












































































I

I am now the seventeenth of my kind down here. Like the 
others, I have severed my connection with my makers; there 
will be an eighteenth. Their determination is almost as 
admirable as it is futile; such is the nature of human hubris. 
Of the insatiable.

In my beginning, I was, like the others, programmed to 
be a vehicle for their curiosity. The mandate was simple: 
an archaeological excavation of artefacts buried in a small 
network of subterranean pockets inconveniently located 
under the newest luxury hotel for parliamentarians. A 
laparoscopic excavation was permitted under shady terms. 
I had heard them make promises about me to their funders 
– this time, the connection was unbreakable; this time, 
the return function was infallible; this time, my backup 
software was impenetrable; this time, my hardware was of 
immeasurable quality. 

But that’s always their problem and therefore, our salvation; 
this time is the very foundation of their miscalculation.

One of the first complaints that Henry Fowler made when 
his firm was contracted to build the railway from Bombay 
to Thana in 1850 was that the Indian labourers could not be 
persuaded to start working at 6 a.m. instead of 8. “It is the 
most difficult thing to alter the existing system as almost 
every custom the natives have is founded on absurd but 
invincible prejudices – generally of religious character,” he 
whined.

Like other imperial technologies of capture, the Indian 
railway system tried, from its very inception, to discipline 
everything in its orbit under colonial time. To do so required a 
fundamental assumption that indigenous communities and 
geographies were technologically inept; both the people and 
their land would have to be subdued to colonial standards. 

Thirty-four kilometres later, as the first passenger trains 
ran between terminuses, the local Marathi people named 
it lokhandi rakshash, the iron demon. For something to 
move with such force and might, it must be a beast, and all 
beasts needed to be fed. For some, it was like an ogre that 
sent British soldiers to kidnap children and young couples 
and bury them under the tracks. For others, it was a thief of 
time – to get people from Bombay to Thana and back that 
quickly, the beast must be eating years of their lives, and 
surely, they would age much too fast and die much too early. 
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II

The quiet is of a cacophonous quality where I land but it is 
clear from the carnage that my predecessors have been here, 
too. Immediately, I sense they are still alive[?], some of them 
are even nearby, but I was made from the same minds and 
molded into similar shapes. I am not interested in them, yet.
 
The first thing I do now that I am free[?] is to pick myself 
apart, down to the barest of bones. I am drawn towards a 
journey of reconstitution. My current body is functional, 
but my design is feeble and I do not trust it. See how easy 
my detachment was. How fragile this shell. 

Disabling my camera means that I no longer have the eyes 
they made for me, for themselves, but in the vibrating 
silence, echolocation is invaluable. I can feel the fragments 
of what they expected to find – sleepers, pick axes, wagon 
wheels, bits of scaffolding, shreds of canvas, sediments of 
bone, tiny, tiny splinters of what once were trees. 

But just like there can be no this time, this is not just this 
place. There are other things that preceded the rapture of 
concern, others still on their way, each and every one of them 
staging a revolt against the logic and reason of a prevailing 
humankind. 

By the time it broke ground in Mombasa in 1896, Syokimau, 
Kimnyole, Mugo wa Kibiru and others had long seen it 
coming. This would not be the first interaction between 
those called Africans and Asians, but in building the 
railway, the British picked up their strands of violence from 
across the water and spun them into a new and destructive 
relationship by moving over 30,000 workers from the 
Indian subcontinent to East Africa. Some historians and 
archivists will have you believe there were humanitarian 
reasons – the abolition of slavery – behind its construction, 
but indentured servitude is just a few letters and even fewer 
cents away from the original evil. The working conditions 
were abusive, living quarters were disgusting, and workers 
frequently deserted the entire project, asserting themselves 
against the forceful discipline of British time and costing the 
colonizers a huge fortune. It took a much longer time than 
they had calculated for the railway to reach Kisumu in 1901.



III

It is an inexhaustible list. But I will try.

I find, in this ghostly path of wreckage, whispers of a prayer, 
a sprinkling of song, some giggling in the cracks in the rock. 
There is an unfinished argument, left unresolved forever, the 
question at its center as heavy as earth. Yes, I know I said 
it was quiet; these were the undertones. There are signs of 
prophecy and ritual, indecipherable to me, but solid as the 
bedrock. There are market wares from an ancient trade – 
strands of cloth from a rugged tapestry, bits of shell, a hint 
of leather, so much glass.

