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But I have promises to keep,


And miles to go before I sleep
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AN INNOCENT ABROAD






















CHAPTER ONE





In early December in the Year of our Lord 1966, while Britain lay blanketed in snow and darkness I boarded an East African Airways jet and was flown in moderate discomfort from London to Nairobi.


I had never flown before and perhaps it was fortunate that I hadn’t, as the novelty of the experience had the concentrating effect of preventing me from brooding on whether I was really doing the right thing. I knew that most people back in Scotland thought I was mad to be going off to the land of the Mau Mau, to a country hissing with man-eating lions, gin-swilling colonials and machete-swinging natives, abandoning a solid, safe career in solid, safe Scotland, not to mention the wilful desertion of my recently widowed mother, left to fend for herself in the wilds of Edinburgh.


I told people that I was only going for a trial period, perhaps a year at most, just to test the waters. They laughed. They were right to laugh – it was to be eleven years before I saw the grey roofs and jagged skyline of Edinburgh again.


I was 26 and single, and, for the past three years I had, since graduation from the Royal Dick School of Veterinary Studies in Edinburgh, worked as an assistant veterinary surgeon in a large-animal practice in the north-east of Scotland. The land was bleak, treeless and windswept. The people were equally bleak and windswept, suspicious of strangers, although hospitable and kind in a dour and introspective way. The winters were hard and cold with icy winds and heavy falls of snow which often lay for weeks before melting. Sometimes when going out to a distant farm on a winter’s night, when the snow lay deep and banked in the fields and the wind was blowing and the snow ploughs not out, I could not be sure of returning before dawn as the roads filled with snow behind me. Then I had to spend the night in my freezing car or seek refuge in a farm-house.


Winter and summer the leaden cloak of the lowering sky seemed to sink ever closer to the brooding earth until, by the time I left, I felt I could almost touch it. In their squat cottages, the present-day Picts sat and supped their porridge. I liked porridge, but I hankered after a slice of paw-paw for breakfast. Stocks of fresh paw-paw were scant in rural Aberdeenshire and I would have to venture forth if I were to find some.


But the work was rewarding and my employer and other colleague in the practice were of inestimable value in consolidating my knowledge and furthering my experience. Sheep, pigs, dogs, cats and black Angus cattle made up the bulk of the animals in the area. During the lambing season, hundreds of visits would be made to farms to attend to ewes or their lambs. The workload was heavy and demanding; the experience gained, invaluable.


The thought of practising tropical veterinary medicine had, however, for a long time lain dormant in my mind and, after an offer of a post as a veterinary officer in Uganda had fallen through because of a lack of funds, I applied for a job in a practice a hundred miles from Nairobi. After a brief correspondence I was on my way. No interview, no phone call, just a couple of blue see-through aerogrammes and that was it. The job was mine.


The plane flapped and rattled through the night. It made an unexplained detour to Rome – presumably to refuel. I studied my fellow-passengers, of which there were few – the plane was half empty. Apart from a couple of pallid tyros like myself, the rest were a mixture of well-dressed Africans, turbaned Asians and sunburnt Europeans. To my ingenuous eyes the latter looked distinctly bizarre, especially as it had been snowing when the plane left London. The men were wearing khaki, sleeveless bush jackets sporting dozens of bulging pockets containing I knew not what. Their wrists were hidden beneath copper bangles, wiry bracelets which I later learnt were made from the hairs of an elephant’s tail, and the sort of beaded things I imagined might look better on a Maasai warrior. The women were raw-boned, sun-bleached and rather less flamboyant than the men. I fervently hoped that they were the exception rather than the rule as far as white Kenyan females were concerned. My visions of Ava Gardner look-alikes in damp linen slacks slinking through the bush had taken a bit of a knock.


My preparations for life in the tropics had been scant. A shot against yellow fever, a vague directive from the quack about malaria and that was it. My wardrobe was even more destitute and had nothing in it at all suitable for the tropics. Shorts were not on the shelves in Aberdeen in December, and Ambre Solaire was not an item in much demand in the north of Scotland at any time of year, let alone mid-winter. Sartorially and medically I was singularly ill-equipped.


My African experience was limited to student trips to Morocco, and Algeria during the last frantic years of the French occupation. Once again I had the disturbing feeling that I was an innocent abroad.


The thoughts which passed through the brain of my future employer as he penned his advertisement will never be known, but it can plainly be stated without fear of contradiction that they were not of a philanthropic or benevolent nature. A large man of about sixty, supporting a well-established paunch, his prominent blue eyes glared aggressively and resentfully at the world around him. To compare his bald dome with that immortal structure built by Sir Christopher Wren would be to cast a monumental slur upon the latter.


I arrived at the old Embakasi airport soon after dawn and, having passed through customs, scanned the crowd for Arthur Owen-Jones, my new employer. He found me, probably recognising me as a new boy to Africa by the pallor of my epidermis and by the fact that my nether limbs were encased in grey flannel trousers. Old Africa Hands tend to wear shorts, an open-necked shirt, safari boots, and are burnt by the sun to the colour of lightly-done toast, the lot being surmounted by a well-bashed and fairly shop-soiled bush hat. Owen-Jones broke all of these rules, despite the fact that he had been living in Nakuru, the former capital of the White Highlands in the Great Rift Valley, for over eight years. He wore a loud checked shirt, his cavalry twill trousers were suspended by a pair of braces, on his feet he wore a pair of elastic-sided boots, while his bald head, exposed to view, shone in the rays of the early-morning sun now streaming through the plate-glass windows of the airport.


After establishing identities and after Owen-Jones had enquired as to whether I was suffering from anaemia, we repaired to the Simba Grill, on the second floor of the airport, for breakfast. Just below the window stood a flat-topped acacia, the archetypal tree of East Africa. The Athi Plains stretched away, grey and brown, to the horizon.


During the course of the meal, Owen-Jones berated the waiter in what I later learned was execrable Swahili but which seemed to my then untutored ears to be a fluent rendering of an exotic African tongue. Delivered in a loud Welsh accent, Owen-Jones seemed to derive much satisfaction from this, and, belching contentedly, settled back in his chair.


Following the meal, I collected my unaccompanied baggage from the customs shed. It included my climbing gear – ropes, ice-axe, crampons and boots. Having done some mountaineering in Scotland and the Alps, I hoped to be able to pursue my hobby, in a modest way, among the mountains of East Africa. I shouldered these items with what I hoped was a nonchalant air, but the smirks and mocking grins cast in my direction by other baggage collecting passengers suggested that I was not altogether successful in my endeavour. I loaded my things into Owen-Jones’ Peugeot 404 station-wagon and we set off.


Later, on the road to Nakuru, my employer expounded at length on the innumerable imperfections of the native population, their inherent unreliability, their indolence, their ability to swing the lead on every possible occasion, while comparing and contrasting them with their erstwhile colonial masters. Having been reared on a diet of David Livingstone and Mungo Park, I was stunned by this outburst and remained silent.


Built by Italian prisoners during the Second World War, the road from Nairobi wound its way upwards through the country of the Kikuyu to the edge of the Rift Valley Escarpment. Narrow, unsurfaced, rust-red tracks snaked across the densely populated hills, green even in December, when usually little or no rain falls. Banana plantations sprouted everywhere. Copses of tall blue eucalyptus bent in the wind on the skyline. Lorries belching stygian clouds of diesel fumes groaned up the incline ahead of us. Mouthing fearful oaths, Owen-Jones overtook these monsters, headlights blazing, horn blaring. Battered buses, bursting with passengers, top heavy with luggage, crates and wickerwork containers crammed with poultry, hurtled downhill towards Nairobi. ‘Matatus’, small privately-owned commercial vehicles with a body built onto the back and a couple of benches inside, supplemented the buses and replaced taxis. Normally designed to hold about a dozen people, they usually contained double that number. So overloaded were they that the front wheels in many cases appeared to be barely in contact with the road. Sometimes the chassis would be broken so that the vehicle appeared to be moving sideways like a crab, an alarming spectacle to a newcomer used to the orderly procession of roadworthy motors along the highways and byways of Britain. A wild eyed youth was usually perched on the back step of the matatu, ready to leap off at each stop to cram more passengers into the fetid interior, rather like a professional pusher on a Japanese railway station during the rush hour. When obliged to move inside because of inclement weather or for fear of his own safety, the wretched turn-boy, as he was called, was obliged to stand crouched in a sort of vertical foetal position, as normally every seat was occupied.


Weaving through the potholes we passed the road to Limuru, a township hemmed in by tea and coffee plantations. Heavily laden donkeys tottered along the roadside. Kikuyu women, bent almost double under enormous loads of firewood or drums of water held in place by a leather strap across the forehead, plodded by. Boys leaned out from the grass verge, proffering plums, pears, baby rabbits and chickens to passing vehicles, holding them aloft as though they were sacred tribal totems, and whistled in derision as we swept by.


To the south and left of the road the four-peaked ridge of the Ngong Hills crouched, looking down on Nairobi. Clumps of thatched huts lurked in patches of maize surrounded by litters of hairy sheep, speckled goats, and small, hump-backed cattle. The road passed through plantations of pine and then suddenly, without warning, emerged onto the lip of the escarpment. Two thousand feet below lay the tawny floor of the Rift Valley. Forty miles to the west could clearly be seen the blue-black wall of the opposing Mau Escarpment, covered with a shaggy pelt of forest. The extinct volcanoes of Longonot and Suswa rose from the plain, which, from this altitude, appeared level and featureless, broken only by the green of vegetation along watercourses or the red of a dirt track. The air was crystal clear, the breeze cool and refreshing, the sky dotted with fleecy white clouds. I felt as though I could launch myself into space.


As we descended the wall of the escarpment, the features of the floor of the valley came into sharper focus. Apparently flat when seen from a height, it was rolling and undulating, covered at this point with scattered low thorn trees, cut by rust-red ravines, dry and apparently waterless. Beside the road at the foot of the escarpment stood a tiny chapel, built by the Italian prisoners of war who had laboured on the road. A few antelope and gazelle could be seen grazing in the distance. The head of a giraffe reared above the thorns. Birds of prey perched on the telephone poles, gazing into the far distance. Black and yellow weaver birds crossed our bows, diving into adjacent thickets. A brightly coloured lizard darted into the grass. My companion stared ahead, apparently oblivious to the passing scene, answering my eager questions in a cursory manner. Perhaps it’s just his way, I thought, a rough diamond with a heart of gold, beating strong and true beneath his rough-hewn carapace, or perhaps it was due to his having had to rise at 4am to meet me at the airport.


