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      ‘It is impossible to read on without sensing a deeper contemporary relevance’

Peter Preston, Observer

      
      ‘By calling for reconciliation in the early years of his presidency, Kenyatta understandably sacrificed the past for the future.
         But today young Kenyans know next to nothing about the Mau Mau uprising and how it led to independence. For them, these books
         are an incomparable record of what happened in, and to, their country. For others, parallels with American foreign policy
         today are apparent enough’

Economist

      
      ‘David Anderson’s Histories of the Hanged is the first full account of the guerrilla war that determined who should inherit Britain’s most troublesome African colony.
         His evidence comes principally from the transcripts of the hundreds of Mau Mau trials that, in four years, resulted in more
         than one thousand executions, far more than in any other colonial conflict, even Algeria’s’

The Times

      
      ‘The British responded with show trials and swift executions to demonstrate that counter-measures were in place. These trials
         form the centrepiece of Anderson’s book. He has trawled through more than 1,000 of them in Kenya’s National Archive, emerging
         with a tale of rough justice and political manipulation that raises disturbing questions about the guilt of some of the accused’
      

      
      Nicholas Best, Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘Anderson’s research on Mau Mau trials and their victims … not only transform[s] our understanding of empire’s end, but should
         produce political shock-waves … What Britain did in Kenya was – as … Anderson … make[s] clear in unprecedented and shocking
         detail – vicious, shameful and unforgiveable’

Stephen Howe, Independent

      
      ‘A no-holds-barred account’

Soldier

      
      ‘A more considered and dispassionate account of the atrocities committed by the British in the 1950s’

      
      Kwamchetsi Makokha, New Statesman

      
      ‘Anderson has reconstructed a vivid slice of history from the court records of Mau Mau trials … Anderson gets inside the minds
         and passions of both sides and, best of all, inside the agony of those simply caught up in the horror and forced to make appalling
         choices’
      

      
      Richard Dowden, Guardian

      
      ‘Not only an important illumination of a half-forgotten war, [the book shows] how an empire that tries to crush dissent with
         brutality is ultimately doomed to failure’

         Declan Walsh, Irish Times

      
      ‘It is a powerful message, and a timely reminder of the brutal crimes of Empire’

Justin Willis, TLS

      
      
   
      
      

      
      David Anderson has been teaching and writing about the history of Kenya for more than twenty years. Formerly a Research Associate
         at the University of Nairobi, Lecturer in Imperial History at Birkbeck College, London, and Senior Lecturer in African History
         and Director of the Centre of African Studies at SOAS, London, he is now a Fellow of St Cross College, Oxford. A regular commentator
         on current affairs in Kenya and in Africa more generally, as well as an author and editor of ten books on the region’s past,
         his work has ranged widely across the history and politics of the continent. Histories of the Hanged is the product of systematic research through the colonial archives in Kenya and in Britain, and is the reflection of a career
         spent intimately engaged with the story of Britain’s colonial misadventure in Kenya. He is married to a doctor, Angie, and
         they live in Oxford with their four children.
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      Prologue

      
      The Hanged

      
      Mau Mau. The very words conjure up memories of something evil lurking in history’s dark shadows. Mau Mau was the great horror
         story of Britain’s empire in the 1950s. The battle to suppress the revolt in Kenya was presented as a war between savagery
         and civilization, a rebellion made by men who could not cope with modernity, who reached back into a depraved, tribal past
         in an effort to stop the wheel of progress from turning. The principal chronicler of Kenya’s white settler society, Elspeth
         Huxley, called Mau Mau ‘the yell from the swamp’;1 and Robert Ruark, the American writer whose 1955 novel about the rebellion, Something of Value, remains the most widely read and best-known account of Mau Mau, warned his readers: ‘To understand Africa you must understand
         a basic impulsive savagery that is greater than anything we civilized people have encountered in two centuries.’2 His chilling adventure story was suffused with bloody, sadistic killing and seemingly senseless violence. For Ruark, as for
         many others since, ‘impulsive savagery’ was explanation enough.
      

      
      It has always been easier to describe than to explain this seemingly aberrant revolt. Before Mau Mau, Kenya had an entirely
         different image. In the iconography of British imperial endeavour, it was the land of sunshine, gin slings and smiling, obedient
         servants, where the industrious white colonizer could enjoy a temperate life of peace and plenty in a tropical land. This
         was the ‘white man’s country’, with its rolling, fertile highlands. Sturdy settler farmers had made their homes here, building
         a little piece of England in a foreign field. They brought order and prosperity. And they held a paternal view of the Africans
         whose land they had appropriated, and whose labour they depended upon. The bucolic romance of settler life in Kenya, portrayed
         most vividly by Karen Blixen, whose farm in Africa was set amid the Ngong hills, on the edge of Nairobi, was constructed around
         the myth of colonial racial harmony.3 Blixen’s Kenya was a place of benign white paternalism, and accepting black subservience. Mau Mau shattered this patronizing
         pretence in the most poignant, disturbing manner, as trusted servants turned on their masters and slaughtered them. It was ‘a revolt of the
         domestic staff’, wrote Graham Greene, ‘it was as though Jeeves had taken to the jungle’.4

      
      None of these colonial stereotypes of Kenya help much in understanding why the Mau Mau revolt happened when it did, and they
         are even less useful in explaining its peculiarly violent character. Yet they have dominated, in one way or another, all of
         the books written about the conflict over the last half-century.
      

      
      This book tells the story in a different way, lacing the narrative of the war with the testimonies of those who fought on
         both sides. Using the court records of the hundreds of trials of captured rebels, it has been possible not only to portray
         the motives and violent actions of the Mau Mau fighters who made this rebellion, but also to map out the behaviour and deeds
         of the colonialists who so brutally, and at times so scandalously, suppressed it. It is a story of atrocity and excess on
         both sides, a dirty war from which no one emerged with much pride, and certainly no glory. It is an uncomfortable history,
         but it is a history that needs to be told.
      

      
      On the face of it, armed rebellion seemed an unnecessary gamble in the endgame of empire. Kenya’s explosion into struggle
         came just as the old European empires were running out of steam. By 1952, the year in which the Mau Mau ‘emergency’ began,
         the once mighty imperial powers were contracting. Britain had already given up India and Pakistan, and Palestine had been
         sacrificed for the establishment of the Jewish state. In South-east Asia, a guerrilla war was rumbling on against communist
         insurgents, but the British were already planning the hand-over of power, to a compliant, conservative Malay government, that
         would take place in 1956. Nationalism was on the march. Empires were in retreat. This was the new order of the post-war world.
      

      
      In Africa, decolonization had been slower to get moving, to be sure, but Kwame Nkrumah had already become the first prime
         minister of the Gold Coast six months before Kenya’s emergency began, and he would take his country proudly to independence
         in March 1957, long before the last of the Mau Mau fighters had surrendered. Sudan, Somalia, Sierra Leone and Nigeria would
         all achieve their freedom from British colonial rule, and the French even scuttled their empire in West Africa, while Kenyans
         still waited for political rights that would allow them to vote. Would not the ‘winds of change blowing through Africa’, so
         eloquently described to a disbelieving white South African audience in Cape Town by Prime Minister Harold Macmillan in March
         1960, have swept Kenya towards freedom without a rebellion?
      

      
      Those who took up arms against the British in Kenya didn’t think so. They read the signs rather differently. Macmillan’s famous
         Cape Town speech is usually remembered as heralding the new nations of Africa onto the world stage; but it was in fact intended as an
         attack on apartheid. South Africa’s electorate had voted the National Party into power in 1948, instigating a programme of racialist social and
         economic policies that would entrench the supremacy of the white minority and condemn the black majority to a servile future
         of dispossession and inferiority. To the north, across the Limpopo river, white Rhodesians nurtured similar ambitions. The
         British had long ago given Europeans there a degree of self-government, and during 1951 it was agreed that settler-dominated
         Southern Rhodesia would be amalgamated into a federation with Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland. Most African observers thought
         this nothing less than the creation of an enlarged white settler state. If African nationalism was on the march in Africa
         in the 1950s, so too was white power.
      

      
      Kenya’s white settlers cast envious glances towards Rhodesia and South Africa. They, too, hoped to promote an enlarged federation
         that would strengthen and steer the economies of the three East African territories – Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika – with
         Europeans at the helm. And they worked hard to secure their own privileged political position, and, in the process, to suppress
         African advancement. In the years between 1945 and 1952, from the ending of the Second World War to the beginning of Kenya’s
         rebellion against colonial rule, the white settlers vigorously campaigned against enhanced political representation for Africans,
         pushed themselves into key roles in the management of the colonial economy, and tightened their grip over local and municipal
         government. Some spoke admiringly of the achievements of the National Party in South Africa, of the security for all races
         to be found in ‘separate development’. To African ears these were weasel words. The whites would take for themselves all the
         best land, and the other resources, and leave Africans the scraps.
      

      
      That was how it had been in Kenya since 1902, when the first white settlers arrived, encouraged by a colonial governor, Sir
         Charles Eliot, who needed to find a way to pay for the railway that had been built from Mombasa to Lake Victoria. White capital,
         enterprise and energy would do the trick. Eliot thought that he did not have time to wait for Africans to come to commercial
         agriculture. White political and economic domination, the alienation of African lands, and the oppression of Africans as a
         poorly paid and exploited labouring class had all followed in short order. For fifty years the white minority ruled the roost
         in Kenya. Most of the white highlanders thought they would do so for another fifty years – and more, no doubt.
      

      
      When it inevitably came, the rebellion began slowly, as rebellions often do, in a myriad of local struggles over the years
         following the Second World War. It was not until October 1952 that the war properly got going, provoked by the British decision to declare
         a state of emergency and to move troops into the colony. When it finally came to an end, in January 1960, the revolt had lasted
         more than seven years. Three British prime ministers – first Churchill, then Eden, and finally Macmillan – had gnawed away
         at the problem, watching with growing concern as the measures adopted by the colonial government in Kenya became increasingly
         draconian and politically dangerous. Kenya’s tragedy played itself out slowly and painfully, until, exasperated and embarrassed,
         Macmillan’s government decided to wash its hands of the whole dirty business.
      

      
      Contemporary accounts often cast it as a war against Kenya’s white settlers, with the British government in the benevolent
         role of protector of the empire kith and kin. This misrepresents the character of the struggle. It was certainly a war fought
         against white power, but it never became the race war that some thought it to be. And there was nothing benevolent about Britain’s
         ruthless prosecution of the war. Contrary to public perception, only thirty-two European settlers died in the rebellion, and
         there were fewer than two hundred casualties among the British regiments and police who served in Kenya over these years.
         Yet more than 1800 African civilians are known to have been murdered by Mau Mau, and many hundreds more to have disappeared,
         their bodies never found. Rebel losses were far greater than those suffered by the British security forces. The official figures
         set the total number of Mau Mau rebels killed in combat at 12,000, but the real figure is likely to have been more than 20,000.
      

      
      Much of the struggle tore through the African communities themselves, an internecine war waged between rebels and so-called
         ‘loyalists’ – Africans who took the side of the government and opposed Mau Mau. This was partly brought about by the deliberate
         policy of the British to cultivate an African opposition, by arming vigilantes, styled as Home Guards, to protect villages
         from attack and to assist the police and military in operations against the Mau Mau fighters. But the opponents of Mau Mau
         were also those who did not share the values of the rebels, who rejected violence and armed struggle as a way forward, and
         who questioned the moral basis of the claims made by the rebels to rights in land and access to property. As the conflict
         went on, these divisions made it appear more and more like a civil war.
      

