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            vFor my dearest brothers and sisters

– Charles, John, Sarah and Trina –

who were young with me in Africa;

and for my darling wife Maggie Gee

who helped me survive the writing

             

            One Love …

         

      

   


   
      
         
            History is subversive because truth is.

            Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, introduction to Kenya’s Freedom Struggle (1987)

            I killed no one, I harmed no one, all I wanted to do was to help those who were fighting for the dignity and freedom of our people. I want the British citizens of today to know what their forefathers did to me and to so many others.

            Jane Muthoni Mara, Mau Mau claimant at the High Court (2012)

            If our ancestors had cared for the rights of other people, the British Empire would not have been made.

            3rd Marquess of Salisbury to 15th Earl of Derby (1878)

            You will never find an Englishman in the wrong. He does everything on principle. He fights you on patriotic principles; he robs you on business principles; he enslaves you on imperial principles.

            George Bernard Shaw, The Man of Destiny (1897)

            History, Stephen said, is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.

            James Joyce, Ulysses (1922)
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            A Note on Language

         

         George Orwell advised in December 1943 that writers should ‘bother to find out which names are and which are not resented by members of other races’ and they should ‘avoid using insulting nicknames’. When Burmese Days was being reprinted, Orwell went through the proofs replacing ‘Chinaman’ with ‘Chinese’. Any book about colonial Kenya will encounter similar sensitivities about what terms and which spellings to use. The reader will notice I use ‘Maasai’, rather than ‘Masai’ as Joseph Thomson did, because the language the people speak is ‘Maa’. In the case of ‘the Agikuyu’, I have chosen to use ‘Kikuyu’ for the people and ‘Gĩkũyũ’ for the language. ‘The Kikuyu’ was the usual term for the ‘tribe’ in the colonial period I am writing about, and Gĩkũyũ is the mother tongue of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Kenya’s greatest writer. The word ‘black’ is capitalised in instances like ‘Black Power’ and ‘Black Consciousness’, where a movement has acquired the status of a proper noun, but in general I choose not to capitalise skin colours.

         The unpleasant racial attitudes described and the extremely offensive and wounding terms quoted in the text are contemporaneous usages. They are presented here as a record of the attitudes expressed by particular figures living in a historical period, not as an endorsement of this language or those views.
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            The Starting Gun

         

         We only went to Kenya because a Nairobi businessman fumbled in his jacket pocket. His car keys snagged the trigger of his Beretta, and he shot himself in the stomach. My father got his job.

          

         In 1953, before Queen Elizabeth II was crowned, most British people did not walk around with loaded pistols in their pockets. But things were going badly wrong in Kenya Colony. The governor had declared a ‘State of Emergency’ and called in the army in support of the civil power. The fear of black terrorism – ‘Mau Mau gangs’ – was driving the white minority to arm themselves. There would be a lot more killing.

         Empire stories are always mixed messages, with bad and good, fear and love, cruelty and beauty intertwined. This book is my personal mash-up, reader: memories of childhood overlaid with what I have learned as an adult, a coming to terms with some of the imperial ghosts that still haunt British psyches.

         I always used to say I had a happy childhood. (The psychotherapist Oliver James remarks that many of his disturbed patients say exactly the same thing.) But as the settled pond-mud of the past gets stirred up, you start to wonder about the reality, and the price, of that early happiness. Doubt begins trickling in. The remembered sunny spots where I grew up in East Africa were tiny clearings in the larger selva oscura of the British Empire. I felt a growing need to go back into that dark wood, to pick my own way through its branching narratives, the stories I was told and taught, the things I believed to be true that perhaps were not. The child may have known nothing, but the adult does not have that excuse. ‘For these innocent people have no other hope,’ wrote James Baldwin in The 2Fire Next Time: ‘They are, in effect, still trapped in a history which they do not understand; and until they understand it, they cannot be released from it.’

         And who am I, to tell these tales? A post-war baby-boomer, third son and middle child of five from an English mother and a Scottish father, born lower-upper-middle-class in northern England in 1950, the midpoint of the twentieth century. The place where I grew up from 1954 onwards, Kenya Colony and Protectorate, is another country – ‘So long, / So far away / Is Africa’ as Langston Hughes wrote. But the place made me who I am and it is somewhere I feel compelled to revisit in heart and mind and memory before I die.

         For decades I put it all behind me. Like the UK itself, I turned my back on the British colonial past because it had become embarrassing. ‘Colonialism is now a dirty word,’ Elspeth Huxley wrote, ‘arousing feelings of indignation in black breasts and guilt in white ones.’ That was in 1990, when I was working at BBC World Service, but not particularly choosing to share my past with Bush House colleagues. Elspeth Huxley was only echoing what Margery Perham had observed in her first Reith Lecture for the BBC in 1961, that colonialism was now a term of abuse, ‘nearly always coupled with imperialism as if to make sure that the abuse is all-inclusive’.

         In December 1962, when I was twelve and a half, the American statesman Dean Acheson pronounced: ‘Great Britain has lost an Empire and has not yet found a role.’ I was fourteen and a half when the British Empire seemed finally interred with Sir Winston Churchill in Bladon churchyard. In my early twenties the UK joined the European Common Market and we turned our national face to our neighbours on ‘the Continent’. I did not look back much at my African childhood. I read English at Oxford; ‘post-colonial studies’ did not yet exist. It all seemed as dead and buried as Cecil Rhodes.

         But the past has not passed, nor does its grip diminish. ‘What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow / Out of this stony rubbish?’ In the twenty-first century, the violence of colonial Kenya began to bubble back up into wider public consciousness. In 2000, a group of former Mau 3Mau detainees demanded £60 billion compensation from Britain. At an anti-racist UNESCO conference in Durban in 2001 there was more talk of monetary amends for slavery and apartheid. In late 2002, I watched a disturbing BBC TV documentary called Kenya: White Terror. Early in 2005 two controversial history books appeared. Britain’s Gulag: The Brutal End of Empire in Kenya was by an American, Caroline Elkins, who featured in the BBC programme. In an article about his outstanding book, Histories of the Hanged: Britain’s Dirty War in Kenya and the End of the Empire, David M. Anderson drew parallels with the abuses of the United States’ current ‘Global War on Terror’. My brother and I felt uneasy. Was this our past?

         Both Elkins and Anderson were expert witnesses at the High Court in London when three elderly Kenyans sued the British government for the sufferings and torture they had endured as detainees during the Mau Mau rebellion. They were supported by another academic, Huw Bennett, author of Fighting the Mau Mau: The British Army and Counter-Insurgency in the Kenya Emergency. One long witness statement came from a former district officer in Kenya called John Cato Nottingham, co-author of the 1966 book The Myth of ‘Mau Mau’: Nationalism in Kenya, who had a similar background to me but who had stayed in Kenya and married a Kikuyu woman.

         In July 2011, Mr Justice McCombe judged that the British government had a case to answer in relation to charges of systematic torture, beatings and sexual abuse during the ‘Emergency’ in Kenya. One of the plaintiffs, Jane Muthoni Mara, said: ‘I do not understand why I was treated with such brutality for simply having provided food to the Mau Mau … These crimes cannot go unpunished and forgotten.’ The Guardian reported that US President Barack Obama’s Luo grandfather, Hussein Onyango Obama, was among the Africans who had suffered. The Times revealed that the Foreign Office had cached secret papers, more than 8,000 files from thirty-seven colonies, including 17,000 potentially embarrassing pages from Kenya, at a country house in Buckinghamshire called Hanslope Park, a wartime radio intercept station for the Secret 4Intelligence Service still known to locals as ‘Spook Central’. A top colonial lawyer had justified this at the time: ‘If we are to sin, we must sin quietly.’

         Finally, the authorities stopped defending the indefensible. On 6 June 2013, the British foreign secretary, William Hague, made a statement to the House of Commons, admitting torture and ill-treatment in Kenya, while denying legal liability. ‘The British government sincerely regrets that these abuses took place,’ he said, offering to pay nearly £20 million in costs and compensation to more than 5,200 Kenyans. The hope was to draw a final line under the atrocities in time for the fiftieth anniversary of Kenya’s independence.

         But a mere ‘statement of regret’ did not satisfy the CARICOM Reparations Commission, established the following month by fifteen Caribbean nations seeking justice from Britain and other countries for genocide, slavery, slave-trading and racial apartheid. ‘A full formal apology’ was top of its ten-point action plan, although the islands have not yet received it. When the British prime minister David Cameron was in Jamaica in September 2015 he did not manage to say sorry, but expressed the hope that ‘we can move on from this painful legacy’. In his speech at the ceremony marking Barbados becoming a republic in November 2021, the then Prince Charles mentioned ‘the appalling atrocity of slavery, which forever stains our history’.

         The first decades of the twenty-first century saw renewed ferocity in the culture wars over big ideas: imperialism, Western civilisation, racism. Forty thousand more claimants in Kenya wanted compensation. An Indian writer feuded with a British historian over his TV series about the British Empire. Universities bubbled with the angers of identity politics. There were calls to decolonise the curriculum. The Rhodes Must Fall protest movement, which began in South Africa in 2015, spread to Oxford, where undergraduates tried to remove a statue of Cecil Rhodes as an emblem of colonial oppression, and a theologian was denounced for his ‘Ethics and Empire’ project. Students in Manchester painted over the poem ‘If’ by Rudyard Kipling on the walls of their Union because, they said, its author ‘sought to legitimate 5the British Empire’s presence in India and dehumanise people of colour’. University of Ghana lecturers objected to a statue of Gandhi because he was ‘racist’. The University of Cambridge questioned its past links with the slave trade. Glasgow University apologised for its own. Then, in June 2020, following the killing of George Floyd, the Black Lives Matter movement went global.

         ‘The confession of unawareness is a confession of guilt,’ the Barbadian George Lamming wrote in his analysis of the colonial relation, The Pleasures of Exile. ‘Awareness is a minimum condition for attaining freedom.’ Starting my journey back into one of the last British colonial childhoods, I realise I am much the same age as Richard Meinertzhagen was when he began working up the volumes of his lifetime’s diaries for publication. These include Kenya Diary 1902–1906, of which I possess my father’s copy, inscribed March 1958. Among other things, the book describes the slaughter of wild animals, the massacre of native people in East Africa and the destruction of their property in ‘pacification’ operations. The Nandi people had been resisting the building of the Uganda Railway across their lands for ten years when, on 19 October 1905, Captain Meinertzhagen, a nephew of the socialist reformer Beatrice Webb and an officer in the King’s African Rifles, stepped forward to shake hands with the Nandi politico-religious leader or Orkoiyot at a prearranged meeting. At point-blank range, Meinertzhagen shot Koitalel arap Samoei dead, then cut off his head as a trophy and took his ‘stone-tipped knobkerries’ as booty. A century later, Meinertzhagen’s son Randle gave the three ceremonial staffs back.

         Colonel Richard Meinertzhagen, who died in 1967 at the age of eighty-nine, was also a lifelong deceiver, ‘a colossal fraud’ as his most recent biographer dubbed him, an ornithological thief who rewrote his contemporaneous diaries years later in order to burnish his own shield. After revisiting Kenya in the 1950s to gauge how things stood, he typed up the old diary, rewriting it to show off his uncanny percipience, including a prediction of a Kikuyu uprising fifty years in the future.6

         ‘False historical narratives’, says the former Black Panther and evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers in his book Deceit and Self-Deception, ‘are lies we tell one another about our past. The usual goals are self-glorification and self-justification.’ My intention in this book is the opposite of Meinertzhagen’s: not to polish my armour but to unbuckle it. I was inescapably a child of the British Empire and Commonwealth. The Latin motto of my prep school, Pembroke House, located at Gilgil in the Rift Valley, was Anglus in Africa Sto: ‘I, an Englishman, stand in Africa’.

         In this book I try to move beyond my limits and find the answers to some questions. How on earth did the English get to be in Africa in the first place? What did they do there? What personal and public history took our own family out there in the tumultuous final years of empire? Why did Africans rise up to throw the Europeans out? What was Mau Mau and why was it so frightening? How much did growing up in racialised East Africa shape me? Or poison me, as my wife once said, long before I started writing this book.

         In East Africa the uncultivated ‘bush’ was known as bundu and we schoolboys called wading through the camphorous leleshwa shrubbery ‘bundu-bashing’. I am at it again, but in another mode, hacking my own path through the historical undergrowth of colonial Kenya.

         I have avoided it for a lifetime, but no longer.

         It’s time to poke the puff adder.
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            New to Africa

         

         Tennant Rankin brought his pregnant wife Peg and three toddlers to the hilltop house between Kiambu and Limuru for the first time in May 1954. In the middle of the lawn, in front of the white-painted bungalow with the red-tiled roof, a tall acacia thorn tree rose to its distinctive flat top. It was ringed by a small flowerbed protected from toddlers’ feet by a border of peeled withies bent into interlocking arches. Between the tree and the front door, a handful of African servants had lined up to greet the family. I do not remember this formal Victorian scene but my brother John, eighteen months older, does clearly, and he says we were introduced to each man in turn, told always to be polite and never to give them orders. Among the servants was Danieli, our cook or mpishi, who wore his trade’s white hat, a gardener or shamba-man in ragged khaki shorts and a couple of indoor servants who both wore a Turkish-style red fez and a starched and ironed kanzu, the ankle-length Arab cotton garment from the coast. John says that Tennant had replaced the first servants he inherited, who were either Kisii or Kipsigis from western Kenya, with local Kikuyu men, thus going against the current settler wisdom that all Kikuyus were untrustworthy. So Tuo, Mbugwa and Kamau became part of our lives and, like mpishi Danieli, remained with us for the rest of our nine years in Kenya.

         Obega, my father’s driver, ranked highest among the servants, I suppose, because he and his family lived in the first of the brick dwellings under the eucalyptus trees. This row of small rooms we called ‘the boys’ quarters’ was about fifty yards from the big white house. Some white people used the Swahili word for ‘people’ – watu – but generally these men were not ‘employees’ or ‘staff’ but simply ‘boys’.  8An earthen path ran behind our house under the gum trees along the crest of the hill and down to the swamp and dark clump of wattle trees to where ‘the boys’ shamba’ stood, the patch of ground alongside a little stream where they grew their vegetables.

         The brick rooms of ‘the boys’ quarters’ had windows with glass but their inhabitants used cardboard and newspaper stuffed behind them to block light from entering. I do not know if this was for privacy from us, or to recreate the dimness of the traditional hut. There was a standpipe for water outside, but no running water inside the quarters. The Africans did not have flushing lavatories like us. They used a long-drop latrine or earth closet called a choo, which had to be freshly dug each time the old one became full. Some white settlers in those days still themselves had only long-drop choos because you needed lots of running water for a water closet, whether you were on main drains or had a septic tank like ours further down the hill. (Earth closets later became a sign of advanced ecological consciousness in Europe. When I went to interview the writer John Berger in his Swiss village in 2001, I found he had retained a peasant-style choo which he regularly dug out to manure his vegetable garden.)

         When the African servants were on duty inside, they wore their usual uniform of kanzu and fez. The original kanzus were white, I think, but Peg chose a green colour that faded pleasantly, worn with a maroon sash. These men moved silently on bare feet and sometimes glided on sheepskin pads that helped shine the Cardinal red polish on the smooth cement floor of the house’s single spine of corridor. They were tall, mysterious beings, ‘other’ to us, although ever present. But even a child like me, vrooming a Dinky toy on the floor of our house at Limuru, saw that under Mbugwa’s crisp, starched kanzu were ragged trousers and bare black feet whose pale soles were not tender and soft like mine but hard and tough as leather. Our lives were as different as our feet.

         Yet there was also an affinity and an alliance: John and I were ‘boys’ too, and recognised the status. ‘Children’ of the 1950s – black or white – were ruled: don’t answer back, don’t disobey, be seen but 9not heard. Infringements were punished. And behind their backs, ‘the boys’, both children and servants, cheeked the grown-ups, and secretly broke their rules. The Kikuyu always had nicknames for Europeans, rarely flattering, though our smiling mother was nicknamed ‘the Kindly One’. John and I enjoyed doing grotesque impersonations of the grown-ups, their jerky, dead behaviour and hollow laughter, and I don’t doubt that Africans mocked Europeans the same way. Perhaps the frenetic black man with a white-chalked face we sometimes saw, when driving past the outdoor barber’s shop at Banana Hill on the way to and from Nairobi (a figure who was terrifying to our youngest sister Trina), was in fact a satirist, a clever man parodying the mzungu.