Presently the road rose to a saddle lying at about 7,000 feet, between the 9,000 foot high crests of Mt. Longonot and the eastern wall of the Rift Valley. Fringed by papyrus swamps and tall fever trees, Lake Naivasha lay sparkling in the sun. One of the largest of Kenya’s freshwater lakes, it supported large numbers of tilapia and introduced black bass, and the sails of fishing boats could be seen dotted about on its limpid blue surface.


We were now in what was known as, until independence in 1963, the White Highlands. Most of the land surrounding Lake Naivasha in late 1966 was owned by white farmers and indeed at the time of writing most of the land around the lake is still farmed by Europeans. Much of the land near the lake was irrigated and grew flowers and vegetables for sale in Nairobi or for export to Europe. Some of the larger farms grew lucerne which was fed to herds of dairy cattle – Friesians, Ayrshires, and Guernseys.


Naivasha township lies about fifty miles from Nairobi. It was then a grey, nondescript collection of stores and fly-blown hovels, scoured by a gritty, eye-searing wind, blowing clouds of dust and litter before it, and quite unworthy of the dramatic and beautiful country surrounding it. A few Indian-owned shops, some African stalls selling fish, a small hotel, a gust of desiccating breeze and we had left Naivasha behind and were soon crossing the muddy Malewa river, which loses itself in the papyrus swamps encircling the lake. The river has its origins in the Aberdares, a range of mountains rising to over 13,000 feet in the peak of Satima, and forming part of the eastern edge of the Rift Valley. Clothed in dense forest and bamboo up to 10,000 feet, it afforded refuge and shelter to Mau Mau guerrillas during Kenya’s euphemistically-termed Emergency. Above the forest lie vast areas of moorland, broken by rocky outcrops, thickets of giant heather and expanses of bog and tussock grass. Overshadowed by the bulk of Satima, 10,000 foot Kipipiri in some lights is difficult to distinguish against the bulk of the range behind it. Covered in dark, almost black forest, it dominates the Wanjohi valley and the surrounding area, former home of the often unjustly maligned Happy Valley set.


About twenty miles beyond Naivasha we reached the little town of Gilgil which, to my appalled gaze, was even more of an eyesore than the rural slum we had left behind. The surrounding country was rolling ranchland, much of it covered in grey leleshwa scrub and owned by wealthy white farmers, many of them titled. The area between Nakuru, whither I was bound, and Gilgil and Naivasha, appeared to be regarded with especial favour by Counts and Lords of the Italian and English aristocracy.


The road now dropped over another escarpment and below lay another lake, Elementaita, shallow and alkaline, the southern shore bespeckled with white outcrops of soda. To the west, Lord Delamere ranched some 50,000 acres of mostly open plain. The eastern shore was presided over by Arthur Cole, whose father, Galbraith, was one of the very early pioneers. Scattered drifts of flamingos lay on the water’s limpid surface. To the south of the lake a number of dramatic volcanic remnants broke the surface of the plain – cones, craters and combinations of both. One, called the Sleeping Warrior or less flatteringly, Lord Delamere’s Nose, appeared to be a single, knife-edged ridge. In fact, this is only one side of its circular crater. Further south, the land reared up to the forested crest of Eburru, a spur of the western wall of the Rift Valley, here known as the Mau Escarpment. The lower slopes of Eburru, first explored by the Scot, Joseph Thomson, at the end of the 19th century, are peppered with steam jets, and have no running water. Water for stock has to be condensed from the steam and led through aluminium pipes to distant troughs. Despite the lack of surface water, game is plentiful and the area is much frequented by buffalo, eland, warthog, dik-dik, and impala. A railway, part of the Lunatic Line to Uganda, used to run along the foot of Eburru before turning north to Elementaita and Nakuru, and one night, many years later, I came across a leopard in one of the old railway cuttings.


Baboons perched on fence posts watched us with an indifferent eye as we descended the escarpment. Others were too intent upon their social grooming to spare us a glance.


Presently the bulk of Menengai, the extinct volcano overlooking the town of Nakuru, rose ahead. To the left, the low ridge of Lion Hill hid the famous lake. When it eventually came into view, I could see that its shores were indeed fringed with pink – the famous flamingos I had read about. Above the lake, flights of pelicans soared and circled with majestic ease, turning in unison on thermals of warm air. The far shore was hemmed in by broken cliffs which opened out to the south into wooded plains. The nearer shore was darkly forested and looked lush and faintly sinister, suggesting pythons lurking in the undergrowth and apes chattering in the branches.


A hot, acrid wind, heavy with the aroma of soda and bird droppings, blew in through the open car window. A few miles before Nakuru we turned off at a place called Lanet. Brown and dusty, it was a suburb of the town. Numerous bungalows, each surrounded by several acres of tree-shaded land, lay on either side of the bumpy road. On top of a low hill stood Owen-Jones’ house, red-roofed and white-walled. A copse of tall blue eucalyptus trees lay behind it, bending in the strong breeze. Before it sloped several acres of open land covered in wiry brown grass.


The barking of dogs from behind a high wooden palisade indicated the presence of the boarding kennels which Owen-Jones had mentioned during the drive from Nairobi. I was to become familiar with the finer details of its management sooner than I expected.


A few tired-looking flowers and shrubs grew in front of the house. There was no garden.


An elderly gap-toothed African came down the steps grinning broadly. ‘Jambo, Opondo,’ said Owen-Jones. ‘Kwisha lete daktari mpya.’ (I’ve brought the new doctor). Opondo was a Luo from Nyanza Province on the shores of Lake Victoria. Aged about sixty, he had worked for Owen-Jones and his wife for the past five years as cook and general house-servant. He rushed forward and grabbed my bags and staggered into the house with them. Owen-Jones smiled fondly at his retreating figure.


Gwyneth, Owen-Jones’ wife, appeared. Tall, pale, with dark-dyed hair greying at the roots, in her late forties, she exuded an air of businesslike efficiency. Smiling genially, she ushered me into the house. I was shown into a small bedroom set aside for me. After scraping off the by now well-risen field of bristles from my chin, watched with some curiosity by a bushbaby in a huge wire netting enclosure, which seemed to occupy most of the available space in the bathroom, I joined Mr and Mrs Owen-Jones in the lounge. A large black labrador lay snoring on the parquet floor. Another occupied most of a sagging sofa. The room was sparsely furnished, the walls almost devoid of pictures. The windows looked out over the desiccated acres of withered brown grass. Birds chirruped in the gum trees. Unknown and unseen insects could be heard through the open windows which were meshed on the inside with a wire grill.


Over a refreshing glass of passion fruit juice and ice, Owen-Jones summarised the work of the practice. He had a surgery in town, his wife acted as secretary cum book-keeper, he employed a Goan clerk, a lay assistant to help him during calls and while doing operations, and an office ‘boy’ aged about 45. He seemed to cover a vast geographical area dealing mostly with cattle and horses. Nearly all the farms were still owned by European settlers although a buy-out scheme financed by the British Government was in operation. Their stock appeared to be under constant attack by a frightening number of hideous diseases – East Coast Fever, Anaplasmosis, Heartwater, Sweating Sickness, Contagious Bovine Pleuropneumonia, Babesiosis – the list seemed endless. Ticks and tsetse flies sucked their blood from without while intestinal parasites assailed them from within. Their sheep were attacked by flies which deposited their larvae in their nostrils. Midges brought Bluetongue during the rains and ticks were the bearers of Nairobi Sheep disease. Rift Valley Fever, a viral disease affecting both sheep and cattle and occasionally man, and carried by mosquitoes and other insects, appeared periodically during years of heavy rain. Horses regularly succumbed to African Horse Sickness while pigs were virtually impossible to keep because of African Swine Fever. Dogs were under constant threat from Tick Fever.


‘Ye Gods,’ I thought, ‘I’ll never master this lot!’


Then there was the matter of communication with the local people. The lingua franca was Swahili, widely spoken all over East Africa and of which the only word I knew was ‘jambo’. This wasn’t going to get me very far.


With a plethora of unknown diseases facing me and unable to converse with most of the local inhabitants, it didn’t look as though I would be of much use to my employer for a long time to come.


The town of Nakuru lay at an altitude of 6,000 feet. To the east and west the land rose to even greater heights. In between was some of the finest farming country in Kenya, fit to rival the best in Britain. Dairy and coffee farms abounded. Wheat and maize flourished. Most of the farmers were British but there was a sizeable Danish and Italian contingent. Many had come to Kenya after the last world war, encouraged to do so by the British government and had learned the rudiments of agriculture at Egerton College near Njoro, a small town about a dozen miles from Nakuru. Confident and self-reliant, their independent way of life was coming to an end. Uhuru had come to Kenya and the exclusive White Highlands were no more. Africans were buying farms, either as individuals or as companies and the Europeans were leaving, going to Australia, New Zealand, Britain, Southern Africa, even South America, taking their knowledge and hard-won expertise with them. A few of the white farmers had become Kenya citizens and were determined to stay and brave the difficulties ahead.


The African farm workers came from several different tribes, because before the arrival of the white man, this area had been almost empty of people, except for the nomadic Maasai herding their cattle on the plains and the Wanderobo hunting game and searching for wild honey in the forests. Most of the people today were Kikuyu and Kalenjin, with smaller numbers of Luo, Abaluya and Maasai.


The Kikuyu, numerically the largest tribe in the country, were Bantu and came from the highlands to the west and south of Mt. Kenya, stretching in an arc to the northern outskirts of Nairobi. Mentally agile and quick to realise the advantages to be gained by adopting the new ideas and methods introduced by the Europeans, many were progressive farmers and businessmen, administrators and politicians.


