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Christine Nicholls (née Metcalfe) grew up and went to school in Kenya in the 1940s and 1950s,

the time of the Mau Mau revolt and African aspirations for independence. In this book she

describes the impact of these events on the lives of small white children. Her parents were
schoolteachers in Eldoret, Nyeri, Nairobi and Mombasa, and life in all these places and their

schools is chronicled in lively detail. Her tales of boarding at the Kenya High School in Nairobi,

living on Mombasa island, climbing Kilimanjaro and trips throughout Kenya are funny and
sometimes sad. Friends, family, teachers – all are brought back to life, thanks to the diaries the
author kept. Politics are not eschewed, for white children struggled to understand what was

happening. It was a childhood during a unique time – that of the decline and fall of the British
empire in Africa, and deserves to be recorded before all memories fade.
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1 Journey to Africa Martinus taught me to smoke when I was four. He showed me how to make

a pipe bowl from gum tree seed pods and a pipe stem from thick, hollow grass. He filled the bowl

with ‘tobacco’ homemade from any handy foliage, tamping it down with a rusty nail. The smoke

tasted like a bonfire smells and burnt your throat like neat whisky. Martinus was a happy and
good-natured Afrikaans boy, just in his teens, who wore the khaki shirt and skimpy khaki shorts
typical of white Kenyan lads. One day his uncle came running into our house. ‘Kit, Kit!’ he

called to my father. ‘Come quick, man. Martinus is in the dam.’ It was well known that my father
was a good swimmer. He bundled us all into the car and we sped on the crest of the corrugated

road to the farm. There was a group of people beside the dam, mostly women and children. The

men were in the water in their underpants, diving and diving again. Martinus's mother stood
apart, staring at the water, a figure of impressive dignity. My father joined the swimmers,

repeatedly diving, staying under the water so long that I was afraid, and coming up spluttering.
The dam seemed huge, a great lake in a plain of wheat. How would they ever find Martinus?

‘Drain the dam,’ said Martinus's mother, after what seemed like hours. Time has never passed as

slowly as it did while the water drained from that dam. We watched the level drop gradually until
the mud at the bottom lay partly exposed, with only a thin layer of water still covering the
hollows. I squeezed my eyes against the sunlight and looked towards the place where the men
had been diving. A foot was sticking up through the water. Although everyone must have seen it,

not a word was said. Planks were brought and Martinus's father edged out towards the foot. We
all stood still and silent. When he reached his son, he lifted him out of the water and cradled him
in his arms like a baby. He turned towards us holding the boy, with an expression of terrible grief

on his face. Martinus's mother ran across the planks to him, a strange wail coming from her. My

mother put her arms round her own children's shoulders and led us away. ‘I thought people had

their eyes shut when they were dead,’ said my sister. * * *Kit Metcalfe in 1946We lived in
Eldoret, 500 miles from the coast of Kenya and fifty miles from the vast Lake Victoria, discovered
as the source of the Nile by John Hanning Speke almost a hundred years earlier. We were there

because in 1946 my father, recently demobilized in England from the Royal Electrical and
Mechanical Engineers, had wanted to leave an austerity-ridden and shattered post-war Britain

and conquer his nightmares about friends too blithe and young to have died in the lottery of

war. He sought a new life in Kenya, in a British Empire which he failed to recognise was doomed.
Married on New Year's Day 1939, he had had enough leave during the war to produce three
children. He arranged a job for himself teaching in the Technical College in Nairobi, the capital of
Kenya, and went there a few months ahead of his family to find somewhere to live. When he got
to Nairobi, he realized he had been misled by the Overseas Civil Service. Not a stone of the

college had been laid, not a student enrolled. He had no alternative but to take another post that

was offered - that of housemaster at the Central European School in Eldoret. Eldoret was a small

town (though in English terms no more than a village), which had grown up on the Uasin Gishu
plateau, fertile flat land bounded by three great escarpments - the Rift Valley to the south, the

