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I’m for truth, no matter who tells it. I’m for justice, no matter

who it is for or against. I’m a human being first and

foremost, and as such I’m for whoever and whatever benefits

humanity as a whole.

– Malcolm X
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DECLARATION



I



stood in front of the bathroom mirror and examined myself carefully. The man

that stared back at me wasn’t the same person who had arrived in Toronto as a

frightened young political refugee from Africa almost 20 years earlier, on June

25, 1988. Of course, I remained the same ideologically. My core principles and

mores remained intact. But I had grown older, worldlier and hopefully wiser. I

had also become more socially and economically well-grounded. I was now a

father and a husband, with all those roles’ attendant social responsibilities and

expectations. Most obviously of all, physically I wasn’t the same penniless lanky

fellow that I had been in 1988.

It was September 14, 2007, the same day we were set to leave our beautiful

home in Bradford, Ontario, for good. For the past 11 years, this genteel suburban

town is what I had called home. It hadn’t just been a secure roof over our heads;

it had been where I had finally made a proper home for myself after my first

tumultuous decade in Canada. It was where I had raised a family. And it was

where we had prospered together as a family.

As a member of the Greater Luo community, tradition did not allow me to

call that house at 97 Dépeuter Crescent a home. Yes, Bradford is where I had

lived and managed to transform myself from a recently called member of the

bar to a well-established lawyer; from an ingénue father to a family man with

five beautiful children. For Luos, however, a home isn’t just where one lives or

raises a family, no matter for how long you are there. To a Luo, a home is

supposed to be where one’s mother ‘buried the placenta’; where the umbilical

cord is cut. But that is just half of the story because even Luos born in modern
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PEELING BACK THE MASK

health facilities in cities all over the world are still required to think of ‘home’

only as their ‘ancestral’ place – for Luos of Kenya this is the region on the shores

of Lake Victoria (Nam Lolwe) that the community migrated to centuries ago

from Southern Sudan.

A day before September 14, I had arrived back from Denver, Colorado, where

I had been part of the inner cohort supporting Raila Amolo Odinga, then Kenya’s

leading presidential candidate and the head of the Orange Democratic Movement

(ODM). Although the trip had been very successful, my mind had been distracted

by my impending return to Kenya – my homecoming. Now – as I stood there

looking at this 40-something man with a slightly greying, receding hairline – I

could no longer suppress my emotions. Nineteen years previously, I had arrived

in Canada with nothing but the clothes on my back and less than five Canadian

dollars in my pockets. I had been 24 years old and had weighed not more than

68 kilograms. I hadn’t been wearing glasses either. My damaged eyesight is a bitter

souvenir of the inhuman and barbaric state-sponsored torture I endured in

Nairobi’s Nyayo House torture chambers – where the powerful light inside the

7x7 detention chamber never went off – after my unlawful incommunicado

detention as a student leader.

After my release I had fled former President Daniel arap Moi’s repressive

regime on foot, at night, across the Kenya-Tanzania border. As we had walked

for more than eight hours across the savannah bush, thickets, thorns and grass,

all we had thought about was freedom. But more importantly, we had wanted to

escape to a country – any country – where we could be alive and be free like

human beings again: free to study, free to work, free to think and free to associate

with whomsoever we chose.

The Kenya we had been brought up in was post-colonial: in fact, more

accurately a neo-colonial banana republic. We had fled from it 24 years after its

flag independence from British colonial rule. Yet, those dreams of independence

had soured. We had lived under two successive autocratic one-man dictatorships.

Kenya’s first President, Jomo Kenyatta, had started off as a nationalist and

benevolent dictator before mutating into a chauvinistic bone-breaking autocrat

that rued any dissent. He, like his successor, the semi-literate Moi, had

transformed Kenya into a country that the late Josiah Mwangi Kariuki would

famously lament, before his assassination in 1975, was “A country of ten

millionaires and ten million beggars.” Under both Kenyatta and Moi, Kenyans

had been turned against each other through artificial ethnic manipulation,

competition and rivalries.
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DECLARATION

Now, in 2007, Kenya had become a country of 10,000 millionaires and more

than 41 million beggars! Although multiparty democracy had been enshrined in

the heavily mutilated 1963 Kenya Constitution, the country was only now

emerging from a long period of being a de facto one-party state.

In 1983, Moi’s then vice-president, Mwai Kibaki (now President) had moved

the motion in Parliament that inserted that infamous section 2A that made Kenya

an official totalitarian state. Kibaki was then one of KANU’s chief puppeteers. By

1988, Kenya had been ruled by Moi as a de jure one-party state for five solid years.

In those days, many perceived to be ‘radical’ – university lecturers, lawyers, writers,

journalists, university students, workers and church ministers – found themselves

either in detention without trial, in jail after trumped-up charges and kangaroo trials,

dead, or in exile. Things became so bad that, between 1982 and 1988, all formal

political opposition to the regime had been effectively stifled and only university

students had still found the courage to openly stand up and challenge the regime.

In 1987, when I fled from Kenya, the City of Nairobi was not as expansive as

it is today. Upper Hill, Kilimani and Hurlingham were then considered suburbs

with a few neatly fenced residential quarters, mainly government houses occupied

by middle-level and senior officers. Upper Hill was then almost entirely a Kenya

Railways staff quarters; not the modern concrete jungle it has become. The reliable

Kenya Bus Service – then a public transport system – was still plying all Nairobi

routes and that of its environs. The Kenya Railways station in Nairobi was then

a beehive of activity, with tens of thousands of commuters arriving from and

departing to the countryside daily. Public telephone booths with functioning

handsets and lines still dotted the city. Nairobi wasn’t exactly ‘safe’, but muggers,

car-jackers, robbers and pickpockets hadn’t invaded it like locusts, the way they

now have. But Moi’s ubiquitous Special Branch Police were swarming everywhere,

looking out for any sign of dissent.

It was in that smaller, yet febrile, city, that I had been involved – together with

many other progressive university students – in the struggle for national

liberation: liberation from totalitarianism, tribalism and institutionalised grand

corruption. Our abductions, detentions without trial, and torture had interrupted

that struggle, but never stopped it. While some of us were lucky enough to escape

with our lives to foreign countries where we had continued the struggle, others

continued with it from within Kenya, always being pursued by the Special Branch

and Moi's political thugs.

From exile I had for two decades continued to campaign for democracy and

academic freedom in Kenya through political activism: awareness-raising
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PEELING BACK THE MASK

campaigns for, with and through human rights groups, my writings, and my

organisation of political rallies and conventions abroad. Latterly, I had been a key

player in exile of the nascent Orange Democratic Movement and a close personal

ally of that movement’s leader, Raila Amolo Odinga. Fortunately, through

protracted struggles, we were able to have section 2A of the Constitution repealed

and multiparty politics reintroduced.

But in recent years this involvement at a geographical distance, though

valuable and valued, had begun to feel insufficient to me. I yearned to feel the

rich soil of Kenya under my feet once more. Now it was apparently safe for me

to return, I wanted to witness first-hand democracy taking root again and to help

to nurture its growth. I had political ambitions of my own and felt that I could

make more meaningful contributions to making Kenya a better society for all

Kenyans from the ‘ground’, than I could from Canada.

I also felt that I had some unfinished business to pursue there relating to the

assassination of my good friend, Dr. Crispin Odhiambo Mbai. This sage had been

shot and killed at close range in cold blood one Sunday afternoon in September

2003. From Canada I had tried to do all I could to assist in the arrest of his killers

who, to date, have not been prosecuted even though The Standard newspaper’s

investigative journalists traced some of them to a Tanzanian village. Senior Kenyan

politicians who were alleged to have been involved in his death have never been

investigated.

So, my return to Kenya in September 2007, would be to continue the struggle

we had joined in the 1980s for true democracy in Kenya, to pursue my own

political ambitions and to seek justice for my late friend.

“The truck is almost here,” my wife Jane said, opening the bathroom door

slightly, and returning me back to the present reality.

“Well, we are ready,” I responded.

The children, especially Biko and Anyango, didn’t look happy at all. Biko, my

son, didn’t want me to leave. He thought, wrongly, that I would never return to

Canada. And because he was remaining behind with his sister Atieno, my eldest

child, so that they could continue with their education (they were about to join

high school), Biko cried uncontrollably, saying that I shouldn’t abandon him;

that I couldn’t leave him behind. I could never imagine doing that, let alone plan

it: I love my children so completely and unconditionally that nothing could make

me abandon any of them.

This was the second time Biko had done this. The first time was when I had

travelled to inspect the construction of the roof at our Runda house in Nairobi.
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DECLARATION

The boy had cried so much that I had had to buy an air ticket for him and we

had spent one month together running around, supervising the construction. But

the boy was visibly distressed. It took me time and effort to make him understand

and accept that our relocation wasn’t intended to hurt him or anybody else.

Suré and Atieno seemed nonchalant; they never expressed enthusiasm for

leaving, nor any sense of loss. But fleetingly, Suré mentioned that she wanted to

remain behind so that she could continue attending Fieldcrest Elementary School

in Bradford and still be taught by Mrs. Lee. Our last born, Achieng’, wanted us

to “keep the house so that we could return to it”. I explained to her that,

unfortunately, we had already sold the house to someone else and that it was no

longer ours. But being only four, Achieng’ did not yet have a conception about

ownership. Even the five-year-old Anyango didn’t, as she insisted that we could

leave her in the house so that “I can stay here and play in the park every day”.

On September 19, our plane departed Pearson International Airport, Toronto,

at 11pm. We hugged Biko, Atieno, their mother and my ex, Tracey, and Kathy

France, my great friend and bookkeeper, before going through security. Although

we suppressed our emotions, both Jane and I were crying within. (I could tell

just by looking at her.) I was happy to be returning to Kenya and looking forward

to the challenges and the opportunities that we were undoubtedly going to

encounter. But I also recalled a question one of our friends had asked me: she

sought to know if I would be able to work with Raila Odinga given his reputation

of not brooking dissent or independent-minded people. I assured her that things

would be all right, that I believed him, based on the short duration of time I had

known him, to be open-minded, secure and progressive. Of course, this premature

confidence would return to haunt me later.

During our eight-hour flight to Amsterdam, I didn’t sleep much. My mind

was clouded by thoughts, reflections and emotions. I thought about my struggles

during the 19 years’ sojourn in Canada. I felt sad that I had closed down my

thriving legal practice, discarded and left behind a comfortable middle-class

existence for the turbulence, the risks and the uncertainties of life in Kenya. I had

laid down my roots in Canada, so to speak. In many ways, it was there that I had

become a man as well as a respected member of the community.

