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the jury in the Parkman case, a version also wor ked on 
by attorney George Bemin as well as the two de f e nse 
l awyers. Bemis himself wrote an account of the trial, 
which included key documents and was publis hed l ate in 
1850. This became the "official" account of the case. 
After ill health forced his retirement in 1858, Bemis 
moved to Europe and developed an interest in the legal 
rights of neutral nations. Following his death his 
will established the Bemis professor s hip of 
International Law at Harvard Law School. Dentist 
Nathan Keep served as the first dean of e Harvard 
Dental School. As for the Harvard 1 College, it 
survived the notoriety of t h e tria • ed its 
location several times, and , it is , has on 
occasion even produced a physici 
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throughout Asia. But I had never really thought much 
about coming to Africa at all. 

until I met Sara. In our first encounter, at the 
home of friends, she talked enthusiastically about 
traveling in Kenya and leading student groups from the 
college where she worked. We traded stories about 
living and working overseas and began to spend time 
together. Later, when she announced that she planned 
to return to Africa for the summer, I decided to go 
too. A fortnight in Kenya was all it took. I managed 
to avoid malaria and other tropical diseases but caught 
a harder-to-shake bug. Africa was in my blood. 

More trips followed. My first visit was only a 
couple of weeks long. The next summer Sara and I went 
back for a month and a half. This time my children, 
Jenny and David, came for part of the time, and we 
trekked together up Mt. Kilimanjaro in Tanzania. Four 
years later, after we were married, we returned to 
Kenya for a year. Sara had volunteered to lead another 
college study-abroad program, and I received another 
Fulbright grant to teach American history for a year at 
the University of Nairobi. This was a chance to 
immerse ourselves even further in a favorite place . . 

What follows is the story of these encounters, not 
so much the game parks -- such as Masai Mara, Samburu, 
and Lake Nakuru -- that tourists flock to from around 
the world. Safari is the Swahili world for journey, 
and this is the story of a different kind of trip: the 
internal effort to come to terms with a strange and 
very different land. It is easy to travel for a few 
weeks or a few months. Spending a year or more means 
that you need to adjust to things you could otherwise 
ignore. And that adjustment is the kind of safari I 
have in mind. 

Over the course of that year, I learned to live in 
a place where the infrastructure was falling apart. I 
functioned in a university setting vastly different 
from any I had known before. I watched as friends and 
acquaintances died with a regularity we in the West 
find hard to accept. And I dealt constantly with the 
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, f that legacy remains. 

British rulers, and so~~i~~~isoprove unwilling to make 
When clerks or o~her 0 d'fficulties out of fear that 
decisions that m~ghttease o~nt for their actions, 
they will be called 0 aC~hat there is little they can 
Kenyans accept that fact t lly but at a snail's pace 
do. Things get done even ua , 
that they have learned to accept. 

M response was to ask Macharia, a colleague, ;0 
take u; to see the vice Chancellor. He blanched. , Are 
you sure that's what you want to do?" he asked. H1S 
reluctance stemmed from his awareness ~f the power 
structure at the University. The Presldent of Kenya, 
Daniel Arap Moi, is Chancellor of the University of 
Nairobi and every other institution in Kenya. The Vice 
Chancellor owes his appointment to the President and 
works closely with him, sometimes on a daily basis. He 
-- and the President -- can fire faculty members at 
will, and sometimes do. I was naively asking Macharia 
to do something he really preferred not to do. 

still, Macharia recognized our problem and proved 
willing to help -- or humor -- me. Fortunately, the 
Vice Chancellor put us at our ease, when we finally got 
to see him. There was no problem with moving into the 
flat, he said. He would speak to one of this 
assistants, and I could get the necessary authorization 
later in the day. Within another couple of days, we 
were safely ensconced in our new home. 

Our persistence proved more important than I had 
imagined. About a month later, before the University 
council met, the chairman of that board was killed in a 
car crash. After a period of mourning, someone else 
took his place. And I never did get the official 
notification of my appointment the entire time we were 
abroad. 