Elgeyo on the east, and the Nandi on the west. Eldoret stood on the Sosiani river, otherwise
known as the Eldore river, for which the town was named. Thither my father's family had sailed

on the Dominion Monarch, a former luxury liner converted to a troopship during the war and as
yet not restored to its civilian role. On 2 April 1947 my mother, my sister Alison (six), me (four),

and my baby brother Shaun left London's Tilbury dock and an England whose north was still
snowbound and south sodden with thaw. Our berths were in the Empire Suite, a beautiful cabin
for two in happier days, all veneered maple, concealed lighting, and built-in wardrobes and
dressing-tables, with a private bathroom. Now it housed eighteen bunks and its lavatory leaked

so that the bathroom was always half an inch deep in smelly water - a source of huge
amusement to my sister and myself, still at an age when all matters lavatorial were irresistibly
funny. Dominion MonarchThe Bay of Biscay saw the ship's propeller flailing above the waves
and everything unlashed sliding about the ship. Our stomachs bore us towards the cabin. As I
leaned over the side of my bunk to be sick into a paper bag, the child in the bunk above me

vomited over my head. Two nights and a day of unmitigated discomfort and dreadful stench later,
we entered the Mediterranean. The sea was a startling and intense blue. I could not take my

eyes off the flying fish like little silver pencils, and the green and brown dolphins. The sun was
out; the world was fresh. A canvas swimming pool on deck was filled and children splashed each
other in it. I could not be persuaded to enter it - without my glasses I could see nothing, but water
on their lenses was almost as bad. On 10 April, my brother's first birthday, we reached Port

Said. ‘Come buy, very cheap, gully, gully, gully, gully.’ The gully gully man climbed aboard. He
was the first conjurer we had seen and his antics were magical. I saw I was going to like this new
place, Africa. Small boats swarmed around the ship. If you could tear your eyes from this darting

crowd, offering baskets, hats, peanuts, oranges, bananas, and leather bags, you could see on

the left the harbour full of ships and on the right the town and the white mosque of the Canal

Company. My mother bought a white linen sunhat which later shrank in the wash and was
passed to me. As dusk fell, we moved away down the Suez Canal. A road and a railway in the

flat sandy desert could just be discerned. The canal seemed narrow enough to allow you to jump

ashore from the high sides of the ship. Then we entered the Red Sea, which was sweltering. Our
cabin was a simmering cooking pot at night, and my brother's crying from the discomfort of

prickly heat destroyed everyone's sleep. So we were allowed to stay up late on the cooler deck
and for the first time I saw the vastness of the universe in the pitch black night sky. I learned to
distinguish Orion and the Plough, the brightest of the groups of stars. Truly the Earth was huge,

and yet it was only a speck in this greater immensity. One morning there appeared ahead a
baked, colourless town of rock, jumping up and down in the heat - Aden. Nothing was green.

When we anchored, white officials in even whiter shirts and shorts came aboard from launches.

We were not allowed ashore, possibly because measles had struck our ship. As we entered the
Indian Ocean, my mother confined us to our cabin lest Shaun catch the illness and suffer my

fate, for when we girls had had measles in England, my sight had been direly affected. But the

strain of keeping three small children cooped up in a cabin all day soon told, and up we went
again to the baking deck. At night the propeller kicked up silvery sprays of phosphorescence. My

mother was worried because Shaun was troubled with septic spots and was losing weight. She
said she couldn't wait for the journey to end. She must have been wondering whether her

husband would be on the Mombasa quayside to meet her, because one day she became very

cheerful and showed us a cable from him which said he would be there. I found that I had no
memory of my father - had I ever seen him? My mother assured me that I had. Her listlessness

was transformed into demon activity and with fierce flourishes she began repacking our bags
days in advance of our arrival. Olive Metcalfe, 1947 The morning of 18 April 1947 saw us slowly

approaching green land and palm trees. As we passed a black buoy a pilot came on board, and

when we were close to a red one, the ship turned ninety degrees and nosed round Mombasa
island into Kilindini harbour. We stood at the rail, my mother holding Shaun. She saw my father

