CHANGING THEIR SKIES
Stories from Africa
These stories come from different countries in Africa.In
Malawi, young Joey watches the great silver planes in the
sky above him, and dreams of walking in the streets of
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n

London or Tokyo.But the longest j ourney he makes is to
the airport rubbish dump, to meet his friend Mazambezi.
In South Africa, life is not kind to Dadi-Ma.Where can

at

she take her little grandson, to give him a better life?

ic

Her problems get worse and worse, but one thing does
not change - her love for her grandson. And in Dar es

bl

Salaam it is an old, old, problem - children growing up

Pu

and wanting to leave home, to go away, to cross the sea,

al

to study ...in a foreign country ...
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English has become an international language, and is
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used on every continent, in many varieties, for all kinds

of purposes. Boo kworms Wo rld Stories are the latest
addition to the O xford Bookworms Library. Their aim
is to bring the best of the world 's stories to the English
language learner, and to celebrate the use of English for

storytelling all around the world.
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They change their skies,
but not their souls,
who run across the sea .
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Social Anthropology, and was a teacher for many years.
He is now a very well-known writer and illustrator of
children's books, and travels widely through Africa
looking for different African cultures to represent in his
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stories. His books have won numerous awards, including
Noma and UNESCO awards, and have been published
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in many countries.
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was born i n 1951 i n Uganda, East Africa. A freelance
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artist for many years, he works in oils, ink, pencil and
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shown in galleries in Kenya and the USA. These are his
first book illustrations.
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NO TE ON T HE L ANGU AGE
There

are

many

varieties

of English

spoken in the world, and the characters in
these stories from Africa sometimes use
non-standard for ms (for example, leaving
out auxiliary verbs such as are, is , do , will;

io
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and using double negatives such as we

don't do nothing) . This is how the authors
of the original stories represented the

characters

at

spoken language that their
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would actually use in real life.
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The R.ubbiJ'h Dut-np
STEVE C HI M O M B O
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A story from Malawi, retold by Jennifer Bassett

Rubbish is a p ro blem in the rich wo rld.There

is too much of it, a n d people do n't kn ow wha t

at

to do with it. In places like Africa there is less

rubbish, because people ha ve less to throw

ic

away.

bl

An airp o rt rubbish dump is a strange place,
a meeting poin t for rubbish that has travelled

Pu

a long way.It is also a meeting poin t for Joey

oey sat on the ground, playing with a small toy car.

ng

J

al

a n d Mazam bezi ...

The car was made out of bits and pieces - lots of old

Ja

wire, pieces of cardboard, sticks, and the tops of babyfood cans for wheels.
Joey was working hard, his hands busily pulling and
pushing pieces of wire which were not in the right places.
After a moment, he put the car down with a pleased little
grunt, and began to sing:

The white man is wise
He made the aeroplane
It's nothing else
But determination.
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His high voice filled the air for a few minutes. Then
came a louder noise - the squeak, rattle, and thump
of a wheelbarrow along the road past the last row of
houses. Joey 's song stopped, started, stopped again. The
wheelbarrow was getting nearer, and the squeak, rattle,

io
n

and thump got louder and louder.
It was Mazambezi. The name meant 'rubbish collector',
and that's what everyone called him - behind his back.

ic

collected from the airport.

at

Mazambezi, pushing his wheelbarrow, with the rubbish

bl

Joey stopped playing with his car, and looked unhappy.
He remembered that today was Friday, and on Fridays the

Pu

big aeroplane came in from London. People around the
airport called it 'Four Engine'. Mazambezi was bringing

al

in the rubbish from that plane, which meant it was now

ng

too late for Joey to run to the airport. He liked to go
up to the balcony in the airport building and watch the

Ja

passengers in their expensive clothes getting off the plane.
They always carried bags and cameras, and strange and

my sterious things from faraway countries. But it was too

late to see them today. Perhaps the next passengers were
already on the plane, ready to leave.
Then Joey heard the sound of aeroplane engines, and
knew he was right. He stared at the sky. A moment later
the rooftops of the houses began to rattle and the great
silver plane went overhead in a terrible roar of engine
noise.
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The Rubbish Dump