That experience served as a model for hundreds of 
other interactions over the next thirteen months. 
Again and again I discovered that things moved far more 
slowly in Kenya than in the United states. Our 
difficulties in finding a flat should have warned me of 
other pitfalls that lay ahead. But I learned the wrong 



607 

od r emained naively 
lesson from this epis eUg~~e anything. After all, I 
optimistic that I could . 
had found us a place t o 1 

once we had an apa 
amenities. Especially a p 
to Africa that it was often 
Trying to make phone contact 
l i ke calling out into a ,can 
someone at the bottom m~~ht 
Reaching another person ~n 
more difficult. The phone 
signal, even though i~ was 
p l ay a recording tell~ng yo 
out of service, even though 
line just moments ago. Or 
middle of conversation, and 
reconnect to continue the 

I wanted all the 
I knew from past trips 
to make a call. 

t he provinces was 
taking a chance that 

you and respond. 
. was sometimes even 

' ve you a busy 
e. Or it might 

e r you wanted was 
spoken on the s-ame 

get cut off in the 
it impossible to 

Our pleasure at fi nd ing ent that already 
hgg a telephone was punct e realized the 
phone did not work. And so deal again with 
the university bureaucracy. a s a communications 
office, and ~ phone was vcrt~~. but I was told that 
it was better for me to s person if I wanted 
to get anything done. And next day, I went to 
the University's telecom ptly at 8:00 AM to 
wait for a man named Rick. d me to go home and 
wait for a repairman, who e soon. How soon? 
I wondered to myself. 

Before long, however , r bell rang, and two 
workmen came to look at They gave me the 
good news that the line been turned back on, 
but then reported the bad t the telephone 
itself needed repair. Fo--~~··-'y, I had brought a fax 
machine with me to Kenya , . ive expectation that 
this could keep me in to ople back home. The 
workmen quickly wired the ' ne i nto the line and 
got a dial tone. I was 0 y. 

Over the course of e year, I o f ten wondered 
about th~ importance I attac hed to the phone. Back 
home, I relied on t he telephone to stay in touch with 
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colleagues and friends. If I was on a search 
committee, I thought nothing of making a call to find 
out about a candidate from someone I knew. Instead of 
writing a letter, I often used the phone. I had voice 
mail to take messages in my office and an answering 
machine at home. 

The phone served me -- and so many other Americans 
as a king of crutch. Perhaps it serves all of us as 

a substitute for long-lost extended family ties. I 
happen to be lucky that my parents live just 40 miles 
away and I can see them as often as I choo~e. But my 
sister is in wyoming -- a long way from Oh~o -- and my 
children are comfortably established on the pacific 
coast. The phone keeps us in the kind of regular 
contact I have come to enjoy. 

Just as I was getting confident I could function 
in Kenya, the phone went dead. Entirely dead. Now I 
realized that my adjustment was not as deep-rooted as I 
had thought. For as soon as the dial tone disappeared, 
I felt the recurrence of all of the anxieties I had 
been trying to suppress. Had I done something wrong? 
Had I failed to make a deposit? Was there a larger 
problem I knew nothing about? Maybe this was part of a 
persistent pattern that would plague us for the 
remainder of our stay. 

My fears proved well-founded. When I went back to 
Rick, I discovered that the tenant from Zimbabwe who 
had preceded us had not paid his phone bill. There was 
a forwarding address, to be sure, but no telephone 
number. And, Rick told me, there was little chance of 
being able to track him down and make him pay. Africa 
simply did not work that way. Rick informed me with a 
wry smile that if I wanted to get the phone service to 
resume, I was going to have to pay the bill. 

I thought about it for a moment, and then took out 
my wallet and gave him the money. I needed to feel 
connected to the world. Rick authorized one of his 
assistants to carry the cash across town to the Post 
Office with an urgent request to a friend of his there 



609 

to turn 
days or 

~~. ise it might take 
the phone back,on. v~erv 
weekS for serv1ce to 

month. Now I 
ag between service The same thing happened 

learned that there w~s a 10 we friend's June 
and bills. I had pa1d for 
calls. To get the phone serv 
would also have to pay for ~-
over the money, and the 9 

~~----tored again, I 
ce again, I forked 
tone returned. 

