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Preface


When I studied the twentieth century in school, the world seemed suddenly to have become noisier. Engines roared, factories thumped and newspapers shouted, as empires spread their cables, ships and armies across the globe. Only the loudest voices reached us: speeches of presidents, commands of generals, declarations of war.

The stories raced past like trains at night. We learned dates and leaders, battles and treaties. We rarely paused to listen for voices from different carriages, platforms and stations along the route: the seamstress persuading women to vote, the photographer capturing the Russian countryside, the young writer trying to interpret a changing world.

This book invites you to slow down and step aboard those trains. Travelling through famous events and less famous lives, you will follow stories that begin in places as varied as the American South, Cardiff’s docks, imperial China, Ireland’s west coast, East Africa’s battlefields and a family gathering in a Netherlands kitchen. You will hear church bells and singing on Victory in Europe Day, as Mrs Turner’s piano was wheeled outside. You will hear voices who change the questions we ask and the stories we tell.

History is not a single track leading neatly to today. It is a network of journeys, crossing and colliding, carrying ideas, people, goods and power around the world. In this book, you will learn not only where those journeys went, but who was left standing on the platform, who built the tracks, and who tried to change the direction of travel.

Christine Counsell

Series Editor, Changing Histories
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1 The sultan’s restless empire, 1876



A story of rivals and rebellion

A warm day in August 1876. Colourful costumes fill the streets of Constantinople: white turbans, chequered shawls, red fezzes with black silk tassels. Thousands have arrived from all corners of the empire. They are eager to catch a glimpse of their new ruler.

The crowd now stretch their necks to see a slender man leave the city’s most sacred mosque. Gold flashes in the sunlight. He is raising an ancient sword to the sky. The crowd sing and cheer.

From this day, Abdul Hamid II will be the 34th sultan of the Ottoman Empire.

On a white horse, Abdul Hamid now presses through the narrow streets of Constantinople. A swarm of soldiers surround him. And wherever he rides, the chants grow louder and stronger.

LONG LIVE THE SULTAN!


The restless Balkans

The sultan’s empire is vast. Over 20 million people of countless nationalities live within its borders. The empire’s capital city, its beating heart, is Constantinople – Queen of Cities.

To the south of Constantinople lie the deserts of Arabia, and Islam’s most important cities: Makkah, Medina, Jerusalem, Baghdad. To the west lie very different lands. These provinces, with their green mountains and glistening rivers, are the Balkans.

The people of the Balkans are different from their Ottoman rulers. Many are Christians in a Muslim empire. They belong to many nationalities: Greek, Albanian, Bulgarian, Serb and many more. They keep their own languages and traditions. They tell myths and legends about their own national heroes: ancient warriors, fearsome warlords, clever saints.

How proud these people are of their cultures and histories! How they long to break free from the Ottoman Empire and live in countries of their own! Pride in culture and longing for strength are sweeping fast through the Balkans, in speech, poem and song.



Threats from within and abroad

Sultan Abdul Hamid reaches his beautiful palace. There, seated in splendour, he ponders his empire.

Abdul Hamid looks to the Balkans. For hundreds of years, his forefathers have ruled these lands. But the Ottoman Empire is weaker now. Abdul Hamid’s armies are smaller, his treasure chests depleted. How much longer can he maintain control?


[image: Busy waterfront in Constantinople during the late Ottoman Empire.]

The Balkans are not Abdul Hamid’s only concern. Beyond his northern borders lie the powerful Austrian and Russian Empires. Abdul Hamid knows that the Austrian emperor and the Russian tsar are eager to conquer his lands. They are waiting for the right moment to strike.

Further west lies a land of iron, coal and steel. This is the German Empire, growing stronger every day. Its factories never seem to sleep.

And then, there is the largest empire of all: the British Empire, ruled by Queen Victoria.

Sultan Abdul Hamid feels trapped between his enemies. Each desires ever more land and global power. Who will strike first – and where?


