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58.54 A Mother’s Advice To Her Daughter\fn{by Mwana Kupona Binti Msham (1810-1860)} Pate, Pate Island, Lamu
Archipelago, Kenya (F) 2
Come here, my daughter, and listen to my advice; young though you are, perhaps you will pay attention to it. I
have been ill for a whole year and have not had an opportunity to talk properly to you. Come forward and sit
down with paper and ink. I have something that I want to say to you.
Now that you are near, write In the Name of God; and bless the Prophet and his Companions. When you have
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recorded the Name of Almighty God, now we pray for His bounty and God will be pleased with us. Man is
nothing and the world does not belong to us; there is none that shall endure. My child, accept my admonition and
God will preserve you and keep you from ill.
Take the amulet that I give you; tie it firmly with cord; honor it and pay attention to it. I will make you a chain
of pearl and coral to dress you as a noble lady when it shines upon your neck. I will give you a clasp, fine without
flaw, to wear on your neck, and you will find it useful. If you heed my advice you will have no trouble; you will
pass safely through this world and ascend to the next.
The first thing is to hold fast to your religion, not rejecting the ordinances of God, and when possible it is your
duty to follow the Traditions. The second is to behave properly and discreetly, so that you are a welcome creature
wherever you go. The third is to be trustworthy; what you do, do it conscientiously, and do not make friends with
a dishonest person.
Then, my child, give respect to people of quality, and wherever you see them, make haste to greet them. When
they come in, rise to them gladly, and afterwards escort them when they are about to leave. Make yourself
amusing, but without malice; do not make jokes that annoy people. Talk with them cheerfully so as to give them
pleasure; but it is better to be silent than to give offense.
Do not express opinions on matters that you do not know about, and guard against talking and whispering
aside. Do not consort with slaves unless there is work to be done; they will lead you astray as I must have told
you. Do not associate with stupid people who do not know how to behave; have nothing to do with immodest
creatures.
*
Listen to me, my dear; a woman requires the approval of five before she has peace in this world and the next.
Of God and His Prophet; of father and mother, as you know; and the fifth of her husband as has been said again
and again. Please your husband all the days that you live with him and on the day that you receive your call, his
approval will be clear.
If you die first, seek his blessing and go with it upon you, so you will find the way.
When you rise again the choice is your husband’s; he will be asked his will and that will be done.
If he wishes you to go to Paradise, at once you will go; if he says to Hell, there must you be sent.
Live with him orderly, anger him not; if he rebuke you, do not argue; try to be silent. Give him all your heart,
do not refuse what he wants; listen to each other, for obstinacy is hurtful. If he goes out, see him off; on his return
welcome him and then make ready a place for him to rest. If he lies down, do not neglect him; go to him and
fondle him and for air let there always be a person to fan him.
If he is sleepy do not disturb him by making a noise; sit still and do not get up, so that when he wakes he may
find you.
When he wakes, do not delay to set food before him; care for his body, perfuming and bathing him. Shave his
head and shape and tend his beard; sprinkle and burn scent for him, morning and evening. Tend him like a child
that cannot yet speak; take particular care of his digestion. Amuse him so that he may relax; do not oppose his
command; if it is ill-advised, God will defend you.
*
Do not, my child, be a slut, keep things looking nice; never be too proud to wash and sweep the wash room.
Wash and perfume yourself and plait your hair; string jasmine and lay it on the counterpane. Then make your
clothes pretty, always like a bride, and wear anklets on your legs and bracelets on your arms. Always have a
necklace and clasp on your neck, and never allow your body to be dirty nor omit rose water. Always have rings on
your fingers, always henna on the palms of your hands; always kohl on your eyes and eyebrows.
Your house must be neat and a credit to your husband; then when people meet there you will have a good
reputation. Follow that which he desires, and do nothing to annoy him. If you have occasion to go out, ask his
permission; if you see that he is vexed, come back and stay at home. Follow his authority, so that he may be really
satisfied; and do not stay out after ten o’clock.
Do not gossip in the road nor unveil yourself; keep your eyes down and your expression modest. Return home
quickly and stay with your husband; have cushions ready for you both to lie on. Praise your husband and spread
his reputation; but do not make promises that he cannot fulfill. What he gives to you take from him gratefully;
what he does not of his own accord you need not mention to him. When you look at him, show your teeth in a
smile; accept all that he tells you to do, so long as it is not against the will of God.
Do not raise your voice, be like your mother; I saw ten years without a quarrel. In my marriage with your
father we had joy and laughter, and never in the time that we were together did either give the other cause for
shame. Not once did we quarrel; he found no fault with me nor I with him. When his time came he told me many
times how satisfied he was; I gave thanks and made my peace and my heart was full.
3

From that day to this I have not ceased to mourn his easy ways, his goodness and his behavior. When people
are considerate, they always think of each other; if they are quarrelsome, they regret it forever.
To carry out your husband’s instructions and to be friendly with your family and relations are my instructions
to you. When you meet friends of your own quality and they invite you in, go in at once. If they serve a meal and
you are invited to eat, do not be slow and hesitant. Do not be too proud to eat your fill; but if you have not had
enough, do not admit it; ask for the meal to be taken away.
Be friends with all believers; do not fawn on the great and defeat them by keeping them away. Do not frequent
those who have elegance and wealth, while you despise and disparage the poor. Love him that loves you and seek
out him that rejects you; wear him down with kindness and he may accept you. When anyone comes to you in
need, do not, my dear, ask too many questions; hasten to do all that you can for him. Listen to me, dear, and do
not treat my words lightly; you will find what I say useful to you in this world and the next.
*
That is the end of my advice to you, my daughter; now I will ask God to grant me a petition. For however
much we talk, the children of Adam are silly creatures; it is God that is able to destroy and to save.
I pray God of His goodness to aid me in what I say aloud and what I leave unsaid. All that I have said, Lord,
accept from me; and what I have omitted supply, I pray Thee. Look after my children and my younger brother;
may their names grow great and their reputations be high. Lord, look after my kin and the children of my kin; may
they flourish in this world with grace and prosperity.
On all Muslims, Lord, have mercy; fulfill their desires that their hearts may be glad.
O God, I have given my children in trust to Thee; guard them and ever preserve them. I have given them to
Thee in this world to preserve and cherish; give them back to me in Paradise before the Prophet. Look on them
mercifully, guide them in the right way; keep them from trouble in this world and the next.
I will not cease to pray to Thee, nor will I hold my tongue. O Granter of content, bring me to the end of my
afflictions. I stand before Thee as a suppliant; give quickly of Thy comfort, deliverance and health. Take from me
the grave sickness that has fallen hard upon me, and, Lord, forgive me my sins and wickednesses. To us it is a
great matter, to Thee it is a trifle; take from me the fever and relieve me quickly. I pray Thee of Thy kindness to
take from me fear; by the day of Arafat and the feast of Sacrifice. By these great days, of the Pilgrimage and of
the Kaaba,\fn{A note reads: The reference is to the ceremony of going seven times round the kaaba.} save me, O Lord and send
deliverance down to me.
O God, O God, O Lord, O Lord, Thou to Whom prayer is made and by Whom it is fulfilled, answer me when I
call upon Thee. I pray to Thee, O Lord, by Thy Beautiful Names, ninety and nine, one hundred less one. I have
listened to the learned and they tell me that if a Muslim prays this prayer it will be answered. I, Thy feeble
servant, pray to Thee in my troubles to ease them; lighten them, Lord, for me. I pray Thee hasten to do for me
blessings beyond my reckoning; grant me all good fortune and deliver me from evil. Lord, finish for me that
which I cannot complete; matters which I have never expected to come to pass. Lord, make me happy, grant me
good gifts; put evil away from me, so that we do not meet. Keep me in this world in the company of the blessed;
that when I die I may go to Paradise, the dwelling of the saved.
*
I have composed this poem in trouble and sorrow by Thy decree and Thy dispensation, Most High Judge.
I have composed it in illness and without great understanding; but read it, Muslims, when you help one another
on the Way. My reason for composing it is not that I am a poet or an expert; but I have a silly daughter, whom I
wish to instruct. I want to warn her, and perhaps she will heed the warning, to follow God and her husband.
Read it all women and perhaps you will understand and be blameless before Almighty God.
Read it you who are growing up and be obedient to your husbands; then you will not be afflicted in this world
nor In the next. She who is obedient to her husband has good repute and charm; she who obeys him has her path
made straight.
The composer of this work is a sorrowful widow; the Lord will forgive her the worst of her sins. Her name,
whose hope is in the Lord, is Mwana Kupona Msham, born at Pate.
The date is 1275 of the Hejira. The number of verses is one hundred when they are counted, and two extra
verses.
God will smooth our way by the blessing of the Prophet and of the companions who supported the Faith. I give
praise and prayer for the Prophet, our Apostle, and his family and descendants; may blessing be upon us all.
189.166 A Petition\fn{by Mwana Hashima Binti Sheikh (1840-after 1930)} Lamu Island, Lamu Archipelago, Kenya (F) 1
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I have already informed Mr. Whitton, Justice of the Peace, to send my news to the great officers of the
Government regarding my work, which I did with my clear heart in the Government, when I was in great hope
that the Government would recognise my work which I offered to them. My work I did as under:
Two young men were imprisoned, and they were the sons of Sheikh Omar bin Mataka; their names were
Muhammad bin Omar and Sheikh Mataka bin Omar. Mr. Rogers imprisoned them in Lamu Fort. Their father,
Sheikh Mataka bin Omar, had run away to the mainland with a great number of people, and he had made trouble
at the mainland to the inhabitants, as same as the Siu people; the Liwali of Siu, Omar bin Isa, could not stay at
Siu, and he came to Lamu, and one Akida Abdulla bin Selim was sent to Siu.
The late Provincial commissioner, Mr. Rogers, had sent people to the mainland several times to Sheikh Omar
bin Mataka in order to make peace with him. Afterwards he instructed the late Liwali of Lamu, Abdulla bin
Hemed, to go, owing to great hostility.
Mr. Rogers came to my house and said that he came in order to send me in purpose of the Government’s work.
He said that he knew that I could not afford this as I was a woman, but there was no help but to send me, and as
Sheikh Omar bin Mataka is my brother, there was no one who could talk with him as well as I.
He had prepared a boat to take me to Siu and from there to send some men to the mainland with my letter to
my brother asking him to come and make peace. And he said that if peace was made and guns were returned to
Government and he (Omar) came to Siu, the Government would be glad because they did not want trouble to be
made on the mainland—“so if this is done and the Government becomes grateful, you will be given a reward.”
I followed Mr. Rogers’ requests, and I left with my son and husband for Siu, and from there I sent my husband
and son and my nephews to the mainland with my letter to my brother Sheikh Omar bin Mataka who wanted his
sons to be released from prison and I sent a letter to Mr. Rogers asking him to release the sons of Sheikh Omar
from prison, and let them stay at Lamu until Omar returned to Siu and to take away Akida Abdullah bin Salim
from Siu because fitina [intrigue] increased when he was at Siu, and many people had moved from Siu to the
mainland owing to his fitina.
Mr. Rogers released the sons of Sheikh Omar b[in] Mataka and allowed them to stay at Lamu, and he took
away Akida Abdullah b[in] Salim from Siu. I informed my brother that his sons were released and that they would
stay at Lamu till he came back to Siu and gave up all the guns; that was the Government’s request. He agreed with
my advice.
So I came back to Lamu, and he sent me all the guns, and I handed them over to Mr. Rogers who had them
broken and put them all in the sea in front of the Customs House, and Sheikh Omar bin Mataka came back to Siu.
Mr. Rogers gave me a certificate for my work which was taken by the Interpreter to Mr. Harding, Salim bin Azan,
to show to Mr. Harding. Afterwards Mr. Rogers called me to go to take my certificate as it had been returned by
Mr. Harding, and he informed me that he would start soon from Lamu for Zanzibar.
But at that time I was ill … and my son was away, and when Mr. Rogers went away I kept quiet because I had
means. My husband was alive, and my son was employed.
But now I am an old woman. I am ninety years of age and ill; my husband has died, and my son lost the
Government’s work owing to illness, and he cannot do any other work; so I became poor.
For this reason I have communicated to the Government my request, and I hope that the Government will
remember me and give me something.
The above mentioned information was known to all the people of Siu and others who have served the
Government since they were young men till they become old men and retired. Also I made peace at Jongeni but
failed to complete it because the inhabitants were bad people.
As far as I know if anyone serves the Government, he is usually given something as reward or pension, and I
did a great work for the Government and I hope that the Government will not cast me aside, for I am an old
woman now, of old age and poor.
58.62 Adversity\fn{by Mwana Bukhalasi (c.1850?-

)}

Mombassa?, Kenya (F) 18

1
Once upon a time, a great many years ago, there was a sultan who oppressed his subjects, and in the country
where the sultan was there was a merchant of great and abundant wealth.
The sultan sat on his throne of state and judged the people. He treated his subjects harshly and always robbed
and oppressed them. Secondly, the sultan had no charity; it did not seem wrong to him to oppress the poor. When
he interfered with people, he thought nothing of it and it was useless to protest. He respected nothing and never
did a good deed and all his subjects hated him.
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When he went out to walk on the roads he had his bodyguard beside him, and when he went anywhere, he did
not go to a man of substance, but to the poor. The force accompanying him was before and behind, with
drummers and pipers, and ahead went a crowd of bondslaves, breaking in and stealing. When they left a mess and
the sultan saw it, he did not hesitate to reprimand them for what he found. He harried them on the roads, abusing
the poor, and when they returned to their houses he went on threatening them. He called his vizier and gave him
orders, saying,
“Listen to what I have to say. My slaves are no good; today they have disobeyed me and left a mess on the
road when I was passing by.” Then the vizier said,
“O Sultan, have no doubt that I will do as you want. Give me the order and I will take the recalcitrant ones for
correction. If you want them killed, give the order and I will carry it out.” Then the sultan said,
“Put them in the stocks and beat them; and when it is done it is to be done in my presence, so that I may see
the blood dripping from their flesh. When they are in the stocks, strip off their clothes and leave them naked, so
that the whips may cut in; and the man who does the beating must lay on with fury. If he hits gently, he too is to
be whipped.”
With these orders the vizier did not delay. Without compunction he went to the most brutal soldier and passed
on to him the master’s orders. And, on receiving the order, the soldier put himself ready to carry it out.
When he came to the condemned persons, he looked up at the king and saluted him. The sultan signed to him
to flog them without mercy. On this he did as he was bid. He flogged them until he had stripped their skin. Oil
was ready in a pan on the fire to put on their wounds after this punishment. All of them screamed at this; but no
one dared give them any sympathy. When this was over they were taken and put in prison, where there were
heavy stones to weigh them down. They carried these and picked up more and the guards beat up any whom they
saw slacking.
This was the punishment given them by the slaves; now I must tell you of the sufferings of those who
complained.
While the prisoners were portering for the sultan, they had to go in silence, never looking back. They had to go
properly without showing their distress, and anyone who showed his pain they corrected immediately. I must tell
you of his punishment; he was flogged and given every sort of trouble.
“First the order came for him to be chained and set in the open with the fierce heat of the sun upon him. He
was made to spend the whole day burnt by the sun, and if he asked even for water he was given none to use.
“Then he was put on rough ground with no covering for his feet and every sharp point in the ground pierced
him. He was left for two days with his limbs bare and whips were laid on him. When this punishment was over, he
was released from his fetters and brought before the sultan for inspection; but when he appeared before the sultan,
he said,
“His punishment is not over; this is only the beginning.” Then he spoke, adding to the sentence and giving
orders to the soldiers, saying,
“Take him and hang him head downwards and do not release him before sunset. When the sun sets, you will
release him, and tomorrow, if all is well, you may tear him on the road. Tie him to a swift, fast horse and shave all
the hair off his head. The reason for shaving all his hair is for him to be pierced by the stones in the road; and do
not go by grassy tracks; drag him through the river bed and tear him on the way. Then bring him back and put him
in the prison and in the morning he can go to the diggings and dig. If he cannot do this work, put him in irons and
set him in the murderers’ cell. Leave him there for two days without food and harass him day and night.”
This was the punishment of the grumblers. They were under his heel and had no freedom. And this sultan had
four sons, strong as lions and well set up.
2
Now let me tell you about the merchant who had more wealth than the head of the government. He had slaves,
male and female, to serve his every wish. His wealth was magnificent and if you saw it with your own eyes you
would be amazed. This merchant had a good name; he was born of a good family going pack to time immemorial.
His reputation was good and people respected him; he was generous and did not value worldy things.
He was full of kindness and was civil to everyone; he was liked because he was respectful to all. He was loved
in his house by men and women alike and the neighbors gave him honor. When people met together he gave
respect to all who were present and would call for food for any who had none. It was his nature to help the poor
and to relieve the oppressed, and to carry their troubles; and if one was going astray he guided him aright. He was
an upright man and always cheerful. He did not know how to do anything dishonest.
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He was a religious man and much given to worship, making his submission to God day and night. The proof of
his excellence was his slaves, whom he treated like his own children, behaving towards them in accordance with
the Law and caring for them, while they with one accord loved and respected him. If he was ill, the slaves and the
family mourned together, and all who knew him wept and grieved.
This, then, was the merchant’s character; now let us tell of his wealth so that you may understand it.
To mention first his houses, there were many of them and they were not small, and in them lived a great
number of people. The plantations that he owned were not less than two hundred, all producing sweet fruit. The
crop of each plantation was different and if you looked from one to apother you saw every kind of tree. If you
looked at his enclosures, they were full of cattle and goats and sheep innumerable all over his folds. I cannot tell
his camel enclosures; there were hundreds and hundreds of them all over the place. His enclosures for horses were
enormously wide, and he did not keep black and white together. He took out the white ones and put the brown
aside and those that were savage he kept separate.
Winged creatures he tended and separated; he distinguished them and did not keep them all together. Then too
there were many wild animals which he put in his gardens; every animal of value was there from India and China
and even Comoro.
If you looked at his money, it was too much to describe; it was there uncountable in riyals and rupees; and
valuables, precious stones and coral, were all over the house filling his chests.
In this man’s house was every thing of value, of every sort and not of one alone. If you looked at his chests,
they were made of teak, covered lavishly with silver work and ornamented with studs. If you came to look at his
glassware it was of peerless workmanship and in it was every sort of valuable thing. Some was blue, some green,
ornamented and carved, and some blue-green, differently ornamented, all of great value and nothing cheap.
In them he kept choice valuables collected on his travels round all the towns. If you saw his chairs, he had
them made of tough ebony, with studs. Then there were chairs of elephant ivory and no one with two eyes could
get them out of his mind. And there were plaited chairs made very strongly with skill and knowledge. There were
chairs wrought in excellent designs, which caught the eye when you looked at them and made you covet them.
When you saw how the beds were fashioned, you wanted to lie on them, and that not for a short time. The
mattresses on them were embroidered and the room smelt of ambergris and rosewater. On either side were laid
lovely pillows of fine silk, soft as the body of a woman.
I will describe what it was like to see his beds.
First, they were wide enough to be double beds.
Second, they were so well made that you could not see a sign of a joint however closely you looked.
Third, they were made of choice wood, long-lasting and good to look at.
Fourth, the ornaments at the corners were silver studs and twinkling gems.
The finest mosquito nets with ornamental tapes were the fifth thing that he had placed in every room.
Sixth, when you came to his matresses, it was not enough to look at them; you had to touch them. When you
were a long way off your eyes were drawn to them and your heart was filled with desire to gaze upon them.
Of all his choice things his vessels were the first, and wonder filled all who saw them.
Let us go back and tell of his occupation, which was to send his servants abroad to trade. He spread his
business by land and sea wherever the profit was the greatest. He became well known and much respected, and
his fellows admired him for the wealth that he had acquired.
*
But after some years he was affected by his manner of life and began to rely on worldly things.
He turned away from his God because of the greatness of his wealth and because of this wealth he began to
think himself self-sufficient. Eventually he wanted to find out whether he was the wealthiest merchant in the
whole world. So he planned to build as many sea-going ships as the harbor would hold. Then the shipwrights
were ready and the merchant told them what he wanted them to do for him.
The carpenters all replied, “Very good, sir, we are ready to do your work.” They said, “We can do it; give us
the materials and we will finish quickly.”
The merchant collected planks and they were quickly brought and thereupon the shipwrights began his work.
He had a hundred ships built and then twenty more. They were fitted with masts and strong sails and not a few
slaves were put to work them. He engaged skilled masters to take them to sea when the time came. When the
merchant’s ships were ready, he made a tour of inspection. He came and saw and was much pleased. Then he said
to the builders,
“I am completely satisfied with your work, my friends; now launch them and let me see them afloat.”
The craftsmen were not displeased; they consulted together and settled on a day to do this for him. When the
day came, the merchant was there and all the people came together to watch. A thanksgiving feast was held and
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the whole company came together to eat it. When they had eaten the thanksgiving feast, they all praised him and
gave thanks to the Lord.
So the costly ships were all successfully set in the sea. They all went home and the ships floated in the stream.
*
Now a great many thoughts entered the merchant’s deluded mine.
He wondered what merchandise he should load in the ships suitable for it to go round the countries looking for
a merchant, to find out which was the richest merchant in the world. He decided that the cargo should be
ambergris and attar arid to load rosewood of the finest, with a better scent than that of Baghdad. This rosewood
indeed was not in little pieces; but he loaded straight baulks of it. The ships carrying rosewood, I tell you, were in
number no less than forty.
Another forty he loaded from stem to stern with attar. And there were yet another forty ships loaded with
ambergris to complete the number.
When he had finished loading the ships, he despatched on their voyage the crews that he had engaged. He
charged them that when they came to a town, they were to sell the merchandise to a single buyer.
“Tell any person who wishes to buy that he can make no selection but must take all at once. If he tells you that
he wants the ambergris, refuse him and go on your way. If he wants the attar or the rosewood, tell him that he is
wasting his time and sell him nothing. If he makes a genuine offer, he may not buy two of them. He must agree to
take the whole lot together. If you fail to find one who can agree to the terms that I have given you, you had better
bring back the merchandise that I have shipped. But if you find a merchant to take everything, do not hesitate to
unload all his property for him.”
When the merchant had finished giving his orders to his servants, they made no demur but accepted his orders.
When the day came for the voyage to begin, they considered their departure and their setting forth. They weighed
anchor and hoisted sail and the ships went about and came to the harbor mouth. The merchant was at the harbor
watching as the ships settled on their course. They went out ten by ten and he was glad to watch them pass. So the
ships went on their way and the merchant went home to await their return.
3
The ships voyaged on calling at every port to seek for a merchant to buy all at once. At the first town to which
they came no one appeared; the cargo was too much for all the merchants. They went to a second, to ask for a
purchaser; but there was none with sufficient to buy the goods. When the sailors saw that there was no buyer, they
weighed anchor again and continued their voyage. They came to a third town and cried their wares; but no one
appeared to take the things. After a week they left again with their vessels still loaded with the cargo that they had
stowed. They voyaged on by night and by day, until eventually they came to a fourth town. Here they lowered the
sails and the ships dropped anchor and they went ashore to look for a merchant to whom they could make a sale.
While the ships rode at anchor in the stream the people of the town came to view them.
When the sailors reached the town, they hunted together all over the country for a merchant who would make a
bid for the whole quantity. The first day they found no one at all; but on the second a merchant came. And when
he arrived and viewed the cargo and saw how good it was, he stopped and gaped at it. Then he asked the price and
the sailors told him, and when he heard it the price dismayed him. So he said,
“Listen, sell me the rosewood. I will buy the whole of the forty loads in one sale. But to take the other eighty
loads is impossible with all the money that I have in my coffers.”
The sailors answered him that they could not do as he told them, because their master had forbidden them.
“Our master said, ‘Whoever comes to buy must take all together.’ If you have not the power to complete this,
let us go and sell this property to somebody else.”
To this the merchant had no answer. He had to consent, because he had not sufficient. The sailors returned to
the ships and told their fellows all that had happened. When they had exchanged news, they discussed going to
another town. They fixed a day and when it came they continued their voyage.
They voyaged by night and by day over the waves of the sea as usual. After some days their voyage brought
them to port. They tacked in to the entrance and reached India. They came to the Coast; they lowered the sails and
let down the anchor in the stream, all the vessels together. They rested on the day of their arrival and when they
had rested they woke and entered the boats.
They came to the wharf to go into the town while some were left on board to guard the vessels. When those
who went ashore reached the town, they hunted for a merchant to buy their goods. In their search they found a
merchant who came to view the goods that they had brought. When he arrived he was astonished. Then he said,
“How are you selling this?”
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The sailors answered, “For gold coin,” and they told him the purchase price.
On hearing the sum that they mentioned, the merchant was shocked and aghast at the size of it; and at the
condition that he must take everything without exception. He was so shocked and distressed that he was speechless at hearing the price. In the end he said,
“I have not enough myself, nor has anyone else in this place.”
So he went away as his wealth was not sufficient, and he called his fellows and they too came to see; but, when
they arrived and tried to buy, the sailors told them only the single total price, and when they heard the price, they
were shocked and said,
“There is no one of us who can raise this.” The sailors replied,
“It is a waste of time to haggle; he who reckons up and has the whole amount must come and buy all at once.”
The merchants had no solution, because they had not enough to make up the price, so they took their way back
again and the sailors retained the goods.
After some days they put to sea again and carried their goods round, looking for a merchant. In every town to
which they went the merchants who came to them were shocked when they heard the price. It was a long voyage
and they went bravely on, carrying their goods to every important town. They went on for two months and in the
third they came to Baghdad.
They lowered the sails and anchored, and the sailors had a talk. At the end of their meeting they were all
agreed to rest for one day. They all consented to what they had agreed, to do nothing else but to rest.
The following day the slaves took their way into the town. When they reached the wharf, they went ashore and
walked about the town. When they came to the market they cried,
“We have merchandise and are looking for a purchaser. We want a merchant to buy ambergris, attar and rosewood.”
When they had spoken a man appeared and asked them about what he had heard. He said,
“This property that you cried in the market, I want you to show it for me to see.” The sailors replied,
“It is our duty to show it to you; it is no trouble to do this for you.”
So they went with this man and when he came and saw the goods he was amazed. He asked them the price and
the sailors told him in money. When he heard the price that they named his heart sank. He was too much
astonished to speak and was sorry that he had not enough money. Then he said to the sailors,
“It is hard for me to manage all this.” The sailors said,
“If you have not the money, we had better part with good will.”
So the merchant could think of nothing else and he went away without ill-will but very sad. The slaves with the
merchandise were left alone until after a week another came. When he came to the wharf he looked at the vessels
and found that they were formed up according to cargo. He sent to the voyagers to say that a merchant had come
to view their goods. On hearing this the sailors replied,
“No one who wants this merchandise is forbidden to look at it.”
So the merchant set out to look at the ambergris, attar and rosewood. He boarded a boat and set out for the
ships to go and look at the merchandise. When he arrived and saw it he was speechless with amazement and full
of wonder. When he smelt the odor, his nose was filled with it; it could be smelt half a mile away. He saw how
good the ambergris smelt and he was overcome with longing for it. He smelt the wood and the odor of roses and
he was pleased and delighted. The attar too, its smell so delighted him that he felt faint. Thereupon the merchant
asked the purchase price.
The sailors in charge answered his question and told him the price of the whole lot.
Then the merchant considered the size of the sum that he was told. After thinking, he had to say,
“Keep the property while I go and count up my resources.”
The sailors said, “Very good, sir, you will find us ready when you return.”
So the merchant went with good will to check his money and see if it was enough. He came to his house and
went into his private room and took his coffers and counted his money. He counted every piece of money; but in
the end he had no luck. There in his room counting the contents of his chests, he found that his money was short.
And when he could not do it because his money was insufficient, he said,
“It is not for me to buy this wealth.”
So, as his money was not enough, he decided to go and tell the sailors and apologize to them.
The next day he left his house and took his way to the sailors. When he arrived he told the sailors who had the
goods,
“I have no luck, my money will not suffice. And, because I have not the money, you must forgive me, for I
cannot do as I said. I have carefully counted all the money that I have in the house; but what is the good; it is not
enough. So I have not the power; I am unable to buy, I have not the amount that you mentioned.” Then he said, “I
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did not want this property to escape me; but I am sorry, I have not enough.” The sailors said in answer,
“If you have not the money, we excuse you.”
So the merchant went sadly home; because he had not the fortune to match the property.
So that day passed and the next day the news was all over the shore and in the town. It spread through the
streets all over the town and out into the country, so that everybody heard it. And when they heard the report that
was going round, they were anxious to come and see. Those who could come needed no guide; they came to
board the ships to see. And everyone who saw the merchandise was amazed and coveted it. When they returned to
the town, they told their neighbors of the goods in the ships and what they had heard of them. They told of their
excellence and of the wonderful scent of them and they described the ships and how they were built. So the report
continued to spread and those who had seen told those who had not, and they heard garbled accounts.
4
So as the turnouts continued to spread a certain merchant heard them, and he wondered what the goods in the
ships could be that defeated everyone. He considered and said to himself,
“I had better go and see with my own eyes.”
When he had made up his mind, he set a day to go and look at them. When the day came he sent a message so
that the sailors should hear and not refuse him access. So he came and went aboard every ship from the first to the
last. And when he had seen the quality of the goods in the ships, he was very anxious to purchase them. He called
to the sailors to ask them the terms on which they would sell to him. They answered, “For gold,” and they gave
him the amount in detail.
When they had given him all the information that he asked [for], they added the condition that if he wanted to
buy, he must take the whole lot together. The merchant carefully considered the information that he heard and
then asked,
“If a man cannot do this, what can he do to obtain this property?” The sailors said,
“If you cannot do this, you cannot buy one or two thirds.” The merchant replied,
“I will think it over. I am very keen and if possible I will return.”
*
Then the merchant went away and when he came home he went in as usual.
He sat down in his chair and began to think about the property that he had gone to see in the ships.
He wondered why the owner refused to sell one or two of the things.
In the end he decided that the man must have something wrong with his brain.
He had so much wealth that it had gone to his head and he was deluded by worldly things.
He thought about it a great deal and in the end he saw that it was the way of the world.
*
When night came and it was time to rest, he went in to lie down, worn out with thinking. In the morning, he
awoke and drank his tea and went out as usual. He went to work and at noon he returned; he came to his house
and his thoughts returned to him. He remembered what the sailors had said in the ships and in the end he thought
he had better visit them again. He had it in mind to buy the whole contents of all the hundred and twenty ships.
When he had made up his mind, he collected his money and counted every single piece with care. And when
he had finished, he went out and took his way to the vessels. When he came to the wharf, he entered a boat and
came to the vessels and went on board. He met the sailors and they exchanged greetings, and they asked him the
purpose of his visit. Then the merchant said to the sailors,
“I have decided to buy the whole lot.” The sailors said,
“Very good, sir; we shall be very pleased to sell you this property.”
After this the merchant agreed to everything and asked them to await his return. The sailors consented, saying,
“We will wait, and when you come with the money we will hand the property over to you.”
Then the merchant left and went ashore, and when he came to his house he sat down in his room. When he was
comfortable in his chair, he called the lady, his wife, and told her all about it. He said,
“My dear, I have today a very important matter that I must attend to if God will.”
His wife asked him to explain to her exactly what he wanted to do. And he answered,
“There is an amazing amount of property to be bought for gold by one person. It is rosewood and attar and
ambergris of the best quality. It is afloat, a hundred and twenty cargoes, forty of each kind. And the owner has said
that any purchaser must take all together. And when I consider the quality of the goods, I see that the owner is a
fool to have done this.” When he said this, his wife asked him,
“What sort of a fool, please tell me.” The merchant said,
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“There is no doubt about it, my dear, I am quite sure that the man is crazy. If you want evidence, I will give
you an example. It is his way of doing business and the conditions that he makes. He would not have done this
had he not thought that in all the world he had no equal.” His wife said,
“If you are sure, you had better not compete with him and fall into the same error. However much you want to
have all this, it is better not to compete, when you know his motives.” When she said this, he replied,
“I shall not compete for wealth and rely upon worldly things.”
4
After this conversation between the merchant and his wife, he called his slaves and told them his plan. When
they appeared before him he said,
“I am going to give you work to be done immediately.” The slaves consented to the merchant’s words and
without demur they took his orders, saying,
“Give us any instructions you like. You are the knife and we are the meat. We will agree to anything.” Then the
merchant gave them his orders,
“Find me the very best site to clear. When you have cleared it there is great treasure that I want to place there.
When you have cleared it, build round it a rampart six fathoms up and one fathom down.\fn{ I.e., about 36 feet tall with
a six foot foundation} Then give it a gatehouse for a gatekeeper to sit in, so that there be no trouble when the
craftsmen come to work. When you have finished, let me know that building can start and I will call them at
once.” On hearing this, the slaves said,
“Very good, Sir, have no doubt that we shall do your work for you.”
When they had said this and were all agreed, without more words they began his work.
They went into the country to see for themselves the sites and to find out which of them it would be good to
clear. When they had gone over the country without fulling a suitable site, they thought it better to return to the
town. They came to the merchant and told him and he gave the matter very serious thought. He said,
“What you tell me surprises me very much, that you have failed to find a place to build.” The slaves said,
“The place that you were looking for has not come to our notice, though we have searched everywhere.” Then
the merchant said,
“Go elsewhere. You have not seen all my estates; there are more than three hundred of them. If there is none in
the country, look in the town, and hurry up; my work is suffering.”
On hearing this, the slaves hurried out and went to the estates in the town. When they arrived, my friends, they
went to the first, and then to the second; but it was not suitable for building. They went to the third and when they
saw it, everyone agreed that it was no good at all; it was a bad site. Then they came to the fourth site and when
they saw it they found that it was like the other sites and would not do. They went to the fifth and it too was no
good at all. It was not at all suitable and they would not build on it. They went to the sixth and when they found it
they said,
“We have not yet found a satisfactory site.” They went to the seventh and found it unfruitful. They said, “It
will not do,” and they went to the eighth. When they came and saw it they said,
“It will not do, because it is not wide enough for the rampart.” They came to the ninth and inspected it and
some said, “This one will serve;” but others said, “It is not very good and there are plenty more that we have not
yet seen.”
So they went on and looked at the tenth, and when they examined it, it was no use at all. So they said to each
other,
“We have not found a good one; let us go to the master and give up.” But others said,
“Let us not be hasty; we have not yet seen all the possible sites.”
They decided not to give up and in the end they agreed to go on with the search. They went on and on round
the estates to find one that was rally satisfactory for building. They diligently studied all the plots and found
something wrong with every one. When evening came, two hundred had been done and not one of them seemed
to them to be satisfactory. When the sun set, they said,
“We are tired; we had better rest and go on tomorrow.” To this they all agreed and they went to their master,
the merchant, and said to him,
“Sir, we have come back to you again; we have been a long way, looking for a site. In fact we have visited two
hundred between sunrise and sunset. Now we come before you; we are beneath your feet and we will accept
anything that you want.” The merchant answered them,
“Do not be anxious. Tomorrow, if God preserve us, you will find it.” When they heard this, they said,
“Very well, early tomorrow we will go on with the search.”
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After talking to their master, they separated and each went his own way. When night came, they made their
beds and they all laid themselves down to sleep.
When morning came, and it began to be light, the slaves woke up as usual. They washed their faces as was
their custom and then they went on their way. They came to the first and it was no good at all; then they went to
the second and it was no good either. They went to the third and when they saw it everyone said,
“This will suit the master. It is broad and it is fair and when the master sees it he will not refuse to build on it.
Thirdly, it is in the middle of the town, where people can see it, and it is not a bad place to build.”
After saying this, the slaves agreed unanimously. When they were agreed, they went to the merchant to tell him
about it so that he might inspect it. They went to their master and waited on him; they gathered in his presence to
tell him. When they had told him all about it, the merchant told them that he would go and look at it.
After a few minutes the merchant came out and when he reached the site he was delighted with it. Without
further ado, he gave orders for hoes to be ready and workmen to use them, and when the slaves heard the orders
given, they hastened to go and dig.\fn{In preparation for laying the foundations.}
On the third day this work was finished and the merchant sent in masons to continue it. The masons were not
dilatory; they worked hard and in twelve days the rampart was finished. They went to the merchant and informed
him that they had finished his work and that it was ready. He went straight out and when he came to the rampart
he was much pleased with it. Then he went back to his house and willingly gave the builders their due for the
work that they had done.
*
[Then he returned to the wharf to inform the sailors that the building was ready .] And they answered him
happily and cheerfully and asked him the news and he told them everything. They exchanged greetings and
enquiries and he said,
“I have much to say; I will tell you what I want.” He said,
“Tomorrow, if all is well, I will come to take the goods that you have on board. I will bring my slaves and 1
will lodge you with me. When I have finished my work, I will pay you the money. When I come, I shall have
paper with me and I will draw up a deed of agreement between you and me. And I shall bring reliable witnesses
who will not accept any dishonesty to certify it so that you are satisfied.”
When he had said this, the sailors talked it over quietly. Then they consented and agreed with the merchant.
They said to him,
“Tomorrow, if all is well, bring porters for the goods; we consent.”
The merchant thanked them warmly and they parted, and the merchant went away. He came to his house and
called his slaves and told them all that he wanted. The slaves said,
“Very good, sir, we are ready to do what you will.”
Then they busied themselves as the master had instructed them. They all went out together to the enclosure
where the beasts were and returned to the yards to harness them to the carts. Working camels were brought and
the slaves went in groups to load them. When they came to the wharf, they embarked in boats and came to the
ships and went into the cargo. They unloaded it and brought it ashore, filling the boats and heading for the wharf.
When they reached the wharf, the loads were taken out and loaded into carts drawn by camels. When this was
done, the slaves and the beasts went to the house to put down the loads. When they came to the rampart, they did
not delay to drag out the goods that they had loaded. When they had off-loaded, they returned to bring what was
left. They worked all day without a pause until they stopped at sundown. At night after they had eaten, they did
not talk, but made ready for bed and lay down to sleep.
Next day the workmen went out to do the work that remained. They went in to raise and off-load the attar and
it was loaded into the camel carts. When they came to the rampart, they off-loaded the carts, and two hundred
guards stood over them. Every one of these guards, if you looked at him, was strong and bold, one to each
hundred men. And when the slaves came back to off-load the goods, they watched keenly all that went on. So this
was their work all day until the evening, and when the light failed, they went home.
On the third morning, they went out and everyone of them went to work. When the sun went down they took
their rest and when they awoke in the morning, they returned to work. They worked with a will because that was
their nature, until what was left was done. The time that it took to unload all the goods was no less than twenty
days.
*
Now the masons were ready and the merchant gave them orders to begin the building for him. The builders
said,
“What sort of building do you want. Have no doubt that we will build it for you.” The merchant said,
“The building that I want is to be one that will please people and that they will praise. The house that I want is
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not a dwelling, but a house for travelers; that is my design. But it is to be of no ordinary earth; you are to build it
of ambergris, and attar is to be the water with which you puddle it. The beams, the rafters and the smaller timbers
are to be of rosewood and the pillars supporting them. And when you plaster it let marble be there for the
ornamentation.” The builders heard what the merchant said and answered,
“Do not be anxious; we will do it for you.”
Then they said, “Give us the materials,” and the merchant told them that he had put them inside the rampart.
Then they parted and the masons fixed a day to begin this work. When the day came they came to work and set
themselves to the building and decorating. At the end of two months, the building was finished and passers-by
were amazed at the completed building. Valuable carpets of dyed wool were spread everywhere in it and lamps
were in place.
When it was ready, notice was sent and there were great preparations for the neighbours to come to the
blessing. An imam was appointed, a man of learning, who pronounced the set prayers by day and night.
When all was finished, the merchant had no more to say. He called the sailors who had sold him the goods and
said to them,
“The work is finished; now make ready for your voyage home.” After saying this, he counted out the money
and paid them the full purchase price.
When the sailors had received it, they went straight to their ships and stowed it away. When they had stowed
the money, they went back to the merchant to bid him farewell at the start of their voyage. And the merchant
blessed them and prayed for a safe voyage for them.
*
But when they said goodbye to him, he asked them to wait for him to give them a present to take to their
master. Then he went to the goldsmith and gave him urgent work to do for him. The goldsmith accepted and in red
gold he wrought the vessels that he ordered. The vessels were made in pairs with great art, two of each kind. He
wrought trays and good covers for them and all over he worked ornaments on them. He wrought scent bottles and
cups, and on these the ornaments were flowers and other designs, and he made other vessels of all sorts, such that
anyone who came to see them must covet them.
When the splendid vessels were ready, they were brought to the merchant and he accepted them. He called the
servants of the honourable merchant and they came and offered their services. He explained to them,
“The matter that prevented your departure is now completed and I want you to do this for me. Take these
vessels to your master and tell them that they are a present. The present that I send is one vessel for each one that
he built.”
He bade them farewell and they said farewell to him, and now the slaves had received everything. When this
was done, there was no more to say; they shook hands and parted. They came to their ships and went to work and
all together they hoisted the sails on the masts.
5
The sailors voyaged by night and day until in the end they came to their own home. They entered the harbour
and anchored in the stream; they left their ships and came to their master, whom they found at home, thinking that
they were lost.
When he saw that the sailors had returned, he was delighted and he praised God. They exchanged news from
the start of the voyage and they told him everything, both good and bad. They told him all the trouble that had
come to them and when he heard he was much moved. He returned thanks for their safe return and prayed for
good fortune for them and that no evil should happen to them.
Then he went out to his ships and looked at the money. He was much pleased when he saw the money and all
his previous anxiety disappeared. He gave orders for the money to be brought ashore and for pots to be filled for
him to count it over. So the slaves had work to do and at the end of a week it was done.
*
While the money was being brought ashore, the news was not slow to reach the sultan, who was told that in the
town there was a merchant bringing money ashore and piling up gold coins by the hundred. When the sultan heard
this he was not pleased and he plotted evil against him; but the merchant did not know that the money was going
to get him into trouble. He enjoyed his money in comfort and worshipped God as usual.
*
After some days he was sitting in his house, where there were some doves in a cote, and he used to play with
them. Now these doves belonged to the house; they stayed inside and never went out. They were all tame and they
flitted about inside and special boxes were set aside for them.
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One day he went out for a walk and after it he came back to his house. He came into his house as was his
custom and sat down as usual. So he was sitting in his chair and the doves of the cote were flitting about the
house. At sunset, while the merchant was still in his house, all the doves of the cote went away together.
When the merchant saw that the doves had flown away, he was much surprised at what he had seen. The thing
that puzzled him, you must understand, was their all going away together. And the reason was that, since he was
born, doves had been kept in the house and not one had gone away. He said to himself,
“What has happened to these doves to make them all flit together from their cote?” He considered it very
seriously; but then he thought that perhaps they would come back.
At sunset he went out to prayers and worshipped God as usual. When he came back to the house he went in
and looked at the cote; but the doves had not returned. He was much worried and went to search the whole house
for them. Though he looked everywhere, he found no sign of them, and he was much disturbed. When night fell,
he went out to prayers and when he came back he went on looking for them. Eventually he had to admit that the
doves were not coming back. He gave thanks to God and went to bed.
When morning came, the merchant woke up and drank his tea and went out deep in thought. On the way he
thought to himself, '
“Whom can I find to go to and have an explanation of this?”
Then he thought of an old woman who was said to be a hundred years old. She lived out in the country and he
thought that she would give him advice. So the merchant made up his mind to set out for the place where she was
and pay her a visit. He went along, with no companion, and when he came to her house he asked permission to
enter.
Now this old women lived in a hovel and the merchant went in and sat down on a mat. They exchanged
greetings and asked after each other, and the merchant said
“I have not many matters but one only.” Then he said,
“The matter that brings me here is that I have doves and yesterday they all went away together. And these
doves have been in their cote since I was born in the house, and they never stray. But yesterday I saw a very
strange thing. They all went away and did not come back, and they all went together. When the sun set I went to
the mosque and when I returned to the house, I did not find one of them. When night fell I was worried that they
had not returned and I went to bed. I was very anxious indeed and I still do not understand this affair. When I
woke up in the morning I started out to come to you for advice.”
When he had told the old woman all about it, she considered the matter. Then she said to him,
“What you have seen is an evil omen.” The merchant asked her to tell him what sort of evil so that he might
ease his mind of anxiety. The old wottlan replied,
“It is not easy to tell you, because of the disasters that lie ahead of you.”
When she said this the merchant was not satisfied and asked her to tell him the troth. She said,
“It is a very grave matter that faces you and your whole position will be changed. In the first place you are
going to be poor and destitute; you will have nothing left. Secondly, there are disasters that will afflict you and
misfortunes that will fall upon you.” When the old woman had told him all, he considered what he heard; but after
saying this, the old woman went on,
“There is no disgrace in poverty; it is the way of the world.” Then the merchant said,
“Give me some advice, how to reduce the ill-fortune of which you have told me.” The old woman said,
“You cannot prevent disaster when it pleases God to bring misfortunes upon you.”
When the merchant heard what the old woman said, he was the more distressed and frightened; but in the end
he saw that there was nothing that he could do, so he got up and said goodbye to her and started home.
They parted, promising to meet again; no more was said and the merchant set off. He reached his house and
went in and undressed. Then he went to the washroom and washed with soap; he returned to his room and dressed
again. Then he crossed to another room, where he was accustomed to eat. When he came in, there was a chair at
the side and he pulled it forward and put it ready to sit on. After he had sat down on the chair, he took some dates
from the table and ate them, and when he had eaten the fruit, there was water and he took it and washed out his
mouth with the first mouthful. Then he drank the second to calm himself and he said grace and praised God.
By now he had controlled his thoughts and he went to work as usual. When the time came for his return, he did
not dawdle, but made his way home. He came to his house in the evening and went in to rest as usual. When night
came and he had said his prayers, he went to his bed and got in to go to sleep.
*
When morning came, he woke up and went on his way. He settled down in the usual way and in the evening he
came home and stepped over the threshold. He came to his room and undressed and now he was free for his own
thoughts. When the sun went down and the call to prayer was called, he did not delay, and hurried to prayer.
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When prayers were over, he did not pause, but hurried straight home.
When night came and he was making his recitation, he suddenly had a shuddering fit. He was overcome by the
thoughts that troubled him; his mind was oppressed and he shuddered. He said to himself,
“Come what may, no one can control his own fate.”
After thinking this, he put the matter in God's hands; he got up and said his prayers and praised God. When the
time for sitting was over, he got up quickly and went to bed. He got into bed and told his beads and after this sleep
came to him.
*
When the night was over and morning came, he awoke in good health by the grace of God. He got out of bed
and went to the washroom and when he had finished, he came back and dressed. He was served with tea well
made, and when he had drunk it he paused for a short rest. When the time came for him to get up, he did so and he
went out on his way. When the time arrived for his return, he did not hesitate; but came quickly. On arrival home,
he went in to have his rest, and now he was free for his own thoughts.
*
But the sultan was not pleased to see how wealthy his rival was. After a few days he called his vizier and said,
“I have a problem that I want to solve. What is on my mind is that here in the town is a man from whom I fear
danger. He is my subject and a gentleman like myself and God has made him very wealthy.
“And because he is richer than I, I am afraid that he may change his allegiance.
“When I think of his behaviour it may be dangerous to me in relation to my other subjects. The reason is, you
know, as people say, wealth does not bring peace of mind and its owner is corrupted. When I study it, I have never
found it a good thing for a subject to be too prominent. When he gives his opinion to a lot of his fellows, they all
agree with his views, always, I tell you. I am much afraid that he will stir up dissaffection between me and my
subjects. I tell you this for you to advise me what we should do to stop the merchant acting like this.” The vizier
said,
“There is no way, sir, of making you safe with your subjects, unless you give orders for him to be arrested and
killed and this must be done to him at once. If you prefer him to be imprisoned, he should be bound and put inside
and not allowed out. If you do not want him killed or imprisoned, he should be expelled from the town to go
elsewhere.”
When he had finished talking to him, the sultan considered what was best to do. When he had thought over the
vizier’s advice, he decided that the best thing was for him not to come into the town. He did not think it sound to
kill or imprison him and that better than either was to expel him from the town. So he gave orders to the vizier to
send soldiers and summon him forthwith.
The vizier listened and got up and went to pass the orders to his gang of ruffians. He said,
“The sultan has sent me urgently for two hundred soldiers to come on duty together. Go out in good order, on
the alert to avert any danger that may appear.”
When the ruffians heard what the vizier said, they arose to put on their arms. When they were dressed they
took their swords, spears and daggers and their matchlocks. Then they formed up to go to the sultan, and when he
saw them he was pleased with them. Then he ordered the vizier to tell them what he had said. The vizier stood up
and gave the orders,
“Go at once to the merchant, and when you come there and see him, tell him that the master wishes to see him
immediately. If he is unwilling to come at once frighten him into coming without any delay. If he objects to
coming to the sultan, take him by force and bring him at once.”
When the soldiers had heard, they went out and when they came to the merchant’s they stood before his door.
Then half of them went inside and the others waited below watching the road. Those who were inside went to his
room and knocked at the door. When they made a terrible noise knocking, the merchant was saying the night
prayer and could not answer them. There was a knocking like the sound of a battle and everybody in the
neighbouring houses heard it. He did not speak, because he was at prayer; but when he had finished he came out
to see them.
When he came to the door, he saw through the peephole the sultan’s ruffians in front of the house. When he
recognized them he made no attempt to delay; he opened the door to see why they had come. When they saw him
the soldiers said,
“Our master has sent us for you to come at once. You must come in haste do not try to delay; we shall not go
away without you.” On hearing what the guards said he trembled with fright. Then he asked the ruffians,
“Tell me, my friends, what is the charge against me?” The ruffians answered,
“We do not know the reason and it is not easy to tell you something that we do not understand. If you want to
know, ask the sultan; we have no answer to give you. The instructions came to us, so do not try to argue with us.
15

This is his order that he has sent us to tell you. Now, come on, let us go at once; give no trouble, we must be on
our way.” The merchant answered them,
“It is my duty to obey; it would be improper to refuse; God knows what it means.”
He soon came out with them into the open, and everyone was very sad, not knowing the charge against him.
*
He came to the sultan’s and was brought into court. The Sultan was on a couch being fanned by his slaves. On
seeing him the sultan was pleased; but the merchant was puzzled, not knowing the charge. The sultan said,
“I have something on my mind that I have called you to tell you, and the matter that I have in mind is to expel
you from the town; that is the sentence that I have pronounced. You must go and not return, and if you do return
and I find you, I swear by Almighty God that.I will kill you. When you leave my house, you may not return to
your own. Your clothes are those that you are wearing; you may not retain any of those that are in your house.”
When the merchant heard what the sultan said, his heart sank and he almost wept. He asked his master,
“I beg you, please, tell me what is the charge against me.” But the sultan answered,
“Do not ask me the charge; be on your way. Now hurry up and leave the town, go away from me here and be
on your way.”
So the poor man left the court and when he came out, he stood and wept. He wept with sorrow and was
overcome with emotion, because he was losing his wealth without knowing the charge. He raised his hands palm
upward and gave thanks to the Compassionate, the Creator of all things, and then he went away and took the road,
shedding tears and weeping as he went.
6
When night fell and light gave way to darkness, he thought and wondered, not knowing which way to turn. He
left the town and turned into the forest and he found a tree and climbed into it to sleep.
In the morning he got up from his resting place and climbed down and continued on his way. He was travelling
from the time that the sun was in his eyes, until at sunset he took refuge in a tree. He climbed into his tree and
took what rest he could; without home or means he wept day and night, and in the morning he got up and came
down and went on his way with still no accusation against him.
When the fourth day came he turned away from the land and took a different way, towards the sea, and on the
day that he turned away from the land he came near to the sea and lay down on the ground. That day he came to
another town; he went to the wharf and turned to the vessels, and when he came near, he said to himself,
“It would be better to disappear than to suffer these hardships.” So he considered what to do to get away from
his earthly troubles.
When he had thought it over he decided that the best thing would be to stow away in a ship. So he wandered
about on the shore to enquire of the people which ship was about to sail. The people on the wharf answered him
willingly and told him that there was one sailing that very day. They told him all that he asked and added that the
time would be after nightfall. He was pleased to hear this and he thanked them for telling him. Then he went on,
but hesitantly, because he was oppressed by the troubles of the world. He went up into the town to wander about
the streets, waiting for night.
When night came and the time was not far off, he went back and came again to the harbour, where he wandered about to allay suspicion if people noticed him, and when he had wandered enough to allay suspicion, he
hurried back, lest the vessel should go without him.
When he came to the ship, he thought, “What shall I do?” And then his common sense told him. He decided
that the best way was to go aboard secretly, because he feared trouble if the captain found him. So he said to
himself,
“I had better go into the water and climb aboard by the stern.”
When he had made up his mind that this was the best course, without further hesitation he entered the water.
He dived right in and took hold of the rudder and came up and sat upon it. And when the time came for the ship to
leave, the sailors raised the sail to begin their voyage, and the poor merchant was at the stern clinging to the
rudder, half drowned.
As the night went on and it became darker, he decided that he had better get himself inboard. He made up his
mind to climb up secretly for fear of the danger that might overtake him. When he had thought it out, he braced
himself to the danger of going inboard.
At two o’clock the sailors were snoring and the ship was tossing about. The poor man climbed up the stern; but
looking in he saw a sailor. Seeing him on watch, the merchant was dismayed for fear that he would catch him if
he noticed him. Then he gave up the idea of going aboard and he returned to the rudder and climbed down and hid
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himself there; but after half an hour he was ready to go up again, full of anxiety and in fear of danger.
He saw that there was nothing for it but to climb up and have another look. He made up his mind and began to
climb up the stem and when he was high enough he peered over and saw no one. Seeing that there was no one in
sight, he prayed for help and began to climb inboard. He crouched down and crept along to the hold, where he
hurriedly hid himself. He went down into the hold and buried himself in the cargo, because he could think of
nothing better. So the ship travelled over the waves of the sea and the merchant wept silently.
When night was over and day dawned, there came a cheerful ray and the sun came out. The cooks got up and
went to make tea as the ship travelled fast on her course. When they had made it and added a little food, the men
came together to eat; but the poor merchant inside the hold searched about in the cargo to find something edible.
He searched the hold without finding anything that he wanted; but eventually in the bows he chanced upon
some food. When he reached it and opened it carefully, he found that it was raisins and apples. So, after saying
grace and thanking God, he began to eat, swallowing it down dry. After he had eaten he did not leave the hold, but
stayed below hiding in the cargo.
The ship voyaged on across the sea and at midday it passed a town; but here they did not drop anchor nor
lower sail; they held on their course and continued the voyage. At one o'clock they all came together, captain and
crew, and had a good meal. And the poor merchant inside the hold went back to his apples and raisins for his food.
In the evening when the sun went down and the light failed and it began to be dark, they went steadily on, hour
after hour, the men and the ship sailing alone with God. And when the night was over and day dawned, they got
up safely and in good health. Then tea was made at this time in the morning and they drank it happily and
voyaged on. And the poor merchant there in the hold found his food of raisins and apples.
At midday the captain and the crew came together again to eat the food that they had cooked, and the poor
merchant ate his in the hold while the vessel sailed steadily on. When evening came, they arrived at the mouth of
a harbour and tacked their way in.
When they were in the harbour they lowered the sail that they had hoisted and came inside. When they were
right inside, they tied up at the wharf and because it was evening no more was done. When night fell food was
eaten, waiting for the next day to do what was to be done. When the time came to spread out their bedding, each
man took his mat and lay down upon it. At two o’clock he considered and said,
“The best thing to do is to go into the town. In the town I shall obtain clothes, rags that have been thrown
away, and kindly people will help me. And I shall find water to drink in the town even if I have no tea nor
anything to go with it. And I shall find somewhere to sleep, some little place, even if it is the house of the Lord, I
shall find somewhere to lie down. Fourthly I shall be able to wander freely about the streets; if I stay inside here, I
shall starve with nothing to eat.”
When he had thought this over, the merchant made his preparations for going ashore.
At half past two he left the hold and when he came up he looked at the sailors, and found that they were
snoring, so that he knew that they were fast asleep. And when he saw that all in the ship were asleep, he looked at
the water for a way of escape. And when he had thought which way to go, he took courage and went on his way.
When he reached the jetty he hurried to the sheds and there slipped in like a thief.
*
Very early in the morning he left the sheds and made his way down to the beach and entered a cave. When he
came to the cave he crawled into it. He saw nobody, he spoke to no one and was alone with his thoughts.
When it was lighter at nine o’clock he decided to come out and to go into the town. Then he set his feet on the
road and when he came to the town, he wandered about the streets. He walked about all day until the sun went
down, without human contact or any food.
When evening came, he wondered where to seek shelter, even a single plank to lie on. He went round the
streets, looking at verandahs and penthouses, until in the end he happened on a mosque. He went inside and found
the brethren all at prayer, worshipping the Lord. When he came and saw this, he joined himself to a line and
worshipped God, as was his custom. When they had finished their prayers and petitions to God, the men left to go
their ways. Each one went his own way, he had a home and went to it; but the merchant was left alone and did not
know which way to turn.
When night closed in, he said prayers early, all four obeisances, not omitting one. Then he climbed into the
thatch and made his way into the rafters to lie down.
Next clay the poor man left the mosque and went round the town seeking alms. In the evening he hurried back
to the mosque and went in to say his prayers. When night fell, he said his prayers hurriedly and when he pad
finished he climbed up to rest. When he came into the thatch he hid himself in the rafters, and in the morning he
went out again.
*
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When he reached a certain spot, he saw a crowd of people. There was a blind man who had been robbed of his
money. As he approached, many people had come together; but the thief had run away. Because of some likeness
some of them said that he was the man who had run away. They surrounded him and seized his arms and said,
“‘Where have you put the money?’” The merchant replied,
“God knows I did nothing to him; I am a stranger passing by. If you do not believe me, I beg you to search me,
and if you find any money in my clothes, you may beat me.” The people answered,
“You are talking nonsense; we will beat you if you do not produce the money.” The merchant said,
“I have not a penny, nor did I take his money from him.” The people did not believe what he said and they
said,
“Beat him; he is the man who stole the money.” And, so saying, they were all agreed and he was so badly
beaten that he fainted.
When they saw that he was unconscious, they decided to leave him in the road. So they went away and left
him there bleeding, until there appeared a passer-by, who approached and saw that he was wounded and bleeding
and that he was unconscious. When he saw him in this state, he knelt down at his head and looked at him,
studying his face to see who he was, but he found that he did not recognize him however hard he looked. But he
was sorry for him and took him in his arms to find some place for him. And when the passers-by saw this, they
came to help carry him.
The man who found him said, “He had better be put at the side of the road,” and with one consent they all
agreed to this. They took him to a certain place where they found a verandah. They all went there and put him
down; then they went away and only the one man was left.
After half an hour, the merchant came to himself and found that he was covered with blood. The man who had
found him and picked him up wiped the blood from him and asked him,
“What has happened to you? Please explain this puzzle to me.” And he said,
“God knows; I do not understand what has happened to me. I was going along the road, where there was a
blind man who had been robbed of his money, and when I arrived people were gathered together, but the thief had
run away. I was just stopping to see what had happened, when the people noticed me and suspected me, and some
said that it was I that had robbed him, and they seized me and did this to me.”
When he had told his story, the gentleman considered it and thought that he had been badly treated. He asked
him where he came from and how he came to be there; but the merchant said,
“God knows; I do not know where I come from; I just happened to be on the road.” When he said this, he
asked him a second question,
“Tell me, Sir, where are you going?” The merchant said,
“God knows: I do not know where I am going. I am simply on the road.”
When the man heard the answer that he gave, he thought that he was wandering in his wits and had lost his
mind. So he said no more and thereupon they parted; the gentleman went one way and he another.
*
When he came to the mosque, the merchant went in and lay down. At twelve o’clock, alms were brought and
on seeing this he got up and went to receive them; but, because he was afraid to appear and show himself, the
muezzin brought them to him apart. The muezzin was sorry to see him in this condition and they had food together.
After food, there was water in a jar and they both wetted their lips with it. After doing this, as was correct, they
gave thanks to the Lord, for giving them food and letting them eat.
The merchant refused to leave the vessels. He washed them carefully and brought them to his host. When he
had given them to his host he went in to rest; he came to his friend’s house and lay down. Then the muezzin asked
him,
“My friend what have you done to get into this state?” And he said,
“God knows; I do not know what I have done; it is my fate.” The muezzin asked him again,
“What sort of fate has made all this happen?” The merchant said,
“God knows; I do not understand the fate that has brought this on me.”
Then the muezzin said no more and he was silent about what had befallen him. Then the merchant left the
muezzin and went away and climbed up into the thatch. When he got into the thatch, he laid himself on a beam to
make himself comfortable, and to give thanks to God. Because he was tired by all that had happened to him, sleep
came to his weary body.
When evening came he awoke from his rest and came down from the thatch as usual. He went out into the
town to walk about the streets and at the time of the sunset call he came back again. When he reached the mosque,
he climbed into the thatch and laid himself on a beam to take his rest.
When night fell and light gave way to dark, he thought to himself that he would be better dead.
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When morning came, he woke up under the thatch and took his way to walk about the town. He walked until
he was tired and then returned whence he had come. He came to the mosque and went in and lay down.
Next day he went again to the town and on the way he saw a man coming. When he came near it was an Arab
gentleman, who was much surprised and indignant. The gentleman said,
“What has happened to you, my brother, to bring you to this condition?” The merchant said,
“God knows; I do not know what brought me to this.”
When the gentleman heard what he said, he said no more but left him and went on. The poor merchant did not
speak; he followed the streets as usual. At noon he thought to himself,
“Today I had better go and walk about the harbour.”
When he had decided this, he took his way to the harbour and when he reached it he wandered about. When he
came to the jetty there was a bench facing the harbour and he went and sat on it. When he had sat there, taking the
air for an hour, he said to himself,
“It would be better for me to leave the town and find somewhere to stay, than to bear all this trouble.” When he
had thought it over he decided,
“I had better run away again and go aboard a ship. I will go by sea and, when I reach a harbour, I will decide
what to do according to what happens to me.” When he had made up his mind, he made preparations for the
voyage and plans for his escape. Then he went back into the town and came to the mosque and went in to sit
down. At sunset he got up and when the time came he went in to rest.
In the morning he awoke in the thatch and washed his face and went out to walk round the town. When he
started, he remembered that he was going to the wharf to look for a ship. So he went no more through the streets;
but turned to the wharf to look for a ship. When he came to the wharf and went round the harbour, he fell in with
some good people and he sat down with them.
The clothes that he was wearing were still the same that he had had all the time, so that they were falling to
pieces. His beard was down to his chest and if he touched you, his nails dug right into you; and if you looked at
his hair, it was all matted for want of a comb to comb it. When those men saw the man's condition, they were
amazed at his appearance. Then one of them whispered to the others,
“What sort of person is this that has appeared?” Some said,
“It is difficult to tell, because he is a stranger, who has never come here before.” Others said,
“He is mad; we do not know him, he is a passer-by.” Then one said,
“Let us ask him frankly to tell us his name. Perhaps it will mean something to us.” The others said,
“Well, let us try him and see if he gives us an intelligible answer.”
Then one of the group raised his voice and asked him a question. First he called to him, “Sir,” and then he
asked him to tell him his name. And he said,
“God knows; I do not know my name, I am a poor creature.”
When the person who asked him heard his answer, he was much surprised and considered him carefully. Then
he went on to ask him,
“Where did you come from when you came here?” And he said,
“God knows; I do not know where I come from; I am a stranger on the road.”
When the man heard the answer that he gave, he thought that it was nonsense and did not believe him. So he
asked further,
“Sir, tell me where you are going; do not hide it from me.” The merchant said,
“God knows; I do not know where I am going; I am a tramp on the road.”
When the gentleman heard his reply, he was still more puzzled and put him down as mad. After this the
gentleman did not ask more, so they parted, each going his own way.
*
The merchant took his way to his bench and sat alone looking out to sea. When evening came he did not want
to go; he made himself comfortable and settled down. When night fell and it was dark round him and there were
no more people passing, he decided that he had better stowaway in a ship and go wherever it might take him.
When he had decided this, he was ready for the voyage; but he waited for it to get darker before he entered the
water.
When twelve o’clock came, he was frightened by the wind off the sea. When one o’clock came, he made up
his mind to go, and he got up and went down to the water. When he came to the beach, he went down to the water
and threw himself into the sea with his clothes on. He swam straight out to the ship and when he reached it he
clutched the anchor cable.
When he had had a rest he wanted to go aboard; but he was afraid to go further. But then he thought,
“I had better have a try; what will happen God only knows.”
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So he climbed up the anchor cable to come aboard secretly, and when he was up, he began to look round.
When he saw the people aboard, he found that they were asleep, so he said to himself,
“This is the time to go in.”
*
So he made his way in down to the bilges and found himself a place in the hold. There in the hold he did not
come out or appear, until in the morning the crew woke up. When they were awake, they all got up and according
to their rule they cooked and ate food. When they had finished eating they did their work as was their custom until
the time came to stop.
By sunset the merchant in the hold was very hungry. He looked round the hold; but be saw nothing to eat, and
he went round the cargo looking for something to snatch. Wherever he looked he could see no sign of anything
good or bad that he could snatch. In the end his appetite went away and he thought miserably about his condition.
At one o’clock he sat up and decided to go and look for food. When he left the hold, there was a galley on deck
and he hurried to it to scrape out the pots. But by good fortune there was a pan of meat and some loaves of baked
bread and he took two and ate them.
When he had eaten he thanked God for providing food to stay his hunger. Then he had the sense to see that he
had better keep two to eat next day. When he had taken them he rolled them in a cloth and then he slipped round
to go into the hold. He reached it and went below unseen and buried himself in the cargo and went to sleep.
In the morning everyone woke up and there below he got up and squeezed himself further inside. About twelve
o’clock he used half of yesterday’s bread. And all the sailors had their food and after it they all went and had a
rest. After their rest they went to work and when the sun went down they all stopped. They had a quiet night; they
put out their food and all sat down together to eat it. The merchant in the hold took the second piece of bread from
his clothes and began to eat it.
When night came the men spread their mats and he climbed into the cargo to sleep. In the morning the sailors
woke up and down below he arose and praised God. When evening came, the captain said,
“Tomorrow we sail at sunrise.” The sailors said,
“Very good, sir, tomorrow, God willing, we will set sail.” Then there was no more talk; they were all agreed
and there was nothing to say but to get ready.
When night came every man made his bed and they came together to eat and sleep. The poor merchant there in
the hold took the bread from his cloth and divided it to eat it. Half he tied up again in the cloth and put it aside to
eat in the morning. When he had eaten the other half, he stretched himself out to sleep and he gave thanks to God.
When morning came the sailors awoke and every one of them had a quick cup of tea. When they had finished,
the captain told them to start quickly and they obeyed him. They took up their positions and set the sail; the ship
weighed anchor and the voyage began. They hoisted sail and caught the wind; they passed out of the harbour and
the ship was on course.
The poor merchant did not come out at all; he hid in the hold to keep out of trouble.
The ship sailed on all day over the sea, while the sailors played the drums and pipes. When night fell and the
ship was far out, they took their food in turn. When they had finished eating and drumming, half of them went off
watch and took their turn to rest. The others did their duty and when their watch was over, they went to rest, while
the first watch did not sleep, but went back to work.
They continued the voyage by day and night and their captain set the course. When night was over and morning came, the ship rolled on her way. At eight o’clock they came in sight of a place and sighted a town far off. At
ten o’clock the sea became rough, a squall caught them and they nearly perished. At noon the sea went down, the
wind moderated and God made it smooth for them. They continued their voyage as usual and the ship ran fast on
her course.
When the sun began to go down, they came to their destination and the captain ordered them to go about in the
harbour mouth. Then the pilot arose and said to the helmsman,
“Claw off or you will have us on the rocks; turn us into the deep water.”
The helmsman did not disobey the pilot. He promised to avoid the rocks, so when he reached the entrance, he
turned the vessel skilfully and sailed inside. When they were inside, the sail was lowered and on reaching the
stream the vessel dropped anchor. This day was the third from the day on which they sailed and it was seven
o’clock in the evening. Then they beat the drums like waves on a rock and when the time came they all went to
rest. When night set in and there was no more light, every single one of them lay down.
But the poor merchant in the hold was worn out by two days thirst and hunger. His lips were dry and sticky
with the thirst that he felt and the hunger that was upon him. At two o’clock he made up his mind to come out to
snatch something for his hunger. So he took himself out of the hold and crept to the galley to see what was there.
When he came to the galley he opened the pots to see what was in them, and he sat down and ate. Then he
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found some water and drank it; but he was cautious and said,
“I must not delay to return to the hold.”
So he picked up his feet and left the galley and took some food to help him. When he reached the hold, he
climbed under the planking of the deck and hid himself under it.
When morning came, the men woke up and the captain addressed them, saying,
“Stir yourselves; raise the anchor from the stream; let us go inside the harbour to load cargo.”
On hearing this, the sailors made haste to come to the harbour and load the cargo. By next day the vessel was
fully loaded and in the afternoon they set the sail. And the poor merchant was there below as the vessel voyaged
on its way.
They went on night and day and on the fourth day they came to a town. They came into the harbour and tied up
at the wharf and off-loaded the goods that were aboard. By the fourth day the goods were finished and when the
sun went down the sailors went ashore. They went to the town to walk about the streets and the poor merchant
was left in the hold.
At nightfall all the sailors who had gone for a walk came back again. They boarded the ship and went inside;
they rested at ease and had their food. When they had finished eating, they gave thanks to God and when the time
came, they went to sleep.
But the poor merchant below in the hold did not sleep at all for worry. Very early, before sunrise, he said to
himself,
“I had better run away.”
So he got up and left the hold and when he came on deck he looked around. When, my friends, he looked at
the people who were in the ship, he found them all asleep, captain and crew. He crept hurriedly to the bows,
where there was a rope and he slid down it. He climbed down into the water and came to the shore and up the
beach. On the beach he crept along to a cave near the edge of the water and he made his way into it.
*
When it was light and everyone woke up, he left the cave and turned towards the town. When he reached the
town, he wandered round the streets, neither smiling nor speaking, in misery. He went on with no aim or purpose
until he came to the market. Here he did not pause, but decided that it was best to go right into the market place.
So he made his way in and mixed with the people.
When they saw him and the state in which he was, they were amazed at his appearance. And seeing some of
them gaping open-mouthed at him, he was afraid to stop, fearing trouble. He turned back to leave the market; but
he found people coming towards him. As he came near, they surrounded him and they were grieved at his
condition.
When he saw that he was surrounded by young men and could not move, he stood still in the road. Then one of
the young men spoke and asked him his name. He said,
“God knows; 1 do not know my name; 1 am a wretched creature.” And after saying this to the young man, he
bent down and began to weep.
When the young men saw how he wept, they were sorry and began to weep with him. He wept bitterly and his
tears ran down so that his chest was wet with them; but when the poor merchant saw them weeping, he told them
to stop and to give thanks to God. The young men were silent; they stopped crying and asked him in what way
they had offended him. The merchant answered,
”I am weeping over my troubles and the misfortunes that have overtaken me and for my endless misery.”
When they heard what he said, they were very sorry for him and prayed to God for him. Then the young men
and the gentleman bade each other farewell and each went his own way. The young men went to their houses and
each told his parents about it at home.
The merchant went on along his road, alone with his thoughts. He went on, grieving for the wealth that he had
lost and every time he thought of it he wept more.
Then, as he went on, he came by chance to a certain quarter of the town and entered it. He did not stop to think
nor turn back, he went steadily on and came into this quarter. When he was there he wandered about the streets
and at a certain house he saw a verandah, and because he was tired and miserable he went in and sat down to rest
for a short time. Then, because he was worn out, there on the verandah he fell asleep. He could only stretch out,
with his hand for a pillow, without mattress or blanket.
After a short time the owners of the house came out and, when they came to the verandah, they found him
asleep. The man who found him did not go on as he had intended; but he went back into the house to tell them to
come and see. On hearing his report the people of the house came out to look, and when they came to the
verandah, they found the poor man asleep, worn out and with his clothes in rags. So they said,
“Where does this person come from? How is it that we have never seen him before today?” They enquired one
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of another and they said,
“We do not know where this person comes from.” After saying this they went on,
“Let us ask him his name and where he is from.” But some said,
“Let us wait for him to wake; he is tired out and it would be a pity to wake him.” To this they all agreed and
they went back into the house, while he slept on.
After a while the merchant started and awoke and sat up. And when the people of the house came out to the
verandah they found him sitting up. When he saw the people of the house coming, he was much frightened at
their finding him; but when they saw that he was frightened, they greeted him. When he heard their greeting, he
answered them at once and turned towards them, and when they had exchanged greetings, the people asked him to
tell them his name. He said,
“God knows; I do not know my name, I am a wretched creature.”
When the people heard the answer that he gave, they were much surprised at what they heard. Then they asked
another question,
“Where are you from, Sir? Do not be afraid to tell us.” He said,
“God knows; I do not know where I come from, just that I am on the road.”
Then the people of the house concluded that he could not be counted as sane; but they asked him,
“What has happened to you? Do not be afraid to tell us. We have nothing against you.” He said,
“God knows; I do not know what it is that brought all this upon me.”
Then the people did not persist. They brought him some food to eat; and he ate it and went on his way as
before.
7
In no town to which he came did he have a place to stay because there was nowhere for him to rest. He had
gone in fear for so long that even the colour of his skin was different.
At last in his wanderings it was his fortune to come to a town. And this very last town that he reached, listen, I
will tell you about it. It was the very town where was the merchant who had brought the ambergris, attar and
rosewood.
When he reached this town, he arrived as a stranger with no one to go to. He wandered timidly about the
streets until at sunset he came to an open space. When he reached it, he found two men fighting furiously and the
spectators urging them on. By bad luck one of them was struck a blow so hard that he lost his senses.
On seeing that he was unconscious, the other made haste to run away. When this happened, it was not unseen
by the merchant, who witnessed it all. He was too kind to go away, so he stepped forward and came nearer and
stood and looked at him with pity, the other having run away. By bad luck some passers-by came and saw this and
they were indignant. In their own minds they were convinced that it was the merchant who had done this. So they
came up and seized the merchant to give him a fright about what they had seen. When they asked him, the
merchant explained,
“It is not I that did this, but the other, who has run away.”
But they did not trust the merchant and because he was a stranger, they were ready to believe anything of him.
So they said,
“This person must give us an explanation, so that we know how this all began.” The poor merchant said,
“I cannot explain it; I was just passing by and came on it all of a sudden.” When the men heard what the
merchant told them, they said,
“What you are saying is not true.” The merchant replied,
“It is quite true; do not say that it is a lie and think evil of me.” When he had said this, they repeated,
“You are a liar, You have not told us the truth.”
There was then nothing more but to agree to beat him all together. When the men had decided this, they beat
him very hard because of the wickedness that they attributed to him. In the end the merchant had so little breath
left because of the beating that he fainted. And the blood flowed from all the places where he had been wounded
and from his mouth and nose. When this was over, people crowded together and there was a scrimmage to come
and see.
*
But some decent people seeing the state that he was in, were cut to the heart by what they saw. A bit later,
before these people had gone, a certain gentleman came on his way from the mosque. And when he saw the
crowd, he came near to see what had happened.
When he came there where he was lying, he found the merchant stretched out, bleeding and unconscious. The
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man who approached the group to see what was going on was a man of substance. Indeed he was the merchant
who had bought the ambergris, and he was well known in that town. When he came and saw what was going on
he was pained by what he found. Then he said,
“Gentlemen, what dreadful thing did he do for you to treat him like this?” They said,
“He hit a young man and if you want to see, he is unconscious over there.”
When the gentleman heard the story that was told, he was not convinced and did not believe a word of it. He
said,
“Let me see the young man whom this gentleman knocked unconscious.” The men said,
“He is not far off but just here. Go and test him to see if he can give any evidence.”
Thereupon the gentleman went to the boy and found that he really was unconscious. So he took him and asked
for water and it was fetched quickly and he poured it on his head, and on his face and his chest and his feet; and
with God’s help he recovered consciousness. When he came to himself the young man was able to speak and the
people asked him who had done this to him.
He said, “I was hit by a young man,” and he gave his name and the name of his father.
When the people heard what he said, they were very sorry that they had put the blame on the gentleman. Then
the merchant said to the men,
“You did very wrong to put the blame on this gentleman.”
*
After this, the merchant was so sorry for him that he took him to his house. When he came to his house he
called his slaves and told them to take him to the washroom to wash.
When he had washed, his beard was shaved; his clothes were taken away and he was given new ones.
When he was dressed he was brought into a room and he rested and relaxed. Then he was given food to eat and
he said grace and ate it.
After this he arose from his chair and collected the plates to wash them for the household; but he was not
allowed to do so. The plates were not left to him, but the people of the house took them to wash them. Then he
was taken to another room to rest and recover himself. And the merchant called his slaves, male and female, and
addressed them, 995 saying,
“Listen, this stranger in the house, do for him anything that he likes and withhold nothing.” The slaves replied,
“We must do so, sir; we are under your orders.”
So the poor stranger, the merchant, stayed in the house, speaking to none, nor going out for a walk. After a few
days he was in the house and the merchant who owned it came in to talk to him. He said,
“My brother, today I want to talk. Do not hide anything; but tell me the truth.” He answered him,
“I will not refuse what you want if I am able to do it.” The host said,
“Tell me what went wrong for you to be so afflicted.” And he replied,
“I do not know what it was that brought all this upon me.” The master answered,
“It is strange if you do not know the reason for all this; because when I look at you and assess you, I see that
you must be a person of understanding. So please tell me the truth; do your best to explain it to me, I offer all my
wealth and fortune; but tell me the truth and solve me this puzzle.”
When the merchant heard his friend, he had npthing to say; but began to weep. He wept for sorrow over the
wealth that he had lost and the troubles that had come to him. When the master saw how he wept, he had nothing
to say, but only stared.
In the end the merchant had wept his fill and could tell the tale of what had happened to him. He told him all
that had occurred and how in the end he had left his own town. He told him of the cargoes of ambergris, attar and
rosewood; he told his friend the price that he had received, and how the sultan had treated him; he told him of his
travels by land and sea and all his misfortunes; and when he had told his host everything, he fell silent,
When the master heard what he said, the story grieved him. He said,
“God will restore to you the wealth that you have lost. I am myself the merchant who bought the ambergris,
attar and rosewood, I paid in red gold coin and I added good and pleasing presents. Now, as the sultan of this town
has ruined you, I must come to your help.”
*
When the merchant ended, a plan was made for an expedition against the sultan.
When they had decided on their plans, the town was raised to go out to help him. When the day came for the
troops to leave, they hoisted sail and the voyage began.
They travelled day and night until they reached the town. It was night when they arrived and they went ashore
at four o’clock to enter the town. In the harbour on their arrival, the troops in the ships climbed up by slings to
attack the sultan. When they reached the sultan’s palace, they surrounded all the buildings, and in the morning,
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when the sultan woke up he found that an army had surrounded him.
The sultan was amazed and did not know what was going on; but then he found that an urgent letter had come
for him. The words in it to the sultan were,
Restore immediately my friend’s property. If you are foolish enough not to do so, I will come on you by force and
take his property.

