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Introduction





In its simplest form a bunch of five is a clenched fist; four fingers and a thumb. There is an aura of menace about the expression, not so much because of its connection with Communism, as for the fact that a fist is the basic ingredient of violence. But it was not for this reason that I chose the expression as the title for this book, although violence inevitably plays some part in the narrative. Here the four fingers cover an account of my doings in four separate operational theatres: Kenya, Malaya, Oman and Cyprus. The fifth part of the book, or the thumb, covers my assessment of the way in which such operations should be handled.


It could be argued that my views on this subject are already available in a book which I wrote some years ago called Low Intensity Operations. This is partly true but since writing it I have given a lot of thought to these matters and my views have developed to some extent. Furthermore, in Low Intensity Operations I recounted only the conclusions which I had arrived at over the years. It has subsequently been suggested to me that a description of the events through which I lived, and from which I drew those conclusions, might be of more interest than the conclusions themselves.


The aim of this book therefore is to describe the events which led me to specific conclusions regarding the way in which counterinsurgency and peace-keeping operations should be conducted. I have tried to exclude all extraneous material. The result is a chronicle of events which took place over a period of fifteen years and which is inevitably highly selective. It is necessary to stress that the process of working out my ideas over such a long time was not an academic exercise conducted in isolation from the squalor, fear and suffering of the people amongst whom I was living. Insurgency is rooted in squalor, and fear and suffering are its flowers. I should also point out that I did not spend fifteen years working on this subject   and doing nothing else. My ideas came to me gradually over that time, as I, together with hundreds of other people, grappled with our day-to-day problems. All this I have tried to bring out in the narrative so as to give flesh and blood to the bare bones of my theories. If on reaching the end of the book some readers find difficulty in accepting or even understanding these theories it is of little consequence providing that they have a better understanding of the problems which face soldiers, policemen and administrators in dealing with insurgency.


I would like to stress from the start – and ask my readers to bear constantly in mind as they read this book – what I mean by those misused words insurgency and subversion. My definition is a narrow, not a loose one; insurgency is a rising in active revolt against the constitutional authority of a country; and the aim of subversion is the overthrow and destruction of constitutional authority. The essential common element is the unconstitutional and unlawful nature of the acts. The army can only intervene when constitutionally called upon by its legitimate political masters to support the civil authorities, and when those authorities are unable by themselves adequately to contain the unlawful and unconstitutional acts of the insurgents and subversives.


The army should never – and in my view in this country can never – act in support of the civil authorities against insurgency and subversion in any other than a lawful and constitutional way. Such an assertion, which I regard as fundamental and to be understood as it were on every page of this book, can surely not be a matter of political controversy in Parliament or among law-abiding citizens. I would like to add that in my opinion the nature of British democracy is such that reforms can always be effected by legitimate political means without the need for violence, and this has been demonstrated many times over the years. Reforms introduced in this way naturally reflect a genuine consensus of the nation which is certainly not the case when they are brought about as a result of illegal action. Another point which needs some explanation is the extent to which violence intrudes upon the narrative. It will be found that my story runs red with gore in places and I may be accused of revelling in it. In fact, having been for more than six years of my service involved in peace-keeping duties or in countering insurgency, I have been more thoroughly sickened by bloodshed than most. Some people try to gloss over the fact that insurgents rely on violence and that insurgency  inevitably provokes a violent response. Unfortunately there is no such thing as insurgency without violence because without it, opposition would not amount to insurgency. Bloodshed affects the emotions and judgements of those taking part on both sides and of those who are trying to remain uncommitted. In real life it cannot be ignored, and in writing about the subject its impact should not be diminished.


From the aim of the book as stated above it must be clear that I have not in any sense tried to write a history of the various disturbances in which I have been involved. Each section of the book starts with a brief account of the situation prevailing in the area concerned, but after that I have limited myself to describing those of my personal recollections which are relevant to the purpose. Such recollections are of course no substitute for history but they may none the less be of help to historians in so far as they reproduce the background of frustration, uncertainty, discomfort, and fatigue against which most operational decisions are made in practice.


I should like to feel that my stories will give pleasure to some people who have no desire to make a serious study of either insurgency or history. There must be scores of people scattered around the British Isles and beyond who spent a year or two of their youth pushing through the forests of Kenya or sweating in the Malayan jungle. Others may have memories of the tawny wastes of Arabia or of the milder but varied beauties of Cyprus. There is, I hope, something in this book to remind them of the places which they visited while serving in the forces. Above all I hope that it will in some measure bring back the feeling of comradeship which plays such an important part in the life of those on active service.


Finally, I would like to stress that it is Part V of this book which covers my considered opinion of the way in which insurgency and subversion should be handled. The earlier parts show how I came to these conclusions but the measures described and discussed in them naturally refer to the particular country concerned. I do ask therefore that those people who are interested in my views in a particular aspect of the business should where possible take them from Part V rather than try and deduce them from the events described in Parts I to IV. 
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Chapter 1


The Mau Mau Emergency





Many people regard Kenya as being one of the most beautiful lands in the world, and they are probably right. It is not a large country, being roughly six hundred miles long by five hundred wide, but within its borders is a variation of altitude which provides an ever changing pattern of scenery and climate. The equator passes through Mount Kenya itself which, rising to over 17,000 feet, has snow on its peaks throughout the year. Within a few hundred miles lies a coastline with the Indian Ocean. In between are areas of tropical rain forest, fertile pasture, and arid scrubland, some of which is inhabited by massive concentrations of game animals. Each of these main divisions merges into the next in dozens of subtly different ways so that the traveller is constantly confronted by unexpected contrasts. The views, the vegetation and the wildlife have fascinated white men since they first started pushing into the interior of the continent from the Arab coastal settlements in the 1880s.


Unfortunately, although Kenya was not at that time a country in the European sense of the word, it was inhabited by peoples who were deeply attached to their surroundings. There were in fact twenty-seven major tribes, some of whom lived nomadic lives as pastoralists in the less fertile areas, and some of whom lived as farmers where the land lent itself to agriculture. No one knows how many Africans lived in Kenya at the turn of the century but by 1950 the number was about eight and a quarter millions. By this time they had been joined by 40,000 Europeans and 150,000 Asians.


