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OVERVIEW 

Auteur  Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o was born James Ngugi on January 5, 1938, in Kamiriithu near Limuru, 
Kenya, and died on May 28, 2025, in Buford, Georgia, in the United States. His childhood unfolded during 
British colonial rule and the Mau Mau struggle, which affected his family and later shaped much of his 
writing. He attended Alliance High School, studied at Makerere University College in Uganda, graduating 
in 1963 and continuing his studies at the University of Leeds in England. Ngũgĩ became both a major writer 
and an influential educator. He taught at the University of Nairobi, Northwestern University, Yale University, 
New York University, and the University of California, Irvine. At Nairobi, he helped place African literature 
and oral traditions at the center of literary study. His major novels include Weep Not, Child (1964), The 
River Between (1965), A Grain of Wheat (1967), Petals of Blood (1977), Devil on the Cross (1980), Matigari 
(1986), and Wizard of the Crow (2004 in Gikuyu; English translation, 2006). His important nonfiction 
includes Homecoming (1972), Detained: A Writer’s Prison Diary (1981), and Decolonising the Mind (1986). 
He also co-wrote The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976) and I Will Marry When I Want (1977). His decision to 
write fiction in Gikuyu made him a leading advocate for African languages and decolonized education. His 
honors included the International Nonino Prize in 2001 and the Park Kyong-ni Prize in 2016. He was also 
repeatedly discussed as a possible Nobel Prize candidate and received wide international recognition as 
one of Africa’s most important writers and thinkers. 

Book Petals of Blood, first published by Heinemann in 1977, is a political and social novel set in post-
independence Kenya. Through Munira, Abdulla, Wanja, and Karega, it follows the transformation of Ilmorog 
from a neglected rural village into a commercial town shaped by roads, banks, factories, land speculation, 
and unequal development. A murder investigation gives the novel suspense, but its larger concern is the 
failure of independence to deliver land, dignity, and economic freedom to workers and peasants. In Kenya, 
the book was widely read as a bold challenge to the new ruling class. Supporters praised its fearless 
exposure of corruption, inequality, and the alliance between local elites and foreign capital. Some critics 
objected to its strong Marxist argument and its openly instructive political voice. Its publication formed part 
of a tense period in Ngũgĩ’s career. Later in 1977, after the performance of his Gikuyu play I Will Marry 
When I Want, he was detained without trial, and his treatment drew international protest. Across Africa, the 
novel became a major work of postcolonial literature because it connected Kenya’s experience to wider 
debates about neocolonialism, cultural independence, language, land, and class. International reviewers 
often admired its ambition, narrative force, and political urgency, while others found its ideology too 
dominant. It has remained widely taught, translated, and republished, and has been described as a defining 
African novel of the twentieth century.  

Background  The cultural, historical, and political background of Petals of Blood reaches from British 
colonial rule to the first decade after Kenyan independence. Colonial authorities encouraged European 
settlement in Kenya’s fertile highlands and removed many African communities from ancestral land. 
Africans were pushed into crowded reserves, tenant farming, or poorly paid work on settler farms. Land 
therefore became more than property. It represented identity, family continuity, livelihood, and political 
freedom. Resistance grew through protest movements and later through the Mau Mau uprising of the 
1950s, also called the Kenya Land and Freedom Army struggle. The colonial government answered with a 
State of Emergency, detention camps, executions, forced relocation, and severe controls on movement. 
Independence came in 1963 under Jomo Kenyatta, creating strong hopes that land, wealth, education, and 
political power would be shared more fairly. The novel examines the disappointment that followed. Colonial 
institutions and economic patterns did not simply disappear. Foreign companies continued to influence the 



economy, while a small African political and business class gained land, loans, offices, and commercial 
opportunities. Many peasants remained poor, workers received low wages, and people without influential 
connections struggled to find employment. This system is often described as neocolonialism because 
formal political rule changed while outside capital and local elites continued practices of exploitation. The 
novel also reflects rapid urbanization, the expansion of roads and industry, rural drought, migration to 
Nairobi, labor organizing, and the widening distance between rich and poor. Culturally, Ngũgĩ contrasts 
communal labor, oral history, songs, ceremonies, indigenous knowledge, and attachment to the land with 
missionary Christianity, Western schooling, commercial entertainment, and a market culture centered on 
money. He does not present tradition as perfect; instead, he asks who controls culture and whose interests 
it serves. Education and religion can preserve dignity, but they can also teach obedience and hide injustice. 
The fictional history of Ilmorog allows the novel to gather several periods of Kenyan experience into one 
place: precolonial community life, colonial conquest, Mau Mau resistance, independence, and capitalist 
development. Written during the 1970s, when public criticism of Kenya’s leadership could carry serious 
consequences, the book argues that national flags and African officeholders alone do not complete 
liberation. For Ngũgĩ, meaningful freedom also requires control of land, labor, language, memory, and 
economic life by ordinary people. 

MAIN CHARACTERS 

Munira  A schoolteacher whose jealousy and religious fanaticism lead him to set fire to Wanja’s house. 
Abdulla  A Mau Mau fighter and shopkeeper who struggles with the betrayed promises of independence. 
Wanja  A resilient and resourceful businesswoman seeking dignity, love, and freedom from exploitation. 
Karega An idealistic teacher turned labor organizer who fights solidarity among workers and farmers. 

SYNOPSIS 

Petals of Blood follows four people whose lives become tied to Ilmorog, a neglected Kenyan village after 
independence. Munira, a troubled teacher, arrives hoping to escape his past. He is joined by Abdulla, a 
former freedom fighter who runs a small shop; Wanja, a resourceful woman carrying deep personal wounds; 
and Karega, a young teacher searching for justice and purpose. When drought and hunger threaten the 
village, the residents walk to Nairobi to ask their elected representative for help. Their journey exposes the 
distance between ordinary people and the leaders who claim to serve them. Public attention finally brings 
aid, a new road, investment, and rapid growth. Ilmorog becomes a busy town, but development benefits 
wealthy businessmen and politicians more than the original villagers. Farmers lose land through debt, local 
enterprises are taken over, and workers face low pay and harsh conditions. The four central characters 
respond in different ways. Karega becomes a labor organizer and believes workers and farmers must unite. 
Wanja builds successful businesses but is drawn back into a system that exploits her. Abdulla watches the 
promises of independence reward former collaborators while freedom fighters remain poor. Munira turns 
increasingly jealous, isolated, and religiously extreme. The story begins with the deaths of three powerful 
businessmen, Chui, Mzigo, and Kimeria, and gradually reveals how they died. Wanja kills Kimeria during a 
personal confrontation. Munira, believing he is carrying out God’s will, sets fire to Wanja’s house, killing the 
other men. Abdulla arrives intending revenge but instead risks his life to rescue Wanja. By the end, the 
main characters face prison, loss, and difficult truths about their choices. Still, the novel closes with hope 
as workers, farmers, and young people continue organizing for a fairer future. Their struggle shows that 
political independence means little without economic justice, dignity, and power in the hands of ordinary 
people. 

Structure   Ngũgĩ constructs Petals of Blood as a mystery that begins with the deaths of three businessmen 
and the questioning of the four main characters. Instead of telling events in chronological order, he moves 
backward through memories and flashbacks to show how their lives became connected in Ilmorog. Across 
four parts, he shifts among Munira, Abdulla, Wanja, and Karega, weaving their personal histories into the 
village’s transformation and Kenya’s wider history. The narrative gradually returns to the fatal fire, explains 
the opening mystery, and ends by looking toward the continuing struggle for justice. 

 

 



PLOT NARRATIVE 

CHAPTER 1: Ilmorog Faces a Murder Investigation 

Munira’s Arrest: Two policemen arrive at Munira’s house early on a Sunday morning. He has just returned 
from a night-long prayer vigil on the mountain and is resting with his Bible open at Revelation. The officers 
ask if he is “Mr Munira” and whether he teaches at New Ilmorog Primary School. Their tone shifts when 
they reveal the purpose of their visit: Munira is wanted at the police station for “murder, of course--murder 
in Ilmorog.” Surprisingly, Munira remains composed, even serene, as he puts on his coat and takes his 
Bible with him. 

A Strange Calm: The policemen are disturbed by Munira’s calm acceptance of the accusation. He speaks 
about the end times, pointing to signs of “strife, killing, wars, blood,” as prophesied in the Scripture. They 
try to steer the conversation away from apocalyptic talk, asking how long he has lived in Ilmorog. Munira 
replies that he has been there twelve years, “twelve years in this wasteland.” His tone suggests a man who 
feels spiritually detached from the world, almost expecting catastrophe. 

Abdulla’s Summons: The narrative shifts to Abdulla, who sits outside his small dwelling in New Jerusalem, 
nursing a bandaged hand after a violent incident the previous night. He feels strangely peaceful but 
confused about what truly happened. A policeman approaches and tells him that he is wanted at the station 
to “record a statement and answer a few questions.” Abdulla agrees, but once he arrives, he is locked in a 
cell. When he protests, a policeman slaps him, stirring anger and bitterness. His arrest feels unjust and 
humiliating. 

Wanja in Delirium: Next, the police visit the hospital where Wanja has been admitted. The doctor refuses 
them access, explaining that she is delirious and keeps shouting fragmented phrases: “Fire …  fire …  my 
mother’s sister … my dear aunt … put out the fire!” Her words suggest trauma and chaos. The officer asks 
the doctor to record her speech in case it becomes a clue. The doctor tells them that she is not critically ill, 
only in shock. She will recover in time, but for now she is unreachable. 

Karega’s Arrest: The narrative shifts to Karega, who is asleep after an all-night meeting of the Ilmorog 
Theng’eta Breweries Union. Armed police wake him abruptly, telling him that he is wanted for “routine 
questioning.” He tries to delay, but they insist. Karega knows the workers’ strike has been banned, but he 
hopes the movement will continue even if he is detained. He is thrown into a Land Rover and taken away. 
Akinyi, preparing for church, sees the vehicle leaving and rushes to his house, finding it padlocked. Within 
hours, words spread across Ilmorog. 

Workers’ Uprising: The workers, furious and defiant, march to the police station demanding Karega’s 
release. The officers try to calm them, insisting the arrest is not about the strike but about “murder -- murder 
in Ilmorog.” The crowd responds with chants: “Long live the workers’ struggle!” The confrontation escalates 
until police reinforcements arrive with guns, chasing the workers through the town of Ilmorog. Several are 
injured.  

The Newspaper Headline: A newspaper, the Daily Mouthpiece, publishes a sensational headline: “MZIGO, 
CHUI, KIMERIA MURDERED.” The article claims that a trade-union agitator has been arrested after three 
prominent African directors of Theng’eta Breweries were burned to death. It portrays the victims as visionary 
builders of the town of Ilmorog, transforming it from a small village into a modern industrial town. The report 
suggests that they were lured into a house and attacked by hired thugs, framing the incident as a tragic 
loss for the community. 

A Narrative of Power and Propaganda: The newspaper’s tone is grandiose and biased, praising Kimeria 
and Chui as “founding fathers of KCO [the tripartite business alliance of Kimeria–Chui–Ogot]” and lamenting 
their deaths as an irreplaceable loss. It glorifies their contributions while ignoring the grievances of workers 
and the exploitative conditions that led to the strike. The article functions as propaganda, shaping public 
perception and casting suspicion on Karega and others associated with the workers’ movement. 

 

 



CHAPTER 2: Munira Builds a Life in Ilmorog 

Munira Arrives in Ilmorog: This chapter begins twelve years before the events of chapter one. Godfrey 
Munira first arrives in Ilmorog. He rides a bicycle, his “metal horse,” into a desolate village, leaving behind 
himself a thin dust cloud. He surveys the dilapidated two-room house assigned to him, noticing “grey, dry 
lichen on a once white-ochred wall.” The school he is meant to revive is equally ruined: broken mud walls, 
holes in the tin roof, and cobwebs everywhere. Villagers watch him from a distance, convinced that he will 
soon flee like the teachers before him. 

Suspicion and Superstition: Munira’s persistence surprises Ilmorog. After a month, the villagers whisper 
that he must be “a little crazed,” especially when he begins teaching under an acacia bush rumored to be 
the grave of the legendary Ndemi. Mwathi wa Mugo, the village diviner, declares that Munira is mocking 
the spirit. One night, Nyakinyua, the old woman, defecates a large mound between the mud-cracked, four-
room school and the acacia bush as a spiritual deterrent. Children discover it and spread the story, 
deepening the villagers’ suspicion of the newcomer. 

Chasing Pupils across the Plains: The children avoid school, preferring herding cattle or climbing trees. 
Munira gallops across hills and plains on his bicycle, chasing pupils who flee from him. He catches one 
boy, Muriuki, and questions him. The boy, shy and amused, promises to return and bring others. Some 
pupils do return, but they remain wary and refuse to leave the classroom walls. They are mostly shepherd 
boys who live a nomadic life with their parents, chasing better pastures. 

A Mysterious Encounter: One afternoon, Munira meets an old woman who blocks his path and questions 
him about city life, “tarmac roads … light that comes from wires on dry trees … women in high heels” (9), 
and modern conveniences. She laments how young people abandon Ilmorog for the city, leaving babies 
behind with aging grandmothers. When she asks what he has come to fetch from their village, Munira 
crushes a ripe apple and accidentally sneezes mucus onto her face. She shrieks and vanishes instantly, 
leaving him troubled by her sudden disappearance. 

Abdulla and Joseph Arrive: The story shifts to Abdulla, another newcomer who arrives with a donkey cart 
full of household goods and a skinny boy named Joseph. The villagers mock their attempt to revive 
Dharamashah’s old shop, a building so ruined it resembles “dry weed and red earth.” But Abdulla succeeds 
in reopening it, selling salt, pepper, and beer. Herdsmen flock to his shop on weekends to drink and sing 
about their cattle. 

Munira Meets the Village Elders: Munira visits Abdulla’s shop and meets three prosperous peasants, 
Muturi, Njuguna, and Ruoro, who are respected as community elders. They discuss weather, harvests, and 
farming seasons. Munira, unfamiliar with agricultural terms, feels out of place. Njuguna jokes that Munira’s 
hands are like those of a “Msomi” (educated person), untouched by soil. The elders explain their struggles: 
poor land, absent sons, and the disappearance of virgin fields once available before colonialism. 

A Conversation about Independence: Abdulla asks Munira how he plans to manage the school alone. 
Munira explains his plan to teach Standard I and II himself, respectively in the morning and the afternoon. 
He then speaks passionately about independence, saying that educated people often “stood outside the 
song” during the struggle for Uhuru (freedom): “Some of us who had a schooling … we tended to leave the 
struggle for Uhuru to the ordinary people … But now, with independence, we have a chance to pay back 
… That’s why I chose transfer to Ilmorog” (12). Abdulla responds skeptically, hinting that some people 
already look after their own stomachs first. 

Munira Gains Acceptance: Despite initial suspicion, the elders conclude that Munira is “all right.” They 
report this to Nyakinyua, and the villagers begin to accept him. Children sing vowel songs and nursery 
rhymes, though many still run away to herd cattle or climb trees. Munira reflects that this is the 1960s, not 
the 1860s. Nevertheless, Ilmorog feels stuck in time. 

A Failed School Assembly: Munira calls a school assembly, but only five pupils attend. He praises their 
diligence and promotes them to an English beginners’ class. He ends the assembly by silently swearing 
never to return to this “God-forsaken place.” His attempt to “keep in step with the song” of independence 
feels like another failure. 



Mockery and Frustration: As Munira rides away, villagers mock him with songs referencing old horsemen 
and Ilmorog’s lost glory. Even Abdulla teases him about Nyakinyua’s “mountain” of excrement. Munira feels 
humiliated and frustrated. The road to Ruwa-ini, the district capital, is rough and dangerous, adding to his 
sour mood. The road to Ruwa-ini was once a railway line used to extract wood and charcoal from Ilmorog’s 
forests. Munira reflects bitterly on how the line “had eaten the forests,” leaving behind a treacherous dirt 
road. Even the tarmacked stretch near former white-owned coffee farms offers no relief, as lorry drivers 
force him into the bush with mocking gestures. 

Meeting Mzigo: Approaching Ruwa-ini, Munira suddenly stops. He fears returning to Limuru, where his 
father’s success would overshadow his own failures. He watches a golf course where wealthy Africans 
laugh and play while caddy boys stand in torn clothes. The contrast between privilege and poverty perturbs 
him. Munira enters Mzigo’s office, a meticulously organized space with trays for mail and a map of Chiri 
District. Mzigo asks about the school. Munira complains that it is empty, no teachers, no pupils. Mzigo 
responds that Ilmorog is a “challenging place” and promises to visit soon. He jokes that cars are “the true 
black man’s burden,” praising bicycles instead. 

A Shift in Perspective: Munira laughs unexpectedly, feeling lighter. He thinks of Abdulla, Nyakinyua, and 
the villagers, people whose sincerity contrasts sharply with the pompous businessmen and politicians he 
sees in Ruwa-ini. He begins to feel a reluctant affection for Ilmorog. Before leaving, Munira asks whether 
he can recruit untrained teachers (UTs). Mzigo agrees, saying he wants the school to grow. Munira collects 
chalk, exercise books, and writing paper. He leaves Ruwa-ini with a renewed sense of purpose, ready to 
try again in Ilmorog. 