When the sultan had finished reading the contents of the letter, he was disturbed. He got up and took his pen
and wrote in reply,
I refuse to give up the property.

This was sent by a messenger who put it into the hands of the companions. The messenger went quickly to the
companions and handed the letter to them.
When they read it the answer vexed them and they decided to attack. The sultan’s army came out into the field
to fight against the allies who had come against him.
There was a fierce battle hand to hand and a number of persons were killed and wounded. The people of the
town, the sultan[]s subjects, asked,
“What is this battle that is going on?”
When the people of the town had enquired, they found the real reason for the arrival of the men. And because
the sultan was hated in the town, they were all pleased that he had been attacked. The citizens came together and
agreed to go out and fight on the side of the merchant. When they had decided this, a letter was prepared
addressed to the merchant to say,
We are coming to fight on your side.

Then all together, notables and others, they went to his help.
When they came to the field, they joined in the battle, attacking the sultan’s soldiers with one accord. When the
sultan saw that his soldiers were being beaten, he could think of nothing in his confusion. Some were killed by the
sword and some by gunfire and he could do nothing but stagger about in distress.
Then he saw that he could do no more and must sue for peace. He raised a flag of truce in fear of the damage
that was coming imminently. When this was done and the fighting stopped, the sultan trembled in fear of death.
The merchant came to the sultan, surrounded by guards, and gave judgement on him. He said,
“You robbed my fellow-merchant and expelled him from the town and ill-treated him without cause. Now you
are immediately to restore the whole of his property to him.” Then the sultan was told that he was to remain no
more in the town as judge over the people.
“If you do not go and leave the town the worst will happen to you, you nasty little thing.”
When the sultan saw that he was beaten, he decided that the best thing to do was to take himself away. 1057
The sultan went in shame and disgrace and his position and power were taken from him. The authority that had
been his was taken away; his guards were killed and his ministers too. And the citizens of the town gave them to
their friend and he became sultan and judge of the town.
The merchant, his companion, took leave of him to start on his way home. 1061 When the day came for his
departure all the people came together to see him off. And when the time came for the ship to leave, they hoisted
sail and the voyage was begun. They voyaged night and day until they reached their own home.
The other merchant was left in the town and he became a sultan who was good to his subjects.
*
Here we have reached the end of our writing for the story that I have been telling you is over. The writer who
himself composed it is Mwana Bukhalasi with help from no other person.
The language in which she wrote is the Swahili of Lamu because that is familiar to her and so she made use of
it.
The town where she was born, listen and I will tell you, is Mombasa, she and her parents.
Here then, my friends, is the end of my story. Let us pray to God to grant us blessings. This is the finish: I have
.no more to say; read and appreciate the story that I have written for you.
45.104 Excerpt from The Freeing Of The Slaves In East Africa: “The Fighting In The Valley Of Lion
Grass”\fn{by James Juma Mbotela (c.1890- )} Mombassa, Kenya (M) 2
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… They\fn{The novel from which this excerpt is taken tells the life of the author’s father, which an entry in W says was born in “the
late 19th century”, and who was captured by Arab slave traders but subsequetly released by the British navy while on his way to the slave
markets. In this excerpt a battle is about to take place between two slave traders, the first of whom has left his captives with his overser
while going off to look for ivory, exposing them to depredation by Pwanali, another slaver, who passes by and, seeing the slaves, decides to
acquire them for himself. The first trader is named Chaliwali; and two other names should be explained: one Mwinyi, who is Pwanali’s
master, and one Chipenda, a great hunter who has been captured like James Mbotela’s father .} called it fighting, but it was not
what you would call fighting.
Pwanali, though he had captured Chaliwali’s slaves, was not yet satisfied. He wanted to get Chaliwali himself
and his friends and the servants he had in the forest.
Now the sun went down, and still Chaliwali had not appeared. Pwanali ordered a big fire to be made, and all
the slaves to be brought near the fire, so that they would not run away. He told them to lie down and keep quiet,
and that whoever made a noise would have a red-hot iron on his backside. Let me assure you that Old Mambo and
the others who heard this could not sleep. Pwanali told his askari:
“Tonight we shall wait up with guns for Chaliwali and his people, here in the camp. I know he will come.”
Their guns were the kind used long ago, very troublesome to fire. They had to be filled with gunpowder, and
they kicked, so that whoever was firing had to cling to a big tree. They sounded like cannon. The askari now
prepared the guns, loading them well with powder, ready for Chaliwali and his comparnons.
*
Now Chaliwali had lost his way in the Valley of Lion Grass. He saw far off the light of the huge fire, and he
praised Mrere to his three friends, thinking he had made it to guide his master. Going towards the big fire
Chaliwali said:
“Yes, now Mrere has some sense. If you want these people to obey you, there is only one language they know
—that is, speaking harshly.” Then he told his servants:
“If you stick by me, you will become like Mrere and Mtipia, you will be in charge of men and ivory. Do you
hear?” The servants answered:
“We have heard your words.”
They were going down towards the valley when this conversation took place. It was eight o’clock, the night
was pitch dark and the new moon had just gone down. The light of the fire was a real guide for them to the camp.
Chaliwali told his friends:
“I do not wish for anything to eat; all I want to do is drop on my bed, as I am very tried. If you want anything,
ask Mrere and Mtipia. They are still waiting for me. I meant to camp farther on in the mountains, but we shall set
out early tomorrow morning. Tomorrow I will have no mercy, we shall travel all day without resting, and they will
know they are only slaves.” He and his three friends and fifteen servants were almost at the camp when Chaliwali
began to call Mrere thus:
“Mrere, come and meet me.” Mrere could not answer him. In his heart he was as good as saying:
“Not I, perhaps another Mrere.”
When Pwanali heard the shouts, he went to meet Chaliwali, holding an unsheathed sword. As he drew near, he
did not question him; he advanced on Chaliwali and pierced his stomach, and then cut off his head. Chaliwali fell
down dead on the ground, not on his bed. As for the other Arabs with him, their bodies were all destroyed by the
guns which Pwanali’s askari were firing.
The servants of Chaliwali, seeing the danger of sudden death, raised their voices, crying:
“Master! My master! We are your slaves! Your slaves!”
The askari did not wish to kill these servants knowing that they were but slaves like themselves, for in killing
them they might kill their own uncles or cousins. So they caught them and brought them to the fire, where they
slapped their faces.
The whole camp smelled of gunpowder, and Chaliwali lay dead, he and his three companions. And those guns
continued firing, although now the fight was over!
On all sides they answered each other, “Poh! Poh! Poh!” It was indeed the joy of conquest. And with many
words of boasting the guns roared.
“Poh!” they said. “We muskets are not loaded with water.”
“Poh! Today is the day!”
“Poh! The day of Mwinyi!”
“Swi-i-i-” (because one of the bullets whizzed past).
This was their kind of fighting: lying in wait, robbing and killing one another. But they dared not sleep where
they had fought, lest the noise attract other robbers like themselves.
The slaves that were beside the fire were tightly bound so that they would not run away in the night. Mrere and
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Mtipia had been untied from the leg and put with the other slaves. Chaliwali’s gun and those of his friends were
taken by Pwanali, who now ordered Kupata to lead the journey in the night, while he followed behind guarding
the slaves with his askari. He was afraid of meeting an enemy stronger than he, one who would rob him as he had
robbed Chaliwali.
So the journey went in the night towards the coast. What shall I say to you? Animals were much better off than
these slaves. Animals do sleep. But day and night were the same—to the slaves.
As for Chaliwali, when he had dreamed about carcasses the night they came to the Forest of Elephants, he was
really dreaming what would befall himself and his friends. He was cursed by Mrere in the day, and that very night
his body was eaten by hyenas.
*
The caravan of slaves traveled in the night with difficulty. And in the morning they were very close to the
mountains which had many rocky caverns. Drawing near, they heard a sound like thunder. It was the roaring of
numberless lions which lie in those caves. When the sun was up, the lions started to come out of their holes to
warm themselves, and the slaves wondered much at this sight, for the rocks were alive with these great beasts. It
was Pwanali’s turn to head the caravan in the daytime, but when he saw the lions he was afraid. He told his
overseer Kupata to lead the slaves, saying:
“I never have good luck. If I lead we are sure to fall among the lions.” Kupata asked his master:
“Why do you say that? You were the one who was leading when we came to the Valley of Lion Grass and
captured Chaliwali’s slaves.”
But Pwanali insisted that he was unlucky, and that his overseer Kupata must take the lead. The real reason was
that he feared the lions. Kupata knew that his master was always a coward, and that in many things he depended
on him. But as he had been promised more money, and four women to himself, he did his work honestly, and he
was faithful to his master in everything. When he took the lead, he warned everyone to go quietly, as they were in
danger. He said:
“If these beasts were to rush at us, none of us would escape!”
The lions started to roar, terrifying the slaves, whose bowels were twisted with fear. Poor Old Mambo! His
eyes stuck out from his head. And still more lions were coming out of their dens. But the Almighty led the beasts
away, down to the Valley of Lion Grass. When the slaves saw that, they said:
“The Almighty found us with no guilt. Death came to us and death went away.” Other slaves said:
“These lions came out like that because they knew their enemy Chipenda was caught, and there was no one to
shoot them.”
But when the slaves got to the top of the mountains, they could see far away the mountains and hills of their
homeland. And they fell down and wept, taking no notice of their bonds. They were all as if mad, thinking how
they were being driven from their country.
Kupata was angry with them, and he beat them severely. But the more he beat them, the more they cried for
their homeland, caring little for Kupata’s fierceness. Though they had seldom wept before, they now cried out in
bitterness, wailing and saying:
“We have been removed from our gods, we have been taken from our trees of sacrifice, far from our mountains
of rain, far from the departed spirits of our fathers. The spirits that guard our souls have been left behind, our
fathers’ graves are left behind. And here are we like shadows of death.” …
143.82 Gor Mahia: A Folktale\fn{by Joshua Rumo (c.1890- )} East Karachuonyo, southern Nyanza Province,
Kenya (M) -1
Gor Mahia was a Luo who died in 1922. He lived in Kanyamwa Location, South Nyanza.
He was the son of a famous man called Ogada and came to be known because of his great bilo\fn{Magic.} He
could change himself into anything he wanted, appear in this shape of an animal, a stone, a girl, and he could also
make himself invisible.
Anyone who recognized him, however, could call him by his name and he would immediately turn back into
the real Gor. (The name Mahia in Luo means “miraculous” and he became known as Mahia since he was believed
to have performed miracles.)
Gor Mahia’s death came about when he was fighting against another magician called Oyamo, who defeated
Gor’s bilo, and thus killed him.
Because Gor had such strong bilo, people often came to him to be treated for their diseases.
143.81 Adina The Beautiful Girl: A Folktale\fn{by Duonga Kichure (c.1895 - )} Kasipul Location, Kenya (F) -1
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A group of girls once went to visit some boyfriends. One of these girls was very, very beautiful, so the other
girls turned her into a millet plant so that she could not be loved any more by the boys. They carried the plant
along with them.
As they were walking along, they met groups of boys. The girls asked the boys whether they were all beautiful.
The boys replied,
“You are all beautiful, but if this millet plant was a human being, it would be the most beautiful of you all.”
They kept on meeting people, and each time they asked the same question and received the same reply.
They wondered now what to do with the millet plant. At last they threw it into the forest, assuming that it
would be eaten up by the apul\fn{Hyena.}
In fact, however, it turned into a very ugly girl. When a hyena met her, he called the other hyenas to come and
see whether this was the beautiful girl they were looking for to eat. But they all said that this girl was so ugly that
she could not possibly be the girl they were looking for and lay down to wait for the other girl to come.
After a while the ugly girl tried to make them let her go. She sang to the beautiful girl whom the hyenas were
looking for, pretending to be the girl’s sister. The song went like this:
Adina, my sister, why don’t you come at once and
Reveal yourself to the hyenas so that I can pass?

The hyenas still refused to let her go, so she sang another song to frighten them. The second song was:
Obongo, my brother, has gone to look for a very sharp spear.

When the hyenas asked, “What is the spear for?” the ugly girl answered,
“The spear is for killing the enemy.” The hyenas asked,
“Who is the enemy?” She said,
“Hyenas like you are the enemies.” The hyenas asked,
“What have we done?” The girl replied,
“You killed my grandmother long ago.”
This frightened the hyenas and they pleaded with the girl to tell her brother, not to kill them. The girl was thus
able to escape.
Shortly afterwards she returned to the girls who had thrown her away, and they were surprised to see her again.
They believed that she was dead and that she had been turned into a jachien\fn{Spirit of the dead.} who had come to
take revenge on them.
287.173 Excerpt from Harry Thuku: An Autobiography\fn{by Harry Thuku (1895-1970)} Kiambu, Kiambu County,
Kenya (M) 16
1
I can tell you how I know I was born in 1895; my elder brother, who died recently, was circumcised in that
year.
My father’s village was here on the site of my house, and this brother, Kigume, was circumcised just a few
yards away beyond my present hedge; in fact it was on the land of one of my father’s tenants. But the reason I
know my year of birth was that later on my mother told me that she could not attend the ceremony, even though it
was close by, because she had just delivered me and had no strength to go. And I have since then found out from
the books of government officers that my brother’s age-set, Muzung'u, was circumcised in 1895.
My father’s village was about two miles from Kambui Hill, on one of the ridges between the Chomba River
and the Mukuyu. In his compound there were the huts of his four wives, the eldest wife being nearest his hut, and
my mother, Wanjiku, furthest from the centre.
According to the custom of my clan, Anjiru, the village entrance faced south, just like my present house; I am
not sure why this is, for other Kikuyu clans, such as Achera, and my wife’s clan, Agachiku, actually face north.
My father’s cattle stayed some distance from his village in a inanyatta,\fn{kraal} but each night the sheep and
the goats returned; they all knew their way to the huts of the various wives.
My mother was also a cultivator, and grew her maize, beans, and sweet potatoes along with delicious arrowroot, on a small patch behind my house. As soon as I was able to walk a little I would accompany my elder bro27

thers—it would not be very far, but we loved to go, just as my children now cry to go and herd, when I want them
to go to school. I used also to accompany my mother to her little patch where my coffee now grows. Indeed I
buried her when she died in 1934 right in her old garden.
She was very old. But with us children she was very kind, showing it in many ways; she never punished or
beat any of the children including myself. Also she had a lot of food for us, since she was a good cultivator. In this
work she was much helped by these unpaid female labourers we call ndungata. They would work on the land of a
rich man, getting their food supplied, and gradually acquire goats and sheep of their own. You know, I remember
a woman who died just a few years ago who had been one of my mother’s ndungata.
Kairianja, my father, died in 1899, when I was only four years old; so Kigume became the muramati of all our
land and property. At this time Kigume used to do a little work for a European who had quietly slipped on to our
land. We did not know he was coming to stay, since he had just built a little mud and grass house where the
present manager of Mchana Estate lives. The Kikuyu gave him the nickname Kibara for he was always beating
people, but he did not seem to do much actual planting; he did not plant any crops or coffee, and did not come
into any Kikuyu village—I think because he was afraid probably. But anyway I did go sometimes to take food to
my brother who was working with him.
No one thought that Kibara had come permanently. In fact it was only in 1915 that some of us finally heard
that this part of our land had been sold to a Mr. Noon, one of the government transport officers, who I happened to
know quite well. Then our people, including Waweru, the chief, were asked to move a little further west.
Of course it was government policy to sell land without telling the occupiers. Then later the new “owner”
would come along and say,
“This land is mine; I bought it from government.” Naturally the people were afraid of government. And if you
asked these early white settlers and government people how they had sold off our land they would reply,
“You have no land. The land belongs to God. God has given it to the white man, and they have it now.” Indeed
I remember one man told me he had gone to see Mr. Ainsworth, the Commissioner in Nairobi, and after protesting
about land sales, Ainsworth had told him that amongst the Kikuyu, land belonged to the hiti!\fn{Hyena}
*
When I was about five, the government had made a large encampment with Nubian soldiers near Ruiru, which
was about seven miles from my home. And there they had brought some Amerikani\fn{ Cotton cloth} for people to
buy. One day I had been given one rupee by my brother and I went along with some other boys to buy my first
cloth. I bought it and wore it like a Maasai, over my shoulder.
But the first European I saw with my eyes was in 1902. It was Mr. Knapp of the Gospel Missionary Society\fn
{G.M.S.} who had come to the village of my cousin, Mburu, just beneath our village. I and some other small boys
heard there was to be a white man speaking, so we went along. His Kikuyu was very poor, but we were so inter ested in him that when he asked us to pray, we looked through our fingers just to see him.
Eventually, he had discussions with the elders of our clan about land for a mission station, and it was agreed to
give the mission one hundred acres. Included in that was Kambui Hill which had also belonged to our family. It
was there that my oldest brother, Njongoro, had had his village; but he had died earlier at the turn of the century.
Kambui Hill is also interesting because it had been a sort of fort where cattle could be sent and where the
young warriors would gather to defend them. For when the Maasai came north on one of their cattle raids it could
be defended.
The last raid of this kind actually happened when I was a little child. But it was a tragedy for my brother-inlaw, Kioi. The Maasai had successfully carried away a number of cattle and Kioi had followed them as far as the
Mukuyu River; he was ambushed there by some Maasai warriors and killed.
*
There was a third brother, Njuguna. But I never saw him; in fact it was lucky that my father ever saw his wife
again. This was what happened. My mother and some other women had gone along with boys like Njuguna to
work their plots on what is now the Mchana Estate. It was some years before the Europeans had arrived. As they
were cultivating, the Kamba suddenly came, captured the women and children, and drove them away to Kamba
country.
My mother was separated from Njuguna—she was taken by one Kamba, and the son by another. Now my
mother was a very strong woman and she thought to herself,
“I must run away from this place—never mind whether I am killed by lions or other animals on the way.”
So did my brother; and although he was only a boy of some 12 years, he ran away, and must have been killed
by some of the wild animals. He never reached home.
But my mother was luckier. She missed the direct path when she ran away, and went in a southerly direction.
However, by using some of the mugumo trees as markers, she reached Ting’ang’a, which is between Kambui and
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Kiambu.
Then she came to the village of a rich man, Mwendanjeru, whose land was also later taken by Europeans.
Word, of course, came to the family that she was there, and Njongoro set off to get her. He had a great reputation
for bravery, and feared nobody when he was fully armed. When he got there he was told that he must pay one fat
sheep if he wanted to take his mother away.
Njongoro asked if they had brought her from Ukambani or whether she had come herself. They agreed that she
had come herself, but still wanted him to pay. That night both Njongoro and his mother slept in the village, and
early in the morning, Njongoro awoke, came to where his mother was sleeping and called her to come out and
start walking before him.
“I want to see,” he said, “who will dare come out and follow us or try to take you away.”
Such was his reputation for bravery that no one dared follow; so mother came home again.
She used to tell us later what it had been like there in Ukambani, cultivating the Kamba gardens. My father, of
course, had not simply waited for her to come home, but had tried to find out through one of his influential
Kamba friends whether she could come back if he was prepared to pay. In fact he had gone out with a party of
friends to look for her at the very time that she was coming back herself; and she used to say that on the way back
she had spotted her husband’s footprints, and so knew that he was searching for her.
*
Of my father I really remember very little, except that I went with him to herd his sheep and goats along with
the other children. But his reputation was great, and he came from a powerful family. You know, this large land all
around here, 28 square miles, all belonged to one clan, which takes its name from my grand father, Gathirimu. He
had eight wives. My grandmother was his youngest wife and my father was also the youngest of Gathirimu’s
sons. Still, his father’s policy was to tell each of his sons as the clan increased and moved through the country,
“You go, take that new land and cultivate it.”
You can see how the clan moved, when I say that Gathirimu was actually born in Mugoiri, near the forest in
Fort Hall district. When he was grown up, his father, Mathenge, left a branch of his own clan there, and the father
and son moved south till they came to Kigio, which is now Location 1, opposite the Chania River. They bought
land there. Gathirimu then left his father, and came on to Gatundu, crossing the Chania River and buying more
land.
People have said that the Maasai owned the land round Thika, but Gathirimu did not buy from the Maasai, for
they had not settled the area; they only used it as a main road between Maasai lands in the south and the Laikipia
region in the north. So the family moved on, over to the area of the present Uplands Bacon Factory near Limuru,
and then down to a place Kanjai where he built a village for his wives; this is about three or four miles from here.
According to Kikuyu tradition, we bought the land from the Dorobo. I do not know why they felt they had to
buy it, for the Dorobo only used it for honey collection. Perhaps they thought they should buy as they did not
want to rob anybody except in a time of war.
Always a grant of land was marked off with the itoka lilies, and confirmed with scattering taatha from the inside of a slaughtered sheep. This was the old form of title deeds. But those Dorobo people did not really know the
value of land; some would sell a great deal of land, it seems, for one sheep or a cow. Later in my political life I
knew some Dorobo well, and especially their chief, Turuthi, who came from the Kijabe area, and was a frequent
visitor at my house during the time of the Carter Commission.\fn{ 1932-1934}
Gathirimu was buried just in the place between my two present farms, and it is interesting that no one has ever
cultivated that area or taken any tree from that spot since then. In Kikuyu custom, only rich or successful men
would be buried. In Gathirimu’s case, his sons buried him. They killed a he-goat and when he was in the grave,
covered him with its skin. Then on his grave they placed timbers of the tree nuhugu which is never eaten by insects. I remember that my people used to go there when they wanted to worship--to pray for rain, food or harvest.
But only those who could call Gathirimu their grandfather might go.
I got my name Thuku from my grandfather on my mother’s side. Originally he had been called Karanja, but
then the Arabs came into the country selling that brass wire in exchange for elephant tusks. They called it ruthuku.
So my grandfather took that name and forgot his first one, and I in turn was given it later.
*
I have nothing belonging to my mother or my father except my mother’s photograph. Some people when they
became Christians, including myself, were no longer interested in Kikuyu things. The man, however, who kept
some things of Kikuyu tradition was Kenyatta.
But I was not interested. I did not have to destroy anything when I became a Christian because I did not own
anything—not even a snuff box! And these were the commonest things that I saw being thrown on the fire at the
mission when I was a boy.
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The Gospel Mission did not order people to destroy such things; it simply preached that witchcraft, greasing
the body, and wearing ornaments were not God’s way. But people did not throw their necklaces and bracelets on
the mission fires, only snuff boxes and the things the witchdoctor used for doctoring people.
There was another place where some of us young boys would go. It was a kiharo, just beyond my present coffee farm at a place called Gitamayu. There the people danced and sang, and met each other; it was also possible to
hear the elders talk. The place had many paths crossing it, and it lay on the main path from Nyeri to Kabete. Peo ple journeying from either side could stop, rest or be entertained there.
*
I have said that I began to accompany the older men out to herding as soon as I could walk, but once I was a
little older, ten or eleven years, I took part in a very old herding system. Say four men have their own goats and
sheep. The custom is, if all agree, that one boy should take charge of all four men’s flocks for six days, and then
each herd-boy should take it in turn. In this way, the boys do not get tired, for they have one week on the job and
then are free until their turn comes round again.
I worked in this system many many times and then one day when I had finished my spell, I was coming home
in the evening. I had decided I would spend the night with a friend of mine who had a job herding Mr. Knapp’s
cattle. His little hut and the cattle were just near the present Kambui High School. My friend was glad to see me;
so we spent the night together.
Then the next morning, Sunday, I heard a bell; this was from the early Kambui Church. I had never been inside
a church, but I wanted to see how they prayed. The preacher was Dr. J. E. Henderson. also of the G.M.S., who
later I would know as a great fighter for African rights in our area. When white settlers began to press for the
alienation of the one hundred acres that the Gathirimu clan had given the G.M.S. he would reply to them,
“I did not come to Africa to preach to Europeans.”
At any rate the service went on, and I caught a few words of Kikuyu from him. Then when it was over, it was
the custom as the people came out for the missionaries to ask if anybody wanted work. I don’t think they had a
labour shortage, but they thought it would be easier to influence people to become Christ ians once they had
worked close to the mission for some time.
Funnily enough, if a circumcised man or youth took on work with the mission he got a rupee for six days’
work, however small he was; and an uncircumcised boy received one rupee for eight days’ work whatever his
size! So as I came out of church I thought to myself that I had three weeks free now; in that time I could get
enough money to buy a new cloth.
“I want some small boy’s work,” I told Dr. Henderson.
Together we went to Mr. and Mrs. Knapp; the three of them talked in English for a time, and then I was asked
to follow Mr. Knapp to where his calves were standing a hundred yards from the house. He asked me to pull up
sweet-potato tops to feed them—so I stayed there feeding, watering and herding them until evening. That night I
told my mother I had asked for work at the mission so that I could get money to buy a cloth.
Each week for the next three I took a rupee back to my mother to keep for me. Then after twenty four days
were finished, and I had bought my cloth, Mr. Knapp called me to go to school during the day. I liked the idea of
not doing work. But then they also told me they had a mule which it would be my job to feed three times a day,
and for this I would get three rupees a month. I agreed.
Of course by this time, my turn for herding had come round again, but I saw that no one, not even Kigume,
came to the mission to tell me to return. I continued therefore to feed the mule, and I suppose the Knapps were
testing me to see what I was like, for they asked me shortly to become a house servant. My age-mate Wanyoike
worked in the kitchen, and I did the sweeping, dressing the beds and dusting every corner of the house. But I still
went to school along with the others.
Education was of course largely religious, and we had to repeat many things by heart from the Bible. It was
strict, but they did teach us to pronounce our English correctly.
I had one further duty—looking after little Mechata (as the Kikuyu called the Knapp’s only daughter, Miss
Alta!). When she was very small I used to go with her and her mother a lot into the garden, and I would help Mrs.
Knapp there, especially in the planting of black wattle trees.
*
In 1908, when I had been at the mission one year, two important things happened. First, I was baptized—they
gave me the name Harry—and I had to go completely under water in a deep pool in the Mukuyu River. With baptism, my mother and brother did not seem to mind at all; they did not object certainly. But when, the same year, I
told them that I did not want to be left behind by missing the circumcision ceremony, they told me I was too
young.
You see, I wanted to pass through it, otherwise my boy friends would start calling me “uncircumcised” and or30

dering me to fetch firewood, and do this and that. .So I pleaded with my mother.
”Don’t be afraid that I shall run away from the knife,” I told her. “And if you do not let me be circumcised this
year, I shall go straight to Dr. Henderson and ask him to perform it for me.”
They did not like the sound of that, so they gave way.
The custom of the Kikuyu boys who are anxious to be circumcised is to go and find the circumciser in his village; they usually throw dust and ashes at him, abusing him and taking food from his women’s houses. This is all
to convince him that they are ready. Well, I did not do that, for Wanyoike and I were circumcised without any of
the ceremonies, at the mission. I joined the Matiba age-set, and was able to tell all my friends that they had not
succeeded in leaving me behind after all.
I did not get any political education from the missionaries, for they did not discuss political matters with us.
But I found out later that they fought for us out of our presence amongst other Europeans. I have said that Dr.
Henderson fought for African rights, and he was certainly a very fearless man. I know this because of evidence
that he gave to a Commission; the settlers wanted to take all Kikuyu lands, and some suggested, with Lord De lamere’s encouragement, that the Kikuyu should be moved three hundred miles to the north. Now, Dr. Henderson
was on this commission at the time, and when he gave his evidence, I remember he said:
“If you interfere or try to move the Kikuyu people from their land completely, all Europeans in Kikuyu country
will be killed in one night.”
And I think that Mrs. Knapp had an interest in these political matters also, for much later on she showed sympathy for me when I was in detention; a man told me after my release that Mrs. Knapp was my great friend during
my exile; she would put a map of Kenya up in her class, and pointing at the dot on it which was Marsabit, she
would ask the class:
“Do you know what fearless man is staying in that place?”
*
The idea of Mr. Knapp (I don’t know about Henderson) was that we two older boys would help to take their
place once we had grown up. I know it was their wish for us to become qualified for the ministry.
Well, Mr. Knapp was right about Wanyoike. But it was not my wish to be stuck up in the mission forever. My
heart wanted to see the world, and I was fond of finding my own means to maintain myself.
Also we often used to go to Nairobi, which I thought was very interesting. We would stay overnight at
Nairobi’s first hotel—Wood’s in Victoria Street—and I would stay in its servants’ quarters. Then there was the
other Grand Hotel in Government Road, and where parts of River Road now are, I remember there were tall trees
where the Somalis used to graze the horses and donkeys they were bringing to sell in Nairobi. Of course when we
came to Nairobi, we had to walk, taking the mule for when Mrs. Knapp was tired; and we always broke the jour ney, and passed the night at the farm of McLellan Wilson, one of the first settlers in Kiambu.
Another place we would frequently go was Kijabe, the headquarters of the Africa Inland Mission.\fn{A.I.M.}
Our mission cooperated very closely with the A.I.M. in the early years, but they kept their affairs separate internally, even though we always went to their conferences. We Africans came to know there was some difference be tween the two later on. We thought—and we may have been quite wrong—that the Gospel Missionaries had come
from the Northern States of America, while the A.I.M. seemed to come from the South. You see, people said that
the A.I.M. would not discuss any matter or policy with Africans; instead they made their own rules at Kijabe, and
then they would call the African Christians and tell them what had been decided. The G.M.S. on the other hand
did not do this, but felt that the African church elders must have a voice in discussing mission policy.
A person who I would later on regard as a very good friend was also in the area of Kambui in those days. This
was Waruhiu wa Kungu; we were closely related through his mother (since her father and mine were brothers),
but his father came from the Achera clan. They stayed on Gathirimu land like us, and when another American
missionary, Richard Starr, came in 1908, Waruhiu accompanied him as a servant and helper to open a new station
at Ng’enda. He married his first wife there, and then shortly came back to Kambui as a teacher. He was a little
older than me, and in a previous age-set.
2
My time in the mission came to an end in 1911, and I set off for employment in Nairobi. I already knew several people there, and stayed with them as I looked for a suitable job. I took my time, but as I was looking, I still
attended church. There was no G.M.S. church in town, so I went to the little single room which the Church Missionary Society\fn{C.M.S.} used for their services on Sunday mornings. It was on River Road, not far from where I
was staying. And it was there that I met the famous old missionary, Douglas Hooper; I remember he was a cripple
by this time and was wheeled into the room in an invalid chair.
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You know, there were only two churches in Nairobi for Africans at that time, the C.M.S. and the Roman
Catholics.\fn{R.C.} At that time the Catholics were all Italian and French fathers (the Italians north of the Chania
River, and the others nearer Nairobi). Funnily enough the Catholics were always trying to sow hatred between the
R.C. and the C.M.S. mission boys, and one father I remember even refused to come into Mr. Knapp’s house. The
Catholic policy was only to teach Africans religion, but no fuller education. So there were no Catholics working
in those days in government offices in Nairobi; instead almost everybody was C.M.S. Indeed I only remember
that I knew one Catholic friend, a man Matthew who worked with me in my second job.
But later on when I founded the East African Association, there were no Catholic members—although there
were many Muslims. I think this was because the Italian and French fathers did not give Africans good English,
and also because they taught their students that it was a sin to take part in politics. When there were political troubles in Nairobi after my arrest in 1922, they thought this showed their policy had been right. For they wrote in
their mission newspaper published in Nyeri,
“You British people, you have made a mistake. You sharpened a knife which is now cutting you.” They meant
the knife of education.
*
All that changed in 1928 when a senior European Catholic came out to investigate the Catholics in Kenya. He
found that no Catholic African held a good job in Government; there were no good Catholic clerks. Although I
was in detention at this time, I read about it from Marsabit, and heard that the Catholic Church had changed many
of their Italian and French fathers for Irish—people like my old friend, Father McGill.
*
My first job in Nairobi was at the Standard Bank of South Africa, which I joined in 1911. It used to be housed
in two little rooms in a building which they shared with a chemist’s shop.\fn{ Drug store:H} It was quite close to
where one of the roads from Tom Mboya Street comes through to Government Road. I remember all the staff
there; they were new too for the bank had just started in 1910. There was J. J. Toogood, the manager; under him
was Mr. Shaw, and then Mr. Smith and Mr. Dennis. My own work was sweeping and dusting the tables, and carrying out messages. I received about fifteen rupees a month.
Now one day a close relative of mine—slightly senior to me—came from Kambui to see me; I was about fifteen or sixteen, I suppose. In the meantime Mr. Knapp had gone to America on leave, and Dr. Henderson was left
in charge of the station.
This relative of mine who was working at the mission had found one of Mr. Knapp’s cheques in the house, and
that is why he came to Nairobi. He told me that his handwriting was not very good and that he did not know how
to fill up the cheque.
We were both very foolish. We sat outside, not hiding at all, at about 6 o’clock, and we decided to fill it up. I
did not write pay myself, or pay my friend. Instead I signed it W. P. Knapp, and made it out to Bennett, who was a
chaplain to the Europeans along the Ruiru Road. I thought if I put pay Bennett, my friend would be given money
to carry to him. Perhaps I wrote 200 rupees—I don’t remember.
My friend went off with it to the National Bank of India. He presented it and was arrested. The police were
called and also Dr. Henderson, and they soon found out that my friend could not write as well as what had been
written on the cheque. Of course, he said it was his own writing, and refused to mention my name. But when Dr.
Henderson came, he looked at the cheque and at once recognized my handwriting.
Now I was not there at the bank when they came to arrest me; I had been sent at about 10 o’clock in the morning to take a cheque to the Treasury, and bring back a large amount of ten cent and five cent pieces. The old Trea sury building was near where the Uhuru Park now is (they had to demolish it because it was in danger of sinking).
I came back carrying my large bag of money, and saw police officers and Dr. Henderson in the bank. Dr. Hender son pointed me out to the police and said,
“That is Harry Thuku.”
I was arrested.
I think it was lucky that the police saw me coming into the bank with all that money. In fact they said later at
the trial that I must have done it through foolishness, because if I had been a real thief, I could have gone away
with all that other money. The magistrate, Mr. Pickling, delivered the judgement—it was a very brief case since I
immediately admitted it was my handwriting. He gave me two years, and nine months for the boy who had
brought me the cheque.
The Nairobi jail was exactly where the present University College stands. There I was put up. But I was lucky
again, for after about one or two months, a message came from Mombasa prison, saying they needed so many
prisoners to work on the roads. I was included in that party.
Mombasa jail was rather different from Nairobi. I found Mr. Hill the Superintendent there (I would meet him
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again in eleven years!), and there was a Singh\fn{ A Sikh; their men all bear the surname “Singh”:H} who was his deputy. I
worked with the other prisoners for about a month, but then fortunately, someone told the Singh officer that I
knew how to clean and iron clothing. He took me and tried me out in his house just above the jail itself, and of
course found out that I had learned to do these things at the Knapps. The work therefore was no longer very difficult, and I continued doing it for a year.
Another prison officer, Mr. Finch, then selected me along with a second boy to work on the prison trolleys
whenever they wanted to go anywhere in Mombasa town. I should explain that at that time all the main Mombasa
streets had two sets of rails, and people were pushed on these little trolleys wherever they wanted to go. The two
of us were chosen and given special clothes, just like what navy people wear, with a flap at the back and short
trousers. So we pushed Mr. Finch wherever he wanted. It was all done by hand, but it was very easy as they just
ran along the lines. You needed two boys, because when you came to a fork, one boy would run ahead and change
the points.
So in my two years, I worked on the roads for two months, then I was a dhobi or washerman, and finally a trolleyman.
*
When I was released in the middle of 1913, I spent a day or two with my mother, and then with friends in
Nairobi. One day I heard that two clerks were wanted to go to Suk and Turkana to do hut-counting. I got the job
along with another boy who we called Alfred Sinaneno—he got the name because when he was drunk he used to
shout out, “Sina neno!” (I have got no words.) We were to accompany the Hon. Alexander Bruce who was going
up there as District Commissioner.\fn{D.C.}
The four of us (there was a Goan clerk, Cotinho) went up there to the government station at Kacheriba, quite
close to Mr. Moi’s place. But we did not really count huts; we just counted the various trees under which the
Turkana had heaped their belongings. Some people had put a little fence round the tree, or had built a few sticks
up against it. So we went round tree counting and registering the numbers, so that the D.C. could levy his taxes.
When the job was finished we came back together through western Kenya; that was my first time in Luo country.
We passed Mumias and then down to Kisumu and back up to Naivasha. There we entrained for Nairobi and were
discharged.
I now knew that I would like a job in the city. Several of my friends, including Josiah Njonjo, were at that time
working on the newspaper, the Leader of British East Africa: so in 1914 I joined these boys and was given the job
of composing type. Later I was taught to print, and I spent my time between those two jobs of compositor and ma chine man.
Of course some people did not think it a very honourable position, but looking back I can see I was rather
lucky to be there. All my further education, or self-education, I gained from there. Whenever there were words or
phrases I did not understand, I consulted Goan or Indian friends working there.
And beyond this, when the war came to East Africa, I was also taught by a military sergeant how to print maps
and sketches of war positions. This was a special skill, and as only the sergeant and I knew how to do it, the
Leader did not allow me to go and fight in the East Africa Campaign. Also I read many of the articles that the settlers wrote to the Leader (the paper was strongly in favour of the white settlers), and when I saw something there
about the treatment of Africans, it entered into my head and lay quiet until later on.
*
While I was at the Leader, I used to get a monthly wage of 46 rupees, and usually 12 rupees out of this I spent
on my lodgings. At the time, I lived in River Road, in one room in various Asians’ houses. I did not have any
transport, so it was easier to live in River Road than over at Pangani village.
River Road was also the place where many of the first government African clerks lived, and these came from
Freretown and Rabai at the Coast, or from Buganda. This was why most of my friends at this time were Coast
men, all good Swahili speakers, and it was how I got a grasp of good pronunciation.
Some of these were very interesting people. There was my old friend, Jimmy Jones. He was the son of the Rev.
Jones, a very early African C.M.S. pastor who had had his training at Kisauni. His father had a house just near the
present Ngara Road, and when James Hannington, the bishop, went up to Uganda he took Rev. Jones with him.
The Bishop, you remember, was killed, and Jones was with him when he died. Consequently, when he returned to
Nairobi, he called his son, who was born just a few months later, James Hannington Jones; but we all called him
Jimmy Jones.
His own first work at the age of ten was in Mombasa, where he had a place in the Government Printing Press.
Soon he was the first African to learn to use linotype machinery; he got high pay and then was transferred to the
Government Printing Press in Nairobi where I met him.
Then there was Ralph Sanda, a Giriama, educated at Rabai, the C.M.S. station. He was an education clerk, and
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when he retired to Mombasa, he was appointed president of the Native Court. Funnily enough I met him many
years afterwards when I paid a visit to Mombasa with the Kiambu County Council in 1957.
That was not my first visit to Mombasa either; I had gone down in 1945 with my old colleague, Francis
Hamisi, for a holiday. And then I made a special point of going to Rabai, for I had heard that there was a tree there
which the Arabs had used to flog Africans against. I wanted to see that, and also that famous church of the first
C.M.S. missionary to East Africa—the Krapf Memorial Church. (In fact it was there that I got the idea of building
here at Kambui the Knapp Memorial Church.)
Another Freretown acquaintance was John Woodward, who worked with me as compositor at the Leader, but
then accompanied the manager of the paper to work in the Zanzibar government printing works. Of course there
was also my good friend, John Abdi. He became the Governor’s driver, and I used to go and visit him at Govern ment House!
*
It was at the Leader, from about 1915, that I first began to think seriously about some of our troubles as
Africans—especially this question of forced labour. Before then only men had been made to work, but at about
that time women and girls too were compelled to go out to work.
This was what happened: a settler who wanted labour for his farm'would write to the D.C. saying he required
thirty young men, women or girls for work on his farm. The D.C. sent a letter to a chief or headman to supply
such and such a number, and the chief in turn had his tribal retainers to carry out this business. They would simply
go to people’s houses—very often where there were beautiful women and daughters—and point out which were
to come to work. Sometimes they had to work a distance from home, and the number of girls who got pregnant in
this way was very great. But I shall say later what I tried to do about this.
1916 was the year I first began meeting Koinange—old Chief Koinange—and later on when I was living in
Pangani itself, he once came to my single room and spent the night there. We discussed many matters, and I saw
he was quite fearless.
He was very opposed to what had happened with Kikuyu land, and the government had done a very stupid
thing over his own land. A road divided it in two, and the government had declared that on one side of the road
was European, and on the other African land. Yet it was across the road from Koinange’s house that both his father’s and grandfather’s graves were. And every morning when Koinange got up he would look across the road at
the European coffee which he was not allowed to grow.
I left the Leader in this way; the editor, Mr. Davis, had brought a new foreman, Mr. Hoskyn. After some time
the foreman found that there was only one man who knew how to make a map—me—and one day he said to
someone else in my presence (he was a careless talker),
“I want you to teach someone else how to make maps, because, suppose this man dies tomorrow, who shall we
put in his place?”
This made me angry and I thought that at the end of the year I would resign before anybody knew how to take
my place. I did so in December 1917.
*
I came home to my mother's and rested for a month or two at the beginning of 1918. When I went back to
Nairobi, a Kamba friend of mine, George Gichiengo, who I had known at Kijabe, told me that there was an
African telephone operator wanted at the Government Treasury. He had heard of it because he was the telephonist
at the D.C.’s office, Nairobi. So I was given a note from the D.C., and got the job. A Goan called Sequera taught
me how to operate very efficiently, and I was also able to improve my English.
Now that I was at the Treasury my salary was 62 rupees, and I managed to buy a very fine bicycle—a Raleigh.
This allowed me to leave River Road after a few months, and go across Nairobi River to Pangani. After all, many
of my close friends were there.
But I also met some new people who would later be my close political friends. One of these, Abdulla Tairara
bin Assuman, was actually a distant relation of mine; his mother came from our clan. But he himself was the head
of the small Kikuyu-Moslem community in Pangani. When he met me he asked an old Kikuyu-Muslim lady, Fa tuma, if she would rent me a room in her house. She agreed, but gave it to me free of charge. It was very close to
Tairara’s, and since his was bigger, I used to spend my time there talking until it was time for sleep.
I had other close Muslim friends, such as Francis Hamisi (both he and Tairara later went to Mecca), and the
Kamba Muslim, Mohamed Sheikh. But although I lived with all these people, I did not want to be a Mohamedan.
The teaching of Dr. Henderson and Mrs. Knapp stood up in my heart. I never changed or dreamt of changing over.
It was also during my time at the Treasury that I began to know a number of Indians. In fact I soon knew many
influential Indians, but the man that I saw most was Mr. M. A. Desai. He had an interesting history in Kenya, for
he became attached as clerk to an English legal firm situated between Swamp Road and Government Road. There
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he was one day sitting all by himself in his office, when his boss returned to find him smoking. He warned him
against smoking and told him,
“You have no right to smoke here—if you want to smoke go out of the office and when you have finished,
come back in again. No one is allowed to smoke inside except Europeans.”
Desai became very annoyed at this naturally, and decided to resign on the spot. But he went further and began
to consult several prominent Indians in town, and they came to the conclusion that they should form an Indian As sociation to help combat this kind of inhuman behaviour. Mr. Jeevanjee was its president, and Mr. Desai the secre tary. The reason I saw most of Mr. Desai was he had no other occupation beyond the Indian Association, and also
he had a single room given to him free by Jeevanjee. There, as we were both bachelors, we would often meet and
discuss matters.
*
The War ended, and after it, things began to warm up in the British East Africa Protectorate (that was Kenya’s
old name).\fn{1895-1920}
First there were many thousands of porters who came back from very very difficult conditions in the East
Africa Campaign, and found that they would not get any gratuity. Instead the government under General Northey
decided that the white soldiers, and especially the officers, should be rewarded. So they alienated many thousands
of acres in the area round Kericho for a Soldier Settlement Scheme. Also in my own Kiambu area, more land was
taken at this time and given to white settlers.
However, I want to make one thing clear about this land business; back at that time we Africans who were a little educated were not saying that all Europeans should leave the country, or that we should get self-government.
There was no idea of that. What we objected to was that the Europeans did not treat us as we had treated the
Dorobos.
I mean, we bought our land from the Dorobo according to agreed prices, and as I said earlier, we planted itoka
lilies to confirm these sales. We did not simply claim land without the Dorobo knowing anything about it.
And I am not saying that one or two Europeans did not do things in a proper manner. Take the way Mr. Krieger
bought his farm from a Kikuyu, Gichinga, just nearby here at Thembigwa. He paid him 70 female goats in the
presence of Mr. Knapp, and I always told my people that they should not fight to get that piece back, for it was
not taken secretly or by force.
Not all the Africans who fought in the War were treated badly. The ones in the Carrier Corps (the present Kari akor market in Nairobi was named after their camp) had the hardest time, and often after the war they did not like
to discuss what they had seen because so many of their friends had died. But then there were the Mission Volun teers who served under missionaries like Dr. Arthur and Mr. Hooper. Many from around Kambui joined them,
even my later political fighter, George Mugekenyi, who had been working with me at the Leader. I saw all of
them on their way to Tanganyika once when I was going by train to Mombasa.
*
The second thing that was making Africans angrier after the War was this thing called kipande. This was
Swahili for a container in which a registration paper was carried.
Now General Northey, Kenya’s Governor after the War, decided in 1919 to implement the recommendations of
an earlier committee which had suggested that Africans be registered. The ordinary people did not understand
what this registration was, but even more educated ones like me did not oppose it to begin with, for we knew that
many countries asked their citizens to register. So we did not object until we found out that it was a very different
business in Kenya.
First of all you had to wear this quite heavy metal box round your neck on a string all the time; then in the col umns on the paper inside there were many things that were against Africans. There was one space where the employer had to sign when he engaged you and also when you left. You could not leave employment without permis sion, and if you did, you could be taken to the D.C.’s court. Also, no other employer would take you you if the
space for discharge was not filled up.
Another thing in the early kind of kipande was a space for remarks; and here, if an employer did not like you,
he could spoil your name completely by putting “lazy”, “disobedient”, or “cheeky”.
That column made me very angry. Kipande was only for Africans; and in 1919, at that old building still standing opposite Nairobi General Post Office, I collected my one.
*
There was also the question of rising tax for Africans. It kept on going up even though we did not see anything
like schools or clinics which we get nowadays for our high taxes. The reason for it was to pull African workers
out of their houses to work for the European settlers; you see, they could not get the money to pay their tax unless
they left their homes and worked for some months.
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*
Then also there was confusion when the currency changed from Indian rupees to shillings. Colonel Grogan,
Lord Delamere and Mr. Archer, the settler leaders, brought this change because they thought that the Indians were
secretly exporting rupees to India—hidden in large tins of ghee! The new rate was one old rupee equals two
shillings, but many people tried to give Africans one shilling for one rupee. I was all right, for in my government
job, I had got 70 rupees, and this now gave me sh.140/-.
*
The final thing was when we heard that the settlers were going to reduce African wages by one third.
*
Many of us got very angry, and we called a meeting in Pangani on 7 June 1921 to see if we could form a
Young Kikuyu Association. The reason we called it “Young” was this.
For a long time in Nairobi I had known Baganda people. There was one Muganda called Ssentongo who had
his own newspaper, Sekanyolya, and there were clerical workers. Then there was a Buganda football team which
used to come through and play us in Nairobi. Indeed a little later on it was through football that I met Prince Suna
of Buganda; he was the uncle of Kabaka Daudi Chwa. He had come to Nairobi accompanying his team; his secre tary came and found me, and Suna and I had our photograph taken together. From some of these people I learnt
that they had a body called the Young Baganda Association in their country.
“Does that mean,” I asked them, “that only young people can join it?”
“No!” they told me, “even men of seventy years old, for it is the Association which is young and not the members!” So we thought of doing the same.'
I have mentioned people like Tairara, Waiganjo and Mugekenyi; they were all with me in thinking about this,
and there were others such as Job Muchuchu and Ishmael Mungai. They worked together selling bread in a little
shop in River Road; it belonged to Mr. Torr of the old Torr Hotel near the present Ottoman Bank.
Now while we were wondering about our new Association we heard that the Kikuyu Association, which had
been formed some time earlier, had got a petition which they were going to present to government. What had happened was that some of the chiefs and younger men in the country areas had asked Mr. Barlow of the Scottish
Mission to draw up a list of grievances. Government had agreed to hear the petition at Dagoretti, near Chief
Kinyanjui’s village, on 24 June 1921.
Accordingly, I left the night before with some friends on my bicycle and rode to the C.M.S. station at Kabete. I
wanted to find out from Matthew Njoroge whether other Christians were going to go, or if it was only for government servants and chiefs. I found it was going to be attended by all people, since it was not only the chiefs who
were angry. So we spent the night in Njoroge’s house and left the next morning for Dagoretti.
When we got there, many people were present from all over Kiambu country—not from Fort Hall or Nyeri.
Also many high officials were there, including the Acting Chief Native Commissioner\fn{C.N.C.} D. C. Kiambu,
and others. The meeting was held in front of the District Officer’s\fn{ D.O.} house, and Mr. Usher, the D. O., was
asked to organize things.
Then Kinyanjui, Waruhiu, Philipo Karanja James and other prominent Kikuyu went into a committee for a
short time; we younger people did not know what was being discussed. They came back and waited until all the
European officers were settled. At this point Kinyanjui rose up and came over to my left side. He had a black fly
whisk in his hand—not white like Kenyatta’s. With it he touched my shoulder, and told the Europeans,
“This is the man we have chosen to be secretary of the meeting. If you want to tell us anything. tell him.”
*
Mr. Usher then ordered a small table to be brought in front of me with a chair, and a copy of the Barlow Mem orandum was placed on it. So we started with the first point and went through all the agenda. There was discus sion after each point with Mr. Barlow as interpreter.
One point was particularly interesting. It concerned a long list of charges being brought against my friend,
Waiganjo wa Ndotono, the chief tribal retainer. I soon saw as we dealt with these accusations that he would get a
bad case, for people began to believe he really was guilty! So when everyone had finished talking, I suggested
that the matter be dealt with by D. C. Campbell at Kiambu; he could investigate the charges and report to the Provincial Commissioner.\fn{P.C.} I suggested this because I knew Campbell was on good terms with Waiganjo, and
felt that things would work out in his favour. I was proved right, for Waiganjo was not punished, simply he was
asked to resign; and then he was able to join my Association.
However, when we had gone through all points of the Memorandum, I realized what the Kikuyu chiefs wanted
to do (quite different from me); they would have liked to send their petition to England through the traditional
channels—that is, first to D. C. Kiambu, then P. C. Nyeri, then from P. C. to the C. N. C., and from him to the
Chief Secretary of Government. He would send it on to the Governor, and eventually the Governor might send it
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to England. But I knew that each man on the way would add his comments to the Memorandum, and I could
guess what some of them might be—not in our favour certainly! I decided to do things quite another way, and for tunately they had left a copy of the Memorandum in my hands.
Once I got back to Nairobi, I began to have discussions with my friends. We saw clearly that if we sent any thing coming from the Kikuyu tribe alone, we would carry no weight. But if we could show that it came from all
tribes—the Maasai, the Kamba etc., then we should have a great voice.
At the same time, over the next few days, we continued our discussions for the proper name for our Association, and finally decided that we should change it from the Young Kikuyu to the East African Association,\fn{ E.
A.A.} so that anyone in the whole area could join. This we agreed in committee on 1 July.
*
To acquaint the people of Nairobi with our plans. I called a meeting on Sunday, 10 July, 1921, for all Africans.
The site was where the present Arya Samaj Girls’ School is, near Ngara Road, and we had an attendance of about
2,000. I was voted into the Chair, and we had a long discussion on our grievances.
I do not remember all the speakers, but I do remember two men in particular—how powerfully James Mwanthi
from Kamba country spoke; and also how a Luo, Abednego, jumped up on the table and gave a fiery speech. By
the end we had passed a number of resolutions on the Indians, forced labour, taxation and education, and the mass
meeting agreed that we should send the substance of our resolutions direct to the Colonial Office in London.
Our Committee afterwards drafted all the main ideas into a telegram, and then I think I took it along to my
friend, Mr. Desai. He corrected the English, and suggested the names of further people in England who were proAfrican to whom we could also address the telegram-I mean people like Lord Islington, and Captain Wedgewood
in the House of Commons.
I returned two days later to show the committee the final version. Actually at our meeting, Jimmy Jones had
brought Ssentongo along, and I think Ssentongo took a copy of the telegram, for he published it in his paper a day
or so later. Fortunately, however, we got the telegram off to England first. I simply collected some money from
the committee, added some of my own, then sent it from the Post Office. It cost us 43 rupees. And I even put as
my own Post Office Box, the Treasury number!
A few days later I sent directly to the Kenya Government a full text of the resolutions and also the Barlow
Memorandum, with a request for them to be sent to the Secretary of State for the Colonies.
*
Very shortly everybody—government, missionaries and settlers—knew that we had sent a telegram to the
Prime Minister in England. They were very angry, and especially because the first thing we had said was “next to
missionaries Indians were our best friends”.
Now the reason I had put that first was this. Just recently Lord Delamere, Colonel Grogan and Mr. Archer
(President of the European Convention of Associations) had gone to London to tell the government that Africans
did not like Indians to be in Kenya. They had been told by the Colonial Office that if they went to Kenya and pro duced a letter from Africans to that effect, their case would be considered. But before they had sailed back to
Kenya, I had got this news, and therefore put that statement about Indians at the front of our resolutions.
After all, Indians had not taken any of our land by force; they had no power and were only traders. Further,
Africans were able to buy from Indians what they could not get from European shops. You see, European shops
were very expensive, and they would not sell to an African if he only wanted to buy something for two pice, or
one rupee; but the Indian would sell to you even if you wanted a very small thing.
Apart from that, we were both fighting for equal rights in Kenya with Europeans.
So we had many friends amongst the influential Indians—Mangal Dass, Shams-ud-deen, Jeevanjee, Suleiman
Virjee and others. And on one occasion, just after our mass meeting of 10 July, a number of the members of the
E.A.A. were invited to one of Mr. Jeevanjee’s houses for a social gathering; the house is still there today, in Parklands, but then it had a sign up outside—Jeevanjee Villa.
Of course, the Europeans took a great deal of notice, and got very angry. Do you know what some of them did
that night? They came round and painted that signboard outside the house all red and black, and spoiled it. The In dians retaliated by simply sending the signboard off to the Colonial Office in London to show how stupid the
Nairobi Europeans were.
Back at the Treasury, I soon found that I had made a mistake by putting my address as the Treasury when I sent
that cable. They told me I had no permission. And so Mr. Kemp, the Treasurer, was instructed to tell me that I
must choose between politics and government service.
Well, I was a young man, and very quick to answer. I did not tell him I would think about it. I told him straight
out,
“I choose politics.” Mr. Kemp was a very kind employer, and when he heard my answer he laughed and said,
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“I’ll tell you what you should do. Your three months’ leave is now overdue. Take it, and find out if your people
will support you in politics—because I know you think the Government is doing many injuries to your people. If
they are behind you, then write me a resignation notice after two months and I’ll accept it. On the other hand, if
they don’t follow you, finish your leave, and come back and continue your work here.”
I thanked him, left at the end of the month and found out that the people were very angry—it was not, of
course, a question of whether or not they would follow me: they were fighting for themselves. At any rate, I sent
in my resignation at the end of two months, and received a very good certificate of service from Mr. Kemp. I still
have it.
*
Meanwhile, the chiefs were very angry that I had sent off their Memorandum to the British Government with out going through the proper channels, or consulting them; they also did not like their petition being put in the
same letter where we had said the Indians were our good friends.
I found this out at the end of the month (July), when I was travelling home for a rest. I had stopped to break the
journey at Kiambu, and there I met ex-Chief Gatoru. He had just recently been humiliated by D. C. Campbell of
Kiambu, and dismissed from being head of the Mbari ya Kihara. And as I had sympathized with him at that time,
he was quite ready to talk to me.
“Do you know,” he asked me, “that a secret meeting is to be held next Monday at Thika? Kinyanjui and the
Kikuyu chiefs have invited all the Embu and Fort Hall headmen and chiefs to come there; the idea is to get them
all to deny the truth of the cable that you sent to England. You should go and defend yourself.”
When I heard this, I decided not to go home, but returned immediately to Nairobi. There I searched out two
Fort Hall members of the E.A.A., Daniel Kang’ori and Paulo Njuguna; they both had bicycles, and, more important, they knew where the Fort Hall and Embu chiefs would stay when they came to the Thika meet ing. Friday we
slept in Nairobi, and set out the next day early for Thika, and soon reached the village of Chief Wanjora—some
six or seven miles out of Thika town. My two friends had guessed quite rightly, for sure enough we found all the
Fort Hall chiefs there, and also a number of the African Christians like Gideon Mugo; they had all heard from
Kinyanjui, but none of them yet knew the reason they had been called south.
That evening we had a great fire outside Wanjora’s compound; my two friends were of course well known to
them, and I was known by name. After being introduced I asked them if they knew why they had been called; a
man from Embu said they did not know.
“Kinyanjui has summoned you,” I said, “because I sent a telegram and resolutions to England complaining
about the bad treatment of Africans, forced labour etc. and because they did not want me to send them. However, I
have copies of both telegram and resolutions with me. Please choose an educated man who can read them and
translate, and then you can decide for yourselves whether I told England lies or not.”
They did so, and after they had deliberated a while, they said they saw nothing wrong with what I had written.
Indeed, one man said that if he had been sending a telegram to the Colonial Office, he would have made it a good
deal stronger! They said they would see tomorrow if this was really all that Kinyanjui had called them for. So we
slept.
The next day, Njuguna, Kang’ori and I got up early, and cycled straight down to Thika station. I knew what
train the Kiambu chiefs would come on, and I wanted to give them a surprise by standing on the station platform
when they arrived. As I thought, they were travelling second class.
I stood just opposite the door of the second class coach, and greeted first Kinyanjui and the others as they
stepped down. I could see they were very surprised that Thuku had come to their secret meeting.
“Let's go to the meeting place then,” I teased them; and I felt they would have liked to throw me over the
nearby Chania Falls. Anyway, we walked down to the site of the present Blue Posts Hotel (there was nothing there
then). Fort Hall and Embu chiefs faced the fall, and the Kiambu group had their backs to it. We three “bad” boys
sat at the side.
Kinyanjui rose to explain the situation.
Now, he was not what the Kikuyu call a mutharnaki—a man who can draw people to him by words. And especially when he was telling lies he could not speak very convincingly; you see, he was simply telling them what his
own D. C. Campbell had told him, and you could see that sometimes he forgot his words. (They called him para mount chief, but I don’t think the Kikuyu would have chosen him if they had been allowed to vote.)
“I have got my thief here,” he began, “the man who has stolen our resolutions and told lies to the people in
England.”
He ordered the three of us into the centre of the circle, and we were followed by another fearless man, Norman
Moya, who worked on the railway.
“This young man,” Kinyanjui continued, “has written to the Colonial Office and told them that they want Eu 38

ropeans to go away from Kenya, and instead they want to bring Indians to rule us.”
That was all he had to say. So I got up to answer his criticism.
“Kinyanjui,” I said, “do you know that railway line from Mombasa to Uganda? Can you agree that the railway
was made by Indian coolies with only about one man of European origin, Colonel Patterson?”
“Yes.”
“Who brought those Indian workers to build the railway?”
“Government.”
“Not me?”
“No.”
Then I pointed to some shops over at Thika. He agreed again that they were Indian shops, and that the Government and not Thuku had brought them to Kenya.
“How then,” I asked him, “can you say that I want to bring Indians to rule us when it was the Government who
brought them, and you are the Government!”
As for his accusation about the Europeans, I told the meeting that we were not against the Europeans as a com munity—only those who had stolen the land. I then asked Kinyanjui to produce for the meeting the letters he objected to, but he had none. (The only letter, I later found out, which he had was one given him by the D. C. Ki ambu; he had been hoping that all the chiefs would sign it, and deny the truth of my cable.)
At this point, a very tall and powerful man arrived in the meeting; his name was Wamarema. And seeing I was
very small, and he was very angry, he shouted,
“Let me take this little man, and throw him in the falls!”
Everybody however kept quiet, and they broke up into regional groups for discussions. After a time they came
back, and first an elder from Embu, a muthamaki, stood up and asked Kinyanjui a question.
“Don’t you remember that when we used to fight with other tribes, we chose our brave men and sent them out
in front to the hill tops to look out for our enemies? Remember what we called such men? Njubiri—observers
against the enemy. Well, surely this man Thuku and the others have simply acted as njubiri today against our European enemies.”
He was followed by Chief Njegga Gioko of Embu, and although I cannot remember his speech in detail, it was
quite strongly in my favour. However, many of the Fort Hall chiefs had already seen that there was nothing much
to discuss, and I could see Wambugu of Nyeri and others calling for their car to go back north. We three cycled off
to Nairobi, and the Kiambu chiefs returned home like sick people; indeed, Kinyanjui did actually fall sick shortly
after, and for a long time did not cross the Chania River.
*
When the E.A.A. wanted to meet in town we could just choose an open space, either up at Ngara area, or
sometimes down on the space there used to be between the Post Office and the D. C.’s Nairobi office. Europeans
used to come along and wonder what all of us Africans were doing putting our hands up together to show we
agreed. Committee meetings we held in Tairara’s house where he had a typewriter.
I also thought it would be useful for the people of my area if we had a meeting-place near Kambui. So I selected a place which presently lies at the boundary of my farm; I consulted with my Gathirimu clan and they
agreed. I suggested that they collect some money, not for a permanent building but one of mud and thatch; it
should however be square like the European style, and have windows.
Now, amongst the Kikuyu there is a stick called gitugi, such as we used for supporting bananas or coffee
branches; in the old tradition if you threatened somebody with gitugi, and left this stick in his house, they believed
the wife might become barren.
Well, George Mugekenyi and one or two others employed this stick to help collect money, and those who had
money but refused to contribute they threatened with gitugi. But when the administration and I learnt about this
practice, we both asked the business to be stopped. And so the E.A.A. never built its office in my area.
*
There was another thing which happened in my home area towards the end of 1921. It concerned Waruhiu. In
the meantime he had become clerk to the local chief of the area, Waweru wa Kanja. After the War, a very bad
plague hit the area, and the D. C.s ordered everybody to kill rats and bring the tails to district offices.
Now, as Waweru was becoming old (he was also quite fond of a drink) Waruhiu began to do a lot of his work,
especially in this business of cycling along with rats’ tails to the D. C.; and gradually he became very popular with
the D. C. In fact, the D. C. wanted Waruhiu to become chief instead of Waweru.
The Gathirimu clan heard about this, and they began to collect a lot of money to oppose him; for, they said,
how can we be ruled by the son of our daughter? (Remember, Waruhiu’s father was from the Achera clan, only his
mother was a Gathirimu.)
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Anyway, they collected a great deal of money in a kiondo,\fn{Basket} and went along to Kiambu, both young
and old. The leader was one of our athamaki, Makimei wa Mugwe, and when the D. C. began to talk about making Waruhiu a chief, Makimei called a very strong man from Kanjai forward to bring the heavy basket and hold it
up for the D. C. to look at.
“You see,” he told the D. C., “that this basket is full of silver money. If you are going to ask us to be ruled by
the son of our daughter, we shall send two or three young men to Nairobi to Harry Thuku, so that he can engage a
lawyer and make a case against you.”
I think this must have affected the D. C., for he did not gazette Waruhiu as chief fully until some time later.
*
Back in Nairobi, I had recently made another international contact. Professor C. F. Andrews had come to
Kenya to investigate the condition of Indians; he was the very close friend of Mahatma Gandhi, and an influential
man both in India and England. Mr. Desai and others were anxious to introduce me to him; they knew that if I had
any message I wanted taken to England, the Reverend Andrews could take it direct to the Colonial Office.
So when he arrived I went to the station with some of my E.A.A. members and was introduced to him. We
went together up the hill to the house of Mr. Abdul Visram (the son of Allidina, the great merchant), and there Mr.
Andrews asked me what complaints I had.
I told him I would prepare a short letter for him and let him have it when he was leaving. In due course, we
saw him off at the station, and I gave him this message:
“Ask the King of England to stop the European settlers using the kiboko (rhino whip) on their Africans.”
That was all.
Within Kenya itself, the E.A.A. had by now many members from different tribes. The Maasai had been in it
from the beginnings with people like Haikoko, the chauffeur of Mr. Jeevanjee. Then there were my very close
Kamba friends, Ali Kironjo, James Mwanthi, and Mohamed Sheikh, who helped us to spread out into Kamba
country. We had a few Luo (we called them Kavirondo then), and even some Nandi. What all of us wanted was to
show people that we were all one family and that there was no difference between all the tribes of Kenya.
Once, for instance. I went to hold a meeting at Waiganjo’s place, Ng’enda; it was deep in Kikuyu country. But
in order to show the Kikuyu that there were many other people in Kenya, I deliberately took along Juma Mnandi
(a Nandi who was a gardener in Government House), Samuel Okoth the Kavirondo pastor, and Ali Kironjo, the
Kamba Muslim. I remember I wrote about the importance of this in my circular called Tangazo in February 1922:
I was very delighted to be travelling to the meeting at Ng’enda, because I was accompanied by the school teacher,
Samuel Okoth, a Christian from Maseno, and two Moslems, their names were Abdulla Tairara and Ali Kironjo. We
were very pleased at our trip for we travelled as brothers. And I saw no difference between the Kavirondo and the man
from Kikuyu, or even between the Christian believer and the believer in Islam. I was pleased too in that we fulfilled the
command of our Lord God—that you should love your neighbour as yourself.

But one of the areas where I had my greatest support was in the Fort Hall district, around Weithaga and
Kahuhia. These were two of the early stations of the C.M.S. in Kikuyu country, and, as I said earlier, many of my
E.A.A. committee members were of the C.M.S.; it was the only Protestant mission with a church in Nairobi. Here
are some of them: Daniel Kang’ori, Lawi Mwangi, Jesse Kariuki, James Njoroge, Paulo Njuguna, Gideon Mugo.
Mugekenyi and I were, of course, G.M.S. and Waiganjo was not educated at a mission at all.
*
Towards the end of February, 1922 we were asked to come up to Weithaga, to a meeting of Christians and nonChristians. It was a very large one, of about 25,000, and we discussed many things. In addition, Gideon Mugo had
printed a Prayer for our Leader Harry Thuku, whièh was circulated amongst the people.
On our way back we stopped at Kahuhia, which was the mission of Mr. Hooper (son of old Douglas Hooper).
He was not in, but he had left a message with his servant for us to wait until he returned. While I was waiting
there, two A.I.M. missionaries rode up on their motor-bicycles—Mr. Raynor and Mr. McKenrjck. They wanted to
ask me something.
Now I should explain that the previous week I had printed in Tangazo a report which I had heard—that a European missionary had prayed in church that Kenya should remain for ever in darkness. These two men therefore
wished me to say who it was.
I don’t know why they wanted to know; perhaps they were afraid of their congregations, or perhaps they
wanted to sue me for libel if I said the name. Now although I was young, my mind was not young. So I said,
“You go and collect all missionaries in Kenya, including all the bishops and priests and appoint a place where
we can meet; then I’ll come along and point out who the man was.”
I said this because I knew that they would not be able to organize such a meeting. Then they did not say any 40

thing further.
Mr. Hooper returned while they were still there. He did not speak humbug like them. And yet he too was trying
to give me some advice—in rather a difficult way; he pointed to a crack in his sitting-room wall.
“Do you see that crack? If I wanted to repair it, I would call a fundi (workman). I would not consult a man who
did not know, because he would simply make it worse.”
I told him he was quite right, but I did not ask his real meaning. I believe, however, that he thought I had somebody advising me who did not know anything about politics; I think he meant Indians. He may have wanted to
start advising me himself. But my real adviser was hardship, and the troubles and difficulties heaped on my people.
I have said that the majority of my committee members were C.M.S., but it was about this time—in February
1922—that I gained some important support from the Church of Scotland Mission\fn{ C.S.M.} students. You see,
the Kikuyu chiefs had been touring around the country with government support preaching against me that I was
spoiling the country etc. And they came to the great Tumutumu C.S.M. station. There I had some followers who
were being taught industrial work—to become masons and carpenters. But when the chiefs held their address at
the school, some of these asked them awkward questions, since they were very politically minded. Then the European teachers and missionaries decided to expel some, who would become leaders and who would later be well
known throughout the district.
Indeed, it was then that people began to think about having their own schools, for one of those expelled was
Johanna Kunyiha, future leader of the Independent Schools Association; and another was Hezekiah Mundia who
became district president of the Kikuyu Central Association\fn{ K.C.A.} in Nyeri.
*
Not long after the beginning of March we organized what was going to be the last major action of the E.A.A.
I do not think the others thought I would soon be arrested, but I did; I had been told by a young Indian of about
my age who worked in a government department. He warned me that a Governor’s despatch had been sent to the
Colonial Office against me, and suggested that I should prepare myself against possible arrest in the near future.
So when we planned a long tour to northern Kikuyu country, I had this in mind.
The chiefs, as I said, had been continuing to preach against us. So this time we decided to follow them up by
car. None of us drove, so we hired an Indian taxi (the driver was in Nairobi until quite recently) and set off. All the
main members went along, including Waiganjo, Muchuchu and Tairara. And we toured a number of places like
Wangindu and Kiguoya’s. Everywhere I gave advice to carry on underground if the Association was stop ped and I
was arrested.
There was one place on the journey where I made myself very unpopular with the administration; we had just
come to the Kagumo stream near Nyeri. There is a deep fall there, also an Indian maize-grinder’s place, and a
large pond of reeds near the road. I saw a large number of young girls and women cutting reeds under the supervi sion of tribal police. I called over one of these, the one who seemed to be in charge, and asked him what the
women were doing. He said they had been ordered to cut reeds to thatch the police-lines in Nyeri.
“Well,” I said, “whoever told you to force these women to do this forced labour is acting illegally. Don’t you
know that forced labour of this sort has been stopped by the order of Winston Churchill in the Colonial Office?”
(It had been stopped in fact in 1921 in a despatch telegram to the Kenya Governor, and the Colonial Office had
ordered a copy to be sent to me.)
I therefore asked him to dismiss the women, and said I would remain there until they had all gone back home.
The policeman made no trouble because he himself was angry at this forced labour, seeing his sisters going out to
work for no reward. But the administration in Nyeri was very annoyed. However. I did it, knowing that I would
shortly be arrested.
We returned to Nairobi and paid about 1,300 rupees for the hire of the car. But I knew that chiefs and missionaries had been collecting affidavits against me, and I suppose I was not really surprised when at 6 o’clock on 14
March I was arrested.
It was not a proper arrest. This C. I. D. man, Sat Bachan Singh, arrived at Tairara’s house where we were having a discussion, and told me that Captain Carey, Superintendent of Police, wished to see me. Of course, Tairara
and others objected to this verbal message, and began to demand a formal warrant. But I knew well enough that if
I refused, the police would come in force, and if anybody was going to be shot then, it would be me. So I told my
friends,
“No. I’ll go with him and I’ll go alone.”
When I arrived at the police lines (they were on the site of the present University College, opposite the Norfolk
Hotel), I was put straight into a cell, given a bed and blankets, and told to wait for the superintendent. Meanwhile
my associates, after expecting me for two hours, came along and began to slip in the back gate of the police lines
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until there was a large crowd actually inside the lines. Police reinforcements came, however, and they were
pushed out.
On the next morning I could see the Norfolk through my cell window, and I noticed that a large crowd was
building up. But I did not want to show myself and make them rush the police. I heard later that the city sweepers,
many of them men from Embu, had refused to work. Other workers also went on strike.
But it was the next day that the crowd grew really large, perhaps seven or eight thousand. Military reinforcements were called up to the vicinity, but according to several witnesses it was a peace ful gathering. However, people were pressing nearer and nearer to the police lines, and one woman, Mary Nyanjiru, began to shout that they
should get their leader free.
The police opened fire from the front, and I heard that some of the settlers who had gathered on the Norfolk
Hotel shot at the Africans from behind. Many Africans were killed or wounded, and the death of the woman Mary
showed that women were in the forefront of Kenya’s fight for freedom.
Soon fifty members of the Association had been arrested, and the government decided to deport three of us—
Waiganjo, Mugekenyi and me. I think they felt that if they left either of those free, the movement would continue.
As it was, Waiganjo heard that they were looking for him, and as he was a fearless man, he rode his mule right
into the D. C.’s cpompound at Kiambu, and said,
“I understand you are looking for me.”
He was arrested. Many, like Abdulla Tairara, were released shortly after their appeals, and many got short sentences. …
99.29 Excerpt from Al-Akida And Fort Jesus, Mombasa: “The Cunning Of Suud”\fn{by Sheikh-Sir Mbarak Ali
Hinawy (1896-1959)} Mombassa, Kenya (M) 1
… There were at that time two dancing-parties in Mombasa, who called themselves the Mbura and the Mrani.
They staged their performances every night, and, to the accompaniment of drums, songs were sung, some of them
composed especially for the occasion but others extemporized by the performers. The impromptu composition of
such songs has always been regarded as a skilled accomplishment of Swahili washairi,\fn{Poets.} as indeed it is.
To gain acceptance, much more popularity, such songs must hit off some topical theme; they must follow the type
of the ngoma,\fn{Dance.} and be marked by the use of graceful and melodious phraseology; and they must, of
course, conform to the acknowledged rules of composition and be perfect in rhyme and measure.
One night, while Al-Akida was immersed in his secret plans for the capture of Sheikh Mbaruk, and while his
guards maintained careful watch upon Mombasa’s water-ways, there appeared at one of the dances in the town a
man whose skill in versification was equalled only by his anxiety for his friend, the Mazrui chieftain. He was
none other than Sheikh Suud bin Said al-Maamiry, the renowned and accomplished Swahili poet, one of Sheikh
Mbaruk’s staunchest friends, and an inveterate enemy of Al-Akida. He was determined to let Sheikh Mbaruk
know of the secret preparations for his capture, and to circumvent Al-Akida’s schemes for preventing the transmission of the news across the ferries.
His plan was as simple as it was ingenious. He would warn his friend through the medium of songs.
As Suud well knew, verses which caught the popular fancy traveled quickly to the neighboring villages on the
lips of those whose work took them afield on the following day. Accordingly, Suud took his place one night at a
Mbura-dance and composed some verses which, coming from a poet so well known to them, were taken up by the
throng and sung with enthusiasm. In the excitement of the dance and the thrill of singing no one paid particular
attention to the words, which ostensibly were just amusing skits on the wateje or initiates of the witchdoctors, and
on the popular dance known as the tari la ndia. But, like a great many similar Swahili compositions, Suud’s verses bore a hidden meaning, which had nothing at all to do with the witch doctors or the tari la ndia!
So it came about that within a day or two the crews of the dhows putting in at Gasi, and men and women crossing the ferries to the mainland from the bazaars of Mombasa, were singing the words of Mombasa’s latest songhit:
The throngs of wizard’s followers have donned their beaded cords,
So wait ye now the coming of these strange-garbed demon hordes.
O wizard, be prepared for those who leap high on the swards!
*
With naked sword and dagger the Wakilindini dance,
And he who is a stranger had best stand aside and glance.
Know well, Mbura-dancers, lest ye meet with swift mischance.
*
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Mbura-dancer, think not ’tis some outworn dance of old,
Danced by unruly men who, dancing, dance it overbold.
But stand ye in the open; let your own brave worth be told.

