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Chapter 1

WE SET OFF in an open cart drawn by four whip-scarred little oxen and piled high with equipment and provisions. No medieval knight could have been more closely armoured than were Tilly and I, against the rays of the sun. A mushroom-brimmed hat, built of two thicknesses of heavy felt and lined with red flannel, protected her creamy complexion, a long-sleeved white blouse clasped her by the neck, and a heavy skirt of khaki drill fell to her booted ankles.

I sat beside my mother, only a little less fortified in a pith helmet and a starched cotton dress. The oxen looked very thin and small for such a task but moved off with resignation, if not with speed, from the Norfolk hotel. Everything was dusty; one’s feet descended with little plops into a soft, warm, red carpet, a red plume followed every wagon down the street, the dust had filmed over each brittle eucalyptus leaf and stained the seats and backs of rickshaws waiting under the trees.

We were going to Thika, a name on a map where two rivers joined. Thika in those days – the year was 1913 – was a favourite camp for big-game hunters and beyond it there was only bush and plain. If you went on long enough you would come to mountains and forests no one had maped and tribes whose languages no one could understand. We were not going as far as that, only two days’ journey in the ox-cart to a bit of El Dorado my father had been fortunate enough to buy in the bar of the Norfolk hotel from a man wearing an Old Etonian tie.

While everyone else strode about Nairobi’s dusty cart-tracks in bush shirts and khaki shorts or riding breeches, Roger Stilbeck was always neatly dressed in a light worsted suit of perfect cut, and wore gold cuff-links and dark brogue shoes. No bishop could have appeared more respectable, and his wife, who looked very elegant, was said to be related to the Duke of Montrose. Roger Stilbeck had met us at the station when we arrived and Mrs Stilbeck came to see us off, a mark of grace by no means conferred on every buyer of her husband’s land.

Tilly, eager as always to extract from every moment its last drop of interest or pleasure, had ridden out early on the plains to see the game, and had returned peppered with tiny red ticks. These she was picking off her clothes while she supervised the loading of the cart. Wearing a look of immense concentration, as when at work on her embroidery, she popped them one by one with finger and thumb. Mrs Stilbeck watched with fascinated horror. Then she put a pale, soft-skinned hand to her eyes.

‘Roger,’ she said, ‘I don’t feel very well. You must take me home.’

Tilly went on squashing ticks while a great many Africans in red blankets, with a good deal of shouting and noise, stowed our household goods in the cart. There was a mountain of boxes, bundles, and packages. On top was perched a sewing-machine, a crate of five Speckled Sussex pullets, and a lavatory seat. The pullets had come with us in the ship from Tilbury and Tilly had fed them every day and let them out on the deck for exercise.

Robin, my father, did not come with us in the cart. He was there already, locating the land and, Tilly hoped, building a house to receive us. A simple grass hut could be built in a couple of days, but this needed organization, and Tilly was not counting on its being there.

‘I only hope that if he builds one, he will do so on the right farm,’ she said.

Farm was of course the wrong word. My father had picked out on a map five hundred acres of blank space with a wriggling line, presumed to be a river, on each side.

‘Best coffee land in the country,’ Stilbeck had remarked.

‘Has anyone planted any yet?’

‘My dear fellow, there’s no need to plant coffee to make sure of that. Experts have analysed the soil. Altitude and rainfall are exactly right. Fortunes are being made already out at Kiambu. You’ve only got to look at the place to see how well everything grows. The trouble is to keep the vegetation down.’

‘It’s untried land?’ Robin ventured.

Roger Stilbeck rolled up the map. ‘You’re right, of course, about that. If you’re in any doubt, my dear fellow, I shouldn’t look at it. Between ourselves, I’m rather glad. Buck Ponsonby has bought a thousand acres a bit farther out and he was keen as mustard to get the whole block. I told him I couldn’t let him have it as I’d given my word to another fellow. This leaves the way clear. What about a ranching proposition down near Voi? Or there’s a syndicate starting to buy up cheap land in Uganda....’

Robin bought the five hundred acres between the wriggling lines at Thika. He paid four pounds an acre, a fabulous price in those days. As this was much more than he could afford, he also bought a share in the syndicate in Uganda, which Roger Stilbeck said was certain to make a great deal of money in a very short while and which would therefore enable him to finance the coffee enterprise at Thika. On paper, the logic was inescapable. The Uganda syndicate made nothing at all for fifteen years; Robin received the annual accounts, which nearly always started with the item: ‘To manager’s funeral expenses, six rupees.’ After that it went into liquidation.

Robin got a map from the Land Office with a lot of lines ruled on it, from which the position of our holding could be deduced. Nothing had been properly surveyed. The boundary between the land earmarked for settlement and land reserved for the Kikuyu was about a mile away.

‘Any amount of labour,’ Roger Stilbeck had said. ‘You’ve only got to lift your finger and in they come. Friendly enough, if a bit raw. Wonderfully healthy climate, splendid neighbours, magnificent sport, thousands of years of untapped fertility locked up in the soil. I congratulate you, my dear fellow, I really do. You’ve been lucky to get this opportunity. Buck Ponsonby was bitterly disappointed. Best of luck, and look us up when you come in for the races. Keep in touch, old man.’

When our oxen had plodded over Ainsworth bridge, just beyond the Norfolk, we were out of the town. The dusty road ran through a mixture of bush and native shambas, where shaven-headed women in beads and leather aprons weeded, dug, and drew water from the swampy stream that gave the town its name in gourds or in debes, those four-gallon paraffin tins that had become a universal water-vessel, measure, and roofing material. The road was not a thing that had been made, it had simply arisen from the passage of wagons. For the most part it ran across a plain whose soil was largely murram, a coarse red gravel that baked hard and supported only thin, wiry grass, sad-looking thorn trees, and tortured-branched erythrinas, with flowers the colour of red sealing-wax.

