HOW TO TURN YOUR OBSTACLES TO
 STEPPING STONES OF EXCELLENCE 
WHEN EVERYONE ELSE
WANTS YOU TO FAIL

PREFACE
It’s shocking but true. 
Years back, I mentored beneficiaries of an education trust that sponsors bright and deserving children in Kenya. 
Palmhouse Foundation.
I had received the invitation from the founder, a truly amazing man and one of the sharpest philanthropists I have ever met.
Eric Kimani. 
As I recall, it was half past ten an a sunny morning of a mentoring session. At the time I sat with a female student from one of the leading schools in the country. ‘‘What legacy do you wish to leave after exiting this world?’’ I asked.
A plateful of words leapt out of her mouth. 
“I wish to donate my body to a medical school so that the students can use it for research when I die,” she said. 
My mind reeled. Sirens blared and blinking lights flashed in my brain. Pow! My lamp of imagination crashed. Smash! My pot of creativity tumbled. 
‘‘What if my grandson asked me the same question?’’ 
This memoir answers the above question. It's an attempt to stamp the imprint of my influence to my grandchild after am long gone. Therefore I’m not bound by a familiar outline or the traditional rules of writing. Because am not the bright or the most amazing or highly-learned writer. Instead, I want to paint a portrait of my obstacles  and show you how to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. 
But who am I and why should you pay attention to what I say?
Listen: I’ve lived through many personal reincarnations, resuscitations and reinventions. As a clueless novice charting his destiny in the frontline trenches of life, I slid into a slippery slope of a trial-and-error marathon struggle. For I had no mentors to help me navigate the perilous journey that lay ahead.
Onward, I took the bull by the horns and with immeasurable courage, grinded the riskiest edges alone. This challenge was not for the thin-skinned or the frail of heart. Because I made many humiliating mistakes and tasted the bitterness of failure so often in my quest.
Aflame with fierce determination, I got dashed against the rocks of failure through virgin territories. Earned a few battle-scars so to speak, and in quiet desperation limped along the way without a cheering squad. But the single reason I endured the harsh beatings and deep personal hurts, I must admit, is because I had no loyal credentials from any institution that could scale the rungs of a career ladder. 
To be specific, I had no prestige of a university degree. A college diploma or a high school leaving certificate I may run screaming back into in case my quest backfired. Without an impressive resume, this negative motivation at least fueled my mission. Casting aside the assumptions, the familiarities and the common beliefs for success; I fell, failed and floundered on the journey before I discovered that life is about skill-sets not mere credentials.
Looking back, it was a tiresome quest, full of dark corners to turn. As the winds of adversity howled around, I  blundered along the labyrinth of blind alleys and hit deep dead ends. Bruised, bloodied and battered, I got clobbered by the shifting storms of social change and had dirt kicked in my face. However, in this do-or-die situation I just shouldered on with the rigors of blazing new trails.
Moving forward proved tedious and tiring. As life's chaos swung, clanged, boomed and shoved me in contradictory directions, only heaven knows how I steered through the maze. But where there is a will there is a way. Having learned resilience at an early age, I crawled through thick webs of despair, nailed down my hard-won lessons and tattooed them in my mind. 
Drawing nourishment from this unlikely pool of inspiration, I absorbed what I had gathered, dusted myself off from the painstaking knocks, and against all odds, climbed back into the ring for another fight. Pierced to the core and gasping in pain, I took another shot at this cruel yet beautiful world that appeared unfair to me. 
Here’s the juicy part: My lifestyle is now legendary. I shine. Yes, from the midnight of struggle to a sunrise of satisfaction.
This is the stuff from which legends are made and legacies are carved. Because what you become along the journey is more important than what you get in your destination. So let me hold your hand as I unravel the practical, workable and proven nuggets drawn from the haystack of my sordid past. With a sense of clarity, let us put them into perspective and break them into bite-sized portions of a gleaming insight you can, adapt, modify and apply in your everyday life. 
As a result, you'll become a master stimulator of great performance even in turbulent times.
Are you ready to plunge into this ocean of possibility and shape your destiny? Let's push the swinging door to Chapter One.
Alex Murithi,
Nairobi, Kenya.


CHAPTER 1
What  is  Excellence?

VROOOOOM!!! 
A boy’s voice sang and died. Pieces of sheet metal screamed. Feet pounded the ground. 
On a golden morning years back, I drove a toy along a pathway with my friend Nimo. She was a girl of Somali descent and my neighbour. Her complexion was chocolate brown. She had a slender frame, large eyes and long hair that was as soft as a lamb’s ear. Across the field, a huge acacia tree wept in a gentle breeze, its trunk crooked like a broken hip. A dog dashed across the pathway and I greeted it with a deafening shout. 
Nimo adored my toy as if it were a pet. Bits of Kimbo cooking fat tins formed its body. Old Bata slippers fabricated its wheels and improvised barbed wire made its hefty steering wheel. I enjoyed the thrill of racing around. 
