OUT OF AFRICA

This is the second, and (I’m sure you’ll be glad to hear) last instalment of tales from Kenya.  This was my first visit to Africa, made easier by being taken in the company of old friends, and visiting John who’d been living in Africa for the last 25 years.  I must confess to being a bit apprehensive about it.  This was probably to do with the precautions we were advised to take – inoculations against tetanus, hepatitis A & B, yellow fever, and so on.  Our host told us there was little likelihood of getting malaria, but we all took the pills anyway.  I guess Kenya was less challenging than (say) neighbouring Ruanda, or (to the north) the Sudan (the names Janjaweed and Dafur even sound sinister, let alone the reality).  On the other hand, there had been a civil war in Kenya about a year ago, and the government was daily billed in the local papers as being on the verge of collapse.  So no change there! 

Our host, John met us at the airport, and fought off all the luggage touts who were trying to help us – for a consideration.  Over the next few days we were driven around in a minibus, with John up front arguing with the driver, who seemed not to know any of the local spots we were to visit.  Most of these were country clubs, whose members (of all races) were pretty wealthy.  We were there as a Morris dance team, and the members of these clubs were bemused, and, on the whole, tolerant of our antics.  Few had seen this kind of dancing before, mainly because the white members, at least, were not English, but Kenyan – they’d been born there.  Our show was no part of their heritage.  Maybe that’s why they accepted it more readily than most UK audiences.

The first of these clubs was the Karen Blixen Club, where the writer of Out of Africa (played in the film by Meryl Streep, I think) had her headquarters, running the coffee plantation after her husband had run out on her (please forgive me - details of the plot escape me).  The thirties in Kenya must have been truly wild.  The dashing Lord Errol (played in White Mischief by Charles Dance) got murdered by one of the many cuckolded husbands whose wives he charmed.  (We performed at another club named after the unfortunate noble Lord, as a warm-up act to a folk band called the Hootenanny.)  Wife swapping was the norm, and driving around (on terrible roads) in very fast, very smart cars.  It makes one wonder just how they had time to grow and make all that coffee…

On our first day we took a walk to one of John’s neighbours, to look at the house he was building – very exotic, inspired by traditional building styles, and set in a garden which he was creating and developing, full of beautiful flowering trees and a water feature.  It struck me that the wealthy people in this part of Nairobi led a rather precarious life.  All the houses (including John’s where we were staying) were surrounded by electrified fences, and all had security alarms, to summon help from guards stationed nearby.   As we drove through the suburbs, all the blocks of flats and housing estates were similarly protected.  The locals took all this for granted, but, though we may be worried about some aspects of security in South Mimms and Ridge (burglaries, petty vandalism), we live open, free lives, compared to these fortress dwellers.

We saw two other aspects of life in Kenya (Africa indeed).  One was an orphanage run by a Catholic charity.  The kids were all HIV positive whose parents had abandoned them, or died from AIDS related diseases.  Some looked listless, others were lively enough: dancing for them was a privilege.  Normally Morris dancers will pass the hat around the audience after the show: on this occasion we passed the hat round amongst ourselves, and collected over £100 to help the nuns who ran the place.

Then we moved onto a pub (The Rusty Nail) and were told by the landlady that she was expecting Mr Odinga, the Prime Minister.  He was very pleased to have an excuse to sit and watch us, instead of talking with the agricultural entrepreneur who was pushing for government funding– he need a bit of quiet time in his difficult day.  His bodyguard all sloped off to watch the Everton/ManU match, and found to their shame that he’d gone back to his car without their protection.  I don’t know if he liked our dancing, but he certainly had a bit of free time to himself.   Maybe he even survived the next political crisis as a result.

The last event was our dance at an ordinary village.  John’s cook-housekeeper fixed it with the local chief, so that we’d have no trouble (John was very apprehensive).  These were no rich African club members, but people leading very modest lives.  The bar we went to afterwards was a simple concrete hut.  But the reception was genuinely warm, and loads of children joined in our final dance.  It felt good to break out from our heavily guarded luxury and meet the real Africa.

 William Marsterson.  June 2009
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