It became very hot in our ox-cart, or on it rather, as we had no covering. Tilly hoisted a parasol with black and white stripes which helped a little, but it had not been made for tropic suns. I was fortunate; being only six or seven, I wore no stays or stockings, but Tilly was tightly laced in, her waist was wasp-like, her skirt voluminous, and the whole ensemble might have been designed to prevent the circulation of air. In a very short while the dust and sweat combined to make us both look like Red Indians, with strange white rings around our eyes.

Once out of the town the oxen flagged, and no wonder, and the driver shouted less. He fell into a kind of shuffle beside the beasts, who were coated now with flies. We had to keep flapping flies off our own faces. When we encountered a span of sixteen oxen drawing a long, low wagon we were immersed in a thick red fog which made us choke and smart and settled over everything. The stunted thorn-trees and shrubs beside the road were coated with it and we travelled always with its sharp, dry, peculiar smell tickling our nostrils.

One cannot describe a smell because there are no words to do so in the English language, apart from those that place it in a very general category, like sweet or pungent. So I cannot characterize this, nor compare it with any other, but it was the smell of travel in those days, in fact the smell of Africa – dry, peppery, yet rich and deep, with an undertone of native body smeared with fat and red ochre and giving out a ripe, partly rancid odour which nauseated some Europeans when they first encountered it but which I, for one, grew to enjoy. This was the smell of the Kikuyu, who were mainly vegetarian. The smell of tribes from the Victoria Nyanza basin, who were meat-eaters and sometimes cannibals, was quite different: much stronger and more musky, almost acrid, and, to me, much less pleasant. No doubt we smelt just as strong and odd to Africans, but of course we were fewer in numbers, and more spread out.

All day long we passed through flat country with distant ranges of hills and one abrupt round bump, Donyo Sabuk, standing out from the plain. This was where a rich, benign, and enormously fat American sportsman lived on a large buffalo-infested ranch called Juja, dispensing hospitality that, even in those hospitable days, was legendary, when he was not riding about on a mule that could barely be seen beneath him – he weighed over eighteen stone – shooting animals. All day long we saw game of many different kinds. The animals were still there in unsuspecting millions, they did not know that they were doomed. Tommies with their broad black insignia wagged their tails as if the world belonged to them, giraffe bent their patchwork necks towards the small spreading acacias. No one has ever seen a thin zebra, although they are stuffed with parasites; these were no exception. They looked like highly varnished animated toys. It would be tedious to list all the kinds of animal we passed.

‘We might see a lion’, Tilly said, ‘if we keep a sharp lookout.’ Lions were often observed to stroll about in broad daylight among their potential dinners, who displayed no alarm. But we did not see any lions; Tilly said they were asleep in the patches of reed and papyrus we passed from time to time. She longed to stop the cart and get out to look for them, as people sometimes stopped the train from Mombasa if they saw a fine specimen. We jolted on, getting hotter and hotter, and more and more irritable and sore. At last we reached Ruiru, about half-way. We were to stop there for the night. About fifteen miles a day was all that oxen could be expected to manage, or porters either, when they carried sixty-pound loads. It was quite enough, too.

Ruiru was just a few dukas kept by Indians and a river crossing, not even a bridge: a causeway made by shovelling murrain into the swampy stream and putting up some white posts. In the rains it was awash or under water and wagons often stuck, sometimes for days. Tufted papyrus grew all around, like a forest of feather dusters standing on end. A small dam had been built at Ruiru, and a flume to carry water to a turbine which made Nairobi’s electricity. Once an inquisitive hippo, unable either to advance or reverse, had got wedged in the flume, and all Nairobi’s lights had failed.

Our host for the night was a large-framed, flat-faced, beefy South African called Oram, a hard-bitten man in his late fifties who seemed to me immensely old, I suppose because most of the white people one met then were young, like my parents. Henry Oram was the kind of man who never settled down. He had left a prosperous farm in the Transvaal, and before that in the Free State, and before that in the Cape, to come to B.E.A. (as everyone then called it), and bully into productiveness another patch of bush and veld. He had a little bougainvillea-covered house of corrugated iron, full of sons. A number of green, shiny coffee bushes grew in rows all round it and were expected soon to make him rich, but now he could see signs of a neighbour’s cultivation on the opposite ridge.

‘It’s getting overcrowded,’ he said in a South African voice, flat and strong like himself. ‘It’s time I moved on.’

‘Where to?’ Tilly inquired.

‘They’re opening up new land beyond the Plateau. Splendid country, they say. No settlers yet, no natives, lots of game, and centuries of untapped fertility. I’m off to have a look at it soon.’

‘But your coffee’s only just coming into bearing.’

‘This place will be a suburb of Nairobi in a few years. There’s talk of a railway to Thika, soon there’ll be a horde of Indians, someone will start a club....’

‘I don’t see anything wrong about a club. And now your wife has made a home....’

‘With a wagon, a fire, and a pound of coffee any true woman can make a home,’ Henry Oram replied. Tilly thought him pompous, but he may have been pulling her leg. They had quite a comfortable house at Ruiru and, as Robin pointed out, would probably sell the place for a nice profit and get a lot of good land farther out for next to nothing.

Tilly, who had the home-making instinct, remarked to Mrs Oram: ‘You will be sorry to leave, now that you have made a garden.’