Kalenjin is a generic name for a group of separate Nilo-Hamitic peoples living in north-west Kenya, from the escarpments overlooking Lake Victoria to the arid plains north of Lake Baringo. Mainly pastoral by inclination, they included the Kipsigis in the green tea country around the town of Kericho, the fierce Nandi on their hills overlooking the steaming Nyanza plains, the Tugen of the mountains and plains to the south and west of Lake Baringo and the nomadic Pokot to the north, herding goats and camels across their semi-deserts. All spoke a similar if not identical language.


The Luo, of Nilotic origin, came from the province of Nyanza on the shores of Lake Victoria. Second in number only to the Kikuyu they were easily recognisable by their strong build, greater than average height, dark complexion and jutting upper front teeth with frequently a gap between the lower incisors, a relic of the days when tetanus was common and victims had to be fed through a gap in their clenched jaws. Great fishermen and cultivators, their country is one of the most densely populated areas of Kenya.


The Abaluya are a large Bantu group comprising various groups such as the Bukusu, Tiriki, and Maragoli who live to the north of lake Victoria and west to the Uganda border. Short of stature, cheerful and hard-working, they often found employment on farms or in towns, working as domestic servants or as waiters in hotels.


The Maasai are probably the best known tribe in Kenya, certainly to outsiders, partly because of their reputation as warriors, their good looks and their way of life. They are Nilo-Hamites and live in south-west Kenya down to the border with Tanzania which bisects their territory. Formerly they also lived in Laikipia, an area north of the Uganda railway, but in 1911 the northern Maasai were forcibly moved south to be united with those in the Southern Reserve, as it was then called. Much of Maasailand is fertile and well watered and in recent years has attracted the attention of wheat farmers. It is also home to Kenya’s finest game reserves. The Maasai were never hunters, except perhaps for eland which they regarded as wild cattle, or for lion which the young men hunted as proof of manhood. They lived for their cattle and in harmony with their surroundings. Those who left Maasailand to come to the farms and towns of the Highlands often worked as herdsmen or watchmen.


All this information was not acquired until later in my career. Meanwhile Owen-Jones announced with jocular pride that his own knowledge of Swahili was still at a very rudimentary stage, despite his eight years in the country. He employed an excellent African lay assistant, a Kikuyu called Moses Mwangi, to help him on his rounds and during operations. Moses spoke good English and helped his master to communicate with those whose knowledge of English matched his master’s own deficiencies in Swahili. I apparently would have to do without such assistance but I would be able to turn to Up-Country Swahili, a slim volume written by an ex-Indian Army colonel for the benefit of soldiers, settlers, miners and their wives, a copy of which Owen-Jones handed to me. I noticed that several pages were missing and hoped that no vital information had been contained therein. Glancing through it I observed useful phrases such as ‘Boy! You have been using my razor again! There are black hairs in it!’ and ‘Sergeant Major, give that man ten strokes with the kiboko. He has been caught stealing sugar for the third time this week!’ This, I could see, was going to help me immensely.


Owen-Jones had bought a second-hand Volkswagen Beetle for me to use, and had rented a cottage about ten miles from Nakuru for 300 Kenya shillings per month. With the cottage went a cook cum house-servant and two aged gardeners. The former received a monthly emolument of 119/- and the latter the princely wage of 53/- per man. How they were expected to survive on such a miserly sum beggared my imagination but Owen-Jones, with a hearty guffaw, dismissed the subject with a reference to the smell of the proverbial oil rag.


‘Well, there’s work to do I’m afraid,’ Owen-Jones suddenly said. ‘An African farmer at Rongai, about twenty five miles from here, phoned up while I was collecting you from the airport. He’s got a cow stuck calving. Probably been on the go for a couple of days so God knows how long it might take. Afraid we’ll have to have lunch when we get back.’


As it was only about noon, this didn’t strike me as an undue hardship, but little did I know then just how long a really difficult calving in Kenya could take. The journey, however, a fifty mile round trip, seemed vast. In Scotland the furthest we ever travelled from base was 17 miles. In this, too, the scales were soon to be lifted from my as yet uninitiated orbs. Immense distances separated farms, towns and settlements. The roads were relatively unfrequented and a journey which in Britain would be considered a weekend expedition, would often be completed in a few hours in East Africa.


We drove through Nakuru, first along an imposing avenue lined by lovely lilac-blossomed jacaranda trees, past the impressive railway station, skirting the bazaar and on to the metalled road which led towards distant hills. The bulk of the town lay out of sight over a rise which sloped down to the lake. Dust rose in the air. The smell of sewage and rotting fruit mingled with other unidentifiable odours. Kites circled over the buildings, calling plaintively. Pied crows perched on rooftops squabbling with each other.


The pavements were crowded. Colourfully clad African women, their men more soberly dressed in European clothes, rivalled their Indian cousins in their brilliant saris. Settlers in khaki rubbed shoulders with long-lobed, shaven-headed Maasai. Turbaned Sikhs drove like demons possessed down the streets. Country buses, bursting at the seams, heads protruding from every open window, their roofs a mountain of luggage, bags of charcoal, and wicker baskets full of squawking chickens, rattled over the potholes.


The town behind now, the road rose over breezy uplands. An immense blue sky dotted with fleecy white clouds covered the landscape like a huge dome. Nearby farms looked neat and well-ordered. Feathery grey gum trees lined the roads and surrounded the farm buildings. The trough of the Rift Valley stretched immeasurably into the distance, mysterious and inviting. Ahead loomed the forested bulk of Mount Londiani.


As we approached the base of the mountain we turned left onto a dirt road. After a couple of miles a farm track forked to the right. A sagging sign said ‘Mbama Farm.’ Owen-Jones swung the wheel and the car lurched and rocked over the ruts, jets of fine dust appearing from several points until it lay thickly over the dashboard and seats.


‘Good cars, Peugeots,’ Owen-Jones grunted. ‘Best car by far for this country, but they have two faults. One is letting in the bloody dust. The other is that the bloody exhaust pipe is always breaking on rough roads, with the result that the car sounds like an old traction engine. It’s high time the Frogs did something about it.’


I made sympathetic noises.


Owen-Jones explained that the farm we were approaching was owned by a co-operative, run by a committee of elected members with certain individuals made responsible for various selected tasks. In theory it appeared to be an excellent idea, but frequently in practice that necessary feeling of personal involvement, so vital to the land-owning African, was lacking, leading to a gradual abrogation of responsibilities and a slow but inevitable decline in farming standards.


We passed the farm-house once occupied by the former white owners and turned into a small field where stood a small wooden dairy with a corrugated iron roof, built on a rough plinth of stone blocks. It was unlike anything I had ever seen before and apart from the modern refinement of the tin roof, brought to mind something I had come across in one of the novels of Thomas Hardy describing rural Dorset in the mid-1800s. No rustic swains or apple-cheeked milkmaids were in evidence here, however. Instead there was a small group of Africans hunkered down under a thorn tree, apparently awaiting our arrival. One, the headman or neopara, as he was called in Swahili, came forward. His earlobes had been perforated and the greatly distended loops were snugly coiled ever the tops of his ears. The effect to my ingenuous eyes was bizarre, as it gave the impression that the lower halves of his ears had been cut off.


‘Jambo, daktari,’ he said to Owen-Jones.


‘Jambo,’ Owen-Jones replied. ‘Wapi ngombe nashinda kusaa?’


(Where is the cow which is unable to calve?)


‘Inakuja,’ the headman answered. (It’s coming).


‘So’s Christmas!’ muttered Owen-Jones, not under his breath.


A man appeared driving an Ayrshire cow through a gate. The ‘gate’ was a flexible antediluvian affair consisting of several vertical strips of wood connected with fencing wire. It was closed by inserting the endmost strip of wood into a wire loop projecting from the bottom of the gate post and looping another circle of wire over the top of the post. In years to come I was to curse these gates with much fervour. They would either be constructed in such a way that one needed the strength of Samson to open them, or they were ramshackle affairs festooned with spaghetti-like hanks of rusty barbed wire which took interminable minutes to unravel, with the ever-attendant risk of shredding vital digits in the process.


The cow staggered up to the dairy, pausing at regular intervals to arch her back and strain with grim concentration. Each time she did so she uttered a hoarse bellow. Her tail was raised and over her hindquarters hung a cloud of buzzing flies, which circled and dived like a swarm of miniature predatory birds.


‘Jok! Jok!’ one of the men cried, referring to the yoke in the dairy. The cow compliantly put her head through the wooden bars which were then closed with a metal rod inserted into a hole in the yoke.


‘Naweza shika mkia? Can you hold the tail?’ Owen-Jones asked one of the labourers, who obediently hoisted the tail skywards. A large nose and two hooves projected through the patient’s vulva, which looked small and under considerable tension. Owen-Jones had by now donned a pair of wellington boots and a waterproof calving overall. He soaped his left arm vigorously and then applied a layer of grease from a large tin proffered by one of the Africans. The disintegrating label proclaimed it to be milking salve for the lubrication of cows’ teats.


‘I always use this stuff when calving cows,’ Owen-Jones grunted as he inserted his large hand into the vulva. He seemed to be having some difficulty as several minutes elapsed before it vanished from sight. A light film of perspiration glistened on his bald pate.


‘It’s damned tight in here,’ muttered Owen-Jones. ‘There’s a hard, fibrous ring just inside the vulva and it shows no sign of relaxing.’


After another twenty minutes of effort he managed to get a calving rope made of soft cotton onto each foreleg but the head remained immobile. The ends of each rope had loops which were slipped over a couple of batons of wood, two to three feet long and about the diameter of a broomstick. Two men pulled on each leg alternately.


Slowly each leg emerged as far as the elbows and then a few inches more. The head however refused to budge. Two nostrils protruded from the vulva, but, despite strenuous efforts by the pullers, further progress appeared impossible.


Owen-Jones withdrew his arm and washed his hands, with difficulty removing the milking grease. Without uttering a word he walked to his car and rummaged in his surgical bag. He returned carrying a scalpel. Still without speaking, he inserted the blade above the calf’s nose and suddenly cut upwards through the cow’s vulva.


I watched horrified as the calf’s head came into view. It was obvious that as soon as the men resumed their pulling, the incision would rupture upwards into the rectum and that a monumental recto-vaginal fistula would be created. And that is just what happened. The men pulled, the calf slowly emerged, dead now, the incision widened and then split upwards through rectum and anus.