A Return to Ruwa-ini and the Road Home: After his discouraging first month in Ilmorog, Munira spends 
a night at Furaha House in Ruwa-ini. The next morning he crosses into Kiambu District, heading to Limuru 
to rest before returning to Ilmorog. As he approaches his childhood home, his heart accelerates. But he 
feels pain knowing he still depends on his father for a place to stay. His brothers and sisters have become 
successful: One works in banking, another in an oil company, others study abroad, while Munira feels stuck, 
“circling around his father’s property without being fully part of it.” 

Memories of Mukami: Munira thinks of his sister Mukami, whose rebellious spirit made her the only sibling 
who never treated him as a failure. She stole fruit with squatter children and helped workers pick pyrethrum. 
Her suicide, “a final ‘No’ to a trying world,” still haunts him. Her death symbolizes the emotional fractures 
within the family and deepens Munira’s sense of inadequacy. 

Ezekieli’s Strict Household: Munira’s father, Ezekieli, is a tall, severe Presbyterian elder who raises his 
children on boiled maize, weak tea, and constant prayer. Workers on his farm call him “Brother Ezekieli, 
our brother in Christ,” and gather for evening prayers. Those who demand higher wages are dismissed and 
even denounced in church. Munira notices that workers pray more freely away from his father’s house, 
revealing a contrast between Ezekieli’s rigid holiness and the workers’ heartfelt faith. 

A Childhood Sin and Failed Purification: Munira recalls a moment from his youth when he felt 
overwhelmed by guilt for a sexual encounter with a woman named Amina. At a workers’ prayer meeting he 
nearly confessed but lost courage. Instead, he built a small model of Amina’s hut and burned it, believing 
fire would purify him. “He felt truly purified by fire.” But the fire nearly burned down the barn, and Munira 
sensed his father knew the truth, adding to his lifelong guilt. 

Remembering Mariamu: Munira remembers Mariamu, a worker who lived between the big house and the 
workers’ quarters. She was respectful but never afraid of Ezekieli, protesting low pay when others stayed 
silent. Her son, once Munira’s playmate, was hanged for carrying weapons for Mau Mau (anticolonial 
fighters). Mariamu’s independence and tragedy linger in Munira’s memory, symbolizing the political 
tensions of the era. 

A Break in the Continuity of Life: Standing by the cypress trees where Mariamu’s hut once stood, Munira 
realizes how disconnected he has become from Limuru. His life since Siriana feels “vague, unreal, a mist.” 
Choosing Ilmorog was his first conscious act of breaking from this sense of non-being. He is a man trying 
to escape the shadow of his past failures. 



A Family Visit Filled with Awkwardness: Munira plays with his children and tries to tell them stories about 
Ilmorog. He tells them of flies on shepherd boys, of mean old women who “shat mountains,” and of cripples 
with foul mouths. His wife interrupts twice, horrified: “How can you …?” He feels ridiculous in their eyes. To 
please her, he reads from the Bible, inventing a verse about Jesus sending people to “dark places of the 
earth,” which she later calls blasphemous. Munira’s wife is described as drained of sensuality by years of 
prayer and righteousness. She tells him, “This world is not our home,” urging him to prepare for the next. 
Munira replies that he has never belonged to this world, or even to Limuru, and hints that Ilmorog might 
offer a change. Their marriage feels cold, distant, and spiritually suffocating. 

A Warm Welcome Back in Ilmorog: Munira returns to Ilmorog, and this time villagers greet him warmly. 
Nyakinyua blesses him with saliva, and though he shrinks back, he is relieved she is no longer hostile. The 
children listen attentively in class, and Munira feels a new sense of belonging. Ilmorog, once suspicious, 
now embraces him. Munira becomes a daily presence in Ilmorog. He teaches Standard II in the morning 
and Standard I in the afternoon. Pupils come and go as they please, but he accepts their erratic behavior 
with “benign indifference.” Villagers appreciate that he has stayed when others fled. They bring him eggs 
and occasionally a chicken, gestures of gratitude that make him feel valued. 

A Teacher Honored: Munira strolls across the ridge, and people step aside respectfully. He nods or smiles, 
enjoying the honor. He is amused by the ndunyu, the informal market where people gather more for 
socializing than commerce. Milk, beadwork, snuff, beans, and maize are exchanged without much need for 
cash. Ilmorog’s economy is intimate and communal. 

Learning About Ilmorog’s Spiritual World: Munira learns that Muturi makes spears and knives only at 
Mwathi wa Mugo’s homestead, where he is spiritually protected. Mwathi wa Mugo is the invisible spiritual 
authority over Ilmorog ridge and plains, advising on planting days and cattle movements. Munira never 
sees him. No one below a certain age can, but he is shown the homestead and resolves to avoid it. This 
deepens his understanding of Ilmorog’s cultural landscape. 

A Sense of Security and Escape: Munira feels secure in Ilmorog, honored without being entangled in 
people’s personal lives. He tries to forget his fears and guilt, drowning unpleasant memories of his father 
and wife with occasional drinks. He enjoys evenings at Abdulla’s store, where herdsmen debate with 
farmers about whether cattle or crops are the true wealth of a people. The debates between herdsmen and 
farmers reveal Ilmorog’s worldview: Cattle symbolize wealth and tradition, while crops represent sweat and 
land. They argue about colonial history, whether settlers first took land, goats, or youth. Munira listens 
silently, feeling like an outsider. Any talk of colonialism makes him uneasy, reminding him of his own 
passivity. 

A Man between Worlds: Munira reflects on his strange position. He has never wished anything significant 
to happen, but he secretly enjoys the villagers’ respect. “Why this ready acceptance of undeserved 
homage?” he wonders. He feels both a stranger and a member of Ilmorog, caught between guilt, failure, 
and the comfort of being needed. As Munira settles into Ilmorog, villagers begin discussing their Member 
of Parliament. They cannot remember his name at first, then recall “Nderi wa Riera-aa.” They complain that 
he collected money for a Harambee water project and ranching scheme but never returned. The villagers 
describe how traders, chiefs, tax collectors, and policemen periodically come to Ilmorog, taking money and 
terrorizing them. Munira grows impatient with political talk, wishing he could escape it: “Politics! Couldn’t 
one escape from these things?” (23). 

A Routine of Teaching and Retreat: Munira develops a daily rhythm: teaching all day, walking to the 
ridge, then relaxing at Abdulla’s shop. Abdulla gradually accepts him, though his tone swings between 
friendliness and teasing contempt. He often mocks Munira’s first days in Ilmorog, leaning in conspiratorially 
to tell stories about villagers’ suspicions, especially their belief that his donkey eats too much grass and 
might anger Mwathi wa Mugo. Abdulla jokes about Nyakinyua’s infamous “mountain,” laughing, “Ha! ha! 
ha! Was it really true?” Munira tries to steer conversations toward education. 

Munira’s Growing Attachment to Ilmorog: Despite irritations, Munira begins to prefer Ilmorog to Limuru. 
He feels threatened by the inquiries of his wife, father, and Mzigo, and fears Mzigo might actually visit 
Ilmorog. To deter him, Munira describes Ilmorog as “hell.” He enjoys teaching nonsense songs, giving 



children money, and watching peasants work in the fields. The warm sun fills him with affection for Ilmorog, 
“a largeness of heart that embraced all Ilmorog.” 

The Coming of the Rains: In April, the rains arrive. Elders beam with hope, and everyone rushes to the 
fields. Even Muturi, Njuguna, Ruoro, and Njogu stop visiting Abdulla’s shop because they are exhausted 
from planting. Munira misses their gossip and debates. He walks home feeling abandoned, but he tries to 
understand. He teaches the children that “there is dignity in labour,” making them sing verses about wealth 
and work. 

Difficult Questions: Within six months, Munira feels as if Ilmorog belongs to him. When the rains bring 
flowers, he imagines the whole land wearing colors. He takes children into the fields to study nature, 
teaching them about petals, pollen, and fertilization. A child points out a red bean flower that looks like 
“petals of blood.” Another child finds a damaged flower with a worm inside. Munira explains that “a worm-
eaten flower … cannot bear fruit.” But the children begin asking philosophical questions: “What was a law? 
What was nature? Was he a man? Was he God? A law was simply a law and nature was nature. What 
about men and God?” (27). Munira panics. He has never thought deeply about such things. He abruptly 
ends the lesson, deciding never again to take children outside the classroom. 

Wanja Arrives: Munira thoughts shift to the day he met Wanja.  She came with Nyakinyua. The girl was 
wearing a bright kitenge (a patterned cloth). She greeted him with “Are you well, Mwalimu?” Her voice was 
confident. She asked for water, saying it is “like thahabu in these parts.” Munira invited her inside. The 
young woman drank and laughed at Munira’s bachelor lifestyle: “Men, men … one saucepan, one plate, 
one knife, two spoons, two cups:  … Don’t you have a teacher’s darling girl?” (28). Munira was startled that 
she already knew so much about him for being in the village just one day. Munira went back to his 
classroom, wondering if this girl was sent by his superior to spy on him.  He returned to find: “the floor 
swept: the dishes were washed and placed on two sticks as a rack on the floor to dry. But she herself was 
not there” (29).   

Life in Ilmorog: Munira reflects on his calm existence in Ilmorog, a life he describes as “one unbroken 
twilight.” He feels both admiration and melancholy as he watches villagers work the land, especially the 
women who seem “at one with the green land.” The rainy season remains vivid in his memory: people 
planting seeds with sacks on their heads, while he observed from the comfort of his classroom or Abdulla’s 
shop. He recognizes the harshness of their lives and admits that basic infrastructure, roads, water, and a 
dispensary would have eased their suffering. The village children strike him most painfully. Their sore eyes, 
runny noses, and tattered clothes make them “a nauseating sight.” However, their tenderness toward one 
another moves him deeply. He often sees small groups caring for a baby, rocking it and singing lullabies 
like “Do not cry, our little one.” These scenes remind him of his own childhood memories in his father’s 
fields before the Mau Mau violence, blending nostalgia with sorrow. 

A Stranger Who Keeps His Distance: Despite living among them, Munira feels the villagers never intrude 
on his private world. He sees himself as a “stranger watchman at the gate,” someone who observes but 
does not interfere. On this particular day, as he walks towards Abdulla’s shop, he is worried by a fleeting 
shadow he had seen earlier. Still, the ridge appears calm and serene, prompting him to murmur, “Let it be, 
world without end.” Just before entering Abdulla’s shop, Munira feels a sudden rush of blood to his head, a 
dizzying moment that hints at desire and confusion. He thinks: “hell is woman … heaven is woman,” 
revealing both attraction and fear. When he steps inside, Wanja greets him playfully, teasing him that she 
is discovering all his secrets. Munira tries to appear casual, claiming he only comes to “wet [his] throat.” 

Wanja’s Bold Presence: Wanja’s confidence and charm quickly dominate the room. She laughs easily, 
throws her head back, and accepts another drink with a provocative mixture of humor and challenge. 
Abdulla joins in, joking about beer and calling for more bottles. The atmosphere becomes lively, warm, and 
slightly chaotic as the three settle into conversation. Munira asks her name, and she replies simply, “Wanja.” 
Abdulla recognizes her as “Wanja Kahii,” recalling her school reputation for wrestling boys, climbing trees, 
and performing daring stunts. She describes these memories with pride, explaining how she tucked her 
skirt between her legs to freewheel or walk on her hands. Her energy fascinates Munira, who repeats her 
name softly, as if trying to absorb it. 



Nyakinyua’s Granddaughter: When Wanja reveals that her grandmother is Nyakinyua, both men react 
with surprise. Nyakinyua is well known in Ilmorog, and Wanja explains that she came to visit her. A sudden 
silence follows. Abdulla clears his throat and leans toward Munira with a conspiratorial air, making Munira 
tense. He fears Abdulla will bring up an embarrassing story. A wave of hatred and panic rises in him as he 
searches for a way to deflect the moment. Instead of exposing Munira, Abdulla unexpectedly asks whether 
he is “too old to join [Munira’s] school.” Munira is so relieved he sighs loudly. Abdulla jokes that he could 
persuade Wanja to join too, imagining wrestling her or playing wheelbarrow games. Wanja laughs and 
retorts that she would “floor him a thousand times.” Their playful banter restores the light mood. 

Fantasies of School Rebellion: The conversation shifts to what Munira could teach them: English, 
geography, history? Abdulla jokes about becoming a senior pupil, writing down names of noisy classmates, 
or punishing those who write letters to girls. He imagines leading a student strike, tearing books, and 
shouting, “Down with our teachers!” His imagination runs wild, and he becomes absorbed in these comic 
fantasies. Abdulla recount a scandalous tale about a school where the headmaster was suspected of 
“erecting a mountain of shit.” But he stops abruptly when he remembers Wanja’s connection to Nyakinyua. 
Abdulla notices that both Wanja and Munira have grown quiet, withdrawn from the earlier drunken chatter. 
The lamplight flickers, casting shadows across their faces, and Abdulla senses something deeper, perhaps 
emotional or fateful, passing between them. Munira breaks the silence.  

Munira’s Painful Memories of Siriana: Munira recounts his school days at Siriana. To be made a prefect, 
he says, one had to “lick the boots of those above you.” He describes his mediocrity, average in class, weak 
in sports, and he contrasts himself with Chui, a charismatic, stylish, ambitious student admired by all: “Chui 
this, Chui that, Chui, Chui, Chui everywhere” (33).  Chui quoted Shakespeare, excelled in sports, and 
became school captain. Munira recalls Rev. Ironmonger, a gentle missionary headmaster, and his 
bow-legged wife. They treated Chui like a son. After they retired, a strict new headmaster, Fraudsham, 
arrived. He banned trousers, shoes, and rice, insisting Africans must not become “black Europeans.” 
Students had to salute the British flag daily and endure cold showers and military discipline. Chui led a 
student strike demanding the restoration of former rights. Munira joined, feeling unusually bold. For three 
days they refused to salute the flag. Riot police arrived, and Fraudsham crushed the strike. Chui, Munira, 
and five others were expelled. Munira reflects bitterly that this moment shaped his life: “Withdrawal into 
self… became my way of life.” Munira finishes his story. Wanja clears her throat but says nothing. Abdulla 
calls for more beer. Joseph, the hardened seven-year-old helper, brings drinks and cleans the table.  

Wanja Becomes Part of Ilmorog: Within a week of her arrival, Wanja becomes the new center of Ilmorog’s 
curiosity. Villagers know she is Nyakinyua’s granddaughter, but her presence still feels mysterious. They 
wonder how a “city woman” can work in the fields, carry water on her head, and live simply. When she 
suddenly disappears, people pretend not to care, but they secretly hope she will return. After a week she 
comes back in a white Peugeot matatu loaded with belongings, and the entire ridge gathers around the car. 
Her modern possessions, especially the pressure lamp they nickname “Ilmorog star,” fascinate everyone. 
That night, villagers celebrate her return with song and dance, as Nyakinyua leads a nostalgic gitiro 
performance (a song of collective memory). 

A Season of Waiting and Anxiety: As the months pass, Ilmorog’s landscape shifts from flowers to green 
pods and maize cobs. Farmers work lightly in the fields, pulling weeds and chatting as they wait for the 
harvest. Beneath their laughter lies fear: The rains have been erratic, and the crops look stunted. They 
know that “a bad crop was preceded by sporadic rains,” and this year’s pattern worries them. Still, they 
wait, believing that God is both “the Giver and the one who took away.” 

A Bond between Munira and Wanja: Munira and Wanja develop an easy companionship. He tells himself 
that it is nothing serious, and that her presence simply gives him pleasure. She accepts his attention with 
playful warmth, and he feels protected by her company. She often speaks vividly about the coast, “the milky 
mnazi beer” and the narrow Arab streets of Mombasa, revealing a life full of movement and experience. 
But she rarely speaks about her personal past. Munira is drawn to her glances, her alternating boldness 
and shyness, and the sense of waiting he sees in her eyes. He fears deeper attachment but cannot deny 
his growing fascination for her. 

Munira’s Jealousy and Confusion: Munira becomes troubled when Wanja speaks to Abdulla with the 
same intimacy she shows him. He wonders whether she compares them and finds him lacking. He realizes 



how little he knows about Abdulla’s life and begins to brood. When a small airplane flies over Ilmorog, 
villagers rush out to watch. Wanja comes to ask Munira what the plane wants, and he feels pleased she 
sought his opinion. Her presence haunts him. She begins appearing in his dreams, where desire 
overwhelms him. He wakes with sadness, thinking, “What is happening to me?” 

The Surveyors Arrive: Soon, men in khaki arrive in a Land Rover, dragging chains and planting red sticks. 
The villagers surround them, fascinated by their instruments and fearful of their intentions. The officer 
explains that they are surveying for a proposed road across Africa, from Zaire to Morocco. When Munira 
turns to speak to Wanja, she is already walking away quickly, as if stung. Later, the villagers gather at 
Abdulla’s shop to speculate about the road, but Wanja is absent. Munira feels her absence sharply and 
decides he must confront his feelings. 