“Vroooom! Vroooom!” I roared as I held the steering wheel of my toy. Twisting my body to the side, I pressed an imaginary pedal beneath my feet and sped off the footpath. “Marlboro Safari Rally, Joginder Singh, Shekhar Mehta!” I raced back over an imaginary muddy road, spunning and fishtailing. “Beep! Beep! Shshsh!” I applied the brakes and switched off the ignition.
 “It’s my turn to drive,” Nimo said. 
“Wait a bit”, I replied.
“Woiye! Give me, I drive,” she insisted. 
“Wait a minute”, I said. I pushed the toy whistling. 
Nimo was a strong-willed girl who took no for an answer. She requested for a chance to drive the toy but I refused to cede ground. She pestered and pleaded. Cajoled and coaxed. But her prodding never enticed me to yield to her demands. 
In her desperate press of tearful begging, arguing and persuading, she held my hand and insisted we drive the car together. Her plan wore me down and I surrendered the toy. Grabbing the steering wheel, she pushed the toy several paces on the dirt road. 
Like an unexpected storm, Kevin, the estates' fearsome bully burst from the intersection clad in oversized shorts and an unbuttoned shirt. He was a mean, jealous and self-centred boy with a large body. Gripped by a perverse habit of bullying, this unruly tyrant terrorized the neighbourhood kids with impunity. A challenge to his authority only birthed a mask of bruises and bumps on your face. With Kevin on the loose, Nimo and I were fair game.
Casting a cruel grimace, he wrinkled his nose in disdain and rushed to Nimo. “Give me the car!” he said. I imagined her knocked on the ground with a black eye and a nosebleed, sniffling. Shrinking, ashamed, yet with a look tinged with rebellion and scorn, I motioned to Nimo and in a hushed tone asked her to forfeit the toy. 
“Naw!” she said. 
Kevin’s eyes blazed with pure hatred. 
 “You shut up!” he said.
Then Nimo did the unexpected. Angry as a bear with a sore paw,  she snatched the toy and rushed across the road. But Kevin pursued her, overtook her and flung her to the ground. There was a mad struggle for the toy between them.
“Whooooeee!!!’’ A blood-curdling scream burst from Nimo. She cried, yelled and threw soil at the assailant. But Kevin had determined to wrench the toy from her hands. 
A chill run over my spine. 
“Stop it, Kevin! Stop it, yooouuuu coward!” I yelled.
Kevin screeched to a halt. A scornful look swept his face. He bit the knuckle of his index finger and edged toward me.
 “Are you resisting? Are you resisting?” he bellowed.
Unsure of myself, I quivered with fear but the urge to knock the stuffing out of the bully burned in me like hell’s fire. 
“Stop joking!” I mumbled.
Gritting my teeth, the grip of my hands tightened like a bench vice. Kevin hesitated and weighed his chances of beating me. 
“I’ll show you a plucked guinea fowl!” I taunted.
He came close, his eyes squinting and his brow furrowed. Reaching where I stood, he put his hands on the hips and stuck out his chest. Then he mimicked my words with loud hoot like the sound of a monkey. 
“Nyenye ... Nyeeenye ... Nyeenye!” 
Thirsting for a sweet revenge, I stood my ground as I visualized his head traveling between my fists and the ground. Now our faces were a mere three inches apart and his mouth twisted into a vicious snarl of fury. 
As the cruel grimace distorted his face, he banged his chest and scoffed the challenge.
“Huh! Huh! You play with a bee and it stings you!” 
“I don’t care,” I said. 
Looking fierce, he stepped back two paces. With his big toe, he scratched a line on the dry earth and stopped. He scratched again and his huge feet punched imprints into the ground. With his eyes filled with scorn, he threw me a challenge.
“Cross over this line and I’ll sting you like a bee!” 
With a savage hatred etched in his face, he picked a dry leaf from the ground, stretched up his left arm, and with fingers flat in the air, placed the leaf on his bare knuckles. “Knock this off, if you are man enough,” he invited. 
A time comes when a choice must be made between freedom and oppression. Between fairness and injustice. Between convenience and conviction. This triggers our mind into a flight of fight response. Either way, these decisions requires instant application because each choice has lifelong consequences.
In this case, if I was alone, I could flee from Kevin as fast as my legs could carry me. Because, he had a dubious reputation for flooring more ferocious opponents than myself. But now, Nimo and I were together, and I didn't want to appear a coward. Though she was a Muslim by faith and a girl by gender, I had a soft spot for her. She was my classmate, neighbour and friend. 
A wave of violent anger shook me to the bone as I imagined the rascal escaping with my toy for good. Though he was stronger than me, I refused to accept his blackmail without a fight. Because I had a right to defend my belongings especially the disputed toy.
Stress intensified inside me rising to unbearable levels. My knees felt squishy and my heart thumped so much as if it could escape from my chest. With the intensity of a lion stalking its prey, I lurched forward and inched closer to where he stood. Quivering I challenged him to a hand-to-hand combat. My head swung back and forth. I looked at Nimo. I looked at Kevin. His huge frame and dubious reputation intimidated me.
Torn between a confusing cornucopia of choice, my mind urged my legs to run but my heart commanded them to stand. My head said, “You are making a fool of yourself”, but my feet said, “Be courageous!” My feet won. 
