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MAU-MAU WARRIOR

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Although actual military activities lasted barely half a decade, the Mau-Mau revolt left enduring legacies on several fronts: on military history, where the oath of secrecy associated with the ‘initiation’ of combatants created a level of cohesion that proved crucial in military operations; on the politics of peasant revolt, where the sentimental attachment to land forced local peasants to take up arms against an imperial force that was militarily far superior; on the political economy of imperial rule, where the British colonial power brought an excessive firepower to bear on an unconventional force that threatened the grip of British imperialism in the heart of Africa; and on the sociology of intra-group relations, where undignified death sentences were inflicted on members of the local population who betrayed the common ethnic cause in the fight against what was seen as the feudal tyranny of imperial rule. Almost half a century after the end of the revolt, Mau-Mau continues to offer inspiration to a diverse range of people, from the Mugabe-endorsed ‘war-veterans’ fighting to regain land from minority whites in Zimbabwe, to others who saw sufficient fun in the rebellion to invent a game of cards named after the memories of this peculiar African revolt. There have also been novels and films on the revolt, with a former British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, going so far as to narrate a prologue to one such film. But despite the wide use to which the rebellion has been put, what now seems certain is that the initial thinking, which portrayed the Mau-Mau revolt as a bunch of rag-tag forces that engaged in oath-taking, cannibalism and witchcraft, and dismissed the military activity of the force as being of mere entertainment value, is a gross misrepresentation. Indeed, it required the Lancashire Fusiliers undertaking the longest airlift in British military history, six battalions of King’s African Rifles, naval forces, artillery, engineers, heavy RAF bombers and jet fighters to bring this somewhat irregular force into some form of submission, and even this took four years, at a cost of almost £60 million, a significant amount by 1950s standards.
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A Mau-Mau suspect arrested for interrogation. Although arrested by black security agents, he will be taken to the white officers for interrogation. With the shortage of handcuffs, black security agents improvise with ropes to tie the suspect’s hands. (Courtesy of topfoto.co.uk)

But the Mau-Mau uprising has always been a peculiar revolt, with many of the issues surrounding it still shrouded in secrecy and confusion, even after 50 years. For one, the origin of the word ‘Mau-Mau’ is not known. Some have associated the name with the numerous mountains bordering the Rift Valley, north-east of Lake Naivasha, from where the activists were believed to have sought and obtained inspiration and guidance in their revolt against imperial rule, while others have described it as a British coinage to ridicule the complex organizational structures of the indigenous military operation because of its somewhat unconventional nature. Still others argued that it was the acronym for Mzungu Aende Ulaya – Mwafrica Apete Uhuru, which translated from Swahili means ‘Let the white man go back abroad so that Africa can get its independence.’ Further still, some have traced the origin to a Kenyan clergyman who used the phrase on his pulpit to describe the African resistance to European control in the country. Whichever, it is noteworthy that those who formed the organization never referred to the group as the Mau-Mau. To them the organization was variously referred to as ‘Muingi’ (The Movement) or ‘Muigwithania’ (The Unifier) or ‘Muma wa Uiguano’ (The Oath of Unity). There were also others who described the insurgence simply as the KCA, after the Kikuyu Central Association, the association that formed the impetus for the insurgency. Confusion over the meaning of the name apart, even the exact date of formation of the organization is still contested. While some put the date at around 1952, others have placed it around 1947, seeing it as the political heir of the associations that thrived in the 1920s when land problems were at their peak in the country.
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A memorial service held in Nairobi for members of the RAF who died during the course of the war against the Mau-Mau. (Courtesy of the Nicholas Wood Collection)
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Male and female employees being questioned before being issued with a permit to work on European farms. (Courtesy of the Nicholas Wood Collection)

But if the meaning and origin of the word Mau-Mau is uncertain, the aims and objectives of the movement were not. It was a revolt organized mainly by the Kikuyus, the dominant ethnic group in colonial Kenya, with some support from other smaller ethnic groups, particularly the Merus and the Embus, to challenge British colonial control. Land was at the centre of the Mau-Mau rebellion. Indeed, the movement was sometimes called the Land and Freedom Army. However, the true importance of this cannot be appreciated unless the political, economic and spiritual significance of land among the sub-Saharan African population is taken into consideration. Land is, indeed, the most important natural resource in Africa, indicating not only a symbol of economic power, but also the spiritual link between the living and the dead. Consequently, the white settlers’ massive acquisition of land that accompanied colonialism was seen by the African population as effecting a cut in the continuity between the living, the dead and the future generation, against which a war was legitimate. But as is often the case in wars against colonial rule, the target was not only the settlers but also the segments of the indigenous population who sympathized with them. This thus gave the Mau-Mau revolt the image of being not only a war against colonial domination, but also a civil war.