[image: Political cartoon map portraying the Russian Empire as an octopus attacking the Ottoman Empire.]

This British map from 1877 depicts the Russian Empire as an octopus attacking the Ottoman Empire.




Long Description
Russian Empire appears as a giant octopus whose head covers Russia and whose tentacles extend across eastern and southeastern Europe. Several tentacles wrap around territories labelled Poland, Crimea, and Turkey, while one reaches toward Constantinople. Ottoman Empire appears as a reclining figure labelled Turkey. Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Great Britain, Ireland, Belgium, Holland, Greece, Portugal, Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Persia, and other neighbouring regions are represented as stylised figures or labelled territories. Black Sea, Adriatic Sea, Caspian Sea, Mediterranean Sea, and Atlantic Ocean are also labelled.




Rebellion and conquest

Abdul Hamid became sultan at a time of crisis. Only a year earlier, in 1875, Christian rebels in Herzegovina had taken up arms. Government offices had been set on fire and Ottoman patrols ambushed on forest paths. Within a year, rebels were ringing church bells across three nearby provinces – Bosnia, Bulgaria and Montenegro.

These rebels were driven by the same feeling: nationalism. They all wanted independence. They wanted to rule themselves in countries of their own. Sultan Abdul Hamid could not allow this. He sent soldiers to crush the rebellions.

But this was just the moment of weakness that the sultan’s enemies had been waiting for. Driven by imperialism, other emperors seized the day. In spring 1877, the Russian tsar attacked. Russian soldiers marched across the border.

By summer, the Russian Empire had conquered large parts of the Balkans. Other areas – Romania, Serbia, Bulgaria and Montenegro – declared their independence. And amid all the chaos, the Austrian emperor annexed Bosnia.

It was a disaster for the Ottoman Empire. From his palace in Constantinople, the sultan clung to his crumbling empire. But the more he tightened his grip, the more power slipped from his hands …


[image: Painting of Constantinople with boats and ships on the harbour from mid nineteenth century.]







2 The river between, c.1880–1914



How did Ngugi interpret colonisation in East Africa?


The partition of Africa


Berlin, 1884

It was a cold afternoon in November 1884. In Berlin, the capital city of the German Empire, men in dark suits sat around a horseshoe- shaped table. On a panelled wall behind them, they had pinned a giant map of Africa.

In those years, Europe’s great empires were locked in a deadly game of power. Each emperor wanted the greatest empire of all. Each eyed the others with mistrust. This was the age of imperialism.

Since 1880, the emperors’ eyes had turned towards Africa. They knew that African lands were rich in resources: gold, copper and iron; palm oil, ivory and diamonds. A race for land and control had begun. European colonisers were already streaming into Africa, hoping to take precious resources for themselves.

But the emperors had grown concerned. This race for African territory could lead to wars between their empires. Hence, the emperors had sent the men in dark suits to Berlin with a task – to slow down the race, to carve up Africa and to give each emperor a slice of land to rule as his own.

After debating for 104 days, the men shook hands over a divided map. There would be lands in eastern and southern Africa for Britain. Lands in the north-west for France. Coastal lands for Germany. Congo, in the heart of Africa, for Belgium.

No African rulers were present when these decisions were made. None had been invited to the Berlin Conference. But the partition of Africa would change their people’s lives forever.



British East Africa

After the Berlin Conference, thousands of Europeans invaded and colonised territories in Africa. Claiming lands for themselves, these colonisers set up plantations and took resources. They were soon followed by colonial rulers, who were sent to enforce their emperors’ laws abroad. By 1914, within just 30 years, European empires ruled almost the entire African continent.

One of these new colonies was British East Africa, later renamed Kenya. For almost 70 years, from 1895 until 1963, the British ruled this vast area. It was home to many different peoples: the Nandi in the west, the Maasai in the south, the Gikuyu near Mount Kenya, and many more. How would British rule shape their lives?