A Night of Disappointment: Munira goes to Wanja’s hut, determined to “take the plunge.” But when he 
enters, he finds Abdulla already there, seated comfortably. Wanja is cheerful and welcomes him warmly, 
but Munira’s heart sinks. She announces that Abdulla has offered her a job as a barmaid. Munira is puzzled: 
Why would she be excited about such a job in Ilmorog when she could work in bigger towns? As she moves 
lightly around the hut preparing tea, he watches her with longing and confusion. 

Joseph’s New Beginning: Wanja suddenly becomes emotional, saying she feels like crying because 
Abdulla has bought Joseph clothes, a slate, and books so he can start school. Munira praises the decision, 
and Abdulla credits Wanja. She says Munira’s Siriana story had moved her deeply. Munira feels proud and 
turns to her, telling her she looks young enough to be in school herself. She reflects that perhaps they are 
all in Ilmorog because of accidents, or acts of God. 

Wanja Begins Her Story: Wanja asks Munira if he remembers the road surveyors, especially the engineer. 
She says he reminded her of her past. She begins telling her story: a childhood school crush with a boy 
named Ritho, whose letters she once mocked with her friends. But one evening, after a football match, he 
spoke passionately about Uhuru and his dream of becoming an engineer. His confidence made her feel 
hopeful, and they held hands in the dark. When her parents discovered she had been with a boy, they beat 
her brutally. She cried, “You are people of God: have you no mercy?” Wanja explains that the beating 
changed everything. She felt her parents were punishing her not only for being with a boy, but because he 
came from a poorer family. She sensed her parents’ marriage was strained and that she had become a 
target for their frustrations. For days she planned revenge, but life moved on. Still, she felt school was 
holding her back from a larger world. 

The Wealthy Man and the Teacher: Wanja describes how a wealthy man bought land near her home and 
became a respected figure. She was drawn to him, and he treated her kindly, giving her gifts and taking 
her to the city. School lost its meaning. But her maths teacher, who had been pursuing her, discovered her 
secret outings and threatened to expose her unless she gave in to him. She refused. He told her parents, 
causing a final rupture between them. Her mother cried and held her protectively; her father was humiliated. 
Wanja vowed never to see the wealthy man again. 

Pregnancy and Betrayal: Wanja excelled academically, scoring second in mock exams. But she soon 
discovered she was pregnant. When she told her lover, he said he would marry her only as a second wife, 
warning that his first wife would make her a slave. Wanja felt abandoned. She feared her mother’s reaction 
and decided she could not stay. She ran away from home, hiding her clothes under dung in a basket. When 
she reached the man, he laughed and rejected her, saying he was “old enough to be her father.” She left 
in humiliation and went to her cousin in Eastleigh. 

A Dark Valley and a Fierce Resolve: Wanja describes her despair, how she sometimes imagined a 
Lamb’s voice calling her to rest: “Many were the times I used to think that I could hear a Lamb’s voice calling 
me across a deep deep valley: come unto me, all ye that are lonely, and I’ll give you the final rest” (48). It 
was really tempting. But she vowed to live and have her vengeance. She worked various jobs, eventually 
becoming a barmaid, the work most available to girls who had dropped out or failed exams. Though she 
fought hard, she never forgot the original wound. As Wanja finishes her story, a heavy silence fills the hut. 
Munira and Abdulla feel drawn into her pain, reminded of their own wounds. Then Wanja suddenly 
brightens, saying this is why she cares so much about children being able to attend school. She insists they 
must celebrate Joseph’s return to school the next night, her first night as a barmaid in Ilmorog. 



A Night of Promises: Wanja’s energy sweeps them along. She tells Munira that he must come and bring 
her long-grained rice. She says Abdulla walked her home tonight, so tomorrow it is Munira’s turn. “Are you 
afraid of the dark?” she teases. She says the moon will announce the first day of harvest and that tomorrow 
they will celebrate many hopes. As they leave, Wanja thanks both men with a tone that feels personal to 
each. Munira walks into the dark, smiling to himself. He promises he will be there tomorrow. His heart 
whispers that tomorrow will be the beginning of a harvest, “beautiful petals: beautiful flowers.” 

CHAPTER 3: Karega Reopens Munira’s Past 

Munira Struggles to Tell the Truth: Twelve years after the events in Ilmorog, Munira sits in a police station 
trying to write a truthful statement about the night of Wanja’s first story. Although the memory is vivid, he 
finds it impossible to express clearly. The scene “eluded exact formulation in words.” He sits on a hard 
bench, staring at the bare walls and the impatient officer whose tapping and drumming reveal growing 
frustration. 

A Country in Turmoil: Munira senses that the officer’s nerves are worn thin by the unrest sweeping the 
nation. Students are striking, workers are refusing compromise, housewives are protesting high food prices, 
and armed robbers are cheered by crowds. Women are demanding equality in spaces once reserved for 
men. These upheavals, Munira thinks, would worry anyone tasked with maintaining “man’s ordained order 
and law.” Munira interprets the social chaos through a religious worldview. He believes people trust too 
much in worldly wisdom instead of seeing that such events were “prophesied a long time ago.” Even Karega 
and the Theng’eta factory workers, who rejected tribal loyalties and racial hierarchies, are doomed to fail 
because they have also rejected “the only brotherhood,” spiritual rebirth in God. 

Wanja as a Symbol of Temptation: Munira wants to explain to the officer that Wanja is the “She” foretold 
by prophets, a woman whose voice draws men away from righteousness. Her cry, he insists, carried 
“suffering and protest, hope and terror,” and above all the dangerous promise of escape through fleshly 
desire. But the officer, uninterested in symbolism, keeps pacing the room with cold eyes. To the officer, 
Wanja’s cry from eleven years earlier seems irrelevant. What could a “silly barmaid’s cry” have to do with 
present-day events in Ilmorog, now transformed by new buildings and an international highway? Despite 
the officer’s impatience, Munira insists that the past matters. If he had not been blinded by Wanja’s voice, 
he believes he might have seen “the evil web being spun around him, around Abdulla, around Ilmorog.” For 
him, the cry is the key to understanding everything that followed. 

A Plea for Time and Freedom to Write: Munira begs for pen and paper, asking to write the statement “in 
his own hand and in his own way.” He promises the officer can ask questions later, “with the help of the 
Lord.” But the officer’s patience cracks. He bangs the table and demands “facts, not history; facts, not 
sermons or poetry.” He declares that murder is not “irio or njohi,” not as ordinary as eating or drinking, and 
he orders the warders to lock Munira up. 

A New Inspector Takes Over: The next day, Munira meets a new officer come from Nairobi to take charge 
of the investigation., he is an older, expressionless man who has served both colonial and independent 
governments with equal detachment. He is fascinated by the mix of personalities involved in the case: “Chui 
- an educationist and businessman; Hawkins Kimeria - a business tycoon; Abdulla - a petty trader; Karega 
- a trade unionist; Mzigo - an educationist turned businessman; Munira - a teacher and man of God; Wanja 
- a prostitute.” He tells Munira, “All of us are governed by the law,” and asks him to write a full statement 
about the movements and mental states of Abdulla, Wanja, and Karega before the triple murder. 

Munira Reflects on Ilmorog’s Past: Munira wonders how one can describe “murder in a New Town,” a 
place whose spirit has been wounded long before any physical crime. He recalls Ilmorog’s transformation 
from drought-stricken village to a place now “flowering in petals of blood.” He sees, with hindsight, the 
violence hidden in their conversations, memories, and dreams. He believes Wanja sought power over 
men’s souls to avenge past wrongs, and that Karega, despite his travels, remained innocent and idealistic. 

Karega’s Despair and Search for Meaning: Munira remembers reading a painful entry in Karega’s old 
exercise book, where the young man wrote of betrayal, lost hope, and the collapse of the world he once 
believed in. Karega lamented, “Where is the new force that will make the seed sprout and flower?” Munira 
had once thought this despair was childish, but he now sees it as part of Karega’s lifelong search for truth, 



beauty, and human connection. He believes Karega sought refuge in Ilmorog, hoping to find a “tiny place 
in God’s corner.” 

A Stranger Appears at Munira’s Gate: Munira recalls the day Karega arrived in Ilmorog, just after Wanja 
had asked him to bring long-grained rice for the celebration of Joseph’s return to school. Munira had spent 
the day preparing for the evening, thinking only of Wanja. When he returned home, he found a stranger 
waiting at his gate. The man introduced himself. Inside Munira’s house, the stranger helped carry chalk and 
exercise books. Munira offered tea reluctantly, thinking of Wanja and her story. The stranger accepted, 
saying, “Anything watery and warm will be enough.” As Munira prepared tea, he remembered Old Mariamu, 
a pious woman from his childhood who made tea by baking sugar into soot. The stranger then revealed 
that his own mother also made “sugared soot.” 

The Road to Ilmorog and the Uneven Nation: The stranger explained he had come from Limuru, partly 
on foot and partly in an overcrowded matatu (a minibus). Munira thought of the surveyors who had recently 
planted red pegs for a proposed international highway. He mocked the idea, saying roads would come 
“when hyenas grow horns.” His thoughts drifted to Kenya’s uneven development, cities full of wealth and 
modernity contrasted with rural areas like Ilmorog, where people struggled against drought, poverty, and 
isolation. Munira admits to himself that he has never cared deeply about Ilmorog’s hardships. He preferred 
his “escape hole” and avoided involvement in others’ lives. But Wanja’s presence has changed him, making 
him question what happened to her child and why she affects him so deeply. He turns abruptly to the 
stranger and asks what work he does. 

The Stranger Reveals His Identity: The young man says he has no job and has been wandering the city. 
He then reveals he once attended Siriana School. Munira’s interest sharpens. The stranger introduces 
himself: “My name is Karega. But I don’t expect that you would immediately remember me … I used to pick 
pyrethrum flowers in your father’s shambas.” He reveals that his mother was Mariamu, the same woman 
Munira remembered from childhood. Munira is stunned: “Are you Mariamu’s son?” Karega confirms it. They 
begin to recall their shared past. Karega speaks of Munira’s father’s forest and of a brother he never knew 
he had until Munira’s sister revealed it to him just before her death: “I did not even know that I had a brother 
... until Mukami told me … Your father I believe had told her.” Munira is stunned, unable to understand how 
this stranger fits into the long-buried story of Nding’uri’s death. The encounter leaves him unsure to ask 
about a mystery involving his own family. 

Karega Brings Astonishing News: Karega shifts the conversation, reminding Munira that he once taught 
him at Manguo. Munira struggles to remember, until the boy’s face slowly emerges from memory. He recalls 
signing Karega’s papers for Siriana, feeling honored now that the former pupil has returned. Munira 
becomes enthusiastic, imagining Karega’s university success, telling him, “You don’t know how lucky you 
are … Uhuru has really increased chances for us black people.” But Karega’s fidgeting signals discomfort. 
Karega finally confesses that he never went to university. He was expelled from Siriana after a student 
strike. Munira, who rarely reads newspapers, vaguely remembers hearing about it. Karega explains that 
the press reduced their grievances to food complaints:“They always attribute every students’ grievance to 
food.” He then reveals that Cambridge Fraudsham, the legendary headmaster, left the school after the 
strike. Munira is shocked. Fraudsham had been the symbol of Siriana itself. For Munira, the news is almost 
unbelievable because Fraudsham had seemed inseparable from Siriana itself. He admits that he has paid 
little attention to current events and therefore missed this major development. Karega, however, is filled 
with excitement because Fraudsham's departure represents a victory for those who had opposed him. The 
strike at Siriana has succeeded where earlier efforts had failed. Karega recalls this triumph in moving words, 
marveling that ordinary people's collective strength could achieve what years of prayers could not. He 
remembers the raising of the national flag, symbolizing hope and the people's victory. 

Karega's Questions Reopen Old Wounds: As Munira struggles to absorb the news, Karega suddenly 
turns the conversation toward the past. He bombards Munira with questions about his years at Siriana and 
about the people connected to the school. Munira answers cautiously, admitting that he knew Fraudsham 
only a little. Then Karega asks whether he also knew Chui Shakespeare or Joe Louis. The mention of Chui 
shocks Munira. Memories he believed long buried suddenly return with tremendous force. He feels as 
though a dead chapter of his life has been resurrected before his eyes. The unexpected question creates 



an emotional distance between the two men. Munira becomes painfully aware that Karega expected far 
more from him and now sees him as someone who has concealed important truths. The conversation ends 
awkwardly as Karega prepares to leave. 

The Return of Memories: After Karega's departure, Munira stands alone and reflects on the evening. He 
wonders what Karega had truly wanted to discover. What surprises him most is the depth of his own 
emotional reaction. He had spent years trying to forget Siriana, the school that had rejected him, and the 
conflicts associated with it. Although he occasionally heard reports of Siriana's academic success under its 
eccentric leadership, he never wanted to feel connected to it again. But Karega's visit has reopened old 
memories and emotions. Munira suddenly feels nostalgic for an earlier time when his life in Ilmorog was 
simple, centered on the school and Abdulla's shop. The past, which he thought was finished, is now 
pressing itself into the present. 

Struggling to Stay in the Present: Munira attempts to distract himself by preparing tea before joining the 
celebrations at Abdulla's place. Even this simple act triggers memories of Reverend Hallowes Ironmonger, 
who loved tea and imagined heaven as a place with an endless supply of tea and sausages. Munira realizes 
that his mind keeps drifting backward. The process began with Wanja's reappearance, and over the past 
month his life has become filled with fragments of memory. Images of Siriana, Abdulla's shop, and Wanja's 
home constantly return to him. Determined not to lose himself in nostalgia, he reminds himself that he must 
focus on the present and on his work in Ilmorog, where he once believed he was helping to build a new 
future. 

The Mystery behind the Strike: Despite his efforts, Munira cannot stop thinking about Karega's visit. Too 
many questions remain unanswered. He wonders what really caused the strike at Siriana, why Fraudsham 
was forced to leave, and why Chui suddenly returned. These events seem connected, but their full meaning 
remains hidden. Munira also begins to suspect that Karega's visit had a deeper purpose than a simple 
reunion. The young man's questions seemed designed to uncover something important. The uncertainty 
troubles Munira because it threatens to pull him back into struggles he thought he had escaped long ago. 
What once appeared to be a closed chapter of life is suddenly becoming relevant again. 

An Inner Battle with the Past: As the evening grows darker, Munira experiences a profound internal 
conflict. He feels a growing fear but cannot fully identify its source. Is he afraid of confronting his own past? 
Or is he afraid of becoming involved in another person's battles and dreams? His thoughts turn to the 
biblical story of Jacob wrestling with the angel. The image perfectly reflects his own state of mind. Like 
Jacob, he is engaged in a painful struggle that he cannot easily escape. At one point he almost cries out, 
"Let me go, let me go," revealing his desperate wish to free himself from memories that continue to haunt 
him. But the past refuses to release its hold. 

Choosing Pursuit Over Escape: Determined to move forward, Munira closes his door and heads toward 
Abdulla's place. But just as he tries to put the matter behind him, Abdulla's donkey brays loudly, startling 
him and interrupting his thoughts. The moment acts like a sign. Suddenly he realizes that Karega will have 
difficulty finding transportation at that late hour. Acting on impulse, he returns home, takes his bicycle, and 
rides after him. On the surface, he tells himself that Karega can simply spend the night at his house. Deep 
down, however, he knows that he wants answers. He wants to learn more about Karega, about Mukami, 
and about everything connected to Siriana. 

The Threat to Munira's Fragile Peace: As he rides after Karega, Munira senses that the young man's 
presence may bring major changes. The feeling reminds him of his first encounter with Wanja, another 
event that transformed his life. What he fears most is not Karega himself but the possibility that the visit will 
force him to confront truths about himself and his past: “I would find out more about him: Siriana, Mukami, 
everything. But I felt what I had felt on my first encounter with Wanja, that this was another threat to my 
self-imposed peace in this land” (64). 



Looking back from a Hospital Bed: Twelve years later, while recovering in New Ilmorog Hospital, Wanja 
looks back on a day that remains vivid in her memory. It was a day filled with hope, anticipation, and 
carefully constructed dreams. She remembers eagerly planning a celebration that would mark several 
happy occasions at once: Joseph's return to school, the beginning of the harvest season, and the fulfillment 
of her own private expectations. What had seemed so important then now appears as a drama she had 
created for herself, and the emotions of that day still linger painfully in her mind. 

A Poor Harvest and Nyakinyua’s Concerns: The day began early when Wanja accompanied her 
grandmother, Nyakinyua, to harvest beans. The work was easier in the cool morning hours, and the maize 
plants provided welcome shade. However, the harvest quickly revealed a disturbing reality. There were 
very few beans, and by late morning the work was already finished. The entire yield barely filled a single 
sisal sack. Disappointed, Nyakinyua exclaimed, "What a harvest!" and lamented that the land had become 
exhausted. She recalled a time when a plot of similar size could produce many times more food. When 
Wanja suggested that the maize crop might perform better, her grandmother dismissed the possibility with 
a derisive reference to the weak maize stalks.  

