
PART ONE

[image: ]

[image: ][image: ]

Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter 1: The Sun Rise

Chapter 2: Birth of a Sister

Chapter 3: My Birth and Name

Chapter 4: Boyhood Chores

Chapter 5: The Death of my Mother

Chapter 6: The Day of Atonement

Chapter 7: Time to Relocate

Chapter 8: Death of my Father

Chapter 9: Kathuni Gets Married

Chapter 10: Going to School

Chapter 11: Secret Learning

Chapter 12: In Search of a Job

Chapter 13: Joining the Maumau Movement

Chapter 14: The War Gathers Pace

Chapter 15: The War Strategies

Chapter 16: The Launching Pad

Chapter 17: Bullets Fly in Chuka

Chapter 18: Fighting Extends

Chapter 19: I Survive Bullets by a Whisker

Chapter 20: Death of a Colleague

Chapter 21: Lost Books and a Buffalo Scare

Chapter 22: Message to Embu, Kirinyaga and Nyeri

Chapter 23: Escape by A Whisker

Chapter 24: Crime and punishment

Chapter 25: A Litany of Symbols

Chapter 26: General Martin Surrenders

Chapter 27: Back Home With Pain

Chapter 28: Let Me Start Farming

Chapter 29: The Love Of My Life

Chapter 30: Wedding and Children

Chapter 31: Independence is Here

Chapter 32: No Bed of Roses

Chapter 33: Mau Mau After Independence

Chapter 34: Remembering Ourselves

Chapter 35: A Second visit to Angaine

Chapter 36: Family Life

Chapter 37: Foreign Connections

Chapter 38: World of Contrasts

Chapter 39: Sickness and Treatment in India

Chapter 40: Dreams and Vision

Chapter 41: Epilogue ; Testimonies from Within

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Sun Rise
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[image: ]eing born is a luck, living is another thing all together. I was born of a father and a mother, just like any other child, since no one is born otherwise, unless he who is born of a holy spirit. But I am not one of the spiritually born beings. I am a human being of flesh, bones, blood and muscles. One who has emotions, one who experiences pains and joys, successes and failures. I laugh, I smile, I cry and mourn just like you do. I feel hungry and experience anger and rant when provoked. Like the sun rises from the bowels of the mother earth with its rays illuminating the dark world, slowly edging out the cover of darkness to

oblivion, I am of the same orientation; a sun rising.

The spark in me and the beam of light that I am going to send through the dense forests of life and death, the vast lands of dust and grass and the hills and mountains of swashing rivers and falling rotten woods. The life I am going to share with you was planted in me and germinated by the union between my father, M’riria M’aciauri of the Riungu age group and my mother Karai of the Miriti age group. My father was older than my mother when they got married. This was in accordance with the Ameru custom, which required a man to marry a younger woman for a wife, since the man was supposed to be the head of the family. This guaranteed that the man made mature decisions about all the matters pertaining family, although some of the men never live to this traditional billing.

My parents tied the knots at Muragene near today’s Yururu Secondary School in Igoji, South Imenti Constituency. This is what is today called Meru County, formerly Meru District. Had they known the changes that were coming to their home village and beyond in the coming decades they would have been amazed. However their union, like a necklace, was to bear a string of a long lineage that would give rise to children, grand
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children and great grandchildren. This was what every newly wed couple envisioned traditionally.

This is the story of the journey of change that started with M’riria and Karai; a journey which has seen the birth of revolutionary transformation, not only to the generations of the M’riria family, but to the country in which they were born. As I narrate this story, I feel the privilege of being a chip of the old block of this wood.

My parents were blessed with many children, but only three of us survived; Kathuni, Wanja and I. We were all born in Muragene, a place we called home until we moved out in 1936. Muragene was green and lush. Rain was in abundance throughout the year. We got enough food and fresh water; year in, year out. There were plenty of bananas, arrowroots, yams, beans and cowpeas, pigeon peas, millet, sorghum, different types of vegetables and many types of indigenous fruits.

As children, we enjoyed playing hide and seek within the neighbourhood, although we never dared to venture yonder, especially at dusk since hyenas and wild dogs roamed the dense thickets that spread far and wide. I was often so much afraid of the intermittent hooting of owls as the dusk fell, while the hyenas’ laughter always went into a crescendo at the night fall. Hyenas menace was so intense since they preferred roaming near homesteads preying on our livestock or expecting to get human bodies that might have been thrown away into the thickets along the riverbanks.

