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A girl from my school died early that morning.  Ever (pronounced Eva) was only fifteen.  Her medicine man’s prescribed overdose was either too effective, or not effective enough; parts of the foetus remained in her womb, causing the infection from which she quickly lost her life.  Her aborted twins never knew her.  Nor did I, for my wife and I had only just begun our teaching assignments in the remote village of Kibaale, in rural southern Uganda.  We’d been there only two weeks, accustoming ourselves to our new home, preparing our lessons at the mission school, learning the Luganda greetings we’d use to impress the local children. That first week of school I had called her name three days during the roll; on the fourth day we didn’t have a roll, only an announcement: school would be canceled.  In an area of the world where there is neither electricity nor refrigeration, and the decay of heat and bacteria are immediate, burials commence quickly.  Of course, the students needed no announcement.  News travels fastest by neighbor.


  As a show of support, the entire secondary school was to go to offer  condolences.  I confess that this was exciting for me.  You see, every foreign missionary has two essential characteristics.  Firstly (it is hoped), they have a desire to meet the needs of desperate people.  Secondly though, they have a desire to learn, to experience, to adventure.  That was how I anticipated this burial ceremony—an adventure, a learning experience.  An opportunity.


The students, other teachers, and I piled, in two loads, into the school’s pick-up trucks, which labored stubbornly along the mottled road seven kilometers to the bottom of a ridge, the same ridge which flanked the school’s own property.  Funny, I thought, that the school was so close to Ever's house—a few flaps of a crane's wings, so to speak—and yet the long, slow drive only took us partway.  That's how it is in Africa: close, but not quite.


Then began the three-kilometer hike uphill, the dirt road having been gashed by the rains into veins of erosion several feet deep.  I walked with Judith, the preschool teacher, trying to brief myself on the nature of the girl’s death, her relationship to the school and the community, and how to say to her parents the customary expression of condolence, Nga Kitalo—I’m sorry for your loss.  Such a short expression.  I wonder if it’s only coincidence that they have to say it so much here.


The morning had brought a heavy rain—it was the beginning of the wet season—but by the afternoon the sun had burned away the clouds and was occupied solely in baking the moisture away.  The resultant evaporation near ground level had us wading through a thick, sticky vapor.  The customary attire for teachers—long pants, long-sleeved shirt and a tie—didn't help.  Occasional succor came near the top of the ascent, where the wind could pass over the ridge; but this was infrequent, and seemed more like a tease than relief.  But adventure always rides on the back of discomfort.  I pressed on.


As we rose, the long, flapping fronds of the matooke plantations became a lush carpet, draped across rolling hills as far as the haze would permit us to see.  Everyone grew the long, green banana, and for good reason: it's easy to grow, and easy to prepare.  The primary staple of the Ugandan diet, this banana never ripens, but must be cooked.  And nine times out of ten, if a fire is cooking, it has got matooke bubbling in a pot above it.   But apart from being food, it is also income; each day the thundering lorries would bounce their way along these rural byways, stopping in the villages to buy a bunch from this farmer, a bunch from that, 1000 shillings to him, 2000 to her—nothing, really—en route to the big cities of Masaka and Kampala, far away from us.


The community of sparsely laid houses, invisible from our compound below, revealed itself among its farms and plantations; onlookers eyed curiously the presence of seldom-seen mzungus. (Literally translated, mzungu means “one who walks in circles.” This was the profound impression early white explorers and mapmakers made upon the locals.)  Children in soiled shirts stood sheepishly, from their doorways watching the ant-trail of mourners ascend past their thatch-roofed homes; and among the tall grass, a lone kid, tethered to a stone, bleated at us his discomfort.


We reached Ever’s house.  Our white presence was not an enigma, for the mission school to which we belonged was quite well known, even as far as Kampala; but we were certainly something to be noticed by the scores of locals in front of the house, sitting in the shade of the matooke trees. Ugandans and matooke trees—in my mind the two seemed strangely inseparable.


Most of the women were arrayed in their traditional, brightly-patterned gomases, turquoise, orange, yellow, with their up-pointed shoulders, long skirts, and wrapped mid-sections, out of the back of which most had removed the infants normally cradled there for transport.


There were children of all ages present.  Most of them had shaved heads, the tell-tale sign of lice.  Other skin diseases abounded as well, such that some children had only select patches of hair; one infant I saw had what looked like a single, bushy pom-pom on the top of her head.  I suppose what hair the child had was seen by the mother as too precious to cut.


While the older men, who sat separately from the women (except in our case), greeted one another and talked casually, other women and young men brought out mashed, cooked matooke and fresh pineapple to hungry mourners.  Huge cauldrons bubbled with the starchy banana mash over smoking charcoal fires.  There did not seem to me to be any order as to whom food was given, though it would have been surprising if no social hierarchy had been followed.  Perhaps they thought my stomach could not handle indigenous foods, or that I would feel insulted by the simplicity of the meal; such cross-cultural apprehensions were common.  Sadly though, I did not receive any, and rebuffed my grumbling stomach out of my own perverse sense of polite martyrdom. 