and began waving furiously. ‘That's your father!’ ‘Which one?’ ‘The one with the balding head

and yellow socks.’The balding head applied to many of the men but the yellow socks were easy
to spot. All the men on the quayside wore white shorts terminating at the knee and long white

socks, leaving a nut-brown stripe of leg visible in between. There was only one man with long
yellow socks. There followed two hours of being trodden underfoot while we left the ship and
queued to show passports. Finally, as we were battered by raindrops the size of pennies, we
deposited the luggage at the railway station and set off by road in my father's Ford V8. Its
numberplate was F2364, the F, I thought, standing for frog, for that is what it looked like - a fat,
round frog in the rain. For a long time the car's floor moved up and down beneath our feet, a relic
of the ship's motion. F2364 We drove over the causeway from Mombasa island to the mainland,

the lush land spreading out on either side. There were graceful coconut palms, ragged clumps of

bananas, and untidy green scrub. Then the soil, formerly sandy, turned a vivid red, the
vegetation grew sparser and more skeletal, and the tarmac was left behind as we penetrated the

true African bush of acacia and baobab trees. No sooner did rusty road signs portray elephants
with raised trunks than a group of them shimmered out of the heat haze ahead. They were huge,
red, lumbering creatures, very solicitous towards their young. Until I was an adult, when I saw

grey elephants in an English zoo, I thought their natural colour was red, instead of realizing they

adopted the colour of the mud baths they took. On the road there were also dikdik - tiny, toylike,

balletic deer. The dirt road dipped frequently into drifts, through which ran frenzied torrents of
water in the rainy season. F2364The 300 miles to Nairobi, Kenya's capital, took twelve

hours, from eleven in the morning to eleven at night. The naked children we saw along the

roadside were pot-bellied, with protruding navels. ‘Why don't they have any clothes?’ ‘It's warm
here; they don't need them.’ ‘Can we go without clothes?’ ‘It's different for white children: they
wear clothes.’ ‘Why?’ ‘It just is.’ Our first stop, for tea and scones, was at Mtito Andei, the

yearned-for haven of many a bone-shaken traveller. Everything was on a huge scale for a child even the pets at Mac's Inn were cheetahs rather than domestic cats. My father drank a strange

beer, very pale by English standards, while we washed off the red dust which had pricked our
eyes and transformed us into flaming redheads. It gave the landscape the appearance of a
water-colour painting overlaid with a russet wash. The day began to die at half past six and at

seven it was dark. Just before we reached Nairobi, Kenya's capital city, the sky seemed to crack

open and a waterfall of rain gushed on to the car. So this was what was meant by rains
‘breaking’, an event my father had been hurrying to avoid. There was nothing for it but to press

on as fast as we could before the roads became impassable. We drove straight through Nairobi,

alive with its lights, on a tarmac road as we descended into the Great Rift Valley. It was a
splendid, brand new road, made by Italian prisoners of war, who had built a tiny hexagonal

chapel halfway down the escarpment to assuage their mental suffering and give them hope. In

darkness, and once again on a dirt road, we crossed the floor of the Rift Valley, through
Naivasha and Nakuru, and began to climb up the other side, straining to reach Tindaret forest, at

9,000 feet. By now the rain had turned the road to melted chocolate. Even after putting chains

on the wheels, we slithered and slewed and skidded, and slipped backwards in the mire. It was

an inch-by-inch progression, halted as dawn was breaking by an overturned lorry. A sodden,
excited, voluble African explained that the police had been notified and someone had been

taken to hospital. The question, ‘Is anybody still under the truck?’ kept bringing the answer, ‘Yes’.
As the adults prepared to step into the quagmire to help, it emerged that the body under the lorry
was only sheltering from the rain.
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darkness, and once again on a dirt road, we crossed the floor of the Rift Valley, through
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an inch-by-inch progression, halted as dawn was breaking by an overturned lorry. A sodden,
excited, voluble African explained that the police had been notified and someone had been

