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The Sea Inside

BESIDE THE VAST WATERS OF LAKE MALAWI, AN UNTOUCHED CORNER OF
AFRICA OFFERS A SEPARATE PEACE. PETER GODWIN SETS SAIL.
Photographs by Harf Zimmerman

Freddie the pilot was from Denmark and he was 23. His Piper Cherokee 6 was from Florida and it
was 35, “but it got a new engine last year,” he assured me. A diminutive Garmin G.P.S. that Freddie
had Velcroed to the joystick was the only concession to the digital age in an otherwise retro analog
cockpit arrayed with dials. His current challenge was to coax our single-engine plane high enough in
the African sky to skim over the cathedral of cuamulonimbus ahead, a worryingly substantial barrier.
“No eating until you're sure you won't throw up,” the passenger in the seat behind me sternly
instructed her daughter, who held a sick bag in one hand and a family-size packet of Simba chips in
the other, uncertain which one to go for.

When we finally slalomed through a tiny aperture in the cloud Alp, there, stretched out below us,
was a dazzling sight: the sun-beveled silver of an immense inland sea, Lake Malawi, called the
calendar lake for its size, 360 miles long and 46 miles wide. The southernmost in a string of lakes that
formed millions of years ago along the Great Rift Valley — the tectonic fault line running down East
Africa — Lake Malawi drains south through the Shire River into the Zambezi and out into the Indian
Ocean along the Mozambican coast. It seems miraculous, set as it is among the arid African hills. And
as many European visitors have noticed, the lake and its shores seem to be painted in a soft, almost
Mediterranean palette.

Our destination was the small island Likoma, which sits with its companion, Chizumulu, in the
north of the lake. From the air, you see just how close it is to the Mozambican bank. Surrounded, in
fact, by Mozambican territorial waters, these two islands, with a population of about 15,000 between
them, are that rarest of geopolitical entities, lacustrine exclaves —land belonging to a larger territory
from which it is cut off by the territorial lake water of another nation.

As we buzzed the bush airstrip, scattering some goats and one weaving drunkard, an astonishing
apparition loomed into view, an immediate clue that the island of Likoma was once part of British-
ruled Nyasaland rather than the Portuguese-ruled colony next door. It was a vast stone cathedral, built
by Scottish missionaries in 1903. The missionaries saw Likoma as a tropical Iona — the small
Hebridean island off the coast of Mull — set in this “cerulean lake,” as Chauncy Maples, who was
consecrated Bishop of Likoma in 1895, described it in a sonnet. They recognized that it was a perfect
base from which to proselytize because, according to the Anglican newsletter, “no one could invade
without us noticing first.”

When the Scottish missionary explorer David Livingstone first set eyes on this lake, in 1859,
he, too, was immediately enamored. He wanted to name it the Lake of Stars, but upon asking what it
was called, he was informed by his local porters that the lake was known as Nyasa. So that’s what he
stuck with: Lake Nyasa. Only later did he realize that nyasa in the local language actually meant
“lake.” Lake Lake. (So good they named it twice, as Frank Sinatra might have crooned.)

In 1964, the British relinquished their colony, and the new nation’s first black ruler, Dr. Hastings
Kamuzu Banda, renamed both the country and the lake that defines it: Malawi, which translates as
“the glitter of the sun rising across the lake.” Banda ruled Malawi with frowning severity for the next



30 years, famously banning public kissing, Simon and Garfunkel’s song “Cecilia” and bare legs or pants
for women. And, according to visa regulations, he outlawed “the entry of ‘hippies,” and men with long
hair and flared trousers.” Banda is gone now, and this lakeside nation is now a democracy of sorts,
where all tourists, including bearded, bell-bottomed displayers of public affection, are welcome.