Mucus gushed out of my nose like toothpaste and I could hardly breathe. Forced to respond, I was almost upon him now, and as I crossed the line he had drawn on the dust calculating, I saw the veins throb on his forehead and neck.
For a moment, we stood toe-to-toe, eyed each other face-to-face and eye-ball to eye-ball. He fluttered his eyebrows and a chill whistled through my body. Then he coiled his fingers into fists. Gosh! What chance did I have? Should I cower in fear or fight with courage? Should I flee like a drenched cat or fight like a lioness with cubs? 
Fear is good. Because it makes you more cautious, alert and calculating. In this case, I slumped my shoulders, dropped my chin and narrowed my eyes ready to meet my victory or waterloo. Substituting strength for speed and order for surprise, I jumped at him like a raptor. Then I swung the palm of my hand with all my might and whacked him across the face. 
Pow!
“Waaaaah!” 
He let out an anguished wail, tucked his face into his arms and cursed. Understanding he could retaliate at any moment, I hurled myself to him, curled my right leg around his shins, tripped off his feet and shoved him. Under our combined weight, we staggered here and there before I knocked off the last remnant of strength from his legs. We crashed to the ground, rolled over and over with me on top, then Kevin, me on top, then Kevin.
Drawing our breaths in heavy gasps, we fought each other in a strenuous duel. Hitting. Scratching. Pulling. Slapping. Tussling and flailing.
“Say you surrender!” I screamed.
In savage fury, he struggled to fasten his fingers tight around my windpipe. But I pounced on him and pounded his face with rapid blows without a moment's remorse. I hit him hard. Again and again at blinding speed. 
He was stronger than I, and I felt my strength dwindle as his towering body lay hard against mine like a huge stone. With the earth pressed close and my body hot in pain, I tried to twist and dislodge him, but I was helpless in his grip. 
“Say you surrender!” he said. 
With a force of frightening intensity, he slammed a terrible shattering punch to my head. Black dots blinded my eyes as my senses spun in orbit from its impact like an out of control merry-go-round. I was now stuck on the ground with nowhere to flee.
 
What could I do now? Is there an escape route? Wait! In the land of the blind, the one-eyed person is king.
Deprived of an escape route, I clawed his face, gouged chunks of skin and tore turfs of hair from his head. Then I scooped a handful of soil from the ground and threw it at his eyes. Closing his eyes tight with soil, he grew frantic. Then his arms now lashed out at anything he could grasp like someone attacked by a swarm of bees. By coincidence, the fingers fell into my mouth. At this moment, they served as a juicy fat sausage for my teeth. And all the bottled rage trapped inside me flooded the jaws like steam under a valve. 
With my teeth meeting flesh, I sunk them hard, deep into his fingers, cut, tore, pulled until warm blood spurt and gushed through my lips like a broken faucet. Out of sheer desperation, he puffed and tried to thrust his knee against my belly.With a fierce instinct, I clamped my teeth tight on his fingers.
Whoooeeeee!
A round of tortured gasps escaped from his mouth. I pressed the teeth harder. The gasps continued like the tickling of a clock until a sharp burst of screaming pain shot into my skull. The noise was high and I knew it wasn’t coming from Nimo who stood a few yards away, clapping, cheering and egging me on with a rousing "kill the monster." 
Looking helpless, weak and defeated, Kevin yelled and twisted around like a dying snake. 
Aaaaahhh!
He was wailing more from anger than from pain. Because he made a false assumption that I was a flash in the pan. But I countered him in a way he least expected.
“I surrender!” he hissed.
Feeling braver, stronger and much smarter, I relaxed the grip off his fingers and leapt to my feet. He had suffered a humiliating defeat at his own game in a way he could never forget.
“Don’t joke with a bee .... you’ll eat honey!” I sneered. 
It was a pitiful sight to see him, jump, squirm and with tears clouding his vision, stagger to his feet gasping for breath. I gritted my eye to Nimo.
With one of his eyes swollen shut and bleeding, Kevin broke into a wild run his spine-chilling howls rising. 
Mamaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!
As he wailed, the fear I had of him melted like wax before a fire. Seeking to ensure a resounding victory, I chased him five paces. But he scuttled looking over his shoulder, groaning, nursing his fingers in utter disbelief his face wet with tears. “Leave me alone... I’ll tell mum! I’ll tell mum!” he cried. I stood panting, provoking him, urging him to return and fight. “Uka! Uka ngwonie ngwaci gwikira!” (Come! Come I show you am dangerous!) I taunted. When he refused, I chased him again but he fled to a safe distance crying, howling and petrified. 
Without a shred of guilt for biting his fingers, I picked a rock from the ground and sent it sailing in the air.
Whack!
It bounced off his back and he emitted a frightful scream as if stung by nettle. 
Whoooooeee!!!
With a powerful burst of energy, Kevin vanished into the bushes in a full sprint.
That morning, on a dusty sidewalk at Kabati estate, Naivasha, I discovered that true strength is not in muscles or weapons but it lies within oneself. More importantly, fear is a coward. A scary bully. If you confront it with courage, it runs away. 