During that time, dead people were not buried but thrown away into the forest hence making hyenas and owls have ‘feasting’ grounds near homesteads. This hyena menace messed the joys of my childhood since I would not venture out to play hide and seek with other village boys even at the height of full bright moonlight. These creatures had a way of enforcing a curfew at night. Even the village drunkards never dared challenge them after getting late in their merry making across the village. They would rather spend their night at the village where the brew locally called ‘Kathoroko’ was being taken instead of risking being feasted on by the beasts.

[image: ][image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Birth of a Sister
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[image: ]y older sister Kathuni was born in 1921. She was named after our maternal grandmother as she was the third child and the second daughter. The first three children born of my parents had not survived.

Kathuni was born shortly after the death of the child who preceded her.

In Ameru tradition, children are named after their grandparents, uncles and aunts, but they are not give them the exact same name of those who they are born after; instead, they are named based on an attribute of the person after whom they are named or the attributes of their clan. For instance, if the person is a farmer, the child may be called Kirimi (big farmer) if it is a boy, or Karimi (little farmer) if it is a girl. In Kimeru language, the prefixes ‘Ki’- is used in naming a boychild and ‘Ka’-in naming a girlchild. Clan names were also given. For instance, a child named after the clan of the person they were named after might for instance be called Igoki, Riungu, Muthamia or Mbuuthu. These are some of the clans that exist in the southern side of Meru, hence common to hear people called by such names.

My sister Kathuni, was given a name, which means gazelle. Her name was not based on Grandmother’s attributes, but symbolized that Kathuni’s sibling who had recently died had gone to the bushes like a gazelle. Children who were born after the death of their siblings were traditionally named after wild animals to discourage nkoma, the evil spirits, from taking away the newborn. Had Kathuni been a boy, she might have been named Kathia (deer), Njogu (elephant) or nkari (leopard) among other animal names. However, these animals are the ones that are commonly found within the environments of the people. These were not the only ways through which the Ameru people followed to name their children. There were other criteria that were traditionally

[image: ][image: ]

applicable in naming children. Additionally, more new names were given to children as they grew and transited through different stages of initiation to adulthood. So, you would find one has a main name and several other names that he or she was called by the age mates.

In Ameru tradition, children were not named until they were four days old, because then their survival was more likely. If a child was named after a person and the child died, no child could ever be named after that person again. This was because the person would be associated with bad omen. A small child, usually an orphan, would be sent to see the 4-day-old infant before the father was allowed to see it for the first time. The child would lift the infant’s covering and spit a blessing on the infant, declaring, “urokura”- may you grow! Then the child would be given a name.
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Chapter 3: My Birth and Name
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[image: ]was born on February 21, 1926. I was named after my maternal grandfather. My grandfather was a subsistence farmer. According to Ameru traditions of naming, I was therefore called Kirimi, which means, ‘a big farmer’. After circumcision I was given the name M’Arithi- a name that means ‘Son of Arithi, a herdsman and one who also takes care of people. The Ameru custom requires a young man to take on a new name after circumcision ; a sign that he has become an adult and acquired new status. Arithi was my age group and the letter M’ (pronounced as ‘nto’) preceding the name was a symbol of adulthood. It also means ‘son of ’. Names given after circumcision had meanings and implications to someone’s life. And in most cases they were derived from the character of the person, his or her personality and those of

the people named after them.

I do not know how old my father was when I was born. We had no calendars or documents to keep records, so I can only estimate his age based on deduction. Father’s Riungu age group was circumcised in 1903. The gap between the age groups was seven years, so my father could have been anywhere between 14 and 20 years old in 1903, and therefore between 27 and 33 years old when I was born. Mother would have been 20 to 26 years old when I was born.

My younger sister, Wanja, was born in 1936. On the day she was born, I was out herding the cows in a nearby field with boys from the neighborhood. I had been warned not to go grazing too far from home. I was not given the actual reason for this kind of warning. However, I later learnt that my mother was due to deliver and as soon as she did, I would have to fulfil a very important traditional rite. As an older sibling of the child that would be delivered, I was to step on the placenta, symbolizing that he or she was the ‘follower’, and that I remained the
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elder. After my mother delivered , I was called from my grazing duties. I did not know why I was being called at home during the day since it was not normal for boys to return home from the grazing fields during the day. However, being the obedient boy that I was, I had no choice but heed the call.


“Kirimi, you are required home by ntii (mother) urgenty,” the woman messenger called.

“Why?” I asked with innocence.

“You come. Since when did you start questioning elders?” she asked. “Am sorry. I am coming,” I said with my head down in shame.


