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                  Rufiji Sunset 

 
If I'd etched it myself 
This silhouette 
I could hardly have achieved 
Such a symmetry of leaves, 
A clear antithesis of line; 
If it had been a hedge 
Or a head of hair  
And I'd clipped it 
I'd have been happy with my handiwork. 
 
Now with the sun balanced on the fine night edge of the world 
(Soon it will have tipped and fallen out of sight)   
I steal the tree's shape 
And claim it as mine. 
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           The Elephant at Leopard Campsite  
 
If I could get him to stay for the rest of the week, 
Or at least come back here at the end of each day, 
If I could speak cajolingly, 
Make him our guest, 
Calm his fears and give him cause 
(Say, bananas or a couple of beers), 
I could perhaps unhitch the shower 
That has given him fright, 
Made him pause and peer and shake his head, 
And place a bucket there instead 
Into which, at the evening hour,  
He might reach and draw water 
And at our behest spray us down for the night 
And flap us dry with his ears. 
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               Bread-Seller on the Beach 
 
I wish I could use what she has to sell, 
But I've only just fed, 
And short of employing some lame ruse 
(Buy the bread,  
And instead of eating it toy with it, 
Pretend to taste it, 
Move my jaw but keep the roll in my hand, 
Then when she's gone dig it into the sand where I sit:  
The waste would shame me, 
But no more than the pretence ð  
And what if she saw?) 
I can find no way to call her forward  
From behind my fence 
And her wall. 
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Burundi Bananas 

(Recipe from The Two Thousand Horsemen Restaurant, Monomatapa Hotel, Harare, 8th April 1994) 
 

Take the smooth curves of two peeled bananas 
Yellow as a crocodile's throat, 
Sliced along their length 
And soothed a long while in honey 
Drained from hollow logs 
Hung in the trees. 
Heat an ounce of butter to the edge of burning. 
Scour the smoke from the pan  
With half a sharp orange.  
Lay the bananas side by side 
And brown them in the juice, 
Turning them only once. 
Pour on brandy 
Then pour it on again 
Until the air wavers with ready fumes. 
Then stand back, 
Touch the heady cloud with a lit taper 
And watch the burst of blue flame. 
When the flame dies, 
Serve. 
 
 

 

Take two presidents 
And slice them along their length. 
Add the yellow slyness of crocodiles 
The dangerous sweetness of African bees 
And citrus bite. 
Pour on hate until the air wavers 
With heady fumes 
And pour it on again. 
Then touch a taper to the ready cloud 
And watch the high burst of flame 
Over the place where they are left lying. 
But note that this fire, 
Once lit, 
Will be long in the dying. 
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                    Before it Falls 
 
I've forgotten where this tree is, 
And I don't want to moralise about the picture's deeper meaning ð  
How we strangle, when we cling too tightly,  
The things that support us  
(Who's holding who up anyway, I'd like to know: 
Seems to me that the tree's dead and would have gone long ago 
If it weren't for the creeper), 
That sort of thing. 
 
It doesn't matter at all where it is 
Or what it means: 
I care only that I've seen it 
Before it leans, and falls. 
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                           Dik-Dik 
 
I ate one, once, 
For lunch, 
Or a part of one, rather, 
And now I'd rather I hadn't 
(Although I said thanks at the time). 
Look at the sheer size of it, for a start ð  
What sort of heartless fellow could munch on a deer  
No bigger than a dog?  
 
The steak was prime, 
The taste delicate as a gourmet might say, 
But not as delicate as the dik-dikõs quivering thighs, 
Not as delicate as the dry summer brown of its flanks, 
Less delicate by far than the fey dark amber of its eyes. 
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                A Mud-Birth 
 
Elephants are made of mud,  
Warmed in a clay womb 
And born not mucused but mired.  
I always thought it, 
And now I've caught one at it,  
Clambering out onto firm ground 
Fully formed, 
Ears, tusks and all, 
To stand in the sun and be fired, 
Dry from black to grey, then wrinkle and crack, 
And pretend he's been around for years. 
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                           Half a Plank 
 
On a day like today 
Any shade is better than none; 
Half a plank is better than no tree 
With the sun so strong; 
And there are no trees along the road I have walked to the ferry. 
 
All the trees have been burned 
Or turned into planks, 
So I must give thanks for this piece of wood planted in the sand, 
This rough-hewn remainder, 
This lone reminder of the trees that once stood  
Along the ferry road. 
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                    Dead Zebra in the Sand 

 
I think of you making a gutsy run for it, 
Young one: 
You must have jinked and swerved on your lanky legs 
As the lions closed in, 
Doing your best to stay alive 
With the rest of the herd wheeling and squealing around you 
In clouds of dust. 
 
But now your guts have gone, 
Most of the mess has gone, 
Nuzzled and slurped by the cats that killed you. 
By tomorrow morning the only thing left will be your hide, 
And my lingering guess as to how you died. 


