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About the book

*The Old Drift* by Namwali Serpell presents a sweeping,

multi-generational saga set in Zambia, interweaving the lives of three

families against a backdrop of colonialism and the natural majesty of the

Zambezi River near Victoria Falls. The narrative kicks off in 1904 with

Percy M. Clark, a misguided expatriate whose ill-fated decisions initiate a

complex web of relationships and unintended consequences that ripple

through time.

At the center of the story is Percy, whose actions intertwine his fate with that

of an Italian hotelier and an African busboy. This early encounter

symbolizes the clash of cultures and the lasting impact of colonialism,

setting the stage for the exploration of identity, ambition, and love. As the

narrative unfolds over the decades, it delves into the lives of characters that

represent the diverse spectrum of Zambian society. 

One notable character is a woman whose struggles with her hair reflect

deeper issues of self-identity and societal expectations. Her experiences

epitomize the personal battles faced by individuals in a rapidly changing

world, while also highlighting the intersection of gender and culture. In stark

contrast, another character finds solace in despair, illustrating the profound

emotional complexities experienced in the face of social upheaval.
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The story does not shy away from exploring forbidden romances, which

serve as a metaphor for the societal boundaries imposed by colonialism and

cultural norms. The introduction of innovative concepts such as

Afronauts—a nod to Zambia’s short-lived space program—highlight the

ambitions of a nation striving for progress while grappling with its colonial

past. Microdrones further symbolize the merging of technology and

tradition, showcasing the ways in which the characters navigate their

realities.

Throughout these layered narratives, Serpell crafts a powerful chorus of

voices that capture the struggles and triumphs of individuals and the nation

as a whole. *The Old Drift* stands as a profound exploration of the human

condition, reflecting on the complexities of personal and collective identity

in a land marked by both beauty and turmoil.
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About the author

In the chapter titled "The Falls" from Namwali Serpell’s debut novel, *The

Old Drift*, the narrative embarks on a multifaceted exploration of personal

and collective histories within Zambia, blending the real with the fictional.

The chapter invokes the grandeur of the Victoria Falls, a significant

landmark that symbolizes both beauty and the tumultuous forces of nature.

This setting serves as a backdrop to delve into the lives of the characters,

intertwining their personal stories with Zambia's complex socio-political

landscape.

The chapter introduces key characters whose lives are interconnected

through their shared experiences of colonialism, migration, and identity. As

the story unfolds, readers learn about the legacy of colonial influences,

particularly through the lens of Percy M. Clark's historical observations.

Clark’s work, *The Autobiography of an Old Drifter*, offers a reflection on

the journey of Zambian people during a period of significant change,

showcasing the resilience and struggles of those who navigate these

turbulent waters.

Serpell's narrative expertly contrasts individual aspirations with the larger

historical currents that shape the characters’ destinies. The characters face

both external conflicts, such as the remnants of colonial rule, and internal

struggles revolving around their identities and aspirations. This blend of
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personal and historical narrative fosters a deeper understanding of Zambia's

past and present, connecting the dots between different generations and their

experiences.

Overall, "The Falls" serves as a pivotal chapter that not only enhances our

understanding of the characters but also invites readers to reflect on the

enduring impacts of history on individual lives. Serpell’s skillful storytelling

builds a rich tapestry that captures the essence of Zambian culture and

identity, illustrating how the natural wonders of the land are inextricably

linked to the human experiences that unfold around them.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Sibilla

In Chapter 1 of *The Old Drift* by Namwali Serpell, we are introduced to

 the birth of Sibilla in 1939, setting the stage for a story rich with emotional

complexity and familial ties. The chapter opens with a dramatic scene of her

birth; her mother, Adriana, faints as she sees Sibilla’s remarkable long, dark

hair, which appears to grow at an extraordinary rate. This unique trait sparks

immediate concern and speculation regarding its origins, particularly relating

to her father, Giacomo Gavuzzi. 

The chapter masterfully captures the intimate struggles of motherhood

against a backdrop of poverty and societal expectations. Adriana, previously

a domestic servant, grapples with her new identity as a mother while

navigating the weight of family history and her connection to Giacomo,

portrayed as a charming yet directionless figure from an upper-class

background who has fallen into idleness. 