Owen-Jones watched unmoved, re-washed his hands and arms, and returned his scalpel to his bag. He made no attempt to stitch the wound and when I offered to do it for him I was brusquely informed that once I started doing my own calvings I could stitch them up myself. In other words shut up, mind your own business or do things my way.


‘I don’t think she’ll recover,’ Owen-Jones told the headman, ‘so you’d better get hold of a butcher. Even if she does, it’s unlikely she’ll be able to conceive or calve again.’


And with these words we took our leave of Mbama Farm, bumping our way back down the rutted track. I wondered what I had come to, and I also wondered about my new employer and his seemingly brutal brand of veterinary medicine and what the future would hold. But I had been in the country less than twelve hours so I decided to hold my peace and wait and see.



















CHAPTER TWO





One month after my arrival in Kenya, Arthur Owen-Jones and his wife announced their intention of taking three weeks’ vacation at the Coast.


This came as something of a shock.


From the moment I had stepped onto the tarmac at Nairobi Airport I had been fully occupied in attempting to assimilate the mass of new information with which I had been bombarded.


This I had barely swallowed, far less digested. Now I had to put it to the test.


It all seemed a bit premature.


The second-hand Volkswagen formed my transport. Although robust and basically reliable, it was not the most ideal of vehicles for veterinary work. The boot, in which was kept the bulk of my drugs and instruments, occupied that space which in most cars is filled by the engine. The boot’s cubic capacity, as a result, was niggardly in the extreme and, when reaching to the farthest depths to retrieve some much-needed item, one was in constant danger of dismemberment or decapitation from the collapse of the precariously supported lid.


The roads, deep in dust and cratered with potholes, were less than kind to the engine. When moving at slow speeds, easing one’s way into and out of the yawning cavities which littered the highways and byways like something out of a dentist’s nightmare, the car was frequently overtaken by its own cloud of choking dust, which slid over and down the domed roof and into its moving parts. This at times would interrupt one’s journey in a way which would have been irritating enough in more sophisticated corners of the globe, but here, it was calculated to raise one’s blood pressure to dangerous heights. After a while I began to accept these little annoyances with a degree of qualified resignation, enabling me to observe with a cynical smile those slogans so often painted on lorries in Kenya – ‘No Hurry In Africa’ or even, if the sign-writer was less linguistically gifted, ‘No Harry In Africa.’


A close study of Up Country Swahili for Soldiers, Settlers, Miners and their Wives enabled me to communicate in a fashion, albeit rather a basic one, with those members of the animal-owning public whose main language was not English.


Of almost equal importance was the problem of navigation. Although most European-owned farms had a plough disc emblazoned with the owner’s name positioned at the farm entrance or at the nearest road junction, few Africans had then reached this level of erudite advertisement. So I had to rely either upon verbal or written instructions from others who had gone before, or make enquiries once I was within what I hoped was striking distance of my destination. With my level of Swahili this was no mean feat.


A further difficulty arose from the fact that local knowledge, especially among the peasantry, appeared to be pretty sparse. If one was within spitting distance of one’s objective and asked a fellow hoeing his beans in the shamba next door where so-and-so lived, it was ten to one he would reply with the stock answer ‘Sijui’, (I don’t know) even if one was referring to his next door neighbour.


A scrutiny of the available maps, including a large scale one produced during the Emergency, did help, at least in ensuring that I set off in approximately the right direction.


For about 10 days I accompanied Mr Owen-Jones on his rounds and as a result I was able to obtain some idea of the extent and form of the practice area. It extended from Lake Naivasha in the south-east to Londiani township in the north-west. Both areas were about 45 miles from Nakuru and between them lay a great variety of farming country lying at altitudes of six to ten thousand feet. The south-westerly limit was bounded by the airy upland district of Mau Narok, rich in wheat, sheep and cattle, on the western wall of the Rift, about thirty miles away. To the north-east, the practice area extended to Rumuruti on the edge of the Laikipia plateau, sixty miles from base. This was a semi-arid region whose undulating plains, covered in scrub and whistling thorn, stretched from horizon to horizon.


From my arrival in the country, until their return from their coastal holiday, I lived in the Owen-Jones’ house at Lanet. This was because, during their absence, in addition to my veterinary duties, I was required to attend to the canine and feline inmates of their boarding kennels, which lay adjacent to the house.


Christmas came and went. Things were fairly quiet, due in part to the plethora of public holidays during December and to the annual migration of European farmers and their families to the sun-drenched beaches of Mombasa and Malindi.


Owen-Jones seemed keen to get away to the seaside.


On the Monday morning of his departure to the Coast he came to the surgery, accompanied by his wife. Exuding an air of bonhomie and goodwill to all men, he burst through the swinging door into the waiting room. His elastic-sided boots sparkled in a shaft of sunlight. Opondo had obviously put his back into it on this particular morning. His braces gamely took the strain over his freshly filled paunch, clothed in a suitably summery shirt, while his nether limbs were covered in the inevitable but well-pressed cavalry twill. His bald head gleamed as though Opondo, finished with the boots, had spent twenty minutes polishing his master’s cranium.


Observing that all members of staff were present and correct, he bade us farewell in characteristic fashion.


‘Over to you!’ he bellowed, ‘and the best of luck!’ and, clambering into his 404, gunned the motor, and was gone.


We (or rather I) were on our own.


No sooner had his car disappeared round the corner than the telephone rang.


I jumped.


I had hoped for at least a few minutes’ respite before the onslaught – perhaps twenty minutes or half an hour in which to prepare myself for the struggle which I envisaged lay ahead.


Vincent, the Goan clerk, answered it. As he spoke in English I assumed that whoever was at the other end of the line was European. Perhaps it’s only advice he’s after, I thought hopefully, or perhaps he’s placing an order for drugs.


Vincent replaced the phone on its cradle.


‘That was Claus Jorgensen from Njoro,’ he said. ‘He’s got an Ayrshire cow with what he thinks is cancer of the eye. He wants you to go out and have a look at it and if necessary operate on it – remove the cancer, or, if that’s impossible, take its eye out.’


I gulped. Cancerous eyes were a rare condition in Scotland. In fact I had never even seen one, let alone operated on one. I had enucleated a dog’s eye once, so I presumed the principles were the same. I hoped so.


Claus Jorgensen was a tall, good-looking Dane in his late 40s. He spoke excellent English with a strong Danish accent and had a son and a daughter by his stunningly attractive wife. Although his hair was snow white he had a commanding presence and an ever-ready eye for the girls. Before moving to Njoro he had farmed on the Kinangop plateau. Life there, he later told me, was a never-ending round of all night parties. So much so that he got into the habit of visiting his dairy just before dawn, on his return from the latest carousel, in order to ensure that his workers were doing what he paid them to do. On these occasions Claus was invariably clad in dinner jacket and tie. As he never attended the evening milking, his dairy workers concluded that this was his normal and only garb.


The farm lay just beyond the township of Njoro on the murram road to Egerton College, which had been established to train fledgling colonial farmers. Leaving Moses behind to assist in dealing with any clients who might call in at the surgery, I chugged off in my Beetle.


As it was only about half past eight, it was much too early for Claus to be out and about, but his headman was waiting in the dairy. He shuffled over as I drove into the yard. He gave me a grin, revealing an alarming collection of umber tusks. One eye was a sinister milky-blue. His hair was grey and brushed the wrong way, back to front. He looked like a black, middle-aged Shock Headed Peter and not the sort of person one would want to bump into on a dark night.


His command of English was impressive and vastly superior to my primitive grasp of Swahili and his manner, I was relieved to note, was friendly and welcoming.


‘Are you the new daktari?’ he asked.


I explained that I was.


‘Jambo, kijana!’ (Hello, young fellow!) His fangs shone in the sunshine.


‘Karibu!’ (Welcome!)


‘Where’s Ndegwa?’ Seemingly this was the title bestowed upon Mr Owen-Jones by the local Africans and meant something like ‘big bull’ on account of his impressive bulk and aggressive manner. I sympathised with their choice of title and wondered what they might call me.


I said that Mr Owen-Jones and his good wife were even now en-route to Mombasa to enjoy a spell of well-earned rest and relaxation and that I was in charge during what I hoped would be their brief absence, and where was the cow?


In the crush, he said.


So we walked through the dairy and out into a small field on the other side where a short, wooden, cattle race had been constructed next to a fence. Its framework was of a form seen all over Kenya and was one which never failed to irritate me. Whether by design or because it was easier to build it that way, the sides, instead of being driven vertically into the ground, were inserted at an angle, so that the crush had a V shape, narrower at the bottom than at the top. Examining an animal in such a crush was a laborious business. If an animal became cast it was often extremely difficult to get it back onto its feet. On some occasions the crush had to be partially dismantled in order to extricate a fallen animal. It was obvious that it was much less demanding to drive the side-posts in at an angle, but a good cattle crush should be just wide enough to accommodate a fairly large animal and have solid, vertical sides. Some of the jerry-built structures I saw later would have made one weep: ramshackle contraptions made of discarded off-cuts, tied together with pieces of string and wide enough for an elephant to turn round without touching the sides.


On this occasion the crush was reasonably robust. The patient was standing at the far end. She was a large Ayrshire cow with a white head.


A pair of hadada ibis suddenly flew overhead. Their harsh cries sounded over-loud and mocking in the still morning air and lingered in the soft sunshine long after the birds had disappeared.


I walked round to the front of the crush and my heart sank. A mass about the size of a large strawberry protruded from the inner aspect of the cow’s eye. It was growing from the nictitating membrane, or third eyelid, and closer examination revealed that it had spread along the inner surfaces of both upper and lower eyelids and onto the cornea. The animal’s eyelids were pink and non-pigmented. The tumour, for such it was, was a squamous cell carcinoma, a malignant growth induced in this case by the continuous effects of the ultra violet rays in the tropical sunshine on the non-pigmented skin surrounding the eye. Well, this was no quick-snip job.


The eye would have to come out.


