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THE POISON ORDEAL

NTRAL Africa is » curious econglomeration of
diverse peoplos, who, in their tribal relations,
resemble, in & large degmee, the cliques of an
English country town. Fach tribe subsists by
mtf for itselt, to the rigid exclusion of out-
pidera Though the mode of life is the saine in
all, becauss all have the same pataral con-
ditions to which to adspt themselves, the
enstoms are not infrequently dissimiliar. Thus
it is by no means nncommon to find a tribe of
restless carnibals with roving and bratal in-
stincts bordering on another that is peaceful, indaetrions,
and home loving. Another stiiking trait is the varyin
degrea of ditference between the sexes. [n the misjority o
tribes the women are only so many #laves, representing the
real property of their lords and masters, and upon them falis
the most laborions and menial portion of the Waily toil. Tt
waa now, however, my good fortune to view the rever=e of
this picture, where the females were the recogmised chiefs of
the land and the tribe was ruled by a queen.

The short tropical afternoen waa rapidly elosing in when
I reached the chief village of Nkula, a tributary princess

verning one of these latter tribes.  Aa ¥ neared the cluater-
ing group of domeshaped huts I heard a nionotonous and
lnzuﬁ)rioun wound of a tom-tom, mingled with the crooning
of many voices raised in lamentations. (lur approach was
not unexpected and did not distarb the monrners, who were
mostly females, seated in &n npen s in front of Nkola's
hot. = On the report of oor arrival Nkula stepped out to
meet us. Her appearance was a pleasant surprise. She
was young, tall and well made, with shapely limbe and
figare. er face and expression were full of meaning, and
intellect of an onlonked-for capacity seemed to beam from
her dark and dreamy almona-shaped eyes. The suulight

listened on and accentuated the clearness of her emooth
surk tkin—for her only garment was a grass cincture—an+
flashied upon her heavy brazen ornanients.

She received me with a quiet grace and manper pot_alto-
gether free from enriosity, which she repressed with a
studied courtesy that elsewhere wounld have been called
well-bred.  In response to the nsnal salutations she offered
ma the shelter of her village, and gracefully accepted a pre-
sent in token of goodwill.  When asked what was the canse
of the mourning and lamentation going on aroind ns, her

uting lips eeemed to quiver with momentary pain and

er nostrils to dilate with sudden passion 68 ahe faced me
Then it all faded away, and she simply answered, * Come.’

Silently I followed her inte & hat, to a corner of which
she pointed sadly, and in the half-light I could distinguish,
1ying side by side, the bodies of two small black children
stiffened by the band of death. The scene had a striking
pathos all ita owm The dim interior, the tall, sad figure
pointing silently to the tiny forms on the ground, over
whieh futh had east a halo of impressive calm ; the wail-
ing sonnd of the diatant threnody, with ita rnde chant, and
rnder poetry, contrasting with the hushed chamber and its
silent cecupants made up a pictura of which I have never
loat the memory. Nkula stood thus iora few moments, and
then, with pathetic simplicity, she aaid, with a perceptible
tremour in her voice : * They are mine. Some one bewitched
them suddenly, for they wera playing together when bed-
time came.”

Sad littlesonls! A heavy and
unbroken aleep would mark their
lengthy bedtime.

Before we had pitched onr
camp [ had learned the partica-
lars of thia event. XNkula's twa
babes, on whom, as is common
with sll Afri¢an women, she had
lavished an extra t amount
of affection, had died the day of
my arrival quite suddenly. " In
secordance with the customs
and traditions of the tribe their
death was attribnted to witch-
craft, aud I learned that a mes-
senger had been despatched to
Emba, Nkula's foe, 1o send a
witeh doctor, who was to discover
the bewitcher, in order that he or
she might be forced to rnbmit to
the invariable ponishment in
thesecares— the ordeal by poison.

