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PREFACE

Every man who has served as the president of the United States had parents who lived out their lives upon American soil.

Barack H. Obama did not. That fact has lent the president with the singular name both a hint of the exotic and—as his critics see it—a whiff of something decidedly un-American. The blood that makes Obama black flows from a place that is distinctly Other. His father, the other Barack H. Obama, did not come from somewhere known to most Americans, like England or Canada—places where the habits and manners are akin to that of America. Although several of the parents of early presidents were born in England or Ireland, they soon made their way across the channel and built their homes here. But Obama’s paternal roots lie in far away Africa, specifically in the western region of Kenya that is populated by an ethnic group known as the Luo.

In Luoland, young men on reaching puberty routinely had their bottom six teeth removed as a coming of age ritual until well into the twentieth century. Polygamy is a long-standing practice, and men routinely take multiple wives to this day. The birth of twins is considered an ominous sign. At one time such a birth prompted a runner to streak to the home of the babies’ grandmother, where he would secretly bury a hoe in an effort to stem the bad luck that the twins’ arrival occasioned.

No other American president could say that about the land of their forefathers, nor would they likely brandish such information even if they could. Such a dramatic reflection of foreign roots—of “otherness”—is not exactly the kind of thing that wins the hearts and minds of voters in mainstream America.

It is partly for that reason that during Obama’s determined march toward the White House in 2008 not a great deal was said about his father. Nor did the media produce a much more detailed portrait. At the time, his father’s story was not easy to get, for the first Barack Obama had lived a disorganized life, one of fractured pieces that seemed to have little connective tissue. When he died in a car accident one night in 1982, even those close to him struggled to understand the chaotic forces that contributed to his end.

I played a role in that incomplete storytelling. In October of 2008 I wrote a profile of the elder Obama for The Boston Globe, where I had been a reporter for more than two decades. I was unable to go to Kenya to report the story but instead relied on dozens of telephone interviews and the contemporary journalist’s tools of the trade—e-mail and text messages. The story accurately reflected the arc of the elder Obama’s life, but there was much I could not understand without going to Kenya and walking the rocky plains that unfurl toward Lake Victoria and where his character was so deeply rooted. And yet the shadow of this mysterious presidential candidate’s little-understood father riveted me. Even the candidate, who had written a memoir in large measure about the father he met only once in his life, seemed to yearn to know more about his enigmatic parent.

In the final weeks leading up to the election I resolved that if Obama made it to the White House, I would pursue the larger story. There was so much that was not known. How had Obama Sr., raised in the scrappy bush hundreds of miles from Nairobi, achieved the lofty heights that he did? With his superior intellectual abilities, why did he not get the Harvard University graduate degree for which he worked so hard and yearned so deeply? What were the deeper roots of his downfall? It was clear that his heavy consumption of alcohol played a part. Obama was given the nickname “Double-Double” due to his habit of ordering successive twin shots of whiskey at one sitting, sometimes accumulating up to sixteen shot glasses before him. But that there were far larger elements at play in the unfolding of his life’s journey, not all of his own making, was also obvious. I knew from my initial reporting for the Globe that the older Obama’s life was an extravagant journey, one inextricably linked to the  painful disappointments of Kenya’s first presidency. The answers, somehow, must lie in the red dust of Luoland on the other side of the world.

I had never been to Africa before nor did I want to go in the slightest. Eight years earlier a young relative of mine died in a brutal accident in a game park in Botswana. Africa was the absolute last place in the world I wanted to venture. And yet questions about the likely next president’s father continued to nag at me. Who he was and how the force of his personality had shaped his second son, even in his absence, seemed to be critical elements in the unfolding presidential drama. If Obama were to become president, his largely unknown father lay at the core of a seismic event that would bear upon developments around the globe for years and, perhaps, even generations to come. I wanted to tell his story. Perhaps in going to Africa I could also find some deeper understanding of what had led to my family’s personal tragedy as well.

In December of 2008, one month after Obama won the election, I was on my way to the suburban town of Bracknell, west of London, to talk with Obama’s Sr.’s first wife, Grace Kezia. In her small apartment I heard my first words of Dholuo, the language of the Luo tribe, as she recounted for me how she met the new American president’s father at a Christmas dance more than a half-century ago. She showed me photographs of family gatherings at which the younger Obama had posed with half a dozen of his relatives wearing vivid African dress—the kind of pictures that had not figured remotely in the presidential campaign. That visit was the first step in a long journey that took me to Hawaii, remote parts of the United States, and Kenya time and again. By the end I had traveled seventy-five thousand miles. I had spent days talking with dozens of Obamas in the village of Kanyadhiang, where the first Barack was born, and on one memorable night I watched with them as a furious storm churned its way up from Lake Victoria and lashed its wet fury upon their thatched-roof homes. I had also broken two ribs, contracted salmonella poisoning from a buffet in an elegant Nairobi hotel, and endured two bouts of pneumonia. I had driven the torturous roads to countless remote homesteads bearing rolls of barbed wire, machetes, and sacks of sugar, which were my gifts for those generous enough to take their time from work to share their memories with me. On one of my last visits to Kanyadhiang, the goat I had  brought in the trunk of the car—the mode of transport for many an unlucky goat in Africa—was christened “Sally” in my honor. She was slaughtered shortly afterward—as is the fate of many an unlucky goat in Africa.

Not all Obamas were glad to see me. When the first Barack Obama died, he left behind a chaotic domestic tangle and a darkly checkered career. Some family members did not want his life’s story told. But if it was going to be told, they wanted one of their own to do it. The last person they wanted writing about Obama’s life was a mzungu (Swahili for a white person) from the United States. Several months after I started work on the book one Obama family member launched an e-mail campaign against the project, declaring that I was a Republican collaborator bent on bringing the president down and preventing him from running for another term. In the fall of 2009 Obama family members living near Kisumu, the principal city in western Kenya, received a flurry of such e-mails, and the e-mails’ impact was chilling. There is no electricity in the village, which lies not far from Lake Victoria, but there are many cell phones, so the word traveled fast. By the following spring, when my car bounced down the rocky dirt road leading to the village, the reception was decidedly cool. Ironically, the barrage of e-mails was launched from Boston, Massachusetts, a little over one mile from my office at the Boston Globe.


Fortunately, the Obama extended family is as large as it is diverse. Although the international media has identified the home of the president’s stepmother in Alego as the family’s epicenter, there are many Obama relatives in both Kanyadhiang and Nairobi as well as in the United States. A good number of them understood that my interest in the family had nothing to do with politics and everything to do with expanding the historic record. They welcomed me into their homes, walked with me along tree-lined Harambee Avenue in Nairobi, where he worked for many years as a government economist, and introduced me to scores of people who had known him. They unfailingly responded to my succession of phone calls, texts, and e-mails over the course of two years. More important, they were unflinchingly honest in addressing both the triumphs and turbulence of Barack Obama’s life. And when two Obama cousins accompanied me on my next journey to Kanyadhiang, the villagers moved beyond their wariness and once again agreed to talk.

