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  PROLOGUE


  ‘Whites have watches, blacks have time’


  (Kenyan proverb)


  I can remember the moment very clearly. I was sitting at my desk in the PricewaterhouseCoopers offices in Dublin during the college holidays in the summer of 2003. An e-mail arrived from a good friend who was on a J1 summer work visa in New Jersey, USA. His message was not so much, ‘Wish you were here’; it was more along the lines of, ‘I bet you wish you were here!’ It set me thinking.


  It was a pleasant sunny day. During lunch-break, I ambled down to the Grand Canal to eat my salad sandwiches on a bench, sitting beside the statue of Patrick Kavanagh. As I sat there, two thoughts crossed my mind. The first was—what am I doing here working in an accountancy firm in Dublin? The second was—I am going to Africa.


  This second thought, which had come from God knows where, was quickly forgotten. Later that summer, some friends and I went inter-railing around Eastern Europe, from the Baltic to the Black Sea, for over a month. Halcyon days of innocent mishaps and harmless mischief, hours spent trying to chat up the stunning blondes of those countries, hardly being able to spend our money because everything was so cheap, and taking a last glimpse before the EU would transform the eastern bloc once they all joined the following year.


  I did the J1 visa gig myself the following summer. I worked as a lifeguard at a summer activity camp in Maine, with a month at the end for the classic American road trip. It was only after that summer that Africa came back into my head. Of all the places in Western Europe, Eastern Europe and the United States that I had visited, the region that most appealed to me was Transylvania in Romania. The scenes I had witnessed there remained fixed in the album of memory: horses pulling wooden carts stacked with hay, everybody going about their business on foot or on bicycle, forty or more workers cutting corn in a field … It was the sedate way of life which appealed; it seemed that things had not really changed a great deal since the days of Vlad the Impaler. I did not know it then, but that step back in time was in some ways a preparation for Africa.


  Any seasoned traveller will tell you that the real characters and the friendlier locals tend to be found in poorer regions not yet in the viewfinders of coach loads of Japanese tourists. There is an appealing innocence and spontaneity amongst people unused to tourists. I like that, though it is not to everyone’s taste. Most of those who travel after leaving college in Ireland spend a year working in bars in Australia and socialising most nights with other Irish, maybe having spent a while in Thailand or South America beforehand. They all have a fantastic time on Bondi Beach or in Byron Bay.


  But Australia just did not appeal to me. Everyone comes back with much the same stories. I wanted more of an adventure, to go somewhere that entailed some risk, to experience places that did not have McDonalds and Irish bars, places where few of my generation had ventured before. It would have to be somewhere in the Developing World. The idea of voluntary work was taking shape in my head. I really wanted to live the life of the place, not just observe it. That might prove to be adventure enough. A bit of sun would be a bonus!


  However, I was contracted to train as a tax advisor with Deloitte & Touche for three years immediately after college; they were sponsoring the Masters in Accounting that I was studying at Dublin City University. So, with some trepidation, I rang them up in late 2004 and told them of my desire to volunteer for a year in Africa. They got back to me a few days later.


  ‘No problem,’ they said, to my great delight and gratitude.


  The next decision was what exactly I would do for the year. One by one, those friends who had expressed an interest in joining me pulled out. One spent all his ‘Africa’ savings during rag week in Galway! It became clear I would be going on my own. Then there was the problem of expense. Some voluntary organisations were asking for thousands of euro for me to volunteer with them for a couple of months. I drew up a tentative plan to volunteer in Ghana, travel on to East Africa, then the Middle East, and catch the Trans-Siberian railway from Moscow to Beijing. Well, things fall apart.


  One particular day in college, still pondering what to do, I remembered being at a Mass in DCU a few months previously, where the chaplain gave a sermon about a recent visit of his to a friend who was a Kiltegan missionary in Kenya. It had struck a chord with me at the time because some of my relatives had worked in Africa. I went to talk to the chaplain about it. Through him, I contacted a missionary in Kenya called Fr. Paul. He suggested that I work at a project in his Diocese, in a region called Kitui. They could use someone with accountancy skills. And that was it; Kenya it would be …


  … Which is how I found myself on a plane bound for Nairobi in September 2005. I was leaving behind a family deeply concerned about my safety. I was leaving behind the hustle and bustle of city life in Dublin; leaving behind life in Celtic Tiger Ireland and one of its ideological bastions, DCU. I was taking time out from all that. Time for possibly the last great adventure of my youth. Time, perhaps, to ‘give something back’ and, however briefly, to ‘do some good in the world,’ as the volunteer literature puts it. Time would tell.


  And there was a further complication. Some time before the end of college, but after I had made my plans, I had fallen in love with a girl on my course. It tore me to leave Brid behind for a whole year. Looking ahead, it seemed like a very long time. But maybe I could learn patience, like the Africans in the Kenyan proverb: ‘Whites have watches, blacks have time.’
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  CHAPTER 1

  NOT LIONS, LADYBIRDS!


  PEOPLE WORRY ABOUT YOU WHEN you tell them you are going to Africa. For a start, they worry about all those nasty tropical diseases. They have seen films and documentaries on television in which the intrepid travellers and explorers were laid low by something viral, horrible and occasionally fatal. Mothers, understandably, worry more than most.


  ‘Look, Mammy,’ I explained again, ‘I’ve had all the injections: yellow fever, tetanus, diphtheria, rabies, cholera, typhoid, hepatitis A, B, C, and probably X, Y, and Z as well. I have arms like a junkie!’


  ‘They say malaria is the worst,’ she observed nervously.


  ‘I promise to keep taking the tablets.’


  ‘And there are all those wild animals. I read somewhere that buffalo are the most dangerous, worse than the lions, the hippos, the crocodiles …’


  ‘I’m told hyenas are fairly treacherous!’ my father interjected.


  Yes, they were all rather worried. Nobody, including me, was worried about ladybirds, though. I should have been.


  I spent my first night off the plane as a guest of the Kiltegan Fathers in Nairobi. I had been met at the airport by a member of Fr. Paul’s lay staff named Stephen, who explained that Fr. Paul had recently left on a fund-raising trip to Ireland. Fr. Paul was the administrator of the Kitui Diocese, in effect the acting Bishop. It was through him that I had been assigned to a role as an accountant on the Nyumbani Village Project. Before I retired for the night, Stephen, a middle-aged man from the Akamba tribe, told me to get a good sleep because we would be up early to travel to ‘base camp’ in Kitui village the next day. Kitui District is in the Akamba heartlands, about three or four hours from Nairobi.


  There is nothing quite like a nine hours plane journey to ensure a sound night’s sleep. I regained consciousness around 8am, quite late by African standards, and within half an hour, we were on the road. It was to be my first sight of Kenya in daylight. I remember being overwhelmed by the scenes that morning as we made our way to Kitui. From the front seat of the battered old jeep, I tried to take in the endless straggle of the Nairobi suburbs, the crazy kamikaze drivers, the corrugated iron shacks, and the deteriorating roads, rutted and pot-holed. Beyond the city, the road traverses the Nairobi National Park, and I had my first excited sightings in the wild of ostriches, gazelles and warthogs.


  The Park eventually surrenders to a parched barren landscape, sparsely populated, studded here and there with isolated round, thatched mud-huts. After Machakos, a disorderly tangle of a town, the road twists and clambers up a terraced mountain. The countryside is more fertile now, with lots of tiny villages and scores of pedestrians strolling or striding along under a sweltering sun. Across the mountain, the brown barren bush returns, with an occasional acacia tree or tiny roadside hamlet. Classic African landscape. Near the village of Kwa Vonza, the soil becomes noticeably redder in colour and tiny fields show traces of valiant attempts at cultivation.