Preparing Abdulla’s Shop for a New Beginning: After returning home, Wanja went to Abdulla's shop. 
Officially, she wanted to begin her work as a barmaid, but she was also anxious to occupy herself while 
waiting for the evening's celebration. Together with Abdulla and Joseph, she launched into an energetic 
cleaning and reorganization project. Joseph was free because school had been closed during Munira's 
absence. Wanja took charge immediately, directing repairs, cleaning the bar area, and organizing the 
shelves. Her energy, determination, and attention to detail impressed Abdulla. She approached even the 
smallest tasks with professional seriousness, transforming the appearance of the shop and making Abdulla 
realize that his business had untapped potential. 

Wanja’s Clever Marketing Success: In an effort to make the quiet shop more attractive, Wanja displayed 
several signs outside. She first announced "SHOP + BAR CLOSED THIS AFTERNOON - STOCKTAKING," 
even though there was little stock to count. Later she replaced it with a sign declaring the shop open. When 
customers still failed to appear, she tried a more imaginative strategy. She posted a notice saying 
"PERMANENT CLOSING DOWN SALE" and decorated it with humorous drawings. Children 
misunderstood the message and spread a rumor that Abdulla was giving away goods before shutting down 
permanently. Soon curious villagers flooded the shop. Although many discovered the mistake, they stayed 
to chat, drink beer, and admire the shop's new appearance. Through creativity alone, Wanja brought life 
and attention to an otherwise struggling business. 

Waiting for a Special Night: Despite the temporary success at the shop, Wanja's thoughts continually 
drifted toward the evening. She was eagerly awaiting the appearance of the moon and believed that the 
night might bring about an important personal transformation. The celebration of Joseph's return to school 
was only one aspect of her plans. Deep in her heart, she was hoping for something much more significant. 
Her excitement centered especially on Munira. She convinced herself that he would come because she 
believed she possessed a strong influence over men. Nevertheless, beneath this confidence lay uncertainty 
and vulnerability. As the hours passed and Munira failed to appear, her optimism slowly began to fade. 

Wanja’s Reflections on Her Power over Men: Left waiting behind the counter, Wanja begins to examine 
her own life. She recognizes that she has often depended on her beauty, charm, and ability to attract men. 
She knows how a simple smile, a glance, or a casual touch can captivate someone. At times this ability 
gives her a feeling of triumph, but it also leaves her uneasy. The victories are temporary and often followed 
by loneliness. She realizes that many relationships built on attraction eventually leave her feeling empty. 
While she has enjoyed the excitement of being admired and pursued, she also understands that such 
encounters rarely bring lasting happiness. 

The Desire for Love, Meaning, and Motherhood: As her thoughts deepen, Wanja confronts her most 
profound longing. She dreams of finding someone with whom she can share genuine affection and 
commitment. More than anything, she wants a child. The desire has been growing within her for years. 
After a painful earlier experience with pregnancy, she had taken precautions against conception. 



Eventually, however, her longing for motherhood became stronger than her fears. When months and then 
years passed without success, the wish became almost an obsession. Seeking guidance, she had turned 
to her grandmother, who consulted the spiritual figure Mwathi wa Mugo. According to the advice she 
received, a special night associated with the new moon might bring her closer to achieving her dream. 

Understanding Human Loneliness: While reflecting on her experiences in bars and shops, Wanja reveals 
herself to be an unusually perceptive observer of human nature. Sitting behind the counter, she learned to 
read faces and personalities. She could distinguish the kind from the cruel, the thoughtful from the 
insensitive, and the intelligent from the foolish. But her greatest discovery was that many people carried 
hidden burdens. Behind their outward appearances she often detected "deep loneliness, uncertainty and 
anxiety." This awareness gave her compassion for others but also intensified her own sadness. She sensed 
that many people, including herself, were searching for something they could not easily name. 

An Unfulfilled Search for Purpose: Wanja also feels that she possesses untapped abilities and hidden 
potential. She enjoys music, dancing, and creativity. Sometimes, while listening to live instruments, she 
feels an almost overwhelming sense that she is destined to accomplish something important. Music fills her 
imagination with moving colors, patterns, and faces. Nevertheless, the exact purpose of her life remains 
elusive. She wanders from place to place seeking fulfillment, hoping either to discover her true calling or to 
meet someone who can help her uncover it. Gradually, she comes to believe that motherhood might provide 
the meaning she has been searching for. 

The Night Ends in Doubt: As evening approaches, Wanja becomes increasingly distressed. Business 
slows again, no important visitors arrive, and Munira remains absent despite his promise. The 
disappointments accumulate one after another. The harvest has been poor. Joseph has not actually started 
school. Beer sales are disappointing. Most painful of all, the person she expected to see does not come. 
Her faith in the prophecy of the moon and in Mwathi wa Mugo begins to weaken. Suddenly uncertain and 
emotionally exhausted, she asks Abdulla to accompany her home. Laughing bitterly at the failure of her 
plans, she sums up the day's frustrations: "What a celebration!" As they leave, she asks one final question 
that captures her fading hope and growing uncertainty: "Will the moon really show in the sky?"  

Karega’s Family History and the Legacy of Colonial Oppression: The narrative reveals the difficult 
history of Karega's family. His father and two wives moved from Limuru to the Rift Valley during the colonial 
period and lived as squatters on European-owned farms. Although they were allowed small plots of land, 
they paid for these rights through hard labor. Whenever they made the land productive, they were forced 
to move elsewhere and begin the process again. Over the years they lost their livestock through disease, 
fines, and forced sales, becoming increasingly dependent on poorly paid work for European settlers 

Karega’s Mother Rebels against Injustice: Life became particularly difficult for Karega's mother. She was 
expected to work for the colonial landlord, cultivate her own plot, and manage the household. But she 
received almost none of the benefits of her labor. Her husband controlled the sale of her produce and gave 
her very little money in return. Eventually she rebelled, insisting on a voice in the use of her earnings and 
refusing to continue unpaid labor. Her resistance led to violence. Frustrated, her husband beat her, 
prompting her to flee with her son Nding'uri back to Limuru.  

A Difficult Refuge in Limuru: Back in Limuru, Karega's mother sought permission from Munira's father, 
Brother Ezekiel, to cultivate land. Although he initially refused, he eventually relented. His motives, however, 
were not entirely noble. The narrator hints that Ezekiel was attracted to her and arranged for her hut to be 
built where he could secretly visit her. She firmly rejected his advances, but the incident created an 
uncomfortable bond between them. Ezekiel feared exposure, while she remained focused solely on raising 
her son. Their unspoken secret became part of the hidden tensions linking the families of Munira and 
Karega. 

Nding’uri: The Proud and Supportive Son: Nding'uri grew into a confident and strong young man who 
became his mother's emotional support during difficult years marked by war, famine, and poverty. He 



encouraged reconciliation between his parents, believing the family should be reunited. Persuaded by her 
son, Karega's mother temporarily returned to her husband in Elburgon. However, the reunion failed after 
only a month because the same quarrels resurfaced. She left again, but not before conceiving Karega 
during that brief reconciliation.  

An Evening at Abdulla’s Shop: The narrative shifts to the present, where Munira and Karega arrive at 
Abdulla's shop. Neither Abdulla nor Wanja are at the shop. Munira and Karega are preoccupied by troubling 
memories of the past. Karega orders a soft drink while Munira chooses beer. While they drink, Munira 
cannot stop thinking about Karega's earlier visit and the names that resurfaced during their conversation. 
Images of Siriana School, Fraudsham, Chui, Nding'uri, and especially Mukami return to his mind. Mukami's 
memory is particularly vivid. He remembers her beauty and her humor. Munira wonders what connection 
Karega has to all these people from his past.  

Celebrating Hope in Ilmorog: Munira persuades Karega to join him at Wanja's hut. There they find Wanja 
and Abdulla in cheerful spirits. The group exchanges jokes about names, drinks, and occupations.  The 
conversation turns to Joseph's return to school and the harvest season. Abdulla explains that their 
celebration is not simply about Joseph but about "new life in Ilmorog" and the hope represented by the 
harvest. Unfortunately, the harvest itself has been disappointing. Wanja admits that farmers are unlikely to 
fill more than a few sacks of beans, and the maize crop also seems poor. Nevertheless, the gathering 
continues in a spirit of optimism, with everyone trying to focus on the positive possibilities ahead. 

Stories of War and Munira’s Sense of Guilt: Wanja encourages Abdulla to tell stories about his days as 
a Mau Mau fighter and particularly about Dedan Kimathi. The topic immediately changes the mood. Munira 
feels uneasy whenever the independence struggle is mentioned. Many men of his generation chose sides 
and participated in history, but he did not. He experiences what the narrator calls a guilt of omission. Others 
faced the great test of their time. He remained on the sidelines. As Karega eagerly waits to hear Abdulla's 
account, Munira feels increasingly conscious of his own failures and missed opportunities. 

The Lamp Accident and Rising Tension: Just as Abdulla prepares to speak, a bottle cap flies 
unexpectedly from Munira's hands and someone accidentally knocks over the pressure lamp. The lamp 
breaks, the room is plunged into darkness, and the curtain catches fire. Wanja screams. Abdulla reacts 
quickly and extinguishes the flames before serious damage occurs. The accident destroys the atmosphere. 
Under the weak light of a small lamp, everyone becomes silent and uneasy. The conversation never 
recovers its earlier warmth. Abdulla abruptly decides to leave. Karega is disappointed because he had 
hoped to hear stories about the Mau Mau struggle from someone who had lived through it. Wanja notices 
Karega's reaction and studies him with curiosity. Then she asks him to remain in the house while she takes 
Munira for a walk. Her request creates a moment of strange tension. Karega is left behind, while Wanja and 
Munira disappear into the night. 

Wanja’s Painful Memory: Walking with Munira across the slopes of Ilmorog, Wanja begins to speak about 
a haunting memory from her childhood. She recalls her beautiful cousin, a woman who escaped an abusive 
marriage by moving to the city. The cousin returned dressed elegantly and seemed transformed by urban 
life. One evening, however, a terrible scream shattered the night, and the family rushed outside to find 
Wanja's aunt engulfed in flames. Wanja vividly remembers her mother's desperate cry, "My sister, my only 
sister." The horrifying event became one of the defining memories of her life. 

Violence, Loss, and the Shadow of Mau Mau: Although the death was officially treated as an accident, 
many believed the woman's violent husband was responsible. He had become a Home Guard, collaborating 
with colonial authorities and persecuting Mau Mau supporters. Wanja later learned that her aunt had 
secretly assisted Mau Mau fighters by carrying weapons and supplies. Her death deepened divisions within 
Wanja's family. Her father's cold remark that it might have been "an act of God" because of her support 
for the fighters marked the beginning of a growing conflict between her parents. Through this story, Wanja 
reveals how political violence invaded even the most intimate areas of family life. Wanja confesses that the 
memory has affected her deeply. Sometimes she imagines cleansing herself through fire, not because she 
wishes to die but because she longs to escape the pain, loneliness, and disappointments of her life. She 



quickly reassures Munira that she is terrified of actual fire.  Munira asks Wanja what happened to her child. 
Wanja immediately begins to cry. The question touches a wound that has not healed. She cannot explain 
her feelings and simply says that she feels feverish and disappointed. carry. 

The Orange Moon and a New Beginning: When Munira and Wanja return to the hut, they discover that 
Karega has vanished. The lamp is out, the room is dark, and there is no trace of him. Since Karega did not 
have Munira's keys, his disappearance seems strange and disconcerting.  Munira and Wanja are standing 
outside. A magnificent orange moon rises over the horizon, emerging through dark clouds. Wanja, who had 
been crying only moments before, becomes filled with wonder and excitement. Looking at the moon, she 
pleads, "Please, Mwalimu … stay here tonight … Break the moon over me" (79). The image combines 
desire, hope, mystery, and rebirth. Munira forgets his fears, his guilt, and even Karega's disappearance. 
Overwhelmed by longing and expectation, he follows Wanja into the hut, believing that at last his own 
harvest has arrived.  

CHAPTER 4: Wanja Leaves Ilmorog 

Echoes of Ancient Struggles: The narrative shifts into historical outlook. Ilmorog is portrayed as a 
crossroads of civilizations, visited by traders from China and India, threatened by Portuguese mercantilism, 
and later invaded by European imperialists. The narrator asks, “Who will sing it?”, referring to the untold 
story of Kenyan resistance. Ilmorog is not an isolated village. It is the site of long-standing struggle, survival, 
and cultural memory. The narrative recounts the arrival of Lord Freeze-Kilby, a white settler who attempted 
to transform Ilmorog into a wheat empire using forced African labor. His arrogance provoked the villagers, 
who burned his fields in defiance. When he later discovered his wife with another man, he killed them both 
and fled. The villagers burned his bungalow and celebrated their victory. This episode becomes one of 
Ilmorog’s foundational legends, illustrating the community’s fierce resistance to exploitation. 

Dharamashah and the Chains of Commerce: Another outsider, Ramjeeh Ramlagoon Dharamashah, 
arrives between the world wars and establishes a shop that gradually becomes indispensable to Ilmorog. 
He profits from the villagers’ needs, buying their produce cheaply and selling it back at higher prices. Over 
time, the people become economically dependent on him, “invisible chains that bound them, necks and 
lives and all, to the shop.” When a threatening letter arrives from Ole Masai, Dharamashah flees, and the 
villagers loot the shop in celebration. This marks the beginning of Ilmorog’s long entanglement with traders 
and middlemen. 

Abdulla’s Arrival and Wanja’s Influence: After independence, Abdulla takes over the abandoned shop. 
At first, he resembles Dharamashah, stern, weary, and harsh with Joseph. But Wanja’s arrival transforms 
everything. She reorganizes the shop, cleans, repairs, and brings life into the bar. Villagers whisper, “It is 
Wanja’s doing.” Her presence softens Abdulla, brightens the shop, and draws people in. She becomes a 
symbol of renewal, even as her own inner restlessness grows. 

A Man Shaped by Repression: Munira reflects on how deeply his upbringing has shaped him. He comes 
from a strict Presbyterian Christian family where discussions of sexuality were suppressed and 
respectability was paramount. Although he later had romantic affairs, he remained emotionally trapped by 
the moral codes of his childhood. Looking back, he realizes that his family life itself had been built on 
"Presbyterian Christian propriety and good manners," and that he remains "a prisoner of his own 
upbringing." This conflict between desire and guilt continues to haunt him. His thoughts return to a painful 
memory from his youth in old Kamiritho. Determined to prove his manhood, he visited a woman named 
Amina in a house known for its association with prostitutes and laborers. He offered her all the money he 
had saved, only to be met with ridicule. Looking him over, she announced, "He is only a boy," humiliating 
him before someone else in the house. She further mocked him by saying, "I don't sleep with uncircumcised 
men." Terrified, ashamed, and overwhelmed, Munira felt powerless and exposed. 

Shame That Never Disappeared: Despite her teasing, Amina eventually treated him with surprising 
tenderness, comforting him much like a mother would a frightened child. The encounter was brief and 
confusing, ending almost before it had begun. Rather than becoming a triumphant moment of initiation into 
adulthood, it left him feeling diminished and uncertain. Years later, whenever he passed the house, the 



memory returned, painfully. He describes it as something he had unsuccessfully tried to "exorcise by fire," 
a wound that remained alive beneath the surface. 

Passion and Frustration with Wanja: Munira's relationship with Wanja awakens both intense desire and 
deep confusion. Physically, he finds their intimacy exhilarating. He experiences overwhelming anticipation 
before their sexual encounters, and he is captivated by her expressions, movements, and cries. But 
emotional fulfillment always escapes him. After moments of passion, he feels strangely empty, as though 
he has never truly reached her inner self. The more distant she seems, the more intensely he longs for her, 
craving "a thousand sins with her and more." 

Wanja's Unpredictable Nature: What fascinates Munira most is Wanja's unpredictability. One moment 
she pulls away from him emotionally; the next she sweeps him into passion and leaves him wanting more. 
Her changing moods leave him constantly troubled. Sometimes she is playful and seductive; at other times 
she becomes deeply thoughtful and concerned about the suffering of those around her. Munira finds it 
impossible to understand or control her, which only strengthens her hold over him. 

The Mystery of Abdulla's Pain: During one of her reflective moods, Wanja turns the conversation toward 
Abdulla. She notices a deep sadness in him and remarks that his suffering seems to come not from his 
crippled leg but from his heart. She suggests that perhaps everyone carries hidden wounds: "Perhaps we 
all carry maimed souls and we are all looking for a cure." Her observation unnerves Munira because he 
recognizes its truth. The conversation gradually shifts from Abdulla to Munira himself. 

Wanja Exposes Munira's Escape: Wanja challenges Munira directly, questioning why he came to isolated 
Ilmorog. She refuses to accept his explanations about “Just a simple transfer … change of climate … 
change of places … Harambee … Self-help … Nation-building …  Return to the land” (87).  According to 
her, he is running from something: "You too are in flight." Munira becomes deeply uncomfortable. He senses 
that she sees through the stories he tells others and perhaps even through the stories he tells himself. Her 
insight forces him to confront the possibility that he has come to Ilmorog not out of idealism but to escape 
personal failures. 