, t ' e phone, I 
Given the uncerta1n 1e5 at I could use the 

comforted myself with the again. The main 
post office to stay in to . ~tion, looked like a 
Post Office, off by the ~ of Nairobi huddled 
huge cavern with most the 
inside. More convenient __ ~-n, but no less 
crowded, were several b scattered around 
the city. As with eve ¥U.-~ ··S~_ ~e did in Kenya, 
going to the Post Office of time. 

Mailing a letter was 
time I tried to buy st 
people in line ahead of 
toward the clerk, elbow' 
clergymen -- who tried to 
reached the window, the persCD 
pile of 50 letters, al l 
individually weighed. I 

Mailing a package 
in line for half an hour 
the university, I disco~A.~~ 

could only mail overseas ~~~~5 

part. The first 
ere only a dozen 
tly, I inched my way 
rlopers -- even 

ead. Just as I 
d of me pulled out a 

ded to be 
tried to relax. 

ere After waiting 
the SUbstation near 
dismay, that I 

r om the main Post 
Officer. since I needed 
containing one of my 
dissertation chapters , 

a small packet 
'~--·~ral student's 

to this place I preferred 

I hoped the process 
letter. I had wrapped 
and tape, and was ready 
found other obstacles 
take the packet to a 
me -- in Swahili -- to 

c e but to head over 

easy as mailing a 
c ely, with staples 
f. But now I 
y . First I had to 

~aoMS The clerk told 
e could see what 



610 

was inside. I did. The chapters -- undoubtedly worth 
thousands of dollars to my student -- had no commercial 
value at all. Yet I still had to fill out a customs 
waiver, to paste on the package itself. 

But now the package was no longer sealed. And I 
had left the staples and tape back home. So I had to 
leave the Post Office, buy supplies downtown, and 
return to try again. After waiting in another long 
line I found that it would cost $25 to mail a package 
that' would cost about $5 in the United states. But 
what could I do? 

This effort paled beside the effort to pick up a 
package. The first time I tried, it took three
quarters of an hour, and I had to go to eight different 
windows before I was able to leave. 

First, I had to go upstairs at the main Post 
Office to another large room, showing guards along the 
way a little yellow slip telling me that a package had 
arrived. I waited at one window while a clerk looked 
in a holding area for my parcel. Finally he returned 
with a box, but that was only the start. Then I had to 
take it to another window, open it in front of another 
clerk, and have him decide if I had to pay duty. Then 
on to still another clerk to fill out a duty form, and 
to another to make sure the first clerk had filled out 
the form correctly, and then to the cashier to pay the 
money, and then to a supervisor to review all the 
preceding paperwork. And each window required a wait 
in line until it was my turn. 

Done, I said to myself as I moved away from the 
last window. I was wrong. I came to still one more 
clerk, and now I had to surrender the original little 
yellow slip that told me I had a package to pick up. 
But I had lost the slip en route. And so I had to 
retrace my steps to all the other windows, dutifully 
waiting in line, until I located the elusive paper and 
could return it at last. 

still, I slowly learned to relax, as I finally 
figured out how to function in this strange place and 
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to save the contacts with the people who became our 
friends. And as I learned re and more about the 
University of Nairobi, I appreciate better what 
I had at home. I loved tea y African students, 
and watching them slowly ive. But I found it 
much harder to comprehend e et imes extraordinarily 
difficult circumstances under ' ch students studied 
and faculty members worked. 

The university of Na ' a residential campus, 
where all students admitted i ve in the housing 
provided by the school. ersity dorms leave 
much to be desired, thoug ook crowded and 
uncomfortable at best. 0 ~~~ex near our apartment 
was known to students a nd embers alike as 
Soweto -- after the slum taKC~~P outside Johannesburg 
in South Africa -- in re of the poor quality 
of the structures there. 