      
      The intensity of the struggle was all the greater because it was largely confined to only one of Kenya’s several ethnic groups,
         the Kikuyu. With a population of around 1.4 million in 1948, the Kikuyu occupied the rich highlands in the central region
         of the colony, close to Nairobi and adjacent to the main areas of white settlement. These energetic farmers worked the deep, red soil to good advantage. They were enterprising in business and, much as the advent of colonial rule had
         deprived them of lands and exploited their labour, many Kikuyu made the most of the opportunities afforded by the connections
         to an imperial economy. Those closest to Nairobi, in the district known as Kiambu, were best placed to reap the benefits.
         Commercial farming developed here far more rapidly than Charles Eliot had believed possible, and by the 1940s the district
         was renowned for the wealth of its farmers. To the north and east of Kiambu was the district of Murang’a, and further to the
         north again lay Nyeri. These three districts formed the Kikuyu heartlands, making up the Kikuyu Native Reserve. Further still
         to the north-east, far distant from Nairobi and the immediate influence of the colonial economy, were Meru and Embu, the last
         two Kikuyu-speaking districts. The Mau Mau war would range over all these locations, and into the white settler farms of the
         Rift Valley, where Kikuyu labourers worked the lands as tenants of the European owners.
      

      
      The disruption wrought upon Kikuyu society by the emergency was almost unimaginable. Aside from the deaths of combatants,
         at the peak of the emergency the British held more than 70,000 Kikuyu supporters of Mau Mau in detention camps. The vast majority
         of these detainees were held without trial, simply on the order of the administration, on the basis of accusation or mere
         suspicion. In all, at least 150,000 Kikuyu, perhaps even more, spent some time behind the wire of a British detention camp
         during the course of the rebellion. In the midst of the war, draconian anti-terrorist laws were introduced suspending the
         human rights of suspects, imposing collective punishments, facilitating detention without trial, permitting the seizure of
         property of convicts, and vastly extending the death penalty to a wide range of offences. Between 1952 and 1956, when the
         fighting was at its worst, the Kikuyu districts of Kenya became a police state in the very fullest sense of that term.
      

      
      This was not how empire was supposed to end. The British have liked to imagine that their retreat from imperial grandeur was
         dignified and orderly. Above all in Africa, the British tend to think they made a better job of it than anyone else.5 Where the French lingered too long in West Africa and lost friends, where the Belgians were booted unceremoniously out of
         the Congo, and where the Portuguese made the grave mistake of fighting greatly prolonged guerrilla wars only to finally and
         humiliatingly capitulate, the British negotiated and bargained their way to peaceful and mutually beneficial settlements.
         Talks at Lancaster House, constitution-mongering, and deals struck in smoke-filled rooms were the stuff of British decolonisation.6 This, at least, is the received wisdom. While this was surely true for some parts of Africa, it was not true for Kenya.
      

      
      Nor was it true for those other places in Africa where white colonists had taken land and made their homes. Wars, of various kinds, were eventually fought in all the larger settler colonies – in
         Algeria, Angola and Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and even in the non-colony, South Africa.7 Even by the degrading standards of other wars in the twentieth century, all these conflicts were unusually vicious and scarily
         brutal. It would be foolish to contest between them to find the worst, the one with the most atrocities, or the highest number
         of assassinations, mutilations or defilements: there is nothing to be gained from a league table that measures the order of
         barbarity; but there is something compellingly distinctive about the institutional bureaucratization of war in Kenya that
         sets it apart from the other examples, except perhaps for South Africa. The war against Mau Mau was fought not just by the
         military, or by the police, but by the civil administration, in a pervasive campaign that sought to strip the rebels and their
         sympathizers of every possible human right, while at the same time maintaining the appearance of accountability, transparency,
         and justice. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the Mau Mau trials.
      

      
      The Germans used to behead the convicts with a heavy axe, while the French preferred the neat, surgical precision of the guillotine.
         More recently, the American lust for artful technology, even in death, has drawn them toward the electric chair and the lethal
         injection.8 In Britain, the execution of choice has long been the rope, the noose, and the drop. The British public has always liked
         a good hanging. They used to flock to the gallows at London’s Tyburn in thousands to watch the bodies swing.9 In Kenya during the 1950s, the white highlanders wanted to do likewise, clamouring for the public execution of convicted
         Mau Mau fighters, preferably immediately following the trial and without the right of appeal, so that Africans could witness
         for themselves the dreadful final rituals of British justice. This was not what Robert Ruark had meant by ‘impulsive savagery’,
         but it sounded very similar.
      

      
      State execution is a mighty weapon, and in the colonial context it has generally been used sparingly. Not so in the Mau Mau
         emergency. Kenya’s hanging judges were kept busy. Between April 1953 and December 1956 the Special Emergency Assize Courts
         tried a total of 2609 Kikuyu on capital charges relating to Mau Mau offences in 1211 trials. Around 40 per cent of those accused
         were acquitted, but 1574 were convicted and sentenced to hang over this period. Others still had been convicted in the Supreme
         Court before the Special Emergency Assize Courts were created in April 1953, and there would be a smattering of further Mau
         Mau trials throughout 1957 and even into 1958. In total, approximately 3000 Kikuyu stood trial between 1952 and 1958 on capital
         charges relating to the Mau Mau movement.10

      
      In all, over the course of the emergency, 1090 Kikuyu would go to the gallows for Mau Mau crimes. In no other place, and at
         no other time in the history of British imperialism, was state execution used on such a scale as this. This was more than
         double the number of executions carried out against convicted terrorists in Algeria, and many more than in all the other British
         colonial emergencies of the post-war period – in Palestine, Malaya, Cyprus and Aden. The research for this book was driven
         by a quest to uncover how this could have happened, in a colonial territory, at a time when the British parliament was contemplating
         the abolition of hanging.
      

      
      It could have been even worse. More than 400 others were convicted but then reprieved, either because they were determined
         to have been under the age of eighteen at the time of the offence, or because it was decided to show clemency. Women convicts,
         of which there were fewer than thirty, were all reprieved and imprisoned for life. Even for those who were acquitted of these
         serious charges there was to be no freedom. As they walked from the court, virtually every one of the acquitted men was again
         arrested and detained on lesser charges. These usually required no further legal proceedings. They would spend the next several
         years in the notorious detention camps of the Kenyan gulag. British justice in 1950s Kenya was a blunt, brutal and unsophisticated
         instrument of oppression.
      

      
      Yet, those same courts documented their proceedings in meticulous, voluminous detail. Much of the narrative of this book is
         structured around the courtroom testimonies of these trials, amounting to more than 800 capital cases that survive in the
         archives. Alongside the trial transcripts, witness statements, confessions and pleas for clemency are all documented. There
         are appeal papers, scribbled notes by advocates and judges about the proceedings and the accused, and sometimes letters about
         the background and history of the condemned. Here, too, are the names of the witnesses who gave evidence against Mau Mau suspects,
         as well as the details of African and European police officers who conducted interrogations and put together the prosecution
         papers. And, of course, here are the only available details of those persons taken for execution – the unnamed, and as yet
         unacknowledged martyrs of the rebel cause: the 1090 men who went to the gallows as convicted Mau Mau terrorists.
      

      
      Mau Mau’s war has until now been strangely anonymous. The names of Mau Mau generals have been known, and some of them have
         even been acclaimed as heroes – Dedan Kimathi, Stanley Mathenge and Waruhiu Itote are certainly the most widely known. But
         the subalterns of the movement, the food carriers, the couriers, the recruiting sergeants and oath administrators, the treasurers
         and fund-raisers, the assassins and enforcers, and, of course, the ordinary foot soldiers in the forest, have remained shadowy, and nameless. The records of the Mau Mau trials allow these people to be brought into the story. Their experiences
         bring us much closer to the violence, enabling us to discern its reasons more clearly.
      

      
      It is grimly ironic that the Kenyan colonial state, so utterly dismissive of the rights and humanity of these Mau Mau fighters,
         should so meticulously have documented their lives as it processed them towards the final, highest punishment under the law.
         The requirements of Britain’s highest court of appeal, the Privy Council, dictated that capital cases should be so systematically
         recorded. These first-hand stories of the Mau Mau struggle are extraordinary human dramas, but they gain even greater meaning
         when set within the historical context of the rebellion itself. To that end, the histories of the hanged have not been told
         here as biographical narratives; they have instead been placed in their social and cultural setting as part of a chronological
         narrative of the Mau Mau war. In this larger picture, we see not just the detail of the lives of the executed men, but their
         relationships to those whom they fought against – their struggles with African loyalists, with colonial police, with white
         settlers and their militias, with the barristers who prosecuted and defended them, and with the judges who ultimately presided
         over their fate.
      

      
      There is nothing to glorify in this retelling of a tragic story, but there is much to be reckoned with, on both sides. This
         Mau Mau history is about the loss of an empire, and the making of a nation.
      

   
      
      1

      
      The Hidden History of an Anti-Colonial Rebellion

      
      In the years following the end of the Second World War, Kenya rapidly lurched into a crisis that was shaped by the racial complexion
         of its politics. Some 5 million Africans lived in the colony, yet they had failed to gain any meaningful form of political
         representation. In contrast, the 97,000-strong Asian immigrant community – which had arrived in the early part of the twentieth
         century – had done a little better: but most Asians ‘believed that economic survival required political silence’.1 Asian and African alike were dominated in the late 1940s by the political power of the 29,000 European settlers. Six years
         after the war’s end, Kenya’s constitution still served settler interests. Eleven elected white settlers sat in the Legislative
         Council alongside eleven representatives of the other races. Only four of these were African, and none were elected, all being
         hand-picked by government from a list of officially approved candidates. Had the European, Asian and African representatives
         ever combined, they could easily have outvoted the fifteen government officials on the Legislative Council.
      

      
      These disparate groups never did combine. Kenya’s politicians remained as they had always been, locked within the limits of
         a racial hierarchy that placed Europeans on top of Asians, and relegated the African majority very firmly to the bottom of
         the pile. Because Africans had no voice in selecting their representatives, those nominated to serve on the Legislative Council
         were all too easily dismissed as stooges and ‘yes-men’. Those other creatures of colonial rule, the chiefs, were the only
         African group whose voice might be heard in government, but they, too, were compromised by their collaboration with the regime.
         This was no democracy, and there was certainly no space made for dissent.
      

      
      Dissent found its expression all the same. Over the three decades leading up to the Mau Mau rebellion, Africans voiced plangent
         political concerns despite the obstruction of an unsympathetic colonial state. Four issues dominated African politics in central Kenya in these years. Two issues were paramount until the mid-1930s: the low
         level of African wages, kept so by Kenya’s settlers eager to be competitive agricultural producers; and the abolition of the
         hated kipande, an identity card and passbook introduced after the First World War, without which no African could leave his home to look
         for work. European settlers frequently punished errant African workers by tearing up the kipande, thereby making it impossible for them to get another job, and it was the general practice on leaving employment for the
         employer to endorse the card and state the salary, making it extremely difficult for the worker to negotiate better wages
         in his next employment.
      

      
      From the early 1930s, two other issues grew in importance. The first was the need to secure effective, elected African representation.
         This was a reaction to the attempts by the colonial government to manage politics through the nominated and salaried chiefs,
         and to use European missionaries as the conduit of African opinion. Many Kenyans rejected this as a system of compliance and
         subservience, and struggles developed over positions in local government and at the national level.
      

      
      The second issue that came into focus from the early 1930s was land. The seizure of land by European settlers had been a bone
         of contention from the first days of colonial rule in Kenya. Settlers had first pegged out claims in 1902, in the fertile
         hills around Nairobi. By 1914 Kikuyu farmers throughout southern Kiambu and southern Murang’a found themselves increasingly
         hemmed in by the growing press of Europeans. Things were fluid at this stage, and there were no fences to impede movement.
         Kikuyu as yet had no real sense of the misery of dispossession and alienation that was to come; but from the 1930s the hardening
         of the boundaries between settler farms and African lands, combined with African population increase, brought the first real
         evidence of land hunger and emerging landlessness in central Kenya. For the Kikuyu especially, the land question had by the
         1930s become the crucial political grievance.
      

