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  For my mother


G. O.


For Eva, again


D. L.
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  Believe nothing, oh monks, merely because you have been told it,
or because it is traditional, or because you yourselves have imagined it.
Do not believe what your teacher tells you merely out of respect
for the teacher.
But whatever, after due examination and analysis,
you find to be conducive
to the good, the benefit, the welfare of all beings,
that doctrine believe and cling to,
and take it as your guide.


GAUTAMA BUDDHA


(CIRCA 563–483 B.C.)
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THIS IS A true story. It happened to me between the year of my birth and the present day. A very few of the names in this book have been changed, in order to protect those individuals. Kenya is at times a lawless and dangerous place, especially in the ghetto. When you read my story you will understand why such changes may have been necessary. Conversations are recreated both from my own recollections and from those of family and friends who were present at the events portrayed. Without doubt my memory is fallible, and any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making.
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  PROLOGUE
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You know, they said this day would never come. They said our sights were set too high. They said this country was too divided, too disillusioned to ever come together around a common purpose. But on this January night, at this defining moment in history, you have done what the cynics said we couldn’t do.


The man’s voice boomed out from the tiny TV screen on the shelf above the bar in Kenya where racks of bottles and glasses sat protected behind thick metal bars. His speech was as strong and unyielding as those cold steel bars, the voice resonant, deep, and powerful, like a rich promise of hope.


In lines that stretched around schools and churches, in small towns and in big cities, you came together as Democrats, Republicans, and independents, to stand up and say that we are one nation. We are one people. And our time for change has come.


In the crowd behind the tall, copper-skinned man who was speaking, I could see a bunch of mostly white people—mzungus as we call them in Kenya—smiling and cheering ecstatically, and waving blue placards with the man’s name on them, or red ones emblazoned with the slogan Stand for Change.


We are choosing hope over fear. We’re choosing unity over division, and sending a powerful message that change is coming to America.


This was the voice of a man who in the winter of 2008 had the promise of becoming the next U.S. president. But more than that, perhaps, this was the voice of a man who might truly make history by becoming the first black president of America. But to Kenyans like us, this was first and foremost the voice of a man who was Africa’s lost son, for as far as we were concerned, he was half-Kenyan and hailed from one of the foremost tribes in our country—the Luo.


The time has come for a president who will be honest about the choices and the challenges we face, who will listen to you and learn from you, even when we disagree, who won’t just tell you what you want to hear, but what you need to know.


Unlike every other black Kenyan in that bar, I had a unique and special reason for listening to those words. For the man delivering this extraordinarily rousing speech was my half brother, a brother by blood, but one that I had barely known.


This was the moment when we tore down barriers that have divided us for too long…. This was the moment when we finally beat back the politics of fear and doubt and cynicism, the politics where we tear each other down instead of lifting this country up. This was the moment.


From the wild cheering of the crowd, and his repeated appeals to them personally—“You said… You heard… You called…”—I felt as if the people of America knew this man far better than I, and felt a more personal connection to him, and yet he and I shared the same father. We had lived two separate lives, a world apart, yet in a sense we were joined forever by birth. And that was the strangest thing of all for me; that was both the closeness and the gulf between us.


Years from now, you’ll look back and you’ll say that this was the moment, this was the place where America remembered what it means to hope.


I glanced around the sparse bar, with its plain and yellowing walls. A bare concrete balcony looked out over the noisy, chaotic streets of the ghetto. Old men and young clustered around the chipped Formica tabletops, gazing at that screen and listening with something like rapture. Not a soul in that bar cared much for Kenyan politics, which seemed forever mired in corruption. But in this man—in their lost African son—Kenyans saw their own promise of hope and change that might somehow shine a light into the dark heart of Africa.


For many months, we’ve been teased, even derided for talking about hope. But we always knew that hope is not blind optimism…. Hope is that thing inside us that insists, despite all the evidence to the contrary, that something better awaits us if we have the courage to reach for it and to work for it and to fight for it.


Hope. He used that word a lot, did my big brother in America. Yet for so many years hope had been an alien concept to me. During my darkest, lost years the very concept of hope had been closed to me. It was only relatively recently that I had learned again what it meant to know and to feel the true spirit of hope.


Hope is what led a band of colonists to rise up against an empire. What led the greatest of generations to free a continent and heal a nation. What led young women and young men to sit at lunch counters and brave fire hoses and march through Selma and Montgomery for freedom’s cause.


After living a life of relative privilege, I had crashed and burned in my teens, and I had lost all hope. I had migrated from the plush Nairobi suburbs to a life with the city’s street kids, and from there I had been sucked into the wild chaos of the ghetto. I had lost myself in drink and drugs, and I had become a gun-toting gangster, caught in a life of violence and crime.


Hope—hope is what led me here today. With a father from Kenya, a mother from Kansas, and a story that could only happen in the United States of America.


At the mention of our country the crowd in the bar jumped to its feet, cheering wildly. What would the drinkers think, I wondered, were they to realize that Barack Obama’s half brother sat in their very midst—George Obama, an unremarkable resident of the Huruma slum.


