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Introduction

In the early hours of January 24th, 1941, when Britain was preoccupied with surviving the Blitz, the body of Josslyn Hay, Earl of Erroll, was discovered on the floor of his Buick at a road junction some miles outside Nairobi, with a bullet through the head. The two Africans who came upon the car, lying almost on its side in the grass beside the road, found its headlights blazing but no trace of an assailant.

Lord Erroll was the hereditary High Constable of Scotland and, by precedence, the first subject in Scotland after the Royal Family. At thirty-nine, he was a leading figure in Kenya’s colonial community and had recently been appointed Military Secretary. He was notorious, locally, for his exploits with married women, and had been much praised, ever since he was at Eton, for his charm and his great good looks. It was only in the last five years that Erroll had devoted himself to anything more serious than the pursuit of pleasure. But already he was projected as the future leader of the white settlers.

There were many people in Kenya who had a motive for killing Erroll, and many who had the opportunity that night. Yet nobody was convicted of his murder, and the question of who killed him, who fired the gun at the junction, became a classic mystery. It was at the same time a scandal and a cause célèbre which seemed to epitomise the extravagant way of life of an aristocratic section of the white community in Kenya at the moment of greatest danger for Britain and the West.

Erroll was killed on the very day that the campaign was launched in Nairobi to remove Mussolini’s army from Abyssinia. It was Erroll, ironically, as Military Secretary, who had been responsible for gathering the European and African troops for that campaign. The Dunkirk evacuation in May and June 1940, and the bombing of Britain’s cities, weighed heavily on the conscience of the white community in Kenya, who were keenly aware of their isolation from the main war effort. The last thing they wanted was for Nairobi’s social élite to be paraded in court, making world headlines which competed on page one with news of the war itself. It was a source of acute embarrassment. One headline read: ‘Passionate Peer Gets His’.

The story confirmed the licentious image of the Colony in the popular imagination in Britain and America, and revived the legend of ‘Happy Valley’, an area in the White Highlands which had been notorious since the 1920s as a playground for aristocratic fugitives of all kinds.

Happy Valley originated with Erroll himself and with Lady Idina Gordon, who later became his wife, and who set up house there in 1924. Friends from England brought home tales of glorious entertainment in an exhilarating landscape, surrounded by titled guests and many, many servants.

In New York and London the legend grew up of a set of socialites in the Aberdares whose existence was a permanent feast of dissipation and sensuous pleasure. Happy Valley was the byword for this way of life. Rumours circulated about endless orgies, of wife swapping, drinking and stripping, often embellished in the heat of gossip. The Wanjohi River was said to run with cocktails and there was that joke, quickly worn to death by its own success: are you married or do you live in Kenya? To have gone anywhere near Happy Valley was to have lost all innocence, to have submitted to the most vicious passions.

With Erroll’s murder and the scandal that followed, the spirit of Happy Valley was broken for ever. For the whites in Kenya it signalled the end of a way of life which stretched back three decades. The spell was broken, the ruling confidence that underpinned their unique occupation was gone, and it was never to be the same again.

Yet the mystery of who killed Lord Erroll survived and flourished, and continues to exert a strange power over all who come into contact with it. In Kenya’s remaining white community, it is still talked about as if it had happened yesterday. The virus of speculation has become endemic, and even today the place is alive with experts. One is told of many different people who alone hold the key to it all, but who will never be persuaded to tell. Others, including a former Governor of Kenya, achieved local fame by promising to leave the solution in written testimony in their wills – but the executors have always been left empty-handed. Much of this oral history is encrusted with distortion and incestuous folklore, each version fiercely held to be the truth – a warning to anyone broaching the subject in the Muthaiga Country Club.

So compelling was the mystery that throughout the 1960s it dominated the thoughts of a man of letters as distinguished as Cyril Connolly. In the spring of 1969, twenty-eight years after the event, Connolly and I decided to investigate the story for the Sunday Times Magazine, where I worked as a staff writer.

We discovered that everything written on the subject – including the only book – depended on the public record of the trial, adding nothing new, and came no closer to a solution than the Nairobi High Court in 1941. To our surprise, no one had returned to the original sources, or had gathered and sifted the popular wisdom, or had filled in the glaring empty spaces in the evidence collected by the Nairobi C.I.D. in the weeks after the murder.

Our article, which we called ‘Christmas at Karen’, turned out to be the prelude to a much longer quest. It generated an unexpected response, awakening memories and producing a mass of new evidence in its wake. The trail led us on. And Connolly, the literary critic par excellence, did not take his obsessions lightly. The volumes of notes that he left me in his will testify to that. My own fascination with the story, shared with Connolly as I played Watson to his Holmes in that year when we worked closely together, was revived when I opened the notebooks again, soon after his death in 1974. I decided to pursue the trail that we had embarked upon together.

Our joint obsession was primarily with the enigma, which Connolly approached like a novelist, believing in a solution through the study of character. But the story also touched off his social phobias and his curiosity about the beau monde of the 1930s, about the titled aristocracy and their dense network of kinship. He swotted up Debrett’s with scholarly reverence, as if it were the Old Testament itself.