      
      As these struggles took shape, there was a high degree of dispute within the African communities themselves. In the pioneering
         study of Mau Mau’s origins, published in 1964, Carl Rosberg and John Nottingham presented these quarrels in simplistic terms,
         as conflicts between anti-colonial nationalists and colonial collaborators.2 Many later writers, including Robert Edgerton and Wunyabari Maloba, have been inclined to follow their example, swallowing
         too readily the propaganda of the Mau Mau war that was intended to engrain this polar division in the public imagination.3 The reality was more complicated. The divisions of Kikuyu politics were increasingly influenced by the redistributive powers
         of the state. Political leadership in central Kenya over the colonial years inevitably required the management of rapid social
         change, and it should not surprise us that Kikuyu disagreed with one another as to how this might be achieved. As East Africa’s leading historian
         of political thought John Lonsdale has forcibly pointed out, this was the daily stuff of Kikuyu political life.4

      
      By 1950 three political blocks had emerged from these debates, each reflecting a different group of interests. First there
         was the conservative block, represented by the chiefs, headmen and senior Christian elders of Kikuyu society, whose authority had been built up
         and greatly consolidated through association with the colonial project. This group was epitomized by Waruhiu wa Kungu and
         his family. Like all Kikuyu of his class and status, Waruhiu was both a prominent landowner and a businessman. His farmlands
         in Kiambu were productive and prosperous, and from their Nairobi offices his family ran various haulage, wholesaling and retailing
         businesses. A church elder since the 1920s, Waruhiu invested hugely in the education of his children. The chief was at the
         sharp end of Kenya’s increasingly polemical politics, a struggle between ‘the haves and the have-nots’,5 in which he proudly and vigorously represented the interests of the Kikuyu landed, Christian aristocracy. Such men as these
         were the gatekeepers of the colonial state, and they became used to wielding patronage under its auspices. Determined to hold
         on to their wealth and land, their conservatism deepened over time. This consolidated their personal wealth and power, but
         essentially amounted to a politics of exclusion. Over time, they inevitably made enemies.
      

      
      Those enemies formed into our other two groups. The first, the moderate nationalists, were already in evidence by the early 1920s, having emerged from the first batch of educated ‘mission boys’. Westernized
         in attitudes, often sporting European dress, and favouring urban, clerical work, these men saw the old conservative chiefs
         as a barrier to progress. Kenyatta epitomized this group, while Koinange wa Mbiyu moved into its orbit only in the 1930s.
         Though the two groups were essentially from the same class and background, typically coming from relatively prosperous families,
         they were separated by education and attitude. A materialist rivalry fuelled and intensified their political struggles. The
         moderates wanted to replace the conservatives in positions of political leadership, and although they frequently criticized
         the actions and motives of conservative chiefs, it is not at all clear that their own agenda of political leadership was really
         very different. However, by the 1940s, moderate nationalists were inclined towards national politics, and to the building
         of pan-ethnic political alliances, as a means to fostering greater credibility in the struggle for representation.
      

      
      Koinange wa Mbiyu was a conservative chief of the 1920s who became a moderate nationalist in the 1930s. Koinange thoroughly
         deserves his reputation as Kenya’s most distinguished chief of the colonial era.6 He came into government service in 1905, as a headman in Kiambu, swiftly rising to chief in succession to his father. In 1930
         he became Paramount Chief of Kikuyuland, a role in which Waruhiu wa Kungu succeeded him from 1949. By then the Koinange and
         Waruhiu families had become political foes. It had not always been that way. In the early days of colonial rule, both had
         been staunchly loyal to the government and to the Christian churches. But from the mid-1930s, Koinange became disillusioned
         by the failure of the Kikuyu people to have lands returned to them that had been taken by European settlers. Koinange had
         claims of his own, and made an impassioned speech calling for the restoration of his property before a colonial land commission
         in 1933. When the colonial commissioners declined to restore the ‘lost lands’ to Koinange, or to any other of the hundreds
         of Kikuyu claimants, his enthusiasm for British justice waned. Through the later 1930s, Koinange gradually shifted from the
         conservative Christian loyalism that had allied his family with the Waruhius, to a position that was critical of the slowness
         of African progress under British rule. He became active on behalf of the Kikuyu Central Association, an organization he had
         vehemently opposed in the 1920s. He gave land and financial support to the Kikuyu Independent Schools Association. During
         the 1930s, this movement for independent education successfully challenged the mission monopoly of primary schooling for African
         children.
      

      
      When the British banned the KCA in 1940, Koinange was instrumental in the formation of a new party in 1945, the Kenya African
         Union (KAU), a coalition of moderate nationalists. Koinange’s persistent carping now became an irritation to the colonial
         officials he had once worked so closely alongside, prompting one to note wryly that ‘even when the end of the world comes,
         there will be Koinange making a speech’. No longer compliant, and dangerously outspoken, his usefulness as a colonial chief
         had diminished. He was eventually quietly removed from his position in 1949, amid accusations of ‘failing judgement’, a slight
         that the Koinange family would never forgive. By the end of his life the pendulum had swung, and Koinange was dabbling in
         a more militant brand of politics.
      

      
      The militant nationalists among the Kikuyu first became visible in the 1930s. Their politics would give shape to Mau Mau by the early 1950s. Their
         strategy was to mobilize cultural nationalism in defence of the interests of those being excluded by social and economic changes
         within Kikuyu society. Those interests coalesced around the question of growing landlessness and the traditional obligations
         of Kikuyu elders to provide for those without easy access to land. The leaders among militant Kikuyu nationalists were often
         from less well-established families, with less land and fewer resources. They used their limited Christian education first
         to attack the conservatives, whom they characterized as corrupt betrayers of Kikuyu values and social norms, and then to attack
         the moderate nationalists whose programme of reform failed to address their basic concerns over the distribution of land and
         the level of African wages. The militant nationalists won strong support among Kikuyu evicted from European farms, among younger
         generations who by the 1940s found that land was no longer available for them in the Kikuyu reserves, and among urban workers
         and the unemployed.
      

      
      Fred Kubai, Bildad Kaggia and James Beauttah were typical of the new breed of militant nationalists that had emerged to challenge
         the KCA by the end of the 1930s. These men would become involved in trade unionism, in rural protests against government-imposed
         agricultural schemes, and would assist Kikuyu in land cases. Their championing of the landless and the dispossessed made them
         unpopular with Kikuyu landowners who wished to retain the right to evict tenants or to develop their lands. Moving between
         the African estates of Nairobi and their rural homelands, they lived by their wits, sometimes on the fringes of criminal activity,
         sometimes in it up to their necks. They became increasingly hard-bitten and determined as their exclusion from the political
         circles favoured by the Kikuyu elders became apparent. These were the people who would take a lead in the Mau Mau movement.
      

      
      As time went on, a growing number of more prosperous Kikuyu came also to sympathize with the cause of the militant nationalists.
         The struggles over power between these three groups were not entirely class-based, but were in large part framed in understandings
         of the character, essential qualities and values of Kikuyu life. At root, these were ideological debates about the kind of
         society in which Kikuyu would live.7 Kikuyu politics under colonial rule was therefore a cockpit of complex internecine struggle long before it was reduced and
         polarized by the Mau Mau war. And these earlier struggles would play an important role in defining the positions people adopted
         in that war. The earlier history of grievance, and of political mobilization, therefore matters a great deal.
      

      
      Making a Rebellion

      
      The seeds of rebellion were sown in three episodes of Kikuyu history between 1920 and 1940. The first tells the story of the
         efforts of well-meaning missionaries to manage African politics, which politics had been nurtured in the churches and schools
         established across the colony by the Christian missions from the earliest days of British rule. Anglicans of the Church Missionary
         Society, Scottish Presbyterians, the Methodist Gospel Mission, the fundamentalist African Inland Mission and the Catholics
         of the Mill Hill order were all firmly established in Kenya by the eve of the 1914–18 war.
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      In an act of pious imperialism that echoed the partition of Africa among the great powers at the historic conference of Berlin
         in 1884, where Europe’s leaders had haggled over who would have what bit of Africa, carving up the map like a slab of meat,
         these Churches divided the colony into religious ‘spheres of influence’. This avoided too much unseemly competition for the
         saving of African souls. All these Churches had a foothold in the Kikuyu districts of central Kenya, but the Church Missionary
         Society (CMS) and the Presbyterian Church of Scotland Mission took the lion’s share. The missions brought education. Basic
         primary schools were established at all mission stations. Demand for schooling was strong, and the missions soon extended
         their educational services. Glad to leave these things to the Churches, government retreated. Already by the early 1920s,
         then, the missions had nurtured their own literate Christian elite, a small but rapidly growing body of African men and (rather
         fewer) women, filled with ambition for ‘progress and modernity’.
      

      
      An engagement with politics was part of this message of modernity; but it was politics under the direction of mission patronage.
         The colonial government first invited European missionaries onto the Legislative Council to represent ‘African interests’.
         The missions carried this paternalism into the structure of their own affairs, forming councils of African elders within the
         churches, and encouraging Christian Africans to represent themselves. By 1921 senior Kikuyu landholders and chiefs within
         the various missions had joined together in a single association, with the intention to lobby government over questions affecting
         the Kikuyu people, most obviously the issue of the return of lands taken by European settlers. Koinange became chairman of
         this dignified and lofty body, known as the Kikuyu Association, with senior representatives from the Presbyterian and Methodist
         missions filling the positions of treasurer and secretary. The ‘four great pillars’ of the Kikuyu Association were all chiefs:
         Koinange, Waruhiu, Josiah Njonjo and Philip James Karanja. With the help of prominent European missionaries, this Christian
         group sought to establish themselves as the representatives of African public opinion in central Kenya.8 This was the first mobilization of conservative politics.
      

      
      The rural and chiefly Kikuyu Association soon had a more radical rival. The East African Association was formed in Nairobi
         in 1921 to campaign for better pay and improved conditions for urban African workers. This association was multi-ethnic in
         composition, but it was naturally enough dominated by the Kikuyu, who filled the majority of the better-paid African jobs
         in Nairobi. Its leader and prime organizer was a Kikuyu named Harry Thuku, a product of the Methodist mission school at Kambui, who by the early 1920s was employed as a telephonist and clerk in the Treasury. Gauntly framed, with a clear
         complexion and sharp eyes, Thuku was a charismatic and forceful personality. A skilled orator, he knew how to win a Kikuyu
         crowd with a well-chosen phrase. Like the chiefs and clan elders who held sway in the Kikuyu Association, Thuku was from a
         prominent Kikuyu family, but his politics was cast in opposition to traditional patterns of ‘tribal authority’. Where the
         Kikuyu Association accepted the leadership of the missions, and bowed to the authority of government in its polite requests
         for reform, Thuku and his followers rejected colonial rule and overtly questioned the legitimacy of European domination. Among
         Kikuyu, a conservative politics of gradualist reform was already in 1921 under challenge from those who wanted constitutional
         change and elective representation.
      