‘Oh, but the whole country is a garden; a garden God has planted. Look what He has provided – streams to drink from, trees for shade, wild fruits and honey, birds and beasts for company. How can any of His creatures improve on that? Isn’t it a waste of time to plant a border when the rain coaxes up a dozen different kinds of wild flower? There’s nothing I love better than to walk in the wilds and return with my hands full of the bright jewels of veld and forest – the shy creepers, pink storm lilies, humble forget-me-nots.’

‘They die quickly in water,’ Tilly said coldly. She reacted like a clam to this sort of thing, and when she summed up Mrs Oram as a gushing woman, Mrs Oram was condemned. Yet the Orams were hard workers, their hospitality was always unstinted, and their craving for the wilder places of the earth was genuine. But everything had to be twice as big as life size.

‘They are romantics,’ Robin suggested later.

‘They are fools,’ Tilly replied. She disapproved of romantics, but of course was one herself, though she concealed it like a guilty secret. It is always our own qualities that most appal us when we find them in others, and for this reason Mrs Oram entered into her bad books. Nevertheless she was grateful, and later on sent Mrs Oram a turkey and several packets of English seeds.


Chapter 2

BEFORE THE SUN was really hot next morning the little weather-beaten oxen with their humps and sagging dewlaps were in-spanned and we set off again down the wagon track.

On our right the tawny plain stretched away, a bowl of sunlight, to the Tana river and beyond: you felt that you could walk straight on across it to the rim of the world. On our left rose a long, dark-crested mountain range from which sprang rivers that watered a great part of Kikuyuland. These rivers, no larger than streams, had dug down through soil red as a fox and rich as chocolate to form steep valleys whose sides were now green with young millet and maize. So numerous were these streams that on a map they looked like veins and arteries in a diagram of anatomy. Our track crossed them at the point where the intervening ridges flattened out into the great plain, so we had to ford several streams; but their banks were no longer steep, and their water was becoming sluggish. Instead of mossy rocks and ferns and trees bending over rushing water, we traversed incipient swamps with papyrus and reeds.

Sometimes we passed or encountered Kikuyu travellers, the backs of the women always bent low under enormous burdens suspended by leather straps that bit into their sloping foreheads. They wore pointed leather aprons and trudged along looking like big brown snails. As a result, no doubt, of this pack-animal existence you never saw a good figure, except among the young girls; once married, the women’s breasts sagged like empty purses and their legs moved in a quick, shuffling gait.

The men, on the other hand, were slim and upright and often had a remarkable look of fragility; their bodies were hairless, shining, and light. The young warriors wore their locks embellished with sheep’s fat and red ochre and plaited into a large number of short pigtails to hang down all round, like the fleece of a long-haired sheep; they walked with a loping stride quite different from the women’s plod. By now the influence of missionaries and Government combined had put them into blankets, which they wore like togas, knotted over one shoulder. Most of the blankets were red with black stipes and looked well against coppery skins and gay red and blue ornaments. Ear-lobes were pierced, and the hole enlarged to take plugs of wood, coils of wire, or bead necklaces that hung down to their shoulders; the young bloods wore a beaded belt from which depended a a slim sword in a leather scabbard dyed vermilion with an extract from the root of a creeper.

We had with us in the cart a cook-cum-houseboy called Juma lent to us, as a great favour, by Roger Stilbeck to see us in. He was used to grander ways and, the farther we travelled from Nairobi, the more disapproving he became of the local inhabitants, who to me looked as wild and exciting as the gazelles and antelopes.

‘They are small like pigeons,’ he said loftily. ‘They eat chickens, which make them cowardly. Look at their legs! Thin like a bustard. And their women are like donkeys, with heads as smooth as eggs. They are not to be trusted. Why do you wish to live amongst such stupid people? Here your crops will not prosper, your cattle will die....’

Juma was a Swahili from the Coast, or said he was: Swahilis were fashionable, and quite a lot of people who were nothing of the sort appointed themselves as members of this race, with its Arab affinities. He also claimed to be a Muslim, though it was hard to say in what this consisted. We never saw him at his prayers and doubted if he knew the direction of Mecca. His only strict observance was his refusal to eat meat unless the throat of the animal providing it had been cut. So when Robin shot a buck, a knife would materialize in Juma’s hand, he would gird his long white kanzu round his waist (he wore nothing underneath) and sprint like a flash to the stricken antelope. He was a great meat-lover.

He was also a magician. With three stones, a few sticks, and one old, black cooking-pot he would produce a four-course meal a great deal better than anything to be had in most restaurants or hotels. He had the secret, known only to Africans, of serving food hot and promptly, and yet not dry and burnt, at any hour of the day or night. Cooks were men of substance and authority, respected and well-paid. Juma made the most of his superior position. In fact he was a bully – large, strong, and black-skinned.

‘We are coming now to the country of the cannibals,’ he said facetiously, and quite untruthfully. ‘These Kikuyu, they scavenge like hyenas, they will dig up corpses and eat them. Sometimes their women give birth to snakes and lizards. They have never heard of Allah. They eat the intestines of goats and circumcise their women. They –’

‘Silence, Juma.’ Tilly commanded. She was hot, tired, dusty, and in no mood for anatomical gossip, and her understanding of the Swahili tongue was still shaky. Although she had studied it with her usual energy and grasp on the voyage out, her phrasebook, acquired from the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, had not always suggested sentences most helpful to intending settlers. ‘The idle slaves are scratching themselves’... ‘Six drunken Europeans have killed the cook’... turning these over in her mind, on top of the ox-cart in the sun, she doubted if their recital, even in the best Swahili, would impress Juma favourably.

After his remarks I stared at the passing Kikuyu with a new interest. They looked harmless, but that was evidently a pose. We passed a woman carrying a baby in a sling on her back, as well as a load. I could see the infant’s shiny head, like a polished skittle ball, bobbing about between the mother’s bent shoulders, and looked hopefully for the glimpse of a snake or lizard. But no doubt the mothers would leave these at home.