During the late 19th century, the European scramble for colonies in Africa had reached fever pitch, and the Berlin Conference had been convened to regulate colonization and trade in Africa. In July 1885, Britain declared a protectorate over Kenya. The formal opening of the East African Protectorate by the British in 1895 and the subsequent opening, in 1902, of the fertile highlands to white settlers, consolidated British imperial rule in the East African country.

While complaints against the land management policy of the British colonial government in Kenya were widespread, the Kikuyus were worst affected. Occupying the central highland part of Kenya, where the cool climate attracted considerable European settlement, the Kikuyus had had most of their lands taken over by white settlers, including the areas best suitable for agriculture. Indeed, by 1948, about 1[image: image] million Kikuyus were restricted to about 5,200 square kilometres, while 30,000 settlers occupied 31,000 square kilometres. The shortage of land forced many Kikuyus to become ‘tenants’ on European land, offering their labour in exchange for being allowed to occupy a patch of land. Over time, white settlers steadily demanded more days for the access they offered Kikuyu farmers, which the Kikuyus saw as a strategy for turning them into agricultural labourers. This deprivation was to be a crucial factor in the entire Mau-Mau revolt. Indeed, even before the Mau-Mau was formed, poor Kikuyu farmers who had moved to shanty towns around Nairobi after being dispossessed of their land by European farmers had begun harbouring anti-settler sentiments.

Land deprivation apart, a catalogue of other colonial policies also served to encourage the radicalization of African peasants during this period. These included the publication of the settlers’ Kenya Plan in 1949, the crackdown on unions in 1950, the move to elevate Nairobi to city status also in 1950 and the official endorsement of the unpopular Beecher Report on African education in 1951. Also in 1951, when the British Colonial Secretary, James Griffith, visited Kenya, he was presented with a demand for the inclusion of 12 elected black members into the Legislative Council governing the colony’s affairs. This request was rejected. Instead, Griffith proposed a council that ensured that the 30,000 white settlers had 14 representatives, the 100,000 Asians had six, the 24,000 Arabs had one, and the 5 million Africans had five, and these were to be nominated by the government. From the moment this proposal was made, the black population became convinced that a peaceful resolution of the socio-economic and political situation in Kenya was no longer possible, and extensive plans towards organized armed revolt against imperial rule were formulated.
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White settlers in Kenya devised different methods of ensuring protection for their families from Mau-Mau insurgents. One such was the construction of bamboo sticks around residential buildings. (Courtesy of the Nicholas Wood Collection)

Until recently, thanks to extensive research undertaken on the subject, most literature on the Mau-Mau has tended to trivialize the extensive and very complex military operation of the revolt. The activists have often been portrayed as a rabble of bloodthirsty cannibals, and the British military operation has been depicted as a triumphant expedition that intimidated the rebels into submission. Often ignored have been the political philosophy and the military machine that were deeply rooted in indigenous principles and tradition. This book addresses all the major aspects of the activities of the Mau-Mau warrior.


CHRONOLOGY

c.1947

It is believed that Mau-Mau was established and began holding meetings in the bush areas outside Nairobi.

1951

August: British intelligence report makes the first official confirmation of the existence of the Mau-Mau rebels operating in the country.

1952

8 April: Aguthi and Thenge locations of Nyeri districts punished with a fine of £2,500 for outbreak of arson.

26 July: First mass meeting of the Kenyan African Union (KAU) takes place in Nyeri.
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The aftermath of a Mau-Mau destruction of an African labourer’s farm quarters, with white police officers looking for evidence that could have been left behind by the insurgents. (Courtesy of the Nicholas Wood Collection)

24 August: Curfew imposed in districts in the outskirts of Nairobi where gangs believed to be Mau-Mau fighters have been setting fire to homes of Africans who refuse to cooperate with them.