      
      Thuku was soon at loggerheads with the chiefs of the Kikuyu Association, who baulked at his claims to speak for a wider African
         constituency. Thuku stirred up trouble by touring the rural districts at weekends, urging Africans to campaign against the
         kipande, and speaking forcefully against the exploitation of African labourers, the levying of hut tax, and against the laws that
         prevented Africans from purchasing land. All of these issues had a strong popular appeal. Many of Thuku’s supporters in the
         rural areas were moderate, educated, younger Christian men, who despaired at the conservatism of their elders. In Nyeri, the
         least developed and most conservative of the Kikuyu districts, the chiefs asked the government to deport Thuku, and in Murang’a
         district a European missionary reported with some alarm that ‘practically the whole of the younger generation of native Christians
         were solid for the agitator [Thuku]’.9 Worried by Thuku’s ‘seditious’ activities, the Governor had him arrested and deported from Nairobi to the coastal town of
         Kismayu, under the authority of the Natives Removal Ordinance of 1909 – a catch-all piece of colonial legislation that gave
         powers to get rid of any troublesome individual without recourse to a proper trial.
      

      
      In a scene that would anticipate events thirty years later, Thuku was taken into custody in Nairobi on 14 March 1922. The
         next day his supporters protested at the police station. Some kept vigil there that night. The next day the crowd swelled
         to between 7000 and 8000 Africans. The police, armed with rifles and with bayonets fixed, formed a defensive line between
         the crowd and the jail. It is not entirely clear how or why the shooting started. Some said that women in the crowd had shamed
         and goaded the African police, until one finally fired his rifle at them. Others said the crowd had thrown stones at the police
         line and attempted to rush them. It was alleged, once the shooting had started, that European settlers looking on from the
         veranda of the nearby Norfolk Hotel had joined in the mayhem, firing randomly into the panicking crowd. When the crowd dispersed from the scene, the official report on the incident reckoned that twenty-one Africans
         had been killed, including four women, and that another twenty-eight had been wounded.10 Unofficial reports from African staff in the Nairobi mortuary put the dead at fifty-six.11 Kenya had witnessed its first violent political protest. It would not be the last.
      

      
      Thuku was banished from central Kenya for a few years, and by the time he returned politics had already passed him by. He
         remained as a marginal figure, sometimes wheeled out at political rallies as the symbol of righteous struggle; but as he got
         older, he became increasingly conservative. As Mau Mau emerged in the late 1940s, Thuku took a public stand against radicalism
         and violence. During the emergency he would stand tall with the loyalists. His value as a symbol of struggle had somewhat
         diminished.
      

      
      Thuku moved on, but his ideas would germinate among a new generation of leaders. While the colonial government consolidated
         the authority of the chiefs through the formation of Local Native Councils, Harry Thuku’s rural Kikuyu supporters in Murang’a
         formed a new political group in 1924, known as the Kikuyu Central Association. This party would nurture the ambitions of the
         moderate nationalists over the next fifteen years. A few KCA members first made it onto the Murang’a Local Native Council,
         and then they were successful in Nyeri in 1928. But the European district commissioners who took the chair at LNC meetings
         usually took steps to ensure that senior chiefs were not embarrassed or exposed by the slippery questions of ‘agitators’.
         It was the chiefs, not the LNC, whom government relied upon to represent African opinion.
      

      
      In 1927 the KCA opened a Nairobi office and began to broaden its membership and raise funds through subscription. There, in
         the commercial quarter of the town, the young African activists of the KCA mingled with Asian and European businessmen, whose
         offices sat above shops in the oddly assorted two-storey buildings that lined the main streets. Ox-wagons and rickshaws had
         been Nairobi’s transport in the early days, but motor traffic now plied the dirt roads of the town, dodging the deep potholes
         that formed in the rainy season, and sending clouds of red dust swirling through the air when the weather was hot and dry.
         Nairobi was thriving and growing, but it still had the feel of a frontier town. It was a place where Europeans could buy things,
         take lunch in the hotels, or dance at the club reserved for whites only. If you had a black skin, Nairobi was a place of work,
         not leisure. Beyond the business district, the Asian and African residential areas were springing up in a muddle of small
         estates and irregular shanties. The workers who came to live here were urban residents but still rural men: for Africans,
         in Nairobi in the 1920s you made money, not a home.
      

      
      Among those who joined the KCA in Nairobi during the 1920s was one Johnstone (later Jomo) Kenyatta, whose skills in written
         and spoken English soon saw him promoted as secretary of the organization.12 A monthly newsletter was established under the title Muigwithania – ‘The Reconciler’ – with Kenyatta as its founding editor. Whether the name was chosen by Kenyatta or not is unclear, but
         it was a name that would be associated with him throughout his political career. In 1929 Kenyatta left for London, where he
         was to represent the KCA’s views directly to the Colonial Office. He would return to Kenya briefly in September 1930, but
         London would be his home again from April 1931 until 1946. As Kikuyu anti-colonial politics took shape, with all of its divisions
         and rifts, Kenyatta would be a marginal figure.
      

      
      By the end of the 1920s the KCA had a membership of nearly 4000. Its political manifesto was promoted through the pages of
         Muigwithania. The chiefs disliked the strident tone sometimes adopted in the news-sheet, but it was pretty tame stuff. Only when the KCA
         attacked the missions, and complained that the chiefs could not represent non-Christian Kikuyu, did the two parties really
         find things to fight about. It was around this question that the next political storm would break in our second episode of
         Kikuyu political struggle.
      

      
      From the earliest days of colonial rule in Kenya, the Protestant missions had campaigned against those native customs they
         found morally repugnant. Just as the practices of suttee and infanticide had so enraged Christian sensibilities in nineteenth-century
         India, witchcraft, ancestor beliefs, modes of dress, African dances, polygamy and burial practices were all subjects that
         raised the ire of European clergy in East Africa. Among the many practices the missionaries found repugnant, it was female
         circumcision, properly termed clitoridectomy, that finally provoked massive resistance from the new Christian communities
         among the Kikuyu. Before the mid-1920s, each of the main Protestant missions had made efforts to prevent girls in their Christian
         families from being subjected to clitoridectomy. Missionaries argued that the practice was a danger to health, that it led
         to unnecessary complications in future childbirth, and that it was lewd and immoral to expose girls to so intimate an operation
         at so tender an age – the girls were typically between twelve and fourteen. Used to a more genteel morality, missionaries
         were also alarmed by what they heard of the explicit education in sexual matters that accompanied the rite.
      

      
      The campaign against clitoridectomy split the African congregations. To accept mission direction on this was a bigger step
         than most Kikuyu Christians felt able to take, no matter how deep their faith. Kikuyu custom held that a woman could not marry
         until the operation and the rites associated with it had been properly carried out. Any woman who refused the operation would therefore not find a Kikuyu husband. Without clitoridectomy there would be no transfer of bridewealth
         – the exchange of livestock and goods given to the family of the bride by the family of the groom. In central Kenya this exchange
         was the glue that held social life together, binding families over the longer term in relations of obligation and reciprocity.
         The challenge to clitoridectomy therefore seemed, to many Kikuyu, to be a direct challenge to the reproduction of their society.
      

      
      From the mid-1920s the missionaries provoked public debate over clitoridectomy by urging the Local Native Councils to pass
         legislation banning it. This placed the chiefs who sat on the LNCs in a tricky position. It was too good an opportunity for
         the KCA to miss. They took up the cause of Kikuyu culture, arguing that the practice of clitoridectomy was not a matter of
         Christian faith at all, but merely a matter of conflicting social morality. In the view of the KCA, it was quite possible
         to be both a good Christian and a good Kikuyu; clitoridectomy should be a matter for personal choice without the interference
         of the Churches, and it should certainly not be regulated by government edict. This was accompanied by an attack upon the
         authority of the chiefs to adjudicate over such a matter. The KCA’s position was not, then, against the Church or against
         Christianity – most leaders of the party were themselves mission-educated and practising Christians – but it was against the
         chiefs and against the dominance of the missions in matters of politics, culture and education.
      

      
      The debate rumbled on until March 1929, when a joint meeting of some forty of the senior African Christians of the leading
         Protestant Churches resolved that clitoridectomy was an ‘evil practice’ that should be ‘suspended by the Churches everywhere’.
         The European missionaries observing the meeting now felt they had a sufficient mandate from their African congregations to
         institute a ban on clitoridectomy.13 The missionaries first tried to use the laws passed by the Local Native Councils to have a circumciser convicted on a charge
         of ‘grievous hurt’, for having carried out the operation on a mission girl of fifteen, allegedly against her will. When the
         case failed, Dr John W. Arthur, of the Church of Scotland, wrote to the press and stirred up the Kikuyu Association to speak
         out in support of a ban. The KCA’s president, Joseph Kang’ethe, responded with an open letter to all seventy-four Kikuyu chiefs,
         and followed this with another to the missionaries, pointedly asking whether the Kikuyu were to be declared heathens simply
         because of their customs?
      

      
      Arthur then embarked upon an evangelical tour of central Kenya, preaching against clitoridectomy. At Weithega the congregation
         listened to him politely, but at Kahuhia there was open hostility. At Chogoria, Arthur was at his most forthright. He fulminated
         against the KCA, calling them agitators and despoilers of ‘God’s work’. Becoming agitated, he thumped the pulpit in anger, alarming even the
         other European missionaries who were present. His rage did more harm than good: 106 confirmed Christians left the church immediately,
         with only fourteen members remaining in the congregation.
      

      
      The storm was gathering. By October 1929, the churches demanded that Christians sign a pledge against clitoridectomy. Church
         elders, catechists and teachers were dismissed from the missions if they refused. There were now massive defections from the
         Church of Scotland in Nyeri and southern Kiambu, and from the African Inland Mission and the Methodists. The Catholics stayed
         out of the conflict, and the Anglicans of the Church Missionary Society took a softer and less public line. Those who sided
         with the Protestant missions became known as the Kirori – a thumbprint – while those who supported the KCA were called Karing’a – the pure Kikuyu. As the crisis deepened, Kikuyu communities refused to send their children to the church schools, expelling
         the teachers and seizing back the land and the property. Dances were held near the mission stations and outside the homes
         of teachers and catechists, the crowds poking fun at the clergy and making up rude songs about them – some of which the government
         banned as seditious. As the congregations dwindled and Christians deserted the Churches in hundreds, the extent of the schism
         this had provoked became apparent.
      

      
      Over this somewhat dubious act of faith, the missions had apparently sacrificed the work of twenty years. There were now bitter
         divisions among the European missionaries themselves over what had happened. To make their consciences suffer even more, on
         3 January 1930 an elderly woman missionary at the Kijabe headquarters of the AIM was found murdered in her bed. She had been
         the victim of a forced circumcision in the night, and had died a horrible death in the struggle against her attacker.14

      
      The murder brought the clitoridectomy crisis to a head. Shocked by the intensity of feeling they had stirred, the Churches
         now slowly retreated. The damage would have serious consequences. Some Christians returned to the missions after the crisis,
         but many more stayed away to establish their own independent churches. Having broken with the paternal care of their European
         spiritual masters, the new churches ran their own schools too, breaking the mission monopoly on education. These initiatives
         were funded by collections made in the communities. The more wealthy families gave land and substantial funds to set up the
         new churches and schools. From 1934, the Koinanges took a prominent role in this movement, supporting the main headquarters
         of the Kikuyu Independent Schools Association at Githunguri, in Kiambu. The Association, with strong support throughout central
         Kenya, and the Kikuyu Karing’a Schools, catering for former adherents of the Church of Scotland Mission in southern Kiambu, fostered the development of independent education and religion in central Kenya over
         the next twenty years. They made rapid progress. By the mid-1930s government funds were being channelled to the independent
         schools through the budgets of the LNCs. Mission control had been irrevocably broken. The dissidents had found their voice
         in the independent churches and schools.
      

