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To Clifford
who introduced me to Beryl.

Feet on the ground, heart in the sky!


 

‘How do you get to Neverland?’ Wendy asked.

‘Second star to the right, and
straight on till morning.’

J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan


PREFACE

During the weeks that Mary Lovell has been in Nairobi, she has spent each day but one at my house on the Ngong Racecourse. We have become friends.

She tells me that people are interested in the things I have done in my life which were not written about in my own book West with the Night. I cannot think why this should be so, but I accept her assurances, and have made my collection of papers available to her.

Day after day, I have listened while she read these papers to me. I have remembered times long past and people long dead. And when she has asked me I have tried to tell her about them. But some memories I have kept for myself as everyone must. And because she understands this I have tried to help her, as she – in her own way – has helped me.

Beryl Markham

Nairobi, 3 April 1986


PROLOGUE

Salisbury, Wiltshire 1986

When I first met the man I was to love more than any other human being, I was aware immediately of some sixth sense – a warning frisson. Some people might call it love at first sight.

So, when I first heard the name Beryl Markham mentioned at a dinner party in 1985 and experienced a similar spine-tingling sensation I was surprised for as far as I could remember I had never heard the name before. My inquiries elicited the information that she had led a somewhat sensational life but was now in her eighties, retired and living in Kenya. As a pioneer aviatrix she had been the first woman to fly the Atlantic from east to west, she had written a book called West with the Night in the year I was born, and had been a leading racehorse trainer. She had also been a friend of Karen Blixen and Denys Finch Hatton whose story had recently been filmed in Out of Africa.

My former husband had supplied his Gipsy Moth aeroplane and flown in some of the flying scenes in the film, which is based loosely on Karen Blixen’s book of the same name. Over dinner, shortly after his return from Kenya, he told me of the people he had met during his three-month stint in Kenya. One of the names was Beryl Markham.

I couldn’t think why I’d experienced this odd feeling – almost of déjà vu, until he said, ‘Someone ought to write a book about her life. It would make the most wonderful story …’

I read Beryl’s lovely book three days later, the earliest I could get hold of a copy. Before that I had already ransacked the reference division of my local library to find only the bare details of Beryl’s epic flight across the Atlantic. I tried the aviation section in the lending division and went through the indexes at the back of books which provided me with a little more information.

For years I have collected antiquarian books on horses and foxhunting. Among this collection is the personal hunting diary of a lady from Leicestershire. Flicking idly through this diary one evening I was astonished to see the name of Beryl’s father, Charles B. Clutterbuck. I had seen it only two evenings earlier in Beryl’s autobiography. Surely a coincidence? No, probably not, for hadn’t Beryl said he had been a successful steeplechaser?

I was well into work on another book when this happened, and so my agent was surprised when I called and told him I was abandoning it to write a biography of Beryl Markham. ‘Who is Beryl Markham?’ he asked. I replied defensively, not yet ready to share Beryl with anyone else. ‘I don’t know yet. But I just know I’ve got to write about her.’

Within weeks I had gathered enough material to draft what I thought was an outline for the book. Luckily I had a week’s holiday and I spent that entire time and every spare minute of the succeeding weeks, driven purely by instinct and almost in a frenzy to learn more. I wrote to Beryl Markham via her English publishers, Virago Press Limited, and went on with the early research. I realize now that never for a moment did I consider that the project might be brought to a halt.

I was saddened to receive a reply from Jack Couldrey, who advised me that he was Beryl’s solicitor and that though he had read my letter to Beryl he wasn’t sure that she had understood it. ‘ … to all intents and purposes she is now virtually senile,’ he wrote. If I went to Nairobi, the letter continued, I could certainly see her and would even be able to carry on a conversation but her mind was apt to wander.

This was a blow, but I knew I had to see her. The same day I went into my local travel agent and booked a return trip to Nairobi. Then I started writing to people whose names appeared in the research material I had already gathered. Interviews followed. I was astonished at the sweep of interests of Beryl’s life. Disappointing as it was, I felt it might not be essential to question Beryl in order to write her story, but I still desperately wanted to see her. Besides there were many people in Kenya who could help me to piece the story together, if they would.

I arrived in the lovely city of Nairobi in March 1986. I had expected blasting heat and searing shades of yellow, so the warm but sparkling air, the wealth of colour and the beauty of shrubs and flowers was an unexpected enchantment.

It was Sunday and I spent the rest of the day on the telephone setting up appointments and arranging to hire a car. On Monday I collected it and eased myself with trepidation into the indiscipline of Nairobi’s traffic streams.

My first call was on Jack Couldrey. He seemed concerned that I might have wasted my time and money. With great kindness he told me how he first became involved with Beryl and a little of his involvement. ‘Beryl can be difficult at times,’ he warned me. ‘And she doesn’t particularly like women. She has very few friends now and is sad, and rather lonely. She has cut herself off. She swears terribly at her two servants, I don’t know why they stay with her. She has good times and bad … last night when I called in on her she was brighter than I’ve seen her for a long time … If you want anything photocopied please bring it here and we’ll copy it for you. I think a lot of things have been taken away over the years, but you wouldn’t do that, would you? No, of course not.’

I thanked him and left, stopping off to buy a large bouquet of flowers, although I had already been told by many people that I’d do better to take a bottle of vodka.

I found the cottage on the racecourse without any difficulty. The door was wide open and I could hear the murmur of voices speaking in Swahili. I knocked at the door which opened directly into a sitting room. ‘Oh hello, do come in,’ said a cultured voice. ‘How lovely to see you.’ I went in and she saw the flowers. ‘How lovely, thank you so much!’ she said graciously. She was instantly recognizable from the photographs I had already collected in my researches. Just an older version of the once stunningly beautiful woman whose features I already knew so well. On that day there was little of the celebrated glamour but her classical bone structure identified her. Her hair was pure white, combed close to the head, and had clearly not seen a hairdresser for some time. She wore blue Jeans and a loose shirt.

She was holding her arm and clearly there was some domestic crisis for the servants were hovering around anxiously. Her left hand covered the upper part of her right arm. She removed it and showed me an ugly wound. Somehow she had torn away a large triangular flap of skin, and it was folded back almost surgically, exposing nerves and muscle. She admitted that it ‘hurt rather’ but she was very stoic about it, merely expressing annoyance. I inquired about dressings, for there were a number of flies in the room and it was very warm. Adiambo, the woman servant, went off to the recesses of the house and came back with a bottle of cream shampoo saying that was all she could find. Beryl looked at me questioningly.

I knew the Jockey Club could not be far away, and telling Beryl to keep her hand over the wound, I drove off to find it. There I was treated with great courtesy and offered the contents of the first-aid box. I returned to the cottage and dressed the wound. She did not flinch. ‘Oh that’s better. How kind,’ she said when I was finished. ‘What time is it – would you like a drink?’ It was noon and the sun technically over the yardarm, so I agreed.

There was only vodka and orange. I watched with alarm as Adiambo poured for me what seemed to be half a tumbler of alcohol topped up with orange squash. When I sipped it I found it very weak and realized that the vodka was well watered down. Later I found that each bottle was magically turned into two bottles; Beryl was not, apparently, aware of the deception. As the afternoon wore on I saw that she sipped delicately at the drink from time to time, and it was still unfinished when I left at six o’clock.

I told her I was there to write a book about her but she knew this already from Jack Couldrey. I pressed on. ‘Do you mind?’ ‘No sweetie, of course not. When can I see it?’ During the course of conversation she told me to open the black tin trunk lying under the window. ‘Everything is in there … bring me some of it and I’ll show you,’ she said. I had already ascertained that she could not walk and had not done so since the previous October when she had suffered a thrombosis. ‘I probably could walk if I only had the right people around me,’ she told me briskly.

I took out a few of the things from the trunk. The first batch was mainly letters and cables which Beryl had received at the time of her flight across the Atlantic. I read them to her and she laughed delightedly. ‘Oh I say … how funny.’ There was no evidence of the senility I had been warned to expect, nor of her mind wandering. I had clearly been lucky enough to pick a good day. ‘May I come back tomorrow?’ ‘Oh please do, I’d love that …’

Every day for the next weeks I drove out to Beryl’s cottage about ten o’clock each morning. We sat in her modestly furnished sitting room whose walls were lined with framed photographs. They were mainly of her aeroplane and her arrival in New York, but there were a few of her horses and over her chair hung a portrait of the aviator Tom Campbell Black. She was interested to learn that I had interviewed Florence Desmond (Tom’s wife until his death in 1936) before flying out to Kenya.

The first few days I spent going through Beryl’s trunk, handing the items to her one by one and reading the contents or, in the case of maps, talking about them. She seemed never to tire of this and we spent several days poring over each flight in her log book. She wanted to hear about everything I’d discovered. ‘How did you find out about that?’ At first she gave little away. When I asked a direct question she’d hedge. ‘Such and such a person said you did this …’ I’d tell her. ‘Is it true?’ ‘What do you think?’ she’d ask, turning her china-blue eyes on me questioningly. ‘I think it’s true,’ I’d say. ‘Well then …’

Our conversation was not always about the biography. Within two days I realized that Beryl was unhappy about her appearance. Given the fact that she was obviously confined to her chair, I tentatively suggested that I could shampoo and set her hair for her. We arranged that I should borrow a hairdryer from the beauty salon at my hotel and that we’d have a hairdressing session over the weekend. We talked about horses, and about vintage aeroplanes – interests we had in common. I told her about my own horse, Flashman, and of hunting in the New Forest. She remembered then that she had hunted in England as a young woman. It was the first time she had volunteered information for which I had not asked.