         I remember at one breakfast secretively whipping a sausage off my plate and sliding it into the pocket of my shorts, to enjoy the luxury of eating it cold and greasy later, out in the sunshine of the beautiful garden where we played. Only Mbugwa, standing silently by the sideboard, noticed my move. The faint smile that crossed his impassive face told me that ‘Raikorosi’ (as they pronounced ‘Nicholas’) would not be betrayed.

         The servants’ and the children’s world met in the backyard that was tucked in the inner angle of the L-shaped house. There was a wood-burning boiler out there that heated the house’s hot water, and early in the morning you heard the voices and sounds of the African servants arriving to work. Attached to the wall by the kitchen door that opened on to the yard was a heavy black coffee grinder. I can remember the sound of the handle’s crunching rotation and the sharp smell of freshly ground coffee beans in the morning. There was an ironing room with a sheltering roof which was also open to the yard. It had a wooden table with a bench as well as the ironing board, and there was a black, heavy iron, heated by charcoal. Later there was an electric iron with a thick flex and a plug. Sometimes there would be old Kikuyu men in the ironing room, friends or relatives of our servants, sitting wrapped in their blankets on the bench, wizened, wrinkled old men, drinking mpishi’s sweet tea out of old jam jars, men whose liquorice loops of elongated earlobes might be plugged 10with wood or decorated with beads. ‘Wagwathia!’ ‘Ee munoo!’ they greeted each other. The yard was a freer, backstage, domestic area for servants and children. John and I played in that yard, making tiny fires with the oily, crackling eucalyptus leaves when washing wasn’t drying on the line in the sunshine. We ran Dinky toys through the dirt and made ‘mud pies’, throwing fistfuls to stick satisfyingly on the whitewashed outer wall of Daddy’s study. The yard was not his territory so he never saw what we had done. In time, the short and the long rains washed those marks off the wall as they faded from reddish brown to pink.

         We always played close to the house. Somehow we had been made aware that there were people who might want to harm us. Here at the back you could clearly see that the house area had been bulldozed into the top of the hill because the earth rose steeply behind it, up into the blue gums on the crown of the hill and the footpath that ran from the ‘boys’ quarters’ down past the hedge to their shamba by the swamp. That path was where our land ended and the Higgin family land began.

         Robin and Sally Higgin kept a small dairy herd. In the strong-smelling shed I remember seeing a gum-booted African sitting on a stool greasing the four teats of a heavy pale udder and then pulling and squeezing them in rhythm so steaming hot white liquid came squirting and spurting out to purr, foaming, into a pail of shiny galvanised steel. This was the wonder of raw milk, fresh from a cow. How lush was the Kikuyu grass the cattle tore and chewed to cud. If you lay on your back on our warm front lawn, you had the free cinema of Kenya’s big sky up above, with the clouds endlessly changing their shapes.

         Africa is very old and I was very young there once. I cannot forget my boyhood and the place where I became human. Part of me still feels African. I talk to myself with African voices and accents. John and I often greet each other on the phone as Africans: ‘Hello, my brother.’ Africa formed us: Africa is always in us.
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            Fatherland

         

         The England we had left behind in April 1954 did not look as if it had won the war. Doris Lessing, fresh from bright Africa, had found postwar London damp, dead, sour, ‘inhabited by pale, misshapen, sunless creatures under a low sky of grey vapour’. Despite the forward-looking Festival of Britain, the UK in the early fifties was still a shabby, threadbare land of make-do-and-mend, pocked with old bomb sites sprouting willowherb and buddleia. Coal fires and industrial chimneys blackened buildings and produced the smoky fog of air pollution known as ‘smog’. (The ‘Great Smog’ of December 1952 probably killed twelve thousand people.) Tobacco smoke was everywhere, as were drab gaberdine macs. Few houses had telephones or central heating or refrigerators; many had no bathroom, and outside lavatories. Rolls of Bronco or boxes of Izal ‘toilet tissue’ held hard shiny paper better suited to tracing than wiping. Austerity was slowly yielding. Fifteen years of food restrictions were about to end, with meat the last item to come ‘off the ration’. Homosexuality was a crime and heterosexuality controlled by fear of pregnancy. Life in post-war Britain was bleak.

         My father was forty years old when he flew out to East Africa in January 1954. James Tennant Rankin, always known as Tennant, was born in Glasgow in June 1913 and claimed any Scot was worth at least two Englishmen, although he himself was educated at Shrewsbury School in England, lived his last three decades in East Anglia and died there in a quiet English village. His Scottish chartered accountant father had left school at fifteen but rose to become a founding partner of the successful accountancy firm now known as KPMG.

         My Scottish grandfather John Rankin moved to Sheffield in 1922. He was an aspirational man of rigid habits; he was once shocked 12to see his son, my father, brushing his hair after tucking his shirt in, not before. Tennant was the oldest of two boys and a girl, and the family lived with a cook and two maids in a big stone 1830s house called Broomgrove Lodge in south-west Sheffield. Tennant’s mother, née Margaret Scott Browne but ‘Granny Rankin’ to us, was an extravagant, amusing and histrionic Scot (‘Send for the manager!’ she would declaim in department stores), a woman devoted to her bed, who drank gin and tonic and was addicted to betting on horses. She also played bridge for Scotland, partnering the semi-professional Iain Macleod, later a Tory MP and Harold Macmillan’s most radical colonial secretary, who called her ‘a most remarkable woman’.

         Like most men of his generation, my father’s curriculum vitae was dominated by his military service in the world war, from which he limped out in 1946 as Lieutenant-Colonel J. T. Rankin, OBE, TD, with a 20 per cent disability pension, having been injured – a smashed hip – on active service in Italy. His name appeared in the London Gazette on 21 December 1944 under the Military Division of the Order of the British Empire just after that of John Profumo MP.

         As a staff officer in the war he served in Norway, the Western Desert, Persia, Iraq, at GHQ in Cairo and Allied HQ in Italy. He was on the first wartime intelligence course at Minley Manor, passed the Staff College at Quetta and had a Polish medal pinned on his chest by General Wladysław Anders after the Second Polish Corps took Monte Cassino. (He probably saved the lives of hundreds of men when, serving in the liaison unit linking the Poles to Eighth Army, he helped Polish soldiers to evade Russian clutches near the end of the war.) His American Chief of Section at Allied Force Headquarters at Caserta praised his ‘mind of exceptional analytical quality … his tireless research and attention to fact … [h]is ability to express either orally or on paper in forceful English the essential elements of any situation … [his] high integrity and unusual brilliance’. They may have been the best years of his life. Emergencies activated his energies; ordinary life tempted him to torpor.13

         A man is always more, and less, than his curriculum vitae. It does not say how much my father drank, smoked and swore. It does not catch his puckish humour and sense of the ridiculous, nor show his shadow side: his Scottish gloom and gleam, his high-strung nervous irritability, his selfishness, snobbery and sloth. Hearing of the sudden job opening in Kenya through a friend, my father saw a chance to escape dreary post-war England. He had caught a flavour of Africa and its freedoms when his wartime troopship stopped in sunny Durban. Kenya Colony exuded even more romantic appeal; he was interviewed and got the job. How much he knew about the place I cannot be sure.

         The man who hired him was Major Sir Reginald Macdonald-Buchanan, son-in-law of the ‘whisky king’ James Buchanan, whose ‘Black & White’ Scotch with a black Scottie dog and a white Westie on the label was a best-seller in England. On his death, his estate was worth around £450 million in today’s money. Tennant Rankin left his mundane life as a stockbroker in post-war Sheffield to become the new general manager of Buchanan’s Kenya Estates, carried out to Kenya Colony on the post-war flow of metropolitan corporate capital which Christopher P. Youé says led to half ‘the White Highlands’ being owned by British and foreign companies by 1960. My father was not a ‘white settler’ but a businessman in a pale suit and tie with offices in the Pearl Assurance building in modern downtown Nairobi, the first town in a British colony to gain city status by royal charter.

         Tennant did not just sit at a desk. In 1947, one of Buchanan’s companies – African Trust Ltd – had bought 500 acres of land five miles from Nairobi called the Lavington Estate, which another Buchanan company, St Austin’s Construction, was busy developing with roads and many plots of land for suburban houses, flats and shops. My father also oversaw agricultural development (coffee and tea, dairy and beef cattle, sheep, maize and cereals) on the company’s 14,000-acre estate at Manderet and their 900-acre estate at Kivoga. In addition, Tennant managed the extraction, sawing and selling of mahogany and other tropical timbers 14from Budongo Sawmills Ltd in Uganda. He had a good working relationship with Uganda’s chief conservator of forests, and the timber trade was not considered environmentally controversial at the time. Thanks largely to Tennant’s efforts, in 1961 Buchanan’s, together with Hatchards bookshop, published an outstanding botanical field guide, the 650-page Kenya Trees and Shrubs, whose illustrations included thirty-one colour plates by Joy Adamson, of Born Free fame.*

         The Kenya Colony where he brought us to live was a racialised country. It was not so blatant as apartheid South Africa where public signs in Afrikaans and English (BLANKE GEBIED: WHITE AREA) indicated wholly segregated facilities, but the divisions were clear cut, not defined by skin tone as in South Africa, but euphemistically by geographical continent. So Kenya Colony contained ‘Europeans’, ‘Asians’ and ‘Africans’ who lived in a pyramid of dominance with the white (‘European’) minority ruling at the top, the black (‘African’) majority at the bottom and the brown (‘Asian’) groups anxiously suspended in the middle. The colour bar at clubs, hotels, restaurants and schools was discreet, but strict.

         The population of the Republic of Kenya today is over fifty-five million, but in December 1954 it was barely six million. The East African Quarterly Economic and Statistical Bulletin broke down the numbers of Kenya Colony like this (and in this order):

         
            
               

	EUROPEANS
            
                        
                        	46,500



	INDIANS AND GOANS
            
                        
                        	136,000



	ARABS
            
                        
                        	30,000



	OTHERS
            
                        
                        	4,700



	AFRICANS
            
                        
                        	5,729,000






         

         15These numbers are astonishing. Fewer than fifty thousand white people sat on top of more than five and a half million black people, confidently divided into tribes.

         One of my parents’ books was a wartime handbook for troops, East African Background by Huntington and Bell. This identifies 222 ‘tribes’ living between British Somaliland and Northern Rhodesia, with some three dozen in Kenya Colony, where ‘the Akikuyu’ were ‘the largest and most widespread single tribe’:

         
            An African tribe is a group of people who are united by the possession of a common tribal name, in which they take a pride: the possession of a tribal language and tribal territory increases the tribal feeling, but it is the name and the pride in it which are important. ‘We are the So-and-so, other people are foreigners’ is a common expression of this feeling … [T]he real basis of government in an African tribe is the authority of the old men, which in turn is backed by the fear of the spirits of the dead, for the spirits are still just as much members of the tribe as the living.

         

         As the new general manager of Buchanan’s Kenya Estates, Tennant had to find a suitable house, and the staff for it. After the Second World War, the only domestic servants in England were in rich or aristocratic houses or in the hospitality industry. But in British colonies like Kenya, cooks, gardeners, drivers and the indoor servants known as ‘houseboys’ continued to be available to expatriates, and were part of the attraction of the country.

         Tennant found a house fourteen miles north-west of the capital, on the tarmac road from Banana Hill past the Brooke Bond tea factory on the way to the Brackenhurst Hotel. Up at 6,400 feet, on top of a eucalyptus-crowned hill in the tea-growing country between Kiambu and Limuru, it was cooler, more like England, with misty mornings and a wood fire needed at night. The whitewashed bungalow with a red-tiled roof, sitting on twenty-two and a half acres of Kiambu District (six acres under black wattle trees) belonged to a brigadier who had been chairman of the British Legion and was 16now a provincial commandant in the Kenya Police Reserve. The house had mains electricity; its telephone number was Kentmere 228, and it stood on a frontier of the southern Kikuyu heartland, close to the edge of the ‘Kikuyu Reserve’, where thousands of Africans were crowded with their homesteads and tiny vegetable plots or shambas. The siren attached to the drawing-room chimney-stack was there to be sounded upon Mau Mau attack. There had been ugly incidents in the Emergency. The largest massacre to date had taken place less than twenty miles away from where we lived.

         Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s moving childhood memoir, Dreams in a Time of War, opens on a day in April 1954 ‘in chilly Limuru, the prime estate of what, in 1902, Sir Charles Eliot, then governor of colonial Kenya, had set aside as White Highlands’. This was half a dozen miles away from our house.

         Sixteen-year-old Ngũgĩ was on his way back to his village from a day’s classes. He had not eaten since the porridge he gobbled that morning before his six-mile run to Kinyogori Intermediate School. By the Bata shoe factory at Limuru he came upon knots of people talking excitedly about an incident that had just happened. Two African men had been arrested by the security forces for possessing bullets, live rounds (a hanging offence under Emergency Regulations), and then one of them had jumped out of the police lorry and escaped, zigzagging away from his captors through Indian shops or dukas to disappear into a bright green, European-owned tea plantation. Ngũgĩ, already a reader of Oliver Twist, already the writer-to-be, pondered the different versions of the story he had overheard. But back home, his mother Wanjiku told him that it was his older brother, Good Wallace Mwangi, who had narrowly escaped death that afternoon. ‘We pray for his safety in the mountains. It is this war, she said.’

         In his autobiography, Here I Stand, the African American Paul Robeson wrote:

         
            The era of White Supremacy, the imperialist domination of the East by a handful of Western nations, is rapidly coming to an end … We, the Negro 17people of the United States … are part of the rising colored peoples of the world …

            In Kenya Colony, for example, the African patriots – the so-called Mau Mau – are hunted like wild animals and the people’s leader, Jomo Kenyatta, is jailed. I knew this brave man well in the years that I lived in London; like Nehru of India and many others from colonial lands who were my friends in England, he dreamed of freedom for his people. Well, Nehru was jailed in India, and many thousands more; but the road to independence and power ran through those prison walls, and Kenyatta, too, will travel on.

         

         
            * Joy Adamson was an irascible Austro-Hungarian artist who came to Kenya in 1937. Her third husband was the game warden George Adamson, and the story of their rearing Elsa the lioness, Born Free, was published in 1960 and filmed in 1966. In her remarkable book of ethnographic paintings and photographs, The Peoples of Kenya (1967), compiled on her travels in the 1950s, not a single African is seen wearing trousers or a collar and tie. Both Adamsons were murdered: Joy in 1980, George in 1989.

         

      

   


   
      
         
18
            4

            Mothership

         

         On 24 April 1954, the rest of the family sailed out from the Port of London to join Tennant in East Africa. We went by sea because we weren’t allowed to fly, as Peg Rankin was six months pregnant with Catriona, her fifth and final child. She was also henning three of what she called her ‘chickabiddies’ on the voyage. My brother John was five, I was almost four and our sister Sarah not yet two. Our eldest brother, scholarly and bespectacled Charles, aged twelve and a half, was left behind, boarding at his prep school in Derbyshire.

         More people travelled by sea then, both to and from ‘the mother country’. That year, 1954, saw the publication of the Barbadian writer George Lamming’s novel about West Indians coming to Britain by sea, The Emigrants. He and the Trinidadian writer Sam Selvon came on the same vessel in 1950, sharing one Imperial typewriter between them. The more famous Caribbean emigrant ship, HMT Empire Windrush, had sunk after an engine-room explosion in March 1954, when on troopship duty in the Mediterranean.

         Our ship, the passenger and cargo liner SS Uganda, its black funnel ringed by two white stripes, was newer, having entered the service of the British India Steam Navigation Company two years before. It now regularly carried three hundred passengers between the UK and East Africa, at a steady sixteen knots.