Such was the simple refrain of the verses as Sheikh Mbaruk and his followers heard them at Gasi a few hours
later, as a catchy popular song of topical skits upon the Mbura-dancers. But Sheikh Mbaruk was a shrewd and
clever leader. He quickly divined Suud’s hidden message and left Gasi for his stronghold at Mwele Hill, where he
set to work in all haste to barricade himself in and strengthen his defenses.
To him the message had been clear enough. The wizard was Al-Akida; his wateje were his men-at-arms; the
pagaro, pieces of twig strung together and worn across the shoulders by the witch-doctors’ folk, were the bandoliers of Al-Akida’s soldiery. Furthermore, if the Wakilindini, the folk of Mombasa, were armed with their swords
and daggers, it was not for the stranger (Al-Akida) to intervene; so let not Mbura (Sheikh Mbaruk) be taken unawares.
Finally, let Mbaruk not think that this attack was to be any half-hearted attempt like the previous ones, or that
Al-Akida’s soldiery were a fainthearted following; for they were the Wangaro, literally, dancers wearing their
loincloths tucked high above their knees, or in other words, the Hadhramaut Arabs of Al-Akida’s army, whose
custom it was to wear their loincloths above their knees.
Thus the song had a very different meaning for Sheikh Mbaruk from that of the simple verses which amused
the Mbura-dancers enjoying their evening’s pleasure at Mombasa.
As we have said, Mbaruk left Gasi and entrenched himself at Mwele: but the warning, welcome as it was, had
given him insufficient time to resist Al-Akida’s attack successfully.
Finding that he had gone from Gasi, Al-Akida’s troops followed him to Mwele, and there engaged his forces so
hotly that he was compelled to make a hasty retreat.
Mwele Hill was captured …
60.147 & 291.128 1. The Gentlemen Of The Jungle 2. The Gikuyu System Of Government\fn{by Jomo
Kenyatta (1897-1978)} Gatundu, Central Province, Kenya (M) 5
1
Once upon a time an elephant made a friendship with a man. One day a heavy thunderstorm broke out, the
elephant went to his friend, who had a little hut at the edge of the forest, and said to him:
“My dear good man, will you please let me put my trunk inside your hut to keep it out of this torrential rain?”
The man, seeing what situation his friend was in, replied:
“My dear good elephant, my hut is very small, but there is room for your trunk and myself. Please put your
trunk in gently.” The elephant thanked his friend, saying:
“You have done me a good deed and one day I shall return your kindness.”
But what followed? As soon as the elephant put his trunk inside the hut, slowly he pushed his head inside, and
finally flung the man out in the rain, and then lay down comfortably inside his friend’s hut, saying:
“My dear good friend, your skin is harder than mine, and as there is not enough room for both of us, you can
afford to remain in the rain while I am protecting my delicate skin from the hailstorm.”
*
The man, seeing what his friend had done to him, started to grumble; the animals in the nearby forest heard the
noise and came to see what was the matter. All stood around listening to the heated argument between the man
and his friend the elephant. In this turmoil the lion came along roaring, and said in a loud voice:
“Don’t you all know that I am the King of the Jungle! How dare any one disturb the peace of my kingdom?”
On hearing this the elephant, who was one of the high ministers in the jungle kingdom, replied in a soothing
voice, and said:
“My lord, there is no disturbance of the peace in your kingdom. I have only been having a little discussion with
my friend here as to the possession of this little hut which your lordship sees me occupying.” The lion, who
wanted to have ‘peace and tranquility’ in his kingdom, replied in a noble voice, saying:
“I command my ministers to appoint a Commission of Enquiry to go thoroughly into this matter and report
accordingly.” He then turned to the man and said:
“You have done well by establishing friendship with my people, especially with the elephant, who is one of my
honorable ministers of state. Do not grumble any more, your hut is not lost to you. Wait until the sitting of my
Imperial Commission, and there you will be given plenty of opportunity to state your case. I am sure that you will
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be pleased with the findings of the Commission.” The man was very pleased by these sweet words from the King
of the Jungle, and innocently waited for his opportunity, in the belief that naturally the hut would be returned to
him.
*
The elephant, obeying the command of his master, got busy with other ministers to appoint the Commission of
Enquiry. The following elders of the jungle were appointed to sit in the Commission: (1) Mr. Rhinoceros; (2) Mr.
Buffalo; (3) Mr. Alligator; (4) The Rt. Hon.\fn{ Right Honorable.} Mr. Fox to act as chairman; and (5) Mr. Leopard to
act as Secretary to the Commission.
On seeing the personnel, the man protested and asked if it was not necessary to include in this Commission a
member from his side. But he was told that it was impossible, since no one from his side was well enough
educated to understand the intricacy of jungle law. Further, that there was nothing to fear, for the members of the
Commission were all men of repute for their impartiality in justice, and as they were gentlemen chosen by God to
look after the interests of races less adequately endowed with teeth and claws, he might rest assured that they
would investigate the matter with the greatest care and report impartially.
The Commission sat to take the evidence. The Rt. Hon. Mr. Elephant was first called. He came along with a
superior air, brushing his tusks with a sapling which Mrs. Elephant had provided, and in an authoritative voice
said:
“Gentlemen of the Jungle, there is no need for me to waste your valuable time in relating a story which I am
sure you all know. I have always regarded it as my duty to protect the interests of my friends, and this appears to
have caused the misunderstanding between myself and my friend here. He invited me to save his hut from being
blown away by a hurricane. As the hurricane had gained access owing to the unoccupied space in the hut, I
considered it necessary, in my friend’s own interests, to turn the undeveloped space to a more economic use by
sitting in it myself; a duty which any of you would undoubtedly have performed with equal readiness in similar
circumstances.”
After hearing the Rt. Hon. Mr. Elephant’s conclusive evidence, the Commission called Mr. Hyena and other
elders of the jungle, who all supported what Mr. Elephant had said. They then called the man, who began to give
his own account of the dispute. But the Commission cut him short, saying:
“My good man, please confine yourself to relevant issues. We have already heard the circumstances from
various unbiased sources; all we wish you to tell us is whether the undeveloped space in your hut was occupied by
any one else before Mr. Elephant assumed his position?” The man began to say:
“No, but—”
But at this point the Commission declared that they had heard sufficient evidence from both sides and retired
to consider their decision. After enjoying a delicious meal at the expense of the Rt. Hon. Mr. Elephant, they
reached their verdict, called the man, and declared as follows:
“In our opinion this dispute has arisen through a regrettable misunderstanding due to the backwardness of your
ideas. We consider that Mr. Elephant has fulfilled his sacred duty of protecting your interests. As it is clearly for
your good that the space should be put to its most economic use, and as you yourself have not reached the stage of
expansion which would enable you to fill it, we consider it necessary to arrange a compromise to suit both parties.
Mr. Elephant shall continue his occupation of your hut, but we give you permission to look for a site where you
can build another hut more suited to your needs, and we will see that you are well protected.”
*
The man, having no alternative, and fearing that his refusal might expose him to the teeth and claws of
members of the Commission, did as they suggested. But no sooner had he built another hut than Mr. Rhinoceros
charged in with his horn lowered and ordered the man to quit.\fn{ To leave; the phrase is: to quit the premises.} A Royal
Commission was again appointed to look into the matter, and the same finding was given. This procedure was
repeated until Mr. Buffalo, Mr. Leopard, Mr. Hyena and the rest were all accommodated with new huts.
Then the man decided that he must adopt an effective method of protection, since Commissions of Enquiry did
not seem to be of any use to him. He sat down and said, “Ng’enda thi ndagaga motegi,” which literally means
“there is nothing that treads on the earth that cannot be trapped,” or in other words, you can fool people for a time,
but not for ever.\fn{As a sign posted in the Basement Barber Shop in Bath, New York, when I was a boy, said: “You can fool all of the
people most of the time, and you can fool most of the people part of the time, but you cannot fool all of the people all of the time .}
Early one morning, when the huts already occupied by the jungle lords were all beginning to decay and fall to
pieces, he went out and built a bigger and better hut a little distance away. No sooner had Mr. Rhinoceros seen it
than he came rushing in, only to find that Mr. Elephant was already inside, sound asleep. Mr. Leopard next came
to the window, Mr. Lion, Mr. Fox and Mr. Buffalo entered the doors, while Mr. Hyena howled for a place in the
shade and Mr. Alligator basked on the roof. Presently they all began disputing about their rights of penetration,
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and from disputing they came to fighting, and while they were all embroiled together the man set the hut on fire
and burnt it to the ground, jungle lords and all. Then he went home, saying: “Peace is costly, but it’s worth the
expense,” and lived happily ever after.
2
The Gikuyu system of government prior to the advent of the Europeans was based on true democratic
principles. But according to the tribal legend, once upon a time there was a king in Gikuyuland, named Gikuyu, a
grandchild of the elder daughter of the founder of the tribe. He ruled many moons and his method of governing
was tyrannical. People were prevented from cultivating the land, as he commanded that all able-bodied men
should join his army and be ready to move with their families at any time and to wherever he chose. Thus the
population lived a sort of nomadic life and suffered many hardships from lack of food.
At last they grew tired of wandering from place to place and finally decided to settle down. They approached
the King and implored him to let them cultivate the land and establish permanent homes, but owing to his autocratic power he refused to hear or consider their plea. The people were very indignant with him for turning a deaf
ear to their appeal, and in desperation they revolted against him.
The generation which carried out the revolt was called iregi\fn{Revolter} and the next generation which started
cultivation was given the name ndemi\fn{Cutters} in remembrance of the period when the Gikuyu people began to
cut down the forests and established themselves as agriculturalists.
*
After King Gikuyu was dethroned, the government of the country was at once changed from a despotism to a
democracy which was in keeping with the wishes of the majority of the people. This revolution is known as
itwika, derived from the word twika, which means to break away from and signified the breaking away from
autocracy to democracy. This achievement was celebrated all over the country: feasting, dancing and singing went
on with intervals for a period of six moons which preceded the new era of government by the people and for the
people.
In order to run the new government successfully, it was necessary to have a constitution, so during this time of
festivities a revolutionary council, njama ya itwika, was formed to draft the constitution.
In fact it seems probable that the reason why kingly government was the rule in early times is that it was rare to find
persons of extremely eminent virtue, especially as the States of those times were small. And further, kingly power was then
conferred upon individuals as reward of services rendered to the State. But it is the function of good men to render such
services, and if they were rewarded with kingly power, the number of good men must have been very small. In process of
time, however, there came to be a number of persons equally virtuous, and then they no longer submitted to kingly rule, but
sought to establish a sort of commune or constitutional government. From Oligarchies they passed in the first instance to
Tyrannies and from Tyrannies again to Democracy.\fn{Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle III:15.151}

Every village appointed a representative to the Council, which took the responsibility of drafting the new constitution. The first Council meeting was held at a place called Mokorwe wa Gathanga, situated in the centre of the Gikuyu
country, where the tribe is believed to have originated.
*
At the first meeting of the njama ya itwika it was decided that in order to maintain harmony in the government of
the country, it was necessary to make a few rules which would act as the guiding principles in the new government;
and the following rules, which afterwards became law, were made:
Freedom for the people to acquire and develop land under a system of family ownership.
Universal tribal membership, as the unification of the whole tribe, the qualification for it to be based on maturity,
and not on property. For this reason it was then decided that every member of the community, after passing through
the circumcision ceremony as a sign of adulthood, should take an active part in the government; and that males should
go through this initiation between the ages of sixteen and eighteen, and females between the age of ten and fourteen.
Socially and politically all circumcised men and women should be equally full members of the tribe, and thereby
the status of a king or nobleman should be abolished.
The government should be in the hands of councils of elders (kiama) chosen from all members of the community,
who had reached the age of eldership, having retired from warriorhood. And the position of elders should be deter mined by a system of age-grading.
All young men between the ages of eighteen and forty should form a warrior class (anake), and be ready to defend
the country, and that the country should respect them and have pride in them.
In times of need, the Government should ask the people to contribute in rotation sheep, goats, or cattle, for national
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sacrifices or other ceremonies performed for the welfare of the whole people.
In order to keep up the spirit of the itwika, and to prevent any tendency to return to the system of despotic government, the change of, and the election for, the government offices should be based on a rotation system of generations.
The community was divided into two categories: (a) mwangi, (b) mania or irungu. Membership was to be determined
by birth, namely, if one generation is mwangi, their sons shall be called maina, and their grandsons be called mwangi,
and so on. It was further decided that one generation should hold the office of government for a period of thirty to
forty years, at the end of which the ceremony of itwika should take place to declare that the old generation had completed its term of governing, and that the young generation was ready to take over the administration of the country.
All men and women must get married, and that no man should be allowed to hold a responsible position other than
warrior, or become a member of the council of elders (kiama) unless he was married and had established his own
homestead. And that women should be given the same social status as their husbands.
Criminal and civil laws were established and procedure clearly defined. Rules and regulations governing the behavior between individuals and groups within the Government were laid down …
After the proclamation ceremony and feasts were finished, and the new government started to function, the revolutionary council, njama ya itwika, was dissolved, and delegates returned to their respective villages, leaving the officiating elder to take care of the ceremonial objects which were necessary for the perpetuation of the itwika.
*
The ndemi generation was very much devoted to the communal cause for which it had dethroned King Gikuyu.
The great desire was to give the country a new order where every section of the community would have some practi cal part to play in the people’s government. The first step in the direction was the organization of the people into several groups liked up with the function of the government.
The starting point was the family unit. From the governmental point of view members of one family group were
considered as forming a family council (ndundu y mocie), with the father as the president. The father represented the
familyh group in the government
The next group was the village council (kiama gia itora), composed of the heads of several families in the village.
The senior elder acted as the president of the council and this group represented the villagers in the government.
Another wider group was formed, and named, district council (kiama kia rogongo), in which all the elders of the
district participated; this council was presided over by a committee (kiama kia ndundu).
From the district council a national council was formed, composed of several ndundu, representing the whole population. Among the judges, a president was elected at the meetings of the national council.
*
All these councils were composed from the age of about thirty onwards. But there was a very important council of
young men known as njama ya ita (council of war): its members were between the age of twenty and forty. This
council, apart from its military activities, represented the interests of the young people in the government.
*
In the whole governmental organization there was no inheritable position, everything depending on personal merit.
Elevation to high office was based entirely upon the behavior of an individual in his group and to the community at
large. The group had the right to recall and dismiss or suspend any of its representatives whose behavior was contrary
to the well-established rules of conduct. In fact, it was the voice of the people or public opinion that ruled the country.
Individualism and self-seeking were ruled out, for every representative spoke in the name of his particular group or
in the name of the tribe. The personal pronoun “I” was used very rarely in public assemblies. The spirit of collectivism was so much ingrained in the mind of the people that even eating, drinking, working and sleeping were done
collectively.
This may sound like Utopia to those who are not acquainted with the Gikuyu tribal organization, but the fact remains that the system is still functioning in those parts of the country where the people have not yet been saturated
with the Western individualistic ways of life.
*
From ndemi generation towards the principles of democratic government, as laid down by the first itwika, continued to function favorably until it was smashed by the British Government, who introduced a system of government
very similar to the autocratic government which the Gikuyu people had discarded many centuries ago.
The present system of rule by the Government Officials supported by appointed chiefs, and even what is called
“indirect rule,” are incompatible with the democratic spirit of the Gikuyu people.
It has been said that the Gikuyu do not respect their chiefs, namely, the “appointed ones.” This is perfectly true,
and the reason is not far to seek. The Gikuyu people do not regard those who have been appointed over their heads as
the true representatives of the interests of the community. No one knows this better than the chiefs themselves, because many of them are only able to continue in their position through the fact that might is over right. The Gikuyu
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knows perfectly well that these chiefs are appointed to represent a particular interest, namely the interest of the British
Government, and as such they cannot expect popularity from the people whom they help to oppress and exploit. In the
eyes of the Gikuyu people, the submission to a despotic rule of any particular man or a group, white or black, is the
greatest humiliation to mankind.
The spirit of itwika, namely the changing of government in rotation through a peaceful and constitutional revolution, is still ingrained in the minds of the Gikuyu people. About 1925-28 was the time when the itwika ceremony was
to take place corresponding to the last great itwika ceremony which was celebrated about 1890-98.
The irungu or maina generation, whose turn it is to take over the government from the mwangi generation, organized in 1925 and began singing and dancing itwika ceremonial songs and dances to mark the termination of rule by
the mwangi generation. But after a short time the itwika ceremonial dances and songs were declared illegal, or in
other words, “seditious,” by the British Government. In this way the present generation, irungu, has been denied the
birthright of perpetuating the national pride and enjoyment in the peaceful institution which afforded their forbearers
the most harmonious participation in the social, political, economic, and religious organizations of the tribe. …
*
The last and most honored status in the man’s life history is the kiama kia maturanguru (religious and sacrificial
council). This stage is reached when a man has had practically all his children circumcised, and his wife (or wives)
has passed the child-bearing age. At this stage the man has passed through all age-grades, has been initiated to them
all. Apart from his staff of office, he wears brass rings (icohe) in his ears, but he is not yet invested with the power to
lead a sacrificial ceremony at the sacred tree (mogumo mote wa Igongona).
To acquire this privilege he has to pay a ewe. This is taken to the sacred tree where the animal is slaughtered by the
elders of the sacrificial council. This ceremony is performed in secrecy and only by the selected few who are fortunate
enough to live to that esteemed age. No one outside the members of the sacrificial council is allowed anywhere near
the sacred tree when this ceremony is in progress. Half of the animal is eaten by the elders and the other half is burnt
in the sacrificial fire.
The main feature of this ceremony is dedication of the man’s life to Ngai (God) and to the welfare of the community. What actually happens at the sacred tree with regard to preparation of the ceremony is very hard to say, for the
writer has not had the opportunity of attending the ceremony, having not yet reached the required age. But he had the
privilege of watching the elders going to and from the sacred tree while herding sheep and goats near the ceremonial
grove called mogumo wa Njathi.
On coming out from the sacred tree the elders carry bunches of sacred leaves called maturanguru. The elders of
this grade assume a role of “holy men.” They are the high priests. All religious and ethical ceremonies are in their
hands.
*
The European prides himself on having done a great service to the Africans by stopping the “tribal warfares,” and
says that the Africans ought to thank the strong power that has liberated them from their “constant fear” of being at tacked by the neighboring warlike tribes.
But consider the difference between the method and motive employed in the so-called savage tribal warfares, and
those employed in the modern warfare waged by the “civilized” tribes of Europe, and in which the Africans who have
no part in the quarrels are forced to fight to defend so-called democracy.
Take the case of the Great War, 1914-1918, in which tens of thousands of Africans lost their lives. The reward for
this was taking away the best lands from the Africans, the introduction of kipande with its diabolical system of fingerprints as though the Africans were criminals, imposition of heavy taxation and denial of freedom of speech, of the
Press, and of forming political or social organizations.
This is what “democratic Britain” did in recognition of the services rendered by the Kenya Africans during 19141918.
Another example is the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, where the wholesale massacre of the defenseless population
took place to demonstrate European civilization.
With these glaring facts in view can the Europeans boast of having stopped the “tribal warfare” and having established “perpetual peace” in Africa? It would have been much better for the Africans to continue with their tribal warfare, which they fought with pride and with the loss of a few warriors, rather than receiving the so-called civilizing
missions which means the subjugation of the African races to a perpetual state of serfdom.
In the old order of the African society, with all the evils that are supposed to be connected with it, a man was a
man, and as such he had the rights of a man and liberty to exercise his will and thought in a direction which suited his
purposes as well as those of his fellow-men; but today an African, no matter what his station in life, is like a horse
which moves only in the direction that the rider pulls the rein.
The harmony and stability of the African’s mode of life, in political, social, religious and economic organizations,
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was based on the land which was, and still is, the soul of the people. The first step which the European civilizing missions took to disorganize the Africans in order to exploit and oppress them, especially in South and East Africa, was to
take away the best African lands. This is one of the evils of European civilization that has found its way to the great
African continent and one which the past, present, and future African generations will never forget.
*
The land not only unites the living members of the tribe but also the dead ancestors and the unborn posterity. This
fact is obvious, because it is in the ancestral lands that the ancestors lie buried, in the land which they once occupied.
In this way the dead are able to keep direct communication with the living, and the sanctions which control behavior
in both the collective life of the tribe and private lives of its individual members are the approval or disapproval of the
ancestral spirits.
Through incarnation the future generation is linked up with the past, thus bringing spiritually the three groups, i.e.,
dead, living, and unborn, into one organic whole.
The annexation of the ancestral lands by the Europeans has robbed the African of the use of the productive asset on
which his entire economic life depended. It has also interfered with the whole tribal organization whose genuine coopertion is based on constant communion with the ancestral spirits through which tribal law and custom, morality, and
religion are maintained.
105.92 The Story Of The Lost Sister: A Folktale\fn{told by Njarge, a native Kikuyu (before 1910-

)}

Kenya (M) 1

A long time ago, a young warrior and his sister lived together in a house. They lived alone, because their
parents had died when they were children. The house stood by itself; there were no other homesteads nearby. The
name of the young man was Wagacharaibu, and the girl was called Mweru.
Wagacharaibu had beautiful hair that reached to his waist, and all the young women admired him greatly, so
that he often went away from home a long distance to see his friends, and Mweru was left by herself. One day,
when Wagacharaibu came back after he had been away, Mweru said to him,
“Three men came here last night when I was all alone. Each had a club, and each had a spear. If you go away
and leave me alone, I know that they will come back and carry me off.”
But Wagacharaibu only said, “You talk nonsense,” and he went away again as before.
The three men with the three clubs and the three spears came back, as Mweru had said they would, and they
seized the girl by the neck and the legs, and they lifted her up and carried her away.
When Wagacharaibu came home again, he went to the house and found it. empty. As he went to the house, he
heard a girl’s voice crying on the opposite hillside. The voice was that of his sister, and it said,
“Wagacharaibu, men have come and carried me away. Go into the house, you will find the gruel on the stool.”
Wagacharaibu cried aloud, and said,
“Who will shave the front of my head now that you are gone? We have no neighbors!”
*
He plunged into the grass after Mweru. The farther he went, the farther she was carried away from him. He
heard her voice, and she heard his voice, but they could not see one another. He followed for a month, and he
became very hungry.
He wore a hat such as men used to wear in the old days: it was a piece of goatskin, and it had two holes cut in
it and strings to tie under the chin, and the skin stood out over the forehead so that rain could not touch the face.
One may see such hats even now in the mountains where there are many trees and much rain, and also among the
Masai.
Because he was very hungry, Wagacharaibu cut a piece of the leather from his hat and ate it, and he felt strong
again.
He went on for a second month, and again a third month, until the hat was all finished. Then he took his
garment of skin and ate that, and so he went on a fourth month, and a fifth month, until he had traveled a year and
four months, and his cape was finished.
He was again hungry.
When he came to a big homestead, he went inside, and he saw a woman cooking food. He begged for some
food, and she gave him some. She did not hand him the food in a nice vessel, but in a broken piece of an old pot.
That night, he slept there, and the next morning he went out with the little son of the woman to frighten the birds
from the crops, because the grain was nearly ripe. He took stones and threw them at the birds. As he threw a
stone, he would say,
Flyaway, flyaway, little bird,
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As Mweru has flown away,
Never to be seen again.

The little boy listened. He went home and, when Wagacharaibu was not near, he told his mother the words the
stranger had said, but she paid no attention to the tale of her son and did not listen to it.
The next day, the same thing happened, and the third day the woman herself went to the fields, and she heard
the words of Wagacharaibu:
Flyaway, flyaway, little bird,
As Mweru has flown away,
Never to be seen again.

The woman’s name was Mweru, and she said,
“Why do you say those words to the birds?” He said,
“I once had a sister named Mweru. She was lost, and I have followed her many months and years, but I have
not seen her again.”
The woman put her hand over her eyes and wept, for she was her sister. She said, “Are you truly my brother?”
for she did not recognize him, so changed was he by his long travels. She said,
“Your hair is unkempt, and your clothes are not as they were. I did not know you. But you shall be once more
dressed as in time past, and I shall see if you are really my brother, Wagacharaibu.”
She went to her husband, who had carried her away in the old days, and she got four sheep and three goats.
The four sheep were killed, and Wagacharaibu ate of the flesh and became big and strong once more. His sister
took some of the fat and dressed his hair, and put fat on his shoulders. Of the three goats, two of which were black
and one white, she made a cape. Then she took a spear and gave it to him. It was the spear her husband had carried when he came to the little house when she was alone, she gave that spear to her brother. She put on his arms
brass and iron armlets, and ornaments on his legs and around his neck. Then she said,
“Now I see that you are indeed my brother, Wagacharaibu.”
The husband of Mweru loved Wagacharaibu, and he gave him twenty goats and three oxen, which was much
more than the dowry of his sister, but he gave it because of the affection he bore him. He built him a house in the
homestead, and gave him thirty goats as dowry for a wife.
Wagacharaibu brought a young woman to the house, and his goats increased and multiplied. He took ten of the
goats and his sister’s husband gave him twenty in addition, and he had the dowry for a second wife.
Wagacharaibu did not go back to his old life, but lived with the sister he had lost and with her husband.
111.77 1. The Maiden Who Was Sacrificed By Her Kin, And Whom Her Lover Brought Back From Below 2. The
Lost Sister II 3. A Tale Which Includes Kindness To Animals 4. The Girl And The Doves 5. The Tale Of The Forty
Girls: Five Folktales\fn{by Nagatuu, mother of Chief Munge (before 1910- )} Kenya (F) 4
1
The sun was very hot and there was no rain, so the crops died, and hunger was great; and this happened one
year, and again it happened a second, and yet a third year the rain failed; so the people all gathered together on the
great open space on the hilltop, where they were wont to dance, and said each to the other,
“Why does the rain delay in coming?” And they went to the Medicine-Man, and they said to him,
“Tell us why there is no rain, for our crops have died, and we shall die of hunger.” And he took his gourd and
poured out the lot, and this he did many times; and at last he said,
“There is a maiden here who must be bought if rain is to fall, and the maiden is Wanjiru. The day after tomorrow let all of you return to this place, and everyone of you from the eldest to the youngest bring with him a goat
for the purchase of the maiden.”
So the day after the morrow, old men and young men all gathered together, and each brought in his hand a
goat.
Now they all stood in a circle, and the relations of Wanjiru stood together, and she herself stood in the middle;
and as they stood the feet of Wanjiru began to sink into the ground; and she sank to her knees and cried aloud, “I
am lost,” and her father and mother also cried and said,
“We are lost.”
But those who looked on pressed close, and placed goats in the keeping of Wanjiru’s father and mother. And
Wanjiru went lower to her waist, and she cried aloud, “I am lost, but much rain will come;” and she sank to her
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breast: but the rain did not come, and she said again, “Much rain will come;” then she sank to her neck, and the
rain came in great drops, and her people would have rushed forward to save her, but those who stood around
pressed into their hands more goats, and they desisted.
So she said, “My people have undone me,” and sank to her eyes, and as one after another of her family stepped
forward to save her, one of the crowd would give to him or her a goat, and he fell back. And Wanjiru cried aloud
for the last time,
“I am undone, and my own people have done this thing.”
And she vanished from sight, and the earth closed over her, and the rain poured down, not, as you sometimes
see it, in showers, but in a great deluge, and everyone hastened to their own homes.
*
Now there was a young warrior who loved Wanjiru , and he lamented continually, saying,
“Wanjiru is lost, and her own people have done this thing.” And he said,
“Where has Wanjiru gone? I will go to the same place.”
So he took his shield, and put in his sword and spear. And he wandered over the country day and night; and at
last, as the dusk fell, he came to the spot where Wanjiru had vanished, and he stood where she had stood, and, as
he stood, his feet began to sink as hers had sunk; and he sank lower and lower till the ground closed over him, and
he went by a long road under the earth as Wanjiru had gone, and at length he saw the maiden.
But, indeed, he pitied her sorely, for her state was miserable, and her raiment had perished. He said to her,
“You were sacrificed to bring the rain; now the rain has come, I will take you back.”
So he took her on his back like a child, and brought her to the road he had traversed, and they rose together to
the open air, and their feet stood once more on the ground, and he said,
“You shall not return to the house of your people, for they have treated you shamefully.”
And he bade her wait till nightfall; and when it was dark he took her to the house of his mother, and he asked
his mother to leave, and said he had business, and he allowed no one to enter. But his mother said,
“Why do you hide this thing from me, seeing I am your mother who bore you?” So he suffered his mother, but
he said,
“Tell no one that Wanjiru is returned.”
So she abode in the house of his mother; and then she and his mother slew goats, and Wanjiru ate the fat and
grew strong; and of the skins they made garments for her, so that she was attired most beautifully.
*
It came to pass that the next day there was a great dance, and her lover went with the throng; but his mother
and the girl waited till everyone had assembled at the dance, and all the road was empty, and they came out of the
house and mingled with the crowd; and the relations saw Wanjiru, and said,
“Surely that is Wanjiru whom we had lost?” And they pressed to greet her, but her lover beat them off, for he
said,
“You sold Wanjiru shamefully.” And she returned to his mother’s house. But on the fourth day her family again
came, and the warrior repented, for he said,
“Surely they are her father and her mother and her brothers.”
So he paid them the purchase price, and he wedded Wanjiru who had been lost.
2
Once upon a time there were a brother and sister who lived together, and the mother died leaving many goats,
and the brother looked after the goats in the daytime, but in the evening he went away from home, for he was very
beautiful, and had many friends. The name of the girl was Wachera, the name of the brother Wam’wea.
Now one day when the brother returned Wachera said to him, “Two men were here yesterday, and if you go
away and leave me they will carry me off,” but he said, “You talk nonsense,” and she said, “I am speaking the
truth, but when they take me I will bear with me a gourd full of sap which is like fat, and along the path I will let
it drop, so that you can follow my trail.”\fn{ “The wild gourd when ripe contains a soft pulp in which are its seeds. This pulp
resembles the liquid fat obtained by melting the sheep’s tail.” }
Now that night when Wam’wea brought the goats home, Wachera made a great feast and gruel, but again he
went away. And when Wam’wea came back next morning he found the homestead empty, for his sister had been
carried away as she said, but he saw the track where drop by drop she had let fall the sap which is like fat.
And Wam’wea followed over hill and down dale, and ever and again he heard her voice crying from the opposite hill side,
“Follow after where you see the trail.”
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The following day the sap began to take root, and to spring up into little plants, but his sister he saw not. And
at last he returned to his home to herd the flock, and he took them out to feed, but he had no one to prepare food
for him when he returned at night, and if he himself prepared the food there was no one to care for the flocks, so
he slew a goat and ate it, and when it was finished he slew yet another, and so on till all the goats were finished.
Then he killed and ate the oxen one by one, and they lasted him months and years for the flock was large, but at
last they were all gone, and then he bethought him of his sister.
*
Now the plants which had sprung were by this time grown to trees, which marked the way she had gone, and
so he journeyed on for one month and half a month, and at the end of that time he came to a stream, and by the
stream were two children getting water, and he said to the younger,
“Give me some water in your gourd.” But the child. refused but the elder child spoke to the younger and said,
“Give the stranger to drink, for our mother said if ever you see a stranger coming by the way of the trees he is
my brother.”
So he and the children went up to the homestead, and he waited outside, and Wachera came out, and he knew
her at once, but she did not know him, for he was not dressed as before with ochre and fat; and he came into her
hut, and she gave him food, not in a good vessel, but in a potsherd, and he slept in the hut, but on the floor, not on
the bed.
Now next day he went out with the children to drive away the birds from the crops, and as he threw a stone he
would say, “Fly away, little bird, as Wachera flew away and never came back any more,” and another bird would
come, and he would throw another stone and say the same words again, and this happened the next day and the
next for a whole month; and the children heard, and so did others, and said,
“Why does he say the name Wachera?” And they went and told their mother, and at last she came and waited
among the grass and listened to his words, and said,
“Surely this is my brother Wam’wea.” And she went back to the house and sent for a young man, and told him
to go and fetch Wam’wea to come to her, for she said,
“He is my brother.” And the young man went and told Wam’wea the words of his sister, but he refused, for he
said,
“I have dwelt in the abode of my sister, and she has given me no cup for my food but a potsherd.”
And he would not go in. And the young man returned to Wachera, and told her the words of her brother, and
she said,
“Take ten goats and go again and bid him come to me.”
And the young man took ten goats and said, “Thy sister has sent these ten goats,” but Wam’wea refused, and
the young man returned. And Wachera said,
“Take ten oxen and give them to my brother.”
But Wam’wea would not; and Wachera sent him ten cows, and again ten cows, and still Wam’wea refused to
come in. And Wachera told her husband how she had found her brother, and how he would not be reconciled to
her, and her husband said,
“Send him yet more beasts.”
So Wachera sent ten other cows and again ten more, till Wam’wea had received forty cows besides the goats
and the oxen which Wachera had sent at the first, and the heart of Wam’wea relented, and he came into the house
of his sister. And she killed a goat, and took the fat and dressed his hair and his shoulders, for she said,
“I did not know you, for you were not adorned as before.”
*
After Wam’wea had been reconciled to his sister, he decided that eight wives should be given him, so the
husband of Wachera sent to all his relations round about, and they brought in goats, and Wam’wea bought eight
girls, some for thirty goats, some for forty. Other relations all came and built eight huts for the wives near to the
dwelling of Wachera, so Wam’wea and his wives dwelt near the homestead of his sister.
3
Once upon a time a young man married a girl named Kachambi and brought her home and the girl grew m’weli\fn{Fine grain.} in her shamba, and when the m’weli was ripe she gathered it and brought it to her homestead. But
a little bird called Kanionikan’ga\fn{ A small bird with a yellow breast and blue back that jumps along .} came by and picked
up grains of the m’weli and ate it; and Kacham'bi picked up a stone and threw it at the bird, and said,
“Go away, don’t eat my grain.”
And this she did three times, and the third time she broke the leg of the bird. And the bird said,
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“Because you have broken my leg, harm will come to you.” And he flew away.
After a while Kachambi became ill and bore a child, and the old woman who tended her went down to the
stream to get water to wash the mother and the new-born infant. And when she got to the stream what should she
see but the Kanionikan’ga in the midst of the stream, spluttering with his wings and throwing water over himself,
and decked out like an M’kikuyu with necklaces of beads.
And the old lady was so astonished at the sight that she stopped to look at him, and forgot all about the mother
and the baby waiting in the hut. And another old woman came down to ask what had happened to her, and why
she did not come back, and she, too, stood and gazed at the bird in his ornaments, and forgot to go back, and a
third came, and a fourth, and then the rest of the people of the homestead all came down to the stream one by one
till there was no one left in the village at all. And at last Kachambi said,
“I must go myself and see what is happening.”
So she got up, put down the babe into the bed, and left the hut; and when she came to the stream, what should
she see but all the people gazing, and in the midst of the stream with all his ornaments, the Kanionikanga whose
leg she had broken.
Now the bird, when he saw Kachambi, slipped out of the stream into the grass, and up to the hut, and found it
empty, and he perched on the bed, and took the child’s throat in his beak, and pinched it till the babe was
suffocated, and when the mother came into the hut, there was the bird and her dead child. And the bird flew up to
a tree, and all the people looked on, and he said,
“I have done this to the woman because she would not give me grain and broke my leg; and I said I would
work her ill, and so I have slain her child.”
Then Kachambi brought out corn and spread it on the ground plentifully, and the Kanionikan’ga ate and ate.
And when he had eaten he flew back to the hut, and made medicine, and perched again on the bed and the child
breathed once more, and he said,
“Because you have given me corn in plenty, I have given you back your child.”
4
Long ago a girl child called Wanjiru was beaten by her mother so severely that her back was broken and she
died, and the dutura\fn{Doves.} came and gathered up her bones amongst the grass, and joined them together by
means of little chains like women wear, and one who was very clever joined her back together.
And she became alive again, and they found a house for her in a cave by the riverside.
Now three children came down to the opposite bank of the river to get water, and one was the younger sister of
Wanjiru; and when the gourds were filled they each helped the other up with them on to their backs to carry home.
But when it came to the turn of Wanjiru’s sister, they refused, for they said,
“Your mother beat your sister and killed her, so we will not help you.”
And they went away, and the little girl sat down and cried. And as she cried, Wanjiru came out of her home
among the stones and came across the water, and took the gourd and helped her to put it on her back. But she said,
“Do not tell anyone at home that you have seen me.”
And this same thing happened many days. At last her mother noticed that the child always came home after the
others, and she said,
“Who helps you to lift up your gourd? Surely you are always last.” And she said,
“I went among the grass, and there slipt it up myself.” But her mother persisted, and at last the child told, and
said,
“I have seen my sister Wanjiru, who was dead, and she has helped me.”
So the next day when the children went down for water, the father and mother went too, and hid among the
grass, and waited, and when Wanjiru came, as was her custom, to help with the gourd, they sprang up and seized
her and took her home.
*
Then the doves all gathered together and flew to the home of Wanjiru, and they said to the mother,
“Give us the chains you wear as ornaments.”
And the mother refused.
So then they took back the chains they had given to make Wanjiru, and the one who was an expert took out
from her head the long chain he had put in to join up the bones of her back, and all her bones fell to pieces again
as before, and the doves flew away. Then the mother took all the bones and put them in the cave where Wanjiru
had lived. And the doves came once more and put Wanjiru together again, but they said,
“You must not help your sister when she comes for water.” But when she thought the doves were not looking,
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and the child came Wanjiru helped her as before; but the doves saw her and said again,
“You must not help your sister, or we will again undo our work and you will die.”
So Wanjiru refrained.
5
Forty girls went to get firewood. As they came back single me along the road, they met Ilimu, who has one
foot and walks with a stick, and his other foot comes out at the back of his neck, and he has two hands. And his
body is like iron, so you cannot hurt him. And the first girl he came to said, “Do not eat me, eat the next;” but of
each in turn he took a finger, and the last one he ate altogether.
Now before they went home all the girls went to have their teeth adorned, and as they came back they met a
man on the road, and they asked him whose teeth were the most beautiful, and he looked at them all and he said,
“Those of Washishi and Moirewanyina.”
And these two girls were sisters by the same mother. And they met another man, and asked him the same
question, and he said the same thing—and a third and fourth gave the same answer. And when they got to their
homes they asked again, and the fathers and mothers still said those of Washishi and Moirewanyina, so the other
girls were sorely grieved.
The third day they again all went to the wood for firewood, and they made a big hole by a sacred tree, and each
of the girls went in in turn and came out again, and the two sisters went last. And Moirewanyina came out safely;
but when it came to the turn of Washishi she went in and the others piled on firewood and earth on top of her and
buried her alive.
*
Now her small brother kept cows near the tree, and Washishi heard the tramping, and she cried out,
“Do not bring the cows where they will tread on me.” And the boy went home and said,
“There is some one crying out near the sacred tree.”
Now as the other girls returned they had made medicine, and drank it, so that anyone who told at home what
had happened to Washishi would die.
The next day the boy went again, and Washishi called out once more, and then he knew it was his sister, and
said,
“I have heard Washishi.”
So the father and mother and all the relations went and dug out Washishi. She was very thin, and her clothes
were worn out, and they brought her home, and she rested many days.
Then she got three gourds and filled them with milk, one with the milk of wild animals, one with that of cows,
and one with that of goats. And her father called all the other girls into the house, and Washishi got the tail of a
wild animal and put it into the jar of milk from wild animals and sprinkled the girls, and they went to sleep; and
she sent to all the fathers of the girls and said,
“Your daughters buried me in a hole because my teeth were more beautiful than theirs, and if you do not give
me presents they shall die and never wake again.”
So they brought her many goats.
Then she put the tail of a cow in the jar of cow’s milk and sprinkled them with milk, and they all woke once
more.
111.81 1. The Four Young Warriors 2. The Giant Of The Great Water: Two Folktales\fn{by “an M’Kikuyu in our
service” (before 1910- )} Kenya (M) 1
1
Four young warriors built a thingira\fn{A hut which served as bachelors’ sleeping quarters for young men and boys of one or
and lived together, and two of them were brothers, the sons of one father, and the other two were
also brothers, the sons of another father. Now one day one of the young men came to the hut and he said,
“There is a very bad beast, a hyena, in the road near here.” And one of the friends said to him,
“I do not believe there is any such beast near here, for I have not seen one, and if there were I should not be
afraid of him.” To which the first replied,
“If you will go to sleep tonight in the road, I will give you in the morning one ox and ten goats.”
So his friend said that he was not afraid and he would sleep that night in the road as had been said. He
therefore spent his time making his sword very sharp, and he took his spear, and made that very sharp also, and
when evening came he went out on to the road and laid down upon it and went to sleep.
more homesteads.}
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*
Now he who had first said there was a hyena remained in the hut, but the other two young men of the thingira,
one of whom was the friend of this first warrior, and the other the friend of the other warrior, found a big tree near
the place where the young man was asleep, and climbed up into it to see what happened. Now as he lay on the
ground asleep his sword stuck out from his side, and it was very sharp.
And three hyenas came and looked at him. When the first one drew near he saw the sword and he was
frightened and ran away back to his hole.
But the other two hyenas fetched yet another, who was very big and strong, and he attacked the sleeping man.
But the man awakened and sprang up and thrust his sword into him and he died. Then the next hyena came on,
and he put his sword into him, too, and he also was slain. And the fourth hyena, when he saw that his friends were
dead, was afraid and ran away. And in the morning the other two warriors came down from the tree and they said
to their friend,
“How is it that you are still here?”
And he showed them the bodies of the two hyenas he had slain.
Then they all went back to the hut, and those who had watched told him who had remained how the wild
beasts had been slain, and so the first warrior was obliged to pay one ox and ten goats as he said that he would do.
2
There was once a small boy who was herding the goats, and his father came and pointed out to him some long
and luxurious grass, and told him to take them there to feed. So he pastured them there that day, and took them
there again the day following. Now the next day while the goats were feeding the owner of the pasture appeared,
and he said to the boy,
“Why are you feeding your goats on my grass?” And the boy said,
“It is not my doing, for my father told me to come here.” And he said,
“This evening I will go to your father’s house and talk to him.”
*
Now the owner of the grazing ground was a man very big and tall, and his name was Mukunga M’Bura, so in
the evening he came to the home of the boy and he said to the father,
“Why were your goats eating my grass when you could see I had closed it?”\fn{ I.e., had put up the usual signs to
show that medicine had been made to protect it from trespassers .} The father said,
“That is my affair.” So he said,
“As you have done this, I will eat you and all your people.” To which the father replied,
“You shall do no such thing.”
So the young men made sharp their swords and got ready their spears, but Mukunga M’Bura was too strong for
them, and he ate the father, and the young men, and the women, and the children, and the oxen, and the goats, and
then he ate the house and the barns, so that there was nothing left. The only person who escaped was the little boy,
who ran away and hid in the grass so that Mukunga M’Bura did not see him.
*
Now he made himself a bow and shot wild game, and became very strong and built himself a house; and at last
he said, when he was full grown,
“Why do I stay here? I am big and strong. Mukunga M’Bura, who killed my father and all my people, still
lives.”
So he took his sword and made it very sharp, and went to the district where Mukunga M’Bura lived, and as he
drew near he saw him coming up out of the great water where he lived. He shouted to him,
“Tomorrow I will come and kill you.”
And he went back and ate more meat so as to be stronger than ever. The next day he went again, but Mukunga
M’Bura was not to be seen; but the third day he met him again, and he said,
“You have killed all my people, so I will kill you,” And Mukunga M’Bura was afraid and said to the warrior,
“Do not strike me with your sword over the heart or I shall die, but open my middle finger.” So the warrior did
so, and he said,
“Make a big hole, not a little one.”
And the warrior made a big hole, and out came first the father, whom Mukunga M’Bura had eaten, and then
the young men, and the women, and the cattle, and the sheep, and the houses, and the food stores just as before.
And Mukunga M’bura said,
“You will not now kill me?” And the warrior said,
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“No, I will spare you for you have restored my father, his people and his goods, but you must not again eat
them.” And he said,
“They shall be safe.”
The warrior and his people went back and rebuilt their homesteads, but the warrior thought to himself,
“Now this Mukunga M’Bura is big and strong and very bad. He has eaten many people. He may come again
and destroy my father.”
So he called the young men and asked them to come and fight Mukunga M’Bura with him, and they all made
ready for war and went to the home of Mukunga M’Bura. He saw them coming and said,
“Why are you here to slay me? Have I not given you back your people?” But the warrior replied,
“You are very evil; you have killed and eaten many people; therefore you shall die.”
Then they all fell upon him and slew him, and cut off his head and hewed his body in pieces. But a big piece
separated itself from the rest of the body, which was dead, and went back into the water, and the warrior returned
to his home and told his brothers that he had slain Mukun'ga M’Bura, all but one leg.
“But tomorrow,” he said, “I will go into the water and get that leg and burn it.”
And the mother besought him not to go, but the next day he went, and when he got to the place there was no
water to be seen, only cattle and goats, for what remained of Mukunga M’Bura had gathered together his children
and taken all the water and gone very far, but the beasts he had not taken but left behind.
So the warrior went back and brought his people, and they gathered the cattle and goats together, and took
them back to their own homestead.
111.82 1. Wadua and Wam’weri 2. Ilimu And Wanjiru: Two Folktales\fn{by Moséni, “a young woman” (before
1910- )} Kenya (F) 2
1
Two warriors went to look for wives. One was called Wadua\fn{ Son-of-the-Sun.} and the other Wam’weri,\fn
{Sun-of-the-Moon.} and as they traveled they saw a girl in the road.
Now she was not beautiful, for she had lost one eye, but Wam’weri liked her, and the girl also liked Wam’weri;
so he took her to be his wife, and proceeded no further in his search. But Wadua said,
“Why do you take a girl who has one eye missing?”
And he proceeded further on his journeys. Now as he went on his way he saw a young boy, and he said to him,
“Do you know any maiden in this countryside?” And the boy replied,
“No, I know of no maiden, except, indeed, the maiden Washuma; but she is not to be thought of, for she does
not like young men.” And Wadua journeyed again, and he met an old man, and he said,
“Can you tell me where I can find a maiden?” And he said,
“There is no girl but Washuma, and she will speak to no man.”
Again he met an old woman, and she told him the same tale of Washuma, that she would not be wooed by any
man. At last, on the eighth day he met a young man, and he yet again spoke of Washuma in the same manner. So
Wadua inquired of him where the home of this Washuma might be; and he said,
“On the opposite hillside, where you see the smoke ascending.”
So Wadua went that day and slept that night on the road; and after three days he came to the house of
Washuma and tarried outside, while the girl herself was in the shamba. Afterwards she came in and cooked food,
and came out and went to the storehouse and got siroco and cooked it, and came and gave it to the stranger. But he
would not take it, and she went again to the storehouse and took beans, but he would not; and then gruel, and still
he would not; but she did not think of milk, and when she brought milk he drank it, and she offered him more, but
he said,
“It is sufficient.”
Now the father of Washuma returned, and the goats and oxen came in for the night, and the girl took Wadua
into the homestead that he might sleep, and she said to him,
“If you should hear in the night a great noise, do not go out.” And he said,
“Why?” Washuma said,
“Because a great animal like a snake comes every night and kills and eats the oxen.”
And the animal was called Mukunga M’bura, and its home is in the water.
So Wadua slept in the house; but in the night, when he heard a great noise he got up and took his spear; but
Washuma took him by the arm and besought him not to go. But he was too strong for her, and he went out, and he
saw the snake, and took his spear and stuck it in the back of the neck, so it died, and he came back to the house
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and he said nothing.
And in the morning, when the birds began to chirp, the father went out to see the cattle, and he found the dead
beast, and he said,
“Who has done this?”
And the girl told her father. And he sent out, when all the young men were gathered on the dancing green, and
he set them a distance, and he said to the youths,
“He who can run this distance and return, he it is who has slain the Mukunga M’bura.”
So they ran, but some fell and some panted like sheep; but when the time came for Wadua, he ran and returned
and beat all the other youths. And the father said,
“What shall I give you, since you have slain the beast?” And he said,
“I look for a wife; give me your daughter.” But the father said,
“If a man has asked for my daughter, I have said to him, ‘Fetch the nyoya.’”\fn{“Described as ‘a big white and black
bird, of which the young men wear the feathers.’”}
So Wadua arose and went to the big water, and Washuma stayed on the bank and looked on; and Wadua went,
and the water rose to his calf and his knees and his waist, and then to his chest and neck and eyes. Washuma
thought he would be drowned; but Wadua went right under the water and stayed there, and he did not die.
Washuma waited, and when night came she slept there; but in the morning she said,
“Surely he is dead.”
And she turned to go. But as she went she heard a great noise in the water; and she looked round, and went
back and saw Wadua and many others coming out of the water, and sheep and goats innumerable; and the water
had all disappeared, and Wadua returned with the girl to her home.
And he divided the sheep and goats, and he put half of them on one side and half of them on the other, for they
could not be counted for multitude; and he took one half for himself, and the other half he gave to the father of
Washuma, that he might have her for his wife.
2
A young man called Ilimu went on his journey to look for a wife, and coming to a certain homestead he saw a
maiden, Wanjiru by name, whom he admired greatly; so he said to her,
“I should like to buy you.”
And she consented. She therefore went back with him to his home. And he paid three oxen for her to her
people—a black one, a white one, and a dun one.
But when she came to his house he remained with her only three days. And on the fourth he went a long
journey into the wilds and stayed away many months; and while he was in the woods he had no food but the food
of carrion beasts, for he lived, like a hyena, on dead men.
And after the end of this long while he returned home, and he found that his wife had borne him a child during
his absence, but she herself was poor and neglected, and had no clothes to wear.
*
Now one day the wife, Wanjiru, went out to work in her shamba, and she left her child in the house, and her
husband stayed behind in the house also. And when she came back she looked round for the babe, but the child
was nowhere to be seen, for behold, whilst the mother was at work, Ilimu had seized her babe and devoured him.
And Wanjiru was much afraid, and she fled into the woods and climbed up into a tall tree, and there she stayed
at the top. And she thought to herself,
“The child is dead, and I shall die also.”
And she wailed like the ngoma\fn{The spirits of the dead.} and she stayed there for three days. At last Ilimu came
to the foot of the tree, and Wanjiru cried aloud,
“Alack, for the black ox and the white ox and the dun ox!” For, for these oxen she had been sold to llimu; and
llimu gazed up into the tree and said,
“I see a kisambo\fn{“Described as a ‘small beast, long tail; lives in trees.’”} among the branches.”
So they remained for seven days, till her four brothers heard the wailings of their sister like the spirits of the
dead, and they came and saw Wanjiru above and Ilimu below.
Now the body of Ilimu was such that though he looked as other men, parts of it were as iron, which no spear
could touch, but parts again were as that of other men, first a band as of iron and then a band again of flesh. And
the brothers of Wanjiru came up, two on one side of llimu and two on the other, and Ilimu in the middle; and one
struck him with his spear, but he hit on a band of iron, and his spear turned back, so Ilimu was unhurt. But another
cried out,
56

“Strike below the arm!” And a third struck below the arm, where llimu was as other men, so he fell dead.
*
Now when Ilimu was dead, Wanjiru came down from the tree, and her brothers saw that she was thin, miserable, and unclothed, and they said,
“This was a young warrior who came to woo you, how then has he became changed into a beast?”
The girl went home with her brother, and they killed a sheep and put clothes upon her and ornaments, and in
time a young warrior again came and saw Wanjiru, and bought her. She went home with him and she lived with
him, and in two years, counted after the manner of the Akikuyu, a child was born.
But when the child was still a babe the father turned from being a man and became a hyena, and devoured first
the babe and then the mother Wanjiru
111.84 The Story Of The Girl Who Cut The Hair Of The N’Jenge: A Folktale\fn{by Karanja (before 1910(M) 1

)}

Kenya

Once upon a time a young warrior sent his little sister to fetch water from the river, and in bringing the water
she let the gourd fall and broke it. And her brother was very angry, and said,
“You have broken the gourd; go away and bring me back instead of it the hair of the N’jenge.”
And the little girl ran away a long distance, for she was afraid her brother would beat her, and in the road she
met an N’jenge. He was very big and his hair was very long, and he was called Ilimu.
And when they got to the house of the N’jenge he took a stick and struck with it on the ground, and a hole
opened, and out of it came many cows and goats. And the girl ate; and then the N’jenge struck again, and the rest
of the cows and goats all vanished. And the same thing happened again, and she ate yet more, and became big and
fat.
Then the N’jenge left home and went away on a journey. Now the N’jenge had a child—a boy; and the boy
loved the little girl dearly, and when his father was gone he said to her,
“Give me your ornaments.”
And she took off the beads she wore round her neck and arms and gave them to him, and he put them on one
side; and then he took a strong-smelling stuff and plastered it all over her neck and head, and said,
“Now fly, for my father has gone to collect firewood to make a fire, and when he comes back he will eat you.”
And the girl fled from the house of the N’jenge.
Now Ilimu had collected two friends, N’jenge like himself, and they had all gone to get firewood to make a
fire and have a great feast and eat the girl. And as she fled she met on the road the first of these bad N’jenge
carrying a bundle of sticks towards the house, and he said to her,
“Are you the little girl of the N’jenge?” And she said,
“No, that little girl had armlets and bracelets.”
And he let her go on, and then she met the next friend and the same thing happened again; and last of all she
met Ilimu himself, and he looked at her to see if she was the child he had caught, and he saw that she had no
necklace and no armlets. And he came near and smelt the strong-smelling stuff, and he was persuaded that it was
not the same girl, and he said to her,
“I want someone to shave my beard and cut my hair.” For he had a long beard and long hair behind.
So she shaved his beard and cut his hair, and put the hair she cut off in her bag and went on her way, and came
back to her mother’s house.
When she came to her home she saw her brother who had been so angry with her, and gave him the hair of the
N’jenge as he had asked; but not long afterwards a young warrior came to buy the girl for his wife, and he gave
the purchase money to her mother, thirty goats, and she went away with him to his house, for she loved him.
But before she went she said to her mother, “Don’t give my eldest brother the goats, for he has behaved cruelly
to me, but keep them and let my younger brother have them;” for her mother had also given birth to another boy,
and she was fond of the child, but her other brother she did not love. And when the girl was gone the eldest
brother came to the mother and said,
“Give me the goats.” And the mother said,
“No, I shall not give them to you, for they were paid as the marli of your sister, and she said you were not to
have them, for you were angry with her because she had broken the gourd and told her she must go and get the
hair of the N’jenge.” So the eldest brother went away, and the younger brother had the goats.
Now when the N’jenge and his friends got to the house of Ilimu, they found that the girl had fled, and only the
boy was there; and llimu feared greatly, for he said,
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“I have brought these friends to my home to eat, and there is the firewood, but there is no meat.”
And he took the two friends to a little distance, and the firewood, and told them to wait there. And he went
back to the house and said to his son,
“Run, boy, run and hide in the long grass.”
And Ilimu went into the house and dug a big hole in the floor and got a large stone, and got into the big hole
and hid there, and drew the big stone to cover his head.
Now when the friends saw that he did not come back they went to look for him, and they called him and he did
not answer, so one of them went inside the hut, found the great stone, and moved it and saw the head of Ilimu, and
said,
“Why did you not answer when we called?”
And they took him out, one N’jenge on each side, for they were two and he was one, and they got more
firewood and built an enormous fire, and they roasted him and ate him.
And that was the end of the bad N’jenge.
73.193 Why Some Animals Become Domesticated: A Folktale\fn{by an unnamed Suk informant (before 1911Northwest Kenya (F) -1

)}

In the olden days all cattle, sheep, and goats lived in the forests.
Then, one day Tororut called all the animals before him at a place in the forest, and he lighted a large fire there.
And when the animals saw the fire, they were frightened and fled away back into the forest. There remained only
the cattle, sheep, and goats who were not frightened.
And Tororut was pleased with these animals and blessed them, and he decreed that henceforth they should
always live with man who would eat their flesh and drink their milk.
1920
297.96 Excerpt from Not Yet Uhuru: An Autobiography\fn{by Jaramogi Oginga Odinga (1911-1994)} Bondo, Siaya
County, Nyanza Province, Kenya (M) 7
1
Among the Luo of Central Nyanza, the forecasters had said of the White people:
“If you touch them the skin will remain in your hand because they are very soft. But they will come with
thunderstorms and they will burn the people.”
Omuodo Alogo was the chief elder of my village and he told me he had seen these people, some of whom were
as white as snow, some as red as fire, and that they had an instrument that harboured the thunder, and that hit from
afar.
When these people first came (the story goes), the elders had warned that we should never, never try to fight
them because their weapons were better than ours. They would be intent on devouring our land and our wealth but
we should be wary of them. If they asked for cooking flour we should give it; we should give whatever they
requested, even animals.
But we should study their lives and their minds to know exactly what they wanted. We should never fight
them.
But we knew that when we had studied them our children would probably be able to get rid of them.
*
Not that we saw many Whites. The first White man I saw was the missionary Archdeacon Owen. This was the
time of a plague outbreak.
The children of our village were taken to be inoculated. We were very frightened, for we thought we might die.
We allowed the Archdeacon only to touch us, and then ran home as fast as we could. We were lucky we did not
catch the plague, for that year it claimed many of our relatives and neighbours.
The villagers were told that to stop the plague we should trap the rats, cut off the tails and send them to the
Chief’s baraza.\fn{Gathering} From there, I learnt later, the rats’ tails were bundled in tens and sent to Kisumu
headquarters; on the walls of the Commissioners’ offices hung charts of the monthly rat returns.
*
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It was in these years that the government started to collect taxes from our people: taxes and the orders to
produce rats’ tails have always been associated together as the arm of government reaching out to our villages.
When the time came to take a register of taxpayers, government clerks were sent to the villages. Our mothers
had news of the approach of these awesome strangers and they hid the children in the bush and brought us food
there.
We children were curious and we crept out to gaze secretly at the encroachers. We watched them take a
papyrus reed from the roof of each hut and cut it neatly in two. When the reeds were tied in neat bundles they
represented the registration of that boma.\fn{Village or local administration center } One bundle was given to the elder
for him to take to the Chief’s baraza when he paid in the taxes; the other set of bundles was taken away by the
clerks as a tally of the taxpayers of the area, a sort of carbon copy of the registration.
The clerks who came with the Whites for the tax registration were not people of our tribe; they spoke Swahili
and we called them okoche.\fn{Tribes from the coast who spoke Swahili}
*
We connected Whites and Government with five main things.
There were the inoculations against the plague from which the children ran in fear.
There were the tax collections.
There was the order to the villagers to work on the roads.
There were clothes, kanzu, the long robes copied from Arab garb at the coast, given free to the chiefs and
elders to wear to encourage others in the tribe to clothe themselves in modern dress.
There were the schools, which came later, and to which, in the beginning, only orphans, foster children, poor
nieces and nephews and never the favourite sons were sent, for the villagers distrusted the pressure on them to
send their children out of the home and away from herding the animals; and the more alert objected to the way the
Christian missions taught “This custom (yours) is bad, and this (ours) is good”, for they could see that the children
at the missions would grow up to despise Luo ways.
*
One year there were instructions that we should go to the Chief’s Camp to be vaccinated against smallpox.
The District Commissioner was to be there that day and I was curious to see him, for though I had seen my
first White in the person of Archdeacon Owen, it had been a fleeting encounter. A friend and I went towards the
Chief’s Camp, hoping for a close-up view of the White Commissioner, but as we approached a headman caught
us and took us by force to the vaccination centre.
*
The first time I saw a bicycle was the day we children were given baskets of sim-sim\fn{Sesame} and maize to
take to the Kadimo Indian shopping centre, about twelve miles from our home.
Chief Olulo Nyadenda in a white Icanu rode by on a bicycle, passing us so quickly that I was reminded of a
snake. He was followed by the District Commissioner flashing past, and they went on to the shops ahead of us.
There I had my first glimpse of an Indian. It was astonishing to hear an Indian speaking in Dholuo. His body
looked as soft as a baby’s when it is newly born. When the Indian came to carry my basket I thought he would
never manage to lift it, his body looked so soft.
The sim-sim I carried to the shop fetched about 25 cents, and with this money I bought a length of material to
be used as a loin cloth. When I returned home I did not, of course, wear it to milk the cows. I took it off and hung
it on a wooden peg outside the granary.
While I was milking, an animal came along and ate my loin cloth.
I had had my first piece of clothing for less than a day.
*
My attempt to calculate my age is associated with clothing.
My parents were not educated and they did not register the date of my birth, so I have had to work backwards
to estimate it. I remember an old man Elijah Bonyo had a khaki jumper, with a red buttoned flap at the back. Years
later when I met Bonyo he told me he had this jersey in 1918. At the time I remember him in the jersey with the
flap I had begun to look after our animals, which would have made me a small boy of six or seven years.
I can work out my age by association with other events, of course.
Immediately after the 1914-18 war there was a severe famine. My mother went away to search for food and I
was left to look after my younger sister and a small brother. I fetched vegetables from the bush and cooked them
until my mother returned. I must have been at least six years old to have been able to take charge until our mother
returned and as the famine was between 1918 and 1919, I think I was born between 1911 and 1912.
My mother told me I was born during the short rains which begin normally between September and December.
So I place my birth at October 1911.
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*
My home village Nyamira Kango is in Sakwa Location Central Nyanza District, near Lake Nyanza (formerly
Lake Victoria: we in Kenya dropped that name in 1964), which is the water link between Kenya, Uganda and
Tanganyika.
Nyanza Province in the west of Kenya lies across the equator. To our west are the lake and Uganda; to the east
the Rift Valley Province with its thick White settlement; and to the south Masai land and Tanzania.
The former, Nyanza, which included Western Province and Kericho, has always been known as Kenya’s
granary and labour pool. The Luo are more agricultural than other Nilotic people, but we keep many cattle and
fishing is important along the shores of the lake.
Five peoples live in Nyanza: our neighbours are the Baluya, Kisii, Kuria, and the Kipsigis, who live along the
high ridges.
*
My great-grandfather was Rapondi, son of Wenwa. He fathered four sons, among them my grandfather Rayila.
According to our clan history Rayila was not a well-to-do man. Nor in fact was his father, nor others further
back in our lineage.
My father passed down to me the story that Rayila was too poor to afford cattle for a wife. He worked on his
plot of land to grow just enough to feed himself. He was lucky to meet a widow who had left her children in her
husband’s home and come to relatives in Sakwa: my grandfather decided to marry her because for such a woman
the dowry was low.
So Rayila married Omindo, daughter of Otengo of Konya Kajulu, and together they worked in the fields to
raise animals for her dowry. Of this marriage there were six sons and two daughters.
Rayila combined providence with frugality. He had a premonition that a great famine was approaching so he
and Omindo dug a deep hole in the centre of their hut, where they buried a pot and stored a portion of the grain
from every harvest. The famine did come and the neighbours were astonished that this poor man could feed his
family.
We children had this story recounted to us for the moral that without the land none of us could survive, and we
should not fail each morning to go to work on our plots.
Rayila’s Sons were Oburu, Ngire, Omuodo, Otengo, Amolo, and Ajuma. It was the last-born, Ajuma, who
married my mother, but Ajuma died shortly after the birth of their second child. My grandfather had taken a
second wife after Omindo and by this marriage had produced three sons, Ochieng, Odinga, and Rayila, named
after himself.
When Ajuma died his half-brother Odinga took my mother into his household, according to the tradition that
the widow is cared for by her brother-in-law. Odinga had two previous wives, so my mother became his third. I
was born of that union.
In all we were three brothers and two sisters in our mother’s house.
*
Of my uncles, Oburu was the administrator, a liberal and popular man.
Ngire was a strict disciplinarian who dealt ruthlessly with mischievous, gossiping women.
Omuodo was a man of justice, chosen by his brothers as a leader to judge village cases and solidify the people
of the village; it was Omuodo above all who was the unifying force among his brothers and their respected
chairman.
I was Omuodo’s favourite. I had always to be at his feet. He called me to bring his fire for smoking, to fetch
his food, and we ate together in his small office-house.
Omuodo was the leader not only of our family but of all the families in our neighbourhood. He was stern and
ruthless when dealing with transgressors, and I pitied those who fell foul of his judgment, but though he was strict
and quick to act against the lazy, he showed no partiality towards his sons or those of his brothers, but laid down
the law fairly against relatives and outsiders alike.
*
In among the thick hillside vegetation of the Sakwa area lie fields of maize and millet, and clusters of
homesteads of thatched huts. Our village, like all Luo villages, was neatly fenced about by euphorbia trees or
“Ojuok” as we call them. Inside the circular village were twenty neatly built huts, forming a concentric circle
within the fence.
In the centre were four small huts which we regarded as the headquarters of the elders of the village. The one
in the centre was the duol or office of the jaduong dala, or chief elder. He was Omuodo Alogo. Next to this hut
was the office of Odinga, my father; then that of Oteke, the uncle of Omuodo Alogo; and the fourth belonged to a
friend who had married one of our sisters and come to live in our village.
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Each hut in the village represented one woman. Elder Omuodo Alogo had six women, Odinga had five, Oteke
had three, and so on.
In all there were thirty-six children in the village.
Omuodo Alogo was regarded as owner of the village, leader and lawmaker and the giver of orders. He had to
consult with the other elders, and they formed themselves into a kind of village cabinet to regulate village life and
maintain discipline.
*
Head of our family, head of the village and accepted as leader of the surrounding villages was Omuodo Alogo
and by virtue of his leadership our home became the headquarters of our area.
Many people called on us each day. They came to discuss a problem with Omuodo Alogo or to attend a
meeting he called.
Though Omuodo’s father and grandfather had been poor people he was well-to-do by African standards. He
was also generous and refused no one in need of a dowry who had no animals of his own. He gave frequent beer
parties and from the songs about him I knew he was praised for his charity, wisdom, and far-sightedness.
I was with Omuodo during the 1918-19 famine called the Kanga, and I have never forgotten his actions. He
would fetch me late every night and take me from granary to granary to examine the food stocks. When we found
a granary with little left in it he would direct me to a granary which had plenty, and we would replenish the almost
exhausted store. When I asked why he did this he said we should be kind to those who had nothing.
Women with many children had greater need, and to prevent argument over food shares, he thought it best to
arrange a re-distribution himself, by night.
*
When it came to disciplinary action Omuodo was cruel and ruthless, but when he was ill people came long
distances to see him and wish for his speedy recovery. He died one evening in 1934 and many people came to
mourn, taking off all their clothes and daubing themselves with ash—the dress of mourning—in ceremonial
tribute and respect for Omuodo. The weeping and wailing went on all night and I recalled the grim scene for
many years.
*
Life in our village followed an even routine.
The elders woke first each morning, got their pangas ready and went to prepare their plots for the work that
would follow that day.
The children were awakened by them as they were leaving for the land, and our first duty was to milk the
cows. We delivered the milk to the huts where the women, with the young girls at their side, were waiting to
churn the butter.
When we boys had done the milking we tied the animals near the granaries and ran to our houses to drink milk
with kuon (a millet flour bread that is red in colour) which had been prepared the day before. Then we went to the
land to dig the ground cleared by our fathers.
Sometimes we worked in groups, at other times we worked our fathers’ individual holdings. While we dug, the
very young children were in charge of grazing the goats and the sheep.
At about ten o’clock our fathers left the land and returned to the village. An hour or so later we boys had to
return home to release the cattle from their stakes and take them into the grazing field.
This was the time we enjoyed, for we arranged between ourselves for some of us to tend the animals while the
rest took part in games. We wrestled and raced one another. If there was a pond nearby we swam. The elders were
always at a distance supervising us, watching to see if our animals strayed into a garden, and when we neglected
our duties they appeared among us to chastise us.
By midday the women had returned to the village to prepare our food and cultivate the vegetable plots, assisted
by the girls.
In the afternoon the elders went back to the lands to clear the areas we would have to dig the following day,
and some of the boys were taken with them to learn how best to clear the bush.
In the evening we brought the cows home and milked them, leaving the milk in the churns for the next
morning’s butter. Then we had to clean and sweep the village while our fathers sat in their offices and watched us
at work.
It was in the evenings that our fathers would meet the elders from nearby villages. The women would bring
beer and the men would drink it as they talked, exchanging the news, whether anyone had gone on safari, and they
would discuss the work they were planning for the village for subsequent days.
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The women were ready with the food at about seven o'clock and the elders sat in their respective offices to be
served with it. The children from each hut had to carry the food to the elder and this was the time that the sons
joined their fathers to enjoy the food prepared in the various huts.
Some women had cooked vegetables, others fish, meat or chicken, and all taken together there was a variety of
dishes. But the elders were strict about our eating, encouraging us to eat more kuon, or cassava, rather than meat,
and reprimanding the boys who ate greedily.
When the evening meal was over we sat at the feet of the elders, for now they would gather in the office of the
chief village elder and discuss the problems of the village. We boys listened attentively. The elders might instruct
us about our duties, or they might tell stories.
*
The stories of the elders were one of our two sources of education in the village. The other source was the
harpists who played an important role in the community.
The harpists learnt at the feet of the elders and expressed the peoples’ philosophy in musical and poetic
language. The Luo people live around the lake and their harpists drew imagery and source of inspiration from the
water.
Through their songs the harpists chanted words of inspiration to the warriors; praised famous wrestlers; admired beautiful girls; recognized keen farmers whose granaries were always full. Their humour was entertaining.
They acknowledged men who were experts at courting, and through whom others managed to secure wives. They
praised men and women who had achieved distinction in the community.
They condemned thieves, lazy people, cowards and people with bad habits.
In the community the harpists were a recognized institution awarding approval to individual and communal
achievements, and admonishing and reprimanding those who did not come up to standard.
*
The greatest among the modern harpists, Otuoma, warned that we fight for water and land and that our aim is
to attack the enemy’s heart and defend our eyes. But, however victorious we may be, there is always an end and
our brave ones pass away leaving behind only their names for us to remember.
He sang that water was the source of inspiration, wisdom, and life and he used the analogy of water as the
source of transmitting understanding of current affairs. A rough translation of a part of one of his songs runs as
follows:—
The sea, how great are you
that your message suffers no blow
for the tide, so faithful a servant
conveys your power and presence.
*
True, is it not true, that
the tide, so efficient and sure,
at your shore does surrender
the mighty message to the mountain.
*
Between the mountain peaks does the
message signal the affairs current
to the wilderness so quiet and steady
and the wind takes over the performance.
*
From the wise, calm and great doctor
the wilderness in other words they say,
summons the wind to move with the
message for our ears to receive.