Even more problemati the fact that there 
were only 9,000 places f or stgd~~ to live, although 
12,000 were enrolled. " e university accepted 
so many more students than handle?" I wondered 
aloud to one of my collea answer was rooted 
in the switch from the Bri the American system 
of education several years parently, the 
university simply admitted class following the 
English model and a new class t to begin in the 
American pattern at the same I t was undoubtedly 
a political decision, to try all constituent 
groups happy. But it caused , i ll causes, untold 
difficulty for the students i n Each term, one 
class must simply sit out the se .. ste r at home. This 
staggered approach slows down ole process and 
makes it almost impossible to c t e a degree in less 
than five or six years. And that e is extended even 
f urther if the university closes f or other 
reasons, as was the case my firs t 

In years past, students admitt to Kenyan 
universities ' had all their expenses i de In the last 
couple of years, all that has chanqed. The World Bank 
an~ the In~ernational Monetary Fund, organizations 
wh~ch prov~de huge loans and grants that sustain Kenyan 
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development, told the country in no uncertain terms 
that it could no longer afford the huge expense of 
providing a free college education to all candidates 
admitted to the public universities. Part of the 
structural adjustment program that was a precondition 
to continued support entailed students paying part of 
the cost on their own. 

The figures are minuscule in comparison to the 
cost of a college education in the United states. with 
the state still continuing to pay tuition, students 
were required to pay about $800 for living expenses 
each academic year. Compared to the $25,000 that many 
American parents pay for each child's attendance each 
year at an elite private institution, that amount seems 
insignificant. But it was probably harder for a Kenyan 
student to amass that sum than for an American student 
to raise the full total necessary to attend college for 
a year. 

The Kenyan government had just issued the decree 
requiring student contributions toward university costs 
when I arrived in the country in the middle of the 
summer to teach at the University of Nairobi. The new 
academic year was scheduled to start in August. In 
July, Kenyan students took to the streets to protest 
the costs they said they could not afford. In 
characteristic fashion, the government responded by 
calling out the police. Peaceful protect devolved into 
ferocious confrontation, with a number of students 
being taken to the hospital with cracked skulls and 
other wounds. In this, as in most confrontations, the 
authorities won. But adverse publicity in the media 
persuaded the government to ease discontent by 
implementing a loan scheme to provide the necessary 
funds. 

There had been a number of loan plans in the past, 
but the default rate was inordinately high, some said 
close to 95 percent. with jobs scarce after completing 
college, many students could simply not afford to pay 
back what they had borrowed to go to school. But some 
kind of political response was necessary, and so top 
authorities decided to push ahead with the loans. 
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Yet a nationwide loan s cb e took tiae to plan and 
implement. Figuring a month to es ' d another 
month to execute the new f inane ' , arrangements, the 
government announced that a ll , c i versities would 
be closed until mid-November . e of my colleagues, 
far more used to univers ity c s than I, told me 
wi th a smile, "You've got a on your hands." 

Life for faculty a s hard as it was for 
students. My colleagues of purpose and 
professional pride. They to pursue their 
own scholarship and to tea el l as they could. 
Yet they worked under co that would have 
appalled their counterparts e United states. 
Lecturers at the Unive rs ' ' r obi -- young faculty 
members, often without d degrees, who did a 
large part of the teach ' paid approximately 
$100 a month and received and medical care. 
Full professors earned a r e , perhaps as much 
as $150 a month, and like ousing and medical 
care. But Nairobi is not __ ~~~' ve backwater where 
the living is cheap. Auta.cC,·~es ubiquitous in the 
city, cost as much as ~ rica. computer 
prices, in U.s. dollars , ly higher than in 
the United states; as a of a person's 
income, they are signifi ere Faculty 
members found it diff i or groceries for a 
sizable family out o f th salary. "Even 
buying a shirt becomes a ' sian," observed one 
colleague. 