  Several more kilometres further on lies the decent-sized village of Kitui—my destination and my base for the foreseeable future. The capital of Kitui District, it consists of three or four interwoven streets and is home to a few thousand people. The village appears a bit anarchic, and at first glance has very little of note to distinguish it. In the months ahead, I would get to know it well, and to appreciate its intriguing people.


  Apart from the sensory overload along the way and a slight headache (which I attributed to jet lag and to altitude), I had enjoyed the dusty, bumpy, shake-rattle-and-roll of the journey to Kitui with Stephen. He had answered patiently my endless questions. My first impression of Kenya was that it was a bit like the down-at-heel Ireland of the 1920’s newsreels—though obviously a lot hotter. I knew it would take me some time to process all of these new sensations.


  ‘The Akamba are the fifth largest tribe in Kenya,’ Stephen told me with discernible pride.


  However, they inhabit a very arid region; Kenyans take pity on you, as I discovered later, when you tell them you live there. It is an undeveloped backward area even for Kenya, and populated by a very traditional community. The people of Kitui are cut off by the mountains on the western side, and wedged in by the desert to the east.


  Seven kilometres further up a dirt track into the hills above the village, our jeep pulled up outside a modest cream-coloured bungalow opposite what was obviously a school. A woman of about sixty years of age dressed in a bright blouse and long skirt emerged to meet us.


  ‘Karibu sana,’ she said in very proper tones as she grabbed my hand.


  ‘Huh?’ I replied, confused.


  ‘Oh … yes … welcome, come in. I’m here since the 1970s. Swahili becomes a habit. You must be starving, will you eat?’


  This was Sr. Margaret Mary, an impressive-looking Irish Ursuline nun. She had rosy cheeks set in a face that suggested a jolly disposition; it was lightly tanned by decades spent in the African sun. She came from Thurles in Tipperary originally, and still retained something of the accent. I would discover later that she also retained the selfless generosity of spirit that had brought her to Africa as a teacher all those years ago. During my time in Kenya, she would become like an aunt to me.


  She summoned her cook in Swahili, an Akamba man of indeterminate vintage, who brought in some rice and a small bit of chicken on a bone. I was famished and I tucked in with relish after the long journey. As I gnawed on the bone, I resolved that I must make learning Swahili a priority. Sr. MM (Margaret Mary), with the curiosity of the exile, proceeded to quiz me for ages about recent events in Ireland.


  ‘I go home as often as I can, Brendan, but I hardly recognise the place anymore. I suppose this is home now.’


  That evening, Sr. MM told me about the Akamba people to whose welfare she had devoted her life. As she did so, the cook listened and nodded regularly as if to confirm her story.


  ‘It used to be the Maasai people who held sway here in this part of eastern Kenya,’ she began. ‘The Maasai were pastoralists. Their neighbours to the south, living around Mount Kilimanjaro and the Taita Hills, were the Akamba tribe. They are one of the many Bantu tribes in this part of Africa. Kitui was endowed with an abundance of wild animals such as lions and elephants, far more than there are now. The Akamba were hunters, experts at using bows and arrows. Later they became successful traders, selling ivory to the Arabs who sailed along the coast.


  Anyway, when the elephants around Mount Kilimanjaro were becoming scarcer, the Akamba coveted the land around Kitui where the Maasai lived. As the Akamba hunted the dwindling elephants stocks, they edged ever closer to Maasai territory. Eventually the two tribes clashed in a ferocious battle. The Maasai warriors relied on the spear to defend their lands; the Akamba easily overwhelmed them with their bows and arrows. The Maasai migrated south to where they live today along the Kenyan/Tanzanian border. The Akamba moved north.’


  I was getting my first lesson in the complex patterns of tribal conquest, settlement and rivalry that bedevil African affairs to this day.


  ‘There’s another darker side to the Akamba story,’ Sr. MM continued. ‘They sold ivory to the Arabs and grew prosperous while elephants were in plentiful supply. However, when the elephants in Kitui became scarcer as well, a number of the Akamba collaborated with the Swahili traders and found something else to sell to the Arabs apparently—slaves. Most of the Akamba tribe fiercely resisted those people. But that was a long time ago. Anyway, you must be tired after your travels, Brendan. You could do with a good sleep and a bit of rest before you start work at Nyumbani.’


  I slept late the next morning and woke up with a slight headache. To shake it off, I went for a long exploratory stroll in the afternoon. It had rained for the first time in months in Kitui during the night. The rich earthy smell of parched soil disturbed by rain after prolonged drought is powerful and unforgettable. I breathed it in deeply as I strode along. I met people walking in groups—or was it gangs?—with axes and machetes, and I wondered were they about to murder me. I had been listening to the horror stories people told me in Ireland before I came out to Africa. I need not have worried; the axes and pangas were for nothing more sinister than clearing scrub. I greeted them, and told those who understood English that I had come to Kenya to volunteer on the Nyumbani project. I told them I came from a place where it rains all the time. They could not have been more welcoming.


  They told me joyfully I must have brought the rain from Ireland, and loved me for it. A woman beamed widely and boasted how she had set out all her seven buckets to catch the rain. It would save many a trip to the dry riverbed several kilometres away, where they dig a hole in the sand to extract groundwater. Sadly, every day after that brought cloudless skies and scorching temperatures. The longed-for late year rains in Kitui never came. In fact, no prolonged rains had occurred since the worldwide El-Niño rains of 1998—and those were so strong they washed away the soil.


  That first day, the children mobbed me and made such a hullabaloo that the local chief got one of his three wives to call me over to be introduced. He, in turn, introduced me to his ‘royal’ family who shyly shook my hand. It was not everyday that they had a visit from a tall mzungu (Swahili for white person, with some of the connotations of a derogatory term like ‘nigger’ but not really meant in a hostile way). We then had an impromptu thirty-a-side game of football with a ball made from plastic bags and string on the ‘highway,’ as they called it. In reality, it was a narrow dirt track. The children were shouting ‘how are you, one, two, three, I love you,’ over and over and over. Their parents must have taught them to say that whenever they saw a mzungu. Clearly most had no idea what they were chanting.


  I spent that day and the next in Sr. MM’s home. The day after that, she insisted on escorting me the fifty kilometres over the dusty pot-holed dirt track to Nyumbani. My headache returned. Now I blamed it on the jolting brought on by the rutted track. It was not quite the Sahara, but we were driving further and further into the desert—an arid bush landscape, inches deep with fine red dust. There were a few seashells on the ground as well, which gives one a sense of its geological antiquity. This was the time-forsaken place where I planned to be volunteering for the rest of the year. Nyumbani means ‘home’ in Swahili. It had little in common with the homes of my native Donegal, I thought as we arrived.


  In the middle of this desert was a vast thousand-acre building site. This was the Village project. I could see about a dozen houses (later to be referred to as Phase I), and a number of silver corrugated iron shacks that served as offices. But what pulled me up short was the sight of maybe five hundred people in this remote place, all busy digging trenches, clearing scrub or hauling clay blocks on ox-carts. It was like a rural African version of a Lowry painting. There was not a white face to be seen. I was feeling nervous, probably for the first time. Where and how could I possibly fit in?


  A local Akamba woman named Nancy was the first to introduce herself to me in Nyumbani. She was a small but fine-looking woman in her late twenties. She also had more English than nearly any other African I had met so far. More or less the first thing she said to me was,


  ‘Bradan (as she pronounced my name forever more), there are baboons between here and my home, big big baboons, and yesterday they took my sister’s baby when I was here, and started throwing the baby among them. Oh, my sister cried and cried.’


  Nancy illustrated her cautionary tale with appropriate gestures and arm actions to go along with every sentence.


  ‘Then they left her baby down beside her. But they are dangerous. Be careful of the baboons, Bradan.’


  It sounded like good advice! I would recall her cautionary words later.