Enough build-up! Now pull a chair and sit. Relax. Chill. Let me guide you through the valleys, plains and mountains of my life. Because a building cannot rise high in the sky unless it first sinks its foundation deep into the ground. This means the visible part of a man’s life rests upon hidden deep roots. And mine are worth tracing.  
Here’s what I mean. 

On a dark and stormy night a dozen years after Kenya’s independence, an unusual event unfolded in Embu County, the land of the brave. At Kivwe village an obscure place in the world atlas, it was a  dry season with no expectation of rain, the heavens changed their mind. Violent strokes of lightning pierced the sky followed by strong winds. 
The wind howled and trees bent as if on worship. The domestic animals pressed together to hold their ground as the rafters creaked and strained inside the circular thatch-roofed huts that dotted the village. Thunder exploded and slivers of lighting pierced the sky. A gauge of darkened stormy grey clouds gathered. As if torn by a heavy blast, the bruised sky wept and torrents of rain collapsed in a tremendous fall. The patched earth absorbed the raindrops to quench it's thirst. 
In one homestead, cries of joy shot from a young couple inside a hut. They celebrated the safe womb escape of their third born (a son). The father drew closer to the makeshift cot where the baby lay swaddled in a tattered shawl. A smile flashed his face as he lifted the infant, drew him close to his chest and bequeathed  a blessing—“You shall water others in their dry spell!” Daddy named me Murithi. And the chick was destined to grow into a useful cockerel.
One of the distinctive identity features of the Aembu people is an acute shortage of names for the boy child. To fill this gap, we borrow names from wild animals. A visit to my village is like a visit to a game park. Because you meet with Munyi (Rhino), Njogu (Elephant) or Ngari (Leopard). These are real names of my kinfolk. My surname “Murithi” means a shepherd. Though the name relates to animals, it saved me the agony of sharing one with an animal. 
From folklore, I know much of my family heritage. My maternal grandfather, Njiru wa Mugerie served as a soldier with the Kings African Rifles - 11th Battalion. The icy fingers of colonialism wrenched him from the nurturing arms of his homeland and the imperial boot shoved him into World War II. Conscripted, he sacrificed his life at the altar of the King's service. But the British Crown never compensated his poverty-stricken family for the loss of its breadwinner. 
My maternal grandmother, Julia, was my childhood hero. A wizard with language, she was gifted with an endless wealth of trance inducing tales. Inside her grass-thatched hut, I sat spellbound on a low three-legged stool. After placing my legs on two hearth stones for warmth, I listened to the stories roll of her lips. Lost in absorption, the hours slipped away unnoticed. Soon the soft singing of burning wood and the dancing flames on the belly of a three stone cooker shot in the air like ribbons. Blop! Blop! Blop!  The throaty bubbles rose from the tradition cooking pot full of boiled arrowroots mixed with peas, potatoes and yams. How I savoured the sweet flavoured delicacy. But I valued the joys and delights I experienced by the fire-place over objects and money.
When the food was ready, she served it in a huge calabash bowl. My eyes bulged and my mouth watered as I shoveled the delicacy riveted to a fascinating tale packed with emotion, context and relevancy. At the end of this precious moment, tears rolled down my cheeks and my nose run of the sheer pleasure. As far as I knew, this outstanding delicacy prepared and served in the thrall of a tale was the act of a hero. Because it's not only the story that matters but how you tell it that counts.  
From this experience, I discovered early in life that excellence is not doing extraordinary things. It is doing the simple things of life extraordinarily well. This is one of the single most valuable lesson I have stuck to my heart since childhood. 
My mother, Sicily, was the only daughter in a family of three children. Grandma Julia cherished and adored her like a rose. But her dad was a memory in the past rather than a part of her future. Because mama eased her way out of the womb after her dad left for the mine-laden trenches of Burma, Asia, where he breathed his last fighting the Japanese. Deprived off her fatherly love at a tender age, she became a victim of the unspoken horrors of imperial injustice fuelled by the British Empire. 
On the other hand, Mama grew up in a patriarchal society where formal education of the girl-child was never valued. Though her mother wasn't materially wealth, she afforded her a basic education. But what she lacked in class she compensated at home. Because her mother was rich with great experiences. Therefore she empowered her to became an impeccable house keeper, someone who turned a household into a home. 
Later in life, Mama had to tend her own children and perform the household chores. 
Firm but gentle in her child rearing duties, she was an over-the-edge parent who enforced discipline with a carrot and a stick. Her motto was: spare the rod and spoil the child. Back then, a child never spoke as the parents talked. You neither argued nor voiced opinions when a parent gave orders. Respect meant you obeyed without question like the biblical Naaman. 
In case you disobeyed or eavesdropped, no form of tearful begging or pleading could sway Mama from straightening you with a cooking stick. Or a tree switch to your legs. Sometimes she stared you dead in the eye, yanked your earlobe, pinched and twisted it with great intensity until it were on fire. “Bad manners!” she yelled. 
Mama warned us to be wary of the strangers we met on the neighbourhood. Through relentless repetition, she determined to shape our character with a stringent moral code. Because it was her sacred duty to impart her children with proper behaviour. At times, she lavished us with affection and made our little world brighter. I loved her empathy.
