing the blossom, and the emerald 

background pigment is applied so thinly that it appears almost diaphanous. The effect is a trifle static: 

one has the impression that the artist does not so much sense the trees as observe them. 

 

In the painting of the olive trees from the following year, the paint is applied with an impasto 

technique, directly from the tube, in diagonal strips of many different colours on the sloping hillside 

where the olive trees grow, whilst the foliage is rendered in wild swirls of blues and greens and indigo. 

The trunks and branches of the young trees writhe out of the striated earth. 

 

In dramatic contrast to the earlier canvas, here there is a virtual absence of restraint. The olives appear 

to have been painted by a man possessed, in the presence of his demons. One has no means of knowing 

precisely what treatment and what medication were being administered to Van Gogh in the asylum at 

Saint-Remy, but this painting appears to express inner turmoil, a cataclysm of sensations, making the 

plum trees of the earlier canvas seem almost insipid by comparison. Hanging the two paintings side by 

side offers eloquent testimony to the contradictions and tensions that inhabited the artist, and seethed 

onto the canvas of the olive trees at Saint-Remy, where he entered the clinic at Saint-Paul-de-Mausole 

in May 1889, having described his state of mind as ‘sometimes moods of indescribable anguish, 

sometimes moments when the veil of time and fatality of circumstances seemed to be torn apart for an 

instant.’ 

 

 

Notes: 

 

The quotes in English from Van Gogh’s letters to Theo are from The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, 

selected and edited by Ronald de Leeuw, translated by Arnold Pomerans (London: Allen Lane; The 

Penguin Press, 1996). 

  

The quotes in French were sourced in situ, at Arles, where they appear on signage in 

locations associated with the painter and his works. 
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Sounds of the Wind 

 

Hitoko Yamada 

 

It was around the end of August, which meant toward the end of the summer vacation 

for my 12-year-old daughter. My family was trying to get the last chance to enjoy the 

summer. The best place for this purpose must be Okinawa, we decided. Scuba diving 

in the tropical ocean, the huge aquarium, and Okinawan noodles were going to be the 

big events for us. 

That decision was right. The sky was wide, bright and blue, as if it had been just 

squeezed out of the tube of watercolor with the label ‘blue.’ The ocean was full of 

variant shades from brilliant turquoise to deep indigo. Maybe the combination of the 

strong sunbeams, the clear water, and the coral under the water were making them. 

Vivid colored fish were dancing around us. The air out above the water was hot and 

pricked the skin of our necks and arms, and the gentle crisp wind saved us from sticky 

sweat. A true summer was there. 

My family had just eaten Okinawan noodles called sohki-soba with thick slices of 

juicy sweet pork that melted on our tongues. We were driving along the wide and 

straight road to the famous huge aquarium, Okinawa Churaumi Aquarium, along 

which we could see nothing but U.S. Army Camps on one side, and some restaurants 

advertising American food like steak, signs of sightseeing spots, and shabby local 

shops on the other side. 

My husband behind the wheel was trying to catch the airwaves of Okinawa on the 

radio. English words filled the car. ‘Listen, that’s the commercial we heard on ESPN 

Radio in the United States.’ A commercial for car insurance was the one we heard in 

New Orleans, where we stayed two years ago. My husband worked as a researcher in 

a lab, and I studied some Mayan languages at the same university in New Orleans. 

My daughter struggled to survive in a school with two different languages, English 

and Spanish, and different cultures. My mother enjoyed Mardi Gras collecting beads 

thrown from heavily decorated floats. 

It was fun to listen to the radio in English, far away from the United States. But 

those words were not for us, but for the soldiers of the camp. ‘Let’s try some other 

radio stations.’ I turned the channel of the radio. A girl’s voice came to our ears. 

Maybe she was around the same age as my daughter, the only child who was always 

attracting all the attention in our family. All of us became silent trying to catch what 

the girl on the radio was saying. After a few minutes, my husband sighed, ‘What is 

this? I can’t hear a word.’ It was just a voice to us, conveying no meaning. It must be 

some language, but not English for the soldiers or Japanese for us. What kind of 

language was she using here in Japan? 

Another voice came from the radio. It sounded like an elderly woman around the 

same age as my mother, who was sitting silently in the back seat of the car. The 

woman talked perhaps in the same language as the girl, and then made a comment on 

the girl’s speech in ordinary Japanese I’m familiar with. The announcer praised the 

girl in a happy high voice. ‘She’s great. She can speak three languages, Uchinah-

Guchi, Yamatu-Guchi, and English!’ It was a language program of the Okinawan 

language, Uchinah-Guchi. 
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This is Okinawa. A little girl speaks three languages here. The Japanese I know is 

called Yamatu-Guchi here, to be distinguished from their native language, Uchinah-

Guchi. Although I knew that the way the native people in Okinawa spoke was very 

different from the way the people in the mainland spoke, I didn’t understand it was so 

different that I couldn’t call it a dialect of Japanese. It surely was different. The girl’s 

talk on the radio was my first encounter with another version of Japan. 