‘These oxen,’ Juma grumbled, ‘they are as old as great-grandmothers, their legs are like broken sticks, this driver is the son of a hyena and lacks the brains of a frog. When the new moon has come we shall still be travelling in this worthless cart.’

‘No more words,’ Tilly said snappily. Juma had a patronizing air that she resented, and she doubted if he was showing enough respect. Those were the days when to lack respect was a more serious crime than to neglect a child, bewitch a man, or steal a cow, and was generally punishable by beating. Indeed respect was the only protection available to Europeans who lived singly, or in scattered families, among thousands of Africans accustomed to constant warfare and armed with spears and poisoned arrows, but had themselves no barricades, and went about unarmed. This respect preserved them like an invisible coat of mail, or a form of magic, and seldom failed; but it had to be very carefully guarded. The least rent or puncture might, if not immediately checked and repaired, split the whole garment asunder and expose its wearer in all his human vulnerability. Kept intact, it was a thousand times stronger than all the guns and locks and metal in the world; challenged, it could be brushed aside like a spider’s web. So Tilly was a little sensitive about respect, and Juma was silenced.

We came at last to a stone bridge over the Chania river, newly built, and considered to be a great achievement of the P.W.D.S. Just below it, the river plunged over a waterfall into a pool with slimy rocks and thick-trunked trees all round it, and a little farther on it joined the Thika. This meeting-place of rivers was a famous hunting-ground; not long before, Winston Churchill had slain a lion there, and many others came to camp and shoot. The game, like the soil’s fertility, seemed inexhaustible; no one could imagine the disappearance of either.

A hotel had been started just below the falls. It consisted of a low-roofed, thatched grass hut whose veranda posts were painted blue and gave the place its name; of three or four whitewashed rondavels to sleep in, and a row of stables. The manager was a lean, military-looking, sprucely-dressed man with a bald head and a long moustache, who had the misfortune to be very deaf. One day a safari visitor, admiring his host’s neat attire, rashly asked: ‘Who made your breeches?’ After he had bawled this question several times, growing more and more embarrassed, the deaf man seized his hand and shook it warmly, saying: ‘Ah, yes, Major Breeches, delighted to see you, hope you will enjoy your stay.’ After that the innkeeper was always called Major Breeches, and I never knew his real name at all. The owner was a rich young man called Harry Penton whose best-known exploit (if it could be called that) was to be found stark naked astride the roof of the Norfolk hotel proclaiming himself to be a mushroom, and holding a tin bath over his head.

Robin rode down on a mule to meet us at the Blue Posts.

‘Is the house built?’ Tilly asked hopefully.

‘Not exactly,’ Robin answered. ‘I’ve picked out a splendid site, only there doesn’t seem to be any labour to build it with.’

‘But Roger Stilbeck said there was any amount.’

‘Perhaps he was thinking of ticks and white ants; there are plenty of those.’

‘Well, we’ve got tents,’ Tilly said. I think she was glad, really; already she had fallen in love with camp life and was in no hurry to become civilized again.

‘There are said to be some chiefs in the reserve,’ Robin added. ‘I shall go and see them. The bush is much heavier than Stilbeck led me to believe. I shall have to do a lot of clearing before I can plough any land.’

All the clearing had to be done by hand, by young men with pangas. They started off in blankets but soon laid these aside and glistened in the sun like red fish, jingling with charms and ornaments. They did not work hard, and rested often, and their wages were very low. Generally speaking they could earn the price of a goat in thirty days. This was about four rupees. The goat would be added to a flock being slowly assembled to pay for a bride.

‘I can only find one river,’ Robin added. ‘The other seems to be just a sort of gully with no water in it. And there are several vleis which won’t be much use.’

‘Mr Stilbeck doesn’t seem to have been particularly truthful.’

‘Perhaps he didn’t know himself,’ suggested Robin, who always found excuses, when he could, for his fellow-men, and indeed for himself where necessary. ‘There’s a lot of red oat grass, which everyone says means high fertility. The stream that is there has a nice fall and we shall be able to put in a ram. Later on perhaps a little turbine might be possible.... There’s building stone by the river bank. And lots of duiker and guinea-fowl; we oughtn’t to go hungry, anyway.’

It all sounded wonderful, except the ticks. I had already found a lot crawling up my legs and had learnt to pluck them off and squash them in my fingers. They were red and active, and itched like mad when they dug into the skin. They left an itchy little bump and, if you scratched it, you soon developed a sore.

There were also jiggas. These burrowed under your toenails, laid their eggs, and created a swollen, red, tormenting place on your toe. To extract it, you had to wait until the jigga was ripe. Juma was an expert at this. He would seize a needle which you first held in a match-flame, grip your toe with thumb and forefinger, and plunge the needle in with such skill and dispatch that in a few moments he had cleared a pathway to the jigga and extracted on the end of his weapon the neatest little white bag, about as large as an onion seed, containing the eggs. It was the female who caused all the trouble; male jiggas either leapt about at large, or displayed the masculine habit of clustering together, in this case round the eyes or ears of dogs and chickens, evidently the clubs, lodges, and messes of the jigga world. I soon learnt never to go barefoot, or, if I had mislaid my slippers, to walk with my toes curled up off the ground, a habit that persisted for years after jiggas had passed out of my life.

We had reached, now, the end of the road: or, rather, the road continued to Fort Hall, where perhaps a quarter of a million Kikuyus were ruled by a solitary District Commissioner, and we had to make our way through roadless country to our piece of land. This lay uphill, towards the Kikuyu reserve.