Growing up, I always loved to hear her sing “Mary had a little lamb” to Cathy—my toothless little sister—who sat on the floor banging on the plate with a spoon. Mama's absorption to the song intrigued me. With the joyful gleam in her eye, she lifted up Cathy, flung her a tight embrace and with the soft press of her lips brushed on Cathy’s cheeks. As the song slipped off her lips with beguiling sweetness, I listened to the lyrics—the lamb loved Mary because Mary loved the lamb. Through this song, I discovered my golden rule in life that those who are stingy are stingy only to themselves. And more importantly, just like Mary you must sow before you reap.
My paternal Grandpa, Zakayo Chirigu’s mother came from the Akamba tribe. His father, a gallant warrior named Karaga Ngarutua, had immigrated from Siakago-Mbeere and was “born” into the Marigu clan through the Aembu ritual of slaughtering a goat without blemish. (“Mari” means “they have” and “Rigu” means “wealth”). Traditionally, the famed warriors of the Aembu nation had defended their territory and stood firm against the British. They always brought home spoils of war from each victorious battle as they repulsed the dreaded Maasai (okavi) and the poison arrowed Akamba warriors. 
Back in the day, there were no better homes, better health care and better homes. What's more, women were regarded as property. And those seized from the enemy as trophies. In one of the ensuring battles with the Akamba, the Aembu warriors thrashed them and captured their beautiful girls, livestock and other valuables. From this incursion, my great grandfather brought home a charming Kamba bride named Nyange. The couple sired two sons Chirigu (grandpa) and Nguru.
Two score years after the start of the 20th Century, a deadly epidemic swept through the land and disseminated the populace. The scourge also wiped out Grandpas’ parents. Without parental guidance in his formative years, any hope of a good life for him seemed like a mere fantasy. Because the accompanying effect of loss, poverty and misery left him vulnerable at the mercy of the most vicious social preditiors. With his world yanked beneath his feet at teen-age, Grandpa almost resigned to a bleak fate as the reality of an orphan hit home. However, he took matters into his own hands and with a sunken spirit adopted his younger brother Nguru, a toddler. Sadly, the boy passed on in his early teens. 
Amid the stifling voices of gloom-and-doom, Grandpa refused to make grief a primary concern. Despite the dark clouds of misfortune hanging over his head, he set his sights to prosper and uphold the family name. Because hidden in every tragedy is a greater opportunity with bigger benefits. Transcending beyond the appalling tragedies, he enacted a private insurrection to free himself from penury. In spite of the sting of an orphan hovering around his childhood memories, he rolled with the ebb and flow of life to a new territory.
The battle ground was business and the weapon of choice self-reliance. Taking audacious risks, he engaged in crop farming and animal husbandly. 
His enterprising spirit saw him open a slew of retail shops, one in Karorina and another in Kithimu shopping centers. Pushing his business empire into new frontiers, he bought acres of farmland and planted the coffee cash crop community which was then a privilege of the white settlers. For his efforts, he raised himself from ignominious repute to respect and prestige as the 7th African to pioneer coffee farming in the local community. 
Having massed all of his profit-seeking artillery to exploit business opportunities, he achieved unrivalled economic muscle. As a result, he carved out a life of power, fame and fortune. To display the status symbol of a wealthy man in his time, he married 3 wives and sired twenty-two children. 
In 1952, the British colonial government declared the state of emergency to curb the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya. Unleashing a reign of terror, the oppressive regime descended on the most cherished institution of my people: the family. Soon, there was forced displacement of indigenous communities from their ancestral lands into overclouded native reserves. The dispossessed swaths of rich arable farmlands (better known as the white-highlands) was allocated to a few white settlers. This drove the bulk of the populace into poverty and triggered social-economic instability in the community.
 Caught in the raging crackdown, Grandpa Zakayo was arrested alongside other gallant men and women. He was accused of taking the dreaded Mau Mau oath and funding the Mau Mau (Kenya Land and Freedom Army) uprising. The colonialists confined him for nine years at the infamous Manyani detention camp, 421 kilometers away from Embu county. 
Displaced and incarcerated, Grandpa faced emotional road blocks, unexpected extremes and enormous anguish. Because he was uprooted from his ancestral land where he had no anchor to support him at the greatest hour of need. Nevertheless the ugliness of a pig doesn't change the sweetness of pork. For he stood steadfast, focused, and committed to the freedom struggle. 
On the other hand, my paternal Grandma, Isabellas' mother was a cousin to Muruatetu--the famous Senior Chief who bestrode the local administrative landscape like a colossus. A grizzled veteran of colonial dissent, Grandmas' younger brother Kirandi Ngai Ovoro, alias Dr. Malan was a ruthless Mau Mau brigadier. He waged a treacherous guerrilla war to free her motherland from the cruel grip of colonialism. Concentrating his forces in the nearby Kirimiri forest, he cut his teeth in the deadly art of war. 
Fluid and unpredictable, he launched lightning attacks that caught the white settlers, black loyalists and native home guards in surprise.