Settlement by European farmers and missionaries started seriously during the first decade of the present century by which time Britain had taken over the country as a Protectorate. It later became a Colony. The Government encouraged settlers because it thought that they would bring stability and wealth to the area. Settlement mainly took place at the expense of the pastoral tribes, often on the fertile edge of their country where it joined land occupied by agricultural tribes, but some settlement took place on land formerly owned by agriculturalists. The pastoral tribes were compensated in ways which left them with no sense of grievance, but a constant tug-of-war developed beween certain elements of the agricultural tribes, notably the Kikuyu, and the settlers who farmed the land which had formerly belonged to them.


The Kikuyu, together with their close relations the Embu and the Meru, formed the largest single tribal group in Kenya numbering slightly over one and a half million in 1950. Their tribal area prior to 1900 consisted of a belt of land about twenty miles wide running down the east side of the Aberdare Mountain forest and round the southern and western side of the Mount Kenya forest. This, together with the two mountain ranges themselves, and the nearby European settled areas, formed the geographical region affected by the Mau Mau revolt. Altogether the area concerned was about one hundred miles from north to south and rather less from east to west.


Before the arrival of the British the Kikuyu consisted of a number of groups and clans divided in the main by the ridges and valleys which gave their land its characteristic form. There was no central government and groups looked after themselves in each location on a system which amounted to rule by custom interpreted by committees of elders. As was to be expected, local witch doctors or prophets exercised great influence, combining the role of physician with that of interpreter for the spirits. Although their ministrations were intended to be benign, their activities produced a backdrop of superstitious terror which all members of the tribe regarded as being a natural part of life. The British when they arrived selected certain influential men in each area mainly from existing committees of elders, to become Chiefs and Headmen and to help administer the country, but these posts had no foundation in tribal custom.


The only towns in Kenya before the arrival of the British were Arab coastal settlements such as Mombasa. Nairobi started as a collection of tents and tin huts on the railway and was little more than that when it became the centre of the Administration in 1906. Other towns sprang up in a similar fashion although none of them ever reached such a size. Nairobi played a central role in the Mau Mau Emergency and it is worth stressing that it was built originally for Europeans and Indians working on the railway. Nearby, camps for African labourers were established and were occupied by groups from different parts of the tribal area such as Nyeri or Fort Hall or Embu or Meru. Such groups stuck together and by the 1950s, when the population had reached 110,000, Nairobi consisted of a European and Asian city surrounded by a series of squalid shanty towns occupied by people who regarded themselves as men of this or that part of the tribal area living in Nairobi, rather than as Nairobeans.


There was virtually no political activity in Kenya before the end of the First World War. The Government was largely concerned with mapping and administering the land, and with attracting European farmers. Influential Africans joined the Administration as Chiefs and Headmen in order to secure power and riches for themselves and their people. They concerned themselves mainly with trying to arrange for some system of land tenure which would ensure their rights for the future, and they also tried to see that men of their tribe who went to work for European farmers or on the railways got reasonable wages. For the most part Africans appeared to be accepting the colonial system. There were after all many advantages to it, and in any case there was not much opportunity for effective resistance because the way in which the tribes were organized rendered collective action impossible.


The first stirrings of political consciousness manifested themselves in Nairobi immediately after the First War when a group of Africans formed an association to agitate about wages. The importance of this group lay in the fact that their underlying attitude was one of opposition to the colonial system. A second association formed soon afterwards which was designed initially to protect African rights in the country areas, but although critical of certain Government measures the members of it aimed to work within the colonial system rather than against it: a number of Chiefs and Headmen joined this association. Inevitably the two associations came into conflict because they were vying with each other for influence. Naturally the Government supported the association which was prepared to work within the system and which seemed to be the more responsible. By the middle of the 1920s the Government set up Local Native Councils which brought its Administrative Officers in the field together with influential Africans many of whom were members of this second association. Meanwhile the first Nairobi-based association had collapsed only to be replaced a few years later by the Kikuyu Central Association in which opposition to the colonial system was combined with the idea of an ancient Kikuyu culture. These two ideas coloured the way in which its members handled the various issues with which they concerned themselves, e.g. wages and land tenure.


There is no need to follow in detail the fortunes of the various African political groups which developed over the period between the end of the First War and the start of the Emergency in 1952. The cleavage between the two sides was apparent from the start. On the one hand there were those who sought their advancement in co-operation with the Government inside the colonial system; on the other were those who sought it by promoting opposition to the Government, the system, and all that it represented. In this split it might be imagined that all the advantages lay with those who wished to work in co-operation with the Government. From 1923 the Government was formally committed to the paramountcy of African interest which meant that where the interests of the Africans conflicted with those of the immigrant races the former should prevail. The Government naturally saw the African interest as being something which could best be served by gradually turning the tribesmen towards a way of life based on Western civilization and this was not always popular when it involved opposition to old customs, hence the insistence on the ancient culture put forward by the other side. But the Government’s practical activities in terms of teaching Africans the rudiments of hygiene, medicine, and improved methods of farming were so obviously good that they earned a large measure of support. In fact there is little doubt that the Government would have been able to retain the support of the vast majority of the population despite the activities of those hostile to it, but for one factor: the influence of the European settlers.


The power of the settlers was considerable for two reasons. In the first place they had come to Kenya at the suggestion of the British Government. They had sunk their capital in the country, and they had devoted their life’s work to it. Furthermore many of them were influential in Britain and their cause was one which could win or lose votes in British political terms. The Government therefore felt constrained to support them up to a point. In the second place the financial position of the Colony was largely dependent on the produce of the settlers’ farms, and schemes for the development of the Colony including development in African areas, were therefore dependent on the settlers. This constituted a further reason for Government support. Prior to the outbreak of the Emergency there was little direct confrontation between the Kikuyu and the settlers who usually worked harmoniously together when they came into contact. For the most part European farmers who employed African labour looked after their men with care and affection, but none of this altered the fact that deep-down the interests of the two races were opposed. The most obvious difference arose over a relatively small area of European settled land – about 60,000 acres – which the Kikuyu claimed belonged to the tribe, and over this as over many other issues the influence which the settlers had with the Government prevented the sort of agreement being reached which would have enabled the Government to retain its influence with the Africans. It was this interplay of interest during the 1930s and 1940s which gradually enabled those Kikuyu who were opposed to the colonial system to build up enough support to launch the revolt.