         Every sea voyage started with a small party of farewell. We were seen off from the Royal Albert Dock by my mother’s divorced father, a former regular soldier, Colonel Geoffrey Faulder Page DSO, and my father’s unmarried younger brother, Charles Winton Browne Rankin, a lawyer in a tweed suit with film-star good looks, who had been an aide-de-camp to the Viceroy of India. 19It was Charles who introduced my father Tennant to my mother Peg and was best man at their wedding in November 1940. These two men, my maternal grandfather Geoffrey and paternal uncle Charles, had served together at the beginning of the Second World War, and had both been evacuated from Dunkirk in early June 1940. On the beach at La Panne my uncle – known in the family as ‘Winks’, after the Scottish nursery rhyme ‘Wee Willie Winkie’ – caught hold of a loose white horse and rode it bareback along thesands, where British Expeditionary Force soldiers were forming queues out into the sea, patiently waiting to be picked up by small boats and ‘little ships’ and ferried out to the Royal Navy destroyers. When a more senior officer broke out and rushed towards the head of the queue, Captain Rankin galloped after him and told him to return to the line. He refused, so my uncle drew his Webley revolver and ordered his superior to get back to his place in the line, which he did, to cheers and jeers from the ‘other ranks’. My father later asked Charles what he would have done if the officer had disobeyed. His younger brother said he didn’t know because the gun wasn’t loaded. He did have to load and use his revolver later: to shoot the white horse, which went mad from drinking seawater. ‘Uncle Winks’ was a more glamorous figure than my father, moving in smarter circles. Was that part of the mix that impelled his elder brother to leave his run-of-the-mill existence in Sheffield for the more aristocratic aura of Africa’s ‘White Highlands’?

         I can remember only flashes of the nineteen days it took us to reach Kenya. On board Uganda there was lots to explore. Within minutes John and I ran excitedly into a playroom and were told off by a bossy woman in ship’s uniform for using the wooden slide before it had been sanded. Leaving London, we slid slowly east down the River Thames and then turned south round the Thanet tip of Kent. Peg’s mother, Gereth, waved to our black ship as we went down the English Channel – she was then living in Walmer, south of Deal. My brother John remembers standing on deck and being told to ‘Wave to Granny’, a lone figure on a distant shingle beach.20

         My mother Peg (christened Pamela, but everyone always called her Peg or Peggy) was born at Camberley in 1919, when her father Geoffrey was on the staff of the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. Born a Gemini, she was actually a twin, but her brother Anthony was damaged at birth, and died before he was three. Tony remained an absence or a ghostly presence throughout his twin sister’s life, though Peg always put on a brave face. I can hear her now saying, ‘Isn’t this fun?’ Her life, ‘pretty bloody really’, as she once remarked, being moved from pillar to post by divorcing parents, sent away to boarding school, having to holiday with cousins, made her both game and gay. Game in her readiness for adventure and novelty, even if it was only moving all the furniture around, and gay in the old sense of her readiness to laugh (although she was also very attractive to women).

         She was a great chatter-up of everyone she met, which sometimes irritated her family, but her charm and curiosity always paid dividends in the long run. Cautious tradesmen extended lines of credit, which were often needed. In photographs of her as a young woman, she is braced sturdily against the world, legs slightly apart, arms slightly out. At her school, Prior’s Field in Surrey, she acted, sang, painted, came first in the senior hurdle race and seemed to embody the school’s Wordsworthian motto: ‘We Live in Admiration, Hope and Love’.

         In the last pre-war photograph, she’s in skates, on an icy pond, with black gloves and a black top over a tweed skirt, pretty Peggy Page, the attractive young woman my father married in Scotland in November 1940. Peg had been a VAD nurse in Kent that summer, fending off randy French patients wounded at Dunkirk and watching the Battle of Britain going on overhead – one day she dived off her bicycle into the ditch when a Messerschmitt swooped low. Tennant and Peg met only six times before they were married in St Giles’s Cathedral in wartime Edinburgh. They had certainly never slept together. For their two-day honeymoon they booked into a hotel in North Berwick, the Scottish seaside town where Robert Louis 21Stevenson spent boyhood summers. Peg nipped upstairs to check the room and then whispered urgently to Tennant: ‘Twin beds.’ He went straight to reception, who promised to sort it out. ‘In the meantime, sir, if you and madam will care to take tea in the lounge …’

         Tennant and Peg were at their frugal Scottish tea when the main door of the hotel opened wide and two burly men barged in, manoeuvring between them, across the hall, an enormous double mattress, then up the awkward staircase with loud calls of ‘Doun a wee bit, Jock’ and ‘To you, Jimmy’. The other folk at tea looked up from their scones and baps, fastening their eyes on the blushing bride and groom.

         ‘We were always great double-bedders,’ Peg said, remembering how five children managed to appear. The hasty First World War marriage of her parents foundered, but her own wartime marriage lasted forty-four years until the day she died in January 1985. When her husband of a dozen years told her about the possibility of taking a job in the Kenya of the Mau Mau Emergency, Peg apparently just said: ‘When do we leave?’

         Crossing the notorious Bay of Biscay we were all seasick except twenty-month old Sarah, who placidly munched her way through Easter eggs, face gormed with chocolate, saved from seasickness by a sensorineural hearing loss, not diagnosed for the next few years. I seem to remember the Rock of Gibraltar lit up, and I definitely saw the marvel of men with camels as we chugged slowly through the sandy Suez Canal.

         Thirty-four-year-old Peg was not left wholly alone with her children on the three-week voyage. She struck up a lifelong friendship with Mary, the Kenya-born daughter of J. K. Matheson, the chairman of Buchanan’s Kenya Estates. Mary was coming back from leave with her husband, Michael. ‘She was lovely, great fun, your mother,’ remembered Michael Benson many years later. They could also point out to Peg that sitting at the captain’s table were three outliers of Kenya’s decadent ‘Happy Valley set’. A toxic brew of the five As – aristocracy, adultery, altitude, alcohol and class A drugs 22– still lingered after the notorious ‘White Mischief’ murder of the lecherous Lord Erroll, shot in his car at close range in January 1941.

         Life on board a passenger ship was life as a moving hotel. Gongs rang for meals which white-jacketed stewards served us in the dining room, manipulating food from platters onto plates with skilful one-handed employment of a fork and spoon. We drank from thick-lipped china cups. SS Uganda was tracking a famous ‘all-red route’ of the seaborne British Empire: UK – Gibraltar – Malta – Suez – Aden. From there, we went south towards Mombasa and Dar-es-Salaam. The voyage of nearly seven thousand nautical miles recapitulated our imperial past.

         After the Second World War, however, the British Empire – the largest in history and a great global power – had started to erode like a sandcastle before the sea. Britain had been bankrupted by its victory, and in 1949 its worldwide empire had to morph into what Jawaharlal Nehru called ‘a co-operative association’ that could include independent sovereign republics like his own country, India. But the historian Jan Morris made out only a ‘cloudy new brotherhood’ in a Commonwealth of nations whose purpose seemed mainly ‘to muffle the breakdown of Empire’.

         The second head of the Commonwealth, young Queen Elizabeth II, was on a six-month-long tour of a dozen countries during the time our family was at sea in April–May 1954. She was reprising a tour that had been broken off in February 1952. Its first leg had been in Kenya. On 5 February 1952, the royal couple were in the Aberdare Royal National Park near Nyeri. Just south of the Equator, at an altitude of six thousand feet in the ‘White Highlands’ of Kenya, they climbed the steps up a giant fig tree to the lodge known as ‘Treetops’ to enjoy the spectacle of African elephants feeding at night. Twenty-five-year-old Elizabeth went up a princess, but came down a queen. Her beloved, heavy-smoking father, King George VI, the last Emperor of India and the first head of the Commonwealth, had died of lung cancer during the night. Prince Philip told her the news by the riverside at the Sagana Royal Lodge.23

         Queen Elizabeth II was crowned on 2 June 1953, my mother’s thirty-fourth birthday, a year before we left for Kenya. The coronation was a global event, televised in black and white, cinema-newsreeled in colour. Forty thousand soldiers and sailors, including some from Kenya, paraded with bands through rainy London. That day The Times broke the news that a British Empire climbing team had ‘conquered’ Mount Everest, Chomolungma, the highest peak of the Himalayas. In Gikae Forest in Kenya’s Aberdare Mountains, however, hundreds of Mau Mau fighters buried coins with the monarch’s head face downwards in the earth, cursing British rule.

         Five months after her coronation, Queen Elizabeth II re-embarked on that round-the-world Commonwealth tour, lasting from 23 November 1953 to 15 May 1954. The nearest she got to Kenya was flying from Aden to Uganda in order to open the £22 million Owen Falls dam on 29 April. ‘When Her Majesty pressed a button, the waters of the Nile were released to surge forward and generate electricity for the whole of East Africa.’

         On 26 May 1954, a fortnight after the Rankin family’s arrival in Kenya, the Mau Mau burned ‘Treetops’ down to the ground. The mügumo or wild fig tree was sacred to many Kikuyu as the spindle of their cosmology, a hive of ancestral spirits. This grove had been profaned by the colonisers’ queen.
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            Empires of Pain

         

         There are fifty-four independent states in Africa today, all ruled by Africans. In 1954, when we sailed to Mombasa, the whole continent (except Egypt, Ethiopia, Liberia and Libya) was still ruled by white men from Europe. The French had eight colonies in West Africa, the British five. The Belgians had the Congo, and Afrikaners of Dutch descent ran apartheid South Africa. Eastern Africa had been fiercely squabbled over in the late nineteenth century, and the spoils divided: the French got Madagascar and other Indian Ocean islands, the Portuguese Mozambique, the Germans Tanganyika, the British Kenya, Uganda, Nyasaland and the Rhodesias. Aboard the SS Uganda, we had passed to starboard Morocco (Spanish), Algeria and Tunisia (French) and Libya (which until recently had been Italian).

         By April 1954, these European empires were starting to disintegrate. At a 1945 Pan-African Congress in Manchester, the future leaders of Ghana, Kenya and Malawi – Nkrumah, Kenyatta, Banda – had called for independence for African countries by 1950. Though it had not happened, the anti-colonial wind of change was rising everywhere. Once British, Jordan, Burma, India and Ireland had gone their own way, and the British Mandate in Palestine had ended in the violent birth of the state of Israel, Nakba to the Palestinians. Everywhere, indigenous peoples were rebelling against imperial order. By April 1954, the French, having crushed the Malagasy revolt in Madagascar, were losing a great battle with the Viet Minh at a camp called Dien Bien Phu. French Algeria erupted bloodily that autumn. The British faced multiple ‘emergencies’. Egypt’s Colonel Nasser, who had overthrown King Farouk in 1952, was aggrieved by the presence of British troops protecting British interests in the Suez 25Canal, which Anthony Eden as foreign secretary had once casually called ‘the swing-door of the British Empire’. In 1956, the year after Eden finally became prime minister, Suez would prove his nemesis.

         When our vessel reached the Suez Canal, there was a transformation. Ship’s officers changed from blue uniforms into tropical whites. At 11 a.m., stewards no longer served hot soup, but iced drinks. We were leaving behind the Mediterranean civilisations, the ancient world of Egyptians, Greeks and Romans. The Red Sea marked different spheres of empire, religion, time. Muslim Arabia was to port, Coptic Christian Abyssinia to starboard. The highland Ethiopians maintained links to Europe; in 1400 their ambassadors brought leopards and spices to the doge of Venice. But for more than a thousand years, Muslims from the Gulf, in their scudding lateen-sailed dhows, had spread Islamic culture up and down the East African coast.

         The first recorded immigration of Arabs into East Africa dates from ad 684. Arab geographers divided the thousand-mile littoral into three regions. To the north, the Somali coastline around the Horn of Africa down to Mogadishu was Bilad al-Barbar (Territory of the Berbers); in the centre, the Kenya coastline as far as the isle of Pemba was Ard al-Zanj (the Land of the Blacks); and further south, the Mozambique coast to the Limpopo was Ard Sufala (the Land of Sofala). This last place was where the yellow Shona gold from Great Zimbabwe was shipped out to the medieval world, in return for cloth and beads and cowrie shells. In those days, the principal exports from Eastern Africa, apart from mangrove poles for building, were enslaved black people and white ivory, trades that would be intertwined for a thousand years. Al Masudi, writing in the tenth century, says that elephants with large tusks were common in Zanj, the Land of the Blacks: ‘Most of the ivory is carried to Oman whence it is sent to India and China.’

         So the coast that the SS Uganda was traversing had long been connected to the wider world. In the ninth century, Indonesians first brought bananas and yams five thousand miles across the Indian Ocean to Madagascar, the great red island off the East African coast. 26Porcelain from China and stoneware from Cambodia has been found in the ruins of Kenya’s medieval Muslim cities. The East African coast blended Arab with African; its lingua franca, Kiswahili, had many loanwords from Arabic as well as Persian and Hindi, because the mawsim or monsoon winds, blowing south-westwards over the Indian Ocean between November and April, and north-eastwards between May and October, also brought traders from the countries we now call Iran, Pakistan and India. These merchants and money-men were called bania or banyas.*

         When we holidayed on Kenya’s Indian Ocean coast, we used to take the train to Mombasa, and then drive north to Malindi. On the way, my mother liked to stop at the ruins of Gedi, a medieval Muslim city densely overgrown by coastal jungle – hot, gloomy and oppressive with insects. But it appealed to Peg’s romantic sensibility. She read everything that James Kirkman, the first British archaeologist to excavate the place, wrote about the coast. Kirkman dated the increased Chinese hunger for East African elephant ivory – the best in the world for carving – to the Ming dynasty. A huge fleet of Chinese junks visited Malindi and Mombasa between ad 1417 and 1419. This expedition was led by the eunuch admiral Zheng He, a Chinese Muslim, whose father and grandfather had both been hajis, pilgrims to Mecca. The fleet took back ambergris, copal gum, tortoiseshell, tonnes of elephant tusks and a live giraffe to amaze the Celestial Empire.

         I knew nothing of all this as a schoolboy. What we were taught, what was seen as important, was only what Europeans did in history, even if Europeans had only gained their first toehold in Eastern Africa three generations after the Chinese. Gold-seeking Portuguese sailors began in West Africa, inching down the Atlantic coast of the 27continent, whose western and southern extremities still bear the names (Cabo Verde and Cape Agulhas) that the Portuguese first gave them. By 1442 their ships had reached the River Senegal. Among the 235 people sold in southern Portugal in 1444 were captured black Africans from the Gulf of Guinea. The Portuguese royal slaving company, Casa da Guiné, brought about a thousand enslaved people a year to Portugal over the next four decades. In 1452 Pope Nicholas V authorised the Portuguese to reduce pagani ‘into perpetual servitude’. In 1482, the Portuguese built São Jorge da Mina castle and prison at the place now called Elmina, to secure access to the ore from the interior that gave the ‘Gold Coast’ its name. 

         By late 1488, Portuguese ships had rounded the Cape of Good Hope at the southern foot of Africa. And then – and this is the date school history lessons told us was all-important – the Portuguese Christian explorer Vasco da Gama made a breakthrough. After rounding South Africa and sailing northwards up the eastern flank to what is now Kenya, he landed at Malindi on 14 April 1498 and found there a Kutchi pilot called Kanji Malam to take him across the ocean to India, to Calicut on the Kerala coast, thus becoming the first European we know by name to sail from Europe, via the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, to Asia.

         The Portuguese, having opened a route to the East for the lucrative trade in exotic spices, avoiding hostile Muslim lands and Venetian taxes, reinforced the east coast of Africa to protect their monopoly. They set up trading posts at the gold outlet Sofala and the ivory port Kilwa in 1505, at Mozambique in 1507, and Malindi in 1509. The Portuguese sacked Malindi’s rival city Mombasa three times before they completed massive Fort Jesus there in 1594 to defend the island against the Ottoman Empire. The Omani Arabs, ‘the Bedouins of the Sea’, finally seized the place in 1698, massacring the last thirteen survivors of a three-year siege. ‘Fort Jesus seems an odd name,’ commented Elspeth Huxley.