The story of the president’s father lies only partly in human memory. I was fortunate to find several repositories of documents that provided revealing windows on Obama’s life both in Kenya and during the six years when he lived in the United States. On the back shelves of the Kenya National Archives in Nairobi there were hundreds of memos he wrote while working for the Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning and thick bundles of the minutes of meetings held during his years at the Kenya Tourist Development Corporation. In a storage facility in Lee’s Summit, Missouri, where the paper records of what was once called the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service are stored, there is a folder bearing the name Barack H. Obama, alien registration number A11938537, which contained memos stretching from the time he arrived in Honolulu in 1959 until he was forced to leave Cambridge, Massachusetts, against his will in 1964. Assorted archives yielded still more. There were a dozen blue aerogrammes about Obama in the archives at Syracuse University and letters he had written to the popular Kenyan nationalist Tom Mboya stored at Stanford University. The paper trail was long.

What I found in the end was a story as unlikely as that of a certain Chicago lawyer who set his eyes on the White House and, despite the conventional wisdom that it couldn’t be done, wound up being the first black man to live there. His father did something extraordinary as well.

The son of a cook for the British colonists in Nairobi, the first Barack Obama was a man of brilliance, one whose probing intellect enabled him to soar above his peers in the scrappy tropical bush in which he was raised. His destiny was to stand amongst a singular group of young Kenyans who were dispatched to America for an education and charged with shaping the course of the Kenya nation in the heady years after it achieved independence in 1963. Even among that handpicked group, Obama excelled. He was one of an elite cadre who was accepted for graduate study at the world’s most prominent academic institution, Harvard University. As a young man, a path of limitless opportunity unfolded before him.

But Barack Obama was also a man prone to a certain reckless extreme. On his return to Nairobi, unable to hold down a handful of highly promising jobs, his astonishing early promise wilted. Confronted with the freewheeling society of postcolonial Nairobi in the 1960s, Obama struggled to maintain his equilibrium. When he brazenly challenged the nation’s steady  drift to the political right and then courageously defied the country’s autocratic first president when most others dared not, the momentum of his already faltering rise stalled. Just six years after he returned from the United States, the arc of his life had spun into a downward spiral from which he would never fully recover.

Some called him an impatient intellectual. Others saw him as an idealist, a man who could not square the political reality of the day with his heartfelt vision of a genuinely democratic Kenyan society. Whatever he is called, Barack Obama committed his life to the belief that the bounty and the burdens of the country he so loved should be shared by all. In the end what broke him was his disappointment in the failure of that dream.
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THE OLD MAN

The sign is meant for tourists. But not many get this far.

It stands on the side of a red dirt road in western Kenya so pocked with holes that it is nearly impassable, its historic message shrouded in a thick coating of dust. “OBAMA OPIYO,” it declares in blue capital letters, “Great grandfather of BARACK OBAMA Jr. (President, USA.)” A mere four generations does not begin to tell the story. This is Africa and so the forefathers must be acknowledged too. On the right side of the sign there is a list of the names of the past eight generations.


NYANYODHI

OCHWO

OBONG’O

OPIYO

OBAMA–1

HUSSEIN ONYANGO

BARACK OBAMA SR.

BARACK OBAMA Jr.

(President, USA)



A red arrow points to the left, where the village of Kanyadhiang lies one teeth-jarring kilometer away. This is where the Obama side of an unlikely presidential epic begins. The American president’s father, Barack Hussein Obama, was born here in a round mud hut with a thatched roof, a short distance from the once-bountiful waters of Lake Victoria. Nearly one hundred years before him a young farmer known as Obong’o decided to settle  here in the mid 1800s, one finger of a vast diaspora of Luo pastoralists that came out of Sudan starting in the fifteenth century.1 Although the earliest Obama ancestors, known as Jok’ Owiny, had migrated to the lake’s Winam Gulf region generations earlier, Obong’o was the one who established the family’s home on the south side of the gulf, attracted by the rich fishing prospects and abundance of wild animals in the surrounding forests. The hut is long gone now, but several hundred Obamas still live in the shadow of the towering blue gum trees that the president’s grandfather planted.

Since Obongo’s arrival, little has changed in Kanyadhiang, which means “the place of the daughter of the cows” in the tribal language of Dholuo. There is no electricity, and people must still carry water by bucket up the hill from the muddy shores of the Awach River, although now they must treat it with purifying agents before it can be used. Cows and an occasional chicken wander the gently rolling terrain and pause to nibble the delicate yellow blossoms of the siala tree that hangs over Obama Opiyo’s grave.

This is Luoland, the ancestral home of the Obama family’s Luo tribe. It is a place where a young man’s bottom six teeth were once routinely removed as a symbol of coming of age, and children are still often named for the conditions that prevailed at the time of their birth. In the Luo language “Onyango” means born in the early morning, whereas the common name “Okoth” means born while it is raining. In the weeks after the name Obama was engraved in history as the forty-fourth president of the United States, a great many babies were given the name. “Obama” is derived from the word bam, which means crooked or indirect.

The first Barack Obama is Kanyadhiang’s greatest success story. Long before that name entered the global political lexicon, it carried great weight in these parts. Many among the older generation in the village remember Obama as a child swimming at Rapandu Beach, a point of the river reserved for men, and his prowess at the dance competitions in the lantern-lit dimness of the Kanyadhiang Social Hall. But Obama’s mind was even faster than his feet, and he wielded his intelligence as a passport to transport him to the farthest reaches of the globe.

Ever since his son became a candidate for the U.S. presidency, a truncated version of the father’s life story has become stock fodder. It goes like this: In the late 1950s, as Kenya was beginning to prepare to assume  independence from the British colonial government that had occupied the country for over sixty years, Obama was one of a select cadre of young men and women chosen to travel to the United States to get a college education. He ventured to the University of Hawaii, where he met a young girl with luminous brown eyes named Ann, and in only three years he graduated Phi Beta Kappa. Then, incredibly, the boy who had walked barefoot five miles to school each day and whose job had been to lay a mix of cow dung and mud on the earthen floor to keep the dust down, won a scholarship to pursue his PhD in economics at Harvard University. On his return to Nairobi at age twenty-eight, Obama landed a job as an economist at Shell/BP and was poised to take his place among the uhuru, or “independence” generation charting the course for newly independent Kenya. With a wardrobe of tailored suits and a mzungu, the Swahili word for a white person, for a wife, Barack Obama was destined to be a Big Man, for sure. A photograph of him leaning against his blue Ford Fairlane and flanked by beaming villagers, which was taken on the day he returned from the United States, sits on a cousin’s mantel in Kanyadhiang and is a cherished family possession.