‘I don’t know how the cart will get there,’ Robin mused. ‘For one thing, there are no bridges.’

‘Then we must get some built,’ Tilly replied. She never dwelt for long on difficulties.

Robin borrowed a mule for each of us from Major Breeches and we set out early next morning, before the heat of the day. A steepish hill immediately confronted us. Dry, wiry-stalked brown grass – hay, as it were, on the hoof – reached up to the mules’ shoulders and wrapped itself round my legs and knees. There were trees, but this was not forest; each tree grew on its own. Most of these were erythrinas, about the size of apple-trees, with rough bark and twisted boughs – rather tortured-looking, not calm and dignified like cedars; they bore their brilliant red flowers on bare branches, and only when these were over turned their attention to leaves. Tapering ant-hills like spires, or the ruins of castles, thrust themselves above the grass and bush; they were hard as sandstone, and the same colour. These were the craft of termites and underneath each one, if you dug, and if it was still in use, you would find a big, fat, slug-like white queen, large as a sausage, manufacturing egg after egg for years on end.

It soon grew very hot. The erythrinas were in bloom, and glowed like torches: Tilly called them sealing-wax trees. Small doves with self-important breasts cooed from the branches. The country undulated like the waves of the sea.

We followed a native path that corkscrewed about like a demented snake. There was not a straight stretch in it, and one could not see why, it did not seem to be avoiding anything, or even linking up dwellings. Its convolutions must have made the journey three times as long. Our attempts at short cuts were unsuccessful. The first time we tried it, we came to an unexpected stream with boggy edges which we failed to cross, and had to rejoin the path. Our second attempt led to the sudden disappearance of Robin. At one moment he was there, or at least the top part of him was, sheltering under a dirty, battered, broad-brimmed felt hat, with a dreamy look on his finely-cut, amiable features – the bottom part was hidden by long grass; at the next, he had completely vanished. A swaying and rustling in the grass betrayed the mule, as a disturbance in the ocean will suggest the passage of a school of fish just below the surface.

‘Robin,’ Tilly called in alarm. ‘What’s happened?’

Had we indeed reached the land of magicians? I looked round, half-expecting to see him transformed into a tree. The grass writhed, his head slowly rose, hatless, followed by his shoulders.

‘The mule has got my theodolite,’ he said. This object, folded up, was strapped to the saddle; he had gone to great trouble to borrow it, for he thought it would help him to install a ram and other mechanical devices.

The mule had fallen into a hole made by ant-bears or by wild pigs. The ground was perforated by such cavities, and thence-forward we stuck to the path. Even that was not fool-proof, but at least you could see the holes, or the mule could. The mules were tiny, and walked with very short tripping steps, like dancers. When they decided to stop for a breather no amount of belabouring and kicking would budge them an inch. It seemed a very long five miles, and the heat stifled us like a heavy blanket. Cicadas kept up a shrill, continuous chorus that quivered like the heat in the air, and the heads of the grasses. It seemed that everything was quivering – air, heat, grass, even the mules twitching their hides to dislodge flies who paid no attention; the strident insect falsetto seemed like the voice of air itself, chattering through all eternity to earth and grass. The light was blinding and everything was on a high note, intensified, concentrated: heat, light, sound, all blended into a substance as hard and bright and indestructible as quicksilver.

I had never before seen heat, as you can see smoke or rain. But there it was, jigging and quavering above brown grasses and spiky thorn-trees and flaring erythrinas. If I could have stretched my hand out far enough I could surely have grasped it, a kind of colourless jelly. But it danced away as I rode uncomfortably towards it, my mule’s feet now and then tripping off tufts and hummocks.

Once or twice, on rounding a hairpin bend, we found ourselves face to face with a Kikuyu who stood transfixed, just like an antelope pierced by the instinct to bolt, and then stepped aside to let us pass. But the women uttered high-pitched squeals like those of piglets, and scattered into the grass as if they had been partridges, their loads and babies swaying on their backs. We could see their heads turned towards us at a safe distance in startled alarm, while the men shouted at them not to be fools. But they would not approach. They chattered in excited voices, like a flock of starlings, the wire coils on their arms winking in the sun.

‘You see,’ Robin remarked with a certain glum satisfaction, ‘it scarcely looks as if they’re longing to come out to work.’

This ride through sun and heat, jolted by the sluggish mules, prickling with sweat, seemed to go on for ever. We crossed a treeless vlei whose grass was short and wiry and where a duiker leapt away from under the mules’ feet. Robin pulled up and said. ‘Here we are.’ We did not seem to be anywhere. Everything was, just the same, biscuit-brown, quivering with heat and grasshoppers. There was not even an erythrina tree.

‘You mean this is the farm?’ Tilly asked. Her voice suggested that her feelings were much the same as mine. Even Robin did not sound very confident when he replied that it was.

None of us quite knew what to say, so Robin began to praise our surroundings in a rather hearty voice he always used when bolstering-up was needed.

‘This grass and stuff will burn off easily, we ought to be able to start our ploughing before the rains. There’s not a lot of clearing to be done in places, for instance round here.’

‘This is a swamp,’ Tilly objected. It did not look like one, in fact it was hard as rock; but we have been told that rain would flood these bits of open vlei, and we could see that nothing seemed anxious to grow there.

‘Not at all,’ Robin replied, rather hurt. ‘Roger said all the land was ploughable. Except of course the river bank, which is just over there.’

‘I can’t see a river,’ Tilly said.

‘Of course you can’t, if you don’t look.’ Robin’s testiness was a sign of disappointment; he had hoped for Tilly’s enthusiasm. He himself had already furnished the site with a large mansion equipped with running water and electric light, with a garden, an avenue of flame trees, and several hundred acres of fruiting coffee trees.