  Nancy showed me to the spartan accommodation which I would share with around ten other workers. I would be working very closely with her, as she was one of the half dozen clerks in the corrugated iron office where I was based. She was quite tiny, much smaller than the other Akamba, who themselves are closer to the height of Pygmies rather than the taller Maasai. She could be very bashful, yet she appeared every Monday morning with a brand new hairstyle. At 6”2,’ I probably resembled the BFG, loftily winking down at her to make her blush when she pretended her hairstyle was the same as the previous week’s. I found her permanently in a good mood and joking, but she took no prisoners; if a worker tried a fast one, she would go through him or her for a shortcut. She was straighter than a die, not just by African standards, mind, but by those of an older generation in Ireland.


  She was incorruptible, and tireless in her work.


  The next day, Thursday, my headache returned with a vengeance. I could no longer blame jet lag, altitude or jolting jeeps. I doubted if it was a side effect of the malaria tablets. It was no longer a sort of tingling sensation in the back of my head; it had morphed into a stinging pain that pulsed through my brain every time I moved. I was comparing it to something like electro-convulsive therapy without the benefit of anaesthetic.


  Whatever it was, it was sapping my body of energy, levels of which were already depleted by the African sun. I was embarrassed that I was ill so soon. I knew it was my mother’s worst fear. Sr. MM picked me up the next day, Friday, to spend the weekend at her house, and I confessed my condition to her. One or two lesions had appeared on my face, and were soon proliferating. She drove me to a doctor of Indian descent in Kitui village. He seemed baffled. After boasting that he studied in London—in an attempt to impress us, I think—he prescribed three different kinds of antibiotics that I had to take over the weekend. To be sure, to be sure, to be sure, I felt like saying. They did nothing for me. At least, I was not getting any worse.


  On Monday morning, I insisted on returning to Nyumbani. Nancy called in the local herbal doctor, a grey-haired mzee called Mutinda. It was not very encouraging to be told he had a good reputation for healing sick animals. Hocus pocus, I was thinking. He appeared as I was sitting disconsolately on the step at the house. He muttered things in English that I did not take in, because I was wondering how he had acquired his shiny gold tooth. He had a gentle face, though, and a confident manner. He was a respected elder and community leader. Just as another electric shock buzzed through me, he promptly disappeared.


  ‘Am I cured now, Nancy?’ I asked, straining to be funny, and trying to disguise my fears.


  She was throwing the bones left over from our lunch to the hungry pups.


  ‘Ah, no Bradan, wait, wait.’


  She chuckled at the silly mzungu thinking himself cured.


  Soon Mutinda returned with an off-white liquid mix in a wooden container and spread it on my cheeks and around my face.


  ‘It is a mixture of aloe vera, water, sugar, and garlic. Good, good, good,’ Mutinda enlightened me in a soft gravelly voice as he proceeded to smear it over my upper torso. By now, there were half a dozen spectators. My pale Irish body was a terrific source of interest, even amusement, to them all.


  ‘Were you in Nairobi?’ Mutinda asked.


  I told him I had stayed with the Kiltegan Fathers in Nairobi the night I arrived off the plane.


  ‘It’s a Nairobi fly, yes; what’s it known as in English … a … a ladybird, yes. It walked along your face as you slept and urinated here and here and here.’


  He touched the lesions on my face. Of all the African beasts that exist or that had starred in my parents’ imaginations, the creature that felled me turned out to be a ladybird!


  Whether it was the delayed effect of the antibiotics, or Mutinda’s magic mix, I will never know, but within a few hours I started to feel slightly better. Later I discovered that every tribe has their own tried and tested herbal remedies made from roots and plant-leaves. There are cures for more or less every ailment (except the big one, of course—AIDS, which one dubious theory claims began when a man in the Congo had sex with a monkey). And here is the crux of one of Africa’s problems. They are beginning to lose these effective herbal remedies, but have only limited access to Western medicine. In essence, many African tribes are losing the best of their indigenous ways, but have yet to gain the benefits of Western ways in areas like medicine.


  You always feel a lot better when you realise you are not going to die, at least not yet! Thanks to Mutinda’s remedy, I was feeling well enough the next night for some serious socialising. An affable twenty-one year old mechanic, Kimanze, had offered to take me to a hostelry in Kwa Vonza village. He thought himself quite the cool boy, did Kimanze. He had a wide mischievous smile, and darker skin more akin to the Luo tribe, and not the lighter hue of his own Akamba people. He had borrowed a motorbike, and he carried me and two of his African friends into the night, travelling at ten kilometres an hour—without the benefit of headlights. Later, when I told my Irish friends about four of us on a motorbike, they were incredulous. It can be done, but I would not recommend it!


  Under a clear night sky, brilliant with stars, we suddenly came upon a security checkpoint. Two stroppy-looking policemen were pointing Kalashnikovs at us. Kimanze negotiated on our behalf. In this sticky situation, he opted for bribery rather than blarney, and asked me to pay the police the equivalent of five euro so they would let us all go. It is a fair amount for a policeman there. Forget South Armagh, I thought, this place is real Bandit Country.


  That night was my first experience of a Kenyan pub, in the tiny village that is Kwa Vonza, about fifteen kilometres from Nyumbani. The pub was a remarkable place, a fifteen-foot square shack, but with the grand name of ‘The Paradise Hotel.’ It was lit by a single glowing tilly-lamp. There were two dogs scratching themselves in the middle of the concrete floor, and a few old men chewing miraa (a foul tasting legal African narcotic) on the shaky, plain wooden benches. There were not any women, and the only choice of beverage was between a warm bottle of Guinness and an equally warm bottle of Tusker beer. Nothing else at all. The ‘toilets’ consisted of relieving oneself against the outside wall in the dark. Oh, and there were constant requests from the Africans for the rich mzungu to buy a round—which cost the equivalent of five euro for the whole house.


  That particular night, one drunk had a call of nature and stepped on a snake. He was in screaming agony until a ‘black stone’ was brought.


  ‘It will suck the poison out,’ Kimanze explained.


  A ‘black stone’ is a rare form of sedimentary rock that, when placed over a bite, will absorb the snake poison from the blood. Nearly every home has one in these parts, but it must be thrown out after having been used once.


  ‘Welcome to Kitui!’ Kimanze proclaimed, watching me view this process with fascination.


  I stayed in his home that night—a round, thatched mud-hut of one, virtually furniture-less, room that was lit by a paraffin hurricane lamp. Boy, these Africans have nothing, I was thinking. I would discover in the year ahead how this was true only in a superficial sense. I had been in Africa for a week and I had a lot to learn.


  The four of us squeezed into two single beds, malarial mosquitoes buzzing incessantly as I drifted off to sleep.


  My head was teeming with impressions of my first extraordinary week in Africa. If my mother could see me now! My final thought before losing consciousness was of the headline if it ever made the Donegal News: ‘Letterkenny man laid low in Africa by a ladybird.’
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  CHAPTER 2

  A DAY AT THE OFFICE
(LIKE NO OTHER … )


  THE DIRECTOR OF THE NYUMBANI Village Project was a commanding figure. An architect from the Kikuyu tribe, Kiragu was a man in his early fifties, quite tall, with a shaven head and mobile features that suggested a quick intelligence, imagination and resourcefulness. He welcomed me to his humble office with a warm smile and, in perfect Queen’s English, acquainted me with what the Nyumbani Project was all about.


  Speaking with passion, he began by outlining the devastation wrought by AIDS in Kenya and throughout Africa. There was (at that time) something like twelve million children orphaned by the pandemic across the Continent. In some Nairobi slums, the infection rate was close to 40 per cent. Kenya was facing an appalling crisis.


  ‘Nyumbani Village is our response to the pandemic’ he explained. ‘We want to establish a model settlement for HIV-AIDS orphans in sub-Saharan Africa. If we succeed, others can go down the same road. When we are up and running, we plan to house and nurture 1,000 orphans as well as their elderly guardians—in most cases their destitute grandparents. You see, Brendan, the middle generation of parents has died from AIDS; we refer to them as “the lost generation.”’