taken to hospital. The question, ‘Is anybody still under the truck?’ kept bringing the answer, ‘Yes’.
As the adults prepared to step into the quagmire to help, it emerged that the body under the lorry

was only sheltering from the rain. On we went, every one of the car's ninety-six horses straining
every muscle through the greasy mud. The rising sun revealed Timboroa and bamboos giving

way to dank moors. We zigzagged and lurched, sudden twists making our stomachs difficult to

hold on to. This was the route the white pioneers had travelled earlier in the century, in ox
wagons, but I could not see how the poor oxen had been able to make any progress at all.
Thirsty for petrol, F2364 stopped at an unlikely looking shack which magically produced two

debes (tin cans) of the sustaining fluid. A few miles further on a road sign indicated that this was

the Equator, a girdle round the middle of the Earth that I was disappointed to see merited only a
wooden sign, hanging crookedly from a post by one nail. No wonder the others had rusted
through, in this rain. I felt the Equator ought to have a more concrete presence and more
dignified setting than this cold, flat, wet, monotonous and miserable place. The rain and mud

were no respecters of either hemisphere: north and south alike were whipped by solid sheets of
rain. I could tell that my mother's spirits were crumbling at Africa's hostile welcome, and hers

were not spirits lightly affected by adversity. At eleven a.m. we reached the tarmac of Eldoret, the
town of our destination, and drove to the Central European School, in whose compound was our

bungalow. My father gave my mother a white rosebud and lit a fire. When he sharply curtailed his
children's whining I realised with apprehension that this stern man was going to be a permanent
presence in my life from now on. The next day, a Sunday, dawned bright and sunny. The mud

dried quickly and Alison and I went out to explore, while a succession of visitors came to
welcome the new wife and children. I played in an exciting, unusual world, full of strange flowers,

aromatic gum trees, and golden wattle. Frangipani, mimosa, hibiscus, zinnia - the flowers had
such lovely, musical names and such wonderful scents. Frangipani was my favourite, with its

white, waxy petals tinged with yellow or pink in the centre, and smelling of heaven. You had to
screw up your eyes in the dazzling light, made brighter by the house being painted white
outside, with a red ribbon round its foot, where the rain had bounced up the soil.Our bungalow

stood in the school grounds about a mile from Eldoret. It was near the school entrance, through

which ponderously swayed four oxen drawing a trolley of milk churns, six oxen pulling an empty
cart which soon returned piled with kitchen rubbish, and another six straining at a wheeled,
round tank. Requests to our father to tell us what this last was for elicited only the information

that it was for ‘night soil’. What was night soil? How could the earth at night be different from the

earth during the day? The truth dawned as the cart returned, smelling vilely of lavatories. The
toilets of Eldoret were either ‘long-drops’ or buckets under wooden seats, which had to be
emptied as they filled up. For lavatory paper we had small sheets of torn-up newspaper, pierced

by string and hanging from a large nail on the door of the ‘choo’ (pronounced chaw-aw), as
everyone called it. Night soil cart We had no delineated garden, but shared the extensive

grounds of the school. There was a perpetual buzz from wild bees among the gaudy dahlias,
white barberton daisies, blue agapanthus, and orange nasturtiums. We nibbled the peppery
nasturtium leaves, used in salads. Feathery yellow balls of mimosa carpeted the ground and

little lizards lived among the stones. They had a way of holding up their heads as if to sniff the air,
and when they did this you could see their tiny hearts beating under their almost transparent

skin. As for our house, it was typically colonial in appearance, a government servant's bungalow.
It had two verandahs, held up by brick pillars. It was T-shaped, with the four main rooms - the two
larger bedrooms, sitting-room, and dining-room - along the head of the T. One of the bedrooms

and the dining-room had french windows opening on to the verandahs. The rest of the T was
double-sided and held a small bedroom, bathroom, lavatory, kitchen, laundry, and store

cupboards. The main rooms had polished wooden parquet flooring, while the rest of the house's