‘This is where I thought we’d put the house,’ he added, leading the way up a slight rise to command a prospect of more brown grass, dark-green spiky bush, and scattered trees. ‘There’s a good view towards Mount Kenya, and we can ram the water to a reservoir on top of the hill and feed it down by gravity to the house and factory. The pulping place will be down there, and the first plantation over to the left; we might irrigate a vegetable garden, too, and start a small dairy. Lots of people will be settling here soon, we can sell them milk and butter and make a bit that way. Then we can plant an avenue, and an orchard, and make a feeder road of course down to Thika. I’ve heard that the Italian Mission has some coffee seedlings; if I can buy them there, we’ll save at least a year, and make a nursery by the river for the next plantation, over towards the other boundary....’

Robin talked on; the whole place was thriving and making several thousand pounds a year before Tilly had managed to dismount and sit down on an old eroded ant-heap to wipe her face, coated with sweat and red dust as all our faces were, and start to pull ticks off her ankles.

‘And in the meantime,’ she said, ‘it would be nice to have a grass hut to sleep in, or even a few square yards cleared to pitch the tent.’

‘Oh, that won’t take long. But just for the next night or two, perhaps we’d better put up at the Blue Posts.’

So we all rode back again, rather silently, though Robin rallied once or twice to tell us of the neighbours who would soon hem us in on every side. Tilly said he made it sound like Wimbledon, to which Robin complacently replied:

‘One of them is a stockbroker, as a matter of fact.’ All the land had been sold, he added, though the only settler actually to arrive was a South African who was living in a tent somewhere by the river and spent all his time shooting animals; Robin had tried to find him, but he was never there. He had some oxen, however, and Robin hoped for help over the ploughing.

Robin had never ploughed anything in his life before. He had been in other parts of Africa, but had spent his time prospecting, and going into partnership with men who knew infallible ways to make money quickly without having any capital. By a series of extraordinary mischances, something invariably went wrong, and it was always Robin’s little bit of cash that vanished, together with the partner. Unfortunately his father, dying young, had left him some money, so instead of learning how to make it in the ordinary humdrum manner, after an unproductive period in the Army he had indulged a passion for inventing things that never quite worked (though perhaps they might have done, had he been able to persevere) and starting companies to exploit them.

These companies involved partners, who seemed to have the same traits wherever Robin went; there came a gloomy day when everyone went about as if there had been a death in the family – as I suppose, in a sense, there had – and preparations were made to evacuate the house and sell most of our possessions. On the first occasion my nanny – to start with we had enjoyed such luxuries – replied sepulchrally to my inquiries: ‘Daddy has a hole in his pocket.’ I demanded why it could not be mended, and received no answer; I could only suppose, correctly in a sense, that all the golden sovereigns had fallen out before Robin had noticed the hole. So he had vanished to seek a new fortune in the colonies, as they then were, and I had attached myself to Tilly, instead of to a nanny, at the home of relatives.

Robin’s mind ran to precious stones and metals: he sought diamonds unsuccessfully, and moved on to some remote, lethal, and obscure region inhabited by Portuguese and cannibals, where he actually did acquire a gold mine. I do not think it was a large one, and all its previous owners had died very quickly of drink or malaria, so that it had never had a chance to show its metal (as he wrote to Tilly, being fond of puns). Robin was tougher than one might have expected, and managed to get the mine into production, as he put it, though I think that consisted only of persuading some of the cannibals to hack at a hillside with picks and wash the resulting rock in a stream. In a romantic moment he sent Tilly a ring made of gold from his own mine and a diamond from a digging in which he had owned a share; looking at it sadly some years later, he remarked that it represented the total output of his mining career.

This cannot have been quite true, for he managed to sell his portion of the interior of Mozambique at a profit, which would have been larger had the buyers paid more in cash and less in shares in a syndicate which went broke soon afterwards. But the cash payment was enough to take him on a dubious cargo-boat to British East Africa. All the good reports he had heard about the country seemed to him more than justified. Letters that might have been penned by Roger Stilbeck himself fired Tilly, also, with a longing for this land of splendour and promise that offered sunshine, sport, and adventure, with the prospect of independence and the rebuilding of lost fortunes; and here we now were, again united, and the owners of a ninety-nine-year lease of five hundred acres of land.

If it was not quite all that Tilly, at any rate, had expected, it was nevertheless there, under all that coat of grass and bush. With hard work and patience, the vision could become real: a house could arise, coffee bushes put down their roots and bloom and fruit, shady trees grow up around a tidy lawn; there was order waiting to be created out of wilderness, a home out of bush, a future from a blank and savage history, a fortune from raw materials that were, as they then existed, of no conceivable value at all.

All this would take, perhaps, longer than Tilly and Robin had at first counted on, it would need more money than they had, it would be a harder struggle than they had anticipated; but they were young, hopeful, and healthy, and what others had done before them could be done again. Their spirits had rallied by the time they got back to the Blue Posts, and although we were sore, hot, exhausted, and bitten, although no cool grass hut awaited us, no span of oxen ready for the plough, by the time I was sent off to bed they had already harvested their first crop, bought a motor-car, built a stone house, and booked their passages for a holiday trip home, when they would stand their relations expensive meals and take a grouse-moor in Scotland for the rest of the summer.


Chapter 3

ROBIN’S PLAN TO take the Scotch cart to the new land had to be abandoned because of all the pig and ant-bear holes, and the unbridged rivers. Everything was unpacked and made into loads for porters to carry on their heads. Robin was to make a camp, enrol some labour, and start to clear land, and we would follow in a few days when tents were pitched and everything in order.