Most faculty members en those in 
administrative positions , ta~~ ' t ional classes on 
the side at other instit ighting was a way 
of life, and so professors United states 
International University, c ampus in 
Nairobi, catering to older 0 attend evening 
classes while holding down s and others 
whose scores on entrance have qualified 
them for admission to the gov'~~Bn:-s~pported national 
universities. The American- ersity hired many 
part-time instructors a nd ee or four times 
what Kenyan universities ful l-time 
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professors. This was the only way many academics could 
survive. 

Most of my friends on the faculty were frustrated 
with the conditions they faced, and disturbed by the 
administrative structure that located all authority in 
all of the national universities in the Office of the 
President. They were troubled that political 
priorities, rather than academic values, prevailed in 
the decision-making process. Professors, who once had 
a greater stature in Kenyan society, now find 
themselves falling behind, both by material and non
material measures. And the government, which has · 
supreme control over virtually all parts of Kenyan 
life, shows little inclination to provide further 
support. 

In some ways, the university serves as a kind of 
microcosm of Kenyan society. There are serious, 
seemingly insurmountable, problems evident at every 
turn. Equipment breaks down and is seldom repaired. 
Students fall between the cracks of outmoded 
bureaucratic procedures. It is often difficult to 
survive. 

Survival in a larger sense is itself a problem, 
for illness is visible everywhere in Kenya today. Sara 
and I encountered sick people all the time, and not all 
of them recovered. Death is far more common than in 
the world I knew before I arrived in Africa. Most 
families with whom we became friends had at least one 
member who became sick and died while we were there. 
As we shared their trials and tried to lend our 
support, I felt the immediacy to serious illness that 
was an integral part of Kenyan life. 

The basic demographic patterns relating to disease 
and death in this part of the world are not 
encouraging. Even as the Kenyan population soars __ 
~oubl~ng everY , 20 years -- the mortality rate remains 
~nord~nately h~gh. AIDS has become the scourge of 
Central and East Africa, and Kenya finds itself near 
the center of the plague. But tens of thousands of 
other people also battle with the ravages of malaria, 
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and many of them succumb to the di sease. other 
ailments, such as cholera and t yphoid , al l but 
eradicated in the united states , st · cause numerous 
fatalities. Africa in genera l r . the part of the 
world where children are most likel y to die before the 
age of five and adults are l east . y to survive 
beyond the age of fifty, a nd Ken part of this grim 
picture. starvation may be less n than in somalia 
or Ethiopia, but malnutrit ion any of those 
with meager resources and leaves al l the more 
vulnerable to the fatal d iseases strike them down. 

In Kenya, I worried 
this is. the world's most 
and it seems to be gett ing 
are an estimated 300 to 500 