      
      The clitoridectomy crisis had brought the KCA wide support and allowed it to secure membership and branches throughout central
         Kenya. Strengthened and emboldened, in the 1930s the KCA focused upon our third episode in Kikuyu political struggle: the
         land question. Among the many grievances of the Kikuyu, the loss of lands to Europeans was the deepest felt. Since the arrival
         of the first European settlers in 1902, land in Kenya had been divided by race, just as it was in South Africa. In 1915 the
         Crown Land Ordinance had recognized ‘native rights’ in lands reserved for their use, and in 1926 the British consolidated
         this division by creating African Reserves for each of Kenya’s ‘tribes’, leaving the ‘White Highlands’ solely for Europeans.
         The White Highlands had absorbed large chunks of land in Kiambu and Murang’a, as well as areas further north, around Nyeri
         and Nanyuki, and great tracts of land in the Rift Valley, and far to the west on the plateaus beyond.
      

      
      The legal designation of the White Highlands as being for European ownership prevented Africans from acquiring lands outside
         their own designated reserves, while it gave the existing European settlers far greater security of tenure. Many Africans,
         and especially those in the southern Kikuyu areas where there had been thick settlement of whites, still claimed land as their
         own that Europeans had seized. With the passage of time, and the steady increase in African population, pressure on the African
         reserves was already becoming apparent by the early 1930s.
      

      
      The moderate nationalists of the KCA and the conservative chiefs differed little in their analysis of the land problem. When
         Chief Koinange headed an official delegation to London in 1931, he gave eloquent and forceful testimony on the pressing land
         questions facing his Kikuyu people. Thanks in part to Koinange’s pleading, the British finally inaugurated an official enquiry
         into Kenya’s land problems. The Kenya Land Commission visited the colony in 1932 to take evidence.15 In the months before their arrival both the KCA and the chiefs were busy preparing their case. There was much common ground.
         The KCA organized the gathering of information on questionnaires, and many of the chiefs cooperated in their completion. Within
         the KCA a Kikuyu Land Board Association was formed to collate the land claims, gather evidence and identify witnesses who
         might give testimony to the Commission. The Kikuyu Association, by now recast and renamed the Loyal Kikuyu Patriots – a name that would resonate into the Emergency of the 1950s– also prepared to make representations to the Commission.
      

      
      The essential case was clear enough: the Kikuyu wanted the land that had been taken from them for European settlement to be
         returned, amounting by their own estimation to some 60,000 acres. When the Commission reported, in 1934, the Kikuyu were to
         be gravely disappointed. The Land Commission decided to confirm existing European title, and to give the Kikuyu extra land
         as compensation only in areas of lower fertility and less easy access – that is, places that were not wanted by Europeans;
         and the lands to be opened to Kikuyu settlement only amounted to a fraction of what had been lost.16 Instead of righting the wrongs of earlier policies, as Kikuyu must have hoped, the Land Commission effectively extinguished
         all African claims to lands occupied by whites.
      

      
      The Land Commission report was the stone upon which moderate African politics was broken. Koinange’s response captured the
         deep sense of loss and betrayal. The Chief had held great hopes that the Commission would bring a fair settlement to Kikuyu
         grievances over land, and on a personal level he had hoped to regain lands belonging to his own family. In an emotional and
         dramatic episode during the Commission hearings in Kiambu, Koinange had been challenged on the veracity of his claims. To
         prove his case, Koinange took the commissioners onto the European farm in question, identified the site of his grandfather’s
         grave, and had the bones exhumed in front of the disbelieving commissioners.17 The incident impressed all who witnessed it as demonstrating the intensity of Kikuyu feeling over the land question, but
         it did not swing the commissioners’ judgment in Koinange’s favour. He was bitterly angered by the humiliation. In the wake
         of the Land Commission, Koinange ceased to be the government’s loyal servant. Over the next few years he moved steadily into
         the camp of the KCA.18

      
      If Europeans thought the Commission had settled the land question once and for all, for Kikuyu the real struggle over land
         had only just begun. Militant nationalism was conceived in Kikuyu reaction to the report of the Kenya Land Commission, and
         the embryo of rebellion then nurtured in the challenges mounted against every attempt by the colonial government to implement
         decisions contingent on the report. Kikuyu farmers obstructed their removal, raised protests against the suitability of the
         new lands, and increasingly contravened government regulations on land use and resettlement whenever the opportunity arose.
         Opposition to the Land Commission’s findings fed militancy all the more over the next twenty years as the pressures upon land
         within the Kikuyu reserve became greater and the settler stranglehold on the political economy of the colony tightened. African
         rebellion finally exploded out of deepening grievance and frustration.
      

      
      In these three episodes – the Thuku protest, the emergence of independent schools and churches, and the Land Commission findings
         – we can discern the origins of each of the three main factions of Kikuyu politics under colonial rule between 1920 and 1940.
         From 1940 to 1952 the militant faction would gain in strength as the legitimacy of the conservatives was undermined by the
         changing demands of colonialism, and as the moderates failed to deliver the constitutional advances their manifesto promised.
         Militancy grew around specific issues, each of which gradually came to be connected through political mobilization. These
         issues were the status of Kikuyu tenants who worked on European farms, the problem of land hunger within the Kikuyu reserves,
         and the poverty and disaffection of the teeming Kikuyu population of Nairobi’s African quarters. The rise of militancy can
         be explored throughout a brief history of each.
      

      
      The expulsion of the tenants

      
      By the 1940s one in every eight Kikuyu was a tenant on a European-owned farm. These tenants were known as ‘squatters’. The
         term originated in the circumstances of European colonization. As European settlers arrived in Kenya from 1902, they claimed
         land in an ad hoc and irregular manner. Farms were pegged out on the ground and occupied by the settlers long before any proper
         survey could be completed, and before any formal title deed was issued. It took the colonial survey department nearly twenty
         years to catch up with the backlog of ratifying these claims. By and large, in areas legally opened for settlement, Europeans
         could claim the land they wanted. The law stated that the land should be unoccupied, but allowance was made to compensate
         any Africans who were dispossessed. European settlers paid little heed to these provisions, and hid behind the useful fiction
         that Africans had no notion of land ownership.
      

      
      In the lands of southern Kiambu, where some of the first white settlers staked their claims, African residents watched, and
         frequently helped, their new European neighbours build houses and barns without realizing the full extent of the land they
         would subsequently claim, and without at first appreciating the permanence of the intrusion. Farms were seldom fenced, and
         most remained that way for many years. White settlers did not have sufficient capital to develop the farms fully, so no attempt
         was made to evict African residents in the early days. One thousand acres of Karen Blixen’s farm at Ngong was given over to
         Kikuyu squatters and their shambas – the Swahili name given to the plots cultivated by each family.19 The settlers needed labour, and offered work to those Africans living near them. Through this process, Africans became unwitting
         tenant labourers to their new European landlords. Only after 1912 or so, when coffee planting was greatly extended on the Kiambu farms and European owners found the need to move the squatters, did
         Kikuyu here come to realize they had been effectively usurped from their lands and become tenant labourers at the same time.20

      
      There was a gradual movement of Africans away from the farms into the Kikuyu reserves by the First World War, but each European
         landlord still retained a number of squatters, who were now placed on formal labour contracts. A supply of those willing to
         take up squatter contracts was sustained by the tax demands of the colonial state. To the west, in the Rift Valley and on
         the Mau escarpment, European settlers sent labour recruiters back into the Kikuyu areas of central Kenya to bring tenants
         to their farms. This heralded a wave of Kikuyu migration that saw some 70,000 people move west between 1904 and 1920. The
         chroniclers of white settlement in Kenya describe these as the halcyon days of ‘the pioneers’, who carved their farms out
         of the African wilderness. ‘Pioneering itself may be a sort of art’, wrote Elspeth Huxley, ‘in its own way as creative as
         the painting of a picture.’21 This romantic vision meant nothing to the Africans whose sweated labour did the building and the land clearing. Squatter
         families were permitted to reside on the farms and use grazing, and also cultivate small areas for themselves. In return,
         they gave a limited amount of labour to the European farmers, up to 180 days each year, for which they were paid at the prescribed
         rate. For younger men keen to acquire livestock and capital the move west seemed attractive. The lack of good grazing in central
         Kenya enhanced the appeal of the Rift Valley farms in particular, and many Kikuyu families in Kiambu and Nyeri even encouraged
         younger members to move west in order to gain access to the resources available. But among those to leave for the Rift Valley
         were also many Kikuyu who had lost their land to white settlers in central Kenya.22

      
      In material terms, the squatters who went west did pretty well. Incomes were relatively high, compared with those realized
         within the Kikuyu reserves, and as the links with their kin back in central Kenya weakened over the years, these pioneers
         found themselves freed from at least some of the obligations of customary life. They paid a price for this, however, as there
         was little mission activity on the farms, and therefore no easy access to schooling. Cut adrift from the main currents of
         social change, the farms were not the scene of ‘progress and modernity’ for African workers. It was a rough and ready world,
         where the European was very much lord and master.23 By the end of the 1930s the Kikuyu squatter community numbered more than 150,000. They retained higher levels of illiteracy,
         and contained a lower proportion of Christians, yet were on the whole wealthier than their brethren in the Kikuyu reserves.24 There was an underlying tension between settlers and squatters that could not be easily resolved. It concerned the rights of the squatters to the land they occupied. From the very beginning
         there had been a grave misunderstanding on the farms of the Rift Valley. White settlers saw the recruited squatter labourers
         simply as hired hands, whose residence on the farm had no bearing upon their status. As they acquired greater capital, and
         looked to bring more of the land under crop, and eventually to mechanize their production, many white settlers sought to lessen
         their dependence on labour tenants and to move to wage labourers. The squatters’ understanding of their rights on the farms
         held this to be impossible. They believed they had customary rights of ownership for their families and descendants, rights
         they termed githaka. In Kikuyu custom, githaka holders had full control over their land and could not normally be removed. Many of those who migrated west in the early
         days had not enjoyed githaka rights in the Kikuyu homelands; they moved believing that by doing so they would acquire such rights. Others claimed they
         had only sacrificed githaka rights in Kiambu because the same had been promised in the Rift Valley. The fact that they had usually cleared barren land
         for cultivation on the farms to which they were brought only served to strengthen their belief that they must therefore hold
         githaka rights.25 Moreover, longevity of residence gave them confidence. Many squatter families were in their second or third generation of
         settlement in the Rift Valley by the end of the 1930s.
      

      
      Though few squatters could have been aware of it at the time, a judgment handed down by Kenya’s High Court in 1925 had, in
         effect, already sealed their fate. The ruling of Justice Barth established that resident labourers on European-owned farms
         were ‘tenants at will’ under the law, and could therefore by evicted on order of the landlord without the right of appeal.26 This expunged any possibility of githaka rights being recognized, and meant that the landlord could freely set or adjust conditions of tenancy. Squatters were at
         the mercy of their white landlords.
      