One aspect that particularly appealed to Connolly was that several of the male characters in the story, including Lord Erroll, had been contemporaries of his at Eton – the Eton he described in Enemies of Promise. They had been transplanted, moreover, to the great Kenya landscape which he had so often eloquently described. The coincidence had a potent effect on his imagination, his envy, his fevered curiosity.

Beneath the surface lay another rich seam: the extraordinary story of the British aristocracy in Kenya, subjected to a tropical climate and high altitude, suspended between English traditions and African customs, answerable, more or less, only to themselves. These British colonials remained aloof, always on guard, determined that Africa conform to their needs, and accept without question an imported, heightened ideal of class privilege, with all its rules and etiquette and yearning for service and luxury. They struggled to teach their servants the crucial lessons – the setting out of the silver, the heating of the water, the Majesty of King George. The Africans responded to this invasion with infinite patience, often to the fury of the memsahibs, who mistook their attitude for sullenness and even stupidity.

In the colonial imagination, Africa was a dangerous country which inspired extremes, liberated repressed desires, insinuated violence. At the furthest end of the scale was the subconscious fear that someone might even break ranks, betray his country and his class by ‘going native’, though just what form this might take could never be put into words.

The colonials often shared that strange sensation common to exiled Englishmen living in groups of being ‘out of bounds’. Many of them had money. Many were remittance men who had been paid off by their families and sent away in disgrace. Once their spirits and sense of status had been restored by this feudal paradise, the temptation to behave badly was irresistible, and both men and women often succumbed to ‘the three “A”s’ – altitude, alcohol and adultery. No wonder there was suspicion of the colonies at home, and that the Erroll case touched off a tinderbox of resentment.

The history of the quest is often inseparable from the evidence itself and lies at the heart of the main narrative. In the first part the story, which comes from many different fragments collected over a long period, is put together like a jigsaw. In Part II, which deals with the search for a solution, many gaps, quandaries, blind alleys and breakthroughs are included in the narrative where they might usefully add to the store of information and evidence and where they give momentum to the quest. There are also some detours along the route which seemed too good to be left out.

In homage to Cyril Connolly, a diligent investigator, I quote his own advice (to be taken, he would have said, before embarkation). It comes from ‘The Missing Diplomats’, another, though more transient of his obsessions: the case of Burgess and Maclean.

Those who become obsessed with a puzzle are not the most likely to solve it. Here is one about which I have brooded for a year and now wish to unburden myself. Something of what I have set down may cause pain: but that I must risk because where people are concerned, the truth can never be ascertained without painful things being said, and because I feel that this account may lead to somebody remembering a fact or phrase which will suddenly bring it all into focus.


Part One

THE
MURDER


1

The White Highlands

It is generally a benefit we confer when we take over a state. We give peace where war prevailed, justice where injustice ruled, Christianity where paganism ruled. (Whether the native looks on it in that light is another matter.) I’m afraid that possibly he does not as yet appreciate his benefits.

Lord Cranworth, 1912

I would add house management [to a list of hints for prospective settlers’ wives] were it not that the supervision of native servants is an art in itself. One could not, for instance, learn by experience in England when is the right time to have a servant beaten for rubbing silver plate on the gravel path to clean it, and this after several previous warnings.

Lady Cranworth, 1912

LADY CRANWORTH HAD been given a chapter to herself in her husband’s textbook for the new arrivals, which described the first decade of white settlement and portrayed Kenya as the white man’s heaven on earth. He called the book Profit and Sport in East Africa, and a later edition, with more restraint, A Colony in the Making. He described the sheer pleasure of the experience, the undiluted nobility of the landscape with which Englishmen and Scotsmen from landed families would instantly feel familiar; the unlimited scope for game shooting, the richness of the soil and the millions of acres of virgin grazing land waiting to be settled. Although public schoolboys, he suggested, had acquired a bad reputation as colonists elsewhere in the Empire, Kenya was different. Here they were particularly suited to local conditions. Their high opinion of themselves was shared by the natives, particularly the Masai, their ignorance, ‘often colossal’, of farming would give them the benefit of a fresh eye on the unusual obstructions that the tropics would put in their way, and as for their devotion to sport, there was nothing the native liked better than eating large quantities of meat. Clearly Lady Cranworth, like the strident memsahibs that Karen Blixen described later, had already succumbed to fierce measures on the domestic front.

The British Government had officially taken over the country, as Kenya Protectorate, in 1895, to compete with German imperial expansion in East Africa. The Germans were building a railway into the interior from the port of Tanga. The British raced ahead and built their own line, 580 miles long, from Mombasa on the coast to Lake Victoria. It took five and a half years and was completed in 1901, to great acclaim.

Before that, any journey inland was an Arab slaving expedition to Uganda or a gruelling Rider Haggard romance undertaken by a lonely white man, a Thompson or a Livingstone, with an army of deserting porters and under continual threat of attack by the nomadic Masai.

The Indian railway workers imported by the British died in great numbers, not on the spears of the Masai ‘Moran’ (young warriors), who seemed to accept the railway and the superiority of British weapons, but from dysentery, malaria, Blackwater fever, tsetse fly and from the heat itself. Many others fell prey to the man-eating lions of Tsavo, who held up the work for several weeks and seemed for a time to be invincible.