As suddenly as it began, however, his ascent was over. Six years after he returned from the United States, Obama had been let go from one promising job and was fired from another, his career abruptly dead-ended. All three of his marriages had failed, and he was barely on speaking terms with any of his children. Penniless and increasingly dependent on his beloved Johnnie Walker Black, he collapsed at night on the floor at a series of friends’ homes and lived for periods alone in a solitary hotel room. It was a monumental fall. Few, even among those closest to him, understood why it happened and the elements that contributed to it.

“Barack was a very upsetting case,” said Wilson Ndolo Ayah, a schoolmate of Obama’s who worked in a host of government ministries and served as a member of the Kenyan parliament. “He didn’t commit a crime. He didn’t do something wrong particularly. He just didn’t finish the race. As schoolboys, we were always taught that you must finish the race no matter what. But he didn’t. He just collapsed.”

 




LATE ON A NOVEMBER evening in 1982, Obama was driving home when he rammed his white pickup truck headlong into the high stump of  a eucalyptus tree at the side of the road and died instantly. He was fortysix. Obama’s eight children, some of whom had not seen him for years, largely closed the door on the subject of their father. For better or worse, the Old Man was gone.

A quarter-century later another Barack Obama emerged, this one a cerebral U.S. Senator from Chicago who was angling, quixotically it seemed, for the Democratic nomination for the U.S. presidency. As that heavily laden name dominated the headlines and the nightly news, it triggered a flood of complex emotions among some of the elder Obama’s children. They were struck at how oddly the younger Barack’s name was pronounced. The Old Man had also been called Barack, but his was a working man’s name, with the emphasis on the first syllable. The American pronunciation was heavy on the second syllable, giving the name a more formal, somewhat aristocratic cast. This particularly amused the elder Barack’s three surviving wives—not that they were talking to each other.

Reporters scoured the younger Obama’s background, and questions invariably arose about his namesake and the Kenyan family he had met on a handful of occasions. The phenomenon of Obama’s candidacy and the worldwide prominence that his name achieved after he became America’s first African American president prompted some of the children to begin rethinking their relationship with the Old Man and to grow curious about the elements of his chaotic life. Somehow they were all bound by that restless, bespectacled onslaught of a man who was their father and now to this gentler but no less intense version of him on the front pages of America’s newspapers.

The questions led to more questions. Who was their father? And who, for that matter, were really his children? To get to the truth of the man, how could any of them penetrate the skein of lies and half-truths he had woven? Even the makeup of his immediate family was a confounding jumble. Three years after his death some of his children and wives became embroiled in a legal brawl aimed at establishing exactly who his legitimate heirs were and to which of his “wives” had he actually been married.

The colorful legal drama, which went on for years, pitted the first wife against the fourth, the eldest son against the youngest, and generally divided the family into two warring camps. At the heart of the matter was  a claim by Obama’s first wife, Grace Kezia Aoko Obama, that she had never divorced her husband and remained married to him at the time of his death.2 If that were true, then none of his subsequent three marriages—including the one with the president’s mother—would have been legitimate. A host of family members who took sides on the issue provided conflicting affidavits peppered with name-calling and insults. Even Obama’s sixty-seven-year-old mother, frail and heartbroken over her first son’s death, weighed in and declared that Grace had long ago divorced her son.3 The Nairobi High Court judge considering the dizzying squabble apparently believed Obama’s mother: In 1989 Judge J. F. Shields ruled that not only had Grace divorced her husband but also that two of the four children she claimed he had fathered with her were not his sons at all.4 And that was just the first phase of the battle.

The name of Barack Hussein Obama II, the second son, crops up only incidentally in the bulging pink case files in Nairobi’s High Court. No one in the case ever challenged the legitimacy of his paternity. But in July 1997 Barack Hussein Obama of Chicago, Illinois, deftly extracted himself from the matter with a brief letter to the court disavowing any claim he might have on the estate, which was worth about 410,500 Kenyan shillings, or $57,500, at the time his father died. He wrote the letter six months after he was sworn in to serve his first term in the Illinois Senate representing the 13th district.

Nearly a decade earlier, in the summer of 1988, Obama had launched his own effort to uncover the father about whom he had often wondered. At the time, his father had been dead for six years and he had just completed work as a community organizer in Chicago and was preparing to enter Harvard Law School. During a five-week visit to Kenya, Obama met many members of his sprawling clan for the first time and listened to their stories of his father’s political frustrations and domestic travails. He also found that many of his relatives had no greater command of his father’s essence than he had gleaned from his mother’s recollections. The elder Obama seemed a baffling mystery to many with whom he had lived and worked, including his disparate tribe of children.

Although he was a master of the verbal parrying and one-upmanship that are the Luos’ stock in trade and was famous for his legendary black velvet baritone, the elder Obama confided in virtually no one, not even  those in his wide circle of drinking comrades. Talk of personal matters, and certainly of children, he considered to be a show of weakness. He mentioned the son he had fathered while in Hawaii to only a handful of his closest friends and family members, even though he kept a photograph of that little boy, riding a tricycle with a small cap perched jauntily on his head, on his bureau. Taken a couple of years after he had left his small family in Hawaii, the picture always followed him through his many moves and dislocations.5


His children may have understood him least of all. As Auma Obama, President Obama’s half-sister, says in Dreams from My Father, “I can’t say I really knew him, Barack. Maybe nobody did ... not really. His life was so scattered. People only knew scraps and pieces, even his own children.”6


Some of his children have pored over the letters and papers their father left behind, trying to pull all those inconclusive scraps and pieces together. Four of the five children indisputably fathered by Barack Obama have written books that are at least in part a rumination of the Old Man and his impact on their lives. Like Dreams from My Father, each of the works is a yearning of sorts, an effort to make some sense of their father’s character and complex legacy.

Only his firstborn son, Abong’o Malik Obama, a volatile fifty-three-year-old who lives with his three wives near the family’s compound in western Kenya, has not written a book about his father—at least not yet. Malik recently made headlines of his own when he took a nineteen-year-old schoolgirl as his third wife. He has also irritated some Obama family members when he built a small mosque on his property that the steady parade of tourists heading to the Obama compound pass daily. Some Obamas worry that such a glaring symbol of the family’s Muslim faith will negatively impact the Obama presidency. Malik has accused others of trying to profit from his father’s life and says that he intends eventually to write the definitive biography of his father himself.7


Auma Obama, Obama’s only daughter and the second of his children born to his first wife, Grace Kezia, has painful recollections of a distant father who rarely spoke to her and often returned home from work drunk and irritable.8 But as she read some of the newspaper accounts of his life, she found she wanted to understand more about the forces that shaped his experience and left him so embittered. She called Peter Oloo Aringo, a  longtime friend of Obama’s and then a member of Kenya’s Parliament representing the Alego district where he spent his childhood, who recalled that Auma was “very troubled about [her father’s] life. She had spent more time with him than most of the children, but she felt she had not known him at all. She wanted to know how we had gotten along, how we had been friends, that kind of thing. But mostly she wanted to understand what had led to his downfall.”

