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  WHY “LE CITTÀ VISIBILI”?




  Is it possible to identify a genius loci that represents a constant over time and in the urban spaces used?




  Cities made visible through the narration of the personal experience of the authors, assisted by the voices of witnesses and inhabitants who will provide an interpretation of the territory, its transformation and the alien elements that proliferate through flows of goods and people to cause the contractions of spaces, such as their extensions, urban and demographic. Authors who will examine strategies of monumental preservation and ‘reinterpretation of ruins’ traveling between smart cities, marked by digital security, that accentuate – constituting themselves as social elevators and descenders – the difference in urban structure and mobility between suburbs and downtown. Impossible not to connect to this the migratory flows, with the inclusion of new arrivals and the evolution of their typology and the eventual marginalization of migrants, internal or external; to which are also related the mass exclusion and emptying of areas, ghost-towns and neighborhoods already planned and built as ghettos, or gentrification caused by real estate interests. The authors of this series will take us by the hand to their places of the heart, like guides capable of making us feel the atmosphere of the cities, allowing us to really sense their current peculiarities without forgetting the past History on those streets.




  The rich section of African cities is included in the series at the direction, selection and editorial care of Angelo Ferrari, an Africanist writer who was very attentive to social, political and cultural events on the continent.




  THE AUTHORS OF NAIROBI




  Freddie del Curatolo is a professional journalist, living in Kenya since 2005. In addition to musical essays and novels, he has published Malindi Italy, a semi-serious guide to Africa’s last Italian colony (2008), the novel Safari Bar (2013) and – with Angelo Ferrari – La pandemia in Africa. L’ecatombe che non c’è stata (2021). Since 2008 he’s managing Malindikenya.net, the portal of Italians in Kenya.




  Leni Frau was born in Cagli (Italy) in 1976. Travel agent and photographer, she has lived in Kenya since 2011. In 2013 she published the photo-book Under an African lantern. In 2015 she brought the travelling exhibition Mijikenda to Italy. In 2018, the Italian Embassy in Kenya produced her exhibition Zeinab-Zena, which was on display in the Fort Jesus museum in Mombasa.
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  PREFACTION: NAIROBI, NOT A COMMON PLACE




  I love Nairobi because it makes me do what I don’t want to do.




  Nairobi puts me in turmoil, in contradiction with my conscience and my values, but at the same time it attracts me like a magnet and makes me realise, with stark realism, that life is all turmoil and contradiction, but it is always worth being captivated.




  For someone who constantly runs away from clichés, hearing it being called the ‘city of contrasts’, of great opportunities, of social inequalities, got a bit tiresome.




  Mind you, I know well it is so! I have decided to live in contrasts.




  But to discuss it with blanks, just to point to it as an example of the aberrations of our age, to get indignant and lash out at humanity, interests me little.




  That we then risk the evil of our time, which is more commonplace than anything else, that of making one’s own mind up about everything and not diving deep into situations to seek, if there is one, a solution.




  I prefer to dive into its objectivity, into its people, every time. Treat her like a professor with a young student to whom he grants all the extenuating circumstances but is also tough, inflexible because he does it for his own good.




  It is the people who make the difference.




  If you think that Nairobi was born 120 years ago and Rome almost 2800, do not compare the Pantheon with the National Archive or the gardens of Villa Borghese with Uhuru Park. Rather remember that Rome has the ancient Colosseum, but Nairobi has the roaring lions.




  Today, unfortunately history no longer makes a difference in everyday life.




  There is no great difference walking into the shop of a butcher on Via Prenestina in Rome or one in the Valley Arcade. Both, with the automatic friendliness of the salesman, are ready to present to you their best cuts. One does it by cracking a couple of bad jokes in ‘Romanesco’ slang, the other proposes an ancient Punjabi saying while chewing English as if he had cardamom seeds in his mouth.




  Every time I drive up to Nairobi, I look forward to meeting new people.




  I can meet them in beautiful gardens of flamboyant and orchids or in front of piles of burnt rubbish under the open sky, in a techno restaurant on the 20th floor that mixes sushi and Peruvian cuisine or in an unstable shack winking at a steaming plate of maize and beans.




  They are not contrasts, only encounters.




