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Unit One

le A Mild Attack of Locusts?

} _ Doris Lessing®
The rains that year were good, they were coming nicely just as the
crops needed them—or so Margaret understood when the men said they
were not too bad, She never had an opinion of her own on matters like
the weather, because one needs experience even to know about what
seems a simple thing like the weather, And Margaret did not have this
experience, The men were Richard, her husband, and old Stephen,
Richard’s father, who had been a farmer for many years; and these
two might argue for hours about whether the rains were ruinous, or
just maddening as usual;, Margaret had been on the farm for three years,
She still did not understand how they did not go bankrupt® altogether,
when the men never had a good word for the weather, or the soil, or
the Government, But she was beginning to learn the language, Farmer’s
language,  And they neither went bankrupt nor got very rich, They just
kept going, and managed to live,

. Their crop was maizet, Their farm was three thousand acres® on
the slopes that rise up towards the Zambesi flatlands; high, dry, wind-
swept country, cold and dusty in winter, but now, being the wet season,
steamy with the heat rising in wet soft waves off miles of greenery,
Beautiful it was, with the sky blue and the air clear and shining, and
the bright green folds and hollows of the country beneath, and the
mountains lying sharp and bare twenty miles away across the rivers,
The sky made her eyes ache, she was not used to it, One does not look
so much- at the sky in the city she came from, So that evening, when
Richard said, *The Government is sending out warnings that locusts® are
expected, coming down from the North,” her instinct” was to look
about her at the trees, Insects-—swarms of them—horrible; But Richard
and the old man - had raised their. eyes and were looking up over the
mountains, ‘We haven’t had locusts in seven years’ they said,“They go

’ And then; ‘There goes our crop for this season,’

in cycles?®, locusts do,
But they went on with the work of the farm just as wusual, until
one day they. were coming up the road to the farmhouse for the midday

t’)gga'k, when old Stephen stopped, raised his finger and pointed':‘_Look,
1



ook, there they arey ' o

Margaret ran out to join them, looking at the hills, The scrvants
came out from the kitchen, They all stood and gazed, Over the rocky
line of the mountain-tops was a streak of rust-coloured® air, Locusts,
There they came, .

At once Richard shouted at the cook-boy, Old Stephen yelled at
the house-boy, The cook-boy ran to beat the old piece of iron hanging
from a tree-branch, which was used to call the labourers at moments
of crisis, The house-boy ran off to the store.to collect tincans, any old
bit of metal, The farm was ringing with the sound of the iron gong, and
they could see the labourers pouring out of their huts, pointing at the
hills and shouting excitedly, Soon they had all come up tothe house, and
Richard and old Stephen were giving them orders—Hurry, hurry, hurry,

And off they ran again, the two white men with them, and in a few
minutes Margarct could see the smoke of fires rising from all .around
the farm-lands, Piles of wood and grass had been prepared there, There
were seven fields—patches of bared soil, yellow and ox-blood colour, and
pink where:the new mealies!® were just showing, making a film of
bright green, and around each field drifted up thick clouds of
smoke, They were throwing wet leaves on to the fires now, to make the
smoke blac kand stinging, Margaret was watching the hills, Now there
was a long low cloud advancing, rust-colour still, swelling forwards and
outwards as she looked,The telephone was ringing, Neighbours—quick,
q_uick, there come the locusts, Old Smith had . had his crop eaten to the
ground, Quick, get your fires startcd, For, of course, while every farmer
hoped the locusts would pass by his farm and go on to the next, it was
only fair to warn each other, one must play fair, ! Everywhere, f{ifty
miles over the countryside, the smoke was rising from uncountable fires,
Margaret answered the telephone, and between .calls stood watching the
locusts, The " air was darkening, a strange darkness, for the sun was
blazing—it darkness of a veld!? fire; when the air gets thick with smoke
and the was like het sunlight falls in broken rays of thick hot orange,
It was heavy, too, and hard to breathe, as before a storm, The locusts
were coming fast, Now half the sky was darkened, Behind-the reddish
streak in front, which marked the beginning of the swarm, the main
swarm showed in ‘a thick black cloud, reaching almost to the sun itself,