  He became very animated when he got down to the details of the scheme.


  ‘The Village will include about 150 homesteads, a health clinic, a nursery, a primary school, industrial production and training centres, a multi-purpose community hall, a worship centre, a police post, and a guesthouse.’


  I could tell that the man was a visionary. As well as the administrative centre and the necessary infrastructure, he was already looking ahead to providing an ecological management centre and recreational spaces. Glancing out the window at the primitive building site, I could not help but feel that Kiragu was a bit of a dreamer, maybe; but this proud Kikuyu was also one of the most thoroughly inspiring people I met in Africa.


  ‘The whole project,’ he continued, ‘will have to respect our African culture and traditions. We would hope to create a strong social fabric among the villagers themselves, and between the village and the existing population of the area. Nyumbani is labour intensive, and there will be a lot of employment. We hope to train people in useful and traditional skills such as woodwork and woodcarving. There’s a market out there. We already employ around 500 local men and women in a place with no other employment opportunities at all. We will be progressive too. Women will hold many leadership positions, just as they already do in the development of it right now, which—as you probably know—is unusual for Africa.’


  Kiragu was wearing a sleeveless jacket and waved his arms a lot as he spoke, as if expending some of his boundless energy. He pushed a folder of documents and plans across the table. With this visionary at the helm, I felt, this dream might just come true. Having drawn breath momentarily, he was off again.


  ‘One of the major principles in the Nyumbani village concept is self-sustainability. This can be achieved on our 1,000-acre commercially viable organic farm. We will grow subsistence food, cash crops, and medicinal plants. Much can be done through using solar energy. Water for irrigating the farm will be sourced from the construction of dams, boreholes and wells. You’ll have noticed that the work has already begun.’


  Through the office window, I could see hundreds and hundreds of busy people scurrying around like ants, heavy loads being moved by ox-carts, and lines and lines of workers digging foundations and irrigation trenches. I was looking at the biggest building site I had ever seen. Kiragu attracted my attention again and said, almost pleadingly,


  ‘We are desperate for an accountant here, Brendan. Can you start right away?’


  He told me that anyone from Kitui District who qualifies as an accountant moves straight to Nairobi, and never returns. It would be impossible to persuade any educated Kenyan to live at Nyumbani unless they were paid extortionate amounts of money. And that, in short, is how I became the management accountant of the whole Village project.


  On later occasions, my initially favourable impressions of Kiragu were confirmed. In conversation with him, the simplest thing would spark him into a mesmerising monologue. A vague idea would turn into a detailed plan as his thoughts poured from him, perfectly articulated. He was a good listener too. I told him about self-help projects in Ireland and he listened intently. He was fascinated when I described how the setting up of Credit Unions in rural Ireland helped so many ordinary families to take advantage of developments in the country during the 1960s.


  Kiragu’s vision and effortless inspiration added fuel to my innate enthusiasm for volunteering.


  Over the next few days, I acquainted myself with the systems in place. My immediate challenge was simple: the faster I could make the project run, the more costs I would manage to save, the more homesteads would be built, and the more people would live there. Who would have imagined that all that auditing and management accounting I had studied at college would actually be so useful so soon? From the start I was immediately stimulated, and threw myself at it, becoming a real part of the management of the project.


  Everything was being constructed by hand. There was practically no machinery because there would be nothing to run it on. Most wells were developed by men lowering themselves fifty feet or more down into a dark hole using an ordinary rope tied onto something, anything, even a nearby tree. Then it was a matter of chip, chip, chipping away with a hammer and chisel—some wells could be more than one hundred feet deep. None of the labourers ever thought to ask for safety equipment, not even a helmet. At least, we did not have the crazy scaffolding consisting of tree branches of all shapes that are lashed to buildings several stories high that you see around Nairobi. Health and Safety means something different in Africa.


  One of my first tasks in September was counting a month’s wages in cash for 500 people. I was counting over one million Kenyan shillings in total, one note at a time. One shilling is known as ‘a bob,’ twenty shillings is termed ‘a pound’—a throwback to British rule—and ninety shillings roughly equalled a euro. The average Nyumbani wage was the equivalent of two-euro per day, an excellent wage for Kitui, or indeed anywhere in Kenya. Even to have steady waged employment is rare enough.


  A mêlée very nearly erupted that first week because the wages were very late. Apprehension was increasing, understandably so. Delay meant the workers’ children could go hungry, and they could not buy seeds to take advantage of the rains that were due and expected any day soon. However, Nancy and I were finally handing out notes to people as they entered our tiny tin office. Towering over us were two burly men with Kalashnikovs, and another two were standing guard outside the door. I found out later they were special military police with shoot-to-kill orders if anybody caused trouble.


  The house where I was staying was only a few hundred yards away. It was one of the spartan village homesteads that had been constructed with clay blocks and roofed with red corrugated iron sheets. I shared it with a fluctuating number of Project workers who lived on-site, three of us to a room. It became congested at times. We were the dozen or so non-locals: the Kikuyus, the Luos, the mzungu, the Nairobi professionals. We tended to work in management, or were otherwise required to be permanently on-site.


  I was glad to discover that there was at least one other mzungu living there, a Rasta from Munich named Leo. He was equally delighted to see me. I think he had been going a bit out of his mind in the previous month in Nyumbani because there had not been another Westerner to see things as he did. Leo had dreadlocks to his shoulders; he had a proper goatee but was generally unshaven. He dressed raggedly, yet was the stereotypical German in so many of his mannerisms. Despite his bedraggled appearance, he was very logical and very methodical. He was a kind of living paradox. The Rasta exterior concealed an orderly German soul.


  ‘The African way of doing things is so unlike the German way,’ he complained.


  Leo possessed that element of fun that Bavarian people have; he was fond of a beer as well as the occasional joint to relax him when things proved too much. He had been going round the bend of late because his name sounded like the Swahili word for ‘today,’ and he was forever thinking people were calling him over or talking about him. He was already a good friend of Kimanze, as they worked closely together in trying to build an irrigation system in the sterile land that is Nyumbani. He possessed a restless energy.


  Leo told me that, on finishing school, he had arrived in Africa to avoid a year’s conscription in the German army.


  ‘I really want to make a difference here,’ he told me.


  He was innocent, almost naive, in his idealism in my view. I liked to think I was a lot more pragmatic. Yet, we hit it off right away. The Africans liked him too. With his long hair and German nationality, the Africans christened him ‘Jesus Hitler’— apparently without a trace of irony!


  Glad that the excitement of payday was over, I wandered down to the tin offices early the next morning. I was whistling a merry tune and waving to people, when I encountered a group of five women. Despite the early hour, they were dancing and singing as they passed by, each wielding a jemba (African style spade). At the door to one of the offices, I greeted Nzoki, a stout female Akamba clerk with one crossed eye, who was sweeping out the ever-invading red dust with a bunch of dried reeds. She was quite flirtatious.


  ‘How is you, Brendan? … How is your family? … How is Sr. MM? … How is your children?’


  This volley of questions was followed by a personal inspection.


  ‘That’s a nice shirt, Brendan. You need a wash, your feet are dirty; a mzungu should be clean.’


  I thought my feet might have been getting tanned, but it turned out she was correct, they could do with a wash.


  ‘I must begin work, Nzoki, I’ve a lot to do,’ I replied, terminating the conversation, but pleased with the natural curiosity and spontaneous friendship of these Akamba people.


  No sooner had I reached my own tin office than Nancy subjected me to a similar battery of questions and comments.


  I turned on the 1995-model computer, and began tapping away on my calculator and writing up a funding report for Kiragu. I was going hammer and tongs at it for nearly an hour when the computer suddenly conked out. The generator outside had stopped. It often did. I strolled over to see what the problem was. The Akamba will see a problem coming, but invariably decide to do nothing about it until it is too late. Kimanze had seen the generator was low on fuel, but waited until it ran out altogether and, as a result, I lost my work on the computer. Only now did he decide it was time to do something about it—more out of a laid-back attitude than anything else.