Joey heard the sound of aeroplane engines,
and stared at the sky.
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It was hard to live next to an international airport.
Every time planes took off or landed, the airport workers'
little houses shook and rattled. But Joey didn't mind. He
loved the noise and the roar, and the cleverness that made
those great machines fly like birds through the sky.

io
n

Soon the plane was gone. Joey still watched the sky,
thinking. Who was on the plane today? Where was
it going? To Salisbury, Johannesburg, and then on to

at

England? One day, when he could read, he would find all

ic

those famous places in a book and learn about them.

bl

The squeak, rattle, and thump of the wheelbarrow was
very near now. Joey left his toy car and walked down to

Pu

the road where Mazambezi was passing. The rubbish
dump was only a hundred metres from his house.

al

'Hello, Joey,' the man said to Joey.

ng

'Hello. ' Joey stopped to watch the wheelbarrow pass.
'You haven't gone

to school today?'

Mazambezi

Ja

asked.

'We've got a month's holiday. '
'That's good. '
'What have you got this time?' asked Joey.

'I don't know,' Mazambezi said. 'A few pieces of cheese
and some vomit, may be. '
Joey covered his nose with his hand when he heard
the word 'vomit'. He knew that passengers on planes
sometimes felt ill and that there were special bags for
them to vomit into. Why did people vomit when they
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were fly ing in a plane? Sometimes Joey 's father vomited,
if he drank too much juice in the evenings. It wasn't very
mce.
Joey followed the old man. He could never think of
Mazambezi without his wheelbarrow- man and machine

io
n

belonged together. The machine was old, and black with
dirt and bits of old rubbish. Every part of the machine
squeaked and rattled when it moved. The man too was

at

old, with a lot of grey in his short black hair. His clothes

ic

were all bits and pieces, and full of holes; an old green

bl

and brown army hat kept the sun off his head.
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They were nearly at the rubbish pit now, and Joey
remembered his first meeting with Mazambezi and his

al

first visit to the dump.

ng

It was a week after his family moved into one of the little
airport houses. Every day Joey saw Mazambezi go past

Ja

with his wheelbarrow to the dump and then, later, go
past again, going back to the airport. Why did he take so
long to leave the rubbish? What did he do at the dump?
So one day Joey followed him. The terrible smell from
the rubbish dump came along the road to meet him. It
was like a cloud that filled his nose, his mouth, his head,
his stomach. He saw Mazambezi sitting by the side of
the pit, looking down into it. Joey went nearer, and then
his foot hit something on the ground and he fell . . . into
something soft and horrible.
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He tried to get up, and a hand took his arm to help
him.
'Are you all right?'
The old man's voice was coming out of the pit, Joey
thought.

io
n

'Don't touch me!' he shouted angrily. 'You dirty old
Mazambezi!'

The old man stepped back slowly. Joey got to his feet,

at

turned, and ran. Halfway across the field to his house,

ic

he looked back. Mazambezi was looking through the

bl

rubbish in the wheelbarrow, finding bits of food left from
the aeroplane meals. This was his lunch.

Pu

Back at home Joey looked at his dirty clothes and
remembered the vomit. He went behind the kitchen and

al

began to cry. His mother found him there. She looked at

ng

his clothes and knew at once.
'You've been to that smelly rubbish pit! You mustn't go

Ja

there- you'll catch something horrible and get ill. '
So Joey was in trouble with his mother, and in more

trouble with hjs father when he came home from work.
After that Joey spent his free time on the balcony at

the airport. He learnt the times of all the planes, and he
knew which plane was coming in, when, and where from.
He also worked on his toy car, and when he got bored
with that, he built himself an aeroplane. It wasn't very
good and looked a bit like an old potato, but Joey flew it
to Moscow, Tokyo, London, New York, and back.
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When Joey looked back, Mazambezi was looking through
the rubbish in the wheelbarrow.
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Mazambezi went past with his wheelbarrow every day
as usual. Joey sometimes saw him because New York
airport was on the road to the rubbish dump. One day
Joey was talking to the man at Tokyo airport.
'Coming in to land. Can you hear me? Coming in to

io
n

land. Can you hear me?' he said again and again. He
knew the right words to say because his father told him
what pilots said.

at

'Look, Joey, ' a voice said behind him. 'I've got a real

ic

plane for you. '

bl

It was Mazambezi. He was holding out a toy plane,
with AIR RHODESIA written on the side. He looked at Joey

Pu

with his sad brown eyes, and Joey looked back at him,
afraid. He stepped back, away from the old man, then

al

stepped forward again, took the toy plane, and ran home

ng

as fast as he could.