The railway was a splendid and ambitious piece of engineering, undertaken in appalling conditions and with truly Victorian confidence. The track crossed deserts, wound up mountains, descended escarpments and cut through forests and across swamps. It rose from sea level to almost 8,000 feet, running across the grazing land of the Masai and the homeland of the Kikuyu tribe, who were less well disposed to this invasion. It looked absurdly unequal to the task, this clockwork toy, with its four carriages and its dumpy tank engine, on a track that looked as pliable as soldering wire. But it was a stupendous journey, for the first part in the intense heat of the Taru desert, with no relief from the clinging and caking red dust which lay in ripples on the floor of the compartment. At Voi, in the coolness of the plains, there was the unforgettable sight of the great massed herds of zebra, giraffe, kongoni, wildebeest, Grant’s and Thompson’s gazelle, grazing across the savannah or running eight or ten abreast.

Nairobi was established in 1899, on the frontier between the Masai and Kikuyu, as the last possible rail depot before the track climbed 2,000 feet up the Kikuyu escarpment, the eastern wall of the Great Rift Valley. For anyone looking down into the vast floor of the valley for the first time, the sheer scale of the landscape was overpowering – something quite new to the senses.

Tea was taken at Naivasha station, the beginning of the highlands, and from there on, up to Gilgil and then to Nakuru, the promised land was slowly revealed, in all its immense variety and beauty. After some miles of thorn and red rock, you emerged into thousands of acres of rolling English parkland, a haze of blue lawn rising and falling to the horizon, untouched by the plough and apparently uninhabited. Some of it resembled the landscape of the west of Scotland, with the same dramatic rock formations, grazing pastures, dew-laden mists. Streams rippled through the valleys, wild fig (sacred to the Kikuyu) and olive grew in the forests; the air was deliciously bracing, producing an ecstasy of wellbeing, and the quality of the light was staggering. There were scents too, the indefinable flavour of peppery red dust and acrid wood smoke that never fail to excite the deepest nostalgia.

And yet unless the land was productive and profitable, there was no point to this ‘lunatic express’, as its opponents had described it in England. It had been built for prestige and super-power competition, and its only effect was to drain the Colony’s budget.

The Commissioner for East Africa, Sir Charles Eliot, a distinguished Oxford scholar and diplomat, produced a scheme in 1901, soon after his arrival, of recruiting settlers from the Empire to farm the land. The idea was simply to make the railway pay for itself, by hauling freight from the uplands to the coast. The development of the Colony was a secondary consideration, indeed almost an accident. A recruitment drive was launched in London, and the first wave of settlers arrived in 1903 from Britain, Canada, Australia and South Africa. The photographs depict them as ‘Fortyniners’ from the Yukon – a much rougher crowd than the later arrivals, who were drawn mainly from the Edwardian aristocracy and the British officer class. Nevertheless, there were many peers among these first arrivals – Lord Hindlip, Lord Cardross, Lord Cranworth, for example – and victims of the English system of primogeniture, such as Berkeley and Galbraith Cole, younger sons of the Earl of Enniskillen.

There were millionaires, too, like the amply proportioned American, Northrop MacMillan, a close friend of Theodore Roosevelt. There was the fabulous Ewart Grogan, a fiercely chauvinist Englishman who had walked from the Cape to Cairo. There were fugitives, wasters, speculators.

Above all there was the man who became the settlers’ unchallenged leader from the turn of the century until his death in 1931, Hugh Cholmondeley, 3rd Baron Delamere, who had first set eyes on the Kenya Highlands in 1897, at the merciful end of a 2,000 mile camel ride from Somalia. He had returned to England for six unhappy years, to look after his estates, but the Kenya bug had infected him too, and he returned in 1901 to buy land.

Lord Delamere was a natural leader of the settlers. He had inherited an enormous estate in Cheshire and vast wealth besides, soon after leaving Eton – where he had distinguished himself as a reckless and unruly boy, untouched by the civilising classics. He was arrogant and wasteful, with a sudden, violent temper; his political instincts were austerely feudal, and physically he was small and muscular, and in no way handsome. But he had the gift of supreme confidence in himself and in his vision of the future for the Colony, which was inspired by an old-fashioned sense of duty to the Empire – the duty, quite simply, being to annexe further territory on its behalf.

Kenya was always more fashionable among the aristocrats than Uganda or Tanganyika after the First World War. Uganda was a little too far from the sea, along the railway, and Tanganyika, until then, had been a German colony. The pick of the sites in the Kenyan White Highlands had an English air, almost like the rolling downs of Wiltshire, all on a supernatural scale and under such an immense sky, that when you are first exposed to it, you may be seized both with vertigo – from the sheer speed and height of the clouds – and folie de grandeur. Such grandiose surroundings were irresistible to the English settlers and often went to their heads.

In the earliest settler scheme, a million acres were given away on 999-year leases. The contract required a capital sum to be invested in the first five years and an annual rent to be paid to the Government. Failure to comply meant confiscation.

Delamere was granted the first plot, at Njoro, along the railway line north-west of Nakuru. It was at Njoro that he began the experiment that nearly ruined him, but that almost alone laid the base for Kenya’s agricultural economy.