At this point it is necessary to pause and take note of a particular aspect of the struggle as it developed. It has been shown that broadly speaking the aims of the two African groups were the same, that is to say both wanted better systems of land tenure, better wages and, as time went on, more political influence. Both parties passionately desired the return of the 60,000 acres of so-called stolen land. The difference between the groups concerned the way in which they wanted to pursue their aims. With the exception of the leaders, people did not regard themselves as belonging to one side or another. Few could read and in any case there was very little to read. At the mass meetings held around the tribal areas leaders of both groups would often appear together, and even seem to be putting forward the same ideas because most of the talk would be about aims rather than methods. Even the leaders themselves sometimes changed sides in accordance with their understanding of the way the Government’s plans were progressing. For example a leading light of the Kikuyu Central Association in the 1920s had become a Chief and one of the principal supporters of the Government by the time the Emergency broke out, whereas the original leader of the first pro-Government Association, a founder member of the Local Native Councils and a senior Chief of the Kikuyu tribe, changed sides after the Second World War because he felt that no more could be achieved in co-operation with the Government owing to the strength of influence wielded by the settlers. Not only did many Kikuyu continue to change sides during the course of the fighting in accordance with their understanding of the way in which the situation was developing, but some genuinely supported both sides at the same time because they were confused as to who stood for what. It is worth trying to understand this fact.


Before describing how the fighting broke out it is necessary to look at one more thing: oathing. The taking of oaths was a traditional method of doing business amongst the Kikuyu. If two parties disputed a problem the veracity of one side’s contention could be tested by asking him to repeat it on oath. Providing that the oath was administered in such a way that the person taking it felt that he would suffer from supernatural power if he lied, he would either tell the truth or keep silent. The oath therefore consisted of two parts. First there were the various magic actions designed to convince the person that he was invoking a supernatural power which would take action against any violation of the oath, and then there was the actual undertaking itself. For example the person might be swearing that he did not steal something or alternatively that he would do some particular thing. By tribal custom certain specific acts were used to summon the supernatural force but certain other acts were taboo, the use of these being regarded as pushing both oath administrator and the person taking the oath outside the orbit of the tribe. Despite the fact that some Christian influence had been disseminated in the half-century preceding the outbreak of the Emergency, nearly all the Kikuyu believed in the power of oaths in the same way as mediaeval Englishmen believed in witchcraft. As far back as the 1920s the Kikuyu Central Association, rooted as it claimed to be in ancient Kikuyu culture, had occasionally used oaths to unite their followers in a particular area. In other words, having summoned a supernatural power the people taking the oath would swear to unite together in their efforts to promote their cause. In the late 1940s and early 1950s the Kenya African Union which was a successor organization to the Kikuyu Central Association used oaths on a wider scale for the same purpose. To start with these oaths were regularly administered and designed to attract political adherents, but later they were used to commit people to violence. As time went on increasingly bestial methods were used to summon the power of the oaths including methods which were taboo to the tribe and which were deliberately intended to push the initiates outside the influence of the tribal elders, who for the most part were trying to rally the Kikuyu to reject the violence advocated by the extremists in the Kenya African Union.


It is still difficult to trace exactly how the situation deteriorated during the last few months before the onset of the Emergency in October 1952. It would seem that within the Kenya African Union two separate, clandestine committees existed. The first was a policy-forming body which operated from the countryside just outside Nairobi and it was probably responsible for organizing widespread oathing throughout the Kikuyu areas using local branches of the Kenya African Union. It also organized a series of mammoth rallies at which it put forward its policies, and it urged non-co-operation with the Government. There is little firm evidence that it intended to use organized violence for the purpose of forcing its policies onto the Government although local branches certainly used intimidation as a means of compelling support. The second committee, known as the Central Committee, was formed within the Kenya African Union branches in Nairobi and consisted of representatives of each of the main Kikuyu groups in Nairobi. It was far more extreme than the country-based committee and undoubtedly advocated the use of violence. During the last few months before the Emergency the Central Committee wrested control of the Kenya African Union branches throughout the Kikuyu tribal areas away from the country-based committee, and playing on the mounting hysteria which went along with the oathing and the rallies, organized groups for militant action. Inevitably some of these people became impatient and instead of waiting for instructions started a campaign of assassination against their political and personal enemies. Some even strayed into nearby European farmland to kill and loot. These incidents brought about the formal declaration of a State of Emergency which was accompanied by the arrest of most of the leadership of the Kenya African Union including that of Jomo Kenyatta. Altogether about one hundred men were taken in the first lift and this left numerous groups of dissidents scattered around the country without any central direction.


Over a period the Mau Mau, which was the name by which the dissidents were known, shook themselves out into what can best be described as two main fighting organizations and a support organization. The two fighting organizations were based in the Aberdare Forest and the Mount Kenya Forest respectively. They had little contact with each other. Each consisted of a Headquarters and a number of gangs which were approximately two hundred strong. These gangs were mostly formed of men who came from that part of the tribal territory nearest to their forest base, and they were supported by committees which had been built up from inside their tribal territory. In theory these committees not only collected food and money but were also responsible for directing the gangs’ activities. In other words the gang was supposed to be the committee’s weapon for uniting all the people in a particular area behind the movement, for which purpose it would attack the forces of the Government and those who supported them. In practice the gang leaders decided on their own course of action which was mainly concerned with survival. The third organization which operated in Nairobi and the tribal land nearby known as the District of Kiambu, concerned itself with collecting supplies and recruits for the forest gangs. There was a large reservoir of unemployed Kikuyu in Nairobi which was being swelled at this time by men discharged from employment on European-owned farms. The supporting organization was run by the Central Committee, which, using a network of subordinate committees and small gangs, parcelled off the recruits and supplies and despatched them to the appropriate forest gang. Although most of the original members of the Central Committee had been arrested in October 1952 they were immediately replaced. The new Committee not only carried out the function described but also considered itself responsible for the policy formulation of the whole Mau Mau organization. But in this respect they did not carry much weight with the leaders of the two forest organizations who merely paid sufficient lip-service to the Central Committee to ensure a steady flow of recruits and supplies.