         Their forts crumbled after two centuries on the East African coast, but the Portuguese had made their mark on history. John Milton dropped Sofala, Kilwa, Mombasa and Malindi (‘Melind’) into Paradise 28Lost’s list of rich kingdoms. Portugal’s contribution to the Renaissance was globalisation: the intercontinental movement of people, plants, minerals, animals and zoonotic diseases. The whole world – Africa, America, Asia – began opening up to European expansion.

         The island English have long traded abroad. The first Company of Merchant Adventurers of London was founded in 1407, over six hundred years ago. Under the Tudor and Stuart monarchies it became the English government’s way of risking business with foreign parts: a group would get together to obtain a ‘patent’ or commission and then these investors or shareholders would form a joint stock company with a royal imprimatur called a Crown Chartered Company. The Muscovy Company (1555), the Spanish Company (1577), the Eastland Company (1577), the Turkey Company (1581), the Morocco Company (1588) and the Levant Company (1592) – dealing with the Ottoman Empire – preceded the better-known East India Company (1600) and the Virginia Company of London (1606), which sent its first ‘adventurers’ to North America in April 1607. Pharrell Williams explained the Virginia Company for the readers of Time magazine in September 2020 as ‘essentially a private-equity-funded start-up that hoped to turn a profit for the stockholders in Europe’s fastest-growing international money-making scheme: colonialism’.

         The Royal African Company (1672–1713), founded by a group of English merchants from the Company of Adventurers of London Trading into Parts of Africa, was run by the Stuart King Charles II’s brother, later to rule Britain as James II. The Royal African Company invested in the Atlantic triangular trade, sending some five thousand ships to West Africa with cloth, guns and metalware, trading them with African dealers for ninety thousand enslaved people for transport on ‘the Middle Passage’ to the West Indies, and then returning to the UK with cargoes of sugar to rot English teeth. Yet the slave trade never enjoyed universal moral approval. The philosopher John Locke’s First Treatise of Government, published in 1689, opened with the words: ‘Slavery is so vile and miserable an estate of man, and so directly opposite to the generous temper and courage of our nation, 29that it is hardly to be conceived, that an Englishman, much less a gentleman, should plead for it.’

         The Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade was founded in 1787. The image of a chained African, with Dean Peter Peckard’s question ‘Am I not a Man and a Brother?’, was part of its campaign. The Labour MP David Lammy quoted that slogan to end a historic speech in the House of Commons on 30 April 2018, during the Windrush debate about the ‘hostile environment’ treatment of children from the Commonwealth who had entered the UK between 1948 and 1971:

         
            In Britain, when we talk about slavery we tend to talk about its abolition, and in particular William Wilberforce. The Windrush story does not begin in 1948; the Windrush story begins in the seventeenth century, when British slave traders stole twelve million Africans from their homes, took them to the Caribbean and sold them into slavery to work on plantations. The wealth of this country was built on the backs of the ancestors of the Windrush generation. We are here today because you were there …

            There is no British history without the history of the empire. As the late, great Stuart Hall put it: ‘I am the sugar at the bottom of the British cup of tea.’

         

         Britain got rich from slavery before becoming righteous about it; its slice of the eighteenth-century slave trade was the world’s greatest. But after the American Revolution took away their biggest colony in 1776, the British started cutting their losses. The Haitian Revolution of 1791–1804, a ferocious uprising of the enslaved in the brutal French colony of Saint-Domingue, culminated with the massacre of most whites and creoles, scaring the wits out of slavers elsewhere. The 1823 Demerera rebellion in Guyana and the Jamaican rebellion led by the Baptist Samuel Sharpe in 1831 also hastened the demise of British slavery. Freedom was not given; it had to be taken. The same would be the case in colonial Kenya. ‘Power concedes nothing without a demand,’ as Frederick Douglass noted in 1857, ‘It never did and it never will.’

         Eight hundred thousand enslaved people were emancipated after slaveholding was finally outlawed across the British Empire 30at midnight on 31 July 1834. But the sweetness of virtue was soured by the reality of the deal: forty-six thousand slave owners shared £20 million compensation, equivalent to perhaps £17 billion today. In 1834, £20 million represented some 40 per cent of Britain’s annual expenditure, so most of the money had to be borrowed from Nathan Mayer Rothschild and his brother-in-law Moses Montefiore (whose tomb in Ramsgate is 200 yards from my study’s window). The people that the British had enslaved got nothing themselves. Some were renamed ‘apprentices’ for four to six years. Guyanese-born T. Ras Makonnen pointed out how the slump in property prices in Guyana enabled companies like Booker Brothers to buy up sugar-cane plantations cheap and get new workers from impoverished parts of India. Between 1834 and 1920, under the indentureship system, two million Indians left the subcontinent to work, primarily as global agricultural labourers. The ‘Great Experiment’ began in Mauritius in the Indian Ocean, and explains why the writer brothers Vidya and Shiva Naipaul came to be born in Trinidad in the Caribbean, as Vidya said, children ‘of the great human engineering of recent empires, the shifting about of leaderless groups of conquered peoples’.

         You can find out who did get the 1834 compensation windfall through the excellent website Legacies of British Slavery, whose database is run by University College London. Typing in ‘Rankin’ brought up three ‘awardees’ with that Scottish surname who shared £129 4s 6d compensation (perhaps £9,000 in modern money) from the freeing of four enslaved people in Grenada, Jamaica and Bermuda. These Rankins, as far as I know, were not direct relatives. But ancestry always involves many other family names. Seven generations back, one of my sixty-four great-great-great-great-great-grandparents on my father’s side was a Frenchman called Laborde who lived on a volcanic island a hundred miles west of Barbados, St Vincent, the biggest of the Windward Islands of the Lesser Antilles. According to the Legacies of British Slavery database, in 1834 his grandson, William Laborde, my great-great-great-great-uncle, received £4,045 312s 3d as his monetary compensation for the freeing of 241 enslaved Caribbean people (around £334,000 in 2022 money). His sister Rosalie got £936 9s 7d (£77,200 in 2022) for the freeing of thirty-two enslaved people. There is no evidence that my direct ancestor, Theresa Laborde, another of William’s sisters, herself benefited. She married a Gillespie and their daughter a Gemmill before their daughter married my great-grandfather Rankin in 1867, and neither surname features among the awardees.

         Nevertheless, it is embarrassing to find slave ownership in the family tree. What do I feel about it, nearly two centuries later? It can’t be guilt in the sense of remorse for some crime I committed myself, though there is communal shame in acknowledging an injustice of long ago in which your nation and people were so involved. How much are descendants responsible for the actions of their long-dead ancestors? Is there a statute of limitations? Even the vindictive Old Testament says the sins of the fathers will only be visited on the children and the children’s children ‘unto the third and fourth generation’.

         Biological reproduction in our species requires two parents. They each had two parents. Eight great-grandparents. Sixteen great-greats. And so on. Go back ten generations and every human has more than a thousand direct genetic ancestors. Go back twenty generations – some five hundred years – and anyone has more than one million antepasados, forefathers and foremothers. It is impossible to be responsible for all of them.

         Discovering chattel slavery in my own family tree, however, means that I do have a duty of knowledge. I need to learn more about St Vincent, homeland of the Garifuna people, because of my connection to that island. And the Legacies of British Slavery website threw up another link to St Vincent for me. One beneficiary of the slave-ownership compensation scheme was an East India merchant and MP called William Fitzhugh, who got £3,133 3s 9d for the freeing of 118 enslaved people from the Richmond Vale estate on St Vincent. He died in 1842, and the following year his widow Caroline gave a painting by Sir Thomas Lawrence to the National Gallery, a portrait which now 32hangs in the Tate. Of course, the cultural wealth of Britain, the artistic heritage all can enjoy, has long been connected to slavery. But what links Lawrence’s portrait to me is that it depicts the famous actress Sarah Siddons, considered the greatest tragic actress of her age, who is my great-great-great-great-great-grandmother on my mother’s side.

         Family histories intertangle bad and good. We all like to play our best cards from the shuffled pack of the past, and I suppose I can try to trump my father’s Labordes with my mother’s Kembles. Sarah Siddons was born a Kemble before she married Henry Siddons. Her niece was the actress Frances Anne Kemble, known as Fanny Kemble, who in 1829 saved her father Charles’s struggling theatre at Covent Garden by making her stage debut as Juliet. She was nineteen, had never acted before and was an astonishing success. On a barnstorming two-year tour of the United States, the young actress was wooed by, and then married in Philadelphia, a wealthy young American called Pierce M. Butler, whom she barely knew. In the winter of 1838, the young Butler family travelled south from Pennsylvania to visit the estates that Pierce had recently inherited from his father. These coastal plantations – one for rice, one for sea island cotton – were worked by African American enslaved people. Fanny was horrified to find out where the family money came from, and started to keep a diary about plantation life. Although she had two young daughters, she went on to divorce Pierce, losing access to her girls until they were adults, according to the laws of the time. In 1863, as the American Civil War was raging, she published the uncensored record of her four months on St Simon’s Island, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation in 1838–1839. Her purpose was to provide propaganda against the slave-owning Confederate States of America. Her journal, which one critic called ‘a small masterpiece of generous outrage’, progresses from her particular experiences to a superb attack on slavery as a festering blight on civilisation.

         The law of unintended consequences warps many reforms. It is ironic that stopping slavery in British colonies led to British colonialism in West Africa, this time not by white settlers but by black ones. 33In 1787, Sierra Leone became a ‘Province of Freedom’ (or what a cynic would call a dumping ground) for some 350 black beggars and criminals deported from Georgian England. Eighty-five per cent of them died within four years, but in 1791, white Abolitionists formed the Sierra Leone Company to help African American escapees from slavery who had sided with Britain’s cause in the American War of Independence to resettle in Africa, and on 11 March 1792, Lt. John Clarkson brought nearly twelve hundred African American ‘Loyalist’ settlers from Nova Scotia to found a city named Freetown in Sierra Leone. In 1800, they were joined by a few hundred Maroons, originally deported from Trelawny Town in Jamaica.† After the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, thousands of other ‘recaptives’ – Africans freed from slave-ships by the Royal Navy – were also disembarked at Freetown, where they evolved a new creole language, Krio, and many became educated and Christian, co-operating with the new Crown Colony that was established in 1808.

         Meanwhile, back in England, the Quaker independent Thomas Fowell Buxton lost his parliamentary seat in the election of 1837 because he refused to hand out £1,000 in ‘beer and bank-notes’ to bribe the voters of Weymouth. This allowed him to devote his energies to the final elimination of the global slave trade. Buxton was horrified to discover that the slave trade in the late 1830s was now twice as big as when men like Wilberforce had first set out to stop it fifty years earlier. Cuba and Brazil alone were still importing 150,000 African captives a year.

         Buxton, who had chaired the idealistic parliamentary Select Committee on Aboriginal Tribes that had castigated crimes against ‘untutored and defenceless savages’ worldwide, now wrote a two-volume book, The Slave Trade and Its Remedy. ‘The real remedy, the 34true ransom for Africa, will be found in her fertile soil,’ he wrote. He saw Africa delivered by her own resources – valuable minerals, fields and forests ripe for economic botany, inhabitants eager to buy and sell goods other than people. Buxton wanted missionaries and schoolmasters to go together, declaring, ‘It is the Bible and the plough that must regenerate Africa.’ Under the banner of opposing slavery, the door opened for colonising Africa in the name of ‘Commerce, Cultivation, Christianity’. 

         Among the ironies of history is the fact that long before any white men reached the continent, Africans were trading other Africans to Arabs and Turks. Over many centuries, across the Sahara, down the Nile, along the Indian Ocean coast, perhaps twenty million black Africans were sold into the Islamic slave markets of the Levant.

         In East Africa, the slave trade of the 1800s centred on Zanzibar, twenty miles north of Dar-es-Salaam, the island ruled by the Sultans of Oman. Armed Swahili-Arab slavers raided deep into south-central Africa. The exploring missionary David Livingstone reported whole villages destroyed and areas stripped of people in the Shire Valley of what is now Malawi. Buxton’s free trade would only flow, he thought, if the iniquitous traffic in human beings – ‘this open sore of the world’ – could be stopped. But through the 1860s, the Indian Ocean slave traffic was booming. More than twenty thousand Africans a year, men, women and children, were shipped from Kilwa in southern Tanzania to Zanzibar to harvest the clove trees or to be sold on further north, earning the Omani Sultan of Zanzibar the equivalent of US $2 tax per head.

         Through the efforts of the Scottish physician and botanist, Dr John Kirk, the fluent Arabic-speaking British chief consul in Zanzibar, the sultan, Sayyid Sir Barghash bin Said Al-Busaid, finally agreed in June 1873 to give up slave trading in return for British naval and military protection. As soon as Zanzibar’s old slave market in Stone Town was cleared, a British bishop started building an Anglican cathedral on its grisly site, decisively planting the cross and the flag.

         
            * Banya, a member of the Hindu trading caste, derives from vãnija, the Sanskrit word for merchant. The banyan tree, Ficus benghalensis, native to tropical India and the East Indies, has aerial roots that grow down into the soil to form additional trunks, thus spreading out into a grove. A venerable specimen growing at the Gulf port of Gombroon (now Bandar Abbas, Iran), was first dubbed the banyan tree by association with the traders who bought and sold in its mulberry shade.

            † Maroon 1666 [French marron, said to be a corruption of Spanish cimarrón wild, untamed.] 1. One of a class of negroes, originally fugitive slaves, living in the mountains and forests of Dutch Guiana and the West Indies. Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd edition.
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            Explorations

         

         Several maps of Africa are pinned over the old fireplace in my book-crammed study. The largest is a fantastical one, drawn up in 2016, which I first saw in a Stockholm shop window. Its artist/author is Nikolaj Cyon, who called his map ‘Alkebu-lan 1260 ah’. His topography shows an imaginary Africa that has never been colonised. It is an arcadian utopia made up of the hundreds of African polities, states and kingdoms that might have existed in 1882 without European imperialism. The continent is, in our terms, upside down, because Islamic cartography often had the south on top.

         Nikolaj Cyon says ‘Alkebu-lan’ was the old name for Africa and he dates his map 1260 ah (Anno Hegirae), counting the number of years since the Hijra or forced emigration of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina in ad 622. On the map, Europe is called ‘Frangistan’ and the big bodies of water are all named in Arabic. What we think of as ‘Kenya’ today is submerged beneath the territories of Ukambani, Maasai, Agĩkũyũ and the long coastal strip called Shirikishola wa Swahili. The whole continent of this imaginary map is as packed with polities as a pomegranate with ruby-red seeds. Old African entities nestle like bubbled cells, cultures fitting ecologies, hundreds of dynamic communalities that in real life were never allowed to develop on their own. Instead they were enclosed by European imperialists into some forty-odd arbitrary nation states, frozen in time inside meaningless borders often ruled in straight lines across foreign maps drawn up far away.

         The Scottish doctor David Livingstone tramped across Africa from west to east, exploring the upper Zambezi River and naming the Victoria Falls in November 1855. Africa was a dangerous place, 36with a range of wild animals (buffalo, crocodile, elephant, leopard, lion, rhino, snakes), warrior peoples with sharp weapons and tropical diseases (bilharzia, blackwater, dengue, malaria, trypanosomiasis), all capable of killing intruders. Dr Livingstone’s crude medical training helped him survive. He made up his own anti-malarial pastilles, but quinine constipated him so he added laxatives like calomel, cardamom, rhubarb and resin of jalap.* Livingstone met folk who had never seen a white man: ‘We appear to them to be red rather than white and … our clothing renders us uncouth in aspect. Blue eyes appear savage and a red beard hideous.’

         Other white British explorers, Richard F. Burton and John Speke, were pushing their way towards the ‘Great Lakes’ and the source of the Nile in eastern central Africa. Although little portraits of Livingstone, Speke, Burton and other white men all feature on the cover of my copy of Pioneers of East Africa (Eagle Press, Nairobi, 1956), there are other tiny figures at the top of the page, marching towards a map of East Africa: ten black men with walking sticks, carrying loads on their heads. European explorers did not venture alone into Africa any more than the Arabs did. The leaders always had Africans supporting them: guides, translators, cooks and hundreds of porters carrying all their kit – portering was a profession among the Zanzibaris, the coastal Swahili and the Wanyamwezi people.