Hope is the bedrock of this nation. The belief that our destiny will not be written for us, but by us, by all those men and women who are not content to settle for the world as it is, who have the courage to remake the world as it should be…


While he was striving to become president of the United States, I was a slum-dwelling ex-prisoner and ex-gangster. And with each day that my big brother’s fame and status grew, I knew deep within myself that my anonymity couldn’t last. In a day, a week, a month, whatever, someone would inevitably make the connection—we shared the same father, but had different mothers—and venture into the closed and dangerous world of the slums to track me down.


We are the United States of America. And in this moment, in this election, we are ready to believe again.


Sure enough, the journalists and reporters came into my ghetto homeland in droves. Having my long-lost brother win the American presidency would prove both a blessing and a curse.


Not even he could erase the darkness and the shame in my past. Only I might do that, by helping build for the people of my slum homeland a better and a brighter future. And one step at a time I reckoned we were getting there.
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  CHAPTER 1
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The Beginning


“SOMETIMES, GEORGIE, I’M speaking but you’re just not hearing me, are you?”


Whenever Grandma Dorcas teased me, which was often, she did so with a wide smile that lit up all her features. I’d gaze up into that big, open face of hers—the mouthful of crooked teeth and a patchwork of laughter lines around dancing eyes—and try to remember just what she had been telling me.


I’d insist that I had been listening. “I was hearing you, Dani, I was.”


Dani is the word for “grandma” in the language of my tribe, the Luo; kwara that for “grandpa.”


Grandma seemed to be more than happy to tell her stories over and over and over again, and so she’d often catch me daydreaming. More often than not she’d know that I was far away in my land of make-believe, but she never really seemed to mind.


My father had died when I was just a few months old, and as a result Grandma always seemed to be soft on me. She used a big stick on my cousins whenever they stepped out of line, but she never once beat me. My mother, Jael, would leave me in my grandparents’ care for days on end, so there was plenty of time for Grandma’s storytelling.


“You’re a real dreamer, just like that grandfather you were named after.” Grandma would ruffle my hair, affectionately. “You’re a real dreamer, just like him.”


This was a perfect excuse to tell me the story of how my juogi—my naming ceremony—had come to pass.


“You know how you came to have your name? I can’t for the life of me remember if I told you.” Grandma gave a sigh. “Well, just to be sure you know, this is how you came to be named George Hussein Onyango Obama. A few days after your birth…”


Grandma was perched on a low wooden stool, where she liked to sit when telling her stories. It was carved from a single section of tree trunk, the rough-hewn ax marks worn smooth by the rubbing of human skin and the passage of time. I was on the ground at her feet, nestled against her legs. The essence of Grandma was all around me—a smoky, spicy, musty scent that to me signified love and home.


I let my mind drift as her voice rumbled away in the background, lulling me like honeyed sunshine. I started to imagine myself on a fishing trip with my cousin, Omondi. Only this time, I was the mudfish catcher par excellence. For every one mudfish that Omondi caught, I’d catch half a dozen or more. Omondi couldn’t believe it. Finally, in my world of make-believe at least, I’d earned a little respect from my tough rural cousin.


Grandma had told me the story of my naming so many times that I’d lost count. In the weeks after my birth my father, Barack Obama Senior, had waited until an ancestor appeared to him in a vision. It was my grandfather on my father’s side, and so that was who I was named after.


There are twenty-three Luo subtribes, and my father was from the Jo-Alego—Jo being the Luo word for “people of.” The subtribes intermarry freely, but the children always inherit the tribal identity of their father. Africa is a largely patriarchal society, Kenya included. A child’s tribal and cultural heritage is seen as coming from the father’s side. Traditionally, children are “owned” by the father’s clan, and if there is a breakdown in a marriage, the offspring very often go with the father.


The Luo word for the naming ceremony, juogi, is also our word for ju-ju, the worship of spirits and ancestors. In the Luo traditional belief system there is a supreme creator, Nyasaye, and a powerful cult of the ancestor. Only ancestors who led good lives are supposed to appear in the juogi vision. Whoever appears in that vision is “reincarnated” via the naming and lives again on earth in the person who bears his name. That’s why Grandma was forever telling me that I would grow up to be just like Grandpa Obama.


My grandfathers on both my mother’s and father’s sides bore the name Onyango, as do I. Onyango is a Luo word meaning “someone who is born in the early morning,” and as my mother had told me, I was born just after dawn. On my father’s side my grandpa’s name was Hussein Onyango Obama, so I guess Grandma was right—I was named after him. My English first name probably came from my father’s close childhood friend George.


But as a child I didn’t know any of this for certain. My father had passed away during the first year of my life and it was my mother’s extended family that made up my home and my life.


As with many African tribes, in the Luo the twin strands of traditional African belief and contemporary religion often run side by side. Grandma seemed to have no problems reconciling her Christianity with the Luo’s more ancient beliefs. She was a great churchgoer. Every Sunday she’d don her finest robes and emerge from her hut wrapped from head to toe in rainbow colors. On her head she’d wear a traditional Luo cloth, twisted around and around and tied in a bright bow.


She’d set off for the village church like a ship under sail, all whites, reds, and yellows billowing before her. As soon as we children saw her coming, we’d run away as fast as we could. I wanted to be out playing in the rice paddy or fishing with my cousin Omondi, not sitting for hours in a hot and airless church with the preacher droning on. On the rare occasions when Grandma did hustle me off to Sunday service, I’d kill the time with serious daydreaming.