  While I was outside, I took the opportunity to greet Nzoki again. She too was outside, organising a group of workers. We shook hands again as one must do every time one says hello to an Akamba, with their elaborate three part handshake. I needed clarification from her.


  ‘Hello, Nzoki, would you be able to help me please? Is this a 1 or a 7?’


  I showed her a page from a battered copybook with figures handwritten in pencil.


  ‘How is you, Brendan?’


  ‘Fine still, thanks.’


  ‘How is your family?’


  ‘Well, I still haven’t spoken to them since I came to Kenya— but fine, I’m presuming again.’


  ‘How is Sr. MM?’


  ‘Ah, probably an hour older by now, I’d imagine!’


  ‘And what about your children?’


  ‘I still haven’t had any children born to me since the last time you were asking.’


  ‘I see you’ve washed your feet.’


  ‘Em, you wouldn’t be able to tell me please if that’s a 1 or a 7?’


  Nzoki puzzled over the piece of paper for a few moments,


  ‘It’s neither, Brendan.’


  ‘So what is it?’


  I nearly rolled my eyes.


  ‘A fraction line, it’s 8/5?’


  ‘Hmm, that changes all my calculations. Oh well, lucky the generator broke down before I went any further with it. Thanks. See you in a while, my calculator calls.’


  I was learning to adjust to the African pace, to accept all their questions, to embrace their ways. Pleasantries always took precedence over productivity.


  One of the first things I had to do was to computerise the recording systems. Everything up to then was in copybooks or on sheets of paper. Nobody could easily retrieve any useful or indeed essential information to improve the workings of the project. It frustrated Leo intensely. Everything, from excavating the raw materials for the blocks to cutting and shaping the tin for the roofs, had to be performed on-site.


  I quickly realised there would be little point in me putting a whole computerised system in place, only for it to collapse once I left. The other staff, barring Kiragu and his secretary, had never used or even seen a computer before. So I also began to train Nancy and a number of other clerks to type and navigate the computer. In time, they could input the data themselves, and later on again they could begin to use Word and Excel to create and access information they themselves required.


  When I finished for the day, I relaxed by dandering down to the dry river and loitering until dusk fell, fascinated by the wildlife. As this was the only place with an abundance of leaves and greenery, all the animals and birds congregated there once the heat seeped out of the day. Whenever I came tramping along, baboons rushed away, monkeys cleared off frightened and chittering, the small deer stared briefly and raced for cover, as did the rock hyraxes, the python, the tiny scampering lizards, the larger monitor-lizard, the pelicans, the birds with shiny white tails two feet long that I did not know the name of, the hyena, the marabou storks, the armadillo type creatures … amongst others.


  One late afternoon, I went exploring alone through the vegetation, further up the course of the dry river than I normally would. For one split second, I froze with fear as I espied in the fading light what looked like two young female lions stretched out on the branches of a tree. They spotted me a second later, staring straight at me for what, at the time, seemed like ages, but could not have been more than a few seconds. Suddenly each of them jumped down from the tree. My heart pounded audibly. Luckily, they turned and ran away in the other direction, and I rushed straight back home. Still breathless, I asked Nancy what they could have been.


  ‘Most likely caracal cats, Bradan, there haven’t been lions seen around Nyumbani in two years.’


  There is something special about catching sight of all these truly wild animals in their natural environment, not protected by any national park, and living so close to humans. I used to hide under cover for a long time, motionless, seeing nothing, but when I began to leave, I startled everything again. It took me weeks to realise that David Attenborough might have got it wrong—the trick is to keep walking around making as much noise as you can to frighten everything into moving and betraying its presence. On occasions, baboons growled and barked at me like dogs. I recalled Nancy’s warnings. They were probably stronger than I was, but they would run away regardless after a few seconds.


  The people of the Akamba tribe take an easy-going, rather Jamaican approach to work and timekeeping. This would have suited me grand! It was people of the Kikuyu and Luo tribes I was working with in management, though. There is a phrase still heard in Northern Ireland—to be ‘grabbed by the Kikuyus’— which means to be grabbed by the testicles. It originated from the time of the Kikuyus’ ill-fated Mau Mau rebellion against the British during the late 1950s. Kikuyus, who are the biggest tribe in Kenya, making up a fifth of the population, are remarkably like the stereotype of the Scottish Presbyterians in their instincts—hardworking and honest, but rather serious and tight with money. The Akambas on the other hand—dare I say it?— can be a bit Irish, with all that that entails.


  One day Kimanze, walking beside me with the new boneshaker bicycle he had just bought, put it to me as follows:


  ‘The difference between the two tribes is this. A Kikuyu man will see my new bicycle and work even harder to save the money to buy one for himself. Whereas an Akamba man will see my new bicycle and perform a witchcraft spell so that I lose the bicycle.’ At that point, I decided the ‘Irish’ analogy went too far! I remembered hearing Sr. MM explain that the Akamba tribe were, until the late nineteenth century, semi-nomadic hunter-gatherers. I saw traces of this earlier way of life still persisting everywhere. The night watchmen at Nyumbani walked around with bow and arrows. I once saw a watch-man shoot an arrow between the eyes of a snake camouflaged in the ground, just as I was about to step on it. Akambas are all the time knocking birds off a branch with a catapult. One time, I followed Nzoki’s husband when he was out poaching wild dik-dik (miniature deer) for food, expertly shooting the elusive animal dead with an arrow. The sad thing is, a dik-dik mates for life with one partner, so its demise leaves a permanent widow—but the hunters usually catch that one too.


  After a few weeks in Kenya, I was getting to know some of the differences between the tribes. If the Kikuyu tended to look down on the Akamba, the Akamba liked to feel superior to the Maasai. As he was clearing up after breakfast one morning, Sr. MM’s Akamba cook told me a story about how his own tribe triumphed over the Maasai in their long territorial disputes, before the arrival of the British.


  ‘The elders one day sat down for a peace conference. After some time, arrows rained down from the sky and landed at the feet of the Maasai elders. The Maasai complained that they were being attacked. One Akamba elder stood up and gestured. “Look around, can you see anybody?” The Akamba elder proceeded to explain: “These arrows have been fired by our ancestors.” The Maasai were so afraid of the Akambas’ deserved reputation for witchcraft that they withdrew straight away.’


  He went on to explain, proudly,


  ‘We Akambas had hidden our men behind trees half a mile away. They had been able to aim their bows and arrows with such accuracy that they landed at the feet of the Maasai elders.’


  The Akamba people are unused to contact with white people nowadays. When I arrived, there were about a dozen Irish in Akambaland, an area greater than the size of Ulster, and there were no other resident white people at all. Wherever I ventured, the children would silently stare at me, mesmerised, until I spoke. Then the cheering would erupt and I would have throngs of barefoot children swarming around me, screaming and following me for several kilometres. Being the first white person they had ever seen, I was just like a celebrity, a pop star that they wanted to touch and shake by the hand. They would pinch my skin to see if it were real; they would stare, cheer, scream and beg me to take a photograph of them as they mobbed me. When I obliged, even the Akamba adults would run into the frame, and then thank me for taking the photo.


  The principal way to get around in Kitui District was by walking, as the vast majority of people regularly did over huge distances. About the only real alternative was a 1950s-style bicycle. These were first imported from China decades ago and, as far as I know, are still being imported from that source. Think of a five-barred gate on wheels, with several middle bars missing! Before I acquired my own bicycle, random people used to offer me theirs to take whenever they saw me walking somewhere in the desert; they were confident that one of their neighbours would bring it back to them that evening. The only other form of transport around Nyumbani was the ox and cart. The second time I was on an ox-cart, I managed to fall off the side. Only my pride was bruised. From one weekend until the next, I might not see a single car. At weekends, I would often go to Sr. MM’s. Sr. MM eventually presented me with an old ramshackle boneshaker that had been lying around her girls’ secondary school. It needed fixing up. It was actually supposed to be for her caretaker but he was too lazy to cycle and would always send someone else for provisions. After doing my own temporary repair job on it, I had half a dozen parts replaced by one of the many bicycle-repair men plying their trade underneath a tree, and then added a silver bell for good measure.