I left the rest of the boys enjoying the game of throwing javelin as the animals grazed peacefully on the lush green grass that was plenty around. I was furious but I did not want to show it since the woman messenger would report me to ntii.

I arrived home and was led to my mother’s hut. A few women were there smilling and allulating. The afternoon sun was warm and a few birds were singing quietly on top of the trees that surrounded our homestead. The woman who was sent to call me from the grazing field led me to my mother’s hut. I did not understand why a neighbor was leading me into our own house as if I did not know the way in. Once in, I saw my mother seated on the mat holding a small baby on her laps. I was excited but also confused. Meanwhile, I saw something like a piece of meat on a banana leaf of the floor near the mat that my mother sat on.


“Kirimi, step on that thing,” the woman said.

“Step on it my son,” my mother urged me with a weak but motherly voice.

“Why?” I asked.


Before I could understand what was happening, the woman pushed me towards the dirty ‘piece of meat’, grabbed my leg and made my foot stick on it! I felt my foot get slippery. I raised it up fast in protes and
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tried to jump away. But instead of stepping away, the woman whose grip was strong for a little boy that I was, pushed my leg down and made me step on it again. Yak! It was an horrible disgusting sight and feel whose intention I did not understand.

“Leave me alone’, I shouted at the woman as I wrestled myself free. She let me loose as she said, ‘ita nendi’, go away now.

I was so irritated by what was happening since I was not prepared to do such a thing. Why should somebody force me to step on a dirty piece of meat that soiled my bare feet? I lambasted the woman who had tricked me by fetching me from the grazing field having cheated me that ntii (mother) was calling me. She immediately chased me away and I ran back to the grazing field where I had left other boys enjoying their play. I never disclosed to them what had happed because I felt embarrassed. I pretended all was well as I went chasing after my throw. I had left other boys for sometime now and I new they had had several javellin throws. So when I arrived at the playing field I did not care whether it was my turn to throw the javelin or someone else’, but I just took my throw immediately. “ It is your turn,” one of the boys yelled.

Before he had finished his statement, my stick was airbone. I had already made a dash following my stick as it flew. I wanted to mark where it would land and see whether any of the boys would break my record. The stick went up in a curve like that of a rainbow. It flew vibrating in the air making a vroooooo sound. One of the boys knelt down to stare in awe as my stick landed swaash, at the edge of the bush several metres away from the point where the stick of the boy who had thrown the furthest had landed. “Weeeee... this boy has taken something. How can he defeat everyone in one throw?” One of the boys wondered. My stick had landed straight and kept vibrating to mock the other boys on my behalf. I had broken the day’s record!

In spite of my displeasure, I had fulfilled the rite of stepping on the placenta which had been placed on the floor, just as Kathuni had done when I had been born. It was later explained to me that according to our tradition, Kathuni “stepped on my back” and I “stepped on Wanja’s
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back,” meaning Kathuni is my elder, and I am Wanja’s elder. This was a ritual that was carried throughout as long as a mother gave birth to several children.

Wanja was named after our father’s younger sister, Kathang’a. The name Wanja means ‘daughter of the home’ and is a name traditionally given to a child who is named after her parternal aunt. Kathanga, was my father’s only sister. His only other surviving relatives were four lady cousins and two male cousins, whose parents had passed on. They had all married in the neighbourhood (Yururu) but had moved away and settled elsewhere long before I was born. One of my father’s cousins met her husband in Kikuyuland, where she had gone in search of a job. They lived in Gumpira, her husband’s home, which was in a nearby village. Father’s two male cousins, Ndatho and M’Mutuamwari had moved to Miiriga Imieru, several hours walk from Muragene.

My Martenal grandparents had also passed on, and her only living relative that I knew of was a male cousin called Mwenda and his children, who also lived across the hill. I never met my maternal grandfather. I knew nothing much about him except his nickname, ‘Kiniu’ meaning ‘the toothless.’ He had become toothless after an incident in which a bull knocked out his teeth. The details of the story about his being knocked down by a bull remains scanty. I had nobody to give me the truth about the events that led to a bull knocking his teeth off. Maybe he was just a naughty boy trying to hold a bull by its horns. Todate, I have never known his real name.

***
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During my childhood, it was quite common for relatives to move away from their homes and settle elsewhere. Sometimes wild animals destroyed their crops before harvest, causing unprecented shortage of food which, often than not would culminate to famine. People would move towards the upper sides of the mountain in search of food, and

[image: ][image: ]

sometimes they settled far from home where food was plenty.