More than one hundred years ago, Ryukyu was an independent nation, located in 

the district that is called Okinawa nowadays. The people in Ryukyu were peacefully 

trading with the people in China and with the people in the mainland of Japan, 

especially the Satsuma Domain. Maybe I had heard these facts from my elder sister 

when I was a child, or from some drama or documentary program of NHK after I was 

grown. But they had been like old fairy tales to me. Okinawa was just a region of 

Japan for me like any other part of Japan before I heard that girl’s voice from the 

radio. Their language, Uchinah-Guchi, made me remember the independent history of 

Ryukyu before they were integrated into the nation of Japan. 

Language is, of course, a tool for communication. But maybe it is more than that. 

Without the language of Japanese I wouldn’t be myself. I would feel like a child, who 

lost her mother in the crowd on the street. The people of Okinawa were deprived of 

their language under the rule of Japan at the end of 19th century. Their mother 

language was degraded as an inferior dialect of Japanese. They were forced to learn 

‘standard’ Japanese. And after Japan lost World War II in the middle of 20th century, 

Okinawa was under the rule of the United States, and many Okinawan people learned 

English in order to work in the base camps for good salaries. The loss of their 

language meant the loss of their pride as the legitimate people of a kingdom. But now, 

some people in Okinawa have found a little light of hope to live with pride using their 

own language. The radio program I heard was one of the results of their efforts. They 

are trying to retrieve their language, their identities, and their pride. 

 

When I visited the other end of Japan, Hokkaido, for the conference of Japanese 

Linguistics a couple of months later, I found the same kind of efforts going on in the 

community of Ainu, the native tribe in Hokkaido. 

It was the middle of October. In Tokushima on Shikoku Island, where I live, it 

was still warm and I could be comfortable without a jacket, no question about a coat 

or a scarf. Leaves on the trees were still green, rustling in the bright sunlight. But the 

view from the airplane over the land of Hokkaido was that of shining scarlet and 

yellow leaves. 

I had only half a day before the conference, and took a train directly from Shin-

Chitose Airport to Shiraoi, where the Ainu village, Porotokotan, is preserved. Maybe 

the experience in Okinawa reminded me of Ainu when I saw the poster of the 

conference held in Hokkaido. It seemed impossible for me not to make my way to 

some place where I might learn about Ainu, the people and the language. I googled 

for appropriate destinations with the keyword ‘Ainu’ and I hit on Porotokotan in 

Shiraoi. 

From the station of Shiraoi, I hurried holding my high-collared coat tight, with 

wool gloves on my hands. The road was wide but not so many cars passed by. On the 

sidewalk, nobody was walking except me. Following the direction of the map on my 

iPhone, I turned a corner and crossed a railroad, where nogiku blossomed. The 
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flowers were light purple like those I saw on the mainland, but they were more than 

five times higher with thicker stalks. Nogiku on the mainland has thin stalks and 

sways to a breath of air, and has the image of an innocent frail young girl like the 

heroine of the novel titled Nogiku-no Haka, Grave of the Wild Chrysanthemums, but 

this one at the railroad crossing stood straight in the freezing wind, and reminded me 

of an Ainu woman who had endured hardships, severe cold winters and 

discrimination from the Japanese on the mainland. 

When I came to the next crossroad, I saw a few taxis and some buses for sight-

seers far on the right street. After a few minutes’ walk beside chestnut trees, I finally 

arrived at the entrance of Porotokotan. When I was buying the ticket, an 

announcement came from the back, ‘A performance of traditional Ainu folk dance 

and music will start soon in Saun-Chise!’ I ran to the building called Saun-Chise. 

The steeply-pitched roof and the walls of that house were all thickly thatched 

with reeds like a robust hairy man who protects his family from the frozen outer 

world. Inside the house was a big room with no dividing walls. I sat on a bench in 

front of the stage. A row of dried salmon hung from the high ceiling. A Chinese 

couple, the only other guests there, were taking pictures of the fish and the stage with 

a fireplace. The leaflet told me that Saun-Chise meant a ‘fore house’ in the Ainu 

language. Chise meant a ‘house.’ A man with a headband and a short kimono 

appeared on the stage and talked about the traditional life-style of Ainu. The black, 

white and red geometrical figures dyed on the headband and the robe were Ainu 

symbols to protect them from evil spirits and to pray for their luck and prosperity. He 

introduced a group of performers. Long black-haired women with similar attire played 

songs and dances. Their songs were the songs of birds and howls of animals in the 

dark. Their dances were the dances of birds with big and wide wings and of animals 

jumping in the field. The tunes of the Ainu musical instruments, the mouth harp 

mukkuri and five-stringed tonkori, were the sounds of winds and waves. They moved 

my heart and soul into the wilderness of the huge landscape of the northern land. 