[image: Delegates meeting at the Berlin Conference in 1884.]

This illustration of the Berlin Conference appeared in a German magazine in 1884.





The young writer

In 1961, 75 years after the Berlin Conference, a young man walks across the green fields of Makerere University in East Africa. Slim and short, just over five foot tall, his red gown flutters with his steps. This is James Ngugi*, a second-year student at the university.

Ngugi is 23 years old, the fifth child of a Gikuyu farmer. He is obsessed with knowledge and learning. Ngugi loves literature and books. In his spare time, he directs plays at the university and has started writing his own stories.

As he walks through the university buildings, Ngugi brims with excitement. He has just heard of a novel-writing competition, open to anyone in East Africa. The prize: 1,000 shillings, or 50 British pounds – a fortune for a poor student. Ngugi has made a decision: he will write a novel!


[image: Map of Africa using different colours to identify the European empires that controlled territories across the continent after the Berlin Conference.]

After the Berlin Conference, European empires rapidly colonised much of the African continent.




Long Description
Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Portugal, Spain, and Belgium each have a separate colour, while white identifies free areas. A key in the lower-left corner matches each colour to the corresponding colonial power. Country boundaries are outlined, and the island of Madagascar is included. British territories extend across parts of eastern, southern, and western Africa. French territories cover much of north-west and west Africa, while Belgian control is centred on the Congo. German territories include areas in south-west, east, and central Africa. Portuguese territories appear on the south-west and south-east coasts, Italian territories lie in the Horn of Africa and north-east Africa, and Spanish territories are limited to small areas in north-west and central-west Africa.




*Ngugi later rejected the name James, using instead the name Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. You will learn more about why he did this in Chapter 22.




But writing a novel is easier thought than done. Where should Ngugi start? Write about what? He scribbles a few words here and there, but nothing takes shape in his mind. Ngugi’s teachers and other students laugh at him. What could he possibly have to write about?

Then, one night, stories return to Ngugi’s mind: stories told by his family about their Gikuyu ancestors, and the arrival of British colonisers in East Africa. Suddenly, Ngugi knows what he will write about: history! A living history that the colonial rulers have tried to hide away. Ngugi wants to write about it so much, it is like a fever has gripped him.



Your enquiry

Ngugi soon began writing his novel, which he later named The River Between. This novel is a historical interpretation: a story based on events that happened in the distant past, long before Ngugi was born.

Ngugi set this story during the early years of British colonisation in East Africa, between the 1890s and early 1900s. But what kind of story did he write? Was it a story about change, loss, division – or something else entirely?





[image: Ngugi wa Thiong’o]

Ngugi later in life (1980s)






Gikuyu lands


Ngugi’s novel takes shape

In 1961, Ngugi climbs the stairs of his student house. He unlocks his room, number 75 on the second floor. He sits at his desk. He thinks about his story. Shapes and ideas swirl in his head …

A character begins to form in his mind: a young man, a natural leader, with powerful eyes. Ngugi gives him the name Waiyaki, after a famous leader of the Gikuyu people.

Two more characters appear in his imagination – two sisters. The younger is Muthoni, quiet but rebellious. The older is Nyambura, lively but obedient. The sisters are opposites, but they love each other.

Finally, a fourth character appears: a middle-aged man with a stern face and fiery eyes. This is Joshua, the girls’ strict father.

Ngugi begins spinning a story around Waiyaki, Muthoni, Nyambura and Joshua. He sets the story in the early 1900s, when British colonisers pushed forward into Kenya, long before Ngugi was born …



Land and tradition

Ngugi’s story unfolds in the green highlands near Kirinyaga, or Mount Kenya. Before colonisation, these were the best lands of the Gikuyu people.