Yes, I had been a student leader in Kenya and even made headline news when

we were abducted, detained incommunicado and tortured for 14 days. During

that dreadful fortnight – and after – we, the student leaders, became national

figures and made history. It was in Canada, however, that I would complete my

university studies and become gainfully employed. For more than 13 years, I had



xv



Peeling Back the Mask Prelims_Layout 1 23/06/2012 01:00 Page xvi



PEELING BACK THE MASK

worked hard and built a law firm in a far away land from my country of birth; I

had also built a family and had friends and colleagues with whom we had formed

close and fulfilling relationships. There was social and financial stability in my

life. In addition, the Canadian society (unlike in Kenya) provides social, health,

educational, infrastructural and physical securities that make life liveable. We had

begun to take for granted clean water, electricity, good roads, weekly garbage

collection, pervasive security, and mundane things such as reliable and functioning

landline telephones and home mail delivery – which aren’t available in Kenya.

Leaving all that for an unknown, unpredictable and unstable life in Kenya with

attendant political risks had been a difficult decision. My household had been

sharply divided over my decision to relocate. My wife had preferred living in

Canada. So had Biko, and one of our twin daughters, Anyango. Except for Achieng’

who must have been genuinely confused, my other children had at first preferred

to side with their Daddy, believing that I would know what I was doing. There was

no doubt that my wife and the children had known I meant well and was trying to

do the best to provide for them. I had quietly agonised over my decision.

I had political ambitions that, as a pragmatist, I knew I couldn’t fulfil in

Canada. There was an invisible ceiling that all African Canadians knew we

couldn’t penetrate or go beyond. Virtually every African Canadian I knew

understood this unwritten law. As a lawyer, I could aspire to be, and perhaps even

become, a superior court judge. But there was no evidence that Canadian society

was ready to allow any one of us, no matter how qualified, talented, skilled, or

experienced, to become a chief justice. In politics, it was possible to rise to the

position of a councillor, mayor or parliamentarian. It was possible to become a

cabinet minister – Lincoln Alexander and Zanana Akande had blazed a trail there.

Yet why did they have to be thought of as trailblazers? I could not accept the fact

that even my children (who were already exhibiting their father’s strong-willed

stamina and ambitious streak) would have to adjust their dreams to fit neatly into

the colour-coded social stratifications of Canada.

Yes, I was musing over these things as Barack Obama had just started his

audacious journey to the apex of American political power. But Canada wasn’t

the US and Obama, though born of a Luo father, had a Caucasian mother, and

had been brought up in America as an American by his Caucasian grandmother.

I couldn’t claim to be a Canadian. Indeed I had never thought of myself as

anything but Kenyan. I have always considered myself a proud, progressive panAfricanist: one that believes in, and is fully committed to the unity and total

liberation of the continent and all its peoples.
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DECLARATION

Admittedly, there were lots of challenges in Kenya as I prepared for my return

home. There was ethnic exclusivism, xenophobia, discrimination and

marginalisation of certain groups of people. There was flagrant nepotism and

cronyism. Integrity, competence, education, training, experience and skills, which

should be the basic criteria for employment and upward mobility, didn’t matter

as much as ethnic, racial and class affiliations. Caucasians, Asians, and the Kikuyu

and Kalenjin elites – generally – were regarded to rank higher than other groups,

in that order. The first and second categories derive their privileged status to

colonial policies, while the elites of the third and fourth groups draw theirs from

neo-colonial tribalism and abuse of power. In fact, growing up (and even up to

this moment), I have never met an unemployed or homeless Kenyan Caucasian

or Asian. Whether at Kenya’s airports, hotels, restaurants or at social and political

functions, those belonging to these two groups are always served first and more

politely than their African counterparts. It’s one despicable colonial and neocolonial legacy I have never accepted, and which is what I felt the burning desire

to help change.

And yes, there was runaway, systemic and institutional corruption. There were

deep-rooted and serious iniquities and inequalities affecting more than 80 per cent

of the population. The roads were far fewer, narrower and poorly constructed than

in Canada. Clean running water was as rare as gold. Electricity was unreliable.

There was no public health, education and transportation system to speak of.

Political intolerance was a huge problem. The economy was stuttering along.

Unemployment was uncontrollably beyond 75 per cent. Inflation had hit the roof.

Although I had constructed a beautiful house for my family in the gated

Runda estate and felt positively about the elections scheduled for December 2007,

when we landed at the Jomo Kenyatta International Airport that September 20,

I was a maelstrom of emotions.

Nineteen years previously, on June 25, 1988, when my British Airways flight

from Johannesburg to London had landed at Jomo Kenyatta International

Airport, I had had to remain in my seat as we waited for the plane to deposit

Nairobi-bound passengers and pick up London-bound ones. My fellow exile

Erastus Omill Oloo and I hadn’t been able to risk disembarking. The United

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) had forewarned us that we

would be on our own if we made any rogue moves. We had been told that Moi’s

ubiquitous Special Branch police would be on high alert and would relish the

prospect of nabbing those ‘enemies of the state’ and parading us to the media for

propaganda purposes.
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But here I was – back now for good. This time around, I didn’t have to look

over my shoulders; at least not in anticipation of a sudden and unjustified swoop

by the Special Branch. When Kenyans had forced Moi to repeal section 2A, it had

released the suppressed and frustrated energies of Kenyans, re-energised political

activism and led to the formation of a torrent of political parties. Ordinary Kenyans

had demanded and enforced their freedoms of expression and association. The

hitherto muzzled and intimidated media had found its voice at last.

So, as we drove through Nairobi, I felt more liberated and excited than anxious

about this new life. Yes, Jane, the children and I missed our spacious and clean

Bradford house, but I was happy that I no longer had to worry too much about

what I said and to whom. Even though Kenya remained in large measure an

unmitigated totalitarian state where extra-judicial killings, police and military

brutality of the ordinary citizen, looting of public resources and other abuse of

power occur daily, I was happy that I could (working together with other

progressive Kenyans, particularly in the ODM), confront these challenges without

fear.

We were home. Not ‘home’ in the cultural sense because I wasn’t going to

settle down in Magina or Kisumu. But home because I was back in Kenya, my

motherland. Emotionally, I was very happy. It had been many years. I had missed

the food, the music, the landscape and the people, particularly the people. I had

deeply missed being able to speak my mother tongue without feeling

uncomfortable or looking over my shoulder. Politically, I felt ready to face the

risks, challenges and opportunities that lay ahead.

I was determined to plunge headlong into the political process with the hope

and commitment of trying to contribute towards making Kenya a model modern

democratic state, governed by the rule of law, respectful and adhering to

fundamental human rights, and guided by and practising constitutionalism.

Whenever I thought of Canada with all those wide and well-built roads and its

other infrastructures, I felt impatient. I knew that we were capable of catching

up with the developed world if we fixed our politics, especially if we had visionary,

committed and incorruptible leaders. If we were able to stamp out grand

corruption from our politics and government system, I was sure we would be able

to place our country on the path for national renewal and prosperity. I was certain

that with good leadership, tribalism and nepotism were cancers that we could

eradicate in less than five years.

As we settled into our new Runda home, I re-examined myself and smiled.

The image I saw staring back at me was of a committed man, ready to give a
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DECLARATION

humble contribution towards a more egalitarian, free, equitable, tolerant, just,

united and developed country. The once all powerful Kanu party was limping

into oblivion, having been mercilessly humbled during the 2002 elections. The

massive coalition of opposition parties – Narc (National Alliance Rainbow

Coalition) – that won those elections had also crumbled. President Kibaki had

decamped from the once indomitable Narc and hitched a political ride with a

new outfit called Party of National Unity (PNU), on whose ticket he was now

fighting for re-election. Raila, too, had abandoned Narc to stand for the Orange

Democratic Movement (ODM) less than three months before the 2007 elections.

He would be gunning for the country’s top leadership on an ODM ticket.

The political panorama was a quagmire. There were no clear ideological

demarcations or distinctions between the political parties and individuals now

competing for power. Although Raila’s ODM had an impressive manifesto and a

conglomeration of past liberation soldiers, it, too, had more than its fair share of

former KANU plutocrats, looters and retrogressive characters.

This was a far cry from the political situation in the country in 1987 when I

had fled into exile. At the time, there hadn’t been any doubt who the ‘enemies of

the people’ were. And it had been crystal clear who was genuinely fighting for

the liberation of the country. In those days, one’s liberation credentials were more

valuable than the depths of one’s pockets. Leadership had not yet been mortgaged

and reserved for dubious political and business oligarchs. Parliament had not yet

been auctioned off to people whose vast wealth had been acquired in murky

circumstances.

Now, as I prepared to enter the political fray, I was deeply troubled by the fact

that some of those ‘enemies of the people’ – plutocrats who had occupied exalted

positions in Moi’s government and assisted him in suppressing the popular will

of the people – had not only escaped with impunity, but were perched high up

in senior positions in both Kibaki’s government and Raila’s ODM. But I am an

optimist by nature; perhaps I allowed my heart’s hope that an ODM victory

would usher in a better era for Kenya, to rule my head. I intellectualised that

while the path to power might involve pragmatic alliances, once in power the

ODM would be different from previous Kenyan governments. But I had perhaps

philosophised on these issues too much.

My support for Raila Odinga was predicated on this vision of a cleaned-up

Kenya; a Kenya where leadership would be acquired and retained through

progressive ideological clarity, honesty, integrity and commitment to the public

good, where impunity would be punished unremittingly. Up to the point at which
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I returned to Kenya, Raila had shown (in my opinion) dynamism, vision and

commitment. He spoke the language of a united, democratic, modern and

developed Kenya. He espoused (if only rhetorically) pan-Africanism and social

democratic credos. He asserted his belief and commitment in a country governed

by the rule of law and constitutionalism; a country that respects basic human

rights and is committed to social justice and cultural, social and economic equality

and renewal.

Would we succeed?

As this book will, I hope, show, I came to believe that Raila wasn’t honest or

ready for the complete overhaul and transformation of the Kenyan society, starting

with its leadership and politics. His rhetoric was intended to woo votes so as to

ascend to power. Beyond that, he lacked genuine vision and commitment.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *

On August 4, 2011, the Prime Minister of the Republic of Kenya, Raila Amolo

Odinga, announced, through the Kenyan media, that he had suspended me

indefinitely without pay as his senior adviser on coalition, legal and constitutional

affairs. Until this sudden announcement, I had also been serving as the joint

secretary to The Permanent Committee on the Management of the Grand

Coalition Affairs.