Two months before the 2010 midterm elections in the United States, Auma published a memoir in the language of her adopted Germany, called Das Leben kommt immer dazwischen, or “Life Always Comes In Between.” Her book is a deeply felt lamentation for a father so preoccupied with his own ambition, so riven by his own insecurity, that he barely sees the lonely little girl gazing up at him. When at last he reaches out for her toward the end of his life, she yearns for him but does not absolve him. “I simply could not forgive my father,” Auma writes. “So much had gone wrong while we were together and in my eyes, then and now, it was his fault.... He never had time to listen but acted as if everything was alright. He had never asked us, and maybe himself, how we children were actually doing.”9


Few were as profoundly affected by the Old Man as Mark Ndesandjo, the oldest of two boys born in Kenya to Obama Sr. and his third wife. By that time in his life, Obama Sr. was, according to Mark and his mother, a profoundly abusive husband who cheated on his mother repeatedly and often beat her. Deeply traumatized by his childhood years, Mark left Kenya to attend college in the United States in the 1980s and resolved to have nothing more to do with the hated Obama name.10 When he met his half-brother Barack for the first time on a visit home to Kenya, Mark told him, “At a certain point I made a decision not to think about who my real father was. He was dead to me even when he was still alive. I knew that he was a drunk and showed no concern for his wife or children. That was enough.”11 Determined that he would be nothing like the cold and loveless man who haunted his childhood, Mark had blocked all memory of him.

By the time the presidential cavalcade came two decades later, Mark was a forty-three-year-old international marketing consultant living in Shenzhen, China, with a BA in physics from Brown University and master’s degrees from Stanford and Emory Universities. At least once during  the campaign he met with the half-brother he resembles markedly in both stature and expression. Obama describes his brother’s appearance as though he were “looking into a foggy mirror.” Like his siblings, Mark found himself propelled by his half-brother’s inspiring success to reexamine the family’s turbulent history and open doors he had long thought firmly closed behind him. He spent months reading the diaries that his mother kept during the seven years she was married to his father and began to ply her with questions he had never wanted to ask before.12


Years earlier Mark had begun work on a book that explored many of the same issues that Barack Obama wrestled with in Dreams from My Father. Mark was likewise struggling with questions about his own mixed-race identity, his relationship to his father, and his search for rootedness. Obama’s election in November of 2008 is what moved him to complete his manuscript, and at the end of 2009 he wrote an autobiographical novel called Nairobi to Shenzhen: A Novel of Love in the East under the name Mark Okoth Obama Ndesandjo. The world’s embrace of the Obama name had at last enabled him to take ownership of it as well.

In his book the father figure is a menacing and dangerous presence. His son—David in the book—remembers him as “the hulking man whose breath reeked of cheap Pilsner beer who had often beaten his mother. He had long searched for good memories of his father but had found none.”13 One night, the father turns violently on his wife while their six-year-old son cowers in the next bedroom listening in horror. “His mother’s voice was screaming as if terrified,” Mark wrote. “The child almost didn’t recognize it. And then there were some thumps as of someone falling. His father’s angry voice raised itself as if in a duet with the unrecognizable voice. . . . His mother was being attacked and he couldn’t protect her.”14


Nor did his conversations with his mother trigger particularly happy memories of his father. “I do not remember him ever smiling. Except when he drank,” Mark said in an interview.

Yet, as with his older brother’s memoir, even Mark found a resolution of sorts through his writing. In revisiting his experiences, he began to reflect on his own father’s life and the hardships he too had endured. “I knew that my father had been through some traumatic experiences as a child and I began to realize that there must have been an emotional hardening in him  that was not his fault,” Mark explained. “When love is absent or you are physically abused as he was you develop a hard emotional skin. And that made me think differently about him.”

Next in line is George Hussein Onyango, the youngest of the sibling tribe, now twenty-nine, who lives in the sprawling Nairobi slum of Huruma on the city’s east side. In the final months of his life Obama Sr. moved in with a young woman less than half his age, named Jael Atieno Onyango. George, their only child, was born six months before Obama died and had little contact with other Obama family members until his political half-brother came on the stage. His mother’s claim as an heir is what triggered the legal battle over the question of who was Barack Obama’s wife at the time of his death.

George too has grappled with his enigmatic father. A year after Obama’s election George wrote a memoir called Homeland: An Extraordinary Story of Hope and Survival. For George, the absence of his father initially propelled him downward, not up. But his tale is one of resurrection. It begins with a grim depiction of his youth: School expulsion is followed by the drinking of the alcoholic brew known as chang’aa and the smoking of weed which culminates in a prison stay on robbery charges that are ultimately dismissed. Confronted with Obama’s inspirational Senate victory in 2004, however, George managed to bring an end to his ghetto lifestyle and recast himself as an advocate for Huruma’s poor and dispossessed. Now, soccer is his passion.

Obama Sr. wafts through his book like the ghost that he was to his youngest son, materializing briefly in often heroic proportions. Family members describe him as famously generous, readily paying the school fees for a host of nieces and nephews and doling out fistfuls of cash on his visits back home. A man of abiding principle, Obama Sr. burned with a passionate faith in his country and a willingness to challenge its increasingly corrupt political leaders at a profound personal cost. He may not have always shown it—he was an African man, after all—but he felt deeply. As George flounders through his early teenage years in the book, family members are forever reminding him of the brilliant economist who was his father and urging him to follow in his father’s footsteps. He quotes his mother as saying that Obama Sr. “would have been a role model for me  if he were still alive.... She remarked what a tragic loss his death had been for her and the wider family, if not the country as a whole.”15


Despite the sometimes brash tone of his book, in person George is a shy young man who seems a bit bewildered by the juggernaut of his American brother’s success, not to mention the trail of international reporters who began to journey down the rutted dirt road to his shack in 2008, marveling in their stories at the disparity between his life and that of the president. The comparison was jarring on both ends, as each Obama son was cast at the radical end of an astonishingly unlikely spectrum.

Although George has mourned the lack of his father, the absence of much of his immediate family occupies him even more as he sits under a string of drying laundry in the makeshift tin shack in which he lives with several cousins. In fact, only when Obama visited Kenya in 2006 did George meet some of his relatives on his father’s side for the first time and visit the home of his step-grandmother, known globally as Mama Sarah.16 Jael has remarried and lives with her new family in an Atlanta, Georgia, suburb, though she has tried repeatedly without success to get him a visa to come to the United States.