l aria. Today, 
r asitic disease, 

the time. There 
cases annually, 

and 2.7 million 
Health 

with deaths estimated at be'TW~'~ 
each year. In Africa a lone, 
Organization estimates that 
malaria. Some ten thous 
malarial regions each year 

~~~Yn people have 
r eturn home from 
i ll with the 

disease. 

Before traveling s afraid of 
getting a malady that ogressively worse 
bouts of fever and chil f or the rest of my 
life. Images from old f erish patients 
growing weaker and weaker i ring at last ran 
through my mind. And ~".~.a~ was hardly much 
better. I imagined y~ ~~~-~ yellow from the 
quinine or atabrine or ~a~~~r was supposed to 
take. Prophylaxi s se oed idea. In the 
Philippines, the Pe ace r ovided me with large 
red pills to be s wall eek, and those 
evidently did the trick, e I know got malar1a. 
I was ready to take e ets, but now there 
were apparently better ~~~. had. 

The first couple o~ 
something called mefl 
of Lariam. It too se 
avoid malaria. When I 
conference in Washin 
years ago, I heard an 

went to Kenya, I took 
under the trade name 

, for I managed to 
Fulbright orientation 

before my departure t wo 
~--'~~cian talked at length 
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about various methods of prophylaxis. Then our whole 
group was told by other officials that it was Fulbright 
policy that we had to take Lariam or we would not be 
given our awards, and I signed a piece of paper to that 
effect. I began to take the drug before leaving the 
United states, as directed, and I continued to take it 
weekly overseas. 

Once in Kenya, however, I began to hear from a 
number of people how powerful a substance it was and I 
started to worry about the consequences of taking the 
drug for an entire year. Non-Americans charged that 
the centers for Disease Control in the united states 
endorsed this strong but dangerous prophylactic because 
it was American-made and also because it was least 
likely to result in lawsuits from frustrated travelers 
who might take precautions but still return home with 
the disease. At the same time I encountered the 
international politics of disease prevention, I began 
to hear stories about the possible side effects it 
could cause. Dizziness, strange dreams, and depression 
were among the symptoms that could occur. 

Before long, I began to experience all of them. 
Or so I thought. It was hardly an easy time overseas, 
to be sure. Finding a place to live had taken its 
toll. A few weeks after we came to Kenya, Sara's 
students arrived, and they needed extensive help 
settling in. She was involved with her program 
virtually all of the time. Meanwhile, the University 
of Nairobi was already experiencing the problems that 
would soon lead to its closure and that meant that it 
would be several months before I could begin to enjoy 
the regular patterns of Kenyan academic life. And so, 
after grumbling and feeling generally out of sorts, I 
became convinced that I was suffering from the symptoms 
of the drug. 

"Stop taking Lariam," Sara said sensibly. At one 
level, that seemed like a terrifying step -
challenging medical authority and risking my health as 
well. But the more I thought about it and played out 
my own drug-induced paranoia, the better the advice 
seemed. I forgot about the Fulbright injunction and 
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began to take daily doses of proguanil, sold without 
prescription overseas as Paludrine, along with a dose 
of chloroquine once a week. And I began to feel 
better. 

At the same time, I s ly came to realize that 
lots of people in Kenya got aalaria and recovered 
quickly. Our neighbors friends all had bouts with 
the disease, took the edica i on prescribed, and 
recuperated fully. Maybe aria was not as bad as I 
had first thought. 

It could be deadly , A few years ago, a 
stUdent on a different ' ~ __ .~· on's foreign study 
program had been living . , a small Swahili island 
in the Indian Ocean up e from Mombasa. She had 
gotten a particularly v ' strain of malaria that 
lodged in her brain, and before she could get 
the kind of medical help y a larger city could 
provide. Sara was terrif ' such a disaster could 
strike her program at any so, even as we 
joked about students who tbca~~ at they had malaria 
whenever they had a fever ~~~, we knew that it had 
a deadly side. 

As our stay wore on ged to avoid 
malaria, as well as hepat ' era, typhoid, and 
TB, I became increasingly oo~c~.~~ of the deadly 
impact of AIDS. The first edged cases in the 
region appeared around 1982. e year Sara and I 
lived in Kenya, the Nation , " s major newspaper 
suggested that approximate ent of the entire 
population might now be HTV 

The disease is most pre l ong the Trans-
African Highway. Using the term for AIDS, 
Kenyans call this the Ukimwi RL This road, 
pockmarked with potholes so tha sometimes looks 
like a long mouse-eaten ribbon, e main truck route 
in the region. It leads from M on the Kenyan 
coast through Nairobi, Nakuru, Hl , and finally to 