      
      The development of the European farming sector eventually heralded the end for the Rift Valley squatters by the eve of the
         Second World War. With the restructuring of white farming in response to the depression of the early 1930s, many more farmers
         now looked to the development of high-grade dairy and beef farming. Squatter-owned cattle presented a disease threat, and
         also took up grazing land that was now needed.27

      
      The European farming lobby succeeded by 1940 in pushing through legislation giving settler-controlled district councils in
         the White Highlands the authority to limit by law the number of cattle that could be held by each squatter.28

      
      The outbreak of war delayed any immediate impact of this legislation, but in 1945 the first settler district in the Rift Valley
         began to impose limits on squatter livestock holdings. The war raised prices for Kenya’s agricultural produce, and brought higher demand. Production expanded dramatically, allowing white farmers to make substantial
         financial gains. At last, thanks to the war, the white highlanders had the capital with which to develop the land. As the
         annual squatter contracts came up for renewal, the white highlanders now imposed the new limits on cultivation, restricting
         each squatter family to only one or two acres, and removing all their cattle. European prosperity triggered African misery.
         The effect on squatters’ incomes was devastating, plunging them into economic despair. The annual family income fell from
         1400 shillings in 1942, to 300 shillings in 1946. At the same time, wages increased from 8 shillings to only 12 shillings
         per month, this in no way compensating for the losses under the new contracts.29

      
      The majority of the squatters simply refused to re-attest. Efforts were made to organize a strike and total boycott of the
         new contracts, and a meeting of squatters in November 1946 drew in representatives from more than 400 farms; but by early
         1947 the strike had collapsed. Unless they wished to become landless urban workers, the squatters had little obvious alternative
         but to accept the new terms. Their dilemma was intensified by the decision taken by white settlers in some districts to be
         rid of squatters altogether.30 By the early months of 1946, a steady trickle of families was to be seen on the escarpment road up to Kijabe, or herded like
         livestock into the third-class carriages of steam trains at Nakuru, Gilgil and Naivasha, bound for central Kenya. Between
         1946 and 1952 the trickle would turn into a torrent, as more than 100,000 Kikuyu squatters were forcibly ‘repatriated’. They
         carried their possessions with them in bundles and on carts; but they were not allowed to keep the livestock that was their
         store of wealth. Quarantine and veterinary restrictions prohibited the movement of live animals. Those leaving were compelled
         to sell their cattle and sheep, often at knock-down prices in a flooded market, sometimes even to the same European farmers
         whose decision was the cause of their impoverishment and misery.
      

      
      The Kikuyu squatters who left were understandably bitter and angry. As their numbers grew, there was violent resistance. European
         cattle were maimed, and there were arson attacks on the property of white settlers. These were episodic, opportunistic and
         unorganized acts of vengeance.31 For the most part, the dispersed squatter communities lacked the cohesion to cooperate on a larger scale; but at one place,
         squatters did succeed in organizing themselves to resist. That place was Olenguruone.
      

      
      It was an unlikely setting for a revolt. Olenguruone was the name given to a government resettlement scheme in the Nakuru
         district, established in 1941 to accommodate some of the squatter families evicted from the Rift Valley.32 On a high, scrubby piece of land on the edge of the bamboo forest above Nakuru, Olenguruone was a bleak unattractive land.
         It was intended as a test bed for resettlement, a model for schemes that might later be set up in other parts of Kenya. The government
         determined to establish firm agricultural rules on the scheme, dictating the crops to be grown, the type of cultivation, and
         the conservation and maintenance work required on the land. All of this was defended as ‘best practice’, but it provoked resistance
         among the Kikuyu resettled at Olenguruone.
      

      
      On accepting resettlement in 1941, the squatters moving to Olenguruone believed they had been offered githaka rights. A high proportion of the 11,000 who came to Olenguruone were originally from southern Kiambu, where they had been
         forced out by European settlement in the early 1900s. They saw Olenguruone as the rightful restoration of their githaka lands. No one should tell them, as githaka holders, how to farm or what to do on the land. On this basis they rejected government authority and rebelled against the scheme.
         For nine long years the squatters at Olenguruone maintained a staunch resistance, engaging lawyers to fight their cause, and
         gaining support in central Kenya and Nairobi. The squatters’ leader at Olenguruone, Samuel Koina Gitebi, was energetic in
         winning wider support for the struggle. He had strong links with the old KCA activists in Limuru, a crowded Kiambu town close
         to Nairobi, and had helped to bring the independent schools movement to the farms of Naivasha in the 1930s. He now encouraged
         his old friends to assist in the collection of money for the Olenguruone campaign. In 1946 he went to see Koinange, and even
         persuaded the new nationalist party, the Kenya African Union, to take up the case.
      

      
      To cement greater political solidarity, the Olenguruone squatters first took an oath of unity in 1944, based upon the old
         KCA membership oath. By 1946 this traditional Kikuyu oath, usually taken only by male elders, had been widened at Olenguruone
         to include younger men, women and even children. Eventually, some of those at Olenguruone went a step further, and took a
         more militant oath, which threatened them with death if they broke ranks or refused to obey the orders of their leaders. This
         committed people to the possibility of direct violence in defence of Kikuyu community interests. It seems that this oath may
         have originated in the intensity of the Olenguruone struggle. It would quickly spread through the farms of the Rift Valley
         between 1946 and 1948, as other squatters facing eviction sought to build solidarity. Then, as evictions from Olenguruone
         began, the oath reached the Kikuyu of Nairobi and central Kenya. Here it was taken up and promoted by the leaders of the urban
         militants, a group who would later become known as the Muhimu (literally, ‘important’) and, later still, would form Mau Mau’s central organizing committee (see below, pp. 37–9).
      

      
      Eviction orders against the Olenguruone squatters were first issued in 1948. In the same year, far to the south, the election
         of the National Party in South Africa marked the beginnings of the apartheid era. Africans there would have to learn the arts of resistance just
         as in Kenya. At Olenguruone, the squatters fought the eviction order through the courts, and both Koinange and Kenyatta went
         to Nakuru to speak at the hearing, but without success. This was the limit of KAU support. The demolition of property on the
         scheme began in November 1949. Then the squatters’ livestock was confiscated and sold. They were offered land on another government
         scheme, but few took it up. Between January and March 1950 the majority of the 11,000 made their own way back to the district
         they, their parents or grandparents, had left more than forty years before. The remainder were offered government transport
         for their repatriation to Kiambu. As the trucks came through Kijabe and Uplands to Limuru, the evicted squatters sang Kikuyu
         nyimbo, songs of resistance and defiance, to the cheers and encouragement of the Kikuyu they passed.
      

      
      Land hunger in the homelands

      
      Despite their celebrity, it was not a happy homecoming for those from Olenguruone. Squatters arriving in central Kenya mostly
         found that they were not welcome in their ‘homelands’. The families and clans they had left behind two or three generations
         previously simply had nowhere to put them. There were no jobs; there was no land; and there was precious little with which
         to feed them. The lucky ones found shelter with relatives, perhaps getting casual wage employment on the land of others. Those
         less fortunate joined the growing numbers of unemployed crowding into the illegal shacks springing up around towns like Limuru.
         Others found their way to the shanties of Nairobi. All depended upon the charity of others. This was a humbling experience
         for the once wealthy and proudly independent squatters.
      

      
      As the Olenguruone martyrs were still straggling into Kiambu, their militancy posed challenges for the moderate leaders of
         Kikuyu politics. During the Second World War the government had seized the opportunity to be rid of the KCA, and banned it.
         Out of its ashes, at the end of the war, emerged a new, broader-based nationalist party called the Kenya African Union. With
         a core of old KCA activists, plus members from other ethnic groups, who were mostly urban workers in Nairobi, the KAU made
         a promising start.
      

      
      The Koinange family were prime movers behind the new party. Old man Koinange now took a back seat, leaving much of the leg
         work to his sons, but his presence gave the KAU authority and status. Koinange’s three sons shared a youthful radicalism that
         had done much in the 1930s to stimulate their father’s political conversion to the nationalist cause. The American-educated
         and well-travelled Peter Mbiyu was a leading activist in the independent schools movement, and had first guided his father into the fold of the KCA. Peter had stood for
         election as the first African member of the Legislative Council in 1944, being only narrowly beaten by Kenya’s first African
         Oxford graduate, Eliud Mathu. At this time it was a rare thing for a Kikuyu to be educated abroad, and both men enjoyed very
         high standing in the community.
      

      
      Peter Mbiyu would travel to London in 1951 and remain there as the KAU’s representative until 1959. In his absence, Peter’s
         half-brother, John Westley Mbiyu, would be his father’s constant companion, confidant and principal aid. The most determinedly
         nationalist of all the Koinanges, John Westley Mbiyu was by 1950 already in close association with the small group of Kikuyu
         men whose leadership the government would later come to believe had given inspiration to the emergence of Mau Mau. Known as
         the ‘Kiambaa Parliament’, this group comprised no more than a dozen activists who met regularly at the Koinanges’ Kiambaa
         homestead, just to the north of Nairobi. A third Koinange son, Frederick Mbiyu, acted as the family secretary and clerk, recording
         the decisions reached at these meetings and organizing the necessary actions. All the participants in the Kiambaa Parliament
         were Kikuyu, most had been involved in the KCA in the 1930s, and all were by 1950 members of the KAU; but the group came to
         have a political life of its own. From 1947 this group encouraged the spreading of political oaths intended to bind Kikuyu
         people to political solidarity under the KAU. John Westley Mbiyu was an energetic administrator of these oaths. Despite what
         Special Branch would come to believe, the politicians who gathered around the Koinanges at Kiambaa were essentially moderate
         men who wanted constitutional reform, not revolution.
      

      
      Into the Koinange family circle, in September 1946, had come another moderate nationalist, Jomo Kenyatta, on his return to
         Kenya after many years’ exile in Europe. He assumed the presidency of the KAU some nine months later, on 1 June 1947. Kenyatta
         was then already a close friend of Peter Mbiyu Koinange, whom he had known in London, where Kenyatta had been sent in the
         inter-wars years as the representative of an earlier political party, the Kikuyu Central Association (KCA). Kenyatta enjoyed
         a fine reputation among Kikuyu as a trusted and responsible political leader. His return to Kenya had been eagerly awaited.
         The Koinanges guided Kenyatta back into the ways of Kikuyu politics, and also back into the established landed and educated
         elite of Kikuyu society. These links of friendship, culture and political affiliation were soon further cemented by marriage.
         Kenyatta already had an English wife, back in Sussex, and another Kikuyu wife, but political expediency demanded that he marry
         into a senior Kikuyu family. This was accomplished when Kenyatta took old Koinange’s daughter, Grace Mutundu, as his third wife. Grace died in childbirth in 1948, but her daughter survived as the lasting embodiment of the alliance that
         bound the Koinanges to the Kenyattas.33 The Koinanges, and now the Kenyattas too, were at the centre of Kikuyu politics and at the centre of the Kenya African Union.
      

      
      This was all very well, but by the early months of 1950 the KAU was facing crisis. Kenyatta’s leadership was not proving a
         success. The moderates who led the party had failed to win concessions from government, and had neglected to nurture a broader
         base of support. After an invigorating beginning in 1947, Kenyatta had shrunk away from public engagements and had done nothing
         to persuade the non-Kikuyu of the party’s worth. The KAU’s pan-ethnic credentials were in tatters by 1950, with only a few
         hardy politicians from the coast and Nyanza still standing up for the party, and this mostly in Nairobi. Despite a claim to
         15,000 members, the party’s finances were in a parlous state and its influence was rapidly waning.
      

      
      The Kiambaa Parliament saw the need to capitalize upon the intensity of political feeling surrounding the fate of the Olenguruone
         squatters; but how should this be done? Since 1947 Kenyatta and the Kiambaa Parliament had been engaged in the slow process
         of seeking to build up support for the KAU among Kikuyu. This they did through the ‘oathing’ of carefully selected individuals,
         whose seniority, influence and authority would consolidate the position of the party. As the party’s historian, John Spencer,
         explains: ‘The oath was for the reliable, experienced, generally older men, not for the younger ones, the militants among
         the returning servicemen or among the urban unemployed.’34 Kenyatta and Koinange feared the rowdiness of mass politics, and saw no need for it if the old guard of the KCA could be
         mobilized in the cause of moderate nationalism under the KAU banner. But the need for secrecy, the fee of more then 60 shillings
         that was demanded of oath-takers, and the simple reluctance of many Kikuyu to pledge support for the KAU made for slow progress.
      