Our home in Muragene village made of four round mud-walled huts, built in traditional Ameru style, with grass-thatched roofs. They were conical in shape with a protruding piece of stake at the top, making them look like hummock with a sticking horn. The biggest of the four was my father’s house. Typically the father shared his house with the bigger boys. This house also had a section for sheltering the family goats. My mother had her own house as well traditionaly called ‘ikumbi’, where the young children lived with her. Mothers shared their houses with the young children, until the boys were bigger to move to their father’s house. Girls would live in their mother’s house until they were married off. Each of the sexes were taught their cultural, economic and social responsibilities by their respective parents during this period. However, such lessons were cemented during seclusion after initiation.

The other two houses were the kitchen, where all the cooking was done with firewood on a three-stone hearth; and the granary where we stored grains such as millet, sorghum, cow peas and beans which we grew in our backyard. In those days, everyone was free to cultivate any of their clan’s land since land was communally owned and every member of the clan living on that land was free to do cultivation as they wished. There was therefore plenty of food.

My parents belonged to Njiru clan, and so was I by extension. Njiru clan had a vast fertile farmland. This land was not demarcated and therefore was free for all clan members to access for farming and grazing. I was always fascinated by the plenty of freedom that we enjoyed while in the fields. We would graze, play, trap and make merry out of them without care or worry. I never anticipated that one day I would come to fight for the same land!

When the rains came in October, crops like millet and maize were planted. Beans could also be planted but the bean crop did not do as well as the crop planted in March. In January the millet farms were weeded and farms prepared ready for sowing of beans and black eyed peas come the month of March.
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We stored the grains for everyday use in the granary. Women also constructed two types of storage containers for storing grain reserves. The first type, called Mururu, was woven out of reeds and shaped like a large gourd. It was made airtight by plastering it with cow-dung, and at the top it was corked with a round bit of wood. The smell of the cowdung ensured the grains lasted a longer time until the next harvest or beyond. Its smell also dissuaded rodents such as rats from gnawing their way into the grains ‘silo’ as well as insects and weevils from damaging the grains. When the grains were needed the mururu was easily uncorked and the women would fetch what they needed for the day’s meal before corking it again.

The second type of storage container, Gitu, was designed to store food reserves for a longer period; as long as a year. It too was woven from reeds, and the grains were added to the container as it was woven, to ensure that it was airtight. Once all the grain was contained, the top was woven shut, and the outside was smeared with cow dung for the same reasons of preservations as above. When the grain was needed, the container would have to be cut open at the top. This kind of traditional food preservation method among the Ameru ensured we had our stomachs full almost all year round. Sometimes some women would spill grain around the granary area while fetching some to prepare meals for the day. This created some problems where a village would come and sarcastically comment that people were teasing God for giving them plenty to eat, ‘Koonia Murungu Kirina,’ as some would say. This was a blessing to some creatures though. Some naught types of small birds such kamiri, kanungu and ndwii would always have their nests on the trees near our houses. They made so much noise some times making the homestead sound like a stadium for birds singing contest. The other problem was created by rats and mice. Often, I would find myself tasked with job of chasing after a multitude of naughty fat rats that came to feast on the food in the granary and forgot their way after eating too much. I would chase them across the compound and end up clubbing several. Those that were lucky vanished through the burrows they had dug around the base of our hut. It hurt to see these rats were
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increasing in number every day in spite of the efforts to eliminate them. If they could make a meal, maybe I would have put on a few kilograms after killing and roasting several, but it is a taboo in our culture to eat a rat under whatever circumstance!
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Chapter 4: Boyhood Chores
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[image: ]n the front side of the row of huts was a cow shed. Our five cows were sheltered here at night. During the day, it was my responsibility to take them out into the fields, where they would graze to their fill. I would start up the day by taking breakfast made of either roast bananas or the overnight food that Ntii had prepared for us the previous night. I would take the breakfast near the fireplace, sometimes with gruel made from millet or the sour milk that my mother used to prepare for us. She was so caring that she never wanted me to go out grazing any day without having taken food until my stomach protruded like one having constipation. I remember she would always say, ‘nchamba yuumaa kajuene’, a giant emanates from a calabash. This is a Kimeru proverb that encourages people to feed well to become as strong and as big as giants. When I remember these words, I miss my mother (Ntii) so much. She would not believe I had had enough food until I belched! That is how kind and caring my late mother was. I miss her so much.

May almighty God rest her soul in eternal peace.