Giovanna, Sibilla’s grandmother, plays a crucial role early in Sibilla's life. In

a moment of both protection and foreboding, she marks Sibilla's forehead

with a symbol of safeguarding, reflecting the family's fears surrounding the

girl's unusual appearance. This protective gesture underscores the tension

between love and control that suggests a generational struggle against

societal norms.
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Significantly, Sibilla's name is derived from an oracle card Adriana finds at

work, emphasizing the theme of fate that threads through the narrative. As

Sibilla matures, her hair emerges not only as a distinctive feature but also as

a metaphor for her identity and the burdens of her heritage, posing questions

of beauty and acceptance in a world quick to judge.

The chapter also delves into the complexities of Adriana's character,

revealing her inner turmoil as she attempts to reconcile her aspirations with

her reality. Her relationship with Giacomo adds further layers of emotional

conflict; he embodies both desire and disappointment, complicating her

journey as a mother.

Key themes emerge in this opening chapter:

- Identity and Legacy: Sibilla’s hair and lineage provoke a discussion on

 what it means to belong and be accepted.

- Motherhood: Adriana's experiences reflect the multifaceted nature of

 motherhood, filled with love, shame, and societal pressure.

- Otherness: Sibilla’s distinctive trait marks her as different, fostering

 themes of alienation and the interplay between personal choices and

inherited characteristics.

Throughout this chapter, the narrative paints a vivid picture of early

20th-century Africa, marked by migration, cultural transformation, and the

weight of tradition. Each detail serves to unravel Sibilla's story, suggesting a
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larger tapestry of fate and choice that will continue to unfold in the chapters

to come.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Agnes

### Summary of Chapter 2 from "The Old Drift" by Namwali Serpell

The Princess and Her Vision Loss  

In 1962, we are introduced to Agnes, a talented tennis player and a beloved

princess hailed for her athletic prowess. However, her life takes a tragic turn

when she gradually loses her sight over the course of seven months. With

her vision fading, Agnes retreats into the castle, finding temporary solace in

cherished memories of her past triumphs on the tennis court.

Rediscovering Joy Through Tennis  

As spring blooms, Agnes decides to put on her tennis shoes and step outside,

attempting to reclaim the joy of the game she loved, even in blindness.

While practicing, she encounters a silent stranger who provides an

unexpected sense of encouragement. This fleeting interaction offers the

promise of newfound connections that may alleviate her profound isolation.

Agnes’s Struggles with Diagnosis  

Accompanied by her mother Carolyn, Agnes visits the doctor to address her
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worsening vision. Faced with the grim reality of her condition, she struggles

against denial, desperately hoping for a miracle. The appointment starkly

illustrates her frustration, as she grapples with losing the identity that once

defined her as a top athlete.

Adapting to Blindness  

As Agnes adjusts to her blindness, her mood fluctuates dramatically, with

tantrums and resentments aimed at her family, who strive to support her.

Normal dynamics at home become strained as Agnes yearns for

independence, wrestling with the overwhelming emotions that accompany

her new reality.

Connecting with Others  

Time passes, and Agnes craves deeper human connections beyond her

immediate family. Her bond with Ronald, an engineering student who is

staying with her family, grows as they navigate their parallel lives. This

emerging friendship signifies a tantalizing glimpse of hope for Agnes, who

grapples with the limitations imposed by her condition and social

expectations.

Shifting Perspectives on Race and Identity  
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As the chapter unfolds, themes of race and identity become increasingly

woven into Agnes and Ronald's relationship. Initially unaware of Ronald's

background, Agnes experiences a profound realization that challenges her

preconceived notions of love and attraction. This developing intimacy

prompts her to confront the privileges of her upbringing, creating tension as

she navigates societal constructs.

Navigating Personal and Political Contexts  

As Zambia approaches independence, the political climate becomes

increasingly volatile, affecting both Agnes and Ronald. Their love story is

set against the backdrop of significant national change, compelling Agnes to

reflect on how these societal shifts impact their budding relationship.

Finding Courage and New Beginnings  

The chapter concludes with Agnes beginning to adapt to her blindness while

deepening her relationship with Ronald. Despite the challenges posed by

societal expectations and her own internal struggles, she starts to carve out a

new identity for herself as a wife in a transforming world.