The distribution of the land was a chaotic process centred on the Land Office in Nairobi. In 1904, the year the Norfolk Hotel was built – soon to be known, from its guest list of English trophy hunters, as the ‘House of Lords’ – the town still resembled a bleak and overcrowded transit camp, with its rows of identical huts and its makeshift roads which were either knee-deep in mud, or carpeted with the red dust which hung in a cloud over the town. Prospective settlers pitched their tents near the Land Office and waited, often for months, for their applications to be dealt with by the overwhelmed bureaucrats. The Whitehall plan became a full-scale frontier scramble – appalling fights broke out almost nightly at the Norfolk – and under pressure, the laws protecting traditional African land rights were often loosely observed. The nomadic grazing land of the Masai in the Rift Valley, for example, was considered unoccupied, and stretches of Kikuyu land were added to farms alongside the reserve – a costly political mistake.

The English settlers were often quaintly ignorant about Africa – its history, the tribal distinctions, the wild animals, which were believed to attack on sight and on principle. They would be amazed by the virulence of the diseases that affected crops and livestock – some settled on land that the Masai had known for generations to be bad for cattle – and angry at the difficulties that were bound to arise where Edwardian attitudes met with the more cosmic outlook of the Kikuyu or the Masai. There were simple misunderstandings. Patience and politeness were the very basis of the African disposition, especially towards strangers and guests. But Western forms of gratitude were alien to most of the tribes – there is no word for ‘thank you’ in Kikuyu. On their side the shrieking memsahibs rapped out their commands in pidgin Swahili, with a fierce English accent that sounded grating and discourteous to African ears.

There were notable exceptions. The more feudally minded pioneers like Delamere managed to establish a relationship with the African population that allowed a genuine intimacy, a form of startled mutual respect that was not to be repeated in the next generation.

The European’s greatest fears, however, were reserved for the equatorial sun itself, whose rays were believed to damage not only the spine (hence the boom for the London tropical outfitters in ‘spine pads’ – a thick strip of cotton gauze that stretched from the neck to the buttocks, worn with intense discomfort), but were thought to attack the liver and the spleen as well. Lord Lugard advised the wearing of heavy flannel cummerbunds. Winston Churchill, who took an unofficial tour to Kenya as Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, feared its effect on the nervous system, the brain and the heart. If it was necessary to remove the hat, even momentarily, he wrote, ‘it should be done under the shade of a thick tree’. Some advised never removing it at all, even indoors, since corrugated iron, although a brilliant British invention and a memorable contribution to British colonial architecture, was not considered adequate against the rays. Out of this came the fashion of wearing the double terai, two wide-brimmed, floppy hats, one on top of the other. Removing all this armour was done standing on the bed, well away from the siafu, the safari ants who hunted their prey – anything up to a large antelope – in brilliantly executed pincer movements, travelling in columns often a mile long.

White nerves were not calmed by wearing the hottest uniforms in the high temperatures of Africa. And yet the lengths to which the settlers went to propitiate the sun suggest a more irrational fear than that of sunstroke. They seem to revive the Victorian shibboleth that exposure to the sun was improperly sensual and immodest, and certainly not something that could easily be shared with Africans on an equal basis. Thus taboos were raised against it, the most peculiar reserved for women, who were advised to line their dresses and headgear not with flannel, but with bright scarlet cloth.

Debility, irritability, even nervous breakdown, were warned against, on account of the heat and the altitude, as well as unexpected mood swings from elation to depression. Small grievances would quickly become great ones. ‘Take plenty of wine after sunfall,’ Lord Cranworth prescribed, ‘more especially Burgundy and Port. These enrich the blood and are an excellent prophylactic.’

The farming of this land was immensely difficult, a heartrending process of trial and error which tested the very hardest pioneering temperament. Despite their privileged backgrounds, the early settlers turned out to be of the right calibre. Yet most of them were chronically undercapitalised, and without the lessons of Delamere’s energetic experimenting, his ability to match disaster with more and more cash, hope might have died for many of these farmers. Delamere spent almost as much time advising his neighbours as he spent on his own sprawling interests. By 1906 he was farming 160,000 acres at Equator Ranch – all of it enclosed by 1,000 miles or so of barbed wire fencing. But by 1909 he was broke. The estates in Cheshire were drained and he was forced to sell up there and borrow against what remained of the family trust.

His predicament was typical, if more dramatic than most. He had tried sheep, cross-breeding local ewes with English rams, local rams with New Zealand ewes, and cattle, crossing Hereford and Shorthorn with the local Boran. They were variously struck down by rinderpest, which rots the flesh of a walking beast, pleuro-pneumonia and Texas fever, which claimed the Herefords; by sheep-pox, scabies, swine fever, foot and mouth, and by East Coast fever, the deadliest of all the viruses, borne through the herds by ticks.

Delamere would take his rifle and shoot a whole herd of zebra to prevent the spreading of the viruses. He would dip all his cattle each day, but to little effect. Then he discovered that the land was deficient in minerals, so he switched to barley and wheat, which was wiped out, again and again, by black stem-rust. After the fungus came the locusts, and there was a drought which struck for three years from 1907. He moved his cattle and sheep to Soysambu, Elmenteita, the present headquarters of the Delamere estates on the floor of the Rift Valley near Lake Naivasha. There they began to prosper. He diversified, growing lucerne to improve the grass, and strawberries for the lotus eaters who were gathering in Nairobi. He even tried ostrich feathers, which soon went the way of all fashion, blown away by the motoring boom.