Wanja Throws Herself into Village Life: While Munira wrestles with his feelings, Wanja becomes 
increasingly active in the community. She helps Nyakinyua with harvesting, assists in Abdulla's shop, 
accompanies Joseph on supply trips, and fetches water with village women. She immerses herself in village 
routines and listens eagerly to stories, gossip, and jokes. The women welcome her warmly and admire her 
willingness to help. Munira watches this growing connection with jealousy, feeling almost as though her 
work and friendships are rivals competing for her attention. 

Drought and Growing Restlessness: After a poor maize harvest, the rains fail completely. Dust covers 
the land, tempers grow short, and villagers quarrel easily. The community slowly realizes that the year will 
produce only one weak harvest. Traders stop coming, and economic hardship deepens. Against this bleak 
backdrop, Wanja becomes increasingly restless. Her gaze turns away from Ilmorog toward places beyond 
the village, and she begins criticizing the poverty and hopelessness surrounding her. Looking at the farmers' 
struggles, she asks bitterly, "Why should anybody end up in this hole of a place?" For her, the peasants 
seem trapped in a cycle of endless toil with little reward. Munira defends the villagers, but she sees only 
neglect, deprivation, and broken promises. As December approaches, Wanja's dissatisfaction intensifies. 
She longs for city conveniences such as clean water, electricity, and money.  

Bitter Memories of Exploitation: Wanja ridicules the romanticization of peasant life and imagines 
transforming Abdulla's bar into a profitable enterprise. She suggests turning it into a place where city 
dwellers could escape their troubles, drink away their pain, and then return to their ordinary lives. Beneath 
the jokes lies her conviction that survival often depends on exploiting people's weaknesses. Wanja also 
speaks openly about her experiences as a barmaid. She describes a world in which employers paid poor 
wages while expecting women to provide not only service but sexual favors. Cynically summarizing the 
situation, she says that during the day barmaids offered customers beer and smiles, and at night they were 
expected to offer themselves.  

Munira's Jealous and Dark Thoughts: Wanja becomes more provocative, and Munira feels increasingly 
alienated from her. Her mockery seems aimed not only at Ilmorog but also at his own decision to hide there. 



Unable to possess or understand her, he oscillates between attraction and resentment. He imagines 
insulting her, reducing her to crude labels, but keeps his thoughts to himself.  Wanja breaks the tension by 
demanding music: "this body is only fit for dancing." She begins moving. Her dance grows more intense 
until her entire body becomes an expression of ecstasy, sensuality, pain, and freedom. For a brief moment 
she transcends the misery around her. When the dance ends, she appears calmer, as though she has 
released something troubling her from within. 

Confessions from Her Past: After dancing, Wanja shares stories from her life in bars and dance halls. 
She recalls how dancing gave women a fleeting sense of power over men. She tells an amusing story about 
tricking a man into spending over two hundred shillings on imported cider before leaving with someone 
else. Through humor and wit, she reveals both her independence and her resentment toward men who 
believed money entitled them to her affection. 

Abdulla's Unexpected Offer: While Munira fantasizes about winning Wanja's love, Abdulla quietly reveals 
his own compassion. He tells Wanja that he understands what it means to carry a wound that never heals. 
Then he makes a surprising offer: he proposes that she become his partner in the business rather than 
merely an employee. Declaring that she and he should become joint owners, he pleads, "Don't go away."  
Wanja is deeply moved by Abdulla's kindness and struggles to hold back tears. She recognizes the sincerity 
behind his offer and appreciates it profoundly. But she confesses that she feels driven by unfinished 
business with the world beyond Ilmorog: "I feel as if I've a debt to settle with the world, out there" Without 
further explanation, Wanja leaves the shop and walks slowly across the dry landscape toward her hut. The 
next morning Nyakinyua arrives with troubling news: Wanja has gone. Although she has left some 
belongings behind, suggesting she might return, nobody is certain. Munira and Abdulla remain silent, 
absorbing the loss.  

CHAPTER 5: Kenya Is in Turmoil 

A Relentless Sun: The drought becomes a psychological weight. Farmers still walk to their shambas 
(farms) out of habit and attachment, even though there is nothing to weed or harvest. They gather under 
hut eaves to exchange gossip and dark humor, but beneath it lies dread: Another year without rain means 
famine. The elders, Njogu, Muturi, Ruoro, and Njuguna, sit outside Abdulla’s shop discussing the weather, 
the unpredictability of the seasons, and the fading authority of Mwathi wa Mugo, the village rain-seer: 
“Mwathi wa Mugo seems to be losing his power over the rains … It may be those things that the Americans 
and Russians are throwing into the sky … I hear that they might be sending travellers to the moon” (95). 
Their conversations circle back repeatedly to the same anxious refrain: “It might still rain … sometimes it 
has been known to rain at the beginning of the year.” But the land remains barren. 

Munira without Wanja: Munira is suffering from Wanja’s departure. He tries to regain his old rhythm but 
fails. He rides his bicycle obsessively across Ilmorog, a cloud of dust trailing behind him. After months of 
hoping she might return, he travels to Ruwa-ini under the pretext of shopping, secretly searching for her. In 
a bar, he mistakes another girl for Wanja and feels his heart leap, only to be disappointed. The girl’s singing 
momentarily distracts him, but the hymn she chooses reminds him of his past shame and failed attempts 
at moral purification. He returns to Ilmorog resigned, throwing himself into teaching, though “things were 
not quite the same.” Even Abdulla grows distant and speaks little. 

Elders Reflect on Lost Sons: The elders shift their conversation from drought to the troubling migration 
of young men to the cities. They lament how their sons rarely return, leaving the village hollowed out. Ruoro 
recalls his son’s bitter words: “My nails are broken …  look at the yield. It mocks the strength in these arms.” 
Muturi explains that land scarcity and the destruction of forests have made rural life unsustainable. The 
forest once called rain. Now it is gone, consumed by colonial railways. Their reflections reveal a community 
slowly unraveling, economically, socially, spiritually. 

Scape-Donkey: As the drought worsens, villagers begin blaming Abdulla’s donkey for eating too much 
grass. The elders approach him, refusing to sit or drink, and deliver a “friendly message” that the donkey 
must go. Abdulla is devastated. “I’ll not have it killed or sent away. I would rather leave the village,” he says, 
realizing the request is a veiled attempt to push him out. Joseph, fearing he will lose his chance to continue 
school, watches anxiously. Munira realizes he cannot manage four classes alone. He decides to go and 



confront Mr. Mzigo in Ruwa-ini and tell him that without another teacher, the school must close. The villagers 
are worried that another teacher might be leaving them after just two years.  

Fat Stomach and Insect Arrive: Two men arrive claiming to represent Nderi wa Riera (Member of 
Parliament). One is fat and bold (nicknamed Fat Stomach) and the other one tall and skinny (Insect). The 
villagers gather, hoping for news about long-promised piped water. Instead, the men announce a new 
cultural organization, Kīama Kamwene, and demand that every villager pay twelve shillings and fifty cents 
to travel to Gatundu to sing and drink tea. The people protest, and  Nyakinyua, erupt in outrage: “you are 
worse than a tax gatherer. Twelve shillings and fifty cents! From what hole are we to dig up the money? … 
Here we need water, not songs!” One woman shouts, “Let us pull out their penises and see if they are really 
men!” Terrified, Fat Stomach and Insect flee toward their Land Rover as the women chase them off the 
school compound.  

Munira Confronts Mzigo and Receives a Promotion: Munira cycles to Ruwa-ini, He meets Mzigo, who 
congratulates him: He is now officially Headmaster of Ilmorog Full Primary School. Munira is thrilled. But 
when he asks for more teachers, Mzigo dismisses the problem, telling him to “recruit any help you need” 
and joking about Ilmorog’s abundance of women. Before Munira leaves, Mzigo hands him a letter: an 
invitation for the headmaster and staff to attend tea at Gatundu with Nderi wa Riera. Munira is proud. 

Munira’s Uneasy Thoughts About Family and Faith: As Munira approaches his family home, his 
thoughts drift to a large picture of his father, Ezekiel Waweru, standing beside a gramophone marked with 
the famous slogan “His Master’s Voice.” The image captures everything his father represents: religious 
authority, discipline, wealth, and certainty. Munira has always felt uncomfortable whenever he looks at it, 
though he cannot fully explain why. His unease reflects a deeper struggle with his father’s strict Christian 
values. Even his marriage seems connected to this rebellion. He had deliberately chosen Julia, a woman 
from a non-Christian background, perhaps hoping to break away from his father’s world. Ironically, Julia 
became even more devoted to his parents’ religious ideals than he had imagined. She worked hard to be 
the perfect daughter-in-law and won the affection of Munira’s mother. To Munira, this felt like another defeat 
in his lifelong struggle to establish his own identity. 

A Rare Moment of Pride: Despite his inner conflicts, Munira is in high spirits. He has just received an 
invitation to a prestigious tea gathering and a promotion to headmaster. The achievement fills him with 
pride because it seems to prove, for once, that he has accomplished something worthwhile. Throughout 
his life he has felt overshadowed by his successful father, who considered him weak and indecisive. Now, 
however, he feels that he can finally stand a little taller. The invitation is especially exciting because it offers 
the chance to meet a national hero who has shaped the history of Kenya. For Munira, this is a moment of 
personal triumph and national significance. 

The Journey to a Mysterious Gathering: The excitement begins to fade when the group of teachers and 
their spouses travel to the event. Their bus is late, and anxiety spreads among the passengers. Still, they 
continue, believing that such an honor is worth the inconvenience. Instead of arriving at an elegant 
gathering, however, they are driven past their expected destination and into isolated banana plantations. 
There they discover another large crowd waiting in silence. The atmosphere is strange. Munira notices that 
the government official who had reassured them has disappeared. The visitors are ordered into separate 
lines for men and women. When one teacher dares to ask, “Is this the tea we came to have?” he is struck 
with the flat side of a panga (machete). Fear immediately silences everyone. 

An Oath Forced Through Fear: As darkness falls, groups of people are led into a hut. Nobody explains 
what is happening. Munira is overwhelmed by confusion and fear. When his turn comes, he discovers that 
the promised tea gathering is actually a political oath-taking ceremony. The participants have been 
deceived and pressured into taking part. Returning home near midnight, the passengers sit in silence. They 
feel ashamed, betrayed, and deeply troubled. The experience clashes sharply with their hopes for an 
independent Kenya. Instead of unity and freedom, they have witnessed coercion and intimidation. Munira 
wonders how teachers can explain such events to their pupils while still claiming that the nation belongs 
equally to all its citizens. 

Julia’s Anger and Munira’s Search for Guidance: Back home, Julia (Munira’s wife) is devastated. She 
accuses Munira of failing to protect her and of allowing her to be dragged into something she never agreed 



to join: “So you could not be man enough to tell your wife!” Feeling lost and humiliated, Munira decides to 
seek advice from the last person he would normally turn to: his father. He suddenly begins to admire 
qualities he had long resisted. Waweru had stood firm in his beliefs during difficult periods of Kenya’s 
history, enduring persecution and even physical mutilation without abandoning his chosen path. Faced with 
his own uncertainty, Munira longs for the certainty his father seems to possess. 

A Son Seeks Strength in His Father: The next morning Munira visits his parents’ home. He finds Waweru 
praying and is overwhelmed by the older man's confidence and serenity. In his desperation, Munira even 
wonders whether total religious commitment might cure him of his fear, doubt, and indecision. Looking at 
his father, who is wealthy, respected, and apparently secure in his faith, Munira imagines that perhaps the 
secret to a meaningful life lies in unwavering belief. He approaches the conversation humbly, almost like a 
repentant child seeking forgiveness. 

The Story of the Defiant Worker: As they talk, Munira describes the most unforgettable moment from the 
previous night's ordeal. Among the frightened crowd had stood a poor laborer dressed in rags. The man 
openly challenged the ceremony, declaring: “I will not take another oath until the promises of the first one 
have been fulfilled.” He explains that he had fought during the struggle for freedom, had been imprisoned, 
and now still works on the same tea estate under conditions that have not truly changed. His courage comes 
at a terrible cost. The organizers brutally beat him in front of everyone until he finally submits. Although he 
eventually repeats the oath, Munira realizes that his spirit remains unconquered. The worker’s screams 
become a haunting symbol of betrayed hopes and broken promises. 

A Father’s Harsh Judgment: Rather than focusing on the worker’s suffering, Waweru turns his attention 
to Munira’s failures. He reminds his son of his troubled school years, his lack of ambition, and the successful 
careers of his siblings. According to Waweru, Munira has wasted opportunities that others gladly seized. 
He points to the wealth accumulated by Munira’s brothers and contrasts it with Munira’s wandering life as 
a village teacher: “Your first act of manhood was to impregnate a woman. We thank the Lord that Julia 
turned out to be a good woman. But instead of staying together with her … you have always run away from 
every chance to make yourself a man” (112). The criticism is severe, but Munira surprisingly accepts it. For 
the first time, he feels that his father may have earned the right to judge him because the older man has at 
least remained committed to his convictions. 

The Mystery of Mukami: During the conversation, Munira asks about his sister Mukami, whose tragic fate 
has long troubled him. The question exposes deep wounds. Waweru blames her downfall on “bad 
company” and speaks bitterly about influences that corrupted the family. His voice breaks with emotion, 
revealing a rare vulnerability beneath his usual stern exterior. For a moment father and son share a painful 
silence, united by memories of loss and disappointment. 

The Gospel of Wealth and Obedience: Waweru then leads Munira to a hill overlooking his vast estate of 
tea fields, livestock, orchards, and flowers. Surveying his property, he explains that his success is not simply 
the result of hard work but evidence of divine blessing. He points to prosperity as proof that God rewards 
faithfulness. According to him, independence has brought even greater abundance. Looking across the 
land, he declares, “It is the Lord’s doing.” To Waweru, wealth and religious faith are closely linked, 
reinforcing each other as signs of God’s favor. 

The Shocking Defense of the Oath: Munira expects his father to condemn the forced oath ceremony. 
Instead, he receives the greatest shock of the visit. Waweru openly supports the organization behind it and 
argues that the oath is necessary for maintaining peace, unity, and prosperity. He insists that it will protect 
hard-won freedom and preserve social order. Even more astonishingly, he reveals that he personally 
participated in the ceremony and used the Bible during the ritual. He describes the KCO as a cultural 
organization designed to unite rich and poor and prevent jealousy between communities. Hearing this, 
Munira can hardly believe his ears. The same father who once denounced such practices now defends 
them. 

A Clash between Father and Son: For perhaps the first time in his life, Munira openly challenges his 
father. He argues that Christianity teaches equality among all people: “Before God there are no tribes. We 
are all equal before the Lord.” Waweru dismisses the objection, insisting that these matters are more 
complicated than Munira understands. Their conversation exposes a profound contradiction. The father 



combines religious faith, wealth, political power, and ethnic loyalty into a single worldview. The son cannot 
reconcile these ideas with the Christian principles he has been taught. Instead of finding clarity, he leaves 
more confused than ever. 

Escape through Drink: Leaving the farm, Munira feels both relieved and defeated. He has avoided making 
a difficult choice, but he senses that events are pushing him toward one anyway. Rather than returning 
home, he rides to the rapidly growing township of Kamiritho. The settlement, once a simple village, has 
been transformed by commerce, workshops, bars, and new businesses. Its growth symbolizes the changing 
Kenya of the post-independence years. But progress does not reassure him. When he sees trucks 
associated with the political forces behind the pledge campaign, his old fear returns. Seeking refuge, Munira 
enters a bar and begins drinking heavily. He reflects on the absurdity of his situation. In a single day he has 
been promoted to headmaster, honored as a respected citizen, and then deceived into participating in a 
secret political ritual designed to protect the privileges of the powerful. Kenya itself seems to have become 
a surreal landscape where ideals, ambitions, and betrayals coexist uneasily. 

The Unexpected Return of Wanja: Lost in drink and reflection, Munira suddenly notices a woman moving 
to the music from the jukebox. The figure is Wanja, a woman from his past whose memory still carries 
emotional power. Startled and overwhelmed, he calls out: “Wanja! Wanja! What are you doing here?”  
Wanja begins by explaining to Munira why she has suddenly decided to return to Ilmorog. Sitting over a 
beer, she reflects on how strange it is that they have met again at exactly this moment. Earlier that morning 
she had resolved to leave her current life behind. Although only a few hours have passed, the events of the 
previous night already seem "like many years ago" to her. Something dramatic and frightening has 
happened that has forced her to reconsider where she belongs. 

Tribal Suspicion: Before making this decision, Wanja worked at the Heavenly Bar near the Bolibo Golf 
Club. It was a lively place frequented by wealthy businessmen, politicians, and powerful individuals from 
across Kenya. To her, the parking lot seemed like a parade of luxury cars from around the world. But 
beneath the charm, she noticed troubling changes in the conversations of these influential men. Instead of 
discussing business and prosperity, they increasingly spoke with suspicion about other ethnic communities, 
accusing them of greed, laziness, or political domination. The atmosphere became increasingly hostile and 
divided. 