Tourism in Malawi, however, remains a blessedly low-volume affair. It isn’t a Big Five destination
and has only a handful of high-end lodges, most of them on the lake and its sandy beaches. The
country also remains among the world’s poorest and most densely populated, with almost 14 million
people — mostly subsistence farmers and fishermen — in a nation roughly the size of Pennsylvania.
Almost half the government budget comes from international aid. Famine-prone in the past, it now
relies on fertilizer subsidies to feed itself. But Malawians are astoundingly welcoming, happy to teach
you the infernally complex rules of bao, their traditional board game, or to walk you to a place you're
just seeking directions to. For once a country’s branding slogan, “The Warm Heart of Africa,” rings true.

It was to Malawi that my father went for his first job in Africa, after World War II. He arrived in
Blantyre (Malawi’s biggest city) in October, when the jacaranda trees were bursting with their
exuberant mauve livery, and he fell in love with the place. I was born and raised in Zimbabwe, almost
next door, but my first real experience of Malawi was when I was 23.1 had decided to return from
Oxford overland, with a few friends, in an antique army surplus truck (built in 1957), and on reaching
Malawil had a similar reaction to my father’s. It seemed a magical enclave, largely overlooked by time,
moving to its own gentle agrarian rhythm, without the chaotic cities of West Africa or the capitalistic
clamor of the south.

On Likoma, I stayed on the southern tip of the island at Kaya Mawa (it means Maybe
Tomorrow), a small lodge on land that had belonged to 13 residents, who, with the help of the local
chief, entered into a partnership with a couple of Britons. With just 10 cottages, Kaya Mawa is
nonetheless the largest single employer on the island after the government (the island is renowned for
its boarding schools), with a staff of 70. Its managers spread the jobs around among families to avoid
jealousy. Unlike many upmarket eco-lodges in the third world, this one isn’t a luxury prison,
hermetically sealed off from the local population. Yet there’s no theft and no hassling, no peddlers, no
begging.

The rooms at Kaya Mawa were possibly the most romantic I had ever encountered. To reach mine,
you walked along a suspension bridge strung between little islands. The bed was scattered with
bougainvillea blossoms, the tablecloth with marigolds. At night I fell asleep to the sound of the water
gently lapping against the granite pedestal of the cottage; the flapping of the white damask at the
windows as the Mwera wind freshened from the south; the murmur of the fishermen out on the lake,
reed flares hanging off their dugout canoes to attract fish.

The island’s main historic attraction is the behemoth of St. Peter’s. It’s the size of Winchester
Cathedral, built entirely by hand, and stands at a spot called Chipyela, the Place of Burning, where
locals once executed suspected witches. The altar sits on what used to be the whipping post of the old
slave market — Likoma was a way station on the slave route from the interior to the coast — and the
wood of the crucifix over the pulpit is carved from the banyan tree under which Livingstone’s heart
was buried. His two loyal bearers, Sussi and Chuma, cut it out of his corpse, according to his wishes,
before they desiccated the rest of his body and hauled it 1,500 miles to the East African coast and put it
on a ship to London, there to be entombed in Westminster Abbey.

Alleluia Chitanda, an appropriately named cathedral guardian, unlocked a heavy iron gate and
handed me “the stick of the bishop,” which had an ivory crook inlaid with heavy silver sheep,
fluttering pennants, saints, fleurs-de-lis and rubies. Three barefoot altar boys in white surplices carried
candles down the chancel of a side chapel, and a side man swung a chained silver thurible in a full
circle, leaving a liturgical contrail of incense. Birds chirped in the eaves (tin has replaced the original
thatch roof), and there was a gentle whooshing around us as volunteers from the Mothers’ Union,
stooped in pious pairs, swept the stone floors with sheaves of elephant grass. Many of these folk are
the descendants of Livingstone’s original followers.

More than a century of proselytizing hasn’t quite supplanted traditional beliefs on the island; there
are several healers — so-called witch doctors — still practicing here. One of the island’s most famous,
William J. Kumpalotta, attracts clients from all over the country. Still, along with most of Likoma’s
9,000-strong population, he can be seen in church most Sundays, his matted dreadlocks tucked neatly
under his turban.

Alleluia led me up some steep, rickety wooden stairs in the dark, through the brick choir loft, with its






