Meanwhile my interviews with other people were also being conducted. Sometimes I had to leave Beryl for a short time to have lunch with someone, or I might arrive a little late because I’d met an informant for breakfast beside the pool at my hotel; my absences annoyed her. Generally I tried to see interviewees in the evenings and I was the recipient of an unequalled degree of hospitality from everyone with whom I came into contact. I noted everything down, and was initially sidetracked by the huge amount of rumour, gossip and innuendo.

‘She drinks like a fish, you know.’ ‘She had an affair with the Prince of Wales.’ ‘Prince Henry fathered her son.’ ‘She was paid by the royal family never to return to England.’ ‘She was paid an astronomical amount by the Palace and spent the lot.’ Her family won’t have anything to do with her.’ ‘She could never have written that book, she’s totally illiterate!’ The names of Beryl’s supposed lovers were given with surprising candour. It took me some days to realize that gossip is the main social amusement in Kenya. People who provided me with information which I knew from earlier researches could not possibly be true were not being malicious or mischievous. They were simply repeating part of the legend which has built up about Beryl since the early part of the century.

Within days of my first visit to the cottage at the racecourse I noticed that Beryl had started to wear make-up, and my regular ten a.m. arrival found her carefully dressed and sitting facing the door. I told her I’d like to learn Swahili, hated it when people were talking around me and I couldn’t understand them. After that, each day she taught me five new words, and was amused at my halting efforts to converse with Odero and Adiambo. So were they. Adiambo smirked openly but Odero was kind enough to pretend I was word perfect and obediently brought water, let the dogs out, or brought a shawl for Beryl. Jambo; Hodi; Kwaheri; Maji; Hapana … Whenever she spoke to someone in Swahili I would pick out a word and ask her what it meant. ‘What does kidogo mean, Beryl?’ ‘Small.’

The hairdressing session was not a total success. I thought her hair looked very attractive, snowy white and surprisingly thick once it was washed and set. Beryl could not wait to see it, but I realized where I’d gone wrong the moment I showed her the result in a hand looking glass. ‘But it’s still white,’ she said, disappointed. It was not until a hairdresser from my hotel had been persuaded to visit her and apply a delicate silvery-blonde tint and cut and shape it that Beryl was really satisfied with the result, and each day I acted as her lady’s maid, applying make-up and styling her hair while we talked.

One day I left at lunchtime to drive up into the Ngong hills to find Denys Finch Hatton’s grave and to see Karen Blixen’s house (now a museum). On my return I took Beryl a book of pictures taken during the filming of Out of Africa. She was scathing about the pictures of Karen, ‘Blix’ and Denys. ‘Who are these people?’ ‘That’s supposed to be Tania [Karen Blixen was known to friends as Tania] and Blix getting married,’ I explained. ‘Nothing like them!’ ‘Well, these people are just actors …’ ‘What’s he supposed to be doing here?’ ‘That’s Denys washing Tania’s hair.’ ‘What? Oh no, that’s quite wrong. He would never have washed her hair. The other way round perhaps – only he didn’t have much to wash …’

Occasionally her mind would wander off. I came to know the symptoms, for she would start to repeat herself or trail off in her sentences. Sometimes this lasted for minutes and sometimes for an hour or more. It was pointless to try to make sense of what she said during these periods. Patience was the only answer so I would sit quietly, often reading to her, or if she was talking, to myself. Suddenly she’d demand, ‘Why aren’t you saying anything?’ Mercifully she didn’t know of her lapses, but ‘growing old and losing her mind’ was a fear she spoke of. ‘I hate to think that people will be laughing at me,’ she confessed sadly. Often she could not summon a word to mind and became upset, but I noticed no such hesitancy in her Swahili speech. It was almost as if, towards the end, she was more at home in it than English.

One day she told me that before my arrival she had walked to the door and back. I was very surprised. ‘Really? That’s wonderful news.’ Beryl’s friend Paddy Migdoll arrived shortly afterwards en route to see her horses in training for the races on the following Sunday. She often interrupted her busy routine to call and to sit with Beryl for a while. I told her about Beryl walking. Paddy was equally surprised and questioned Adiambo out of Beryl’s hearing. The woman apparently denied that Beryl had walked. ‘I’m afraid it’s her imagination,’ Paddy told me when I walked her to her car. But it wasn’t, for after lunch Beryl suddenly announced, ‘I’m going for a walk.’ Calling Odero who held her hands, and with me supporting her at the waist, she pulled herself instantly to her feet. Her face was a study in concentration as she walked slowly to the door. ‘Outside now,’ she said. I supported her as she stepped down on to the veranda and then stood back ready to move in if needed. She was relying on Odero only as a crutch as she walked twice around the veranda and back. I was surprised at her height (having only seen her in her chair previously), and her upright stance.

Seated in her chair again, with a vodka by her elbow, she was triumphantly elated. ‘I told you I could walk. Call the girl and have your drink topped up. Come on – let’s have some fun, shall we?’ I was equally delighted. Having had to learn to walk again after major spinal surgery some years earlier, I knew what it felt like, that first walk. She seemed young and coquettish, and for the remainder of the afternoon she talked happily of what she was going to do once she was walking properly and driving her car again. ‘The first thing I’m going to do is go to the bank and get some money out. I’ve quite a lot, you know, from my book, only I can’t get out to go to the bank without a car.’ ‘Your book is a tremendous success at the moment, isn’t it?’ ‘Yes, I know,’ she said. ‘It’s astonishing. I’d forgotten all about it, you know.’

‘Why did you never write anything else?’ I asked. ‘Oh but I did – lots of little things for those other people.’ Gently I probed and was rewarded with the names of several magazines which I carefully noted for future research. ‘You know that some people say you didn’t write the book alone?’ I suggested. She was contemptuously dismissive of this rumour, as she had been to others who had asked the same question before me, telling me that of course she wrote it herself. What had Raoul Schumacher done, I wondered, to deserve the dedication and thanks. ‘He helped me at the end, he was very good at that sort of thing, very clever but I wrote the book myself while he was away … he wasn’t even there.’ I wanted to believe she had written it. If the doubt had not been placed in my mind by innumerable informants, it would never have occurred to me to question it. Talking to her, being with her, she unconsciously embodied my expectations.

I found her highly intelligent and cultured. She had at times an air of detachment which could have been taken for vagueness, but I was left with the impression of an immensely strong and complex personality. My subsequent researches resolved all my personal doubts. Beryl wrote her book and the autobiographical short stories that came later. There are still a few rumoured incidents in her life which I have not been able to verify to my personal satisfaction and so they are not included here. Her ability to have written the book was not one of them.

Sometimes I read to her from her collection of books, about which she could talk lucidly. She had not read them for some time because a cataract in one eye had affected her reading sight. But she remembered enough to convince me that she had read them and many were old friends. Once I suggested that perhaps Jack Couldrey could arrange a driver if she wanted to go out, now that she was able to walk a little. ‘No, I prefer to drive myself about. I’m a good driver, you know.’

No matter what I asked her, she always answered politely. When she did not wish to answer a question she would reply evasively, ‘I’m afraid I can’t remember, it’s so long ago now.’ However, I quickly learned that when she had genuinely forgotten something, she became distressed. ‘I really can’t remember – I was thinking about it in the night and wanted to tell you, but now I can’t remember … I really want to tell you … I’m so sorry.’ She was very interested in all my work, though I admit to filtering the results of my other interviews which I was afraid she might find offensive. She was amused at the extracts from old copies of the East African Standard, which I’d looked up in Nairobi’s McMillan Library, and the results of other researches conducted very early in the morning at the Kenya National Archives. She allowed me to take some of her documents away each evening for photocopying the following morning in Nairobi.

On only one day during my time in Kenya did I fail to see Beryl for the major part of the day. I drove up country to visit Miss Pamela Scott at her home Deloraine, near Njoro. She kindly drove me to Beryl’s childhood home, the old Clutterbuck farm which now belongs to a wool-spinners’ cooperative. One of the men who works there, an African who as a child lost a leg in Clutterbuck’s saw mill, still remembers Beryl well and is able to recall her happy relationship with her father, and her love for horses.

It was magical, that day I drove up country to Njoro. I was unprepared for the moment when, having wound tortuously along a road following a line of trucks, the car rounded a curve and the trees lining the side of the road ended, revealing over the edge of the escarpment a view of the Rift Valley stretching into apparent infinity, thousands of feet beneath the road. Like many before me I was overwhelmed. I stopped the car and sat for a long time, trying to imprint it on my mind, the heat shimmering above a landscape so beautiful that I could not tear myself away. Far away in the distance I could see the shining patches of water that I knew must be the lakes Naivasha and Elmenteita, which lay on my route. I stopped the car many times on that journey, and as a result I was late for my appointment. ‘There are no signs,’ I was told. ‘After you leave Nakuru go exactly twenty-eight kilometres and then you cross two rivers, then you come to …’ Living on the banks of a fast-flowing Wiltshire river I was misled by this simple instruction and looked in vain for what I called rivers. One turned out to be a narrow stream and the other one I never saw at all because it had obviously dried up.