In the churning alleys of Huruma, however, an Obama is still an Obama, and many in Kenya assume that must mean a link to the White House and all its power and riches. George is often accompanied by a heavy-set young man with blood-shot eyes whom he half-jokingly calls “my security man.” But the truth is that George has little more access to the president than the tattered beggars who live next door to him in Huruma. George has met Barack Jr. on two occasions—once when Obama dropped in on his school when he was a five-year-old and again when he visited as a U.S. Senator.

George is hopeful that eventually he will get to talk to President Obama about their father. For when George himself wanted to learn about the Old Man, it was to Dreams that he turned. “I still have a lot of questions,” George shrugs. “I’d like to know who my brothers are and I’d like to know who my father was. I’m proud of him. I think.”

 




A YEAR AFTER HIS FATHER’S DEATH, Obama met him one night in his sleep, “in a cold cell, in a chamber of my dreams,” he wrote in his memoir. He found his father locked in the cell alone, dressed only in a cloth  wrapped around his waist, his face ashen and thin. The elder Obama appraised his son and told him how much he loved him. But when the son tried to depart with his father and insisted that they leave the cell together, Obama the father refused. Obama awoke weeping at the loss of his father but realized also that “even in his absence his strong image had given me some bulwark on which to grow up, an image to live up to, or disappoint.” 17 Obama resolved then and there to search for his father, to somehow come to know him.

While still in his twenties, in the course of a search for his own identity that he chronicled in his memoir, Obama Jr. spent years inquiring about the father he met only once in his life. In talking with family members in Kenya, he made the painful discovery that his father had not been the towering success that he had been led to believe as a child. Although he gained a radically new perception of his father, Obama acknowledged in the end that “I still didn’t know the man my father had been. What had happened to all his vigor, his promise? What had shaped his ambitions?”18 Like many of his half-siblings on his father’s side, ultimately Obama was unable to comprehend the forces that created and shaped the Old Man.

The person in the world best positioned to uncover the story of the first Barack Hussein Obama is, of course, the president of the United States. With infinite resources and manpower at his disposal, he could presumably assign a team of investigators to the task and have a comprehensive profile for his eyes only in short order. Family members who have presented sanitized narratives to the media or even refused to talk at all would likely be more inclined to share their blunter perceptions with one of their own. But, apparently, he has not done so. Despite the research he completed as he prepared to write Dreams, his old man remains a thinly understood character in his book, a brooding specter. Obama seems ambivalent about just how far he wants to go in probing his father’s soul. There are many places he has not gone.

What he discovered on his Kenya sojourn was that Barack Senior was a man fundamentally flawed by his own inner demons and undone by his own fears, much like his own father, Hussein Onyango, before him. If he had been so inclined, the younger Obama might have gone one step further and discovered a curious reflection of himself, another “foggy mirror.” After all, the two men have much in common. Both Baracks grew to  be men of keen intellect and analytic ability. A boldness of ambition enabled each of them to imagine a life for themselves far beyond the proscribed circumstances of their birth. Each man exhibited hubris, some would call it arrogance, that enabled them to dream large—and they did so despite the fact that they had each been orphaned by a parent, left to explain that empty space as best they could. As it happened, the two of them came of age at a time when the currents of change revealed before them a life once thought impossible.

And each of them walked toward that opportunity without hesitation.

Barack Obama Sr. believed he had failed in his life, but the full scope of his existence was unknown to him. Had he been aware of the events to come a generation later, he might have appraised himself somewhat differently. For what greater success could a man aspire to than to have produced a child who would become the first black president of the United States, the person who stands at the helm of the world? One wonders what he might he have said if he had known of his own filial legacy. Neil Abercrombie, governor of Hawaii who was a student with Obama Sr. at the University of Hawaii, grasped his essence better than most. “If someone had come up to him and said, ‘You know, your son might be the president one day,’ he would have said, ‘Well, of course. He’s my son.’”19
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“For a bird, the world is never too far.”

 



 



 




The tribal prophet Kimnyole arap Turukat foretold its coming long before the white man knew of it himself. It would rear from the vast lake to the east, a lethal iron snake belching smoke and fire and uncoil across tribal lands before at last quenching its thirst in the waters to the west. The beast would bear with it a kind of foreigner never seen before, a “red stranger” who would one day rule the land. Kimnyole was right.

The white man called it the Uganda Railway, a 582-mile steel corridor that would link the coastal city of Mombasa to the shores of Lake Victoria and the dark heart of the African interior beyond. Launched by the imperial British government in 1896, it was the one of the largest engineering efforts in the empire’s history. It was also a colossal financial disaster, costing more than double its original price tag of £2.2 million and requiring the importation of more than thirty thousand Indian laborers, many of whom were devoured by lions. As the beleaguered railroad inched across the arid African plain, the British press dubbed it the “Lunatic Line.” But when it was complete, it dramatically altered the land that would become Kenya, propelling the nation into the twentieth century at a dizzying pace.

On December 21, 1901, the Times of London exultantly reported that the final rail plate had been laid at the terminal of Port Florence and the interior of East Africa was at last open to the world.1 There was still a great deal to be done. Spurs and branch lines needed to be constructed. A fleet of steamers that could ferry passengers to the other side of the lake and  return laden with the Ugandan riches of ivory, skins, and horns had yet to be assembled. And then there were the Africans. Since the iron snake’s arrival, Kimnyole’s people, fierce warriors called the Nandi, battled the beast as best they could, raiding the British outposts and stealing precious steel, wires, and supplies. But the imperial machine churned steadily forward, and many of the Nandi were slaughtered in a hail of British bullets.2


Word of the white man’s coming traveled fast across the grassy plains of the Kavirondo region that sweeps down to the lake’s edge, the home of what was then Kenya’s third largest ethnic group, the Luo. Few had ever seen a white man but for the occasional missionary or Arab trader who came laden with sugar and cloth. They called the newcomer the “red stranger” for his curious skin tone, which seemed alternately pale or flushed, depending on how long he was in the sun. It was said that if you touched his skin, it would come off in your hand because it was so soft.3 He had flat hair and his body was covered from neck to knee with clothing, whereas the Luo wore only a stretch of animal skin or loosely draped cloth. Many of the newcomers carried deadly metal sticks that erupted with fire.

In a small village fifty miles south of the railhead, the elders discussed these developments among themselves. It seemed best to stay away from the foreigners for the time being until their purpose could be understood. But at least one young man, a tall boy with curly dark hair, did not heed the elders’ advice. His name was Onyango Obama, and he was the second of eight brothers born to Obama Opiyo in 1895, the same year that the British proclaimed the territory its East Africa Protectorate. He would be one of the first from his village to learn English and Swahili.