Themes and Analysis  

Central to this chapter are themes of identity, the intersection of race and
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class, and the influence of societal change on individual lives. Agnes's

journey of resilience and growth amid her blindness highlights the

complexities of love, longing, and self-discovery. Her evolving romance

with Ronald poignantly illustrates the interplay between personal

experiences and broader societal implications, making Agnes's

transformative journey rich with meaning and relevance.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Matha

### Summary of Chapter 3: "The Old Drift" by Namwali Serpell

Setting the Scene: Matha and Nkoloso  

The chapter opens in 1953 with Matha Mwamba, a young girl from

Luwingu, Northern Rhodesia, whose life becomes intertwined with Edward

Mukuka Nkoloso, a passionate, ex-World War II teacher. Nkoloso boldly

challenges colonial educational norms by establishing Roadside Academy.

Here, he inspires a sense of revolutionary purpose in his students,

particularly in Matha's brother, Mulenga.

Family Dynamics and Education  

Matha's upbringing is heavily influenced by her parents, Mr. Mwamba, a

dedicated educator, and Bernadetta, a strong-willed woman from the Tonga

tribe. They champion education, though the sisters, Matha and Nkuka, face

societal barriers that restrict their schooling. Amidst their brother’s

educational struggles, Bernadetta actively seeks to nurture Matha's intellect,

advocating against the backdrop of colonial oppression that marginalizes

girls’ education.
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The Unexpected Miracle  

During a lesson at the academy, Nkoloso recognizes Matha's exceptional

reading skills, revealing her latent potential. He decides to include her in

more advanced lessons, defying societal expectations that belittle girls'

abilities. Captivated by Nkoloso’s empowering rhetoric, Matha’s fervor for

learning becomes an act of rebellion against the conventional norms that

seek to limit her.

The Shift in Education and Rebellion  

However, Nkoloso's relocation leaves the Mwamba sisters without a

structured educational outlet. As their village becomes engulfed in the

struggle for Zambian independence, Matha finds herself helping her mother

with household chores while secretly pursuing her studies in defiance of her

father's objections to girls' education.

Matha's Rebellion and Consequences  

Bernadetta, driven by her desire for freedom, becomes involved in the

independence movement and is arrested, casting a shadow of grief over the

family. In her turmoil, Matha runs away in search of Nkoloso but grapples

with the weight of her familial responsibilities, leading to pivotal decisions

that will alter the course of her life.
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Love, Loss, and the Quest for Identity  

Matha’s journey is fraught with sacrifices, culminating in her mother’s death

and her eventual entrapment in a constrictive family dynamic. Years later,

her daughter Sylvia emerges in Kalingalinga, a neighborhood shaping her

sense of self amid cultural expectations and family loyalty. Sylvia’s pursuit

for identity reflects the burdens inherited from her mother as she navigates

the challenges of a society still grappling with colonial legacies.

Conclusion and Legacy  

Through Matha's trials and Sylvia's aspirations, Chapter 3 delves into themes

of identity, the constraints of gender roles, and the struggle for

independence. Their experiences highlight the complexities of family ties,

societal pressures, and the continuous fight for personal autonomy set

against the historical tapestry of colonial and post-colonial Zambia. This

chapter deepens the exploration of power, resistance, and individual growth

that characterizes "The Old Drift," laying the groundwork for the

generational saga that unfolds.
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Chapter 4: Sylvia

In Chapter 4 of "The Old Drift" by Namwali Serpell, we dive into the

 poignant life of Matha Mwamba, a woman known in her community as the

"crying woman of Kalingalinga." Her incessant tears evoke a mix of intrigue

and judgment from those around her, stirring speculation about her mental

well-being. Matha manages a modest vegetable stall at the market, often

accompanied by her quiet daughter, Sylvia, who seems to internalize her

mother’s deep sorrow.

As Sylvia navigates her childhood, she experiences feelings of isolation,

finding solace in her own shadow and the beauty of her environment.

However, the weight of Matha’s grief casts a long shadow over their home,

steeped in silence and mourning. The narrative takes a dramatic turn when

Sylvia suddenly goes missing, prompting a frantic search led by Matha,

whose emotional turmoil intensifies.