floors were cemented. The roof was of corrugated iron, and upon it even the gentlest rain
sounded like frenzied tap-dancing. The furniture and decoration were provided by the PWD
(Public Works Department), clearly a frugal body with limited resources. The kindest thing that

can be said about the results of their efforts was that they were plain. The decoration was dull,
the furniture clumsy, and the fabrics prosaic. The predominant colours were black and buff. One
bedroom contained a Victorian brasswork double bed without its brass knobs. It had tired

springs and an old lumpy kapok mattress. There was also a washstand on angled legs with a
chipped green enamel basin and ewer. The built-in wardrobe was painted regulation black and
the walls regulation buff. The other large bedroom had two single iron beds. The sitting-room had

two chairs, a settee, hearthrug, and waste-paper basket. The kitchen contained a wood stove
and ancient sink. The place had only been made habitable by the efforts of my father. He had put
up shelves and curtains, laid rugs, and placed a basket by my mother's armchair for the

discarded threads from her ever-present sewing. In the sitting-room was an open brick fireplace,

where the wood was laid on a dais, for although Eldoret days were hot, the nights were cold.
When alight, the wood oozed golden gum and filled the room with aromatic smoke. My father
decided to act the chimney-sweep. He clambered on to the tin roof with an armful of branches,

old curtains, newspaper and rope. This contraption was lowered down the chimney until there
was a sudden melange of soot, cloth, paper, rope, and branches not only in the hearth but

spread far and wide. The chimney was then deemed to be clean. Olive Metcalfe with (from L)
Christine, Shaun, Alison It was decided to build a banda (grass hut) for F2364 because the car's
paint was beginning to blister in the heat. When the long school holidays began in July, he

detailed four shamba (garden) workers to do the job. I watched them building this garage for
days, sitting on my little beaded Nandi stool, and was even allowed to help. On the first day the

men cut down sizeable trees, for corner and in-between posts. The next day's work was hot and
tedious. We scraped out holes in the iron-hard red soil with knives and fingers, to a depth of four

feet. On the third day came the exciting erection of the poles into these holes, a fruitless search

of Eldoret for a spirit-level, and the use of string and a good eye in lieu, to see that the tops were
in line. Then we collected wattle saplings and branches and weaved them across the poles.

These were used as steps while the men erected sloping poles for the roof and interwove them
with boughs. This skeleton stood for a week while long grass - fields of it - was cut and bound

into sheaves. As we sat happily working in the sun I was told that my sheaves were too narrow
and had to be wrist-thick, and that meant an adult's wrist, not a child's. Moholi, a six-foot three

Mgishu, the very black and very strong head garden-worker, shouted to me: ‘Kuja! Weka
hii’ (Come here! Put this on), as he handed me a sheaf, the first to be attached to make the wall.

My mother said this was obviously the equivalent of laying a foundation stone, always done by a
very important person. How grand I felt. With a fierce mien, though he had a sunny nature and
was gentle as a lamb, Moholi said the men needed beer for the next process, the thatching. So

beer was brought and the thatching of the walls took place accompanied by dancing. Moholi's
bare feet padded the ground with a noise like muffled drumbeats, while he emitted alarming

grunts and snorts and used his hand in a clawing motion on his stooping body. As dusk arrived,

torches were lit and in the flickering and eerie light thatching continued until the four walls were
covered. On the final day the roof was jacketed with thatch and neatened with a sharp panga

(machete). There stood a beautiful banda, shady and smelling sweetly of dry grass, a wonderful
shelter for the car and for me. I went to bed very happy. This was my introduction to a society

which was initially fascinating, then for a while I took for granted, then lived in with primal fear,
wondering whether I would survive while it wore its tragedy openly, then left with a heavy heart
after it had changed and rejected us.Chapter 2Eldoret As the days passed, we developed a

routine. At 6.30 in the morning my parents were awoken by a tap on the door and chai (tea) was
brought in by Onyango, our African house-servant (or ‘houseboy’, in colonial parlance), after his

arrival at six o'clock to light the kitchen stove. As they awoke they had a view to the horizon of
grassland and trees. Sometimes a knee-high ribbon of mist covered the land. Before breakfast