From the beginning Onyango was not like the other boys. He was solemn and rarely played with the other children in the village, preferring instead solitary pursuits of his own. He never sat still for more than a few minutes, and some laughed that he had “ants up his anus.”4 But he was intensely curious about many things and would often sit at the feet of the elders as they discussed the medicinal values of plants. In this way he learned the herbalist’s secrets—useful knowledge in a land where magic and religion are entwined and spirits called night runners, or jajuok, streak through the darkness emitting chilling sounds.

Onyango was also curious about the white man and resolved to learn about him. One day, as a young teenager, he headed on foot to Port  Florence, which would be renamed Kisumu, and was not heard from for many months. On his return, he seemed a different person. He wore the pants and shirt of the white man, and his feet, unbelievably, were clad in shoes. When asked why he was wearing such strange skins, Onyango said nothing. His father concluded that Onyango’s odd clothing was intended to conceal the fact that he had been circumcised, a grave violation of Luo custom, or was suffering from an outbreak of sores. Obama advised his other sons, “Don’t go near this brother of yours. He is unclean.”5 Onyango returned to the provincial capital of Kisumu, where he would work alongside the white man for many years. His life would turn out to be a vivid chronicle of the repressive colonial years and Kenya’s tumultuous drive for independence.

It was Onyango who would usher the family from the wilds of the African bush to the elegant parlors of Nairobi’s finest homes, where he worked as a cook, a critical step in a long migration that had begun many generations earlier. The Obama family’s ancestral journey was launched nearly a thousand miles northwest of Nairobi on the broad savannah grasslands of the Bahr-el-Ghazal Province in Sudan at the edge of the churning waters of the White Nile.6 It was there that a nomadic people known as the River Lake Nilotes, believed to be the earliest ancestors of the Obama clan, lived for hundreds of years tending the cattle that were their lifeblood. At some point in the fifteenth century the Nilotes began to drift toward Uganda, apparently prompted by overcrowding from the east, in search of a less populated home. Their fitful migration continued for more than one hundred years, moving through northern Uganda and on into western Kenya, where they arrived sometime between 1500 and 1550.7


Historians believe there were four migrational surges into the Nyzanza Province that embraces Lake Victoria and was once known as Kavirondo, a stream of assorted clans and subclans that would eventually make up Kenya’s Luo people.8 The second surge was known as the Jok’ Owiny, or the people of Owiny the Great, a fierce warrior who is President Obama’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather and the first of his ancestors to live in Kenya.9 On their arrival in Alego, where Onyango’s widow, Sarah Ogwel, and other Obama relatives continue to live today, they encountered some hostile Bantu-speaking tribes. After lengthy combat, however, Owiny’s descendants emerged  victorious. Many of the Bantu remained and married into the Luo families, with whom the Bantu shared farming techniques and local knowledge of the land.

By the early 1800s Alego too had grown crowded, prompting fighting among the Luo, so some began to migrate again, this time drifting further south along Lake Victoria’s eastern edge. Owiny’s descendant, Obong’o, was one of them. As a young man he moved to the southeastern shores of the Winam Gulf, where he was able to make a living fishing the abundant tilapia and helping other men to clear their land.10 Perhaps overwhelmed by the burden of his relocation and the huge amount of work it entailed, Obong’o died at a young age, but one of his sons later fathered a boy named Obama Opiyo. This grandson was the one who oversaw the building of the scores of homesteads that remain in Kanyadhiang today and fathered the president’s own grandfather, Onyango Obama, with one of his five wives.11


The arrival of the British shortly after Onyango’s birth marked a crucial juncture in Kenya’s history, one that would usher in sweeping changes that radically altered the traditional African way of life. Sanctioned by the Congress of Berlin in 1884, which had brutally divided the African continent among the European powers with total disregard for indigenous peoples or topography, the British monarchy made its move into East Africa, propelled by a host of ambitions. At the top of the list was protecting the precious headwaters of the Nile in neighboring Uganda from Germany and other predators at all costs. Furthermore, the British railroad could serve to stem the continuing slave trade once and for all while also opening up trade routes that had previously operated over dirt tracks fraught with wild animals and hostile tribes. The British also believed firmly that Christianity and the white man’s ways could help to illuminate the soul of Africa and bring civilization to the “heathen masses.”

Inspired by their goal of both economic and human conquest, British administrators marched into rural Africa with their clipboards and their cherished Maxim machine guns in hand. The Uganda Railroad had already cost the British government far more than it had ever intended to spend, and the Tory leaders were adamant that the new protectorate was going to pay for itself just as the other colonies in its far-flung empire were required to do.12 And so one of the first things the administrators did was  to impose a system of taxation on its new subjects. Never mind that the Luo had long operated under a barter system and had no actual money—that would come soon enough.

Oginga Odinga, Luoland’s political luminary and the country’s preeminent opposition leader in the years after independence, was a young boy living in Central Nyanza in the formative years of British control. He recalls in his biography, Not Yet Uhuru, that Africans associated white people with five things: inoculations, forced labor, clothes, schools, and taxes. When government clerks came to the village, he wrote, the children, “watched them take a papyrus reed from the roof of each hut and cut it neatly in two. When the reeds were tied in neat bundles they represented the registration of that boma.”13 In this form of double accounting, one bundle of reeds was given to the chief and the clerk kept the other bundle. The tax collectors who accompanied the white man did not speak the Luo language of Dholuo and were not people of the tribe. They were called okoche.

Taxes were only the beginning. In the years leading up to World War I, Kenya was transformed from a loose association of clans and disparate ethnic groups into an administrative operation run by force and coercion. The machinery the British established to achieve that organizational structure brought an abrupt end to the Luo migration and disrupted many cultural patterns. Tribal chiefs, or ruodhi, were induced to be a part of the process and charged with keeping order and collecting taxes on behalf of the colonial government. Not only did this undermine the traditional authority of tribal elders, but the chiefs themselves were often prone to bribery and nepotism, which caused many Luos to lose faith in their leaders.14


But the more devastating and far-reaching changes had to do with land. In a parallel effort to finance the protectorate, the British launched a campaign to encourage European settlers to come to Kenya and grow crops that could be sold on the world market. They ran advertisements in newspapers extolling the region’s fertile soil, ample sunshine, and abundant low-cost labor supply. One poster for the railway proclaimed that its observation cars “pass through the Greatest Natural GAME PRESERVE in the WORLD” and referred to the highlands as “a winter home for aristocrats.” 15 Lured by the prospect of an untrammeled “White Man’s Country,” as author Elspeth Huxley dubbed the new colony, settlers came in a steady  stream. The first to arrive were the white immigrants from South Africa, followed by the aristocratic stock from some of London’s most notable families and later veterans of the world wars, all consumed by a vision of adventure and opportunity. Their hedonistic lifestyle and decadent ways cultivated in a region that came to be known as “Happy Valley,” where drugs and multiple sex partners were de rigueur would become the subject of many a film and book.