Simultaneous with my suspension were the summary dismissals of all my staff.

The locks to my office were changed; my personal effects continue to be detained

illegally. The sealed suspension letter, marked ‘top secret’ was delivered to me 28

hours after the media started reporting its contents. Media reports – and the

letter – alleged that I had been suspended for “misconduct”. Yet I have never been

given any particulars of this supposed “misconduct”.

In other words, I had been accused, disgraced, judged and hanged without

due process. And by Odinga, a man who had served eight years of detention

without trial under Moi’s repressive regime. Odinga has always billed himself as

an ‘agent of change’ and as a ‘progressive leader’ who believes in the rule of law

and constitutionalism. Yet here he was publicly humiliating his most senior

personal adviser and friend. A friend who had supported his ambitions to become

president of Kenya, stood by him loyally at his darkest hour in December 2007

after President Kibaki had stolen his presidential victory and had worked tirelessly

for him ever since. Why had he treated me this way? What had I done? But even

more importantly, had Odinga exposed himself as a man who couldn’t be trusted
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with power? Was Odinga a true democrat and ‘reformer’ as he had for decades

claimed?

In Peeling Back The Mask, I expose him as a selfish, confused, hypocritical and

deceptive leader whose greed for power and money makes him unfit for the

presidency of the republic of Kenya. The book contains details of Odinga’s

transgressions: from serial illicit sexual exploits with various married women to

involvements in corruption; from his befuddled and inconsistent positions on

the constitutional review and the International Criminal Court (ICC) process to

his failure to negotiate effectively with President Kibaki, his partner in Kenya’s

grand coalition government; through to his disgraceful dozing through important

meetings. The book depicts a cowardly and intellectually dishonest leader

undeserving of all the praise and attention he has generated or received over the

years.

The book also retraces my steps from early childhood in grinding poverty in

Magina village; my arrest and torture as a student activist; my political exile in

Canada; to the frustrations I faced while serving as Odinga’s adviser.

The timing of the book is made even more pertinent by the fact that Kenya

is set to hold general and presidential elections in less than one year from the date

of its publication. In view of the post-election violence that engulfed the country

(and nearly reduced it to rubble through ethnic-based conflagrations) in 2007, I

am sure Kenyans and Kenyan observers will be interested in knowing the

intrigues, discussions and power plays that have been occurring in Nairobi’s

‘corridors of power’.

Since my irregular suspension and later half-hearted reinstatement, I have

become known as a thorn in the side of the grand coalition government and a

critic of Odinga. Very few people dare to publicly challenge powerful political

figures in Kenya. Rarer still is the decision of those affected –like me – to publish

their experiences in book form. But at a tender age, I promised myself, my mother

and my God that I would never compromise on matters of integrity, truth and

social justice. I hope that after reading this book, many will confirm that I have

kept that promise. As Ngugi wa Thiong’o says in his Barrel of a Pen: Resistance to

Repression in Neo-Colonial Kenya: “silence before the crimes of the neo-colonial

regime in Kenya is collusion with social evil”.

I believe that the time has come for me to peel back the mask of injustice, betrayal

and deception from Raila Odinga and other merchants of impunity and expose them

for what they are: devious and conniving people who have abused the collective trust

Kenyans placed on them to transform the country for national prosperity.
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* * * * * * * * * * * * * *

These are my memoirs.

Dates and incidents are not weaved together chronologically for the sole

purpose of narrating a story. My life story is not told here to entertain anyone.

The book tackles (or so I hope) some of the key issues in my ongoing life,

commencing with my early childhood experiences to the most contemporary

highlights of my involvement in Kenyan politics.

It would be difficult (perhaps impossible) to appreciate what drives me if one

does not understand my core values, ideals, vision, ideological beliefs,

philosophical and political commitments and moral precepts. One cannot divorce

me from the zeitgeist of my generation. Nor can one successfully separate me

from the material and historical circumstances that have shaped my life. I belong

to the generation of Kenyans born from the 1960s to the early 1970s who were

too young to have experienced the nationalist aspirations and ferment that

culminated in independence. But we were (soon) old enough to read the

disappointments etched on the faces of those who had hoped for so much more

from a Kenya where their own countrymen were now the masters. We were old

enough to experience crushed dreams, grand corruption and barbaric abuses of

power. We also witnessed the ravages wrought by the International Monetary

Fund and the World Bank, through African puppets, mascots and cunningly

creative structural adjustment programmes.

Our generation experienced the famines of the 1970s and the humiliation of

having to line up for food aid. Many of us were already young adults in the sunset

years of Kenyatta’s despotism and the morning of Moi’s tyranny. We knew who

those independence figures, like Jaramogi Oginga Odinga, Pio Gama Pinto,

Bildad Kaggia and Field Marshall Dedan Kimathi were; we were familiar with

the thoughts of African freedom fighters from Amilcar Cabral to Marcelino dos

Santos; we knew where to place the Mobutu Sese Sekos, Kamuzu Bandas and

Daniel arap Mois; our teachers literally and ideologically had been the Ngugi wa

Thiongos and Oki Ooko Ombakas; we had read all the great writings of the likes

of Walter Rodney, Frantz Fanon, Paulo Freiré and Ruth First. Our heroes and

heroines were Nelson Mandela, Graça Machel, Thomas Sankara, Steve Biko and

Cynthia McKinney.

We sympathised with the politics of the Green and anti-globalisation

movement, but above all I belong to a generation who unapologetically identified

with and embraced Africa, the ‘Third World’ and all human progress; I am a man
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who is part of the generation that did not fear, despise or look down on our

sisters – on the contrary we saw them as comrades, colleagues, friends – the half

of humanity we have learned from and work closely with in all our aspirations.

Not all of us were socialists, Marxist-Leninists or radicals, but we were united in

our quest for another possible, alternative milieu. We pursued undiluted human

dignity, equality, freedom and justice for all.

Even though I lived in North America for many years, my affinity for, identity

with and passion for Kenya and Africa never subsided. I always wanted to be and

still want to be part of the solutions. Without understanding some of these

grounding principles it would be difficult to understand why I easily and

consciously walked away from a comfortable Canadian lifestyle that I had

struggled to attain, and plunged myself headlong into the uncertain vicissitudes

of a cutthroat and turbulent Kenya.

As my narrative unfolds, it will become patently clear that my disappointment

with some political personages I had earlier placed on a pedestal had a lot to do

with my ideals and core values. Perhaps I was too idealistic; perhaps I expected

too much from mere mortals with their inevitable foibles and frailties. Or perhaps,

as I argue, one such disappointment – Odinga – was all along a ‘political conman’

who masked his true identity, nature and intentions and by doing so succeeded

in fooling people, including myself, for a long time.
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CHAPTER ONE

MAGINA



I



was born to a peasant mother in a village called Magina on the shores of the

River Nyando in the Kano Plains in the former Nyanza Province of western

Kenya. Magina is a name Luos (the community I belong to) use to describe

something expansive or a weapon of mass destruction. It is, however, unclear how

the village got its name.

My father had died when my mother was pregnant with me. I was her last

child. I was born at home, so there are no records of my birth. My illiterate

mother told me, however, that it was after the heavy rains of Uhuru or

independence. Historians have confirmed that there were heavy rains during that

period. It could have been in 1964 because I started elementary school in 1971.

Those days, you wouldn’t be admitted to grade one if you couldn’t touch the

upper tip of your left ear with the right hand while standing straight with your

neck upright. The first thing that teachers did was ask the newly arrived children

to stand in a straight line and they would make each one try to touch the tip of

their ear. Those who failed would be sent home. This process began in village

nursery schools, which weren’t real ‘nurseries’ because ‘classes’ were conducted

under any large tree in the village. Children would mostly sing, narrate stories,

and struggle with riddles and tongue-twisters. We were usually served rice and

something that looked like rice but tasted differently called mawele (oatmeal).

The nursery ‘teachers’ were all local women from the village. I don’t know

whether they were officially employed or just volunteers. We didn’t have exercise

books, pencils, rubbers or text books. The ‘teacher’ would simply stand in front

of us and begin singing or reciting a, e, i, o, u, ba, cha, da, and such like, and we

would roar after her for a half day. The following day, we would do numbers,
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counting from 1 to 10, then from 1 to 20, and so forth. Once we mastered

whatever we were being taught, we would proceed to the alphabet. Meanwhile,

our parents or guardians or older siblings would have gone to the market, farms

or schools. In a way, we were being baby-sat.

So, I never saw or had a father. My mother served both roles. I had one older

brother and five sisters and four step sisters. My mother’s seven other children

had died as babies. Until my mother’s death in 1987, our family home was a small

one-roomed grass-thatched and mud-walled hut in Magina. Villagers used water

from the river Nyando for everything: drinking, cooking, washing, bathing and

disposing of all waste. Those days, there were hardly any pit latrines. The bush

and maize fields were the ultimate destination for villagers, making the daily early

morning exodus a sight to behold. Modern toilets are still unheard of in Magina

to this day. It’s amazing that epidemics didn’t wipe out the village years ago.

Standing in Magina village facing north, Nyabondo Plateau would be to your

back, to the south; Lake Victoria to the south-west; and Nandi Hills to the northeast and the blue skies connecting (literally) to the ground in the open spaces all

around. From Magina, Kano Plains feels like a valley or a huge hole. Standing

there as a child – and observing all around me – I sometimes felt physically

trapped.

Two clans occupy Magina. They are the Kimira and Ka’Nyilum. My mother

came from the Kimira clan, but not the one located in Magina. My mother told

me that my father, Miguna wuod Jomune, was a tall brown handsome man. He

must have been six foot four. That’s an intelligent guess because both my brother

and I are six foot four. Even some of my sisters are close to six feet tall. Both my

parents had converted to Christianity. My father became “Joshua” Miguna

Jomune and my mother ‘Margaret’ Suré Miguna. I was named after my father.