The situation worsens when Matha discovers that her daughter has been

taken by her aunt, Grace. This well-intentioned but misguided decision

arises from Grace’s belief that Matha’s tears signify an inability to provide a

nurturing environment for Sylvia. The chapter delicately examines themes of

family dynamics, betrayal, and the societal perceptions surrounding

motherhood and emotional vulnerability.
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As Sylvia is thrust into a new life under Grace’s care, she grapples with

complex feelings, becoming aware of the intricacies of adulthood, love, and

loss. The introduction of Mrs. Zulu and her group of women, collectively

known as "The Weepers," adds layers to the narrative, illustrating the various

ways grief can manifest and how a community responds to Matha's

struggles.

The chapter intricately weaves together the narratives of Matha and Sylvia,

reflecting their intertwined journeys as they confront themes of maternal

connections, personal identity, and the harsh realities imposed by societal

expectations. The stark contrast between Matha’s persistent grieving and

Sylvia’s innocent explorations highlights how external perceptions shape

their lives. As the chapter draws to a close, the reader is left with a profound

sense of tension and unresolved issues, foreshadowing the continuing battles

the characters will face amidst emotional isolation and societal scrutiny.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Isabella

Summary of Chapter 5 of "The Old Drift" by Namwali Serpell

In Chapter 5, entitled "Isabella's Awakening," we explore the formative years

of Isabella Corsale in Lusaka, Zambia, during the 1980s—a time marked by

the complexities of post-colonial identity. As an eleven-year-old white girl,

Isabella grapples with her racial identity against the backdrop of a

tumultuous family life. Her father, known as the Colonel, epitomizes the

weight of colonial privilege and the disheartenment of diminished glory,

while her mother remains an enigmatic figure, often hidden beneath her

thick hair and playful spirit.

Isabella's home serves as a vibrant gathering place for expatriates, vibrant

with laughter, gin, and the playful noises of children. Yet, amidst the

festivities, Isabella battles feelings of isolation and seeks to bridge the gap

with local Zambian children by sharing her cherished possessions: a

broken-winged bird, a beloved doll, and her favorite book. Her efforts

oscillate between desperate attempts to connect and deep-rooted loneliness,

highlighting her struggle for belonging in a divided world.

The chapter delves into Isabella's introspective journey as she confronts her

self-image and the potential inheritance of her mother’s hair loss. This
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anxiety is complicated by her relationship with Ba Simon, the family

gardener, whom she admires yet judges—reflecting her internal conflict over

race and class.

A pivotal moment occurs when Isabella witnesses Ba Simon's dog, Cassava,

licking a dead puppy in her backyard. This disturbing scene thrusts her into a

confrontation with life's fragility and childhood innocence, compelling her to

reckon with death and the often harsh realities obscured by play. Her

interaction with Chanda, Ba Simon’s daughter, further complicates her

understanding of race and class tensions, shedding light on the divides that

influence their budding friendship.

As we jump forward to 1995, Isabella has matured into a young adult facing

societal pressures. While shopping in a predominantly Zambian

neighborhood, she meets Balaji, an Indian shopkeeper, igniting hints of

emotional connection despite the societal constraints around race and status

in Zambia. The dynamics of family and heritage foreground her experiences,

revealing her ongoing struggle for acceptance amid evolving political

landscapes.

Throughout the chapter, themes of race, identity, and the quest for belonging

intertwine, exploring Isabella's place between local Zambians and

expatriates. Her relationships, particularly with her parents and Balaji,

underscore her journey for understanding amid conflicting cultural

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


expectations. Chapter 5 thus encapsulates Isabella's coming-of-age narrative,

rich with the complexities of human relationships, childhood curiosity, and

the challenges of navigating a multifaceted identity in a changing Zambia.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Thandiwe

Chapter 6 Summary: The Interplay of Lives

In "The Old Drift," Chapter 6 introduces us to Thandiwe, a young flight

attendant for Zambia Airways in 1994, who is juggling the physical

discomfort of her menstruation with the demands of her job. Set against the

backdrop of a bustling airplane, Thandiwe contends with a challenging

relationship with her co-worker, Brenda, while navigating the intricacies of

her passengers' lives.