The grazing field was a short distance from our home. I spent many happy daysin these very fields grazing our cows with other boys from the neighbourhood. M’Mburugu Nkanata and M’Rachi Mwendantu were regular herdsmates. While paying great attention to our herding duties, we also engaged in boyish activities such as wrestling to test our physical strength against our age mates. We also entertained ourselves with poetry and songs praising ourselves, our cows and even our parents. I remember we would sing and almost end up querrelling over how one undermined the other’s cows in the songs, something I did not take kindly since I believed our cows were the best; well fed, fat and could produce plenty of milk. The praise for the bulls exorted their might in fighting and reigning supremacy over my opponents’ bulls. Of course, this was not true but who wanted to be seen as a weakling with his herd?
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One of my favorite activities was trapping small birds, which we roasted and ate. We prepared the fire by drilling a small hole on a dry piece of wood and then we would continuously drill until we got fire. I did not like the errands of going to look for hot embers from the neighbouring homes for roasting the birds since this would attract a beating or a serious rebuke from my parents later in the evening.

Trapping birds was a pastime that required some skill. I would prepare a forked twig and then smear a layer of thick glue made from tree sap at the centre of the twigs. This sap was called kilempwe. It was made from the sap of the bark of a mugumo tree mixed with that of nduru fruits from mururu tree, then roasted over a broken piece of cooking pot to thicken and make it more sticky. Our interraction with the nature had made us observe that birds were drawn to perching on the centre of a twig. So having fashioned our twigs and applied enough glue at the centre, we would stick it in the ground in plain view and scatter some millet grains around it. After this it was only a matter of time before we would start roasting our birds for a nice meal. The only rule that we all had to adhere to before eating this meal was that the bird’s breast belonged to the boy who had made the glue while that girls were not allowed to eat the birds. “You will make the birds keep away,” we would lie to them.

Herding however remained our prime and most important responsibility. I took it very seriously. I loved herding since it gave me time to play with other boys and also made me explore the world of boyhood. However, I feared running into trouble which often happened if a cow strayed into a neighbor’s shamba and destroyed their crops, or worse still, if it wandered away and got lost. This led to the boy responsible over the lost cow beaten with heavy strokes of cane landing on his behind and sleeping an empty stomach overnight. Each evening I counted our cows and goats carefully before returning home.

“One, two..., three..., four...,” I would count our cows many times to make sure that none of the animals had gone astray. I would repeat the same exercise once at home to make sure that all the animals
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entered the animal enclosure. Sometimes one made a mistake and started palying on the way home, and some silly goat would sneak and disappear into a neighbour’s shamba, only for one to realize the heard was a- goat- less after arriving home. I remember this would trigger a stern look that would send me scampering all the way back to the field while bleating ‘meee...meee’ like a goat to attract the truant goat. Often, I would become distressed and end up in a neighbour’s hut asking about the lost goat. “Have you seen a black he-goat with a long beard and long curved horns?” I would ask while peeping through the fireplace in a neighbour’s house.

“No my son, maybe you will find it in the next neighbour’s stead”, a mother of that house would respond while fanning fire. After such an answer I would already know my fate is sealed for the nights canning. However, I would be sure the he-goat would not get eaten by the hyenas. It was likely that the goat will have followed a she-goat to some homestead.

Our livestock used to feed to the fill since most time of the year the place was lush. However due to many animals that the villagers kept, grass would run out in the nearby grazing fields compelling us to take our animals farther away where there was more grass. This was quite an adventure. A group of boys, accompanied by an adult, would move our herds several hours walk away and set up a camp. We would build shacks to sleep in and camp there for a month or two. We were quite safe in these grazing fields where we put camp. There were no lions or other dangerous wild carnivores , only herbivores such as deer, zebra and buffalo were a common sight in these areas.

During this ‘migration’ we carried yams, bananas and sweet potatoes. These were our food reserves, which roasted for our meals. We also drunk cow milk, but ate no meat. There was not meat to eat since you could not kill the animals one was grazing. We were also forbidden from hunting or eating wild game. Only aathi, the hunters had the prerogative to eat wild game. It was a taboo to mix milk from the herds and wild game-meat in the diet. The only exception was the small birds
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that young boys trapped and roasted during the day.