Opposition to the Mau Mau was rooted in that part of the tribe which still considered that achievement of their aspirations could best be reached in co-operation with the Government, and the campaign was organized by the Government through the normal machinery of the Administration. In each District the chain of control ran from the District Commissioner through the District Officer to the Chief who was the leader in what was known as a Location, a territorial division which incidentally often served as the basis for the Mau Mau organization as well. Early in 1953 the decision was taken to build up a force of local people working under the direction of the District Officers and based on defended posts throughout the Location, known as the Kikuyu Guard. This body became the principal embodiment of the loyalist movement, bore the brunt of the fighting, and suffered most of the casualties inflicted by the Mau Mau. It is difficult to get accurate figures of the strength of the Kikuyu Guard but an estimate of 30,000 would not be far wrong.


Various other Government forces assisted the Kikuyu loyalists in their fight. The Kenya Police was officered by UK nationals and manned by Africans drawn from tribes throughout the Colony, not necessarily Kikuyu. Although mainly operating in the towns and settled areas it had always maintained a few posts within tribal territory. The Kenya Police expanded rapidly during the Emergency and established a number of extra posts which provided, amongst other things, the main communications network for operations. The police also raised a mobile and well-armed field force for use when required. A part-time force called the Kenya Police Reserve was also raised from Europeans and Asians to reinforce the regular police and relieve them of various routine and defensive tasks such as security patrols in the settled areas. The total strength of the Kenya Police together with its reserve force was about 20,000.


Three types of army unit operated in Kenya during the Emergency. The Kings African Rifles, manned by Africans drawn from all the East African territories and officered by Europeans, consisted of six battalions, a varying number of which were in Kenya at any one time. A few normal UK battalions were also used but never more than five at a time. Finally there was a Territorial Army battalion formed from Europeans living in Kenya which was embodied for the Emergency, but although it operated as a battalion initially, it was soon split up so that its members, with their invaluable knowledge of the country and the language, could reinforce the police and the Kikuyu Guard. Altogether the total number of soldiers being used at any one time was just short of 10,000, slightly over half of whom were Africans.


At the height of the Emergency it has been estimated that there were about 15,000 Mau Mau in the gangs, backed by a larger number of supporters in the various committees which existed. Opposed to them were about 60,000 in the Kikuyu Guard, Kenya Police and army, nearly all of whom were African and most of whom were Kikuyu. Over a period of four years it is thought that about 11,500 Mau Mau and 2,500 loyalists were killed, but accurate figures are impossible to obtain. Recently some ill-informed or ill-intentioned writers have offset the 11,500 Mau Mau dead against the 100-odd Europeans killed, making no mention of the 2,400 African casualties. This has been done in order to suggest that the whole revolt constituted a campaign of black versus white in which brutal colonialist oppressors butchered large numbers of black freedom fighters at negligible cost to themselves. Although it is true to say for reasons already explained that the interests of the settlers over a period of decades was one of the causes of the trouble, this is totally different from saying that the campaign itself, when it came, took the form of a battle between black men and white men. Such a suggestion does scant justice to the majority of the Kikuyu, Embu and Meru who rejected the violence of the extremists and who made immense sacrifices for the sake of the future of their tribe and country. It also does scant justice to the work of Europeans, Asians and Africans alike in their efforts to root out the horror which Mau Mau brought in its train.


In concluding this brief introduction to the Mau Mau revolt it is necessary to point out that neither the settlers nor the soldiers nor the members of the Administration nor the Africans themselves saw the situation at all clearly at the time. Indeed many years of re-search, stretching into the period after the Emergency was over and into the years of Kenyan independence, were necessary before anything like a true understanding of the situation emerged. At the time the Kikuyu were confused and frightened.


Members of forest gangs were mostly very young and their motives for joining varied greatly. Some had joined because they had been thrown out of work in the general exodus of Kikuyu labour from European farms, some had joined because of the prospect of adventure, and some because they were criminals on the run. Some had been members of strong-arm groups attached to the old Kenya African Union committees or oath administrators and had made their way into the forest when the Security Forces started to make arrests at the beginning of the Emergency. Members of the Mau Mau committees in Nairobi and in the tribal areas tended to be older and more politically sophisticated. Many of them were prepared to look on things in a different light as circumstances changed and, as mentioned earlier, many were active on both sides before coming down firmly on one side or the other. The same sort of confusion was felt by many of the loyalists who opposed the Mau Mau because they disapproved of the oathing, disliked being coerced into providing money or other forms of support, but who none the less agreed with the aims of the movement. In considering the attitude of the Kikuyu it is necessary to bear in mind all the time how close they were to their past. A man in his forties would have been brought up before any form of European influence had made itself felt. Even the wheel was unknown before the arrival of the white man.


If the Kikuyu were confused the same can hardly be said of the settlers. They had little sympathy with Kikuyu aims and felt that the interest of the African could best be achieved by the building up of a rich and civilized community administered mainly by themselves, but run for the benefit of all its members. They considered with some justification that Kenya owed its existence to them because they had created its wealth, and they felt that their lifelong daily contact with Africans had taught them to understand the Africans far better than either the British Government or the colonial Government understood them. The settlers were furious about the Emergency which they considered to be the fault of the colonial Government for playing around with those African politicians whom they regarded as being disloyal. The members of the Administration on the other hand probably knew more than either the Africans or the settlers and certainly took a more balanced view because they had, over the years, been involved in trying to reconcile the conflicting interests of the other two groups. Although they were often intensely frustrated by the obduracy of the settlers they were none the less totally hostile to the Mau Mau for upsetting the precarious balance which had been achieved and for plunging a prosperous and happy country into the horrors of civil war.


In passing it is probably just worth noticing how the situation presented itself to the British army. In 1952 the army was engaged in operations in Korea and Malaya as well as Kenya and had recently been involved in Palestine as well. Anyone with more than seven years’ service had been in the Second World War and this meant all the company commanders, commanding officers and senior officers. Against this background the Mau Mau uprising was looked on as a sideshow amongst sideshows. From the soldiers’ point of view operations were uncomfortable because of the extremes of temperature but they enjoyed the adventurous aspects of the business. Most of them saw evidence of revolting Mau Mau brutality from time to time, and probably regarded the finding and disposing of the gang members in the same way as they would regard the hunting of a dangerous wild animal. Although regimental officers would have taken a more sophisticated view of the situation there were no books to inform them about the events of the previous fifty years. Very senior officers had a better understanding of the position but basically the army’s view was of an outlandish campaign left over from the Victorian era and one which had little to do with warfare or the modern world.