A Country Growing More Dangerous: As tensions in society increased, different ethnic groups began 
keeping to themselves. Then, suddenly, many of the customers from other communities stopped visiting 
altogether. The discussions among the remaining patrons became even more aggressive. People began 
speaking openly of conflict, insisting that others wanted to enjoy benefits they had not earned. Wanja and 
the other bar girls sensed that something dangerous was brewing. At the same time, mysterious political 
activities began to unfold. Groups associated with KANU appeared in private lorries, and the bar girls were 
invited to secret gatherings disguised as "tea" meetings. Wanja avoided one such gathering because she 
happened to be ill. When the women returned, they seemed disturbed, angry, and cynical. Wanja and her 
friends viewed the wealthy men who courted political influence as members of the same privileged class. 
As she puts it, regardless of their ethnic background, they all belonged to "the Mercedes family." The poor, 
by contrast, belonged to a completely different tribe: the tribe of hardship. 

The Somali Driver and a Night of Drinking: Among Wanja's regular customers was a Somali long-
distance truck driver whom she genuinely liked. Unlike many of her customers, he treated her with warmth, 
and she enjoyed hearing about distant places such as Zambia, Ethiopia, Sudan, and Malawi. When he 
visits one evening, the two spend hours moving from one drinking place to another. They consume almost 
every kind of alcohol available, but Wanja cannot escape a growing sense of unease. Since her experiences 
in Ilmorog, something inside her has changed. Drinking no longer allows her to forget. Throughout the 
evening, she feels restless and troubled, sensing that something is wrong even though she cannot identify 
exactly what it is. 

An Attempt to Burn Wanja Alive: Later that night, Wanja invites the driver back to her room, something 
she has never done before. Normally she never allows men to know where she lives. As they approach the 
building, she notices smoke rising from her window. Alarmed, she rushes to the door and discovers that 



someone has attempted to burn down her room. The attackers appear planned to trap and kill both 
occupants inside. Wanja becomes overwhelmed with shock. While she struggles to understand what has 
happened, her companion unexpectedly abandons her. Claiming that he needs to relieve himself, he 
returns to his truck and drives away, leaving her alone with her fear. A fellow bar girl later tells her that 
rumors have been spreading about her. Some people considered her arrogant because she refused 
invitations to political gatherings and because she was involved with a Somali man who was viewed with 
suspicion. Although nobody can identify the culprits, Wanja understands enough. The attack is not random. 

Munira's Troubled Response: Years later, Munira remembers this meeting as a moment of almost 
mystical significance. Listening to Wanja's story, he is unable to find words. He becomes caught between 
sympathy, attraction, confusion, and guilt. Her account reminds him of his own recent traumatic 
experiences, and together they seem trapped in what he calls a surreal world where violence and fear have 
become normal. Unable to confront these feelings directly, he suggests that they spend the day drinking. 
They postpone the journey to Ilmorog and move from bar to bar across the region. The drinking becomes 
a way of escaping reality.  

The Shadow of Kenya's History: As they travel through various bars, Munira begins recounting stories 
about the history of Limuru and the surrounding area. He speaks about land stolen during colonial rule, 
about struggles for freedom, and about workers brutally beaten during labor strikes. One memory 
particularly haunts him: workers being beaten by black policemen under white command. Reflecting on 
both Wanja's recent ordeal and his own disappointments, he thinks bitterly of "Black on Black" violence. 
The dream that independence would bring justice has not been fulfilled. Instead, many forms of oppression 
seem merely to have changed hands. 

Desire, Loneliness, and Alienation: As the drinking continues, Munira becomes emotionally unstable. 
Surrounded by music, dancing, and intoxicated young people, he feels increasingly detached from society: 
"We were all strangers … in our land of birth." He feels a growing sense of alienation and loss. Munira 
becomes intensely attracted to Wanja. His feelings shift from compassion to desire. Alcohol removes his 
inhibitions, allowing buried emotions and frustrations to surface. Wanja remains preoccupied, paying little 
attention to him. Her focus suddenly fixes on someone across the room. 

The Unexpected Reappearance of Karega: Wanja recognizes a young man engaged in a heated 
argument at another table. It is Karega. She calls his name, and he comes over to join them. He is heavily 
drunk, exhausted, and clearly unhappy. The argument he has been participating in reveals much about the 
younger generation of Kenya. The young men are debating music, culture, and identity. Some defend 
traditional values, while others embrace modern urban culture. Underneath the discussion lies a larger 
question: What direction should independent Kenya take? The conversation reflects a generation searching 
for meaning in a society that has failed many of its promises. Soon Karega collapses into drunken silence. 
Seeing his condition, Munira and Wanja decide that they cannot leave him alone and take him back with 
them. 

Karega Tells the Story of His Failure: When Karega finally awakens in the room, he begins speaking 
about the collapse of his hopes. Once he had been a talented, ambitious student who believed that 
education and independence would create opportunities. Even after his expulsion from school, he remained 
optimistic. He thought there would be room for everyone in the new Kenya and that the "fruits of Uhuru" 
would be shared by all. Instead, he encountered rejection everywhere. Again and again he was asked 
whether he knew someone influential who could help him. Merit meant little; connections meant everything. 
His educational achievements proved useless in a society dominated by patronage and privilege. Unable 
to find employment, Karega was forced into humiliating forms of survival. He sold sheepskins, fruits, and 
other goods by the roadside, competing desperately for customers. The experience convinces him that 
independence has not brought dignity to ordinary people. Instead of empowerment, many continue to 
depend on charity and exploitation. 

The Burden of His Mother's Sacrifice: The deepest source of Karega's suffering is his sense of failure 
toward his mother, Mariamu. She worked tirelessly as a squatter laborer to pay for his education. She 



believed that schooling would lift her son out of poverty and provide security in her old age. Remembering 
her sacrifices overwhelms him. He recalls her encouragement and her faith in the power of education. But 
now he feels that he has betrayed her hopes. Her disappointment hurts him more than his own suffering. 
As dawn approaches, Karega’s leaves the room heavy with sadness and bitterness. Then, for the first time, 
he truly notices Wanja sitting nearby. Looking at her closely, he reacts with shock. In a whisper: "You … 
you …" as though he has suddenly seen a ghost from the past. Wanja and Karega stare silently at one 
another. Wanja finally speaks: “Come to Ilmorog.” Her tone is gentle but commanding, as if offering him a 
lifeline. Karega answers instantly, “Yes!” 

CHAPTER 6: Ilmorog Seeks Help in Nairobi 

Returning Not in Hope but in Flight: The journey back to Ilmorog is marked by a shared need to escape 
the dangers and humiliations they have just endured. They travel awkwardly, sometimes all three on 
Munira’s bicycle, sometimes walking in relay, until they are covered in dust and look “like the earth on which 
they trod.” Munira feels disoriented, as if he has been gone for years rather than days, and his mind churns 
with unresolved questions: his father’s strange behavior and Mukami’s death. He imagines a hero’s 
welcome in Ilmorog, but he realizes he has participated in “an oath of national betrayal.” Nevertheless, he 
quiets his conscience by telling himself there was nothing he could have done. 

Wanja’s Vow to Begin Again: Wanja walks with a private resolve: She will reinvent herself in Ilmorog. The 
humiliations she suffered after leaving, being rounded up, nearly burned alive, have pushed her to seek a 
new beginning. She vows not to let her body dictate her relationships anymore, promising herself that “any 
involvement was out until she had defeated the past.” Her return is survivalist: Ilmorog becomes a place 
where she hopes to reclaim dignity and direction. 

Karega’s Uncertain Destiny: Karega follows Wanja almost as if obeying fate. Her call awakens memories 
of Mukami and stirs a sadness he cannot name. He is grateful to Munira for offering him position, “from a 
seller of sheepskins … to a teacher of children,” and he sees this as a chance to rebuild his life. As they 
walk, Munira explains why Ilmorog’s school has no teachers: After independence, African teachers flocked 
to better-equipped former European and Asian schools, leaving rural schools abandoned. Karega feels 
renewed purpose> Teaching becomes a vocation, a way to give meaning to his struggles. 

A Drought-Stricken Homecoming: When they reach Ilmorog, the landscape shocks them. Once green 
and hopeful, it is now a wasteland of dust and dying crops. Wanja murmurs, “So green in the past … and 
now this,” while Karega echoes her disbelief. Munira tries to dismiss it as “the way of the world,” but the 
devastation is undeniable. They find Nyakinyua, Abdulla, and Joseph outside the shop, not surprised by 
their arrival. Munira feels deflated, no welcome, no questions, only grim talk about Abdulla’s donkey. 

The Donkey as a Symbol of Desperation: The elders want Abdulla’s donkey killed or driven into the plains 
as a ritual to chase away the drought. Abdulla protests that the donkey is “my other leg,” a second sacrifice 
he cannot bear. Karega objects that a donkey cannot influence the weather, but Nyakinyua explains the 
desperation: Grass is gone, animals are starving, and the community must choose whether the remaining 
scraps go to donkeys or goats. Abdulla counters with tenderness: “Aren’t they all our children?” The 
community is unraveling under the pressure of hunger and superstition. Despite the tension, Wanja’s return 
lightens the mood briefly. Abdulla jokes that she must wash off the dust or customers will mistake her for 
“a daughter of the drought.” They laugh, but the laughter is thin. The drought hangs over everything, and 
even this homecoming feels fragile. 

Karega’s awakening as a Teacher: Karega begins work as an untrained teacher under Munira’s 
headmastership. Mzigo hires him “on the strength of Mr. Munira’s recommendation,” praising Munira’s 
dedication. Karega throws himself into teaching, especially with Standard IV, arranging extra classes to 
make up for lost time. Standing before the children releases something in him: He wants to expand their 
world beyond Ilmorog, to help them see Kenya and Africa as part of a larger human story. He teaches them 
to sing about Ilmorog, Chiri District, Kenya, East Africa, and Africa, but their struggle to believe him mirrors 
his own doubts about African history and identity. 

The Weight of Poverty and Futility: Teaching becomes emotionally testing. Karega confronts the drought, 
the children’s hunger, and the absence of development. He wonders, “Where were the benefits of modern 



science?” He sees himself and Munira as “two ostriches burying their heads in the sand,” ignoring the harsh 
reality outside the classroom. The children’s future seems bleak. Many will flee to the cities, only to face 
the same cruelty he experienced. One evening, Karega emerges from class to find a group gathered at 
Abdulla’s shop. Nyakinyua explains that Ruoro’s goat died and the man cried openly. By April, still no rain. 
Animals become skeletons; herdsmen flee across the plains. May arrives, the last hope for salvation, but 
two cows die, and vultures circle overhead. The drought tightens its grip, turning Ilmorog into a landscape 
of despair. 

A Village in Crisis: Wanja meets Karega and Munira outside the school to relay the elders’ grim decision: 
Abdulla’s donkey must be driven across the plains and beaten as part of a ritual meant to chase away the 
drought. She explains that “the donkey’s death will also be his death” and that the whole village might 
participate in scourging it. Munira asks what they can do, but no one has an answer. The community feels 
trapped between hunger, superstition, and desperation. 

Memories of Hard Times: The narrative shifts to Ilmorog’s long history of suffering. Past calamities, 
locusts, worms, famine, still mark the names of circumcision groups, reminders that “uncontrolled nature 
was always a threat to human endeavour.” The people have endured colonial exploitation, war, and hunger, 
all woven into songs and legends. These reflections haunt Karega as he teaches, grounding him in the 
community’s long struggle against both nature and human greed. 

Hunger in the Classroom: During a lesson, a child named Muriuki collapses from hunger. Karega rushes 
to help, preparing a simple mixture of egg and milk. He is struck by the contrast between urban abundance 
and rural deprivation: “people in the city …were drinking and laughing … and here people were fainting 
with hunger.” When he speaks to Munira, the latter insists the famine is “an act of God” (134), suggesting 
they should simply close the school until better times. Karega refuses fatalism. He challenges Munira’s 
resignation, arguing that people should not accept suffering passively. He proposes traveling to the city to 
seek help, even though the idea emerges spontaneously: “it had just come into his mouth.” Munira resists 
because of past shame linked to political manipulation, but Karega pushes back, criticizing the hypocrisy 
of leaders who preach unity while exploiting the poor. 

A Plan Takes Shape: Karega shares his idea with Wanja and Abdulla. He argues that the community 
elected an MP who should represent them, and that a delegation to the capital could force the government 
to acknowledge their plight. Abdulla eagerly supports the plan, hoping to save his donkey. Wanja hesitates 
because the city holds painful memories, but she eventually agrees, thinking “maybe the city will now 
receive us more kindly.” Munira, still unsure of himself, follows the others’ lead. 

Confronting the Elders: The elders meet to finalize the donkey’s fate. Njuguna repeats Mwathi wa Mugo’s 
instructions: “we shall beat it and when it is about to die we shall send it away into the plains.” When invited 
to speak, Karega nervously delivers a plain but powerful speech. He argues that killing the donkey will not 
change the weather and that true “magic” lies in hard work, planning, and demanding accountability from 
leaders. He insists that the MP must be confronted directly. Njuguna opposes sending a whole delegation, 
claiming it would be shameful. But Nyakinyua rises and delivers a stirring speech about Ilmorog’s long 
history of exploitation by outsiders, from colonial powers to modern officials who take taxes but give nothing 
back: “Ilmorog must now go there and see this Ndamathia that only takes but never gives back” (139). Her 
words electrify the crowd, and the community decides to travel together to reclaim their dignity and demand 
justice. 

Preparing for the Exodus: The villagers organize themselves with renewed unity. Some elders will stay 
behind to perform the goat sacrifice, while others join the delegation. Women cook with their last grains. 
Men repair Abdulla’s donkey-cart. Abdulla himself undergoes a transformation, becoming lively and beloved 
by the children, telling them stories. Excitement builds as the community prepares for its unprecedented 
journey to the city, “the exodus toward the kingdom of knowledge.” 

 

 

 



Part Two: Toward Bethlehem 

But most thro’ midnight streets I hear  
How the youthful Harlot’s curse  
Blasts the new born Infant’s tear 
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.  

Pity would be no more  
If we did not make somebody Poor.  

William Blake 

THE JOURNEY 

Ilmorog’s Forgotten Glory: Ilmorog was once a thriving agricultural community, not the desolate cluster 
of huts it has become. The story recalls a time when “sturdy peasants … had tamed nature’s forests” and 
worked together to cultivate abundant crops. Life was communal and joyful: Villagers prayed for rain, 
danced at harvest time, and honored their founders. In those days, there were “no vultures in the sky waiting 
for the carcasses of dead workers,” only a harmonious society where elders shared wisdom and children 
carried innocence. 

Ndemi, the Founder Who Wrestled with Gods: The narrative then turns to Ilmorog’s legendary patriarch, 
Ndemi, a herdsman who broke away from the wandering life to settle and cultivate the forest. His peers 
mocked him for daring to challenge the spirits of the wilderness, asking, “how dare the son of man wrestle 
with gods?” But Ndemi persisted, clearing trees, mastering herbal medicines, and transforming the land. 
His fame spread, and visitors came seeking advice or simply “a taste of domestic honey and sugarcane.” 
Women joined him, forming families and building shelters, and Ilmorog blossomed into a prosperous 
settlement. Ndemi’s courage became the foundation of a new way of life. 

Ilmorog as a Center of Trade and Craft: After Ndemi’s death, Ilmorog continued to flourish. It became a 
major trading hub known across regions such as Gulu, Ukambani, and Kalenjin country. Skilled artisans in 
metalwork, pottery, and stonework settled there, and their craftsmanship attracted Arab and Portuguese 
visitors. The first European stranger arrived seeking supplies, prompting villagers to marvel at “what naked 
creatures our market days have brought from the land of the sea.” Later, another European came with a 
Bible and a collar around his neck, stirring suspicion and fear. The community debated whether these 
foreigners were spirits or scouts of hostile kings, foreshadowing future conflict. 

The First Clash with Foreigners: Tensions escalated when some youthful warriors killed one of the 
Europeans despite the elders’ warnings. For years afterward, the villagers claimed to see “the whiteness 
of a ghost wailing … for blood and vengeance.” More Europeans arrived, trading cloth for food and metal 
while seeking news of gold and ivory. Eventually, they attacked Ilmorog’s market, surrounding it with guns, 
“bamboo sticks that vomited fire and venom,” and demanded the killers surrender. When no one did, they 
fired on men, women, and children. The warriors fought back with spears, but they were powerless against 
firearms. Survivors vowed revenge, marking the beginning of Ilmorog’s violent encounter with colonial 
power. 

The Bewitching Metal Horse: A new era began when the Europeans introduced a strange machine, “a 
metal possessed of an evil power: it actually walked on the ground.” Munoru, a prosperous farmer, became 
the first local man to ride this “metal horse.” Bewitched by it, he abandoned farming and lived off public 
demonstrations of his riding skills. Women admired him, singing his praises, but as more machines arrived, 
his novelty faded. Unable to return to manual labor, Munoru longed for foreign goods and later volunteered 
for the European carrier corps during wartime. He returned broken, speaking nostalgically of distant places, 
a symbol of how colonial influence disrupted traditional life. 