         Global networks were expanding. In 1866, a submarine telegraph line linked Europe and America. In May 1869, the first transcontinental railroad in the United States joined New York City to San Francisco. Six months later, the Suez Canal opened after a decade of construction, connecting the Mediterranean Sea to the Indian Ocean, Europe to Asia. In a shrewd move, Benjamin Disraeli’s British government bought 44 per cent of the Egyptian shares for £4 million in 1875. The Suez Canal thus enabled seaborne ‘all-red routes’ for the 37British Empire’s trade, traffic and troop transport to and from India and Australasia. In 1954, it allowed the SS Uganda to bring Peg Rankin and her children out to Kenya. 

         Towards the end of his life, Livingstone disappeared in vast Africa, and an American expedition, led by Henry Morton Stanley, the Welsh-born journalist for the New York Herald, went to look for him. On 10 November 1871, after a lavishly funded, seven-month trip in which eighteen men and twenty-nine pack-animals died, Stanley got his scoop by finding the famous ‘missing’ missionary under a mango tree at Ujiji on the shore of the enormous Lake Tanganyika. Doffing his pith helmet, Stanley uttered his famous enquiry: ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’ The old Scot raised his blue consular cap from a snowy head and said: ‘Yes.’ By now he was a lonely widower. His beard was ashy grey and most of his teeth were gone. Ujiji was a squalid entrepôt, and the impoverished Livingstone, now known as ‘Baba Daud’, had spent the last four years travelling with Swahili-Arab caravans. Once the Christian scourge of the slave trade, he now depended on the generosity of Muslim merchant princes like the African-Arab Tippu Tip (Hamid bin Muhammed), who dealt in guns and gunpowder, ivory and captured people.

         Dr Livingstone died in May 1873. More successful as an explorer than as an evangelist, he inspired tremendous loyalty. Two of the Africans he freed from enslavement, James Chuma and Abdullah Susi, performed a final service by gutting, salting and smoke-drying Livingstone’s body before folding it into a four-foot-long, tar-sealed canvas package that looked nothing like a corpse. They buried his heart under an evergreen mpundu tree, then carried his remains, for many months, seven hundred miles from Zambia to Bagamoyo on the coast; from there the precious parcel was shipped to England, accompanied by a third African, an English-speaking Yao, christened Jacob Wainwright. Evidence of an ‘ununited fracture’, a badly mended left humerus, mauled by a lion three decades earlier, confirmed Livingstone’s identity to the surgeon Sir William Fergusson who conducted his autopsy. In April 1874, the Yao called Wainwright 38was the only black pall-bearer for Livingstone’s burial as a national hero in Westminster Abbey in London.

         These tropes of ‘exploration’ were brilliantly turned on their heads in a BBC parody drama-documentary of 1972 called The Black Safari. Written by Douglas Botting and Roy Lewis, and drawing phrases from the actual journals of people like David Livingstone and H. M. Stanley, it tells the story of an intrepid ‘Black Man’s Expedition’ into the dark heart of England, led by the film-maker Horace Ové from Trinidad, with Yemi Ajibade from Nigeria as the navigator and reporter, Merdel Jordine from Jamaica as the anthropologist and Bloke Modisane from South Africa as chief naturalist. They are helped by their faithful white guide Douglas Botting, wearing a chauffeur’s uniform and peaked cap ‘to ward off evil spirits’, and their white boatman Gill, ‘a fuzzy-wuzzy from the Hippie tribe’. On the canal barge Queen of Spades they travel through ‘the mysterious landscapes of south Lancashire’, carrying hot water bottles, umbrellas and ‘cowrie shells for the natives’, going beyond ‘the fabled city of Wigan’ to reach the very centre of ‘darkest England’. Over flickering old sepia footage of African exploration (and John Barry’s stirring score for the film Zulu) we hear Horace Ové’s opening narration:

         
            Have you ever been discovered? White men were always discovering us. But we humoured them. We carried their luggage. We showed them what they wanted to see, though we never understood why they killed things and refused to eat them. They wrote down their impressions and sent them home to their friends as the truth about what they called ‘darkest Africa’, boasting how they had found our rivers, and our lakes, and even naming them after their own chiefs like Victoria and Albert. But things have changed. It is time that we too had our Livingstones and … Stanleys. It is time we, in turn, explored the homeland of the white man.

         

         In 1880, the country north of Mount Kilimanjaro was blank on contemporaneous maps because most European explorers, like Stanley and the Arab slavers, landed from Zanzibar and headed directly westwards to Tabora and the inland great lakes, thus travelling 39south of the land that is nowadays Kenya, a territory larger than France but smaller than Texas. Behind the fertile strip of Indian Ocean coast, the interior seemed unpromising, hundreds of miles of thorny and arid steppe scrubland called nyika in Swahili. However, two German missionaries reported in 1848 seeing snow-capped mountains further inland.

         The anthropologically minded colonial administrator Harold Lambert recounts an origin myth for the tribes of what we now call Kenya. A man called Mumbere travelled inland from the sea to mate with an Mbere woman. They bred four sons. The father then offered them a choice between four wooden articles laid out before them. The lad who chose the cattle-goading spear became the ancestor of the pastoral Maasai; the one who picked the bow and arrows begat the Kamba; the boy who picked the long spear with the detachable head, poisoned with acokanthera, became the father of the elephant-hunting Wandorobo. The descendants of the last son to choose, the one who was left with just a farmer’s digging stick, would become the agricultural Kikuyu.

         In 1883, a cheerful young man called Joseph Thomson, ‘a Christian and a Scotchman’ like his hero Livingstone, was the first European to reach what were known in the mid-twentieth century as ‘the White Highlands’ of Kenya. His expedition was funded to the tune of £3,000 by Britain’s Royal Geographical Society. Leading a caravan with 120 Zanzibari porters whom he called ‘villainous’, loaded with wire and beads and cloth for trading, Thomson travelled past Mount Kilimanjaro, climbing its first nine thousand feet, and then through the dangerous pastures of the Maasai, whom the twenty-five-year-old explorer characterised as ‘the most unscrupulous and arrogant savages to be found in all Africa, who indeed look down upon all other tribes as inferior’. Going on up higher, he skirted the cool and temperate Kikuyu agricultural country, and then went down across the fifty-mile-wide Great Rift Valley, where he climbed to the sharp-edged crater of Mount Longonot, reporting that large snakes lived deep in the crater, where volcanic gases would kill anything 40else. He saw Lakes Naivasha, Elmenteita and Baringo, renamed Nyandarua ‘the Aberdare Mountains’ in honour of the president of the Royal Geographical Society, saw the clouds part to reveal shining Kirinyaga, later called Mount Kenya, passed through Nandi country to Eldoret, and reached Lake Victoria Nyanza on 10 December 1883.

         On his journey back to the coast Thomson was gored by a wounded buffalo and suffered acutely from malaria and dysentery. But he had new things to report, including confirmation of the presence of both snow-capped mountains. The graceful Thomson’s gazelle (Eudorcas thomsonii) or ‘tommy’ was named after him, and the ‘beautiful waterfall’ he encountered just north of the Equator would give its name to the colonial town Thomson’s Falls (now called, in independent Kenya, Nyahururu). The Uganda Railway would follow the route he took, which is ironic, since before it was built Thomson himself wrote that the idea of opening up the African interior by building railways in order to sell shoddy cottons and cheap wares from Birmingham was an ‘utter absurdity’.

         People are complex. Despite his sharp and dismissive judgements of some Africans, Joseph Thomson was remarkable for never killing another human being, or, as he put it in Through Masailand (1885), never encountering ‘the necessity of shooting a single native’. This seems an extraordinary statement nowadays, but many European explorers of Africa in the Victorian era took the lives of those they called ‘savages’ in what they termed ‘self-defence’. Joseph Thomson instead made an Italian motto his own: Chi va piano va sano, chi va sano va lontano: ‘He who goes gently goes safely; he who goes safely goes far.’

         Thomson reported that the natives of the high, forested country of Kikuyu were reputedly ‘the most troublesome and intractable in this region’. No caravan had penetrated the heart of their country, ‘so murderous and thievish are their inhabitants’. The Kikuyu were willing to trade on defined routes at the fringe of their forest, but they did not admit outsiders to their lands. They were cautious of strangers. A Kikuyu seer called Mugo wa Kebiru had had a vision of a strange and powerful people who would bring disaster to their 41race. These peeled people with pink skin like gakengere frogs would have new weapons as well as bringing a monstrous iron snake with centipede legs that breathed fire and smoke. The ‘ghost child’ strangers were to be treated with courtesy, but suspicion. Thomson saw that the Kikuyu primary commodity was the food grown in their rich, well-watered terrain: ‘Enormous quantities of sweet potatoes, yams, cassava, sugar-cane, Indian corn, millet etc., are raised, and the supply seems to be quite inexhaustible.’ Nonetheless, warriors with poisoned arrows harried Thomson’s caravan on its route to the Kikuyu escarpment.

         The nomadic Maasai warriors that Thomson encountered in the Rift Valley were, he said, ‘the most magnificently modelled savages I have seen or even read of. Beautifully proportioned, they are characterised by the smooth and round outline of the Apollo type.’ He described with admiration the proud young unmarried men who were also fighting warriors. Armed with spear, sword, knobkerrie and buffalo-hide shield, they raided their enemies and lifted their cattle. Spearing outsiders was perfectly honourable; only killing another Maasai counted as murder. Thomson recounts how when the young warriors crowded aggressively around him, clay-smeared and threatening, he amazed them by taking out his false teeth. He further startled them with his magical powers by displaying an ebullition of Eno’s Fruit Salts, fizzing spectacularly in a glass. A man who could drink off such ‘boiling water’ without harm must be powerful indeed.

         In his travels through Kenya, Joseph Thomson noted that the Kikuyu and the Maasai were ‘eternally at war to the knife with each other’, the agriculturalist Kikuyu using bows and arrows from their fortified villages in the forest, the pastoral Maasai roaming the plains armed with spear and sword. And yet the two peoples had ‘a compact between them not to molest the womenfolk of either party’; Kikuyu and Maasai bibis were free to trade and to act as envoys between enemies, even as their menfolk fought. Maasai did not kill women. Nor did the peoples just fight; hunters, pastoralists and agriculturalists also traded their foodstuffs – livestock was both capital and 42currency – and they intermarried. The Maasai frequently adopted and absorbed outsiders, and Maasai men often took Kikuyu wives.

         The paternal grandfather of the Kikuyu writer Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o was originally Maasai, a boy who had strayed, ‘either as war ransom, a captive, or an abandoned child escaping some hardship like famine’. The Kikuyu environmental activist Wangari Maathai’s mother had Maasai blood and her great-great-grandmother on her father’s side was a Maasai girl abducted in a raid. And when the famous Kikuyu leader who was born Kamau wa Ngengi changed his name for the second time, he took his surname ‘Kenyatta’ from the Maasai word – kinyatta – for the beaded belt he first began wearing at Narok.

         When Joseph Thomson returned to England, he read a paper about his adventures, ‘Through the Masai Country to Lake Victoria Nyanza’, to an evening meeting of his London sponsors, the Royal Geographical Society, at Burlington House on 3 November 1884. In the audience was a twenty-eight-year-old lawyer and writer called Henry Rider Haggard, who had lived in South Africa and between 1879 and 1881 had been on the fringes of the Zulu and the first Anglo-Boer wars. One of his six brothers bet him a shilling that he couldn’t write a book half as good as Robert Louis Stevenson’s first novel, Treasure Island, and Rider Haggard took up the challenge in his own third novel. As was noticed immediately by the reviewers, Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines is structured like Stevenson’s Treasure Island: a small group of comrades acquires an exotic map, ventures into danger following it, and returns from their foreign quest rich. But King Solomon’s Mines was not about pirates but Victorian gentlemen who took Winchester repeating rifles and Colt revolvers deep into Africa, and helped restore a friendly black king to his throne.

         Haggard had taken a lot from Thomson’s lecture and subsequent book, Through Masailand. Thomson had seen two separate snowy mountains on his journey. Haggard called them ‘the breasts of Sheba’. Thomson had encountered Maasai and Kikuyu tribesmen, and Haggard blended them into the ‘copper-coloured Kukuanas’ of his fiction. Captain Good in the novel stops spear-wielding warriors 43from murdering the whites by taking out his false teeth, just as Joseph Thomson himself had. Thomson indignantly pointed out this borrowing to Haggard, who demurred at first, but then, in the afterword of the 1887 sequel Allan Quatermain, said that he wished ‘to acknowledge my indebtedness to Mr Thomson’s admirable history of travel Through Masai Land’.

         King Solomon’s Mines was published on 30 September 1885 and became a sensation. ‘The most amazing story ever written!’ blared the publicity posters for the five-shilling book whose red front cover, with its black shield, spear, club and elephant tusk, echoed Cassell’s reprint of Stevenson’s Treasure Island. Since the 1870s people had known there were diamonds at Kimberley in South Africa, but when gold was struck at the Witwatersrand in July 1886, starting a gold rush, King Solomon’s Mines embodied the zeitgeist, becoming the mythic novel of Europe’s quest for Africa’s mineral wealth.

         The extraordinary colonisation of all Africa by Europeans metastasised after the crucial Berlin Conference of November 1884 to February 1885. This was organised by the first German chancellor, Prince Otto von Bismarck, who, infected by the mania for colonies, wanted to outmanoeuvre the other European powers. This prolonged meeting of fourteen nations (which did not include any African delegates) piously resolved to eliminate slavery and promote Christian civilisation and commercial free trade, but actually established that ‘effective occupation’ was the principle under which any European country could claim sovereignty over previously unclaimed parts of the continent.

         In the ‘timeline’ chapter of his 2002 book I Refuse to Die, the Kenyan activist Koigi wa Wamwere used a more violent and visceral metaphor for the process:

         
            On November 14, 1884, fourteen white powers, Germany, Great Britain, France, Portugal, Austria-Hungary, Belgium, Denmark, Italy, the Netherlands, Russia, Spain, Sweden-Norway, Turkey and the United States of America met in a conference in Berlin that was nothing but an orgy of raping 44Mother Africa. From this rape, Mother Africa conceived a pregnancy from which fifty black European colonies would be born.

         

         The Conference opened a fortnight after Joseph Thomson’s talk about East Africa and the Maasai to the Royal Geographical Society. While the Conference was still on in Berlin, news came in early February 1885 that General Gordon had been killed and beheaded by jihadis at the governor general’s palace in Khartoum, and that the Nubian Muhammad Ahmad, the self-proclaimed ‘Mahdi of Islam’, now controlled the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. Britain felt humiliated and vengeful.

         After Berlin, the taking of indigenous peoples’ lands speeded up. The German term Hinterland, meaning the region inland from a coast, entered the English language as European empires began grasping the interior of African territories first reached by sea. On 3 March 1885, the day after the Berlin Conference delegates dispersed, the German emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm, declared German sovereignty over all the inland territories in East Africa, ‘west of the empire of the Sultan of Zanzibar’, which had been acquired by sly treaties for the Gesellschaft für Deutsche Kolonisation (Society for German Colonisation). The Sultan of Zanzibar, ruling under British protection, protested:

         
            These territories are ours, and we hold military stations there, and those chiefs who profess to cede sovereign rights to the agents of the Society have no authority to do so. The places are under our authority from the time of our fathers.