Africans, administrators, settlers and soldiers; these were the people who were locked in combat with the Mau Mau when my story begins. I arrived in Kenya nine months after the Emergency was declared to find the struggle at its height. I had absolutely no idea what it was all about when warned for duty in Kenya and had only managed to glean a little understanding of it by the time I arrived one month later. I had been sent out as one of seven or eight officers who were to reinforce the intelligence branch of the Kenya Police. Having had no training in intelligence work and having no knowledge or experience of anywhere beyond the confines of Europe I was doubtless considered to be well suited for the task. At any rate it was my turn for the outback. 



















Chapter 2


The Taste of Insurgency





A gust of wind parted the clouds and a shaft of moonlight rested for a moment on the form of an African squatting beside the remains of a wood fire. His head was nodding forward on his chest as he dozed. A black-and-white terrier slept by his side. Behind them were three round huts and a long low building typical of the sort of house built by the early British settlers in Kenya. A high wire fence encircled the compound. Outside the wire a group of eighteen Africans lay under some coffee bushes. Their clothes were in tatters and their long hair hung in plaits to their shoulders. They clutched a variety of weapons: one had a light automatic, four or five had service rifles and the rest were armed with home-made guns put together from wood, old bits of pipe, door bolts and elastic bands. One also had a can of petrol.


Soon another cloud obscured the moon and the man with the petrol edged forward. He unscrewed the cap of his can and started to climb the wire opposite the hut which he had selected as his target. Very slowly and quietly he reached the top and lowered himself inside the compound. His heart hammered against his ribs as the moon again appeared for a moment but he was not seen by the sleeping sentry. During the next dark spell he reached the hut and started to pour out the petrol. He felt in his pocket for a match but at that moment something disturbed the dog which started to bark. The sentry looked up to curse the dog and saw the intruder. With a yell of alarm he fired his shotgun into the air and ran behind another hut. At the same moment the terrorists outside the wire started firing their weapons at random into the compound whilst their comrade dropped his can and bolted for safety. During the next few seconds the silence of the night was torn apart by the firing of guns, the shouts of men and the incessant barking of the dog. A window shattered and a child in one of the huts began to cry. A moment later a tall fair youth streaked naked out of the house and fired one or two bursts from a sub-machine gun into the coffee bushes. This proved too much for the gang which decided to withdraw. Having lost the advantage of surprise they judged it futile to try and storm the post. Gradually other men came tumbling out of their beds and stood peering into the bushes. They carried shotguns or rifles and wore heavy blue overcoats over not much else.


The clouds parted and the moon once more lit up the scene. Suddenly everyone started talking. The sentry who had reappeared was telling his friends how he had watched the gang assemble and had kept quiet hoping to get in one or two shots at close range. He explained how the dog had spoilt his plan by barking and how he had immediately charged forward after raising the alarm. A hail of fire had met him and a fierce struggle ensued. Only the timely arrival of the Bwana with his Stirling gun had tipped the scales and saved the post. Meanwhile the Bwana had taken advantage of the discussion to slip back into the house for his clothes. He now reappeared to sort out the situation. The first thing to catch his eye was the can of petrol lying up against one of the huts, a good ten paces from the fence. This was not the first occasion on which the post had been attacked and the Bwana fully realized that the dog was more likely to give the alarm than anyone else. All the same the sentry had obviously been less alert than usual in this case and such gross negligence was unacceptable even in the somewhat haphazard organization to which they all belonged. He therefore broke into the sentry’s graphic account of the action with a few well-chosen words and sent him packing. The man disappeared into one of the huts to the accompaniment of laughter from his comrades.


One or two other jobs had to be done. The local operations centre was informed by telephone and in due course a police patrol arrived which was briefed and set on the tracks of the gang. The broken window was boarded up against the imminent probability of a downpour. More logs were thrown on the fire and a new sentry posted. Gradually the men drifted back to their beds and the busy chatter sunk into muffled grunts within the huts. Far away near the edge of the forest a red Verey light rose into the sky and one or two shots were fired. Then all was silence.


When the gangsters ran away, they had at first hidden in some bushes on the bank of a river not far from the post. From there they watched the arrival of the police patrol, but soon afterwards left their position and started to wade downstream in order to avoid leaving tracks. After a few hundred yards they doubled back along a path through the coffee bushes which took them to within a short distance of the post. By this time the police were hunting around the river so the gang walked onto the main road and went about two hundred yards along it before cutting across country for a further three miles. They moved at a sharp pace and met up with the rest of their group in a disused quarry soon after midnight.


Since arriving in the area five days earlier the gang had been using a dilapidated shed as a headquarters. It was made of old petrol cans, a few sheets of corrugated iron and some bits of sacking. Here the gang leader decided to hold a council of war to discuss the raid. The raiding party had been led by the gang leader in person although only a small part of his command had been involved. Altogether he had nearly a hundred men, and six of his officers plus the witch doctor were members of the council. All eight of them squatted on the floor smoking cigarettes round a paraffin lamp.


As soon as they were settled the gang leader launched forth in an account of the incident, talking in a fast and compelling manner. He told of an engagement which had lasted for over an hour, of a fierce hand-to-hand struggle with overwhelming odds. He estimated that the enemy had sustained heavy casualties, but had to admit that his party had been driven off before they could finally burn down the post. From time to time another member of the council who had been on the raid interrupted to corroborate the story or to make flattering remarks about the magnificent way in which the leader had commanded the operation. Outside the hut similar tales of heroism and fantasy were being told by the raiders to those of their friends who had not been involved.


After a time the leader came to the end of his story. All the members of the council had formerly taken part in similar operations and well understood the way in which the report had been presented. They knew that the speaker was not one to sacrifice dramatic effect for the mere sake of truth and in any case that formed no part of their tribal heritage. Even so they were puzzled to know why the attack had been such a failure, as their leader was undoubtedly a good tactician with a record of success equalled by few other Mau Mau generals. How had it happened that the raiding party had not achieved surprise?