On top of all the problems, the bureaucratic obstruction of the Land Office, which insisted on petty and needless regulations, was intolerable to the farmers. (Written permission was needed, for example, to draw water from the stream that ran through your farm.) The simplest decisions were taken in London, where they were filed away for months. Delamere, as usual, led the fight against them, on one occasion, when his application was refused to build a floor mill on a chosen site, by stacking firewood under the Land Office itself and threatening to set fire to it. The Land Office quickly reversed its decision.

Delamere believed that if the settlers were prepared to take slender profits to open the country, they should not, at the same time, be choked with red tape. Out of these early conflicts a bitter hostility developed between the settlers and Government over the question of land, which was to dominate the Colony’s history until independence.

By 1907 Delamere was an eccentric-looking figure, with his hair flowing around his shoulders as protection against the sun, surrounded by ochre-painted Masai chiefs, who gathered daily at his breakfast table and observed his morning ritual of playing his only record, ‘All Aboard for Margate’, on his wind-up phonograph. He lived now almost as part of their tribe, admired them passionately and had learned their language. Yet he could never be accused of going native: he was much too grand for that.

The Masai had been the favoured tribe from the days when Delamere first met them, laughing with pleasure and cracking skulls with their long clubs. Only the feudally-minded could make allies of them while they were still raiding cattle from Lake Victoria to the Indian Ocean, killing herdsmen and their women and children as a matter of pride. At first the Masai stole mercilessly from Delamere’s herds, practising their belief that all the cattle under God belong exclusively to their tribe and that even Delamere’s imported Hereford bull had been taken from them long ago. (Hence their withering looks when they came to watch the European cattle auctions.)

There is nothing more valuable to the Masai than cattle, and next to that, perhaps, their passion for physical adornment. Because they never ate meat and never slaughtered or sold their livestock, the Masai chiefs that Delamere befriended owned upwards of 50,000 cattle each, and by 1910 the tribe was estimated to own three million head. But they had consistently lost grazing land in the several treaties made with the man since the setting up of the tribal reservations in 1905. No consideration was given, for example, to their traditional places of retreat in times of drought or pestilence, and by 1914 they were suffering from land hunger.

The Somalis were the fashionable servants, the top ‘boys’ in any household in the early days. They were immensely proud and elegant, the essence of nomadic nobility, with their waistcoats and gold watch chains, their low, guttural voices and their strict Mohammedan ways. Many of them, like the Masai, were rich in cattle in their own country across Kenya’s northern frontier. They were linked in fame and fortune with their employers and associated by name, Delamere with Hassan, Berkeley Cole with Jama, Denys Finch Hatton with Bilea, Karen Blixen with Farah. Blixen wrote that a house without a Somali was like a house without a lamp: ‘Wherever we went we were followed at a distance of five feet by these noble, mysterious and vigilant shadows.’

The Kikuyu, whose land stretched from Nairobi to the slopes of Mount Kenya, who were later to outstrip all other tribes in political ambition, were hired as labourers and domestic servants. At the outbreak of the First World War, they were drafted, with the other tribes, into the King’s African Rifles and the Carrier Corps as porters, and died in their thousands in one of the most shameful campaigns ever waged by a British Army, in which, at the start of hostilities, 250,000 British Empire troops were held down by 10,000 Germans under Count von Lettow, who had to forage for supplies for the duration of the war. When it was over the British force had been reduced to 35,000 and the German force to only 1,300.

As the monuments were put up to the African soldiery, the usual sentiments were expressed. In this case the natives had ‘responded most loyally to the call by the Government for porters’. In fact, of course, they had little choice. (One of the unremembered battles of that war was between draft-resisting Masai and the British forces themselves.) The Kikuyu, in particular, went unrewarded. After the war, a new scheme was devised to persuade ex-soldiers from Britain to settle in Kenya to swell the European population. The land this time was distributed by lottery. As this new wave of settlers invaded the highlands, more pressure was exerted on the Kikuyu. The farm wage was reduced, hut and poll taxes were levied, and identification cards issued, forcing their dependence on the white wage.

By the early 1920s the general areas of production were set up. Gilgil and Nakuru were the centres of the livestock business, Thika was coffee, Njoro was wheat, Naivasha was sheep and cattle and Londiani, in the west, was flax.

All the land schemes had clearly favoured the European at the expense of the African population. It was a short-sighted policy and the Kikuyu made their first organised protest in 1922, only two years after Kenya became an official Crown Colony.

The settlers now had their own parliament, the Legislative Council, but ultimate power rested with the Governor, who was answerable to London. Tension increased between the two sides. As politicians, the settlers were, to say the least, fractious and arrogant, and lacking in finesse. Their mood was further blackened by the devaluation of the rupee in 1921 – which added a third to their overdrafts and ruined many of them, and the simultaneous failure of the flax market, which had been seen as the miracle crop. Their hope was for the same self-government that Rhodesia achieved in 1922. It was they who had made the country viable, they argued, and they who should run it, not meddlesome bureaucrats and young district officers newly arrived from London.

But they were not to achieve it. By now London had turned its attention to the unmentionable question of political rights for the rest of the population. There was pressure on the Government to allow immigration from India to Kenya, and to enfranchise the Asian population already there.