Robin rode off on a mule at the head of a peculiar cavalcade. Bedding, tents, chairs, tables, and boxes of stores made loads that were conventional if uncomfortable; as well as these, we seemed to have a lot of oddments, like a side-saddle, a grindstone, an accordion, the Speckled Sussex pullets, an amateur taxidermist’s outfit, a pile of enamel basins, a light plough with yokes and chains, rolls of barbed wire, and a dressmaker’s dummy which a friend of Tilly’s had given her, assuring her it was indispensable for a woman in the wilder parts of Africa.

‘I wonder what the porters think about it all,’ Tilly speculated, watching one of them stagger off underneath a tin bath containing a sewing-machine and a second-hand gramophone.

‘They don’t think,’ said Major Breeches, dismissing the notion as absurd. They sang, however, and marched off in fine style, though they were only what Major Breeches called a scratch lot, and did not get far before various loads fell off, or got tangled in trees, and several of the carriers grew disheartened, dumped their burdens, and fled. But the distance was only five miles, so the safari did not have to be highly organized.

The gramophone had been suggested to Robin as a convenient way of breaking the ice with the natives. It enticed them, as a light attracts insects; once, as it were, captured, the advantages of signing on for work could be explained, and some would feel bold enough to try the experiment. So Robin took the gramophone and, when we were installed in tents, hopefully played ‘The Bluebells of Scotland’ and ‘The Lost Chord’ over and over again. As the records were scratched and the gramophone an old one, extraordinary sounds emerged from its trumpet to be lost very quickly in the surrounding bush and long grass. Its only effect was to deflect Juma from his labours; he listened entranced; and one of the mules was found gazing pensively down the trumpet.

The local inhabitants, however, remained aloof. No one seemed to live anywhere near. But the reserve was said to hold a great supply of able-bodied young men who did nothing all day but grease their limbs and plait their pigtails while their mothers and sisters toiled in shambas, and who would be a great deal better employed (according to their prospective employers) in useful work like clearing bush, ploughing land, and building houses. These young men were not to be lured, it seemed, even by the magic of sound coming out of a trumpet, which was generally held, by those unfamiliar with the invention, to issue from a familiar spirit held captive in the box.

Before we left the Blue Posts, a young Irishman arrived one day on a bicycle, with a broken fly-wheel strapped to his back. He paused for a drink, which he must indeed have needed; the sun was vicious, the fly-wheel must have weighed at least fifty pounds, and pedalling along a wagon track deep in dust and ruts, and full of holes and tree-roots, cannot have been easy.

He came, he said, from Punda Milia, a stretch of country about fifteen miles farther on and called after the zebra that infested it, and he was taking the fly-wheel to Nairobi to be repaired. He was not much larger than a well-grown jockey, but as tough as hippo hide, and he had the quick, gay smile and bright eyes of many Irishmen, with a trace of the brogue, but not enough to make him sound as if he was putting it on, which is often the effect created by the genuine article.

The bicycle, he said, was shared between himself and his partner. If both young men wanted to visit the town together, they took it in turns to walk and ride. One went ahead on the bicycle, left it ten miles along the road and proceeded on foot. The second walked the first ten miles, found the bicycle, and caught up his friend. In this way they reached Nairobi, a distance of fifty miles, in one day. No one ever molested the bicycle, which they had bought second-hand for ten rupees.

His name was Randall Swift, and he found life so entertaining that he was very seldom without a laugh and a smile, so that he endeared himself to everyone, and became one of my parents’ closest friends. Moreover he was now an old hand, having arrived in the country in 1904, so they looked upon him as a kind of oracle.

‘All the same, he’s been here eight years and his only form of transport is a ten-rupee bicycle,’ Tilly mused when he had gone. ‘He hasn’t made his fortune very quickly.’

‘He’s a splendid fellow, but he hasn’t stuck to one thing,’ Robin explained. ‘All his trial trips were no good. But now he’s settled on sisal, he’s sure to do well. There’s big money in sisal.’

Randall Swift had told us how he and his partner had secured the last consignment of bulbils (the young sisal plants) to leave German East Africa the day before the Germans put an embargo on their export. Now they would be able to supply other aspiring sisal planters with bulbils at a profit, and they had built a factory to extract fibre from the long, tough, prickly-tipped leaves.

‘It needs a lot of capital,’ Robin said wistfully. ‘How do you manage about that?’

‘The bank, of course,’ Randall replied, roaring with laughter. ‘At first we shot game and dried the meat and sent it to the coast. Then we got hold of a tractor weighing eight tons. When it came it broke all the P.W.D. bridges and we got a contract hauling sand to build new ones.’

The tractor’s fastest speed was four miles an hour and he and his partner, Ernest Rutherfoord, had taken turns to haul sand, day and day about, from Punda Milia to the bridge by the Blue Posts. It consumed prodigious quantities of wood, and at intervals the driver would dismount with a hatchet and hack more fuel from the bush. Once the tractor ran out on a treeless stretch; at the opportune moment, there came into sight a column of porters, each of whom carried a pole. Waving his axe, Randall halted the safari, commandeered the poles, chopped them up, and proceeded on his tractor. A few days later, an angry official arrived at Punda Milia demanding restitution for the telegraph poles that had been on their way to establish a new line. Both partners had brewed beer at Mortlake before they came to Africa. Randall was like a robin, with a bright eye and friendly manner and a habit of cocking his head on one side.

He gave us some good advice about labour.

‘Get hold of the local chief,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll give you a tip. Put a safari lamp up on a pole outside your tent at night. These people have never seen lamps before. Once they get over thinking it’s a spirit, they can’t resist a closer look at such a remarkable thing.’