I returned to the car. My employer had left me his surgical bag and instruments for the duration of his leave and I selected what I judged I would need – cotton wool, bandage for packing, local anaesthetic, syringes, gentian violet spray, artery forceps, scissors, Allis tissue forceps, suture material and Dettol solution. I hoped it would be enough, as once begun I wouldn’t be able to nip back to the car to replenish my supply. I also brought a cotton rope which I fashioned into a halter. Ropes always seemed to be a rare commodity on farms in Kenya. With the amount of sisal grown in the country one would have thought that every farm would have been well endowed with them. Such was rarely the case and unless one provided one’s own, one was left kicking one’s heels and grinding one’s teeth, while a couple of incompetents constructed a rope by tying together lengths of binder twine and twisting them together into something resembling a giant hank of spaghetti and of about equal strength.


By this time three other men had appeared.


One held the cow by the nose while I slipped the halter over her head. The headman brought a bucket of warm water from the dairy, into which I sloshed some Dettol. After having scrubbed the patient’s eyelids and surrounding skin with a wad of cotton wool, I filled a 10 ml syringe with local anaesthetic and injected several mls around and under both eyelids. This done, I waited for a few minutes before anaesthetising the muscles attached to the eye itself. Finally, using a long needle, I injected several more mls at the back of the orbit to desensitise the optic nerve.


I arranged my instruments on a clean towel laid on the grass and waited for 15 minutes. This was partly in order to allow time for the anaesthetic to work but mainly to give me time to formulate the finer details of my plan of attack.


My rustic assistants lay or lolled about, chattering to each other, seemingly confident that I knew what I was about.


My companions were lightly clad in rags. I felt over-warm in gum boots and overalls.


The time had come.


I instructed the men to hold on tight, seized my instruments and set to work. First I clipped the eyelids together with a couple of tissue forceps in order to tighten the skin and maintain traction on the eye. Then I made two elliptical incisions in both upper and lower eyelids enclosing the tumour and meeting on either side. The skin above and below both incisions was then grasped with tissue forceps whose handles I gave to one of my assistants. As forcefully as it was politic to do so, I requested him to hold the handles only, not to pull them and to please keep his filthy fingers out of the wound.


I next began to dissect the skin back to the rim of the bony orbit and almost at once cut through a major artery. The blood struck me in my eye. Temporarily blinded, I blinked furiously. I grabbed a pair of artery forceps and clipped off the severed vessel. Feeling even warmer, I continued by making a circular incision within the orbit, close to the bone but outside of the eyeball, severing the muscles attaching it to the skull. Finally, with a long pair of curved scissors, I cut through the remaining muscles at the back of the eye and snipped through the optic nerve.


The patient suddenly struck me as being ominously still.


I glanced up.


Four black faces, eyes goggling, mouths open, stared at me as though hypnotised. None was paying any attention to the patient. The men on the rope appeared to be in a trance, still hauling on the cow’s head and neck. She was prevented from moving forward out of the crush by two wooden poles across the front and her head had been pulled over the upper of these – and pulled and pulled by my open-eyed but unseeing assistants until she had lost consciousness and was on the point of choking to death. Her head hung over the pole, jugular veins bulging.


It was my own fault. I should have been watching more closely.


‘Toa miti mara moja!’ I bellowed. What little Swahili I did know was being put to use. ‘Get that pole out at once!’ I yelled.


My roar galvanised the men into action. Like a group of robots lying limp and inert until the switch is pressed, they sprang to life, seized the pole and tore it to one side.


The cow dropped to her knees, shaking and trembling, her one good eye blinking convulsively.


Blood began to pump into the empty socket of the eye just removed, as of course it should have done, immediately it had been enucleated, had she not been in a state of near-asphyxia at the time. I grabbed a handful of cotton wool and thrust it into the gaping cavity. Within seconds it was soaked in blood.


The patient staggered to her feet, shaking her head and spraying everyone with blood. I was glad of my overall. My assistants weren’t quite so fortunate. I saw them looking ruefully at their bespattered raiment.


I seized a handful of artery forceps and began clipping off the sources of supply. It was like working at the bottom of an inkwell. The crimson flood seemed never-ending. A mutilated fragment of Macbeth rose to mind – ‘Yet who would have thought the old cow had so much blood in her.’ At this rate she’ll be dying from exsanguination, I thought. What a splendid start to my tropical career!


I shoved in a few more artery forceps for good measure and then began, not without difficulty, to tie off the major offenders. All the while the pool of blood at my feet grew larger and larger. After a while the flow began to ebb and finally slowed to a trickle. At first I thought she had run out of blood, but she still looked hale if not exactly hearty.


As rapidly as I could I folded a bandage concertina-wise, sprayed it with gentian violet from an aerosol can and inserted it into the socket, leaving about twelve inches protruding from the inner corner. I then stitched the skin edges together with monofilament nylon – actually strong, sterilised fishing line – leaving an extra-long stitch closest to the protruding bandage. I trimmed this to a more manageable length to prevent it from snagging on long grass or bushes.


I instructed the headman to remove the single long stitch after four days and thereafter every day to pull out and cut off about twelve inches of the bandage folded within the socket until none was left. I would return after two weeks to remove the remaining stitches.


He appeared to understand. I hoped so. The patient had by now recovered from her ordeal by garrotte and stood quietly in the crush while I gave her an intra-muscular injection of antibiotic. Upon being released she strolled out into the field, put down her head and started grazing.


I walked back to the car with my toes curled up inside my boots, wondering just what Claus Jorgensen would have thought, and said, if he had come up to the dairy after a late and leisurely breakfast to be informed that the cow the young vet had come to operate on was dead – choked to death in the crush. I went hot and cold in rapid succession. They say that a miss is as good as a mile but that was a pretty close shave. It just showed that one should never relax while on the job. Eternal vigilance must be the watchword from now on.
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Back at the surgery, which was conveniently sited in Club Lane and separated from the rather splendid club buildings by a high thorny hedge, I found the doorway blocked by a knot of blanket-clad Maasai. Insinuating my way through the crowd and through an almost palpable miasma of equal parts of the ripe smell of sheep’s fat, body odour and je ne sais quoi, I pushed open the chest-high swing door into the waiting room.


Moses was conversing with an individual who appeared to be the spokesman of the group. He was a tall, lean fellow wrapped in a coarse, hairy blanket, his hugely distended, perforated ear lobes sagging beneath the weight of copper ornaments. On his head he wore a knitted woollen cap resembling a tea-cosy.


‘Jambo, Moses,’ I said. ‘What do these chaps want?’


‘They’re Maasai from Mau Narok and they want vaccine for their cattle. Several big calves have died recently and from what they say it sounds like blackquarter.’


Both Moses and the Maasai were familiar with the symptoms of the more common diseases and the means of their prevention.


Blackquarter is an unpleasant bacterial disease causing gas gangrene in living muscle, most commonly in young cattle and the spores responsible are picked up by mouth from the ground in which they can lie dormant for years. Death usually occurs within 12 to 48 hours so treatment is not usually an option.


In Kenya, years might pass without the disease being seen in a certain district. Then, without warning, cases would occur simultaneously over a large area, sometimes also affecting older animals. Why this should be was difficult to explain – perhaps some particular combination of climatic conditions, temperature, humidity, soil acidity or alkalinity favoured the organism and its ability to invade healthy living muscle. Perhaps it was associated with certain facets of ruminant digestion.


Whatever the reason behind these periodic outbreaks of blackquarter, their occurrence meant a heavy loss to livestock owners. Although large doses of penicillin were occasionally curative, the disease was so acute that it was rarely possible to start treatment soon enough to be effective.


An excellent vaccine was available, however. This gave protection for twelve months. The Maasai knew this, but like people world-wide, they tended to get rather slack when things were going well and frequently neglected to vaccinate their stock on a routine basis.


The Maasai explained that several well-grown calves aged between six and nine months had died suddenly. One had been seen to be acutely lame in a hind leg before it, too, had died, and when a rudimentary post-mortem was carried out swollen, gaseous, blackened areas were found in the heavy muscles between the hock and the hip.


‘A hind leg was very swollen, and there was a blackened area, with gas and the whole thing stank to high heaven!’: Moses did the translation.


‘OK,’ I said ‘It sounds like blackquarter all right. They seem to know what they’re talking about. How many doses do they want? I presume they’ve got syringes and needles.’


They had, and after interminable discussions and arguments between themselves in Maasai, the lop-eared spokesman said they had approximately 300 susceptible cattle, spread between several manyattas in their area of Mau Narok.


‘That’ll be 6 bottles and the dose is 2ccs for each animal, irrespective of age or size, injected under the skin behind the shoulder. Boil the syringes and needles for 10 minutes before they use them. And it might be a good idea to wash their hands as well – dirt and sheep fat don’t mix well with vaccines. And tell them to vaccinate everything between 3 months and 3 years from now on. Don’t wait until they start dying.’


Moses translated this to the Maasai, who nodded sagely. Vincent looked up the price of the vaccine in his list. A grand total of 105 shillings.


The Maasai tut-tutted and shook their heads at this colossal expense.


‘Iko discount?’


That was one English word they did know.


I ignored this impertinence and gave them some free advice instead, suggesting that they also purchase a bottle of penicillin. The vaccine would not be effective until about 10 days had elapsed after inoculation and in the meantime, should other animals be taken ill, there was always a chance, albeit a small one, that a hefty shot of penicillin, given early enough, might save a life, or two.


In other countries, such as Britain, the veterinary and legal authorities frowned on the use of antibiotics, especially injectable ones, by anyone other than a veterinary surgeon. In a case such as this, in Africa, where these Maasai lived fifty miles from a town and several miles from the nearest road, one used a combination of common sense and discretion, within the framework of the veterinary regulations. I soon became adept at recognising requests for drugs which I suspected would not be put to veterinary use. M&B693 .5gm tablets were a firm favourite when it came to the treatment of infected initiates of locally conducted circumcision ceremonies. Almost without exception, lack of foresight on the part of the would-be purchaser to concoct a suitably convincing tale about sick calves or lambs, led to the discovery that some wretched victim of an unclean, and probably blunt, knife or razor blade, was suffering from a severe malaise of the most vital of all his organs.


The chief Maasai delved beneath his shaggy blanket and, from somewhere in the region of his left armpit, produced a large greasy, leather wallet, slung across his torso on a long cord. Holding this close to his chest, rather like a gambler with a good hand of cards, he withdrew two one hundred shilling notes from what was obviously a very large wad.