In retaliation, the colonial troops and their pseudo gangs  conducted punitive incursions in hapless villages. Gunshots and shrill screams rent the air as their disastrous imperialism gripped the region with stomach-churning atrocities. There were dubious trials, torture, rape and massacres; all done with such impunity but dignified as war. After painting the flash points with human blood, the imperial forces pursued the freedom fighters deep into the forest. But Dr. Malan somehow escaped their grasp. Displaying the agility of a guerilla fighter, he and his brigade eluded the colonial dragnet through hit and run tactics.
As a result, the colonial forces faced a herculean task to bring sanity in the volatile. They retreated to the drawing board and hatched a plot. To tighten their grip on power, they infiltrated the local community with the help of home guards and recruited traitors for espionage. Their cruel ploy worked wonders as they captured General Kubukubu, the de facto Mau Mau Embu battalion leader. Thereafter, they tortured the General in the most blatant and bizarre way. Afterward local women and children were forced to gather and fetch firewood. After lighting a huge bonfire, the colonialists forced the traumatized group to clap their hands (without shedding tears) as they lynched the General in broad daylight. 
Looking back, I agonize over the fearsome moment when the hungry flames fed on his flesh before they rasped the last morsel of his life. Today, Kubukubu Memorial boarding school stands tall like a beacon at the spot where the colonialists lynched the General.

     #                                              #                                          #
With skin dark as midnight, Grandma Isabella served as a Mau Mau spy. She ferried bullets hidden inside a milk container to the liberation forces in the forest. By virtue of her blood relation to Dr. Malan, the colonialists suspected she knew his brother’s hideout in the dense and expansive Mount Kenya forest. This signaled the genesis of a long nightmare for Grandma Isabella.
One morning as Grandma prepared breakfast, a contingent of white soldiers accompanied by local home-guards descended on the village. The tramping feet and booming voices stopped at her hut. Raising from a three-legged stool, Grandma tore her door open to a strange reception. 
A contingent of armed soldiers besieged her hut. A white soldier detached himself from the troop and matched to the doorway. With his eyes full on her face, he fired a string of probing questions. 
“Tells us Malan's hideout. Tell us how many terrorists have taken the oath. Tell us their names?” 
Grandma beheld the flaming darts of the enemy. The odds were stuck against her. But she was undeterred. Because she knew how to outwit the oppressor. She had a secret weapon. A potent weapon to defang and rebuff the white man's cruelty. 
Silence! A fortified and intensified silence.
Silence is never misquoted. Its more powerful than words inspired by fear. Or anger. Rather than confrontation, silence was her best weapon to combat the oppressor's punitive aggression. Because she knew the white man had exploited and abused the black man for his narrow selfish ends. 
Trusting her intuition to take a greater risk in the huge void of despair, she stood dry-eyed like a deaf mute. A blow caught her right on the cheek and she fell down. As she lay on the ground, the hard heel of a military boot came into contact with her stomach. 
Growling and foaming she wailed in anguish. 
Whoooooooeee!!!
Trapped somewhere between conforming and exercising defiance, myriads of unpleasant thoughts assaulted her mind. Among them was the ugly suggestion that salvation hinged on her compliance to the oppressors demands. Something inside urged her to cut a back street with the oppressor but another voice reminded her of the oath. The Mau Mau oath.
Oath?
Yes, the oath embodied the dignity of the struggle. It symbolized the shared values of the birth-right of freedom. For the day she took the oath was the moment she died to self. And a corpse doesn't talk. As a result, she couldn't let her tongue be the matchbox that sets her motherland on a slippery path of betrayal. Even if coerced, intimidated or tortured.
This thought numbed and choked her lips as if someone had stopped her with the arm and said, wait! Therefore she found the courage and conviction to defy her outward suffering with inner strength. And her fighting spirit soared. 
The force of a Bren gun's butt pounded her knees. As the heat of her blood warmed her cold, wet legs; the force of a whip connected with her back. 
“Where is the terrorists hideout? Name those who took the oath with you!" the white soldier's voice came low and hard.
In the midst of the nagging injustice, a sense of foreboding overpowered her like the martyrdom of saints. And she considered her defiance ennobling rather than degrading. Because she and a unified front of patriots were deep in the trenches fighting the servitude of colonialism. 
Out of moral conviction, she was proud to combat the fallacy of imperial superiority by denying the colonialists the information they demanded wanted from her. 
Betray her people!
No! She could make a silly mistake which might lead to a regretful future. No matter how much she was bludgeoned, she couldn't dive into bed and deep into the duvet with the oppressor. Because meaningful change demands taking calculated risks, it was better for her to die on her feet defiant than to live on her knees compromised. And her tears, sweat and blood would mid-wife a free, just and fair society. 
Nowadays, my heart aches for the senseless socio-economic rape of my homeland. Graft has mounted the saddle of patriotism and forced integrity to walk barefoot. Without an iota of compassion, greedy politicians have wiped-off the sheen of our precious nation. Through weak legislation to endemic graft, they have betrayed the valiant peasants who watered the tree of independence at great personal sacrifice. 
Cry my beloved country! 