When I was about five years’ old, I was taken to be baptised in our village

church. I liked that particular church because they didn’t beat drums and jump

exuberantly as they prayed. I have never been a fan of loud and charismatic

churches. When the village priest asked me to confirm if my name was ‘Joshua

Otieno Miguna,’ I baulked. Apparently, my mother had asked the priest to name

me Otieno because I had been born at night. Nobody had ever called me Otieno

though. I told the priest, firmly, that I wouldn’t accept the name. I explained to

him that there were too many boys in the village with it and that I didn’t like to

be associated with a name that common. The priest was taken aback because no

other child had ever refused a name proposed by the parents. But I stood my

ground. My mother relented and asked me to choose what I wanted to be called.

So, I chose Joshua Miguna Miguna. I explained that she had named me after my
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father who was Joshua Miguna wuod Jomune. However, since I was Joshua

Miguna wuod Miguna, I needed to be called Joshua Miguna Miguna. That’s how

I ended up with my name. Over the years, I have tried to find the meaning of

‘Miguna’ with little success. Some people have told me that ‘miguna’ refers to

something – anything – ancient, like a rock. Well, I really don’t know. I’m OK

with that. Later in 1997 – long after I had gone into exile in Canada –I officially

excised ‘Joshua’ from my name and became simply ‘Miguna Miguna’.

Folklore in the village spoke of my father as a hard working and frugal man

who rarely parted with money. They sang songs about him in the village, calling

him ‘Oruko pesa mit makata minu kwayi’. Loosely translated, it means ‘Oruko

the one who loves money so much that he can’t part with it even when his mother

begs him for some’. They didn’t seem to narrate that as a way of rebuke. They

seemed to marvel at my father’s frugality. His name wasn’t Oruko; so I’m unsure

as to why they referred to him using that name. Rukruok in Luo means being in

different places doing different things at the same time. In other words, he was

agile; a multi-tasker. It could well be that that’s what they meant. After all, he

was a husband, father, farmer, trader and investment genius by the standards of

the village. He used to be a trader in livestock, especially cattle, from as far as

Aora Chuodho in Ndhiwa, South Nyanza. He would bring them to Sondu, Ahero

and Kisumu, where he would sell them for tidy profits.

In the early1950s, my father had business partners from all over Nyanza. One

particular business partner was called Migowe from Apondo village in

Rachuonyo. They were so close that whenever Migowe accompanied my father

to Ahero, Sondu or Kisumu, they would stay together in our homestead, and

whenever my father was in South Nyanza, he would stay at Migowe’s home. By

the standards of that period, the two grew rich and influential. This was long

before independence. And to show their wealth, they both became polygamists,

with Migowe overreaching himself and marrying more than ten wives. My father

had two. And to cement their friendship, my father married out my elder sister

Jane Atieno to Migowe’s eldest son called Dishon Osuma who was at that time a

business apprentice of both my father and Migowe. Osuma went on to become,

by then local standards, a real business magnate in Nyanza, acquiring fleets of

buses called Nyombulu, as well as real estate along the Mikayi, Oyugis and Kisii

road. But Osuma, like his father and my father, was illiterate. He, too, was a

polygamist who married five women.

In contrast to my father’s reputation of frugality, my mother was generous to

a fault. She never had anything she didn’t want to distribute and share with

villagers and relatives. Her reputation in the village was of a fiercely honest person
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who was also too generous to be rich. In that time, peasants in Nyanza hardly

understood money. Their economic worldview revolved around livestock and

land. We are talking of a period when agriculture and fishing weren’t developed

and most Luos partook in them just to stay alive. There were no large scale

farmers. Growing up, we rarely had anything in excess of our barest minimal

requirements. Yet, whenever my mother had one kilogram of sugar in the

morning, for instance, you could be sure that by evening it would have been

shared out until she would end up with nothing.

As children, we used to be frustrated by our mother’s generosity. Her situation

following my father’s untimely death had grown gradually worse. She told

harrowing stories of how after my father’s death, his brother Aoyi had taken away

my father’s cattle, ploughing equipment and other things considered “wealth” at

that time. He had sold most of it before moving away to different places in South

Nyanza. Eventually, Aoyi settled in Nyatoto village, in Lambwe Valley and became

a rich landowner and farmer. Other male relatives of my father denied my mother

access to most of the land. The situation was made worse by the fact that my

mother refused to be “inherited” in accordance with the Luo customs. They left

her without livestock and land, which were then the only investments and means

of survival for peasants. She used her bare hands to toil on a tiny strip of land,

growing vegetables, corn and millet.

The village was located between the River Nyando and its tributary Wailes.

The river Nyando broke its banks in April, August and December every year. The

floods would cover the entire village sending everyone in search of safety in higher

grounds. The water was muddy, and it was everywhere, as far as the eye could

see. During the rainy seasons, Magina village would be deserted. People would

leave the village by swimming, using anything that floated: banana plants, reeds

tied together, traditional boats, and on rare occasions on boats the villagers called

andururu (motor boats with propellers that make ‘ndruuu’ noise).The first port

of call would be the Chief ’s Camp in Ahero. However, since the entire locality

would have been rendered homeless, the Chief ’s Camp would quickly fill up,

leaving most people stranded. On those occasions, we would sometimes be

supplied with blankets, tents, mosquito nets and food portions. Essentially, the

villagers relied on relief assistance during the perennial floods.

As the floods subsided but before the place dried up, battalions of white men

with long guns would descend on our village shooting at the swarms of geese and

wild ducks. They would shoot sporadically as their black assistants ran off to catch

any birds they shot down. The villagers didn’t seem to know where the white

people came from but they came every time during the floods. The geese and
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wild ducks were so numerous in those days that they would blanket large swathes

of the water’s surface.

When the village was flooded, all the schools closed. There wasn’t any other

activity except fishing. The men would go out, mostly at night, with flash lights,

fish traps, nets and other contraptions. They would stay out all night. Sometimes

they would return at dawn with lots of fish. Other times, they wouldn’t be so

lucky. Fishing at night had its dangers, such as the ferocious Nyando

hippopotamuses. Because there was no man in our household – my father was

deceased and my brother was working as a policeman away from the village when

I was a young boy – my family rarely partook in the fishing exercises. That meant

that as other families with adult men were feasting on fish, we at times did

without. Fortunately, however, life in the village was such that neighbours always

looked out for each other. And due to my mother’s legendary generosity, it wasn’t

unusual for her to return home after a harrowing day in the fields and find that

some anonymous person had left fish for her.

When I was in lower primary, I used to visit my maternal grandmother, Roda,

in the Kimira clan, near Wang’anga, just a few kilometres from the Luo Kipsigis

border. I remember vividly how the Kimira and Katolo clans used to organise

wrestling contests of young men between the two clans. The matches were huge

events that were held in a big field near my grandmother’s home. In those days,

wrestling was the biggest entertainment sport around Kano, not soccer.

In many ways, life in the village was idyllic. Between the ages of five and 15,

boys in the village would gather in the evening, almost weekly (depending on when

the cows gave birth), from one household to the other, drinking adila (which my

wife tells me is called colostrum) with ugali, and on occasion, barbecuing the fatty

portion from a ram’s tail. There is nothing I loved more than those evenings.

This is what would happen: one week after a cow gives birth, it produces lots

of brown milk – colostrum – which isn’t really meant for human consumption.

Ideally, the colostrum should be exclusively used by her offspring. But often,

during the first week, the calf is still too young to feed on all the colostrum, which

is extremely rich in nutrients (and I suspect antibodies). And as happened in those

days, villagers were frugal and never allowed food to go to waste. It was this excess

colostrum that our mothers would keep in large earthenware pots for weeks,

allowing it to ferment until it was frothing with gases (and obviously friendly

germs). On an appointed day, all the boys from the neighbourhood (except

perhaps one or two greedy ones) would be invited for a ‘feast’ at the home where

the cow had given birth. We would arrive dutifully and wait for the ugali and

adila. That day, we wouldn’t take dinner in our respective homes.
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That wasn’t the only food-related ‘ceremony’ the village reserved for boys.

Magina village was famous for the abundance of ‘food’ – corn, millet, potatoes,

vegetables, cattle, sheep and goats. There were more sheep than goats in the

village. Nearly every household had some. So, before the young rams developed

their huge, curled fatty tails (we called them sembe), boys in the village would

wait until it had just enough girth before using a very sharp knife to cut off and

remove a small portion from the tip. A red-hot machete would be used to burn

the place from which we had chopped off our meal in order to help it heal.

For me, the only occasions that rivalled the adila and sembe feasts were the

traditional weddings. On those occasions, there would be abundant food. We

would eat bread with margarine spreads (a delicacy that was often reserved only

for such special occasions) and feast on sembe.

If there are things I look back on with sentimentality, it is the adila, sembe

and traditional wedding feasts. Those days, I wished for a wedding every week.

This was because whenever my brother or another young man in the village was

getting married, we would be sent to take the cattle for ‘bride wealth’ to the bride’s

home, especially if she hailed from any of the Kano clans. Taking the cattle to

the bride’s home was called ‘sembo dhok’. There isn’t anything close to it in

English. But it essentially meant that we, the boys, would “walk” the cattle either

from the market place or from the homestead of the groom. It was on such

occasions that boys in the village bonded, shared stories and experiences.

Magina was – and remains – both an interesting and a depressing place. There

were – and are – no real homes in the village; only clusters of huts. The huts were

constructed very close to each other, each cluster forming large homesteads. The

huts were thatched with a kind of grass called seé (Cypress rotundus) that only

grows in swamps. Nothing was permanent in the village. At night – and except

when the stars, the full moon or the fireflies were out in full force – the whole

village was pitch-dark. Apart from local drunks, night runners and fishermen

when there were floods, very few villagers ventured out after dusk.

Our lives were in constant flux, you could say we lived a life of nomadism.

Nature dictated where and how we lived. For a while when I was still a teenager,

Magina produced some of the best sweet potatoes, yams, arrowroots, pumpkins,

cassava, peas (whose leaves are used as vegetables) and tomatoes I have seen in

my life. Despite the grinding poverty, starvation hasn’t been known to the people

of my village. They have had very little throughout, yes, but the kind of famine

we have seen on our television screens has been largely absent.

For as long as I lived there, I never heard of thefts. In many ways, life in

Magina was and has remained very idyllic. There was no infrastructure to speak
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of, nor were there any social amenities. Sadly, this situation remains to this day.

Magina is a village that has known no modern development. The floods continue

to ravage the village many times each year. Successive governments have never

bothered to solve, once and for all, the perennial floods problem.