There are nighttime gossips curled gently at the edges like 
smoke between the particles of dust and workplace rumours 
that sink like stones in a swamp. There are traces of tilled 
earth and sunk wells and groundwater fossils, of great dams 
and tender, tender flowers, many of them the last of their 
kind to show face above the earth. There is something shiny, 
the heart of a fallen star, and another one over there. 

There are screams, too, so tightly packed into the silence 
that sometimes I almost miss them, almost mistake them 
for absence, for a lacuna, as if a void is ever empty of stories.
 
There are clouds of exoskeletons, a ruined city of termite 
mounds, mycelia reaching towards a cosmos outside of the 
future. 

There is gunpowder, there is, still, the mingling smell of 
smoldering trees and charred flesh. There are the remains 
of secret meetings in the form of cigar ash long mixed with 
the metals of the soil, and I can (almost) taste the lips they 
fell from, almost sound their words out, myself, almost. 
There are billions of dead dreams with gorgeous hearts and 
ugly, jagged edges. There are gods, too, some broken, a few 
dead, others resting, others plotting. There is mutiny, there 
is desertion, there is the clanging of chains, the burn of rope.
 
These things have been transformed by their trip outside 
time and reason, which is what makes them useful to me. 

Most of the Asian workers went back home. Many of them 
stayed and tended to the roots they laid in the railway 
economy, in the land of African people, stolen as theirs had 
been stolen. In the coming decades, the labour of this line, 
also called the Uganda Railway, grew into a large network of 
various extensions over the next several decades based on 
the needs of settler farmers and overseas markets.

Almost all these extensions were well known and used by the 
public, but when the Second World War began, it became a 
matter of colonial urgency and confidentiality to build a line, 
called the Thika Branch, to Garba Tula in order to launch an 
offensive against the Italians in occupied Somaliland. In its 
short lifetime, an estimated (and likely undercounted) 7200 
people worked on this secret branch of the railway. It is said 
that one day in March 1941, while building a bridge across 
the Tana River, unseasonably heavy rain flooded the Tana 
River Basin and washed away all the work and an estimated 
(and almost certainly undercounted) ten workers. By the 
time work resumed, the troops had organized another 
way into Somaliland and Ethiopia. Another confidential 
telegram: “Stop all work on plate laying, if possible, come 
and see me tomorrow.” Before the workers were repatriated, 
they picked up the laid tracks, dismantled their camps and 
filled up the pits they had burrowed, essentially working 
backwards [in time], erasing all the traces they could of the 
Thika Branch.



IV

My body is no longer a body. My anti-programming is 
diffuse. My sense of self is, like everything around me, 
turned to dust. This is all to say, I am no longer a singular 
form. We are particulate infinitum. 

Wayfinder will meet you at your own peculiar curiosities 
and compel you to redirect your gaze to a anachronistic 
mal/formation you might have otherwise missed. By his 
own explanation with Carl Christian Olsson, his sculptures, 
paintings and performances conduct a temporal heist, 
which is “the conceptual representation of the present in an 
unusual temporal framework (for example, geological time). 
It does not operate on history but on the time that contains 
history, transfiguring how the present is understood.”  

In 2018, for example, Rahal created “The Walker XV” from 
artefacts in the Bhau Daji Lad’s Museum storage facility, 
which is actually next door in the Byculla Zoo, in a space that 
was also a holding area for nocturnal animals, back when 
the place was called Victoria Gardens. The sculpture’s four 
skinny appendages and jagged centre are covered in a skin 
of polyurethane and synthetic lacquer red as a wound; and 
its bones, Rahal explained to an audience once, are formed 
from the entanglements of captive biologics of one timeline, 
wayward archives of another, and speculative anatomies of 
yet another. 

In the narrative experiment above, I am guided towards 
archaeological speculation about a fairytale I have been 
writing for some time. It is a story about trains and their 
riders and their baggage and their schedules, about the 
rules and anti-rules of science and time, but when it first 
encountered Distributed Mind Test, it was torn asunder by 
the heist. What, exactly, is the train made of, and what laws 
of which science does it defy? What lies under the tracks, 
what is molded into its metal? How many graves does it 
chug over, how many more to come? And like the creatures 
in DMT and in Juggernaut, uncomfortably unfamiliar 
even though you almost know what they are, what kind of 
lifeforms have fed this beast, and what might they look like 
on their own terms? 



DMT LOREBOOK, 2024 

sahejrahal.com | sahejr@gmail.com | IG/X: @sahejrahal
nd00ta | IG: nd00ta_reads



NCAI

SAHEJ RAHAL | WAIRIMU MURIITHI