Ngugi imagines the land and lives of the Gikuyu around 1900. He knows that the Gikuyu lived in villages that were clusters of family homesteads. The father of each family, the supreme leader of that homestead, had several wives. Men and women had separate roles. Gikuyu men cut down trees and made frames for their homes. Giyuku women harvested grass for roofs and plastered the walls.

Land was important for the Gikuyu people. It gave them food and security, from childhood to death. Women grew maize and beans in Gikuyu fields. Men planted bananas, yams and peas. From a young age, children learned to farm in small gardens.

Ngugi knows that land was important for other reasons, too. When the Gikuyu died, they were buried in the red soil around their villages, where their spirits were believed to live on underground. To walk on the land meant to speak with the dead, to hear the voices of one’s ancestors whisper secrets and advice.

The land was home, and life, and afterlife.



Ngugi writes

In 1961, Ngugi writes a few lines. In his imagination, he travels back in time, to the foothills of Kirinyaga. Two villages now appear in his mind. He can see them so clearly. There are huts, and fields and gardens. Goats and cows graze on the land. Ngugi writes, filling pages with words …


[image: Waiyaki, Muthoni, Nyambura, and Joshua from Ngũgĩ’s novel.]

Ngugi reads his words again. He is happy. From now on, he uses every waking moment to work on his manuscript. Every minute between classes, he writes.



CHAPTER ONE

The two villages lay side by side. One was Kameno, the other was Makuyu. Between them was a valley, called the valley of life. Behind Kameno and Makuyu were many more valleys and villages. They were like many sleeping lions which never woke.

A river flowed through the valley of life. It gracefully wound its way down the valley, like a snake. This river was called Honia, meaning cure or ‘bring-back-to-life’. Honia river never dried: it seemed to possess a strong will to live. And it went on in the same way, never hurrying, never hesitating. People saw this and were happy.

Honia was the soul of Kameno and Makuyu. It joined them. And men, cattle, wild beasts and trees, were all united by this life-stream.

But when you stood in the valley, the two villages became antagonists. You could tell this by the way they faced each other, like two rivals ready to come to blows in a struggle for the leadership of this region.

The villages were isolated. The people there led a life of their own, undisturbed by what happened outside or beyond. Men and women had nothing to fear. The trees whispered with the wind and kept silent.

Adapted from The River Between by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o






Step 1

In his novel, Ngugi was creating an interpretation of the history of colonisation. In some ways, Ngugi was interpreting that history as a story about land.

Find examples of this, both from Ngugi’s novel so far and from those real-life aspects of the past that perhaps inspired him





[image: Rural village with thatched huts, trees, and a river valley in Kenya, early 1900s.]




Changing identities

It is summer 1961. The prize deadline looms. Ngugi only has a few months to complete his story. But something strange happens. Ngugi becomes stuck. No matter how hard he tries, he cannot find the right words. Wandering through the university, he searches for inspiration.


Christianity in East Africa

Like many students at his university, Ngugi is a Christian. He was baptised a Protestant and given the name James. He went to a Christian school and has studied the Bible.

But Christianity was not the Gikuyu people’s original religion. Before colonisation, they worshipped the spirits of their ancestors. They also worshipped Murungu, the god-creator who was believed to live on Mount Kenya. They worshipped under sacred trees, danced in ancient rituals and blessed the land.

Ngugi thinks about what happened when Christian missionaries from Britain arrived. The missionaries’ aim was to convert African people and westernise them: to make them speak like Europeans, think like Europeans, and accept the rules of Europeans.

Ngugi knows what these missionaries did when they arrived in around 1900. They set up hospitals and schools, offering help to people who converted to Christianity. They dressed Gikuyu children in foreign clothes and taught them how to read and write in English.

Christian missionaries also taught children to give up their Gikuyu traditions. The missionaries described these traditions as ‘uncivilised’ and ‘devil-worship’. One tradition was the ritual of circumcision, a violent and life-threatening procedure for girls.* In Gikuyu society, young people were only seen as adults once they were circumcised. When missionaries tried to ban this ritual, tensions grew.