I gave him his receipt and change. I had asked Moses to pack the vaccine and antibiotic with ice cubes in a plastic bag and suggested to the Maasai that if it was not possible to get the cattle vaccinated later that day, to keep the drugs cool by immersing them in one of the numerous cold streams flowing off the Mau. These Maasai lived at an altitude of between eight and nine thousand feet, so it should be cold enough. No wonder they wrapped themselves up in hairy blankets.
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From the adjacent kennel-room came the sound of barking. Five wooden kennels allowed owners, if the vet happened to be out when they called, to leave their animals while they went about their business in the town. It was a convenient system, suiting owners and animals, especially during hot weather when the temperature inside a vehicle could rise to lethal heights. Clients brought dogs, cats, birds, sheep and small, and not so small, wild animals from as far away as 150 miles, travelling over rough roads. In such cases, the owner often preferred to spend a night in town before returning home, or might even be driving to Nairobi. The animal would be left in a kennel overnight or even for several days.


Two dogs had been brought in while I had been wrestling with Claus Jorgensen’s cow – a dachshund and a ridgeback.


The dachshund dwelt on the shores of Lake Baringo, some sixty miles away. According to the cryptic message left by the owner, several lumps had appeared on various parts of the dog’s body. Otherwise the dog was eating and behaving normally.


The patient, a young black and tan fellow with a friendly, alert expression, stood quietly on the surgery table while I examined him. The lumps were there and I counted thirteen of them, ranging in size from one the size of a garden pea to others as big as a large marble. They were scattered over his chest, legs and back.


‘What the hell?’ I thought.


They looked like boils. I looked at them more closely and in the centre of each I could see a small dark hole.


I gave one of the swellings an exploratory squeeze. The dachshund flinched slightly. Slowly a maggot, dull white in colour, emerged from the hole and then suddenly popped out.


I regarded it with some astonishment.


I had seen maggots in animals before, mainly in sheep, or in open, infected wounds, but never like this.


There was an ancient dust-covered volume of Monnig’s Veterinary Helminthology and Entomology lying on a shelf in the surgery. I consulted it, riffling through the yellowing parchment-like pages, and discovered that this was the larva of the mango or tumbu fly, an insect rejoicing in the resounding name of Cordylobia anthropophaga.


I flushed the remaining larvae from their lairs by a combination of firm but judicious pressure on the swellings and by seizing them with a pair of rat-toothed forceps as they emerged. After their removal, I disinfected their erstwhile homes with antiseptic and gave their unwilling host an intramuscular injection of penicillin to ward off infection.


The adult mango fly feeds on fruit, and also, less delightfully, on animal excreta. About the size of a house fly and dull-brown in colour, the female lays three to four hundred eggs on sand or dry soil, where animals have been sleeping, or where there is contamination with dung or urine. After two to four days, the larvae hatch and if they come into contact with the skin of a suitable host, be it man, dog, rabbit or some other domestic animal, they latch on. They penetrate the skin, forming the boil-like swellings, wherein they lie snug for the next eight to fifteen days until they mature. Then they wriggle out and drop to the ground. After three to four weeks pupation in the soil, a brand new mango fly emerges, ripe and ready to play its disreputable role in the great outside world.


The largest number of maggots I saw in a dog was 27. Cases seemed to occur in batches. For weeks on end I had the impression that every second dog I saw was peppered with the revolting things. Then a year might elapse before I saw another case.


The maggot breathed through its air hole, and when pressure failed to persuade the little devil to emerge, application of vaseline or liquid paraffin, by cutting off its source of oxygen, would induce it to stick its backside out into the wind, whereupon the cunning surgeon would seize it in his forceps and draw it out.


These procedures were wont to cause not a few clients to swallow convulsively and, on the odd occasion, to depart from the scene of operation in some haste.


Not infrequently, people, most often children, were affected by these unpleasant pests. Those foolish enough to dry their clothes after washing, by spreading them out on grass or soil, invited trouble as, when they donned the aforesaid garment, a few mango fly larvae might well be attached and waiting to pounce.


One victim was a friend of mine.


His house-servant had laundered his foundation garments and had left them on the lawn to dry. He had donned them shortly afterwards in the usual way. A few days later he felt an unaccountable and unpleasant sensation in the region of his gluteals and, upon examining his backside in the mirror, was horrified to find both cheeks covered in a multitude of angry looking boils. Rushing off to his medico, he discovered that the dreaded mango fly had struck – and at one of the more sensitive parts of his anatomy. This was bad enough but he was a crop spraying pilot and spent most of his working day sitting on that area now infested with maggots. For the next week or so he flew his Pawnee cushioned by a six-inch layer of foam rubber.


Needless to say, his experience was the source of much mirth and ribaldry, which, to his great credit, he bore with manly fortitude.


As did another client and friend, a Scots agricultural contractor, who also came in for a spot of buttock bashing, although of a different kind. During the course of a fairly rowdy Saturday night party, in which the main source of protein came from bottles of Whitecap beer and Johnny Walker whisky, he had the misfortune to tumble backwards through a plate glass window, gashing his derriere in several places. Being pretty numb all over at the time he paid scant attention to this minor inconvenience and carried on raising his elbow in the standing position.


On his return home in the small hours he decided to apply some first aid to his injured bum. Dropping his shorts he squinted over his shoulder into the bedroom mirror, and proceeded to affix pieces of sticking plaster to his lacerated rump, following which he retired to his couch for what remained of the night. Upon rising later that morning, he glanced at his bleary image in the glass. He had some difficulty in seeing himself clearly, partly because of a fearful hangover, but mostly because the mirror was covered with small pieces of sticking plaster which, in his befuddled state, he had stuck to the glass instead of to his backside.


The next patient, which was owned by a client from Naivasha, was brought in from the kennel room. This was a large, year old, tan-coloured Rhodesian ridgeback dog. His owner wished him to be registered as a pedigree with the East African Kennel Club in Nairobi and this could only be done if the animal was certified as being free of a dermoid sinus by a veterinary surgeon.


In my feverish reading since my arrival in the country, I had actually come across this condition and so was rather more prepared than I had been for Cordylobia anthropophaga.


Many dogs native to Africa have a whorled ridge of hair running down the middle of their backs. Why this should be so, I have yet to discover, but some dogs with this ridge are born with a tube-like sinus descending from the skin to the tough, external covering of the spinal cord. The condition is an inherited one and its possession by any Rhodesian ridgeback prevents it from being registered as being pedigreed or being used for breeding purposes. The sinus can be removed surgically in a prolonged and frequently tedious operation.


Ridgebacks are often nervous, irritable animals, never completely trustworthy with strangers, quick to snap or bite if cornered. So we took precautions and Brutus of Bulawayo was securely muzzled before he had a chance to leap for my jugular. A prolonged and careful palpation of Brutus’ neck and back failed to reveal any sign of a dermoid sinus.


I made out a certificate to that effect and asked Vincent to give it to the owner when he returned.


The telephone shrilled again.


An African farmer at a place called Kabatini about eight miles from Nakuru had a cow with milk fever. Or at least that was what the message suggested.


‘Praise the Lord,’ I thought, ‘at least that’s something I’m familiar with. Surely that can’t be any different from all the cases I’ve seen in Scotland.’


Milk fever, or hypocalcaemia, usually affects cows producing large volumes of milk, often at, or shortly after, calving. There is trembling, a general lack of muscle tone, and eventual collapse and coma, which if not treated with injections of calcium borogluconate, will in due course result in death. Intravenous infusion of the aforesaid calcium borogluconate usually effects a rapid and often dramatic recovery. The name ‘milk fever’ is a misnomer. There is no fever – quite the reverse.


‘OK, Moses, I think you’d better come with me,’ I said. ‘I haven’t a clue how to find this place. Can you check to make sure there’s a flutter valve and some calcium in the car.’


Kabatini lay north-east of Nakuru, not far from Solai, a fertile valley rich in coffee and dairy farms. We drove out of Nakuru, the metallic clatter of the Volkswagen echoing back from the jacaranda trees which lined the road out of town. The Solai road was glorious, smooth tarmac and we fairly tore along. To our right was open grassland, to our left the bulk of Menengai, the dormant volcano, which rose 1,500 feet above the town.


All too soon we turned off to the right onto a dirt road. Along this we bumped for about five miles towards the eastern wall of the Rift. Suicidal sheep and goats rushed across the track as we approached. Snotty-nosed urchins howled with delight as we passed, screaming ‘Mzungu! Mzungu! Mzungu!’ (European! European! European!), leaping up and down in ecstatic frenzy, and turning somersaults in the dust. It appeared there wasn’t a great deal of local entertainment in these parts. I felt we were providing a much needed social service.


The potholes deepened, the dust thickened, clouds of it billowed in through the open windows, settling on everything. Uncle Remus was sitting beside me, eyes and teeth flashing. Moses, his hair and eyebrows thickly powdered, appeared to have aged about thirty years. He grinned through the fog.


We came to a crossroads, turned left, and after about half a mile, a faint track led upwards to a cluster of thatched huts and a house roofed with corrugated iron. As we bumped towards them, the smooth belly of our chariot rasping on the boulders cunningly concealed in the middle of the track, which seemed to my jaundiced eye to be more suited to the passage of goats than to vehicular traffic, a ragged figure appeared running over the brow of a hill from behind the huts. It tumbled down a ditch, into and out of a thicket and through a barbed wire fence, virtually debagging itself in the process, and materialised into a wide-eyed panting youth who flagged us to a halt.


Moses translated.


‘The cow has finished falling into the river! She’s almost dead! Come quickly!’


He tore off up the track, his bare feet pounding in the dust. I followed him up to the huts and stopped the car.


‘What the hell’s going on?’ I thought.


The scarecrow disappeared back over the brow of the hill. We hurried after him. From the top of the hill a field sloped down to a stream, which ran between steeply shelving banks covered with low trees and dense vegetation. At what appeared to be either a ford or watering place, a group of men was clustered knee and thigh deep in the soupy water, supporting something which lay almost submerged.


I ran down the hill.


My patient lay supine and awash in the stream, with only her head, propped up by several perspiring peasants, above the surface.