One of the reasons why the witch doctor was kept was to answer questions such as this. His opinion was now sought in the certainty that he would solve the puzzle and it only remained for the council to wait patiently while he went through the rigmarole of his profession. First of all he produced a little bag out of his pocket and emptied the contents on the mud floor in front of the lamp. There were twenty beans whose polished skins and contrasting colours gave back the light like so many precious stones; the witch doctor studied the pattern they made on the ground before returning them to his pocket. Next he produced a small mirror from somewhere and some powder from a horn at his belt. He sprinkled the powder on the mirror and then rubbed part of the surface clear with his sleeve. He gazed into it as though through a window and started mumbling.


The men were familiar with the proceedings but were none the less awed by them. By the time the witch doctor started to talk they had all drawn back into the shadows and had to strain to hear his words. Gradually the sense of his remarks became apparent. He was telling them that the plan for the attack had been betrayed by one of the gang’s supporters. Inevitably the news was welcomed because it removed the burden of failure from their own shoulders. The next problem was to discover the identity of the informer and after a lot more looking into the mirror and mumbling this too was disclosed. The witch doctor named an African who worked on a coffee estate about half way between the quarry and the post which they had attacked. The gang leader looked at the watch which he had recently taken from a dying policeman. The time was 1.30 a.m.


An hour later six of the terrorists crouched outside the labourer’s hut, and a seventh knocked on the door. After a time the door was opened a fraction and two wide, frightened eyes were pressed against the crack. The caller identified himself and the owner of the hut opened the door, relieved to find that he was not being visited by the police. But his relief was short-lived because at that moment he was grabbed by six pairs of strong hands and dragged outside. For a moment he could not understand what was happening. These were his friends; why were they in such a hurry to tear him away from his wife and child? Before the truth could sink in he was lying on his back and a handful of grass and mud was pushed into his mouth. The weight of several men pressed down on him. He looked up and started to struggle but at that moment a knife was thrust into his eye. The sudden pain was atrocious, but it was soon swallowed up in an ever mounting agony as a razor blade cut into the lower half of his body. A few more moments went by which seemed longer than the whole of his life. Then a panga sank into his arm and others started hacking their way into his legs and body. Five minutes later the gangsters slunk off into the night taking with them some grisly souvenirs for use in subsequent oathing ceremonies. A blood-soaked heap of flesh and rags was left behind for the benefit of the next of kin.




 





The post which had been attacked was the one which I had established soon after arriving in Kenya. The unfortunate African murdered by the gang was not as it happened a person with whom we had had contacts, but in any case the Mau Mau often acted without much evidence to back their suspicions and many Kikuyu had perished in this way. Sudden attacks and the murder of innocent people form the backcloth to insurgency. They provide an element of terror designed to gain the support of people who will not give it voluntarily. Only the very brave will support the forces of the government unless they can be afforded adequate protection.


Like most of our Colonies, Kenya was divided into Provinces and Districts for the purposes of administration, and when it became necessary to operate against the Mau Mau the Government organized its forces within this administrative framework. Operations were directed by a committee consisting of the senior government official, the senior police officer and the officer commanding any soldiers who might be stationed in the area at the time. At District level such a committee would consist of the District Commissioner, the Superintendent of Police and probably an army lieutenant colonel. When army officers such as myself were sent to Kenya to reinforce the police Special Branch, the idea had been that one should be provided for each District but there had not been enough to go round. Although my primary responsibility was to the District of Kiambu, I was told that I should also have to keep an eye on the neighbouring District of Thika. I therefore rented a house in the village of Kamiti on the borders of these two Districts. I fortified it and used it as a base for my activities.
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Kiambu and Thika Districts were each about thirty-five miles from north to south and thirty miles from east to west. Thika fitted onto the eastern edge of Kiambu so that the two Districts together formed a block sixty miles across. Along the western edge of Kiambu District ran the southern end of the Aberdare range running up to a height of10,000 feet. This range was densely clad in bamboo forest and from it a series of ridges and valleys pushed out towards the east. As the streams which ran along the valleys travelled towards the Indian Ocean they combined so that the ridges became broader and the valleys less steep. As the altitude decreased the vegetation changed. Below the bamboo-clad ridge was a belt of rain forest: huge trees with a dense undergrowth of fern, thorn and creeper. There was perhaps five miles of this before the forest cleared and the country took on the appearance of a patchwork quilt. There was open grass, fields of maize and beans, wattle plantations and bananas. This was the native reserve of the Kikuyu tribe, roughly a third of which lived in Kiambu District, excluding those who had left their land to seek a livelihood in Nairobi or on European farms. Twenty miles to the east came the edge of the reserve and the next belt was owned by European coffee farmers, whose regular lines of coffee bushes stretching for mile after mile were in sharp contrast to the variation found in the reserve. Even so, round the African labour lines the small holdings and banana plantations survived. There were also swamps of reed and rush in the river valleys. The border of reserve and settled area ran roughly along the boundary between the two Districts. Further to the east again the country became too dry for coffee and its place was taken by huge sisal estates, some owned by individuals but many by European companies. In the extreme east of Thika where the altitude was down to 4,000 feet it became useless to try and grow anything. Farmland gave way to arid scrub.


The pattern described was more complicated in the south than in the north. Reserve and settled area ran round each other in a bewildering way, lapping the ever growing capital Nairobi, soon to be proclaimed a city. From Nairobi north to Thika ran one of the few metalled roads in the two Districts. Apart from this, communication was by murrain tracks which ran east and west along the ridges and which were joined by laterals where gradients permitted. These roads were treacherous mud for half the year, and for the rest of the time were inches deep in red dust which rose like a cloud round anything that moved. To the west of the Aberdares the country dropped 5,000 feet vertically into the Rift Valley in what must be one of the most spectacular escarpments in the world.