Throughout my childhood, there was a man suffering from mental illness in

Magina called Ogwang’. Many villagers called him Ogwango, which perhaps was

a deliberate but insensitive mangling of his name intended to indicate his

condition. Ogwang’ had a family – a wife and three children. He wasn’t around

most of the time. He would be gone for extended periods during which time we

heard rumours that he was either gainfully employed in Kericho tea farms or

roaming in Nyanza and Western provinces, being chased from one market place

to the other. But Ogwang’ always returned to Magina, mostly when afflicted with

severe bouts of schizophrenia. Invariably he would make loud noises, sing

incoherently and run around for no apparent reason. Children and women were

often scared of him though for the entire period he was alive, I never heard of

any incident when Ogwang’ actually hurt anyone. He was more of a danger to

himself than to others. For instance, he frequently ran into trees, thickets and

holes, causing serious injuries to his body. There were fears that he would jump

into the Nyando or Wailes and drown. I never knew whether he could swim.

There were times when his relatives would tie him up with ropes and detain

him in small shelters constructed specifically for holding him. It was a terrible,

revolting sight as Ogwang’ would start groaning and making animal sounds as

he struggled to free himself. This would go on sometimes for whole days and

nights. Eventually, he would manage to free himself and take off, running and

singing. To restrain him completely, his relatives would then use chains, which

Ogwang’ would try to bite through.

As children, we used to sneak from our huts and take food to him. We would

feed him, as his hands remained tied. He never threatened or harmed us. In fact

whenever Ogwang’ saw a child approaching he would give way for the child to

pass. He was completely harmless. I have always wondered why Ogwang’ was

never taken for medical treatment. The sight of Ogwang’ being held like an

animal in small cages has never left my mind. It has traumatised me throughout

my life. Barbarism, inhumanity and sadism weren’t something I accepted even as

a minor. I have strongly opposed them throughout my life.

I was breastfed until I was a big boy (or at least that’s what I remember). It is

amazing that even today when I close my eyes and try to remember that period,

I can still see my mother kneeling as I suckled away, in full view of the villagers.

The week my classmates were being herded to the first grade, I was busy playing
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katolo, peke or kalongolongo with other children who were not going to school.

Katolo is what the English call hop-scotch. Peke is a throwing game. The girls’

game was making kalongolongo. They would gather little twigs which they used

as firewood. A small hole would be dug on the ground with three little stones

like cooking stones. Small tins would be gathered and cleaned. These served as

pots and pans. The girls would then prepare real vegetables or fake ones from

weeds. From dust and soil, they would make mounds resembling ugali. After the

‘meals’ had been prepared, the girls, now pretending to be grown up mothers,

would call smaller boys and girls, now acting as their children, ‘to eat’. Older boys

would sit separately from the children and would be served as the men of the

households. ‘Families’ would huddle around their ‘meals’ and pretend to partake

in imaginary feasts. After the ‘meals’, ‘couples’ and their ‘children’ would retire to

different spots in the compound; some under trees, others under the stores called

dero (granary made of reeds or twigs) where grains were kept; and others either

behind or inside the huts. It was during these imaginary fiestas that naughty

children tried to engage in sexual escapades. Probably that’s why siblings rarely

played the roles of ‘mother’ and ‘father.’ It was usually with the neighbours’

children or preferably with children from other clans who had been brought to

babysit for their aunts or other relatives.

In our village, my ‘wife’ was a young beautiful girl named Lalo. She was from

Kobura near Kaluore market. She had come to help our neighbour, Mary Ochele,

who was giving birth to baby boys every year in those days. We were about five

or six years old. Mary had just given birth to a baby boy called Elisha. We kids

knew whenever Mary was giving birth because it wasn’t a quiet affair. As we

watched her tummy extend and enlarge each year, we could predict with precision

when the hilarious commotion would begin. The week Mary gave birth, she

would be very restless; going in and out of her hut; sitting behind the hut and

generally just walking around. Weekly before she delivered, she would visit my

mother’s traditional gynaecology and obstetrics clinic where my mother would

use warm water and petroleum oil and herbs to massage her belly and check the

condition of the unborn baby. As toddlers, we sometimes lay there pretending to

be asleep but watching keenly what was going on.

Elisha was delivered in the morning, at about 10am. That day, we were playing

around Mary’s hut. Suddenly, we heard a loud piercing shriek. Mary opened her

hut and ran behind it, squatting on the pumpkin plants, yelling “I want to pee! I

want to pee! I want to peeeeee! ” As Mary fumbled and cried, we took off to the

fields, calling my mother at the top of our voices as we headed towards where she

was weeding. “The baby is coming! The baby is coming!” We yelled as we ran
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towards my mother who responded “Ang’o? Ang’o?” She was asking what the

matter was. As soon as we reached where she was, breathless, she had figured out

the problem and taken off in the direction of Mary’s hut. We remained in front

of the hut as she retreated behind it. And hardly 30 minutes later, there was a

whimper from a baby before my mother asked us for water in a basin. This was

the baby Lalo had come to babysit. From then on, she became my partner; we

became so attached to each other that even adults used to refer to her as my wife.

However, shortly after I started elementary school and Elisha was ready for the

village nursery school under the tree, Lalo returned to her home and I never saw

her again.

For some reason, I liked baby boys so much in those days that whenever a

local woman gave birth to one, I would spend hours carrying them and playing

with them. I would rush there first thing in the morning and after chores or

school. Perhaps it was a way of expressing my desire to have a brother. But as a

fatherless last born, there wasn’t any chance of that.

There came a time when my mother dressed me up and escorted me to school.

For a week or so, I would pretend to be going but turn back when I knew she

had gone off to the field or the market. Eventually (after two weeks), I had to be

taken to school by force by a teacher and neighbour called Onditi Oriare, the son

of the village priest. I remember that day as if it was just yesterday. I screamed

and cried all the way there. I was missing my mother and playmates. At the end

of school, I rushed home, where my mother knelt down to breastfeed me. But

that was the only time I resisted going to school. Once I started properly, I became

very keen on learning. My mother was very firm about the need for me to go.

Despite her illiteracy, she knew that education would be my only salvation from

poverty. I loved and valued my mother. To please her and prove to be a good

child, I plunged into learning in a manner hitherto unknown to the village. I did

my homework without prompting. I carried my school-work and books whenever

I went to herd the few cattle we had. After spending hours in the fields digging

with our hands, I would rush off to the river to swim before reading myself silly.

Thankfully, that investment eventually paid off.

When I was a toddler, well before I joined elementary school, I spent time

with my brother Eric Ondiek (Owadgi Leah) who was a policeman in various

stations in the Western Province. My brother’s first wife was called Deborah. She

was a young beautiful Teso woman (at least to the eyes of a toddler). They had a

lovely baby girl called Queen. I’m not sure which Queen she was named after.

It’s most likely Queen Elizabeth II of England. I say her because Queen was

slightly younger than me, and I was born shortly after Kenya’s independence.
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During that period, my brother would most likely have been thinking of that

English Queen. But it’s also possible that he chose the name Queen to designate

the special place his first daughter occupied in the young couple’s lives.

My brother later separated from Deborah after he lost his job as a policeman

and moved back to the village. Unfortunately, my brother never kept in touch

with Deborah or his daughter. As a child, I blamed my brother for the break-up.

I didn’t have concrete reasons. It was just the thinking of a perceptive child who

desperately wished that things could have turned out differently. What I know is

that at some point after losing his job, my brother started drinking heavily and

neglected his family. He would leave home in the morning with his drinking

buddies and return at night, shouting and singing incoherently. There were days

when he would just eat and go to bed without commotion. But on most

occasions, he would engage his wife in unnecessary quarrels that inevitably led to

a physical assault on her, often prompting my mother to intervene. It was

extremely annoying to see him complain about the food he was served: either

that it wasn’t properly cooked or that it was vegetables and he expected meat,

chicken or fish, even though he had rarely provided.

I used to sit there and wonder: why can’t you, for once, stop drinking and go

and look for fish, chicken and meat? Why are you blaming her? But I was too

young to confront him. Other times he breached all boundaries of decency and

good morals. He would hurl abuse at my mother, merely because she had tried

to prevent him from assaulting his wife and told him to stop drinking. When he

still lived in my mother’s compound, she would even threaten to kick him out.

Of course that was just an empty threat. Our homestead wasn’t fenced. Nor did

she have the capacity to implement the sanction. Ondiek was a big man at six

foot, four inches.

The situation grew worse after Ondiek constructed his own homestead and

now it was my mother’s turn to go live there with us. He would go for his usual

drinking sprees, return shouting and singing; only this time, my mother had little

or no leverage. In his drunken stupor, the cultural and traditional restraints that

compelled children not to answer back, quarrel with or fight their parents,

especially their mothers, evaporated. He would threaten to kick my mother out

from his homestead. Once, when I was only 15, I yelled back at him that he

would have to fight both her and me. I swore I would never drink alcohol. That

stopped my brother in his tracks. He looked at me bemused but actually stopped

yelling, entered his house and went to sleep. I hated witnessing those scenes. I

knew my mother was suffering innocently. I also knew that as my mother’s second

born child – especially after my elder sister’s marriage – my brother should have
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tried to help out my mother. He didn’t. Neither did he really help himself. From

that day, I felt alienated from my brother and hated alcohol. And I have remained

a bitter enemy of all alcoholic beverages to date.

The other reason why I have always hated alcohol revolves around an incident

that happened when I stayed with my brother and his wife Deborah in Malakisi.

I was only four yet it remains fresh in my mind as if it occurred just yesterday.

One day, a fellow policeman came to my brother’s house and asked to take me

for a walk. My brother wasn’t in the house, and on reflection, I believe that

Deborah shouldn’t have allowed that to happen. But I went with the policeman

to a place where people were drinking a local alcoholic brew which Luos and

Luhyas call busaa. He started drinking. And as he got drunk, he asked me to

“taste” the drink, which I believe I did, but only once. Being a very young child,

I didn’t know it was alcohol. I didn’t think. Moreover, it was given to me using a

calabash, which I had hitherto only associated with porridge. In fact, busaa looked

to me very much like porridge. So, I took one gulp and knew right away that it

wasn’t porridge. Once I felt the pungent taste, I refused to take another sip. When

he returned me to my brother’s house, I was singing and speaking in a language

nobody could understand. My brother was so furious that he ended up beating

Deborah and banned his fellow officer from his house.