Miss Scott showed me not only Beryl’s home but also the gallops where as a girl she herself had ridden. ‘Beryl always kept them beautifully level and perfectly maintained,’ she told me. I drank it all in, the views across to distant mountains in one direction and down the length of the Rift Valley in another. ‘Of course in Beryl’s day all this was forest.’ Now the only trees to be seen were dotted about in small clumps and the landscape was divided into small shambas. Still, to me it was inescapably lovely. It was spoiled only to those who had known it as virgin land.

Beryl was pleased to see me next morning, and listened with interest as I told her about my day at Njoro. ‘My little house? Oh yes, I remember that so well. It had a proper roof, I loved it though it was quite tiny … it was lovely up there … we used to ride up into the hills. I had the gallops when I was training. No, they weren’t my father’s, they were mine … I used to land my aeroplane there sometimes.’

One day I asked her, ‘Beryl, you wouldn’t consider writing an introduction to my book about you, would you?’ She agreed instantly. ‘Now?’ I asked, and we decided that she would dictate and I would type her words on her little portable typewriter which lay among dusty mounds of copies of Horse and Hound on her dining table. ‘What do you think, is it any good?’ she’d ask.

‘Mmm, I’m not sure …’

‘I don’t like it much either.’

It took her two days to hone innumerable drafts. ‘No, I don’t like that,’ she said repeatedly when I read each out, so that I began to doubt that there would ever be a finished one, but eventually the three-paragraph introduction was approved and signed.

On the following day some unexpected visitors arrived – a Danish couple who had never met Beryl brought by a man who’d known her years ago and had come to see her whilst on holiday in Kenya. Beryl was gracious and funny, signing their copy of West with the Night with aplomb. I asked her to sign another copy of the introduction. ‘What again?’ she laughed. I told her I’d found some mistakes in my typing and wanted it to be perfect for the book. She agreed and signed it after I read it to her once again. ‘It’s very good, isn’t it?’ she asked. I said I thought it excellent and was very pleased to have it. Actually I had only wanted witnesses that the work was hers.

Not every day was a good day. Sometimes she was tired, and querulous with the servants. Her physical frailty obviously irritated her and she took this out on Adiambo particularly. Her biggest problem though was loneliness and boredom. She had no television, radio, nor even a record player – not since the burglary. She had a large collection of records – Burl Ives in particular, but some classical and popular music, as well as a sound recording of the Derby being won by her famous racehorse Niagara. She had not been able to play them for years. She had fairly regular visitors; perhaps every other day whilst I was there someone popped in to chat. But I could see that these visits took up a short time in what were very long days of inactivity to her. The worst thing of all for her was the lack of mental stimulation, and that, I think, was the reason she looked forward to my daily visits. Each day I took a little gift. Nothing much. A packet of English cigarettes, a plastic lighter, a bottle of cologne, a mirror, a new hairbrush. And each day I brought the Standard and Nation newspapers from which I read to her.

By now I had become so attached to her that at one time I even toyed with the idea of remaining in Nairobi permanently, though I knew even as I thought of it that it was a thoroughly impractical idea. I extended my visit however, and took advantage of Jack Couldrey’s and Beryl’s permission to have all her photographs copied. My collection of papers, notes, photographs and photocopies weighed nearly twenty kilos and as I would not be parted with them on the aeroplane, I had to pay excess baggage and share my narrow seat with the lot.

On the final day of my time in Kenya I was joined in my visit to Beryl’s house by George Gutekunst, the enthusiast who arranged for the republication of West with the Night. He had arrived two days earlier to pay a flying visit in connection with the film rights to Beryl’s book. At Beryl’s request I had also asked her neighbour, the vet ‘VJ’, to join us. I noticed that she never behaved well when more than one person was present – she seemed to lack the concentration needed to cope with a number of people talking. However, it was a pleasant morning and when the conversation turned inevitably to the Derby, to be run later that day, Beryl said, ‘I’d like to go to the Derby.’ There was a moment’s silence as Beryl’s guests looked at each other in surprise, but it was soon arranged. I would drive Beryl in my car accompanied by George. A call to the Jockey Club arranged special provisions for an honoured guest.

When she was dressed and ready to leave she stood waiting on the veranda. Her hair, recently tinted ash blonde, had been brushed and patted carefully into shape. Her china-blue eyes sparkled with triumph, and she graciously acknowledged the tribute I paid to her appearance. She was still beautiful and she still had that indefinable something which is instinctive in some women. Glamour.

It is the way I will always recall her. She suffered a fall as we left the races and on our return to her cottage she was obviously shocked. I left her almost immediately to rush back to the racecourse to find a doctor, for her own doctor could not be reached. I was fortunate to find Sir Charles Markham in the owners’ enclosure and he wasted no time, cutting short my breathless explanation, and arranging for the course doctor to go out to Beryl’s cottage. I did not see Beryl again after that for I had to leave, but I later telephoned Paddy Migdoll, who’d looked in on Beryl and found her sedated and resting comfortably.

Shortly after returning to England I gave up my job to concentrate on the book. I could not think of, nor concentrate on, anything else, and was totally obsessed with Beryl and her story.

In late July 1986 I was in California, having spent the afternoon at Beryl’s old home in Santa Barbara, when I first heard that she’d fallen over Tookie, her little pug dog, and suffered a broken hip. I didn’t like the sound of it, but as the days wore on the news was good. ‘She’s holding her own,’ I was told. ‘They’re very pleased with her progress.’ After Santa Barbara I drove up to San Francisco to visit George Gutekunst and I was there on 3 August when the news of Beryl’s death was telephoned by Paddy Migdoll. It was a devastating blow.

I think it was the fact that I should never see her again which hurt more than anything; the sense of loss was intolerable. In the weeks that followed I helped with the arrangements for her Thanksgiving service in London and met Beryl’s granddaughters Fleur and Valery. Neither of them is a replica, but in composite one can see Beryl quite clearly. I was proud and sad on the fiftieth anniversary of Beryl’s famous flight to see Fleur receive the replica Vega Gull trophy from the hands of the station commander at RAF Abingdon. Beryl would have loved it.

And how she would have loved to know that her republished book West with the Night had climbed briskly through the bestseller charts in the United States. By Christmas 1986 it reached number one and stayed there for weeks on end, after interest generated by the television documentary World without Walls brought her story into public focus. Now, a full-blown television series is to be made, and perhaps a full-length feature film.

She has become so much a part of my life that I will never stop searching for more information, and long after this book has been published I will still be turning first to the indexes of books rather than introductions. It is hard to believe that I knew her personally for such a short time – only a matter of weeks – and yet she changed my life. Her advice ‘ … never look back. You’ve got to keep looking forward. Something will always happen if you try to make it happen …’ inspired me to take the step of resigning my well-paid job, which I enjoyed. But I had always wanted to work full time as a writer and had lacked the necessary courage to cast myself adrift from a regular monthly salary. ‘If it’s what you want to do you must do it … it will all work out. It won’t always be easy … hardly anything worth doing is easy.’

She is the most remarkable person I have ever met, and perhaps even greater than her own great adventure with life was her ability to inspire others. For myself, I love her still, with a passion which often takes me by surprise.


CHAPTER ONE

1890–1906

In the spring of 1898 the long Victorian era was drawing to a close. The gay nineties were still in full swing however, and in high Leicestershire it was possible to hunt the fox in great style on five days a week, provided one had the money, the horses and the inclination. Charles Baldwin Clutterbuck certainly had the inclination. Horses were easy to come by, for people would always lend him a bad horse, and Charles could ride anything on four legs. Money was more of a problem.

Some months earlier he had been asked to resign his army commission, and debt was almost certainly the reason for this request. His career and reputation, at least among his army contemporaries, were in ruins. It was a pity. An intelligent man, with a good, though not wealthy, family background and a classical education, Charles had enjoyed the army, and he had been a good officer.

The younger of two sons of his father’s first marriage, after attending school at Repton1 where he was considered a very bright boy in the classics stream, he entered the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst as a gentleman cadet. The courses he took whilst at the academy were all military subjects: Military Law and Administration, Tactics, Fortification, Topography and Reconnaissance, Drill and Gymnastics. His conduct, according to his record, was exemplary.2

Commissioned shortly before his nineteenth birthday in 1890 into the 1st Battalion, King’s Own Scottish Borderers, Charles had taken to regimental life with ease. He served in Burma for a while, catching the last six months of the regiment’s service there, and was awarded the Indian General Service Medal with the bar Chin Lushai. The battalion returned to England in early 1891.3

The remainder of his service life was spent in England, mainly at Aldershot. In 1893 he was promoted to first lieutenant. He had an undoubted ability to make and ride horses, even very difficult horses. He often rode in regimental races, and he often won.

The peacetime life of an officer in those days could be very pleasant. Duties were not onerous, and the social life was good. In addition to an endless round of mess activities, bachelor officers were in constant demand at dinner parties in the town, and there were steeplechasing and polo. London with its hotels, gentlemen’s clubs, Weatherby’s and Tattersall’s, was within easy reach of Aldershot, and Charles, a slim, good-looking man with a good deal of address, made full use of its amenities.