  Places are sometimes common, people never.
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  You cannot claim to have understood Nairobi without feeling it with your gut and listening to it with your mind. You cannot judge it without investigating it thoroughly, without talking to a thousand, or more, of its inhabitants. Of all ages, races, social classes, and religions.




  It must be that I come from the South, from the Swahili coast that has a thousand years of history and always seems to have woken up yesterday. I married curiosity, alchemy, mixture.




  Climbing with my bare hands the invisible wall that takes me from the shore of the Indian Ocean to an altitude of 1600 metres, helps me to look at Kenya from another angle.




  I landed in Malindi in 1990. I grew up barefoot between beach and savannah. One day collecting clams and catching octopus and the next calling elephants by name.




  Since 2008, I have been writing professionally and the job periodically takes me to Nairobi. A free, independent job, not at all easy and obvious.




  Just like living in Malindi.




  Nairobi is not so free, and it is easier to be dependent on it than to know how to extricate oneself from it. And as a reporter, it is also not so obvious, in the end, to come out sane. One day immersed in core-business, another in the mud of a slum.




  Over the years, I have come to realise that expats living in the city focus (almost always deliberately) on one of the possible Nairobi or at most two: the area where they live and the area where they work.




  Because in Nairobi you must do something, and if you do something, in Nairobi you also must live.




  I love Nairobi because it makes me do what I don’t want to do: come and go, own the spirit and not the concrete, be captivated but not imprisoned.




  Especially in some commonplace.
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  Masterplan of the Central Area (1948).




  Conquering the cold waters




  “In the horizon of this place, which partly opens and partly closes




  Because it is a complicated discourse the biology of a swamp.




  Because certain existences fly over all history to be remembered.




  And certain existences wait where time has no honour.




  Because certain existences fly on the borders of errors but someone has locked them in and no one takes them out.”




  Carlo Fava, La palude (The swamp)




  Nairobi belongs to those who take it.




  It has always been like that.




  It belongs to those who deal, buy, undertake.




  To those who buy and resell, build, exploit, barter.




  To the businessmen, the traffickers, the small and big bosses.




  To those who arrive first and see beyond, to the shrewd and cunning, to those who live by their wits. Nairobi belongs to those with an aptitude for trade, for government, for brokering.




  In the buying and selling of chickens or stones, as in that of helicopters and oil.




  Those who know this law can feel themselves masters of a little piece of Nairobi, even if they will never own it. This is the case for every single strip of land, every rock in its continuous up and downs, for the vegetable gardens bordered by sheet metal fences or the thirty-storey blocks of flats never completed.




  You can always have someone else’s Nairobi and your Nairobi never has a single owner.




  The first to take it over were the British.




  Where the metropolis stands today and the highlands glimpse the great volcanic mountains, herds of the lesser Kenyan tribe of the Rift Valley once grazed.




  The white men of the Imperial British East Africa Company, at the turn of the 20th century, already accustomed to dealing with shepherds and peasants who lived along the railway line under construction, that would have run from the port of Mombasa to Kampala, bought it from Ole Lenana, to turn it into a freight depot and mid-journey stopover.




  Son of Mbatian, supreme chief of the Maasai people from the Ngong Hills to the slopes of Kilimanjaro, Ole Lenana had neither the charisma nor the power of his father. The old laibon, a spiritual and material honour that among the Maasai only those with legendary ancestry and aptitudes for government and diplomacy that are not purely cattle-related deserve, had appointed him heir for a very specific reason: his mother was the only one of the hundred wives who had not given him more than one son.




  Mbatian was considered a seer, since he was descended from the prophet Inkidongi, who arrived in the hills overlooking the cold-water swamps around the 16th century, during the descent of the Maasai people from the Nilotic regions.




  A laibon enjoys exclusive benefits, including the ability to take any desired woman in marriage without paying her dowry, thus generating entire colonies of descendants without losing a cow’s tail.




  The scenario, two and a half centuries later, had totally changed.




  The battling semi-nomadic herdsmen were no longer lords and masters of those green moors, but had to contend with the IBEA officers and the Kikuyu chiefs who were descending little by little from the forests of Aberdare and Mount Kenya towards the plateau.




  The community willingly accepted old Mbatian’s decision, considering it the last of his premonitions.




  Not so did Lenana’s many half-brothers, who aspired to control the boundless lands and the immense kinship that, translated into cows, added up to at least five zeros, and who fuelled the rumours that the new laibon had tricked his father, by then blind and incapable of understanding, into crowning himself.