         

         The sultan sent an armed expedition inland to raise the scarlet flag of Zanzibar and to get local chiefs to reaffirm their loyalty. John Kirk warned the Foreign Office, but Gladstone’s government did not want a quarrel with Germany. Russia was threatening India and Britain needed friends, not more enemies. On 7 August 1885, five of Bismarck’s warships anchored menacingly off Zanzibar. At gunpoint, the sultan accepted the annexation of his territories.45

         In December 1886, the German and British empires formally divided East Africa into what they deemed their separate ‘spheres of influence’.† They did it by drawing a line on the map from a point on the coast, north-west across the land to the point at which the first degree of south latitude strikes the east side of Lake Victoria. This still marks the border between modern Tanzania and Kenya. The people who lived in these territories, like the Maasai, had no idea whose suzerainty they were supposedly under. The Sultan of Zanzibar, who had in theory ruled all this land but lacked the political and military power to control it, was left with the bone of the cutlet, a coastal strip 450 miles long and ten miles wide, running from the Tana River to the Rovuma, plus the offshore islands of Lamu, Pemba, Zanzibar and Mafia.

         So the African continent was divided up and parcelled out. Margery Perham wrote:

         
            The constructive processes of civilisation could not begin until these tattered, moustachioed and bearded white men, supremely convinced of racial superiority and of the national and humanitarian mission of their own nations, had walked their hundreds of miles in the bush under rain and sun, swum their rivers, shot their game, planted their flags and sweated or died of malaria in their little tents.

         

         
            * Jalap is a cathartic drug derived from the tuberous roots of a Mexican highland plant, Ipomoea purga, mentioned in chapter 1 of James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922): ‘His old fellow made his tin from selling jalap to Zulus, or some bloody swindle or other.’

            † In the Victorian chapter of their sardonic history of England, 1066 and All That, published in 1930, W. C. Sellar and R. J. Yeatman observed: ‘It was during the wave of Justifiable Wars [against Abyssinians, Afghans, Ashanti, Burmese, Chinese, Sikhs, Zulus, etc.], that Spheres of Interference were discovered: these were necessary in all Countries inhabited by their own natives.’
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            Exploitations

         

         When my father went out to Africa to manage the business of Buchanan’s Kenya Estates, he was, though neither administrator, missionary nor soldier, in the central tradition of the British Empire, which began as a money-making private enterprise. In 1888, William Mackinnon, the Scottish grocer’s clerk who founded the British India shipping line on which we sailed out to East Africa, was granted Queen Victoria’s Royal Charter to open up the British ‘sphere of influence’ to ‘legitimate commerce’ with his new Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEAC). In a move that seems extraordinary today, the IBEAC was granted the power to administer all of British East Africa – modern-day Kenya and Uganda – comprising some 250,000 square miles or 160 million acres of territory. It had the power to raise taxes, impose customs duties, make treaties and administer justice (though there was immunity from prosecution for British subjects). Effectively, the IBEAC could mark its own homework, but from the start, says the historian Gordon Mungeam, it was ‘a struggling concern’.

         The Imperial British East African Company’s pockets were never deep enough for its grand ambitions. It took three months – ninety days – for a caravan to walk from the coast to Uganda; it was almost impossible to use horses and oxen because, unlike wild game, domesticated beasts could fall prey to the blood-sucking tsetse fly, which spread deadly trypanosomes that caused nagana in animals and sleeping sickness in people. Human ‘porterage’ – black men carrying sixty-pound loads on their heads and backs – cost around £300 a ton, and the toll on them was horrific. Hundreds could die when amoebic dysentery broke out. For this reason, 47IBEAC’s great plan for development was to build a six-hundred-mile road, followed by a railway line for locomotive haulage. The final step was meant to be the transport of a steamship upcountry by rail to dominate Lake Victoria. But the dream failed; the money ran out in 1895, long before all this could be achieved.

         In July 1890, as readers were buying H. M. Stanley’s new book, In Darkest Africa, the Anglo-German agreement was being signed. Under its terms, Uganda became a ‘British Zone’ and Zanzibar a British Protectorate, and Germany swapped Wituland, an area near Lamu on the East African coast, for the Heligoland islands in the North Sea. In his book The Age of Empire 1875–1914, the Marxist historian E. J. Hobsbawm points out the startling fact that in this period half a dozen states acquired about a quarter of the globe’s land surface as colonies. Germany gained more than a million square miles of territory, France some 3.5 million and Britain more than four million square miles. By conquest, occupation, proclamation, purchase or treaty, Britain acquired seventeen colonies in Africa containing sixty-five million people.

         Some thought this was not nearly enough. The imperial politician Cecil Rhodes wanted British settlers (‘the finest race in the world’, he believed) to occupy ‘the entire Continent of Africa’. When Rhodes announced in 1892 that he planned to run a telegraph and railway line longitudinally through Africa on an all-red route from the Cape to Cairo, Punch magazine published a striking cartoon by the illustrator Edward Linley Sambourne. ‘The Rhodes Colossus’ depicts Rhodes in khaki, arms outstretched, pith helmet in hand, rifle slung from one shoulder, triumphantly bestriding the entire continent, his gaitered right boot planted on South Africa, his left boot on Egypt, clouds under his armpits, holding aloft a strand of tightening telegraph wire, the cable of the Victorian internet.

         The Imperial British East Africa Company opened its first inland station in Kenya in 1889 at Machakos in Ukambani, Kamba country. From there, in August 1890, a British soldier called Captain Frederick Lugard set off north-west to ‘pacify’ turbulent Uganda 48for IBEAC, using Sudanese and Somali troops and a single, ageing Maxim gun.

         Lugard was born in India, hero-worshipped David Livingstone as a schoolboy, but had smelt the stench of death in the Second Afghan War and the Third Burmese War as a typical polo-playing, pig-sticking, tiger-shooting soldier. Motherless since the age of seven, the product of bleak all-male Victorian boarding schools, at the age of twenty-eight he fell in love with a pretty, witty, divorced and remarried woman, Frances Gambier. In Burma with his regiment, Lugard got a cable saying his beloved was badly injured in a carriage smash and raced to India where he found Frances not dying, but en route by sea to England. He followed her to London and found her, as his biographer Margery Perham discreetly wrote, ‘at that very moment engaged in bestowing her affections elsewhere’.

         Rejection struck Lugard like lightning, and he was galvanised into manic activity. In December 1887, he sailed with his regiment to Gibraltar, where he resolved to follow Livingstone and stop slavery. Then he decided to join the Italians in Eritrea preparing to invade Ethiopia. He set off with his entire fortune, forty-eight gold sovereigns, his five medals and decorations (including the newly instituted Distinguished Service Order, second only to the Victoria Cross for gallantry under fire) and his ‘favourite little .450 rifle’, bought from the reward he got for killing a man-eating tiger.

         Naples, Suez, Massawa. Lugard made his way up to the front line in Eritrea, hoping to die a heroic scout, but was rejected by the Italians and drifted from Aden to Zanzibar and then to Mozambique, where the British consul told him that Scottish Free Church missionaries up at Lake Nyasa could use a good soldier to fight armed Swahili-Arab slave traders. In early April 1888, penniless and intent on death or glory, Lugard headed up the river Kwakwa from Quilimane towards Lake Nyasa in a long canoe poled and paddled by eight African boatmen. His right hand was ‘perfectly useless’ because he had broken it punching the head of an Indian Mohammedan trader he considered ‘insolent’.49

         Photos of young Lugard show fierce, mad eyes like those of the explorer Richard F. Burton, over long, drooping moustaches. In 1888, as an adventurous soldier in northern Nyasaland (now Malawi), Lugard was wounded by gunshot at close range, scrambling over a fence, leading the attack on a Swahili-Arab slave traders’ stockade. The bullet went into his right elbow and through his chest, blowing letters in his breast pocket into his left arm. Bleeding, he walked for two hours back to his camp. He was not destined to die in frontier combat. In 1900, he entered the service of the government in Nigeria, becoming one of the best-known names in the British Empire.

         Lugard’s ambitious first book, The Rise of Our East African Empire, subtitled Early Efforts in Nyasaland and Uganda, was published in 1893. It disclaims any literary merit from ‘one whose life has been more full of action than of leisure’, recalling Allan Quatermain’s humble-brag in King Solomon’s Mines of being ‘more used to a rifle than a pen’. Lugard portrays himself as a dutiful servant of empire, not a man deranged by love.

         The book is in part an imperial fanfare for the coming age, ‘when the teeming populations of Europe will turn to the fertile highlands of Africa … British Central and British East Africa may be the embryo empires of an epoch already dawning – empires which … may rival those mighty dependencies which are now the pride of the Anglo-Saxon race.’ It is also an argument in defence of the Imperial British East Africa Company, which had become Lugard’s employer.

         IBEAC expeditionary caravans made ninety-two treaties with African tribes, and Frederick Lugard himself made several on his advance through Kenya in 1890. He says that he cultivated ‘relations of friendship and confidence with the natives’ including the prominent Kikuyu landowner Waiyaki wa Hinga, ‘extremely intelligent, good-mannered and most friendly’, and set up a stockaded station for IBEAC at a place called Dagoretti.

         Waiyaki was originally a migrant Maasai who had assimilated into Kikuyu society, changing his name from Ole Koyaki to Waiyaki. Like Thomson before him, Lugard noted the ‘prodigiously extensive’ 50cultivation and irrigation in Kikuyuland: ‘Indeed, the whole country may be said to be under tillage.’ He was impressed by the Kikuyu people too, finding them ‘honest and straightforward’, although ‘much addicted to drink’.

         According to Jomo Kenyatta’s 1944 pamphlet Kenya: The Land of Conflict, Lugard stated at the time that he had no desire to settle in their country. He told Waiyaki that all he wanted was the right of way for IBEAC caravans through Kikuyu country and food in exchange for goods he promised to bring later. Waiyaki and Lugard agreed to a ceremony of blood brotherhood, which involved incisions in the right hand and the killing and eating of a sheep, with each party taking a bite from the ceremonial meat at the end of every sentence of the treaty. Kenyatta wrote:

         
            The terms of this treaty – the only one which the Kikuyu people as free agents ever concluded with the British – were that the Kikuyu should supply food to the Europeans on fair payment, and that each party should refrain from doing harm to the other. There were no territorial concessions of any kind, and no clauses affecting the rights of the Kikuyu over their own land.

         

         But after Lugard had moved on from Kenya to Uganda late in 1890, violence broke out. Other Kikuyu who had not signed the treaty with Lugard attacked the station at Dagoretti. The small garrison abandoned it and the Kikuyu promptly burned it down. In April 1891, Major Eric Smith of IBEAC marched in and built a new fort on Waiyaki’s ridge. It had the first buildings made of burnt brick in equatorial East Africa and was surrounded by a deep V-shaped ditch, sharp stakes, two drawbridges and a barbed-wire fence. Its very name, Fort Smith, indicated the more hostile environment the Company was helping to create.

         Cultural misunderstandings were rife. The Europeans thought that Waiyaki wa Hinga, who had made the treaty with Lugard, was a ‘chief’ who therefore commanded and could give orders to all warriors. But this was not the Kikuyu way. Like many other forest peoples, they had no kings or centralised bureaucracy. As one of the 51best-known historians of Kenya, John Lonsdale, wrote, ‘Chiefship was a figment of the ethnographic imagination of the early British officials.’ From a hierarchical culture themselves, the Britons looked for chiefs, and where there were none, they tried to encourage them into existence. The Kikuyu had councils of elders (kiama) whose main function was as judicial assessors, settling disputes, so it was not, as the British thought, ‘treachery’ if the white man’s commands were not passed on. Nor were the Kikuyu a single unified body; one ridge or sub-clan might easily war with another. They did not live in villages, but separate homesteads. Even ethnicity could morph with intermarriage and altered economics.

         Were the Kikuyu a ‘tribe’? The historian of Africa Andrew D. Roberts points out that there is ‘a sense in which colonial regimes actually invented tribes’. He says that ‘contrasts based merely on dialect, or location, or livelihood, were hardened into legal and administrative constructions’. Terence Ranger, then the Cecil Rhodes Professor of Race Relations at Oxford, once told me that ‘the Kikuyu’ were really a colonial invention.

         European–Kikuyu relations broke down badly in August 1892, when the Swahili headman at Fort Smith was attacked. Waiyaki was blamed though it may not have actually been his people who did it. The agriculturalists did not like outsiders on their land. ‘Is this their country or ours?’ Waiyaki asked the war council at Uthiru in August 1892, before going off to deliver an ultimatum to the British white men: leave or be expelled by force. What happened is still disputed. Jomo Kenyatta asserts that Waiyaki was ‘decoyed into the European garrison on the pretext of signing a peace treaty’. Maina wa Kinyatti says that ‘the negotiations broke down and Waiyaki decided to leave the base’, alleging that he was then arrested, handcuffed and chained. European accounts say that the ‘ruffian’ Waiyaki was badly injured in a drunken affray with an intemperate white official called Purkiss at Fort Smith and, while being taken, under arrest, to exile at the coast, died from his fractured skull at a place called Kibwezi where he was duly buried. Burial was not a traditional Kikuyu practice: 52the dead or dying were usually left out for wild animals to eat. The African accounts say that Waiyaki refused to be taken away from Fort Smith, fought back fiercely and was murdered by the British. Bethwell A. Ogot called him ‘the first imperialist martyr in Kenya’. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o writes – and this is the story that many Kikuyu believe – that Waiyaki was not just interred at Kibwezi, but buried alive. The death of this ‘big man’ whom Kenyatta called ‘a great and powerful national ruler’ (muthamaki wa bururi) rankled. Over sixty years later, it would have direct consequences in a notorious act of retribution during the Mau Mau rebellion.

         After Waiyaki’s death, the commandant at Fort Smith, Francis Hall, who found the Kikuyu ‘very low class and very treacherous’, recognised Kinyanjui wa Gathirimu as the local headman or ‘chief’. He had been a caravan porter in 1890, and then a useful trader who supplied provisions to the British fort. Kinyanjui was an uncharismatic man who had been disowned by his family but, from the pragmatic British point of view, he was a ‘friendly’ rather than a ‘hostile’. Power and wealth could come from accommodating the new order. Under European protection, puppets could become potentates. Kinyanjui, a collaborator in a hyrax-skin cloak, would be appointed ‘paramount chief’ of Kiambu District. When he died in 1929, he owned many acres, had sixty wives and was a friend of Karen Blixen. (But Maina wa Kinyatti, director of the Mau Mau Research Center, considers Kinyanjui ‘a traitor’.)

          Understaffed, undercapitalised, without government subsidies for its proposed railway, and poorly led, the Imperial British East Africa Company eventually went broke. Consequently, on 15 June 1895, the Liberal prime minister Rosebery proclaimed the British East Africa Protectorate, and Britain bought out the Company’s rights, properties and staff for a quarter of a million pounds. However, since the Sultan of Zanzibar was forced at the same time to pay £200,000 in order to buy back from Britain the lease of his coastal concession, the British government effectively purchased East Africa for the knockdown price of £50,000. In strategic terms, the motive was to block 53rival powers like France from interfering with the River Nile, which ran four thousand miles down to British-occupied Egypt.

         In fact, no one knew what to do with this new entity, British East Africa. No master plan existed in the African Protectorates Department of the Foreign Office. It was just another pink patch on the map of the Empire upon which, as British people used to say, the sun never set (and, its enemies added, the blood never dried). ‘I know why the sun never sets on the British Empire,’ remarked the Princeton historian John Duncan Spaeth: ‘God wouldn’t trust an Englishman in the dark.’

         The new area was to be administered by a professional diplomat, Arthur Hardinge. He was already consul general of Zanzibar but now gained a new title: Her Majesty’s Commissioner. He was to rule through sub-commissioners who, being scattered upcountry and out of frequent contact, acted pretty much on their own initiative. Many of the staff Harding inherited from the Imperial British East Africa Company were young Scots with little experience of Africa. Communications were slow. Post was sent by African runners from different areas, who covered twenty-five miles a day. Giriama runners took the mail from Mombasa to Ndi, then Kamba men carried it on to Kikuyu, another name for Fort Smith, with Maasai finishing the run to Eldama Ravine. Not until May 1900 did a telegraph line connect Uganda to the coast.