7 October: A senior African chief who spoke against increasing Mau-Mau aggression is assassinated.

19 October: British government officially announces that it will be sending troops to Kenya to help put down the Mau-Mau revolt.

21 October: British colonial government declares a state of emergency. Jomo Kenyatta, the President of the KAU, is arrested for alleged Mau-Mau involvement.

30 October: Over 500 suspected Mau-Mau activists arrested.

14 November: 34 schools in the Kikuyu ethnic areas are closed down against the background of the Mau-Mau uprising.

18 November: Jomo Kenyatta charged with managing the Mau-Mau terrorist group and taken to the remote district of Kapenguria, where he is held incommunicado.

25 November: Mau-Mau declare open rebellion against British rule in Kenya; British government responds by arresting over 2,000 Kikuyu suspected members.

1953

1 January: Mau-Mau attack a remote farm in the Thompson area of Nairobi. Two settlers, Charles Hamilton and Richard Bingley, are killed.

2 January: Mau-Mau attack another farmhouse in the suburb of Nairobi. The occupants, Mrs Kitty Hesselberger and Mrs Raynes Simpson, are able to respond to the attack, killing the leader of the Mau-Mau group.

18 January: British Governor-General in Kenya, Sir Evelyn Baring, imposes death penalty on anyone who administers the Mau-Mau oath.

24 January: Mau-Mau capture headlines with the attack on the Rusk farm, killing Mr and Mrs Rusk and their six-year-old son.

26 January: Increased Mau-Mau activities and displeasure with government’s response force European settlers to form their own commando unit. Government also announces that a new military offensive is to begin under Major-General William Hinde.

26 March: Major Mau-Mau offensives against the Naivasha Police Station and the Lari.

1 April: British troops kill 24 Mau-Mau suspects and capture an additional 36.

8 April: Jomo Kenyatta sentenced to seven years’ hard labour in jail.

3 May: 19 Kikuyu members of the home guard murdered by the Mau-Mau.

8 June: British forces launch forest offensive against the Mau-Mau.

1954

15 January: General ‘China’, one of the key commanders of the Mau-Mau, is wounded and captured by British troops.

9 March: Two more Mau-Mau leaders, General ‘Katanga’ and General ‘Tanganyika’, surrender to the British authorities.

March: The British plan to end the Mau-Mau rebellion is presented to Parliament. General China, captured in January, is to write to other activists urging them to give up the rebellion.

11 April: British government admits that the General China strategy of the preceding month has failed.

24 April: Over 40,000 Kikuyu tribesmen arrested in coordinated dawn raids.

26 May: Treetops Hotel, where Princess Elizabeth and her husband were staying when they heard of King George VI’s death and her succession to the throne of England, is burnt down by the Mau-Mau.

1955

18 January: The Governor-General offers amnesty to Mau-Mau activists. The offer is that they will not face the death penalty but will be jailed for their crimes. This is condemned by European settlers.

21 April: Two British schoolboys are murdered.

10 June: Britain withdraws the offer of amnesty.

1956

7 January: The official death toll for Mau-Mau activists killed in Kenya since 1952 is put at 10,173.

5 February: Nine Mau-Mau activists escape from Mageta Island prison camp in Lake Victoria.

21 October: Dedan Kimathi, the last of Mau-Mau field marshals, is captured.

1957

18 February: Dedan Kimathi hanged.

10 November: State of emergency is ended in Kenya.

1960

18 January: The Kenyan Constitutional Conference being held in London is boycotted by African Nationalist leaders.

1961

18 April: In return for the release of Jomo Kenyatta, the African leaders agree to take a role in the Kenyan government.

14 July: Jomo Kenyatta released.

1963

27 May: Jomo Kenyatta elected Prime Minister in Kenya’s first multi-racial elections.

12 December: Kenya becomes independent.

16 December: General amnesty announced for Mau-Mau activists.

1964

12 December: Kenya becomes a republic, with Jomo Kenyatta as its first president.

OEBPS/images/9781472801821_img005.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472801821_img006.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472801821_img003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472801821_img004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472801821_imgnu.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472801821_img001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472801821_img002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781472801821_Cover.jpg
Osvm;v

Warrior

Mau-Mau Warrior

Abiodun Alao . lllustrated by Christa Hook