Near the house he stopped and hid the plane under his

Ja

shirt. It looked very strange, and Joey crossed his arms in

front of him, which looked even stranger. He walked into

the house, singing,
The white man is wise
He made the aeroplane
Its nothing else
But determination.

Luckily, his mother was cleaning the big bedroom. Joey
ran to the little room where he slept, and hid his
RHODESIA

AIR

plane in his school bag. He kept all his secret
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things in there - foreign money, empty cigarette packets,
all the things he found in the airport. He lay down on his
sleeping mat and listened to his mother cleaning. Then
his hand went into his school bag and brought out the
little plane. It had a broken tail, but when he held it at the

io
n

tail end, no one could see the broken bit.
'Joey, are you in there?'

'Yes, Mother,' Joey answered. Quickly, he pushed the

at

plane back into his bag, and lay down again.

ic

'What are you doing down there?' His mother was a

bl

big woman, and she filled the door way.

Pu

'I - I have a headache, Mother. '
'Why didn't you tell me?'
'You were busy, Mother. '

ng

'I - I -'

al

'Too busy to tell me you are ill?'

'Come here, Joey. '

Ja

'Yes, Mother. '

'Now, don't try and tell me you're sick, when you're

not!' As usual, her finger was five centimetres away from
his nose.
'No, Mother. '
'I saw you running around and singing a few minutes
ago. '
'I - I - Mother -'
'Don't lie to me. '
'No, Mother. '
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'Now, don't try and tell me that you're sick!' As usual,
her finger was five centimetres away from Joey's nose.
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'Good. Now, I want you to go to the shop to get me
some sugar and some tea. Here's the money.'
'Yes, Mother. '
Joey took the money and went out without a word. He
was afraid that his mother would find the plane. He knew

io
n

what she would say - Where did you get that, Joey? He
ran to the shop and back as fast as he could.

'I thought you had a terrible headache,' his mother

ic

'I - I - it's gone, Mother. '

at

said when he got back.

bl

'Good. Now, help me take the things out of your room.

Pu

I need to clean it. '

Joey carried his school bag, his books, clothes, and
sleeping mat out of the room, put them all in a corner,

al

and stood over them. When his mother finished, he took

ng

his things carefully back into the room.
'You're very strange today.' His mother was looking

Ja

hard at him. 'Are you sure your headache is gone?'
'No, Mother. ' Joey did not look at her. 'It's come

back. '

'Mmm. Maybe,' she said. 'You can lie down. '
Joey lay down again on his mat. He felt calmer now.
His father came home late that night, full of juice and
singing noisily. Joey heard his voice in the kitchen, telling
his mother about the white man.
'The white man is a nice man,' said Joey 's father. 'The
white man buys me drinks, he brings good things to the
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country - jobs, cars, aeroplanes. The white man is the
African's friend . . . '
Joey 's father was very boring when he was like this.
His mother was now in the big bedroom, but Joey knew
she was listening. Everybody in the house had to listen

�

io
n

because his father talked so loudly.

meet Mazambezi on the road.

at

It was a week before Joey was brave enough to go and

ic

'Thank you for the plane,' he said to the old man.

bl

Mazambezi gave a grunt that was lost in the squeak,
rattle, thump of the wheelbarrow. Joey walked beside

Pu

him down the road.

'What have you got this time?' he asked.

al

'Some pieces of meat, with the usual things. '

ng

Joey tried not to think about the 'usual things'. The
man and Joey turned the corner, and the smell of the pit

Ja

came strongly towards them.
The pit was very old and large, but not deep. Many

other people used it, not just Mazambezi. Office workers
brought their banana skins, chicken bones, fish bones- if
people did not want something, they threw it into the pit.
The flies buzzed angrily over it all, and in the sky above

big black birds circled, calling loudly. Down in the pit,
under the rubbish, lived other kinds of life.
Joey looked at all the empty milk, fish, and meat cans
lying in the pit.
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