The Foreign Office under the Duke of Devonshire had also declared a policy for the Colony that would pursue ‘the paramountcy of native interests’ over those of the other residents. The incredulous farmers set up a ‘Vigilance Committee’, headed by Delamere, to oppose the plan for Asian votes. Delamere took a team of settlers to London, installed them in a grand Mayfair house, and lobbied loudly for a change of plan. And at home the settlers began to arm themselves for a takeover hatching a plan to capture the Governor – a keen fisherman – and isolate him at a remote trout stream until their demands were met. The eventual ‘compromise’ must have pleased the settlers. The highlands were to remain exclusively white in perpetuity; there was to be no Indian immigration and only a very limited representation of Asians on the Legislative Council. Despite the ‘paramountcy’ declaration, the Foreign Office invariably fell in with the settlers’ suggestions for running the country from now on.

The 1920s, thus secured for the whites, were the beginning of a more flamboyant, expansive age. They began to replace their mud and wattle houses with grander designs. They built bungalow mansions in the ‘Surrey Tudor’ style – a design peculiar to Kenya and its Indian builders, straining to imitate Edward Lutyens – with tiled roofs instead of corrugated iron, with open stone hearths and large, comfortable sitting rooms, and with large verandas supported on brick pillars.

There was somehow a provincial tackiness about them that pervades the residential suburbs of Nairobi to this day – a style that journalist James Cameron once described as Equatorial Ealing. The effect is produced, in part, by the universal steel window frames, the smallness of the windows themselves, designed to keep out the dreaded sun, and the gloominess of the greyish-yellow stone, which the Indian craftsmen chipped out of the rock to make walls of formidable barrack-like solidity. In the rain, these buildings look particularly sad.

But the gardens were laid out magnificently. First the lawn was seeded and rolled, then the deep borders were dug, on a scale worthy of Sissinghurst Castle or Cranborne. The earth was rich, there was no dormant season, and the garden always looked at its best, with scarlet canna, frangipani, bougainvillaea mingling with the tender English roses, long-stemmed lilies and fuschias, and as a backdrop, the avenues of jacaranda, Nandi flame and eucalyptus trees. In the air was the scent of jasmine, mimosa, hibiscus. The many garden boys watered and clipped all day, swinging pangas at the blades of thick kikuyu grass that provided the surface for lawns, tennis courts and croquet pitches.

The settlers had brought out the trappings of their civilisation – their silver, their family portraits and prints, their bits of good furniture, their china, whatever could be spared from the attics of the family houses they had left for good. Many commissioned Indian craftsmen to make quite passable imitations of Jacobean furniture.

With their large numbers of servants – to whom orders had to be issued daily – aristocrats and middle-class officials now became enslaved in the ordered rituals of the butlered existence. The table was laid – again and again – with the place mats of hunting scenes, the bowl of bougainvillaea petals, the bottle of piri-piri (an innovation from the Indian Raj), and the sherry, which was taken with soup. The astonishing African talent for cooking European food, in particular hot English puddings, provided undreamed-of comfort. For their part, the Africans were astonished at the number of meals required by Europeans every day, and the quantity of food consumed. Europeans seemed always to be eating.

At night the sounds of hoopoes and nightjars took over, of shrieking hyraxes and the musical tapping of ground horn-bills, like three or four small Indian drums playing in perfect syncopation, and often as not, the cough and roar of lions.

The settlers went to considerable lengths to preserve the way of life of the English county families, substituting the jackal for the fox and the Indian pyjama for the dinner jacket. Their pleasures were formally organised and indulged in with legendary passion. They had their polo grounds, their racecourses, their country clubs, their gymkhanas and lunch parties, and always a limitless supply of champagne. (Despite the overdraft, Lord Delamere gave a dinner in 1926 for 250 people at which the guests drank 600 bottles between them.)

Large distances were covered visiting friends. The greatest excitement of all and often the greatest misery was negotiating the Rift Valley escarpment in the rains, with its precipice at the edge of the narrow road and the terrible mud. Bugattis, Hispano-Suizas, Model T Fords would get hopelessly stuck, often overnight, providing an opportunity for yet another impromptu party.

A leading ‘soldier-settler’ to take up the post-war scheme was Lord Francis Scott, second son of the Duke of Buccleuch. Scott was to succeed Lord Delamere as the settlers’ leader after Delamere’s death in 1931.

His wife Eileen, daughter of the Earl of Minto, kept a diary which illuminates, often with an ingenuous touch, the experience of the first days in the great landscape. She recorded, for example, a hunt near Nakuru: ‘Wonderful going, glorious grass and no holes. Ten couple of hounds, all very young but very fast, the Belvoir strain.’ (Belvoir is the family estate of the Dukes of Rutland.) She described a visit to their neighbours, soon after their arrival, fording rivers and climbing over boulders with great difficulty, until they found their small tent, beside which their friends were eating lunch from a Fortnum and Mason chop box. After a shooting safari, she wrote home:

I shall never be able to describe or forget the beauty of our last morning in the camp. The sun rises about six. I woke soon afterwards and lay and watched the changing loveliness from my bed. It was perfectly still, very thick dew glistening on the grass and a golden haze in the distance, like a fine September morning at home, our fire still alight and every now and then a puff of delicious smoke was wafted into our tent. The birds singing everywhere. The colourings of the butterflies and birds are amazing – brilliant greens and blues and crimsons. The smell of the blossom on the thorn trees is divine and there is a perpetual smell of mimosa in the air.