Porotokotan is an Ainu word and means ‘a village on a big lake,’ and it is 

actually located on a big beautiful lake. It is not a real village to live in, but a base for 

the Ainu people and their supporters who try to preserve the Ainu culture. Now it 

seems to be a famous sightseeing spot for Japanese from the mainland and for tourists 

from other Asian countries. Out of the Saun-Chise, many Asian people were 

exploring the world of Ainu, speaking in Chinese or in Thai. 

The village has five chise and a little museum, which exhibits the traditional tools 

for their lives, a variety of crafts, cultural activities, epics and stories, and songs and 

dances. The canoes and harpoons for fishing and bows and arrows for hunting are not 

big. They do not catch too many animals and allow human beings and animals to live 

together, respecting each other. At the museum shop, I bought some little carved 

wooden figures of owls for my family, a book of Ainu epics, and one mukkuri mouth 

harp. 

On the wall near the museum shop, a recruiting poster encouraged students of 

Ainu language courses to enrol. But it was impossible for visitors living outside 

Hokkaido like me to take them. Ainu language, called as Ainu itak, is acknowledged 

as an endangered one, and it is in even more danger than the Okinawan language. 

While Okinawan Uchinah-guchi is genealogically related to Japanese, Ainu itak is an 

independent language that has no such relation with any other language. And since 
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Ainu itak has no letters besides borrowed ones like Japanese or the Roman alphabet, 

this language needs people who can speak it to stay alive. Some months ago, I heard a 

news story that a politician in Hokkaido said we had no Ainu in Hokkaido. It was a 

rude and inconsiderate remark, but I cannot deny the fact that it’s hard to find an Ainu 

person who is fluent in Ainu itak and keeps the Ainu way of life. People from the 

mainland of Japan have deprived the Ainu people of their language and culture, and 

their pride as a united people. Now it seems to be difficult to restore them as they used 

to have. 

The campus for the conference was huge and beautiful, unlike most campuses on 

the mainland, but more like those in the United States. Red, yellow and brown leaves 

were scattered on the sloping green lawns, through which ran clear-water brooks, with 

some wild ducks on them. Boys and girls from the neighbourhood were playing 

around, a couple of young foreigners were lying on top of the coloured leaves, and the 

elderly and families were walking under the brown leafy poplars and golden-leafed 

gingko. But in a second-hand bookstore close to the campus, I found an old 

discoloured journal with an article, which said some bones of Ainu had been dug out 

from under the campus. The campus had been built on old Ainu villages. 

I remembered that I heard in a class of Mayan studies that the temples for Mayan 

people were buried under the Christian churches built for Europeans. Intruders, 

Japanese in Hokkaido and Europeans in America, had unlimited land for their use, 

because they didn’t see any other human beings there. Natives were no one to them, 

or they were regarded as potential slaves for them. The intruders used as much land as 

they wanted to build their churches and universities. That beautiful campus at which I 

enjoyed the golden leaves suddenly turned into a dark grave of Ainu in my mind. 

I searched again through the program of the conference, for any reports on the 

Ainu language, but the program was full of dialects and old versions of Japanese, with 

no Ainu itak nor Okinawan Uchinah-Guchi. Maybe this conference is for Japanese, 

but since it is held in Hokkaido, it could have been an appropriate place to discuss 

Ainu itak. 

In the United States, I met a lot of researchers of indigenous languages spoken in 

the continents of America, and linguists who usually study on English seemed to have 

some knowledge about those languages. But in Japan, I have never seen a linguist of 

Ainu itak or Uchinah-Guchi, other than a few I saw on TV or read about in books. 

Many linguists I know are working on Japanese or English, and a few on Chinese, 

German and French. Not many universities in Japan have courses on other languages. 

When I was a little girl, I found some books containing Ainu epics in the small 

library room of my elementary school. The words on the pages had the mythical 

rhythm of oral stories. Various birds and animals lived like human beings, 

manifesting as various characters with many thoughts. Owls act nobly as gods, while 

foxes play foolishly. Even salmon think and speak like human beings. They talk, help, 

and play tricks on people. There was no definite barrier between animals and people. I 

was fascinated with that other world. This memory had been buried under multiple 

layers of my other memories. 

Back in my room in Tokushima, I picked up the mukkuri from my desk and 

pulled a string as the lady at the cashier of the museum shop had shown me. The 

bamboo strip didn’t make the sound of furious wind in winter as I heard in the Saun-

Chise, but produced a buzzing sound of bees on the spring breeze.  