      
      At the same time, the dramatic events at Olenguruone had given rise to a different and more militant oath, which was not associated
         with the KAU or the Kiambaa Parliament but which rapidly gained adherents, especially among the squatters and the urban poor
         of Nairobi. The KAU was in fact being undermined and outflanked by a more militant, conspiratorial politics that held far
         greater appeal for the Kikuyu masses because it appeared to more directly address their grievances. The moderate Kenyatta
         was losing his grip.
      

      
      By 1950 there were very good reasons why the people of the Kikuyu reserves had become more receptive to the militants. A growing
         agrarian crisis had enveloped the Kikuyu homelands of Kiambu, Murang’a and Nyeri from the mid-1930s. It was driven by mounting
         population pressure, declining soil fertility and land hunger. Quite simply, the land reserved for the Kikuyu was no longer sufficient for the
         needs of a population of more than 1.25 million. A colonial agricultural survey of south Nyeri, conducted in 1944, was a portent
         of doom for the Kikuyu reserves. Population density in south Nyeri had increased from a figure of 463 per square mile in 1931
         to 542 in 1944, and the average size of landholdings had fallen over the same period from 8.09 to 6.71 acres. These trends
         were still accelerating, and it seemed likely that by 1955 average holdings would be reduced further to 5.22 acres. Food supply
         was reckoned to be adequate, but there was no longer, in 1944, any general surplus for export, and this had an adverse impact
         upon incomes. The livestock sector was also under threat, as there was a shortage of grazing provoked by increasing pressure
         for cultivable land. The prognosis was grim. There was little prospect of the Kikuyu of south Nyeri being able to maintain
         their standard of living, and yet this was already far below the minimum levels that were desirable for adequate diet and
         income. Whereas south Nyeri was, in 1944, home to some 29,000 Kikuyu families, it was reckoned that this number should be
         reduced to 15,000 if the population were to make a decent living from the land.35

      
      A similar pattern of population pressure and declining income was apparent in other parts of central Kenya. In Kiambu, the
         most prosperous and intensively farmed of all the Kikuyu areas, land values increased tenfold between 1939 and 1952,36 and throughout the Kikuyu reserves land litigation had exploded as people struggled to establish clear rights over what land
         they had in the face of the claims of the returning squatters. Court fees paid to the Native Tribunals in central Kenya from
         land cases alone climbed from £13,000 in 1949 to £25,000 in 1951.37 The increase in litigation placed the chiefs who presided over the Native Tribunals in a powerful position, arbitrating the
         claims and counter-claims of their people. Some were thought to have abused their power for personal gain. In Nyeri, Chiefs
         Muhoya and Nderi had each acquired vast estates of more than 150 acres in extent, despite the general decline in average landholdings
         in their district (see table 1.i, p. 345, for a breakdown of Kenya’s population by race).38

      
      Land hunger provoked by population pressure and worsened by the return of squatters, increasing social differentiation and
         the acquisition of land by a relatively few powerful individuals were all part of the same problem. In tackling these issues,
         the colonial state was severely constrained by its past policies and its present alliances. The findings of the Land Commission
         of 1934 had foreclosed the option of giving the Kikuyu more land, and anyway the powerful political lobby of white settler
         interests would not countenance such a step. The growing individualism of Kikuyu, to be seen in the acquisition of private
         lands by senior elders and chiefs, did not fit with colonial mythical ideals of the egalitarian character of African society; but the
         power and patronage of the chiefs could not be challenged without inflicting damage upon the structures of colonial rule.
         Like conservative white settlers, conservative Kikuyu chiefs were landlords. They, too, were seeking by the 1940s to make
         greater commercial gains from their lands and to rid themselves of the impediment of older obligations to their tenants. The
         returning squatters quickly found that Kikuyu chiefs and landed elders were seldom any more sympathetic to their plight than
         had been white settlers. The colonial state was not prepared to challenge these prominent landed interests, whether Kikuyu
         or European. The Kikuyu would simply have to make better use of the land they had, while gradually being brought to accept
         the fact that access to land was not an entitlement that every Kikuyu could any longer expect. Greater social differentiation
         and landlessness were therefore to be among the consequences of colonial progress and modernity.
      

      
      To improve the productivity of Kikuyu lands so that they could accommodate a larger population, a campaign for conservation
         and improved land husbandry was therefore launched in the 1940s. This was reinforced by government propaganda that urged African
         farmers to adopt more progressive and modern methods of farming, and to abandon traditional practices that were harmful. The
         campaign was ambitious, though its emphasis varied from place to place. Colonial estimations of the severity of the problem
         of overcrowding, rapidly expanding erosion and declining fertility intensified the resolve to push the campaign forward. There
         was no time to prevaricate. Local byelaws were passed to give chiefs the power to implement the necessary measures, and they
         were given authority to prosecute those who declined to comply. The measures included the building of terraces on sloping
         land, restrictions of cultivation along streams, and the dipping of livestock to protect against disease. In Nyeri, cattle
         dipping was made compulsory and fees were levied; in Murang’a, terraces were constructed using communal labour forcibly recruited
         on the orders of the chiefs; and in Kiambu, farmers were prosecuted for failure to adhere to cultivation rules. Everywhere
         these interventions provoked massive resistance. The chiefs, as the principal agents in implementing these policies, bore
         the brunt of it. There was violent opposition in Nyeri during 1946, where Chief Nderi was attacked by an angry mob of farmers.
         In Kiambu, Waruhiu was harassed and threatened.39 But by far the worst disturbances were in Murang’a.
      

      
      The Murang’a land husbandry campaign centred upon the construction of terracing, intended to protect sloping land from erosion
         when cultivated. Building the terraces was heavy, unpleasant, very unpopular work. The benefits brought by the terraces appeared
         to the farmers to be negligible, and many of the walls washed away in the rains, necessitating that the work be started all over
         again in the next season. This seemed pointless effort. The work was carried out by the communal labour of women, under the
         direction of the chiefs. During 1945 some 3500 miles of terraces were constructed in Murang’a. The following year this figure
         doubled, as the district administration exhorted chiefs to compete to increase the extent of terracing in each location.
      

      
      As the pressure mounted, some chiefs were not prepared to enforce the policy as vigorously as others. Older chiefs ‘retired’
         from service because of their failure, while others resigned. They were replaced by new, younger men, who were enthusiastic
         ‘modernizers’ and more likely to get results. Although the work was based upon a traditional practice in the recruitment of
         communal labour, it was open to easy abuse by the more unscrupulous chiefs and their headmen. Among the new cadre of chiefs
         were many such men, keen to impress their colonial masters and to reap the dividends of their new positions. These men increasingly
         resorted to compulsion to force labour out, and they were not above victimizing the families of their political opponents
         and rivals in the process.40

      
      The peasants of Murang’a finally revolted in July 1947. The unwitting catalyst was none other than Jomo Kenyatta, who visited
         the district on Sunday 20 July to give a speech in Murang’a town. A crowd of more than 10,000 streamed through the bustling
         market of this typical Kenyan trading centre, and passed the orderly stone-built offices of the district administration, down
         to the local showground. The tea shops emptied and the market stalls were deserted as everyone joined the throng. It was a
         noisy, disorderly gathering, stirred up by militants in the crowd intent on making trouble. Dressed casually, in a checked,
         open-neck shirt, and wearing his trade-mark leather jacket, Kenyatta cut a distinctive figure alongside the younger progressive
         chiefs in their khaki suits and plain ties, and the older chiefs, attired more traditionally in skins and cloth. When he took
         the microphone, Kenyatta weighed his words with care. A progressive and modernizing agriculturalist himself, he first praised
         colonial efforts to improve land husbandry; but, sensing that this praise did not suit the mood of his audience, many of whom
         booed and jeered, he went on to criticize the policy of using compulsory female labour as an abuse of Kikuyu custom, which
         it surely was.41 It had been an adept performance. Kenyatta had kept the crowd with him, and he left the showground happy to have kept the
         militants at bay, and to have satisfied the bulk of his audience.
      

      
      The next morning only a handful of women reported for work on the terraces, and within two weeks the government’s campaign
         had come to a complete standstill across the district. Everyone blamed Kenyatta. The truth was that militants were already
         abroad in the Murang’a countryside, and it was they, not Kenyatta, who had stirred the local women to action. Feelings were strongest in areas where
         chiefs had been most vigorous in recruiting labour, but it was also apparent that militancy was high in north Murang’a, around
         the Church of Scotland missions at Kahuhia and Weithaga, where the KCA had built strongholds of support in the 1930s and where
         the independent schools and churches were now dominant. The militants were tapping into deep reservoirs of discontent.
      

      
      The chiefs retaliated to the revolt by prosecuting over 600 people, but this only provoked violence: agricultural officers
         were now assaulted, terraces knocked down and destroyed, and the chiefs and their headmen subjected to public ridicule and
         harassment. In September 1947 Chief Ignatio was threatened at his home by a large crowd and one man was shot in the melee
         as guards sought to protect him. The resistance was still strong in May 1948, when women mobbed Chief Peterson Kariuki in
         Location 15, in response to the arrest of other protesters who had refused to come out for work. Order was only restored with
         the arrival of a force of truncheon-wielding police, who dispersed the crowd. In the face of such opposition, several more
         Murang’a chiefs now resigned or retired from government service.42

      
      Making the chiefs the principal agents in the implementation of the land-husbandry campaign was a serious error of judgement.
         It too readily exposed them to their political opponents, making them easy targets in a popular protest at a time when militancy
         was anyway growing in response to the expulsion of the squatters. It seems likely that the attacks upon chiefs were coordinated
         and organized. The leading historian of this period, David Throup, has drawn attention to a smear campaign against prominent
         chiefs run in several of the leading African vernacular newspapers, and even taken up by the Asian press.43 Ignatio in Murang’a, Muhoya in Nyeri, and Waruhiu in Kiambu faced the worst of these accusations. All three were conservative
         chiefs of the old school. They were devout Christians and active members of established Churches. All had opposed the rise
         of Kikuyu independent education in the 1930s, and none were sympathetic to the returning squatters in the 1940s. From around
         1944, each of them was subjected to a string of well-publicised accusations about their corruption in land dealings, their
         preferment of family members and church associates, and their illegal arrest and harassment of rivals.
      

      
      Several of these charges were brought to the courts. Waruhiu found himself before the magistrate on two charges. In an eerie
         foreshadowing of what was to happen during the years of the Emergency, the provincial administration worried about the loss
         of prestige that would be suffered if chiefs were dragged through the courts in this way. The Provincial Commissioner of Central
         Province, Wyn Harris, made a flagrant and quite shameless attempt to interfere with the prosecution. ‘It is essential that Waruhiu’s authority should be upheld,’ he wrote, ‘as these cases are beginning to break the hearts of our better chiefs
         as they feel they have not the support of government in keeping peace and good order in their districts.’ The legal department
         was unimpressed by this ‘special pleading’, so Wyn Harris went directly to the Governor, alleging that the claim against Waruhiu
         was part of a carefully orchestrated plot by agitators to undermine the credibility of the senior chiefs. He was almost certainly
         correct, but there was also little doubt that even Waruhiu, admired for his devout Christianity and conservative fair-mindedness,
         overstepped the mark from time to time in exercise of his chiefly duties.
      