Waiyaki and Joshua

Ngugi reflects on the conflict that surrounded the history of Christianity in East Africa. Suddenly, he sees where he must take his story. His imagination returns to the villages and to the young leader, Waiyaki.

The character of Waiyaki starts to develop. Ngugi’s story begins to flow …

In Kameno village, Waiyaki’s father believes that his son is a promised saviour: only he can rescue the Gikuyu from the British colonisers. But to defeat the colonisers, Waiyaki must first learn their western ways.

Waiyaki is sent to study at the Christian missionary school in the nearby town, Siriana. There, he works hard and impresses his teachers. He pretends to become westernised.


[image: School class walking to church in Kenya in 1927, passing thatched buildings and trees in a rural landscape.]

A school class walking to church in Kenya, 1927.





* ‘Circumcision’ of girls is today known as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). This is an extremely harmful form of abuse, and illegal in the United Kingdom.




Meanwhile, Joshua lives in Makuyu village with his two daughters. He is a Gikuyu man who converted to Christianity as a child. Joshua has become a strict Christian preacher, obsessed with converting other Gikuyu people to Christianity.



Joshua was a middle-aged man who preached in sharp ringing tones. He had been the first to be converted to the new faith. He was then a young man who ran from the hills to live with the white man in Siriana.

There he found the white man’s power. He learned to read and write. He renounced his tribe’s magic and ritual.

Joshua realised the ignorance of his people. He felt the depth of the darkness in which they lived. He went back to Makuyu and preached with a fury that frightened even his own listeners. Few could resist his voice. Many came and some were converted. And they all together praised God.

But some went back to dancing and tribal ritual; to circumcision. And Joshua day by day grew in wrath and condemned such behaviour. Joshua himself was strict and observed the word to the letter. He meant to be an example to all, a bright light that would show the way, a rock on which the weak would step on their way to Christ.

Adapted from The River Between by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o






Joshua’s daughters

Joshua wants to live like the British colonisers. He rejects the old Gikuyu ways. He has even built himself a house with a tin roof. It looks strange among the Gikuyu huts. Joshua has also raised his two daughters, Nyambura and Muthoni, as strict Christians. He forbids them from taking part in old Gikuyu traditions, including circumcision.

One day, the two sisters collect water from the Honia river. There, Muthoni reveals a secret: she wants to find a middle way between the two cultures, British and Gikuyu. She wants to be westernised but keep her tribe’s old traditions, too – including circumcision.

Nyambura is shocked. Will her sister disobey their father?



Step 2

In some ways, Ngugi also interpreted the history of colonisation as a story about religious and cultural change. Can you find examples?





[image: Joshua preaching to a group of Gikuyu villagers while holding a Bible in an open area beside traditional huts.]




Losing control


Losing land

It is autumn 1961. Ngugi keeps his eye on his prize: a thousand shillings. Then, during hours spent writing his manuscript, wonderful news arrives. Ngugi’s wife has given birth to their first child – a son.

Ngugi now splits his time between writing, studying and being a father. He often travels by train between his home and university. Looking out of the train window, Ngugi thinks about the history of these railways. They were built many years ago, by the British colonisers.

In the late 19th century, British colonisers arrived in East Africa. They admired the highlands near Mount Kenya, where the air was fresh and the soil was rich. These colonisers soon began making plans to grow plantations here, and to build themselves grand mansion houses.

But these were also the best lands of the Gikuyu people.


[image: Map of central Kenya showing the Gikuyu lands, the railway network, Mount Kenya and the River Tana.]