War, Taxes, and the Decline of Ilmorog: Colonial wars drew many young men from Ilmorog into forced 
labor, clearing roads and carrying supplies. They witnessed Europeans killing each other, unable to grasp 
that African land and labor were the true stakes. When they returned, they were changed, no longer 
interested in farming. A “metal more deadly than the one which walked on legs had bitten them,” pushing 
them into wage labor on stolen farms and road networks. As a result, Ilmorog’s population dwindled. The 



railway bypassed the village, and the second European war drove even more youth to cities. Ilmorog, once 
a proud center of trade and agriculture, became a mere shadow of its former self. 

 Nyakinyua’s Storytelling and the Journey Ahead: The narration shifts to the present, where Nyakinyua, 
recounts Ilmorog’s history to a group of villagers traveling to the city. They sit around a large fire, united by 
hardship and hope. Nyakinyua speaks with authority and nostalgia, her voice filled with “sad gaiety … 
celebrating rainbow memories of gain and loss.” But suddenly she stops, staring into the flames. When 
Karega urges her to continue, she replies, “There is nothing to tell … nothing,” retreating into silence. 
Njuguna then advises the group to rest.  

Karega’s Night of Restlessness: Unable to sleep, Karega wanders into the plains, overwhelmed by 
Nyakinyua’s tale of Ilmorog’s forgotten past. He imagines himself becoming Ndemi, the ancient builder, and 
feels history come alive in a way his classroom lessons never had. The woman’s story gives the past a 
vivid glow: “the past he had tried to affirm seemed to have a living, glowing ambience.” His thoughts expand 
beyond Ilmorog into centuries of African history, imagining the rise of knowledge in “metal and stone” and 
the devastation brought by slavery and colonial intrusion. He confronts his earlier doubts, asking how 
nature’s dominance could erase so much: “If sixty years could so destroy the work of Ndemi … how much 
more the four hundred years of slavery and carnage?” (150). 

Wanja Joins Karega in the Plains: Karega’s intense reflections stop abruptly when he senses someone 
behind him. It is Wanja, who jokes about scaring him. He admits his fear of snakes, prompting her to warn 
him not to call them by name at night: “Sssch! You should not call them by their names at night.” Their 
conversation shifts to names and identity, and Karega criticizes Africans who adopt Western names as a 
form of self-erasure, calling it “evidence of self-hate.” Wanja listens, amused. Wanja asks what he was 
thinking about, and Karega explains he was reflecting on Nyakinyua’s story of Ndemi. He insists that even 
if details are uncertain, the idea of a great African past must be true: “A past when Ilmorog, or all Africa, 
controlled its own earth.” Wanja finds him “a funny young man,” pointing out his contradictions, his vow not 
to drink followed by drunken fighting. Karega admits he sometimes wants to lose himself because life hits 
from all sides. 

Doubts about the Journey to the City: Wanja worries about their mission to Nairobi, fearing the city will 
crush the villagers’ hopes just as it once crushed Karega. She imagines the songs of hope turning into 
songs of bitterness if the city rejects them. Karega insists they must try: “We are now going as a community. 
The voice of the people is truly the voice of God.” (152). But Wanja remains uncertain. 

Wanja’s Vow and Karega’s Memories: Wanja reflects silently on her vow to make something of herself 
in Ilmorog and not sleep with any man until she succeeds. She wonders how to begin in a place ravaged 
by drought. Meanwhile, Karega’s mind drifts to Manguo marshes and Mukami, whose memory still haunts 
him. He recalls writing in Siriana during a moment of despair: Mukami’s suicide remains a wound he cannot 
heal. Wanja asks whether he always thinks about the past. Karega replies that understanding the present 
requires knowing where one came from: “To know where you are, you must know where you came from.” 
But Wanja counters that when one is drowning, stories of ancient greatness offer no rope. Sometimes, she 
says, the past is something one wants to hide. She starts crying: “My past is full of evil … I only see the 
wasted years.” She begins telling him about her years working in bars across Kenya. 

Life in the Bar World: Wanja describes the instability of barmaids, who move constantly due to exploitation 
or reputation. Men treat new barmaids as if they were virgins, competing to buy them drinks. She explains 
the unwritten rules of the trade, including the expectation that a barmaid must make men spend money. 
She recalls being rejected by her father, who called her a prostitute: “I do not want a prostitute in the house!” 
Despite friendships and the lively bar atmosphere, she felt lonely and restless. Wanja recounts her desire 
to leave bar life and return to Ilmorog as a wealthy woman. She loved colors, clothes, and music. Eventually 
she decided Nairobi’s European clientele might offer quick money. She tried big hotels but lacked the right 
look. At Starlight nightclub, she met a German tourist searching for a Kenyan woman who had been abused 
abroad. He offered to pay Wanja to help him find her and promised she might even travel to Germany as a 
witness. 



The German’s House of Mirrors and Terror: Wanja describes visiting the man’s luxurious house, filled 
with flowers, swords, and armor. She grows uneasy, especially in his bedroom lined with mirrors that 
multiply her image endlessly. Suddenly she sees a dog with “huge green eyes” staring at her. The man 
becomes sexually aggressive, trembling and panting, while the dog approaches. Wanja feels paralyzed, as 
if the animal’s gaze is draining her strength. In a moment of lucidity, Wanja hears her own voice say, “Oh, 
but you know I left my handbag in your car.” This breaks the spell. She convinces him to take her outside, 
then shuts the door on the dog and flees into the night. She runs through trees and grass until she reaches 
the main road, escaping what she now understands was a deadly situation. 

Abdulla’s Rising Heroism: Once a quiet, wounded shopkeeper, Abdulla now becomes the group’s moral 
center. His donkey, previously threatened with ritual sacrifice, turns into the community’s lifeline, pulling the 
cart that carries food and children. Abdulla refuses to ride, insisting, “Let the children take their turns,” a 
gesture that deepens the group’s admiration. His endurance under the scorching sun and thorny plains 
inspires everyone, especially the children, who walk beside him and absorb his stories and lessons. As 
they trek, Abdulla entertains the children with folktales that blend humor and moral insight. One tale explains 
why the sun and moon became enemies: “Sun mixed spittle with soil and rubbed moon with it.” These 
stories, along with his knowledge of shrubs, knives, and catapult tricks, create a sense of shared culture 
and continuity. The children begin to see Abdulla not as a crippled man but as a wise elder whose past 
contains hidden depths. 

Abdulla’s Mau Mau Past Revealed: As the group travels towards the city, someone starts a Christian 
hymn about famine, and the group joins in: “They say that there’s famine, but they don’t say there’s famine 
only for those who would not eat the bread of Jesus.” The collective singing awakens memories of earlier 
struggles, reminding Abdulla of the Mau Mau movement and the vows he once took to fight for justice and 
land. Abdulla recalls his youth as a factory worker, exploited and humiliated, and how the Mau Mau pledges 
transformed him into a fighter. He remembers Ole Masai, the half-Indian guerrilla leader who guided him, 
and the oath: “I will never turn my back on the cries of black people.”  

The Antelope Miracle: Suddenly, the present interrupts the past. The children spot a herd of antelopes 
and shout, “Catch, catch, meat, meat!” Abdulla acts with astonishing precision. Using a simple catapult, he 
downs two antelopes with rapid, almost supernatural accuracy. The group is stunned. His skill, rooted in 
years of guerrilla training, elevates him to near-mythic status. The antelopes provide a feast, the first true 
moment of abundance on their harsh journey. That night, around the fire, the community celebrates. 
Children play, elders reminisce, and Munira reflects on how little he truly knew about Abdulla. Wanja is 
deeply moved; she had always sensed that Abdulla’s stump of a leg concealed a history of courage. Njogu, 
Abdulla’s father-in-law, feels pride rather than shame for the mixed heritage of his daughter’s child. The 
feast becomes a moment of unity, healing, and shared identity. 

Abdulla Finally Speaks of Kimathi: The group falls silent when Karega asks about Dedan Kimathi. 
Abdulla begins a long account of the Mau Mau years. He explains that although many fighters never saw 
Kimathi, they acted in his name, believing in his leadership and military genius. He describes the hardships: 
hunger, isolation, betrayal by Home Guards, and dwindling numbers. But they persisted, raiding settler 
homes and fighting across Limuru, Kijabe, Longonot, and Ilmorog itself. 

The Great Meeting at Mount Kenya: Abdulla recounts the momentous news of an All-Kenya Parliament 
convened in Mount Kenya Forest. Kimathi planned to reorganize the movement, establish military and 
political commands, and link Mau Mau with liberation struggles across Africa, from Ukambani to Cairo. The 
fighters, starving and exhausted, undertook a perilous journey across Nyandarwa and Nyeri to reach the 
mountain. Abdulla describes the awe he felt at the gathering: “Not a tree, not a bush for a mile was without 
a man or woman leaning against it.” They sang defiantly, proclaiming Kenya as the land of black people 
and condemning traitors. Abdulla’s voice merges personal memory with national history. His story becomes 
a bridge between Ilmorog’s present suffering and Kenya’s long struggle against colonial violence. The 
community listens, transfixed, recognizing that their journey to the city is part of a much older tradition of 
resistance. 



The Shock of Betrayal: Abdulla recalls the moment he learned that the freedom fighter Dedan Kimathi 
had been captured. The news overwhelms him physically and emotionally: “My heart fell, my eyes were dry 
although I felt tears pressing.” The betrayal is especially painful because Kimathi was handed over by fellow 
Africans, whom he condemns as “lovers of their own stomachs.” The mountain fighters wait anxiously for 
news of the trial, knowing it is only a “mockery,” and sensing that the colonial government is terrified enough 
to guard Kimathi with soldiers, vehicles, and even jet fighters. Four days later, their spies return from Nyeri. 
Without speaking, their faces reveal the truth: Kimathi has been executed. Abdulla describes the eerie 
atmosphere of an important death, when “it is hot and it is not hot … cold and it is not cold.” The fighters 
return to their posts determined to continue the struggle but deeply shaken. As 

Renewed Resolve on the Plains: The Ilmorog travelers, inspired by Abdulla’s tale, continue their long trek 
across the plains. The sun is harsher than ever, testing their endurance, but they walk with new purpose. 
Abdulla’s story makes them feel connected to the land, which has been “hallowed” by the feet of past 
fighters. They even compose a song praising Abdulla, Wanja, Munira, and Karega, celebrating their hopes 
for a better future. After three days, their enthusiasm fades, and some begin to grumble, calling the journey 
“a hasty journey undertaken at the advice of children.” 

Thirst, Hardship, and Small Mercies: The group soon runs out of food and water. Their thirst becomes 
unbearable, threatening their will to continue. Abdulla leads them to a dry streambed where they cool their 
tongues on shaded rocks. They see no animals, only “a carcass of an eland newly dead.” The donkey 
proves invaluable, sparing the children from the harsh ground. Nyakinyua encourages them with a story of 
perseverance, reminding them not to give up when the end is near. One morning, they reach the base of 
the escarpment, where green vegetation begins to appear. Exhausted but proud, they rest before climbing. 
Nyakinyua urges them on, saying “one heave, one more heave and the rock will be moved.” A surveyor’s 
road zigzags up the slope, flanked by firebreaks cleared by the forest department. Their spirits rise as they 
resume the climb, knowing water and fruit may be found ahead. 

Water, Rest, and Joseph’s Hidden Illness: In a valley they find water, and everyone drinks and bathes. 
Wanja watches the children with tenderness, feeling “an excruciating love for them.” But she notices Joseph 
has not bathed. His face is fallen, his breathing labored, and his chest is hot. The others admit he has been 
ill since the previous day but hid it to avoid burdening her. Wanja alerts the men, and soon the entire group 
knows. Abdulla and Njuguna gather medicinal roots and leaves, but they need a farmhouse where they can 
boil them properly. They push the cart up the steep slope until they reach the tarmac road. From there, they 
can finally see the city below, with Wanja recognizing the Hilton and the Kenyatta Conference Centre. At 
the first farmhouse, a European woman brusquely dismisses them, assuming they are seeking 
employment. Karega and Munira laugh at the absurdity, though the rejection stings. 

A House of God and Suspicion: At the next gate, they see the name of Reverend Jerrod Brown. Hoping 
a man of God will show mercy, they send Karega, Munira, and Abdulla ahead. The driveway is lined with 
meticulously trimmed cypress hedges and lawns, prompting Karega to reflect on the wasted labor spent 
beautifying trees. Suddenly two dogs rush at them, restrained only by a guard. The cook questions them 
sharply, insisting the Reverend hates to be disturbed. When they explain they have a sick child, he finally 
allows them to wait on the verandah, though he scrutinizes them closely. They realize how disheveled and 
desperate they must look after so many days without proper rest or clean clothes. 

A Familiar Face: The Reverend emerges. He is African. Munira recognizes him as Rev. Kamau, a 
respected Anglican leader. Their hopes rise. They explain their hunger, thirst, and Joseph’s illness. The 
Reverend listens with pity and invites them inside. His wife knits silently. The room is filled with religious 
books and framed slogans. Munira tries to introduce himself, but the Reverend launches into prayer. He 
prays for “jobless wanderers” and those who have not eaten “the bread …  from the well of Jesus.” Then 
he reads a long sermon about spiritual lameness and condemns begging. He insists that God demands 
hard work, not handouts. When they try to speak, their voices fail. At the door, Karega quotes the miracle 
of feeding the five thousand: “You give them something to eat.” The Reverend replies solemnly, “That is it, 
my son--the bread and fish of Jesus.” He offers no food, no water, no shelter. 



Bitter Laughter and Renewed Resolve: The three return to the group empty-handed. Abdulla says they 
must avoid Europeans and clergymen. Wanja asks what happened. Karega bursts into laughter, recalling 
the hymn they sang earlier: “They are hungry and thirsty, those who have not eaten the loaf of Jesus.” The 
Reverend, he says, offered only spiritual food. They pass several homes, unsure where to try next. Many 
belong to Asians or Europeans. Wanja is uneasy. This area reminds her of her trauma in the city. Suddenly 
Munira stops. The sign reads Raymond Chui. He calls Karega over. Chui was his classmate, his comrade 
in the Siriana strike. Munira is thrilled. Karega refuses to accompany him. He will wait with the others. 
Munira goes alone, hoping that this reunion will finally bring help. 

Munira’s Panic at the Party: At Chui’s place, Munira stumbles upon a lively, multicultural party where 
people sing in many languages. The joy inside contrasts sharply with his own insecurity. Suddenly ashamed 
of his appearance, he hesitates at the door, thinking uneasily about how ordinary people had once been 
forced to swear loyalty to vague causes. His anxiety peaks when a woman opens the door, sees him, 
screams, and faints. Terrified of being attacked by Chui and his friends, Munira flees into the night, 
convinced he has caused “yet another disaster.” The group continues toward the city, but Joseph’s fever 
becomes alarming. He mutters memories of hardship, hunger, and abuse: “Don’t beat me … please don’t 
beat me.” His suffering deeply affects Wanja, whose longing for motherhood makes his pain unbearable. 
She insists they seek help at the next house, despite the risks. After debate, she goes with Karega and 
Njuguna, while Munira stays behind, still shaken by earlier events. 

Captured in Blue Hills: Before they reach the house, armed men silently surround and tie them up. They 
are dragged into a mansion and locked in a dark room. Njuguna, bewildered and hurt, wonders aloud how 
city people could treat an elder so harshly: “Is this what they turned into after leaving Ilmorog?” (182). When 
the lights come on, they find themselves alone, waiting anxiously for what will happen next. A well-dressed 
man enters with forced politeness, claiming rising crime forced him to detain them. He speaks at length, 
boasting of his connections, his business ventures, and his friendship with their MP, Nderi wa Riera. He 
laughs off their mention of famine, insisting he would have heard of it.  His self-importance puzzles Karega, 
who wonders why a man would try to impress prisoners. 

Wanja Is Taken Away: A servant returns, cuts their ropes, and announces that the gentleman wants to 
see Wanja alone. She follows reluctantly through long corridors into his office. He greets her with familiarity: 
“At long last, Wanja, at long last.” She confronts him about their treatment, but he dismisses her concerns 
and begins probing into her past. The man is revealed as Kimeria, someone from Wanja’s past who once 
exploited her. He tries to charm her, then pressures her, offering housing, money, and a comfortable life if 
she returns to him: “You are a witch … my witch.” When she resists, he becomes cruel, threatening to have 
the entire group jailed for trespassing unless she submits to him sexually. His ultimatum is chilling: “I shall 
not let you go until you have laid, legs spread, on this bed … Freedom is mine to withhold or to give” (186). 