Occassionally, a parent would come from the village to our camp to check on us. Mothers would send food such as porridge and on those days we would eat heartily. Such occasions were accentuated by serious wrestling matches among the boys owing to the satisfaction and heavy feeding courtesy of our mothers’ visit. Often, some of us would end up with constipation and this would make the camp ‘un habitable’ due to gases. Such a behaviuor is common with the boys once they get fed up properly with food. They behave as though there is nothing to care about in their world. When the grass in our neighbourhood had grown long and thick enough to sustain our herds, we would return home.
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Chapter 5: The Death of my Mother
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[image: ]he day had started with its usual brightness. My father was a happy man having had another ‘visitor’, a newborn in the family. Wanja, whose afterbirth I had ‘stepped on’ as a sign that she was born after me was now three days old. I woke up that morning in high spirits ready to take the animals to the grazing field. Ntii had woken up and prepared some porridge and roast bananas for the family for the breakfast in spite of her weak body. While at the fireplace, I had noticed her hold her knees while facing forward and her face turned black. Her eyebrows dropped. She bit her lower lips closing here eyes tight. Her breath was

slow and seemed painful.


“Ntii, whats wrong?” I asked while peering at her twisted face.

“Nothing,” just trying to blow fire.


I made myself to seem to understand, but I did not know why blowing fire did bring so much pain on my mother’s face. She had blown that fire for so many years and the smoke was nothing to worry her. So why contort her face while doing her usual thing?

“Ok, Ntii, but can I help you?” I implored her in a gentle childish innocence.

“You will cook for us in the evening”, she responded but her answer came out slower than her usual way of talking, almost in a staccato. She smiled and gave me the calabash that was filled up with uji. It was a hot millet gruel which good neighbours had brought while coming to ‘greet the visitor’, my new born sister.

After my mother’s answer I kept quiet but I was uncomfortable. I had not seen Ntii behave like this before. She was used to the smoke but winching in pain was never an expression on her face. She was always cheerful, happy and confortable even in the depth of bellowing
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smoke that emanated from the three stone hearth where our food was prepared. But this day the smoke behaved like a huge python coiling slowly and dangerously up to the top of the grass thatched hut that was our kitchen. And instead of disappearing into the thatches, it hung up there and seemed to form a heavy, dark cloud mixing with the many strands of soot that looked like thousands of chains hooked and ready to take someone’s life. “Take your porridge and go to graze”, mother said shrilly. It was her voice that made me awake again aerie of silence that had taken over the fireplace. I realized she was still there and looking at me with motherly eyes full of love. I took my porridge quickly and said, “nibwega Ntii,’ bye Ntii. I went out to prepare myself ready for the grazing fields.

While preparing to open the goat pens and looking for my grazing stick, the sun rose and its radiant rays made the morning warmer. My mother took her sleeping hide and the baby outside to bask. She spread the hide near the grass-thatched hut at the rear of the homestead where sun rays struck from the horizons of the great Mount Kenya. She slept holding baby Wanja close to her chest. Meanwhile, my father sat on his three- legged stool at the front of the house whistling gently as he worked on his walking stick. Those days everyman walked with a stick as a sign of leadership and also to use such a stick to protect self if a wild animal or a snake sleathered un announced from the grassy paths within the village.


“Mugeni bwinthe,” (good morning all), a woman who had come to visit greeted.

“Muga muno”, (good morning), my father answered. I did not answer because culture dictated that children should not jump into adult talk or greetings.

“Muga nthaka ee kwa,” good morning my son, the woman greeted me specifically since she had noticed I did not answer to her initial greeting, and she knew the reason.

“Muga muno maami,” (good morning, mom), I answered in respect.
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“How is the mother and the ‘visitor’ ”, the woman inquired.

“They are okay. They are resting and eating well,” my father answered.

“I have come to greet them. Where are they?” The woman asked. “Kirimi...Kirimi...!” my father called me.

“Yes!” I answered.

“Go to the back of the hut and call your mother. Tell her she has a visitor.”

“Yes Dad,” I answered as I dropped my grazing stick and ran through the middle of the two huts separating each other like small hummocks.


My shirt, which I wore with an oversize pair of shorts cut from an old pair of trousers tied to my waist with a piece of a banana fibre flew up leaving my oversize patched short almost falling off. I quickly grabbed the short at the waist, helt it tight with one hand and run off to the back of the hut where Ntii slept.

She seemed to have fallen asleep, and the baby was asleep too.


“Ntii!” I called.

“Ntii, Maama! There is a visitor,” I called again.


I was trembling. My palms started sweating. Goose pimples started growing on my skin and I felt like millions of insects were creeping on my entire body. The image of my mother blowing the fire and contorting her face that morning flashed through my mind like a lightening and made me see as if everything was covered in darkness. The bright morning sun that had characterized that day had disappeared from my face like a vapour in a desert.


‘Ntii..., Ntii..., I made the last effort to wake mum up. No response came through.