Lord Francis had set up a polo club and acquired a string of Somali ponies while he was still surveying his land from a tent and while Lady Francis’s china – one set for the nursery and one for themselves – was piled in crates in the corner. They came amply supplied with household goods. In 1979 I was invited by their daughter, Pam, to the vast stone house they had built at Rongai in 1922. She gave me a linen towel marked with a coronet and the date ‘1916’. I remarked that Lady Francis’s linen had lasted extraordinarily well. ‘Most of it is still unpacked,’ said Miss Scott.

Many of the new arrivals, looked down on harshly by the pre-war generation, had money to spare and no great interest in making a profit, earning themselves the disparaging description of ‘veranda farmers’. Among them was Jack Soames, an old Etonian who was thirty-two when he arrived in 1920. He bought many thousands of acres at Bergeret, near Nanyuki, at the foothills of the Aberdares, settled in for a wasted decade and quickly adopted the habit of offering visitors a pink gin whatever the time of day. His former Somali servant, now in his seventies but still preferring anonymity despite the passage of time, described in Swahili the life at Bergeret:

He had many servants and a great deal of money. There was, for example, one servant whose only job it was to make whiskies and soda, one to look after the dogs, one to start the generator, one for hunting buck, and so on. They earned between thirty and forty shillings a month. The Bwana could never stay alone in this enormous house and would always go to look for his friends, often driving for many miles. Because of that I went with him all over the place. Usually there were many guests. Each house guest was allotted his own servant and servants that the guests brought with them were not allowed near the house. Every day the guests came slowly down to breakfast and started drinking at one o’clock. Then they played tennis at about four o’clock and started drinking again and in the evening they danced until the early hours of the morning. Most evenings the Bwana played the piano and the violin …

Into this ‘community of English squires established on the Equator’, as Evelyn Waugh described them, came other travellers from the glittering New Age. Largely through the hunting safaris that Denys Finch Hatton was among the first to organise, an expedition to Kenya became a romantic adventure for the rich. The added frisson of danger brought out the great adventuresses, too, like Vera, Lady Broughton, who was said to have eaten human flesh while investigating cannibal tribes in Borneo, and who had certainly shot many elephants.

A few socialite settlers – whose exclusive interest was the pursuit of pleasure, although there were a few veranda farmers among them – gathered in a prime area that was given the name of Happy Valley in the early 1920s. Anywhere between the Aberdares and the town of Gilgil on the plain might have qualified for Happy Valley. But its real centre was beside the Wanjohi river which ran down from Kipipiri – the mountain that stood at its head – and which was joined to the Aberdare escarpment by a saddle-shaped cedar forest.

It was supremely beautiful landscape – the valley itself a wide grassy plain, the escarpment wooded and leafy with patches of rugged gorse. From the Wanjohi Valley you could look over the next mountain, the Kinankop, which was shaped like a long, narrow headland, into the Rift Valley beyond.

The great social events were the race weeks at Christmas and mid-summer, when the farmers came to Nairobi and turned the place upside down, staging rickshaw races, shooting out the street lights, brawling drunkenly in the bars – conspicuously led by Delamere himself, who would shoot at the bottles on the shelves – and pursuing whatever sexual liaisons had been simmering away in the previous months.

The settlers congregated in the few strongholds of luxury which existed in the late 1920s. The oldest established was the Norfolk Hotel, run by a formidable lady known as ‘Auntie’. (‘She practically runs the country’, you would be told.) There was also Torr’s Hotel, nicknamed ‘Tart’s Hotel’, built by Grogan in 1928, where thés dansants were held each afternoon in the circular Palm Court lounge.

Most exclusive of all was the Muthaiga Country Club. A young French visitor, Count Frédéric de Janzé, described the Muthaiga Club in Vertical Land, a book of ‘pen portraits and travel sketches’:1

[image: image]

Why do we all belong to Muthaiga Club?

Why do we go out five miles for a cocktail?

Why do we have to fight for a room during Race Week?

Why do we have to put up with our things being stolen and our laundries mixed?

Why do we drink champagne at 35 shillings a bottle?

Why are we told to go to bed at one, like naughty boys?

Why do we stand boring food and draughty halls?

Why do we live in rooms without mosquito netting?

Why do we put up with our ‘boys’ being ruined?

Why do we stand the Committee’s smile?

Why does our money keep Muthaiga going?

That twice a year, swamping the ‘regular member’ in our numbers, all together, once more delighted, hearts beating, throats drinking; from Moyale, from London, from Rhadjputna, from Queenstown, from New York and Tyrone. We can bang the bar, break the glasses and on the morrow in numberless ‘prairie oysters’ repent –

The Muthaiga, with its golf course, squash courts, croquet lawns and ballroom, was an exclusively up-country farmers’ club run along St James’s Street lines. Though women were allowed in of necessity, Jews were not: once the Club’s piano was set alight with paraffin in protest against the suggestion, quickly withdrawn, that they might henceforth be admitted. The officials and tradesmen of Nairobi kept to themselves, as a separate class, in the Nairobi Club – and it was a strictly observed division, giving rise to much sneering and disapproval from the officials at the effete goings on in the other place.