  It is a four hour cycle from Nyumbani into Kitui, the nearest decent village with electricity and foodstuffs. The smaller villages, like nearby Kwa Vonza, have shops—mere shacks—where all the stock is on or behind the counter, often though amounting to no more than a loaf of bread and a hanging goat carcass. Often too, there would be a cat patrolling the counter; whatever about the hygiene, it would keep the rodents and reptiles at bay. There was always an ancient weighing scales sitting on the clay floor. The bigger villages, like Kitui, have colourful noisy outdoor markets, with stalls made from branches lashed together, or wares simply laid out along the ground. Some of the stallholders physically drag you over to their merchandise; some hawkers walk around carrying their bric-a-brac and push it in your face. In the midday heat, many lie asleep on top of their stalls, unconcerned about whether they sell anything or not.


  An odd time, I managed to get a lift on the back of one of the very rare motorbikes, usually travelling at white-knuckle speeds over the undulating dirt tracks, weaving in and out among the wandering donkeys and goats along the way. Other vehicles encountered on the road to Nairobi might be buses filled with hens, buses brightly painted with graffiti and emblazoned with names like ‘Camilla Parker-Bowles,’ ‘Princess Di,’ or, curiously, ‘Fast and Furious—Devil Must Bow.’ Passengers rarely wait for the vehicle to stop before dismounting. Visitors to Kenya are always struck by the anarchy that prevails on the roads.


  Until people became acquainted with me around Kitui, I was called either ‘mzungu’; or ‘Father British’—because the very few white men they meet are priests, and ‘British’ is the Akamba tribe’s generic word for any white person. I heard of one old Irish missionary in Kitui who became so incensed at a small child shouting ‘British’ to him, that he scrambled out of his rusty jeep, lofted the child up in the air and threatened him,


  ‘Don’t you ever call me British again!’


  Sure, the child had not a clue (though one day, he too might become aware of post-colonial sensitivities). I was soon being called ‘Bwana Kyalo,’ an Akamba name meaning ‘born after a journey.’ If not one of these, then it was ‘Mr. Brendan’; or ‘Gentleman’ (I have never had the privilege of being addressed that way before, or indeed since); or that great title of respect in Kenya, ‘Mzee Brendan’—though I suspect an odd time it was conferred in jest!


  In those early days in Kitui District, it took me a bit of time to get used to the toilet arrangements. It was a short while before I was able to master the art of correctly aiming while squatting over a small hole in the ground. Sometimes I just did it outside in the bush like everybody else. Such arrangements were not unknown in rural Ireland in the past. It reminded me of Patrick Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger where he muses: ‘And his happiest dream/Was to clean his arse/With perennial grass/On the bank of some summer stream.’


  In the absence of perennial grass in these parts, you can get caught out badly—as I did one day in early October, looking for a suitable harmless leaf to clean myself with after a call of nature. It turned out to be as harmless as a nettle! Every animal and plant in Kitui seemed to be either benign or deadly, with no in-between. Nancy, one time, told me rather quaintly,


  ‘You cannot die from a scorpion sting in Kitui, but you can die from the suffering of the pain it causes.’


  Toilet roll is a Western invention that has not yet reached rural Kenya, by and large. It was yet another basic commodity to be acquired after a four-hour bicycle ride from Nyumbani. Cleaning and personal hygiene became a trial all round. When we were lucky enough to have water stored in the house, a shower involved splashing cold water onto myself from a basin. The bike ride from Nyumbani was not undertaken lightly; apart from the effort required in cycling four hours under the African sun, I could not cycle uphill because there were no gears, and I could not cycle downhill because the brakes did not work that well. It made you sort out your priorities, even where hygiene was concerned.


  In early October, the day a total eclipse of the sun occurred, when it became strangely darker and cooler for a time during the early afternoon in the middle of the desert, I chanced upon a half dozen naked Akamba washing each other in a small water hole in the dry, sandy, seasonal Tiva River, between Nyumbani and Kitui village. There appeared to be three naked generations of the one family, all enthusiastically waving to me as I cycled by. At the time, I did not even think there was anything strange about this. I was already becoming used to life there.
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  CHAPTER 3

  TO MOMBASA WITH JESUS HITLER


  IN MID-OCTOBER, LEO, Kimanze, and I endured a very eventful 600km marathon overnight bus journey southeast to Mombasa on the coast. We were to spend a few days there celebrating Leo’s twenty-first birthday. Mombasa is Kenya’s second city, the main port for East Africa, and was the first colonial capital during the 1890s. It had been fought over for centuries, chiefly between the Portuguese on their way to Goa in India, and the Omani Arabs who controlled the ivory and human slave trades. The British wrested it from both. Mombasa is a cross between Bombay and Salthill. It is a bustling third-world city, but it is also the country’s principal beach resort, attracting large numbers of European sun-seekers.


  As much as I loved living so remotely at Nyumbani, I was already impatient to see more of Kenya. At times, I was beginning to find Nyumbani rather claustrophobic, working and living with the same people in a confined area every hour of every day. I had been working hard since I arrived, and was looking forward to going a bit wild. I even dared to hope for a few creature comforts, such as relaxing under a long pleasurable warm shower, and the opportunity to ring home. Yes, I needed this long weekend break.


  We managed to hit Mombasa right in the middle of Ramadan, the Islamic month of penitential fasting. Hunger and the energy-sapping humidity may have slowed the rest of the population in that overwhelmingly Muslim city, but not Leo’s African Rasta friends. Leo had previously lived in Mombasa for over a month when he first arrived in Kenya looking for volunteer work, and had become friendly with some of the many black Rastas there.


  We rented out a simple but comfortable chalet near the beach. Kimanze had to answer a call of nature as soon as we arrived. He rushed into the bathroom, saw the Western-style toilet in it, and rushed back out.


  ‘How does this work?’ he asked urgently.


  Western plumbing was as alien to him as the African ‘arrangements’ had been to Leo and myself.


  Joined by about eight of Leo’s friends, we stayed indoors for the afternoon and evening, the roof-fan turning lazily overhead. The Rastas were soon getting high on marijuana all around us. These cosmopolitans were so different to the people of Kitui, that Kimanze felt as much in a different country as I did. It was the British, I suppose, who had brought such diverse peoples together under the common name of Kenyan.


  Leo put in an order to one of the Rastas, when the substance was running low.


  ‘Here, can you get me a few hundred shillings worth, whatever you can buy with that,’ he requested, as he palmed him the notes (about three euros’ worth).


  Our eyes popped when, a half hour later, the Rasta returned with a bag full of the stuff for Leo, who nearly had an orgasm looking at it.


  Later, we partied well through the night at a giant outdoor session near the beach, where they played reggae versions of songs that were never meant to have the reggae treatment—‘Stuck on you’ and songs like that, the music surfing on a light breeze from the Indian Ocean. There were no tourists, just plenty of African Rastas. Leo, Kimanze, and I were up on a dance floor that was encircled by lights and speakers strung between the palm trees. Leo’s birthday was becoming one terrific and unforgettable night.


  A few hangers-on kept trying to sell me useless Rasta trinkets. It is against their principles to be employed in a normal waged job; they must earn money solely by being self-employed. They clearly had no problem, though, with not being teetotal like a true Rastafarian. One of them, whom Leo had indicated was not an acquaintance, tried to steal a few coins from my pocket. I seized his hand, the others threatened him and he scarpered. By now, we were wilting with exhaustion.