Above all though, there was the hunting. The army had always encouraged officers to hunt, on the grounds that it encouraged bold horsemanship, an asset in the days of cavalry warfare. Wellington declared of his victorious officers that they had ‘picked up their excellence in riding across country when hunting in England’. Charles had enjoyed it all, but increasingly found that he could not afford to maintain the social standards set by his brother officers.

Charles’s mother died whilst he was a child, and his father, a Carlisle solicitor, remarried. This second marriage produced a clutch of five children so that when, in 1891, Mr Richard Henry Clutterbuck died suddenly of influenza, within weeks of his wife producing a son, the estate had a great number of calls upon it. All Charles received when his father died was two silver candlesticks, three silver salt cellars, some shares in the County Hotel Company and the residue of the sale of a modest London property after all bank debts and overdrafts of the deceased had been met.4 It was unlikely that this was more than a few hundred pounds, far short of the expectations of the young officer. The main part of his inheritance was a half share in the substantial family home and contents, but his stepmother and her young children were to enjoy those for her lifetime.5 No officer could manage indefinitely on army pay alone, and by 1897 Charles could no longer afford to continue his military career.

At the age of twenty-seven Charles was out of the army, and living on a small farm at Knaptoff in Leicestershire. He was not quite dishonoured, though his record in the army lists bears the terse comment ‘removed from the army’,6 the usual synonym for slow horses, fast women or debts. No one, ever, could accuse Charles of slow horses, so it was certainly one of the latter.

At that time and in that place the horse was king. A good hunter was almost worshipped, and cosseted beyond belief.7 Charles had already found that he could buy badly-schooled or poorly-made horses cheaply, and make them into good hunters, selling them on for acceptable profits. He had done this with some success in the army, but not, it seems, enough to keep him out of financial deep water.

It was whilst he was hunting with the Cottesmore Hounds that Charles first saw Clara Alexander. He had an eye for a beautiful girl and at nineteen Clara was undoubtedly a lovely creature. Tall, reedslim, and strikingly handsome, she sat and handled a horse in a manner which turned heads. In addition she had a particularly sweet clear voice8 and a pouting, appealing manner. Her classical features and silken brown hair turned Charles’s head and he and Clara were married on a hot August day in 1898 in the parish church of Wintringham, York, where Clara had been living with her mother after the family returned from India following the death of her father.9

In July 1900, at Scarborough in Yorkshire, Clara gave birth to a son, Richard Alexander Clutterbuck. She must have travelled to the North Riding for her confinement, for the couple had resided since their marriage in Uppingham, Leicestershire. Two years later the Clutterbucks had moved to Ashwell, in the heart of the Cottesmore country. From here they could hunt with the three best packs in the kingdom – The Quorn, The Belvoir and The Cottesmore.10

A second child was born on 26 October 1902, at Westfield House, Ashwell in the county of Rutland. It was a girl. The parents evidently could not think of a suitable name, and even by 3 December when the child’s birth was registered, no name was mentioned. The birth certificate merely records that the child was ‘female’ and Charles declared his occupation as ‘farmer’. Eventually the baby was christened Beryl at the lovely old Norman church of St Mary in Ashwell on 7 December.11

Charles and Clara continued to hunt, mixing easily in the hunting set. For many years after the Clutterbucks left the area, they were reputed to have been the best-looking couple and the hardest riders to hounds in Melton.12 Charles often rode in hunt races on his two good horses, Hot Chocolate and Snape, and when his regular successes became noticed he also began to train chasers, as an additional source of income to that earned from his farming and horsecoping.13 But money was always a problem, and the domestic obligations which two babies brought with them could not have helped the situation. The couple began to have serious disagreements and in the summer of 1903 they separated. Charles stayed at Westfield House with the children and Clara went to live in Melton Mowbray where she ran a tea shop in Burton Street.14

Beryl was only starting to walk when her father decided to emigrate to South Africa. It was generally believed that there were fortunes to be made in farming there: it was another India, just opening up. Everyone knew how much money had been made in India, but Africa, it seemed, was even better, for there were no feudal princes in Africa, land was to be had cheaply and a well-run farm could make one a millionaire. A man could breathe in the vastness of Africa. In the spring of 1904 Charles and Clara made an attempt at reconciliation, following which Charles sailed for the Cape where his intention was to farm and to train horses. If he were successful Clara would join him there with the two children.

Charles did not stay in South Africa long, for as soon as he arrived he became interested in the East African Protectorate, then known as British East Africa or simply BEA. Almost certainly his imagination was caught by the virtues being widely advertised for the territory in an attempt to encourage white settlement of the newly opened country.

The British government had spent an enormous sum mainly in the building of the famous railway line from Mombasa on the coast to Kisumu on the shores of Lake Victoria.15 This railway to Uganda, dubbed the Lunatic Express, opened up a vast territory of great potential value – the White Highlands of Kenya.16 However, maintaining the sparsely populated protectorate would remain a very expensive enterprise. Following recommendations from Sir Charles Eliot, HM Commissioner in East Africa, that white settlement was the essential route towards making the project self-supporting, it became a matter of prime importance to encourage the ‘right sort’ of settler. The Commissioner of Customs, Mr A. Marsden, was therefore dispatched to South Africa to advertise the potential of the country.

Probably as a direct result of this action, Charles sailed for East Africa, arriving at the old Mombasa harbour, subsequently named Kilindini, on 29 July 1904. As the steamer slowly edged through the gap in the coral reef, he had his first view of the town with its white beaches fringed with palm and mango trees.17 Above the shoreline, the lush tropical vegetation, with its climbing carpet of flowering bougainvillea, palms and the peculiar, unique baobab trees, gave every indication of swamping the whitewashed, red-roofed houses.18 He would have been prepared for the humid heat, but the vibrant colours of the abundant flowers, and the alien sounds of the cosmopolitan town with its population of Arabs, Africans and Europeans, must have burst upon his senses after the monotony of the sea voyage. He stayed for one night at the Grand Hotel before boarding the train for Nairobi.19 ‘Mombasa …’, wrote Winston Churchill after his visit in 1907,

is the starting point of one of the most romantic and most wonderful railways in the world … all day long the train runs upward and westward, through broken and undulating ground clad and encumbered with superabundant vegetation. Beautiful birds and butterflies fly from tree to tree and flower to flower. Deep ragged gorges, filled by streams in flood, open out far below us through glades of palm and creeper covered trees, every few miles are trim little stations with their water tanks, signals, ticket offices, and flower beds backed by impenetrable bush. In the evening a cooler crisper air is blowing … at an altitude of four thousand feet we begin to laugh at the equator … After Makindu station the forest ceases and the traveller enters upon a region of grass … the plains are covered with wild animals.20


From the windows of the carriages the passengers gazed upon the great herds of antelope, gazelle and zebra. Giraffe, lion and ostrich were also to be seen in this Garden of Eden. The trains stopped at Voi which enabled the passengers to take dinner in a dak bungalow. When the engine driver gave the signal the passengers returned to their carriages and tried to get what sleep they could as the train chugged on through the night; but they were all awake early next morning, anxious to see the promised glory of Kilimanjaro, its icecrowned summit tinted coral in the rays of the rising sun.21

The hot and dusty train journey ended for Charles at Nairobi, then merely a collection of shabby, tin-roofed shacks around the railway station. Situated on a treeless plain, it had been chosen as a halt for trains to take on water, before the line began a dizzying series of contortions over the Kikuyu escarpment into the Rift Valley. It was an unhealthy place and only two years earlier had been affected by bubonic plague. A huge swamp bordered the river along the length of modern-day Nairobi’s city centre, a constant breeding ground for malaria.

 … the railway station consisted of a wooden platform roofed by a few strips of corrugated iron and a godown with a kitchen clock suspended over the door. The arrival of the bi-weekly train was a great event. Naked natives flocked onto the platform to see the miracle … in the dry weather passengers arrived coated with a thick layer of red dust. The particles clung to everything – clothes, baggage, fingernails, hair, food. Faces were fantastically streaked as though they had been smeared with chocolate warpaint. The passengers had to walk from the station. There were no rickshaws or buggies to meet them. There was one small hotel, easily filled. The only alternative was to camp … The town consisted of one cart-track, recently labelled Government Road, flanked by Indian dukas [shops] … one European store and one office. Beyond lay the swamp where the frogs lived. Every night at dusk they used to bark out their vibrant chorus and spread a cloak of deep, incessant sound over the little township.22


Charles’s favourable impression of Nairobi was no doubt coloured by the fact that he arrived there during Race Week.23 This was a far cry from the formal green turf of Ascot, but not too unlike the hurly-burly of a hunt point-to-point and Charles would have been instantly at home in such company. Soon after arriving in Nairobi he met Lord Delamere. The great pioneer of Kenya was quick to spot the ability of the young, well-educated farmer and undoubtedly encouraged him to settle. This included the offer of a job as manager of his farm at Njoro (where Delamere had over fifteen hundred head of cattle including imported pedigree Herefords), and suggestions about several good parcels of land for which Clutterbuck could apply.

Hugh Cholmondeley, third Baron Delamere,24 had left his ancestral estate, Vale Royal in Cheshire, for a couple of grass huts in BEA. He had, it must be admitted, also acquired 100,000 acres, but this was virgin land, virtually valueless at that time. In subsequent years he brought the Vale Royal estates to bankruptcy for the sake of the land in Kenya, and dedicated the rest of his life to making Kenya one of the most efficient and prosperous colonies in Africa.