At about five, I was returned to Magina from my brother’s work station in

Western Province to start school. It’s possible that my stay with my brother only

lasted a few months. To a child that young, however, it seemed like a lifetime.

However, when I returned to the village, I realised, to my horror, that I had

forgotten my mother tongue, Dholuo. In Malakisi and Bungoma, we had only

communicated in Kiswahili. Deborah, my brother’s wife, was a Teso. She didn’t

speak Dholuo. Hence, when I returned to the village, my first traumatic

experience was how to relate to and speak with my mother, sisters and the children

of the village. I couldn’t even play with the other children because they didn’t

understand Kiswahili. In the village, life revolved around Luo; the culture and

the language. It took me months of frustration and daily struggle before I learnt

basic words and phrases. And as I learnt to roll my Rs, the village children made

a spectacle of me, laughing and taunting. To them, not being able to speak my

mother tongue was akin to being an alien or a village idiot. Within one year,

however, I had learnt Dholuo and completely deleted Kiswahili from my system.

Thereafter, my brain refused to absorb Kiswahili. It’s as if the brain had concluded

that Kiswahili wasn’t good for its survival. It taught me an interesting lesson in

human psychology: we are flexible, adaptable and reasonable. However, should

our system detect danger, it will shut down.
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I don’t believe there is any place with a higher concentration of mosquitoes

than Magina. At night, mosquitoes were all over, singing and biting. They were

particularly mutinous against visitors, upon whom they unleashed their most

vicious attacks, making them restless and ultimately bedridden with malaria. But

not on the indigenous villager; strangely the mosquitoes knew us. They exercised

great restraint: they feasted gently and harmlessly on us. It’s impossible to know

at what stage I developed immunity to malaria. But for as long as I was young

and living in the village, I was never infected. Mosquitoes would feast on us daily

but we never got ill. Much later after returning to Magina from Canada, I caught

malaria. I had stayed abroad for six years and my body must have accordingly

adjusted to the extended absence of risk.

Magina is a microcosm of Kenyan villages. Today, it remains painfully poor –

almost desolate and abandoned by the state. There isn’t any infrastructure to speak

of except for Apondo Primary School, which, mainly through my efforts, has

now got some poorly constructed permanent structures, modern wooden desks

and chairs. The floor, which was supposed to be concrete, is still dusty and dirty.

Money that was intended for it has lined the pockets of a few school

administrators, school committee members and politicians. More than ever

before, the villagers struggle on their narrow strips of dry land, trying to eke out

a living. But the swamp is gone, together with the papyrus, mangrove, reeds and

other foliage. With them went the fish and the birds, including the beguiling

seagulls. The sweet potatoes, vegetables and sugar cane are no more. In other

words, like most Kenyan villages, Magina has decayed and become poorer over

the years. The culture of neglect has persisted. In many ways, Magina has never

enjoyed the fruits of independence, politically and economically. This is both a

tragedy and an unforgivable betrayal.



NYATOTO

Despite what my mother told me about what had happened after my father’s

death, she kept in fairly close contact with her brother-in-law Aoyi (my uncle)

and his family. My mother used to visit them quite often in Nyatoto village,

Lambwe Valley.

Aoyi’s children never visited when they were young. I became curious about

them, primarily because there were three male children close to my age. In Luo

culture, they were my brothers. So one day, when Aoyi’s first wife, Juliana, visited

our village, I insisted on going back with her. That was in January 1974. I was
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supposed to join Standard Four and I arrived in Nyatoto in brown khaki shorts,

one cotton shirt and a nylon shirt. I also had a school bag with a few pencils, an

eraser, a razor blade for sharpening my pencils, and three exercise books.

Aoyi’s compound looked prosperous. He had two large kraals full of cattle and

hundreds of sheep, goats and chickens. The homestead had several houses, one

for each of his three wives, and one belonging to his older son Jacobo Odhiambo.

There were also numerous stores and a kitchen. In addition, Aoyi owned more

than 50 acres of land, on which he grew corn, millet, groundnuts and sunflowers.

Up to that time, I had never entered a homestead that big. Nor had I encountered

such ‘wealth’.

I was to attend Nyatoto Primary School with a younger son named Daniel

and his two younger sisters, Rael and Rosa. On arrival at the school, I found

children who believed Aoyi was so wealthy that he had earned the status of a

demi-god. There were Aoyi songs, which I found embarrassing to sing, firstly

because they weren’t based on facts, and secondly, because they seemed to be

talking about a mythical figure.

The first month went well; I found my bearings and settled down. But in the

second month, things grew unbearable on the home front. I was supposed to

wake up at 5am or earlier to go to the farm and plough with the oxen until

7.45am before cleaning up and rushing off to school for 8.30am. I hardly had

time to do my homework, read or play. I was often so exhausted that learning

became a challenge.

Although food was abundant at the home, I hardly ate. Aoyi wasn’t a kind

man at all. He would shout at me all day long. I couldn’t focus. Over the weekend,

I was on the farm for eight to twelve hours uprooting groundnuts, harvesting

sunflowers, struggling to drive a huge plough and rambunctious oxen over rough

terrain. While Aoyi’s own children were in school I, an 11-year-old was toiling

alongside the hired hands in the fields. When I was not ploughing or planting

seedlings, I would be weeding or harvesting. After the harvest season, I was sent

to roam the vast Lambwe Valley in search of grazing grass and water.

In those days, the Ruma National Park, which is within the Lambwe Valley,

was not fenced. The whole area teamed with wild animals such as deer, elks,

rabbits and zebras. The valley also suffered from a bi-monthly invasion of army

worms, what the Luo call kungu. They would eat everything green in their path

– grass, plants and leaves – and carpet the entire place. They were rapacious and

destructive. They were also messy. People literally walked on top of those worms,

crunching them as they went along, leaving trails of green goo. But even more,

they left a trail of destruction in their wake. As I herded the animals and searched
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for grazing grass, the swarms of army worms would cover everywhere until there

was nowhere to sit and nothing for the animals to eat. Each time I hurried and

took the animals to a place the worms hadn’t reached, it only took an hour before

the worms swept in. Apart from the biblical stories about the invasion of locusts,

it’s impossible to imagine anything like the invasion of army worms. They made

me hate Lambwe Valley even more.

At the end of the first term (or semester) at Nyatoto – and despite my

intermittent attendance – I was still the second best pupil in my class. That was

quite an achievement considering that I had often missed school in order to do

manual chores. The one month recess that followed was hellish for me. My brown

cotton shorts were now tearing off. My cotton shirt could no longer be worn. I

now only had the nylon shirt that I had come with. I had no shoes. Occasionally,

I would borrow the open shoes made of old vehicle tyres from Ojwang’, the

herdsman. Ojwang’ was older than me, but he was my height and size. The

problem with Ojwang’ was that he was schizophrenic. He would be nice and

generous one day or hour and be brutally callous the next. He was even violent.

One evening as we lay on the mats in the kitchen where we slept (before Jacobo,

the older son’s, simba was constructed), Ojwang’ suddenly plunged towards me

with a pocket knife. It missed me narrowly.

In the absence of proper clothes, shoes, food and care, I became a victim of

jiggers (parasites that burrow in to the skin) which were rampant in and around

Nyatoto. After only three months, nearly all my toe nails had disappeared.

I was finding my life as an unpaid herder increasingly unbearable, I had also

not seen my mother and siblings for more than three months. One day during

the August 1974 holidays, I got into an argument with Aoyi’s eldest son Jacobo.

I cannot recall what the argument was all about, but I recall Jacobo asking me to

leave his simba (a hut for boys). I was to go and sleep in the kitchen, which the

girls were now using. To me that was ridiculous. I believe I must have refused to

leave.

Before I knew it, both Jacobo and his brother Daudi were raining blows on

me. I tried to defend myself with very little success. Both were much older than

me and I was soon overpowered. I cried out as loudly as I could but no one came

to my rescue. The physical assault lasted for about 30 minutes. I was writhing in

pain. My mind was racing. I quickly gathered my books, the cooking stick I had

prepared as part of arts and crafts for school, and took off into the darkness with

dogs barking behind me. Jacobo and Daudi were in hot pursuit. I ran outside

the gate and onto the path leading to the main Homa Bay-Sindo road. They

didn’t pursue me beyond the gate. I could hear them swearing as they returned
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to Jacobo’s simba. My heart was pounding rapidly. I was mad, angry and sad. I

was crying, but kept running. My clothes were in tatters. I was determined to get

away for good. It was around midnight. I had no money. Nothing.

Luckily, after about one hour, I saw a large truck approaching at full speed

with full headlights on. I began to wave furiously. The truck driver must have

seen me because he suddenly slowed down and screeched to a stop, about 50

metres past where I was standing, my heart racing. I dashed towards the truck,

shouting in Dholuo, “Please help me! Please help me!” He inquired what I was

doing and where I wanted to go. I shouted back “Ahero! Please take me to Ahero!”

He opened the back of the truck and I climbed in. As I got in, I told him that I

was from Apondo in Kano Plains and that he could drop me off at Ayweyo

Primary School before reaching Ahero. He nodded his head and closed the back

of the truck. The man must have looked at my state and concluded that

something terrible had happened to me. He never interrogated me.

It was dark and scary inside the truck. I couldn’t see anything or where he was

heading. But he kept driving. After about 30 minutes, he stopped and left the

truck. I heard him talking with some people before the truck started moving

again. And it moved and moved until I fell asleep. When I woke up, it was early

morning. I could see the sky clearing. But I didn’t know where I was. The truck

kept moving. I knew that as long as the truck was moving, I was getting away

and would be farther from danger. Aoyi didn’t own a vehicle, so I knew there was

no prospect of him catching up with me.

Then the truck suddenly stopped. The back door opened. The driver told me

to climb out as we had reached my destination. My heart started racing again. I

was excited. We were at Ayweyo. I climbed down, thanked him, blinked and took

my bearings. It was now about 8 am. The journey had taken eight long hours. As

I walked towards Magina, tears started flowing down my cheeks. I was sobbing

uncontrollably. I couldn’t walk. I sat down and held my head with both hands. I

was ready to return to grinding poverty, but at least I was free from inhumane

and barbaric treatment.

My mother was at home when I arrived. When she saw me approaching, she

ran up to me and held me tightly against her bosom before breaking down, crying.

She took another good look at me and told me to enter our hut. I was given cold

water to drink and then porridge. My mother took water and washed my face.

She then wiped my feet with a wet cloth. She did these things ritualistically. I was

being cleansed.