For these agricultural settlers, the colonial government had targeted the protectorate’s most luscious land, the fertile highlands in Central Province north of Nairobi that generations of the Masai and Kikuyu people had occupied. As the white settlers bought up the fertile tracts, the Africans were provided specially designated “native reserves,” defined geographic areas that had been proscribed for each of Kenya’s ethnic groups. For the Kikuyu, who ultimately lost over sixty thousand acres to the settlers in southern Kiambu, the displacement would have devastating consequences both materially and psychologically. As Caroline Elkins wrote in Imperial Reckoning, “To be a man or a woman—to move from childhood to adulthood—a Kikuyu had to have access to land.... A Kikuyu could not be a Kikuyu without land.”16 The reserves were soon crowded and lacked adequate space for the Kikuyu to grow enough food to be self-sufficient, thus forcing some to work for the settlers on the very land on which they had once lived. Called “squatters,” they were initially free to grow crops and graze their animals, but they soon found themselves subject to draconian restrictions.

Once the settlers had committed to the White Man’s Country, the colonial government had to make good on its promise of cheap labor. A hut tax was imposed on each dwelling, forcing the occupants to work off the debt through physical labor or to earn wages that could retire the debt. The deeply despised tax marked the beginning of a cash economy that had wide-ranging impact. When voluntary labor was insufficient for the settlers’ needs, chiefs and headmen served as labor recruiters and scoured their areas for able-bodied men who were then forced into low-paying work contracts. With the halt to migratory patterns that traditionally enabled the Luo to move as they needed so as to secure additional fertile land, many in Nyanza were forced to work outside the reserves in order to earn cash. As Odinga wrote in his biography, “The toll that White rule  exacted from Nyanza was labour, not land. Our province became the country’s largest labor reserve.”17


To ensure that workers traveling to their jobs remained manageable and pliant, the British devised a compulsory registration system that by 1920 required all African males over age sixteen to carry an identification pass called a kipande when not on their reserve. The pass contained not only identifying information such as a person’s name and fingerprint but also an employer’s evaluation of the individual’s work performance. By 1928 the number of Kenyans carrying the kipande had reached 675,000.18 The small dog-eared cards were easily the most reviled tentacle in the colonial government’s elaborate web of far-reaching controls.

As a house servant in Nairobi, Onyango Obama was also required to register with the government. Onyango was given a small rust-colored book the size of a passport that, like the kipande, contained a range of detailed personal information. Each book contained a stern warning reminding those who failed to carry their books at all times that they would be, “liable to a fine not exceeding one hundred shillings or to imprisonment not exceeding six months or to both.” Onyango’s personal details follow, penned in an elegant script.19



Native Registration Ordinance No.: Rwl A NBI 0976717. Race or Tribe: Ja’Luo

Usual Place of Residence When not Employed: Kisumu.

Sex: M

Age: 35

Height and Build: 6’0” Medium.

Complexion: Dark.

Nose: Flat.

Mouth: Large.

Hair: Curly.

Teeth: Six missing.

Scars, Tribal Markings or Other Peculiarities: None.



At the back of the book, several of Onyango’s employers wrote assessments of their servant, which were largely positive. Onyango held a series of jobs for which he was paid about 60 East African Shillings a month,  equal to about $145 today.20 Capt. C. Harford of Nairobi’s Government House wrote that Onyango “performed his duties as personal boy with admirable diligence.” Mr. A. G. Dickson gushed that “he can read and write English and follows any recipes . . . apart from other things his pastries are excellent.” But he lamented that he would no longer need Onyango because “I am no longer on Safari.” But Mr. Arthur W. H. Cole of the East Africa Survey Group was distinctly unhappy with his houseboy after one week on the job and declared that Onyango “was found to be unsuitable and certainly not worth 60 shillings per month.”21


Although he lived much of the time in Nairobi, Onyango regularly returned to Kendu Bay, the larger township near Kanyadhiang, walking the entire 220-mile journey on foot. Onyango had carefully saved his money and built himself a home not far from those of his brothers. However, he lived in a manner that was so different from his siblings, so unlike that of any other villager, that he became the object of great curiosity and conversation. In leaving the confines of the village and adopting some of the white man’s ways, Onyango had begun to hold himself apart from some of his own people, thus becoming alien to their ways. At times he was no longer at ease with his neighbors, and his stratification between the two cultures was a foreshadowing of the kind of dislocation that his son would experience in an even more extreme way.

Onyango had learned a great deal more from his mzungu employers than how to bake scones or on which side of a plate setting to put the knife or fork. Onyango was now a clean man, one nearly obsessed with hygiene and orderliness. He washed himself constantly and demanded that people rinse their feet before they enter his hut. His home, too, was immaculate, and he demanded that things be returned to their proper place. Whereas the villagers regularly ate ugali, a staple porridge of maize and water, or sukuma wiki, a plate of cooked greens, Onyango prepared for himself aromatic breads and scrambled eggs in butter. He did not allow cows anywhere near his hut because he felt the flies that accompanied them were unsanitary.

A man of few words, Onyango had an elaborate set of rules governing how things should be done. Charles Oluoch, a village elder whose grandfather was one of Onyango’s seven brothers, recalls that at mealtimes Onyango insisted that others wait to wash their hands until after he had  washed his own. He would then eat his meal alone, “and no one could sit down at the table until he was done,” explained Oluoch, fifty-six and still living in Kanyadhiang.a When Onyango visited the homes of his brothers, he instructed their wives on how to cook their food and demanded that only a single measure of water ever be put in a pot, with no additional liquid allowed.22 He did not like people visiting his home. And if a person wished to see him, he required that they make an appointment. And when they arrived at the arranged time, if he consented to see them at all, they had better have something specific to address, or beware.

“You would fear facing him,” recalled Arthur Reuben Owino, seventynine, who attended school with Barack, Onyango’s son. “You would think very carefully what you wanted to say to him. He was a very frank person and if he didn’t like what you were saying he would tell you point blank. He liked to argue. He’d say, ‘No, no no. It’s not like that,’ or, ‘It’s not done that way.’ Even if it was your way of doing it. You had to do it his way. That was the right way.”