A grizzled Kikuyu, gasping from his exertions, explained that the cow, a Friesian of about seven years, had calved in the night, and had been turned out with her calf into the field shortly after dawn. At about mid-morning she was observed to be staggering stiffly around the paddock and before anyone could prevent her, had tottered down the greensward and into the stream, where she promptly and inconveniently collapsed. The owner, bellowing for assistance, had rushed after her, plunged into the water and seized her by the horns just before her head went under. His son, the tattered individual who had met us on the road, ran like a stag to the nearest telephone a mile away and contacted the surgery. Meanwhile, several of the farmer’s neighbours had come to his help and were at this moment straining their sinews to the utmost in the flood.


I asked Moses to bring a flutter valve, a calving rope, a 14 gauge needle and a bottle of calcium borogluconate from the car. He sprinted back over the hill and returned a few minutes later with the requested items.


Taking off my shoes and socks, I waded into the murky water. Luckily I was wearing shorts. Moses had to roll up his longs to well above his knees.


Slow, intravenous infusion of calcium borogluconate into the jugular vein was the desired method of treatment. But with only the cow’s head above the surface, unless we could raise her sufficiently to expose at least a few inches of her neck, treatment would have to be submarine, which, in view of the opacity of, and the particulate matter in the water, was something to be avoided if at all possible.


She was lying in a sort of trough in the bed of the stream. Struggling mightily, we managed to drag her partially out of this and a little way towards the bank. I slipped the calving rope round her neck, which was well below the surface. By raising her head, with its open, unblinking eyes, at last sufficient jugular vein was exposed to enable me to whack the needle into it. Thick, dark venous blood trickled out of the hub. Moses had the 450cc bottle ready, with flutter valve attached.


Holding the bottle up, I slowly ran the calcium into her blood. Every few minutes, I checked that the needle was still in the vein by lowering the bottle, so that the blood ran back down the tube and past a glass window in the rubber.


Almost before the infusion was completed, the cow’s eyes closed, then opened wide as though registering surprise at where she was, all but drowned in an African stream. Her ears flicked. Her breathing deepened and steadied. In the rush to get her treated, I had paid little attention to the state of her respirations, apart from checking that she was still alive.


Suddenly she shook her head, showering everyone with water, appeared to sit up, and then, like a breaching whale with the ocean cascading off its back, staggered to her feet, and stood there in mid-stream, legs quivering and muscles twitching.


Gasps of incredulity greeted this almost miraculous rising of the near-dead.


Ten minutes later, aided and supported on either side by our motley crew, she plodded slowly out of the stream, up the bank and into the field. Her calf was there, lying hidden in a corner.


I explained to the owner, the grizzled ancient who had greeted our arrival, that moderation in milking for the next few days was essential to avoid a recurrence.


The old fellow was touchingly grateful, wringing our hands and vocalising about the powerful dawa the daktari had injected into his cow. His stooped and wrinkled wife appeared out of one of the huts carrying a tray bearing two tin mugs and a large, battered, green metal teapot. With a beaming smile which exposed her toothless gums, she filled each mug with a steaming cascade of milky brown fluid. In African fashion, tea, hot water, sugar and milk (also hot) had been mixed together in the pot. To my palate it tasted overly sweet and sickly but, not wishing to give offence, I sipped bravely away.


The gang of helpers stood around us, maintaining a respectful silence, punctuated by the odd ‘aiee!’ of stupefaction at the patient’s seemingly amazing recovery. Indeed I was fairly amazed myself, for when I worked in Scotland it was a rare event for a cow to respond so dramatically to treatment. I often had to resort to cocktail solutions containing phosphorous and magnesium in addition to calcium, and even then some animals took hours or days before they stood up. In some cases they didn’t get up at all. This was probably due to the unnatural diet forced on milking cattle in Britain, the stress they suffered pumping out milk, day in day out, and the smothering of their pastures with an excess of fertiliser.


Whatever the cause, I was grateful for such a clean cut case with such a satisfactory outcome. And so was the owner, for he paid his bill of 91 shillings with a will, and as we were leaving, his wizened bed-mate rushed over with six eggs wrapped in a cabbage leaf.


Well, although it was such a simple undertaking, I felt, as yet more metal was being rasped off the belly of my employer’s car, that something worthwhile had been accomplished back there. There’s nothing like a quick, dramatic, successful treatment to cement good relations between client and vet.


Milk fever cases in Kenya were like that. Almost without exception, they responded with extraordinary speed to treatment, leaving everyone smiling happily. Which was just as well, because the other side of the coin, as far as other diseases were concerned, could be a good deal less sunny.


Provided the animal hadn’t succumbed to bloat or inhaled rumen contents into its lungs, it never ceased to amaze me just how long a cow could remain comatose under the tropical sun, flies crawling over her glazed corneas, and still get up.


Perhaps the most bizarre example I later saw of this was when I was called to attend to a case of milk fever in a cow owned by an African politician on a farm at Rongai.


As I approached the spot where I had been told the cow was lying unconscious in the grass, the farm headman ran onto the road and flagged me down.


‘Sorry, Bwana, the cow has finished dying. There’s nothing to be done.’


He was adamant that there was no point in my inspecting the corpse. This I knew was mainly because the owner was well known for his reluctance and frequent downright refusal to pay his debts and obviously didn’t see why he should pay for what in his view would be a totally unnecessary post-mortem in addition to the cost of the mileage.


So, silently, and later when out of earshot, not so silently, cursing him for not having bothered to phone to inform me of the animal’s demise, I turned the car round and drove back to the surgery.


Two days later there came a telephone call from the same farm with the startling information that the cow was in fact not dead after all, was still lying in the same spot, and would I come as soon as possible – ‘You are rushing to the farm immediately, isn’t it?’ I noted the absence of that little word, ‘please’.


Incredulous, I did indeed rush immediately to the farm. This I had to see. How could the cow be alive when two days previously I had been informed that she was dead? I knew that the identification of certain diseases could be a tricky business but surely they could tell the dead from the living.


Apparently not, for I was led to where a large black cow lay snoring peacefully in a bed of knee-high grass. She was quite invisible from a few feet away. Was it the same cow? I was assured it was.


Under normal circumstances a dead animal would have been skinned and eaten by the farm populace in double short order. What had happened in this case?


It turned out that the milker responsible for that particular cow had told the headman that the cow had died, when in reality it was stretched out comatose with milk fever. He had then gone on leave. No one else had been informed. The headman, taking the milker at his word, had told me and had then promptly forgotten all about it, presumably having more pressing matters on his mind.


It was not until a woman fossicking around for firewood stumbled upon her that she was discovered – two days later.


I didn’t hold out much hope for her recovery, even if she did respond to the calcium injection, as the possibility of inhalation pneumonia or nerve damage due to body pressure, was pretty high. However, recover she did, reacting with incredible rapidity to the life-restoring fluid as it mixed with her blood, and fifteen minutes later was on her feet, tottering about the paddock like a well-lubricated Member emerging from the Holy of Holies, the Men’s Bar of the Club.


I always tried to impress upon African farmers the necessity of propping cows up on their chests should milk fever develop, and not allowing them to flop onto their sides, thereby incurring the additional risk of death from bloat or inhalation pneumonia. Instead of using something soft but firm, such as straw bales, or sacks filled with grass, they invariably opted for boulders or stone blocks which they shoved against the unfortunate flanks of their wretched animals and then looked surprised and hurt when I hit the roof. This seeming indifference to the discomfort of their beasts can in part be explained by the conditions of hardship under which their owners and, more particularly, their herdsmen, lived. Many of these latter were Turkana from the far north who had come south in search of work. They were often paid far less than the minimum agricultural wage, and, as a result, lived at a pretty basic level. Coming from the baking, desiccated country to the west of Lake Turkana, they were noted for their indifference to their surroundings. Cattle rustling, the skewering of their opponents on long slender spears, the thrusting of ivory plugs through their lower lips and the use of bone-hard wooden neck rests as pillows – these pastimes were not the marks of an effete people. So it was hardly surprising that tender, loving kindness towards the beasts of the field could not be numbered among their attributes.
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By the time we got back to the surgery it was almost one o’clock and I was looking forward to a bite of food.


Appetite well-honed, the luncheon hour at hand, I entered the surgery.


As I did so, one Mohanbhai Patel rose to confront me.


‘Good day, young man,’ he said. His large head wobbled alarmingly from side to side.


‘My dog is having fight with another and has sustained injuries requiring your knowledgeable expertise to return him to former high state of health.’


A gust of curry and garlic-laden breath almost brought me to my knees.


He, at least, had dined, and richly, by the smell of it.


For the next hour, I dealt with Mr Patel’s large brindle hound whose general appearance was more akin to that of a hyena than most dogs I was familiar with. He had done battle during the night and had come off rather the worse for wear.


In addition to several puncture wounds, there was a V-shaped gash on the top of his head and another in his axilla. In a tractable patient these could have been stitched under sedation and local anaesthesia.


This, however, was an Asian-owned guard dog, savage and unpredictable. Kept locked up in kennels during the day and released at night to patrol his master’s walled compound, this dog was not a pet. Muzzling was mandatory before any examination. Such dogs were rarely handled by their owners. African servants were employed to do that. Occasionally the owner might be in attendance, usually standing nervously to one side, perhaps extending a tentative, loose-wristed pat to indicate that despite appearances he was really quite fond of his dog. Round the animal’s neck would be fastened a chain of incredible length and weight, which made a fearsome din as it clanked and clattered on the surgery table.


This dog came up to the mark, putting up a fierce struggle before being brought under control with a computed dose of intravenous pentobarbitone.


I was inserting the final stitches as Vincent opened the door to release the log-jam of waiting clients.


A horse-faced, middle-aged European woman with long yellow teeth strode in, dragging a Dalmatian behind her on a choke chain. Her name was Spence and she wanted her dog vaccinated against rabies. Her hair was thin and lank and greying, her face blotched with brown marks from too long exposure to the sun. Her patrician stare registered surprise and irritation on realising that I was not her usual veterinary attendant.


I had met her kind before.


‘Play it cool,’ I told myself. ‘Don’t let her get up your nose.’ Hers, meanwhile, flared like that of a nervous thoroughbred.