The general idea of putting army officers into Special Branch detachments was to relieve police officers of the task of getting information about the operational aspects of Mau Mau, thus leaving them free to concentrate on the political problems of subversion. The dividing line was pretty thin especially in an area such as Kiambu District which, as explained earlier, formed with Nairobi the main support and policy base for the Mau Mau movement. At the time when I arrived, the Mau Mau were deliberately trying to keep the area quiet so that the business of collecting money and recruits could go ahead without interference from Government forces. Such activity as came to our notice took the form of assassinations, the movement of gangs of recruits which were usually no more than a hundred strong, and the occasional foray by a large gang into the north-west corner of the District. At the time no one had worked out why Kiambu was less active than other Districts: it was optimistically assumed that Kiambu men were less warlike than their neighbours   further north, but this was found to be wrong as time went by.


It is hardly surprising that the true situation was unknown to the authorities. Before I arrived the intelligence resources of Kiambu District consisted of one European Inspector and two or three African police constables. Thika District also had one European Inspector but he was helped by only one African constable. To help me I had one sergeant of the Kenya Regiment and one member of the Kenya Police Reserve for the whole area: they were known as Field Intelligence Assistants. Being unhampered by preconceived ideas as to how one should collect intelligence, and having no money or resources of any sort I was at least able to evolve a system suited to the prevailing conditions. To start with I used to drive around my area collecting gossip from anyone who would give it to me, such as District Officers, policemen, soldiers, Chiefs, settlers or other casual acquaintances. By bringing it all back to Kiambu and writing it down I was able to get some sort of insight into events, although it was a poor substitute for the authoritative information about enemy intentions which commanders naturally prefer. But the operational committees in Kiambu and Thika Districts had become so accustomed to getting nothing at all that they were grateful for the scanty fare which I was able to offer.


As time went on I was able to get hold of some more helpers in the form of young settlers called up for service in the Kenya Regiment. The two original Field Intelligence Assistants left soon after I arrived, but by Christmas 1953 I had collected three for Kiambu District and two for Thika. A sixth man called Eric Holyoak had come to me, but he was only just eighteen and was supposedly too young to be sent out to a remote corner of the District by himself. He therefore stayed with me and lived in the post which I had set up at Kamiti.


On the morning after our post had been attacked I had to go into Kiambu to give a briefing. The situation in the District was beginning to change because some of the more militant terrorists were getting impatient with their unspectacular role and wanted to form larger gangs and take more offensive action against the Security Forces. Such a one was the man who had led the attack the previous night. Whilst my briefing was going on, news arrived that a large gang about two hundred strong had come out of the forest in the extreme north of Kiambu District, burnt down a post belonging to the Kikuyu Guard, and was rampaging through the countryside terrorizing the local loyalists. It was urgently necessary for us to discover what gang it was and what its intentions were so that it could be destroyed without delay. For the next three days I was very busy and did not return home. I spent most of the time visiting police or Kikuyu Guard posts in the battle area or talking to the Field Intelligence Assistants who had become involved in the chase. From them I tried to build up a picture of what was going on. I spent the second night sitting in on the interrogation of a prisoner, and I made two flying visits to Nairobi to brief senior military and police commanders. Altogether I enjoyed the helter-skelter pursuit of information, never knowing where the next meal was coming from, or which of my new friends would turn up next. I slept for odd moments in the Landrover to avoid wasting time in bed and drove when not sleeping in order to give the driver a break. On these occasions I developed the habit of singing to keep myself awake.


Once I managed to get involved in the fighting. I was driving along a ridge when firing broke out from across the valley. Through my binoculars I could see that the fire was coming from some soldiers, who had obviously just arrived by truck, on top of the ridge directly opposite us. They were firing into some thick cover which lay between us, but at first I could not see what they were shooting at. Then the terrorists appeared from a wattle plantation which was growing along the banks of the stream: it was an exhilarating and impressive sight seeing so many of them all together. They had not adopted any known military formation and were walking fast, but without any sign of alarm. Every now and then one or two of them would stop for long enough to fire a shot in the direction of the soldiers. They mostly wore old mackintoshes over ragged trousers and carried a blanket slung bandolier fashion over one shoulder and a haversack over the other. At this time they must have been about five hundred yards away from the soldiers who were shooting at them and perhaps a little further from us. Looking through my binoculars I could easily see what sort of weapons they had and could pick out those who from their gestures and behaviour seemed to be men of authority. I wondered whose gang it was. It could easily have been the one formerly led by Matenjagua, a very well-known Fort Hall gang leader, but perhaps these terrorists had come from the other side of the mountain and were led by Muraya Mbuthia or from the north of Fort Hall in which case I might be looking at Njuguna Kirunyu. I knew the names and background of all the principal leaders in all the gangs throughout the Aberdares and it was intensely exciting watching and wondering. It made the battle seem so personal.


It soon became evident that the gang intended to climb the slope on our side of the valley so as to cross the road on which we were stationed. They could do this on foot far more quickly than the soldiers could follow them in their vehicles because there was no track joining the two ridges for at least five miles. In the hopes of delaying them, my driver and escort each fired a few rounds but the range was too great. All the same we did cause the gang to change their direction slightly to avoid us. Some of the terrorists returned our fire but the bullets all passed over our heads. Evidently an officer decided that the chances of hitting us did not warrant the expenditure of ammunition involved because the shooting soon stopped. As soon as we saw that the gang had changed direction, we moved along the ridge hoping to get another shot at closer range. Unfortunately the gang ran into the fire of some Kikuyu Guard who were manning a stop. This caused the terrorists to turn further away from us and although we stayed around for some hours our luck was out and we never saw them again. Later on we found the body of a terrorist which we loaded into the Landrover and dropped off at a police post. It would probably be identified from fingerprints which might help to provide background information about the Mau Mau unit involved.


The gang turned out to be one of those normally resident in the forest to the north of Kiambu District. It had probably been called in to frighten our Kikuyu Guard because the Kiambu Mau Mau had no gangs strong enough to do the job, and this one certainly succeeded in causing some casualties in the course of their foray. They also lost a number of men in the skirmishes before getting back to the shelter of the forest.


One afternoon a day or two later I was visiting a police post in the area near where the battle had taken place, in search of any odd bits of information which we might have missed, when I got a telephone call to say that a large scale action was in progress in Thika District. Saying goodbye to the police station commander I drove rapidly to the scene and found an imposing array of soldiers and policemen surrounding an area of swamp. Although there was no sign of the enemy there was plenty of activity. Machine guns and mortars were firing into the rushes to pin the Mau Mau down while reinforcements were sent for to establish a really tight cordon round the area. By the time the cordon was strong enough the light had begun to fade so it was decided to contain the enemy during the hours of darkness and deal with them in the morning.