During the flight, Thandiwe encounters passengers such as the charismatic

Lionel, a medical student, and the thoughtful Dr. Bernard Phiri. Their

discussions during meal service prompt Thandiwe to reflect on larger

existential questions, compelling her to confront societal expectations and

her own emotional turmoil. A sudden medical emergency onboard forces her

into a critical role, showcasing her bravery and compassion, which not only

highlights her character but also forges a significant connection with Lionel.

As Thandiwe grapples with the oppressive atmosphere of her job and

personal choices, she finds herself increasingly drawn to Lionel. His

aspirations to become a doctor represent a beacon of hope, contrasting

sharply with her current life. Interspersed within the narrative are flashbacks
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of Lionel's childhood, revealing the complexities of family dynamics marked

by his father's cruelty and his mother's unwavering love, further enriching

the reader's understanding of both characters' struggles.

This chapter delves into themes of identity, personal and communal struggle,

and the complexities of interpersonal relationships, all framed within the

context of Zambia's historical backdrop. Thandiwe and Lionel’s stories

begin to intertwine, hinting at the interconnectedness of lives at the Old

Drift—a place where personal and national histories converge.

As the chapter wraps up, it leaves the reader with an anticipatory sense of

how Thandiwe and Lionel’s paths will intersect. Their journeys not only

reflect individual aspirations and burdens but also resonate with Zambia's

broader quest for identity and hope for the future, preparing the ground for

deeper connections as the narrative unfolds.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Joseph

In Chapter 7, we delve into the life of 16-year-old Joseph as he grapples with

 complex family dynamics, particularly in light of his father, Dr. Lionel

Banda, returning to Lusaka in a frail state, seemingly succumbing to AIDS.

The chapter begins with an emotional airport reunion, where Joseph's mixed

feelings emerge. While the family buzzes with a desire for connection, Dr.

Banda's weakened condition starkly contrasts with Joseph's longing for a

more vibrant family life, a sentiment complicated by the knowledge that

illness has profoundly affected each member.

As the family gathers over tea, underlying tensions surface, characterized by

debates over medical updates and care responsibilities. Joseph’s resentment

towards his father's long absence weighs heavily on him; he admires Dr.

Banda's intellect yet struggles with feelings of neglect and the burden of

impending loss. The chapter raises poignant questions surrounding love and

duty within a family marked by illness.

Joseph's desire for independence becomes increasingly evident as he excels

academically, seeking validation and a sense of purpose. His aspirations

clash with his family’s expectations and fears, leading to an existential

struggle regarding his identity and the weight of familial obligation. The

narrative explores his father’s complex legacy, prompting Joseph to

investigate the moral implications of Dr. Banda’s medical research,
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including hints of infidelity that add to the family’s emotional tumult.

Further complicating Joseph's journey, he faces the disappointment of

attending a local university in Lusaka instead of pursuing his dreams abroad.

This shift ignites feelings of frustration and inadequacy, forcing him to

confront his worth in a world intertwined with his father’s legacy.

The chapter reaches its emotional climax with a funeral scene that

encapsulates grief and the enduring nature of familial bonds. This moment

illustrates how loss transforms relationships and individual paths,

emphasizing themes of mortality, inherited struggles, and the pursuit of one's

identity amid overwhelming pain. Joseph's quest to reconcile his own

dreams with the realities of his family's legacy resonates deeply, leaving a

lasting impact as the narrative progresses.
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Chapter 8: Jacob

In Chapter 8 of "The Old Drift," the narrative centers on Jacob Mwamba, a

 young boy coping with the aftermath of a devastating fire that destroyed his

mother Sylvia's hair salon, Hi-Fly. The chapter is set in Kalingalinga, where

Jacob, Sylvia, and their relatives—Aunty Loveness and Gogo

Matha—struggle to adjust to their new, harsh reality.

Following the fire, the family seeks refuge with Gogo, who, despite her

silence and profound sorrow, fosters a bond with Jacob through their shared

daily tasks. This bond reveals Gogo's intriguing past as the "Star Afronaut,"

a celebrated figure emblematic of Zambia's ambitious, yet ultimately failed,

space aspirations. Her story adds depth to the family's legacy, juxtaposing

personal dream with the broader socio-political struggles in Zambia.

