
Everywhere we looked, one man had planted the seeds of his own remembrance, as if this was all there had 

ever been, as if we were to know nothing more. 

His portrait had been constructed as follows: 

Add: "Suffering without Bitterness" 

Omit: remnants of dilettante, womanising past. 

Remove: various rivals for the spotlight 

Blend and serve. 

We came to the crossroads of Moi and Kenyatta Avenues. In t owns across the country, the two men meet 

with unvarying politeness. They have learned to coexist peaceably enough. The one has allowed the other 

his name and his legend. He has allowed him the broad avenue where years before spans of oxen made 

their wide turns and contented himself with the less genteel thoroughfare. He would never be as great, but 

he would never be as damned. He would inhabit the space between the two extremes, untouched. He would 

walk in the wake of a greater man, a greater good or a greater evil in relative peace. In this we are 

accessories. We allow the fantasy to outweigh the facts. But then all manner of shady deals are cut every 

day in the ante-room of our history. 

Prof. Kimani had drifted into one of his reveries but becoming gradually aware of my presence, he turned 

his attention in my direction. I was seized by a sudden urge to be somewhere, anywhere else. He was one of 

those men who would be martyred to history and I did not want to be on the pyre when it went up in 

flames. I was going to save myself if I could. 

Another such man stared resolutely back at me from his cheap picture frame in the upper gallery of the 

national archives, hanging between portraits of colonial governors and naked tribesmen. The dead man who 

had lain on Prof. Kimani's table, still alive, still holding his own (but only just) against the tide of denial. 

Underneath it, the legend said simply "Kimathi in the forest." The wall opposite was covered in the 

paraphernalia of forgetfulness. There were faded pictures of Pio Pinto and Mboya and the mustachioed 

McKenzie. There were the dates of birth and dates of death for each as well as a convenient lack of 

elaboration as to the method (of despatch). 

The picture hangs slightly askew, hung with same the benign neglect a s everything else. Though it is 

stained and faded, at least it is unambiguous. Here is the evidence that we did not dream him up, that he 

was not merely the creation of our insecurities and our fears; that under the accretions of words and of 

years there was something all its own. What that was I couldn't tell by looking at him. All I could see in his 

face was distance. Remote and unknowable, his face mocked us across the unbridgeable years. 

It isn't that all his life is in question. Enough people have sniffed around the remnants of his living, 

searching out the facts, even to the most trivial detail. In fact most of it is an open book, and not a 

particularly good one at that. Village bully, pig farmer and petty thief in turn. It was a life devoid of 

promise or which promised disaster at least. But then, as if out of nowhere, there had come five magical 

years, redeeming everything that had come before. 



Here then is the sole unchanging phrase in the inconstant conversation of which it is a part. It is a story in 

which some sing songs of praise and others of damnation, where the same breath speaks of cowardice and 

heroism, where the articulation of deity is met with the retort of butcher. What was one to think? 

"Whatever you want, no doubt. You will have your bl ack heroes." 

Sir Michael said this in his best-modulated tones, boomed across the State House grounds, including 

everyone in what had been an intimate discussion. 

"And in defiance of any and all evidence to the contrary." 

This last wasn't quite intended as a reproach. Sir Michael admired tenacity and considered that attribute as 

the only vantage point from which admiration for Prof. Kimani could be attempted. Besides, he belonged to 

a people whose history was an object lesson in thinking what you liked and doing the same. 

"Besides," he continued, "you already know what I'm going to say." 

Now this required none of those powers of divination that mind reading might imply. For some time now, 

Sir Michael had only ever had one thing to say. He said it often and he said it now for the benefit of those 

present who had never heard it before (i.e no one). 

"Africa presses on all sides. One can feel her. Smell her even. There but for the grace of God go you."  

True to form, Prof. Kimani's cutting reply stuck in his throat. 

It was Kenyatta Day again and on the expansive lawns of State House the usual vagrants had gathered to 

celebrate. The surrounding fence was draped in lengths of greying calico flag, enjoying their annual airing. 

All was as it usually was. The subterfuge continued apace. 

For the likes of Prof. Kimani, it was a bittersweet day. The celebration of a time and of a man of whom he 

had never wholly approved, of whom he strongly disapproved in fact: a man who had appropriated for 

himself an entire revolution and then refused to let the "hooligans" have any part of his country. Prof. 

Kimani was not been able to adequately explain why he was here. 

For the likes of Sir Michael, it was a bittersweet day, the celebration of a time and a group of men of whom 

he had never wholly approved. Insensible to progress, they had squirmed like errant schoolboys under the 

Pax Britannica and succeeded finally in squirming right out from under it and into the uncharted territory of 

their own devices. It was presumption of a kind that he found hard to forgive though he could draw comfort 

from the knowledge that they had soon had cause to regret their impetuousness. 

As the editor of the "Rift Valley Standard," he had made known his views on what he called "the thinly 

veiled threat of independence" and its proponents. Only Prof. Kimani had escaped his wrath. Although Sir 

Michael was not the man to discriminate, he had great respect for intrepidity and Prof. Kimani had always 

been a man ahead of his time, easily attaining and then surpassing the level to which other Africans were 

being brought at a more moderate pace. 

Every week in those truculent pages he had raged against Africa's greatest enemies - the Africans 
themselves and their reckless ideas. Some of them might work well enough in Ghana or Zambia, but 
everything had limits, and the Kenyan border was one. The poisons of Pan -Africanism, or communism or 
conscientism or whatever other "ism" would not seep through. He reminded us that everything we were, we  



had been made into. Everything we had, we had been given. He even suggested that behind all the sound 

and the fury of independence there was merely "a longing still for skins and skirmishes." It was an attitude 

that had only mildly altered with time. 