Charles travelled up country to look at several sites, two of which were serious possibilities. One was at Thika, which he rejected.25 The other was a large tract near Njoro in the White Highlands, which marched with, and was originally part of, Delamere’s own property which was known as Equator Ranch because the equator ran through one corner of it.26 Charles eventually purchased 1000 acres of this land at three rupees an acre,27 but first he got to know the land by working it for Delamere.

The land at Njoro consisted of raw and untamed bush on the slopes of the mighty Mau Escarpment, which forms the western edge of the great Rift Valley. Much of it was covered in dense forests of juniper (known as cedars), acacia and mahogo, but there were also areas of open pasture. The climate was pleasant: the site was situated at some 7000 feet, so the heat never became oppressive even in the strong sunlight of the equator, and mild frost at night was not unusual. During the day the air had an alpine sparkle to it, dry and clean.

The views were breathtaking. No man or woman alive could fail to be stirred by the sweeping vistas of the rift down to the distant Aberdare Mountains on one hand, and the multi-hued blues and greens of the Mau Forest stretching across the Rongai Valley to the slopes of the extinct volcano Menengai on the other. Game abounded in the forests, as did lions and leopards.

In one of his letters home Lord Delamere described the area around Njoro:


I measured a cedar yesterday on the road through the forest close here – 24 ft and 22 ft, three feet above the ground and round the butt, and there are many larger in the heart of the forest I believe. The more I see of the place the more I like it. This is the hottest time of the year and the thermometer has never been above 70° since I have been up here and is down to 50° in the mornings in my hut. After the rains I expect it to be very much cooler. At the next station on the place, Elburgon, it freezes even at this time of the year, but that is up in the forest.28

Charles Miller outlines the difficulties of the new settler who

made the initial stage of his African journey by rail from Mombasa to Nairobi, and thence to the station nearest his holding on the Kikuyu escarpment, the floor of the rift or the slopes of the Mau. The final lap was covered on oxor mule-drawn wagons, whose axles screamed out under the weight of disc ploughs, harrows, grindstones, bags of seed, rolls of barbed wire, steamer trunks, chop boxes, bedsteads, tin bath tubs, toilet seats and veritable flea markets of household goods. Practically no roads existed outside a radius of a few hundred yards from any station. The grass rose above a man’s head. The ground was strewn with rocks that smashed wagon wheels, pitted with antbear holes capable of snapping an ox’s foreleg like a dried twig. During the rains, wagons would swamp easily while being wrestled through the mill races of bloated streams. A farm no further than fifteen miles from the nearest railway station might not be reached in a fortnight.29


With his few personal belongings, Charles settled on the land and, helped by African labour, started the task of making the farm which he optimistically called Green Hills.

In West with the Night Beryl wrote a poetic summary of the years which in reality must have involved a backbreaking, often heartbreaking struggle for her father. Much has been written about the difficulties besetting the pioneer settlers.30 There was often too much sun and not enough rain. Then, when the rain did come there was often too much of it. The dirt roads became impassable in hip-deep mud; the only movement possible for weeks at a time, was on horseback or on foot and the great ox-drawn wagons, scotch carts used for supplies, and water carts, stood idle.

Clearing the land could take months. A coarse outer beard of tall grass and dense knotted scrub had to be shaved clean with bush knives, or pangas as they were known. There were forests of gum, thorn trees and giant cedar to be felled, and their great stumps extracted like decayed teeth. As Charles Miller wrote:


Boulders and man-high anthills harder than concrete must be swept away. These chores, in turn, meant on-the-job training for the African farmhands, who were patiently taught how to wield axes, picks and hoes without amputating their legs or fracturing their shoulders. The workers also had to learn the rudiments of handling the ox teams that would drag the tree stumps from the earth with chains attached to their yokes. Even the oxen required education, being local beasts that had never known any sort of halter and that were deaf to the command of the human voice. More than one farmer harnessed his oxen by dropping the yokes on them from a tree, provided that one of the African workers could drive the animal under the branches.

When ploughing finally began, the settler was likely to discover to his exasperation, that it was a rare African indeed who could comprehend the meaning of a straight line. Furrows in the infant years of pioneering on the highlands, often resembled the paths left by gigantic pythons.31



At first the Clutterbuck homestead was, like that of all newlyarrived settlers, a hut called a rondavel, made of mud and daub with a grass-thatch roof and sited on a high sunny clearing. Whatever your social standing, these native-type huts were your introduction to living in Kenya. Their dark interiors remained cool in the sun, and at night the thick mud walls were snug against the cold air of the highlands. Lord Delamere continued to live for years in his collection of huts on the Mau Escarpment – although in his case this was from personal choice. Lord Francis Scott recalled some years later: ‘For the first nine months I lived in a tent on my estate – then my wife and two young daughters came out and we put up … mud and wattle huts, until about nine months later when the house [Deloraine] was ready.’32 In The Flame Trees of Thika Elspeth Huxley wrote of her first African home that it ‘was most companionable, for a great many creatures soon joined us in the roof and the walls. The nicest were the lizards, who would stay for hours spread-eagled on a wall quite motionless, clinging to the surface with small scaly hands … the thatch was always full of sounds, little rustling, secretive noises from unseen fellow-residents.’

These huts had no proper doors, but usually some sacking provided a little privacy. The windows were merely openings cut into the walls, but they looked out on to some of the best views in the world. Langley Morris, who was taken out to East Africa as a child to live near Njoro, recalled, ‘I can remember kneeling on my bed and looking out of the window at the Molo Hills to the north of us, it is my earliest real memory. The hills were deep blue – as blue as your dress [cobalt]. I asked one of the African boys if they were really that blue – he told me it was the mist hanging over the hills that made them appear so.’33 The cold night air often made fires at night a necessity, and the main hut on the Clutterbuck homestead nearly always had a big cedarwood fire burning after dark.

Furnishings were a strange mixture. Treasured antique pieces shipped from ‘home’ stood shoulder to shoulder with upturned packing cases which served as makeshift chairs and tables. Beds were often animal skins on wooden stretchers. The legs of tables, chairs and beds stood in tins of water – or, if available, in paraffin – to discourage the ever-present ants.

The main diet was ‘tommies’, the plentiful Thomson’s gazelle, though most of the settlers tried a wide variety of plains game when the need arose. Langley Morris, describing their food, said, ‘Once my father killed a python but my mother wouldn’t let me have any in case it was poisonous. My father said it was very stringy! I did eat ostrich once and that was stringy. Also it looked very unattractive – covered in pits like craters of the moon, where the quills had been pulled out.’34

Cooking was done by Africans who coped admirably in preparing European food on primitive cooking ranges. These usually consisted of three flat stones over a fire, but the Morris household had managed to acquire a Somali cook who had his own ideas: ‘ … our cooking range consisted of a sheet of corrugated galvanized iron on which several small fires of charcoal were kept burning.’35

The pioneer settlers had little in the way of entertainment and social life, but what there was revolved around horses. Within months Charles had established his interest, and began advertising ‘For Sale at Njoro, several high class ponies 14hh–15hh. Prices Reasonable apply C.B. Clutterbuck, Njoro.’36 His remarkable talent with horses was immediately apparent when the newly organized Turf Club held a race meeting in Nairobi in February and Charles rode in many of the races on behalf of clients. He won on Lord Delamere’s Dawn and also managed several places, riding horses owned by the Delameres, R. B. Cole and others.37 From this date onwards he rode regularly in the owner-ridden Somali or countrybred horse races and was among the first to import horses to improve the blood lines.

According to Charles, or ‘Clutt’ as he became known in the protectorate, ‘Delamere was never really keen on racing, only he saw it as a way of improving horse blood.’38 Clutt imported two Australian mares; Gladys, which he owned in partnership with Berkeley Cole, and Kathleen, which was owned by Lady Delamere. Both were trained by Clutterbuck and became famous in the early days of Kenyan racing. By 1906 Clutt was well established in racing circles. In a poem which starts ‘To the races I went and I had a good time, There was racing and laughter and Scotch Whisky wine’, his name features heavily.39

Race meetings were only held twice a year in those early days. Handicapping was an invidious task, for the horses ranged from English thoroughbreds to Somali ‘rats’. On one occasion the handicapping steward was bitterly upbraided for putting 16 stone on the horse of a prominent settler and making it give 8 stone to a Somali pony. One might suppose that the settler’s complaint was justified until one learns that his horse started hot favourite and that he won the race ‘pulling up, in a hunting saddle’. Whenever possible Clutt personally rode the horses he trained, and despite the vagaries of the handicapper, won with what must have seemed, to rival stables, maddening consistency.40

Clara went out to join her husband in late 1905, taking Richard and Beryl with her. As was the custom, after a few months living at the unaccustomed altitude of Njoro she went down to the coast for a few days in April 1906 to spend a short time at sea level.41 She was staying there with friends at Mombasa in April 1906 when she met Richard Meinertzhagen who recorded the meeting in his diary:

Bowring gave a dinner party this evening at which were present Mr & Mrs Coombe, Mrs Clutterbuck, Stanley of the railways, my old Fort Hall friend Ronald Humphrey and myself. Mrs Clutterbuck told me a good story which she declared to be true. Her husband wounded an old bull elephant near Molo on the Mau Plateau but failed to recover him that day. On the following day they found that he had wandered off to a small stream, and in his efforts to get water had sunk down and died, actually in the bed of the watercourse. The stream was thus dammed but instead of the water rising and flowing over the carcass it found for itself a new course underground and now flows for over a mile in this fashion.42