At about nine o’clock, after hearing the elders, we went to bed, leaving the elders talking among themselves.
*
Young boys and girls slept together in their grandmothers’ houses, and we were told stories of the past. The
older boys went to sleep in the simba, a dormitory built near the gates by the grown-up boys who were yet
unmarried. Boys grown too big to live in the houses of the old women stayed in the dormitory house and there
became acquainted with girls from other villages, and had dances at night.
*
We were never allowed to drink anything alcoholic, only milk or thin porridge, and the elders were strict about
this.
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Generally young people who had to be disciplined for failing to fetch firewood, or failing to milk the animals
or work in the gardens were singled out by the elders. But they were not reprimanded directly; the elders would
report the child to his mother and she would have to call him to order.
If the mother resisted the disciplining of her child she could be driven out of the village, and kept out for some
time, even for months. I can remember this happening in our family. I had neglected our animals one day but
notwithstanding that my mother gave me food that evening. My mother was considered far too protective towards
a boy who had done no work and we had both to spend three days out of the village, my brothers were left alone
and our gardens untended.
This was an admonition that could not be taken lightly. In our custom this is not really a harshness directed
against the women, but an insistence that women are the custodians of the children, and their educators: if the
children misbehaved it was their mother who had to be shown the error of her ways.
*
Women took second place in the conduct of many affairs but they also had an important role to play.
They were the custodians not only of the children, but also of the granary, and theirs was the responsibility to
conserve food for times of drought and famine.
The clans were named after women in recognition that they are the mothers of the children and thus the
founders of the clans. No marriage could be solemnized without the presence of the mother as well as the father,
and even in the case of divorced and separated couples, both parents came together once more for the marriage
ceremony of their children.
Older women who became wealthy as a result of their diligence were consulted on many questions and in
some instances there were women chairmen of elders’ councils.
We were taught that a good statesman would not give precipitate judgment, but would defer his decision; when
an elder said “I must consult the pillow before I make a judgment” it was understood that he would discuss it with
the women.
*
Each clan—there were about two dozen in all Luoland—was a gathering of sub-clans and had its own chief
(ruoth). The ruoth worked closely with the ajuoke and jobilo (the prophet-diviner), the warrior leader, and the
council of elders.
Each clan was entirely self-dependent. It had its own territory and its own leadership and in the old days had
acted independently in war.
Outstanding jobilo or warrior leaders were recognized beyond their own clans and tribe but there was no
paramount leadership of the Luo. A chief did not issue orders. He sounded out the elders, met them in consultation
and when he said “This is my decision” he was announcing not his personal verdict but an agreed point of view.
His function was not to lay down the law, but to consult and arbitrate to learn the consensus of opinion, and to
keep the unity of his people.
Elders were men of substance and integrity, and recognized as outstanding individuals. Even when they came
from leading lineages they did not inherit leadership but had to demonstrate it.
Diligence yielded prosperity and brought respect, but riches alone did not count for leadership, and a rich man
who was offensive was not respected.
*
In the village the authority of the elders was much respected, indeed it was never challenged.
The elder gave the signal that the season for clearing the fields, planting, weeding or harvesting had begun.
The elder was the first man in the village to build a granary, and the first wife of the head of the village was the
woman who gave the signal to bring in and store the harvest.
No villager would have dreamt of opening a season without the initiation of the work by the elder.
No one was permitted even to taste the maize from the land or bring it for cooking before the chief elder’s first
wife had cooked her new season’s maize and eaten it in her house.
It was a bad omen and a breach of village discipline not to wait for the chief elder to act first, and the land
elders—the jodong gweng—regulated all activities connected with our land.
*
The Luo regarded the land as their mother, and the tribe as a whole was the proprietor of all the land in its area.
Within the tribe, clan or sub-clan the individual laid claim to a shamba, or several, depending on his diligence,
but he used the land for the benefit of his family only as long as he lived in the community; as soon as he left to
live elsewhere the land reverted to the community and was allocated to the nearest neighbour or given to a
newcomer joining the community.
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A piece of land left uncultivated for a season could be used for grazing by anyone in the clan, without his
having to ask permission or pay a fee.
(Even animals were strictly speaking not private but community property, and a man who was unable to raise
animals for his dowry would ask for help from a relation or a neighbour who was under an obligation to help him
acquire a wife, for marriage was considered a community obligation, and children the gain of the community as a
whole.)
*
Common ownership of the land was accompanied by a system of communal cultivation. You had your own
plot but you helped others dig, plant, and weed theirs and your turn to be helped came round in strict rota.
When the village worked your land you supplied food and water; when you helped others they fed you.
This is where the role of the village elders in regulating the work of the seasons was so important. The system
was known as saga farming. Communities of anything from two to five hundred people, headed by the elders,
decided which shambas would be farmed each season and then plot by plot, from those alongside the river to
those extending to the hill tops, all would work side by side.
This concerted farming could work only if it was highly disciplined, which it was; it was understood that all
should take part in the work; the midday meal was carried to the fields so any malingerer who was not at work on
the shambas would not eat that day.
*
Land disputes that arose were always settled by the jodong gweng who manipulated our flexible system of land
tenure and made adjustments for individuals within the community with the consent of the community.
There were many who lived and worked on the land of friends, neighbours, and relatives. If there was a
shortage of land in any one area, people could move to live among another clan, on its stretch of land.
Under the system of Luo land tenure and saga farming, individual land ownership was not entrenched, and cooperation was a spirit in which the people were deeply steeped.
It might be said that this traditional Luo farming was halfway to socialism. Shambas were allocated so that
there should be equal sharing of the land near and far from the river, equal allocation of plots suitable for different
crops like cotton and maize, and a sharing of plots that could be worked in the different seasons.
The very dispersal of plots worked by one family was deliberate and a form of equality.
*
This was ignored by government land consolidation teams when they started work in the fifties.
The opposition to the teams and to government agriculture policy in general, lay in the fact that plans for
reforming our agriculture flew in the face of our most deep-rooted practices.
Land consolidation meant the gathering of all a man’s land fragments into a single holding and their
registration in individual title deeds; the cardinal principle of Luo land ownership is that land was transferable for
use in the community.
Whereas, under the traditional system of farming, all, even newcomers to an area, were accommodated and
allocated land to farm, people feared that when the land was consolidated and they could produce no direct claim
to a shamba, they would have nowhere to live.
The way that improved farming methods, and even land consolidation for more economic use of labour on the
land, could work, would have been by consolidating and registering the land not of individuals, but of the clan or
sub-clan as a whole. But the government did not try to understand the Luo method of land allocation, or the
rhythm of our saga farming, and the people were resentful and suspicious of anything imposed by government.
*
My first experience of the government of Kenya was in our home when my cousin, Migaya Oburu, the
government-appointed headman, came from attending the Chief’s baraza to tell people the government’s orders
and requirements for our locality.
Omuodo Alogo had himself been asked to act as government headman, but he had refused, saying that he had
no wish to be sent about by the Whites as a little child. He deputed his nephew Migaya instead.
*
The District Commissioner was remote from the people. He lived in Kisumu and we heard about him as the
head of all the chiefs, but the people never or rarely saw him.
The Provincial Commissioner seemed like a king, so far away and exalted that we doubted his existence. As
we heard there was a King and a Governor, so we heard there was a Provincial Commissioner: we knew little
about him. The government was feared rather than respected.
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Agricultural instructors came to inspect our fields for cotton, but they never taught us anything. They only
asked questions and if we did not answer quickly or did not give them the answers they wanted, they beat us with
a hippo whip.
Veterinary inspectors came too, but they wanted to be respected as chiefs, and they accepted as good and loyal
only those villagers who gave them beer parties and presents. As a boy I watched from a distance the goings-on at
the barazas.
*
The Chief was harsh in both his language and his treatment of the people, and did not hesitate to slap an elder
if the man did not stand quickly or sit where he was told.
Any instructions given to the people were accompanied by beatings. The askari kanga\fn{Tribal police} was
cruel and weighed heavily into the people singled out by the Chief.
When the District Commissioner was due at a baraza, the atmosphere was tense and the people were
frightened. As the Commissioner approached all had to stand and if you were slow to rise to your feet the askaris
might seize a chair and hit out with it.
Sometimes people were beaten to a point of helplessness and near death.
*
The Government, I decided, had come not to help us but to instill fear into us, and, out of fear, obedience. The
Commissioner was remote, yet his power was felt. It was the chiefs and the headmen responsible to the
Commissioner who moved constantly among the people. The milango had the duty of collecting taxes and
carrying orders from government to the people. The Chief’s main duty was to report to the baraza and to ensure
his villagers’ attendance there.
*
My memory is still clear of one baraza which was bigger than all the others, flocked to from far and wide.
It was held about 25 miles from my home at a place called Lundha in Gem Location. It was said that the great
roars of the people “This land is ours” had made the sheep and the goats break loose from their tethering posts and
run into the bush.
Politics had begun to rise in the country in about 1920.
189.190 When Ogres Lived\fn{by Miriam Wandai (c.1913-

)}

Butere, western Kenya (F) 5

Ogres had eaten up all human beings in the land. There were, however, two people who had survived the onslaught. They were brother and sister, who had successfully stayed in hiding. The boy was called Shilikhaya and
the girl Nabwende.
One day, as they sat by the fire in the evening, they talked about their future. Shilikhaya, now an energetic
young man, said to his sister,
“My dear sister. I am getting on in age. Should I want to get married, whom shall I marry, now that beasts have
eaten up all the young women in the land?” Nabwende thought about this for a while before saying,
“Yes, my dear brother, I have also been thinking about this matter. It is quite clear to me that I too cannot get
someone to marry me, since all the young men have been eaten up.”
For many days, they thought about this question. At last they decided that the only way out was for them to
wed each other.
“We have no choice in this matter,” they said. “We just have to wed each other.”
They started to make wedding arrangements. Although there would be no other people to witness their
marriage ceremony, they still wanted to have a proper wedding. Finally all the plans were in place.
But on the eve of their planned wedding, their house caught a mysterious fire while they slept. Shilikhaya was
the first to wake up. The house was alight with bright flames and full of suffocating smoke. Quickly, he shook his
sister into wakefulness. They tried to run out of the burning house but failed. The fire had already engulfed the
whole place, including the only exit from the house. Sister and brother were eventually overcome and they
collapsed in the hungry flames, as they struggled for breath. Soon the roof of the house caved in and covered them
in a painful death.
*
Not long afterwards the rains came. Soon the whole place was full of fresh tendrils and other plants, pleasant
to the eye. In the midst of this, a strange thing happened. Nabwende and Shilikhaya who had been killed in a
house fire now sprouted into good-to-behold vegetables! Shilikhaya grew into olusaaka while Nabwende grew
into libokoyi.
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Unknown to Shilikhaya and Nabwende, there was another part of the country where some other people had
survived the Ogres’ onslaught. Among these people, there lived a man called Omuliebi.
Omuliebi was a polygamous man. Among his many wives was one by the name Omukumba. Now Omukumba
was barren. She had visited medicineman after medicineman and diviner after diviner, but none of their
prescriptions gave her a child. At last Omukumba gave up on child-bearing.
One day, Omukumba went out to look for vegetables to eat with her obusuma in the evening. It so happened
that the rains had failed and the whole country was now dry and dusty. The only edible vegetable one could
occasionally come across was a white shrub called eshilietso. Omukumba walked from place to place with her
vegetable basket but found nothing, not even eshilietso.
She soon realized that she had wandered too far. She was about to turn back when she discovered that she was
in a deserted homestead. She noticed the leftovers of a house which must have been burnt down by fire. Walking
towards the remnants of the house, she was pleasantly surprised to see two stalks of vegetables dancing to the
tune of the evening wind. It was a truly strange sight to behold in those dry days.
“Oh my God!” Omukumba marvelled. “Am I not in for a truly satisfying meal! Who would have thought that
such healthy okusaaka and libokoyi existed anywhere?”
She uprooted everything and carried it home in her basket. When she got home, she showed her vegetables to
the other women in the homestead. They were all surprised to see such healthy looking vegetables in those lean
days.
“Where did you get such good vegetables?” one of them asked.
“Oh, out there, where I went searching,” Omukumba said.
“I wonder whether someone could have grown such healthy vegetables!” another one ventured.
“I found them in the leftovers of a burnt house,” replied Omukumba.
“They are too healthy,” said another one. “They must have grown on the heads of the dead.”
*
When Omukumba had finished cooking her vegetables, she tasted a little to see whether they were ready. She
found that they were extremely bitter. She added a bit of water to them and boiled them a little longer. But when
she tasted them again, she was surprised that they were even more bitter than before.
“I wonder what could be happening to my vegetables!” she said to herself
Omukumba called in two of her co-wives and related to them the strange story of the bitter vegetables. They
advised her to remove them from the fire and keep them in her granary overnight. This, they said, would make the
vegetables less bitter the following day.
The following day, Omukumba went to her granary, very early in the morning, anxious to see whether her
vegetables tasted less bitter. When she uncovered the pot, she was shocked to see not her vegetables but two
strange creatures, closely cuddled together. She broke into strange sweat, wondering what was happening.
“Oh my God! Have my ancestors cursed me? Or else, what are these strange happenings?” she marvelled.
Afterwards, her co-wives came to her and enquired about the vegetables.
“How come you haven’t given us any of your vegetables?” they asked.
“Oh well, they’re all finished,” Omukumba said rather quickly. “Besides, you would not have liked them. They
were extremely bitter.”
“Still, you should have let us give them a try. Aren’t you just mean and selfish?”
“No, I’m telling you the truth. None of you would have liked those bitter vegetables,” she said, becoming
slightly annoyed.
“How can we be choosers of what we should eat in these difficult times? Do we have vegetable gardens of our
own?” said one of the co-wives.
*
The following day, Omukumba visited the granary once again. She was shocked to see that the strange
creatures had now become two tiny babies—a boy and a girl.
“This must be the work of the spirits of the dead,” she said to herself
All this while, Omukumba did not say a word to anybody about these strange things. She feared that if anyone
should get to know about these things, they would laugh at her and make mockery of her for having found little
goblins in her cooking pot.
Once again Omukumba visited the granary. She saw that the children had grown bigger. They could hardly fit
in the small vegetable pot! She also saw that the children were very good looking.
“Perhaps it’s the sun and our God, Wele, who have given me these children. Perhaps they would like to take
the shame of childlessness from my face. Or maybe these characters are just the spirits of the dead sent to me by
my dead ancestors to torment me.”
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While she reflected on this, the children smiled at her. Once again she saw how pleasant they looked.
“Surely they have been sent to me by Wele and the sun.”
She fetched two giant calabashes and put one child into each. On another occasion, she found that the children
were now too big to fit in the calabashes. She saw how big and good looking they were. She desired to carry them
in her arms and hug them. But she feared what people would say, should they see the children. What she feared
most was the question,
“Where did you get these children?”
She could hardly sleep at night. She spent the whole night turning and tossing, wondering what she would do.
She longed to carry and bathe her two children.
The following day she secredy moved them from the granary into her house, where she lived alone. She put
them in a huge pot in one of the innermost chambers of her house. She made a daily programme which allowed
her enough time to attend to her children. She would always wait until there was nobody else about the place, then
she would bring out her lovely children, bathe them, feed them, hug them and play with them to her satisfaction.
*
And so the years rolled on. Omukumba had found a perfect way of dealing with her lovely children without
anyone else getting to know about their existence. This way, Shilikhaya developed into a handsome young man
while his sister, Nabwende, grew into a bouncing beautiful maiden.
One day, as an Ogre was passing close by Omukumba’s house, he saw Nabwende taking a bath behind her
mother’s house.
“My goodness!” he said to himself. “Who would have thought that such a beautiful girl lived in this home? I
must come back, some day, to ask for her hand in marriage.”
Not long afterwards the Ogre turned himself into a handsome young man and came visiting Nabwende’s home.
He was warmly received by the young men in the home, who welcomed him into their huts, tsisimba, and chatted
with him over this and that. After talking on many issues and eating and drinking, the Ogre eventually came to the
point that had brought him.
“Good people, I wish to relate to you what has brought me here,” he said.
“We are listening,” his hosts answered.
“I wish to ask for the hand in marriage to one of the girls in this home,” he went on.
Since the young visitor had so far impressed his hosts, they were pleased at these tidings. They thought it
would be good for him to marry one of the girls. In those days, girls did not have much say on whom they
married. They simply married whoever their parents approved of. And so all the girls in Omuliebi’s homestead
were summoned together so that the visitor could say who among them he wished to marry. After carefully
looking at each of the girls in turn, the Ogre reported with disappointment that the girl he desired was not among
those gathered.
“Oh, well,” said his hosts, “These are all the daughters of this home. Perhaps you saw the girl you wish to
marry elsewhere.”
The Ogre went away a very disappointed person. But he came back after a few days to report that he had once
again seen the girl he wished to marry. Everyone was perplexed. They did their best to convince the young suitor
that he was mistaken, but he would not listen to them. Eventually, fed up with him, they asked him to show them
the house behind which he had seen the girl bathing.
“That one,” he said, pointing at Omukumba’s house.
Now everyone was convinced that this suitor was thoroughly mistaken. Or, perhaps, he was mad.
“There is no child in that house,” the owner of the homestead said. “You must have seen a visitor.” But the
Ogre insisted,
“There is a boy and a girl who live in that house. I have seen them with my own eyes, more than once.”
“My friend,” said Omuliebi. “I think you are out of your mind. Ever since I married the woman who lives in
that house, many years ago, she has never had a single child. Quite honestly, I don’t understand what you are
talking about. I think you need help. You must be sick.”
Meanwhile Omukumba was getting worried. She moved closer to the Ogre and rebuked him saying,
“Young man, why have you come here to make mockery of me? Am I the only barren woman on earth? Please,
stop there. Enough is enough.”
*
For several nights thereafter, Omukumba could not sleep. She kept on turning and tossing, lamenting at her ill
fortune.
“Oh my God!” she said. “After many agonizing years of childlessness our God, Wele, remembered me. But
now comes this troublesome young man. What does he want of me!”
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But the Ogre didn’t give up his quest for the beautiful Nabwende. Every few days he would come over and
renew his request. But he always met the same answer. Finally the owners of the home decided to ignore him
altogether. This saddened and angered him gready. He started thinking of the best way to punish them so that they
may at last give in to his request.
“If I should hide under the sea and dry up all the water bodies in the land and cause a terrible drought, it may
just happen that mankind will suffer heavily that they will finally force this man to give me the girl I want?” he
said to himself.
And so he got into the sea and sewed at the very bottom. Soon, the sea started disappearing and the sun
became increasingly oppressive and unbearable. Rivers and lakes started drying up too. Even the smallest streams
and ponds dried up. The sun became increasingly scorching and unbearable. All the grass dried up. Man and
animal alike had nothing to drink. There was hardly anything to eat. Animals started dying in large numbers. The
smell of death filled the air.
People got very worried. They could see death staring them in the eye. They decided to do something about it.
*
They went to the greatest diviner in the land, Akamanya, to find out what they must do to overcome this
catastrophe.
After consulting and communing with the mysterious world, Akamanya announced that the suffering in the
land had been caused by an irate Ogre who had gone to stay at the bottom of the sea after failing to marry the girl
he desired. The diviner reported further that the Ogre had once seen the girl bathing behind her mother’s house
and that although he had made repeated visits to her home, her father had insisted that he had no such daughter.
And so the entire human race must perish because of the Ogre’s wrath.
When it became known who this man was, it was decided that a delegation should be sent to persuade him to
give the Ogre the girl he wanted. Much as Omuliebi tried to convince them that he had no such daughter, they
kept on coming back to him to plead with him to take pity on them and their emaciated animals.
At last, fed up with the tragedy that had befallen his homestead, Omuliebi took one of his daughters and went
with her to what had once been the sea shore. When he got there he sang in a tremulous voice
Shili mwalo, shili mwalo
Hamba, omukhana ngwuno
Hamba, omukhana ngwuno
Umbe khumatsi ing’ombe yinywe.

which means
You who lives under water,
you who lives under water,
Come, here is a girl
Come, here is a girl
Please give me some water for my cow.

But the Ogre replied:
Oyo ni mulamwa
Oyo ni mulamwa
Nanga nabwende ing’ombe yinywe.

which means
That one is my sister in-law
That one is my sister in-law
Give me Nabwende and the cow shall have water to drink.

The man brought all his daughters to the Ogre, but he achieved nothing. With no more daughters left, he even
brought his sons but the result was the same. Finally he decided to offer the Ogre his wives. Again the Ogre
turned them all down. He even brought all his animals to the sea but he still achieved nothing.
Meanwhile it was getting drier and drier. People and animals were now dying in even larger numbers.
Everyday was a burial day. Everyone was very unhappy with Omuliebi.
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“What is wrong with this man?” they asked. “Doesn’t he have a single grain of sympathy in his veins? Why
does he let our people and animals die in hundreds every day? Why can’t he take his daughter to the Ogre and
save us all?”
Some suggested that they should threaten him with death.
“Let us go to him and tell him that we shall put him to death if he continues being stubborn. Maybe that way,
he will give in and bring out this girl,” they said.
Once again they visited his homestead early the next morning. After much argument, during which Omuliebi
tried to assure them that he had no children besides the ones he had already taken to the Ogre, it was agreed that
all his houses should be ransacked without further delay.
The assembled people divided themselves into several search parties and soon the search was on. It did not
take long for a team which had been assigned Omukumba’s house to come out with a young man and a very
beautiful girl. The children looked as if they were duplicates. Never before had the people of this land seen such
dazzling beauty. Everyone was dumbfounded. They confronted Omukumba’s husband, seeking an explanation to
all this.
“Tell us,” the leader to the delegation said. “Why have you been cheating us all this time, while knowing very
well that you were hiding these two there?”
Omuliebi was completely lost for words. He did not know whether to marvel at the beauty of the two children,
or at the fact that they had always lived in his home without the slightest knowledge on his part. He simply stared
at Omukumba, wondering what she could have been up to all this while.
Eventually the people decided that the girl should instandy be taken to the Ogre. But her brother intervened
saying,
“No! She shall be taken to the Ogre tomorrow and not today.” He told them to take word to the Ogre that his
new bride would be given to him in marriage the following day.
“But tell him that the girl shall not be taken to him in the sea bed where he lives. He should instead come to the
Eshikulu cliff where he will find his girl waiting for him.”
Having waited for many long and dry months, they did not see why they should not wait for one more day.
“What difference will it make anyway?” they said.
A messenger was immediately dispatched to the Ogre with the good news about his impending meeting with
Nabwende the following morning. So pleased was he to receive the news that he decided to give people a little
water. Soon clouds began gathering. Everywhere lightning started flashing and thunder rolling. In no time the
place was awash with floods. It rained so heavily that even the oldest man in the land said he could not remember
ever having seen such rain and so much water.
*
Early the following morning, Nabwende was led to the cliff where she would meet her new husband, the Ogre.
She wept frantically, but her brother tried to console her saying,
“Do not cry, my dear sister. Whatever eats you must eat me first.”
And they walked on in the midst of the escort party to the cliff Shilikhaya had fashioned a bow and made
hooked, double-pronged arrows which he carried with him.
Meanwhile Omuliebi walked to the sea where he called out to the Ogre.
You who lives under water
You who lives under water
Come, here is Nabwende
Please give me some water for my cow.

The Ogre was overjoyed to hear that they had brought him Nabwende, at last. He hurriedly rushed out of the
sea, dancing and running about the place as if he was possessed. He did a little dance and threw his staff skyward.
Immediately, the heavens opened up and it was soon raining, more than the day before. The Ogre took no notice
of the rain. He ran on up to the cliff to meet the girl he so much desired.
When the Ogre was only a few metres away from Nabwende, Shilikhaya, who was hiding in an opening in the
cliff unleashed the first arrow at him. It struck him in the back. As he slipped down the cliff he asked in surprise,
“What has stung me? Where could it be hiding?”
All this time Nabwende was weeping uncontrollably. For the third time, the Ogre tried to climb up the cliff
This time round, the arrow got him squarely in the chest. He completely lost his grip and came tumbling down the
cliff. Shilikhaya shot more arrows into him. The Ogre was now unable to rise up. Eventually, he collapsed and
died from his wounds.
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Shilikhaya helped his sister down the cliff and led her back home. There, they found their mother almost dying
of a broken heart. That same day, Omukumba moved away from Omuliebi’s homestead with her children and set
up a new home far away.
143.92 1. Wagaciairi 2. Children Left At The Old Homestead 3. Wacici 4. The Elephant And The Thrush 5. The
Squirrel 6. Kimangurura 7. The He-Goat: Seven Folktales\fn{by Kabebe (1923- )} Kanunga Sub-location, Kiambu
District, Kenya (M) 17
1
Some time ago there was a man who had his own wife. And when he had his own wife, it happened that she
got pregnant. And when the pregnancy was at its late stage, you know the way a man sits and thinks about a lot of
things when he is at home, he decided to join other men to go and make some tools. So they went to make some
tools, spears and swords. They went where there were iganda.\fn{Forges.} It was very far from their homes.
Now, when the man was away, his wife gave birth. Now, the first person to knock at the door of their home, the
way people go to a home where a woman has given birth, was an ogre (irimu). When the ogre entered, it asked the
woman:
“Wagaciairi, have you given birth?”
“Yes,” answered Wagaciairi.
“I shall look after you,” said the ogre. The woman said to him:
“Because you are here, you can look after me.”
The ogre took everything. It started to cook some of the things in the house, the way you can do if you go to
somebody’s home. Long ago, there were many granaries, one for black beans, one for millet, everything. We shall
not count everything. Everything was there. And the owner of the house was a man who had land, and everything
to give to his people.
Now, the irimu did this whenever it prepared some food: it would pretend that it wanted to give it to
Wagaciairi, but if she tried to take the food, it would snatch it back and say:
“Wagaciairi, take this little food. If you refuse, I shall eat it.” It would eat it.
The woman became very, very thin. She lost all her strength. She looked like a sick person. She got very
worried and wondered where this thing came from, this thing of having an ogre in her home.
Now, this woman used to do this: because this irimu had to go out sometimes, she would lick the dishes or she
would eat any little food that was left. When she ate these remains, the irimu would come and harass her angrily,
and say to her:
“Wagaciairi, who ate the food that was here?” It would scold her a lot.
The woman used to be in great danger when she went to sleep,. because this irimu had given her a lot of trouble. It had taken over her home completely. There was nothing she could do. At last she felt that in the end the
irimu would end up by eating her.
Now, this woman’s strength and her ability to think came to an end. Sorrow entered and settled in her heart.
She had castor beans which were spread to dry outside. A dove came to eat them. She chased it away and said:
“Go away you .hopeless thing, why do you eat my castor beans? If I sent you to somebody, would you go, you
hopeless thing?”
Even as she spoke, she did not expect the dove to speak because doves don’t speak. It is as if God had given it
this power. The dove talked to her and said:
“What do you want?” She said:
“I am in deep trouble.” It asked her:
“What trouble?” She said to the dove:
“Now, I gave birth and into this house of mine came an irimu. Now I don’t eat. And when my liver hurts, I lick
the calabashes or take the little bits of food that remain. And I can only eat this when the ogre is away, and even
now we can talk only because it is not here. This ogre has given me a lot of trouble.” The dove said to her:
“What do you want me to do?” She replied:
“I want you to do this: I shall send you because you have wings, you go all over the flat land and fly over it. I
do not know whether where you go, you will find my husband or other blacksmiths, so wherever you go you sing:
Blacksmith who smiths
Smith quickly
Your wife has given birth
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Was helped by an irimu
“Wagaciairi take this bit of food
If you don’t want it I shall eat it.”

The dove went as it had agreed with Wagaciairi. Now it went. It went to every blacksmith’s place: you know,
where they used to make swords and spears and all kinds of things. Now, it went and found a place where the
blacksmiths were working. The woman hadn’t told the dove the name of the husband. It just found people
working. It landed on a tree the way doves do. The blacksmiths went on working because they were not interested
in the dove. Now the dove sang:
Blacksmith who smiths
Smith quickly
Your wife has given birth
Was helped by an irimu
“Wagaciairi take this bit of food
If you don’t want it I shall eat it.”

The blacksmiths asked each other why this little dove had brought this nonsense here.
“Let it be chased away with stones,” they said.
The dove was chased away with stones and it flew away. Big stones were thrown at it. Big iron pieces were
thrown at it. They didn’t think much about it. The dove went, because if you see a person who is angry, and you
are only giving him some news, you can move away, to return later.
The smiths were just interested in making their tools. The dove saw that. They had returned to smith. Baya,
they did not understand what the dove was telling them.
The dove returned to the same place and sang:
Blacksmith who smiths
Smith quickly
Your wife has given birth
Was helped by an irimu
“Wagaciairi take this bit of food
If you don’t want it I shall eat it.”

Now the men heard. The men thought very hard. They thought,
“Now this is a dove and it is singing.” They talked like that.
“And now it has spoken twice, it will not speak any more. Let’s ask ourselves why, we are adults. We shall not
stone this dove. We shall ask ourselves, we who are here, who of us left his wife pregnant?”
When the man who had left his wife pregnant heard the song, he was very shocked. He had not told anybody.
When you have been having a problem on your mind you become alert when somebody refers to it. He told them:
“I left my wife pregnant and after all those days, she must by now have a baby.” He was told by the other men:
“It is you who is being called. Get up and go. We shall not go with you because we do not know what is happening. Get up and go.”
The man took his machete and his spear, because long ago people used to carry their weapons. He flew. He
went very, very, very quickly. He was in great sorrow. He left the place in great worry.
He went to his home and found his wife. That man cried when he saw how thin his wife had become. She had
only the strength of a hen left. Have you heard that he was in very great sorrow? By chance, that man did not find
the ogre at home. It had gone to collect firewood.
He was told everything by his wife. He understood. You heard earlier what it had done to her. She told her
husband all that had happened since he left his home. That man felt very bad in his heart and he thought very bad
things. Now, he said to his wife,
“All the food that is left here, take it and eat it. Eat it all and do not leave anything. Take whatever is in the pot,
then put water in it, pour out the contents. Leave nothing. Eat, and when the ogre comes, it will find me.”
Now, because the woman had been with the ogre and knew him well, she advised her husband on what to do.
She said to him:
“I want you to do this. Take this matter wisely. I am the one who sent the dove. I spoke with the dove. I do not
know whether it is a miracle or what. You shall do this. You go to the itara\fn{The platform built high over a fire place in
a hut, used for keeping firewod. } and wait there until it comes. When it comes you shall hear what it will tell me, then
you will get the matter straight.”
The man did not argue with the wife. He climbed onto the itara and stayed there.
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The ogre came just then, carrying a load of firewood. It said:
“Wagaciairi who is in this house? May you die with the same thunderous sound.” (If you let a load of firewood
the size of loads women carry fall, it makes the sound ku!) Wagaciairi said to the ogre,
“May you die with the same thunderous sound.” It said to her,
“Wagaciairi, why are you behaving as if those who smith have come?” It looked for porridge.
“I am the one who drank it,” the woman said.
Hi!\fn{One of a few verbal exclamations by the storyteller which he uses for emphasis in his narratives. } They faced each other.
They faced each other aggressively. The ogre became very furious. It asked her,.
“Wagaciairi, how can you eat the food I have cooked for myself?”
“Yes, I ate it,” the woman said.
(Haya. Wagaciairi is not telling the ogre that the man has come, but it is asking her, “Wagaciairi, how come
you are behaving as if those who smith have come?”)
“They have not come but l have done what I have done,” she keeps on replying.
The man’s courage was burning him. You know when men are angry they feel very, very bad. That man felt
very bad. He felt that the ogre and himself had to kill each other. Nobody could separate them. Even you, if
anybody did what the ogre had done in your home, you would be very angry.
Haya. That man speared the ogre. He speared it completely, until the spear went through the body and into the
ground. He came down and took his machete. He cut the ogre into pieces, in great anger. It was cut into pieces,
piece by piece.
2
Long ago, there was a man who had five wives. When he had five wives, the first wife gave birth to two children. The first child, a boy, was called Muriria and the second, Nyarukwa. When this woman had given birth to
these children, she became barren. She did not give birth anymore. And as for the other four women, none had a
child.
This man went to consult a diviner. He was told by the diviner to go with his machete and kill the two children,
himself, with his own hands. When the man went home, he sharpened his matchet. He called his children. He said
to them:
“Muriria and Nyarukwa, come here. I am calling you.” When he saw them, he was struck with pity and cried.
He was struck with pity and said to them:
“Go back.”
Now, the man was the only one who knew what he had been told to do because he had not told anybody,
nobody, not even his wife.
He thought of looking for another diviner, because he thought that this one was cheating him. He went very far
in search of a diviner. When he went, he was told by the diviner:
“Go, and when you arrive at your home, take your machete, bring the two children to the front gate. Cut them
into pieces and your women will stop being barren and will give birth to a lot of children.”
Now, this man went. He took out his machete and sharpened it. When he finished, he called his children. After
he called them, and they came and he saw them, he was struck with pity. He said to them:
“Go back, I have stopped saying what I wanted to say.”
Now, this man did this very, very often. He would go to the diviners and would be told to kill his children. He
would return home and call his children, but when the children reached him, he would be struck with pity and say
to them:
“Go back, I have stopped saying what I wanted to say to you.”
Haya.
*
Now, the man thought very hard and decided that he would not go out again to the diviners. He thought of
what to do about his home because the women had not given birth. Now, he sat quietly and called his wives to his
hut. He spoke with them for a long time and made them understand that they should go to the garden. When they
went to the garden and harvested everything, maize and sweet potatoes and everything, they were to fill the house
of the mother of the two children. He did not, however, tell them the reason. He was the only one who knew what
he was going to do.
Now, the women did just what they had been told, because the women of long ago did not argue with their
husbands. They brought everything to the house of the woman who had had children. And when they brought the
things, the man came and saw that they had done just as he had told them. That night, he slept in the house of the
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mother of the two children.
When he was there, in the dead of the night, when everybody is asleep, he called this woman, the mother of the
two children. He told her to go to the front gate. She went to the front gate and stood there. He then called the
other women. He said to them:
“Drive out the cows and the goats.”
He told them to go in front together with the mother of the two children. He tied the door of the homestead with
ropes. Now, he told the rest to move on. The woman, the mother of the two children, asked him:
“Where are the children?” He said:
“Let’s go! You think I am so foolish that I can remember to bring the goats and cows and not the children? The
children are behind. Go. Let’s go.”
They went on and the woman kept asking about the children, and was told just to go on. It was dark, so the
woman could not see. The woman was anxious.
When dawn came, the woman went back to where the husband was, to see if the children were there, but she
could not see them at all. When she could not find the children; she made a decision to go back. She was told by
this man:
“If you go back, I shall spear you with this spear. And now, we are going. What I have said, I have said.”
The other women pleaded with her, telling her that it was better to go with them than lose her life. They went
to a land that was very far.
The two children were left at the old homestead. The neighbors knew that there was a man who had left at
night, but they did not know that he had left anything behind.
*
Now, where the children were left, things began to rot. The children began to eat the soil that was near where
the cooking stones used to be. Chunks of soil. They changed their color. They became very thin. They became like
wild animals, but their features were like those of human beings. They stood the way a man stands upright.
Now, the house fell, and creepers grew over it, and the whole place became a bush where people could graze
their goats.
*
Now, two young men went to graze. When they went to graze, the goats went into this bush. When they went,
one young man said to the other:
“Go, and get the goats back.” He went to get the goats back. When he got to the bush, he hit the creepers with
a stick. As he hit the creepers with the stick, he heard:
“Who are you who is hitting our house?”
The voice was very, very, very faint. He did not even hear what was said. But he heard something like that.
When he hit the creepers again, he heard the same thing. He ran very, very, very fast. He went and told the other
young man what he had heard, but this other man had seen him running away, and he knew that there was
something wrong. He knew that there could be trouble, animals, Maasai, probably the other man had seen
something strange. He got up. He took his machete and his spear and said to the other man:
“Stop. What is it?” He said to him,
“I hit that place with my stick and I was spoken to. I heard as if there were ghosts that spoke.” His friend said
to him,
“Let’s go back.” He answered,
“No, I cannot go again because it could be an animal or something. I am not going back.”
*
The other one went and hit the bush and was asked:
“Who are you who has hit our house?”
He kept hitting the bush and the voice kept coming. He listened very carefully and heard clearly that someone
was speaking. Now, he said to himself:
“Whether it be ghosts, a man, whatever it might be, I shall clear the place and see what it is that is speaking.”
He took his machete and cleared the bush. He cleared it and saw that this was a place where people had built
before, because it is easy to recognize this. There could be a pole that was left, or a spot where fire used to be. He
saw that it was like a place where there was a house before, but now it looked like a place that was rotten.
After the young man had cleared the place thoroughly, he saw the people that were speaking. They were like
little animals, since they had become very small and had grown hair on their bodies. If you are a cowardly person,
you would not go near them because you would feel afraid. And they had no clothes, they were naked.
He saw that these were people, when he looked at their fingers and saw that they were five, he knew that they
were people. He was a very courageous man, he did not fear anything. Whatever it was, he had to go to them.
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Now, he could not see them clearly, and when they saw him they were running away because they had not seen a
human being for a long time. He saw that truly they were people and not ghosts.
He took them and called his neighbors. The people said that the man who used to live in the old homestead had
two children and that probably these were the ones that he left behind. Now they were given water so they could
vomit. They were given porridge and they vomited. They were given a lot of things, and they vomited very, very
much. They vomited a lot of dirt, until the food they were given started to stay in the stomach.
A lot of things were done. Animals were slaughtered and the entrails of animals was smeared on them. They
were given everything. These people were all right now. They became very healthy children. The man brought
them up until they were adults. Now, when they were grown and had become adults, this man who took them
said:
“The girl is big enough to get married. The young man is big enough to get married. Now, I am not a greedy
person and I want to show this to the people of the land. I shall do this. I shall have the boy marry and then I shall
let the girl get married. I shall do just that.”
He told the young man to go and look for a girl to marry. The man had his own property even though he was a
young man. He had also a wife. The man who had been taken from the old homestead went to look for a girl. He
got one. He decided that he would marry. They started to pay the dowry so that the man could get the young man
a wife.
Now, the women of this home when they were preparing sugarcane for brewing, they were eating too much of
it. The young man, the one who took them from the old homestead, was not around. This other young man said to
the women:
“Don’t eat too much sugarcane because the beer might not be enough.” Now, one woman, you know there are
women who speak very badly, spoke badly, and said to the young man:
“How can you be so proud as if you do not know that you were collected from the old homestead? When you
give us orders, do you think you are the firstborn here, or who do you think you are?”
When the young man heard that, he felt very, very, very bad. He actually cried. He said to her:
“I had a father and a mother, and I hear they are still alive.”
Now, the young man went to the man’s hut. He took his shield and his spear. Now, when his sister saw this, she
too went and took her basket and followed her brother. When she got far, following him, he did not know that she
was following him, she sang:
Hi, Muriria my brother.
Is that what you have said and no more?
Children left at the homestead
By the mother when they were moving.

When the young man heard this, he knew that that was his sister’s voice. He stopped. They sat down and
talked. He said to her:
“Now, from today, I don’t want anybody to pay dowry for me. My father is alive. We shall ask about him until
we are shown the place of the man who left at night.”
*
When they had been taken from the old homestead, they had asked a few things from the people, and had been
shown the direction their father took. But it was very far. They went on asking for the place of the man who left at
night for such and such place. They would spend a night here, and then ask and continue. They went until they
reached the place where their father had gone. They were directed to the place very clearly and told:
“That’s your father’s home. He is the man who left at the dead of night. It is that place that you see.”
They went. You can understand that that home was very big because the man had five wives. Now, they went
to that home. When they went and got in, they sat near their mother’s granary. But they did not know it; even the
mother could not recognize them. That woman, their mother, came outside, the way women do. And when she
saw a young man at her granary, with a shield and a spear, and a girl, she took soil and threw it at them and said to
them:
“Go, how can you come and sit at my granary and put your shield and spear there. Don’t you know I have my
own children that I left at the old homestead? Go.” Now the young man said to the girl:
“Let’s go. If they left us at the homestead, what about now?”
When the mother heard them say, “If they could leave us at the homestead, what about now?” she knew quite
clearly that these were her children whom she had left behind because, you know, blood is thicker than water. She
felt that it had to be them, but she wasn’t sure. Even they did not know that that woman was their mother.
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Now, she followed them towards the gate. They had left in tears. She too followed them crying bitterly. Both
the young man and girl were in great sorrow and they felt very bad because of all the trouble they had gone into
trying to find their parents. At the end of it, they had just shamed them.
The mother did not know them at all. Even they did not know her. It was just that what they said corresponded
to what she said, and so the mother knew that it was them. This woman had always thought very deeply about her
children. We know a child cannot be forgotten, whether the child dies or lives.
Now, this woman pleaded very, very much with her children. She went to her house and took a calabash used
to store oil. She poured oil on them, the boy and the girl, and then wiped the oil. Then all the neighbors came; it is
a home with a lot of people. They came because they heard that there were children left at the old homestead.
Because of that, they came. When they came, they pleaded with the two to stay, explaining to them how they did
not know who they were.
The father was not there. When he came and heard what had happened he was very happy, and they spent the
whole night making merry.
A lot of things were done. Animals were slaughtered, there was a feast and a lot of things’ were done by the
man, the owner of the home. The man, the owner of the home said:
“Every daughter of mine that is married must leave the husband and come back.” His wives had given birth to
a lot of children, some had got married and he was a man with a lot of property, cattle and goats.
Now, this man went to his hut. At daybreak, he called all the people. The girls who had got married came back
home. Not that their marriages were broken. They stayed here until the first girl got married. The rest married;
every girl went back to her husband. Even the mother of the children abandoned at the homestead had given birth
to a lot of other children, but I cannot remember how many they were because this rugano was told to me. They
lived in that home very happily. And, now, this woman lived in great happiness because she had, up until then,
lived is sorrow because of those children left at the old homestead.
3
A long time ago there was a very beautiful girl. This girl’s name was Wacici. She had an extremely beautiful
gap between her front teeth.
Now, Wacici used to go visiting the neighbors with other girls of the neighborhood in the land of the Agikuyu.
I don’t know when this was, because I am only telling you a story.
Now, Wacici was very beautiful and had a beautiful njarumi.\fn{A gap between the upper front teeth.} The other girls
became very jealous of Wacici. It was not men that were jealous of her, it was the girls, and this was only because of her beauty.
Now, they did this because those girls were considering what to do with Wacici because any time they went
anywhere, every young man admired Wacici. She was the only one among the girls that the young men considered to be very beautiful.
One day when they had gone on a visit, they secretly decided that Wacici should be thrown into an ant-hole.
They saw a tunnel dug by an ant-bear. They secretly decided to throw her inside this tunnel. They lifted up Wacici
and threw her in. The tunnel was so deep that Wacici could not get out. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t get out
because this tunnel was very, very deep.
*
Now because the girls did not bury her, she was thrown in, Wacici could not come out, but she did not die.
Wacici had a little brother at home who loved her very, very much. He loved her very, very much. If Wacici
was late coming home, this boy would not go to sleep even if he was sleepy. He had a song that he used to sing
for Wacici.
Now, when this boy missed Wacici at home, he cried very, very much because he missed her for a number of
days. For all the days she was in the ant-bear hole, he missed her very, very much. This boy used to cry even
when he was the one who was looking after the goats. When he was grazing, he had a song that he would sing for
Wacici. He used to sing this song when he was grazing. He walked about singing, singing. He went near the
tunnel, but he did not know where he was, he just felt tired and so sat down. He sang this song:
Our Wacici, ituhu, ituhu,
Beautiful gap between your teeth, ituhu, ituhu
We declare it beautiful, ituhu, ituhu.
Our Wacici, ituhu ituhu, ituhu,
Beautiful gap between your teeth, ituhu, ituhu, ituhu.
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Now, this boy did not know that it was in this ant-bear hole that Wacici had been thrown. He was just singing
the song that he used to sing for his sister. Everybody in the whole land knew that this boy used to sing for this
girl.
Now, this was the tunnel into which Wacici had been thrown. But he did not know and nobody had told him.
This was the secret of the girls because if anybody had known, it would have been a serious matter, what they had
done to Wacici amounted to killing her. They had even thrown her upside down. They did not even know whether
she had died. By God’s luck, she did not die, but those who had thrown her into the tunnel thought she had died.
Wacici heard the song as if it was coming from a very long distance. Since the opening of the tunnel was not
closed, she heard the tune of the song. She said in her heart:
“That’s the boy that I love very much.”
So Wacici sang the same song. She sang for that boy. The boy heard Wacici. But the way Wacici sang, I don’t
know because she was inside the tunnel, but the boy knew what they used to sing to each other.
Baya. The boy wondered whether that sound had come from above, or from underneath, or where did it come
from? He wondered who had sang that song like Wacici. He didn’t think about the ant-bear hole.
Wacici continued singing that song, but the boy could not hear very clearly. He went near the ant-bear hole and
listened. He heard the sound coming out of the ant-bear hole clearly.
Now you know that a boy can go down a tunnel. This boy decided that he would enter the ant-bear hole. He
went right inside until he began to see some shady thing that was speaking. He went down the tunnel because of
the affection he had for Wacici. He decided that even if there were animals inside the ant-bear hole that would eat
him, he would get Wacici.
Now this boy went and when he looked at her, he saw that this was Wacici. And they talked. So this boy left
the ant-bear hole with a lot of joy. He ran very quickly until he reached home.
*
When the boy gave the news of Wacici’s whereabouts, some people thought that this boy had gone mad.
Probably there was no such thing in the ant-bear hole, but beer is not refused before it is tasted. He went. The
people followed the boy. They all reached the ant-bear hole. When they reached the tunnel, the adults went down
the ant-bear hole: a lot of neighbors.
When they were inside, they found that the girl was there. When they found that she was there, they asked for
a leather strap. They tied her with a leather strap and pulled her out.
Wacici had not stayed for very many days in the tunnel. She hadn’t stayed too long to be killed by hunger or to
have any other problem, but she was very shocked and fear-stricken because the tunnel was not a very good place.
Now Wacici was taken from the ant-bear hole and the action of the girls was discussed by the elders of the
land. But because the girls were also from that land, nothing could be done because, as the old men said, “a child
is like any other.” Also Wacici was not harmed and she wasn’t dead.
Wacici grew up with her beauty. She became a woman and when she had stayed for some time, she got
married to the people of the land.
4
Sometime ago, some elephants went to eat white chalk. You know, there is white chalk that people, even now,
use for cattle. And the elephants, since they are wild animals, also know where to get this white chalk. Now they
decided to go and eat this white chalk.
Among the elephants that were going to eat the white chalk was one which had left its child at home because
the child could not walk.
On the way, the elephants came across the children of the thrush. You know the way the birds leave their
children behind. Even you must have seen the birds’ nests. Now when they arrived where these children were, the
first elephant saw the thrush’s children and asked them:
“Children, children, to whom do you belong?” The little birds said:
“We are the thrush’s children.”
The elephant went on its way. The next elephant came. It found the thrush’s children on the same spot and
asked them:
“Children, children, to whom do you belong?” They replied,
“We belong to the thrush.”
That elephant passed on. We shall not repeat everything. All the elephants came, and each of them asked the
little birds the same question. This was a way of greeting them. They were not asking anything wrong. They were
just greeting them and then passing on.
Now, the last elephant was the one which had left its child at home. When it reached the spot where the
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thrush’s children were it asked them,
“Children, children, to whom do you belong?”
“We are the thrush’s children.”
The elephant crushed them and killed them. It could see very clearly what it was doing. It crushed them
completely.
*
Now the elephants went to eat the white chalk. In the meantime, the thrush came. Now when the thrush came
and found that her children had been killed, she got very angry. She was very, very angry. While she was still
very, very angry, she saw the elephants’ footsteps. It was clear to her that the elephants had passed by that spot.
You know the elephant is a very, very big animal. Whenever it steps somewhere, it sort of creates a road.
Now the thrush stayed there. She decided to ask God what she should do because she had to get his permission. What she did was a very big thing. She sat there and waited for the elephants. The elephants came. When the
first elephant came, the thrush was still waiting on the same place. The thrush asked him:
“Elephant, let me see your tusk.”
“Here it is. See.”
“Let me see the other.”
“Here it is. See.”
“Let me see your skin.”
“Here it is. See.”
The thrush was asking to see the elephant’s foot. The thrush could see the whole foot here, the whole foot. At
this time, she is trying to see if she can find any blood or fur, because if this is the elephant that smashed her
children, it would have either blood or fur under its foot. That’s why the thrush asked to see those parts. She
wanted to check them thoroughly. She is checking everything.
“Elephant, let me see your tusk.”
“Here it is. See.”
“Let me see the other.”
“Here it is. See.”
“Let me see your skin.”
“Here it is. See.”
The thrush was shown all the tusks and the feet by the elephants. I shall not repeat every time. It was the same
thing with every elephant. The thrush saw all the feet and tusks. She checked all of them. She checked and
checked.
Now, the elephant that had killed the thrush’s children was behind all the other elephants. Now it arrived and
all the other elephants stood puzzled. They were asking themselves, because they knew that this was the elephant
that had destroyed the children of the thrush,
“What could the thrush do with such a big animal as an elephant?”
They stood there arrogantly. They couldn’t understand the thrush. So they stood. And the elephant that had
killed the children of the thrush came. The thrush asked him:
“Elephant, let me see your tusk.”
“Here it is. See.”
“Let me see the other.”
“Uu—no.”
“Let me see your feet.”
“Uu—no.”
Hi! Things became bad. The thrush saw blood.
“Kweli\fn{Truly.} this is the animal that killed my children!” the thrush cried.
*
Now because the thrush was ready, she entered the elephant through the anus. She went straight into the
stomach. She entered the stomach of the elephant. You know a bird is very small. She can drill into the elephant.
We could also say that it was given power by God.
So she entered into the elephant. When she entered the stomach of the elephant, she started to tear it into
pieces. She tore all the muscles of the stomach. And the other elephants were asking her:
“Little Bird, where are you ?” And she would say she was inside the elephant’s stomach.
“I am in the intestines, I am harvesting, I am going to tear everything.”
The thrush was cutting the meat with its teeth and dropping the meat inside. The other elephants did not know
what to do because they could not enter inside the elephant. They could not tear the elephant into pieces in order
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to take out the thrush. They didn’t know what to do.
Now you know that those who have no strength are given strength by God. These elephants were asking the
thrush:
“Little Bird, where are you?”
“I am in the lungs and I shall harvest and harvest. I shall cut and cut.”
“Little Bird, where are you?”
“I am in the intestines. I shall harvest and harvest. I shall cut and cut.”
“Little Bird, where are you?”
“I am in the heart. I shall harvest and harvest. I shall cut and cut.”
The elephant was not being eaten. The thrush was cutting up the muscles and dropping the pieces, the way you
would clear a bush. She cleared the whole stomach until there were no more muscles left. The elephant died. She
fell down like a log and died.
When the elephant fell down, the thrush flew out of it and disappeared completely. I don’t know where it went.
The elephant died completely and the thrush disappeared for good.
*
Now the elephants went home. They found the dead elephant’s child. They were very sad and they could not
understand how a small thing like the thrush could kill an elephant. You know, even if a bird were to try to bite an
elephant, it wouldn’t die. The elephant has a very, very hard skin. Now the child asked the elephants:
“Elephants, where did you leave my mother?” They said to her:
“You keep quiet. We have seen what we have never seen before and from now on, we shall never touch the
children of the bird because we have seen what we have never seen. No animal can defeat us, but the bird has
defeated us. It has killed your mother and she is dead. The thrush did this because your mother killed the thrush’s
children. The thrush entered your mother through the anus. It entered the stomach. We do not know how it
entered. It came out and flew away and we could not help your mother because he who sins cannot be helped.
Even you, if you commit a crime, no one can help you. You would have to face the consequences.”
Now the child decided to abuse the elephants and said:
You elephants, may you die and be completely finished.
You left my mother at the home of the Hyenas.
The child of the hyena just says:
“Ing’ee, ing’ee!”\fn{Sound made by children when they cry.}
“What is ing’ee?”\fn{“Why are you crying?”}
“I want to eat a piece of the elephant.”

Now the child said this because in the place where the elephant died, there were hyenas. You know the whole
land is full of hyenas. Every time a hyena’s child cried, it said to its mother:
“Go and bring me a piece of the elephant’s heart.”
The hyena would then take a piece of the elephant and bring it to the child. Now I think the child of the dead
elephant used to go and see its dead mother, and so could see what the hyenas used to do. That’s why it abused the
other elephants and said:
You elephants, may you die and be completely finished.
You left my mother at the home of the Hyenas.
The child of the hyena just says:
“Ing’ee, ing’ee!”
“What is ing’ee?”
“I want to eat a piece of the elephant.”

5
Once there was a man who had his own goats. He went to graze them. Now where he went to graze them there
was a garden which used to be cultivated by the Squirrel.
Now, when he went to graze goats, they went to the garden belonging to the Squirrel. Now, the Squirrel came
and chased the goats away from the garden and asked the man:
“Why have you let the goats into my garden?” The owner of the goats did not argue, he said:
“It is true, Squirrel. But now what shall we do?” The Squirrel said to him:
“Now, you will have to pay me.” The owner of the goats said,
“I agree completely. Now say whatever you wish and ask whatever you will.”
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“All right.”
The owner of the goats surveyed his goats. He got one and gave it to the Squirrel to pay back the damage done
by the goats. Now the Squirrel refused the goat that he was given. He said he did not want it. The goat was let free
and it went back to the others. The owner of the goats went and got another. The Squirrel refused to accept it.
Hi!
“What is it, Squirrel? You have refused every goat that I have given you. What do you want?”
He went and got another goat. He would go and get a big one, then a small one, he would let that go and then
get another one of a different type. Now, after all this time, he had taken from his herd four goats and brought
them to the Squirrel, and each time the Squirrel had rejected them. So he told the Squirrel that he wasn’t going to
choose any other goat for him.
“Now, do this. Even if you will take the goat that leads all the other goats, go and make your choice. I shall
stand here because I have to pay back the damage done by my goats. I shall have to pay you even if it means giving you the goat that leads all the other goats.”
The goat that leads other goats is the most beautiful and most healthy of all the goats. It is the pleasure of the
owner of the home.
*
Now, the Squirrel did not take the goat that led the rest. Instead, he took the most miserable-looking goat that
he could find. This was a goat that could not even walk. Even the owner couldn’t see its value. Now the man said
to the Squirrel, laughing:
“Son Squirrel, we are friends. You are not even being paid back. Whatever I was thinking about you, I have
stopped. Now what kind of goat is that which you have chosen? Let it go and give me another chance to give you
a better goat. Let it go!” The Squirrel told him:
“No. This is the one I have chosen.”
“Is that so!”
“Yes.” The Squirrel went away. The owner of the goats gathered his goats and went away, saying:
“The Squirrel did not charge me. I just do not understand what he is doing. I don’t understand.”
*
The Squirrel went and locked his goat in a pen. He fed it and fed it. He fed it for a very long time. He fed it
very, very well. The owner of the goat never even once thought about that goat. He had a lot of goats, so what was
that one to him?
Now, the Squirrel decided to slaughter his goat. He decided he would look for the wild animals so that they
would help him slaughter this goat.
But not all of them, only those with whom he was friendly. The way you would call somebody who is a friend
of yours or who would treat you well.
Now, the Squirrel went to look for somebody who would help him slaughter his goat. He wanted to do this
because the goat had grown very fat and it looked delicious. The Squirrel went and met a hyena. He said to him:
“My son, Hyena, when you are slaughtering a goat, what do you say?” The hyena said:
“Uuuuu!” The Squirrel said,
“Go, go away completely, go away my son, Hyena, go, go away.”
The Squirrel then met the jackal. He said to him:
“My son, Jackal, when you are slaughtering a goat, what do you say?” He said,
“Hwe! Hwe! Hwe!” The Squirrel said to him:
“Go, go away, go, go, I don’t want to see you.”
At this time, the Squirrel had hidden the goat, so nobody would see it. He was just looking for somebody to
help him slaughter it. At last, he met the leopard. He said to him:
“My son, Leopard, when you are slaughtering a goat, what do you say?”
Now you know the leopard is a very, very clever animal. He is extremely clever. The leopard whistled very
beautifully. He made a very beautiful whistle. Then the leopard showed the Squirrel its nails. The Squirrel now
believed completely that he had found a companion to slaughter the goat. He was delighted with himself. And,
you know, they were sort of friends. Long ago, they used to be close friends. Now, you will hear how this friendship died.
*
Now, they went to slaughter. Now, when a leopard gets a goat, the first thing that he does is to drink the goat’s
blood. So when the leopard got the goat, it strangled it. It drank the goat’s blood: they couldn’t get black pudding.
Now the Squirrel got angry. He didn’t show that he was angry because he was afraid of the leopard. You all
know that the leopard is very brave and can do almost anything.
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Now when they had finished slaughtering the goat, and as you can imagine the leopard now felt like a chief,
the Squirrel was sent to get the fire by the leopard. The Squirrel went to get the fire. The Squirrel is also a very,
very cunning person. So when he went, he did not reach the place where the fire was. He covered himself with
soil, came back, found the leopard and said:
“I went to get the fire, and they threw soil at me, and chased me away.” He was told by the leopard:
“Squirrel, what’s wrong? Go to another place and bring me fire.” Again, when the Squirrel went to another
place, he covered himself with ashes and came and told the leopard:
“I did not bring fire. I went to that place, and the owners of the house covered me with ashes.”
But these were all lies. He was the one who had covered himself with ashes.
Now the two struggled a lot, and as you can imagine, the leopard did not want to leave because there was meat.
Now, the leopard got angry at last. He said to the Squirrel:
“Stay here while I go to get the fire.”
The leopard hurried. He went for the fire. He brought the fire. The leopard arrived where the meat had been.
It neither found the meat nor the Squirrel. It didn’t even find the skin. The Squirrel had taken all the meat and
climbed a tree. He had gone to the very top of the tree. So the leopard searched and searched.
Hi!
The leopard couldn’t find the meat and couldn’t find the Squirrel. The leopard dropped the fire and asked:
“Why should Squirrel make me to do all this useless work? He made me slaughter the goat, and did not even
leave me a leg or anything else.”
So the leopard complained very, very much. He was very, very, angry because of all the things that the Squirrel
had done. He told himself:
“The time that he asked me to go and get fire, he wanted to do that to me. Now I have brought the fire, but
there is no meat. Everything has gone to the Squirrel.”
*
Now as the leopard stood there, a drop of blood fell on his head. He took it and tasted it. The leopard looked up
in the direction from which the drop of blood had come, and then saw the Squirrel on top of the tree. He was
getting very fed up.
Now, you know the Squirrel had climbed the tree because it was a very small animal, and it is also very light.
The leopard could not go so far up. It felt that if it went up, it could fall, break its bones and die. So the leopard
said,
“Squirrel, is that what you have decided?”
“Yes.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Give me at least the head.”
“May it head you.”
“At least the foot.”
“May it foot you.”
“At least the chest.”
“May it chest you.”
“At least the liver.”
“May it liver you.”
Hi!
“At least the lungs.”
“May they lung you.”
“At least the head.”
“May it head you.”
“At least the leg.”
“May it leg you.”
Hi! Now, the leopard asked him:
“My son, Squirrel, is that what you have decided?”
“Yes.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“I shall now give you a warning,” said the leopard. “We shall agree that all the wells are mine. If ever you
come to a well or a river, I shall kill you and eat you up. I shall finish you up, body and soul.” The Squirrel said to
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the leopard:
“I shall drink my father’s urine.”
“What about when that is finished?”
“I shall drink my own urine. Go! I shall be drinking my own urine.”
Haya. The leopard said it was all right:
“And now I am gone.”
The leopard went and met all the wild animals. He made them the guards of all his rivers. He told them all to
be drinking water, but, “whenever you see Squirrel, get hold of him until I come.”
“All right.” That was decided.
*
Now, the Squirrel decided to use his brains. You know, no living being can go without water. Even wild
animals drink water. So does the Squirrel. He decided:
“Now, every time I am going to drink water, I shall disguise myself. I know the leopard has kept near drinking
places the other animals as guards, and I shall be caught, and if I am caught I shall face problems. I shall be
wearing leaves, I shall change my dressing every day. At other times, I shall wear leaves of a different type.
Whenever the animals see me, they are looking for the Squirrel, and since I shall not look like the Squirrel, they
will never catch me.”
All the different types of animals were told to be guards, and each was given a number of hours.
“Anyone who sees the Squirrel must get him,” they were told.
Now it would not be so difficult to catch the Squirrel because it was so small. Now, the Squirrel decided to tie
leaves around itself. After it had done that, it went and drank some water. The leopard would go to the well and
ask:
“Whom did you see?”
“A person like such and such.”
It happened like that very often. Every day, the leopard would come and ask who had been seen, and every day
it was a different type of animal. The Squirrel became much more cunning than all the other wild animals.
Now the leopard decided that the Squirrel should not be cleverer than him. He had to catch him. The leopard
then went to the river, and when he went to the river, the Squirrel came dressed up with all kinds of leaves.
And so the leopard caught him. He caught him with his own hands. He was nicely caught. He asked the
Squirrel,
“My son, Squirrel, where are you now?” The Squirrel said to him:
“Let me go, my son, Leopard, let me go.”
He tried to plead with the leopard, he pleaded and pleaded, but to no avail. He apologized and repented, the
kind of repentance that one does before death. The leopard would not be persuaded to let him go. Squirrel decided
that his home and the locust’s home were one and the same; he had no chance of escaping. There was no
alternative, so he kept quiet.
Now the leopard looked for ropes. He tied the Squirrel very, very tightly, very tightly. He tied the ropes around
him. He tied the Squirrel in the way you tie something tightly so that you can leave it and go; and it won’t be able
to do anything. The Squirrel’s strength was finished.
The Squirrel pleaded with the leopard much, but it would not give in, so the Squirrel decided his end had
come. The Squirrel felt defeated.
At last, the leopard took the Squirrel, tied as he was, and brought it to his mother. The leopard said to his
mother:
“Mother, this little thing I have tied, make sure you don’t untie it. Let it boil. When it is boiled, keep it for me.”
“All right.”
So the leopard went and left the Squirrel there. And he said to his mother,
“Mother, make sure you don’t untie it. Don’t even pinch it, don’t do anything to it. Just put it into the pot as it
is. When the water boils, let it cook completely. “
“All right.” Now, the mother of the leopard asked:
“Now this little thing that I was told not to untie, yet it was brought to me, why should I not untie it? Now, I
shall untie it. I want to see what is inside. How can he bring me this thing and tell me not to untie it?”
Now, the mother of the leopard untied the Squirrel. The Squirrel, because they were just the two of them, got
hold of the mother of the leopard and tied her up, exactly the same way he himself had been tied up, and then put
her on the fire and cooked her exactly the same way he, the Squirrel, would have been cooked. He had heard the
directions that the leopard had given. Now when the mother of the leopard was well cooked, the Squirrel took her
and put her where he, the Squirrel, should have been. He put her on the itara. The Squirrel was not afraid. He
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didn’t even feel as if he had done anything. He knew he had had his revenge on the leopard.
The Squirrel then went to the leopard’s mother’s bed. He slept the way the leopard’s mother had slept.
Just then, the leopard came. He asked:
“Mother, where is that little thing I gave you?” The Squirrel answered, as if he was the leopard’s mother, and
said:
“Oh yes, I am here, take your little thing. I kept it up there.”
“Why, come and give it to me,” he said.
“No, I have a headache.”
“U u.”
“U u.”
Now when the leopard took the thing, it ate it up thinking that it was eating the Squirrel, but in fact it was
eating its own mother. Every time it looked at this thing, it felt that the thing seemed to be bigger than the original.
So, at last, he asked his mother:
“Mother, is this the same thing that I gave you?”
“Now you know that I don’t eat these things you bring. Don’t you know that everything swells up when
boiled? It has swollen up.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes.”
The leopard continued to eat. It talked as it ate, because it was still doubtful:
“This little animal is not the one that I brought.”
The leopard doubted all the time it was eating. Now, when the leopard finished eating and was about to go out,
the Squirrel jumped out of bed, went up, and started teasing him, saying:
“Oh, leopard who eats his mother, oh, leopard who eats his mother, oh, leopard who eats his mother!”
The leopard got very, very angry. It tried to catch the Squirrel but all in vain. The Squirrel is a very small and
thin animal. It can climb trees very quickly and can go very far. Now the leopard got very, very angry and the
Squirrel did his best to annoy and frustrate him:
“Leopard who eats his mother. I i, leopard who eats his mother. I i, leopard who eats his own mother. I i,
leopard has eaten his mother thinking that he is eating the Squirrel!”
Now, the leopard was extremely angry. He felt very, very bad because the Squirrel was all out to frustrate him.
The leopard could not understand how all this had happened. He could not understand how it came to be that he
ate his own mother.
Now, the Squirrel knew what he was doing. The leopard, after seeing all that had taken place, decided to make
a final decision. He said to himself:
“If it is me who has eaten my mother, and I had no intention of eating my mother, and now my mother is no
longer there, I shall hang myself.”
So the leopard hanged himself.
Now the leopard had a lot of property. He had goats and everything else because, as you know, the leopard can
look after its property well. It is not like the Squirrel.
The leopard hanged himself and died. The Squirrel then went and occupied the home of the leopard and all the
leopard’s property became his.
Now the. Squirrel put the leopard’s body outside the homestead, so that when the hyenas came, they would see
it and run away. They would think that the leopard was alive. Now the Squirrel decided to slaughter the fattest
goat and roast it. Now, when the hyenas were hit by the smell of the roasted meat, they wanted to come. But
because this was leopard’s home, the hyenas were scared stiff. One day, the Squirrel said to the hyenas:
“Now be careful because if you come near this home, the leopard will catch you, so you better go.”
At one time, one of the hyenas was cheated by the Squirrel. He was told:
“Come this evening and I shall give you some meat.”
It was given some meat by the Squirrel. Now, after it was given some meat, it was asked to come at night. It
hid among the goats. At night, this hyena was told by the Squirrel,
“When you feel somebody touching your buttock don’t say anything because the leopard goes around to feel
the weight of his goats and to see if they are healthy. It does this by feeling their bottom.”
Now, the Squirrel made a rope. He tied the hyena to the dead leopard. And this was happening at night and the
hyena couldn’t say anything because it had been told not to say anything. Now in the dead of night, the hyena
heard a voice:
“My son, hyena, who told you to come here? Come outside.”
Every time it looked back, the hyena saw the leopard after him. Now this hyena ran very fast, and every time it
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looked back, it saw the leopard after it. Every time it looked back, it saw the leopard behind him. It ran away and
when it reached a big hole, the rope was cut and the hyena fell into the hole.
Now, this hyena died inside the hole because of fear. It thought all the time that the leopard was alive, but it
had been cheated by the Squirrel.
6
Long ago, there was a man who had his own cows, and these cows were confiscated by the Masai. When these
cows were confiscated by the Masai, the man went to a man known as Kimangurura and said to him:
“Kimangurura, follow my cows for me because they have been confiscated by the Masai.” Kimangurura said
to him:
“Before I can follow your cows for you, I must punch your son Tutu and then I shall go for your cows.”
Haya! The man went to Tutu and said to him:
“Let Kimangurura give you a punch so that he can go and follow the cows for me.” Tutu said to him:
“I shall not let him punch me unless I eat the cow’s afterbirth.” The man went to the rainmaker and said to him:
“Rainmaker, let the rain fall, so that my cows can eat, and drop the afterbirth, so that Tutu can eat and agree to
be punched by Kimangurura, who will then follow my cows for me.” The rainmaker said to him:
“I asked you for a feather from your eagle and you refused to give it. So bring me the feather.”
Haya! The man went to the eagle and said:
“Eagle, give me a feather that I can bring to the rainmaker. He will then let the rain fall, and my cows will feed
and drop the afterbirth. Tutu will eat it and let Kimangurura punch him so that he can go and follow my cows for
me.” The eagle said to him:
“I asked you to give me Zebra rat’s child and you refused.”
Haya! The man went to the Zebra rat and said:
“Zebra rat, give me your child to bring to the eagle, so that he can give me a feather, which I shall bring to the
rainmaker. The rainmaker will make the heavens bring forth rain so that my cows can feed and drop the afterbirth
which Tutu will eat and agree to be punched by Kimangurura, who then will follow my cows for me.” The Zebra
rat said:
“I asked you for your millet and you refused to give it to me. Go, I can not give you my child.” The man went
to the harvester of millet and said:
“Harvester of millet, give me some millet that I can bring to the Zebra rat. Zebra rat will eat and give me its
child which I shall bring to the eagle. The eagle will give me a feather to give to the rainmaker, who will then
make the heavens bring rain so that the cows will drop the afterbirth, which Tutu will eat and then agree to be
punched by Kimangurura, who will then follow my cows for me.” The woman said to him:
“I asked you for your knife and you refused to give it to me. Because of that go away.”
Haya! The man went to the blacksmith and said to him:
“Blacksmith, give me a knife to bring to the harvester of millet so that she can give me some millet. I shall
bring this millet to the Zebra rat, who will then give me a child to bring to the eagle. The eagle will give me a
feather to bring to the rainmaker, who will. then make the heavens rain. The cows will eat and drop the afterbirth
which Tutu will eat, then he will be punched by Kimangurura after which Kimangurura will go follow my cows
for me.” The man said to him:
“I asked for charcoal and you did not give it to me. Go and bring me the charcoal.”
The man went to the man who burns the charcoal. He was given charcoal. He brought the charcoal to the
blacksmith. The blacksmith gave him the knife. He gave the knife to the harvester of millet. The harvester of
millet gave him millet. He took the millet to Zebra rat. The Zebra rat gave him a child. He brought it to the eagle.
The eagle gave him a feather. He gave it to the rainmaker, who made very heavy rain fall. All the cows that were
pregnant gave birth and others had miscarriages. Tutu ate the afterbirth, was punched by Kimangurura.
*
Kimangurura was a very strong and brave warrior, and the leader of a group of young warriors. He took his
group of young men to go and follow the cows. The man gave them some cows to slaughter for food on the way.
Now, because Kimangurura was a very cunning man, he said to the other young men:
“If we find flies where we slaughter these cows, we shall not eat the meat. Even if we shall be very hungry, we
shall not eat it.”
At this time, Kimangurura had already collected flies secretly. He had filled his own bag of weapons with flies.
When the warriors completed slaughtering a cow, and were ready to eat, flies were seen. The men said to one
another:
“What we said, we said.”
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They did not eat the meat. They left it. When they left it and had gone for a certain distance, Kimangurura said
he had forgotten his machete. He went back where the meat was. He ate the meat and carried the rest in his bag.
They went on and slaughtered another cow. When they slaughtered it. Kimangurura again took out some flies.
When they had gone far, he said again that he had forgotten his bag of weapons. He went back. When he went
back, the rest of the people said to each other:
“This man keeps on growing fat and we continue becoming thin. And every time we slaughter a cow, he says
he has forgotten something. Now, the one we slaughter now, whether there are flies or not, we shall eat it even if
we have to fight.”
*
Now when Kimangurura came back and found them, they went on and slaughtered another cow. Now when
they slaughtered it, they couldn’t get fire and they had been tired of making fire by friction. They saw a house
with smoke and decided to go and borrow fire. Now, when the first man went to get the fire, he asked:
“I, i. Who is in?” A voice came from inside the hut:
“It’s only me, I am cooling the child’s porridge. Why don’t you come in and take a sip because you know a
child is like any other.” Now when he got in, his neck was cut and thrown into the itara. The next man went and
was told the same thing:
“It’s only me, I am cooling the child’s porridge, why don’t you come in and take a sip because you know a
child is like any other.”
All the warriors were finished this way: only Kimangurura was left. Now because Kimangurura was always a
very cunning person, he knew that this house was an ogre’s house. He had come to know that the house where
people were entering and not getting out was an ogre’s house.
Haya!
So Kimangurura went for the fire. He stood in the middle of the compound because he had enough sense to
know that in that house where people were entering and not coming out, there was something wrong. He asked:
“Who is in there that can give me fire?” He was told:
“Come in, it’s only a child’s porridge that I am making. Come and take a sip because you know that a child is
like any other.” Kimangurura replied:
“I cannot get in. Go and bring the fire here. I shall not come into the house.” The ogre tried to persuade him to
enter but he refused.
Haya!
The ogre threw a knife at Kimangurura and Kimangurura cut the ogre’s intestines with his sword. The ogre ran
after Kimangurura. Kimangurura reached where the meat was. He took a leg of the cow and put it on his shoulders and ran. The ogre blessed Kimangurura and said:
“Son of Waiya, may you find those that milk themselves. May stumps of trees move out of your way. Son of
Waiya, may you walk as steadily as you are doing now.”
Kimangurura went very far and then took his meat and cut it into pieces and put it into his bag and threw away
the bones.
*
He went and found a calf that spoke like a human being. This calf was very happy to see him and said:
“I have a lot of cows and I’d be glad if you could become the one to milk them.”
Kimangurura was very scared and full of fear. He thought that he had come across another ogre. He asked
himself:
“And now, what shall I do, I shall go.”
The calf tried to persuade him, but he could not be persuaded. It said to him:
“You see that Mugumo?\fn{The sacred tree of the Agikuyu.} Don’t go where it is because that’s where the ogres
sleep.”
Kimangurura did not listen, he went to the Mugumo, he climbed to the top of it. When he sat at the very top,
the ogres came and filled the whole place. These ogres were very, very tired because they had loitered all over the
place. They had loitered a lot. They had sat here because they were tired. Now the ogres were dozing because they
were very tired. Now the son of one of the ogres looked up the tree and said to the father:
“Father, up there is my ant.” The father said to him: “Go away,” the way you would tell a child.
“I have a lot of sleep, go and look for that ant.” The boy climbed the tree and saw Kimangurura and said to
him:
“Give me your fingers so that I won’t tell the others that you are here.”
Kimangurura gave him a finger. It was eaten. The little ogre told him:
“Give me another.” It was eaten. Kimangurura felt a lot of pain. Now all Kimangurura’s fingers were eaten,
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and the boy began to ask for his toes. Now, Kimangurura said to him:
“Here, I have some meat. Let me give it to you so that you can leave me alone because I am feeling a lot of
pain.”
When the boy ate the meat, he felt very happy. He said to Kimangurura:
“So you had some meat and could not give it to me? Bring your fingers.”
He spat on the fingers. All Kimangurura’s fingers were restored. Now, the boy said to Kimangurura:
“I shall get you away from this tree. And now when you see ogres bring out white foam, don’t come. When
they bring out red foam, don’t come. When you see them bring out black foam, as black as the blackness at the
bottom of the pot, completely black, come down, step on me, and you will be able to get away completely, and the
ogres will not see you because they will be asleep. Even if they wake up, you shall be able to get away because I
shall say I have been stepped upon.”
Kimangurura did just that. The ogres began to bring out the foam. They brought out the white and red foams.
At last they brought out the foam as black as the blackness at the bottom of an earthen pot. When they brought out
this foam, Kimangurura went down the tree and stepped on the boy. The boy said:
“I have been stepped on.” And each of the other ogres said:
“I have been stepped on.”
All of them got up in a confused manner.
*
Kimangurura went away completely. He went to the calf. When he went to the calf, the calf said:
“Didn’t I tell you?”
It laughed at him. He stayed with the calf and was full of fear because he thought that the calf might eat him at
night. It did not eat him. It gave him a lot of cows and said to Kimangurura:
“These cows are yours. You can be milking some and use the others as dowry to get a wife. Get a woman and
marry.”
Kimangurura got married to a daughter of the Adorobo. Now, he got married.
The calf used to speak like a human being. But it was only Kimangurura that it used to speak to. Nobody else
knew that it used to speak. Only Kimangurura knew this. They used to go together to the home of the girl that he
wanted to marry. The calf used to stay behind the house and all that would be discussed by the Adorobo people,
the calf would come and tell Kimangurura.
The Adorobo people used to do this: they would come and talk when Kimangurura was out grazing, the calf
was then sleeping by the side of the house, and when Kimangurura came, it would tell him everything. They
conspired how they would kill Kimangurura. As they conspired, they decided that a spear would be brought at
night and given to their daughter who would then spear Kimangurura. The calf told all this to Kimangurura. When
the spear was brought, Kimangura was saved. They went away at night because they were afraid these people
would catch them, and they were very many.
Now, when they went, they forgot their ndia. Ndias are, according to Gikuyu custom, used for piercing the
cattle. There is no reason why ndia should ever be forgotten. They had to go back for them because it would be
very bad if they were forgotten. The calf said to Kimangurura that it would go back for them. Kimangurura said to
it:
“Don’t go back for them, you will be killed.” The calf said to him:
“No.”
So the calf went back for the ndia. When the calf found the Adorobo people, they ran after it because they felt
very, very bad. When they ran after it, it urinated, a lake was formed. When it let out a fart, there was fog. At last,
it let out one very big fart, so big that a very, very, very big mountain was formed. Every time a man reached the
top of this mountain, he would fall back.
So the calf reached Kimangurura.
7
Long ago, there was a man who had his own goats and cows. He had a he-goat. This he-goat gave birth to a
kid. This kid grew very big, it grew up bobo-bobo.. That’s the way we say when something grows so quickly like
bobo sugar cane. It grew very much and very quickly. It grew more than all the other goats. It grew as big as a
calf, and even bigger.
Now, whenever the goats were sent to graze, this goat would sing like a human being. I don’t remember what it
was singing, but it would sing like a human being. The boy herding the goats would hear it singing.
When the boy went home, he told his father that he had heard the goat singing. When the boy told his father
this, he was beaten very much and was told by his father:
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“This goat is mine and it is the one I sing about after I drink. Why do you accuse it of abnormality? This land
has never seen a goat like this one.”
Haya!
The boy kept quiet. When he went to graze again the goat would sing. It also grew, but it had nothing against
anybody. The goat grew beyond the size of a cow. It grew taller and taller. It had nothing against anybody. It grew
and grew until the owner got surprised. He got very worried and said that nothing like this had been seen before.
It was bigger than an ordinary goat, or a cow, or an elephant. It was bigger than anything that had ever been
seen by human beings before.
Now, the goat began to hate all the people in the land, including the boy that used to take it out grazing. The
land now became his.
*
Now, there was one woman. This was one of those women who don’t look after themselves. She didn’t look
after herself. Her house was behind all the other houses in cleanliness. She had two boys.
Now, the goat swallowed everybody in that place. Since it had been born there, it knew them all; most goats, or
cows, know people; the only thing they do not do is speak.
After it had swallowed all the people, the goat knew that it had not swallowed this woman. He hadn’t even
swallowed this woman’s children. The he-goat did not, however, know where they were.
Now, because this woman’s house was behind all the others in cleanliness, it was like a bush, because she was
a woman who had been rejected. And probably she did not have anybody to help her.
But the animal felt, deep in its stomach, that there was a person whom it had not swallowed. It had not
swallowed the two boys, either. But the animal did not know where they were.
The children grew up and became adults. They would go to the overgrown fields. You know there was no
poverty because there were many farms. Long ago there was no poverty. They would get up at the dead of night
when this goat was asleep, they would collect bananas, things like cassava would be in the field, things like yams.
There used to be a lot of them. The woman would tell them, “Dig here,” and there would be yams, since there
weren’t people to eat them.
The animal had eaten everything, including cows. It was unmentionable. Now when the children became
adults, they asked their mother:
“Mother, where did our people go? Don’t we have any relatives?” She replied:
“Hi! There is an animal in this land that swallowed your people. That’s why we only go out at night. It was a
goat belonging to your father. Now it became an animal that swallowed the people, and these people are not dead,
they live in this animal’s belly, alive.”
“Yes.”
“Yes. Now what we can do, an animal is not as clever as a human being. A human being is much more cleverer. Here are some trees from which poison is made. It is the one that people make poison from and put it in their
arrows, which they then shoot the elephants with because if the elephant was shot with poisoned arrows it dies.
And so if poison is made and used to spear an animal when it is not looking, and that poison enters it, the animal
will die,” said the mother.
“Now, show us those trees from which we can make poison. Show us how to make arrows, and show us what
to do,” said the two brothers.
Now the woman was advanced in age. She knew the trees from which poison could be made. She showed the
trees to her children. She showed them how the poison is made, and how the spears are made, and how the arrows
are made, and how the machetes are made. Now when these two young men made bows and arrows and spears
and machetes the woman said to them,
“Because you have put poison on the arrows and you have put poison on the machetes, we have to deceive the
goat because even those whom it killed had the same weapons as we have. And because they were not aware of its
powers, the goat defeated them. Now, you will climb to the top of the tree. You climb it, and when you have
climbed up, you make fire.”
She showed them how to make fire.
“When you make fire, you burn the whole land. And when the he-goat sees the fire and asks who has burnt the
land, it will come because of the smoke. And when it starts coming, you will be far. The arrow will reach something which is far away. And the arrows will reach something which is far away. When you begin shooting the
arrows into the he-goat’s head, it will not know where the arrows are coming from. And because of the poison in
the arrows, it will die. When it dies, we shall tear the stomach open, and the people are going to get out because
they are not dead.”
Now the men did as they were told. They burnt the flat land. They climbed the tree. The animal saw the fire
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and asked:
“Who has burnt my flat land and you know, I have always lived here? I know the people who have burnt it. I
left two children and a woman. These people—I shall find you.”
Haya.
Now the he-goat was pierced with arrows. Whenever it was pierced, it would say
“I i! These thigai\fn{Tsetse flies.} are very bad. They are coming when I am going to fight.”
It was pierced with the arrows. It was pierced until the poison entered the body. It did not worry because it was
strong. It came near to the tree. It was speared very, very, very much. It came near to the tree. It lay down on its
back and kicked with its legs. The mother, who was also on top of the tree, would say:
“Keep quiet, in case it is just pretending to be dead, it can kill us.”
They stayed on the tree for a long time, waiting for it to die. But because they thought hard, and they could see
there was no peace but war, they were clever. They were also very angry because their people were inside this
animal. So they said to their mother:
“Let’s go, if it is going to eat us, let it eat us.”
So they went. They found that the animal was completely dead. They even threw soil at it and saw that it was
dead. They said to one another:
“Now the animal is dead. Now let’s tear its stomach open.”
They took out everything from inside the he-goat. The people in the stomach were not dead. The people who
tore the stomach of the animal apart moved aside so that the others could get out. The young men were told by
their mother to hide so that they could hear what the people would say.
Now the people left the stomach of the animal. The first one to come out said that he was the one who had
killed the animal. The second one said he was the one who had killed it. He started fighting with the first man.
They went on like that for some time. They came out, all the people came out. The woman came out of hiding
with her children and the arrows and the spears.
When the people saw them, they were surprised. They told the people:
“We were the ones who killed the animal, don’t fight and don’t argue.”
They believed her because they could see the flat land and the work that the woman had done.
Now, before these things happened, this woman was hated by the people, but now they respected her a lot.
They thanked her very much.
They built a very beautiful house for her. They kept her very happily and respected her children very much.
297.12 Excerpt from Mau Mau Detainee\fn{by Josiah Mwangi Kariuki (1929-1975)} Kabati-ini Town in Rift Valley
Province, Kenya (M) 6½
1
I am a Kikuyu who was detained in fourteen of Kenya’s detention camps between 1953 and 1960. This book is
largely the story of my years in these camps. It is written not in any spirit of bitterness or spite but because no one
has yet told the truth about them and because they have become an important part of the history of my country.
“Manyani”, the largest camp, capable of holding up to 30,000 of us, is now a word deeply entrenched in the
language of every tribe in Kenya, and no one can hope to understand the present temper of Kenya African politics
without some awareness of the life led by our 80,000 detainees during those Emergency years.
Possibly too, some description of how we organized ourselves in difficult conditions will be of interest to those
who may still be in danger of a similar fate today in other parts of colonial Africa.
But to help readers judge the value of what I have to say I should perhaps begin by telling something of myself
and my life prior to detention.
*
I was born on the twenty-first of March 1929 at Kabati-ini near Bahati Forest in the Rift Valley Province of
Kenya. My parents had left their home in Chinga in the Nyeri Native Reserve the year before to become
“squatters” on the farm of a European, known to us as Muturi. This is the Kikuyu word for a smith, and was given
to him because of his skill at repairing farm implements. I never knew his real name.
Squatters in European farms in the White Highlands were given a small piece of land to cultivate and allowed
to pasture a specified number of cattle or goats. In return they were expected to be available, with members of
their family, to do regular or seasonable jobs for the farmer.
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The wages were extremely low and the system has all the social disadvantages found in any feudal
relationship. These drawbacks counted for little once our people had felt the need for money, whether to buy
clothes, education, or bicycles.
My parents, in common with many other Kikuyu and Nyanza tribesmen at a time when cash crops such as
coffee, tea, and pyrethrum were either prohibited or virtually unknown in the various “Native” Reserves, strongly
desired the comparative riches that could come from herding their cattle and goats in the White Highlands, where
by law no African could hope to own land and where one European’s pastoral farm might be bigger than a
location in the Reserves containing sixty thousand people.
*
I was the middle child in a family of five, all the rest of whom were girls. The third daughter, Wangechi, died
when she was three but my other sisters are still alive and are now all married.
My mother, Mary Wanjiku, persuaded her old father to accompany us from Chinga. He was six feet four inches
tall and had been a great warrior in the days before the British came to our country, raiding for cattle and women
against both the Masai and the Kikuyu under the leadership of Mugo Wandiga, a famous Kikuyu General
mentioned by John Boyes in his book King of the Agikuyu.
Mugo Wabira, as my grandfather (guka) was called, owned at this time nearly four hundred sheep and goats,
and he brought half of them with him to Muturi’s farm. This was many, many more than the regulations allowed
but it was not difficult to avoid detection, especially as we were careful to distribute them widely among our
friends. Mugo died in 1947 and we were sad to lose such a man, one of our links with the great days before the
Europeans came.
We belonged to the Mbari ya Mbogo (Buffalo sub-clan) of the Mungari clan, who have a traditional reputation
for hard work, marital fidelity, and an excessive partiality for arrowroots.
Mungari, founder of the clan, was the son of Wangari, who was one of Gikuyu and Mumbi’s nine daughters,
each of whom is the founder of a Kikuyu clan.
Gikuyu and Mumbi are the father and mother of our tribe and their home was situated at Mukurwe-ini wa
Gathanga where they were sent by Mwene Nyaga (God) whom they believed had his home high among the
forbidden snows of Mount Kirinyaga (Kenya).
As with many of East Africa's tribes there is a legend among the Kikuyu that women once ruled us until the
men became very dissatisfied and secretly conspired to make as many of the women as possible pregnant at the
same time. When most of the women were heavy with child the men took over the government.
Like many other Kikuyu families we also had a strain of Masai blood in us, a legacy of the old raiding days.
My father, Kariuki Kigoni, returned to Chinga in the Reserves in 1940 with his new and young second wife,
Gathoni, leaving my mother and her children in the Rift Valley. My mother then went to live with Zacharia
Ndung’u, taking me with her.
Zacharia is now living at the Saw Mills near Njoro. He has a wife, Priscilla, and five daughters. From this time
I looked on him as my father and I still help him whenever I can.
I never saw Kariuki, my real father, again. He died in 1943, after wandering about for six months in a crazed
condition. It was said that he had been made mad by a witch-doctor employed by some other members of our clan
who were jealous of his property and land holdings. My elder sisters, Nyakio and Njoki, arranged his burial in
Chinga.
My mother refused to allow me to go and investigate the circumstances of his death as she felt I might well
suffer the same fate myself and she said I was far too young to go on such a dangerous journey alone.
*
Up till the age of seven I led the normal life of a Kikuyu small boy of those days, herding the cattle and goats,
learning Kikuyu customs and traditions from my grandparents, spying on the dances of my elders, stealing sugarcane and maize, and being thoroughly spoilt by my elder sisters and their lady-friends.
My dearest possession was a gathii (goatskin cloak) embroidered with beads by my grandfather. It had the
advantage that I could wriggle out of it in a trice if caught in some misdeed, leaving my captor foolishly clutching
the cloak instead of me.
In 1936 Muturi asked my mother if she would allow me to work in the kitchen of the big house. He had been
impressed by my lack of fear of Europeans compared with other boys of my age. The wages were three shillings a
month plus food, and every Saturday Muturi’s wife used to give me some sugar and salt to take home to my
mother.
I was forbidden to wear the gathii there and in its place Muturi gave me a pair of shorts and a shirt. At first it
was very difficult to cope with the shorts, especially when going to the lavatory. It was best to get rid of them far
away and well before the event.
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My work was to wash up the dishes and saucepans, to look after the cats and dogs (three of each), and to feed
the ducks and chickens. The smallest dog was very friendly and we called it Macha, which means elephantiasis,
because of its huge, fat, short legs.
The largest one was spotted and frightening and was known as Kirumi. There is a story in Kikuyu that when a
leopard's cubs are still very young the mother deserts them for a while and suddenly returns with grim aspect and
fierce growls to terrify them. Those that are so frightened that they run away are called Kirumi while the brave
ones that remain become proper leopards. Our Kirumi certainly had several of the less pleasant attributes of a
leopard.
*
My immediate master was Benson, Muturi’s cook.
I never ceased to be surprised at the way in which he could swallow food at scalding hot temperatures and his
mouth must have been like a piece of leather. He was a fine chef and I remember one night some visitors asked
Muturi if they could see Benson personally to congratulate him on the wonderful meal they had just eaten.
Like many cooks in Kenya and elsewhere Benson held that it was legitimate to take reasonable amounts of
food from his employer.
That particular evening, while quietly enjoying a succulent leg of lamb roasting on the stove, he heard Muturi’s footsteps approaching at an hour when by all previous custom Muturi should have been drinking coffee. The
illicit meat was only too visible and in a panic Benson seized it and placed it on his head under his big white
chef’s hat. Balancing precariously he followed Muturi to the drawing-room. The meat was very hot and burning
into his skull. He was receiving, in considerable pain, the congratulations of the visitors when he felt, horror of
horrors, drops of fat slowly trickling down on to each cheek. One of the guests also saw this and, exclaiming to
Muturi on the sweat so apparent on his hard-working cook, he seized a napkin and, coming over to Benson, began
to wipe the 'sweat' away. As Benson's head yielded to the pressure of the napkin the meat suddenly lost its
equilibrium and toppled on to the beautiful carpet on the floor.
In the ensuing silence the cook slowly picked it up and returned fearfully to the kitchen.
Great was Muturi's anger at this episode. Not that he really minded Benson taking the meat. What annoyed him was
the deception which had given to his guests the idea that their host was a mean man and did not give his remarkable
cook enough to eat.
All the people on the farm laughed at this story for many weeks.
I liked Muturi and his wife very much. They treated me well and gave me toys and picture magazines. They
were most kind to my mother and myself.
Looking back, however, I deeply regret that they did not tell me about reading and writing and encourage me
to start my education.
*
One day in 1938 during the planting season Obadiah Mwaniki, a relative of my mother’s and a teacher in the
Church Missionary Society School in Nakuru Township, came to visit us.
Aged about twenty-five, he seemed to me like a young god with his smart clothes and shoes, his watch, and a
beautiful bicycle. I worshipped in particular his bicycle that day and decided that I must somehow get one myself.
As he talked with us it seemed to me that the secret of his riches came from his education, his knowledge of
reading and writing, and that it was essential for me to obtain this power. My mother, who was now about forty years
old, had joined the literacy class which was run in the evenings by a Kikuyu called Evanson Ngamau. She could
write her name and had learned to count from one to ten and although she never achieved much more, even this
seemed miraculous to me and I begged her to teach me all she knew.
She bought me a slate and a pencil, and at night, after my work in the kitchen was finished, we struggled together
with these new things. In the big house I concentrated hard on learning the English names of all the domestic
utensils.
About two months after Obadiah’s visit my mother persuaded me to give up my job and to enter Evanson’s Day
School full-time. The fee was fifteen cents (about two pence) for every term of twelve weeks. Muturi had built the
school out of his own pocket and the money went to pay the teacher.
I went there when I was eleven years old and I rapidly became the star pupil in my class. Because of my service
with Muturi I already knew how to wear trousers and clean my fingernails, and I had begun writing and counting
with my mother.
My classmates were far behind.
There were about forty pupils and we were taught singing, dancing, drawing, counting, and scripture, in which
we learned the catechism. It was not really a good school but my three years of discovery and development there
were a vital part of my life.
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The great war that came in 1939 between the Europeans did not much affect life on the farm. In 1940 there
was an ominous rumour that Hitler was coming to kill us all and many people went fearfully down to the rivers
and dug holes in the banks to hide from his troops. But the British Army did not recruit from the farms; there was
no real shortage of food and we could not understand or feel deeply about the fundamental issues.
After I left Evanson’s School I went to several other schools in Kenya but it was very difficult to find enough
money to pay the higher fees. My mother very much wanted to see me educated and used all the money she had,
so that sometimes she did not have enough to eat and my sisters did not have enough clothes.
There were some black wattle trees which belonged to my mother’s family and I used to cut them down and
take off the bark and unroll it and sell it. This tree grows on the Kikuyu hills and the bark is exported and used for
tanning leather.
*
In 1941 I joined a school at Bahati Forest. The headmaster was James Giteni, a clever and able teacher who
had been trained at a Mission station in Kiarnbu. The school was managed by the Kikuyu Independent Schools
Association (K.I.S.A.) which had been started by our tribal leaders after the split with Dr. Arthur of the Church of
Scotland Mission in 1929 on the issue of female circumcision.
As well as K.I.S.A., another group started, the Kikuyu Karing’a Educational Association (K.K.E.A.), and these
two organizations were running the only African-managed educational systems in the whole of Kenya at this time.
Before their proscription at the beginning of the Emergency these schools had provided places for many who
would have failed to continue their education had we been forced to rely merely on Missions or the Government,
and some of our most prominent politicians have been products of K.I.S.A. or K.K.E.A.
James Giteni had taken the post because it was better paid than any job he could be offered by a Mission.
*
In Kenya schools were started by the Missions and religion and education have always been closely bound up
together. This K.I.S.A. school at Bahati owed religious allegiance to the African Independent Pentecostal Church
founded by Johanna Kunyiha, a prominent District Councillor and Court elder in Nyeri District, who was awarded
the M.B.E. in 1961.
The representative of his Church in the Rift Valley was Petro Muchangariba and he sometimes came to preach
to us. He was a strong speaker and openly spoke out about the evils of the colour bar and the seizure of our land
by the Europeans: he was detained during the Emergency.
But politics were generally unknown to the ordinary people of the area at this time, although we used to
discuss our land grievances through the smoke in the huts at night.
The art of distillation was unknown to our people before the Europeans came. But the Sudanese troops
('Nubians') who came with them spread the method throughout the country. It is undoubtedly a cheap way of
getting very drunk but its introduction began to spoil the social habit whereby our old men drink together the
wholesome and mildly intoxicating Kikuyu beer.
My mother became so skilled at making this Nubian gin that her brew became famous for miles around, and
was a valuable source of extra money for us and for my education.
During the early days of the war many soldiers would come out from Lanet and Nakuru to drink in our hut.
There were Europeans, Africans, and coloured South Africans all together. They frequently became very drunk
and began to abuse and fight each other. One coloured soldier was badly hurt and we hid him in the nearby forest
where he spent three days unconscious.
We soon had a gramophone and other luxuries from the money earned in this way. Another benefit came to me
indirectly because my disgust at this nightly-repeated scene of debauchery, vomiting, and brawling was so great
that I vowed never to touch alcohol and I never have.
But a man called Abraham became jealous of our success and our gramophone and he betrayed us to a police
informer. My mother was arrested in September 1942 and sentenced to two years’ imprisonment. Although
Gathoni, my father’s second wife, looked after me, I was very unhappy and rapidly became thin and sick.
I visited my mother in Nakuru jail once. She was well but I cried bitterly at seeing her in the white prison
clothes. I gave a Sudanese wardress one hundred and twenty shillings to buy her as many extra comforts and food
as possible.
This was quite customary but the prison officers naturally did not know about it.
*
In 1944 Muturi left Kenya and we went two miles away to a farm owned by a man named Tryon. He was
given the Kikuyu name of Karimiramithi, “Thorn Tree Cultivator”, because he forbade the destruction of thorn
trees which he said were beautiful. We found this very strange.
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Tryon had two Italian prisoners of war working there, one called Starino and the other Giuseppi. They were
friendly and talented, and also excellent builders. Starino had a small stick with a big map of the world wrapped
inside it. I spent hours poring over it. They made tin whistles, which I used to sell for them, on commission, to the
other young men. Sometimes in the evenings they gave us an entertainment which included trick cycling and fine
songs.
Free and easy people, the girls liked them, and they were not apart like other Europeans. Giuseppi became a
close companion of mine and when we parted he gave me his watch.
Since my mother had been sent to jail times had been hard for me and my two unmarried sisters. We could at
best hope to earn three shillings a week picking pyrethrum flowers from morning till evening. But this work was
only seasonal and I decided to ask Tryon to give me a regular job.
When he saw my references from Muturi he took me on as a clerk at a wage of thirty shillings a month.
Regretfully this now meant leaving, the K.I.S.A. school, which had been a wonderful thing in my life.
My new job was to count the gallons of milk and the sacks of maize and to prevent the farm workers stealing
either. This was very difficult for me to do conscientiously because my people could not harvest enough for their
basic needs out of their patches of cultivation and they and their families often went hungry. Anyway, we Kikuyu
have a proverb, Murimi ndaunagwo guoko, which can be freely rendered “He who is working in the cornfield
should be fed there”. So I merely told them that they should not take more than necessary.
Once one of the milkers called Warui Wanjeri finished milking a cow, and putting his head in the bucket hastily
gulped down some of the still warm milk. Unfortunately Tryon saw him and a little later called him over and
accused him of drinking the milk.
Warui denied it, whereupon Tryon, leading him to a mirror, took hold of the ends of his moustaches, brought
them together and demanded to know why they were still dripping milk if he had not been drinking it.
Warui, who had forgotten about his moustaches, shamefacedly wiped the milk off them. He was not discharged either, but was told that if he was so desperate he should at least use a cup. Tryon also pointed out that the
cattle did not belong to Warui.
In my own dire need I would sometimes augment my wages by appropriating half of the skimmed milk that
was supposed to be fed to the pigs and then selling it at five cents (about a half penny) a bottle to the people on the
farm. At Christmas, in place of presents, I used to distribute bottles to all my friends free.
Tryon never discovered either of these devices.
*
My mother was released from jail in June 1944. Many people came to our hut that evening to celebrate her
release and I slaughtered a he-goat, thenge, for her and we were very happy.
She told me that some Kipsigis women convicts had been jealous of the extra supplies she had obtained
through the one hundred and twenty shillings and had tried to poison her. She had been helped and protected in
this crisis by the Sudanese wardress. It seemed that my money had been well spent.
She said that otherwise the prison at Nakuru had not been a bad place and the officers and warders had been
kind to her. But every day she remembered her children and she had often been ill with worry about us.
After the end of the war I carried on with my job. My mother was for ever trying to persuade me to continue
my education but our need for money was so great that I felt it vital to go on earning for a while.
*
Late in 1946 I decided to take a day off at Nakuru Races. I had only been there once before and I have never
been since.
I took with me forty shillings from my savings and bought a two-shilling ticket in the Sweepstake, Number
124876. I prayed and clutched it tightly for an hour and then went along to look at the board on which the winning
numbers were shown.
Number 124876...!
I looked again.
Number 124876.
I sat down on the ground and wondered how to make sure this was not a dream. Hitting my head with my
hands in Kikuyu style it seemed to be no dream.
Europeans pinch themselves. I pinched myself and it hurt. Definitely no dream.
I went along into the office where an official gave me 1,600 shillings … Sixteen hundred shillings … Eight
bicycles … with lamps and bells.
I rushed off to the privacy of the latrine and thought what to do next. The whole world must know that I had
won the sweep and half the whole world must be waiting to rob me of my winnings, which were truly vast.
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I wrapped the money in my handkerchief, tied it round my belt and then put the belt on inside my trousers.
Belt, handkerchief, and money were surely now invisible and it would be a very clever robber that would know
where the money was.
I was beginning to feel a delayed-action happiness but I could not feel completely content until I reached home
safely. There were thirty-two shillings left out of my original forty, and I spent this on a dress for my sister and
sheets and blankets and food for my mother.
I hurried home alone on foot, eight long nervous miles.
I shunned all would-be companions and refused to accept any lifts.
I reached home about half past five, gave my family their presents, and told them about the money. They were
extremely happy that night. I gleefully informed them that I would soon own a bicycle like Obadiah’s.
*
My mother said nothing but took fourteen hundred shillings for safe custody and allowed me to keep two
hundred. Several years later she told me that she kept the money always in a small leather bag tied round her
waist under her clothes.
We did not celebrate in any way that evening because she said that we should not appear happy in case bad
people suspected the truth and robbed us.
The next morning my mother told me that we must now make arrangements for my return to school and that
no bicycle was to be bought at this time. We were all strengthened in this resolve when a young man called James
Thuku Mangothi, from Kihuri in Othaya Division of Nyeri district, came to stay on the farm and talked to Tryon
in English.
I now know that his English was very bad but it seemed to us in our ignorance a marvelous accomplishment
and it inspired me to agree with my mother. James is now employed in Nairobi as a cook. So in February 1946 I
went to Nakuru African School to repeat Standard V there.
*
Later that year we heard that there was to be a meeting of all Africans at Njoro at which a person who had
stayed in England for many years would be speaking. It was a Sunday, which is the day that the labourers on all
the Rift Valley farms go to market.
Although the people in the area had previously had little to do with politics, everyone was excited at the
prospect of seeing the great man from London and hearing his words, though many believed that he would not be
able to speak either Kikuyu or Swahili after fifteen years away from his country. Many of my school friends
wanted to go and so the School Committee hired a lorry to take forty of us to Njoro.
As we came near we met many other lorries converging on the meeting-place and we passed long files of
people going there on foot. When the meeting began, there must have been a crowd of four to five thousand,
including many children.
*
Two people made speeches introducing Kenyatta. They were somewhat dull because at that time the leaders
were not practised in public speaking and crowd psychology and the audience became restive.
But then Jomo Kenyatta came to the platform himself.
He was holding a carved walking-stick loosely in his hand and wore his big brown leather jacket.
He began by greeting us all with the special words of respect used for each age grade.
The effect of his voice and personality was immediate and magnetic so that even the smallest children became
still and quiet as Kenyatta talked to us of his doings in England and of the future of our country. He was mixing
Kikuyu and Swahili words in a wonderful way and the doubters found that he knew more old Kikuyu phrases than
they had ever heard.
He said that he did not want the Europeans to leave the country, but it was time that they started to behave like
guests in our house. They had come as strangers to us and we had accommodated them and now they claimed that
our house belonged to them.
In the old days we used to carry their maidens on our shoulders and draw them in rickshaws from Mombasa to
Nairobi so that their legs should not become tired by walking through the scrub and forests of thorn. They should
not forget that the land they tread is ours.
Under an African government Europeans would have nothing to fear in the same way as he, Kenyatta, an
African, had not feared while in Europe under a European government. During the last war we sent our young
men to sacrifice their lives in helping the British people to fight and conquer Germany. The white officers had
been rewarded with farms on which to settle in our land and loans with which to stock them. The African soldiers
had been rewarded with the colour bar, unemployment, and the Kipande (registration card).
There had been no colour bar to prevent us dying for Britain in the war.
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Then Kenyatta appealed to us to unite and to forget tribalism. We should work hard and try to educate our
children as well and quickly as possible so that they could take over the government of the country. As he sat
down the women gave him the five ngemi, a trilling cry reserved in Kikuyu custom for the birth of a male child
and given only to the most memorable speakers.
The meeting slowly broke up, the crowd remaining for a long time in small groups debating all the marvelous
things he had spoken and discussing the great future he would bring us.
This was the year that Kenyatta first began to teach our people how to love their country. Those who had been
stagnant in their misery now began to look for happiness.
Far into the night in eating-houses, in lorries, and in their homes, the people of the Rift Valley talked about
their new leader from London and the new hope he brought.
I myself was fundamentally changed by his statesmanlike words and his burning personality. I vowed there
and then that I would struggle with him for justice and freedom for our country and I dedicated myself to follow
him in his crusade to remove the sufferings and humiliations of our people.
*
During the next four years my studies took nearly all my time and energy.
Late in 1947 I went back to my father’s lands in the Nyeri Reserve. The atmosphere there was not pleasant and
the people seemed backward. They still planted all their crops mixed up together, bananas and maize, beans and
cabbages. Few seemed to have any proper idea of politics.
Those who had been cultivating my father's lands were not happy to see me. They had fondly hoped that I
would not know about their transactions with my father and they had been certain that I would not be able to find
the goats or the money to redeem the pieces of land he had transferred to them. However, I slowly redeemed all
the fragments and allowed some of the farmers to continue cultivating the land as my ahoi, that is tenants.
My education continued at Kariko Primary School in Chinga and at Karema in Othaya.
I then moved on to Keruguoya Intermediate School in Embu District. All these were Roman Catholic schools
and at that time I considered myself a Roman Catholic.
In 1950, on the recommendation of the Keruguoya headmaster, I entered Form I at King’s College, Budo, in
Uganda, where I stayed until I was twenty-two. This is a secondary school in Uganda run by the Protestant
Church Missionary Society.
I enjoyed my time in Uganda. While it is sometimes difficult to break through the reserve of the Baganda, I
made some lasting friendships among them. They are tremendously keen on education and have many very clever
young men. It is a pity that they became so interested in the survival of their own kingdom that for a time this
badly hindered the speed of their advance towards independence.
Most people seem to own bicycles in that country and they use them in remarkable ways: it is common to see
live goats strapped on the carriers on the way to market and some bicycles carry enormous loads. One day in a
village near Budo I was surprised to see a cyclist with a stove fixed to his carrier; he was cycling along peeling
potatoes, cooking them, and eating them without dismounting at all.
During my time in Buganda I heard with sadness of the great troubles my people were having in their struggle
with the European settlers. From visitors and Kikuyu friends in Kampala I heard of the increasing frustration and
bitterness growing in Kenya: I heard of the humiliations suffered time and again because of the colour bar: I heard
of the shortage of land, the lack of educational opportunities, the toughness of the Administration, and the refusal
to admit our people into the Legislative Council.
I was so intensely busy working for my examinations that I could take no part at all from Kampala in the
struggle at this time. It was my clear duty first to prepare myself educationally, to arm myself with the weapons of
literacy and the power of reading and writing.
But all through 1951 and 1952 it became obvious that, unless the British soon gave way to some extent, we
were heading for a tragic disaster.
I was not surprised, when I returned to Kenya on 22 October 1952 to await the results of my School Certificate
examination, to learn that two days previously the country had been placed under a State of Emergency by the
new Governor, Sir Evelyn Baring.\fn{Governor of Kenya, 1952-1959}
190.4 Elizabeth\fn{by Grace Akinyi Ogot (1930-