         Early on, Hardinge was faced with the Mazrui rebellion by Swahili Arabs at Mombasa and a mutiny of Sudanese troops in Uganda. Indian regiments were shipped from Bombay with rapid-fire Maxim guns to suppress them. Then the Ethiopian Emperor Menelik momentously defeated the Italian army at Adwa on 1 March 1896. This victory of black over white inspired the warlike Ogaden Somalis to try to drive all Europeans out of their coastal territories of Kismayu and Jubaland, where Somalia met Kenya.

         White reaction was fierce. ‘These people must learn submission by bullets,’ wrote Arthur Hardinge indignantly to Francis Hall. ‘In Africa to have peace you must first teach obedience.’ Lugard fulminated that 54‘the firm hand is the merciful one to ignorant savages’. ‘You cannot have omelettes without breaking eggs,’ declared Joseph Chamberlain in 1897. ‘You cannot destroy the practices of barbarism, of slavery, of superstition … without the use of force.’

         Empires expand through violence. They also exploit the military and political weaknesses of those that face them. Clan and sectional fissures within and between the Maasai, the Kikuyu and the Kamba prevented them from ever joining forces against the invaders. Hardinge’s successor as the second commissioner of the British East African Protectorate, Sir Charles Eliot, thought the East African tribes ‘are not united by any national or religious idea which is likely to … combine them in a movement of resistance’. This was a plus for the Europeans. The Romans laid down the principle of conquest two thousand years ago: divide et impera, divide and rule.

         Imperialists rarely conquer alone. They find local allies, levies or ‘native auxiliaries’ to help. As the Kenyan historian B. E. Kipkorir observed, ‘Imperialism was essentially an exercise in collaboration.’ The British liked to employ Maasai spearmen and men from the Luyia and Luo tribal groups of western Kenya. For them, collaboration was a rational strategy. It was safer to become the ally of a powerful and dangerous invader. Colonial conquest is brutal. The Kenya of the 1950s Emergency may not have seemed very different from the Kenya of the 1890s and 1900s. The British suppressed some two dozen revolts by ‘recalcitrants’ among the Giriama, the Embu, the Kamba (using eight hundred Maasai levies), the Bukusu and Nyala Luyia (killing 450 warriors), the Luo, the Kakamega, the Kabras, the Tiriki, the Bunyore, the Nyangori, the Sotik and the Abagusii or Kisii peoples (two hundred killed there, ‘the machine-gun … almost red-hot to the touch’, twelve thousand animals seized).

         The Kikuyu were defeated by the British in 1904, again using Maasai spearmen as shock troops, leaving hundreds dead. The fiercest resistance to the advancement of the railway and consequent European encroachment was by the Nandi people. Some eleven hundred warriors were killed by the British, and sixteen 55thousand head of cattle and thirty-six thousand sheep and goats were taken. Ruthless Captain Richard Meinertzhagen of the King’s African Rifles never regretted the bloodshed: ‘In the long run,’ he wrote in the introduction to his Kenya Diary 1902–1906, ‘inflicting heavy casualties on an enemy will shorten the duration of a conflict, it will teach a lesson and will result in a more enduring peace than less violent measures.’

         Repression was done by the book. One of these was Colonel Charles E. Callwell’s Small Wars: Their Principle and Practice (1896). He argued that what was called ‘savage warfare’ (cf. Kipling’s ‘savage wars of peace’), waged against tribesmen, guerrillas and primitive rebels, was not like ‘civilised warfare’, the pitching of white men’s trained regular forces against each other. Non-conforming irregular opponents demanded harsher methods. However, he also said that ‘the enemy … should not be driven to desperation’, though not everyone followed this last piece of advice.

         The British South Africa Company’s mercenaries (police and volunteers) mowed down Matabele warriors ‘like grass’ at the Shangani River in 1893, using five Maxim guns that each fired five hundred rounds a minute. Maxims also ‘cleared the way’ to Benin City in February 1897. The British-led Anglo-Egyptian Army overwhelmingly won the battle of Omdurman, just north of Khartoum, on 2 September 1898, killing more than ten thousand and wounding sixteen thousand Sudanese while losing only forty-eight of their own officers and men. They achieved this by using ‘dumdum’ bullets in their magazine rifles and Maxim machine guns. Hollow-point Mark IV .303 bullets (originally manufactured in the Indian arsenal at Dum Dum near Calcutta) expanded on impact, flattening inside the body, causing graver internal injury and a larger exit wound. The dramatic effect of such ammunition on big game or human beings was called ‘stopping power’. As Hilaire Belloc wrote in 1898: ‘Whatever happens, we have got / The Maxim gun, and they have not.’

         In July 1899, Britain signed the Hague Convention, thereby agreeing not to use expanding bullets in ‘civilised’ war. But 56this engagement was not considered obligatory against native peoples who had not signed. Winston Churchill of the Colonial Office deplored the violent methods used by local British officials in repressing the Gusii or Kisii people of South Nyanza, after a man called Otenyo stuck a spear into the back of the British assistant collector for confiscating two of his cows. The administrator, Geoffrey Northcote, survived his wound, but the British so-called ‘Kisii Expeditionary Force’ inflicted nearly two hundred deaths in retribution. ‘It looks like butchery,’ Churchill minuted in February 1908, ‘and if the H[ouse] of C[ommons] gets hold of it, all our plans in E[ast] A[frica] P[rotectorate] will be under a cloud. Surely it cannot be necessary to go on killing these defenceless people on such an enormous scale.’

         (‘The only thing one can say for [the British Empire]’, Churchill said in 1909, ‘is that it is justified if it is undertaken in an altruistic spirit for the good of the subject races.’ ‘Yes,’ replied the poet Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, ‘but where do we find the altruism?’)

         Empire in Africa brought biological as well as military consequences. To join the ancient enemies – malaria, sleeping sickness, bilharzia, hook worm – now came rinderpest or ‘cattle plague’, introduced by the Italians in Somalia, together with bovine pleuropneumonia and other alien diseases which devastated native cattle and the whole pastoral economy. Herds of wild buffalo died, too. Cholera came from India, a bacterium that caused potentially fatal diarrhoea. Sand or chigoe fleas (Tunga penetrans), brought to Africa by accident from the Americas, laid the ‘jiggers’ that could infect bare feet and cripple people with abscesses and gangrene. Civilisation could also mean syphilisation. Outbreaks of smallpox among the Maasai in the 1890s spread to the Kikuyu and decimated both populations. Neither tribe buried all their dead. People fled, leaving huts open for the hyenas and vultures.

         Ngũgĩ wa Thiongo’s grandparents died when ‘a mysterious illness afflicted the region’:57

         
            Just before dying, my grandmother, believing that the family was under a fatal curse from the past or a strong bewitchment from jealous neighbours – for how could people drop dead just like that after a bout of body heat? – commanded my father and his brother to seek refuge with relatives.

         

         This melancholy story of people moving away from infection recalls the histories of the Americas in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, where accidentally introduced crowd-disease pathogens moved ahead of the European invaders, wiping out or depleting populations with no immunity, clearing the way for later settlers who found what they thought was an agreeable ‘natural’ landscape, but which had in fact been carefully tended by the peoples who had died or been displaced. White invaders of East Africa tended to insist that the map had been blank, terra nullius, no one’s land: ‘We have in East Africa’, wrote Charles Eliot in 1905, ‘the rare experience of dealing with a tabula rasa, an almost untouched and sparsely inhabited country, where we can do as we will, regulate immigration, and open or close the door as seems best.’

         In fact, who owned the land, the central question that led to the Mau Mau rebellion, was in dispute from the start. What the Kikuyu called their githaka – land (plural ithaka, estates) could not be exactly squared with English common law or the Indian civil code, and European confidence bulldozed through African subtleties of lease and subletting. ‘Of course it was government policy to sell land without telling the occupiers,’ said the Kikuyu activist Harry Thuku. ‘And if you asked these early white settlers and government people how they had sold off our land they would reply, “You have no land. The land belongs to God. God has given it to the white man and they have it now.”’ The process was called alienation and was based on a law passed in 1894 to allow the Uganda Railway to acquire land to lay tracks. ‘The word “alienate”, much favoured, means to dispossess Africans of the land of their birth and to give it to Europeans,’ stated the Kenya African Union pamphlet of 1952, Land Hunger in Kenya, two years before the Rankin family arrived.58

         And the land of promise looked so lovely. After the aridity of Suez and Somalia, and the appalling heat of the Red Sea, European travellers welcomed Mombasa’s lush viridescence. In October 1907, Winston Churchill rejoiced in its ‘shores of vivid and exuberant green’:

         
            On every side is vegetation, moist, tumultuous and varied. Great trees, clad in dense foliage, shrouded in creepers, springing from beds of verdure … and in the midst, dotted about, scarcely keeping their heads above the fertile flood of Nature, the red-roofed houses of the town and port of Mombasa.

         

         Elspeth Huxley in February 1933 looked with a more botanical eye:

         
            Bougainvilleas were everywhere, cherry-red, brilliant orange, royal purple, smothering the houses; flamboyants, hibiscus, datura, oleander, frangipani, many other flowering shrubs dazzled the eye: wonderful names, wonderful colours. Dark-foliaged mango trees … queer-shaped baobabs … coconut palms …

         

         When our ship SS Uganda finally docked in Mombasa’s Kilindini harbour in May 1954, our dark-haired Daddy was already there before us, waiting down there on the wharf, in a pale tropical suit, a folded East African Standard held aloft in his right hand, waving up to the family.
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            Train Line

         

         On arrival in British East Africa in May 1954, the Rankin family – bossy father, pregnant mother, three clutching, curious toddlers – transferred with all our luggage from Kilindini wharf to Mombasa train station. Both places were maintained by the East African Railways and Harbours Corporation, formed in 1948 to unify the rail links between Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika, as well as to run shipping services on some of the River Nile and the great inland lakes. Because we disembarked from the ship in the morning and the train did not depart until the late afternoon, we crossed Mombasa island and went for lunch at the Nyali Beach Hotel, with its hot white sand facing the sun-sparkling Indian Ocean. This is maybe where I first began screwing up my eyes and grimacing against the glare of light, a face my brother John can imitate to this day: ‘Nicky’s photo-face’. I was a few days short of my fourth birthday, a stormy, sulky, left-handed child with dark hair and grey-blue eyes, shy and self-conscious when being talked to or photographed, and happy to follow my eighteen-month-older brother John’s jollier leadership.

         The EAR&H train left Mombasa at 5 p.m. and arrived at Nairobi, 330 miles away and 5,900 feet higher up, at eight the next morning. It then continued its route via Limuru across the Rift Valley and the Equator, on to Kampala, the capital of Uganda, over seven hundred miles from the coast. The train’s three grades of ticket, first, second and third class, were a good fit for the colony’s three-rung structure: Europeans, Asians and Africans. I remember nothing of that first train ride, but I can recall later ones, peering excitedly out of the window as we pulled out of Mombasa over the bridge, watching as the sun began to set over palm trees, bananas and mud huts to the 60left of the black locomotive engine, chuffing smoke over its shoulder, hauling the rattling carriages onwards and upwards into the night. We had heard the xylophone gonging down the corridor, summoning Europeans to the gleaming dining car with its white napery and heavy cutlery. Head to toe in one bunk, John and I fell asleep rocked by the rhythms of the rails. Sometimes we would be woken – at Voi, where a branch line went west to Arusha; by strange wheel-tappings, clanks and voices speaking Swahili – before slipping away again to the train’s metal music.

         The railway was the game-changer for the country. On every continent in the Victorian and Edwardian ages, steam locomotives on iron tracks transformed the worlds of tribal peoples. Leonard Woolf saw railways as ‘the spearhead of political subjection and economic exploitation’. They were the cannulae that all the European imperialists – the Belgians, the British, the French, the Germans, the Portuguese – gouged into the body of Africa in order to drain commodities out andinject manufactured goods in. For the US journalist Frank Norris, the steam train stood for the insatiable power of monopoly capitalism, ‘the monster, the Colossus, the Octopus’. What Indigenous Americans had called the ‘iron horse’ was now for Africans the ‘iron snake’, a shiny creature bringing in the new, bringing down the old.

         Barack Hussein Obama travelled as a young man on the railway across Kenya, trying to imagine the train’s maiden voyage:

         
             … the African on the other side of the glass window, watching this snake of steel and black smoke passing his village for the first time. Would he have looked at the train with envy, imagining himself one day sitting in the car where the Englishman sat …? Or would he have shuddered with visions of ruin and war?

         

         The laying of the six-hundred-mile Uganda Railway – ‘the Lunatic Line’ – from the Indian Ocean to Lake Victoria Nyanza was the main task for Hardinge’s administration after the failure of the IBEAC. What John Lonsdale called ‘the iron backbone of conquest’ was begun in 1896, took five years to build, and eventually cost the 61British taxpayer nearly £8 million (£800 million in today’s money). Before they could start, docks had to be built at Kilindini to receive millions of sleepers, thousands of steel rails and girders, hundreds of locomotives, wagons, tenders, brake vans and passenger carriages. A 1700-foot viaduct had to be constructed from Mombasa island across Macupa creek to the mainland. Up the Rabai escarpment, through thick bush and forest, across the waterless Taru desert, the line began to creep forward, twenty-three miles the first year, ninety-eight miles the next.

         Just as the North American railroads were built by Chinese and Irish immigrants, so the men who built the Uganda Railway were not local Africans but a total of nearly thirty-two thousand British Indian labourers, the so-called coolies, plus five thousand clerks and craftsmen recruited from places like Lahore and Karachi, bearded Punjabis in baggy turbans and long cotton shirts, with lower-caste ‘untouchables’ at the bottom desperate for employment, working for twelve rupees or five dollars a month under Sikh jemadars who cursed and cajoled them. These Indian navvies were ravaged by dysentery, malaria, blackwater fever, smallpox, pneumonia and venereal disease, plagued by jungle sores that would not heal and jiggers that burrowed into their bare feet. They were soaked in rainstorms, broiled by fierce sun, chilled by highland mists. Hindus and Muslims quarrelled and fought with each other and with the local Africans, whose women and children some tried to lure into their squalid camps for sex. They went on strike, mutinied and threatened the chief engineer with death. They were ambushed by tribesmen, bitten by snakes and insects, infested by parasites, racked by fevers and charged by rhinoceroses while they hacked and dug, heaved and hauled, building thirty-five viaducts, forty-one stations and 162 bridges along 582 miles of permanent track, crossing the two escarpments of the Great Rift Valley. The human cost was high: 2,493 Indian workers died and 6,454 were left crippled by injury and disease.

         Twenty-eight men were killed and eaten by lions. Work on the railway came to a complete stop for three weeks in December 1898, 62when a pair of male lions wreaked havoc among the frightened Punjabi workers trying to build a three-hundred-foot bridge over the Tsavo river, about 130 miles north-west of Mombasa. The soldier engineer in charge, the martinet John Henry Patterson, later wrote a famous book, The Man-Eaters of Tsavo, about their terrifying nighttime attacks, telling how he eventually shot them both. An African lion could seize a grown man by head or feet, drag him out of a tent or carriage and then through a thick thorn-bush fence before noisily devouring him in the darkness.

         Feeding hundreds of railway workers was always a problem. In North America, the young sharpshooter William F. Cody got his nickname ‘Buffalo Bill’ by killing three thousand bison on the prairie so the Irishmen building the Kansas Pacific railroad could eat meat regularly. One adventurer who arrived in British East Africa in 1898, the same year as Patterson, was twenty-four-year-old John Boyes, a bantam-size cobbler’s son from Hull in Yorkshire, who had run away to sea when he was thirteen and knocked about the world from India to Brazil, and Africa from West to South. Boyes realised there was money to be made in supplying foodstuffs for the Indian soldiers sent up the line to put down an army mutiny in Uganda, and in transporting rice for the railway coolies, using donkey wagons and Swahili porters. As the Uganda Railway moved further inland in 1899, drought and epidemics led to a famine and Boyes saw an opportunity to get food from the agricultural Kikuyu and sell it on profitably to the track-layers.