She had a curious accent which I couldn’t place. It sounded part Scandinavian, part Dutch with perhaps a trace of German. It was, I later learned, a Kenyan accent, one peculiar to Europeans who had been born and raised in the country. Her sentences were peppered with Swahili words like ‘kali’ – fierce, ‘watu’ – Africans in general, ‘posho’ – mealie meal, ‘sindano’– needle, and so on. I was soon to learn that one could pick out long-time residents by the way they pronounced the names of certain towns, always placing the emphasis on the penultimate syllable. Mombasa, Nairobi, Nanyuki, were prime examples. Recent arrivals, or those not knowing any better, placed equal emphasis on all syllables, a grave mispronunciation in the ears of the pundits.


Thanks to the imposition of a strict vaccination and quarantine policy, there was no rabies at that time in the Nakuru district of the Rift Valley Province.


The available vaccine was a live one, grown in chick embryos and produced at the renowned Veterinary Research Laboratory at Kabete. Given by intra-muscular injection it was designed for dogs over six months only. Mrs Spence’s Dalmatian fell within this category.


Under her beady gaze, I withdrew a single dose vial of the powdered vaccine from the fridge, reconstituted it with 3mls of sterile diluent and injected her dog in the heavy muscles of the thigh.


I signed the dog’s certificate and told her that as her dog had, according to the certificate, been vaccinated within the past three years it should, within the limits of any vaccine, be protected with immediate effect for a further three years. In young, unvaccinated dogs, immunity did not take place until a month after injection.


I bade her good day and opened the door for her. Her frosty veneer briefly cracked, her features momentarily relaxed, and her unpleasing visage split horizontally into the semblance of a smile. Then the mask dropped and she departed, her pet at her heels.


There was an almost palpable lightening in the atmosphere as she left – a bit of sunshine breaking through a dark, sullen cloud.


By now there was an impressive mob of clients in the waiting room. Some were standing outside on the pavement. This latter was really a misnomer, as it was composed of beaten earth. Dogs were barking. Cats were complaining. People were laughing and talking loudly. It sounded more like a cocktail party than a vet’s waiting room. A clump of Africans stood crammed together in the doorway waiting for advice or drugs. High pitched Indian voices rose and fell.


Aberdeenshire was never like this. There was invariably a reverent hush in the waiting room, a gloomy silence, a feeling of bored resignation. People sat immobile and rigid as though afraid to move for fear of becoming a focus of attention. Eyes studied tweed-covered knees or the pattern on the linoleum or past copies of The Farmer and Stockbreeder. An air of stupefied tedium hung everywhere like a miasma. People seldom laughed or joked, and, if they did, there wasn’t much humour in it. Perhaps all this was due to the harshness of their lives, or to the flat, cold, treeless landscape. Whatever the cause, life for them was a grim and serious affair.


On the surface this did not seem to be the case in Kenya, although I have no doubt that for many people life was as difficult, if not more so, as it was for those dour Aberdeenshire farmers. Maybe the light and the sunshine and the warmth, the spectacular landscape and the kaleidoscope of various peoples made them see life through different eyes.


I closed the door behind each client to deaden the Babel of sound. The cases came in thick and fast – dogs to vaccinate against distemper and leptospirosis, dogs to have their nails clipped, a tom-cat to be castrated, an Alsatian with canker of the ear, an old dachshund to have its tartar-covered teeth scaled and cleaned.


Two Africans brought in a yellow mongrel, leading it by a piece of string. There was a flourishing trade in dogs between Kenya and Uganda. The Ugandan buyers were keen to have large, strong dogs as guards or pets, but before they could cross the border each dog had to be accompanied by a valid rabies certificate, a health certificate and a movement permit issued by the Veterinary Department. It was the second of these three items which was required on this occasion. The dog was strong and healthy and fit to travel. I signed the certificate, they paid the 5 shilling fee and departed for the District Veterinary Office.


Clients arrived requesting medicines for deworming their stock, intra-mammary preparations for treating cows with mastitis, ophthalmic ointments for treating infected eyes, vaccines for sheep and cattle.


The white farmers were generally in a hurry, knew what they wanted and could be dealt with speedily and efficiently.


The Africans were often quite the opposite. Before one could reach a tentative diagnosis and suggest a treatment, a lengthy interrogation was frequently required merely to get an outline of the bare bones of the problem. My infantile knowledge of Swahili didn’t help either.


At first I thought it was because of my Scottish accent or my primitive command of the language but whenever I asked an African farmer a question he would answer, ‘’eh?’ Then I thought it might be due to some inherent deafness to certain sound-waves, a bit like my inability to hear bats on the wing. Finally I realised that in many instances it was just an automatic reaction to any question because if I waited patiently and said nothing, the listener would eventually reply without further prompting.


This sort of thing didn’t make for short, snappy conversations.


I would spend half an hour getting to the root of a problem, discussing how to treat it and how to prevent it, only to have the wretched recipient of my wisdom and knowledge say that that was all very well but as he didn’t have two cents to rub together there wasn’t much he could do about it. As an exercise in applied frustration it couldn’t be bettered.


By the time the afternoon drew to a close I was feeling fairly ragged round the edges, as I battled to maintain some semblance of control on the more or less constant flow of people bringing in animals for attention, others requesting drugs, and yet others asking for advice on conditions of which I was barely aware, far less qualified to pontificate upon. I had to ensure that everything was written down, that those who had no accounts paid cash and were given receipts, that those who did, signed their invoices.


The pangs of hunger which had gnawed at my vitals earlier in the afternoon had subsided. My stomach merely felt as though it had contracted to the size of a walnut.


Fortunately everything on that first afternoon was of a fairly routine nature. No knotty problems required my attention. Neither was I haled over hill and dale to attend to some animal disaster in the furthest corner of the practice. These were reserved for later, although not as late as I hoped. Compared to what did come later, that first day could almost have been described as quiet and restful. It was its novelty and my inexperience which made it seem so long.


The last straggler departed, I switched on the outside security light, bade the staff good-night, and, as swiftly as the road surface and traffic regulations would allow, drove to my employer’s residence at Lanet. It was 6pm. This gave me approximately 45 minutes in which to inspect the inhabitants of the kennels which lay behind the house.


James and Karanja, the kennel men, were hard at work feeding the dogs when I arrived. The noise was horrific. It reverberated against the high, wooden stockade which surrounded the kennels, like that of an amplified pack of bloodhounds giving tongue as they pursued some wretched, escaped convict through the marshes. By the time I had finished checking that all inmates were present and correct, my head was swimming. They had been fed on a mixture of cooked meat and maize meal. I was glad I didn’t have to eat it. It looked revolting.


It was almost dark.


I could smell something succulent cooking in the kitchen and my salivary glands, which I feared might by now have atrophied through lack of use, secreted furiously.


I tottered into the bathroom, and under the beady gaze of the now alert bushbaby, sluiced limbs and torso in the coffee-coloured water which gushed in fits and starts from rusted taps. The bushbaby peed on the palms of its tiny hands and hurled itself around its cage.


I had to get out of the bath only once to answer the telephone and it cut off just as I was about to lift it off its cradle.


The evening meal was prepared and presented by old Opondo. It consisted of asparagus soup, boiled fish and pineapple fritters. How I came to hate those pineapple fritters! Opondo had been taught how to concoct these culinary horrors shortly before the Owen-Jones’ departed coastwards and thereafter, as far as desserts were concerned, his cooking horizon was to shrink and narrow until he could think of nothing else. Occasionally there might be a lapse in which fruit salad would appear, but then it was back to the fritters again.


The Owen-Jones’ had locked their drinks cabinet before they left and the fridge was innocent of alcohol. So, instead of cleansing my tainted palate with a great tankard of ice cold Whitecap, I had to content myself with orange juice and water.


Before he went off duty, having cleared the table and washed the dishes, Opondo handed me a large, round, old fashioned alarm clock, asking me to set it for half past five, which was the time he started work. I did so and wound it up.


‘Ta lete chai saa kumi na mbili? Shall I bring tea in the morning at six?’


It was less a question than a statement.


I wearily nodded assent.


‘Kwaheri bwana.’ (Goodnight, sir).


‘Kwaheri Opondo.’


He shuffled out.


I perused the Owen-Jones’ rather meagre library, and skimmed through a week old copy of the Tropical Enquirer.


I idly turned the pages. The paper was thick and rough, the type uneven and blotchy. Dramatic headlines leapt at the reader – ‘Suspect cannibals arrested’, ‘Woman exhibits bitten off ear lobe’ – wrapped in tin foil and hidden in her bra! – exhibit number one in a Nairobi court case. Apparently the biting off of ears was a not uncommon occurrence in Kenya, especially when beer parties got out of hand.


Ye Gods, I thought.


I moved on to the parliamentary section.


A Mr Mayega was quoted on the possible introduction of high-speed trains into the country, saying that this would not be an immediate undertaking – ‘With speed trains one would arrive at one’s destination too early. At the present you get to your destination just at the right time,’ he added.


I could hardly believe my eyes, which by now were barely capable of focusing on the printed page.


I pressed on.


‘Ant victim gets fresh start’. ‘Discipline wild sect’. What could these mean? And what was ‘Thin lips and killer apes’ all about? ‘Kenyans thrown to sharks’ screamed another headline.


With material such as this, who needed books?


The correspondence columns were also crammed with fascinating vignettes. A few mysterious lines swam into my ken. ‘There would be lesser risks as some boys end up with their private organs completely chopped off’! Strip show – ‘Some girls strip themselves naked at the shores of Lake Victoria in Homa Bay. People pass here in big numbers’. This cri de coeur came from one Anthony Obombo.


I could take no more.


I could barely keep my eyes open. Outside the crickets were in full cry, filling the night with harsh sound.


An even harsher sound was the sudden, strident shriek of the telephone.


‘God rot Alexander Graham Bell!’ I muttered.


An aristocratic female voice haw-hawed at the other end of the line, enquiring whether horse-sickness vaccine was available, as she wanted me to come out to her place at Bahati to inoculate her string of thoroughbreds, as soon as possible please, so that they would be protected before the onset of the rains in March. I told her that we had plenty in stock and that I would come out sometime next day. She thanked me and I replaced the receiver.


I felt shattered. It was time to hit the hammock.


There were mosquitoes in the bedroom. I knew because of the raised bites on my face and arms the following morning. But I didn’t feel them at the time because I was fast asleep.
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