Complications arise with the unexpected return of Godfrey Mwango, Gogo's

estranged husband, which disrupts the fragile family dynamics even further.

As Jacob navigates this tumultuous environment, he becomes increasingly

captivated by electronics, finding solace and inspiration in Gogo’s past

achievements. Joined by his friends Pepa and Solo, he embarks on a series of

entrepreneurial ventures that involve stealing and repurposing electronics,

leading him into morally ambiguous situations and entanglements with

dubious characters, including an unscrupulous soldier named Christian.
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As Jacob's skills in engineering develop, he constructs a helicopter toy that

symbolizes his aspirations and dreams of a better future. The themes of

identity, survival, and familial bonds are intricately woven throughout the

chapter, reflecting the complex interplay between the characters' personal

struggles and the external societal changes occurring in Zambia.

At the heart of the chapter lies Sylvia’s battle with The Virus, which

highlights the precarious nature of hope and the weight of generational

trauma. The emotional climax is reached when Sylvia's tragic demise forces

Gogo and Jacob to confront their profound loss. Gogo's tears encapsulate the

chapter’s explorations of grief, resilience, and the burdens carried through

familial ties.

Through Jacob’s journey amidst a world marked by socio-political shifts and

personal trials, Chapter 8 poignantly illustrates the resilience of the human

spirit, the importance of family, and the lasting impact of history on

contemporary lives.
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Chapter 9 Summary: Naila

Summary of Chapter 9 of "The Old Drift" by Namwali Serpell

Setting the Scene  

In 2019, twelve-year-old Naila spends a picturesque evening at Lake Malawi

with her friends and mother. However, the beauty surrounding her is

overshadowed by a suffocating dream-like sensation in the water, hinting at

the emotional turbulence lurking beneath her carefree exterior as she enters

her teenage years.

Traveling and Reflection  

The narrative transitions to a young adult Naila on an uncomfortable flight,

burdened by recent family losses. A stranger's conversation about an

arranged marriage evokes her reflections on familial expectations and

personal connections, prompting her to confront her mixed feelings about

her identity and the cultural heritage that shapes her.

Homecoming and Family Dynamics  

Upon returning to Lusaka, Naila is greeted with joy by her sisters. However,
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their interactions reveal the underlying tensions within their family,

particularly with their controlling mother, Isabella Balaji. Naila's

complicated relationship with her grandmother, Nonna Sibilla, a symbol of

rebellion and freedom, comes to the forefront as she grapples with Nonna's

decline and the profound grief tied to her late grandfather, Daddiji.

Finding Purpose Amongst Chaos  

Amidst family turmoil, Naila immerses herself in political activism, striving

to carve out her own identity through organizing efforts. As she reflects on

her family's past and its influence on her present activism, her determination

grows, highlighting the interplay between personal history and societal

action.

Conflict with Tradition and Modernity  

Naila's experiences, particularly a trip to India and her interactions with new

technologies like the Digit-All Beads, challenge her understanding of

identity and belonging. Characters such as Joseph and Jacob illustrate the

complexities arising from the intersection of political ideals and personal

connections, enriching Naila's character development.

A Review of Errors and Missed Opportunities  
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The chapter also delves into societal discontent and slow revolutionary

currents, as Naila dreams of change and rebellion. Yet, she faces

disillusionment due to political missteps and familial betrayals. Despite

these challenges, moments of humor and camaraderie offer glimmers of

hope, juxtaposing her ambitions with the chaos around her.

The Climactic Confrontation  

The tension escalates during a large gathering in Kalingalinga, where Naila,

Joseph, and Jacob take a stand. An unexpected police confrontation and

crowd control measures heighten the stakes, culminating in a pivotal

moment where Naila must navigate her quest for agency and justice against

oppressive forces, pushing her emotional boundaries.

Conclusion  

Chapter 9 of "The Old Drift" weaves together themes of family

relationships, the tension between tradition and modernity, and the quest for

identity in a turbulent society. Serpell crafts a narrative that intertwines

personal and political threads, revealing Naila's struggle with loyalty, loss,

and her aspirations for change. This chapter poignantly reflects on the

complexities of memory and belonging in a fractured world as Naila seeks

her place amidst chaos and hope.
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