As it got dark I found myself sitting on the ground with a Field Intelligence Assistant from Thika, two of his interrogators and a prisoner who had been captured earlier in the day. All around us men were moving. Some were fixing up spotlights and others were strengthening the cordon. Here and there command posts were being set up and then the supply echelons moved in disgorging company colour sergeants with their cooks and storemen. Near to where we were sitting three soldiers and a sergeant were pitching a tent which would act as the Regimental Aid Post should there be any casualties. Gradually the men and vehicles became blurred and melted into the darkness. The firing died away except for the occasional flare sent up by a mortar to illuminate the scene, and the soldiers settled down to their vigil, determined to prevent a breakout during the night.


We did not seem to be making much progress with the interrogation of our prisoner. Although most of the talking was done in Kikuyu I was kept informed by occasional summaries issued in English. After a time we decided that it was pointless to go on providing free food for the mosquitoes so we moved back to my post. Later in the night we were joined by Eric Holyoak who had been out on some business of his own. With his help we succeeded in getting some information out of the prisoner. We learnt that the gang consisted of a small number of terrorists from the forest together with eighty-odd recruits gathered during the past ten days from Nairobi. Having discovered the area from which the gang originated we were able to alert the Security Forces along likely return routes in case any of them managed to break out of the cordon. We returned to the scene of the operation arriving just before dawn and gave our news to the officer in command there. We then settled down near his headquarters to await developments. As it started to get light the mortars again fired into the swamp. The mortars themselves were sited well back. When they fired we first saw the flashes and then heard the whine of the bombs as they passed through the air. This was followed by further flashes and bangs as they exploded in the swamp and finally there was the sound of mud and water, flung into the air by the explosions, falling back into the reeds. After ten minutes of mortar fire there was a lull and a van drove along the edge of the swamp broadcasting an appeal to the gangsters to come out and surrender. There were no results.


By now it was fully light and Eric and I were wondering whether the terrorists had managed to slip away during the hours of darkness. But at that moment firing broke out two or three hundred yards away. We immediately got into a Landrover with some of our men and drove to the scene. We arrived at a point where the swamp was about one hundred yards wide. On our side the cordon consisted of Home Guard armed for the most part with spears and simis, although there were a fair number with shot-guns and a few with rifles. One or two old herdsmen had bows and arrows. British soldiers manned the cordon on the opposite side of the swamp.


The loudspeaker van had been the cause of the firing. A terrorist seeing such a large target trundling along in front of him had been unable to resist the temptation of firing at it. He had been joined by one or two others and they all turned their attention towards the Kikuyu Guard once the van had moved away. Although the reeds successfully concealed the terrorists, the soldiers returned the fire hoping at least to disturb the gangsters’ aim. This was the situation which prevailed when we arrived. Bullets were throwing up spurts of mud all the way across the swamp and others were even landing in the scrub on our side. After a time the soldiers stopped firing and almost at once a terrorist fired several shots at the cordon. I half expected that the soldiers would plunge in, but they were not allowed to do so. The overall plan was for a sweeping force to advance down the length of the swamp while the cordon gave covering fire and stopped the gang from escaping. No purpose would be served by letting odd sections or platoons chase little groups of terrorists round the rushes.


The main operation soon started, but it was some time before the sweeping party reached us. While they moved forward the odd shot continued to come from the swamp and every now and then there would be a disturbance in the rushes which showed that a terrorist was moving down the line of cover away from the beaters. It was rather like watching the movement of rabbits in a cornfield which is being cut, except that guns round a cornfield wait for the rabbits to bolt before wasting ammunition whereas in this case every movement drew fire from a dozen weapons.


While all this was going on I saw an African herdsman armed with a bow and arrow stalk and kill a terrorist. The circumstances were so unusual that they are probably worth recording. The herdsman, who was part of the cordon on our side of the swamp, must have been watching very carefully because he had managed to spot a gangster who was lying in the mud with only his head above water and that was well concealed in the reeds. He had probably seen him take up the position after moving from another part of the swamp. The herdsman, being too far away to use his weapon, crawled very slowly up to the edge of the swamp thus reducing the range to about thirty yards. He did this without being observed. Slowly and with great care he raised his bow and fired. The arrow passed through the air with much less force than I had expected and I wondered whether it would do any damage on arrival. In fact it caught the gangster in the neck and cut through the jugular vein. He staggered to his feet clutching his throat from which blood poured forth in a dark crimson torrent painting the rushes round about so that they looked like the decorations some people keep in their house when flowers are out of season. There was no denying the effectiveness of the weapon and the incident made me think how lucky we were that the Mau Mau never used them. They greatly preferred home-made guns which were mainly dangerous to those who tried to fire them.


Eventually the sweep ran its course accounting for two enemy killed and ten or twelve captured. Many more must have escaped detection by lying in the mud. Some submerged themselves totally and breathed through hollow reeds. Following the sweep there was a further appeal on the loudspeaker van and then another sweep. This went on all day and by the late afternoon over fifty Mau Mau had been killed or captured. It subsequently transpired that some had eluded the cordon during the previous night, but most of these were accounted for by patrols who were scouring the area. The whole operation was remarkably successful from the army’s point of view.


So far as the Mau Mau was concerned the operation had been a considerable set-back. The Central Committee and its agents had spent several weeks collecting the recruits together and a group of forest men had come all the way south from Mount Kenya to collect them. The recruits had been sent out of Nairobi in groups of ten or twenty to a rendezvous just outside the town and had only gone a few miles before being spotted and engaged by the army. In fact in this case they had been intercepted by sheer bad luck from their point of view because there had been no intelligence tip-off about their move: they had been seen by a routine police patrol. The intelligence organization, in the form of my people, may have been of minor assistance in handling the prisoners, but the operation would have taken place in much the same way had we never existed. The same could be said for the earlier operation when the gang came out of the forest in Kiambu District. We were marginally useful: no more than that.



















Chapter 3


Birth of an Idea
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