      
      The district administration customarily turned a blind eye to such things. In the daily grind of life in the African locations,
         it was expected that a chief or headman might occasionally need ‘to knock a few heads together’, or ‘bend the rules’, in order
         to preserve control. Legal officers thought that chiefs ‘should not behave like petty tyrants’; too many district administrators
         thought that tyranny in the name of order was no bad thing. Many other Kikuyu chiefs were more prone to excess than Waruhiu.
         His Kiambu neighbour in Lari location, Chief Makimei, a man well known for his temper and propensity to violence, had narrowly
         escaped conviction for manslaughter when he was still a headman. When he was once again brought before the courts on a charge
         of assault, Wyn Harris defended him as he had defended Waruhiu. When the magistrate found Makimei guilty of a ‘grievous assault’,
         Wyn Harris paid his £50 fine, and the £40 damages awarded to his victim.44 Even before the declaration of the State of Emergency in October 1952, then, Kikuyu could be forgiven for believing that
         the colonial government condoned the use of gratuitous violence and the ‘bending of the rules’ by its public servants. During
         the Emergency, this culture of violence was to get far, far worse.
      

      
      Urban militancy

      
      Through the 1940s, Nairobi became the undisputed centre of militant politics. Tucked onto a flat piece of land just below
         the hills, it was the gateway to the densely populated farming districts of Kikuyuland and the White Highlands. ‘Nairobi was
         our town,’ Karin Blixen had written in the early 1930s;45 but the urban leisure of the white highlanders, concentrated in the colonial commercial centre of the town, was already even
         then being slowly surrounded and hemmed in by a sea of African urbanization. As the town grew, so its face changed. By the
         1940s it was not the white highlanders, but the Kikuyu, who would say ‘Nairobi was our town.’
      

      
      Squalid, crowded and reeking of poverty, the African estates and shanties in the eastern part of the city sheltered more than
         80,000 souls. Here were rich recruiting grounds for the militants. Among the vast army of the unemployed, there were many who drifted into crime, and who had time on their hands to become involved in low-level
         political activity. Over the war years, the trade-union movement established itself very firmly among many sectors of the
         African workforce. Unions became a base of mobilization for other kinds of political action, where the militants could win
         further support. For the moderates in the KAU, after its formation in 1945, the unions always seemed dangerously uncontrollable.
         In Nairobi the militants easily dominated the moderates.
      

      
      It was a militancy closely intertwined with the urban criminal underworld. In 1945 and 1946, the town’s European population
         became alarmed at the rising crime rate, with burglaries, street thefts and robberies all on the increase, though of course
         the usual victims of crime were not the wealthy European minority but the poor of the African estates. Large tracts of Eastlands,
         where all the African estates were located, were entirely ungoverned by the forces of law and order.46 In the absence of the police, criminal gangs had grown up to control the estates, running everything from petty crime to
         smuggling and protection rackets. The criminal gangs reflected the ethnic segregation of the town. Kikuyu gangs dominated,
         and they tended to target non-Kikuyu traders, businesses and residents.
      

      
      By 1947 the most powerful of these gangs was the Anake a forti – the ‘Forty Group’ – comprising a high proportion of Kikuyu ex-servicemen, most of whom were reputedly in the generation
         that had been initiated in 1940. Some 75,000 Kenyans had served in the British military during the Second World War.47 Those among them who returned to Nairobi arrived with high expectations, and with accumulated remittances ready to invest
         in small businesses and trade. These ambitious men found their progress blocked by the conservatives who dominated African
         municipal government committees in Nairobi and who preferred to give the few licences available for new enterprises to their
         own clients. The ex-servicemen soon found themselves squeezed to the economic margins, where they took up a variety of irregular,
         unlicensed and often illegal activities. The town’s Burma market was first established on a strip of wasteland near Shauri
         Moyo, as a meeting place for unlicensed traders, and named for the many ex-servicemen who gathered there. Traders built shacks
         here to store their wares, or kept their goods on barrows and carts, covered for the night with tarpaulin or sacking. Some
         slept by their stalls, whilst others employed guards to keep their possessions safe. By 1950 the Burma market was a renowned
         hub for criminal activity as well as militant politics.48

      
      As their accumulated savings were frittered away in Nairobi’s high-cost economy and their frustration mounted, the ex-servicemen
         of the Forty Group were first drawn into crime and then into political activities in which crime might play a part. The sociologist Frank Furedi has suggested that members of the Forty Group were from the
         outset motivated by a high level of political consciousness, perhaps inspired by their military experience.49 Others have thought that their involvement in political activity was merely acquisitive – simply another means of making
         a living; and some have even suggested that the Forty Group was barely a group at all, but rather the collective name given
         to a cohort of criminals who operated largely independently of one another.50

      
      Whatever their inspiration or motivation – and it is likely that individuals had differing political perspectives – it is
         clear that the formal politics of the KAU held little appeal for the ex-servicemen. By 1947 the Forty Group was widely identified
         with militant politics. Some of their number had gone to Murang’a during the peasants’ revolt there to support the protest,
         and they were also known to have supported the squatters at Olenguruone.51 Mwangi Macharia and Stanley Mathenge were said to be among the members of the Forty Group, and union leaders and political
         activists including Fred Kubai, Eluid Mutonyi, Charles Wambaa and John Mungai were known to have links to the group.
      

      
      It was these militant urban politicians, operating on the fringes of the murky, criminal world of Eastlands, who drew together
         the threads of African political protest, not the moderates of the KAU.52 Though characterized by colonial officials as ‘gangsters and spivs’, their activities were far from being simply criminal.
         Kubai and Mutonyi, in particular, acted as intermediaries in forging links between the acquisitive skills of the Forty Group
         and the needs of political organizations, such as the unions and the Olenguruone squatters, for funding. Special Branch thought
         that the gang supplied money to politicians through protection rackets run on the African estates.53 A militant political consciousness was therefore undoubtedly a feature of the Forty Group, and it had a wide support among
         the ordinary Kikuyu residents of Nairobi. As one of its members explained to Frank Furedi: ‘We felt that the KAU was going
         too slow and that the only way to change things was through violence. This is why we started armed robberies. Most of the
         Africans in Nairobi were behind us and they would not inform the police on our activities.’54 The Forty Group rose to prominence between 1945 and 1947, but by 1949 the gang had broken up, some of its former members
         finding employment in the casual trades of Eastlands, as barrow boys, hawkers and taxi drivers. From 1949 former gang members
         would play other roles in militant urban struggles, especially in the unions and in support of a group of like-mined radicals
         who became known as the Muhimu.55

      
      The Muhimu comprised a small cell of militant activists who, by the end of the 1940s, were beginning to coordinate opposition to colonial
         rule on several fronts. Muhimu members were active in the Rift Valley, and in support of the squatters at Olenguruone, and in the slums of Eastlands, as well as on the committees of the KAU. They
         administered their own oath to people, and were gathering guns and ammunition in preparation for a violent struggle that they
         saw as inevitable if the Kikuyu were to free themselves from European domination.56 Unlike the KAU’s leader, Kenyatta, who thought politics was only for the elders, these militants sought to empower a younger
         and altogether more impetuous generation.57

      
      Sometime between the end of 1948 and February 1950 members of the Kiambaa Parliament took the fateful decision to try to deal
         with the Nairobi militants of the Muhimu. Peter Mbiyu Koinange contacted two prominent union leaders in Nairobi, Fred Kubai and John Mungai. Both were then involved
         in the taxi drivers’ union. He invited them to join the KAU and take its oath, and then to assist in the campaign to spread
         the movement. They eventually agreed, but only on condition that their supporters could administer the oath to any trustworthy
         Kikuyu without the payment of a large fixed fee, and that the oath itself should be made more militant.
      

      
      This amounted to a dramatic transformation of the KAU’s oathing campaign, in terms of both style and purpose. It is not entirely
         clear whether all the members of the Kiambaa Parliament, most importantly Kenyatta, fully appreciated the likely impact of
         this. It is certain that other leaders of the KAU, who were not members of the Parliament, did not know about this ‘incorporation’
         of the militants. The potential gains for the nationalist cause from incorporating the militants were great, but the risks
         were high. The KAU might gain the mass support it had lacked; but would the KAU, or even the Kiambaa Parliament, be able to
         control and direct the militants and their followers?
      

      
      This was to prove the fateful step on the road to rebellion. The militants wasted no time in seizing control of the political
         agenda, now using the name of Kenyatta to add legitimacy to their own oath and to their deeds. And Kenyatta was powerless
         to do anything about it. During 1949 Kubai and Mungai set about exploiting their opportunity by firstly oathing twenty-four
         key trade unionists, who would extend the campaign among their members. Next, they oathed a number of ‘carefully selected
         criminals’, who were asked to gather arms for later use against Europeans and the government. These weapons would be stored
         in the armoury at Kiambaa, amongst other stashes. Then, probably early in 1950, they extended the oath to Nairobi’s Kikuyu
         taxi drivers, whose compliance was required in transporting the movement’s members about their business.58

      
      These were not the type of people Kenyatta had intended to draw into the fold of the KAU, and the decision to involve them
         would irrevocably change the pace and tone of the nationalist struggle. During 1950 the slow, selective oathing of Kikuyu elders gave way to mass meetings. It was around this time that the group of militants
         behind these developments first began to refer to themselves as the Muhimu. They now met more regularly, under the chairmanship of Mutonyi. He reported back to the Kiambaa parliament, and separately
         to Kenyatta – who, for reasons of security, no longer attended the meetings at Koinange’s home. But what Mutonyi told them
         was only a carefully selected and very limited version of the Muhimu’s full range of activites.59 As another of the militants, Bildad Kaggia, recalls in his autobiography, the Muhimu, which had previously confined its activities to the Nairobi area, now despatched its own oath administrators throughout
         the Kikuyu reserves.60 The moderates of the KAU had lost control, and they would never regain the initiative from the militants.
      

      
      The growing power and influence of the militants were most clearly to be seen in the emergence of trade-union activism in
         Nairobi at this time. The KAU leaders had never given effective support to emergent trade unions in Kenya. Moderates, such
         as Mbotela and Kenyatta, frequently made public statements distancing themselves from direct actions taken by the unions.61 Fred Kubai served as general secretary of the Transport and Allied Workers’ Union, which had begun life as a union for Nairobi’s
         taxi drivers, while Bildad Kaggia was a leader of the Clerks and Commercial Workers’ Union. These two militants were instrumental,
         along with Makhan Singh, in the formation of the East African Trade Union Congress (EATUC) on May Day 1949. During its brief
         life, the EATUC was by far the most important ‘militant vehicle for championing African aspirations’ in Nairobi, a role epitomized
         in the drama of the general strike of May 1950.62 They brought out more than 6000 workers in Nairobi across a variety of trades, even extending the action to other towns.
         Violence erupted very dramatically, with running battles through the streets of Pumwani and Shauri Moyo over several days.
         When the militants were finally persuaded to return to work, many who did so found their jobs filled by others. Of the Kikuyu
         workers in Nairobi who went on strike, some 2000 were dismissed from their employment after returning to work. This victimization of the strikers only added to the deepening pool of militancy in Nairobi.63

      
      The rifts between moderates and militants in Nairobi had long been bitter. During the 1930s the KCA had established an energetic
         Nairobi branch. This went underground in 1940, when the party was banned as part of the wartime controls on African political
         activities. At this time the KCA could boast a membership of more than 7000, and an active support and influence that was
         far greater, most especially in Nairobi. However, within the city the party had never succeeded in building a solid base of
         support beyond the dominant Kikuyu community. Urban politics remained stubbornly ethnic, a pattern sustained by the segregation of many of the estates and shanties and by the
         habits of employers to select workers from a preferred ethnic group. When African political parties were once again permitted
         at the end of the war, in 1945, and the Kiambu elite opted to join a party that would draw in other ethnic groups in a broader
         nationalist alliance (the KAU), there was little enthusiasm among Nairobi’s Kikuyu leaders. Where Nairobi had once been a
         source of strength for the old KCA, for KAU after 1945 it became a place of intrigue and internal squabbling, and from 1950,
         a place of internecine violence.
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