)}

Gem, Nyanza Province, Kenya (F) 6

It had just struck 8 o’clock when Elizabeth entered her new office. Immediately the telephone rang, and she
picked it up nervously.
“Hullo, 21201.”
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“Hullo there, is that Mr. Jimbo’s secretary?”
“Speaking, can I help you?” Elizabeth tugged the telephone under her chin and drew a pad and a pencil from
the drawer.
“Oh, yes, may I speak to Mr. Jimbo please.”
“Sorry, he has not come yet; he does not come till 8:30 a.m. Could you kindly ring again, please?”
“Right-o, I will do that.”
“Hullo … hullo …” but Elizabeth heard the click the other side and then the usual buzzing sound. She replaced
the receiver with a bang, annoyed that she had not got the caller’s name.
The door leading to Mr. Jimbo’s office stood open. The spacious office, with a huge mahogany desk and a deep
green carpet covering the floor, was nearly arranged. There were no curtains on the windows; instead, light
Venetian blinds were drawn up on the large windows facing the main road, suggested that the sun entered the
offices in the afternoon. Everything was nearly arranged on the table and a photograph of a very attractive woman
holding two little boys stood smartly at one corner, like watchmen guarding the office.
Elizabeth scrutinised the photograph and then returned it to its place. She went back to her office and stood at
the little window to look at the jammed traffic below. The offices of the Department of Aviation were in Manila
House on the 4th floor on Heroes Lane. From there one could see a good part of the city and the stretch of empty
land that extended along the Mombasa road to the airport.
Elizabeth wondered how long she would stay in the Department of Aviation. She had moved from two offices
in a matter of months since she returned from the U.S. where she had taken her secretarial training. She first
worked for four months in a big American motor firm as a secretary to the assistant manager; and when that failed
she found employment with the Wholesalers and Distributors Limited, as secretary to the European manager.
After two agonizing months, and unable to satisfy the demands of her boss, Elizabeth walked out of her job
without giving any notice.
Both bosses had given her the impression that she ought to be a cheap girl ready to sell her body for promotion
and money. When Elizabeth turned up at the Department of Aviation for interview, the personnel officer apologetically but conclusively told her that they could only take her on at £790 per annum instead of her previous salary
of £850.
Footsteps on the stairs alerted Elizabeth. She walked back to her desk and busied herself on the typewriter.
Presently, the door opened and Mr. Jimbo walked in. Elizabeth got up automatically and opened the door leading
to the main office after murmuring,
“Good morning.” Her new boss eyed Elizabeth from foot to head and then sat heavily on a rocking chair.
Elizabeth closed the door gently and continued with her work.
Before long the bell rang, and a green light flickered above the internal line. Elizabeth picked up the receiver.
“Would you come for dictation right away, please?”
“Yes, sir, right away.” She picked up her shorthand notebook and pencil and entered the main office.
“Sit down, will you.”
Elizabeth obeyed. At that moment the private telephone rang, and Mr. Jimbo relaxed in the rocking chair and
spoke leisurely to the caller. Elizabeth examined her new boss surreptitiously. He was about 40 years or so. About
5'9", jet black, he had an oily skin, chubby face, and boldly brushed black hair. His upper teeth looked too white
to be real—and his dark gums exaggerated the whiteness. His deep fatherly voice was full of confidence and
authority. He did not look the mischievous type, nor did he look fierce. But Elizabeth knew that time alone could
tell; she would do her best to stay on the job this time, if only to avoid being a rolling stone.
“Right, see you and madam at about 8 p.m. Bye.”
He replaced the receiver and started dictating straight away. At 11 a.m. Elizabeth had typed a heap of letters—
and she placed them before Mr. Jimbo for his signature. He frowned at her.
“That was quick.”
Elizabeth smiled and closed the door behind her. She had been warned about the amount of work in Jimbo’s
office by the previous secretary, but she was confident she would manage. By 12:15 p.m. she had cleared her
desk, and she walked out for lunch feeling less nervous than she had been in the morning.
*
The following Monday a beautiful woman walked into Elizabeth’s office to see Mr. Jimbo, who was having a
meeting with senior members of the department. Elizabeth wondered where she had seen the woman before. She
was tall and slim, with a pale chocolate skin and a startling hair style.
“Is he busy?” she asked cautiously.
“Yes, he is having a meeting,” Elizabeth told her. “What is your name please? I will tell him on the phone.”
“I am his wife,” the lady told her with a genuine smile.
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“Now I remember where I’ve seen you! I have seen the beautiful photograph you took with your two sons.
Please sit down, Mrs. Jimbo. I will mention to him that you are here.” Elizabeth pressed the bell and whispered,
“Your wife is here—shall I tell her to wait?”
“No—I will speak to her right away.” The telephone clicked, and before Elizabeth could give the message, Mr.
Jimbo stood at the door.
“Sorry, Amy dear, would you take the driver, the meeting is still going on. I will give you a ring when I finish.”
“Right, will be hearing from you then.” She turned to Elizabeth. “I’d better be going.”
Amy Jimbo thanked Elizabeth and left with the driver. She looked a contented good wife.
Elizabeth believed in a happy marriage—that was her secret dream. Now to see the Jimbos so confident and in
love intensified her longing for her lover at Ohio State University in the United States, where he was finishing his
post-graduate studies in engineering. She stared into space for a while, and then returned to her typewriter.
*
The busy weeks slipped into months, and when Easter came, Elizabeth with two girl friends took a long
weekend to Mombasa where they did nothing but bathe, eat, and write the longest love letters they had ever
written.
For Liz, there was plenty to be thankful for. At last God had answered her prayers: she was working among
people who respected her womanhood and capabilities. Mr. Jimbo had given her the respect she had longed for
and other members of staff had not molested her in any way. Sometimes he had given her much work, and often
she worked late in the evenings when all other secretaries had gone home.
True, during the past weeks, with plenty of late hours, she had experienced moments of fear. But what had
calmed her eventually was Jimbo himself: the fatherly boss. He once told Elizabeth,
“I hate to leave you to walk to the hostel alone when it is so late, but I don’t believe in giving lifts to young
girls. Soon the town would start gossiping and you would get a bad name for nothing. You have a long future in
front of you, my child. You should protect your name.”
The girls arrived back in the city by night train, ready for work on Tuesday. With only a few days to go before
the International Aviation Conference in Nairobi, Mr. Jimbo’s desk was piled with numerous draft documents for
stencilling. And a pile of cards to be sent out for a cocktail party to be held on the eve of the conference still stood
untouched.
Elizabeth worked late each evening to reduce the pile. Mr. Jimbo gave her a spare key so that she could leave
the office when she pleased. He also instructed the watchman to be around the building whenever Elizabeth was
working late.
*
That Saturday afternoon was particularly hot. Liz glanced at her watch; it was about 1:30 p.m. As she covered
her typewriter to dash out for lunch, the door flung open and there stood Mr. Jimbo beaming at the door.
“You poor kid—still working! The world is not ending today, my dear.”
“Thank you, sir, I have finished now. I will have plenty of time when the conference is over next week—have
you forgotten something, sir?”
“No, I thought you might still be working and I came to release you.”
“That is kind of you,” Elizabeth answered with a smile.
It was rare to have bosses who really cared about the amount of work their secretaries did, she thought. Jimbo
walked into his office, and Elizabeth took her handbag and magazines ready to leave.
“All right, sir, I am off now.”
“Just a second,” he fumbled with some papers and then looked up.
“I have more packed lunch here than I really need—here, have a bite.”
Elizabeth did not want to share Mr. Jimbo’s packed lunch—he had not expected to find her in the office anyway and she knew Mr. Jimbo was just being polite.
“Thank you, sir, but I would rather not—my lunch will be waiting at the hostel.”
“Go on, don’t be shy. I can’t eat all these, come in and sit down.”
“No, sir, I really must go, I would rather have a proper lunch—I missed breakfast.”
“Come on, don’t argue, just one.”
Out of sheer politeness, Elizabeth went in and sat on a settee. She did not want to appear rude to a man who
had treated her with great respect. Yet she hated his persuasiveness. He handed her a packet, and she picked out an
egg sandwich. Then out of the blue, the boss moved over and sat with a big sigh beside Elizabeth on the settee.
“I am impressed with your work, my girl. Since you came, this office looks different. One never really knows
what a good and efficient secretary is until one has one.” He paused and picked up another sandwich.
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“Thank you, sir—pleasure is mine—you are an easy person to work for—I was not that good till I came to this
establishment.” She tried to dodge the rough surface of Jimbo’s tweed coat that rubbed against her upper arm.
“I’m glad to hear that. The only thing that worried me is this, my child.” He fingered the little diamond ring on
Elizabeth’s left finger.
“Oh that—sir, nothing doing for another two years or so and by that time a lot of changes will have taken
place.”
She almost told him the truth: that Ochola was coming back in November and they planned to get married on
New Year’s Day—but that was still a secret.
“Who is he—I mean this lucky chap—what does he do?”
“Still a student,” Elizabeth answered nervously.
“He is lucky, a real lucky man to possess you. You are efficient, you are feminine, and you are very beautiful.”
And his heavy arm went round Elizabeth’s slender waist and gripped her tight.
“Oh, please, sir, please—stop this—please,” and she struggled to her feet.
“Listen to me, Liz—listen,” Mr. Jimbo spoke sternly. “I can’t hurt you, I like you like my own child, I can’t
hurt you—honestly. I—I just wanted to tell you that you are so enchanting, and I—I just wanted to feel your body
close to mine, but I won’t hurt you. I premise.”
She felt the hard pounding of his heart. He looked at her warmly, with yearning. Elizabeth pulled herself
together and broke loose from Jimbo’s grip. The humid air stifled her.
“Please, sir—let me go, I am engaged to get married soon—please, Ochola will not understand, nor will your
wife, your children, and the people. And think of my job—oh, please, let me go—” and she sobbed aloud.
“Now you are to behave like a good girl—the people will hear us—and think of the scandal. I’ve told you that
I can’t hurt you—I care too much to hurt you.”
He locked the door and put the key in his coat pocket. Beads of perspiration stood on his nose and his forehead, his muscles were as taut as the top of a drum, and his face was wild with excitement.
Elizabeth never suspected that beneath the firm crust of Jimbo’s restrained face, a volcano simmered. Physical
contact had provoked an eruption.
“I just want to feel your breasts, nothing more—then we can go to lunch.”
He moved over to her, but she ducked behind the desk—and then to the window, and to the door and back to
the desk. But Jimbo caught up with her and dragged her to the settee. He searched for Elizabeth’s mouth but the
girl was too violent and buried her face in her skirt.
“Please Liz.”
He kissed her ears and her neck, then her upper arm, while his big hands reached desperately for the young
breasts. His hot breath and the masculine odour that radiated from his body made Elizabeth quite sick. She drew
away from him, her face in a grimace of pain.
“No, Liz, you’re so lovable,” he whispered. “Your lovely skin is smooth and tender like the petals of a flower.
No, no, I can’t hurr—I can’t, I care too much. Just let me feel the warmth of your womanhood. I won’t hurt you,
Liz. I promise. I do—I do—”
Elizabeth fought helplessly beneath this bulky man who had posed as an angel for so many months. And it was
like one of those terrible nightmares without an end.
*
The day was spent.
Elizabeth threw blankets off from her body. Her pillow was damp, and the crumpled photograph of her fiance
which she was tightly embracing when she dozed off to sleep had fallen on the floor. She got up slowly and
walked to the window facing the city centre.
The pain between her legs had worsened and her whole body was aching as it did on the first day when her
friend tried to teach her to ride a bicycle. The city looked peaceful except for a few cars moving homewards away
from the business area. The tip of Manila building could just be seen facing Embakasi Airport which it served.
Down below in the central park were hundreds of sightseers—mostly Asians—sitting in groups, men and women
segregated.
Their innocent children ran wildly like bees among flowers. As a child, Elizabeth had felt happy chasing grasshoppers in the open fields below her home opposite the River Nzoia. She and her little cousin had looked forward
to the time when they would be adults. They wanted to discuss adult subjects and perform adult duties.
Then she thought of the day when her periods came at the age of eleven, how she ran to her grandmother’s hut
weeping that she was sick and how her granny comforted her and told her that she was now a woman and must
behave like an adult, and stop playing with boys. She remembered how she had looked her in the eye and asked
innocently:
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“What do you mean?” To which her granny had replied,
“When a mature girl plays with boys, it is like a child playing with fire; the child can burn herself and probably
burn her parent’s house and cause great sadness. In the same way, when a mature girl plays with boys and becomes pregnant outside of wedlock, she destroys herself and eventually destroys the whole family.”
Although she did not understand the words of her grandmother, the horror in her face indicated to her that it
was a bad thing and she ran back to her mother’s house reciting the words—
“It is like a child playing with fire; it can cause much sadness.”
Elizabeth drew up the curtains to shut out the city and its people from her. She felt out of step with the sophisticated life in towns. She wondered whether she would ever get used to it. A sudden aching longing for her home
in the country, the close-knit family life she had shared there, and the security she had felt, gripped her.
She took her toilet bag and walked slowly to the washroom. She entered the incinerator room, pulled out her
blood-stained nylon pants that Ochola had sent her for Easter, and wrapped them tightly in a brown paper bag.
She pressed the incinerator open, and dropped the pants in the fire and let it close. She stood there sobbing quietly
as the pale smoke reluctantly curled up towards the sky.
Jimbo had robbed her of the treasure she had hidden away for so many years. Her whole world had fallen
apart, and she felt nothing but bitterness and sorrow at the thought that she had nothing left to offer her man on
the wedding day.
*
Elizabeth left the hostel early Monday morning with a group of friends. But instead of catching the doubledecker bus that went to Heroes Street, she took a footpath across the central park towards Station Road. She
walked briskly, dodging the stream of cars that poured into the city. When she reached the Labour Office at 8
a.m., hundreds of women of all ages had already arrived and were waiting for the doors to be opened.
Some gray-haired women sat in a group, talking in low voices. Elizabeth’s heart went out for them. Sorrow
had eaten away their youth, leaving permanent lines on their foreheads. As the number swelled, their morose faces
reminded Elizabeth of the seekers of the kingdom of God who used to throng her father’s church on Sunday, when
she was small. But no! She felt that God must have moved to another land where people acted more justly.
A hand resting on Elizabeth's shoulders startled her, and she turned round sharply.
“Liz, what are you doing here? Come into the office.”
She followed the Labour Officer into the crowded office and sat down.
“Don’t tell me you have left that job again.”
Elizabeth nodded.
“Why this time, Elizabeth, were they being naughty again?”
She nodded.
Mrs. Kimani, a middle-aged motherly woman had dealt with hundreds of cases similar to Elizabeth’s, and
seeing that Elizabeth did not want to say much she did not press her.
“I can’t press you to tell me the story, my child—my heart is full to the brim with story after story of you
women who have suffered shame and cruelty in this city. You see those young women out there. They are secretaries and typists who want different jobs.” Elizabeth looked at Mrs. Kimani with keen eyes.
“That is what I want—help me find a different job, even if it carries half my present salary.”
“No, Liz, don’t say that—you are one of our best secretaries, we can’t lose you. Let us try Church Organisations this time Liz, don’t give up too soon.”
Elizabeth looked at Mrs. Kimani with stray eyes—she liked her motherly advice, and she had helped many
girls to get good jobs, but this time it was not her fault.
“Ma, remember how you talked to me when I left the American firm and the Wholesalers? You assured me that
working for a fellow African with the country’s progress at heart, would be different. Ma, now that it has failed
with the African, I have a strange feeling that it may not work even with Church Organisations. They all seem to
be alike, inside the Church or outside. I have made up my mind.”
“O.K., Liz, try these places. I will ring to tell them that you are calling this morning. Call on me if you are
unsuccessful. And remember what I tell so many young people like you. Man has defied the Laws of society; God
alone will deal with him, and it has to be soon.”
Mrs. Kimani watched Elizabeth disappear at the gate.
*
At the end of the week Elizabeth got a simple job with the Church Army, to care for destitute children in a
small home. The work needed simplicity and patience. The woman in charge of the home asked her to shorten her
nails. She had to wear a white overall, a white hairscarf and flat white shoes. One look at herself in the mirror
nearly knocked her down.
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“A nun? No, a nurse? No, no, no, a shop assistant? Oh no, an ayah? It looked like it. From a top grade secretary to an ayah!”
Elizabeth tucked in a little flimsy hair that stuck out of the scarf near her ears. She followed Mother Hellena
into a big hall where some thirty grubby-looking children were playing. Some were clay-modelling, some were
painting, while the smaller ones were playing with wooden bricks. Mother Hellena turned to Elizabeth.
“All these poor things have never known anything called love. They know they were brought into this world
by somebody, but they don’t know who! They hear other children like themselves have mothers and fathers,
brothers and sisters, but they have nothing. What you and I can give them is what they will ever remember. Their
whole future is in our hands.”
All these eager and pathetic eyes were fixed upon Elizabeth and tears stung her eyes, for she knew she had no
future to offer them. She herself had lost her bearings. She had escaped from the sophisticated life of the city,
hoping to find solace and comfort among the innocent children. Now they were all looking at her with yearning
eyes, each one of them calling out to her,
“Our future is in your hands, give us love and comfort which we have never known.” Elizabeth suppressed her
tears and turned to Mother Hellena.
“I did not know you had such a great task, mother. I will offer them the little I have.”
Ochola was shocked to hear about Elizabeth’s new job. Her letter sounded pessimistic, but Ochola felt too
guilty to press her. It was a mistake on his part to have allowed Elizabeth to return to Africa. He could have married her in the United States and they would have returned together as man and wife. But Elizabeth had insisted
that she wanted to be married among her people and he gave in to her. Now with so many miles between them,
Ochola found it difficult to be tough with her. He was returning home in five months’ time and he hoped to have
everything under control.
*
Elizabeth struggled through the first week—the children were noisy, reckless, and often rude. They had looked
eager on her arrival, but now they resented her presence. She thought of ringing Mrs. Kimani and telling her that
she had changed her mind, but she could not bring herself to it. After one month the children started to like
Elizabeth. Their pathetic gratitude made her at once humble and frustrated. The children needed so much more
than she could give. She asked God to give her patience and understanding.
In the middle of June, Elizabeth felt very sick. Mother Hellena nursed her at home for two days but her position gradually deteriorated and she had to be admitted into hospital.
She spent three restless nights in hospital, but on the fourth day, Mother Hellena was allowed to talk to her.
She was better and could eat. Mother Hellena pressed her hands tightly and looked away from her.
“Elizabeth, the doctor tells me that you are expecting a baby.”
The young woman’s heart pounded painfully against her chest and she felt very hot like a person suffering
from a severe fever. The words played in her ears again. Did expecting a baby mean the same thing as being pregnant? She sat upright with a jerk and faced Mother Hellena.
“Did the doctor say so, did he say I am pr—?”
She let her lips close and ran a hand over her belly under the bedclothes. The confusion, the bitterness, and the
self-reproach for what she regarded as personal failure had blotted everything out from Elizabeth’s mind so that
she had not realised she had missed two months. She grabbed Mother Hellena’s arm and did not let go—she had
to hold on to something. Violent pain was stabbing at her throat, her chest, her belly. The look on Mother Hellena’s face could only be rebuke to her:
“You are going to bring another unhappy, fatherless child into the world. Another destitute.”
She recollected the admonition of the grandmother:
“When a mature girl plays with boys and becomes pregnant outside of wedlock she brings much sadness to
herself and to her family.”
*
Exactly one month after leaving the hospital, Elizabeth made up her mind. Sooner or later Mother Hellena was
going to get rid of her. The man she loved tenderly would not understand her even if.she spoke with the tongue of
angels. She could not return home to face her parents and grandmother. And she knew that firms did not like to
employ pregnant women.
The picture of Amy Jimbo came to her mind—it was the first time she had thought of her. Happy, contented,
and secure for life, when she, Elizabeth, in her tender age, had no roof above her head.
No, it was not fair. While Jimbo posed as an angel in the eyes of his wife, she, Elizabeth, was suffering shame
and want—how heartless! She slipped her engagement ring on her finger and when the children were resting in
the afternoon she dashed into town to have her hair done. As she sat lazily on the hair-dresser’s chair, the woman
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teased her:
“You have got a twinkle in your eyes. Are you meeting him tonight.”
“Yes,” Elizabeth whispered back.
“You are a beautiful woman, he is so lucky.”
“Thank you—he is very handsome too, and kind.” The words resounded in her mind to mock her.
In the evening Elizabeth told Mother Hellena that she would spend the weekend with her uncle’s family in
town. She pulled out a notebook from her handbag and gave it to Mother Hellena.
“Perhaps you may like to read about my childhood and my life in the city. I wrote it some time ago—I will
take it on Monday.” She pressed Mother Hellena’s hand and left to catch a bus to the city.
There was nobody at Mr. Jimbo’s home when Elizabeth got there—they might have taken the children for a
drive, and perhaps the servants were spending their Sunday afternoon seeing friends. Elizabeth stood at the door
for a while but the wind was biting around her ankles: it was going to rain. Presently she noticed the laundry-room
near the garage was open. She pulled a notebook from her handbag and scribbled a message:
“I have come to stay, it is chilly standing at the door, so I thought I would wait for you in the laundry-room. It
is me, Elizabeth.”
She tied the note on the door handle.
The Jimbo family returned home just before sunset.
“Somebody has been visiting us,” Amy said, opening the note. Then she read it aloud. Mr. Jimbo snatched the
note from his wife’s hand. He tried to say something but only smothered meaningless sounds came out. Then he
walked down to the laundry-room in silence, while his wife, Amy, and the children stood dumbfounded near the
door.
Jimbo flung the door open, and saw the body of a woman dangling on a red scarf. His feet gave way and he
sagged to the ground.
“Quick, Amy, quick, the police please, an accident!”
Dusk was gathering fast. The police were on their way to the house. They will probe, cross-examine and
double-check their facts till they reach the truth, Jimbo thought. Oh my God, ending up like this!
*
Elizabeth Masaba’s notebook was handed over to the police by Mother Hellena, and she knew she was doing
the right thing.
The Mother Superior thought grimly of all the other girls who were trapped in this way by those who are more
powerful than they are.
45.33 & 46.31 1. Karuri And The Hawking Business 2. Excerpt from Ripples In The Pool\fn{by Rebecca Najau
(1932- )} Kanyariri, Kenya (F) 5½
1
Karuri wondered what he should do to find a job. Then he remembered his friend, Sila, who was a plumber in
the city and had a kiosk as well, where he sold tea and maandazi. He remembered that the kiosk business was
good. Customers ate and paid promptly and within a year, Sila had bought himself a second-hand Toyota. When
he remembered that, Karuri decided to go and see his friend and ask him for a job in his kiosk business.
When he went to see Sila in his kiosk on Uhuru Highway, however, he found him looking worried for he had
just lost his job as a plumber in the city, and his kiosk looked empty and dirty.
“I’m bankrupt,” Sila said “I have no money at all; I have lost my job and the kiosk is in debt.”
“Help me, my friend,” said Karuri. “I’m hungry, and my clothes are tattered. I have nowhere to go. I sleep in
the drains at night. People say I’m a drunkard and a vagabond. But I have wandered everywhere looking for a job.
I want to earn a shilling or two, if you turn me away where shall I go my friend?”
“You do not know my problems,” Sila said. “I was a fool. I took a loan to buy a second-hand car and now I’m
broke. The auctioneers will come and finish me off. So you are not alone, Karuri. We are all starving. People like
you and me and all the other CPE\fn{ Certificate of Proficiency in English; it is the most advanced general English exam provided
by University of Cambridge English for Speakers of Other Languages Examinations.} failures. What can we do in order to survive?”
“I want to work,” said Karuri. “I want to change and become a decent person. I want to live like other people
who have jobs to do. I’m tired of living from hand to mouth.”
“I can’t help you, my friend. I have lost my job. They trapped me and I drank. You know I am not a drunkard
but I was caught drunk at work and my boss sacked me!”
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“But you know people, Sila. You have friends who can help you. Why then don’t you try to get a hawker’s
licence and start a hawking business? We can start the business together!”
“That’s a good idea,” said Sila. “I know a woman who had a lot of vegetables. We can sell them for her and get
a small commission.”
Sila then worked day and night trying to get a licence. He talked to friends who knew the quickest way to
obtain a hawker’s licence. After a few weeks the licence was obtained and the hawking business began.
One morning Karuri filled his basket with vegetables of all kinds and decided to try Lavington area for his
hawking business. He found many houses in the whole of Lavington area marked Mbwa Kali and he wondered
whether he should risk entering those gates and perhaps be eaten alive. He moved here and there all along the
road looking for a house without a Mbwa kali sign, but everywhere he went there was a similar sign at the gate.
Then as he was standing around thinking what to do, a man in a kanzu opened one of the gates and asked him
what he thought he was doing loitering aimlessly along the road.
“I’m a hawker, can’t you see? I have vegetables of all kinds and I want to go in and sell them.”
“You look like a thief, with all your clothes tattered,” the man said. “The dogs will tear you up if you go into
these houses looking like that!”
“I’m an honest man who wants to do an honest job. Talk to the rich man inside. He might feel pity on me and
help me to earn a shilling or two.”
“Go in then,” the man said. “Try your luck there but many hawkers, decent looking ones, have been here
already. I doubt whether you will be able to sell anything. Go in and talk to the cook.”
When the stranger left, Karuri walked slowly and went to the back of the house. He stood by the kitchen door
waiting for someone to appear. After a while a man wearing a white uniform appeared at the door and asked him
what he wanted.
“I’m a hawker,” he said. “I have onions, tomatoes and potatoes to sell, and my price is good. Look how fresh
and healthy they are. Why don’t you buy some for dinner and help me make a shilling or two?”
The man in the white uniform bent down and looked in the basket, and started to select some tomatoes. While
he was doing so the rich man’s wife came out shouting asking who the stranger was!
“He has vegetables to sell,” the cook said. “The tomatoes are juicy and fresh and the price is good. We need
vegetables for dinner today.”
“Send him away!” the woman shouted. “I’m tired of seeing hawkers day by day, and I know this one is a thief.
They are all thieves these hawkers. This one steals from cars. He is a pickpocket. I know him well. He drinks and
fights in bars. Let him take his rotten vegetables away!”
“He is not a thief,” the cook said. “He has a hawker’s licence and he wants to earn a shilling or two. Why can’t
you help him, Memsahib?”
“Send him away before I release my dogs,” she shouted. “He has stolen. He stole my handbag last month. He
is a wicked man, a vagabond who does not work. Who can trust a man who roams all day without a job to do?”
“You are a liar,” Karuri shouted, “You are a bad woman; you have no mercy for a poor man; but I want to tell
you this world is not yours; you will one day die and rot so don’t harass a poor defenceless man!”
“Go away my friend,” the cook whispered. “The woman is a leopard. When she gets mad. She is ourmbwa
kali\fn{Fierce dog.} here. Everyone knows this. Go away before she calls the police.”
“But why should I be treated this way,” he said moving away. “Why is everyone so unkind? When I walk
around the city in my tattered clothes I’m called a thief; I’m called a rogue and a vagabond; a good for nothing
fellow. What shall I do to make people trust me?”
Karuri moved away feeling upset and sad and when he came to the main road ahead, he stopped by the roadside, wondering what to do next. He felt tired, hungry, thirsty and completely hopeless. He opened his basket and
looked at the vegetables. The tomatoes looked nice and juicy. He took one and ate it. It tasted good. He took
another, and within a short time, he had eaten them all!
After that he lay down and slept. When he woke up, he found his basket empty. Someone had stolen all his
vegetables!
“This is not good,” he said to himself, “I am a harmless man. All I want is a decent job to do, and earn a
shilling or two. But what is this they have done to me? Why is the world so cruel?”
He started to scream crying like a child. A small crowd gathered around him, curious to find out why a grown
up man should cry like a child. He jumped around tearing his hair and shouting. The passers-by thought he was
mad; so when they saw a police van appear, they were relieved as they knew the mad man would be taken away at
once.
“Troublemakers!” one policeman shouted. “Beggars and vagabonds are a menace in this city,” he continued,
throwing Karuri into the van. Karuri tried to ask what wrong he had done, but no one answered his questions. He
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moaned and begged to be let free.
“I’m not a thief,” he kept shouting. “I’m not a vagabond and neither am I a rascal. I have a hawker’s licence so
why do you arrest me and treat me roughly?”
“You are a wanted man,” the policeman said. “You drink chang’aa all day and your reputation is bad. You
stole a handbag last month and today you went to Murema’s house pretending to sell vegetables while your intention was to steal!”
“That is not true,” Karuri said. “I haven’t stolen. I don’t steal. I want to do an honest job and there are no jobs
around. Why then do you listen to liars? The woman is a liar and she hates me because I’m a poor man!”
“The law will deal with you,” the policeman said. “So keep your mouth shut.”
Karuri was taken to the Police station and was kept in custody for two months without trial, and when his case
came up, there was no one in court to testify against him.
Murema’s wife, Katarina, who had accused him of theft had left the country for a month’s holiday in Europe.
2
… No one could explain why Gikere married Selina even in the face of the strong protests of his own mother.
Nor could they understand why Selina herself chose to live with a man of Gikere’s kind. The whole thing seemed
somehow wrong and men talked about it everywhere in town.
For Selina was no ordinary girl: she was arrogant, self-centerd, highly expensive and feared no man.
Once every year she visited the village of her birth like a tourist who goes sightseeing in underdeveloped
lands. As she walked along the narrow village paths, she felt a kind of power lifting her up and making her walk
with a swing in her high heels. Now and again she took out her mirror and smiled at the reflection of her face. She
was pleased that the cream she had used for several months had burnt out what she called the “primitive darkness”
she had been born with.
Children followed behind calling her muthungu (European) and she smiled to herself and felt the term “light”
she had several times used to describe her skin coloring was quite appropriate. She held her head high, her chest
out, and almost popped out her eyes to make them look bigger and brighter than they were.
But she was well built. She was five foot five and her body was compact and full in the right places. Her face
was smooth, not a pimple on it. Her color was rich and creamy and the tight-fitting gowns she wore flattered the
shape of her body and made photographers who worked for local dailies and magazines pursue her for cover-girl
pictures. She framed the one that showed her dressed in pants and bra with legs astride two branches of a wattle
tree, and hung it above her bedstead in the Nurses Hostel where she lived.
“It is a woman’s duty to make herself attractive,” she often said to Sophia who usually modeled with her.
“I know how to use make-up. That’s why men are always after me. They think I have charm but that is because I know how to treat them. Although I’m free with them, they cannot cheat me. I know what I want from
them.
“Have you ever met executives who behave like animals when they fall in love? They are pathetic. I call them
bush creatures. They’re ticks. They suck your blood, if you are a fool, and leave you dry. Always demanding more
and more, in fact more than one can give. But they cannot treat me like that. Do you know what I do, So-phia? I
make them bow seven times before I will speak to them. I treat them roughly and get away with it! You can do
anything in the city, you know.”
Selina continued talking in that same tone as she sat on the edge of an armchair in the waiting-room of a prosperous advertising agency.
Sophia stared at her as she talked, admiring the way her lips moved. She seemed so full of life, so free. Selfsufficient. And she had money. Every man knew that. She could afford to buy the most expensive dresses and
jewelry in town but she never spent a single cent of her own money to do so. There was always a man somewhere
to foot her bills. No wonder so many girls envied her.
“I love beautiful things,” she went on. “I like to possess them, to make them my own. It’s a disease with me.
But I make men pay for them. If they want me, they must spend their money.”
She paused, stood up and looked out of the window.
“I want to settle down now, though,” she continued. “I know you’ll think I’m crazy to hear me say this, but I
want a home and a man to care for me. A decent man, not the type that just wants a good time. I want a man who
will take me for what I am. What do you think, Sophia?”
Sophia did not answer immediately. She nodded her head slightly and continued staring at Selina.
Selina also studied Sophia’s face. She noticed that her lips were dry and there were two dark rings under her
eyelids. She seemed in bad shape for modeling that morning. But she had to work. She needed money. She had
101

just given birth to a baby girl and the man who had conceived her, a Permanent Secretary in a Government office,
had denied he was responsible and had deserted her. As she continued staring at Sophia, Selina swore she would
never let such a thing happen to her.
“I’ve got more guts than you, Sophia,” she continued. “That’s why I can’t find the kind of man I want.”
Sophia kept quiet but, after a while, a little smile, a kind of sarcastic smile, played on her cracked lips and she
said:
“But your game will not last long, Selina!”
“I’m not like you, Sophia. You are too submissive. That’s why men treat you like dirt! I shall never allow any
man to treat me the way they have treated you!”
“What kind of man do you really want, Selina?”
“I know you’ve been disillusioned, Sophia. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know better. You thought that by
becoming an adaptable woman, men would love you and want to live with you. But you were wrong.
“Men do not know what kind of woman they want. If you are a “yes” woman, they soon get tired of you; if
you are intelligent and have your own mind, they don’t have enough guts to deal with that! So whatever you do,
Sophia, just be yourself. Let men take you as you are. I want a real companion myself, a real friend who will not
desert when I’m old and full of wrinkles on my face!”
“Get a white man, then,” Sophia said. “They’re not difficult to find these days. I’m tired of our men. It’s true
that they don’t know how to deal with an intelligent woman. Look at the way Jim has treated me. Look at Mary.
Look at Ciku! They were all decent girls, but where are they now? What has happened to their jobs? Look at the
number of girls in the streets! Think of their parents who had high hopes for them! If you don’t want trouble, my
friend, don’t think of getting married to one of our men.
“Marry a European. There are many of them looking for sophisticated black girls!”
“Sophia, I know the white men and I know what they are after. I’ve seen them hunting for girls in the night
clubs and I’ve sworn I shall never waste my life on tired old men.”
“But they will never beat you up. They will never be cruel to you. If you don’t want to be a cabbage for an African man, you should marry a white man. An African will beat you up like a dog, he will persecute you until you
are nothing and have no will of your own!”
“No, Sophia, I shall never marry a white man. I know them too well.”
*
It was true Selina had gone through many of them. By now she no longer cared for them. They had given her
money and bought her clothes. One of them had even bought her a car which she had sold afterwards for a lot of
money.
But now she did not want their kind of world. Instead she went to the Star every Saturday evening where she
found African men to accompany her to the more fashionable night clubs frequented by top government officials,
MPs, executives and bosses of big companies.
She had no constant boyfriend. She felt she did not need one.
She knew she was the most desired woman in town. Men waved at her from their cars. She was sophisticated,
attractive and, what is more, she knew how to charm men. She had a cover-girl look about her and men liked to
have her company at big dinner parties hosted by rich company executives. At such parties, she glided along confidently talking to this man and that and played her game with them all. There was never a moment Selina was not
in control. She was always the same girl, the girl who loved no one but herself, the girl who got what she desired
without giving an inch of her real self.
But now she was beginning to tire of the game. She was getting weary of floating in darkness without a clear
path to follow.
She was going to be thirty-three next year and she needed a steady man. She needed him urgently. She needed
a man she could handle with ease, a man who would idolize her and make her feel indispensable. But a man like
that was not easy to find. She knew that too well.
However, she was determined to try.
So when Gikere appeared at the Star that evening, she did not hesitate to approach him.
She had been restless and hungry for attention all evening. Her eyes had been wandering from one man to
another. She had seen Gikere many times around the Nurses Hostel, but had never felt any wish to talk to him. He
did not look masculine enough and it was rumored that he had no interest in women. He had been very religious
and narrow-minded and considered it sinful to have a girlfriend.
But he was good at his job. At Mbagathi Hospital, everyone talked of his devotion to his work and, though
recently he had started to frequent the Star, he was not interested in chasing girls.
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He was still naïve in matters connected with love-making but strangely enough this was the man Selina was
determined to possess, a man no other woman had ever touched, a man six years younger than she was.
“Come, dance with me, Gikere,” she said, taking hold of his arm.
Gikere got up, followed her and started to dance. He liked the way she moved. She hugged him. She seemed
determined to possess him that night. He felt a strange kind of warmth when he rubbed against her bosom.
“You dance well,” he said shyly.
“I want to be your partner tonight,” she said, smiling seductively.
“I am not a good dancer, Selina.”
“I’ll teach you.”
“All right.” They danced for a while. Then Gikere said:
“Let’s sit down. I want to talk to you.” They sat down.
“Would you like a drink?” Gikere asked.
“Lemonade,” she answered.
“Is that what you drink these days?”
“I hate alcohol. It makes my head go round.”
“So you are a teetotaller?”
“More or less.”
“What do you mean?”
“Sometimes I take one or two sips of brandy but that’s all.”
“You’re a lucky woman.”
“I don’t know. I’ve lost a lot of friends that way. These days you have to drink to keep your friends.”
“I never used to drink at all but when you keep company with people who like to drink, then you fall into their
trap. I wish I could be strong-minded like you, Selina.”
“Let’s go and dance again,” Selina said, smiling in her usual way.
“I’m not a dancer, Selina.”
“Then let’s go somewhere else.”
“You know the night clubs.”
“Let’s go to the Casino.”
“Don’t you want to finish your lemonade?”
“I’ve had enough,” she said, pressing his hand warmly.
“But you know I’m not an executive. Selina.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got some money.”
“And I’ve got a car.”
They left and went to the Casino. There they found several men who knew Selina. They got free drinks all
evening. But when Selina noticed that Gikere was feeling uneasy there, she whispered in his ear and said:
“I like you, Gikere.”
“I like you too,” he answered emotionally. I feel so near you, tonight. I want to be just with you.”
“Let’s go to my house. I don’t like this place.”
“All right.”
They left the Casino and went directly to Gikere’s house near the hospital. When they got out of the car, Gikere held her hand and led her into the sitting room. The room was simply furnished. It was clean and neat, but the
walls were almost bare. The only decorations were enlarged photographs of Gikere with his mother, a big framed
picture of the hospital staff at Mbagathi taken in 1953, and a few pictures of cover girls cut out from magazines.
“I want one of you,” he said when he noticed her looking keenly at the photos of the cover girls.
“You will have one, or two, or three, or as many as you like. I have a whole album full of photographs. You
know, I do modeling in my spare time. I’ve made a lot of money from it but now I’m tired of being used cheaply.
“I’m not a doll to play with. I’ve been living a superficial type of life. You are a serious man, Gikere. I want
you to share your life with me.”
She paused and looked at Gikere’s face. He was smiling. She smiled back in a most seductive manner.
“I like you, Gikere, and I like this room.”
Gikere was pleased. He had never imagined that a girl like Selina would be attracted to him. The girls he had
met before did not interest him. He thought they were too narrow-minded. He needed a girl who would make him
important, a girl who was ambitious and adventurous, a girl who would work side by side with him and help him
to set up a private clinic somewhere.
This clinic was his greatest ambition. He dreamt about it often. He saw himself visiting the sick and the poor
village folk and giving them food and clothes. He saw himself as a savior for the have-nots in the villages, the de103

serted poor whom no one bothered about. He dreamt of bringing life to these people. His colleagues knew that
one day he would set up his own clinic somewhere in a village. He was a very hardworking man and they were
certain he would succeed.
Selina was a nurse. He was attracted by her personality, her lack of fear, her confidence and her good looks. He
thought she was the kind of woman who could help him fulfil his dreams. And she seemed to like him. What more
than that did he need?
“I shall make this house more comfortable,” he said.
“This is a wonderful place. I like it, Gikere.”
“It is yours when you want it. Feel at home here,” he said, his mouth feeling the first sensations of desire.
She glued her lips to his when she heard that. A wave of desire passed through his veins. He pulled her down
onto the settee where they remained, their arms round each other, kissing and caressing till dawn.
*
In the next few weeks, the whole town was to know of the friendship between Gikere and Selina. They did not
hide the fact that they were in love, madly in love. They walked hand in hand everywhere.
After three months, Selina discovered she was pregnant. So, one evening she moved into Gikere’s house. A
week later they registered their marriage at the D.C.’s office. That was how they became man and wife.
When Gikere’s mother heard that her son had taken a wife and had married her without her approval, and when
she realized who the woman was, she locked herself up in her house and wept for days. Finally she decided to
leave the village and visit her son in the city and see the bride. When she got to her son’s house, she called him
aside.
“Why did you choose her, my son?” she asked.
“I love her, mother.”
“But do you know her well, do you know her people?”
“I know she loves me. That is all that matters.”
“You must know her background. You must know her people. She is not a simple woman. You do not know
her. She associates only with rich men. Do you know why she had decided to get married to a poor man like
you?”
“She married me because she loves me.”
“She does not love you. She does not know what love is. Leave her before you involve yourself too much into
her kind of life.”
“I cannot leave her. She is carrying my child.”
“That is not a problem. We can take away the child if it is ever born.”
“But I cannot abandon her.”
“Think again, my son. A woman like Selina is not good for you. There are many women in the village, women
who understand how to live with a man. Selina will never be one of us. Leave her alone.”
“I cannot do that. I need her. She has a lot of money. I need her money. I can use it. We will do many things
together. A village woman cannot understand my work. Selina is a nurse and I am a hospital assistant. We will
build a clinic in the village together. That is my greatest dream. I must establish a clinic before my days are over!
That is very important to me.”
“But do you know where she comes from, my son?”
“She comes from Itukarua.”
“Is that all you know?”
“Isn’t that enough?”
“You must know more than that. A woman with money is not good for you. She will ruin your life.”
“I love her and I cannot desert her now.”
“Why not, my son?”
“I’m committed to her, mother.”
“Then you will suffer all your life. And you will make us all suffer. Your children will be punished for the sins
they never committed. Do you want this to happen, my son?”
“This will never happen.”
“My son. Selina’s past is important. Her people are important to your marriage.
“Do you know that her own mother had fits?
“Do you know that the woman you say you love used to suffer from fits during her childhood and was once
raped as she lay unconscious by the roadside?
“And do you know that she was a woman of loose morals?
“Do you know all these things, my son? Do you know why no man has ever suggested marriage to her?”
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“She has turned away a great number of men who have wanted to marry her!”
“That is not true. She is not a fool. She doesn’t want anyone to know that she is not wanted. So, when she discovers that her lover is just about to abandon her, she jilts him before he does. That is how she keeps men
cheated!”
“I do not believe all this. I know people are jealous of her. That is why they tell tales about her. I don’t care
whether she suffered from fits in her childhood. She is my wife and that is all I’m interested in now.”
“I can see that you are lost, my son. I have lost you, lost everything. When your father deserted us, I hoped that
you would be my support during my old age. I hoped you and I would find joy in each other. You were so close to
me once but now I can see you moving away. I can see you have found another mother and you want to desert me.
“Gaciru is the only person I’m left with. But she too will go away. I know that. I know there is no happiness
for an old woman like me.
“I’m alone in the village. My piece of land is full of weeds. My hands shake when I take a knife to turn the
soil. What will happen to the land I have worked on so long?
“I thought that one day you would come back to live with me, and my grandchildren would help me to
overcome the loneliness of old age … but now you have chosen a woman of the city and I have lost you. You
have chosen a conceited woman and I know she will bring you nothing but misery.” …
190.19 Warrior Woman\fn{by Field Marshal Muthoni-Kirima (c.1935-

)}

“on a colonialist’s farm,” Kenya (F) 6

I grew up on a colonialist’s farm. That is one of the reasons why I developed the need to fight for independence. My parents used to tell us that these people were foreigners and that was why they made us work like
slaves.
I took my first Mau Mau oath in the African reserves and then introduced my husband, Mutungi, to the movement. In fact I looked for the goat used to administer the oath to my husband without his knowledge. By then I
already knew that by doing so I was helping the movement.
Then, when I later learned that Field Marshal Dedan Kimathi was leading fighters in the Aberdare forest, I
started supplying his troops with food and information. Such information included the movement of Home
Guards and their patrols into the forest.\fn{ Between 1952 and 1956, acting under the authority of the Government in London, the
British colonial administration instituted a policy (collectively known as The Emergency) in order to combat the outbreak of a native
insurgency in Kenya against their rule (known as the Mau-Mau). Made up almost entirely of Kikuyu tribespeople, this self-perceived
patriotic movement had at first organized in 1921 as the Young Kikuyu Association, demanding among other things African representation
in the colonial legislature; but the colonial government at once moved to stifle it, and largely succeeded in doing so until 1944, when Kenya
became the first east African territory to actually include an African in its Legislative Council. The British did not appreciate its covert
broad-based support, and did not believe—as indeed, no colonial administration in the first half of the 20 th century could believe (centered
as they were within the paradagims of their own self-interest; dominant racist attitudes; and the self-evident ethnic divisiveness produced
between the numerous tribes within Kenya, and at first, even within the Kikuyu tribe itself)—that the African people were capable of
governing themselves in anything like a nation-state based upon the interplay of European-originated democratic institutions. Faced with
the dissolution of their Empire based upon the notoriety throughout the non-European world of a successful revolt against any colonial
power (but especially the British) in any of the British colonies—indeed, the Mau-Mau took mucn of their own inspiration from the
successful struggle in 1948 by Ghandi’s movement in India against British rule there—the Home Office in London sanctioned a militant
challenge to the Mau-Mau; The Emergency was the result:H } When my husband became fully aware of the importance of

fighting for freedom he went into the forest and joined the fighters.
The Home Guards who monitored life in our village noticed that my husband was missing. They came and
asked me where he was. I told them that he had taken some eggs to the market in Nyeri town.
On that night I had some money, Sh.800,\fn{800 shillings} which I had to forward to the forest fighters. After the
Home Guards had left me they went on their patrol into the forest but they came back at night. Their leader, Elijah, woke me up and demanded to know where Mutungi, my husband, was. I told them that he had not come back
from the market. On hearing that they beat me up very badly.
One day before this incident I had learned that the British soldiers commonly known as Johnnies were going
on a forest patrol towards where Dedan Kimathi was administering oaths.\fn{ Membership oaths in the Mau-mau} I ran
ahead of the soldiers and warned Kimathi. The oathing stopped.
On my way home I met with the Johnnies. They roughed me up but later let me go. At the edge of the forest I
put on a heavy coat that I had, in order to disguise my looks, and hide my bruises. To avoid being seen I crawled
on my stomach towards our village. By the time I got home my stomach was so badly bruised that I had to use hot
water with salt and liniment to treat the bruises. Village women and friends had to help me because by now my
body was all swollen from beatings with military boots.
After three days the Home Guards came to my house and started beating me again mercilessly. Blood was
oozing through my mouth and ears. All the house was blood stained. They ransacked the house looking for
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money. Luckily I never kept any money inside the house. I always hid it in the grass outside.
When my women friends saw the condition I was in they were filled with compassion. They took me from our
home at Njoguni to Kihigaini, near where my sister-in-law, Wanjugu, lived. It was near the forest edge.
The village women there started treating me. When I felt a bit well I would go out to the forest edge collecting
firewood, but I was actually spying on how I would escape into the forest.
*
After four days of planning I ran into the forest. I can’t remember the date. On my first day in the forest the
only living thing I saw was an antelope. It coughed. Then I walked for about two kilometers into the forest and sat
down to pray:
“God, you know why I have come into this forest. I pray to you to help me, for you know the reason best. Help
us expel the foreigners from our land. God, you know how I have been mistreated. As I don’t know where
Kimathi is, help me to contact them, God.”
I remained on the scene quietly until at about 4 P.M., when I started searching for Kimathi.
*
In those days there were very few people in the forest. Fighters would go into the forest and come out without
much trouble. For many hours I would sit at a water fetching point, expecting to find people in search of water,
but no one would come.
For two weeks I found no one. At night I would climb trees to avoid being trampled by elephants. But in the
village people were looking for me. When they failed to know where I was, they assumed that I must have gone
into the forest.
One day, after two lonely weeks, I noticed ten people coming to the watering point. I noticed Kimathi’s
brother, Wagura Wambararia, and another called Gitungu. These are the ones who took me to Kimathi’s camp.
My first assignment in Kimathi’s army was in the group that went looking for food. We would raid European
settler farms for cattle, goats and sheep. We once launched a raid from Rugoti bush into Karimurio farm, which
was guarded by the colonial soldiers. We had a heavy battle in which we killed one white soldier and two African
scouts. …
I had learned about the struggle for freedom when I was very young. I used to see fund raising meetings for
somebody called Jomo Kenyatta. I would ask my mother, and she would tell me that the money was for a big man
who would go overseas and then come back to free us. Sometimes I would be asked to keep the money … and I
knew it was a secret to be hidden from the white settlers.
As the fighting continued in the forest there was hope that it would last only three months and then the country
would be free.
Then came the aeroplanes.
First it was the spotter planes, which produced sad sounds. These were followed by the bombers with slow and
heavy sound, which created fear. This time we were up in the moorlands of the Aberdares. Our camps were
guarded a mile apart on each of the approach paths. My experience of my first bombing is memorable. We saw
the bottom of the bomber open and then something drop. Some of us said, well, so they also go to the toilet. A
man among us said it was a bomb and we should lie low, count to five and we would hear the explosion.
Just as we counted to five the earth shook many miles around. Then shrapnel started flying past, above our
heads. Some trees were falling like there was one big axe swinging past. Each bomber used to drop between five
and ten bombs.
Just when we thought all was over they came again, spraying us with machine gun fire. We used to call it
Bebeta. God is great, the greatest, because we survived all the strafing, which was like a tractor is ploughing the
field. And we survived all these!
Because of the situation we had found that it was a waste of time to slaughter an animal in the normal manner.
One would only cut a chunk, together with the skin, and put it in the rucksack. This way we left no trails.
*
Dedan Kimathi used to call meetings at Chania with people like Karari Njama taking notes. Kimathi was a
leader, very merciful and wise. The things he used to say, if people followed them, some of the bad things which
have happened would not have happened. One of the things which was ignored was to reward freedom fighters.
… One time he asked:
“What ao you think should happen to Kamatimu (the Africans fighting on the side of colonialists) when we
become free?” Some said:
“Execute them and their families.” Others said:
“Try them.” But Kimathi said:
“Kamatimu have helped in some ways. We should not kill them. But something will be done like being made
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to work for us. If they are killed how shall they know what we are fighting for?”
But some people were very annoyed with him. Kimathi would then say:
“Kamatimu are producing children with our wives back in the reserves. Let them live and see that we were
fighting for justice.”
Kimathi’s philosophy was proved right at Independence. He had prevailed upon the freedom fighters not to kill
Chief Muhoya. It was Chief Muhoya who had signed the death warrant for Kimathi. But Muhoya lived to see
Independence. (And because he had sworn that there would be no Independence, he was killed by one of his bulls
immediately.)
Then there were people like Eliud Mahihu, who used to fly over the Nyandarua [Aberdares] broadcasting:
“I am sure that no Independence will ever come. So surrender and come out holding green branches. …”
Mahihu saw Independence and became a senior and prosperous civil servant. . . .
*
One of the major splits among the Mau Mau fighting forces came not long after a Parliament was formed. It
came during a trial.
The colonialists had suggested a truce, that the Mau Mau forces and the colonialists start exchanging letters
before they could meet physically and negotiate a ceasefire.
Several letters had been exchanged through “dead letter drops” but Kimathi was not happy about it. So he
called a meeting of all senior officials in the Aberdares. All camps in Nyandarua East and Muranga district were
represented. The venue of the meeting was guarded in a ten mile radius. Kimathi’s message was that those who
had agreed to the exchange of letters did not understand the trick the colonialist was playing.
When the meeting assembled Kimathi explained the meaning of this letter game. He said the colonialist wanted to know the intelligence and the thinking of the Mau Mau. He said that at the proposed meeting the colonialist
did not want to capture us nor kill us, but he would come with sweet talk, then we would be bitter and then tell all
our secrets.
Kimathi ruled that from then on no one should cooperate with the colonialists. He said we should forget the
dead letter drops. He reasoned this way: how can two fighters separate themselves? It was only the politicians
who could meet and talk.
He then ruled that anyone found contravening that ruling would be tried by the “big court”\fn{ Parliament}. I was
a member of the Parliament and I had been elected by secret ballot. General Mathenge Mirungi was also an elected member of the Parliament, and I was his junior.
Soon after this meeting, General Mathenge went ahead and met the colonialists. He was accompanied by one
girl named Wangechi. At the secret meeting with the colonialists Mathenge gave his gun to the enemy and the
enemy gave him his. Mathenge’s gun was the catapult version, which had become very effective. The colonial
soldier studied the forest gun keenly before he returned it to Mathenge.
When Kimathi discovered that Mathenge had met the enemy against the ruling he had made, he summoned
Parliament to meet at Chania. Mathenge was called and Parliament sat under a red flag. Mathenge was put on
trial.
“Mathenge, were you at the meeting which ruled against further meetings with the colonialists?”
“Yes.”
“Since you were there, then why did you go and meet them and disclose our secrets?
“Do you want us to be defeated? You, being a heroic fighter and everyone depends on you, do you know what your
enemy is doing? Do you know that you are betraying yourself? What was on your mind? Are the colonialists your
brothers?”
“Mathenge, do you want us to judge you for that action? Do you want to surrender? Tell us. If you want to
surrender, go alone. Do not take us with you. Today this Parliament will judge you.

A member said:
Mathenge should not be forgiven. He should be killed, for he went against the decision of this Parliament, so that no
one else does like him.