By 1906 the Protectorate of East Africa was beginning to flourish and lose some of its wildness. Nairobi had changed considerably from the tin shanty town which Charles had found two years earlier, and Meinertzhagen recorded his surprise when visiting Nairobi in 1906:

 … the town has trebled in size. Trees have sprung up everywhere, hotels exist where zebra once roamed. Private bungalows in all their ugliness now mar the landscape where I used to hunt the waterbuck, impala and duiker. The place is full of strange faces and … where two years ago I knew every soul of the twenty or thirty Europeans … there are now over 1200 Europeans in the town.43


The Clutterbuck farm was already well established by the standards of the day. A friend who visited Green Hill Farm in that year to recuperate from an illness recalled a ‘pretty little house, with a garden full of English cottage-garden flowers’, and later recalled with amusement that she was fed on ‘roast mutton, boiled onions and tea for every meal’.44

Clutterbuck was still working for Lord Delamere and ran regular weekly advertisements in the East African Standard: ‘FOR SALE at Lord Delamere’s Njoro Farm: Broken bullocks at 50 Rupees, Unbroken Bullocks 40 Rupees, also young large White Yorkshire, Middle white and Berkshire Pigs, Boars and Gilts at 30 Rupees each … a quantity of the above always for sale. Apply C.B. Clutterbuck Njoro.’

In August 1906 the Ladies’ Column in the same newspaper proved that it was not ‘all work and no play’ even in the pioneering days, when it carried a report of the Turf Club Ball at Nairobi.

The Ball Room was most tastefully decorated with flags and long trailing garlands of flowers and when everyone was dancing it was a very pretty sight. There were lots of pretty women in lovely frocks. Mrs Clutterbuck wore a perfectly lovely frock of pink chiffon which suited her to perfection, Lady Delamere was in wine-coloured velvet, Mrs Bowker in a dress of fine black lace … 45


The rival newspaper, The Times of East Africa, noted at the end of that week that ‘The Delameres and the Clutterbucks have left for Njoro.’46

Life up country was not without its excitement, however. There were constant rumours of native unrest – particularly from the Nandi and Sotik tribes a little way to the north of Njoro. Trains were not allowed through the disturbed areas at night and up-country passengers had to sleep at Nakuru and go on next day.47

When Lord Delamere returned to England to raise capital to develop his farming interests in Kenya his admirable wife Lady Florence wrote calmly:


I suppose you have heard of our scare. The Sotik looted two Masai villages on the other side of the line from here. Wiped them out I understand. Then the Government sent word to the el moru [elders] on our land that another party of Sotik were coming. So I borrowed 200 cartridges from Mr Clutterbuck to reinforce Casaro [the head Masai on the Delameres’ property]; but as nothing more happened, I conclude the government were misinformed. Personally I never thought they would come here but I thought it as well to get more cartridges.

Rather amusing, the district officer at Naivasha wired … to say a loot was expected. They said looting had taken place two days before. Beauties aren’t they?48



Native raids were not the only excitement at Njoro. There were periodic scares from lions and leopards who prowled around bomas (cattle enclosures built of thorn trees) where the oxen were herded for the night. There was always the chance of running into one after dark.49

Langley Morris, whose family lived on a farm at Njoro from 1906 to 1914, remembered that his father had once walked three miles home in the dark and had been ‘shadowed’ by a lion. ‘It kept parallel to him the entire time, about fifty yards away. When he stopped the lion did too. He had only a pistol on him so it was pointless his trying to do anything unless the lion attacked. So he just kept on walking … and so did the lion.’50

Lions were classed as vermin, and were shot at will, although technically only proven cattle-killers could be shot unless the hunter had the requisite licence. They were not the only ‘game’ presenting problems to pioneer farmers. Elephants, rhino, buffalo, zebra, giraffes and gazelles grazed on the crops. Lions, leopards and cheetahs threatened livestock.51

Almost from the first, Richard, the elder Clutterbuck child, ailed. He had always been a sickly infant, slight and fair, but he now suffered a series of distressing illnesses which his parents attributed to the climate and altitude. Early settlers were by no means convinced that it was possible to rear children in the highlands, despite the views of H. M. Commissioner Sir Charles Eliot who in 1905 wrote that the fearful hazards of altitude, equatorial sun and disease had been exaggerated; fever was certainly not more prevalent than influenza in England: ‘ … it will no longer sound incredible that European children can be reared [in the highlands] without danger or difficulty. The number of fat, rosy infants to be encountered on an afternoon’s walk at Nairobi is quite remarkable.’52 The young Winston Churchill disagreed: ‘It is still quite unproved that a European can make the highlands of East Africa his permanent home … still less that he can breed and rear families [at heights of ] from five to eight thousand feet above sea-level.’53 In September 1906 Richard was sent home in the company of friends.54

Settler life, despite the obvious improvements brought about since 1904, had not suited Clara. She enjoyed a busy social existence, loved parties and dancing, and could not accustom herself to the rigours, nor the social isolation, of her new life. Her single regular contact with civilization seems to have been a friendship with Lord Delamere’s wife Florence, daughter of the Earl of Enniskillen. Before being taken to India by her parents, Clara too had been gently raised in a succession of ‘big houses’ belonging to the Alexanders, a great Irish family. The two women undoubtedly shared the trauma of their changed circumstances, and the friendship between them was noted by Lord Cranworth:

If D[elamere] was a remarkable character, no less remarkable was his wife Florence. I do not think that I have ever met a more delightful companion or a more devoted wife. She loved hunting, dancing, every form of society and every joy of life. Yet she shared an existence of the utmost discomfort without any one of these amenities with the utmost cheeriness. On their personal expenditure … the very closest watch was kept. Two poor mud huts, which would have been condemned instanter by any housing authority in England, served them for years, and there was no garden nor indeed any other amenity whatsoever. D. was away nearly all day and every day on the farm and about his various enterprises and until the coming of the Clutterbucks she had a very lonely life … 55


But the friendship of Lady Delamere could not compensate Clara for the living standards and society she missed so much, and she was not able to adapt, nor accept the privations, so well as her neighbour. Three months after young Richard had sailed for England, Clara embarked on the SS Djemnah bound for Marseilles and home.56

In 1986 Beryl stated that her father always told her that Clara ‘ran off to England with Harry Kirkpatrick’. Major Harry Fearnley Kirkpatrick (whom Clara married some years later), was serving at the time in East Africa attached to the 3rd King’s African Rifles,57 so this must be considered as a possible reason for the separation. But Clara’s decision not to take Beryl back to England with her may have been because she originally intended to return to Njoro, and since Beryl was obviously suited to life in Africa there seemed no justification for uprooting her for the long and arduous journey to England. Whatever the reason, it was decided that Beryl would remain with her father at Njoro.

It will probably never be known whether Clara ever seriously intended returning to Charles and the farm at Njoro. Beryl would be a grown woman before she saw her brother or her mother again. In the little time she knew him as an adult, she loved her brother. But she never forgave her mother for abandoning her.




CHAPTER TWO

1906–1918

After Clara’s departure for England, the African house-servants were given the responsibility of watching over the little girl while Clutterbuck worked to establish the farm. Before 1909 when a series of governesses appeared on the scene, Beryl’s regular companions were African contemporaries, the children of the increasing number of migrant workers employed by Clutterbuck, or ‘Clutabuki’ as he quickly became known to them.1 From them Beryl learned to speak the languages of Africa, exactly as the other totos (small children) learned. The African workers on the farm were mainly Kikuyus and people from the Kavirondo district; but there were also a number of Kipsigis – a pastoral tribe allied to the warrior Nandis who hailed from the country to the north of the farm – who made particularly good herdsmen. The child’s days were filled with sunshine, the soft murmur of African voices, and the cracking whips of the Boers who drove the huge teams of oxen which were used to drag away the felled timber.

The night sounds were those of the occasional roar of a lion in the distance, the snap and crackle of cedarwood fires, and the continuous shriek of hyraxes – attractive, small furry creatures, rodent-like but in fact the nearest living relative of the elephant.