Onyango swept and dusted the sitting-room and dining-room. Meanwhile Odera, our African

cook, was preparing a breakfast of grapefruit, pawpaw, cornflakes, eggs, and bacon. At 7.15,

while we were getting dressed, we heard the mournful hooting at the nearby level-crossing of the
goods train to Kampala in Uganda, winding its patient way 500 miles from Mombasa on the

coast. It travelled along the single rail line, the supply route to neighbouring Uganda, also a

British possession. If the line was washed away by tropical rains, it was simply built up again, to

allow the train to proceed on its way. After the train passed we had breakfast, served by Odera.

He seemed like a ship in full sail, in his voluminous kanzu, a white floor-length dress, and white
fez. He whipped along the corridor from the kitchen, making a noise like starched washing

snapping on the line in a high wind. He asked for a waistband, and my mother made him a
striped one with a silver buckle, but it was obviously not what he wanted, for he hardly wore
it. After breakfast, with my brother in his pram and sister across at the school, I went out to play.

We had few toys - a combination of the war and the remoteness of Eldoret made them
unavailable - and I used whatever was to hand: sticks, stones, a spade, and two old tins. Out of

my mother's sight, at the back of the house by the kitchen, Odera gave me rides on his back, but
only when he had removed his kanzu, so my bare feet, dusty with red soil, would not spoil it. He

spoke English of a fashion, which was very useful while I learned Swahili. ‘I am not only Odera. I
have two English names - John Francis.’ ‘What shall I call you, then?’ ‘Odera. I am Mareal from
Kavirondo country near Lake Victoria. ‘What's Mareal?’ ‘My people. I am twenty-eight.’ ‘I'm

four. ‘I went to school.’ ‘I haven't been to school yet.’ ‘Mission school. I am Christian.’Odera

disapproved of my plans to take revenge for my sister’s small triumphs over me, saying that

taking an eye for an eye would make the whole world blind. At school he had learned some
rousing songs and hymns, which he taught me. One of them, ‘I'm H-A-P-P-Y I'm H-A-P-P-Y'

I know I am, I'm sure I am I'm H-A-P-P-Y’,he found particularly useful for singing when I had
fallen over and scraped my knee, or when he was using a thorn to prise from under my toenails

the ripe jiggers that burrowed into our feet. If my crying continued, he would bellow, ‘What a

friend we have in Jesus!’ or ‘Joy, joy, joy, with joy my heart is ringing!’ After I had learned some
Swahili I could talk to Onyango, who was also of the Mareal people. ‘How old are you?’ I asked
him. ‘I don't know.’ ‘How don't you know?’ This was amazing to me, but he explained that no

one had kept count, so how could he know. He looked pretty old to me, but then so did everyone
over sixteen. I think he must have been older than Odera, for he was not such fun. He got very

annoyed if I ran into the house and dirtied the floors he had washed in his singular manner -

either with straight legs, back bent double, and soaking wet cloth held by one corner and
swished from side to side, or squatting with his knees behind his ears, the cloth held as before.

After he had retreated behind his sea of water to the kitchen regions, you had to wait until the

floor was dry until you trespassed. My mother discouraged me from going into the kitchen, but

you could do so by the back door without her knowing. There Odera held sway over the woodburning stove, of Scottish extraction, which he muttered about because it would not cook from

underneath. Since the flue ran only along the top of the oven, his pies remained soggybottomed. He reckoned that the open wood fire that he had at his own home was far superior. As
he stirred the pots he told me that man hungers not only for food but also for dignity, a word he

had to explain to me. He said it meant ‘being treated as a person by a person’. He also told me

about the Nandi Bear, which he called a ‘chemosit’ or ‘geruit’. This creature was the size of a
large dog, with a long nose, pronounced eye teeth, round ears, black hair with a shaggy mane