Kampala, in Uganada, and beyond. from being an 
isolated route through rural land , : runs through the 
major urban centers. All of these areas become 
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vulnerable to the spread of AIDS, transmitted largely 
by the truckers who mingle frequently with prostitutes 
as they move along. Unlike the predominant pattern in 
the United States, this heterosexual contact is the 
main cause for the spread of the disease. 

Sara worried about her students in the fleshpots 
of the big city. They loved to drink, and to dance, 
and the discos drew them in. But the warnings about 
the likelihood of infection were loud and clear, from 
the first orientation session in Indiana to the very 
end of their Kenyan stay. "No sex!" she cried. "You 
can't afford to take the change with the rest of your 
life." It is not always easy to get that message 
across to a group of college students accustomed to 
expressing their sexuality in whatever ways they 
choose. But in this case, the stakes were too high to 
fool around and they heeded her words. 

Kenya has committed itself to an aggressive effort 
to contain the disease in recent years. As you travel 
along the nation's highways, you can see signs warning 
men -- and women -- to keep their sexual activities 
within the framework of their families. Most of the 
small billboards contain simple pictures -- sometimes 
even stick figures -- of men, women, and children in a 
family setting, along with relatively brief captions 
aimed at an audience whose literacy may be in doubt. 

At the same time, the campaign has sought to limit 
unprotected sex through the use of condoms. Here again 
signs along major thoroughfares seek to spread the 
message as widely as possible. Foreign aid agencies 
dispense condoms free of charge. And yet it often 
seems that the campaign falls on deaf ears. As I 
walked daily along Nairobi streets, I frequently came 
across piles of condoms, unused and still in cellophane 
packets, discarded on the sidewalk or by the side of 
the road. These had likely been provided free of 
charge and then forgotten by those who did not want to 
trouble themselves with the inconvenience their use 
required. 
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Resistance to condoms comes from a variety of 
other fronts as well. Tribalism is one source of 
opposition. The country is made up of a series of 
tribes __ the Kikuyu, the LUo, the Luyha, the Kalenjim, 
and many more -- and rivalries, deep-rooted and often 
promoted by the government for its own , remain 
very much alive. Tribes caught in conten ' quarrels 
with other groupS have traditionally f on 
contraception. As foreign correspond aine Harden 
has noted, "Family planning officials found that 
no tribe wants to be the one that growing first." 
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colleagues throughout y ~ • . ~~. t.~ht with black 
n~er of close black fri~~~~a r, enjoyed a 
b~g and much more intrusi I was taking a 
society, with few of the an entirely black 
the past. d relied on in 

, My arrive in Nair 
anx~ety. In the Jomo 
by black Africa. Eve~ 
~us~odians, customs off 
~mm1gration bureaucracy~~~~'-
dream. More than in o~ 
wanted to be sure tha 
I would not have to 
problems, out of a 
me trouble by making 

orced my initial 
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. -- a~rline clerks, 
~ng through the 
a slow-motion 
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any 1nadvertent 
~ my race would cause 
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Into the same public 
to help Taxl' dr ' . lvers 

After gett ing 
of black faces. 
area, packed with 
vied loudly with 
new clients with 
others waived at 

operators, all eager for 
-.~~s~~ ~ome held up signs; 

comIng through a single 
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door, spit out like gum balls dropping from a candy 
machine, one or two at a time. A blanket of discordant 
background noise made it hard to get my bearings. The 
slightly stale smell of sweat, mingled with exhaust 
fumes, filled the air. I was overwhelmed by the dark 
colors that surrounded me. 

I continued to feel overwhelmed, for Kenya was 
different from any place I had known before, and racial 
questions remained close to the surface. Kenya used to 
be a segregated country, much like South Africa in the 
barriers imposed between the races. The British 
dominated colonial East Africa. They subjugated the 
native Kenyans and imposed their own system of 
landholding and law. Whites viewed Africans as 
employees, at best, and operated within the confines of 
a master-servant relationship. Indians, who had been 
imported around the turn of the century to build the 
railroad from Mombasa to Kampala, came to dominate the 
commercial nexus, and regarded Africans as customers or 
hired hands, even as they too faced discrimination from 
the Europeans. The racial tensions from those colonial 
years still persist today. 

Three and a half decades after independence, black 
