
A Short Cruise on the Ilala in 1958.

 On the lake steamer, from Nkata Bay to the extreme north of lake Nyasa; the vessel's prime job is to carry

goods and passengers from place to place as there were few roads running down to the lake and even fewer

running  parallel to it in those  days.

The Ilala left  Nkata Bay at  about  5.00 am on the

morning after we boarded her, she reached  Usisya

about 8am and anchored off shore in quiet waters.

The  ships  boats  were  lowered  by  hand,  and  then

amidst  shouting  directions  jokes  and  laughter,

packages of all shapes and sizes were handed  from

the lower deck to the boats, bicycles, wicker baskets,

and coops of live hens, cooking  pots, blankets, etc.

There were bunches of bananas and even a B.O.A.C.

overnight bag filled to overflowing with oranges. All

this conglomeration was piled into the centre deck of

the  boat.  Africans  flowed  up  and  down  the  gang

plank some in all their finery of  new suits etc and

others  in  rags  and  tatters.   The  women  in  bright

dresses and colourful robes. Most had a baby tied to their backs and there were children of all ages full of

mischief and all jostling for places aboard the  ship, until it could hold no more. Nearly every person was

chewing sugar  cane,  tearing  off  lumps  with  their  strong teeth,  spitting  out  the fibres  into the lake,  all

contentedly munching, enjoying the sweet juice, chatting and  laughing.

On the lake shore lay the village, a collection of thatched huts on a narrow strip of land between the lake

and mountains which rose sharply, only a few hundred  yards from the shore. The lower slopes are thickly

wooded and  dark green against the blue sky. On the beach, crowds of  Africans wave us on our way.

Dug-out canoes came out in their numbers and were paddling around ship ss we weighed anchor and moved

off  for the next port of call, most of them were just sight-seeing. The noise, the colour and the village in the

background, it was like a scene in a theatre and all this remains vividly in my memory. 

As we moved out into the Lake the cool breeze blew away all the landward smells and it was lovely to

breathe in the refreshing air, we were on our way, the bells of the engine room rang out and the  fog horn

duly responded with three quick blasts. As we came into Florence Bay and Deep Bay, there was not a lot

going on and not of much interest to see.

 Between ports of calls we read sitting on the deck enjoying the sun and air. We played Quoits with the other

passengers. In true African way tea or drinks were served at frequent intervals, all very relaxing for us.

Africans were always on hand to wait on you.  We watched as fellow passengers grew brighter and  browner

by the day.  It was decidedly a rest cure  for anyone needing it. Life was very pleasant cruising on the Lake

in the Ilala and it remains a wonderful memory to this day.

Mary Brill. 