  The feud that broke out between Lenana and his half-brother Senteu, who had taken possession of the Tanganyika lands, as well as a severe famine, weakened the laibon to such an extent that he had to come to terms with the British.




  The London government had taken over the Kenyan colony from IBEA, while leaving its officials to handle internal diplomacy. It was they who negotiated with the laibon, recognised him as the only Maasai chief and got him to ‘amicably’ cede Enkare Nai Robi, the land of cold waters.




  In return he would enjoy protection and would be able to drive his enemies back to the Serengeti.




  When the Maasai wars reached their climax, the British imposed an armistice. Senteu returned from Tanganyika, where the Germans had received him no better than His Majesty’s Empire would have done, and adapted to the new course.




  Thus began the construction of warehouses, railway junctions, barracks for labourers and housing for officers. The first convoy, coming from Mombasa, rattled past lions and elephants drinking the cold waters in 1899.




  Far more important was the train returning from the Lake Victoria basin, laden with minerals, precious stones, and other raw materials to be loaded onto the cargo ships that would dock in the Thames from the Indian Ocean. In that middle ground, the Indians took over the trade, the smuggling, the retailing. They were freed from the age-old railway construction with relatives who had landed from Bombay, Goans of Portuguese origin, engineers, and skilled workers for whom Africa smelled more of opportunity than turmeric and cumin.




  They set up a bazaar just behind the station, where today Biashara Street meets Moi Avenue. A long, straight street, thick with wooden shacks and dry palm trees on both sides where everything was manufactured. Chairs, tables, furniture, clothes, uniforms, animal traps, fixtures, tools, tablecloths. In the workshops behind the Indian Bazaar was set up the Nairobi of the British, which was to become the capital of the British East African colony.




  In 1902, when the Lunatic Express twice a week transported all kinds of goods from Mombasa and twice a week returned from Uganda with as many novelties, the Indian quarter was already teeming with two thousand souls and even British landowners came down from the White Highlands into the cold waters to buy cinnamon from Zanzibar, cloves from Pemba and Tamarind from Kilindini. Or get a pair of trousers made to measure.




  A few hundred metres away stood Nairobi’s first hotel, dedicated to Queen Victoria. Conceived by an ingenious English woman, Mayence Bent, and erected by the indefatigable Indians who were joined by the first indigenous labourers, the Victoria Hotel had a stone base and wooden structure, two floors and 15 rooms protected from the outside by white curtains and mosquito nets.




  Over more than a century, it has seen the cold waters dry into concrete and take the shape of a city, it has seen its own ashes several times, and from the ashes it has risen again with the name Stanley Hotel, moving from Tom Mboya to Kimathi Street, then New Stanley and, today, Sarova Stanley, a five-star hotel owned by an Indian family. The historic hotel of the British, one hundred and twenty years later, is in the hands of those who put blood, sweat, and tears into it.




  Nairobi belongs to those who take it or borrow it.




  The British colonial government had unceremoniously conquered the entire country, inviting its citizens to occupy its best heaths, almost always close to the new railway, to make cultivated fields, plantations, farms. While Nairobi, which had become the capital of the East African colony, was developing as a commercial and strategic hub, the economy and wealth of the possession was in the ‘White Highlands’. From the fertile hills of Ngong to the coffee plantations of Limuru and Kiambu, the lakes of Naivasha and Nakuru, and further up, the forest of Aberdare and the great tea highlands of Kericho.




  There were not only the Indians who, despite a plague epidemic that struck the great bazaar in the early 1900s, had expanded their range and begun to define their own residential area. The construction of the railway and the building of Nairobi had brought hundreds of willing Kikuyu into the cold waters, many of whom had been evicted from villages expropriated for the construction of the Lunatic Express. They lived in more than humble conditions, slept in makeshift huts among the streams and in the most inaccessible areas, and by colonial government regulations could not own any property.




  Kenya belonged to the whites.




  The natives were issued temporary, non-transferable, and non-inheritable permits. Although they were allowed to work in the city, Africans were still not allowed to settle there with their families permanently. Only bachelors whose occupations were considered useful could find temporary accommodation. This was a practice in the East and Central African colonies, where, until the 1940s, most governments denied Africans a permanent place in the cities.
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