and a forehead like a man’s. It could sit up like a monkey and walk on only its back legs. It

screamed like a child outside huts, pounced on the occupants when they came to investigate,
and devoured their brains, its main food. Odera's description frightened me, particularly when it
was confirmed by Moholi, the Mgishu, who called the animal ‘sabruki’. My father said the

creature must be mythical, the story probably having arisen from sightings of the spotted hyena,

which changed colour as it grew. But so many people believed in the Nandi Bear, that as far as I
was concerned it must be real. Later a game ranger told me there was a thick file on the animal

in the Game Department of Nairobi. He refused to confirm or deny its existence. At eleven

o'clock I was called in for my lessons, given by my mother. There were three - reading, writing,

and counting - but my daily struggles with ‘Old Dog Tom’ were interrupted by the welcome sound
of my brother waking and crying. After lunch we slept in our beds for the colonial siesta. Then I

either helped my mother pull up weeds, in her large-brimmed straw hat which was knocked cockeyed whenever she went through a door, or went into Eldoret with her to shop, a four times a

week event because we had no refrigerator.From L – Alison, Shaun, Christine, Eldoret, 1948 It
was a mile to walk to Eldoret, a town consisting of mostly one-storey buildings on a grid of two
streets down and three across. There were two shops run by whites (called Europeans by us,
though not all from Europe) and the rest, mere shacks called ‘dukas’, run by Indians. We

shopped in both, though I preferred the dukas full of children with blue-black hair and women

glistening in saris shot with threads of silver and gold. Many of the Indian families were Sikhs,

whose turbanned men wore white cloths drawn up between their legs and pinned at the waist; I
thought they looked like Biblical shepherds. There were also two cafes, two banks, two all-night
garages, a hairdressing salon, butcher’s shop, furniture shop, auctioneer’s, hardware store, gaol,

labour exchange, food office, two hospitals and, strangely, four cinemas. It was wiser to visit the

cinemas in the dry season, for the rain beating on the tin roof entirely obliterated the film
soundtrack. Since such a misfortune was regarded as an act of God, you never got your money

back. Still, the cinemas were grand buildings in the eyes of a child; indeed, one of them even
had a balcony, over which my father dropped his best pipe. He never found it. The gaol always

stimulated my mother to mirth, because the ‘prisoners’ used to queue up patiently for

admittance every day, lounging outside on the grass without a guard or handcuffs, or any sign of
enforced captivity. When the doors opened, out would come their guards, askaris with khaki
shorts, navy jumpers and red fezzes, to take charge of the supplicants. After shopping we
returned home for tea. Outside the sun still shone but the air was growing chilly. Breezes rippled

the three-foot high grass, the blue leaves of the gum trees and the even bluer mimosa foliage. If
it was not raining we would set out hunting for food in F2364, my father taking the guns he kept

at the foot of his bed every night. We drove along a rolling plateau of tall green or orange grass

patched with unfenced red ploughland. The clear air enabled us to see the ridged and forested
Cherangani hills or the sugarloaf of the 14,000-feet Mount Elgon on the Uganda border. The
fertile red land of the Uasin Gishu plateau had been parcelled out among Afrikaans people

arriving from South Africa in the first half of the twentieth century. They were known as

‘Afrikanders’ and were distinct from the few British people in Eldoret - mainly administrators,

railway personnel and educators. The Africans displaced by these newcomers worked on the

white farms or lived in what were called ‘Native Reserves’, where white landowners were
forbidden. They were mainly of the Nandi, Elgeyo, and Mareal tribes. Tall and immensely proud,
they would stand by the roadsides in their blankets and bead necklaces, holding long spears. As

cars and lorries passed them, covering them with red clouds, their heavy-lidded eyes would
close against the dust and indignity. Scattered among the farmlands were plantations, some of

wattle for building or tanning, some of gum to feed the fires of whites and blacks. The gums were
majestically tall, with peeling bark hanging in swathes like flayed skin. Beneath the bark were

straight, mauve-green trunks. All around the woods were matching blue-grey doves perforating
the air with cooing. The object of our drives - the acquisition of meat - was often not realised. We

seldom saw large wild animals, most of them driven from the plateau by farmers or exceedingly
skilled at making themselves invisible. Odera told me that the land used to teem with big game.