Margaret was wondering what she could do to help, She did ot
know, Then up came old Stephen from the lands, ‘We're finished,
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Maargret, finished!'® They can eat cvery leaf and blade of grass off the
farm in half an hour;- And it is only early afternoony But if we can
make enough smoke, make enough noise till the sun goes down, they’ll
settle somewhere else perhaps«s’ And then,‘Get the kettle going't, It’s
thirsty work, this,’ -

So Margaret went to the kitchen, stirred up the fire, and boiled
the water, Now, on the tin roof of the kitchen, she could hear the soft
heavy sound of falling locusts, or a sharp scratching as they slid along
the metal, Here were the first of them, From down on the fields came
the beating and banging and clanging!'® of a hundred petrol tins and bits
of metal, Stephen impatiently waited while one petrol tin was filled with
tea—hot, sweet, and orange-coloured and the other with water, In the
meantime, he told Margaret about how twenty Yyears back he had been
eaten out,'® made bankrupt by the locust armies, And then, still talk-
-ing, he picked up the petrol cans, one in each hand, and set off quickl_y
down the road to the thirsty labourers, By now the locusts were falling
like hail'” on to the roof of the kitchen, It sounded like a heavy storm,
Margaret looked out and saw the air dark with the insects, and she set
her teeth and ran out into the swarming mass-what the men, could do,
‘she could, Overhead the air was thick - locusts everywhere, The locusts
were flopping against her, and she brushed them off, heavy red-brown
creatures, looking at her with their old-men’s eyes while they hung on
. tight with hard legs, She held her breath with disgust and ran into ihp
house, There it was even more like being in a heavy storm, The iron ;601’
"was ringing, and the sound of iron being beaten in the fields was l_ili_‘e
- thunder, When she looked out, all the: trees were strange and still, hidden
_beneath the insects, their branches weighed down to the ground, The earth
-seemed to be moving, locusts crawling everywhere, she could not see the
lands at all, -so thick was the swarm of insects, Towards the mountains
1t was like looking into heavy rain—even as she watched, the sun was
blacked out by another wave of locusts, It was half-night, an unreal
blackness, Then came a sharp crack from the bush *— a branch had
‘broken off, Then another, A tree leaned over and settled heavily on the
ground, Through the hail of insects a man came running, More 1lea,mere
water was needed, She supplied them, She kept the fires burning and
filled tins with tea and water, and then it was four o’clock in the af-
tetrnoon and the locusts had been pouring across overhead fora couple of
hours, Up came old Stephen again, crushing locusts underfoot with every
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's{ep, locusts clinging® all over him, cursing ‘and swearing, and hitting
out at the air with his old bat, At the: doorway he stopped bricfly,
hastily pulling at the clinging insects and throwing them off, then he
plunged into the locust-free living-room,

‘T_he' crops are finished, Nothing left,” he said,

But the men were still beating the iron bars and shouting, and
Margaret asked; ‘Why do You go on with it,. thenp ’ ‘

‘The main swarm isn’t settling, They are heavy with eggs, They are
looking for a pl‘ace to settle and lay their eggs, What’s most important
is to §top the main body from settling on our farm, If they get a chance
to lay their eggs, we are going to have everything eaten by hoppers?®
later on,’ He picked a locust off his shirt and split it down with his
thumbnail—it was stuffed inside with eggs, “Imagine that multiplied by
milliéns Have you ever seen a swarm of hoppers on the march? Well,
YOu re lucky, ’ C iy . ‘

Margaret thought an adult swarm was bad enough, Outside now the
light on the earth was a pale thin Yellow, darkened with movingshadow;
the clouds of moving insect thickened and lightened liké rain driven by

the wind, Old Stephen sazd ‘They’ve got the wind behind .them, that’s
something,’ 2! ‘