Long Description
Map of central Kenya showing the Gikuyu lands shaded pink and the railway network linking the main towns in the region. Main railway runs from Kisumu through Nakuru, Gilgil, Kyabe and Nairobi. Branch lines extend north-west through Eldoret to Kitale, north from Gilgil to Thompson Falls, and from Nyeri to Nanyuki, Fort Hall and Thika. Mount Kenya is marked by a black triangle within the northern part of the Gikuyu lands. River Tana runs along the eastern edge of the shaded area. Key identifies the pink shading as the Gikuyu lands and the black lines as the railway. Scale bar shows a distance of 50 kilometres.


At first, the Gikuyu thought of the colonisers as orori, or wanderers. They offered them gifts and trade. But the colonisers soon began taking lands for themselves. They set up plantations, where they grew coffee and tea. In 1902, they declared the highlands were theirs. Gikuyu people were ordered to leave, unless they worked on plantations or paid rent. British soldiers threatened anyone who refused.

The colonisers soon wanted to sell their crops abroad, and so they began planning railways between their plantations and the sea. Some 30,000 indentured workers were brought from India, another British colony, to lay the tracks. The new railway soon cut through forests, swamps and valleys. It stretched over 500 miles (800km). It ran through Gikuyu farmlands and sacred sites.



Muthoni’s choice

Travelling on the same railway in 1961, almost 60 years later, Ngugi wants to write about this history. The Gikuyu people must have been disturbed and fearful when they lost their lands. Ngugi wants to capture these feelings in his story. He adds more chapters to his manuscript.


[image: Steam locomotive pulling freight wagons across a wooden railway bridge surrounded by dense forest.]

In Ngugi’s story, the villagers of Makuyu and Kameno are nervous. Colonisers are drawing closer to their villages. Fortresses appear on the horizon. Tax collectors arrive, demanding payment in crops and animals. Will they soon take the villagers’ lands, too?

Fear spreads. Meanwhile, Muthoni runs away from her father Joshua’s home. She crosses the river to Kameno, where she is circumcised. Muthoni believes she has found a middle way between the Gikuyu people and the colonisers; between old traditions and western ways.

But everything soon changes. Muthoni’s circumcision wounds become infected. She suffers with fever and pain. Waiyaki takes her to the British missionary hospital in Siriana, but it is too late. Muthoni dies.



The villages divide

News of Muthoni’s death reaches the villages. Fear explodes into anger. ‘There can be no middle way!’ some cry out. ‘We must make a choice between western and Gikuyu ways.’

But which will it be?

In Makuyu, people choose western ways. Joshua becomes their leader. Humiliated by his daughter’s defiance, he now spreads anger and fear.



Joshua’s followers sang praises to God. Muthoni was an evil spirit sent to try the faithful, they said. It was now clear to all that nothing but evil could come from the old customs. The fire in Joshua gave new strength and hope to his followers. The white men in Siriana were behind them. And with them all – God.

Adapted from The River Between by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o




In Kameno, people choose differently. They say Muthoni died because she betrayed the old Gikuyu traditions. They say Murungu, the god-creator, punished her for becoming westernised. They decide to reject any western ways.

Meanwhile, the British colonisers hear news about the anger spreading through the villages. Growing alarmed, they close the gates to Siriana and expel Gikuyu children from their school. This includes Waiyaki. When he returns home, he finds the two villages fearful and divided.

Is it too late to reunite them?


[image: Man carrying the injured Muthoni across the landscape after her circumcision wounds become infected.]



Step 3

In some ways, Ngugi interpreted colonisation as a story about loss. Can you find examples, both from Ngugi’s novel and from real-life aspects of the past, that perhaps inspired him?







The River Between

In December 1961, Ngugi spends his winter holidays at home. He looks after his newborn son and works on his manuscript. His novel is almost ready. Only one piece is missing.

Ngugi knows that colonisation divided the Gikuyu people. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, some resisted the colonisers. They refused to pay taxes. They attacked railway workers. They fought British soldiers. These protests and rebellions were always brutally crushed.

Others collaborated with the colonisers. They collected taxes and were rewarded with power. They worked as policemen and enforced colonial rules. They attended churches or became priests.