Then all members of Parliament were asked their opinions.
I raised my hand before the group answered. I said I did not favour the death sentence. … Other members of
Parliament agreed with me. Then Mathenge and company\fn{ Who had been tied to trees during the trial} were untied.
After one week we received reports that Mathenge continued to meet the colonialists.
Kimathi was very annoyed. He ordered that Mathenge be sought and brought to him alive. Since Mathenge
knew what was happening he started hiding himself. This incident happened towards the end of 1954. Just before
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it happened, Mathenge, myself, Karari Njama, Karuri wa Gakure—about 20 of us—had been selected to go to
Ethiopia to seek help for ammunition. But before our journey could start was when Mathenge started meeting the
colonialists secretly. His only companion on such missions was the girl Wangechi. Any time he was on secret
meeting it was said he had gone to Nairobi.
We looked for Mathenge and did not find him. He had his own group. Then came the rumour that he had gone
to Ethiopia.
*
Sometime in 1954 Dedan Kimathi had called an important meeting somewhere in Muranga. We from Kabage
area had to go. Many were unable to attend because the security situation was very bad. On the way I felt like
thousands of barrels of guns were pointed at me.
I had been told that we were attending a case. But it turned out to be a ceremony. I was one of those selected to
attend the ceremony.
I met two old women from Muranga who dressed me in traditional regalia, all made of animal skin. They
included Nyathiba (upper wear), Muthuru and Mwehio (for lower wear), and hang’i (earrings). These two old
women were accompanied by two old men of Ndungu age group. That means they were so old that they could not
walk without support.
Before the ceremony took place we spent a week of prayers and feasting. We rarely slept.
On the 9th day Kimathi was dressed in a githii [cloak] and a colobus monkey headgear. I stood behind, dressed
in my regalia. Then the old women brought some oil in a gourd. The oil was a mixture of sheep fat and castor oil.
The oil was blessed with prayers in Kikuyu traditional style.
Then the old men took the oil and poured it on Kimathi’s head. It dripped on his cloak. All this time there were
chants of Ngai Thaai. When the oil was poured on Kimathi’s head I rendered some adulation. Then an old woman
picked some of the remaining oil and smeared it on my face and back as she said: Ngai Thaai.
After this solemn ceremony Kimathi said that we would go up to the Aberdares summit. There we hoisted flags
with Kenya’s national colours mounted on bamboo poles. There was a flag on each of the three peaks.
We were very tired after climbing. When the ceremony was over we went looking for camps where we could
rest.
It was at this meeting of the ceremony that I was promoted to General. It was at the same meeting that Kimathi
said that anyone who will fight to the end of the war will be called Field Marshal.
Before I was made a General people in our camp were in desperate state of hunger. They were afraid of going
out and seeking for food. So I sacrificed myself by risking to go to the farm of one settler known as Lord Cole,
who was growing crops by irrigation. His farm was tightly guarded.
That night I used my tactics and, avoiding security, dug under the fence, got into a maize plantation and
noiselessly filled a sack with maize cobs. Then I crawled with my sack out of the farm, filled the hole under the
fence, and returned to camp without leaving any trails.
When the people in the camp saw me back with maize, they carried me shoulder high.
This year the air raids increased. We could not move from camp to camp. We did not see Kimathi. At one time
he had sent a man to look for me, Nyina wa Thonje and my husband, Mutungi. At that time we were looking for
him also.
People in the reserves did not give us food any more because they claimed we would be betraying them. This
was so because they did not trust anyone any more due to the activities of the pseudo-Mau Mau. There were three
types of pseudo-gangs: those who persuaded one to leave the forest, others would run out of sight, and those who
killed on sight.
We decided to avoid the villages. We could not trust any stranger. One had to answer the call of nature in sight
of others.
When food was not available I lived on juices of tree fibres. At one time I was like the picture of Eve on being
chased out of Garden of Eden. I used leaves to cover my breasts and genitals. …
*
It was around this time that we heard that Jomo Kenyatta had been released from detention.\fn{ Mzee Kenyatta had
been imprisoned from 1953-1959, and confined to restrictive residence until 1961:H } Then we started seeing members of the
public coming close to the forest without fear like before. … With the help of some friends I obtained a dress,
shoes and a headscar£ Then I changed my skin dresses, which were made of hyrax skins.
People who were faithful to the Mau Mau movement arranged for my transport to Nairobi. They took me to an
office near the Jevanjee Gardens where they tried to make an appointment for me to see Kenyatta. Kenyatta was
busy with meetings but he directed that I be kept comfortable until he would see me.
After one week I met Jomo Kenyatta. This was in November, 1963. I told Kenyatta that I had come because of
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rumours that there would be freedom in Kenya. I told him that since you are the one who can tell the truth, tell
me, because maybe people just wanted me to come out of the forest. Kenyatta asked me with a lot of sadness, in a
pensive mood and looking at me right in the eyes:
“Nyakinyua (Madam), is it not a joke that you have been in the forest all these years?”
“No, it is not a joke, Mzee (Elder). Are you doubting?”
Kenyatta did not say anything. He just stared at me and wept. I told him:
“Mzee, do you want me to prove to you? Just because you see new clothes … these were bought for me so that
I could come to see you. I have come from the forest where I have been since 1952. If you want to believe …”
I removed my headdress and my hair came down. He extended his hand and touched my hair and asked:
“How did you do it?” I told him:
“If you look carefully you will find lice eggs in the hair.” Kenyatta said:
“I can see, and I believe. Now how many are you?” I told him:
“We were many but now I know of only one who is with me. Some died and others surrendered.” He said:
“And now with all that rain and sunshine you have lived there?”
I told him, yes, and that the weather could get worse. He told me:
“I will say nothing. And when you go say that Uhuru (freedom) is on December 12, and say it was Kenyatta
who has told you. Go and announce to the others who might be there.”
After asking him how we shall know that Uhuru was there truly without seeing the flag, Kenyatta told me that
I would be picked from my forest hideout on the Uhuru day by his own vehicle. He also said that if there were
more fighters in Mount Kenya forest they would be sent for, to meet at Ruringu on December 16, 1963. But for
me I would be picked from Nyeri on December 12 for night ceremonies in Nairobi.
When I came out of the forest I could not look at the sun because the light was burning my eyes. At Ruringu is
where I met people like Dr. Munyua Waiyaki\fn{ Then Minister of Defence}, who did a good job calming us. I had
thought that all those people who had left the forest first, those who had been in detention and other places, would
have come to celebrate with us.
But I was wrong because after one week I was brought some poisoned soda. That soda was intercepted by a
young man called Nderitu.
That was when I found out that I was wrong when I thought I had lived with animals in the forest. It was now
that I had come to animals.
Even when the ceremonies were over and we were told to go home I had to go to an uncle of my husband and
build my own house. That was traditionally wrong. …
60.174 Minutes Of Glory\fn{by Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1938-

)}

Limuru, Kenyan highlands, Kenya (M) 7

Her name was Wanjiru.
But she liked better her Christian one, Beatrice. It sounded more pure and more beautiful.
Not that she was ugly; but she could not be called beautiful either. Her body, dark and full fleshed, had the
form, yes, but it was as if it waited to be filled by the spirit. She worked in beer-halls where sons of women came
to drown their inner lives in beer cans and froth. Nobody seemed to notice her. Except, perhaps, when a proprietor
or an impatient customer called out her name, Beatrice; then other customers would raise their heads briefly, a few
seconds, as if to behold the bearer of such a beautiful name, but not finding anybody there, they would resume
their drinking, their ribald jokes, their laughter and play with the other serving girls.
She was like a wounded bird in flight: a forced landing now and then but nevertheless wobbling from place to
place so that she would variously be found in Alaska, Paradise, The Modern, Thome and other beer-halls all over
Limuru.\fn{A Kenyan town some twenty miles northwest of Nairobi.} Sometimes it was because an irate proprietor found
she was not attracting enough customers; he would sack\fn{ Fire.} her without notice and without a salary. She
would wobble to the next bar. But sometimes she was simply tired of nesting in one place, a daily witness of
familiar scenes, girls even more decidedly ugly than she were fought over by numerous claimants at closing
hours.
What do they have that I don’t have? she would ask herself, depressed. She longed for a bar-kingdom where
she would be at least one of the rulers, where petitioners would bring their gifts of beer, frustrated smiles and
often curses that hid more lust and love than hate.
She left Limuru town proper and tried the mushrooming townlets around. She worked at Ngarariga, Kamiritho,
Rironi and even Tiekunu and everywhere the story was the same. Oh, yes, occasionally she would get a client; but
none cared for her as she would have liked, none really wanted her enough to fight over her. She was always a
hard-up customer’s last resort.
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No make-believe even, not for her that sweet pretence that men indulged in after their fifth bottle of
Tusker.\fn{The native beer of Kenya} The following night or during a pay-day, the same client would pretend not to
know her; he would be trying his money-power over girls who already had more than a fair share of admirers.
She resented this.
She saw in every girl a rival and adopted a sullen attitude.
Nyaguthii especially was the thorn that always pricked her wounded flesh. Nyaguthii arrogant and aloof, but
men always in her courtyard; Nyaguthii fighting with men, and to her they would bring propitiating gifts which
she accepted as of right. Nyaguthii could look bored, impatient, or downright contemptuous and still men would
cling to her as if they enjoyed being whipped with biting words, curled lips and the indifferent eyes of a free woman. Nyaguthii was also a bird in flight, never really able to settle in one place, but in her case it was because she
hungered for change and excitement: new faces and new territories for her conquest.
Beatrice resented her very shadow. She saw in her the girl she would have liked to be, a girl who was both
totally immersed in and yet completely above the underworld of bar violence and sex. Wherever Beatrice went the
long shadow of Nyaguthii would sooner or later follow her.
*
She fled Limuru for Ilmorog in Chiri District. Ilmorog had once been a ghost village, but had been resurrected
to life by that legendary woman, Nyang’endo, to whom every pop group had paid their tribute. It was of her that
the young dancing Muthuu and Muchun g’wa sang:
When I left Nairobi for Ilmorog
Never did I know
I would bear this wonder-child mine
Nyang’endo.

As a result, Ilmorog was always seen as a town of hope where the weary and the down-trodden would find their
rest and fresh water. But again Nyaguthii followed her.
She found that Illmorog, despite the legend, despite the songs and dances, was no different from Limuru. She
tried various tricks.
Clothes?
But even here she never earned enough to buy herself glittering robes. What was seventy-five shillings a
month without house allowance, posho, without salaried boy-friends?
By that time, Ambi\fn{A popular skin care fade cream } had reached Ilmorog, and Beatrice thought that this would
be the answer. Had she not, in Limuru, seen girls blacker than herself transformed overnight from ugly sins into
white stars by a touch of skin-lightening creams? And men would ogle them, would even talk with exaggerated
pride of their newborn girl friends.
Men were strange creatures, Beatrice thought in moments of searching analysis. They talked heatedly against
Ambi, Butone, Firesnow, Moonsnow, wigs, straightened hair; but they always went for a girl with an Ambilightened skin and head covered with a wig made in imitation of European or Indian hair.
Beatrice never tried to find the root cause of this black self-hatred, she simply accepted the contradiction and
applied herself to Ambi with a vengeance. She had to rub out her black shame. But even Ambi she could not
afford in abundance; she could only apply it to her face and her arms so that her legs and neck retained their
blackness. Besides there were parts of her face she could not readily reach—behind the ears and above the
eyelashes, for instance—and these were a constant source of shame and irritation for her Ambi-self. She would
always remember this Ambi period as one of her deepest humiliation before her later minutes of glory.
*
She worked in Ilmorog Starlight Bar and Lodging. Nyaguthii with her bangled hands, her huge earrings,
served behind the counter. The owner was a good Christian soul who regularly went to church and paid all his
dues to Harambee projects. Pot-belly. Gray hairs. Soft-spoken. A respectable family man, well known in Ilmorog.
Hardworking even, for he would not leave the bar until the closing hours, or more precisely, until Nyaguthii left.
He had no eyes for any other girl; he hung around her, and surreptitiously brought her gifts of clothes without
receiving gratitude in kind.
Only the promise.
Only the hope for tomorrow.
Other girls he gave eighty shillings a month. Nyaguthii had a room to herself. Nyaguthii woke up whenever
she liked to take the stock. But Beatrice and the other girls had to wake up at five or so, make tea for the lodgers,
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clean up the bar and wash dishes and glasses. Then they would hang around the bar in shifts until two o’clock
when they would go for a small break.
At five o’clock, they had to be in again, ready for customers whom they would now serve with frothy beers
and smiles until twelve o’clock or for as long as there were customers thirsty for more Tuskers and Pilsners. What
often galled Beatrice, although in her case it did not matter one way or another, was the owner’s insistence that
the girls should sleep in Starlight. They would otherwise be late for work, he said. But what he really wanted was
for the girls to use their bodies to attract more lodgers in Starlight.
Most of the girls, led by Nyaguthii defied the rule and bribed the watchman to let them out and in. they wanted
to meet their regular or one-night boy-friends in places where they would be free and where they would be treated
as not just barmaids.
Beatrice always slept in. Her occasional one-night patrons wanted to spend the minimum.
Came a night when the owner, refused by Nyaguthii, approached her. He started by finding fault with her
work; he called her names, then as suddenly he started praising her, although in a grudging almost contemptuous
manner. He grabbed her, struggled with her, pot-belly, gray hairs, and everything.
Beatrice felt an unusual revulsion for the man. She could not, she would not bring herself to accept that which
had so recently been cast aside by Nyaguthii. My God, she wept inside, what does Nyaguthii have that I don’t
have?
The man now humiliated himself before her. He implored. He promised her gifts. But she would not yield.
That night she too defied the rule. She jumped through a window; she sought a bed in another bar and only came
back at six. The proprietor called her in front of all the others and dismissed her.
*
But Beatrice was rather surprised at herself.
She stayed a month without a job. She lived from room to room at the capricious mercy of the other girls. She
did not have the heart to leave Ilmorog and start all over again in a new town. The wound hurt. She was tired of
wandering.
She stopped using Ambi. No money. She looked at herself in the mirror. She had so aged, hardly a year after
she had fallen from grace. Why then was she scrupulous, she would ask herself. But somehow she had a horror of
soliciting lovers or directly bartering her body for hard cash. What she wanted was decent work and a man or
several men who cared for her. Perhaps she took that need for a man, for a home and for a child with her to bed.
Perhaps it was this genuine need that scared off men who wanted other things from barmaids.
She wept late at nights and remembered home. At such moments, her mother’s village near\fn{ The text has in
here; but later in the story qualifies it to a hamlet just outside the city of Nyeri.} Nyeri\fn{Perhaps a hundred miles north of Nairobi.}
seemed the sweetest place on God’s earth. She would invest the life of her peasant mother and father with romantic illusions of immeasurable peace and harmony. She longed to go back home to see them. But how could she go
back with empty hands? In any case the place was now a distant landscape in the memory. Her life was here in the
bar among this crowd of lost strangers.
Fallen from grace, fallen from grace. She was part of a generation which would never again be one with the
soil, the crops, the wind and the moon. Not for them that whispering in dark hedges, not for her that dance and
love-making under the glare of the moon, with the hills of Tumu Tumu rising to touch the sky.
She remembered that girl from her home village who, despite a life of apparent glamour being the kept mistress of one rich man after another in Limuru, had gassed herself to death. This generation was now awed by the
mystery of death, just as it was callous to the mystery of life; for how many unmarried mothers had thrown their
babies into latrines rather than lose that glamour?
The girl’s death became the subject of jokes. She had gone metric—without pains, they said. Thereafter, for a
week, Beatrice thought of going metric. But she could not bring herself to do it.
She wanted love; she wanted life.
*
A new bar was opened in Ilmorog. Treetop Bar, Lodging and Restaurant. Why Treetop, Beatrice could not understand unless because it was a storied building: tea-shop on the ground floor and beer-shop in a room at the top.
The rest were rooms for five-minute or one-night lodgers. The owner was a retired civil servant but one who still
played at politics. He was enormously wealthy with business sites and enterprises in every major town in Kenya.
Big shots from all over the country came to his bar. Big men in Mercedes. Big men in their Bentleys. Big men
in their Jaguars and Daimlers. Big men with uniformed chauffeurs drowsing with boredom in cars waiting outside. There were others not so big who came to pay respects to the great. They talked politics mostly. And about
their work. Gossip was rife. Didn’t you know? Indeed so and so has been promoted. Really? And so and so has
111

been sacked. Embezzlement of public funds. So foolish you know. Not clever about it at all. They argued, they
quarreled, sometimes they fought it out with fists, especially during the elections campaign.
The only point on which they were all agreed was that the Luo community was the root cause of all the trouble
in Kenya; \fn{From the beginning of the Republic of Kenya (1964) the powerful Luo tribe has been of considerable importance to the
survival of the State, Jomo Kenyatta, the founder of the country and a Kikuyu (the other large tribe) trying consistently to appoint members
of different ethnic groups to official posts (with all the patronage the appointments conferred) in order to forestall opposition to his concept
of a strong, central government, and to put to rest suspicion that the Kikuyu wanted supreme power forever. It has been the luck of the Luo
to have settled more or less against their will into something approaching a permanent opposition.} that intellectuals and University
students were living in an ivory tower of privilege and arrogance;\fn{ From 1975, and the arrest and murder in March
(which the Government tried to cover up) of Mr. J. M. Kariuki, one of the governments chief critics of growing corruption in government,
the attitude of university students has become of increasing political significance.} that Kiambu\fn{A city only ten miles north of Nairobi.}
had more than a lion’s share of developments; that men from Nyeri and Muranga\fn{ A town eighty miles northeast of
Nairobi.} had acquired all the big business in Nairobi and were even encroaching on Chiri District; that African

workers, especially those on the farms, were lazy and jealous of “us” who had sweated ourselves to sudden
prosperity.
Otherwise each would hymn his own praises ore return compliments. Occasionally in moments of drunken
ebullience and self-praise, one would order two rounds of beer for each man present in the bar. Even the poor
from Ilmorog would come to Treetop to dine at the gates of the nouveaux riches.\fn{The newly wealthy.}
Here Beatrice got a job as a sweeper and bedmaker. Here for a few weeks she felt closer to greatness. Now she
made beds for men she had previously known as names. She watched how even the poor tried to drink and act big
in front of the big.
But soon fate caught up with her. Girls flocked to Treetop from other bars. Girls she had known at Limuru,
girls she had known at Ilmorog. And most had attached themselves to one or several big men, often playing a
hide-and-not-to-be found game with their numerous lovers. And Nyaguthii was there behind the counter, with the
eyes of the rich and the poor fixed on her. And she, with her big eyes, bangled hands and earrings maintained the
same air of bored indifference.
Beatrice as a sweeper and bedmaker became even more invisible. Girls who had fallen into good fortune
looked down upon her.
She fought life with dreams.
In between putting clean sheets on beds that had just witnessed a five-minute struggle that ended in a halfstrangled cry and a pool, she would stand by the window and watch the cars and the chauffeurs, so that soon she
knew all the owners by the number plates of their cars and the uniforms of their chauffeurs. She dreamt of lovers
who would come for her in sleek Mercedes sports cars made for two. She saw herself linking hands with such a
lover, walking in the streets of Nairobi and Mombasa,\fn{ Kenya’s seaport on the Indian Ocean, some 500 miles southeast of
Nairobi.} tapping the ground with high heels, quick, quick short steps.
And suddenly she would stop in front of a display glass window, exclaiming at the same time, Oh darling,
won’t you buy me those …? Those what? He would ask, affecting anger. Those stockings, darling. It was as an
owner of several stockings, ladderless and holeless, that she thought of her well-being. Never again would she
mend torn things.
Never, never, never. Do you understand? Never. She was next the proud owner of different colored wigs,
blonde wigs, brunette wigs, redhead wigs, Afro wigs, wigs, wigs, all the wigs in the world. Only then would the
whole earth sing hallelujah to the one Beatrice.
At such moments, she would feel exalted, lifted out of her murky self, no longer a floor-sweeper and bedmaker
for a five-minute instant love, but Beatrice, descendant of Wangu Makeri who made men tremble with desire at
her naked body bathed in moonlight, daughter of Nyang’endo, the founder of modern Ilmorog, of whom they
often sang that she had worked several lovers into impotence.
*
Then she noticed him and he was the opposite of the lover of her dreams.
He came one Saturday afternoon driving a big five-ton lorry. He carefully parked it besides the Benzes, the
jaguars and the Daimlers, not as a lorry, but as one of those sleek cream-bodied frames, so proud of it he seemed
to be.
He dressed in a baggy gray suit over which he wore a heavy khaki military overcoat. He removed the overcoat,
folded it with care, and put it in the front seat. He locked all the doors, dusted himself a little, then walked round
the lorry as if inspecting it for damage. A few steps before he entered Treetop, he turned round for a final glance at
his lorry dwarfing the other things.
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At Treetops he sat in a corner and, with a rather loud defiant voice, ordered a Kenya one. He drank it with
relish, looking around at the same time for a face he might recognize. He indeed did recognize one of the big ones
and he immediately ordered for him a quarter bottle of Vat 69. This was accepted with a bare nod of the head and
a patronizing smile; but when he tried to follow his generosity with a conversation, he was firmly ignored.
He froze, sank into his Muratina. But only for a time.
He tried again: he was met with frowning faces. More pathetic were his attempts to join in jokes; he would
laugh rather too loudly, which would make the big ones stop, leaving him in the air alone.
Later in the evening he stood up, counted several crisp hundred shilling notes and handed them to Nyaguthii
behind the counter ostensibly for safekeeping.
People whispered; murmured; a few laughed, rather derisively, though they were rather impressed. But this act
did not win him immediate recognition. He staggered towards room no. 7 which he had hired. Beatrice brought
him the keys. He glanced at her, briefly, then lost all interest.
*
Thereafter he came every Saturday. At five when most of the big shots were already seated.
He repeated the same ritual, except the money act, and always met with defeat. He nearly always sat in the
same corner and always rented room 7. Beatrice grew to anticipate his visits and, without being conscious of it,
kept the room ready for him.
Often after he had been badly humiliated by the big company, he would detain Beatrice and talk to her, or
rather he talked to himself in her presence. For him, it had been a life of struggles.
He had never been to school although getting an education had been his ambition. He never had a chance. His
father was a squatter in the European settled area in the Rift Valley.\fn{ A major branch of the East African Rift System
(itself some 4,000 miles long and averaging 30-40 miles in width), just west of Nairobi and stretching north for a hundred miles,
characterized by the extreme fertility of its volcanic soils.} that meant a lot in those colonial days. It meant among other

things a man and his children were doomed to a future of sweat and toil for the white devils and their children. He
had joined the freedom struggle and like the others had been sent to detention. He came from detention the same
as his mother had brought him to this world. Nothing.
With independence he found he did not possess the kind of education which would have placed him in one of
the vacancies at the top. He started as a charcoal burner, then a butcher, gradually working his own way to
become a big transporter of vegetables and potatoes from the Rift Valley and Chiri districts to Nairobi. He was
proud of his achievement.
But he resented that others, who had climbed to their present wealth through loans and a subsidized education,
would not recognize his like. He would rumble on like this, dwelling on education he would never have, and
talking of better chances for his children. Then he would carefully count the money, put it under the pillow, and
then dismiss Beatrice. Occasionally he would buy her a beer but he was clearly suspicious of women whom he
saw as money-eaters of men.
He had not yet married.
One night he slept with her. In the morning he scratched for a twenty shilling note and gave it to her. She
accepted the money with an odd feeling of guilt. He did this for several weeks. She did not mind the money. It
was useful. But he paid for her body as he would pay for a bag of potatoes or a sack of cabbages. With the one
pound,\fn{Twenty shillings = £1.} he had paid for her services as a listener, a vessel of his complaints against those
above, and as a one-night receptacle of his man’s burden.
She was becoming bored with his ego, with his stories that never varied in content, but somehow, in him, deep
inside, she felt that something had been there, a fire, a seed, a flower which was being smothered. In him she saw
a fellow victim and looked forward to his visits. She too longed to talk to someone. She too longed to confide in a
human being who would understand.
*
And she did it one Saturday night, suddenly interrupting the story of his difficult climb to the top. She did not
know why she did it. Maybe it was the rain outside. It was softly drumming the corrugated iron sheets, bringing
with the drumming a warm and drowsy indifference.
He would listen. He had to listen. She came from Karatina in Nyeri. Her two brothers had been gunned down
by the British soldiers. Another one had died in detention. She was, so to speak, an only child. Her parents were
poor. But they worked hard on their bare strip of land and managed to pay her fees in primary school. For the first
six years she had worked hard. In the seventh year, she must have relaxed a little. She did not pass with a good
grade.
Of course she knew many with similar grades who had been called to good government secondary schools.
She knew a few others with lesser grades who had gone to very top schools on the strength of their connections.
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But she was not called to any high school with reasonable fees. Her parents could not afford fees in a Harambee
school. And she would not hear of repeating standard seven.
She stayed at home with her parents. Occasionally she would help them in the shamba and with house chores.
But imagine: for the past six years she had led a life with a different rhythm from that of her parents. Life in the
village was dull. She would often go to Karatina and to Nyeri in search of work. In every office, they would ask
her the same questions: what work d you want? What do you know? Can you type? Can you take shorthand? She
was desperate.
It was in Nyeri, drinking Fanta\fn{A brand of orange soda.} in a shop, tears in her eyes, that she met a young man
in a dark suit and sun-glasses. He saw her plight and talked to her. He came from Nairobi. Looking for work?
That’s easy; in a big city there would be no difficulty with jobs. He would certainly help. Transport? He had a car
—a cream-white Peugeot. Heaven. It was a beautiful ride, with the promise of dawn. Nairobi.
He drove her to Terrace bar. They drank beer and talked about Nairobi. Through the window she could see the
neon-lit city and knew that here was hope. That night she gave herself to him, with the promise of dawn making
her feel light and gay. She had a very deep sleep.
When she woke in the morning, the man in the cream-white Peugeot was not there. She never saw him again.
That’s how she had started the life of a barmaid. And for one and a half years now she had not been once to see
her parents.
Beatrice started weeping. Huge sobs of self-pity. Her humiliation and constant flight were fresh in her mind.
She had never been able to take to bar culture, she always thought that something better would come her way. But
she was trapped, it was the only life she now knew, although she had never really learnt all its laws and norms.
Again she heaved out and in, tears tossing out with every sob.
Then suddenly she froze. Her sobbing was arrested in the air.
The man had long covered himself. His snores were huge and unmistakable.
*
She felt a strange hollowness. Then a bile of bitterness split inside her. She wanted to cry at her new failure.
She had met several men who had treated her cruelly, who had laughed at her scruples, at what they thought was
an ill-disguised attempt at innocence. She had accepted.
But not this, Lord, not this.
Was this man not a fellow victim? Had he not, Saturday after Saturday, unburdened himself to her? He had
paid for her human services; he had paid away his responsibility with his bottle of Tuskers and hard cash in the
morning.
Her innermost turmoil had been his lullaby.
And suddenly something in her snapped. All the anger of a year and a half, all the bitterness against her
humiliation were now directed at this man.
What she did later had the mechanical precision of an experienced hand.
She touched his eyes. He was sound asleep. She raised his head. She let it fall. Her tearless eyes were now cold
and set. She removed the pillow from under him. She rummaged through it. She took out his money. She counted
five crisp pink notes. She put the money inside her brassiere.
She went out of room no. 7.
Outside it was still raining. She did not want to go to her usual place. She could not now stand the tiny cupboard room or the superior chatter of her roommate. She walked through mud and rain. She found herself walking
towards Nyaguthii’s room.
*
She knocked at the door. At first she had no response. Then she heard Nyaguthii’s sleepy voice above the
drumming rain.
“Who is that?”
“It is me. Please open.”
“Who?”
“Beatrice.”
“At this hour of the night?”
“Please?”
Lights were put on. Bolts unfastened. The door opened. Beatrice stepped inside. She and Nyaguthii stood there
face to face. Nyaguthii was in a see-through nightdress: on her shoulders she had a green pullover.
“Beatrice, is there anything wrong?” She at least asked, a note of concern in her voice.
“Can I rest here for a while? I am tired. And I want to talk to you.” Beatrice’s voice carried assurance and power.
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“But what has happened?”
“I only want to ask you a question, Nyaguthii.”
They were still standing. Then, without a word, they both sat on the bed.
“Why did you leave home, Nyaguthii?”
Beatrice asked. Another silent moment. Nyaguthii seemed to be thinking about the question. Beatrice waited.
Nyaguthii’s voice when at last it came was slightly tremulous, unsteady.
“It is a long story, Beatrice. My father and mother were fairly wealthy. They were also good Christians. We
lived under regulations.
“You must never walk with the heathen. You must not attend their pagan customs—dances and circumcision
rites, for instance. There were rules about what, how and when to eat. You must even walk like a Christian lady.
You must never be seen with boys. Rules, rules all the way.
“One day instead of returning home from school, I and another girl from a similar home ran away to Eastleigh.
I have never been home once this last four years. That’s all.”
Another silence. Then they looked at one another in mutual recognition.
“One more question, Nyaguthii. You need not answer it. But I have always thought that you hated me, you
despised me.”
“No, no, Beatrice, I have never hated you. I have never hated anybody. It is just that nothing interests me. Even
men do not move me now.
“Yet I want, I need instant excitement. I need the attention of those false flattering eyes to make me feel myself, myself. But you, you seemed above all this—somehow you had something inside you that I did not have.”
Beatrice tried to hold her tears with difficulty.
*
Early the next day, she boarded a bus bound for Nairobi. She walked down Bazaar Street looking at the shops.
Then down government road, right into Kenyatta Avenue, and Kimathi Street. She went into a shop near Hussein
Suleman’s Street and bought several stockings. She put on a pair.
She next bought herself a new dress. Again she changed into it.
In a Bata Shoeshop, she bought high heeled shoes, put them on and discarded her old flat ones.
On to an Akamba kiosk, and she fitted herself with earrings. She went to a mirror and looked at her new self.
Suddenly she felt enormous hunger as if she had been hungry all her life. She hesitated in front of Moti Mahal.
Then she walked on, eventually entering Fransae. There was a glint in her eyes that made men’s eyes turn to her.
This thrilled her.
She chose a table in a corner and ordered Indian curry. A man left his table and joined her. She looked at him.
Her eyes were merry. He was dressed in a dark suit and his eyes spoke of lust. He bought her a drink. He tried to
engage her in conversation. But she ate in silence. He put his hand under the table and felt her knees. She let him
do it. The hand went up and up her thigh.
Then suddenly she left her unfinished food and her untouched drink and walked out. She felt good. He
followed her. She knew this without once turning her eyes.
He walked beside her for a few yards. She smiled at herself but did not look at him. He lost his confidence.
She left him standing sheepishly looking at a glass window outside Gino’s.
In the bus back to Ilmorog, men gave her seats. She accepted this as of right. At Treetops bar she went straight
to the counter. The usual crowd of big men were there. Their conversations stopped for a few seconds at her entry.
Their lascivious eyes were turned to her. The girls stared at her. Even Nyaguthii could not maintain her bored
indifference.
Beatrice bought them drinks. The manager came to her, rather unsure. He tried a conversation. Why had she
left work? Where had she been? Would she like to work in the bar, helping Nyaguthii behind the counter? Now
and then?
A barmaid brought her a note. A certain big shot wanted to know if she would join their table. More notes
came from different big quarters with the one question; would she be free tonight? A trip to Nairobi even.
She did not leave her place at the counter. But she accepted their drinks as of right. She felt a new power,
confidence even.
She took out a shilling, put it in the slot and the juke box boomed with the voice of Robinson Mwangi singing
Hunyu wa Mashambani. He sang of those despised girls who worked on farms and contrasted them with urban
girls. Then she played a Kamaru and a D. K.
Men wanted to dance with her. She ignored them, but enjoyed their flutter around her. She twisted her hips to
the sound of yet another D. K. her body was free. She was free. She sucked in the excitement and tension in the
air.
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Then suddenly at around six, the man with the five-ton lorry stormed into the bar. This time he had on his
military overcoat. Behind him was a policeman. He looked around. Everybody’s eyes were raised to him. But
Beatrice went on swaying her hips. At first he could not recognize Beatrice in the girl celebrating her few minutes
of glory by the juke box. Then he shouted in triumph.
“That is the girl! Thief! Thief!”
People melted back to their seats. The police went and handcuffed her. She did not resist. Only at the door she
turned her head and spat. Then she went out followed by the policeman.
*
In the bar the stunned silence broke into hilarious laughter when someone made a joke about sweetened robbery without violence.
They discussed her. Some said she should have been beaten. Others talked contemptuously about “these bar
girls.”
Yet others talked with a concern noticeable in unbelieving shakes of their heads about the rising rate of crime.
Shouldn’t the Hanging Bill be extended to all thefts of property?
And without anybody being aware of it the man with the five-ton lorry had become a hero.
They now surrounded him with questions and demanded the whole story. Some even bought him drinks. More
remarkable, they listened, their attentive silence punctuated by appreciative laughter.
The averted threat to property had temporarily knit them into one family. And the man, accepted for the first
time, told the story with relish.
But behind the counter Nyaguthii wept.
190.10 Excerpt from Your Heart Is My Altar: “The Mischievous Cow”\fn{by Miriam K. Were (1940District, Kakamega County, Western Province, Kenya (F) 4

)}

Kakamega

“I’m going to kick the whole lot of you out of my home,” the familiar voice of Father rang and echoed
throughhout our homestead.
“If your mother takes your side again,” he continued, “she can take the whole lot of you back to her clan with
her. I can manage this home alone much better without a lot of good-for-nothing mouths to feed.”
Father was at it for a long time. And for what must have been the one thousandth time. Mushitoshi was the
cause.
Mushitoshi, that cow with a demon in her head, had again sneaked out of the boma and into the neighbor’s
crop. At the very sound of Father’s voice we went to our usual hiding places in the small bushes in the homestead.
I could see my little brother, Chimwani’s head peeping out from behind the banana leaves. He was not too young
to know that he, too, must hide, but not old enough to realise that too much curiosity can reveal your hideout. I
and my sister Limwenyi, just older than I, were desperately trying to find shelter behind a bush that was not big
enough for one of us.
“Ssssss,” I hissed as I crouched down, “you stepped on my toe.”
“Shut your mouth!” she hissed back.
“But you stepped on my toe!” I insisted.
“A beating with a whole bunch of sweeping sticks will hurt a whole lot more than a little pressure on your toe.
Can’t you hear he is close to us?”
That it hurt from a beating with a bunch of sticks wasn’t a lie. We had all had our turns of it, on and off I could
very well remember the kind of feeling one got when a whole bunch of sticks descended on the legs and behind. It
wasn’t as if Father went to get the sticks just to wallop us. He simply picked up the bunch we used for sweeping
around the outside of the homestead.
“Keep on hiding,” Father’s voice rang out. “I know only too well where to catch you. Lazy ones like you have
pits for stomachs and your mouths will soon be watering.”
“God, I am hungry,” I whispered to my sister as Father’s voice reminded me of food.
“When are you not ever hungry?” my sister whispered impatiendy as she put her hand across my mouth.
Well, I couldn’t blame my sister. Quite often I wished I was like her. She could sulk for a whole day and keep
her mouth closed, closed even to food. I couldn’t say that of myself. I always made up for any difference between
Mother and me, often by giving in, I guess because I didn’t want the sun to set while I was angry, but also because
my stomach wouldn’t give me peace over one missed meal.
Listening to my sister’s talk, you might have thought she hated me. But in fact she always hid me in the
furthest comer, away from my father’s sticks. There was that time I was trying to fight her when she hit me just a
little too hard and I let this be known with my strong voice. Since fighting was illegal in our home, it meant a
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beating for both of us. When Father entered the kitchen where we were, my sister helped me out of the house first
by putting me through the window. When we got outside, it was raining and we could not go to hide in the shrubs.
There was a big woven lwichi\fn{Tray} leaning against the house, so my sister hid me in that while she pressed
herself against the wall. Father followed us to the back of the house. He saw my sister standing against the wall.
“Where is your sister?” he asked with what was supposed to be a firm voice but which sounded full of concern. My sister did not answer back. She just changed positions, placing herself between the lwichi and Father.
Father must have been curious that she was not trying to run away and thought she was protecting something
behind the lwichi. He took her by the hand just as I peeped to see what he was going to do. His eyes grew wide as
he saw me.
“So you’re hiding your sister from me,” he said in almost laughing tones. “I thought you two were fighting!”
So saying he walked off amused. As soon as he left, my sister pointed an unfriendly finger at me. I held her
across the waist.
“I am your friend,” I told her. “You hid me from Father.”
“You are not my friend,” she told me but I didn’t care what she said. She was not pushing my hands off her
waist. Besides she was stroking my head.
Father’s voice was still ringing out as he addressed the air when Mother returned from the market. We could
see Mother through the spaces between the branches. Father happened to look back and his eye caught her figure.
“Where are your children?” he demanded of her.
“How can I know where your children are when I spent the whole day at the market?”
“No doubt you will be cooking for them,” Father continued.
“What have they done wrong?” Mother asked.
“What have they done wrong?” went on Father. “They left Mushitoshi loose and drove her into the maize
crop!” he told her pointing to the garden.
“We didn’t drive her into the maize crop,” I protested in a whisper. Father had apparently forgotten he was a
Christian, and should tell only the truth. My sister did not say anything then. She just pulled my ear.
“Mushitoshi is not a cow,” Mother was saying. “She is a better thief than even Icheji.” She referred to the wellknown thief of the area. “The devils are on the head of that cow,” she declared at last.
I could no longer keep my head under the bush. For one thing, there were goodies in my mother’s basket. For
another I just wanted to have a look at her when she dared stay near to Father and talk with him when he was in
this mood. It was a mood that made Father a completely different man. It gave him eyes that I feared to see. No
one saw my head pop up from behind the bush. Father was following Mother into the house, reminding her in
quieter tones of what a useless bunch of children she had borne him, and how they had all taken after her clan.
Mother had, over the years, reminded him that there were more useless people in his clan than in hers. But having
noted that this did not change his opinion, she just heard him in silence.
No sooner had Father’ voice died down than our ears were met by the shrill tones of the owner of the maize.
Every time I heard Nyamusi’ voice I thought she must have a sharper voice than anyone.
“You wealthy plough-users will not let a poor hoe-digging woman harvest anything,” she was saying in that
voice of hers.
“This time I will not let it pass,” she continued. “I will miss church for once and go to the witchdoctor and you
will wake up one morning and find all those cows dead.”
No wonder Father’s countenance changed when cows went into the crop. He must have dreaded hearing that
sharp voice. The memory of it could bring to mind a night of howling dogs and owls, and ghosts dancing in the
nude.
Mushitoshi had caused more trouble in the home than anyone I know. She would be placed in the boma with
the rest of the cows, but she would never be found there in the morning. She would keep nudging at the poles
until they gave way and then she would sneak out alone.
Father decided to tie her up with a rope. For a while, this worked beautifully. But one morning she wasn’t there
and only a piece of the rope was left. Our joy and jeers at her defeat were thus short-lived. It was not the piece of
rope that told us she was gone. It was a man’s voice one early morning.
“I am going to sell this beast and make good the destruction she has brought about in my crop,” he bellowed.
Even Father was spell-bound. He couldn’t wait to dress. He went to see the speaker with a blanket wrapped
around him.
“Neighbor,” Father answered as amicably as he dared, “I myself tied up this cow. I do not see how it could
have found its way to your crop.”
I guess Father was thinking what we all thought: that there had been too much quietness and some neighbor
had come to untie Mushitoshi and lead her to the man’s shamba.
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“Is this not your cow?” asked the angry neighbor.
“It is,” agreed Father. “Come to the house, neighbor,” he continued. “Let’s go on talking there.”
They went in to the hot tea awaiting them. Later on they walked off together amicably; this time with Father
wearing a shirt.
That evening we told Father we thought some neighbor was playing a trick on us. He dismissed it weakly. In
fact he was of the same opinion but dared not be too outspoken about it.
“I’m going to catch the man in the act,” declared my big brother, Ligami.
“I’ll come with you,” little brother Chimwani said excitedly offering to join my brother in the nightwatch.
“Yes, you can come tonight!” he said to a very delighted Chimwani.
“I’ll come with you,” I had also chimed, caught up in the excitement.
“This is not a woman’s chore,” retorted Ligami.
Well, that is the way it was. I was either too young or I was kept away because I was a woman. What was there
in this world for a youngster that happened to be a woman? Someday, there must be an answer. That night there
was mad tapping on our door.
“Come and see!” Ligami called to us.
Well, I guess that is usual. First boys tell you to keep away because they do not want girls and the next minute
they are calling for you.
“Come and see Mushitoshi at her tricks,” he added.
I stumbled after my sister, who was already up and was now standing in the doorway. Mushitoshi was a white
cow with black streaks. It was easy to see her on such a moonlit night. Mushitoshi walked slowly towards the tree
onto which she was tied, with a new rope. Then with great speed she ran back. She did this several times.
“So this is the way she weakens the rope and eventually breaks it!” someone wondered.
“Who said cows don’t think?” Limwenyi exclaimed.
“You always say my brain is thick as that of a cow,” I reminded her. “Cows are not so stupid after all.”
Mushitoshi had the surprise of her life that night. She was just about ready to gallop off when she noticed us all
round her. Ligami tied her forelegs together and her hind legs together and tied these in turn to a tree. She lay
down and was so still that she seemed dead. Hence my father’s shock that next morning. It was a pity, because we
were sure that for once we wouldn’t wake up to the voice of someone screaming at our homestead on account of
that Mushitoshi. But all the same we woke up to the resonant notes of Father’s voice who didn’t like the idea at
all. Ligami painstakingly explained to Father how Mushitoshi gets away and how this was the only way to restrain
her. To our surprise and delight Father agreed that we should picket her this way.
But it was difficult to be one thought ahead of that cow. She who had been meek and manageable most of the
day, keeping her tricks for the night, decided to try out all her mischievous ideas in the daytime. This made my
distaste of cattle herding even greater.
“It’s easy,” my sister would tell me. “That’s why the men do it.”
“That’s true,” agreed her girl friend. “You just sit under the tree and let the cows graze. When they are
satisfied, you simply drive them to the stream to drink and then they walk quietly home.”
As a matter of fact, girls often looked forward to the times when their brothers were away so that they could
look after the cattle, and have a lazy day. I had not been lucky with cattle-watching.
The first time I took the cattle grazing I came back with less than a third of them. The next time it was
Mushitoshi who saved my day. I guess she had the sense to notice how frightened I was. Whenever she saw a cow
wander off, she would go with it. As soon as she stopped she would moo loudly enough for me to hear her. Then I
would run and drive the wanderers back to the herd. It surprised everyone to see the complete herd coming home
that day.
“How did you manage it?” someone asked.
“Mushitoshi was wonderful,” I told them. “She did the watching for me.”
“Don’t talk so loudly,” Ligami cautioned, “It will harden Father’s heart.” Ligami and the rest of us had been
trying our best to persuade Father to sell that cow, but he just wouldn’t hear of it.
There had been the time when Mushitoshi broke her legs and we all thought that now she would only be fit for
someone’s meal. No one in our home would eat her meat of course; she was so much one of the family. But it was
odd with Mushitoshi and us. If you asked any of us what we wanted done with the cow, we always said, “get rid
of her.” But when it came to negotiating the deal, nothing was good enough in exchange for Mushitoshi.
When she broke her legs, we were not brave enough to kill Mushitoshi ourselves. None of us would do it. I
guess we wanted the excitement that came with her adventures. So we took turns nursing Mushitoshi’s broken
legs until she was able to walk again. As if to thank us, her adventure and misbehaviour became less.
*
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For me Mushitoshi was wrapped up with the memories of a special day. It was the day I discovered that young
boys could be nice to strange young girls.
It was the year I had started school. Ligami and Limwenyi had been at school for a long time. Now it was my
turn. But I had to miss school now and then when the herds-boy was away. This particular Saturday the latter and
my brothers had gone to watch the circumcision rites of a cousin. Mother insisted that Limwenyi was now too big
to herd the cattle, so I was sent off with them.
There are disadvantages of not going cattle-watching regularly. I missed out on a lot of things that I should
have known or I would not have been so easily fooled. The boys of my clan were so powerful that we had no
trouble with intruders from the other clans coming into our land, so we spent the time playing.
We would play Ndaroba. Each one of us has a stone and we sat in a circle as usual.
Ndaroba
Nandaroba Ndaroba
Nandaroba Makuli yetsa
Makuli yetsa ne fifye na ndaroba
Majina ngako
Majina ngako noshinda no sasakwe.

We played this for a while and booed those who were slow and were caught. Then we played Awoyi Kongolo
followed by lng’ombe. I was feeling good that afternoon and thinking that boys were not so bad after all. I guess
that is why they caught me.
“Let’s show Chimoli something,” one of them said. It must have been their password for what followed. No
one asked what.
“Yeees,” they agreed in a chorus. I looked from one boy to the next, perplexed.
“It’s really simple,” one of the boys explained to me.
“Bring her here,” one of them called out. “We’ll show her here.”
I was getting a bit frightened but I was also curious. After all, I reasoned, these were boys from my clan. They
couldn’t bring too much harm to me. So I walked on to the spot. I was really surprised by what I saw.
“What is new about cattle dung?” I asked them. For there was only a pile of dung. It must have been dropped
there by a great big bull.
“Nothing really,” said the boy who had called to us plucking a piece of grass as he said so. He stuck the grass
right in the centre of the cow dung pile. He turned to me.
“I’ll pick up this grass,” he said, “and put another one there to see if you can pick it up. We’ll pick up grass
without teeth.” As he said so, he knelt down and picked up the grass without difficulty.
“There is nothing difficult about that,” I told them. “But I won’t pick it up with my mouth because I hate the
smell of cow dung.”
“Come on,” someone said. “If you don't we'll know that girls can’t do such a simple thing.”
That did it. Did these idiotic boys think I could not pick the grass up with my mouth just because I was a girl? I
decided that I could show them. I knelt down and bent my head to the grass. I was just plucking the grass from the
dung heap when someone pushed my head down. My face right to my ears sunk into the heap, a good measure of
it going into my mouth.
There followed a roar of laughter that deafened my ears. In the meantime, I tried to get the dung out of my
eyes and mouth. I was so filled with rage I could have wrung anyone’s neck. But there were no necks to be wrung.
So I just wailed as loudly as I could while I made my way to the stump where I had left my gourd of drinking
water. I washed off as much dung from my eyes and mouth as I could and sat down weighing out the various
types of revenge that came to my mind.
Boys are funny, I thought. They make you happy and then play such a dirty trick. I said in my heart a hundred
times that I would never again join in any fun games with boys however innocent they looked. Who knows how
they can twist things around. I also said in my heart that I would never take up a pre-arranged challenge just
because someone told me that if I didn’t do so then they would conclude something about me. To hell with their
conclusions!
Just the thought that the dung had gone in my mouth made me start crying again. I started to curse in the words
Mechi wa Lukulu used when he came and asked for food and found that it wasn’t ready.
“As you walk may you stumble on a stump and may it pierce your intestines to shreds,” he would say.
Thinking of some of the curses I had heard made me cry and laugh. I was quite unaware of time and of the person who had approached me. To make things even worse he was a boy, and a strange one at that.
“Go away!” I shouted at him holding up my gourd ready to strike. I hoped he’d go quickly since he was much
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bigger than I. He was the size of my brother, Ligami, and I didn’t really want to start a fight. I also noticed another thing. Mushitoshi had plodded her way to me and was rubbing her nose on my leg. I guess she was reassureing me of her support in case I needed it. I moved to the other side of the cow so that the cow was between me
and this strange boy.
“I know you,” he said to me. “I go to school with your brother and sister.”
“Go away,” I hissed again. “I have never seen you before.”
“I am not from these parts,” he said amicably. “I often visit my relatives in the clan next to yours and come to
your clan sometimes.”
“Go away!” I screamed.
“I saw what the boys did. They are bad boys. I was sitting in the tree from over there and I had been envying
your fun. Then they did that to you.”
“Go a-w-a-y,” I started crying all over again.
“I had made something for you while I sat in the tree. I was afraid to bring it lest your boys beat me. I was going to give it to you when you started off back home. Then they did that to you.”
All he was succeeding in doing was to make me cry more and more. By this time Mushitoshi had lain down
and I was sitting beside her. He sat on the other side of the cow.
“Try it on and see if it will fit,” he said, reaching across the cow and handing the grass-woven bracelet to me. It
was lovely. It was even better than the ones my sisters made. It was cream in colour with red spots. A beautiful
bracelet.
“Why did you make it for me?” I asked unbelievingly.
“I like you,” he said shrugging his shoulders. “I like the way you were laughing as you played with those
boys.”
“You don’t know me,” I said.
“I like you,” he said for the last time and stood up. “I will help you round up your cattle and drive them home.”
Mushitoshi must have decided that he wasn’t too bad; she was rubbing her nose against his leg while he
walked off and rounded up the cattle. It had become late. We drove them to the stream where I washed my face a
bit more thoroughly, and then we drove the cows towards my home.
It is no problem driving cattle home with a stranger you don’t know. You don’t have to talk to each other. You
just make sounds for the cattle to move on. Every so often, I looked at the woven bracelet on my wrist.
“Goodbye,” he said when he came close to our homestead and he ran away. And I did not even know his name!
Boys are funny, I thought. One minute one of them is being very cruel and you want to send the whole lot of
them to the bottom of the lake, and the next minute one of them is being very kind.
I guess if you take revenge you hurt a lot of innocent people.
60.183 The Spider’s Web\fn{by Leonard Kibera (c.1940- )} Kenya (M) 5
Inside the coffin, his body had become rigid.
He tried to turn and only felt the prick of the nail. It has been hammered carelessly through the lid, just falling
short of his shoulder. There was no pain but he felt irretrievable and alone, hemmed within the mean, stuffy box,
knowing that outside was air.
“As dust to dust …” the pious preacher intoned out there, not without an edge of triumph. “This suicide,
brethren …!”
They had no right, these people had no right at all. They sang so mournfully over him, almost as if it would
disappoint them to see him come back.
But he would jump out yet, he would send the rusty nails flying back at them and teach that cheap-jack of an
undertaker how to convert old trunks. He was not a third class citizen.
“Let me out!”
But he could not find the energy to cry out or even turn a little from the nail on his shoulder, as the people out
there hastened to cash in another tune, for the padre might at any moment cry “Amen!” And commit the flesh
deep into the belly of the earth whence it came.
Somebody was weeping righteously in between the pauses. He thought it was Mrs. Njogu.
Then in the dead silence that followed he was being posted into the hole and felt himself burning up already as
his mean little trunk creaked at the joints and nudged its darkness in on him like a load of sins.
“Careful, careful, he is not a heap of rubbish.”
That was Mr. Njogu.
Down, slowly down, the careless rope issued in snappy mean measures like a spider’s web and knocked his
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little trunk against the sides to warn the loud gates that he was coming to whoever would receive him. It caved in
slowly, the earth, he could feel, and for the first time he felt important. He seemed to matter now, as all eyes no
doubt narrowed into the dark hole at this moment, with everybody hissing
“Poor soul; gently, gently.”
Then snap! The rope gave way—one portion of the dangling thing preferring to recoil into the tight-fisted
hands out there—and he felt shot towards the bottom head-downwards, exploding into the gates of hell with a
loud, unceremonious bang!
*
Ngotho woke up with a jump. He mopped the sweat on the tail of his sheet.
This kind of thing would bring him no good. Before, he had been dreaming of beer parties or women or fights
with bees as he tried to smoke them out for honey. Now, lately, it seemed that when he wasn’t being smoked out
of this city where he so very much belonged and yet never belonged, he was either pleading his case at the White
Gates or being condemned to hell in cheap coffins.
“This kind of thing just isn’t healthy …”
But he was in top form.
He flung the blanket away. He bent his arms at the elbow for exercise. He shot them up and held them there
like a surrender.
“No that will not do.”
He bent them again and pressed his fingers on his shoulders. They gathered strength, knitting into a ball so that
his knuckles sharpened. Then he shot a dangerous fist to the left and held it there, tightly, not yielding a step, until
he felt all stiff and blood pumped at his forehead. Dizziness overpowered him and his hand fell dead on the bed.
Then a spasm uncoiled his right which came heavily on the wall and, pained, cowered.
Was he still a stranger to the small dimensions of his only room even after eight years?
But it wasn’t the first time anyhow. So, undaunted, he sprang twice on the bed for more exercise. Avoiding the
spring that had fetched his thigh yesterday morning between the bulges in the old mattress, he hummed Africa
nchi yetu and shot his leg down the bed. Swa-ah! That would be three shillings for another sheet through the back
doors of the Koya Mosque.
Ngotho dragged himself out of bed.
*
It was a beautiful Sunday morning. He had nothing to worry about so long as he did not make the mistake of
going to church. Churches depressed him. But that dream still bothered him.
(“At least they could have used a less precipitate rope.”)
And those nails, didn’t he have enough things pricking im since Mrs. Knight gave him a five-pound handshake
saying “Meet you in England” and Mrs. Njogu came buzzing in as his new memsahib\fn{A term of Anglo-Indian
origin, meaning a European married lady; also, one who behaves like a European woman .} borrowing two shillings from him?
Ngotho folded his arms at his chest and yawned. He took his moustache thoughtfully between his fingers and
curled it sharp like horns. At least she could have returned it. It was not as if the cost of living had risen the way
employers took things for granted these days.
He stood at the door of the two-room house which he shared with the other servant who, unlike him, didn’t
cook for memsahib. Instead, Kago went on errands, trimmed the grass and swept the compound, taking care to
trace well the dog’s mess for the night. Already Ngotho could see the early riser as good as sniffing and scanning
the compound after the erratic manner of Wambui last night. (Wambui was the brown Alsatian dragged from the
village and surprised into civilization, a dog-collar and tinned bones by Mrs. Njogu. A friend of hers, Elsie Bloom,
kept one and they took their bitches for a walk together.) Ngotho cleared his throat.
“Hei, Kago!”
Kago who was getting frostbite rubbed his thumb between the toes and turned round.
“How is the dog’s breakfast?”
“Nyukwa!”
Ngotho laughed.
“You don’t have to insult my mother,” he said. “Tinned bones for Wambui and cornflakes for memsahib are the
same thing. We both hang if we don’t get them.”
Kago leant on his broom, scratched the top of his head dull-wittedly, and at last saw that Ngotho had a point
there.
He was a good soul, Kago was, and subservient as a child. There was no doubt about his ready aggressiveness
where men of his class were concerned it was true, but when it came to Mrs. Njogu he wound tail between his
legs and stammered. This morning he was feeling at peace with the world.
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“Perhaps you are right,” he said, to Ngotho. Then diving his thumb between the toes he asked if there was a
small thing going on that afternoon—like a beer party.
“The Queen!”
At the mention of the name, Kago forgot everything about drinking, swerved round and felt a thousand
confused things beat into his head simultaneously. Should he g on sweeping and sniffing or should he get the
Bob’s Tinned?\fn{Probably a brand of dog food.} Should he un-tin the Bob’s Tinned or should he run for the Sunday
paper? Mrs. Njogu, alias queen, wasn’t she more likely to want Wambui brushed behind the ear? Or was she now
coming to ask him why the rope lay at the door while Wambui ran about untied?
With his bottom towards memsahib’s door, Kago assumed a busy pose and peeped through his legs. But
memsahib wasn’t bothered about him. At least not yet. She stood at the door legs askew and admonished Ngotho
about the cornflakes.
Kago breathed a sigh of relief and took a wild sweep at the broom. He saw Ngotho back against the wall of
their servant’s-quarters and suppressed a laugh. After taking a torrent of English words, Ngotho seemed to treat
carefully the fifty violent paces between the two doors, the irreconcilable gap between the classes. As he approached Mrs. Njogu, he seemed to sweep a tactful curve off the path, as if to move up the wall first and then try
to back in slowly towards the master’s door and hope memsahib would make way. For her part, the queen flapped
her wings and spread herself luxuriously, as good as saying,
“You will have to kneel and dive in through my legs.” Then she stuck out her tongue twice, heaved her breasts,
spat milk and honey onto the path, and disappeared into the hive.
Ngotho followed her.
Kago scratched his big toe and sat down to laugh.
*
Breakfast for memsahib was over. Ngotho came out of the house to cut out the painful corn in his toe with the
kitchen knife. He could take the risk and it pleased him. But he had to move to the other end of the wall. Mr.
Njogu was flushing the toilet and he might chance to open the small blurred window and see the otherwise clean
kitchen knife glittering in the sun on dirty toe nails.
Breakfast. Couldn’t memsahib trust him with the sugar or milk even after four years? Must she buzz around
him as he measured breakfast-for-two? He had nothing against corn flakes. In fact ever since she became suspicious, her had found himself eating more of her meals whenever she was not in sight, also taking some sugar in
his breast pocket. But he had come to hate himself for it and felt it was a coward’s way out.
Still, what was he to do? Mrs. Njogu had become more and more of a stranger and he had even caught himself
looking at her from an angle where formerly he had stared her straight in the face. He had wanted to talk to her, to
assure her that he was still her trusted servant, but everything had become more entangled and sensitive. She
would only say he was criticizing, and if he wasn’t happy what was he waiting for?
But if he left, where was he to go? Unemployment had turned loose upon the country as it had never done
before. Housewives around would receive the news of his impertinence blown high and wide over Mrs. Njogu’s
telephone before he approached them for a job, and set their dogs on him.
*
Ngotho scratched at his gray hair and knew that respect for age had completely bereft his people. Was this the
girl he once knew as Lois back in his home village? She had even been friends with his own daughter. A shy,
young thing with pimples and thin legs. Lois had taught at the village school and was everybody’s good example.
She preferred to wear cheap skirts than see her aging parents starve for lack of money.
“Be like Lois,” mothers warned their daughters and even spanked them to press the point.
What they meant in fact was that their daughters should, like Lois, stay unmarried longer and not simply run
off with some young man in a neat tie who refused to pay the dowry. Matters soon became worse for such girls
when suddenly Lois become heroine of the village.
She went to jail.
It was a General Knowledge class. Lois put the problem word squarely on theblackboard. The lady supervisor
who went round the schools stood squarely at the other end, looking down the class. Lois swung her stick up and
down the class and said,
“What is the Commonwealth, children? Don’t be shy, what does this word mean?”
The girls chewed their thumbs.
“Come on! All right. We shall start from the beginning. Who rules England?”
Slowly, the girls turned their heads round and faced the white supervisor. Elizabeth, they knew they should say.
But how could Lois bring them to this? England sounded venerable enough. Must they go further now and let the
white lady there at the back hear the Queen of England mispronounced, or even uttered by these tender things
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with the stain of last night’s onions in their breath? Who would be the first?
They knit their knuckles under the desks, looked into their exercise books, and one by one said they didn’t
know. One or two brave ones threw their heads back again, met with a strange look in the white queen’s eye
which spelt disaster, immediately swung their eyes onto the blackboard, and catching sight of Lois’s stick, began
to cry.
“It is as if you have never heard of it.” Lois was losing patience. “All right, I’ll give you another start. Last
start. What is our country?”
Simultaneously, a flash of hands shot up from under the desks and thirty-four breaths of maize and onions
clamored.
“A colony!”
Slowly, the lady supervisor measured out light taps down the class and having eliminated the gap that came
between master and servant, stood face to face with Lois.
The children chewed at their rubbers.\fn{Pencil erasers.}
Then the white queen slapped Lois across the mouth and started for the door.
But Lois caught her by the hair, slapped her back once, twice, and spat into her face. Then she gave her a
football kick and swept her out with a right.\fn{ In 1950, and for a period of some 10 years thereafter, certain elements of the
Kikuyu tribe rose in violent rebellion against the presence of Europeans in Kenya and their ownership of land. It was called the Mau Mau
Rebellion; and not all the Kikuyu (perhaps the most Westernized of Kenya’s indigenous population) joined the secret organization; but
order was restored by the central authorities only after a considerable military campaign lasting some seven years, and then only upon the
promise of virtually immediate independence. I remember there was considerable support for the Mau Mau in the United States, despite the
atrocities associated with their activities. The original English settlers had invaded their country during the 19 th century, driven them off
their lands, herded them into reservations, and treated them with contempt. If this was not just cause for rebellion against oppression, it was
widely felt at the time, there was no such thing as just cause for rebellion against oppression .}

When at last Lois looked back into the class, she only saw torn exercise books flung on the floor. Thirty-four
pairs of legs had fled home through the window, partly to be comforted from the queen’s government which was
certain to come, and partly to spread the formidable news of their new queen and heroine.
*
Queen, she certainly was, Ngotho thought as he sat by the wall and backed against it. Cornflakes in bed;
expensive skirts; cigarettes. Was this her?
Mr. Njogu had come straight from the University College in time to secure a shining job occupied for years by
a mzungu. Then a neat car was seen to park by Lois’s house. In due course these visits became more frequent and
alarming, but no villager was surprised when eventually Njogu succeeded in dragging Lois away from decent
society.
He said paying the dowry was for people in the mountains.
As luck would have it for Ngotho, Mr. And Mrs. Knight left and Mr. And Mrs. Njogu came to occupy the
house.\fn{What is being described now is the period immediately after independence (December, 1963). There was, among other things,
an enormous extension of land ownership among Africans in the postindependence period .} He was glad to cook and wash a black
man’s towels for a change.
And, for a short time at any rate, he was indeed happy. Everybody had sworn that they were going to build
something together, something challenging and responsible, something that would make a black man respectable
in his own country. He had been willing to serve, to keep up the fire that had eventually smoked out the white
man. From now on there would be no more revenge, and no more exploitation. Beyond this, he didn’t expect
much for himself; he knew that there would always be masters and servants.
Ngotho scratched himself between the legs and sunk against the wall. He stared at the spider that slowly built
its web meticulously under the verandah roof. He threw a light stone at it and only alerted the spider.
Had his heart not throbbed with thousands of others that day as each time he closed his eyes and saw a vision
of something exciting, a legacy of responsibilities that demanded a warrior’s spirit? Had he not prayed for oneness deep from the heart?
But it seemed to him now that a common goal had been lost sight of and he lamented it. He could not help but
feel that the warriors had laid down their arrows and had parted different ways to fend for themselves. And as he
thought of their households, he saw only the image of Lois who he dared call nothing but memsahib now. She
swam big and muscular in his mind.
Ngotho wondered whether this was the compound he used to know. Was this part connecting master and
servant the one that had been so straight during Mrs. Knight.
*
Certainly he would never want her back. He had been kicked several times by Mr. Knight and had felt what it
was like to be hit with a frying pan by Mrs. Knight as she reminded him to be grateful.
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But it had all been so direct, no ceremonies: they didn’t like his broad noses. They said so. They thought there
were rats uder his bed. There were. They teased that he hated everything white and yet his hair was going white
on his head like snow, a cool white protector while below the black animal simmered and plotted: wouldn’t he
want it cut? No, he wouldn’t. Occasionally, they would be impressed by a well-turned turkey or chicken and say
so over talk of the white man’s responsibility in Africa. If they were not in the mood they just dismissed him and
told him not to forget the coffee.
Ngotho knew that all this was because they were becoming uneasy and frightened, and that perhaps they had to
point the gun at all black men now at a time when even the church had taken sides.\fn{ As not all Kikuyu supported the
Mau Mau, so not all whites supported the white supremacists among their tribe.} But whatever the situation in the house, there
was nevertheless a frankness about the black-and-white relationship where no ceremonies or apologies were
necessary in a world of mutual distrust and hate. And if Mrs. Knight scolded him all over the house, it was Mr.
Knight who seemed to eventually lock the bedroom door and come\fn{ Climax.} heavily on top of her and
everybody else although, Ngotho thought, they were all ruled by a woman in England.
*
Ngotho walked heavily to the young tree planted three years ago by Mrs. Njogu and wondered why he should
have swept a curve off the path that morning, as memsahib filled the door. He knew it wasn’t the first time he had
done that. Everything had become crooked, subtle, and he had to watch his step. His monthly vernacular paper
said so. He felt cornered.
He gripped the young tree by the scruff of the neck and shook it furiously. What the hell was wrong with some
men anyway? Had Mr. Njogu become a male weakling in a fat queen bee’s hive, slowly being milked dry and
sapless, dying? Where was the old warrior who at the end of the battle would go home to his wife and make her
moan under his heavy sweat? All he could see now as he shook the tree was a line of neat houses. There, the
warriors had come to their battle’s end and parted, to forget other warriors and to be mothered to sleep without
even knowing it, meeting only occasionally to drink beer and sing traditional songs. And where previously the
bow and arrow lay by the bed-post, Ngotho now only saw a conspiracy of round tablets while a Handbook of
Novel\fn{I.e., novel sexual.} Techniques lay by the pillow.
He had tried to understand. But as he looked at their pregnant wives he could foresee nothing but a new
generation of innocent snobs, who would be chauffeured off to school in neat caps hooded over their eyes so as to
obstruct vision. There they would learn that the other side of the city was dirty.
Ngotho spat right under the tree. Once or twice he would have liked to kick Mr. Njogu. He looked all so
sensibly handsome and clean as he buzzed after his wife on a broken wing and—a spot of jam on his tie—said he
wanted the key to the car.
He had also become very sensitive and self-conscious. Ngotho couldn’t complain a little or even make a joke
about the taxes without somebody detecting a subtler intention behind the smile, where the servant was supposed
to be on a full-scale plotting. And there was behind the master and the queen now a bigger design, a kind of
pattern meticulously fenced above the hive; a subtle web, at the center of which lurked the spider which protected,
watched and jailed. Ngotho knew only too well that the web had been slowly, quietly in the making and a pebble
thrown at it would at best alert and fall back impotent on the ground.
He took a look at the other end of the compound. Kago had fallen asleep, while Wambui ran about untied, the
rope still lying at the door. Kago wore an indifferent grin.
Ngotho felt overpowered, trapped, alone.He spat in Kago’s direction and plucked a twig off one of the branches on the tree. The tree began to bleed. He tightened his grip and shed the reluctant leaves down. Just what had
gone wrong with God?
The old one had faithfully done his job when that fig tree near Ngotho’s village withered away as predicted by
the tribal seer. It had been the local news and lately, it was rumored, some businessman would honor the old god
by erecting a hotel on the spot. Ngotho hardly believed in any god at all. The one lived in corrupted blood, the
other in pulpits of hypocrisy. But at least while they kept neat themselves they could have honored the old in a
cleaner way.
How could this new savior part the warriors different ways into isolated compartments, to flush their uneasy
hotel toilets all over the old one?
Ngotho passed a reverent hand over his wrinkled forehead and up his white hair. He plucked another twig off
the dangerous tree.
*
Something was droning above his ear.
“What are you doing to my tree?”
The buzzing had turned into a scream.
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“I—I want to pick my teeth,” Ngotho unwrapped a row of defiant molars.
The queen flapped her wings and landed squarely on the ground. Then she was heaving heavily, staring at him
out of small eyes. He tried to back away from her eyes. Beyond her, in the background, he caught sight of Mr.
Njogu through the bedroom window polishing his spectacles on his pajama sleeve, trying desperately to focus—
clearly—on the situation outside.
A flap of the wing and Ngotho felt hit right across the mouth, by the hand that had once hit the white lady.
Then the queen wobbled in midflight, settled at the door, and screamed at Mr. Njogu to come out and prove he
was a man.
Mr. Njogu didn’t like what he saw. He threw his glasses away and preferred to see things blurred.
“These women,” he muttered, and waved them away with a neat pajama sleeve. Then he buried his head under
the blanket and snored. It was ten o’clock.
Ngotho stood paralyzed. He had never been hit by a woman before, outside of his mother’s hut. Involuntarily,
he felt his eyes snap shut and his eyelids burn red, violently, in the sun. Then out of the spider’s web in his mind,
policemen, magistrates and third class undertakers flew in profusion.
He opened up, sweating, and the kitchen knife in his hand fell down, stabbing the base of the tree where it
vibrated once, twice, and fell flat on its side, dead.
Then with a cry, he grabbed it and rushed into the house. But Mr. Njogu saw him coming as the knife glittered
nearer and clearer in his direction, and leapt out of bed.
*
Suddenly the horror of what he had done caught Ngotho. He could hear the queen at least crying hysterically
into the telephone, while Mr. Njogu locked himself in the toilet and began weeping.
Ngotho looked at the kitchen knife in his hand. He had only succeeded in stabbing Mr. Njgou in the thigh, and
the knife had now turned red on him. Soon the sticky web would stretch a thread.
And he would be caught as he never thought he would when first he felt glad to work for Lois.
He saw Wambui’s rope still lying in a noose.
Then he went into his room and locked the door.
60.187 Leaving\fn{by Moyez G. Vassanji (1950- )} Nairobi, Kenya (M) 3
Kichwele Street was now Uhuru Street.\fn{Freedom Street.} My two sisters had completed school and got
married and Mother missed them sometimes. Mehroon, after a succession of wooers, had settled for a former
opening batsman\fn{A cricket batsman is meant.} of our school team and was in town. Razia was a wealthy housewife
in Tanga, the coastal town north of Dar.\fn{ Dar es Salaam, the capital of Tanzania.} Firoz dropped out in his last year at
school, and everyone said that it was a wonder he had reached that far. He was assistant bookkeeper at Oriental
emporium, and brought home stationery sometimes.
Mother had placed her hopes on the youngest two of us, Aloo and me, and she didn’t want us distracted by the
chores that always needed doing around the store. One evening she secured for the last time the half a dozen
assorted padlocks on the sturdy paneled doors and sold the store. This was exactly one week after the wedding
party had driven off with a tearful Razia, leaving behind a distraught mother in the stirred-up dust of Uhuru Street.
We moved to the residential area of Upanga. After the bustle of Uhuru Street, our new neighborhood seemed
quiet. Instead of the racket of buses, bicycles and cars on the road, we now heard the croaking of frogs and the
chirping of insects. Nights were haunting, lonely and desolate and took some getting used to. Upanga road
emptied after seven in the evening and the side streets became pitch dark, with no illumination. Much of the area
was as yet uninhabited and behind the housing developments there were overgrown bushes, large, scary baobab
trees, and mango and coconut groves.
Sometimes in the evenings, when Mother felt sad, Aloo and I would play two-three-five with her, a variation of
whist for three people. I had entered the University by then and came back at weekends. Aloo was in his last year
at school. He had turned out to be exceptionally bright in his studies—more so than we realized.
That year Mr. Datoo, a former teacher from our school who was also a former student, returned from America
for a visit. Mr. Datoo had been a favorite with the boys. When he came he received a tumultuous welcome. For
the next few days he toured the town like the Pied Piper followed by a horde of adulating students, one of whom
was Aloo.
The exciting event inspired in Aloo the hope that not only might he be admitted to an American university, but
he could also win a scholarship to go there. Throughout the rest of the year, therefore, he wrote to numerous
universities, culling their names from books at the USIS,\fn{ United States Office of Information Service.} often simply at
random or even only by the sounds of their names.
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Mother’s response to all these efforts was to humor him. She would smile. “Your uncles in America will pay
thousands of shillings just to send you to college,” she would say. Evidently she felt he was wasting his time, but
he would never be able to say that he did not have all the support she could give him.
Responses to his inquiries started coming within weeks and a handful of them were guardedly encouraging.
Gradually Aloo found out which were the better places, and which among them the truly famous. Soon a few
catalogues arrived, all looking impressive. It seemed that the more involved he became with the application
process, the more tantalizing was the prospect of going to an American university. Even the famous places did not
discourage him. He learnt of subjects he had never heard of before: genetics, cosmology, artificial intelligence: a
whole universe was out there waiting for him if only he could reach it. He was not sure if he could, if he was good
enough. He suffered periods of intense hope and hopeless despair.
Of course, Aloo was entitled to a place at the local university. At the end of the year, when the selections were
announced in the papers, his name was on the list. But some bureaucratic hand, probably also corrupt, dealt out a
future prospect for him that came as a shock. He had applied to study medicine, he was given a place in
agriculture.\fn{I.e., he had applied to study at the college of medicine, but was assigned a place in the college of agriculture .} An
agricultural officer in a rural district somewhere was not what he wanted to become however patriotic he felt. He
had never left the city except to go to the national parks once on a school trip.
When Aloo received a letter from the California institute of technology offering him a place with a scholarship,
he was stupefied at first. He read and reread the letter, not believing what it seemed to be saying, afraid that he
might be reading something into it.\fn{That was not there.} He asked me to read it for him. When he was convinced
there was no possibility of a mistake he became elated.
“The hell I’ll do\fn{Study for a degree in.} agriculture!” he grinned.
But first he had to contend with Mother.
Mother was incredulous. “Go, go,” she said, “don’t you eat my head, don’t tease me!”
“But it’s true!” he protested. “They’re giving me a scholarship!”
We were at the table—the three of us—and had just poured tea from the thermos. Mother sitting across from
me stared at her saucer for a while then she looked up.
“Is it true?” she asked me.
“Yes, it’s true,” I said. “All he needs is to take 400 dollars pocket money with him.”
“How many shillings would that make?” she asked.
“About three thousand.”
“And how are we going to raise this three thousand shillings? Have you bought a lottery? And what about the
ticket?\fn{The airline or passenger ship ticket.} Are they going to send you a ticket too?”
As she said this aloo’s prospects seemed to get dimmer. She was right, it was not a little money that he needed.
“Can’t we raise a loan?” he asked. “I’ll work there. Yes, I’ll work as a waiter. A waiter!—I know you can do it,
I’ll send the money back!”
“You may have uncles in America who would help you,” Mother told him, “but no one here will.”
Aloo’s shoulders sagged and he sat there toying with his cup, close to tears. Mother sat drinking from her
saucer and frowning. The evening light came in from the window behind me and gave a glint to her spectacles.
Finally she set her saucer down. She was angry.
“And why do you want to go far away, so far from us? Is this what I raised you for—so you could leave me to
go away to a foreign place? Won’t you miss us, where you want to go? Do we mean so little to you? If something
happens …”
Aloo was crying. A tear fell into his cup, his nose was running. “So many kids go and return, and nothing
happens to them .. Why did you mislead me, then? Why did you let me apply if you didn’t want me to go … why
did you raise my hopes if only to dash them?” He raised his voice to her, the first time I saw him do it, and he was
shaking.
He did not bring up the question again and he prepared himself for the agricultural college, waiting for the
term to begin. At home he would slump on the sofa putting away a novel a day.
If the unknown bureaucrat at the Ministry of Education had been less arbitrary, Aloo would not have been so
broken and Mother would not have felt compelled to try and do something for him.
A few days later, on a Sunday morning, she looked up from her sewing machine and said to the two of us:
“Let’s go and show this letter to Mr. Velji. He is experienced in these matters. Let’s take his advice.”
Mr. Velji was a former administrator of our school. He had a large egg-shaped head and a small compact body.
With his large forehead and big black spectacles he looked the caricature of the archetypal wise man. He also had
the bearing of one. The three of us were settled in his sitting-room chairs staring about us and waiting expectantly
when he walked in stiffly, like a toy soldier, to welcome us.
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“How are you, sister?” he said. “What can I do for you?”
Aloo and I stood up respectfully as he sat down.
“We have come to you for advice …” Mother began.
“Speak, then,” he said jovially and sat back, joining his hands behind his head.
She began by giving him her history. She told him which family she was born in, which she had married into,
how she had raised her kids when our father died. Common relations were discovered between our families.
“Now this one here,” she pointed at me, “goes to university here, and that one wants to go to America. Show him
the documents,” she commanded Aloo.
As if witn an effort, Aloo pushed himself out of the sofa and slowly made his way to place the documents in
Mr. Velji’s hands. Before he looked at them Mr. Velji asked Aloo his result in the final exam.
At Aloo’s answer, his eyes widened. “Henh?” he said, “All A’s?”
“Yes,” replied Aloo, a little too meekly.
Mr. Velji flipped the papers one by one, cursorily at first. Then he went over them more carefully. He looked at
the log visa form with the carbon copies neatly bound behind the original; he read over the friendly letter from the
Foreign Student Adviser; he was charmed by the letters of invitation from the fraternities. Finally he looked up, a
little humbled.
“The boy is right,” he said. “The university is good, and they are giving him a bursary.\fn{ A sum of varying amount
granted to a needy student at a British college or university.} I congratulate you.”
“But what should I do?” asked Mother anxiously. “What is your advice? Tell us what we should do.”
“Well,” said Mr. Velji, “it would be good for his education.” He raised his hand to clear his throat. Then he
said, a little slowly: “But if you send him, you will lose your son.”
“It’s a far place, America,” he concluded, wiping his hands briskly at the finished business. “Now what will
you have—tea? Orange squash?”
His wife appeared magically to take orders.
“All the rich kids go every year and they are not lost,” muttered Aloo bitterly as we walked back home. Mother
was silent.
That night she was at the sewing machine and Aloo was on the couch, reading. The radio was turned low and
through the open front door a gentle breeze blew in to cool the sitting room. I was standing at the door. The
banana tree and its offspring rustled outside, a car zoomed on the road, throwing shadows on neighboring houses.
A couple out for a stroll, murmuring, came into sight over the uneven hedge; groups of boys or girls chattered
before dispersing for the night. The intermittent buzz of an electric motor escaped from mother’s sewing machine.
It was a little darker where she sat at the other end of the room from us.
Presently she looked up and said a little nonchalantly, “At least show me what this university looks like—bring
that book, will you?”
Mother had never seen the catalogue. She had always dismissed it, had never shown the least bit of curiosity
about the place Aloo wanted so badly to visit. Now the three of us crowded around the glossy pages, pausing at
pictures of the neoclassic façades and domes, columns towering over humans, students rushing about in a dither
of activity, classes held on lush lawns in ample shade. It all looked so awesome and yet inviting.
“It’s something, isn’t it?” whispered Aloo, hardly able to hold back his excitement. “They teach hundreds of
courses there,” he said. “They send rockets into space … to other worlds … to the moon—”
“If you go away to the moon, my son, what will become of me?” she said humorously, her eyes gleaming as
she looked up at us.
Aloo went back to his book and Mother to her sewing.
A little later I looked up and saw Mother deep in thought, brooding, and as she often did at such times she was
picking her chin absentmindedly. It was, I think, the first time I saw her as a person and not only as our mother. I
thought of what she must be going through in her mind, what she had gone through in bringing us up. She had
been thirty-three when Father died, and she had refused several offers of marriage because they would all have
entailed one thing: sending us all to the ‘boarding’—the orphanage. Pictures of her before his death showed her
smiling and in full bloom: plump but not excessively fat, hair puffed fashionably, wearing high heels and makeup. There was one picture, posed at a studio, which Father had had touched up and enhanced, which now hung
beside his. In it she stood against a black background, holding a book stylishly, the nylon pachedi painted a light
green, the folds falling gracefully down, the borders decorated with sequins. I had never seen her like that. All I
had seen of her was the stern face getting sterner with time as the lines set permanently and the hair thinned, the
body turned squat, the voice thickened.
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I recalled how Aloo and I would take turns sleeping with her at night on her big bed; how she would squeeze
me in her chubby arms, drawing me up closer to her breast until I could hardly breathe—and I would control
myself and hope she would soon release me and let me breathe.
She looked at me looking at her and said, not to me, “Promise me … promise me that if I let you go, you will
not marry a white woman.”
“Oh Mother, you know I won’t!” said Aloo.
“And promise me that you will not smoke or drink.”
“You know I promise!” He was close to tears.
*
Aloo’s first letter came a week after he left, from London where he’d stopped over to see a former classmate. It
flowed over with excitement. “How can I describe it,” he wrote, “the sight from the plane … mile upon mile of
carefully tilled fields, the earth divided into neat green squares … even the mountains are clean and civilized. And
London … Oh London! It seemed that it would never end … blocks and blocks of houses, squares, parks,
monuments … could any city be larger? How many of our Dar es Salaams would fit here, in this one gorgeous
city …?”
A bird flapping its wings: Mr. Velji nodding wisely in his chair, Mother staring into the distance.
212.33 Excerpt from Daughter Of Mumbi\fn{by Charity Waciuma (1936- )} Naaro Village, Central Province,
Kenya (F) 20
The clan elders said I would die if I were named Waithira. She was the eldest aunt on my father’s side. By
strict Kikuyu custom I should have taken her name since I was the third daughter. But she died before I was born,
and one of my uncle’s daughters who had been given her name lived only a few months. Something was badly
wrong, so I was called Wanjiku instead, after my father’s younger sister.
These are both names of daughters of Gikuyu and Mumbi, the legendary founders of my people.
My two elder sisters were named in the usual way after my father’s mother and then my mother’s mother, just
as the two first-born boys were called after my paternal and maternal grandfathers. The rules for succeeding children are a little less rigid but the alternating pattern “father’s side, mother’s side” tends to continue. It would also
have been quite possible, according to our custom, for me to be called Gaitau, which was the home village from
which my aunt Waithira’s father’s mother—also Waithira—had been married; but the clan elders advised against
it.
In our country names are not chosen haphazardly; they are vitally bound up with being the sort of person you
are. Any name includes many people who are now dead, others who are living, and those who are still not born. It
binds its owner deep into Kikuyu history, beyond the oldest man with the longest memory. All our relatives to the
furthest extent of the family, their actions, their lives and their children are an intrinsic part of our being alive, of
being human, of being African, of being Kikuyu.
Along with personal names we have dance names, love names and place names; circumcision names, agegrade names, and warrior names; and finally, the names of old-age and of death. The one thing we did not have in
the past was a fixed “family name” in the European sense, though we could be identified as being of “so-and-so's
clan” or from “the house (Nyumba) of so-and-so.”
In general a person is known by his or her basic role in life. Thus a girl, being above all somebody’s daughter,
is known as “daughter of” her father, or sometimes her mother; when she marries she is referred to as “wife of”
her husband; and when she has a child she receives the respectful title “mother of so-and-so.” In some circumstances roundabout modes of address must be used: for example, a wife should never pronounce the real name of
her husband, since this will bring evil on their home. And a proper distance is kept, with occasional exceptions,
between people of different generations.
My mother’s name before she married was Wangul wa Wanjohi—Wangui, daughter of Wanjohi. But during the
course her life she has received many other names. On her marriage she became Wangui wa Wacium—Wangui,
wife of Waciuma, and she was also called:
by her husband—mutumuia wakwa—“my wife”;
by us children—maitu—“my mother”;
by my father’s brothers and sisters—“daughter of Wanjohi”;
by my father's father—“daughter of Wanjohi”;
once she had given birth to her eldest son—in other words, to grandfather himself re-created—he wou1d call her maitu. Moreover,
whatever form of address he used would also be used by all of his age-group;
by her grandchildren—cucu—“grandmother” (never Wangui);
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by strangers, or people of a younger generation—mutumia wa Waciuma—“wife of Waciuma”, or, when she had
borne children—nyina wa ...—“mother of so-and-so”;
by the women of her husband’s age-group—muiru.