Grandma used to pepper her stories with references to God, the Bible, and Christian parables. She was forever drawing religious lessons from life as she observed it in the family compound. And each night before I went to sleep, she’d pray for me. I liked that; there was something comforting in her hushed words. After Grandma’s prayers, I was tucked up in Grandma’s bed, which I shared with my cousin Omondi, and Grandma slept on a thin mattress on the floor. I used to feel so secure snuggled up in Grandma’s bed, my cousin close to me, and Grandma right next to us, in her hut in the family homestead, that I’d sleep through the balmy African night untroubled by dreams.


I never once saw Grandpa Onyango go to church. I don’t think he disapproved of Grandma’s pious ways, he was just too old and set in his own habits to do anything that he didn’t absolutely want to do. In fact, he rarely left the family compound. Polygamy was normal in the traditional Luo society of their generation, and a Luo man was allowed up to five wives. Grandpa had three. Grandma Dorcas was the first and the oldest and, in theory at least, that made her the most important.


Grandpa was supposed to rotate among them, spending each night with a different wife. But in my earliest memories he was already too old to be doing any of that. Perhaps his wives competed for Grandpa’s affections when he was younger, but I never heard them arguing or complaining much.


In order to win and keep several wives, you had to be wealthy. In Luo culture wealth equated to cows, and the more cows you had, the richer you were. Grandpa had forty cows, which by Luo standards meant that he was a rich man. His sons were married off to Luo girls, and for each of those marriages Grandpa would have paid a dowry of so many cattle. That he had managed to do so and keep his big herd meant that he had husbanded his resources well.


Surrounding the homestead were the fields where Grandpa grazed his cattle, plus his goats and sheep. He owned land in other parts of the village, and much of this was used for rice growing. The rice fields were rain-fed, as opposed to irrigated. If the main April-to-June rains failed, the young rice plants would wither and die in the fields, and there would be no crop that year.


Grandpa was well educated for a Luo elder, for he had been to school, a colonial one run by the British. Despite his age his mind was razor sharp. He could remember the names of all his grandchildren, and there were dozens and dozens of them!


My mother’s full name was Jael Atieno Onyango. Atieno means “born at night.” Like many Luo, she was tall and willowy, with a quiet and graceful African beauty. She wore her hair in braids that fell to the small of her back. They swayed and danced when she walked. She was twenty-two years old when I was born; barely six months later my father was killed in a car crash on Kenya’s chaotic roads. She was my father’s fourth wife, and just months into their relationship fate had decreed that she would end up a single parent, with an infant son to rear.


My mother had given birth to me in Nairobi, where she was studying and working at the time. But my earliest memories are of her rural home, and my time spent daydreaming on Grandma Dorcas’s knee. The village was situated in the Nyando region, a flat and fertile part of the country on the shores of Lake Victoria, in the Luo’s traditional heartland. Just about everyone in the village was from one subtribe of the Luo, called the Jo-Kano.


At the start of the April rainy season the wind would blow in from the bush in a sudden, raging storm. The dry fronds on the palm trees clashing together sounded like an army of children fighting with wooden swords. Then you knew that rain was on the way, and you had no more than ten minutes to get under cover. As a wall of gray clouds rushed in from the far horizon, powerful gusts knocked down coconuts from the palms and dead branches off the trees. The only thing to do was to shelter in Grandma’s house and wait for the storm to pass.


Huge drops of water would pummel the sandy earth, mashing it into the consistency of muddy coffee. The smell of the first rain on the hot ground was a strong, heady mixture of steamy, peppery dust and sunbaked earth. That unmistakable scent came with a rush of excitement. It signified a season of plenty—one of fattened cattle, creamy milk, juicy maize cobs, and lush rice fields. In the evening a chorus of croaking would envelop us, as the frogs in the waterlogged rice fields started calling to each other, ushering in the African night.


Mostly the storms would last for only a few hours, and then the sun would return, hot and crystal bright in the clear, rain-washed air. Rarely would it rain for days on end. If it did, the downpour would flood the far side of the road, but never our compound. Grandpa had built on a slightly raised site, and we would stay dry while the houses across the road sagged into the floodwater, their mud walls dissolving into piles of brown sludge. Those families would have to go stay with their relatives until the floodwaters were gone.


Our compound was large by Luo standards. It had to be, in order to accommodate the huge family that Grandpa had sired. Grandma alone had eight children, and I couldn’t count all the grandchildren. My mother had been born and brought up in that bustling homestead, but she had been sent to Nairobi in her teens to attend secondary school. Once her studies were done, she’d found work in the city, and after that she had split her life between the rural and urban worlds.


My mother was proud of being Luo and she tried to teach me everything she could about the Luo traditions, culture, and history. But invariably it was Grandma who revealed to me the most about my roots, because her life was steeped in Luo tradition, and she had the time to really talk with me.


One day Grandma called me over to her favorite stool and began to tell me the story of the ancient times. This was a tale about how we Luo had ended up in Nyando, and from where we had come. It was a saga of brave warriors, perilous river-crossings, and heroic expeditions into the unknown, and for once Grandma had me gripped. I sat there hugging my legs, digging my toes into the hard-baked earth as I listened to Grandma’s tale of mighty adventures.