                 #                                 #                                      #
Daddy was the fourth-born in a family of eight children. His parents named him after an influential Anglican Church deacon named Shem Njeru. Together with Rev. J. Komri, Canon Daudi Petro and Bwana Musa, elder Shem evangelized at the local outreach services. He became a close friend of my grandparents who greatly admired his Christian values. As a result they joined the church fellowship at St. Immanuel Anglican Church, Kigari near Manyatta town.
Time passed as Daddy grew up herding the family's livestock in the village. At evening he stabled the cows in the homestead. And milked them in the night and early morning before he attended his lessons at Mbukori primary school. After sitting for his O'levels he joined Equator High school in Thika town where he studied up to form two. Thereafter, he trained as a teacher at the prestigious Kigari Teacher Training College. During the Shifta war in the late 60s, he served as the headmaster of Jaribu Primary School-Garissa in the Northern Frontier District, which later became North-Eastern Province. 
A dynamo of energy, Daddy was the linchpin that held together the moving parts of our daily life. As the king of the castle, he set rules and established boundaries. Asserting his authority like a drill sergeant, he reinforced his role as a strict and stern disciplinarian. In case we disobeyed or misbehaved, he whipped us into line with the rod of collection. 
We respected his warnings as though they were from Mt Sinai. You repelled at your peril. At times, he neither laid a hand on you nor delivered a railing rebuke with choice words. He only flung a vicious look at your face. 
Yes, the look drummed the message into your head so cold. 
Though he was tough as nails when we crossed the discipline lines of his demarcation, he also had a playful side when we behaved well. Because he shared a seamless blend of rollicking bedtime stories that either fascinated or frightened. The tales mostly communicated cultural values in distilled form.
I loved them.  
Daddy lavished me with toys and designer clothes. I recall three of my T-shirts I loved most. One bore the picture of Bruce Lee with “King of Kung Fu” inscribed at the front. The other T-shirt bore a full-size image of a fat man, dressed in a suit with a cowboy hat, armed with a pistol, dashing away from the helicopter. It had a headline, “The Six Million Dollar Man” emblazoned on the chest. The third T-shirt bore a portrait of Mickey Mouse. 
At the time, he had quit his teaching job and moved to Baricho town, Kirinyaga County. To sustain the family demands, he ventured into carpentry and plied his trade at Kutus trading center. He owned a family car, an ugly Volkswagen Beetle and a Mazda pickup that ferried timber or furniture to the workshop. This proves he had the guts to stick out his neck and bite a chuck of the entrepreneurial pie at his own terms. For he believed running a business offered a better slice of the good life more than paid employment. 
           #                                        #                                           #
I had a deep hunger to learn how to read. It pleased me to see Daddy sink into a chair holding a newspaper. He thumbed the pages in dead silence and buried his face inside for several minutes. Out of curiosity, I asked, “Papa, what are you looking at?” “I’m reading the newspaper!” “Papa, how do you read?” “You’ll learn when you go to school.” “When will I go to school?” “You will go to school when you are big enough.” This fuelled me with a thirst to read a newspaper.
Time passed. One day, my paternal uncle, Lefty visited our home at Baricho. Since he lived as a bachelor, he beseeched my parents to allow my older sisters and I to stay with him at Naivasha where he worked with the ministry of agriculture. We were home-bound and our parents had placed so much emphasis on family. Sending us away with Uncle Lefty wasn't easy. Anyway, they granted his request. 
Hooray! What? a trip? We burst in applause, pushed and tugged each other. I couldn't thank my parents enough. 
Eager and terrified, I began nursery school at Central Primary School Naivasha at age five. With no building, no desks and no chairs, we sat under the shade of a big Acacia tree; sang, recited stories and scrawled with a finger on soil in the dusty playground. Among my classmates was my neighbour and friend, Nimo, a girl of Somali descent. 
On the other hand, I struggled to speak the national language—Swahili. I only spoke the Kikuyu language because of my upbringing in Baricho. Though I showed so little promise in its mastery, my class teacher Mrs. Kinyua, a Kikuyu by tribe, gave me an edge in my school life. Because she taught us in a safe and friendly manner. And when I spoke Swahili in her presence she nodded, smiled and encouraged me. 
               #                                 #                              #   

Boys will be boys. Unruly. Noisy. A little bit naughty and at times, they tend to misbehave. I did it all. Way too much. Out of mischief, I dodged the labourous routine of household chores and snuck out to play with my backyard buddies. Especially when Uncle Left wasn't at home. Soon, Uncle Lefty's caught a whiff of mischief and attention. He promised to put me in line!
One evening without a slight bit of warning, he unbuckled his big leather belt, pulled it from its hoops and inflicted me with a savage beating. Whack! Whack! The belt cut into the bare flesh of my back and sunk into the bone marrow, biting it with indescribable blistering pain. To his dismay, the beating hardened my rebellion more in a way he couldn't have guessed. But the sadistic beatings became as regular as brushing your teeth. 
The endless spankings and tearful ordeals were a nightmarish  routine. A time came when he threw me out of the house hungry in the icy stillness of a freezing night. I was so sore from the beatings that I took refuge in a dark corner. Weeping, I hugged the knees into my chest and curled into a ball. The landlord’s dogs kept me company. 