  After a breezy tuk-tuk ride back to the chalet at around 5am, and just as we were dropping off to sleep, the silence was ripped apart by loud wailing emanating from the minaret of the large nearby mosque.


  ‘Allah Akbar … God is great … prayer is better than sleep …


  Maybe not, though, at 5am after a night out with the Rastas!


  That morning was to be Kimanze’s first ever sight of the sea in the full splendour of daylight. To relieve our headaches, the three of us had opted for a wash and a swim in the Indian Ocean, in a beautiful bay fringed by coconut trees. If ever I witnessed a person being in awe of anything, it was Kimanze at the waters’ edge. For ages, he simply stood there in silence, staring out to sea. I could only try to imagine what was going through the head of that Akamba lad from the arid lands of the Kenyan interior.


  It is one of my quirks when travelling that I have to go for a swim in any lake, river, or sea. The Indian Ocean was a new one on the list for me. I floated lazily on my back, rising and dipping in tandem with the warm gentle waves, thoroughly enjoying myself. The Indian Ocean felt almost unnaturally hot there. I could see the attraction for the European tourists. Gangs of local children happily floating around me were using empty plastic water bottles to keep themselves afloat.


  I went to look at a few elephant carvings being sold, laid out on the sand, further down the beach, possible souvenirs to take back to Nancy, Sr. MM, and a few others in Kitui. By coincidence, the woodcarver was a young Akamba man from Kitui, and there was a lady with him selling rope. Akamba actually means ‘rope’ in Swahili, from the days when the Akamba traded rope at the coast, and the Arabs would ask for ‘the rope people.’ It is still a common sight to see women in Kitui stripping sisal plants in the hedges and plaiting them into ropes.


  Suddenly, the respectable looking proprietor grasped my head and whispered urgently in my ear:


  ‘Would you like the services of my sister?’


  ‘No thanks, I’m alright at the moment, the carvings will do fine.’


  ‘Are you sure, she really beautiful!’


  He grinned, whistled, and made a perfect sign with his finger and thumb.


  ‘She promise you good time, and good price.’


  This sort of thing happened to me a few times in really unlikely places as I was minding my own business. It was always ‘my sister, she is for sale,’ followed by a wide-eyed look of genuine surprise that I was not interested.


  The touts, known as ‘beach boys,’ can be a real pest on some of Mombasa’s beaches. So can the stunningly beautiful ‘Mombasa girls.’ It is not uncommon to see an old white man—or woman—hand in hand with a twenty-something African. It is rather disconcerting, but some might say it is a win-win situation; the African gets an up-market lifestyle, at least temporarily, and the mzungu gets … company. I could see the temptation. These women are charming, beguiling, arousing, and can be bought with a beer.


  You do not have to be rich to be propositioned. The night of Leo’s birthday was typical. While we were chatting with the Rastas and Kimanze at a bar, two young ladies came up, sat down beside us uninvited, and began caressing and fondling both Leo and me. There was some suggestion of ‘marriage.’ The Rastas were laughing at our attempts to repel them, and puzzled as to why we were not responding in kind. If we had succumbed to temptation, the Mombasa girls would most likely have departed with our wallets, and probably have left us with AIDS in exchange.


  During the birthday weekend, there was a revealing and probably typical incident that reflected badly on the Europeans. A scruffy Italian in his thirties, whom Leo knew from his time in Mombasa, arrived for the birthday celebrations. A striking Kenyan woman accompanied him. During the evening, a roaring row started between them.


  ‘You give me my money, you think you have your way with me,’ she said. ‘You won’t get away from me, I want my money, you pay me now, you pay me my 10,000 shillings, give to me now.’


  Kimanze leaned over and quietly asked, ‘Is she a prostitute?’


  ‘Think so.’


  The couple left together, but the Italian rejoined us a while later.


  ‘There are two things I hate paying for.’ he proclaimed. ‘One is water, and the other is women. I’m only paying for one of those today.’


  ‘Is that carry-on not a bit dangerous?’ Leo warned him, ‘you might contract something nasty.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ he assured us, ‘I took precautions.’


  ‘Well, at least that’s something,’ Leo sighed.


  ‘I took precautions alright—I didn’t leave her my name and number!’


  Mombasa was the first place in Africa in which I received marriage proposals. (I would later receive more serious ones from women in Kitui.) The ‘Mombasa girls’ would have married me straight away if I had answered yes. They mistakenly assumed I was loaded, like the rich tourists.


  Just as we approached the bus depot to return to Kitui, Leo pointed approvingly to the road,


  ‘This is the very first pedestrian crossing I have seen in Kenya,’ he announced.


  Such orderliness appealed to the Teutonic half of his personality. Assuming he had the right of way, he stepped out and was almost killed by a bus. A policeman who had witnessed the incident came over.


  ‘They will only stop at zebra crossings if they see zebras crossing!’ he joked.


  Very droll, I thought to myself. If Leo and I were Akamba, we would have blamed it all on a curse having been placed upon him, instead of pure carelessness on his part. Luckily, he was more ‘shook’ than physically injured.


  A few days after we had returned to Kitui on the overnight bus, we were rather astounded when Kimanze’s best friend, Mwangangi, quite casually informed us that he had married his neighbour at the weekend while we were away. Mwangangi, a twenty-two year old mechanic at Nyumbani, was abnormally laid-back, even for an Akamba, and looked rather like a black version of Inspector Clouseau. He told Kimanze and me—and everyone else at Nyumbani—about his marriage only a couple of days after the event, which was the norm apparently. He was present for work on Monday morning as usual, not an iota of difference to his routine did it seem to make. We had not even known he was seeing his wife beforehand, or was even interested in her at all.


  An Akamba marriage becomes official when the father of the bride drives home the cattle that constitute the bride price. The minimum Akamba bride price involves giving the parents of the bride a goat, honey, sugar, and flour. Everything above that is negotiable. An educated girl may, for example, fetch a bride price of a concrete water tank. An Akamba bride price, I was told, can be as much as twenty-eight cattle, forty-five goats and twelve types of homemade alcohol. A working daughter, after all, is a valuable asset and the bride price is a kind of compensation for the family’s loss. Inevitably, marriage often has more to do with economics than with romance. I used to think I could have bought myself a wife or three with the bride price I would be able to pay out there.


  Often in Akambaland, if the rains fail, money earmarked in families for school fees has to go on food. If a choice needs to be made between which children can stay in school, it will always be in favour of the son, and the daughter must drop out. Once the daughter leaves in these circumstances, she is pushed into marriage so that the parents can obtain a bride price for her. She often has no choice in her husband, who may be years older than her.


  ‘Bush weddings’ among teenagers are common, where they elope together, but rarely live happily ever after. The husband usually runs away again after a couple of years of marriage. Nearly everyone in Akambaland is married by twenty years of age. If an Akamba man is not married by then, there is something wrong either up above or down below.


  Speaking of sex! On one occasion, Nzoki asked me,


  ‘What time is it, Brendan?’


  ‘Half six,’ I answered.


  She stared at me for a moment, ‘Did you just say it’s time to “have sex”?’


  I was eighteen years old before I realised I had an accent. When I went to college in Dublin, nobody seemed to understand a word I spoke in my dulcet Donegal brogue. And yet, for some odd reason, non-native English speakers around the world seem to grasp my meaning better than native English speakers. In Kenya, most people who had any English could understand the rhythms and idioms of east Donegal.


  Many Kenyans can speak four or five languages or even more—the two tribal languages of their parents, the language of the neighbouring tribe, as well as Swahili and English. Swahili is used as a common language between the tribes in East Africa, with English used as a lingua franca among the more educated people, especially in Nairobi. Many Kenyans I met, who had only attended primary school, could speak several languages. Multi-lingualism is a fact of life for them. They would put in the shade those of us who struggle to learn a second language.