“Many, many years ago there were no Luo in Kenya,” Grandma began. “At that time we lived in a country far to the north, in the flat and steamy swamplands. We built huts of grass and mud on the islands. The waters were full of giant crocodiles that ate people, but still we Luo braved those waters in our canoes. We were skillful fishermen, just as we are on Lake Victoria today. But this land in the north, which today is called Sudan, was a place of fierce and warlike tribes. There were great battles between the Luo and rival peoples over water, cattle, and land, and many died.”


Grandma paused for a second. I felt her fingers playing with my dusty, wiry hair. She plucked out a speck of dry grass that had lodged there when I was playing.


“You’re not listening to me, are you, little Georgie?” she prompted, gently.


“I am, Dani, I am listening,” I insisted. “There’s lots of fighting going on between us and the others. Go on.”


“Well, some Luo chose to migrate south, to escape the fighting,” Grandma continued, happy that for once I was paying attention. “In doing so they had to navigate mighty rivers and lakes and cross high mountains. But eventually they made it here to Kenya. Of course, this land had its own people, but we Luo were clever, as well as being warriors. Some people we did fight, but with others we signed peace deals, and with some we married into their clans. In that way our enemies became our friends, neighbors, and our families even. And that’s the story of how we came to know this part of Kenya as our home.”


I glanced around me at the familiar contours of the homestead. I told myself that it had been worth the long journey across Africa, and the struggles that had accompanied it, to end up in a place such as this. I loved it here.


Grandma’s house was a square, mud-walled building, with a roof of blue galvanized iron. During storms, the noise of the raindrops pounding on the roof was deafening. The compound was set back from the road that led through the village, and Grandma’s was the first house inside the gate, which signified that she was the most senior wife. To either side and set further back were the two houses for Grandpa’s second and third wives.


Each house had a kitchen to one side, which was constructed of mixed mud and cow dung. At the far end of the compound were half a dozen circular mud huts, with grass thatch roofs. These were the men’s houses, for the unmarried young men and teenage boys. Once a boy reached adolescence, he wasn’t allowed to stay in the main house with his mother and the girls. All in all, there must have been forty or more family members in the compound from three generations, with a hut or a house for everyone.


And then there were the animals. At the very center of the compound was a circular cows’ enclosure made of branches driven into the ground to form a stout palisade with just one gate. Next to that was a smaller, rectangular enclosure for goats, with a wooden fence and grass thatch roof. And everywhere chickens were scratching in the dirt, trying to peck up any food. There were also half a dozen dogs. They spent the day sleeping, but at night they were alert and on the lookout for strangers.


The compound perimeter was marked by a thick, impenetrable fence made of thorn trees. The cattle were placed at the very heart of the compound, for they represented the wealth of the family. Grandma had told me scary stories about cattle raids. Luo from rival clans had come to our village with spears, clubs, and leather shields to steal cattle to pay the dowries for their sons’ marriages or to increase their own herds.


My cousin Omondi was always going on about those raids. It was the job of the small boys to take the goats into the bush during the day to graze. The most dangerous thing that we’d encounter were the snakes, but they’d usually try to keep well out of our way. Omondi was always warning me to be on the lookout for the raiders. He carried a stout stick for whacking the goats if they strayed too far, but in Omondi’s mind it was for heroically fighting off the raiders.


Omondi was a year or so younger than I, but he was a tough little country boy born and bred. I loved the rural life, but I hadn’t been born and bred in the country. I was seen as having one foot in the city, and as a result Omondi was always the “leader” whenever we were out in the bush. I was older and almost a head taller than he, but he was in charge. If the raiders came, I was supposed to run with the goats to the compound while Omondi would stand and fight them.


While we small boys were out looking after the goats, it was the girls’ job to gather firewood. The grown women would remain at home, tending the cooking fires. They’d balance a pot on three rounded hearthstones and feed the firewood in from the sides. They cooked in the open air until the rains forced them indoors. At those times the smoke got into everything—our clothes, our hair, and our skin. Everyone ended up with a salty, smoky, burned aroma. In a way I liked having the smell of the cooking fire upon me, for it too was an unmistakable scent of the village.


My favorite food was Grandma’s fish stew. Grandma would buy tilapia, a popular fish about the size of an average trout, which were abundant in nearby Lake Victoria. She simmered tilapia in a tomato and onion sauce and served it with ugali, a stodgy maize flour mash a bit like mashed potato. Grandma was gentle, protective, and indulgent with me, for she knew that I was the grandson with the missing father. Whenever she could, she would prepare my favorite fish stew.


There was no electricity in the village, and nothing like a TV. In the evenings I’d sit outside the door to Grandma’s house, enveloped in the warm, inky night. I’d scoop up the ugali in my hand, dip it into the bowl of fish stew, and throw the lot into my mouth. Delicious. All around the compound the watery yellow light of oil lanterns spilling out from hut doorways softened the darkness. Overhead, the stars would burn like ice-cold fire, so close that I felt as if I could reach up and touch them.


After everyone had eaten, we’d gather around the fire, and Grandma would try to teach us youngsters a Luo song or one of the legends of the tribe. When it was time for bed, she’d sing us a simple lullaby:


My child you need to sleep,


My child you need to sleep.


You’ve looked after the cows,


My child you need to sleep.


You’ve fetched in the firewood,


My child you need to sleep.


You’ve looked after the goats,


My child you need to sleep.


Your belly’s full of food,


My child you need to sleep.