When the gramophone failed him, Robin remembered this. For the first two or three nights nothing happened, except that droves of insects beat and scorched themselves to death against the glass. It was always dark by half past six or seven and, after I was sent to bed, I lay awake and watched people moving about by lantern-light and the flickering of the camp fire, a small speck of warmth and comfort amid a great encircling continent where cities, friends, and civilized ways were not to be found, not for thousands and thousands of miles across plain and bush and forest.

At such times, when all the furtive noises of the night beyond that speck of firelight crept unasked like maggots into your ears, you could feel very isolated and lonely. At such times, I think, Robin and Tilly, although they did not say so, wondered why they had come, and what they were doing, and whether they had set their hands to a hopeless task. For until you actually saw it and travelled across it on foot or on horseback or in a wagon, you could not possibly grasp the enormous vastness of Africa. It seemed to go on for ever and ever; beyond each range of hills lay another far horizon; always it was the same, pale-brown grass and bush and thorn-trees, rocky mountains, dark valleys, sunlit plain; there was no break and no order, no road and no town, no places even: just marks on a map which, when you got there, turned out to be merely an expanse of bush or plain exactly like the rest of the landscape.

And here they were, on all sides only blankness, committed to the task of somehow shaving off a patch of bush in the middle of nowhere and ploughing it up and getting little plants put in, and a house built in the wilderness: surely a daunting task for two people not at all well equipped to tackle it. Like rusty hinges, frogs croaked from surrounding vleis, the air was pierced by the ceaseless cry of cicadas: how many between here and the Indian Ocean? More, perhaps, even in the few miles around us, than stars that prickled in such millions overhead, clear, transcerulean, and indifferent, each the centre of an unbelievably remote universe of its own.

On the third night, a new sound came from beyond the golden circle, something to mingle with the queer whispers and stirrings and insect calls that came out of the darkness and seemed to hesitate upon the edge of light. I lay in bed and listened with a thumping heart. Often I used to imagine our camp to be beleaguered by creeping unseen beasts with red fiery eyes and ripping jaws and fangs who crouched just outside the fragile bubble of light, or by savage spearmen with naked limbs gliding towards us like eels. The first sound was a cough which did not sound at all savage but human; then something moved and it was as if the darkness parted for an instant to reveal an inner core – as if the night were a great lake of black water and in it fishes and monsters moved about, and troubled the water, breaking the surface with a coil or fin.

‘They’ve come after all!’ Robin exclaimed; he had not really believed in the lamp trick, as he called it.

‘We mustn’t frighten them.’ Tilly spoke as if they had been shy antelopes or birds.

‘I wonder what we do next?’

They waited, and Robin smoked a small cheroot. Tilly was struggling with some tapestry work under the indifferent light. She was talented at this, and at embroidery, and never liked to sit still with nothing to do.

‘Juma will deal with them,’ she said.

Juma had faithfully maintained his contempt and indifference towards the local inhabitants. It appeared that he, whose forbears had no doubt been slaves of the Arabs, felt that the sooner these people were enslaved the better; it might even make them into Muslims, and therefore into human beings.

‘Tell them we are friends, and if they come back in the morning they can have some meat,’ Robin suggested. Juma had dressed up not only in his white kanzu, which he always wore on duty, with a red fez, but also in his scarlet sash kept normally for best occasions. Robin wore pyjamas and a dressing-gown and high mosquito-boots; he remarked that the tradition of dressing for dinner in the jungle was safe in Juma’s hands.

‘They do not eat meat,’ Juma pointed out.

‘Oh, well. What do you suppose they’d like? Of course there are beads, and calico and copper wire.... Unfortunately we haven’t any of those. Or have you any beads you can spare, Tilly?’

‘The only beads I had went long ago to Uncle’s,’ she replied, referring to her pearls which had not survived Robin’s unhappy partnerships. Almost the only relic of her jewel-case was a pair of ear-rings to which, for some reason, she was devoted, and often wore on the most unsuitable occasions because she was afraid they would be stolen if she left them behind. She had them on now.

‘Tell them they can have whatever it is they like to eat,’ Robin suggested, ‘and that if they come to work I will give them all a rupee to start off with.’

‘They are too stupid to understand rupees,’ Juma said with even greater scorn than before.

‘For heaven’s sake think of something, Juma!’

The invisible spectators kept just beyond the firelight, as a buck will edge its way out of rifle range. They knew no language but their own, and of this Juma was ignorant. He had, however, attached to himself at some point a child, known simply as the toto, a fetcher and carrier. The toto was now summoned and appeared, large-headed, skinny-limbed, velvet-eyed, and rather pathetic. He stood by Juma, looking as if he expected to be cooked and eaten, and addressed a few quavering sentences to the unseen crowd. At least, one felt it to be a crowd, but it may have been only two or three young men.

The toto’s voice brought forth one of them almost into the open. He was young and oiled and red, with twists of ochred hair dangling all over his head and down to his eyes, like a Yorkshire terrier. He carried a spear and wore a short cloak of leather, and a belt with a throwing-club tucked into it, and the usual red scabbard. His speech was soft, liquid, musical, almost whining, like water over rocks, with underneath a plaintiveness, a nervous tremor.

‘He asks, what is this light,’ said Juma in his mixture of English and Swahili. ‘He says, is it a bit that has fallen from a star.’

‘Show it to him,’ Robin instructed.

But the young man retreated as Juma advanced with the lantern in his hand. The darkness gave way before Juma and he moved in a golden glow. The light slid down a limb, caught the flash of a spear-head, flickered across a startled eye, and then all trace of the young man and his companions evaporated. Juma called. No answer. The huge and silent night closed in like an
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