Africans now control all government offices and 
dominate the entire administrative structure. All 
policemen, politicians, Cabinet ministers, and clerks 
are black. Despite that position of power, there is 
still a lingering suspicion of whites, who are usually 
well-to-do. Richard Leakey, the great paleontologist 
and later head of the Kenya National Museums and the 
Kenyan Wildlife Service, is a white Kenyan who has 
experienced such hostility. For his efforts in trying 
to clean up the rampant corruption so pervasive in this 
part of East Africa, he has paid a heavy price. He 
lost both legs when critics sabotaged his private plane 
and he was forced to crash land. Today, he still faces 
charges of being a colonial imperialist, out of touch 
with the blacks who rule. Meanwhile, Kenneth Matiba, 
leader of one of the opposition parties, sought to gain 
political capital last year by demanding the eviction 
of all Asians -- Indians -- in Kenya, in much the same 
manner as Idi Amin in Uganda a couple of decades ago. 
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, 'K I was uncomfortable in 
As a wh1te ~nt et~y~~ wi th the black pol i ce . Once, 
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a policeman flagge hite and presumabl y 
c i ty, I am sure because I wasd~ the 80 kilometer-an-
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I tried to call his bluff, as I had with the other 
policeman. Hoping he would drop the matter, I said, 
"I'll go to court." That was my second mistake. 

"In that case," the policeman said, "we're going 
to the police station." He got into the car and said 
"Twende." "Let's go." Once there, he asked me if I . 
had enough money to post a bond. If not, he said, he 
would have to impound my car. 

I knew 1 was in over my head as 1 found myself in 
a room with ten or fifteen black policemen and I saw 
that I was clearly the odd man out. When I was called 
before the chief, I tried to speak Swahili, but he 
shrugged me -off in clear, grammatical English. At that 
point, I began to apologize profusely for having made a 
mistake. Thumbing through my license, registration, 
passport, and work permit, he said to the policeman who 
had apprehended me, "1 think we'll give him a warning 
this time, if it's all right with you." The policeman 
nodded, unhappily to be sure, and I breathed a sigh of 
relief. From then on, whenever I s.aw a black 
policeman, I drove the other way. 

And yet, race intrudes in other, even more 
complicated ways. Kenya'S colonial past has caused 
curious contortions. In fancier restaurants, black 
Africans sometimes find the service Slow, as attendants 
hasten to accommodate their white clientele. The 
colonial experience has caused a kind of inferiority 
complex in certain settings, even as it has lead to a 
powerful and unchecked dominance at other times. 

All in all, it was an instructive -- if 
occasionally unsettling experience to function as a 
member of a minority in an all-black land. At times, 
in my classroom, I lost sight of the fact that all of 
my stUdents were black. But then, somewhere else, an 
episode, like one of those just described, would occur 
and remind me that, like the blacks in our own country, 
I could never let myself become too comfortable or 
really let my guard down. 
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classes to teach, essays to write, Swahili words to 
learn in the ongoing effort to master the language most 
commonly used. Shopping involved trips to a variety of 
different kiosks and stores, and, like so many things 
in Africa, took far longer than it did back home. For 
all of the occasional frustrations, unavoidable in any 
developing land, the experience was a r~ch and . 
rewarding one. I came to feel the pass~on for th~s 
part of the world that Sara had conveyed when we first 
met. 

For me, African was an adventure, not like the 
escapades of Theodore Roosevelt and other big game 
hunters who shot the wild life and then left with the 
bounty of their grisly craft. Not like the 
explorations of Isak Dinesen and other European 
settlers who sailed halfway around the world, started 
large farms that Africans tended, and came to call 
Kenya their home. For me, the adventure was a 
different kind of safari -- an interior journey in an 
ever-changing land -- as I reflected constantly about 
the patterns of African life and the ways they differed 
from our own. Gradually, I came to learn more and more 
about Kenya, even as I realized that I would probably 
never fully understand the vast and complex African 
stage t~at stretched before me, from the fertile plains 
of Masa~ Mara to the shimmering Swahili coast. 

A LETTER FROM THE CHIEF 

June 2. 1997 Joseph S. Stern. Jr. 

When you were a kid did you collect match 
wrappers, bottle caps, cigar bands, sample soaps, 
baseball cards, mechanical iron penny banks and the 
like? I did; I always had a bug for COllecting. But 
over the years all these items disappeared except my 
cigar band collection which was started by my 