I recall how pangs of biting hunger invaded my stomach and twisted my guts until I hurt. By chance, one of our neighbours, a skinny old woman with a sharp dark face, threw food scraps on the veranda. Under the threat of starvation, I scavenged for them with the dogs. The crumbs of leftovers were a welcome respite from starvation as I limped through the night without an empty stomach. I ached to reunite with my parents and bond in the atmosphere of genuine affection. 
One sunny weekend my parents visited us from Baricho. There was great joy as I experienced parental love and warmth. Thereafter we bundled in the family car and set out for a glorious fun-filled day at Lake Naivasha. On arrival, we headed to the jetty and climbed a boat. Soon we cruised out for a blissful ride. 
As the shore receded, gallons of water sloshed over the sides. Smelling the cool sea breeze, the gentle waves danced and collapsed into one another. With the mouth open, a fish swam alongside the boat as its big tail fin swept side to side. It sucked up microscopic food particles. 
Skyward, a flock of birds slant their wings and make a quick dive into the water for fish. The sun’s golden face mirrored in the waters, its orange and red glory haloed in an effect of sparkling colour. The delightful view of the blue sky curved as the shifting towers of grey and white clouds kissed the waters in the horizon. I enjoyed the spectacular view of the lake-- a vast and peaceful body of water glistening in the sunlight. After cruising for hours, we returned to the shore where a school of wild ducks spread themselves around like a carpet.
Soaked with water, we scampered on the sandy beach past the twisting white foam left behind by the cresting waves that danced to and from the shore. Inside the sprawling lakeside hotel, the tempting scent of food wafted through the air. Mmmch... it was more inviting! And my empty stomach growled at the delicious alluring aroma.
As we relaxed in the hotel’s comfy chairs feeling happy and devouring sandwiches, I munched mine, serviette and all! To my delighted surprise white tourist filmed me taking a huge bite. Others took photos. “Stop it!” Mama protested as she pinched my ears. I stamped my feet and wailed. “But I’m hungry!” My eyes welled with tears. I rubbed them with the sleeve of my shirt. And that’s when my older sisters disclosed Uncle Lefty’s brutality to my parents.
 “What?”
Mama pulled up my shirt and to her horror, she discovered the skin on my back covered with scars and welts. She dropped my shirt and her mouth went dry. Seated across the table was the man she had entrusted the welfare of her children. The man who begged her to allow him admit her children to a school in Naivasha far from Baricho. The man had now turned to a beast. Appalled, she let out an ear-shattering scream.
"Whooooeee!"
Uncle Lefty shivered like a warthog. His face was a twisted mass of fear, regret and shame. The veins in his neck throbbed. He was dead meat. A funeral in waiting. But my parents didn't need a shovel to bury him. Because they had a tongue. It did a thorough job. A good one. 
Furrows appeared on Daddy's forehead. And a bruising verbal battle erupted. My parents’ tongue-lashed and chastised Uncle Lefty for his crude behaviour. “You careless moron... I will sue you for child abuse!” Daddy said. “How dare you!”
 Uncle Lefty never uttered a word. Bitten with remorse, his countenance turned to that of a sick pet. Looking forlorn, he avoided Mama's icy glance as he bowed down on the table deflated like a pricked balloon. “I admit my mistake... please forgive me!” he begged. 
This conflict sounded the death knell of my stay in Naivasha. And we retreated to Baricho where I enjoyed peace and more fun in the household.
From this experience, I learnt that disciplining a child with extreme force is child abuse. And more important, it’s good to teach a child his rights at an early age. In case someone offends them, an empowered child can report the abuse to a parent or guardian. 
After this incident, my septuagenarian paternal Grandpa, Zakayo,  visited us in Baricho. He was a dark bald-headed man with thick lips. His eyes sunk deep into their sockets and the wrinkles on his face resembled a spiders web. He addressed me in Kiembu but I answered in Kikuyu. “What?”  His eyes got wide, his mouth fell open and he turned to my parents. “These are ignorant teachers!  Why don’t they teach my grandchild his language?” he roared. Bewildered, I wondered why Kikuyu was not my mother tongue. 
There was a scalding argument between Grandpa and my parents. He pleaded with them to move the family upcountry. But they stood their ground unrelenting. Grandpa was in his waning years, and in this case, he could not lose the debate easily. Because he had a crutch and secret weapon to change their perception.
The sagging flesh of his face quivered as the eyes whirled with anxiety.  A tear crawled down his withered cheek. A fly winged its way around and rested on his nose. With a sweep of his arm, he cleared it away.
“I don’t want to die and leave my grandchildren in a foreign land,” he moaned. 
His tone was so piteous that I staggered forward and threw my arms around him. 
"Grandpa... take me to Embu!" I said.
There was a pregnant silence. Daddy looked as if he had seen a flash of lightning in a clear sky. Mama stared at him, her jaw hanging and her lips loose. At last, they caved into Grandpa’s demands. And true to his words, his earthly life ceased three years after we shifted upcountry.
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