‘Is it very bad?’asked Margaret fearfully, .and the old man. said
emphatically?®, “We’re finished, This swarm may pass ovér, but once

they’ve started, they’ll be coming down.from the North now, one cwarm

after another, And then there are the hopperf—ﬂ might go on for two.

or three years,’ : . :
Margaret sat down helplessly, and thought, ‘Well if it’s the end, 1t’

the end, What now? We’ll all three have to- go back to towmne’ But then
she took a quick look at Stephen, the .old man who had farmed forty
years in this country, and she knew nothing would make him go and be-
come a clerk in the city, Yet her heartached for him, helooked so tired,
the worry-lines deep from nose to. mouth, Poor old man«. He had lifted
up a locust that had somehow got into his pocket, and was holding it

in the air by one leg, ‘You’ve got the strength of a steel-spring in

those legs of yours,’

he was telling the locust; good-humeuredly, Then,
although he had been fighting locusts, squashing locusts, yelling at lo-
custs, sweeping them in great heaps into the fires to burn for the last
three hours, nevertheless he took this one to the door, and carefully

threw it out fo join its fellows as if he woyld rather got harm a hair

4
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every of its head, This comforted Margaret; all at once she felt
happier, without knowing why, She remembered it was not the first
time in the last three years that the men had announced their {final
and complete ruin, )

‘Get me a drink, lass?,’ he then said, and she set the bottle of
whlsky by him, .

In the meantime, out in the wild storm of insects, her husband was
banging the iron gong, fecding the fires with leaves the insects
clinging to him all over, She shuddered, ‘How can you bear to let them
touch you?’she asked, He looked at her, disapproving, She felt suitably
humble—just as she had when he had first taken a good look at her
city self,?t hair waved and golden, nails red and pointed, Now she was
a proper farmer’s wife, in sensible shoes and a solid skirt, She might
even get used to letting locusts settle on het—in time,

After drinking down a whisky or two, old Stephen went back into
the battle, walking now through glistening ** brown waves of locusts,

Five o’ clock, The sun would set in an hour, Then the swarm would
settle, Overhead it was still as thick as before, The trees were rough
heaps of glistening brown,

Margaret began to cry, It was all so hopeless—if they didn’t have a
bad season, they had locusts; if they didn’t have locusts, they had
potato- -worms or veld fires, Always something, The dry rustling *° of
the locust armies was like a big forest in the storm; when they settled
on the roof it was like the beating of rain, The ground was invisible
in & smooth brown rolling wave—it was like being drowned in locusts,
pushed under by the hateful brown flood, It seemed as if the roof might
fall in under the weight of them, as if the door might give in under
their pressure and the rooms fill with them-—and it was getting so
dark.sshe looked up, The air was thinner, blue spaces showed in the
dark moving clouds, The blue spaces were cold and thin', the sun must
be setting, Through ‘the fog of insects -she saw figures approaching,
First old Stephen, marching bravely along, then her husband, his
cheeks drawn in 27 with tiredness, Behind them came the servants, All of
them were covered with cr~avrv1i_ngl insects, The sound of the iron being
beaten had stopped, She could hgan nothing except the constant rustling
of millions of wings, ,

The two men slapped off the 1nsects and came in, | ‘

‘Well,’ said Richard, kissing her on the cheek, ‘the main swarm
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has gone over, ’ :

‘For God’s sake,’ said Margaret angrily, still halfcrying, *what's
Here is bad enovgh, isn"t itp’ For although' the evening air was no
longer black and thick, but a clear blue, with a pattern of insects
cutting this wax and; that across it, everything else—trees, buildings,
bushes, earth, was ‘gage uvnder the moving brown masses, ‘

‘If it doesn’t rain in the night and keep them here—if it doesn’t
rain and weight them down with water, they’ll be off in the morning
at sunrise,’ .