The absence of her mother and brother undoubtedly had an influence on Beryl’s character; indeed the strength and independence she was to show later almost certainly had their roots in this deprivation. Her lifelong habit of going barefoot whenever possible stemmed from these years, and her necessary intimacy with the African families who lived in squatter villages on the farm caused her to become almost more African than European in her thinking and attitudes. True, she acquired a veneer of European manners as she grew up, but these early years which did so much to shape her strength of personality also created within her a deep well of insecurity, and an inability to handle personal relationships. She simply ‘never knew what was required of her and her instincts were to survive at any price, no matter what the cost to other people’, a friend told me.2 Her own comments about her father are also revealing:

He is a tall man my father – a lean man, and he husbands his words. It is a kind of frugality, a hatred of waste I think. Through all his garnered store of years, he has regarded wasted emotion as if it were strength lavished on futile things.3


Beryl was always full of life and energy, and from contemporary recollections she might today be classified as a hyperactive child. But her charisma even as a young girl was outstanding, and she was regarded as having ‘powerful dawa’ (Swahili for magic or medicine) by the African workers on the farm. Her ideas were treated with respect even by adults.4

Although the highlight of her day was to ‘do the stables with daddy’,5 her father, with his immense workload, had little time to spare. Lady Delamere kept a watching brief over her welfare. The Delameres’ own child Tom, two years older than Beryl, had been left behind in England when the couple went out to Kenya in 1902 and it therefore is hardly surprising that Clara’s child on the neighbouring farm provoked a kindly interest from Lady D. Interviewed in the spring of 1986 Beryl still retained a vague childhood memory of riding over to the Delameres’ house on her pony,6 and of ‘a white frock’ that she had been given by the woman described by Meinertzhagen as ‘very lovely, graceful and charming, and quite out of place in this savage country’.7

Clutterbuck intended to make a success of his venture in Kenya from the start. He was more resourceful than many of the early settlers and he had the constant support and advice of Delamere; indeed it is difficult to separate Clutterbuck’s early projects from Delamere’s own concerns and interests. Much of Clutterbuck’s initial work was performed on Delamere’s behalf and was subsequently taken over by Clutterbuck, probably on very favourable terms.

Delamere pointed out to him the fact that the railway company had a number of redundant engines at various points along the line, and so Clutterbuck purchased two old engines and used them to power a mill to grind the maize and wheat grown by himself and his neighbours.8 There was no easy living to be had, but Clutt’s Mill, as it was known to the settlers, slowly prospered, in spite of numerous farming difficulties affecting the protectorate. Over the years Clutterbuck astutely acquired government contracts to provide posho (ground maize) for the workers on the Uganda Railway.

He was also quick to act on Delamere’s early concern that despite the enormous quantities of trees available in the country, timber for building had to be imported because of lack of processing facilities in Kenya. Clutt bought two more engines in the autumn of 1906 and built a saw mill at the side of the railway track where it crossed his land. Delamere had spotted the potential of saw mills some time earlier and had ordered his agent in England to acquire and send out ‘two small circular saws, a large rack circular saw and other woodworking equipment’.9 The equipment took a long time to arrive, but Delamere had postdated the cheque for the equipment by a year.

Timber processed by Clutt was used by a newly arrived carpenter, Mr Francis Morris, to build his own and then Lady Delamere’s house in 1907.10 Lady Delamere, writing to her husband, told him, ‘The rain has been awful, and the cold intense. I hope you won’t be annoyed but I couldn’t stand it any longer and have bought a little house and have hired a carpenter to build it.’11

‘Intense’ cold, on a farm which has the equator running within its boundaries, is an interesting paradox, but Equator Ranch was more reminiscent of the Scottish Highlands than anywhere in Africa. Mr Morris lined the inside of Lady Delamere’s house with bamboo. When he subsequently built a house for Berkeley Cole (Lady Delamere’s brother), Mr Morris lined the walls with tapestry, a source of wonderment to his young son Langley, who thought it the ultimate in luxury.

Gradually the number of Africans working on the Clutterbuck farm increased until there were over a thousand. When Winston Churchill briefly halted his train journey at the farm in 1907 there were nearly nine hundred employed solely on cutting timber and clearing the forest. Much of the timber was used to fuel the trains – a lucrative contract. Churchill described Clutterbuck as ‘A young English gentleman … a model employer of native labour’.12 This labour force sounds huge by today’s standards, but it was not unusual. Karen Blixen, for example, was welcomed to her farm in 1914 by a similar number of African workers.13

The amount of effort involved in clearing land from the bush and forest was herculean. At that time there were no machines to pull the unyielding stumps from the ground even after the mass of timber was cleared. Many willing hands were needed, and teams of oxen. The Dutch who had trekked north from the Cape were the experts with oxen, and Clutterbuck took full advantage of their skills.14 Beryl was later to write of her father’s heroic work in

clearing the trees from our farm – or rather … fighting the Mau Forest, which, in its centuries of unhampered growth had raised a rampart of trees so tall I used to think their branches brushed the sky. The trees were cedar, olive, yew and bamboo, and often the cedars rose to heights of two hundred feet blocking the sun. Men said this forest could not be beaten, and this was true but at least my father made it retreat. Under his command a corps of Dutchmen with hundreds of oxen and an axe to every man assaulted the bulwark day after day, and in time its outer walls began to fall.15


For Churchill’s visit, Clutterbuck had a path cleared through the forest which linked a loop in the railway line. The path consisted of a leafy tunnel, about a mile and a half long, through the forest which Churchill described as dense and confused.

The great giants towered up magnificently to a hundred and fifty feet. Then came the ordinary forest trees, much more thickly clustered. Below this was a layer of scrub and bushes and under, around and among the whole flowed a vast sea of convolvuluslooking creeper. Through this four-fold veil the sunlight struggled down every twenty yards or so in gleaming chequers of green and gold.


Characteristically, Churchill was not only observant of the scenery.

What a way to cut fuel! A floating population … pecking at the trees with native choppers more like a toy hoe than an axe … Each of the nine-hundred natives employed costs on the whole six pounds a year. The price of a tree-felling plant, with a mile of mono-rail tram complete, is about five-hundred pounds, and [would] effect a sevenfold multiplication of power. It is no good trying to lay hold of Tropical Africa with naked fingers. Civilization must be armed with machinery if she is to subdue these wild regions to her authority.


He talked of this to Clutterbuck as they scrambled through the forest path. But Churchill’s conclusion – ‘It is of vital importance that these forests should not be laid waste by reckless and improvident hands. It is not less important that the Uganda Railway should have cheap fuel’16 is oddly poignant, for in 1986 a visit to the site he describes reveals treeless farmland.

As time went on there was no sign of Clara’s return to Kenya with Richard, but the farm thrived, thanks to Clutterbuck’s efforts and administrative ability, and Beryl thrived along with it. The horses were her special love. Her father was not slow to notice the special affinity Beryl had with all animals, but particularly with horses. Even as a child she had the ability to make a horse ‘quiet’, simply by touching it. She was, like both her parents, a natural rider totally without fear, and rode all horses on a long rein, with great sensitivity.17 Her own special horse, acquired when Beryl was only six years old, was an Arab pony stallion called Wee Macgregor.18 Years later Beryl wrote about her childhood friend:

Wee Macgregor maintained throughout his life a gentle contempt for men and the works of men, and I am convinced that his willing response to their demands was born wholly of tolerance. He rarely ignored a word or resisted a hand … Wee Macgregor was an Arab. His coat was chestnut and his mane and tail were black, and he wore a white star on his forehead – jauntily and a little to one side, more or less as a street urchin might wear his cap. He was an urchin too by the standards of our stables. He was perfectly built but very small, and though he was a stallion, he was not bought to breed, certainly not to race, but only to work carrying myself, or my father – and even if need be to pull a light pony cart.19


Before race days Beryl helped her father and the syces (grooms) to load the horses, including her own Wee Macgregor, on to the down train bound for Nairobi. She always accompanied her father to the race meetings, she recalled, and they slept in tents … ‘nearly everybody did’.

One race meeting in 1909 must have been especially exciting for the little girl, for her father won the Produce Plate riding Sugaroi, a horse he trained for Berkeley Cole. This race was being run for the first time in 1909 and soon it was regarded as one of the feature races in East Africa. No wonder Beryl grew up heroworshipping her father when so often she saw him as king in his own country.

As well as stables full of glossy thoroughbreds, there were always innumerable pets around Green Hills: ‘orphans mostly’, Beryl recalled: lambs, fawns orphaned by hunting ‘accidents’, goat kids and dogs. There was a pure-bred bull terrier (her father’s favourite dog, given to him by Lord Delamere), which was the sire of Beryl’s own crossbreed, Buller. Clara had left behind the large and very beautiful English sheepdog she had originally taken out to Kenya with her, and there were also two imported greyhounds called Storm and Sleet, and two great danes. Beryl recalled sadly that nearly all of them were killed by disease or ‘taken by leopards’.20

However, and despite Beryl’s assertions to the contrary in her memoir, there was another woman besides Lady Delamere who had some influence on her upbringing. It was her Aunt Annie. Clutterbuck’s elder brother Henry21 together with his wife Annie and their son Jasper had moved to Kenya from India in 1908 when the climate there proved too much for Henry’s constitution. They settled at Molo, about half a day’s ride from Njoro, and there was naturally some intimacy between the two families. Jasper was two months younger than Beryl and the two were occasional playmates.

Before her marriage, the tall and elegant Annie had been brought up in a very luxurious manner, one grandfather being Wykeham-Martin of Leeds Castle and the other the Earl of Cornwallis. Her photograph in court dress at the time of her presentation shows a poised and very lovely woman. In India she had been used to running her sizeable household with the aid of efficient, well-trained servants, and the privations of the farm at Molo came as a considerable shock. But she made the best of it and grappled valiantly with the odds. On one occasion during her husband’s absence on business her servants told her, ‘Some men have threatened to come and break in in the night and kill everyone and steal the stock.’ Annie calmly took out a revolver and loaded it before their eyes, slowly and deliberately. Then she lit a storm lantern and sat down in a chair facing the door. ‘Tell them,’ she said, ‘that I shall be patrolling the house all night. If I see anyone moving at all I shall kill them immediately.’