Many names such as this last were bestowed in a given situation. When a girl married she was given a goat by
the young men of her bridegroom’s family, as a token of friendship. From that time on, they were entitled to ask
for food from her (which she must not refuse them), and she called them by a special name of friendship, wathioma.
Similarly, a bride would make a special gift of beads to the girls of her new family, and they would become her
special friends and confidantes, wathurutia.
A father’s brothers are all called “father,” but distinguished from one another as baba mukuru—“senior father,”
baba munyinyi—“junior father” and so on. Likewise grandfather’s brothers are all known as guka—“grandfather”
and are distinguished by seniority or by place, e.g. guka wa Naaro, “grandfather from Naaro.” But the mother’s
brother who is outside the clan (though bound to his sister’s children by very close loving ties) is given a special
name, mama. The aunts on both sides are known as tata.
We all belong to a Clan (muhiriga), which includes all the descendants through the male line of one of the
daughters of Gikuyu and Mumbi, and this is further divided into Sub-Clans (mbari), and then into lineage groups
of four to six generations (nyumba).
I do not really know very much about my mother’s family because children belong to their father’s clan. But
my father’s family and clan are well known as proud and able people. The men are self-sufficient and independent
and the girls are hard-working and devoted to their men. My father’s father had two wives and I was surprised at
the way he treated them. In the morning my grandfather would go off to a neighbor and drink beer—njohi—with
his friends and clan members. The day would pass in talk and laughter and sometimes, more seriously, in the
gentle easing of social stress and strains. In the quiet evening my grandfather would wander home and when he
came near the homestead he used to hide somewhere in the surrounding bush his three-legged stool which old
men always carry with them to drinking parties. Then he shouted out firmly and strongly:
“I belong to Giceri Clan!”
This always brought his wives running out of their separate huts. After they had arrived panting before him he
would stand between his hut and theirs and demand food in a loud voice. The two women hurried off to get the
food and place it beside the fire in his hut. My grandmother, being the senior wife, always led the way. Grandmother then turned to the second wife and querulously asked,
“Where do you think I am going to sit?”
So off she rushed again, out of the fenced compound into the dark night, to search for the stool. This little
game was played out every evening so that the wives could show their obedience and loyalty.
*
For myself I have decided against polygamy but its rights and wrongs are still being argued continually and furiously in our schools and colleges and debating clubs. There seems to have been a time in our society when there
were many more women than men, possibly as a result of raidings. Under these circumstances polygamy may be
socially good.
Even today our women like to get someone to help them with the hard work of the farm and the house. Polygamy is clearly second nature to most Kikuyu men. I hate it because it hurts the position and dignity of women and
exaggerates the selfishness of men. But, however things go, it will be many decades before it genuinely comes to
an end in Kenya.
*
My brothers, my sisters and I used to visit my grandmother every week after finishing Sunday School at the
Church of Scotland Mission. When he heard where we had just come from, my grandfather would stand up and
curse.
“The young people of today have no respect for our god who dwells on Kirinyaga—Mount Kenya. He is the
god of our forefather, Gikuyu, who lived at Mukurweini-wa-Gathanga in what the muthungu (European) has
named Fort Hall District. Gikuyu lived there with his wife Mumbi and his nine daughters—Waithira, the
beautiful, Wanjiku, the gossip, Njeri, the devoted, Wanjiru, the generous, Wairimu, the dullard, Wangui, the
clever, Wambui, the talker, Wangari, the farmer, Wamuyu, the hardworking.”
In fact, although this is how we always tell the story of our origins, nine is not the correct number. There are
still some others, Nyambura, Wangeci and so on. But we call any number beyond nine Kenda muiyuru—the nine
that fills (completes). (It is unlucky to count people accurately or by pointing a finger at them since this may cause
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one of them to die. When there was last a census in Kenya in August, 1962, the politicians had to make special
appeals to us to forget this old taboo.) My grandfather solemnly went on,
“The nine daughters were married to nine men who were sent by the god of Kirinyaga. Each of the girls then
moved a few yards away to her new home to live with her new family. The families grew into clans and Gikuyu
named the clans after his daughters who had founded them. Thus the tribe expanded and dispersed.”
We are the clan of Achera, which is also called Giceri, and we are the descendants of Njeri, the daughter of
Gikuyu.
*
My grandfather never tired of telling us stories about the great men of our clan such as Kinyanju wa Gathirimu
who was leading raids a hundred years ago and who guarded the people of our area in their first dangerous contacts with the Arabs and the Europeans and their guns.
As my grandfather grew older we would see him continually day-dreaming of the time in his own youth when
he was a warrior and fought the Masai. In one raid he lost his brother but returned with a young Masai woman
called Nyokabi who became his second wife. Her great beauty still shone out even though she was so old. Her
skin was lighter and her nose straight, like a muthungu. This is what we call Europeans as they are always going
round and round.
Nyokabi was calm and kind and gentle but when she moved she went as swift as the wind but my own grandmother, the first wife, had a tough temper and a quick tongue which often brought her a beating from my grandfather.
On our Sunday visits we grandchildren would fetch water for her from the river and she would cook for us a
delicious ca1abash full of muthura, made from millet, bananas and sweet potatoes. She also prepared njugu—
small tasty peas. (My mother used to refuse to let us eat these peas uncooked and the first painful memory I have
in my life is being caught by her when I was stealing some from where they had been planted near the latrine at
our house in Kandara.)
By this time my grandmother’s eyesight was getting very bad and so we used to help her by extracting from
her feet the jiggers she could not see. These small insects lay eggs and when they hatch out they eat away your
feet horribly.
*
Most of the old people like my grandparents believed in witchcraft and they had it so organized in its various
degrees that it had become the only credible system of life. I do not myself believe in it except that it has a genuine and effective power over anyone who does.
As a result the old people opposed the ideas and actions of missionaries when they came to us. They were furious when my father, in his youth, ran away from home to go to the Church of Scotland Mission School at Tumutumu, near Karatina in Nyeri. He had been attracted by an itinerant preacher and most bravely took the plunge.
When he came home after six months my grandfather beat him, understandably when one realizes the horror
these missionaries’ ideas inspired in him. So my father ran off back to school at once.
My father did not return home again for another five years, not, indeed, until he fell in love with a gir1 called
Wangui who had also run away from her home to be taught at Tumutumu. My father came back to ask my grandfather to give Wangui’s family the cattle and other things sanctioned by custom, but he was refused.
My father returned to the mission where he married Wangui in a Christian ceremony. The missionaries helped
him to pay some of the bride price to her family and the rest he raised by working for two years as a carpenter at
the Mission.
When I look back on all this I wonder what my grandfather would say if he were alive today and could see his
granddaughters driving cars, working as air-hostesses and twisting the night away in jeans and slinky skirts. He
was shattered enough by our shapeless red and white striped Sunday School dresses, which reminded him of the
prophecies of Mugo wa Kibiru. This great seer of my people had dreamed of a cloud of white butterflies dropping
down on a field and my grandfather saw this as the children in their school uniform.
*
My oldest brother Kaguru, who was named after my grandfather, was naturally his favorite. Kaguru as a child
was very cheeky and talkative. My second brother, Wanjohi, was quiet and thoughtful. Only Kaguru could interrupt any of my grandfather’s stories with questions. If any of the rest of us dared to open our mouths, he would
snap at us to be quiet and continue his tale.
“The prophet Mugo dreamed again,” he would say. “This time he saw a long, black snake stretching from the
Ngong Hills, moving through Kikuyu country to Mount Kirinyaga. Another time he dreamed of small insects
which would come and live in men’s feet. The long, black snake was the Uganda Railway and insects were the
jiggers which were not known before the Europeans came.”
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All these things and many others, including the coming of the white men and Kenya’s Emergency, were
prophesied by Mugo. Kaguru then asked,
“Did he see the train?” And my grandfather impatiently replied,
“Nonsense! Sometimes I think you will become as stupid as your uncle who sits the whole day at his mother’s
feet. Be as brave as your father and as clever as he who was named after your grandmother’s father, who had so
many goats that we nicknamed him Waciuma—beads. We gave him this name because his goats were as many as
there are beads in a necklace. His real name was Wainaina.”
So he loved and admired my father after all. Perhaps this was in part because by this time my father gave him
everything he wanted to have, even if it was yet another soft new blanket, only a fortnight after the previous one.
He once gave a brand new blanket with a different pattern to my grandmother because he saw another old man
wearing an identical one to his.
The mention of Wainaina had sent my grandfather back into his own private dreams, but after a long pause my
younger brother dared to ask,
“What happened to Mugo?” My grandfather replied that when Mugo of the long hair, which he never cut from
the time of his birth, grew old, he said to his wife,
“Prepare me some roasted bananas, meat and sweet potatoes for I am going on a long journey.”
His wife unquestioningly obeyed and Mugo took the food and left home. And he has never been seen since.
Some people say he went back up the mountain of Gikuyu and Mumbi and into the cold sky above, and that he
will return to us some day.
*
It was fun to sit and listen to grandfather’s stories, though he often reminded us that, when he was young, girls
were not allowed to sit near when the elders were discussing such things.
For this reason I was glad I was not alive in those days, although in my heart of hearts, I wished I had known
Mugo and Kinyanjui and the great giant who lived in the forest and had one big eye, one leg and two mouths—
one for swallowing flies and the other for eating human beings. This giant had fire on his tail and carried a bell. It
was said that anyone who saw the light of the fire or heard the sound of the bell would become rooted to the spot,
powerless to move.
When the herdsman brought my grandfather’s goats and cattle to the compound in the evening, this was the
signal for us to start our four-mile journey home.
My cousins used to come with us half-way and, before we parted, we would sit by the side of the road and play
one or other of our traditional children’s games. One was called “fivestones”—throwing one stone into the air and
quickly seizing another before the first came down again and was caught. Another was ndama—two rows of eight
holes supposed to be cattle bomas (stockades), with stones to represent the cattle. The object was to move your
stones to end up opposite a hole of another player and take all his “cattle.”
Our road home led through a small forest and once we came face to face with what looked like a fox in the
picture books. As we have been told that Kenya has no foxes, it was probably a jackal secretly glinting at us on
the path. It did not frighten us, but we were scared of the general reputation of the place. People said there were
mocking ghosts there, tall, white creatures who slapped and pulled the ears of evening travelers. I suppose I only
half believed these tales, but I still keep an eye for ghosts in the forests, and I do not travel through them at night.
2
Although the clans of Gikuyu are Kenda muiyuru—the nine that fills—there are really ten. But no one can say
that plainly because this would mean the end of our people. Each of the ten clans has a special phrase used by its
women at times of great excitement. It begins with Abo, a word never used in any other way. These are the names
of the clans:
Aitherando, whose women say, Abo Ngechi
Aithiekahuno, whose women say, Abo Ngari
Aithiegeni, whose women say, Abo Ngui
Aichekamuyu, whose women say, Abo Moyo or Abo Njugu
Ambui, whose women say, Abo Mbui
Anjiru, whose women say, Abo Njiru
Achera, whose women say, Abo Njeri
Agachiku, whose women say, Abo Njiku
Akioro or Ethaga, whose women say, Abo Mbura
Agathigia or Airimu, whose women say, Abo Irimu
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Most of the girls’ names in Gikuyu repeat the second word of the exclamation, but prefix it with wa (of). This
is why I am called Wanjiku, not Njiku.
Some of the clans are despised by others because of certain old, old traditions about them. Ethaga, the children
of Nyombura, are said to be poisoners and thieves. The old people in my family believed this clan was responsible
when my brother Wanjoh’s eyes were sore after he had been playing on dusty ground. My mother was never
forgiven when she put drops in his eyes instead of sending him with my grandfather to a witchdoctor.
We were warned about certain old women in that clan who had magic poison and could put a curse upon you.
Others just had to look at you and you died. They had the same power over animals and plants. Their clan members are few in number for others feared to marry them.
Although some of the clans are despised, each man is extremely proud of his own and its rights. So conscious
is he of its importance, that he spends his life within the boundaries of his clan land. Although my parents were
Christians, they could not risk moving out of our clan land because they thought they would be persecuted by the
spirits of their own place or of their ancestors.
They also believed in Kirumi, the last words spoken by the head of a family on his deathbed. Often this takes
the form of a curse on another clan, one of whose members has abused the family. The dying man would bind his
descendants to have no contact with this other clan. The son’s and nephews and grandnephews all strictly comply
with this prohibition in order not to draw upon themselves the anger of the spirits of their ancestors.
My parents did not believe in another kind of magic, whereby a very long stick surmounted by a little bunch of
dry banana leaves tightly tied to the ground with a string could prevent people from grazing over any piece of
land on which it was placed.
Nevertheless, they always strictly warned us not to trespass when taking our cattle and goats to the grazing
areas. Secretly we children used to enjoy uprooting these silly magic sticks and sharpening them into spears to use
for playing games of hoops and spears.
We would have been in for a beating if our parents had found out what we had done. Not that they themselves
believed in magical powers, but they did not want to upset unnecessarily the susceptibilities of those who did. As
a matter of fact, my father himself put up these sticks on his own land, because he knew they would keep other
herdsmen away.
When we were children there were not many of these sticks because at that time most grazing areas were treated as common land. Of course, this common land did belong to a clan but the clan did not often enforce its exclusive rights.
*
It was the aim of every man to own as many cattle and goats as possible because these were the currency in
which all customary transactions were made. Indeed many modern ones are still settled this way. For marriage
contracts and land transfers, for religious practices and judicial settlements, cows and goats were essential.
A woman, generally speaking, did not own or dispose of property outside her personal and household effects.
She did, however, have certain rights, such as choosing her women friends. While the husband, by virtue of paying the bride-price, controlled her and anything she produced, a wife could expect his love and respect in return.
The disposal of property was provided for on the death-bed of a father, who expressed his will before a number
of witnesses from among his relatives. The eldest son was automatically what would be called the executor. But
he was more than this, for he was regarded as a new father and head of the family. In a land dispute no argument
was deemed to be stronger than the quoting of the verbal bequest, proved by witnesses with all the details of time
and place. In such cases a commission of four or five elders, drawn from the families involved, sat to hear the
evidence and fix boundaries. For their fee they received a meal including a goat slaughtered during the hearing.
On these occasions the old man who could best express his wealth of lore and precedents was most heeded.
Proverbs and comparisons were used to reinforce the case. These proverbs contained much good sense and the
accumulated knowledge of my people so that they became a vast store of wisdom.
*
A long Kikuyu phrase roughly translated as “The spirits favor the brave” was one of the more common. He
who led a successful warring expedition acquired great esteem. If he had two or three successes his prestige grew
in proportion among the people to the extent that he became surrounded with an aura of power which was believed to have descended upon him from the hands of God himself.
Once he became such a hero, he had the right to receive gifts from the community, and of course, the biggest
and best spoils of any raid which he led went to him. On the death of such a warrior his power did not pass to his
sons but to that man who was best able to demonstrate his prowess.
One of the last of the warrior heroes of the Gikuyu was Karuri wa Gakure who reached the zenith of his power
on the slopes of the Aberdares above our home, about the beginning of the twentieth century. Other leaders at that
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time were Wangombe of Nyeri, Waiyaki of Kiambu and Kibarabara of Fort Hall. But preoccupation with cattleraiding and the defence of their own country against neighboring people kept these leaders very busy.
They were always surrounded by an informally elected council which controlled their actions. The members
were chosen from among their number by the old men who had reached a certain age and had paid the necessary
fee, which included a goat.
The witchdoctors were also represented on the council.
They had particular roles to play in the assembly when prayers were to be offered, for rain, for the ending of an
epidemic, for the outcome of an imminent battle or for some public calamity.
There used to be fighting always between Masai and Kikuyu and sometimes with the Kamba, and there was
often jealousy among the minor leaders. On those occasions the anake (the warriors), led by the boldest and
bravest, rushed to the assault. It was striking to note, my grandfather told us, the quickness with which the people
gathered together on hearing calls of alarm—in cases of fire, attacks by wild beasts or invasion.
Nowadays, you can shout or scream but in most cases no one will come to your aid. In those days a few blasts
of the horn, sounded in each direction, would bring before you a gathering of a thousand men, all fully armed and
ready to fight. The anake were respected by all as the defence force of the country.
The periods between battles were long but most of this time the anake spent on special grooming and in
dancing. This both kept them fit and appeased the spirits. They did not mix with the rest of the people even at
night. Large barracks called githumu were built for them, each containing about twenty or thirty young men.
They did not lead entirely ascetic lives because the girls had free access there at night. When a girl visited her
boyfriend in the githumu they were allowed to kiss and cuddle but were forbidden completely to fulfill their lovemaking. If she went too far a girl would be shunned by the others of her age-group. Although they helped in the
brewing of njohi (sugar-cane beer) the warriors were not allowed to drink any.
*
I used to love to hear my grandfather or the other old men who were his friends recounting the tales of the
great deeds of their youth. They were such wonderful storytellers and gave such vivid pictures of the details, that
they made me feel an eye-witness of the battles they described. My grandfather once told how the Kikuyu fought
the Masai at the great and terrible battle of Gwa Gichamu.
“It happened when the riikas (age-grades) of Mburu, Njenga, Ngigi and Mbugua together formed one
regiment. These warriors went to fight the Masai, who had come in their hundreds to the valley of Gichamu in
Kiambu with their usual aim of raiding the cattle, women and children. Their scouts had foolishly advised them
that it was safe to camp in the valley, and there, early in the morning, they were discovered by the villagers.
“War drums were beaten and horns blown by the old men and the boys who were too young to fight, while the
women fled with their children, crying for help. The alarm was passed from ridge to ridge right through Kikuyuland, and warriors came from Nyeri, Muranga and Kiambu, and surrounded the Masai.
“It was indeed a great battle,” said grandfather with emotion.
Every time he told the story his eyes filled, and he would stop to wipe them with a bunch of the green leaves
that old men were entitled to carry when they reached a certain weighty and important age.
“My children, I am glad you were not born in those bad days. We never knew when the Masai would attack.
Anyway, on this occasion we were filled with thoughts of revenge, for after surrounding their camp, we slaughtered them like goats. If any of their warriors escaped it was by luck, and for such luck he owed many sacrifices to
his gods! Blood flowed down the valley like a stream of water until finally it clotted on the stones below.
“The hyenas were in their element; they made such a feast that for miles around the grim laughter could be
heard by the terrified Masai, who lay wounded on the hillsides, half dead and half alive.
“Only a few Kikuyu warriors died, and the wounded were carried back home. Hey, Son of Karanja!”
Grandfather called to his friend. “Do you remember how we slaughtered those tall handsome Masai warriors?”
“Indeed I do, Muru wa Gacii (Son of Gacii). But now we are old, and will never fight again.”
They were both silent for a moment, remembering with nostalgia the brave deeds of the past.
*
“By the way, Son of Karanja ...” Grandfather began.
“Yes?”
“Have you heard that the daughter of the son of Mungai is getting married?”
“I have and what’s more her father has invited me for a drink, so we had better get going.” Teasingly, I finished
the story according to Grandfather’s custom with one of his traditional proverbs:
“Njamba ya ita iruga na itimu no ti ruhia.” (“One goes into battle with a spear, not with a horn of beer.”)
3
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Very early one morning during the long rains we had a visitor. It was just after dawn, but the birds were silent
as they always are during that season. He was a tall, thin, middle-aged main with bent shoulders. The stranger had
suddenly appeared out of nowhere. He was clad in monkey skins and carried a small goatskin bag slung from his
right shoulder. I was standing with my brother in the grass-thatched hut we used as a kitchen eating from a
calabash of steaming porridge.
“Is the White Man’s medicine doctor at home?” Startled, I replied,
“You mean my father?” Wanjohi hissed at me,
“Shut up, you fool.” Then he turned to the stranger.
“No, my father is in the dispensary.” As suddenly as he had appeared, the stranger went, without another word.
My brother ran into the house and told my father of the visitor. Farther was eating his porridge from an enamel
plate. He looked out of the window at the distant circle of a dozen or so old and middle-aged men waiting outside
the dispensary.
“Jehovah, help my people and open their eyes,” he prayed aloud.
Then we watched as the stranger walked to the dispensary entrance and spoke with the dresser. My father
continued slowly sipping at his porridge, and I could almost hear him thinking about the continuous battle he had
with the witchdoctors. It had been worry and trouble all the way, ever since he joined the dispensary after his two
years training as a health inspector at the Jeanes School, Nairobi, where the Mission had sent him after the brideprice had been paid off.
The dresser, who was now talking with the witchdoctor, had the job of dealing with minor ailments—running
eyes, colds and upset stomachs, upset because people would eat sweet potatoes and cassava raw. The queues were
particularly long just after Christmas, which is eternally linked in my mind with the stale smell of half-cooked
rice, chipatis and fermented honey-beer. When he had finished his breakfast, my father went out to greet the
visitors.
“Mwaigua atia, Athuri?” (“What (bad) news do I you hear, elders?”)
“Acha, nangana uria waigua.” (“No, nothing, unless you have heard something?”)
“Acha, gutiri kanai.” (“No, there is no bad news.”)
When the formalities were over the spokesman for the witchdoctors told him they had come to talk about his
medicine.
“What about it, Elders?”
“Only this. You must no longer tell the people that your medicine is better than ours. Otherwise we shall put a
curse upon you.”
“And if the people find that mine is the better medicine?”
“We have been using our methods since we were born and our fathers and their fathers and their fathers’
fathers did likewise before us. The people know that ours is the best medicine. Do as we say and no harm will
come to you.”
“Niwega muno, Athuri.” (“It is well, elders.”)
Listening to this menacing exchange, we children were sitting on the damp, springy Kikuyu grass at the
eastern end of our small house, warming ourselves in the rays of the slowly climbing sun. Suddenly, from among
the withering stalks in the maize plantation in front of us, there came a series of horrible screams. After a moment,
a grotesquely doubled-up figure came stumbling towards us. As it came nearer we recognized by the deep maroon
jersey that it must be a tribal policeman. He came groaning and limping all the way to the dispensary where the
dresser calmed him dawn and helped him to lie upon a straw mattress on one of the wooden beds.
After examining him, they found that across the back of his head he had a long ugly gash, which they stitched
and bandaged. He told them he had been drinking with another man and that they had begun to fight. As the story
unfolded later before the local tribunal court, it turned out that the policeman had asked for a bribe not to report
the other man for illegally brewing the honey beer that they were drinking together. The man refused to pay up so
the policeman said, “Niwega, all right, then you will come with me and tonight your bed will be the cold prison
floor,” and grabbed him by his blanket.
His drinking companion was so furious at this blackmail that he turned and struck the policeman on the head
with his panga, a kind of matchet\fn{Machete} which is the inseparable companion of every farmer. When they
heard the full story the court elders only fined him one goat, which he killed so that the letting of its blood might
remove the thahu\fn{Uncleanness} of bad feeling which his assault had created.
The delegation of witchdoctors had left before the policeman arrived. As they went they turned towards Mount
Kenya, and I heard them softly chanting to God,
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“Mwenenyaga, we beseech Thee to destroy the White Man’s teaching, the White Man who came to our land
and dominated us and took our shambas.\fn{Farms} And now he is forcing the new generations to turn their backs
on the laws and customs of the children of Gikuyu and Mumbi. Destroy the White Man’s teaching, O God.”
I realized now how tragic and sad it must have been for the witchdoctors, separately holding on to their ancient
knowledge and power against the onslaught of modern scientific medicine.
But we children were committed to the opposite camp. Naturally we thought our father was right and
supported him in his struggle. We used to delight in baiting the witchdoctors and whenever we met one on a path,
we would deliberately try to pass him on his right side. Rather than let us do this, as soon as he realized our
blasphemous intent he would dart off at a tangent into the bushes. Customarily a witchdoctor should always be
passed on the left hand side for it is on his right that he carries the sacred objects of his craft.
The day the delegation had come was a Tuesday. I remember this because it was the day of the week that the
women brought their children to a special clinic. The usual group of old men, sick with malaria, elephantiasis or
venereal diseases had also come for treatment and by early afternoon there were enough people for my father to
start sterilizing the instruments. As he called the first person the stove was already lit and the needles were boiling
in the pans.
“What is your name?”
“I am called Wambui, wife of Karanja.”
“Have you brought firewood?”
“Yes, it is here.” So she was injected and another woman came out of the line, carrying her child on her back.
“What is the child’s name?”
“Kamau, son of Maina.”
“Have you brought firewood?”
“Yes, it is here.”
Then the child was treated and the queue moved quietly and slowly forward. Those who were very ill were
admitted to one of the four, three-bed wards. The European doctor used to come out from Fort Hall to visit us
once a month, bringing fresh supplies of medicine and dressings.
At this time, an old man who was a friend of the family had been admitted, and so we fed him. People who
occupied a bed usually had to bring their own food which was cooked for them by a workman attached to the
dispensary, using the firewood brought by the people who were injected. This old man was not satisfied with the
meager tablespoonful of medicine which the dresser gave him. So he closely watched the room in which the
medicines were kept and when he saw that there was nobody about he crept in and gulped down all the contents
of the nearest large bottle, which happened to be poison.
He collapsed immediately but fortunately the dresser came in a few minutes later and found the old man gasping on the dispensary floor, clutching the bottle. He gave him an emetic and he vomited and vomited—and lived.
We children all thought this a very funny story indeed, and never tired of telling it to our friends and acquaintances.
Despite his superficial unconcern, my father had been much disturbed by the latest visit of the witchdoctors
and he decided to see our local chief about the situation. However, in our country it is not good manners to discuss unpleasant matters directly without approaching them circumspectly, just as Europeans talk about the weather before asking for a large loan.
As it happened our chief had a habit of riding a mule and his latest mount had gone berserk and killed a child.
The child’s father was so incensed that he went with a spear and plunged it into the mule. The animal did not die
immediately, but for two weeks it roamed wild about the countryside until one morning it was found half eaten by
hyenas. The rest of the stinking carcass had been left rotting and my father, as the health inspector, made this excuse for visiting the chief. Eventually, they reached the problem of the witchdoctors, and, after a long discussion,
the chief agreed to warn them not to stop people attending the dispensary.
One month later, plague struck our location. At the request of my father, the chief agreed to summon all of the
people to come and be inoculated. The drums were beaten and the horns were blown and the people came. When
a huge crowd had assembled, the chief told them,
“Run and hide in the ant-eaters’ holes.”
They all disappeared, blind to the entreaties of the dresser, the tribal police and my father, who returned
dejectedly home. Early next morning before the cocks began to crow, one of the tribal policemen was sent on a
thirty-mile journey to tell the District Commissioner at Fort Hall what had happened.
Later that day, the District Commissioner came in a land rover and interviewed the chief, who then sulkily
agreed to order the people to go to the dispensary for their inoculation. After this, most of them came forward.
One of those who stayed in hiding was attacked by the plague. He was brought to my father, but it was too late,
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and he died. His relatives were called to collect the body, as usual, for burial, but to our horror they refused. The
corpse lay rotting in the ward for three days before my father in desperation arranged for the local court to send
prisoners to bury it.
A strange atmosphere had fallen on our location with this vile disease. People seemed to be behaving differently to one another and the ordinary links between us all were breaking. Fear, suspicion and a state of powerless
ignorance combined to produce the sort of tension normally only experienced in the hot, dusty February days
before the long rains break.
The night the prisoners buried the corpse was heavy with dark silence as the women mourned in their hearts
the deaths from the plague. Next morning the men spontaneously gathered under the great fig tree at the center of
the twelve villages which made up our location, and the air was alive with the low murmur of their worried
discussion. At last, the chief stood up in the middle of them and three times roared like a bull the special agegrade greeting, “Wanyua Kini, Wanyua Kini, Wanyua Kini!,” and three times the great crowd shouted back to him,
“Walnyua Mongo!” and then there followed the deep silence which can almost be heard. The chief slowly wiped
his face with the bitter-smelling green matathi leaves, which are a symbol of respected old age, and once more
cried out: “Wanyua Kini!” and the crowd yelled back in fury, “Wanyua Mongo.” Then he pointed with his right
hand to Kirinyaga (Mount Kenya) and with his left hand to Kianjahi (the Aberdaires) and said,
“The God of Kirinyaga is angry with us and has sent this evil thing to punish us because we did not give him
thanks in the proper way for the rains. We must obey the White Man’s law, but at the same time, we must not
throw off our fathers’ customs.”
When he had finished, a tall thin man rose up in the assembly. It was the witchdoctor. He quickly whipped up
the crowd to a passionate anger against the White Man and all his ways. When he sat down, many others spoke in
turn, warning and accusing, but all of them taking the same general line. At the end of the discussion, it was
agreed that the chief’s clan should give two all-black goats for sacrifice that day to Mwenenyaga. When this had
been decided, the crowd dispersed quietly and slowly.
That afternoon, in the middle of the sacrifice, the District Commissioner came to visit the chief. When the ceremony was over, the chief rode on his new mule over to the District Commissioner who was sitting impatiently in
his Landrover. Wa Karuigi—the hawk—was the nickname the people had given him, because of his swift movements and sudden pounces. This looked like a day in which he was going to live up to the name. He needed no
interpreter because he was born on a farm near Thika where his settler father grew coffee. The fuming District
Commissioner told the chief to call the elders and they assembled round his car.
From the market place, where I was standing, I heard, and saw, the group of angry men shouting and throwing
their hands about from side to side. Suddenly, it was quiet, and Wa Karuigi climbed into his vehicle and drove off
in the usual spray of fine dust. That evening, my father told us that after a month there would be a new chief of the
Location.
None of the sons of any of the old chief’s eight wives was considered by the Administration as a suitable candidate to take his place over the next few years, and this was to cause considerable dissension and trouble between
his family and the man selected—a young and energetic Catholic schoolteacher. The newcomer made an excellent
chief, doing his duty by the Government and also gaining the confidence of the people. More important still, for
us at the dispensary, although the witchdoctors continued to practice during the next few years, there is no doubt
that their power over the ordinary people greatly declined.
*
Every Monday we had lunch early, because many friends who came to attend the court used to call. It was a
very exciting day for us children. Some of the friends who visited us in the morning would be prisoners before the
sun set.
Ndegwa, my classmate, who stole his father’s goat and sold it in the market, came to our home with his parents
one Monday morning. The boy was left with us while his father went off to confer with the elders. He arranged
with them that Ndegwo should be taught a lesson, by being locked up for a week.
Many of the prisoners were members of the Dini ya Israel, an independent Christian church. They wore long
white robes. The men wore turbans and did not shave, like the Sikhs of India. They did not believe in the use of
medicine. If God wanted to punish his children by making them sick, man should not interfere. Similarly they
opposed soil conservation. When God constructed the world he knew what he was doing and it was presumptuous
to try and alter it. They therefore came into conflict with the Administration, which was trying to persuade the
people to preserve their land by making terraces to hold up the red soil’s rush down the hillside in the rains.
In the week or so that they were kept in the local jail I learned many hymns and prayers from them. Too soon
they were taken away to the higher court at Fort Hall administrative center. On the way there, and indeed wher136

ever they went, they sang their hymns, attracting the attention of all the people, especially the children. They
always aroused great interest and they made many converts.
*
On these Mondays Gichuru, the oldest of the Court policemen and the most pleasant, came to help with the
milking, partly because we used to give him tea and partly because he was like a grandfather to us children. While
feeding the cows before milking one evening, I asked him who were all the old men I had seen at the court that
day. He replied that they were Ambui clan members who alleged that the Anjiru clan had taken some of their land.
“How much land is involved?” I asked.
“More than eighty acres,” he replied.
“What are the court elders going to do?”
“They are going to find who is telling the truth about it, and then they will settle the case accordingly.”
“If they cannot discover who is telling the truth, what then?”
“My child, it is easy. They will have to take muma wa kuringa thenge—to swear by killing a goat.”
“How do people take this muma and who directs the proceedings?”
“Little one, girls are not supposed to be told such things. But since you ask me, I will tell you. Promise not to
tell anyone because it is thahu. Surely you should have been born a boy instead of a girl.”
“Do you think I could one day become an Elder in the court?”
“I don’t know, but you don’t have to worry. The only thing to do is to get educated and you can be employed as
a court registrar.”
“I would very much like that, but I understand that the court registrar asks for bribes. My parents wouldn’t like
that.”
“Anyway, let me tell you how people take this muima.”
“Have you ever been bribed?”
“The claimant takes before the Tribunal the usual goat. Then the witchdoctor gives him a stone with which he
breaks its limbs. As he does this he swears, ‘If the property I am claiming is not mine, let my limbs be smashed to
smithereens like those of the he-goat I am crushing. And if I am claiming more than is mine, let my family group
be crushed like the bones of the he-goat I am crushing.’ This is done by both parties if each of them claims to own
the property. There is another kind of oath which is used in a dispute about land. If all the evidence has been heard
by the elders, and they are unable to determine who is the true owner they resort to this oath.”
“How do the Elders know who is telling the truth?”
“We all believe that such oaths bring about fatal consequences. The one who has sworn falsely dies, perhaps
after seven days, perhaps after nine seasons. The survivor then becomes the sole owner of the property. In the land
oath the claimant takes the goat before the Elders. The animal is killed and its blood is mixed with a pinch of soil.
The claimant then swallows this mixture, saying
“‘May I be struck down by the judgment of God if this land is not mine or did not belong to my ancestors.’
“The claimant’s movements are always watched lest he goes to a witchdoctor to be purified by a vomiting sacrifice before seven days are up. If he does this the case will be brought to court again and the oath repeated.”
*
Such interesting things used to happen in the court. Once a woman slapped her husband there. He had deserted
her leaving her with five children, of whom the eldest was a girl. When the girl was to marry, the husband came
demanding the bride-price. The elders hearing the case decided that half the bride-price should be given to the
father. The woman was so angry, because he had done nothing to look after children, that she slapped him.
Once a local doctor came before the court, accused of causing the deaths of some people by poisoning. He
denied that the potion given to them was toxic. He even took some himself, believing that a witchdoctor would be
immune to it.
He died. There remained the problem of disposing of his medicine bag and its contents. The court Elders
feared to touch it, so my father poured some methylated spirits he got from the surgery over it and put a match to
the whole lot.
The younger educated men did not believe in the oaths and did not fear their power. Mostly they used to take
the oath to deny their responsibility for the pregnancies of the girls who came to accuse them in the court. Unless
they took it the elders nearly always decided in favor of the girls.
You must really understand that some of these things were a great surprise to me, a girl of twelve or thirteen.
At this time I knew nothing of baby-making and such things. When we had another baby in the family, I was
always told that my mother had gone to the hospital to buy one and since she always returned with a tiny baby, I
believed all this. But one particular day, I discovered during one of these court cases that all these hospital stories
were a lot of nonsense and that a baby is made by a man and woman and that the woman goes to the hospital to
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give birth. Early one morning I learned that some people were to take the oath and I counted the days and the
hours to the time of the ceremony. On my way to watch at the sacred tree, I passed a group of young college boys
who had also come to attend the ceremony. Among them was the one accused of being the father and I heard him
telling the others that he had never slept with the girl. She had always wanted him, but he had refused and now
she was pretending he was responsible in order to drag him into marriage.
Now he was at the tribunal, and prepared to take the oath, the girl’s parents wanted to withdraw the charge, but
it was too late. The young fellow now wanted to prove his innocence by taking the oath proper to such an accusation. So he took a goat to the Elders and it was slaughtered and the heart removed. A portion of it was roasted and
the young man ate it, saying,
“If I be responsible in this matter may the judgment of God strike me down.”
Seven days passed and nothing happened to him, so he was recognized as innocent. After a week or so we had
another such case, but this time the man alleged to be responsible agreed to pay the damages (ten goats) to the
girl’s parents.
On Saturdays all we had to do was go to the river to do our washing. We went to the T'hugi where the water
divided and splashed into hundreds of little pools and rivulets among the stone’s worn smooth with centuries of
running water. To ovoid slipping on them, I had to tread very carefully.
I am sure you can’t guess why we took the washing there. Well, you see, we could not afford to have more than
two basins and these were not enough for the whole family’s washing. Moreover, we could not be carrying all that
water home every time. Mind you, there was a very steep hill up from the river, and by the time we had carried a
large four gallon paraffin tin home full of water we would be too tired to do the washing.
Anyway, we used to enjoy going down and meeting all the boys and girls from across the river, especially
during the school holidays, when we heard tales of exciting things outside our own little world.
*
Kiarie, who was at Makerere College, Kampala, in Uganda, told us all about his university, the studies, the
students, the teachers and the people who lived in the town. He told us about the Kingdom of Buganda; how they
had their own King, the Kabaka Mutesa, and their own government. Some of us thought he was making fun of us,
so Ndegwa asked,
“Do they have their own courts and Elders?” And he said,
“Yes. And in their District Council meetings they don’t have a White chairman. Well, they really have some
sort of uhuru—freedom.”
“Are many of them educated?”
“Yes, of course. They have many more schools and colleges than we do. I assure you it will take long before
Kenya has so many schools.”
“Why do they have all these things, while we haven’t?”
“Mostly because there are hardly any settlers there and when the British Imperial Government arrived they
found them with their own Kingdom.”\fn{ Four kingdoms—Buganda, Bugosa, Toro and Bunyoro—are recognized as constituent
governments enjoying varying degrees of internal autonomy within the Republic of Uganda. Articles in W say that the new constitution of
Uganda, in operation since 1995, “recognizes these ancient kingdoms in law and the powers of their leaders or Kings. The 2005
amendment to the constitution re-affirmed the position of these kings, further confirming their status in Ugandan society.” But though their
representatives regularly meet with government leaders, “the kings have no power to tax, and recreive little funding” from the Republican
government, so they cannot be said to be the fully independent entities which they once were prior to the advent of colonial rule: W,H }

For a few minutes we got down to our washing, singing traditional songs as we worked. Then Ndegwa asked
suddenly,
“Have you heard about my father’s land case? You know he can’t take the oath because he is a Christian and he
won’t bribe the court Elders for the same reason. He can’t afford to pay for the appeal to the District Commissioner’s court if he loses.”
“My boy,” Kiarie replied with the weighty air of one who knows the world, “we all know how corrupt these
so-called Elders have become. Judgment in a case these days depends on who has the longest purse. The poorer
party always loses even if he is telling the truth—which he probably is. Corruption is gradually killing the
helpless old people without money.
“In the old days the Elders were never bribed and corruption was strictly suppressed. You know at that time the
Elders were elected by the people but now the Administration appoints these corrupted old men. They are not
interested in the affairs of the ordinary African. All they want is to get rich quick, at the expense of their poor
fellows who have no voice or power at all. Anyway, who is to blame?”
“I should think the White Man and his Government,” Ndegwa chipped in. “He should have encouraged some
of our own good laws which were respected and feared. Nowadays when you go to court you raise your hand with
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the Bible and swear to God that you will tell the truth. Do you think this has any effect on many of the people who
swear? For them, the God concerned is a White Man’s God, not their own Mwenenyaga. That God’s just a sort of
joke to them.”
“And do you think the government is aware of all this?”
“Yes, I suppose so, but they don’t care. All they are really interested in is getting our land, you see. They just
want to make money and go back to their own country. Others will come to take their place for a while, and so it
goes on. I swear by the God of our fathers we must stop this, one way or another.”
“I think this is very important. We must get organized to stop this bribery and corruption and some of these
things.”
“Not some, but all,” Ndegwa said hotly. “To think we are in our own Motherland, yet we are treated like foreigners and outcasts by the so-called White government and its chiefs and messengers.
“First we must deal with the messengers and chiefs. We can handle them first. The way our fathers and grandfathers are treated by them is an insult to grown men. To think the government is aware of this and does nothing.
One day they will stand condemned by the whole world.
“To think how severe was our own code of law. It was like the salt which preserved the whole body of our
people from corruption.” Kiarie thought for a moment, then he said with fervor,
“We must have something to guide us, an inspiration, an ideal. We want something to move the hearts of
people and gently mold their will. You know it is by a set of laws that we are supposed to live, but the law itself is
based on a code of ethics, a religion. Religion matters to the whole man.
“But what do we have? The people do not meaningfully follow the White Man’s religion, Christianity, yet, at
the same time, they have turned their backs on their own traditional beliefs. With nothing behind them, they are an
uneasy prey to corruption.
“See, our own laws are neglected, yet they are what three-quarters of the Kikuyu population believe in, even
the so-called Christians like myself. I see we must have a great revolution against the settlers and their White
Man’s government.”
*
Although my grandfather had a large shamba to divide among his sons, it was not enough for my father, so he
gave his share of the inheritance to be divided among his brothers. He bought land from a man of another clan
who had no children. The members of that clan were not happy about this transfer. We had a bit of trouble about
the boundaries and sometimes they stole our crops.
My father did not believe in witchcraft but this did not deter him from using it against thieves who did. He
arranged to have a spell placed on anyone who had stolen his property.
The witchdoctor’s procedures were fascinating. He came with his bag of magic slung over his right shoulder.
First he kindled a small fire on the shamba to warm himself. Sitting beside it he took a hen’s leg from the bag and
declared, as he broke it,
“May the thieves’ legs be smashed as is this hen’s leg if they do not return the stolen maize crop.”
He also licked a snakeskin and the tails of lizards and chameleons during the ceremony as part of the spell.
Then as he damped down the fire he cursed again, saying,
“As these flames die so may the thief. May his family wither as the twigs crumble to ashes in the fire.”
Within seven days those who were guilty went to then witchdoctor and confessed. On his instructions they returned the stolen maize by night so we never discovered who was responsible. We had occasion to use this magic
more than once and it was always successful.
*
We lived in a house provided by the government so my mother had a long walk of four miles to the shamba.
On the way she would knit for us although she was also carrying food for our mid-day meal. It was very tiring for
her carrying home the load of food, secured on her back in the traditional way by a strap across the top of her
head.
Our home was always spick and span and we children were well-dressed and tidy. She never complained to my
father about how hard she worked. Looking back now, I can see why she was so respected by the people round
about. She had proved that an uncircumcised woman could have a good-sized family (eleven children), and
though educated she could be a good (submissive) wife.
We noted the seasons according to the amount of rain each one brought and by the crops we planted. There
were the Kimera kia njahi, the long rains and the Kimera kia mwere, the short rains. Apart from these we had
names to describe the changes in the weather which roughly corresponded to months.
January, Muggaa, when the birds must be driven from the millet fields.
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February, Muratho, when the millet is harvested.
March, Kihu, when the fields are prepared for new crops.
April, Muthatu, when the long rains begin and new sowing starts.
May, Mugironjara, when there is rain with intervals of fine weather and during the dry spells in the month the shambas are weeded.
June, Githananwa, when there are light mists.
July, Gathano, when there are thick mists.
August, Mworianyoni, when the sorghum and maize are harvested.
September, Mugaa, when the land is prepared for the short rains season.
October, Kiho, when njogo, the small tasty peas, are harvested.
November, Kanyahungo, when the short rains fall, mainly at night, and millet and peas are sown.
December, Gatumu, when the weather is fine and there are light winds.
In Kihu, the month of bush-clearing, new areas of cultivation were prepared from the fallow.

Four or five days of heavy rains were allowed to pass and then it was considered that the ground was moist
enough for planting to begin. The women and girls went with pangas and baskets of maize seeds. We planted
maize in regular lines and scattered beans here and there among it. Sometimes as we worked, the rain poured
down upon us. At evening time during this season, most people would sit by the fires in their grass-thatched huts
telling stories and eating maize, cassava and potatoes which had been baked in the embers. I used to envy my girl
friend, Wairimu, whom I knew was sitting eating maize in her home while I was already in bed beneath a heavy
blanket in mine.
We had to retire early after singing a few hymns and after we had severally said our prayers, kneeling beside
the bed. My mother made us pray in turn. I asked God to help my mother, my father, our grannies and our dogs,
which I thought were like little people, so quietly and piously did they sit while we prayed.
*
One day when we were at the shamba the woman from the next plot brought me a gourd of gruel. On the way
home I had to return the vessel and thank her. But when I reached her home she began to scream and curse at me
and said my legs should be cut into pieces. I was I so terrified that I dropped the gourd and ran home. All I
received was a beating for the breakage.
One Saturday morning, we were busy at home, my brothers and sisters and I, taking the corn from the cobs
when we saw her walking towards us. I had not seen her since the day I broke the gourd. As she came nearer one
of my brothers said,
“You know, I think this is a mad woman.”
We all laughed and she, sensing that she was the cause of our mirth, began to curse us in the same way she had
abused me on the previous occasion. Then she went skipping and singing round the shed and disappeared. Soon
she was taken far away to the big mental hospital at Mathari on the outskirts of Nairobi and we never saw her
again.
*
After the time for weeding it was the season for harvesting the beans and there was weeding to be done once
more in preparation for the maize crop. One evening at this time, we were a little late going home and my mother
and I were alone. The two small dogs who were with us ran on ahead and returned yelping nervously. We were
afraid there was danger for us on our road and I felt hot all over and was completely silent with fear. My mother
grabbed my arm and we ran back until we reached a house and called out to the owner. He opened for us and after
telling him about the dogs he went to collect some other men. Armed with pangas and sticks they agreed to see us
home.
On the road we met my father all alone. He had been worried that we were so late and had come to look for us.
The men nevertheless insisted on coming all the way with us. Back home, over a cup of tea, they talked about the
followers of the J. Kristo religion who had been seen in the area recently. They roamed about the country living in
the bush, marauding and attacking people. They were violently opposed to anything European.
There was little connection between the violence of their beliefs and practices and the teaching of the men
from whom they took their name. The dini—religion—was formed by a man of my people called Reuben. Their
clothing and their shelters were made of animal skins. They refused to use medicine.
The mushrooming of many new religions of this kind in Kenya was one symptom of the turmoil into which
many people were thrown by the impact of western knowledge and ideas. Another one in the west of Kenya was
the Dini ya Msambwa—formed by Elijah Masinde. His religion was very popular among the Abaluhya and the
Pokot people. It was very political. Bildad Kaggia, who was later to be imprisoned with Jomo Kenyatta,\fn{ The
first president of independent Kenya, but at this time the leader of the Mau Mau uprising against the British. (H) } had started his own
religion in our area. He did not believe Churches and Missions were necessary to worship God, who could be
prayed to as he had always been prayed to, in the open air, under a tree. Kaggia believed the missions were a part
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of White Imperialism. The people had first to be weaned from them before they could be ready for the real fight
for our Land and Freedom.
Next morning we watched apprehensively as the J. Kristo men passed through Kandara, each wearing a small
cap and carrying a wooden cross.
*
At this time people knew very little about modern farming methods. The agricultural officers and instructors
were kept very busy trying to keep the people from burning the fields after the crops had been harvested. One of
our workers, who didn’t believe in these newfangled teachings, burned down some bushes and because of this we
were fined forty shillings.
The local agricultural assistant, who always rather pompously wore a khaki uniform with the letters “A.D.”
(Agricultural Department) on the right breast pocket, one day took it into his head to tell my mother she should
cut down some of our banana plants. She refused and told him she wanted the European officer to come and give
such an order before she would carry it out. The Assistant was too frightened to pass on the message, but he did
make us dig large bench terraces on our land out of spite.
On our way home from the shamba in the evening, we would have the company of young and old women
coming from the European settlers’ coffee plantations. Some days they came home singing and others gossiping
and insulting their African foreman. The gossip described how he had shown too much interest in one of the
young girls and she had refused his advances. Because of the rejection he would cut the wages of the young
woman concerned when payday came. Sometimes there was a lot of trouble and fighting over such issues when
the girl’s relatives went to complain.
Some of the girls were so young they should really have been in school, but they had no money to afford the
fees. They faced a life of drudgery working on the shambas of the White Bwanas.
If they grew tired of the ten or fifteen mile journey to work before dawn every morning and the same walk
home at nightfall, they went to live in the quarters provided on the estate. There they were treated like animals.
Each day a woman and her colleague were given a strip six feet wide and half a mile long to weed between the
rows of coffee.
It was back-aching work. The women with young babies suffered most. They could not put their babies down.
There was no question of the White Man providing any sort of nursery for the “native brats.” The babies could not
be left lying on the ground, so the women had to carry them on their backs all day long as they worked in the sun
or rain.
The laborers on the estates had little alternative for they were mainly landless people. They were allocated a
one-acre plot on their master’s land if they lived there.
They became bitter, bitter to the roots, about the strangers who came and took their land. Before the White
Man came they had the right to use part of the hundreds of acres of their clan land and now they had to beg a tiny
plot as if they were strangers in the country of their forefathers.
Apart from the missionary minister, who used to give us picture-cards of Bible stories on Sunday and who
used to shake our hands, I rapidly grew to dislike these White Men who made people work like slaves and paid
them fifty cents (half a shilling) a day for it, who sometimes struck the grown men as if they were children and
who indeed always treated us as if, mentally and emotionally, we were permanently children.
For many years our people were forbidden to grow coffee, just as in other parts of the country they were
prevented from growing other cash crops which the settlers grew on their holdings nearby. In Kalmba country, for
example, Africans were not allowed to grow sisal. When times slowly began to change and we were permitted to
plant coffee, it had to be a different kind from that grown by the Europeans and the regulations enforced for its
cultivation were much stricter than those in practice on the estates. A trench three feet deep and three feet wide
had first to be dug and filled with manure. The settler just had a small hole dug, the tree was planted and that was
that.
In spite of these difficulties, many people began growing coffee. So the Administration limited the amount that
could be planted in one year to one hundred trees per person.
My mother used to employ women to help during the weeding season. Sometimes they asked for payment in
money and sometimes in maize or beans. They loved my mother because she worked alongside them. My job as a
small girl, before I was old enough to go to school, was to look after the babies which the women brought and
deposited beside the field in which they were working. Some were very dirty and smelly, covered in castor oil.
*
I was very shy and slow in making friends with the little girls of my own age who came with their mothers.
When I did get to know them I learned from them many children’s stories and folk songs. One girl showed me the
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pretty marks she had made round her flat chest so that one day she would have large breasts. I said I was not
worried about that. I knew I would have a big bust like my mother and my grandmother.
Another wanted me to pierce my ears so that I could wear rings in them. I refused because I knew my mother
would beat me for it. I was a great coward. I told them that my sisters wore earrings without having their lobes
pierced, but they did not believe it. They whispered something to one another and burst out laughing. I was so
upset at this that I ran away to where my mother and the women were weeding.
They did not notice me and I overheard their conversation. They were talking about the Emperor of Ethiopia
who they said was an African and a eunuch. After fleeing from his country he had visited Kenya to see some of
his people and had recently passed through Kabati, about four miles away.
Crowds had lined the Fort Hall Road to cheer him. One woman, who was a teacher’s wife, said all this had
been foretold in the Bible, that the Ethiopion King would be driven from his country and that on his return he
would pass through Kenya where the people would welcome and cheer him.
It was a funny story to me. I wanted to know more about this Black King and where he lived. If he passed
nearby, why didn’t I see him coming to address the local meetings like the other important man I knew, the
District Commissioner?
On the way home I questioned my mother further about him. She told me this King was not as dark as we
were. He was more like an Asian, she said. This did not help much because up to this time I had not seen any of
the Indians who lived in East Africa’s cities and townships. She tried to explain that he was a bit more like a
European in appearance, only darker. She gave me the example of one girl who lived near our home who was
very fair. (I did not know then that in fact she had a European father and a Kikuyu mother.)
The King, I found, did not live anywhere near us, which made me very annoyed. He lived hundreds and
hundreds of miles away. But he was an African King. Was he as bad as King Mwanga\fn{ Mwanga II (1868-1903)
Kabaka of Buganda (1884-1888, 188901897)} of Uganda who killed the Christians?\fn{“It is believed that at least thirty Catholic
and Protestant neophytes went to their deaths.”:W } No, he was a good Emperor and a Christian himself. Could I go and
see him one day? Yes, if I studied very hard at school and did as the teachers told me.
For days I thought of little else but this King. I wondered if he had daughters of his own. Did they go to
school? What kind of clothes did they wear? What did they eat?
I want to sleep thinking about it. A real African Emperor!
*
One year, as the fast heavy rains were falling, my mother went to the Local Council Hospital. Before she left
she called us children together and said,
“You will have to look after yourselves for a few days because Mummy is going to have a baby and Papa will
be busy working.”
We asked how long she was to be away and she said for one week. This seemed an eternity for me, at the age
of nine or ten, because I depended upon her so much. Although my grandmother came and spoiled me, I still
longed for my mother to be back. I hated to think of the baby she would bring back from the hospital which
would, I thought, take my place in her affections, though I was not even then the youngest.
As I stood waving to my parents in the bus on their way to the hospital, the rain became lighter and lighter as it
fell in bright, slanting showers. Sometimes the sun shone through the rain and a warmer breeze blew. A rainbow
formed in the sky and in my excitement I forgot about my parents’ departure. I ran to my grandmother who was
cooking in our grass-thatched kitchen and breathlessly asked her,
“What is a rainbow?”
“It is a long, bright snake that dwells in the water. When the rain falls heavily and the river becomes clouded
with mud the snake gets so angry that it rises from the river into the sky to stop the rain. Sometimes two snakes
climb upwards and then they always succeed.”
My grandmother, my aunts and my mother’s women friends came and planted our shamba. It is our tribal custom that if a woman becomes sick, her women friends tend her crops and look after her house and children until
she is better.
The days passed quickly and the joyful time soon arrived for my father to go to fetch my mother home.
Although I tried very hard to dislike the new baby, which was the center of my mother’s attention, I could not for
she was so small and beautiful. I grew to love and cherish her, to care for her and want to protect her.
It was the busiest week I had ever known in my home. Every day women brought my mother maize and millet
gruel in large gourds while others came with firewood for cooking. This also is a Gikuyu custom. To regain her
strength and make up for the blood she has lost, the new mother must eat this tasty dish and since she cannot
prepare it herself, her friends must do it.
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The new baby was named Muthoni after my mother’s eldest sister so, according to tradition, her husband
brought a big fat ram to be slaughtered for my mother, for giving birth to “his bride.” Jokingly the child would
always be his bride. If at any time as a grown-up girl she ran away to his house, he would have the right to come
and ask the parents the cause and if he thought the girl was in the right he could decide that she should stay with
him and his wife.
After a fortnight my mother was able to look after the house by herself but still she could not go to the
shamba. As we needed extra milk, an old man who lived a mile from our home brought a pint every morning and
each evening we went to his place for another pint.
*
It was a great joy to walk across the smooth, green meadows every evening and I wished that my mother could
always be having babies so that the freedom of the evening stroll with my brother or a friend would go on and on.
I looked forward to the errand so much. Each time I looked through the ancient Gikuyu trees to the restful plump
hills, saffron-yellow in the soft African twilight, across the river which divided my location from Location One.
Coming back with the milk at sunset I used to gather the wild white lilies which spring up only during the
rainy season. Everything I saw reminded me of the greatness and the freedom of our land in the days of my
grandfather’s stories, when a man could travel about the country without being stopped by the White Man’s
messengers to produce his tax certificates or by rogues to rob him.
I longed for that time to come again but I knew with sadness that it never would. I could see to the north of us
the White Man smoking a pipe, riding his horse across the acres and acres of his coffee estate. His wife wore
trousers like a man and her face was as hard and bleached as a stone in the river bed. I did not see how they could
ever be dislodged from their fine, feudal life.
The sky turned a pale blue or violet just before the sunset and great smoky clouds drifted across the countryside, turning the emerald green of the coffee estate to a deep, hazy blue.
*
After the long rains we used to go early for milk in order to have time for swimming in the water which had
gathered in a pond on our pathway.
Some moonlit nights we danced under an enormous old fig tree which stood in the center of my grandfather’s
village. Then we were allowed to sit and listen to the old men’s stories because of my grandfather’s position in the
clan, and because he was the leading storyteller. Afterwards we stayed at the house of one of my uncles instead of
going home. At the end of every evening we stood round the fire, facing Mount Kirinyaga and thanked Mwenenyago, the God of our father Gikuyu, for the wonderful land he had given us, for the past and for the future.
No one prayed for the present.
We joined in the prayers asking him to help us get rid of the White Man who had taken the plains and the
forests from us so that the members of the clan, who were the rightful owners, were deprived of it and wandered
about as beggars. These prayers made a great impression upon me during my formative years. I was filled with a
desire to study and become educated in the White Man’s ways and in his knowledge so that I could help in turning
him out of my country.
By this time there were only five or six Africans in the whole country who had been abroad to study in Britain,
in America or in India. The thirst for education and the desire to be free forced the spectacular growth of Kikuyu
Independent Schools from mud structures to magnificent stone buildings. Everyone contributed in whatever way
he or she could to ensure that the young boys and girls became educated. The pupils flooded to the school in
thousands.
*
Towards the end of the afternoon in the dry season my sisters and I used to go to fetch water from the river.
Any little rain that fell at that time was collected in a tank for drinking.
Although we got tired on the steep climb back from the valley with a debe of water on our backs secured by a
head strap we still enjoyed the tourneys: it was an opportunity to meet our girl friends, down there away from our
parents.
As we met we would give the traditional greeting of one girl to another, by raising the right hand level with the
mouth, the palm towards the other person. With short jerky movements the hands went out to meet theirs, my
head turning sideways as I said, “Waikia, Wakia,” my age-grade greeting. There were proper words of greeting
laid down for people of various ages and sexes and proper things to do when one met a person of another age
group or sex.
It was very common to give one’s closest friends a nick-name and always to use it among ourselves. We would
talk about everything under the sun. Especially boys.
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If we found married women by the river we talked among ourselves in riddles and by twisting the language in
a special way. They did not know what we were saying and we could laugh and joke and tell stories about them
without their understanding us. Even before the formal initiation ceremonies to bind them a very close communion grew up among the girls of an age-set.
*
Near the river there lived an old witchdoctor whom we feared very much, to whom we gave the funny meaningless nickname of Gathege. He had a large cockerel which had once bitten a headman so badly that the doctor
had to pay compensation. His hut had a very small door and, happy-go-lucky young girls that we were, we found
even this a source of amusement. He had a short wife, even shorter than he was, and we used to giggle and say
that the door was so small because to have a large one would only have been a waste.
His home was surrounded by tall banana trees and we used to watch as we sat by the river. As the fruit ripened
we counted the weeks and days before it was ready. When the bananas were about to be picked by the old man we
went on our way back from the river late in the evening and took them.
Gleefully we raced up the hill, our faces lit with the exhilaration of our achievement. We had stolen his bananas. He would never guess that young girls would dare to do such a thing to one who had such powerful magic.
*
In those far-off days school-age girls had little work to do after attending the classes, except fetching water
from the river. On the route by which we went for water, there lived a young man who had recently returned from
college to be a teacher at the local secondary school.
Somehow, when we passed his house, we would lose my eldest sister and find her empty debe with one of us.
We would take it and fill it and return to find her talking to that young man. Then she would return with us
carrying her load. It was surprising to see how keen she was to go and fetch water and, sometimes, she would go
two or three times in the same afternoon.
About this time, we lost many of our good friends when they went through the circumcision ceremony. Because we Christian girls had not “been to the river” we were unclean. We were not decent respectable people and
mothers would not have the shame of letting their daughters be seen in our company.
T was believed that a girl who was uncircumcised would cause the death of a circumcised husband. Moreover,
an uncircumcised woman would be barren.
When the other boys and girls—and their parents—came to realize that we really never would be circumcised
it was something of a scandal. We became a laughing-stock, the butt of their jokes. They would whisper about us
and shout riddles to us.
They made up a song, which they used to chant at us, that if a young man was passing and it began to rain he
should not ask our mother for shelter. For, if he came in and joked with us, we, being uncircumcised and therefore
immature, would answer like children, and say childish things to him.
Another song emphasized the belief that no woman could begin to grow up until she was circumcised; it asked
how many castor trees our father was planting for us to climb and play in like children.
In the face of these taunts we held our heads high and walked all the more proudly to the river. We were healthy and full of energy and, according to the place and time, were very smartly dressed. Certainly we thought so, at
any rate.
We made new friends with uncircumcised girls from across the river. They envied us because we were not
ashamed of being uncircumcised and they copied our proud demeanor and some also tried to follow the new fashions we wore.
*
What did hurt us was the way my grandfather acted.
Being a man of some position in the traditional setup, he was greatly embarrassed by our family’s having
abandoned the tribal custom. Not only was he personally affronted but he was put under considerable pressure
from the other elders.
He told my parents that they had brought shame and derision to the proud name of our family and our clan. It
would be better if none of us ever went to see him again.
This was a terrible prohibition.
The grandfather was such a key figure in our society.
We all loved him so dearly and he cherished all of us.
The ban was relaxed in respect to my brothers. Being boys, they went to the hospital to be circumcised.
Although this was not so significant as passing through the ceremonial operation, it was better than nothing. They
were just about acceptable in proper Kikuyu society.
Nevertheless, they stood solidly with us, their sisters, and refused to visit the old man.
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It was the old man who broke the prohibition in the end.
He arrived one day with a big fat ram which was to be slaughtered and eaten to cleanse the bad words he had
used against us. Although this restored our relationship with him, other people continued to insult us and there
were frequent fights between my brothers and some of the young men who taunted us.
*
Although many of the people were Christians and did not observe all the traditional rites, this was one which
they were most loath to give up. Those who had not observed all the earlier practices were not entitled to participate in all the ceremonies, but many nevertheless underwent the physical operation. All those who wanted to be
full initiates had to have been through the rite of Gaciaruo ringi—rebirth.
The day after a child was born a ram was killed and some of its fat cooked in a pot. The mother and the child
each drank of the fat. When the child was from three to six years old the ceremony was completed, signifying the
separation of the mother and child.
The father killed another ram and this time he cut two narrow strips of its skin. If the child were a girl the skin
was tied to the top of her right arm and round her calf. If a boy, to the left arm and leg. Before the tying on of the
skin the child had to lie alongside its mother and cry like a baby. Once the skin was tied on and stayed there for
three days, the boy or girl was supposed to put away such childish behavior.
After the circumcision ceremony, the women who were Christians took offerings of the produce of their shambas to the harvest festival in the Church. In addition to the basket of maize which I took, I put a shilling, which I
had raised by selling mangoes, in the collection.
The Sunday service was so long that we children became bored and went outside to play in the field. We saw
those women who were not Christians taking their harvest offerings to the traditional sacred place. I went nearer
and saw how beautifully they had colored themselves for the occasion with lime and clay from the river. They
went to and fro carrying baskets of maize, beans and millet on their backs.
As I watched from my hiding place, I saw the elders take a lamb and kill it a short distance away from the holy
fig tree. Its skin was torn into strips and a band was placed round the wrist of each woman. The women then went
off in a party singing thanksgiving hymns to Mwenenyaga while the old men stayed behind and ate the meat.
Although I said nothing at home about the beautiful ceremony, I treasured all that I had seen in my heart. I
spent many days wishing that my mother gave her offering to Mwenenyaga instead of taking it to church
*
We continued, of course, to go to the Presbyterian Church every Sunday. How boring it seemed to us children!
The same sermons, the same hymns, week after week, till we knew them by heart. Besides, we had to get up so
early on Sundays!
“Come on, hurry up!” my mother would call. “You know how long it takes to dress, and you’ve a long walk
ahead of you.”
“I don’t want to go,” protests Joyce.
“I’m praying,” I announce righteously, kneeling in bed with the blanket pulled over my head.
“I like being late,” Jean calls out.
Wambui shouts and leaps up so violently that mother complains about the bedsprings. Then she catches sight
of me.
“Whatever are you doing, Wanjiku? Don’t tell me you’re still praying?” I keep very still so as to seem more
convincing, until finally mother uncovers me and orders me to finish my prayers in church.
“Let me sleep, mummy,” I plead. “I hate the way Mr. Njuguna preaches.” And Jean and Joyce chime in:
“I’ve got a tummy-ache!”
“I’ve got a headache!”
“Castor oil for you then,” says mother, “and quinine for you.”
My two sisters rapidly recover at this suggestion, for we all hate medicine except for the nice sweet cough
syrup.
We give up the idea of staying in bed, and instead start chattering about what we are to wear. At this point we
are interrupted by our fat 1ittle sister Belle, or Ding Dong, who comes in boasting that she has drunk daddy’s tea.
“I drank my milk, and daddy’s tea, and I ate two bananas, so I shan’t want any lunch, mummy.”
Joyce and I look at each other and burst out laughing, and Ding Dong cannot help joining in, for we all know
she will be hungry again long before lunch time.
“Daddy is going to buy me a red dress like Jean’s and Wambui’s,” Ding Dong proudly announces.
“I hate red dresses, they make you look as if you belong to the religion of the Arathi,” Joyce says. (The Arathi
followed a mixture of Christian and traditional religion and wore long red robes.)
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“You are only annoyed because daddy has promised me the dress and not you. Yes, you are, don’t say you’re
not.”
“Go away, I’m not jealous of you, fatty. If I want a new dress, I only have to ask for it.”
“I’m not a fatty!” Ding Dong cries. “Daddy says I’m not!”
“Oh, yes, you are. Fatty, fatty, fatty!” Ding Dong starts to weep.
“Stop it, Joyce!” I shout.
“I’m not a fatty, and I hate to be called fatty,” Ding Dong insists.
“Of course you’re not a fatty,” I say to soothe her. “But you should stop eating so much. Anyway, you have
prettier hair than Joyce and I.”
This makes her eyes light up with happiness and she smiles.
“Who wants to have long hair? Not I,” Joyce grumbles.
“Long hair is beautiful,” I say.
“Yes,” agrees Ding Dong. “I like Hiti because he likes my hair.”
“Ha! Hiti, that old man!” Joyce jeers. “Who wants to be married to an old Headman? You’ll sleep on a mat,
and learn how to brew beer and look after smelly goats—oh, and of course, wash his colored blankets!”
“And you? You will be married by mad old Wambugi. You’ll eat the food he begs from other people because
he has no garden to cultivated and you’ll help him sing and shout his messages in the markets.” Then Ding Dong
imitates Wambugi’s high cracked voice:
“The thief. The thief who stole ten safety pins
Last market-day from the woman
Should return them in seven days’ time.
If he or she fails to return them,
The owner is going to bewitch him or her.”

This makes us all laugh. Everyone loves Wambugi, the poor harmless madman, though some people, like my
brothers, say he is not mad, only lazy.
“I know something,” Joyce says suddenly.
“What?” Ding Dong asks.
“Just something,” and she laughs mischievously. Then:
“What about Wanjiku marrying Kanoga?” The mention of this name reminds me of the song:
Hey Kanoga, hey Kanoga, hey Kanoga!
Stop, I have a sweet story to tell you.
Hey, my daddy, hey my daddy,
Hey, daddy abused me the whole day yesterday;
He abused me and told me to marry you,
To marry you, he said.
And I said I wouldn’t marry you.
Why not? my daddy asked me again and again.
And I replied,
Because you have jiggers on your chest!

We sit there on the bed singing forgetting that we are supposed to get ready for church. One of our songs goes:
I went to the Kandara market
And met the daughter of the chief;
I asked her hand in marriage.
She left the market and hurried home
When she told her parents,
The mother waved her hands at her;
The father threw his walking-stick at her.

Another we learned from a madwoman called Waithira, who comes to our house and sings in return for food:
I have come from my in-laws the hyenas
To help them carry their children.
U-u-uu! U-u-uu!