‘We’re sure to have some hoppers, But not the main'sWarm,thaf’s

something, ’

Margaret wiped her eyes, pretended she had not bgeh 'cryiﬁg, and
brought them some supper, for the servants were too tired to move, She
sent them down to their huts to:rest, -

She served the supper and sat listening, There is not one maize-
plant left, she heard, Not ome, The men would get the planters out
in the fields as soon as the locusts had gone, They would have to
start all over again, | :

‘But what’s the use of that?” Margaret wondered, if the whole farm was
going to be crawling with hoppers? But she listened while they discussed
the new Government paper which said how to defeat hoppers, You must
haye men out all the time moving over the farm to watch for movement
in the grass, When you find a 'group of hoppers—small lively black
things—then you dig small ditches around them, or spray them with poi-
son from pumps supplied by the Government The Goverament wanted
them to co-operate in a world plan for gettxng rid of this plague** for-
ever, You should attack locusts at the source, that means kill the hop-
pers, The men were talking as"if they were planning a war, and Mar-.
garet listened, amazed, B
~ In the night it was quiet; there was no sign of the armies settled .
outside, except sometimes a branch brokeor a tree could be heard :cra-
shing down, ‘ ,

© Margaret slept badly in the bed beside Richard, who was sleepmg
deeply, exhausted?® with the afternoon’s fight, In the moraing she
woke to see yellow sunshine lying across the bed, clear sunshine,
with an occasiopal dark patch of shadow moving over it, She went
to the window, Old Stephen was in front of her, There he stood outside,
gazing down over the bush, And she gazed, astonished—and fascinated®*
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stiuch against her will, For it looked as if every tree, every bush, all
the earth, were lit with pale flames, The locusts were fanning their
wings to free them from the wetness of the night dews, There was a
‘flashing of reddish gold light everywhere,

She went out to join the old man, stepping carefully among the
insects, They stood and watched, Overhead the sky was blue, blue
and clear, o :

‘Pretty,’” said old Stephen with satisfaction,

Well, thought Margaret, we may be ruined, we may be bankrupt, but
not everyone has $een an army of locusts fanning their wings at dawn,

Over the slopes, in the distance, a faint red streak showed in the
sky, thickened and spread, *There they go,” said old Stephen, ‘There
goes the main army, off South, ’

And now from the trees, from the earth all round them, the locusts
were taking wing®, They were like small aircraft, getting into place
for the take-off, trying their wings to see if they were dry enough, Off
they went, A reddish brown steam was rising off the miles of bush, off
the lands, the earth, Again the sunlight darkened,

And as the hidden branches lifted, the weight on them lightening,
there was nothing left but the black bones of branches, trees, No green
left, nothing, ,All morning they watched, the three of them, as the
brown surface thinned and broke and dissolved, flying up to join the main
army, now a brownish red line in the Southern sky, The lands which
had been covered with a light layer of green, the new tender mealie
pﬁ‘ants, were naked and bare, All the trees stripped, A ruined landscape,
No green, no green anywhere, -

"By midday the reddish cloud had gone, Only an occasional locust
dropped down, On the ground were the bodies of the dead and wounded,
The African labourers were sweeping these up with branches and  collecs
ti':ng them in tins,"' '

" “Have you ever eaten sun-dried locust?’ asked old Stephen, *That time,
twenty years ago, when I went broke,® 1 lived on mealiemeal® and
dried locusts for three months, They aren’t bad at all—rather like
smoked fish, in fact,’

Margaret preferred not even to- think of it,

After the midday meal-the men went off to the -lands, Everything had
to be planted again, With-a' bit of luck another swarm would not come

travelling down just this way, But they hoped it would rain very soon, to
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bring out some new grass, because the cattle would die otherwise —theré
was not a blade of grass left on the farm, As for Margaret; she ‘was .
trying to get used to the idea of three or four years of locusts, Lecusts.
were going to be like bad weather, from nowon, always ready to appear, -
She felt like someone who had managed to live through a war—if this
bare and leafless countryside was not ruin, well, what then was ruin?
But the men ate their supper with good appetites, ' ‘
‘It could have been worse,” was what they said, It could 'be

much worse,’