The fire’s burning low,


My child you need to sleep…


Grandma’s voice, and the soporific repetition of the verses, would lull me into the world of my dreams.


I loved it at the homestead, but I wasn’t wholly part of life there. In the middle of the night I’d wake, needing to use the loo. There was no bathroom in the house, and I was scared of the night. I wasn’t used to it like the other kids were. With only an oil lantern to guide me through the quiet and the dark, I had to try to find the outside toilet. The stars stared down from the wide-open sky, making me feel small and alone. Omondi, I knew, wouldn’t be like that. He was a tough country kid. Nothing scared him.


When I wasn’t herding goats I’d run around barefoot, playing and joking and laughing with the other kids. All we boys wore was a pair of raggedy shorts, and by the end of a morning’s play we’d be covered in dust, with grass and leaves in our hair. There was a pond just outside the compound that was deep enough to wash in. The trouble was that there were water snakes in there, and if you weren’t careful, one would go slithering over your foot.


Omondi and the other boys didn’t seem to mind. They’d strip naked, dive in, and cavort around in the pool’s depths, but I’d be rooted to the shallows, glancing around nervously for anything green and slithering. After we’d washed, Grandma would prepare tea and boiled rice for lunch. The tea was served with heaps of sugar and milk fresh from our cattle.


Grandma was forever pointing out to me the three cows that she said were mine. Apparently, they were the ones that my father had paid as dowry for my mother. Grandma explained that I would use them to pay for my own wife’s dowry when I was old enough to choose a Luo woman to marry. Grandma had given each of my cows a name, and just as she did with all Grandpa’s cattle, she knew each by sight.


One day Grandma decided it was time I learned to milk my cows. The other boys, Omondi included, knew how, and Grandma saw no reason why I shouldn’t. The problem was that each cow was used to being milked by the one person who looked after it. Over time the milker built up a relationship with his cow, who wouldn’t willingly give her milk to anyone else.


Grandma milked my cows and they were used to her touch, but she wasn’t going to let that stop us. She picked out one, set a bowl beneath the animal’s udder, and placed a little three-legged stool beside it. I sat down uneasily and glanced up at the vast flank of the cow, and it suddenly struck me what a real beast it was. Grandma took hold of one of the pink and wrinkled teats and tried to demonstrate to me the pulling-squeezing motion that made the milk flow.


“Come on, Georgie,” she encouraged me. “Gentle but firm, gentle but firm, and try to get a rhythm going.”


Under her familiar touch the first jets of warm milk squirted, pencil-lead thin, into the bowl. Each landed with a light, musical hiss. Soon Grandma had two teats on the go—one after the other, one after the other, jetting white into the bowl. She took her hand away from one of the teats and replaced it with my own, nervous fingers. The udder felt warm and rubbery and tight with milk.


“Hold firm, and do just as I’m doing,” Grandma whispered.


She tried to guide my hand up and down, up and down, and with her hand over mine the milk continued to flow. I started to relax a little. Maybe I could do this. Maybe it wasn’t as hard as I had feared.


“See, it’s not so difficult, is it?” Grandma smiled as she took her hand away from mine. “She’s all yours. She’ll start to know your touch, so you can milk her whenever you like.”


But once Grandma had removed her fingers, I just seemed to lose the sense of the thing, and my confidence ebbed away. I had tried my best to hide it, but I was afraid of cows, and I knew they could sense when someone wasn’t relaxed and easy around them. I felt the milk stop flowing and my fingers seemed to turn to stone. Soon there were no more jets of white squirting into that bowl. I glanced up at Grandma, only to notice that the cow had turned her head and was glaring at me.


An instant later I was on my feet with the stool knocked flying, as I fled from the cow’s flashing hooves. Enraged at my clumsy efforts, she had kicked out at me, and I escaped just before one of her sharp hooves got me.


Once she made sure that I was okay, my doting Grandma dissolved into fits of laughter. I guess it must have been pretty funny seeing me flee for my life from a normally docile cow. But that was it for me with cattle from then on. I vowed that I’d never milk such a beast for the rest of my life, and I never have.


In spite of such failures, Grandma remained determined to teach me the village ways. But I think she knew that I wasn’t ever going to make the grade like my country cousin Omondi.
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  CHAPTER 2
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The Last Son


WHEN I WAS five years old, I started school at Nairobi South Primary. It was the hot, dry month of September 1987, and my first school uniform was gray flannel shorts, a white shirt, and shiny black shoes. In the colder, wetter months I’d wear a brown woolen sweater to keep out the chill, but I’d still have to wear those shorts. Long trousers were for grown-ups, and I wouldn’t be allowed those until I reached high school.


My mother had rented an apartment in an area of Nairobi called South B. It was very basic by Western standards, the apartment block being a serried rank of bare concrete boxes with crumbling stairwells stained gray-green by the rains. Nairobi sits at a high altitude, and during the cold season the building was chilly and damp, especially at night. But in Kenya this was the kind of place where the reasonably well-off folks lived.


That first day of school I was eager to start. I thought my mother would stay with me, but she dropped me and left, and I spent much of the day in tears wondering why she’d abandoned me to a group of strangers. I was as tall, if not taller than the other boys, but I was one of the youngest in the class and the most immature. Yet I soon got over being upset. I had to, as a matter of survival. I knew if I turned into a blubbering wreck every school day, I wouldn’t last for long.