As I sat there drinking the porridge, my sister-in-law Angeline arrived. She

too looked at me with sadness on her face. I had no toe nails on my feet. My
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clothes were completely in tatters. My hair was shaggy. They knew what had

happened. They could see that I had endured long and brutal abuse. Later, I

recounted what had passed and how I had managed to escape. The story was so

sad that my mother asked me not to repeat it. “We will survive”, she said. “We

shall not die of hunger my child.”

Even at the tender age of 11, I knew what inhumanity was and how it felt. I

also knew how and when to reject it. From that day onwards, I considered my

uncle Aoyi dead. I never communicated with him again until much, much later

and only then because I had no choice.

The first time was after I returned home on holidays from the University of

Nairobi in 1987 and found one of my older sisters missing. Before my mother

died, she had asked me to make sure that I took care of my older sister, Leah

Achieng’. Leah had a learning disability. Apparently, she had gone to visit the

Aoyi family, but she had not been heard from for about one year. Now, based on

my experience, I didn’t want to imagine what could have happened to her. So, I

took off to Lambwe Valley, arriving late in the evening only to be told that nobody

knew where Leah had gone. I was given the name of a lady who was said to have

taken her to somebody else to marry. When I arrived at the lady’s house that

evening, she wasn’t sure where Leah was, but she promised to take me to another

place in Karungu where she believed Leah had been married. That evening, I saw

Aoyi and we greeted each other though we never actually spoke.

The lady and I took off early the following day. We arrived at our destination

in the late afternoon and began a search that took us to five homes. Eventually,

we found Leah, thin and dazed. She was living with a man who didn’t seem to

know even how to greet a brother-in-law. When he saw me, he panicked. I told

them that my mother had died in May that year. It seemed Leah hadn’t been told.

The man didn’t seem concerned about all that; all he was thinking of was that I

had come for his wife. I managed to take Leah home the next day.

The man actually held onto my sister’s right hand as I pulled the left one.

Leah was confused: she didn’t know whether to follow her brother or to turn back

with her “husband”. The man hadn’t even bothered to find out where Leah came

from. He hadn’t actually married her, traditionally or civilly. He had not visited

Magina, nor had he brought any cattle to symbolise marriage in accordance with

the Luo customary law. There was no marriage certificate.

On reflection, I actually think I placed myself in unnecessary danger. The

man, his brothers, relatives or fellow villagers, could have murdered me thinking

– of course mistakenly – that I was a stranger trying to take their wife away. I had

good reasons for what I did. I had promised my mother that I would try my best
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to take care of Leah; protect her from this unfair society. I couldn’t let my mother

down. For that, I took a risk.

A week after bringing Leah to Magina, I went back to university. When I next

returned home for the holidays, I found that Leah had returned to Karungu. She

had stayed in the village for only one week. Years after I had fled to Canada, she

left that man and returned home. But she later died of severe diarrhoea on her

way to the funeral of one of my step-sisters. I actually believe Leah died of hunger.

The tragedy is that I had sent her some money via my brother, who had either

diverted it or kept it for too long.

The second time I communicated with Aoyi was after my relocation back to

Kenya in 2007. Aoyi was by then an ailing old man. He had undergone prostate

cancer treatment and was back at the Moi Referral and Teaching Hospital in

Eldoret for further tests and treatment. While there, his son, Daudi, who was then

teaching at a university in South Africa, called and asked if I could speak to his

father. I did. That was the second and only time I had spoken to Aoyi since 1974.

To me, Aoyi was an embodiment of raw and unmitigated evil. By not trying

to prevent an 11-year-old boy from disappearing into the night in a place where

wild animals roamed, he had shown real barbarism. But worse still, he never

bothered to find out where I had gone or whether I was still alive. He made no

attempt to send anyone to Magina to find out if they had heard of or seen me.

That was bestial.

Aoyi died in May 2011 and I attended the funeral. Death is the final equaliser.

And since we were taught never to speak ill of the dead, I paid my last respects

humbly, and forgave him, though I have certainly never forgotten his cruel

treatment of me. Fortunately, years have healed some of the hurt and injuries I

sustained in Nyatoto. My relationship with Daudi improved and we are now

fairly close. I am also on speaking terms with Jacobo, his sisters and mother.



APONDO

That is how I rejoined Apondo Primary School, which by that time had been

relocated to a place about 20 metres away from our homestead. But before I could

join, there were minor issues that needed to be resolved. First, the school needed

a record of my attendance at Nyatoto Primary School. Unfortunately, I had no

records, having fled my uncle’s home in such a rush. Then the Ministry of

Education officials insisted that they needed evidence that I had paid the 12

shillings annual fee. I didn’t have that evidence either. In fact, I knew that Aoyi
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hadn’t paid anything for me. The Ministry of Education office at Ahero insisted

that my mother had two options: either to get original receipts confirming

payment or to proceed to Pap Onditi, where they could pay the balance before I

could rejoin Apondo. My brother opted to go to Pap Onditi and returned with

proof of payment of Sh12. And in September 1974, I rejoined Apondo Primary

School, having nearly lost a year herding cattle, sheep and goats for Aoyi. For

that, I have been forever grateful to my brother.

Throughout my youth up to and including the entire period I attended

university, I was very thin, so thin in fact that I don’t remember ever wearing any

pair of shorts or trousers that fitted me. Belts were rare in those days, so I would

make do with strings made from sisal fibre or discarded plastic. Whenever I didn’t

have these strings, I would walk around with one hand permanently lodged to

my side that ensured that the shorts or trousers didn’t fall right down and expose

my skinny buttocks. But I wasn’t always successful, especially when we had to

engage in physical exercises or education in school. In elementary school, it made

running or participating in sports extremely difficult.

When I was about eight years old I nearly died twice. One day, I went to herd

our cattle between the river Nyando and its tributary Wailes with a boy from

Magina called Ouma Nyakongo. He used to call himself John Kirk, a name he

borrowed from a European explorer in the Kenyan history books. As we herded,

Ouma decided that he wanted to make a club from a fig tree branch. He had

carried a sharp machete with which to accomplish the intricate job. He climbed

up the fig tree and asked me to hold the branch as he cut. Unfortunately, when

he finally managed to cut the branch, the machete went through it and landed

on my forehead. I lost consciousness immediately and came to as Ouma was

frantically washing off the gushing blood from the wound in my head with the

brown Nyando water. He had dragged me to the river’s bank and laid me down,

where the water lapped around us. I sat up for a while, and then stood up. Up to

that point, I hadn’t understood what had happened. Ouma didn’t tell me until

much later. And when he did, he pleaded with me to keep it a secret because he

feared that he would be severely punished if he was found out.

Somehow, I found myself home as the sun was setting. I pretended that

nothing had happened and for a few minutes even joined my sisters in playing

hop-scotch. Suddenly, I heard a shriek from my sister Auma. She was pointing at

me and screaming. She had seen the swelling on my forehead. Obwongo! Obwongo!

She screamed. Apparently, she saw something white on my head and thought my

brain was coming out. It was my skull. By then my head had swollen to such an

extent that it was submerging my eyes. I felt dizzy and collapsed. When I woke
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up, I was in a hospital, but I didn’t know where it was. I later learnt that it was

called Russia (now New Nyanza General Hospital). The deep cut on my head

had been washed and stitched. That explains the fairly large scar on my head just

above the forehead. At Onjiko, some students used to make fun of it, claiming

that it was a path for cockroaches.

The second time that year that I nearly died was when I attempted to cross

the river Wailes. Children in Magina learnt how to swim fairly young. That day

we had crossed the river using a log-bridge and spent considerable time playing

and eating wild guavas. Later in the afternoon we came back to find the river

rapidly swelling. And unfortunately we weren’t at the same location where we

had crossed earlier. We were at a place without a log-bridge. The other children

knew how to swim, and they soon removed their clothes and swam across the

river. I was left alone. I looked at the river and took a plunge only to find myself

being swept away. I couldn’t swim. I was drowning. But in a split second a creative

thought came to me. I loosened my body and fell to the bottom of the river. My

feet and hands could feel the sand on the river-bed. I held my breath and walked

on the riverbed and across up to the river bank where I emerged to find my friends

running along the bank wailing that I had drowned.

I emerged at the bank breathless, just at the point where my energy had begun

to ebb away. My eyes were red. I was choking from coughing, having ingested

too much water. I lay on the ground, not quite believing I was still alive. All I

had was a strong faith and a determination not to die. After about one hour of

deep reflection, I returned to the river and resolved that I must learn how to swim.

I struggled for about three hours. I returned the next day and the day after that

until I learnt how to swim. Since then I have held the belief that everything is

possible with hope, faith and determination.

For a long time when I was growing up my brother owned both a shortwave

transistor radio and a gramophone. He had lots of albums by Owino Misiani,

Franco Lwambo Makiadi, Tabu Ley Rochereau, George Ramoji, Kolela Masee,

Oguta Lie Bobo and others. Whenever my brother got some money, he would

buy batteries and play the albums endlessly. I loved it. I also used to listen to the

British Broadcasting Corporation news bulletins daily – in the evening and in

the morning. The BBC used to bring more insightful news than the Voice of

Kenya, which concentrated on narrating what the President and his retinue had

done on a daily basis before announcing fundraising events, deaths and funerals.

In those days, the singer Owino Misiani Ja Shirati was like a one-man army of

resistance, satirically and lyrically pointing out the ills of society and the betrayals

of the Kenyatta – and later the Daniel Moi and Mwai Kibaki – governments. I
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loved music and news bulletins so much that there were times between elementary

school and university when I could only study with some music in the

background. To date I have remained a strong lover of music (of all genres), news

and current affairs. In fact I trace my political consciousness directly to the

historical and critical lyrics of Owino Misiani.

In August 1978 Kenyatta died. I remember that day clearly because I was at

home when the news broke. I believe it was a weekend because I remember

rushing across the fence that separated my brother’s home and the school and

beating the old tractor plough that the school used as a ‘bell’. It wasn’t a school

day. I beat that bell so hard and for so long until I felt pain on my right hand. Of

course nobody joined me or came to the school. Many must have thought that I

was either crazy or that somebody had died and I was announcing it. Regardless,

as a 15-year-old I already had developed deep resentment for Kenyatta and his

government. I was already aware of how he had betrayed the Mau Mau veterans,

Jaramogi Oginga Odinga, Pio Gama Pinto, Bildad Kaggia, Achieng’ Oneko,

Kungu Karumba and Thomas Joseph Mboya.