This aside, his invitation to what was after all a national, not to say nationalist celebration, had arrived 

faithfully in the mail every year for forty years in pursuance of the peculiarly African tradition of forgetting 

the unforgettable and forgiving the unconscionable. (Had not the Ork oiyot's own grandson lunched with 

Meinertzhagen? And had Meinertzhagen at any point during that interview had cause to fear for his life or 

his person, or anything else for that matter?) It made one sick to the stomach, this penchant for truth and 

reconciliation and goodwill towards men. 

Sir Michael continued to enjoy his tea and he continued to rail. Soon he was talking about Nakuru. 

Kenyatta's "forgive and forget" speech at Nakuru. It was his other topic of conversation. 

"I was there, and I heard him speak. I don't have to tell you how important that day was, for all of us. And 

he made it a good one. There was always something about him, somethin] you couldn't help but admire." 

One could feel the gods of revisionism smiling tenderly down on us at that very moment 

Of course Prof. Kirnani did not, could not, agree. 

"Nak-uru," as Sir Michael pronounced it, pausing slightly to suggest the inverted commas not to be 

mistaken with Nakuru, without. "Na-kuru" was to him a blot on our conscience, the long-drop bottom point 

of our existence. In defiance of this fact, however, everything had managed to be downhill from there. He 

had not been near the place since. 

"Don't let's start, shall we?" he said as Prof. Kimani spluttered his indignation. "You have your Kimathi and 

I have my Johnstone." 

It pained Prof. Kimani to hear the two spoken of in the same breath, as if they were the same kind of man. 

But of course in some quarters they were. In those quarters, they had simply been Kikuyu, and after all, a 

nig nog was a nig nog, and a Kikuyu was the worst example of one, so Kenyatta, by denouncing Mau Mau 

at Kiambu was needlessly splitting hairs. But you could never believe anything an African said. Her 

majesty's court at Kapenguria found it difficult to suspend its disbelief at any rate, and Kenyatta was jailed 

for having his tongue firmly in his cheek the whole time. 

It was not difficult to see why Sir Michael was one of three stock characters that ran like an infectious 

disease through Prof. Kimani's oeuvre. Although he app eared in a different guise each time, each was 

perfectly transparent to anyone who knew him even in passing.  

Each was recognisable as Sir Michael very thinly disguised. 

He had been a Kenya Regiment corporal, a Soysambu sheep rancher, a colonial administrator and a 

dissolute aristocrat in turn. Each of these men had in common a legendary spleen the depth of a Nairobi 

ditch. In the course of many misadventures, each managed invariably to lose either his life or his character 

or both. Sir Michael, recognising himself as easily as the next person and objecting to his repeated demise 

had construed this as an indication of Prof. Kimani's intentions towards him and used it as evidence to 

apply for and obtain a restraining order against him. 



Certainly it was not an equitable arrangement. Where Prof. Kimani had an audience of some hundreds of 

thousands to whom he could (and did) make his point and before whom he could (and did) assassinate 

characters with abandon, Sir Michael had only the close confines of the bar at Karen or Muthaiga. He had 

found much sympathy there among those Africans who had never yet met a white man they didn't like. 

They would listen to his eloquent lament and drive back home to Kiambu pondering the injustice of the 

world. 

But for all that, their relationship was not and had never been anything other than cordial and with the 

benefit of years had grown post-cordial at last. Even then, there was always a hint of menace in their yearly 

sparring, especially when as now the latest novel had just appeared. Sir Michael showed every intention of 

avenging himself. 

Prof. Kimani was forced to defend himself. In such matters, it is well known that attack is the best defence 

and that of all the forms of attack, a moral attack is best. To suggest, and to suggest vilely, and to hope by 

this stratagem to touch some random vein of conscience capable of arresting the enemy in his tracks. 

Happily for him, Sir Michael had no such encumbrances. Sir Michael was an old colonial. He had had to do 

things in his lifetime such as no conscience could hope to survive. He was inured to anything that life or 

morality could throw at a man. It was this facility above all that had made him the man that he was. Prof. 

Kimani knew this as well as anybody, better perhaps than anybody. Attack was contemplated. 

Attack was discarded. Pity was the thing. 

"We can all agree can't we, that my faith hasn't gotten me very far?" he said trying for mournfulness and 

succeeding. Sir Michael was mollified. He transferred his attentions to the Minister who had been 

attempting an anonymous exit. 

"What do you think old chap?" he asked pointedly. The old chap raised his glass to his mouth and drank 

convulsively, looking pleadingly at Prof. Kimani. 

"What's the point of this obsession with the past?" some one asked. 

"If you want to know what I think," someone else piped up.  

"I'm sure we don't." 

"I think he was a good man." 

"Of course," Sir Michael agreed ironically. He then inquired into the modalities of transfiguration. "Tell me 

if you would," he asked, "how a terrorist goes up a mountain and comes down a martyr?" 

Prof. Kimani, recognising opportunity, seized it with both hands. "Surely you should ask Mr. Henderson 

that question?" he asked. "Surely Mr. Henderson is the authority on his own transformation?" 

One had to concede game, set and match to Prof. Kimani. 

The government man was silent. 

I continued to wait, a wait that corresponded to the opening hours, which were 8:00 am to 5:30 pm and 
passed the time studying the displays for the hundredth time. The archivist appeared as the clock struck the 
half hour. The book had not been found but we could try again tomorrow. He said this in a way that  