NOTES

1. About the story,
A farmer’s life in Southern Africa is often hard and - Ionely. It takes
a long time to build up a successful farm, and years of effort can.be
ruined in no time by sun, wind, or rain, by insects or disease, When .
this happens, there is nothing to do but start all over again,
This battle against nature is never won or lost, It goes on for ever,
In A Mild Attack of Locusts we are shown how three people on a
farm lose ‘alAl their crops in a single day, Like their neighbours, they
have been ruined, but they. will fight back because they have been
ruined before—and will be ruined again,
2, About the author, . .
Doris Lessing was born in 1919 on a farm southern Rhodesia, She
lived here and in the Republic of South Africa until the age of
thirty, when she moved to England, ‘
Much of her writing is about life in southern Africa, often a life of
poverty on lonely farms or in small villages, Many of Doris Le;_sing”s
finest stories canbe found in Collected African Stories, Among her most
famous ‘novels are; The Grass Is Singing and The Golden Notebook,
3, go bankrupt; lose all their money ‘
4, maize; a grain crop, bright yellow in colour and grown im mos .
~warm countries ' ‘
5. acre;a unit of measturement; oune acre is about the size of a foot-ball
' pitch )
6, locusts, winged insects which fly in great swarms and destroy crops
and vegetables
7, instinct; natural reaction
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8, they go in cycles; they return at regular intervals
5, rust-coloured; brownish red
10, mealies; (South African)maize .
11, play fair; act fairly (as the danger is the same for all the farmers)
12, veld, open country (in South Africa)
13, we’re finished, we’re ruined
14, get the kettle going, make some tea
15, clanging. ringing sound of metal against metal
16, he had been eaten out, all his crops had been desiroyed
17, hail;, rain in the form of ice
18, bush; open land around the farm
19, clinging; sticking
20, hoppers,; young locusts
21, that’s something, that’s fortunate (because the locusts will move
on more quickly),
22, emphatically, firmly
23, lass, (a friendly, slightly old-fashioned word) girl
24, her city self; the person she had been before she began to live on
the farm ‘
25, glistening, shining
26, rustling, a light sound, like that of leaves in the wind -
27, drawn in, pulled in
28, plague; danger (literally; a dangerous disease passed on to man by
rats) |
29, exhausted, extremely tired
30, fascinated, deeply interested
31, taking wing, beginning to fly away
32, went broke; lost all the money
33, mealiemeal; maize flour i
EXERCISES

I.MULTIPLE CHOICE;

1,

Margaret never had an opinion of her own on matters Jlike the
weather because .

a, Richard and Stephen were exp4rienced farmers

b, she was younger than Richard and Stephen

¢, she did not have this experience



d, she didn’t have the chance to say anything about it

2, Locusts went in cycles, That means locusts .
a, poured into the fields every three years
b, came to the fields on hot seasons
¢, came to the fields by millions

d, came at regular interval

3. Stephen’s men kept the fires burning and went on making a noise so

that__
a, they could drive the locusts away and force them to settle some-

where else
the air got thick with smoke and the sunlight fell in broken rays

%

of thick hot orange
c, the locusts would fall on the roof of the kitchen and have a rest

d. they could smoke them and then eat them

4, Before Margaret got married, she - .
a, was a secretary b, had been very rich
¢, lived in the country d, lived in the city

5, Margaret slept badly that night because she
a, was exhausted in the fight against the grasshoppers that afierncon
b, hit and killed a large swarm of hoppers in the field
¢, smelled too much smoke of fires rising from the farm lands

d, was thinking of some ways to help Stephen in wiping out the lo--

custs

6. The ways suggested by the Government paper to defeat hoppers ‘were

to have men out all the time moving over the farm to watch for

movement in the grass
b, to dig ditches around the hoppers when they were found

¢, to spray the hoppers with poison from pumps
d. all of the above

7. After the crop had been completely destroyed, and when the locusts

had gone, what the men were going to do was to .
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