Another time when she was alone with her small son they heard something walking on the roof. The servants who were outside called out, ‘Don’t come out – there is an animal on the roof who will kill you and eat your brains. Shoot at it through the roof.’ ‘Mother, who did not know how to use a rifle, but did not want the servants to know this, called out that the bwana [master] would be angry if she shot holes in the roof and instead prodded the thatch with a native spear. The animal went away and later the servants told us it had been the nandi bear. This creature was long assumed by Europeans to be a mythical animal, but there has been evidence recently that it was a small species of bear. The Africans were quite correct, it had a tendency to kill its victims and eat the brains.’22

On Christmas Eve 1910 Annie gave birth to a second son, Nigel, and Beryl saw both cousins, as well as her aunt and uncle, as frequently as was convenient given the circumstances and the difficulties of travel. Beryl does not mention her aunt or her two cousins in her memoir, but it is inconceivable that during six important formative years of her life she would have been ignored by Annie, nor could she have failed to be affected by Annie’s intrepid nature.

Undoubtedly Beryl’s ability later in life to merge into London society, her cultured manners and accent, her pleasantly high, slightly nasal speaking voice, were developed by contact with expatriate upper-class Europeans. But these were external attributes. Beryl’s character was developing in a complex manner; for instance without regular parental guidance her instinct led her to adopt the belief that ‘the end justifies the means’ – a basic premise in the art of survival – and this characteristic was to reveal itself noticeably as she grew older when her tendency to ‘use’ people – and their possessions blatantly, was even described as amoral. Her extraordinary energy, zest for life and the remarkable freedom she was allowed (or took), led her into many childhood adventures which would normally have been denied to girls, whether of European or African backgrounds. As an old lady she recalled, ‘I admire my father for the way he raised me. People go around kissing and fussing over their children. I didn’t get anything like that. I had to look after myself and then I used to go off and read by myself and think by myself. Funnily enough it made me.’23 Admirable from her point of view it may have been, but it is difficult to rid oneself of the impression of a lonely child deprived of the affection she outwardly eschewed but inwardly craved, for she undoubtedly adored her father and for the remainder of her life never met another man who measured up to him.

If Clutterbuck, a former classics scholar, was worried about the lack of formal education for his daughter, his concern was not readily apparent. Beryl told me: ‘Daddy used to teach me things’; but this seems to have been limited to the retelling of stories of ancient Greece, and answering the child’s constant stream of questions. As an eight-year-old she went to stay with a neighbour’s wife and son, while Clutterbuck and the husband, Edward Lidster, went off to the Congo on an ivory-hunting expedition. During this time Mrs Lidster taught Beryl to read from Mee’s Encyclopedia, an invaluable source of reference for colonial mothers.24 Beryl was an intelligent child and learned quickly, but she was no lover of organized lessons. By the time her father returned she could both read and write, and from then on she became an avid reader, but given half a chance she ‘ducked lessons, in favour of horses and games with her African playmates’.25 Doreen Bathurst-Norman recalled how Beryl told her of ‘wrestling matches with the African boys, which she often won. She grew immensely strong and knew how to use her physical strength to its best advantage.’

During her stay with the Lidsters, Beryl met Langley Morris, then aged about seven years old. According to him, European children were as scarce as hen’s teeth – the farms themselves were widely scattered and the children seldom travelled off them. Beryl was the first white girl he had ever seen and he remembers her as looking like ‘ … Alice in Wonderland … I don’t mean pretty or missish, it was a sort of style of dressing that all the girls of that period affected. Loose fair hair, worn long and caught up in a ribbon. Rather Victorian than Edwardian, but fashions took a long time to reach East Africa. She was an intelligent girl, tall and slim with a bright vivacity … as I recall she knew the sort of things that I knew; what to do in case of snake-bite, where to shoot a charging elephant, where to hit a lion (in the shoulder to lame him; you couldn’t hope to kill him with the first shot), how to skin a buck, the effects of strychnine poisoning’26 … ‘these were the important things to us as children. The emphasis of the educational process was on survival.’27

Soon after his return from the Congo expedition, Clutterbuck hired as Beryl’s governess Mrs Orchardson, the wife of a newly arrived English settler. Beryl took an instant dislike to her, and this dislike grew into open antagonism as the years passed. The reason for her hostility was almost certainly rooted in jealousy and still, nearly eighty years later, she referred to her former governess as ‘that bloody woman!’

Mr Orchardson,28 an artist of Royal Academy standard, turned anthropologist, was seldom in evidence since his objective in going to Africa was to conduct a serious study of the Kipsigis tribe and he spent the next nineteen years living in Kipsigis villages, returning occasionally to visit Mrs Orchardson and their son Arthur, who was the same age as Beryl.

Around this time the farm acquired a house built strongly of cedar. At night the light from the blazing log fires flickered on the polished floor and reflected in the panelled walls, and their warmth drew out the aromatic fragrance from the wood. In the main living room on the huge stone chimneybreast, Clutterbuck used to measure Beryl’s height in charcoal on the stones. These marks remained until the farmhouse burned down in 1983 and the fireplace was dismantled.29 But Beryl, rebellious and defiant, was unwilling to move into the house under Mrs Orchardson’s constant supervision, and she continued to sleep in her own mud rondavel some distance away.

Poor Emma Orchardson! She saw it as her duty to bring order and conventionality into the life of this strong-willed child. Until that time Beryl’s father had treated his daughter like a boy. She was allowed to plan her own life, to work or play as she wished, to accompany her father as he worked about the farm, and occasionally to read a little and learn by listening to Clutterbuck. Her father was fair but firm and was not above taking a stick to her if she transgressed.30 Beryl accepted this – she loved and respected him. But she loathed Mrs Orchardson. Whenever she could, she ran off with her African friends to play in the cool Mau forests, or hid in the stables which by now had expanded to over twenty horses, in training and being brought on, by the enterprising Clutterbuck. ‘Daddy was very good about it – he understood how I felt,’ Beryl recalled. ‘It was a very hard upbringing,’ stated a friend.31 But it was the upbringing Beryl wanted. She revelled in it.

If she disliked Mrs Orchardson, she adored her father singlemindedly. The two became a familiar sight, for as she grew into adolescence she continued to accompany him when he went to Nairobi a hundred-odd miles to the south-east, for business reasons or to the races. They travelled down by the twice-weekly train, with their horses. By the time she was eleven Beryl was already riding out on her father’s racehorses32 and had become an accomplished and competent horsewoman.

On some of these trips south the pair would hunt with the Masara Hounds. Jim Elkington, a huge Old Etonian with a genial countenance and sparkling blue eyes, was the Master and huntsman of this pack of imported foxhounds, and both a good friend and a rival of Clutterbuck on Nairobi’s race course. The Elkington farm was a regular stop for Clutterbuck and Beryl when they came in from up country.

The Elkington homestead was ‘complete with bleached and horned animal skulls lining the walls, a veranda ran all round the ramshackle wooden bungalow, littered with riding crops and bits of saddlery with dog bowls and … a huge population of dogs and cats, waiting to trip you up.’ A caged parrot acted as an early-warning system for approaching visitors, and above all there was Paddy.33

Paddy, the unusual companion of the Elkingtons’ only child Margaret, was a huge black-maned lion. He was the only survivor of a litter of three cubs, the offspring of a lioness shot by accident.34 Raised by the Elkingtons on a mixture of egg and milk fed to him in a baby’s bottle, he was regarded by the family as totally tame and was allowed to roam about the property like a pet dog, ‘loose about the house until he got so big that he could pat Mrs Jim [Mrs Elkington] and she fell down’.35

Beryl had already been told by her father not to trust this animal, but she ignored the warnings. In 1911 she was attacked by Paddy. How serious the attack was seems to differ in the telling. Beryl’s own description is a dramatic and highly readable account.36 But Margaret Elkington claims it was no more than ‘a slight scratch’.37

Margaret’s version of the story may have been coloured by a natural sense of injustice at Paddy’s fate, for the eighteen-month-old lion was thereafter confined to a cage for the rest of his long life. It is quite likely that Paddy had merely attempted to play with Beryl in the way he was used to tumble about with other members of the Elkington family. Beryl, though, claimed that he attacked and would have eaten her, if she had not been rescued by Jim Elkington and some of his servants. It does not need a lot of imagination to picture a fully grown lion in his prime attempting to romp with a nine-year-old girl. From the child’s point of view it must have been a terrifying ordeal, whatever the lion’s motives.

Beryl soon recovered from her adventure. She even regretted Paddy’s incarceration. She often saw him in his cage, for as she grew into womanhood the Elkingtons (including Paddy in his cage), moved from Nairobi up country, and Beryl was a frequent visitor to their home.38

In 1914 tragedy struck the Clutterbuck relations at Molo. Henry Clutterbuck had been ill for some time, and after major surgery, performed on the kitchen table, he died, leaving the valiant Annie and her two sons on a farm that was, like most in Kenya, mortgaged to the hilt. Annie’s troubles were not restricted to grief, for in the general hysteria which surrounded the advent of war, no unprotected women and children were allowed to remain alone on isolated farmsteads. All their farming implements were confiscated and Annie had no option but to pack up and leave. She took the two boys to stay at Green Hills for a while before returning reluctantly to England. Hardships there may have been, but few settlers gave up and went home willingly. At this time Beryl was a lanky twelve-year-old.
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