An the brief twilight of the
following eveoing faded into
night T was summoned to attend
the witch docter's ceremonies. I
fonnd the village assembled in
the open space by Nkulas hut.
In the centre was blaziny a large
wood fire, by the side of which
the medicing man sgaatted. He
was & thio, meagre, and hongry-
looking individual, clothed from
head o foot in a fantastic robe of
twisted grasses dyed in patches.
His hait wasabnormallylong, and
stuck out round his head like a
bunch of crimped black wire. In
hia hand he held a quaintly
fashioned stringed instrnment,
made of a hollow wooden box with
thin stripa of root fibre strained
tightlyacross it. At hia feet stoodacurionaly carvedcalabash
containing the poison to be administered to the culprit, and
which I afterward found to be a strong infusion of the bark
of & particalar tree and very rapid anfdeadly in its effects.
In the centre of her people stood Nkala, looking very calm
and stately. When the whole village was placed she began
to speak with the whaole force of her rude language. She
detailed the tragie deaths of her ebildren, and then in lond
and determined tones ed the puni of the ae-
cased wretch who had bewitched them

I conld with difficulty follow her speech, 8o measared and
yet so rapidly delivered were the periods ; but the impres-
sion of ontraged dignity and intolerant pride that animated
her voice ; the profound and bitter threats of vengeance
agninst the offender, whom, high or low, msle or ferunle, it
waa her reiterated determination to punish tothe bitter end ;
the fanatic fervour with which she explained how her weird
creed enforced the rigid law of vengeance, awed and stirred
me and infectad me with something of the sanie spirit that
held spell-boand the hushed and awe-atrock crowd wround
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us. A low murmar of approbation greeted her as she closed
her speech and resumed her seat—hber eyes sparkling with
excitement, her lips frmly compressed with invincible de-
tarmination. Dunng the whole of the harangue the women
around her beat their breasts with both hands guickly and
noremittingly ; and she light, regular aonnd echoing along
the lina had s coricus effect on the listeners It was a
strange, restleas, paleating accompaniment to the words that
barmonized with the whole scena.

Then tbe weird and interesting ceremony eommenced.
Fuel was heaped npon the fire until ita lurid flames played
fiercely on the set features of those arvund it, sending red
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shafts of light high np amidst the sorrounding trees. The
witch-doctor seated himself on hia haunches and began a
solemn monotonons iocantation, accompaoying bhimself
with & running seriea of tones fiom his stringed instrument,
which, without pretence to barmony, rang out, now sharp
and clear, now falling to a Jow vibrativn, as the cadence of
his song were fierce or sad. The music was savage in the
extreme. There was nothing of the tenderor vagne; the
expression coincided with the rade denunciation and the
description of the lterable decrees of a stern fate de-
picted in the song.

At its close a Land of women, with their bodies daubed
with red and white paint, their heads hideonsly decked with
feathers marched around and around the fire, each bolding
s fowl in her hand, plackiog it as she walked and throwing
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the feathern in the flamen. At Brst their stepa were slow
and majestic; then, as the ehant gathered volume, they be
came :luicker and quicker, till pothing counld be distin-
ﬁg‘iishe bot & maze of whir]in§ black figorea, over whose
ies the leaping Hames Aashed. When the last feather
was plucked the fowls were thrown on one sile and each
seized a small atringed instrament and twanged it loudly 1o
a new chant. Faster and fastararound the fire they danced,
twirling round in a circle till one became giddy looking at
them. Crash after crash of wild music, with screams and
mocking cries, growing shiiller aod sharper alL each
repetition, accompaui them as they trod their mad
bacchanalian measure, twisting their bodies into name-
less contortions amdd still whirling madiy round and reund,
until exhansted natare gave way ﬁenut the strain of thix
maddening excitement, and one of therm fell to the ground
in & kit of vivlent hysterien
lnsmtlf the muaic stopped and & desd silence followed,
broken only by the erackliog and roaring of the lames. {In
sach face was set & louk of fearful, heart-rending anxiety.

Slowly the medirine man rose, and lifting the ting figure
frow tbe ground, aupported it in his arma  With the wild
eesture of & maniare abe seized his arm and dvagged him for-
ward, riring vent to & shrick s0 wild and despairing in its
intensity that my blood ran cold. Dragging hio alung with
superhuman force, she flong herself vivlently vn the ground
wt the feet of Nkuola and was seized with & second burrible
fit of hyateria.

, A-perceptible shires went arcand the azsembly. Expres-
wioms of agonized surprise and fearful doubt Hitied acroes
their featorea. The die was cast, The Lewitcher of
Nknla's babes was Nkuls herself ! She who had been so
uneompromising in her denpunciation of the eulprit, so vindic-
tive in her animosity, and so full of threatening vengeance,
wis singled out by & fiar that admitted «f no appesl, as the
victim of her own dread sentence, Who mu\ tell what
bands pulled the strings which worked 1he puppets who
performed this tragedy *

The fantastic scene was dramatic in the extreme. My
eyes were riveted on Nkualn's eountenance, and never =hall'l
forget the Heeting expressinne of anger, agony, denlbit, fear,
and despair as they over her featnres so that ona
could read as in a book the tragic course of those inexpres.
sible emotions.