At the time, I was preparing to sit for my Certificate of Primary Education

examinations. I was top of the class in Civics in our school. I knew about the

political repression and economic subjugation Kenyatta had subjected the Luos

to, yet it was Jaramogi who campaigned for his release when Jaramogi had the

option of taking power himself. Even at that tender age, I was babbling with rage

at the palpable injustices and inequalities that many Kenyans, especially Luos,

were experiencing under Kenyatta. The 24 years of Daniel arap Moi continued

and intensified the political and economic strangulation of the Luos, in particular,

and Kenyans in general. I had this consciousness even when I joined Form One

at Onjiko Secondary School in January 1979.



ONJIKO

I got to Onjiko through a roundabout manner. At Apondo Primary School we

didn’t have a counselling department or teacher. This is hardly surprising, given

the fact that only three out of the six teachers had actually been trained.

For as long as I was a pupil at Apondo Primary School, the headmaster there

was Enock Obiero. Elkanah Otieno Ojuki taught me English. No one could

forget Elkanah. He was erudite, loud, proud and brash, in his own unique way.

He perpetually reminded us that he was the best English teacher south of the

Sahara and north of the Limpopo river. James Okoko, a humble and dedicated
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teacher from Kagimba, taught us the Bible, or what was referred to, in secondary

school, as ‘Christian Religious Education’.

The current Secretary General of the Kenya Union of Teachers, David Okuta

Osiany, taught me in my last years at Apondo when he was fresh from college,

although many pupils claimed that he was an untrained teacher or “UT”. This

could have been due to his relative youth at the time. Looking back, you can’t

imagine that the Okuta who used to teach at Apondo is the same man we see on

TV today. The Okuta of the late 1970s was young and trim. I guess Okuta has

eaten well since the 1970s. That applies to me as well.

These were poorly paid, humble but extremely committed teachers. They lived

in grass thatched and mud walled huts in and around Magina village. They either

walked to school or arrived perched precariously on their rickety bicycles. But

above all, they taught us with passion.

When we sat for the CPE exams, I was so confident that I would get 36 points

– the maximum at that level – that I only chose the best schools I knew of: The

Alliance Boys High School, The Starehe Boys’ Centre and Maseno School. But

when the results were released, I only managed 30 points, obtaining B+ in all

three examinable subjects – Maths, English and General Subjects (History, Civics,

Geography, Natural Science and Agriculture). Only three pupils at Apondo passed

that year: Habil Ochieng’ Odhiambo, Rose Akumu Ong’udi and I. Habil and I

led with 30 points with Rose coming second with 28 points. Habil and Rose

seemed to have been more modest in their expectations, choosing all local

(Nyanza) schools. Habil ended up at Homa Bay High School while Rose joined

Rang’ala Girls High School. In those days they were considered very good schools.

They both received their admission letters within weeks of the results being

announced. I waited for my admission letter to no avail. Then just one week

before the secondary schools opened in January 1979, I received an admission

letter from Onjiko Secondary School. I was stunned. It seemed that the Onjiko

headmaster had noticed a candidate with fairly good points who was still floating,

unattached and decided to pick him.

Onjiko was located near Ahero, which was about six kilometres from Magina.

Onjiko had a chequered history. It fluctuated to the extent that one would have

found it nearly impossible to predict how it would rank each year. Discipline was

also a major problem at Onjiko. We heard of students drinking at Ahero, leaving

school at night to go to discos and otherwise just being rowdy. However, by 1979

a new headmaster called Leonard Ochola had been at Onjiko for about three

years. During those years, discipline improved considerably and with that

academic performance.
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Onjiko went up to Form Four, with each class having two streams of about

45 students. My letter indicated that I had been admitted to Form One Stream

B as a Day Scholar, which meant that I would attend school only during the day.

This was shocking. My big dreams of joining a national school had been shattered

completely. Then, of course, came the real trouble: that of finding fees. Even

though Onjiko was a public school, students were charged tuition (or fees) that

catered for accommodation, food, water and other facilities.

This was long before private academies became chic. In those days, attending

private secondary school implied that one was academically weak. Children who

couldn’t make the grade but were from rich homes were the ones who attended

private academies. They weren’t popular even with the rich. In fact, the rich spent

time and money and tried to throw their weight around in order to curry favour

for their children to be admitted to public schools. Even as modest as Onjiko was

– infrastructurally and academically – I remember seeing the sons of ministers,

members of parliament and judges being chauffeured in at the beginning of the

semester and out when the semester ended.

Although I went about my daily routines in the village as if nothing was amiss,

I was terribly worried that the prohibitive cost would put paid to my dreams of

attending secondary school. I walked around like a zombie, worrying to death. I

soon stopped talking to anybody. I watched for any sign, any inkling that the

situation would improve but found none. I felt lonely though there were lots of

people around. Despite all the hustle and bustle of village life, Magina became a

very cold and lonely place for me. This was the second time I felt depressed; the

first having been at Nyatoto. With only one week to the opening of schools, my

mother also started worrying about my tuition and money for shoes, science

equipment, required texts like an English dictionary, the Bible and the Koran.

Tuesdays were market days at Ahero. On the last Tuesday of December, my

mother gave my brother Ondiek a fat cow to go and sell so that I could find the

money to join secondary school. From the proceeds, they bought me the kit I

needed and took the balance to Onjiko for tuition. I walked to school that day.

I left home at 5.30am and arrived just before 8am when the students were

assembling to be addressed by the headmaster and the rest of the teaching staff.

We endured one hour of long and boring speeches about school rules, discipline

and more rules. It was scary. The speeches were actually just threats. I began

wondering if I was in a school or a prison. When we dispersed, I headed straight

to the administration block and paid my tuition. I was given a receipt.

Before my admission to Onjiko, I had never even used a toothbrush and

toothpaste. Soon, covering the 12 kilometres (both ways) daily to school was
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taking its toll. Firstly, there was no road between Magina and Onjiko. I walked

through wet dew in the morning and sometimes through floods. It was often

chilly. Soon I started feeling severe chest pains, which by the second semester,

had brought me down with fever and flu. I eventually found myself admitted

again to Russia, in Kisumu. I was diagnosed with pneumonia and stayed in

hospital for two weeks.

After my discharge, my mother spoke to a distant relative who agreed to

accommodate me in Ahero from where I would walk to school. That was a

significant improvement. Rather than the 12 kilometres, I was now contending

with two. But during the two weeks’ absence, my classmates had marched on. I

found them significantly ahead in Maths and Physics. Although I was able to

catch up with them on all the other subjects, I constantly lagged behind in those

two subjects. It explains why I later opted for arts subjects rather than science.

My original desire was to pursue medicine at university. However, without Maths

and Physics, I couldn’t specialise in science.

Quite early, I knew that my career path had to be in the liberal arts. As we

progressed to Form Two, I had emerged as the best student in English, Literature

in English, History, Geography, Chemistry and Christian Religious Education. I

was also among the top three students in Agriculture. I found Agriculture

interesting because we learnt the botanical names of plants and weeds. My

performance in Chemistry was surprising in view of how I struggled with Physics

and Maths. But I found Chemistry easy to commit to memory, just like History.

In Form Two I became a boarder. The remaining three years at Onjiko passed

quickly. As soon as I started residing at the school, my grades improved

remarkably. By the second semester in Form Two I was ranking in the top five in

our class. In fact, I could have ranked number one except for Maths, Physics and

Kiswahili that were still proving difficult to master.

My best friend from Form One to Four was Henry Okulu Obadha. We used

to call ourselves the Mangi Brothers. We bestowed upon ourselves that moniker,

but the students, through some uncanny logic, reserved Mangi for Okulu and

Owadgi Onding’ for me. The nickname emerged out of the habit students had of

going for additional food after the first round.

In 1980 when I started boarding, there was a shortage of white maize, or at

least that is what we were told. The school begun to buy yellow maize, which

many people suspected was diverted relief food that had been donated by the

United States of America for famine relief – severe drought and famine had

actually affected most parts of the country that year. We would eat yellow maize

and beans for lunch daily. For dinner, we would be served yellow ugali with
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vegetables three times a week and yellow ugali and meat twice a week. In between

we got rice.

Previously, the maize and beans had been full of weevils and the food truly

repulsive. But the yellow maize looked clean and fresh and tasted good, at least

to Okulu, myself and our other friends. Rumours quickly spread that the yellow

maize the school was serving us wasn’t meant for human consumption; that it

was animal feed. The story was that the United States of America was dumping

animal feed on Africans in order to control our population growth. I’m not sure

where those rumours originated from, but most students believed them. I didn’t.

Yellow maize in Dholuo is called bando mar onding’. I tried to listen to the

rumours but found all of it to have been without any foundation. After all,

virtually everyone in Kenya was now eating yellow maize. I knew that. It was

being served in all local schools; not just at Onjiko. Even in our homes, we were

eating yellow ugali. I refused to join the bandwagon, but the rumours persisted

and as the rumours and rumblings spread among the students, many began to

boycott eating much of their lunch and dinner. This meant food became

abundant for those prepared to disregard the rumours.

During that boycott – which eventually died off by itself – a few of us used to

go back for more food. Sometimes we would go twice and on occasion even

thrice. The reason was simple: the first portions were usually very tiny and we

would hardly be satisfied by it. Unlike the well-to-do students who had adequate

pocket money with which to purchase loaves of bread, coffee, tea, milk, butter,

margarine and jam, we were given virtually no pocket money to buy extras. We

were bought toothbrushes, toothpastes, body soap and washing soap and told to

head to school. On very rare occasions, some of us got Sh20 extra with which we

could buy sugar and tea. These would hardly last for three weeks. Once those

provisions dried up, all we could do was try to go for additional food, whenever

it was available.

Then, as now, I’ve never been particularly susceptible to peer pressure. I have

never been conditioned to do things because my friends, relatives or classmates

were doing them. Even in those days, before I did anything I had to analyse its

utility, first and foremost for myself, before I went ahead with it. So, I never really

cared that other students were boycotting the yellow maize. For the few weeks

that the boycott lasted, I ate my fill without shame. That was the origin of my

nickname Owadgi Onding’. And I wore it as a badge of honour throughout my

stay at Onjiko.

Another nickname I wore with honour at Onjiko and much longer afterwards

was Gowok, which I gave myself. This wasn’t an original construct; it was a
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