Each verse is repeated three or four times.
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“Now tell us about Bartholomew,” Joyce begs me. I love telling stories because I cannot sing as sweetly as my
sister, so I begin the tale of Bartholomew.
“One afternoon, when the sun had just started slowly going down to hide behind the hills on the other side of
the Thugi river, a tall fat man with wounds all over his body came to the verandah of our house.
“‘Is the medicine man in?’ he asked.” My sisters join in, echoing,
“Is the medicine man in.” On I go with the story:
“Mummy replied that he was not.”
“But was daddy in?” Ding Dong interrupts.
“Stop asking Wanjiku silly questions. Why don’t you wait and hear the whole story?” Joyce scolds Ding Dong.
(These two are always quarreling over something, though they never actually fight.)
“I didn’t ask you, I asked Wanjiku, so stop bossing me, you know-all.”
“I’m not a know-all,” Joyce retorts, “but I don’t ask silly questions like you.”
“Anyway, when mummy told the strange man that daddy was not in, he left,” I continue, ignoring the quarrel
between the two girls. I have learned not to interfere in their affairs, for if I do they always make up, and then start
ignoring me! Moreover, as I am their senior, I like to behave like a dignified elder sister.
“The stranger went to the dispensary, where he found Miko the dresser. He demanded to see Waciuma.
“‘I don’t know where he is,’ Miko replied.
“‘You show me where he is,’ shouted the stranger, grabbing Miko’s shirt and slapping him on the face.
“‘Who are you?’ Miko asked the stranger.
“‘My name is Bartholomew, and I have been terribly beaten and burned by your people because I am a Luo. I
just came here to pay a visit. Some men across the river invited me to their home and while we were drinking they
started abusing me; then they beat me. I cannot tell why,’ he concluded bitterly.
“‘Do you know why they beat you?’ Miko said. ‘Because you are rude and very proud.’ Then he slapped him
on the face, and blood flowed from the stranger’s burned cheek. Just then daddy arrived.
“‘Why did you slap this man and who is he?’
“‘His name is Bartholomew and he is a Luo,’ Miko told daddy.
“‘Are you a Luo?’ daddy asked Bartholomew, still looking at Miko. Then he slapped Miko so hard that later he
said his fingers pained him. Miko fell down, and daddy did not help him up. He held Bartholomew’s hand, took
him into the dispensary, and treated his wounds.”
“What does a Luo look like?” Joyce asks me.
“That’s a si-l-ly question!” says Ding Dong. “He looks like a European, of course.”
“No, he does not. He looks just like you or me. He is an African,” I inform them.
“Who’s the know-all now, Ding Dong?” asks Joyce triumphantly. We hear daddy’s voice.
“What’s going on in there?”
“I don’t know,” mummy replies. “No-one wants to go to church today. Do you know how many times I have
been in there asking them to get up?”
“Three, four or ten times!” daddy says. “Those three never stop talking. One minute they are crying, the next
minute they are laughing or singing or telling stories.”
“Jehovah!” mummy says dangerously—she always uses this expression when she is annoyed—“I am going in
there to give them one last warning.” We leap up and dress like a flash, and meet mummy in the doorway.
“Next time I call you, you get up at once! Now, you two,” (meaning Joyce and me) “run along and wash; your
breakfast is getting cold.” Ding Dang boasts that she has been up for hours.
“Yes, I know, you are a good girl,” says mummy.
“She’s not good!” we protest indignantly. “She only gets up because she’s Ding Dong, the alarm bell!”
On our way to church we sing all sorts of songs, but not hymns (hymns, after all, are only meant to be sung
during the service). We arrive late, which pleases my elder sisters, since it means the service will soon be over. As
we enter the church, I see my brothers. I go to sit beside them, and Joyce joins us. Mr. Joshua is preaching today,
which is nice for a change, though he too is very boring. He preaches in a high pitched monotonous voice.
Mr. Daniel and his wife are sitting together right on the front form\fn{ The front bench, or pew, as we would say in my
country (H)} with their children and their married daughter’s children. At the end of the service Mr. Joshua
announces the banns for the third time for Mr. and Mrs. Daniel’s wedding. Though they are married by tribal law,
they want to be married again in the church as Christians.
After church, Jean and Wambui disappear. We look for them in the toilet by the church, then we hear screams
and run to see what is happening. We find a girl called Njoki lying naked on the ground while my two sisters are
busy beating her. My big brothers intervene and stop the fight, and so we all go home.
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No-one mentioned this episode to my parents until several days later, when Mr. Daniel and his wife came to
the shops to buy food for their wedding party which was to be on the following Saturday.
“Why were you fighting last Sunday?” they asked Jean.
“Who was fighting last Sunday?” demanded mother.
“We-ell, we didn’t mean to beat Njoki but she has been abusing us for such a long time—”
“What did she call you?” Mrs. Daniel asked.
“She called us Irigu,” Jean said.
“Surely that is not an abuse? You are not circumcised, and she only called you uncircumcised girls.”
But it had, of course, been meant as a terrible insult, and we sisters felt that Njoki had got just what she deserved.
As the Saturday approached, Mr. and Mrs. Daniel became very busy. They cleaned their home compound, and
went for a fitting for their wedding clothes.
On the Sunday at ten, we all went to church, and the couple came in—Daniel wearing a “ kirk suit” and his
wife in a long white dress of the unbleached calico which we call americani. After the wedding service most
people went for a cup of tea in the wedded couple’s home. I did not go, for one reason only: Mrs. Daniel’s cups
were always greasy, and I could not drink from them.
However, Jean and Wambui went, and in the evening they told us there had been only three loaves of bread
and three pounds of block-market sugar from the market, plus one pound of meat which was boiled down to make
soup for the many guests. This made us laugh; but the funniest thing of all, according to Jean, was that after the
service and before the reception, old Mrs. Daniel went by her garden to fetch the goat’s food, and there she
changed from her white wedding dress into a dirty old garden dress which she had left there earlier, hanging on a
banana tree. ...
190.28 Excerpt from The River And The Source: “Life And Death”\fn{by Margaret A. Ogola (1958Bay, “on the shores of Lake Victoria,” Kenya (F) 4

)} Asembo

… Mark had the devoted love of his wife and the affection of all his children. He was not a hard man to love
for he was fair and just; was firm but understanding and evidently loved them all; but between him and his
youngest child grew the tenderest of attachments. This last one had come unexpectedly and had threatened
miscarriage after miscarriage, needing frequent hospitalization of the mother and constant worry of the part of the
father. The doctors said that she had high blood pressure and that the pregnancy might have to be terminated
before time to prevent severe damage or death of the mother.
Terminated! He was after all a man who valued human life; yet he loved his wife.
“We will try to hold back for as long as possible to give the baby a fighting chance; but you must realize this is
a very serious condition and we might lose both mother and child.”
Mark just stared dumbly at the man.
“I suggest that you take her to the National Hospital where there are better facilities than we have here.”
The man waited for a while and getting no response, decided to go and write a referral note. At the time, the
pregnancy was only six and a half months and the baby would have died if she had been born then—aborted the
doctors called it; because according to them, it was only considered a miscarriage if the pregnancy was seven
months or more with the possibility of a viable baby being salvaged. Viable meant that the chance of survival, in
those days, was about twenty-five percent. Three out of four such babies died and the ones who survived had a
high proportion of brain damage, mental retardation and blindness.
Mark’s head reeled under the onslaught. His wife would die for a baby who had practically no chances at all.
Elizabeth insisted on being told what was wrong. When she was sure that she had fully grasped what was being
said, she took matters in her own hands. She was not the grand-daughter of Akoko for nothing.
“Of course we will go to that hospital. If they do admit me, Mark, you can go back to the children and only
come to visit me over the weekends or whenever you can. Don’t worry—my grandmother promised me that I
would live a long life. And the baby will be quite all right. I will call her Nyabera—the good one—after my
mother. You just wait and see.”
“How do you know it is a girl?” asked the mystified Mark. Women were strange, but his wife was the strangest
of them all.
“You think I have carried six children without learning a thing or two?” she asked smiling. He himself was
only too glad to have the decision taken off his hands.
Elizabeth stayed in the hospital for another one and a half months, then it became imperative to induce labour
to save both mother and child.
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“If we leave it there any longer, the stress might kill it. We will give you an injection to start labour tomorrow.”
“Would you call my husband please?” was all she said.
Courage by any other name smells just as sweet. Anyone who has had induction of labor will tell you that
natural labour is much easier. The pain is insistent and unremitting, building up to a crescendo of continuous
agony; but Elizabeth survived it and so did the baby who was such a skinny, wizened little thing, that its mother
took one look at it and asked for water. The puzzled nurses brought her a cupful in which she dipped her fingers,
touched the baby’s forehead and whispered:
“I baptise you, Mary, in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”
*
Though there are other worlds, Mary, however, had no intention of leaving this one just yet. Once she was out
of the stressful environment of the womb, she never looked back. After two weeks, she had gained a pound and a
half and looked more like a human baby than a monkey. Her mother’s blood pressure remained rock steady and
Mark took his wife and his little daughter, held firmly in his arms, back home.
He could therefore not be blamed if he had a weak spot for this little one grabbed out of the jaws of death. He
would come into the house and ask, “Where is Baby?” until the day his wife reminded him that there were six
other children in the house as well as little Mary.
All his children had gone to public schools, but when it was Mary’s turn, only a private school could do; and
now that he had a car, and her little legs could not carry her to school, she had to be driven there. Only the fact
that her mother kept her head prevented the young lady from being completely spoilt. Still she had to smile
sometimes just watching father and daughter. However the other children grumbled a little.
“What does she have to do to be punished-commit murder?” asked Becky scathingly. She liked to be the centre
of attention—and Mary threatened this.
“Go easy on her,” said Vera who had an in-built sense of security that nothing could ruffle.
“But you know that he does anything she asks him to do. It’s not fair.”
“Grow up,” replied Vera shortly.
She was seventeen and so tired had she become of her sister’s poutings and preenings and extreme selfishness
that she made a promise to herself to go very far away from her as soon as she could.
This would be very soon because the two were going to sit for their Ordinary Level examinations\fn{ O-levels, in
British idiom} in a matter of two months. Vera had already applied for a place at the school she had missed out on
four years ago when love for her sister had clouded her judgement.
*
That year, 1972, would also see young Tony sitting for his Certificate of Primary Education to try for a place at
the school where Aoro was. He had worked incessantly hard and had his head buried in a book most of the time.
He was short and stocky, with a driving determination that would take him far at whatever he chose to do.
There was nothing errant or flighty about him. At thirteen he already knew what he wanted out of life and had
accepted that hard work was the price.
Anyone who has had to live with someone faced with a major examination knows that the atmosphere is constantly charged and can be sparked off by literally anything.
In 1972, the Sigus had three such candidates—Vera, Becky and Tony: it was lucky that Tony was a selfpossessed fellow; but Vera, realizing by the minute the magnitude of the sacrifice she had made for her uncaring
sister, was tense in her determination to recapture that lost chance. Becky, who was now well aware of the importance of doing well at school, not for her parents’ sake, but for her own, was close to a nervous breakdown as she
drove herself to work at a pace she was unaccustomed to; again, Vera had ceased to take her side automatically
and now tended to bite her head off at the slightest provocation.
So it was that as Becky tried to take out her frustrations on her little sister Mary, Vera became more and more
scathing until one night the whole thing blew up and the two started screaming accusations and counter-accusations.
“You hate me! You never liked me! You only came to my school to spy on me because you are jealous of me
you ugly witch, you pretender!” This was too much for Vera.
“I sacrificed a golden chance to be with you, stupid girl, and you return it with nothing but insults!”
Tears welled in her eyes and she dashed them away angrily with her fist; then she grabbed her sister just as
their mother burst into the room. Elizabeth managed to cool down tempers somewhat and took Vera aside as the
more reasonable one.
“Leave your sister alone! I expected better of you Vera, I really did.”
Vera sniffed angrily, madder now at the uncontrollable dams that were in her eyes. When would she ever learn
not to take everything so to heart? A semblance of normality was restored, but the relationship between the twins
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had received a blow from which it would never fully recover.
*
Eventually the exam results were published. Vera got a first division pass with distinction in Mathematics,
Biology, Physics, Geography and English and credits in Chemistry and Literature. She also managed a pass in
Needlework, which pleased her immensely because she had feared that she would fail the confounded subject.
She hated to fail and had therefore suffered the needle pricks gladly.
Becky managed a second division pass with which she was well pleased as were her parents.
Tony whose calm assurance had began to show signs of cracking surpassed his wildest dreams by obtaining a
perfect score of thirty-six points. He held himself tightly and then let out a lusty yell.
“Watch out guys, here I come!” he shouted. Elizabeth, who had a particularly soft spot for this son, smiled at
him.
“You worked for it. I’m sure Aoro is dying to know. You must write and tell him.”
“That’s a great idea!” he ran on ahead. His joy simply could not be contained by a sedate pace.
Becky wanted to look for a job immediately. It would mean freedom and she craved freedom.
Mark would not hear of it. His breathtaking eighteen-year-old daughter? Out in the streets full of predatory
men, by herself? Never.
“That cannot be, young lady. You are going right back to your old school to study for your Advanced Level
Certificate in History, Literature and Geography just like they have told you to.”
“But Father! All I want to be is an air-hostess. Why should I go back to school? That’s for Vera, who wants to
be a professor.”
“An air-hostess?” Mark could not believe his ears.
“Over my dead body!”
Becky looked at his face and retreated to her room. She remembered the story of Aoro and his near starvation.
She would bide her time; no use in antagonising the old geezer.
Vera enthusiastically took on Mathematics, Physics and Chemistry. This time she said goodbye to her sister
and left without a backward glance.
Tony left to join Aoro and his mother’s heart went with him. Soon the house echoed with emptiness for even
little Mary was away at school throughout the day. The children were growing up and the going away movement
was becoming an exodus. Elizabeth wished that the twin boys were with her to fill the house with noise and good
cheer.
*
One day a telegram arrived from Aluor. Now letters from that place were few and far between. They mainly
consisted of notes from the twins asking for this, that or the other. A telegram rarely ever carried good news and
Mark’s hands shook a litde as he tore it open.
COME it declared.
YOUR MOTHER IS VERY ILL.
It must be Maria! He rushed out of his office and went to get his wife. She was in the middle of a lesson and
one of the teachers had to call her out. One look at Mark’s face was enough. He had never been much good at
hiding things behind a blank mask and Elizabeth could read him like a book.
“What is wrong?”
He said nothing, just quietly handed her the telegram.
“Mother ill! But she was so well when we went to see her last month! Oh my God! We must go at once!”
“Yes dear. I’ve already spoken to the headmaster—so just get into the car and we’ll go right home.”
Firm, decisive Elizabeth was standing there looking confused and unsure of her next action. When they got
home, she walked into the sitting room and again just stood there. She had the most oppressive premonition of
doom pressing in on her from all sides and she simply could not make any sensible move. So Mark took over,
packed a few things for her, made arrangements with the neighbours to collect little Mary, put his wife in the car
and drove off
Most children have a father and a mother and Elizabeth had been no exception apart from the fact that her
father had been a woman—her grandmother Akoko. Now her mother was ill, probably dying, and she experienced
a completely different pain from the one she had experienced at her grandmother’s death.
There is a bond that exists between mother and child that is completely primeval in nature and only comes to
the surface of the conscious mind in all its primitive force when either mother or child is in some sort of peril—
not surprising considering that as a child lies in its mother’s womb, the first sound it hears is her heartbeat and the
first human voice it recognises is hers. For the next many months, the child’s most satisfying experience will be to
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lie next to her heart, nursing at the breast—so that the powerful connection is not severed with the cutting of the
cord.
Maria Nyabera had been a good mother to Elizabeth and her cousin Peter and, in her own generous way, had
given unstintingly of herself to them and to her own mother. Elizabeth remembered how tenderly she had looked
after Akoko when she became old and ailing and she hoped with a sick despairing dread that she would get the
same chance to show her mother how much she cared in spite of the distance between them.
“I have failed her.”
These were the first words she had spoken since their departure from Nakuru and now they were approaching
the outskirts of Kericho town. Mark cautioned himself to tread carefully for he remembered only too clearly how
she had almost broken off their engagement at her grandmother’s death, blaming him for God alone knew what.
“How have you failed, dear?” he asked cautiously.
“Don’t keep on calling me dear! You know very well I should visited her more frequently—instead of just
staying with you, who are young and healthy and don’t need me!”
Mark knew better than to point out that not more than two months had ever passed without Elizabeth dashing
west to see her mother; or the great sacrifice that they had both made in giving up two of their children to her. He
knew her well enough to know that she would only bite off his head and he liked it well enough where it was—
firmly attached to his body. He was lucky for he had many brothers staying at home with his own mother so he
didn’t have to constantly worry on that score. He really understood her predicament.
“You don’t understand anything at all!” the lady declared as if reading his mind. “You don’t know how torn
I’ve often felt, how I long to divide myself in two, so that I can be in both places at once!”
Mark said nothing but thought to himself that marriage was a very useful thing: there was always someone to
vent one’s fury on however and especially unjustifiably.
*
Elizabeth kept on alternating between long silences and irrational self-accusatory statements until they were a
few miles from Aluor. She then kept completely quiet. It was dark by then but when they approached the hut they
found a crowd of people gathered there and both their hearts sank. She must be dead!
The twins rushed out into their parents arms, and the people surrounded them; but Elizabeth had no eyes for
anyone—she just walked into the hut. She had to see that beloved face one last time.
“She is not here. Father Thomas took her to the hospital at Maseno.”
So she was not dead yet, thank God. It must have been eight o’clock, but she simply turned on her heels and
went out to the car again despite the protests of the villagers. This night would not pass without her seeing her
mother. Mark and the twins followed her out. They knew that argument was of no use.
When they finally reached Maseno at about nine o’clock, they had to plead to be allowed in.
They found Maria, who had suffered a massive stroke, still in a coma. The clinical officer on duty held out no
hope but suggested they return in the morning to confirm with the doctor. It was then decided that Elizabeth stay
with her mother and Mark take the children home. He would return in the mornmg.
*
Elizabeth pulled up a stool and sat by her mother all that night listening to the changing patterns of her breathing; first it was stentorous but steady; then she went into periodic breathing with lapses so long that her daughter,
afraid that she had stopped altogether, would squeeze her hand at which she would start breathing again.
Once she actually opened her eyes and Elizabeth tried to talk to her but got no response. She would have
bombarded the nurses with her questions but she was afraid they would throw her out.
At seven o’clock, just before the doctor came for his rounds, Maria Nyabera, daughter of Chief Owuor Kembo
and Akoko Obanda, and wife to Okumu Angolo, breathed her last with her only daughter at her bedside; but death
is such a lonely and private matter that all others however loving, can only be observers.
Elizabeth stood by that bedside for a long time. It was a strange feeling to realize that one is an orphan even if
one is forty-three and that the one person who has always loved one without question is no more.
Father Thomas, who had had a soft spot for this ever-smiling parishioner of his, was very helpful. He helped
transport the body, and assisted His Lordship Bishop Peter Kembo with the requiem Mass, then the funeral
procession, with altar boys leading, proceeded to the burial ground where Maria was laid to rest beside her
mother.
*
It was the end of an era. The year was nineteen hundred and seventy-three, almost a hundred seasons after the
girl-child, Akoko Obanda had arrived wailing into the world—the first daughter of the great Chief Odero Gogni,
by his second wife Akech. She it was who had been the source of this river which at one point had trickled to a
mere rivulet in danger of petering out, but which once again in her grand-daughter Elizabeth, and in her seven
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children, was gathering momentum.
The dead have no use for the living who have eventually to tear themselves away so that the business of life
might somehow continue.
Elizabeth gathered her children and they left the fresh mound of red soil by itself in the hot afternoon sun.
There were things to do—the hut had to be closed, a few cherished things taken, but most given away. The
children had to go back to their various schools and she herself back to her house.
There was nothing but memories to hold her to this place—her adoptive home to which she had come as a very
little girl. …
198.170 Discovering Home\fn{by Binyavanga Wainaina (1971-

)}

Nakuru, Rift Valley Province, Kenya (M) 9

Cape Town, June 1995
There is a problem.
Somebody has locked themselves in the toilet. The upstairs bathroom is locked and Frank has disappeared with
the keys. There is a small riot at the door, as drunk women with smudged lipstick and crooked wigs bang on the
door.
There is always that point at a party when people are too drunk to be having fun; when strange smelly people
are asleep on your bed; when the good booze runs out and there is only Sedgwick’s Brown Sherry and a carton of
sweet white wine; when you realize that all your flat-mates have gone and all this is your responsibility; when the
DJ is slpmped over the stereo and some strange person is playing “I’m a Barbie girl, in a Barbie Wo-oorld”\fn{From the social-commentary pop song “Barbie Girl” by Aqua (released in 1997, and mentioned here anachronistically) } over
and over again.
I have been working here, in Observatory, Cape Town, for two years and rarely breached the boundary of my
clique. Fear, I suppose, and a feeling that I am not quite ready to leave a place that has let me be anything I want
to be—and provjded not a single predator. That is what this party IS all about: I am going home for a year.
So maybe this feeling that my movements are being guided is explicable. This time tomorrow I will be sitting
next to my mother. We shall soak each other up. Flights to distant places always arouse in me a peculiar awareness: that what we refer to as reality—not the substance, but the organization of reality—is really a strand as thin
as the puffy white lines that planes leave behind as they fly.
It will be so easy—I will wonder why I don’t do this every day. I hope to be in Kenya for 13 months. I intend
to travel as much as possible and finally to attend my grandparents’ 60 th wedding anniversary in Uganda in December.
There are so many possibilities that could overturn this journey, yet I will get there. If there is a miracle in the
idea of life it is this: that we are able to exist for a time—in defiance of chaos.
Later, we often forget how dicey everything was: how the tickets almost didn’t materialize; how the event
almost got postponed. Phrases swell, becoming bigger than their context and speak to us with TRUTH. We wield
this series of events as our due, the standard for gifts of the future. We live the rest of our lives with the utter
knowledge that there is something deliberate, a vein in us that transports everything into place—if we follow the
stepping stones of certainty.
After the soft light and mellow manners of Cape Town, Nairobi is a shot of whisky. We drive from the airport
into the City Centre; around us, matatus: those brash, garish minibus-taxis, so irritating to every Kenyan except
those who own one, or work for one. I can see them as the best example of contemporary Kenyan Art. The best of
them get new paint jobs every few months. Oprah\fn{ Oprah Gail Winfrey (1954- ) American talk show host } seems
popular right now, and Gidi Gidi Maji Maji, one of the hottest bands in Kenya,\fn{A Kenyan hip-hop duo (Julius Oweno
and Joseph Oyoo, native Luo) debut in 2000, last album to date released in 2003 } and the inevitable Tupak.\fn{ Tupac Amaru Shakur
(1971-1996) American hip-hop rap star, poet and actor and native New Yorker (included in the United States section of the Protocol } The
colored lights, and fancy horn and the purple interior lighting; the Hip Hop blaring out of speakers I will never
afford.
This is Nairobi! This is what you do to get ahead: make yourself boneless, and treat your straitjacket as if it is a
game, a challenge. The city is now all on the streets, sweet-talk and hustle. Our worst recession ever has just produced brighter, more creative matatus.
It is good to be home.
In the afternoon, I take a walk down River Road, all the way to Nyamakima. This is the main artery of
movement to and from Public Transport Vehicles. It is ruled by manambas (taxi touts) and their image: a cynical,
hard demeanor—every laugh is a sneer, the city is a war or a game. It is a useful face to carry, here where humanity invades all the space you do not claim with conviction.
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The desperation that is for me the most touching is the expressions of the people who come from the rural
areas into the City Centre to sell their produce: thin-faced, with the massive cheekbones common amongst Kikuyus—so dominating they seem like an appendage to be embarrassed about—something that draws attention to
their faces, when attention is the last thing they want. Anywhere else those faces are beauty. Their eyes dart about
in a permanent fear, unable to train themselves to a background of so much chaos. They do not know how to put
on a glassy expression.
Those who have been in the fresh produce business for long are immediately visible: mostly old women in
khanga sarongs with weary take-it-or-leave-it voices. They hang out in groups, chattering away constantly, as if
they want no quiet where the fragility of their community will reveal itself.
*
I am at home. The past eight hours is already receding into the forgotten. I was in Cape Town this morning, I
am in Nakuru, Kenya now.
Blink. Mum looks tired and her eyes are sleepier than usual. She has never seemed frail, but does so now. I decide that it is I who is growing, changing, and my attempts at maturity make her seem more human.
I make my way to the kitchen: the Nandi woman still rules the corridor.
After 10 years, I can still move about with ease in the dark. I stop at that hollow place, the bit of wall on the
other side of the fireplace.
My mother’s voice, talking to my Dad, echoes in the corridor. None of us has her voice: if crystal was water
solidified, her voice would be the last splash of water before it solidifies.
Light from the kitchen brings the Nandi woman to life. A painting.\fn{ The Nandi are some 949,000 tribals (in 2009)
whom W says form “the majority in the highland areas of the Nandi Hills in the former Rift Valley Province of Kenya.”:H,W }
I was terrified of her when I was a kid. Her eyes seemed so alive and the red bits growled at me menacingly.
Her broad face announced an immobility that really scared me; I was stuck there, fenced into a tribal reserve by
her features. Rings on her ankles and bells on her nose, she will make music wherever she goes.
Why? Did I sense, so young, that her face could never translate to acceptability? That, however guised,\fn{ Disguised} it could not align itself to the programme I aspired to?
In Kenya there are two sorts of people: Those on one side of the line will wear third-hand clothing till it rots,
they will eat dirt, but school fees will be paid. On the other side of the line live people you may see in coffee-table
books. Impossibly exotic and much fewer in number than the coffee table books suggest. They are like an old and
lush jungle that continues to flourish its leaves and unfurl extravagant blooms, refusing to realize that somebody
cut off the water, somebody from the other side of the line.
These two groups of people are fascinated by one another. We, the modern ones, are fascinated by the completeness of the old ones. To us it seems that everything is mapped out and defined for them—and everybody is
fluent in those definitions. The old ones are not much impressed with our society, or manners—what catches their
attention is our tools, the cars and medicines and telephones and wind-up dolls and guns.
In my teens, I was set alight by the poems of Senghor\fn{ Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906-2001) Senagalese poet,
philosopher, promoter of “Negratude” and President of Senegal (1960-1980) } and Okot p’Bitek\fn{1931-1982, Ugandan poet}; the
Nandi woman became my Negritude. I pronounced her beautiful, marvelled at her cheekbones and mourned the
lost wisdom in her eyes, but I still would have preferred to sleep with Pam Ewing\fn{ A fictional character from the
soap-opera “Dallas”, played by Victoria Principal (1950) } or Iman.\fn{Iman Mohamed Abdulmajid (1955) Somali fashion
model}
It was a source of terrible fear for me that I could never love her. I covered that betrayal with a complicated
imagery that had no connection to my gut: O Nubian Princess, and other bad poetry. She moved to my bedroom
for a while, next to the kente wall-hanging, but my mother took her back to her pulpit.
Over the years, I learned to look at her amiably. She filled me with a lukewarm nostalgia for things lost. I
never again attempted to look beyond her costume.
She is younger than me now; I can see that she has a girlishness about her. Her eyes are the artist’s only real
success—they suggest mischief, serenity, vulnerability and a weary wisdom. Today, I don’t need to bludgeon my
brain with her beauty, it just sinks in, and I am floored by lust: It makes me feel like I have desecrated something.
Then I see it.
Have I been such a bigot? Everything. The slight smile, the angle of her head and shoulders, the mild flirtation
with the artist: I know you want me, I know something you don’.
Mona Lisa: not a single thing says otherwise. The truth: the truth is that I never saw the smile; her thick lips
were such a war between my intellect and emotion, I never noticed the smile.
The artist is probably not African, not only because of the obvious Mona Lisa business but also because, for
the first time, I realize that the woman’s expression is inaccurate. In Kenya, you will only see such an expression
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in girls who went to private schools, or who are brought up in the richer surburbs of the larger towns. That look,
that toying slight smile could not have happened with an actual Nandi woman. In the portrait, she has covered her
vast sexuality with a shawl of ice, letting only the hint of smile reveal that she has a body that can quicken: a flag
on the moon. The artist has got the dignity right but the sexuality is European: it would be difficult for an African
artist to get that wrong.
The lips too seem wrong. There’s an awkwardness about them, as if a shift of aesthetics has taken place on the
plain of muscles between her nose and her mouth. Also, the mouth strives too hard for symmetry, as if to apologize for its thickness. That mouth is meant to break open like the flesh of a ripe mango; restraint of expression is
not common in Kenya and certainly not among the Nandi.
I turn, and head for the kitchen. I cherish the kitchen at night. It is cavernous, chilly and echoing with night
noises that are muffled by the vast spongy silence outside. After so many years in cupboard-sized South African
kitchens, I feel more thrilled than I should.
On my way back to my room, I turn and face the Nandi woman thinking of the full-circles since I left. When I
left, White people ruled South Africa. When I left, Kenya was a one-party dictatorship. When I left, I was relieved
that I had escaped the burdens and guilts of being in Kenya, of facing my roots, and repudiating them. Here I am,
looking for them again.
I know, her red-rimmed eyes say. I know.
*
August 1995
A few minutes ago, I was sleeping comfortably in the front of a Landrover Discovery. Now I have been
unceremoniously dumped by the silde of the road as the extension officer makes a mad dash for the night
comforts of Narok town. Driving at night hereabouts is not a bright idea.
The first few minutes out of the car are disturbing—it is an interesting aspect of travelling to a new place that
your eyes cannot concentrate on the particular. I am swamped by the glare of dusk, by the shiver of wind on
undulating acres of wheat and barley, by the vision of mile upon mile of space free from our wirings. So much is
my focus derailed that when I return unto myself I find, to my surprise, that my feet are not off the ground—that
the landscape had grabbed me with such force it sucked up the awareness of myself for a moment.
There are rotor-blades of cold chopping away in my nostrils: the silence, after the non-stop drone of the car, is
as persistent as cobwebs, as intrusive as the loudest of noises. I have an urge to claw it away.
It occurs to me that there is no clearer proof of the subjectivity (or selectivity) of our senses than at moments
like this. Seeing is always only noticing. We pass our eyes upon the landscapes of our familiars and choose what
to acknowledge.
The cold air is really irritating. I want to breathe in—suck up the moist mountain-ness of the air, the smell of
fever tree and dung—but the process is just too painful. What do people do in wintry places? Do they have some
sort of nasal sensodyne?\fn{The name of a brand of toothpaste}
I am in Masailand.
Not Television Masailand—rolling grasslands, lions, and acacia trees.
We are high up in the Mau Hills. Here there aren’t vast fields of grain—there are forests. Here impenetrable
weaves of highland forest, dominated by bamboo cover the landscape. Inside them, there are many elephants,
which come out at night and leave enormous pancakes of shit on the road. When I was a kid, I used to think that
elephants use dusty roads as toilet paper like cats—sitting on the sand with their haunches and levering themselves forward with their forelegs.
Back on the choosing to see business: I know, chances are I will see no elephants for the weeks I am here. I
will see people. It occurs to me that if I was White, chances are I would choose to see elephants—and this would
be a very different story. That story would be about the wide, empty spaces people from Europe yearn to get lost
in, rather than the cosy surround of kin we Africans generally seek.
Whenever I read something by some White writer who stopped by Kenya, I am astounded by the amount of
game that appears for breakfast at their patios and the snakes that drop into the baths and the lions that terrorize
their calves. I have seen one snake in my life. I don’t know anybody who has ever been bitten by one.
I can see our ancient Massey Ferguson wheezing up a distant hill. They are headed this way. Relief!
*
I am on a tractor, freezing my butt off, as we make our way from the wheat fields and back to camp. We’ve
been supervising the spraying of wheat and barley in the fields my father leases here.
There isn’t much to look forward to at night here, no pubs hidden in the bamboo jungle. You can’t even walk
about freely at night because the areas outside are full of stinging nettles. We will be in bed by seven to beat the
cold. I will hear stories about frogs that sneak under one’s bed and turn into beautiful women who entrap you. I
154

will hear stories about legendary tractor drivers—people who could turn the jagged roof of Mt. Kilimanjaro into a
neat afro. I will hear about Masai people—about so-and-so, who got 14,000 rand for barley grown on his land,
and how he took off to the Majengo Slums in Nairobi, leaving his wife and children behind, to live with a
prostitute for a year. When the money ran out, he discarded his suit, pots and pans, and furniture. He wrapped a
blanket around himself and walked home, whistling happily all the way.
Most of all, I will hear stories about Ole Kamaro, our landlord, and his wife Eddah (names changed).
My dad has been growing wheat and barley in this area since I was a child. All this time, we have been leasing
a portion of Ole Kamaro’s land to keep our tractors and things and to make Camp. I met Eddah when she had just
married Ole Kamaro. She was his fifth wife, 13 years old. He was very proud of her. She was the daughter of
some big time chief near Mau Narok and she could read and write! Ole Kamaro bought her a pocket radio and
made her follow him about with a pen and pencil everywhere he went, taking notes.
I remember being horrified by the marriage—she was so young! My sister Ciru was eight and they played
together one day. That night, my sister had a terrible nightmare that my dad had sold her to Ole Kamaro in
exchange for 50 acres.
Those few years of schooling were enough to give Eddah a clear idea of the basic tenets of Empowerment. By
the time she was 18, Ole Kamaro had dumped the rest of his wives.
Eddah leased out his land to Kenya Breweries and opened a bank account where all the money went.
Occasionally, she gave her husband pocket money. Whenever he was away, she took up with her lover, a wealthy
young Kikuyu shopkeeper from the other side of the hill who kept her supplied with essentials like soap, matches
and paraffin.
Eddah was the local chairwoman of KANU (Kenya’s Ruling Party)\fn{ Kenyan African National Union, whose
representatives ruled the country without intereruption from 1964-2002 } Women’s League and so remained invulnerable to
censure from the conservative elements around. She also had a thriving business, curing hides and beading them
elaborately for the tourist market at the Mara.
Unlike most Masai women, who disdain growing of crops, she had a thriving market garden with maize,
beans, and various vegetables. She did not lift a finger to take care of this garden. Part of the co-operation we expected from her as landlady meant that our staff had to take care of that garden. Her reasoning was that Kikuyu
men are cowardly women anyway and they do farming so-oo well.
Something interesting is going on today. There is a tradition amongst Masai, that women are released from all
domestic duties a few months after giving birth. The women are allowed to take over the land and claim any lovers that they choose. For some reason I don’t quite understand, this all happens at a particular season—and this
season begins today. I have been warned to keep away from any bands of women wandering about.
We are on some enormous hill and I can feel the old Massey Ferguson tractor wheezing. We get to the top, turn
to make our way down, and there they are: led by Eddah, a troop of about 40 women marching towards us dressed
in their best traditional clothing.
Eddah looks imperious and beautiful in her beaded leather cloak, red khanga wraps, rings, necklaces and
earrings. There is an old woman amongst them. she must be 70 and she is cackling in toothless, glee. She takes off
her wrap and displays her breasts - they resemble old gym socks. Mwangi, who is driving, stops, and tries to turn
back, but the road is too narrow: on one side there is the mountain, and on the other, a yawning valley. Kipsang,
who is sitting in the trailer with me, shouts for Karanja to drive right through them:
“DO NOT STOP!”
It seems that the modernised version of this traditibn involves men making donations to the KANU Women’s
Group. Innocent enough, you’d think—but the amount of these donations must satisfy them or they will strip you
naked and do unspeakable things to your body. So we take off at full speed. The women stand firm in the middle
of the road. We can’t swerve. We stop.
Then Kipsang saves our skins by throwing a bunch of coins onto the road. I throw down some notes and
Mwangi (renowned across Masailand for his stinginess) empties his pockets, throws down notes and coins. The
women start to gather the money, the tractor roars back into action and we drive right through them. I am left with
the picture of the toothless old lady diving to avoid the tractor. Then standing, looking at us and laughing. her
breasts flapping about like a Flag of Victory.
*
I am in bed, still in Masailand.
I pick up my father’s World Almanac and Book of Facts 1992. The language section has new words, confirmed
from sources as impeccable as the Columbia Encyclopedia and the Oxford English Dictionary. The list reads like
an American Infomercial: jazzercise, Assertiveness-Training, Bulimarexic, Microwavable, Fast-tracker. There is a
word there—skanking: a style of West Indian dancing to reggae music, in which the body bends forward at the
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waist and the knees are raised and the hands claw the air in time to the beat; dancing in this style.
I have some brief flash of ourselves in 40 years’ time, in some generic Dance Studio. We are practicing for the
Senior Dance Championships, plastic smiles on our faces as we skank across the room. The tutor checks the
movement: shoulder up, arms down, move this way, move that: Claw, baby. Claw! In time to the beat, dancing in
this style.
Langat and Kariuki have lost their self-consciousness around me, and are chatting away about Eddah Ole
Kamaro, our landlady.
“Eh! She had ten thousand shillings and they went and stayed in a Hotel in Narok for a week; Ole Kamaro had
to bring in another woman to look after the children!”
“He! But she sits on him!”
Their talk meanders slowly, with no direction—just talk, just connecting, and I feel that tight wrap of time
loosen, the anxiety of losing time fades and I am a glorious vacuum for a while just letting what strikes my mind
strike my mind, then sleep strikes my mind.
*
Ole Kamaro is slaughtering a goat today! For me! We all settle on the patch of grass between the two compounds. Ole Kamaro makes quick work of the sheep and I am offered the fresh kidney to eat. It tastes surprisingly
good. It tastes of a slippery warmth, an organic cleanliness.
Ole Kamaro introduces me to his sister-in-law, tells me proudly that she is in form-four. Eddah’s sister—I
spotted her this morning staring at me from the tiny window in their Manyatta. It was disconcerting at first—a typically Masai stare—unembarrassed, not afraid to be vulnerable. Then she noticed that I had seen her, and her
eyes narrowed and became sassy—street-sassy, like a girl from Eastlands in Nairobi.
So I am now confused how to approach her. Should my approach be one of exaggerated politeness, as is traditional, or with a casual cool, as her second demeanour requested? I would have opted for the latter but her uncle is
standing eagerly next to us.
She responds by lowering her head and looking away. I am painfully embarrassed. I ask her to show me where
they tan their hides. We escape with some relief.
“So where do you go to school?”
“Oh! At St Teresa’s Girls in Nairobi.”
“Eddah is your sister?”
“Yes.”
We are quiet for a while. English was a mistake. Where I am fluent, she is stilted. I switch to Swahili and she
pours herself into another person: talkative, aggressive, a person who must have a Tupac t-shirt stashed away
somewhere.
“Arhh! It’s so boring here! Nobody to talk to! I hope Eddah comes home early.”
I am still stunned. How bold and animated she is, speaking sheng, a very hip street language that mixes
Swahili and English.
“Why didn’t you go with the women today?” She laughs..
“I am not married. Ho! I’m sure they had fun! They are drinking Muratina somewhere here I am sure. I can’t
wait to get married.”
“Kwani? You don’t want to go to University and all that?”
“Maybe, but if I’m married to the right guy, life is good. Look at Eddah—she is free—she does anything she
wants. Old men are good. If you feed them, and give them a son, they leave you alone.”
“Won’t it be difficult to do this if you are not circumcised?”
“Kwani, who told you I’m not circumcised? I went last year.”
I am shocked, and it shows. She laughs.
“He! I nearly shat myself! But I didn’t cry!”
“Why? Si, you could have refused.”
“Ai! If I would have refused, it would mean that my life here was finished. There is no place here for someone
like that.”
“But—”
I cut myself short. I am sensing this is her compromise—to live two lives fluently. As it is with people’s
reasons for their faiths and choices—trying to disprove her is silly. As a Masai she will see my statement as
ridiculous.
In sheng, there is no way for me to bring it up that would be diplomatic, in sheng she can only present this with
a hard-edged bravado; it is humiliating. I do not know of any way we can discuss this successfully in English. If
there is a courtesy every Kenyan practices, it is that none of us ever questions each other’s contradictions—we all
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have them, and destroying someone’s face is sacrilege.
There is nothing wrong with being what you are not in Kenya—just be it successfully. Every Kenyan joke is
about somebody who thought they had mastered a new persona and failed. For us, life is about having a fluid
disposition.
You can have as many as you want.
Dec 20, 1995
The drive through the Mau Hills, past the Rift Valley and onwards to Kisumu is a drag. I haven’t been this way
for ten years, but my aim is to be in Uganda.
We arrive in Kampala at ten in the evening. We have been on the road for over eight hours.
This is my first visit to Uganda, a land of incredible mystery for me. I grew up with her myths and legends and
her horrors—narrated with the intensity that only exiles can muster. It is my first visit to my mother’s ancestral
home, the occasion is her parents’ 60th wedding anniversary.
It will be the first time that she and her ten surviving brothers and sisters have been together since the early
’60s. The first time that my grandparents will have all their children and most of their grandchildren at home together—more than a hundred people are expected.
My mother, and the many visitors who came to visit, always filled my imagination with incredible tales of Uganda. I heard how you had to wriggle on your stomach to see the Kabaka; how the Tutsi king in Rwanda (who
was seven feet tall) was once given a bicycle as a present. Because he couldn’t walk on the ground (being a king
and all), he was carried everywhere, on his bicycle, by his bearers.
Apparently, in the old kingdom in Rwanda, Tutsi women were not supposed to exert themselves or mar their
beauty in any way. Some women had to be spoon-fed by their Hutu servants and wouldn’t leave their huts for fear
of sunburn.
I was told about a trip my grandfather took when he was young, with an uncle, where he was mistaken for a
Hutu servant and taken away to stay with the goats. A few days later his uncle asked about him and his hosts were
embarrassed to confess that they didn’t know he was “one of us.”
This must really irritate people here—that we seem to be interested only in the schism between the Tutsi and
the Hutu.
*
It has been a year of mixed blessings for Africa. This is the year that I sat at Newlands Stadium during the
Rugby World Cup in the Cape and watched South Africans reach out to each other before giving New Zealand a
hiding.
Mandela, wearing the Number Six rugby jersey, managed to melt away for one incredible night all the hostility
that had gripped the country since he was released from jail. Black people, for long supporters of the All Blacks,
embraced the Springboks with enthusiasm. For just one night most South Africans felt a common Nationhood. It
is the year that I returned to my home, Kenya, to find people so way beyond cynicism that they looked back on
their cynical days with fondness.
Uganda is different: this is a country that has not only reached the bottom of the hole countries sometimes fall
into, it has scratched through that bottom and free-fallen again and again, and now it has rebuilt itself and swept
away the hate. This country gives me hope that this continent is not incontinent.
This is the country I used to associate with banana trees, old and elegant kingdoms, rot, Idi Amin,\fn{ Idi Amin
Dada (1923-2003) Ugandan military dictator (1971-1979)} and hopelessness. It was an association I had made as a child,
when the walls of our house would ooze and leak whispers of horror whenever a relative or friends of the family
came home, fleeing from Amin’s literal and metaphoric crocodiles.
I am rather annoyed that the famous Seven Hills of Kampala are not as clearly defined as I had imagined they
would be. I have always had a childish vision of a stately city filled with royal paraphernalia. I had expected to
see elegant people dressed in flowing robes, carrying baskets on their heads and walking arrogantly down streets
filled with the smell of roasting bananas; and Intellectuals from a ’60s dream, burning the streets with their
Afrocentric rhetoric.
Images formed in childhood can be more than a little bit stubborn.
Reality is a better aesthetic.
Kampala seems disorganised, full of potholes, bad management, and haphazardness. The African city that so
horrifies the West. The truth is that it is a city being overwhelmed by enterprise. I see smiles, the shine of healthy
skin, and teeth; no layabouts lounging and plotting at every street corner. People do not walk about with walls
around themselves as they do in Nairobbery.
All over, there is a frenzy of building: a blanket of paint is slowly spreading over the city, so it looks rather like
one of those Smirnoff adverts where inanimate things get breathed to Technicolor by the sacred burp of 30 per
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cent or so of clear alcohol.
It is humid, and hot, and the banana trees flirt with you, swaying gently like fans offering a coolness that never
materializes. Everything smells musky, as if a thick, soft steam has risen like a Broth of Life: if the air was any
thicker, it would be a gel. The plants are enormous. They flutter arrogantly about, like traditional dancers. Mum
once told me that when travelling in Uganda in the ’40s and the ’50s, if you were hungry you could simply enter a
banana plantation and eat as much as you wished—you didn’t have to ask anybody, but you were not allowed to
carry so much as a single deformed banana out of the plantation.
*
We are booked into the Catholic Guesthouse. As soon as I have dumped my stuff on the bed, I call up an old
school friend, who promises to pick me up.
Musoke comes at six and we go to find food. We drive past the famous Mulago Hospital and into town. He
picks up a couple of friends and we go to a place called Yakubu’s. We order a couple of beers, lots of roast pork
brochettes and sit in the car. The brochettes are delicious. I like them so much. I order more. Nile beer is okay, but
nowhere near Kenya’s Tusker.
The sun is drowned suddenly and it is dark. We get onto the highway to Entebbe. On both sides of the road,
people have built flimsy houses: bars, shops, and cafés line the road the whole way. What surprises me is how
many people are out. Especially teenagers, flouncing about, weighed down by hormones. It is still hot outside and
the fronts of all these premises are lit by paraffin lamps. It is just too tempting. I turn to Musoke and ask,
“Can we stop at one of those pubs and have a beer?”
“Ah! Wait till we get to where we are going, it’s much nicer than this dump!”
“I’m sure it is; but you know, I might never get a chance to drink in a real Entebbe pub, not those bourgeois
places. Come on, I’ll buy a round.”
Magic words. The place is charming. Ugandans seem to me to have a knack for making things elegant and
comfortable, regardless of income. In Kenya, or South Africa, a place like this would be dirty, and buildings
would be put together with a sort of haphazard self-loathing; sort of like saying
“I won’t be here long, why bother?”
The inside of the place is decorated simply, mostly with reed mats. The walls are well finished, and the floor,
simple cement, has no cracks or signs of misuse. We are served by women in the traditional Baganda getup. I find
Baganda women much sexier than the Shay women. They carry about with them a look of knowledge, a proud
and naked sensuality—daring you to satisfy.
Also, they don’t seem to have that generic cuteness many city women have, that I have already begun to find
irritating. Their features are strong; their skin is a deep, gleaming copper and their eyes have that oil-film-overblack pupils look common in the tropics (often referred to as sultry).
Baganda women traditionally wear a long, loose Victorian-style dress. It fulfils every literal aspect the
Victorians desired, but manages despite itself to suggest sex. The dresses are usually in bold colours. To emphasize their size, many women tie a band just below their buttocks (which are often padded).
What makes the difference is the walk. Many women visualise their hips as an unnecessary evil, an irritating
accessory that needs to be whittled down. I guess, a while back, women looked upon their hips as a cradle for the
depositing of desire, for the nurturing of childlings. Baganda women see their hips as great ball bearings, rolling,
supple things moving in lubricated circles—so they make the best Tombolo dancers in the world. In those loose
dresses, their hips brushing the sides of the dress as they move, they are a marvel to watch.
Most appealing about them is the sense of stature they carry about them. Baganda women seem to have found
a way to be traditional and powerful at the same time—most I know grow more beautiful with age and many
compete with men in industry, without seeming to compromise themselves as women.
*
I sleep on the drive from Kampala to Kisoro. We leave Kisoro and begin the drive to St Paul’s Mission, Kigezi, Uganda. My sister Ciru is sitting next to me. She is a year younger than me. Chiqy, my youngest sister, has
been to Uganda before and is taking full advantage of her vast experience to play the adult tour guide. At her age,
cool is a god.
I have the odd feeling we are puppets in some Christmas story. It is as if a basket weaver were writing this
story in a language of weave; tightening the tension on the papyrus strings every few minutes, and superstitiously
refusing to reveal the ending (even to herself) until she has tied the very last knot.
We are now in the mountains. The winding road and the dense papyrus in the valleys seem to entwine me, ever
tighter, into my fictional weaver’s basket. Every so often, she jerks her weave to tighten it. I look up to see the last
half-hour of road winding along the mountain above us. We are in the Bufumbira range now, driving through
Kigaland on our way to Kisoro, the nearest town to my mother’s home.
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There is an alien quality to this place. It does not conform to any African topography that I am familiar with.
The mountains are incredibly steep and resemble inverted ice-cream cones: a hoe has tamed every inch of them.
It is incredibly green. In Kenya, “green” is the ultimate accolade a person can give land: green is scarce, green
is wealth, fertility. Bufumbira green is not a tropical green, no warm musk, like in Buganda; it is not the harsh
green of the Kenyan savannah, either: that two-month-long green that compresses all the elements of life—
millions of wildebeest and zebra, great carnivores feasting during the rains, frenzied ploughing and planting, and
dry riverbeds overwhelmed by soil and bloodstained water; and Nairobi underwater.
It is not the green of grand waste and grand bounty that my country knows. This is a mountain green, cool and
enduring. Rivers and lakes occupy the cleavage of the many mountains that surround us. .
Mum looks almost foreign now; her Kinyarwanda accent is more pronounced, and her face is not as reserved
as usual. Her beauty, so exotic and head-turning in Kenya, seems at home here. She does not stand out here, she
belongs; the rest of us seem like tourists.
*
As the drive continues, I become imbued with the sense of where we are. We are no longer in the history of
Buganda, of Idi Amin, of the Kabakas,\fn{ The kings of Buganda (from c.1300-1969 and 1993) } or civil war,
Museveni, \fn{Yoweri Kaguta Museveni (1944- ) President of Uganda since 1986 } and Hope. We are now on the outskirts of
the theatre where the Hutus and the Tutsis have been performing for the world’s media. My mother has always
described herself as a Mufumbira, one who speaks Kinyarwanda. She has always said that too much is made of
the differences between Tutsi and Hutu; and that they are really more alike than anything. She insists that she is
Bufumbira—a MnyaRwanda. Forget the rest, she says.
I am glad she hasn’t, because it saves me from trying to understand.
I am not here about genocide or hate. Enough people have been here for that (try typing “Tutsi” on any search
engine). I am here to be with family. I ask my mother where the border with Rwanda is. She points it out, and
points out Zaire as well. They are both nearer than I thought.
Maybe this is what makes this coming together so urgent. How amazing life seems when it stands around
death. There is no grass as beautiful as the blades that stick out after the first rain.
As we move into the forested area I am enthralled by the smell and by the canopy of mountain vegetation. I
join the conversation in the car. I have become self-conscious about displaying my dreaminess and absentmindedness these days.
I used to spend hours gazing out of car windows, creating grand battles between battalions of clouds. I am
aware of a conspiracy to get me back to Earth, to get me to be more practical. My parents are pursuing this cause
with little subtlety, aware that my time with them is limited. It is necessary for me to believe that I am putting myself on a gritty road to personal success when I leave home.
Cloud travel is well and good when you have mastered the landings. I never have. I must live, not dream about
living.
We are in Kisoro, the main town of the district, weaving through roads between people’s houses. We are
heading towards Uncle Kagame’s house.
The image of a dictatorial movie director manipulating our movements replaces that of the basket-weaver in
my mind. I have a dizzy vision of a supernatural moviemaker slowing down the action before the climax by examining tiny details instead of grand scenes. I see a Continuity Presenter in the fifth dimension saying:
“And now our Christmas movie: a touching story about the reunion of a family torn apart by civil war and the
genocide in Rwanda. This movie is sponsored by Sobbex, hankies for every occasion” (repeated in Zulu, then a
giggle and a description of the soapie that will follow). My fantasy escalates\fn{ To ascend as by an escalator} and
there is a motivational speaker/aerobics instructor shouting at Christmas TV viewers:
“Jerk those tear glands, baby!”
*
I am still dreaming when we get to my uncle’s place. I am at my worst, half in dream, clumsy, tripping and
unable to focus. I have learnt to move my body resolutely at such times, but it generally makes things worse. Tea
and every possible thing we could want will be available to us on demand (and so we must not demand).
My uncle Gerald Kagame and his wife both work at the mission hospital. I discover it is their formidable
organizational skills that have made this celebration possible. There are already around 100 visitors speaking five
or six languages.
Basically, the Binyavangas have taken over the Kisoro town and business is booming. During such an event,
hotels are not an option. The church at St Paul’s is booked, the dorms are booked, homes have been hijacked, and
so on.
We are soon driving through my grandfather’s land. In front of us is a saddle-shaped hill with a large, old,
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imposing church ruling the view. My mother tells us that my grandfather donated this land for the building of the
church. The car squishes and slides up the muddy hills, progress impeded by a thick mat of grass. I see Ankole
cattle grazing, their enormous horns like regal crowns.
“Look, that’s the homestead. I know this place.”
It is a small brick house. I can see the surge of family coming towards the car. After the kissing and hugging,
the crowd parts for my grandparents. They seem tall but aren’t, just lean and fit. Age and time has made them start
to look alike. My grandmother stretches a long-fingered hand to Ciru’s cheek and exclaims:
“She still has a big forehead!”
How do you keep track of 60 grandchildren?
She embraces me. She is very slender and I feel she will break. Her elegance surrounds me and I can feel a
strong pull to dig into her, burrow in her secrets, see with her eyes. She is a quiet woman, and unbending, even
taciturn—and this gives her a powerful charisma. Things not said. Her resemblance to my mother astounds me.
My grandfather is crying and laughing, exclaiming when he hears that Chiqy and I are named after him and his
wife (Kamanzi and Binyavanga). We drink rgwagwa (banana wine) laced with honey. It is delicious, smoky and
sweet.
Ciru and Chiqy are sitting next to my grandmother. I see why my grandfather was such a legendary schoolteacher: his gentleness and love of life are palpable.
At night, we split into our various age groups and start to bond with one another. Of the cousins, Manwelli, the
eldest, is our unofficial leader. He works for the World Bank.
Aunt Rosaria and her family are the coup of the ceremony. They were feared dead during the war in Rwanda
and hid for months in their basement, helped by a friend who provided food. They all survived; they walk around
carrying expressions that are more common in children—delight, sheer delight at life. Her three sons spend every
minute bouncing about with the high of being alive. They dance at all hours, sometimes even when there is no
music. In the evenings, we squash into the verandah, looking out as far as the Congo, and they entertain us with
their stand-up routines in French and Kinyarwanda; the force of their humor carries us all to laughter. Manwelli
translates one skit for me: they imitate a vain Tutsi woman who is pregnant and is kneeling to make a confession
to the shocked priest:
“Oh please God, let my child have long fingers, and a gap between the teeth; let her have a straight nose and be
ta-a-all. Oh lord, let her not have (gesticulations of a gorilla prowling) a mashed banana nose like a Hutu. Oh
please, I shall be your grateful servant!”
The biggest disappointment so far is that my Aunt Christine has not yet arrived. She has lived with her family
in New York since the early ’70s. We all feel her loss keenly as it was she who urged us all years ago to gather for
this occasion at any cost. She and my Aunt Rosaria are the senior aunts, and they were very close when they were
younger. They speak frequently on the phone and did so especially during the many months that Aunt Rosaria and
her family were living in fear in their basement. They are, for me, the summary of the pain the family has been
through over the years.
Although they are very close, they haven’t met since 1961. Visas, wars, closed borders and a thousand triumphs of chaos have kept them apart. We are all looking forward to their reunion.
As is normal on traditional occasions, people stick with their peers; so I have hardly spoken to my mother the
past few days. I find her in my grandmother’s room, trying, without much success, to get my grandmother to relax
and let her many daughters and granddaughters do the work.
I have been watching Mum from a distance for the past few days. At first, she seemed a bit aloof from it all;
but now she’s found fluency with everything and she seems far away from the Kenyan Mother we know. I can’t
get over the sight of her cringing and blushing as my grandmother machine-guns instructions to her. How alike
they are. I want to talk with her more, but decide not to be selfish, that I am trying to establish possession of her.
We’ll have enough time on the way back.
I’ve been trying to pin down my grandfather, to ask him about our family’s history. He keeps giving me this
bewildered look when I corner him, as if he is asking, Can’t you just relax and party? Last night, he toasted us all
and cried again before dancing to some very hip gospel rap music from Kampala. He tried to get Grandmother to
join him but she beat a hasty retreat. Gerald is getting quite concerned that when we are all gone, they will find it
too quiet.
We hurtle on towards Christmas. Booze flows, we pray, chat and bond under the night rustle of banana leaves.
I feel as if I am filled with magic and I succumb to the masses. In two days, we feel a family. In French, Swahili,
English, Kikuyu, Kinyarwanda, Kiganda and Ndebele we sing one song, a multitude of passports in our luggage.
At dawn on December 24 I stand smoking in the banana plantation at the edge of my grandfather’s hill and
watch .the mists disappear. Uncle Chris saunters up to join me. I ask:
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“Any news about Aunt Christine?”
“It looks like she might not make it. Manwelli has tried to get in contact with her and failed. Maybe she
couldn’t get a flight out of New York. Apparently the weather is terrible there.”
The day is filled with hard work. My uncles have convinced my grandfather that we need to slaughter another
bull as meat is running out. The old man adores his cattle but reluctantly agrees. He cries when the bull is killed.
There is to be a church service in the sitting room of my grandfather’s house later in the day. The service
begins and I bolt from the living room, volunteering to peel potatoes outside.
About halfway through the service, I see somebody staggering up the hill, suitcase in hand and muddied up to
her ankles. It takes me an instant to guess. I run to her and mumble something. We hug.
Aunt Christine is here.
The plot has taken me over now. Resolution is upon me. The poor woman is given no time to freshen up or
collect her bearings. In a minute we have ushered her into the living room. She sits by the door, facing everybody’s back. Only my grandparents are facing her.
My grandmother starts to cry. Nothing is said, the service motors on. Everybody stands up to sing. Somebody
whispers to my Aunt Rosaria. She turns and gasps soundlessly. Others turn. We all sit down. Aunt Rosaria and
Aunt Christine start to cry. Aunt Rosaria’s mouth opens and closes in disbelief. My mother joins them, and soon
everybody is crying.
The Priest motors on, fluently. Unaware.
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I was born in Nairobi, Kenya in July 1984 where I grew up. In 1997, we moved to a town around the Mount
Kenya region known as Nanyuki. I speak Swahili, a bit of French, Luo and English.
I have three siblings. My father is warrant officer in the Kenyan air force and my late mother was a chemist
with Unilever Kenya.
All my life, I always dreamed of becoming a journalist, and one who would campaign for people’s rights, one
who will speak for the oppressed.
As a student of mass communications at Kampala International University, I carried out detailed research on
what the media did to promote human rights issues during the LRA insurgency in northern Uganda. My case
study was a radio station in Gulu known as Mega FM.
I also decided to train at the radio station, so I worked as journalist and a presenter in 2007.
While carrying out my research I had to visit internal refugee camps almost every day. I thought I would have
a mental breakdown due to the kind of suffering and desperation I saw every day. I would cry almost every time
someone told me the kind of ordeals they went through during the insurgency. I felt privileged to be born in a
peaceful country like Kenya.
IWPR has given me the chance to campaign for the rights of the people of northern Uganda and I am proud of
it. Through their training, I have been able to improve the quality of journalistic work, in particular I learned to
appreciate the importance of structure in story development.
I am proud to work with IWPR. My ambition has always been to ensure that human rights is properly
discussed and debated and that is exactly what IWPR has enabled me to do.
2

I first got the idea to write about the exploitation of young girls when I visited a friend in Bibia, 100 kilometres
north of Gulu and not far from Uganda’s border with Sudan.
Late one evening, we decided to go for some fresh air and to listen to some music at a local bar in the area.
Shortly after we had taken our seats, a young girl approached us and asked what we would like to drink. I was
taken aback by how young she looked. She can have been no more than 14 or 15 years of age.
Why was she working so late in such a place? I asked myself. Shouldn’t she be at home, with her parents, and
not working as a bar girl?
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I was even more alarmed by the young girls that I saw later that evening, on the way back to my friend’s
house. As we walked through the dimly-lit streets, I counted as many as ten young girls parading the streets,
wearing very little clothing and walking together in small groups. None of them could have been older than 16.
After a brief discussion with my friend, I discovered that teenage prostitution is a big problem in the area. But
the issue seemed to run much deeper than that and I quickly learnt that many of the girls don’t just practice
prostitution at the border; they also cross over to South Sudan.
A few weeks later, once I had returned to my home in Gulu, I went to the police station to report that my travel
documents were missing. In the waiting room, I noticed a number of young girls. Like the girls in Atiak, they
were all skimpily dressed.
Talking to one of the police officers, I learnt that they had arrested around 15 girls below the age of 18, who
had been selling their bodies on the street.
I asked myself why a young girl would go into prostitution at that tender age. Where are their parents? Do they
know about the kind of life their children are leading? Why aren’t these children at school?
I started wondering whether what I was seeing in my country was a result of the two decades of insurgency that
northern Uganda had witnessed.
It was upsetting to see these girls in this situation, selling themselves to earn a living, and so I decided to go
and search for answers to my questions.
I decided to travel up to Ataik sub-county, on the border with Sudan. There I met Okongo Gabriel, who is in
charge of the child protection unit for the local government.
He not only told me about the situation in Atiak, but also took me to visit parents in the nearby villages, who
have reported their children missing. I met several parents, who narrated their stories to me.
As I listened to them, I realised that these children are pushed into prostitution for various reasons, including
poverty, peer pressure and the hope of improving their chances in life.
Although many of these girls are lured away from their home by the promise of a better future, their dreams
are often overtaken by difficulties they face such as abuse at the hands of strangers.
One of the girls that I met in Atiak told me that she came back from Sudan because of such problems.
My fact-finding mission also took me to Lira town, where I met a 16-year-old girl who had worked as a
prostitute for the past three years. She also told me about how difficult it is to be in such a profession, and how
she has lost hope for the future.
There were quite a number of challenges in the process of gathering information. I made phone calls and sent
requests for interviews to over 15 NGOs, but I only received a few positive responses.
At this point, I felt like letting the story go. But then I remembered the look of desperation that I saw on the
faces of the mothers whose children had left home, and I vowed to press on.
I had made a promise to these women that I would raise awareness of their plight, and this is what I intended to
do.
Some women, though, had unrealistic expectations. Indeed, one woman I interviewed actually thought I would
go to Juba, the capital of South Sudan, to bring back her daughter.
Speaking to NGOs, I realised how widespread child prostitution is in the country, particularly in the north.
But what I really wanted to do was speak to an NGO in Juba, who could give me a feeling for how it is for the
children once they are on their own.
Finally, I got my breakthrough by tracking down Cathy Groenendijk, the director and founder of a small local
NGO, Confident Children Out of Conflict, based in Juba.
She provided a good overview of what life is like for young girls on the streets of Juba, especially when they
are not from Sudan. She told me that there are very few organisations catering for young girls at risk of sexual
exploitation.
She also gave me some indication of why children choose to pursue this life – because of poverty which means
their basic needs are not being met, because of the deaths of parents, family break-up, neglect and abuse. She also
suggested that some of the young girls were being trafficked.
I finally had my story.
3

Mother-of-four Acullu Rose has not seen her daughter since the 13-year-old left the family home in Atiak,
northern Uganda, to travel to Sudan two months ago. Rose fears the teenager has been lured into a life of
prostitution by a merchant from Sudan who was doing business in Atiak, a trading centre only 50 kilometres south
of the border.
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“I have looked for my daughter and many people tell me that she is in Juba, (the capital of South Sudan) working as a prostitute,” she said. “What can a young girl like mine be doing in such kind of business? I
know that I am poor—this war has really affected us—but I have tried my level best to provide for all my children.”
Child prostitution is already commonplace in Atiak, where girls as young as 11 can be seen selling their bodies
on the street to survive. Typical of many border locations in Africa, travellers moving between the two countries
fuel the sex industry.
Now officials and activists are concerned that vulnerable youngsters, some of whom are already prostitutes, are
being trafficked to Juba or, seeing their friends return with fancy mobile phones and smart clothes, enticed away
by promises that they can make good money in the South Sudan capital.
At the child protection unit in the Atiak sub-county local government, 15 parents have reported that their
daughters have gone to Sudan and are calling on the authorities to intervene. The girls are aged between 11 and
17; only one has since returned home.
Okongo Gabriel, who is in charge of the unit, believes that there could be many more children who have left
home for Sudan, but parents are afraid to come forwards because of what the community might say about them
and their family.
Onekgiu Roman, an official in the community liaison department of the central police station in the northern
Ugandan town of Gulu, blames officers at the border post for not spotting children crossing over to Sudan.
“We have links with the police in Atiak and, yes, there are cases where girls from here have gone that far for
prostitution,” he said. “Most of them are told that through this ‘business’, they are able to earn three times as
much as they could in Gulu.”
The immigration officer in charge of the Nimule border station, between Uganda and Sudan, declined to comment on concerns over children crossing the frontier.
Ojok Felix, a social worker with the NGO War Child Holland, says that his organisation has been meeting parents and sub-county authorities in order to find a way forward, and have located some of the girls whose families
have reported missing to the police.
“According to our investigations, five girls have been spotted on the streets of Juba, one has since returned,”
he said. “We are working with friends and relatives in order to bring the girls back.”
Cathy Groenendijk, the director and founder of a small Juba-based NGO, Confident Children Out of Con-flict
—one of the few organisations catering for young girls at risk of sexual exploitation in South Sudan—says more
than half of all Ugandan prostitutes in Juba come from Gulu and Lira, also in norhern Uganda, and that many of
them are young girls.
With the streets of Juba a dangerous place for young girls, where they risk gang violence as well as sexual
exploitation, she warns that little is being done to assist these children.
“There is not so much help for children at risk,” she said. “We take all sexually-abused girls between the ages
of 6 and 18, when they are willing to go to school. They have breakfast, lunch and supper at our centre. They
wash and go to school, do homework and keep their books at the centre.”
Back in Uganda, D’Andrea Weeks, a senior programme advisor with the NGO Child Voice International in
Gulu, also says that the sexual abuse of children is a legacy from the days of the country’s civil war.
“During the times when people were in the IDP (internally displaced people) camps, the cases of children
being sexually abused were so rampant we still see it now,” he said. “Many young girls prostitute themselves for
food, money or security.”
Janet, not her real name, has been working as a prostitute ever since she was thrown out of her family home,
aged 11. She is now 16 and can’t see a future outside the sex industry.
“I did not choose this as the way I wanted to earn a living,” she said. “But the conditions I had been living
under forced me to move to the streets to sell my body. After my grandmother died, my uncles refused to pay to
send me to school and then threw me out of the house. So what was I to do with my life?”
Janet’s grandmother took care of her after her mother died when she was just five years old.
But her uncles never looked upon her as one of the family, because of the way she was conceived; her mother
had been raped by a soldier when she was a refugee in an IDP camp. They chased her away and told her to go and
look for her father.
Janet says that men sometimes abuse her and she is constantly worried about contracting sexually-transmitted
diseases.
“Some men don't want to use condoms and I have to give in because I need the money,” she said. “Others use
you and refuse to pay or give you less money than you agreed.”
She adds that, if you object, they beat you up.
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Lira district police commissioner, Azuk Maruk, who heads up efforts to crack down on child prostitution in
Lira, acknowledges that there are a high number of underage sex workers on the streets, but insists this is
changing.
“When I joined Lira central police station in 2009, the level of prostitution in the town was alarming, involving
underage girls who [should instead] study and become better citizens,” he said. “We found that the level of crime,
such as robbery and rape, was closely linked to the presence of the prostitutes.”
Maruk says that he responded by rounding up child prostitutes and offering them counselling. Those who had
relatives were returned home, while others were taken into community care.
“But this has not been easy,” he added.
Eric Odong, programmes director of Child Voice International, says that underage prostitution is a particular
problem in Gulu and Lira. The community and the district authorities are aware of the issue, but despite much
discussion have done little to address it, he added.
“When you go to the nightclubs in town, you see young girls hanging around,” he said. “Some of them are
children under the age of 18, selling themselves for whatever reasons.”
And Sarita Hartz Hendricksen, the founder and director of the NGO Zion Project, an organisation in Gulu that
gives assistance to young girls and women who were once involved in prostitution, notes a depressing generational legacy amongst sex workers.
“We work with women and girls who were once involved in the sex industry,” Hendricksen said. “Most of
them are young girls under the age of 18 who were either forced by their mothers, or abused by the clients of their
mother.”
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Cases of torture across the country are increasing, with the lack of adequate laws making it hard to bring perpetrators to justice, according to human rights activists.
United Nations Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights, OHCHR, country head, Birgit Gerstenberg, said they had recently documented many instances of the crime and other human rights abuses by the secureity forces, mainly in northern Uganda and the Karamoja region in the north-east. These cases will be included
in a new annual report to be published later this year.
Torture cases had declined in the region since the end of the rebel insurgency five years ago, say activists.
Although the country’s constitution guarantees “freedom from torture, cruel and inhumane and degrading
treatment or punishment”, there is no domestic law that criminalises the abuse.
Legislation seeking to explicitly define and outlaw the crime was drawn up in 2009, in cooperation with the
Coalition Against Torture, CAT, and the Uganda Human Rights Commission, UHRC, but has not yet made it
through parliament.
“Torture in Uganda continues to be a matter of great concern and a pressing human rights challenge,” said Med
Kagwa, UHRC chairman, pointing out that 54 per cent of complaints received by his organisation pertain to the
use of torture.
James Otto, executive director of Human Rights Focus, HURIFO, a Gulu-based NGO, accused the government
of deliberately blocking new legislation to criminalise torture since, he claimed, the main perpetrators are those
within state bodies such as the police and national army.
“I think that the omission by government to define torture in our law could have been deliberate,” he said.
“And, even after being reminded several times by civil society organisations, they are still reluctant.”
Those within government, however, categorical reject any suggestion that torture is a problem within state
bodies.
“There’s no torture either by police or the army,” government spokesman Kabakumba Matsiko told IWPR.
“Do not use that word. One thing is that when people are arrested, there may be some small scuffle, but that’s not
torture.”
Matsiko insisted that the anti-torture bill in no way implied that torture took place in the country, but said that
it was part of a whole framework of measures being discussed within parliament, aimed at redeveloping the
country after 20 years of civil war. He denied that the government deliberately wanted to block the bill.
“We don’t want the problems of the past to occur again and this bill is part of it,” he said.
However, legal experts are divided over the benefits of new legislation.
Retired Supreme Court judge George Kanyehamba has been one of the harshest critics of the anti-torture bill
since it was put forward in 2009, arguing that the country already has many laws on torture that have never been
implemented.
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Kanyehamba suggested that a better solution would be to incorporate all anti-torture legislation into the penal
code rather than enacting new laws. He rejected the argument that the absence of a formal definition for torture is
hindering justice.
“I disagree with those who believe that Uganda needs a new law,” he said. “I have been in court for 14 years
but have never heard a person complain that he took a torture case to court and it was not given attention.”
Kanyehamba says that a new law will only cause confusion and, even once enacted, will still fall short when it
comes to implementation.
He blamed human rights activists for not fighting for the implementation of the anti-torture laws that already
exist – an argument rejected by campaigners such as Nicolas Opiyo, a lawyer from CAT.
“I come from northern Uganda, a region of the country that by now would be in a much worse state if it were
not for the NGOs,” he said.
Opiyo insisted that it was extremely difficult to hold individuals to account for torture under the current
legislation, and that any move to criminalise torture would be a step in the right direction.
“Once a police officer is accused of torture, the best thing the force does is to transfer him,” said Opiyo. “There
is no legal framework to bring to account people who commit acts of torture. All that exists are civil remedies for
violations against basic human rights.”
The Uganda People’s Defence Force, UPDF, spokesman Felix Kulayje said that the government did not
condone torture by the national army in any way, although he acknowledges that there have been isolated
incidents where individual soldiers have been accused of the crime.
“The UPDF routinely cautions its forces not to torture or mistreat those that it detains,” he said. “Anyone
found guilty of committing acts of torture, cruel or inhumane and degrading treatment or punishment is arrested
and charged.”
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Victims of the two-decades-long conflict in the north of Uganda have been calling for justice to be applied
fairly to all parties who allegedly carried out atrocities.
The calls were aired as the president of the International Criminal Court, ICC, Sang-Hyun Song, toured the
north late last month, in an attempt to raise the court’s profile and connect with local people.
Song, whose trip took place just ahead of the Kampala Review Conference on the future of the ICC that ended
last Friday, spoke to groups of people that couldn’t understand why the international community was so intent on
bringing members of the Lord’s Resistance Army, LRA, to justice, but appeared to overlook crimes that had been
allegedly committed by the other side in the twenty-year conflict.
“Why is it that the LRA are the only ones wanted by the ICC?” Christopher Okidi, a former guild president at
Gulu University, demanded. “Does it mean that the UPDF (Ugandan People’s Defence Force) did not commit any
atrocities in northern Uganda?”
Komakech Robin, a resident of Koro Abili, some seven kilometres from Gulu town, put things even more
strongly.
“If the ICC is for us, the people of northern Uganda, then why have they issued arrest warrants for the LRA
only?” he asked. “The UPDF committed the worst atrocities in northern Uganda and always blamed it on the
LRA. Both the LRA and the UPDF must be held accountable. This is the only way for us to feel at peace again.”
Following an investigation into alleged abuses in northern Uganda, the ICC indicted five members of the rebel
group: Joseph Kony, its leader, Vincent Otti, Raska Lukwiya, Okot Odiambo and Dominic Ongwen. Arrest
warrants for the men were issued in 2005, but no arrests have so far been made. Two suspects – Otti and Lukiwya
– have died while on the run.
Though the ICC claims that the LRA committed the worst atrocities during the country’s conflict, there
remains a widespread belief in the region that the UPDF was also guilty of crimes that should be looked at by the
international court.
Suspicions were heightened by a 2007 report from the United Nations, which suggested that the Ugandan
government should share some of the blame for the war.
Alleged abuses by UPDF soldiers include burying 15 youths alive in the northern village of Bur Coro; forcing
dozens of people to suffocate on a crowded train in Amakura, not far from Teso in eastern Uganda; and
imprisoning hundreds of people for alleged treason.
Most of these reported crimes took place in the 1980s and early 1990s, during a particularly bloody phase of
the war, as President Yoweri Museveni sought to consolidate his grip on power.
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This creates a problem when trying to get the ICC to take action against alleged UPDF crimes, since the court
can only investigate incidents that occurred after 2002, when it was established—and those who have been
pushing for steps to be taken against the military have failed to come up with concrete evidence pertaining to
more recent reported violations.
Army spokesman Lieutenant-Colonel Felix Kulayigye insists there were only isolated cases of military abuses
and the perpetrators have since been punished.
Moreover, he maintains that during its investigation into events in northern Uganda, the international court
probed the army and came up with little.
“The ICC has investigated the UPDF, but only found isolated cases that do not measure up to the atrocities that
the LRA committed in the country,” he said. “I find that these allegations [against the army] are nothing more than
politicking.”
But Dennis Martins, the programme coordinator for Empowering Hands, a community support group for
former child soldiers, warned that the concerns raised in the north reflect a problem that the ICC has not yet
adequately addressed: that there are those it is trying to serve who question its integrity.
He says there’s a feeling amongst some in the region that Museveni has used the court as a political tool, in
order to help defeat the LRA.
“Justice must not only be done; it must also be seen to be done,” he said. “If the government had committed
atrocities within the mandate of the ICC, would they have invited the ICC here? Unless care is taken, the ICC
risks becoming a tool in the hands of repressive regimes.”
Alex Odong, a resident of Gulu district, urges Luis Moreno-Ocampo, chief prosecutor of the ICC, to come to
northern Uganda and talk to victims for himself.
“People have now returned to the villages and can freely express themselves, not like before, when they were
still in camps and were afraid of government forces,” he said.
When the ICC began its investigation into the atrocities committed by the LRA in northern Uganda, in 2005,
victims hoped that justice would be swift.
But five years later, with no arrests, such hope has given way to frustration.
Kony and the other surviving LRA indictees appear to have abandoned northern Uganda – where peace is
slowly returning—for the Democratic Republic of Congo and the Central African Republic, where they are
alleged to have inflicted civilian casualties—though these reported abuses do not form part of the ICC's
investigation.
Okello Simon, from Gulu district, welcomes the efforts that the ICC is making, but is disappointed that justice
has been so slow in coming.
“I know the ICC is working hard, but the problem is we are not seeing any results,” he said. “I cannot go back
to my village knowing that the LRA leader is still roaming free. What if he comes back?”
Song’s visit to northern Uganda was organised by the outreach unit of the ICC, in order to allow those
communities that were affected by Uganda’s war to find out more about the workings of the court.
Song insisted that the ICC is an independent institution set up to fight impunity and to prosecute those who
commit the worst crimes, regardless of which side they stand on.
“Even though it is the government of Uganda that invited the ICC to investigate the case in northern Uganda,
the government has no influence on the activities of the court,” he said.
On June 3, Olara Otunnu, the president of the Uganda’s People Congress, an opposition party, asked the ICC to
begin an investigation into abuses allegedly committed by the UPDF.
Meeting with Moreno-Ocampo on the fringes of the review conference, he handed the ICC prosecutor what he
claimed to be evidence of genocide carried out by government forces in northern Uganda.
It included police reports that were reportedly never followed up and letters from politicians in the region
providing details of crimes that are said to have been committed.
Song pointed out, however, that the ICC was supposed to be a court of last resort and that it should be up to
national courts to try lower-level perpetrators.
“I realise others, too, have committed crimes and all who commit crimes should be held responsible,” he said.
“But the ICC is only one piece of the puzzle. It is an important part, but by no means a full answer to your
search for peace and justice.”
Recently, Kampala tasked a division of the High Court to try alleged war criminals that the ICC is unlikely to
deal with.
Justice Akiki Kiiza, who presides over the division, says that war crimes trials held in the country will function
in a similar fashion to those in The Hague, with three judges officiating each case.
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The court currently has four judges capable of overseeing war crimes trials, and is searching for a fifth, which
Kiiza hopes could come from the international community, in order to bring some outside expertise.
Kiiza says that the court is ready to try war crimes suspects as soon as the department of the public prosecutor
refers a case to them.
“Unlike the ICC, we can try all war crimes cases, and not just those that happened after 2002,” he told IWPR.
“We are simply a division of the High Court, and we can try any crime that was committed since the creation of
the High Court and the High Court has been in existence for a very long time.”
6

Struggling to cope with new family responsibilities, many children in northern Uganda, orphaned by war and
the scourge of HIV, have been forced to leave school and find casual work in order to provide for younger
siblings.
The problem is particularly evident in Gulu, where it is not uncommon to see scores of children doing physical
work in the quarries on the outskirts of town or selling food in nearby villages.
Traditionally, the extended family or local community would have stepped in to support a child who had lost
his parents.
But the war has had a devastating effect on such previously close ties. Extended family members are no longer
able or willing to offer adequate support to young people. In many cases, the local community also turns against
orphaned children, regarding them with suspicion and mistrust.
As a result, vulnerable children are often left to fend for themselves, and to look after younger siblings.
In order to take on this responsibility, many are forced to drop out of school or to find casual work, in order to
make sure the family has enough to eat.
A lack of available data makes it very difficult to say exactly how many child-headed families exist in northern
Uganda, but Ronald Mayanja, a project coordinator for development NGO World Vision, says it is likely to be
thousands.
And Alan Denis Orama, who works with the AIDS Support Organisation, TASO, says that as many as 80 per
cent of children in this situation have no sustainable income.
“The survival of the family is in the hands of the children, yet they do not have any livelihood skills,” Orama
said. “They resort to extreme measures of survival such as stealing, prostitution, early marriages and doing all
kinds of odd jobs.”
One 17-year-old boy, who spoke to IWPR on condition of anonymity, said that he has been looking after his
three siblings for the past three years, following the death of both his parents from AIDS. He says that he quit
school at 14 in order to provide for the family.
“We have no food, no money to pay school fees and no land,” the boy said. “I walk a long way to look for
money, I do odd jobs, like cutting grass by the roadside, and people give me some money, but it’s very hard.”
He said that his uncle, who used to be the one helping the family, abandoned them because of poverty.
Acan Elizabeth, 17, was also deserted by her family. She says that, when her parents separated in 2005, neither
wanted the responsibility of looking after her or her two siblings, and so they were left to fend for themselves.
Barely out of adolescence, Elizabeth now finds herself the involuntary head of the household, having to take
care of her two siblings, Okumu Jonathan, 15, and Oryek Jonah, 12.
“We collect scrap metal and empty mineral water bottles, but we get very little money for this and we often go
hungry,” she said. “Typically, we manage to make just 1,500 Ugandan shillings [about 75 US cents] a day.”
Elizabeth says that, far from offering help, the local community often views child-headed households with
suspicion, making life even harder for them. She says her family is regularly accused of stealing saucepans to sell
for scrap metal.
Adyero Paska, 16, who has been looking after his younger 13-year-old brother for two years, also faces
rejection by the community. He claims that his parents were killed by a mob in 2007, who accused them of
practicing witchcraft.
“Our relatives don’t want to see us,” he said. “They grabbed my father’s land and now refer to us as ‘lutino pa
lajok’ (children of witches). We sleep out in the cold on the verandahs and sometimes we have to go hungry.”
Janan Okot, who works for a child-focused NGO in northern Uganda, says that the war has had a devastating
effect on traditional family support.
“People don’t live together, people don’t trust one another,” she said. “This means keeping the family together
is a very big problem indeed. Because of this change in social structure, children can’t be looked after very well.”
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Mwaka Lutukumoi, a social worker and the spokesperson of the Acholi Cultural Institution, says that efforts to
tackle this problem have been inadequate and too slow.
John Okiror, who heads a government unit aimed at providing support for vulnerable children, agrees that
more should be done.
“We believe that it is important to support these orphaned children, but the delivery mechanism isn’t always
straight,” Okiror said. “The money goes through a lot of channels before it reaches the children themselves, and
the administration overheads can be quite high.”
Okiror says that most of the money for helping children in the country comes from development partners, but
the money is not earmarked specifically for child-headed households.
“The approach is fairly general,” he said. “The money is pooled and then we encourage support for civil
society organisations across the country to apply for funding.”
Okiror agrees that a more focused approach is needed, based on finding a sustainable solution.
“The children need food and shelter, but it is difficult for organisations to keep giving these things to children,”
Okiror continued. “The best thing would be for government partners to build vocational schools for these
children, so that they can develop skills in order to fend for themselves.”
Jessica Anena, who works at the Probation and Social Welfare Officer in the Gulu district local government,
says that the main challenge in implementing a more targeted approach is a lack of data.
“We need to know where these child- headed households are found, what are the problems, what are the causes
of the problems, who are the service providers reaching out to these children and what needs are not being met,”
she said.

The Cathedral of All Saints, Nairobi, Nairobi County, Kenya: two views
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The Church of St. Francis, Kuwinda Village, Nairobi County, Kenya
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An Orthodox church in Nairobi, Nairobi County, Kenya

The Church of the Holy Cross, Westlands, Nairobi County, Kenya
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A Hindu Temple, Nairobi, Nairobi County, Kenya

The Cathedral of the Holy Ghost, Mombasa, Mombasa County, Kenya
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A mosque in Mombasa, Mombasa County, Kenya

A Hindu temple in Mombasa, Mombasa County, Kenya
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The Church of St. Michael and the Angels, Kwale, Kwale County, Kenya

The Church of St. Thomas, Kilifi, Kilifi County, Kenya
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The Kibweze Bethel Church, Makueni County, Kenya

The Church of St. Joseph, Kisumu, Kisumu County, Kenya
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The Church of St. Peter Claver, Akala, Kisumu County, Kenya

The Ulafu Mosque, Siaya Town, Siaya County, Kenya
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The Church of Good Will, Kariandusi, Nakuru County, Kenya

The Church of the Torch, Thogoto, Kiambu County, Kenya

176

The Church of St. Paul, Happy Valley, Kkiambu County, Kenya: two views

177

A church in Marsabit, Marsabit County, Kenya

St. Jude’s Chapel, Mpeketoni, Lamu County, Kenya
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A mosque on Pate Island, Lamu County, Kenya

The Church of the Holy Spirit, Kandisi, Kajiado County, Kenya
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The Italian War Memorial Church, Nyeri Town, Nyeri County, Kenya

The caption reads: “A mosque in Nyeri Town”, Nyeri County, Kenya
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The Kaaga Methodist Church, Meru, Meru County, Kenya

A church in Garissa, Garissa County, Kenya
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The Church of St. Paul, Syongila, Kitui County, Kenya

A mosque in Wajir, Wajir County, Kenya
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A mosque in Isolo Town, Isolo County, Kenya

A mosque in Kericho Town, Kericho County, Kenya
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The Full Gospel Church of Kenya, Kakamega Town, Kakamega County, Kenya

The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, Eldoret, Uasin Gishu County, Kenya
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A church in Kisii Township, Kisii County, Kenya

The Church of St. Peter, Nyamira, Nyamira County, Kenya
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A church at Baragoi, Samburu County, Kenya: two views--below, congregants preparing a volleyball court
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The Migori Gospel Center Church, Migori Town, Migori County, Kenya

The Church of St. Therezia, Homa Bay Town, Homa Bay County, Kenya
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The Friend’s Church, Kidundu, Vihiga County, Kenya

The Liyavo Bible Church, Liyavo, Trans-Nzoia County, Kenya
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The caption reads: “Anglican church, Kitale” [Trans-Nzoia County, Kenya]

The Church of St. John the Baptist, Lodwar, Turkana County, Kenya
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Caption: “The first church where missionaries conducted mass in Murang’a” [Murang’a County, Kenya]

The Cathedral of St. Thomas, Kerugoya, Kirinyaga County, Kenya
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The Church of St. George, Mau Narok, Nakuru County, Kenya: two views

191

The Church of St. Jude, Marmanet, Laikipia County, Kenya

The Atemo Evangelical Lutheran Church, Marigat, Baringo County, Kenya
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A church in Bartabwa, Baringo County, Kenya

The Revival, Praise and Worship Church, Bungoma, Bungoma County, Kenya
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The Chrisco Church, Vota, Machakos County, Kenya

The Cathedral of St. Paul, Embu, Embu County, Kenya
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The caption reads: “The new cathedral being constructed by the Chuka Town Church” [Tharaka-Nithi
County], Kenya: two views
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A mosque at Hola, Tana River County, Kenya

A Greek Orthodox church, Teita Sisal Estate, nr. Mwatate, Taita-Taveta County, Kenya
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A mosque in El Wak, Mandera County, Kenya

The chapel on the grounds of Tenwek Hospital, Bomet, Bomet County, Kenya
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A mosque at Narok, Narok County, Kenya

A mosque at Kapsabet, Nandi County, Kenya
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A church in Kapsowar, Elgeyo-Marakwet County, Kenya

The Evangelical Lutheran Church, Othoro Parish, Chepareria, West Pokot County, Kenya
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The Gospel Assembly Church, Busia, Busia County, Kenya

The church of the Israel Assemblys of God, Nyandarua County, Kenya
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