As I sat watching, I noticed a lame man hobble past our group and sit down.  His atrophied right leg, useless and bent at the knee, jutted out from his hip like that of eight-armed Shiva, dancing; but having only two arms to clasp his shoulder-height pole, his was not so much a dance as a lurch.  He did not otherwise draw attention to himself though, did not sigh with exhaustion when he took his place under a shadeless tree.  


“What happened to him, Kyaluzi?” I asked one of my students.  


“Porio,” he replied, confusing his “r”s and “l”s in typical Ugandan fashion.


I had heard of polio, of course, but as with many aspects of my privileged life, it was only real to me in the sense that the Civil War, or the Black Death were real: such things could be read about in books. 

I started to feel ashamed of myself, panting, hungry, sighing in the heat.  This man had seated himself down to his place with the humility of a mourner, yet with a  moving dignity his crippled limb could not impede.  He held his head high and low all at the same time.  He had walked under the same sun as we, on the same heat-warped road, and almost certainly from a greater distance.  And he had come alone.  There was no one to complain to about the steepness or the sweat; there was only himself and his pole, glassy smooth from the rubbing of his calloused hands.  My group had both complained about and taken pride in the climbing of that long hill.  Why?  We did not have the rocky irritation on the sole of our one good foot to contend with, for we all had shoes.  We did not have to strain to keep our walking shaft steady in the sloped, loose dirt.  Our shirts were not stained with the sweat and soil of a life of hardship.  And we had come because....  I looked away.

The arrival of the wooden coffin, wide at the shoulders, broke my trance.  Two men brought it to the door of the large hut and separated the lid in preparation for its intended use.  Inside the hut were heard the wails and screams of the women as the body, wrapped in soft bark-cloth, was made ready.  The father and the men of the family were also under bark-cloth, a makeshift tent shading them from the sun, and my curious eyes.  When it was his turn, the Headmaster of our school passed under, where he offered the customary condolences and gifts for Ever's father.


The body was placed in the coffin and the lid was hammered down with a large rock.  This was the signal to stand and gather around the box while the two priests from the Church of Uganda continued the liturgy they had begun inside the house.  Long strips of bark-cloth, twisted for strength, were passed beneath the coffin to lift it by men of the family, including a very old man who was determined to participate in spite of his weakness.  They led the procession away.


The large open space in front of the hut bottle-necked at the cooking shed; through this isthmus the crowd slowed considerably.  Beyond this, however, we were among the matooke trees where we could fan out once again.  The ground was matted with a weave of dried, dead fronds, and their crackling under a thousand feet muffled the hymns being sung ahead of us.


The crowd stopped suddenly.  I assumed that there was some stricture again slowing the movement of the throng, but soon realized we were at the place of burial.  Except for the deep pit and the mound of rich, red-brown soil, there was nothing to distinguish this from any other space among the trees.  I looked down at my feet, wondering how many graves I had already crossed to reach this place.  Next to the pit was laid Ever’s coffin.


The priest began his homily, in Luganda of course, and I stood respectfully with my eyes on him, trying to guess at what he might be saying.  When he concluded, the men prepared to lower the casket but found, by measuring with a long leaf-stem, that the pit was not long enough; thus for the next several minutes we sang our hymns to the steady beat of a single hoe.  Upon lowering the casket, it was then found to be too narrow for the widened shoulders of the box.  Another man this time jumped in to finish the job, and the box finally sat properly.


As the priest concluded the ceremony, I watched the members of the family each take a handful of dirt and throw it onto the coffin.  Touching.  Quaint, I thought.  Then, after their handfuls were thrown onto the casket, the men began to use the shovels and hoes to return the dirt to its home. This did not seem strange until other men started to spell them off, then others still—men, women, children—everyone took a turn pushing the dirt back in.  I felt ashamed again, this time for my condescension.  Every person present took a turn with the shovel until being relieved by a tap on the shoulder.  Even the women, in all their finery, knelt down and worked in dirt up to their elbows as though they had the whole plantation to till before dinnertime.  Those who couldn’t get a shovel used their hands until, at last, the burial mound was complete.


There then ensued a long period of reading out the messages and listing the gifts others had made to the family.  I will not here elaborate on the tedium of this portion of the afternoon, except to say that some of the women from our school chose to sit down on the ground for fear they might soon faint from the close, muggy air.  


At the conclusion of the ceremony several of the family members, still weeping, attempted to push some of the loose dirt up on the mound.  It would be pushed at too steep an angle though, and gravity settled it back to the bottom.  Thus began—save the circumstances—a comic effort to push up the dirt to watch it spill back down, up and down, up and down, repeating and repeating until the mound of dirt looked exactly as they thought it should, and exactly as it in fact had looked before they began “fixing” it.  It was only during this grief-stricken frenzy that it finally occurred to me that I had had no business in coming to this place.  This wasn't about adventure.  It was about real people, a young girl, a tragedy.  I tried to leave it as quietly as I could.


By now her unmarked mound is trodden flat; she has disappeared into the plantation, returning to the trees that fed her all her life.  I did not then see my own, shared humanity in the family's grief, nor my own mortality in Ever's death.  Now, returned to my North American home, with all its speed, its fashions, its trappings, I struggle to hold on to the reality of death and grief, to that universal end we all face, that I may not get caught up in the superficialities surrounding me.  I remember that somewhere there is a lonely wooden box, lifeless and still, buried among the matooke.