The Club was built in true Kenya style, by Indian artisans, from large blocks of stone, covered with pinkish pebbledash with the usual steel windows and with small Doric columns to give it a glimmer of grandeur. The walls were cream and green like a well-upholstered nursing home, the floors were polished parquet. With its deep armchairs and loose chintz covers it gave out the atmosphere of Thames Valley gentility and Betjemania – of Ranelagh or Hurlingham.

Bachelors slept in the spartan ‘military wing’ with cell-like bedrooms. The double rooms, with twin beds, were large and austere, in the colonial manner, the bathrooms luxurious.

All payments were transacted on chits of various colours – cash never changed hands. You could get a drink at any time of the day, but between six and eight in the evening the bar was reserved for men only, or ‘toughs’, as Waugh described the members he encountered there. The Club was empty for days, then suddenly it would be impossible to get a table, unless you were in the favour of a powerful Somali called Ali – who ran the dining room and who was considered ‘a genius’ at table-shuffling. Every year Lord Delamere gave a dinner for the Governors of Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika, otherwise the evenings were mainly given over to bridge, backgammon and the many private parties, including the annual Eton Ball.

During race weeks the Club really came alive. The drinking started soon after midday with pink gins before lunch, followed by gin fizzes in the shade at teatime, cocktails (Bronxes, White Ladies, Trinities) for sundowners, whisky and champagne until the lights went out.

At the nightly balls, the guests might have been dressing for royalty, and women were required to wear a different dress each night. Later on, as impromptu Rugby games took over, the ballroom furniture would be wrecked in displays of unashamed public schooliganism. A popular attraction was a gentleman called Tich Miles, who would climb into the roof and hang from the beams like an ape. Another was Derek Fisher, a Happy Valley resident, who would order the servants to arrange the chairs in lines to resemble a train. He would push the chairs through the sitting rooms, hooting and puffing to the howling encouragement of his friends. That would turn into musical chairs and the chairs in turn would be hauled through the windows.

The dances usually ended around 6 a.m., four or five nights in a row at the height of the season. Squash and golf would take over immediately. No one liked going to bed. By lunch-time the following day, all had been patiently swept up, the fines presented for payment on the club chits, and serious offenders called in to the Secretary’s office.

In all the descriptions of those heady nights, it is remarkable how little time was taken up with sleep as opposed to the sexual escapades for which the Club was famous. The altitude should have been tiring. Instead it seems to have worked as a stimulant, and as an irritant too. Wars and brawls broke out incessantly during race weeks, and terrible grievances took root in that libidinous, drunken atmosphere.

Edward, Prince of Wales, visited Kenya in 1928, and was immediately at home in the atmosphere of Muthaiga. Sir Derek Erskine, who was later Kenyatta’s lone supporter among the Europeans before independence, remembered one of the nights when he was present:

Edward P. as we called him in those days, was a very likable person but already he showed signs of dissolute behaviour, though I must say he always kept himself extraordinarily fit. He insisted after a very vigorous day on dancing all night. Now we hadn’t got a resident band at the Muthaiga Club. Syd Zeigler would come up with his band on Saturday nights. On other days we had to put on gramophone records, and one night Edward P. was dancing with my wife and he suddenly lost his temper with the records which he said were the wrong kind, and I very much regret to say that aided and assisted by my wife, they picked up all the gramophone records and threw them through all the windows of the old ballroom, which is probably the reason, some people say, why it fell down twenty years later. Well, I had to pay the bill for all those records, and I remember it well. Edward P. would then go to bed, at say four o’clock in the morning, and at half past six he would be down on the racecourse. I remember, quite clearly, Sonny Bompas who lived down on the racecourse and was training horses there, said to me, ‘Do you mind cantering slowly round the course, because Edward P. wants to run round holding on to your stirrup leather?’

So the madness went on. This was 1928, one year before the great crash, which drastically thinned out the settler population. It was also the year in which Josslyn Hay’s father died, and Josslyn became the Earl of Erroll and High Constable of Scotland. He had already been living in Kenya for four years, in the heart of Happy Valley.

1 Duckworth, 1928.
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Happy Valley

Fu I loved the high cloud and the hill,

Alas, he died of alcohol.

Ezra Pound

1923: In the middle of June, close to midsummer, I met Josslyn Hay. It was inevitable that he should be conscious of such wonderful good looks as he possessed, and with these he had an arrogant manner and great sartorial elegance. His straight pale gold hair was brushed up into wings on either side of his head. He was the kind of young man that my father most disapproved of, and his manner seemed to become even more cocky when he was in my father’s presence. He never called him ‘Sir’, as most of my young men did, and he always beat him at tennis. Josslyn had a scornful way of looking at people – an oblique, blue glance from under half-closed lids – and this impudent look was even turned on my father.

There was a terrible row when my father discovered that I sat out with him on the back stairs at dances. The morning after this scene Josslyn sent me an enormous bunch of red roses. I kept them hidden away in my bedroom basin until they died–the first present of flowers I had ever received.

My father’s disapproval of Josslyn only added to his fascination, and I was beginning to imagine myself in love with him when he suddenly eloped with a married woman to Kenya.1

THAT YEAR JOSSLYN Hay was twenty-two. At seventeen he had been sacked from Eton
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