Many people were somewhere in between. They did not support the colonisers, but they were too afraid to resist.

Ngugi believes this division allowed the colonisers to defeat and exploit the Gikuyu people. He adds the final chapters to his novel.


Two villages, two worlds

In Ngugi’s story, Waiyaki has returned to Kameno village. He is busy with his newest plan. He builds schools and hires teachers. Waiyaki wants to spread education among the Gikuyu people. He wants to unite them in a movement to resist peacefully against the colonisers.

Many people respect Waiyaki. They call him a saviour. But not everyone agrees. Some men in the village want to fight against the colonisers. They say peaceful protest is not enough.

One day, Waiyaki meets Nyambura. She is the surviving daughter of Joshua, the Christian preacher and leader of Makuyu village. Waiyaki and Nyambura fall in love. He wants to marry her, but their relationship is forbidden. Her village collaborates with the British colonisers. His village wants to resist them.

Their families and friends have become enemies. How can they be together?


[image: Two Maasai people standing hand in hand in a shallow river, with a third person watching from behind dense vegetation, surrounded by rocks, trees and a wide sky.]



The end

In time, a man from Waiyaki’s village discovers the couple. He is one of the resistance fighters who oppose Waiyaki’s plans for peaceful protest.

The man runs home and tells everyone that Waiyaki is a traitor. ‘He has betrayed us to the collaborators and colonisers!’ the man says. Fear and anger explode in the village. Waiyaki and Nyambura are arrested and put on trial.

Waiyaki cannot calm his people. They cry out that he has betrayed them. They scream that he and Nyambura must be punished. The angry mob hands Waiyaki and Nyambura over to the resistance fighters, who lead them away to be punished.

The villagers soon feel ashamed, but it is too late. Divided, the people of Makuyu and Kameno are powerless against the British colonisers, who will soon arrive to take their lands.



They went away quickly, glad that Waiyaki was hidden by the darkness. For they did not want to look at him and they did not want to read their guilt in one another’s faces. Neither did they want to speak to one another, for they knew full well what they had done to Waiyaki.

The land was now silent. The two villages lay side by side, hidden in the darkness. And the river went on flowing between them, its beat rising above the dark stillness, reaching into the heart of the people of Makuyu and Kameno.

Adapted from The River Between by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o






Ngugi’s manuscript

In winter 1961, Ngugi stops writing. His manuscript is complete. But he doesn’t want to send his only copy by post. What if it gets lost?

Ngugi takes the bus to Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya. There, on 28 December, he delivers his manuscript. When he climbs on the bus to go back home, he feels proud. He barely even thinks about the prize money anymore.


[image: Manuscript titled The River Between by James Ngugi tied with a red ribbon and bow, with the title and author’s name handwritten on the front cover.]



Step 4

In some ways, Ngugi also interpreted the history of colonisation as a story about division. Can you find examples from Ngugi’s story, as well as real-life aspects of the past, that perhaps inspired him?






Shaping your answer

Ngugi’s story shows us that history matters to many different people, not just historians. And sometimes, a fictional interpretation of the past (such as Ngugi’s novel) can help us understand history in human and gripping ways.

You are now ready to answer our question: How did Ngugi interpret colonisation in East Africa? Use your Step notes to explain (1) what themes Ngugi used in his story, and (2) what real-life aspects of the past perhaps inspired him.











3 Meanwhile, in a London library



Karl Marx predicts revolution

In 1857, paper rustles in a silent hall. A hundred thumbs turn a thousand pages. Thirty miles of iron shelves line the walls of the vast library.

Among the readers sits a strange-looking man. His eyebrows form a frown. His lips disappear into a bushy beard. His tired, bloodshot eyes study the books in front of him. He scribbles notes in his native language, German.

The strange man reads reports filled with numbers and words. Written by factory inspectors and medical officers, they tell an alarming story. He reads of factory workers labouring long hours yet struggling to live on their wages. He reads of terrible conditions that workers cannot escape.