From the very start I loved the breaks between lessons. We’d charge around the dusty playing field chasing a ball of paper bound with plastic and tied tightly with string. This was our makeshift football, for none of us could afford to buy a real one. I was pretty good at football. I wasn’t very bulky, but like many Luo I was lean and fleet of foot, and I could run rings around most of the other boys. I loved nothing more than to whack that rag ball in a cloud of dust, straight into the back of the net.


I used to walk to school along with my friends from South B. It was only a ten-minute stroll and none of us felt in any danger. The area was pretty safe and we were only kids, so who would want to bother us? Each morning my mother would kiss me good-bye before setting off for the city wearing a smart skirt and blouse. She worked as a secretary in the treasury ministry in downtown Nairobi, which paid well by Kenyan standards. But it was still a struggle to cover my school fees, buy my school uniform, pay the rent on our apartment, and put food on the table.


The only way to make ends meet was to share the costs of our apartment. It was a two-bedroom affair, and one of my aunties and two of my older cousins moved in, which meant that there were five of us. In a way, living with our close relatives re-created in Nairobi the life we knew from the village.


There was one big advantage to having a crowded household: it meant that I was never alone, and rarely did I have a moment in which to contemplate the fact that I had no father. Because Barack Obama Senior had died when I was so young, having no father around was what I knew. While I was too young to be troubled by it, I’m sure my mother missed him, but she never once showed it or lamented her loss to me. She was too protective of me for that.


During my first year at school I studied English, math, geography, science, and Swahili, and I was keen to do well. We had electricity at home, and so my mother helped with my homework late into the evening. It was crucial to study hard, for we had tests each term. Any pupil who failed to get a pass mark had to repeat that term’s lessons. Fail too often, and you’d end up being kept down a year.


There seemed little chance of that happening to me. In the first exams I came in among the top five of my class, and I was first in math. My math teacher told my mother that I was one of the most gifted pupils he had ever had. My mother was proud of my achievements. She told me that if I worked hard, I would do well, and I could do anything I wanted in life. All in all I was a happy-go-lucky child, if still something of a dreamer. I felt as if I had the world ahead of me, and with hard work I could achieve my dreams.


There are more than forty different tribes in Kenya, and living in Nairobi I was surrounded by kids from most of them. In the city, tribe didn’t seem to matter as much as in a rural village. At school we never asked about which tribe anyone was from. Often I didn’t even know. I chose my friends because I liked them and not because of their tribe.


Each of the tribes has its own language, and so the chances of my finding a fellow Luo speaker were small. The only way I could communicate with my friends was in English or Swahili, a language spoken widely across East Africa, and the first language of Kenya. But at my mother’s insistence we kept speaking Luo at home, so that I wouldn’t forget my native tongue.


One day shortly before my sixth birthday my mother sat me down for a little chat. Life was busy and it wasn’t usual for her to seek a one-to-one with her young son, especially in private. She took my hand reassuringly with one of hers, and with the other she patted her tummy.


“George, soon Mama’s going to have a baby,” she told me. “Mama’s pregnant, and there’s a baby growing in here. Soon there’s going to be the three of us: me, you, and a little brother or sister. Won’t that be fun? We’ll be more of a family then, won’t we?”


“Yeah, I guess,” I replied.


I didn’t know quite what to say. I was a bit embarrassed, and I didn’t understand what the word “pregnant” meant. Plus my mind was half on the games I’d been playing with my friends outside. I could hear them through the open window screaming and laughing.


“It’ll be someone for me to play with, won’t it, Mama?” I asked.


My mother smiled. “Sure it will. You’ll have a little playmate. You won’t be alone anymore.”


“Well, that’s good, Mama.” I jumped up. “So can I go play with my friends?”


“Off you go.” My mother smiled, then called after me, “But make sure you’re in for six sharp—supper time!”


I rushed down the echoing concrete stairwell into the bright afternoon sunshine and sprinted over to join my friends. I didn’t dwell too much on what my mother had said. It was somewhere far in the future, and for a young boy like me the future was another country. Of course, I was very close to my mother. I was an only child, and for five years it had just been she and I. But I didn’t feel threatened by a baby brother or sister coming along. I just thought it would be nice to have a playmate. It might even be someone to help me do the chores.


When my mother would try to get me to clear the table or to wash the dishes or to run errands for her to the corner shops, I’d insist that I just had to be with my friends, for we were in the middle of playing a very important game. She would look at me strangely and shake her head. She’d tell me how I was “stubborn, just like your father.” It didn’t mean that much to me. I had never known my father, so how could I know if my stubborn streak had come from him?


I saw my friends with their fathers, and that gave me a sense of what having one around might mean. But in my childish mind I didn’t understand that it took a mother and a father to make a baby. Like most kids of my age I just presumed that babies came out of thin air. I was more interested in how good a football player I was, or how I might wheedle some new toys out of my mother, than in where babies came from.


My mother had bought me some metal Tonka toys—cars and trucks and earth movers—plus I had a big teddy bear. But my best toy of all was my He-Man robot, a metal android action man. I had become the tough, indestructible robot boy from the city. I told myself that the next time I went to the village, I’d take my He-Man with me. It was sure to impress my cousin Omondi. I’d arrive from the urban jungle like an avenging cyber-warrior and become the leader of the entire village gang.