We commonly saw guinea-fowl, rather like pheasants; they did not fly but could run faster than
me. And, camouflaged by the dun-coloured grass (until the sun was sinking, when they glowed
red) were tommies (Thomson's gazelles) and dikdik. The tommies, with their light bellies, were

easy prey, but their corpses in the boot of the car emitted such a pungent smell of blood that I

always hoped my father's shots would miss. After his war years in the army - I suppose you
cannot teach some people to kill for five years and then expect them to stop - he was an
extremely good hunter. We drove home in the dusk, which lasted scarcely more than twenty
minutes, so near were we to the Equator. There would be much cursing about the state of the

roads as we slid into yet another ditch. These ubiquitous ditches ran alongside roads, linked to
them every five or six yards by culverts. They were supposed to be at a lower level than the road

surface so that in the rainy season water could drain easily away. But most of the road surfaces
had worn down to become lower than the ditches and the culverts were entirely clogged with
drainage-defying vegetation. All the roads were made of murram, a hard red laterite soil quarried
for the purpose, applied with shovels and levelled off by a mechanical grader. In dry weather

murram was tolerable; in wet, it was useless. The only way vehicles could travel in the rainy

seasons, and there were two of them a year, was with chains on their wheels. The atrocious
state of the roads dominated our lives. We got home when darkness had fallen and went to bed
to the accompaniment of the dry gargling of frogs and monotonous songs of the crickets,
punctuated by the barking and weird laughter of hyenas as they raided the rubbish bins outside
the school kitchen. One Saturday night after we had gone to bed, Odera, a tilley lantern swaying

in his hand, rapped on the window and in sepulchral tones announced, ‘There-is-a-mandead.’My father went to investigate, returning from the school's African staff quarters after ten

minutes to report that one of the young men from the school kitchen appeared to have had an
epileptic fit. He got his car from the banda and drove him to hospital. The next morning it was a

glorious day, with sunshine and breeze and the song of two yellow-breasted birds which haunted
a mimosa tree outside our house. Alas, breakfast brought the news that the lad had indeed died.

Onyango and Odera were very quiet. And instead of the usual singing and banter emanating

from the school kitchen nearby, all I could hear was the sound of silence. One after another the

Africans came to ask permission to go to the funeral. ‘He was not a Christian,’ said Odera, ‘but
he was a good man, of our tribe.’The funeral took place in the African cemetery on the road to
Kitale, where Christians were buried on one side, and non-Christians on the other.
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Tony Edwards, “Colonial Africa through a child's eyes. A Kenya Childhood is a beautifully written

account by the author of her life as a child in Kenya during the 1950s. I heard of the book through

Shaun, the author’s brother. He had been in contact with me regarding my schooldays in
Tanganyika, as the country was then known, (now Tanzania.) during more or less the same

decade. Although we didn’t understand this very well, being children, the days of Empire and

Colonialism were fast coming to an end. Thus we experienced not only Africa, but the fast
changing Political times that were ensuing hastened if not caused by the second world war.I

found the read to be magnetic, drawing me in so that it was hard to put down. The author

experienced so much of what I had in Tanganyika in various circumstances and yet at the same

time her life was very different. She was a girl with parents as teachers and she lived at home
much of the time ending up in boarding school eventually. I was a boy and spent little time at
home.I found the jump from the ‘good days’ in Kenya to the omnipresence of Mau Mau a little
sudden, I suspect there must have been a creeping transition there initially that was not

recorded in the story but aside from that a most worthwhile, authentic record of a place and time
never to be repeated. I heartily recommend this book to anyone interested in true-life stories,
especially involving Africa.Anthony R. Edwards”

The book by CS Nicholls has a rating of 5 out of 5.0. 1 people have provided feedback.
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