Night falls. The strange man grabs a moth-eaten coat. Outside, marble stairs are coated in dark-brown dust, blown out by enormous factory chimneys. As Karl Marx presses home through London’s backstreets, does he know that his ideas will be used to force change for millions? Does he know that his name will be known across the world?


The revolutionary

Karl Marx was born in Germany in 1818. At university, he studied law and philosophy. It was an exciting time to do so. World-changing ideas were in the air. Just a few decades earlier, Enlightenment thinkers had asked daring questions. Then the French Revolution had shaken old rules. Marx and his friends spent hours drinking wine and debating radical ideas.

Marx was especially fascinated, and disturbed, by the Industrial Revolution. He saw new machines creating great wealth, but factory workers sharing none of it. How can this be? he wondered. How can it be changed?

Marx came to believe that workers’ lives could never be improved through small changes. He decided the whole system needed to be overturned.

Then, in 1848, something extraordinary happened. Revolutions erupted across Europe. In country after country, a growing middle class demanded a share in government. Workers demanded democracy and better conditions. Only Russia and Britain escaped revolutions. And so Marx believed that his moment had come. He launched a radical newspaper to spread his ideas.

But the authorities got wind of Marx’s ideas. He was a wanted man. Marx had already been expelled from three cities – Paris, Cologne and Brussels. Now he was expelled from Germany. In 1849, he took refuge in London, followed by his wife Jenny and their children.


[image: Painting showing workers labouring inside a crowded nineteenth-century iron rolling mill, with glowing furnaces, heavy machinery, smoke-filled air and flying sparks as men shape red-hot metal in harsh industrial conditions.]

The Iron Rolling Mill, by Adolph Menzel, a German artist, 1875. The painting showed the effects of technological change on working lives.





Capitalism and socialism

In London, the once-wealthy Marx family lived in poverty. Damp and disease ruined their health. Only three of their seven children survived. Meanwhile, Marx pressed on, researching and writing late into the nights.

In 1867, after almost 20 years, Marx finally published his ideas in a book. On 800 detailed pages, he gave his explanation of how the Industrial Revolution had transformed society.

Marx wrote that most people now fell into two groups, or social classes. The smaller class owned capital – meaning factories, machines, coal mines, and anything else needed to make large amounts of money by producing goods. Marx called these wealthy people the capitalist class.

The second, much larger class, owned very little. Their only way to survive was to work for the capitalists. Marx called these people the working class. He wrote that these workers were locked into an unfair system that kept them poor. All they could sell was their work, or labour.

Marx wrote that owning capital gave the capitalist class immense power. They could hire and fire the workers whenever they wanted. And so, even though the working class did all the work, the capitalist class could keep almost all the profit.

Marx called this new way of living and working capitalism.

Marx saw only one way out for the workers. They would have to rise up and take the factories, machines and coal mines for themselves. Only then could they keep the wealth that they created – and share it equally.

This new system would be called socialism.



Das Kapital

Marx named his book Das Kapital, or ‘Capital’ in German. Thousands of copies were soon printed and shared, inspiring many workers and intellectuals. But not everyone welcomed Marx’s ideas. Rulers across Europe tried to suppress them, especially in Germany and Russia. There, radical newspapers and meetings were shut down. People were arrested for carrying Marx’s books.

But Karl Marx was optimistic. ‘Capitalism is doomed,’ he liked to say. To him, nothing seemed more certain. Every day, the rich grew richer, while the poor were stuck in poverty – a sign, he believed, that the system could not last.

One day, said Marx, the workers would rise up in revolution. And when the working class finally united against their masters, nothing, Marx believed, could stop them.


[image: Karl Marx]


[image: Title page of Karl Marx’s book Das Kapital, displaying the German title, the author’s name and publication details from the first edition published in 1867.]
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