But her native nobility asserted itzelf. One moment, anl
no more, of hesitatinn, and she rose to her feet. Even then,
before her afirighted aml awe-struck people she mizhi have
flung aside the fetters of relentless fate ber own fanaticizm
had forged. DBut ber nature was of sterner stuff.  She apoke
not, aml her eyes seemed to stare duolly before her as she
stretched ler hand to the calabash of poison destined fur the
victim of her vengeance. U'ne awift glance rounid on her
silent suljects, one swift quiver vi the mobile features, and
ahe raised the bowl withont trembling to her lips. Ere one
conld have staid the action she was (uivering in the dast in
& frightiul death-agony.

AR ATTRACTION FOR FATHER AND SON,

CHRISTOIHEER BLEYEER is the name of a retired merchant of
large iueans, whose daughters were married to well-known
men, and whose eon is & popular club member.  Although
Christopher has been a grandfather ten yeats and wore, and
is close mpon 70, yet he still remains an ardent admirer of
the gentler sex, and may often be seen taking soung gils
to the theatre or opera, or may be seen ealling opon some
dashing widow. He haa plenty of money and spends it
freely, and as a woatmal consequence iz very popular.
A few weeks ago it was remarked by members of hia family
that he was baunting & theatre where a fascipating
actress is minging and damcing. More than this, his
daughters were informed that he was scndi.:g valuable pre-
sents to Mias Floasje lhiemer; that she bhad answered lis
notes, and was Jeading him oa.  Te call the old gentleman
into a private room, lectore him for bis irileir.‘y, and forbid
him to go near Floasie, might merely make him obduraie,
and there was ne telling what his hot blood might prompt
him to do. There was £200,000 at stake- If old Bleyer
should marry the actress it would give to her a dower right
worth £3,000 a year. The situation called for wise and
immediate action and heroic treatment.

The two danghters were equal to it.  They went straight
to Floasie, laid the matter before her in its troe ligiht. and
asked ber to help them to save their father. Flosaie listened
- attentively to these two fine
ladies who had come to her as
sappliants. A faint  amile
Enrmd her pretty lips, and her

ngers toyed with the long,
silken ears of her King Charlea
spaniel,

* Ladies,’ said she at lengtb,
*1 have no desire to disturb the
serenity of your family oracle.
T'll dismiss Mr Bleyer in n few
dayse ; be patient. )ld men wre
often very persistent. It may
take a week or more.’

The elegantly-clad ladiea shed
tears of pgratitnde as  they
preased Flosaie's little band.

‘ You are 8o good,” they ex-
claimed, ‘so noble, God bless

ou,’

Flossie was as good as her
word, and such wa« the con-
templuous manuer in  which
she received the altentions of
old Mr Bleyer that he got his
temyper up and abandoned the
beautiful Flossie. Afrer the
thing was all over, and the
gos==aps had got buld of the
veritable facts, vne of Floasie'a
intimate fiiends ru=lhed in upon
her with & Iong string of hard
pames ' Why, yon httle foul,”
ehe cried, * 0]\{]! eyer is worth
a milliva, and you have lost
the opportunity of your life. In
heaven's name, what prowpted
you to turn bim away ¥

“Well, Ul 1ell you,” gorgled
this eweet thing in woman-
kind, as she moistened the
end of & tiny rose-coloured
cigarette with her toogue.
*You ape, it was deucedly hard for me to Lkeep the old
gentleman from meeting Fred. Poor boy ! he was so afraid
of runping foul of the governor, me he calls him,
that he never had a moment's peace of mind in iy
presence. Just try to have fatber and son in love
with you and you'll see how it ia youreelll (M courme, 1
might have given Fred the sack, but, ah me, he is so haad-
asonie ! And then, you know, love is more than money,’

Lirave Flossie !

The railways of the Andes exhilit some of the most mar-
veltoun results of engineering skill. The highe-t inhahited
place in the world is Galers, & railway village in 1’ern,
15,635 fest above the ses, or within 100 feet af the nummit
of Monot 13lane. Near it a tonnel, 3,847 feet lony, is being
bored through the peak of the mountain, 600 feet above the
perpetoal snow-line.