With his impressive city job and fluency in English and Swahili, Onyango was a man of significant stature in the village. But his manner instilled more fear than respect. The two words that people invariably use to describe him are kwiny, meaning harsh, or ger, which means about the same but in a different dialect. Onyango could not bear the sound of a crying child, and if a mother failed to keep her baby quiet, he would promptly strike her with his cane. Likewise, a woman who did not answer his summons on the first call would feel the weight of his cane or, worse, the fourlashed whip made of stiff hippopotamus hide that he kept at the ready beside his door. Hawa Auma, one of his nine children, remembers that when women in the household heard his voice as he approached the house, they would hide behind large pots, or dak, so he could not see them. “My dad was very harsh,” Hawa Auma declared in Swahili. “If he was caning one of his children and someone happened to ask him why he was doing so, he would turn around and cane them senselessly, too.”

Obama Madoho remembers the sting of the dreaded whip all too well. Seventy-three and curved with age, Madoho was eleven years old when he   made the mistake of allowing his cows—and their attendant flies—to stray too near to Onyango’s hut. He recalls his age because he had just begun to wear clothes for the first time. “The whip had four straps to it, so when he hit you, it was like he was hitting you four times at once,” explained Madoho, who lives next door to the Obama compound in Alego. “I can tell you I was never so foolish as to take the cows near to him again.”

Nor was Onyango like most other Kenyan men in another significant aspect: his religion. During his childhood in the early 1900s Christian missionaries were just beginning to set up the schools that would provide an education for many Kenyan schoolchildren, including Onyango himself. At the time many were eager to learn the ways of the white man and therefore readily converted to Christianity, which is now the dominant religion in Luoland.

But the mission teachers also taught a submissiveness bred of Christian doctrine, one that colonial administrators wholly endorsed. A good and forgiving Christian was to “turn the other cheek” and “forgive your enemies.” The missionary teachers also declared un-Christian many African practices of which they disapproved, such as polygamy and witchcraft, and insisted these practices be abandoned immediately. The Africans, who had traditionally regarded multiple wives as a status symbol reflecting a man’s wealth, were made to feel ashamed of their behavior and uncertain about their own beliefs. Christian doctrine reinforced that sense of inferiority by proscribing that Africans accept their lot in life as ordained by the Almighty and bend to the fate that befell them. Passivity was the mantra, and the colonial administrators were glad of it. As the esteemed Kenyan historian Bethwell A. Ogot put it, “Thus both the Government and the Missionaries aimed at producing obedient and meek Africans who believed that the white man was always right because he was morally superior.”23


But Onyango was not buying it. Although he respected the white man’s discipline and organizational strength, he considered many of the mzungu’s practices unjust and their cultural affectations foolish. To him, such Christian homilies had never rung true. Who was a Jesus who could wash away a man’s sins? Only a fool would show mercy toward an enemy.

Like some 165,000 other Africans,24 Onyango was enlisted to aid the British when they battled the neighboring Germans in East Africa during  World War I. For nearly four years Onyango worked with road crews in Tanganyika, the German protectorate, which included Rwanda, Burundi, and almost all of Tanzania, before winding up on the island of Zanzibar, which was also under British control. There he discovered the Islamic faith, a set of beliefs that appealed to him far more than Christianity or Nyasaye, the god and ubiquitous spiritual force that many Luos traditionally revered.

Onyango was so drawn to Islam’s goal of religious and moral perfection as well as its highly disciplined practices that he converted and took the name Hussein. In doing so, he became part of a religious minority that many Luos regarded with suspicion. Although Muslim traders began arriving on the coast of East Africa in the eighth century, not until after the railroad reached the Lake Victoria region in the early 1900s did Islam gain a foothold inland. When Onyango returned from the war, there were still only about twenty Muslim families in the district, representing a tiny fraction of the local population.25 Although Islam would become more common in the area in coming decades due to widespread Muslim proselytizing in the later part of the 1920s, it had to overcome some significant cultural hurdles. One of the main impediments among Luos was the requirement that Muslim males be circumcised, a practice Luos traditionally do not believe in. And so it was that on his return home, Hussein Onyango, as he now called himself, was seen as stranger more than ever before.

By then Onyango was in his mid-twenties and it was beyond time for him to marry. Given his demanding ways and eccentric habits, finding a wife was not going to be easy. That Onyango had taken to wearing a long red kanzu, a traditional robe worn by Arab men, did not help the matter. Onyango paid the traditional dowry of a dozen cows or more for several young women, but when he beat them for falling short of his rigid housekeeping standards, they fled back to their parents’ homes. One girl, who the senior members of the Obama clan only dimly recalled, did become his wife, but soon she too fled. Finally, late in the 1920s Onyango found a docile young woman named Helima who was able to endure his harsh ways and moved in with him. But when she was unable to have children after a few years, he was on the prowl again.26


One day while walking in the woods, he spotted a beautiful young woman with broad cheeks and deep-set brown eyes carrying a basket of  fish. Although another man had already claimed her, Onyango managed to talk her father into rejecting the other man’s offer and accepting a dowry offer of fifteen cattle. The following day he captured the girl on her way to the market and dragged her back to his hut. Her name was Akumu Njoga. Onyango soon persuaded her to convert to Islam and she took the name of Habiba, a variation of the Arabic name for “loved one.” But Akumu never forgave Onyango for abducting her, and their marriage was tempestuous from the start.

Their first child was a girl, Sarah Nyaoke. Then, blessedly, three years later the first boy arrived in June of 1936.27 In the Luo patrilineal culture, ancestry is defined through the father’s family line, and the birth of a son is a much-celebrated event. Males are generally more highly valued than females, and in many family trees the names of a man’s wives are not even recorded. Male babies, for example, would be kept indoors for four days before being taken outdoors, whereas female babies could go outside after only three days.28 Firstborn sons in particular were prized and anointed with weighty responsibilities. Referred to as kadier ng’eya, meaning “my back” in Dholuo, a first son was to literally watch his father’s back both in terms of protecting him and also learning from him. He would be the custodian of the family’s cultural knowledge and their interrelationships with other clans. The family’s general well-being would be his responsibility for as long as he lived.

Onyango’s baby son was gifted with his mother’s attractive features. His face was broad like hers, and his brown eyes were so deep that his mother was fond of saying they were “entered in” his face. His parents named him Baraka, meaning “blessing” in Arabic.

As the firstborn son, Baraka was bound to partake in certain rituals with his father, designated just for the two of them. When a new home was built, for example, the eldest son was designated to go to the site with his father and prepare it for their home. The father would carry a cock, symbolizing male power or polygamy, and the son carried a new axe on a new handle, signifying his growing autonomy. The first wife brought fire.29 When the first son eventually had a family of his own and built his own house, he was given a location of some honor set to the right of the father’s homestead. The second son’s home would be positioned farther out from the father’s house but to the left. The third son went to the right and so on  in a physical manifestation of the family tree.30 On this sacred familial land, which the members of an extended clan held collectively subject to shifting seasonal claims, both the placentas of newborns and the bodies of the dead would ultimately be buried.
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