She neither answered nor acknowledged my calling. I felt a cold knot in my stomach, something that I had never experienced before. Baby Wanja
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slept peacefully on my mother’s chest, her innocence unperturbed. Her childish breath beamed with life, her small chest going up and down, up and down, up and down with every breath shoo took to nourish her life and proclaim her presence in the world.

I tried to step closer to hold my mother’s hand and to shake her up. My legs started feeling heavy. I was very close to my mother but she seemed not to notice me. But every step I made seemed to be a punishment. All over sudden, my legs became heavy. My body grew stiff. I was not sure about what was happening. From the front side our house, I could hear my father and the visitor talking about the season and how crops were doing. Their talk seemed to come from very far, very, very far.

I stepped closer and looked at my mother. I shook her, but she did not open her eyes. I ran back to where my father and the visitor were, feeling a little absurd and alarmed.


“She won’t wake up,” I reported. My voice went into a hoarse shrill before the sentence was complete.

“What did you say,” my father asked hastily

“Ntii...Ntii... ca...ca...can...not wake up.”


The woman visitor must have sensed something was unusual . She quickly followed me to where my mother lay. My father followed behind in haste and also alarmed. It did not take long before they realized what had happened. Mother was dead!

The woman visitor sent a sharp scream that echoed across the quiet valley in the morning. The scream reverberated through the banana trees and down the valley as if to broadcast the bad news to every tree, every rock, every shrub and every crevice of a fallen log laying in the forest. The subsequent screams made my eardrums almost crack. My father stood gazing blankly in the spot where Ntii lay peacefully on the sleeping skin that she used for sunbathing. Baby Wanja was quite. Her peaceful sleep was interrupted by the several screams that the woman visitor let out in succession. She started throwing her little legs up,
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folding her small fists tighter as if ready to fight for her survival in the cruel world awaiting her.

My heart kept racing like a supercar. I did not cry. Not because I had no tears or I had no love for my mother. My body just went dry. I did not understand what was happening around me. My world became hazy. My head was spinning, my hands started shaking.

Three neighbours who had been attracted by the screams came running to our homestead.


“What is happening in this home?” One neighbour asked. Nobody answered.


The woman neighbour who had come before was kneeling down on my mother’s sleeping skin, trying to turn her on the sides. I saw slimmy thick white foam oozing from her mouth. Her eyes looked like small bulbs fixed tightly and without enough battery power to light them up. They had started fading. I was devasted. My father stood near my mother’s head holding his head with his two hands, his mouth wide open.

When the fourth neighbour arrived, I was told to go away. I sauntered through the middle path of the huts and went to sit a few metres from the main hut where father and mother slept. By this time, even our cows were mooing constantly. I could not tell whether they also sensed that mum was dead or whether it was because I had gotten late in releasing them from their pen to the grazing field.

Neighbours started gathering at our home. Adult women had taken charge of mum’s body. They carried her to the hut waiting for further directions from the elders. That day I did not go to graze early enough, and even after going out with the animals I did not go far. I returned early enough to meet a few elders seated in a semicircular manner on their traditional three-legged stool while my father sat at the middle of the semicircle head down. The elders were certainly advising my father how to dispose off the body. father how to dispose off the body.


“Get a Muugu, tie it on the neck, drag her body and leave it in bush on the left side of the homestead,” one elder who looked tired and



[image: ][image: ]


emotionless told my dad.

“And when you come back do not greet anyone or talk to your children before you eat something”, the elder continued.

“If you do so, your children might all die”, he added.

“...and remember you must wash your hands with nkengecia iria nene (a giant slippery creeping plant) before eating”, the elder summarized.


All this time I was listening from a distance. The whole homestead was dead silent. Every word the elder uttered to my father felt like a sharp needle through my heart. But I had to remain strong.

***
[image: ]


According to Meru customs, when someone died in their home, no one was allowed to sleep in their house. Since we children had shared Mother’s house, a new temporary house had to be constructed immediately for us to sleep in that night. There were also urgent arrangements for disposal of the body. There was no burial, or any kind of ceremony we associate with burial in the present day.

Elders gathered in our home that evening. There were very low murmurs that announced something was unusual. I sat at a distance peering into the fast encroaching darkness. The blanket of darkness was spreading its wings fast towards our home. Bleating of the sheep and constant suppressed ‘mooos’ of our cows punctuated the evening sounding like a solemn dirge being sung by a thousand hopeless creatures.