But before I had the chance to take my He-Man to the village, something unexpected happened at school—something that would come to have an overarching influence on my life. One day during break we were out chasing around our shadows and the raggedy football. It was a particularly wild and fiercely contested match, and I was determined to score a goal before the bell went for the end of break.


As we hurtled across the dusty ground, a car drew up at the school gates and three figures got out. None of us paid it much attention, especially me, for I had been passed the ball and was just about to score. As I made a break for the makeshift goal, the ball dancing at my feet, I heard someone calling out my name from the sidelines.


“Obama! Obama! Come here. You have visitors. Come and greet them.”


I turned around. It was one of the teachers. Beside him stood a tall, elderly woman. I didn’t exactly recognize her, but there was something vaguely familiar about her poise and bearing. Reluctantly, I kicked the ball across to James, a fellow player on my team and one of my best buddies. I left the field hot and sweaty from the match. I tried wiping my hands on my trousers before taking the one that the tall woman held out to me in greeting.


“You don’t recognize me, do you, George?” she asked. “I’m your Auntie Zeituni. Your father’s sister. And there’s someone very special come to greet you.”


Holding this lady’s hand, I was led across to the school gate. A tall, dignified-looking man was standing there, with a darker-skinned woman at his side. I kept glancing back toward the football game, to see if my team had scored. I didn’t want to be rude, but I didn’t recognize or know any of these people. The lady gripping my hand had said that she was my father’s sister, but as far as I could remember, I’d never met her.


These people were not a part of the life that my mother and I had built for ourselves in the home village or here in Nairobi. I was apprehensive and worried: What do these strangers want with me? I wondered.


We stopped in front of the smiling pair, and the tall lady holding my hand leaned down to me.


“This is your sister Auma,” she told me, indicating the woman. “She used to play with you on her knee.”


She turned toward the man. “And this is your brother, Barack Obama. He’s come all the way from America to see you.”


I gazed up at this tall man. The word “America” didn’t mean anything to me. I didn’t know where America was. But I did notice that he was light-skinned, and to me he looked more like a mzungu, a white person, than he did a black African. When he greeted me he spoke with an odd, foreign-sounding accent, so I could barely understand him. He wasn’t from Kenya, that much was for sure.


I held out my hand to greet them, hoping that it wasn’t too dusty from the match. I could feel the sweat dripping down my back, but whether it was from the exertion of the game or the strangeness of the situation I wasn’t certain. I was unsure what to say, so I resolved to smile bravely and to say nothing. I just wanted it to be over, to no longer be the awkward center of attention. I wanted to rush back and rejoin my friends in the hot and dusty anonymity of the match.


My father had never been a part of my life. His side of the family didn’t figure in my existence, and as a five-year-old kid I wasn’t really interested in finding out about them. I couldn’t help but sneak a glance behind me, to check if the boy to whom I had passed had scored. He should have. I’d left him with an open goal.


Before we could get much further than polite hellos, there was a shout from the direction of the school building. The headmistress came over and told the visitors that they had to leave. They needed my mother’s permission to visit, she explained, without which they really shouldn’t have come. There were a few words of objection from Auntie Zeituni, then all three of them seemed to agree that it was probably best to go.


After saying hurried good-byes, the three figures returned to their car, and I to the match. I could feel their eyes upon me as I rejoined my team on the field.


“What’s the score?” I asked James.


“Nil–nil,” he replied. “I passed to Frank. He didn’t score.”


“But I gave him an open goal!” I complained. “An open goal!”


James shrugged. “We’ve still got time to win, if you get those legs of yours moving. Who’re the visitors?”


“Someone from America,” I replied, my eye on the approaching ball.


“Where’s America?” James asked.


“I don’t know,” I said. I threw up my hand to call for the pass. “Over here! Over here! My ball! My ball!”


As I called for the ball, the car with my other family in it pulled away from the curb and was soon lost to the busy Nairobi traffic. Years later I would meet my American brother again, but by then his life and my own had changed beyond all recognition.


That evening my mother was visibly upset. She had found out from the school principal about the surprise visit, and she wasn’t particularly pleased. I was too young to want to probe her disquiet, or to ask her about who those people were or why they had come. As far as I was concerned, I had quite enough aunties and uncles and cousins and grandparents. My mother’s clan seemed endless to me, and I didn’t need any more family.


A few weeks later my mother came home with a little bundle in her arms. She had been absent for several days, and my auntie had been looking after me. I was used to being left in the care of my extended family, so it was no big deal. That little bundle turned out to be my baby brother. My mother had named him Marvin, after the soul singer Marvin Gaye.


I spent the evening gazing down into the scrunched-up face of my new playfellow. As I placed my outstretched finger in the palm of his tiny hand and felt him grip it, I just knew that Marvin and I were going to be the best of buddies. He looked to be a strong and happy baby, and he was the kid brother that I was going to run around with and take on adventures. I was so excited that I didn’t go out to join my friends that evening.


I was too young to wonder who exactly Marvin’s father might be. One moment little Marvin hadn’t been around, and the next he was—like magic. I wasn’t worried that I’d have to share my mother. I was more excited about having a playmate. With little Marvin around, I wasn’t ever going to be alone anymore.