  However, in the remote area where I was living, a lot of people spoke only the Akamba tribal language (called Kikamba), with perhaps a few words and phrases in Swahili. The Akamba have a bit of a hang-up about speaking Swahili, going back to the days when the coastal Swahili people traded the Akamba as slaves to the Arabs. A minority of rural Kenyans can speak limited English, but hardly anyone living in the area around Nyumbani had mastered the language of the old colonial power. Most of the people with whom I became friendly were the ones able to converse in English, like Nancy, Nzoki, Kimanze, and Mwangangi among others.


  Swahili is an easier language to speak than Kikamba, partly because of the range of learning materials in it. As it is understood throughout East Africa, I devoted myself to learning Swahili instead of the Akamba tribal language. As languages go, Swahili is fairly easy to learn, and I picked up quite a bit early on. Sometimes, others would tell me Kikamba or Kikuyu tribal words, and then they would laugh when I garbled three languages in one sentence by accident. The problem was that it somehow all turned into ‘African’ in my head.


  After a month or two, I was conversing in simple functional situations entirely through Swahili. Often, when conversing with Kenyans, if my Swahili or theirs was not up to it, there would be someone else on hand who could translate between English and the tribal languages, or between English and Swahili. Sometimes though, I simply had to shrug my shoulders in bewilderment. At other times, the lines would be crossed quite literally. I recall an occasion when I was using an old ‘wind-up’ telephone. The operator kept me talking for ten minutes enquiring about my life history and, by the time I got through, the line was hopelessly crossed, making communication impossible in any language.


  Time and technology move on, and mobile phones began to appear in the hands of Kenyans after I arrived. Nobody ever had any phone-credit in them, so they ‘flashed’ whomever they wanted to ring. When I first heard the term, I pictured a woman standing on a hill, lifting up her skirt and catching the eye of the friend she wanted to contact. In fact, ‘flashing’ means they wait until your phone beeps and then hang up—time after time, incessantly and rather pointlessly. Even without the aid of any phone-credit, though, every tiny bit of gossip races up and down and back again among the Akamba faster than a Nairobi taxi crashing a red light. They love to gossip; it is part of their amiable nature.


  In Akambaland, I had discovered probably the only race of people outside Donegal and Derry who say ‘yes’ for ‘hello.’ It made me feel at home! They also said ‘good morning’ at any time of day at all—even as I was retiring to bed for the night. There were other examples of linguistic confusion. They would say strange things like ‘I am coming’ as they walked away from me, and used peculiar and perplexing English phrases such as ‘I met you absent’—which means that you were not there when he or she called, and ‘I walked the wrong number tomorrow.’ Your guess is as good as mine as to the meaning of that one.


  An Akamba wrote a letter to the Daily Nation newspaper (Kenya’s Irish Independent) in October complaining that it was a conspiracy against their tribe that the English alphabet has a letter ‘h’ when the Akamba are incapable of pronouncing it correctly. Insecurity with the ‘h’ sound means they often say ‘he’ for ‘she,’ and ‘she’ for ‘he.’ Like the Japanese, they pronounce ‘r’ as ‘l’ and’ l’ as ‘r’; also ‘f’ as ‘p’ and ‘p’ as ‘f.’ Because of this, I once heard Sr. MM’s school caretaker shout to the students, ‘No taking flutes at the liver.’ After a moment of wondering what on earth he was on about, I deduced he must have been referring to ‘fruits at the river.’


  Whenever I met a Kenyan for the first time, the conversation typically went as it did with Mwangangi’s portly uncle in The Paradise Hotel (that well-known misnomer!) in Kwa Vonza.


  ‘Where are you from?’ he inquired.


  ‘Ireland.’


  ‘Oh, what part of the U.S. is that?’


  ‘The Europe part,’ I informed him.


  ‘Oh, you’re beside Australia then!’


  ‘Yes, of course I am.’


  How long would it take me to explain that ‘Whiteland’ is not all the one big place? I just said ‘England’ from then on; at least they had heard of that, to which a cousin of Mwangangi’s responded on the same occasion,


  ‘So you are the same country as Canada’


  These are the same people who speak, perhaps, four languages. Their geographical knowledge usually falls far short of their linguistic ability.


  Keeping in contact with home was also difficult. It was an arduous four-hour cycle under the punishing sun to a landline phone. There was no coverage for my mobile around Nyumbani and no way to re-charge the phone because there was no electricity. Using the internet normally involved going to Nairobi for the weekend, and that was at least three or four good hours away in a vehicle. Getting to Nairobi normally started by jumping on the back (or hanging off the end) of an open-topped lorry, bouncing and swaying over the rutted dirt tracks for mile after juddering mile. There might be as many as forty Akamba packed onto the lorry. I found it thrilling. The alternative could involve sitting with the dangerously stacked luggage on the roof rack of an overflowing, speeding clapped-out bus.


  However, despite all the difficulties of transportation and communications, there were occasionally pleasant surprises. One evening in Nyumbani, as the orange sun descended over the scorched red Kitui desert, I managed to pick up Mícheál Ó Muircheartaigh on the BBC World Service radio, commentating on Tyrone winning the All-Ireland. Despite the static, I was able to follow the action. Croke Park seemed very far away though.


  [image: image]
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INTRODUCTION

This book is an account of an extraordinary year in East
Africa. The author’s motives for going there after leaving college:
were mixed: (o seek what might be the last great adventure of
his youth; to avoid the responsibilties of the real world as long.
as possibles and, through voluntary work, perhaps to “do some
good in the world”

On arrival in Kenya in September 2005, Brendan worked for
‘months on a project to establish a village for AIDS orphans and
their carers in the remote Kitui region, working among the ge-
nial Akamba ibe. He befriended a gallery of saints, sinners and
eccentries—both Affican and European.

In Nyumbani, he lived a blistering four-hour cycle ride from
the nearest store. As one of the very few white people in an area
larger than Ulster, he was often treated like a celebrity: they took
0 their hearts, their homes, their weddings and their funer-
als. He had mumerous marriage proposals. As a Project accoun-
tant during a period of severe drought and famine, he worked
with people who refused to work unless a goat was sacrificed to
alarge python to which they prayed for rains. One of the vllage
‘workers had his left buttock eaten by a hyena after he fell into 2
drunken sleep by the roadside.

He took time out to travel extensively throughout Kenya,
Tanzania and Uganda. He suffered frostbite near the equator,
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scaling both Me. Kilimanjaro and M. Kenya: he fled the im-
‘migration officers over the border into Uganda, where he swam
with crocodiles and hippos in the River Nile; he explored exoti
Zanzibar and the Serengeti game park. The slums of Nairobi
were as depressing as the spirit of the people was life-affirming.
He rescued a Kenyan woman who was being swept out t0 sea on
New Year's Eve. He travelled with some of the dwindling band of
Irish missionaries through the Riff Valley, and among the primi-
tive Tarkana tribe whose warriors often go naked except for their
spears and AK-47s ...

“The book becomes an engaging narrative through  full year
in Africa, bulging with amusing personal anecdotes, sprinkled
with interesting stories of Kenya past and present, and full of
personal insights that will challenge any reader's view of Africa
and her people.

Part of the price of this book is donated 1o the education of
children in Kitui.
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ForEwORD

Devorrre are delighted o support Brendan in bringing this book
on his experiences in Affica to publication. Our firm is commit-
ted to supporting a wide range of voluntary groups and projects
as part of our community programme. We are immensely proud
of the support that our people have given to numerous organisa-
tions and charities both at home and abroad.

What makes Brendan's experience unique is the fact that it
was his accounting skills which enabled him to help people in
Africa— his conviction, spirit and commitment to this work is an
example o all of us.

Congratulations to Brendan on this magnificent achievement
and on a thoroughly enjoyable memoir of his trip!

Pat Callen,
Managing Partner, Deloitie
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