         The skeleton administration running British East Africa had discouraged lone white traders from going upcountry after the adventurers Andrew Dick and Peter West were both speared to death in 1895, one by Maasai warriors, the other by Nandi fighters. But John Boyes slipped out of Naivasha against orders with a couple of bilingual Maasai youths and a few porters and went up the Kedong valley. There he passed the hill of skulls left by the Maasai massacre of an entire caravan of coastal porters four years earlier, and crossed the mountains into Kikuyuland by following elephant tracks through the bamboo. Very few Europeans had ventured into their country 63since Captain Lugard, so ‘red strangers’, as white men were known, were a rarity to Kikuyu people in 1899.

         The story John Boyes later told of his doings was, consciously or not, a reworking of Rudyard Kipling’s great fable of empire, ‘The Man Who Would Be King’ (1888). In Kipling’s tale two rascally soldier-adventurers, Daniel Dravot and Peachey Carnehan, set off through the Himalayas with a few Martini-Henry rifles to become ‘kings in Kafiristan’. John Boyes set off across the Aberdare range with a single Martini-Metford .303 rifle to become, in the title of his 1911 autobiography, the self-declared King of the Wa-Kikuyu. 

         The first Kikuyu warriors Boyes met were smeared with red and white clay and had noisy rattles strapped to their legs. Some wore black-and-white headdresses made of colobus monkey fur and carried spears and shields. Through an interpreter, Boyes asked for the headman and was led to the enclosure of Karuri wa Gakure, to whom he presented a gift of cloth. Karuri was about fifty years old and his earlobes were stretched long, plugged and decorated with bone and beads. William Robert Ochieng says that he was actually of Dorobo parentage, and rose to power because he had learned magic in Kamba country, becoming a feared mundu mugo, a word covering various classes of Kikuyu witch doctors, medicine men, seers and diviners. Karuri was also a muthigani, the keeper of the war charms who accompanied Kikuyu warriors in their raids on the Maasai. He knew of the world beyond his forest because he had dealt with Arab ivory traders and had sent out Kikuyu age-mates in armed caravans to trade tobacco, honey and foodstuffs for goods from the coast – beads, bracelets, seashells – which he sold on at a profit. Boyes describes Kikuyu homesteads set in a high clearing in the forest, a series of round beehive huts of wood and thatch, surrounded by a high, thick thorn fence, known as a zariba in Arabic, a manyatta in Maasai or boma in Swahili. You entered via a narrow tunnel under the fence made of large slabs of wood set aslant in the ground, so you had to crawl in on hands and knees, a good defensive feature against attack. Not long after 64Boyes arrived, a warring Kikuyu clan from another ridge attacked Karuri’s settlement. Boyes’s .303 rifle helped repel these enemies, and his bottle of iodoform crystals, which disinfected cut and stab wounds received in the fight, impressed Karuri, who decided to let Boyes live among them, take Kikuyu wives and start trading. The truculent little Yorkshireman was soon hiring porters and selling maize-flour posho, millet grain and other food to the railway surveyors and Uganda caravans at thirty rupees a load.

         Boyes claimed it was his tactical plan that helped Karuri defeat another Kikuyu chief called Wang’ombe, using a small group of warriors he trained with old firearms, and volley-firing arrows from behind a shield wall of spearmen. He also said that he personally made a peace deal between them. But the colonial authorities did not approve of John Boyes, who they thought was cheating and exploiting the natives. Two years later, Boyes was arrested and charged with ‘dacoity’, the Indian term for banditry, and accused of impersonating the government by flying the Union flag and putting his askaris or soldiers into uniform. He was taken to a sub-commissioner’s tin shanty in Nairobi and then down to Fort Jesus in Mombasa for trial, where he was acquitted of all charges.

         His freebooter’s animosity to officialdom was common among the first whites who came to Kenya, rough-and-ready men from the outer reaches of empire, schooled in hard knocks, and resentful of administrative authority. This cleavage between pioneers and those they thought ‘pen-pushers’ was deep and lasting.  You could still see the attitude by the time we got to Kenya in the 1950s. A red-faced British settler we knew from upcountry thought it a mark of his free spirit to fill in Kenya government tax forms in Turkish. My parents thought his bloody-mindedness ridiculous.

         Like the IBEAC before it, the Uganda Railway was a law unto itself, with its own administration, courts, police, fire and health service. Its right of way was paramount, so the track could take all the land a mile either side of where it was laid and more when needed. The taking of unoccupied land was supposedly legal because it 65was done by statute, ‘alienated’ lawfully by government authority, becoming ‘Crown Land’.

         The Land Acquisition Act of 1894 was passed in order to claim land for the railway, soon followed by the East Africa Land Regulations of 1897, the East Africa (Lands) Order-in-Council of 1901, and the Crown Lands Ordinances of 1902 and 1915. In 1921, Chief Justice Sir Jacob Barth, giving judgement in an inter-African dispute in the Kikuyu Reserve, stated that following Kenya Order-in-Council 1921, ‘all the native rights in such reserved lands, whatever they were under the Githaka System, disappeared, and the natives in occupation of such Crown Land became tenants at will of the Crown’. A blizzard of legalese obscured a giant land grab by the government and its agents, who moved African communities and leased land to European settlers and foreign corporations.

         By the end of May 1899, the Uganda Railway had reached Mile 327, a stream through a papyrus swamp whining with mosquitoes, but usefully situated on the last stretch of treeless, flatter land before the climb to the Kikuyu escarpment. The Maasai called the place enkare nairobi (‘cool water’) and a ragged depot of huts and tents soon sprang up around the newly moved headquarters of the railway company. In time this would grow into the city of Nairobi, which now has over five million inhabitants. By August, trains were regularly running between Nairobi and Mombasa. The first Nairobi cricket match was played in December 1899; local government was first established there in March 1900.

         Nairobi was not glamorous. When Captain Meinertzhagen arrived in 1902, he found one shop in a tin hut that sold bottled beer, cartridges, jam, paraffin, sardines and tinned food, plus a single hotel, Wood’s, a shanty in Victoria Street. Soldiers of the King’s African Rifles still lived under canvas but were just building their first solid barracks. Discipline was lax: white KAR officers openly kept Maasai concubines. The depot and cantonment was also full of Indians, setting up a bazaar and dukas to sell to the Africans, with fundis or craftsmen providing services to the first Europeans.66

         Many long-term British expatriates in Africa, including the consul John Kirk and the administrator Harry Johnston, thought that the Indians building, running and administering the Uganda Railway should be allowed to settle alongside its tracks. Indians were pioneers in many fields: the first medic to set up as a doctor in Nairobi was Dr Ribeiro, a Goan who used to ride a tame zebra. But when Sir Charles Eliot, the second commissioner of the British East African Protectorate, arrived in Nairobi in 1902, he opposed any notion of Indians having a greater say. Fastidious Eliot was a bachelor, a Buddhist and a brilliant scholar, but he was immediately nobbled by a group of nineteen European settlers who made it clear how much they disliked and feared economic and political competition from the Indians. As the historian M. P. K. Sorrenson has shown, Kenya’s first white settlers were mainly British South Africans, descendants of English colonists who went to South Africa in 1820, and came north to East Africa after the Second Boer War, bringing with them racialised attitudes and experiences. From 1903 to 1912, they were augmented by Afrikaner voortrekkers, single-minded folk who mainly settled on the Uasin Gishu plateau in western Kenya.

         The day after being lobbied by the Nairobi settlers, Sir Charles Eliot wrote his 5 January dispatch to the Foreign Office recommending that Indian settlement be confined to the lowlands. Kenya’s Highlands should be reserved for Europeans, he said, ‘Believing as I do that the East Africa highlands are for the most part a white man’s country.’

         A white man’s country. That phrase, redolent of racial exclusiveness and already used by European expatriates in Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, would appear again in Eliot’s own book, The East African Protectorate (1905), and on the title page of White Man’s Country, the 1935 biography by Elspeth Huxley, sub-titled Lord Delamere and the Making of Kenya.

         Lord Delamere (1870–1931) was born Hugh Cholmondeley, pronounced ‘Chumley’. He was an arrogant, hot-tempered, red-haired Old Etonian who had trekked southwards from arid Abyssinia and Somalia into the Laikipia plateau west of Mount Kenya early in 671898, and rejoiced to find cool high downlands (‘like a freer, grander Wiltshire’ wrote Jan Morris in her sketch of him), a delightful land with streams ideal for stocking with brown trout and pastures ripe for herds of sheep and cattle. It was the upper-class English emigrants’ dream of future estates and ranches which would be worked by willing (and cheap) black labour.

         Men like Delamere found in highland East Africa what other European incomers had seen in western North America – unfenced land teeming with game, a sunny Eden of animals on rich earth that had never seen a plough, no fences, no roads, no wheeled vehicles, and no towns or cities, whose handsome inhabitants wore animal skins or nothing at all, living in huts of mud and wood and grass. Delamere had romantic aristocratic notions of people without reading or writing, no science but magic, and no industry except tool-making, though they knew how to graze their herds of animals. As we have seen, ‘empty’ was the word often used by early settlers. The first explorers had seen Kikuyu country as a vast garden, but by the end of the nineteenth century, famine and the epidemic diseases outsiders introduced had depopulated so many areas that once cultivated fields were now reverting to bush.

         Delamere was called by the later Kenya Governor Sir Edward Grigg ‘the uncrowned King of Kenya to whom all the settlers looked up for leadership’. Delamere told Commissioner Eliot that the gorgeous Highlands of Kenya, bisected by the savannah of the Rift Valley, were too good for the Maasai who occasionally wandered across them. In Delamere’s view, tropical Uganda, fertile, swampy and sweaty, was obviously the black man’s country, while European drive and investment could turn the cool, mosquito-free uplands of Kenya into the white man’s country. Delamere mortgaged or sold land in Cheshire and ran up huge overdrafts to acquire two more estates in Kenya, Soysambu and Equator Ranch, totalling 142,000 acres. (Other Europeans got more: Powys Cobb obtained nearly 200,000 acres of Kenya, over 300 square miles, at Molo and Mau Narok.)68

         Delamere built Nakuru’s first hotel in 1908 and turned out to want modern progress in his romanticised feudal world. He ceaselessly experimented with agriculture, cattle and sheep, pigs and poultry, busily fencing, planting, laying irrigation pipes, leading the way in breeding rust-resistant wheat and milling its flour. He pioneered dairy herds and started a co-operative creamery at Naivasha in 1925. Delamere was, in fact, happy to squat down in the dirt with his Maasai herdsmen, though he was incapable of imagining that Africans could ever run their own country.

         Nor was he unusual in this belief. Commissioner Eliot saw the railway as helping ‘to found a white colony’. The train must pay its way by carrying more freight and white passengers, who would in time become the developers of the land, as in places like New Zealand, putting down roots, making this place their home for generations to come. A man could buy an acre of land for two rupees. In parts of Kenya a ‘section’ – a square mile of land, 640 acres – was offered free to any European farmer who would come out to tackle it.

         Africans did less well. In 1902 Eliot introduced an annual two-rupee ‘hut tax’ on the African population, not just to raise money (£24,000 by 1904) but also to chivvy tribal Africans into entering the labour market. They would have to work for the new white settlers in order to get the money to pay that tax. Self-sufficient African peasants were being pushed towards becoming wage earners, dependent on the colonists.

         Charles Eliot eventually resigned in a dispute over his power to allocate land. The commissioner was told by the Foreign Office he must cancel grants in the Rift Valley he had made to a couple of South Africans because London considered they infringed the land rights of the Maasai. This sounds altruistic, but at the same time Eliot was ordered to concede, at Gilgil near Naivasha (where I would later go to a British prep school), a land grant ten times bigger, five hundred square miles, to the East Africa Syndicate. This was an offshoot of the wealthy British South Africa Company whose directors had done a deal with the British foreign secretary. On April Fool’s Day 1905, the Foreign Office handed control of 69the East African Protectorate over to the Colonial Office. By then, Europeans owned or leased a million acres and Kenya was already, as Lord Cranworth’s 1912 book had it, A Colony in the Making.

         A puffing ‘Tribal Class’ locomotive pulled our snaking train across the acacia-dotted Athi Plains early on Thursday 13 May 1954. Through the left-hand windows of the carriage we children looked out over Nairobi National Park, a few miles from the city centre, home to African game: gazelle and giraffe, lion and leopard, buffalo, ostrich and rhino. We arrived at Nairobi railway station in the morning and drove to our new home in Africa through a day of sunshine and rain. The first two motor cars our family owned in Kenya were a taupe Opel station wagon with a sun visor, numberplate KBV 554, for our mother Peg, and Tennant’s Opel Kapitan, KBX 126, with louvred blinds in the rear window, more suitable for a general manager, a limousine chauffeured by a smart ex-soldier with a red fez. Obega was a former King’s African Rifles askari with a strip of medal ribbons on his uniform. He was married and had two children, a boy called Namanga born between John and me, and a little girl called Queenie, probably born and named around the coronation.

         The luggage went in the Opel station wagon driven by Obega, following behind bwana Tennant taking his pregnant memsahib and three totos in the Kapitan. That way, if there were a roadblock, Tennant could vouch for the trustworthiness of African Obega in the vehicle behind him. This was the land we had arrived in. Soldiers with rifles still patrolled Nairobi’s streets as part of Operation ANVIL, General George Erskine’s sweep through the capital’s African population that had begun a month earlier, manhandling and detaining thousands of Kikuyu suspected of Mau Mau sympathies or activities.

         North-west out from modern Nairobi we drove on a tarmac road through the European residential district of Muthaiga, with its houses set back from the road in large gardens of flowers and shrubs. Suburban houses gave way to red-earth farms, woods of black wattle, glimpses of glossy coffee trees, up through the market stalls and dukas of the trading township Banana Hill, brighter 70green tea bushes, past the Brooke Bond tea factory on the right, and then, going down again, round the shoulder of a ridge where a line of tall blue-gum eucalyptus trees rose up to the left. Now the main road curved down to a white stone bridge over a strip of papyrus swamp, then up through the trees towards Tigoni, Limuru and the Brackenhurst Hotel. In a skirmish near there, just the month before we arrived, a gang of Mau Mau led by Mohamed Mugwe Mathu killed three African policemen and stole their Lee–Enfield rifles with 360 rounds of .303 ammunition. April 1954 was also the month Ngũgĩ wa Thiongo’s brother Good Wallace Mwangi escaped arrest at Limuru, no more than six miles away.

         Our two cars branched left onto a red-earth drive with a Mohican of central grass, past a small, T-shaped signpost with RANKIN lettered in black. That was how Europeans found each other in the White Highlands, by somebody’s surname on a signpost, a person of property. The cars motored up the gentle slope to the top, where a flat area had been bulldozed into the crown of the hill, and parked by the pink jacaranda tree. Straight ahead on this grassy plateau was the corner of an L-shaped bungalow with a red-tile roof, a whitewashed brick house with metal-framed windows, looking out over a mowed lawn and English-style flowerbeds, beyond which the ground dropped away to a roughly grassed meadow running down to the main road, and a long view westwards across to a rising ridge of pastureland dotted with thorn trees on the other side of the green valley.

         Aged twelve, I wrote a schoolboy essay in blue ink with big handwriting in my maroon-coloured English exercise book and got sixteen marks out of twenty:

         
            our house in kenya

             

            Our house is situated 14 miles out of Nairobi, at Limuru. It was built in 1940.

            The outside walls are white-washed and the house is a bungalow.

            There are three bathrooms, 6 bedrooms, one kitchen, one dining-room, 71one sitting-room, a study, a junk-room, a garage for two cars and above it another room with a loft for keeping cases in.

            There is a front lawn of Kikuyu grass which is fronted by a long rolling stretch of long grass running down to the main road. To the left of this stretch is a swamp and a forest. The House is backed by large gum-trees which tower up for many feet.

            There is a magnificent view from the front garden over the wooded hills. There is also a vegetable garden in which we grow rhubarb, strawberries, lettuce, cabbage, onions etc.

            In the morning there is a mist and the ground is always covered with dew, but the mist soon clears. From about ten o’clock onwards the sun is usually boiling and one can be badly sunburnt.

            It is a lovely place for an equally lovely house, because it is so cool and yet can be so hot.

         

         Beautiful country; contested land.
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