A few months after Marvin’s birth my mother started having a new “friend” around to visit. Surprisingly, to my young mind at least, that visitor was a mzungu. Christian Bertrand was tall and well built, with short brown hair. His eyes were an incredible clear blue, like the sky over our home village after the first rains. No black Africans have eyes like that, and I couldn’t believe that a grown-up’s eyes could be anything other than warm pools of smoky chocolate like my mother’s.


Christian had a kind face that was creased with laugh lines. They puckered and twitched whenever he smiled, reminding me of a chicken’s feet scratching away in the earth. Even those laugh lines were strange to me, for a black person’s skin doesn’t tend to crease and wrinkle with age as much a white person’s. But in spite of his otherness, Christian was fun to have around. He was forever ruffling my hair or picking me up and swinging me around by my arms in a wild “windmill.”


Christian was the first white person with whom I had any real contact. I’d seen mzungus on the streets of Nairobi—usually tourists weighed down under giant backpacks, or the odd businessman sweating profusely in a smart suit—but that was about as near as I’d ever got to one. I’d never actually met a white person or spent time talking to one or sat down with one to share a meal.


I couldn’t ask my mother who Christian was exactly, or why she had a white friend, for those aren’t the kind of things a young Kenyan child can inquire of a parent. But from what I overheard when they were chatting, I learned that Christian and my mother had met in downtown Nairobi. Christian had come to Kenya to run an aid program, and his office was on the same block as where my mother worked.


Over time I became accustomed to Christian’s visits, and having him around began to feel something like normal. This was fortunate, for it meant that it wasn’t quite such a shock when my mother told me that Christian had found a new place for us all to live. We were going to move in with him, as one big happy family.


Christian had rented a house in a Nairobi suburb called Umoja—the Swahili word for “unity.” Umoja was a fine district, the kind of place to which the affluent Kenyan middle class aspired. It was a step up for us, that much was certain. Luckily, it was still within commuting distance of my school, which meant that I wouldn’t be losing all my friends in one go. All in all, moving to Umoja didn’t seem such a bad idea to me.


The day of the move my biggest concern was for my metal Tonka toys, and for my He-Man robot. I refused to let the movers pack them into one of their wooden crates. I kept the hard, angular edges of those toys pressed into my lap during the drive across Nairobi, and I had my two favorite Tonka toys clutched in my hands.


Like most young boys, I was in love with speed. I loved being driven anywhere fast, or running fast in an effort to beat my friends. I used to tell myself stories about how I’d be a racing car driver when I grew up, and all the while I’d zoom my toy racing cars backward and forward through the air. That’s how I passed my time on the drive to Umoja and the white-painted bungalow that was to be our new home.


At first I was too shy and embarrassed to step foot inside, but Christian enticed me in with words of welcome. The front door opened onto a hallway, which in turn led into a lounge-dining area. It had a big TV pushed against one wall, plus comfy sofas arranged around a coffee table. On the far side was a wooden dining table and chairs, set against a serving hatch that opened into the kitchen.


The best thing about that kitchen was the fridge. I stood there wide-eyed as Christian swung open the door and the white light of its insides beamed down on me. It was crammed full of all sorts of goodies, but what really drew my eye was the row of chilled sodas racked up in the door. Coca-Cola, Fanta Orange, Sprite—with a fridge like this Marvin and I had ended up somewhere close to paradise. I couldn’t wait to tell my country cousin Omondi just what we had at our new house in the city, for there was nothing he could do to compete with this.


But the very best thing about the Umoja house was that Marvin and I had our own bedroom. There was a bed for me set against one wall, and opposite that a cot for little Marvin, who wasn’t yet one year old. Our room was adjacent to the main bedroom, one that I soon realized my mother would be sharing with Christian.


It felt odd to me that my mother had a white man for a partner. I still found it strange seeing her with this mzungu. And sometimes I wondered what we were doing moving in with a guy who wasn’t from our tribe, our country, or our race even. At first I couldn’t understand why she wanted to be with someone who wasn’t a Kenyan or a Luo. But if Christian was willing to share his Umoja home with us, surely he had to be a good guy for my mother to want to be with, I reasoned.
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  CHAPTER 3
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Our Father


THE UMOJA NEIGHBORHOOD consisted of rows of identical white bungalows, all arranged in a neat grid, with land set aside as open areas in which the local kids could play. Our house had its own garden, which was enclosed by a wall topped off with broken glass to deter intruders. In one corner was a vegetable patch, and opposite that was a play area where Christian had put some swings and slides. But what really drew my eye were the vehicles parked just off the road.


“Those, little Georgie, they are our cars,” Christian announced, pointing out the gleaming machines to one side of the gate. “Which one is it you would you like to sit in?”


Christian spoke English with a trace of a French accent, but I didn’t have any problems understanding him. Even so, I was at a loss for words.


“Uh … I’d … All of them. Can I sit in all of them, please?”


Christian laughed. “Bien sur! But of course. Come, let me show you.”


Christian mixed his English with occasional words that I didn’t understand. It turned out they were in his native language, called “French.” Like many kids in Nairobi I had presumed that all mzungus were British, the white people who had colonized our country and whom we learned about in school. But Christian explained that he was from a place called “France,” where everyone spoke French.


Well, if all the people in France drove cars like Christian’s gleaming vehicles, then it had to be the best country in the world, I reasoned.


“And so, we start with the Range Rover?” Christian prompted. “Okay?”
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