“Ng’waaa, ng’waaa, ng’waaa,” baby Wanja now cried ceaselessly. We tried with my sister Kathuni to sooth her without success. We did not know what to do. Severally, I tried to suckle her my mouth to make her keep quiet, but it was in vain. Kathuni sung all the lullabies she knew but Wanja at three days understood nothing about being soothed by singing.
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When the darkness fell completely and engulfed everything, I had an elder talk to my father.


“Now take a muugu creeper and tie her neck,” the elder said.

“Drag her to the far corner on the left of the homestead. Make sure you go all the way down the small valley in that dense foliage and leave her there,” the elder summarized.


At this moment my body felt cold and numb. I felt like a sheet of ice had covered my entire body, from the head to the toes. I shivered with fear and uncertainty. Baby Wanja continued crying, her sharp shrieks piercing the darkness and a little echo vibrating through the banana groove that covered our compound.

When the little fire that was burning at the middle of the stead cracked, a flicker radiated through the middle of the huts. I adjusted my position to check my father. He was not there! I saw a few neighbours seated with their heads bowed, some with their hands between their legs, either because of the cold night or because they were crying.


“Baaba. Baaba. Baaba!” I called three times but no answer came about.


I stood up and walked towards where the elders sat. Noboby talked to me. I felt their sweat and smell of tobacco fill the air. The faint flicker of fire shone on the pairs of eyes and made them look like obstinate blocks of dead wood. I breathed hard and started feeling scared and annoyed at the same time.


“Where is my father,” I asked with hunger and irritation. But my question was not directed to anyone.

“Mmmh,” One old man whose faced was wrinkled and looked like the oldest of the group cleared his throat.

“Kirimi, my son, your father will be coming back soon,” the old man said.

“Go to your new hut and keep the baby warm. Help your sister Kathuni sooth her,” he said quietly but firmly.
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Our traditions do not allow us to argue with elders, however, my heart was in pain. I did not know whether my father had also died and followed my mother to the unkown world or he was just hiding somewhere. The conversation about throwing Ntii away had not dawned on me that it was a reality.


“Go now and sleep. Your father should not come back before you are asleep,” one elder said.

“I am not sleepy. I do not want to go to sleep before I see my father,” I resisted.

“Son, you do not want your father to die also, go sleep,” an elderly woman said.


By this time I was engulfed by fear. The darkness and intensified and the owls had started hooting. Baby Wanja was not crying anymore. I think she had gotten exhausted and fallen asleep. I did not understand why the elders had pushed me so hard to go and sleep in the new hut yet I was not feeling sleepy. Kathuni had retracted to the hut and she had also fallen asleep with the baby. Fatigue, fear and stress of the crying baby had worn her out. She had involuntarily obeyed the elders wish to have us go to sleep before my father came back.

Father had taken my mother’s body to the bushes to the left of our homestead, as directed by the elders. While he performed this rite, we the children were required to sleep until he returned, washed his hands with a special creeper sliming herb called Nkengecia Iria Nene, to keep away bad omen, and ate some food. Only then could we be allowed see him. Once my father had fulfilled this requirement and was ready, we were woken up. We sat to eat our dinner with him. It never looked like we were having a meal together. Each of us was quiet and only the rhythmic chewing of the mukimo, a mixture of beans mashed with bananas which had been prepared by a neighbour could be heard. My father’s gaze was focused afar. The flicker of the light from a few pieces of firewood that burnt painfully at the hearth made my father’s eyes shine with a distant look that resembled the illumination of a dying
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candle. Whenever he swallowed his food, I heard a croaking sound like that of a thirsty toad as the ball of food went down his throat. I think the loss of my mother, had hit him hard, like it had to all of us. However he had to pretend to be strong since he was the head of the family. If he cried, what would we have done as the children?

After four days of mourning he would have his head shaved, in accordance with our traditions. I came to learn later that there were rules that governed the disposal of a dead body. I did not understand these rituals until later when elders explained to me what they meant and why they were performed. Just to give you a sneak-peek of one of them, if the deceased was a male, he was taken into the bushes to the right of his homestead and placed on his right side, with his head facing Kirima kia Kirimaara (Mt. Kenya). And if the dead was a female, she was left in the bushes to the left side of the homestead, lying on her left side, with her head facing Kirima kia Kirimaara too. The Ameru believed that God’s throne is at the top of Mountain Kenya (Kirimaara) and whoever died started his or her journey towards God’s throne; and disposing their bodies facing the mountain would make God ‘see’ them and therefore receive their spirit faster and accommodate them in Heaven.

For several days after Mother’s body had been taken into the bushes, we could hear the hyenas howling to the left of our homestead. I had much fear and uncertainty over our future, not because my father would not take
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