Wanja’s Silent Collapse: Wanja is returned to the others, shaken and unable to speak. Njuguna is told 
she is Kimeria’s former wife, a lie meant to pressure her. He urges her to comply for Joseph’s sake. Karega 
protests, insisting she has never met the man before tonight. But Wanja is overwhelmed by guilt, fear, and 
memories of her past. She wonders whether refusing Kimeria might lead to Joseph’s death and the failure 
of their mission. Wanja finally whispers “Yes! yes!” and moves toward the door, ready to sacrifice herself. 
Karega stops her, asking softly whether she must go. She sees the innocence in his eyes and feels the 
painful distance between their experiences. She pulls away, leaves the room, and slams the door. Inside 
her, a dark resolve forms: “He must die.” 

Karega’s Anguish: Left behind, Karega collapses inwardly, whispering that Kimeria should die and wishing 
he could burn the whole place. Njuguna watches him, murmuring “Youth, youth,” as a heavy silence settles 
over them. Their night in Blue Hills becomes a moment of moral crisis and emotional devastation. By 
Monday morning, the delegation finally reaches the city. They marvel at its tall buildings, busy streets, and 
chaotic traffic. Drivers insult them as “Masai” and “Dorobo,” but the group is relieved to have arrived. They 
head to the office of their MP, Nderi wa Riera, only to learn he is away in Mombasa. Their spirits sink as 
they realize they have nowhere to sleep. Returning to Jeevanjee Gardens, they discover Abdulla’s donkey 
has been seized by police for blocking traffic and defecating in public. The donkey will be held until they 



leave the city. Karega feels cursed, as if a devil has followed them throughout their journey. He cannot bring 
himself to tell the group they may have to sleep in the open. 

Wanja’s Last Reserve of Strength: Wanja, still emotionally raw, sees Karega’s despair and offers a 
solution. She remembers a lawyer she once met, “somewhat different from most people.” Karega clings to 
this hope. They go to an Indian restaurant, call the lawyer, and are told to come to his office. The lawyer 
works in a modest, crowded office in a poor part of the city. He greets Wanja kindly. Listening attentively, 
he hears their story and offers his home’s garden as a place for the delegation to sleep. His generosity 
astonishes Karega, who feels grateful that such people still exist. As they ride the bus to the lawyer’s home, 
Karega looks out at the slums and wonders who suffers more: the forgotten villagers of Ilmorog or the city 
dwellers trapped in poverty. The question lingers as they prepare for the next stage of their mission. 

Wanja’s Wounds Reopen: Wanja senses Karega’s hesitation toward her, and it cuts deeply into her 
still-raw emotional wounds. She realizes he now sees her through the lens of the humiliation she suffered 
in Hawkins’s house. Anger rises in her: “So what if she had given in … had she not suffered enough for 
them?” She remembers she never even wanted to join the journey.  

A Temporary Refuge in Nairobi West: The delegation settles at the lawyer’s house in Nairobi West, a 
neighborhood once reserved for Indians. The yard is enclosed by stone walls, and the garden becomes 
their resting place. Abdulla’s herbal treatment works: Joseph sweats out his fever and begins playing again. 
The children are delighted to be in Nairobi. Wanja, however, feels conflicted: This place symbolizes both 
salvation and shame. She recalls how she, Karega, and Njuguna discovered the others had been secretly 
sheltered by Hawkins’s workers, who hid them out of pity and fear of their cruel employer. 

Silence between Wanja and Karega: Throughout Sunday and the night, Wanja and Karega avoid each 
other. Njuguna too withdraws into sadness. Karega wonders about Wanja’s mysterious past with Hawkins 
but forces himself to stop asking questions. Everyone carries secrets. He notices Abdulla’s transformation 
from heroic hunter to a silent, withdrawn man, and realizes the donkey’s confiscation has crushed him. 

A Walk toward the Ngong Hills: Wanja slips out of the house; Karega follows. She tries to push him away: 
“Go away from me.” But he stays. They walk through Nairobi West toward Langata Road, stopping by a 
fence overlooking Nairobi National Park. They watch small planes flying low from Wilson Airport. Karega 
tries to thank her for saving the group, but she apologizes instead, ashamed of her outburst. He reframes 
their suffering: “Whenever any of us is degraded …  we are all humiliated.” It is his attempt to share the 
burden she carries. 

The Lawyer’s Hospitality: The lawyer returns in the evening with food and welcomes them into his large 
sitting room. Nyakinyua jokes that a hut could fit inside it. The walls display portraits of Che Guevara, Dedan 
Kimathi, and a sculpture of a freedom fighter. Abdulla is moved by Kimathi’s image and retreats outside, 
overwhelmed. The others debate the sculpture’s strange mixture of male and female features until 
Nyakinyua reminds them: “A man cannot have a child without a woman … and was it not a man and a 
woman who fought to redeem this country?” The lawyer jokes that he must write to his wife abroad because 
he has “suddenly got himself another wife and all these children,” glancing toward the kitchen where Wanja 
cooks. The group laughs, and a lively discussion about polygamy follows.  

Into the Library-a Harsh Truth: After dinner, the lawyer invites Karega, Munira, Wanja, and Abdulla into 
his library. Surrounded by piles of books, he questions them closely about Ilmorog, its history, their MP, 
and their hopes. Karega realizes how vague their mission truly is. The lawyer’s face grows sad as he reflects 
on Kenya’s political betrayal: Leaders who once fought for freedom now serve “the molten god … the 
monster-god of silver and gold” (195). He laments how the new elite have become priests of greed, living 
in Blue Hills while the people starve. He speaks like a man wrestling with his own conscience. He describes 
Kenya’s leaders as “black zombies … dancing the master’s dance,” abusing African culture for 
entertainment while ignoring the suffering of the poor. He recounts how independence offered a moment 



of possibility: “We could have done anything then, because our people were behind us,” but the leaders 
chose wealth over justice. 

A Personal History of Disillusionment: The lawyer tells his own story: Once a student at Siriana, he 
hated Chui because he was taught to see him as a destroyer. He recalls the trial of Peter Pooles, a white 
settler who killed an African man. The school’s headmaster defended Pooles with a speech about mercy 
and civilization, quoting Shakespeare: “The quality of mercy is not strain’d …” The students wept, 
manipulated by colonial rhetoric. Later, in America, he witnessed racism firsthand: “a black man hanging 
from a tree outside a church.” He saw poverty among whites too, and realized oppression was universal. 

The Final Revelation: Returning to Kenya, he discovered the same oppressive system, “the same 
monster-god,” now served by Black elites. He cries out internally: “How many Kimathis must die … how 
long shall our people sweat so that a few might keep a thousand dollars in the bank?” He sees clearly how 
colonial education created “black zombies dancing pornography in Blue Hills while our people are dying of 
hunger.” His monologue ends as a powerful indictment of post-independence Kenya.  

Munira’s Sudden Question and the Return to Siriana: Munira abruptly asks Karega what really 
happened to him at Siriana, startling everyone. The lawyer, surprised, learns that Karega too was educated 
there. Karega realizes he may have judged Munira unfairly; after all, “the three had seen different Sirianas 
and different Fraudshams.” The lawyer becomes animated, asking whether Karega was involved in the 
famous strike. Karega begins to explain, and the lawyer reveals how that strike had once given him hope 
that a new generation might reject humiliation and reclaim dignity. 

The Lawyer’s Hope in the New Youth: The lawyer describes returning from America disillusioned, only 
to find inspiration in the Siriana strike. He believed the new youth were free from the old shame of colonial 
subservience, no longer needing to prove themselves to white authority. He imagined a future where “the 
collective we, working for us … sisi kwa sisi” could prevail. This hope lifted him from depression, making 
him believe that Fraudsham and the “black Fraudshams” had finally met their match. 

Karega Begins His Story: The First Strike: Karega recounts the atmosphere at Siriana under Cambridge 
Fraudsham, a headmaster so feared that even white teachers trembled when he appeared. Students 
whispered legends about his wartime heroism and his mysterious personal life. His constant companion 
was a small dog named Lizzy, whose moods dictated his own. When Lizzy died, “something in Fraudsham 
snapped,” and he became a shadow of himself. Fraudsham demanded a full human burial for Lizzy, 
complete with coffin and pallbearers. The students burst into uncontrollable laughter, unable to comprehend 
such a request. When selected boys refused to participate, Fraudsham expelled them. The entire school 
went on strike. Fraudsham raged about obedience and hierarchy, comparing society to heaven where 
“there was God on a throne and the angels in their varying subordinate roles.” But the students had seen 
through him. the cracks in the system were now visible. 

The First Victory and the Demand for Africanization: The Ministry intervened, offering compromise. The 
students returned to class, but the world had changed. Fraudsham soon resigned. The students vowed 
loyalty to any future African headmaster and demanded African literature and African history. They called 
themselves African Populists and awaited the legendary Chui, who had once led a strike years earlier. Chui 
arrived to great excitement, but the moment he stepped into the assembly hall, hope collapsed. Dressed in 
khaki shorts and a sun helmet, he looked like a black version of Fraudsham. His speech praised the white 
teachers, rejected Africanization, and insisted on obedience and hierarchy. He quoted Shakespeare to 
defend order and discipline, declaring that “the school’s traditions … had to be maintained.” The students 
were stunned: This was not the Chui of legend. 

The Second Strike and Its Vicious End: The students debated Chui’s betrayal for weeks. He tightened 
the prefect system, enforced rigid hierarchies, and intensified the teaching of Western history and literature. 
When he complained about declining English standards, he told the European teachers, “Teach them good 
idiomatic English.” The students went on strike again, shouting “Down with Chui … up with Black Power!” 



Chui responded by calling in the riot squad, led by a European officer. Bones were broken, the school was 
closed, and when it reopened, Karega was among those permanently expelled. 

The Group’s Gloom and the Search for Meaning: Karega’s narration ends with a tone of despair and 
incomprehension. The room grows heavy with gloom. Munira tries to understand, asking whether 
independence has changed the students’ demands. Karega struggles to articulate the vision: a communal 
struggle, a new beginning, “the right to define ourselves … a new image of self.” Though the idea remains 
elusive, the phrase African populism seems to capture the spirit of what they had fought for. 

A Politician on Edge: Nderi wa Riera returns from Mombasa already tense, sensing political danger. He 
spends the night circulating through Nairobi’s bars, trying to gauge gossip. When friends mention a 
delegation from Ilmorog, he is startled. He had heard nothing about a drought. He dismisses the matter 
publicly but inwardly fears a plot to unseat him. The mention of Ilmorog makes him wonder whether 
“somebody was playing him an unpleasant practical joke” and whether his enemies were using villagers to 
embarrass him. 

Preparing for the Confrontation: The next morning, Nderi arrives early at his office, impatient for the 
meeting. He imagines himself fighting off political enemies and proving he is still “the same Nderi son of 
Riera.” Meanwhile, the Ilmorog delegation oversleeps after their exhausting journey and the long night of 
discussion with the lawyer. They cook porridge, gather themselves, and head toward Jeevanjee Gardens, 
encouraged by the lawyer’s advice to “stretch the resources and processes of democracy to their utmost 
limits.” 

The Delegation Enters the MP’s World: Karega, Munira, Wanja, Abdulla, and Njuguna accompany the 
main group to the MP’s office. Their dirty, travel-worn clothes make them look like “the strangest group of 
scarecrows ever to face an MP.” Surprisingly, Nderi greets them warmly, pushing chairs toward them and 
asking polite questions. He jokes about African names, laughs about Europeans who made Africans 
abandon their customs, and tries to appear relatable. But beneath the friendliness, he is assessing them, 
wondering why only one of them is a true Ilmorog native. 

A Conversation Full of Masks: The MP asks about their journey, their origins, and their professions. He 
praises teachers as “the true men of the people,” but internally suspects Munira and Karega of political 
ambition. When Karega challenges his views on unemployment and population control, Nderi becomes 
wary. Abdulla then tells a parable about Hare and Antelope: “I fell into the same hole with you by mistake 
… you have only yourself to blame”—and abruptly leaves, creating tension. The MP grows more suspicious: 
strangers in Ilmorog, teachers stirring trouble, perhaps a plot against him. Njuguna finally explains the real 
reason for their journey: six months without rain, dying cattle, empty granaries. They came because “we 
have a son whose mouth is close to the ears of our government.” As he listens, Nderi becomes grave. He 
realizes he should have known about the drought and fears political fallout. He suspects his enemies may 
have orchestrated the delegation to expose his negligence. 

The MP Faces His Constituents: The MP agrees to meet the rest of the group in Jeevanjee Gardens. As 
he approaches, the women ululate the traditional Five Ngemi for a returning hero. A crowd gathers, jobless 
city dwellers eager for drama. Njuguna introduces him as “our prodigal son we sent to bring us back our 
share from the city.” The MP is energized by the applause, reminded of his glory days at Lancaster House 
and Kamukunji rallies. 

Empty Rhetoric and Rising Anger: Nderi launches into a grand speech: “This is the happiest day of my 
life … I have heard of your tribulations.” He invokes Harambee, unity, and self-help. But instead of offering 
immediate relief, he proposes a cultural fundraising mission: Villagers should return home, contribute 
money, sell livestock, gather dancers, and prepare patriotic songs. He promises to lead a delegation to 
Gatundu. The crowd grows uneasy; some try to interrupt. “But--we are starving.” Karega attempts to speak, 
but Nderi silences him. The MP continues, insisting that Ilmorog must “put its name on the national map.” 
His rhetoric becomes more disconnected from the villagers’ suffering. A voice in the crowd shouts: “These 



are the people who are misusing our freedom.” Suddenly a stone hits Nderi’s nose, followed by a barrage 
of orange peels, sticks, and mud. When mud splatters his mouth, he panics and flees toward the police 
station, chased by shouts of “Mshike! Huyuu!” (Catch this man!) The crowd disperses. The Ilmorog 
delegation sits on the grass, abandoned by their MP and ignored by the townspeople. Karega mutters 
bitterly, “The mission has failed.”  

The Riot Squad Arrives: A riot squad and a police car arrive, expecting chaos, but instead find “a dignified 
though puzzled group of old men, women, children.” Nderi, shaken and humiliated, sits beside the officer 
and points out Munira, Abdulla, and Karega as culprits. The officer orders the three men into the police car, 
telling them they are “wanted at the police station to answer a few questions.” Nyakinyua, refusing to accept 
this injustice, urges the delegation to follow and demand their release. 

A Night in Custody and a Court Appearance: Munira, Karega, and Abdulla spend the night in the Central 
Police Station. The next morning they appear in court, charged with “acting in a manner likely to cause a 
breach of the peace.” Their fate changes when the lawyer intervenes. He secures their release on bond 
and ensures the case is heard the next day rather than postponed for weeks. In court, he transforms into a 
fierce defender, exposing the neglect of Ilmorog and the desperation that forced the villagers to walk to 
Nairobi. He describes Ilmorog as “a deserted homestead … a forgotten village,” and recounts their journey 
so vividly that even the magistrate is moved. 

The Good Samaritans and the Power of Publicity: The magistrate acquits the three men, calling them 
“Good Samaritans,” a phrase that warms their hearts. Their story explodes into the newspapers: “DEATH 
IN DESERT: HUNGER IN ILMOROG: DONKEY ON A RESCUE MISSION.” A photograph of Abdulla’s 
donkey pulling an empty cart becomes the symbol of their struggle. Ironically, this publicity, born of 
humiliation, saves their mission. Donations pour in within hours. Food fills the donkey-cart, a company 
offers free transport, churches mobilize, and government officials promise development assessments. 

A Month of Visitors and Promises: For an entire month, Ilmorog becomes a destination for church 
leaders, government officials, charity groups, and university students. They pray for rain, propose 
administrative reforms, promise commissions of inquiry, and write papers linking drought to “uneven 
development and neo-colonialism.” The villagers experience a sudden, dizzying visibility after years of 
abandonment. 

Nderi’s Humiliation and Brewing Paranoia: The only unhappy man is Nderi wa Riera. He hides in social 
clubs, drowning his embarrassment in alcohol. His mind churns with suspicion: surely political enemies 
orchestrated the delegation to shame him. He recalls past humiliations, such as the failed tea ceremony, 
and convinces himself that the drought mission was engineered to expose his neglect. He begins to see 
patterns everywhere, imagining conspiracies behind every event. 

The Birth of KCO as a Weapon: Nderi’s thoughts turn to KCO, a cultural-political organization he helped 
create. Originally meant to promote “authenticity,” it has become, in his mind, a potential instrument of 
control. Inspired by secret societies in West Africa and the Freemasons, he imagines KCO as a powerful 
tool to discipline restless peasants and protect the interests of wealthy elites and foreign partners. He 
envisions Ilmorog as a future hub of KCO influence. 

Plans for Ilmorog’s Transformation: Nderi decides to strengthen the Ilmorog branch of KCO, appoint 
loyalists, and launch Ilmorog (KCO) Holding Ltd., financed by shares sold to villagers and bank loans. He 
dreams of developing tourism in Ilmorog, and sees himself as the architect of a new economic empire. His 
paranoia crystallizes when he identifies the lawyer as “the Enemy … the Enemy of KCO and Progress.” He 
vows to have him eliminated, even if it takes ten years. Nderi issues a public statement promising tourism 
development, loans for “true Ilmorogians,” and the launch of Ilmorog (KCO) Investment and Holdings Ltd. 
He declares that “Ilmorog would never be the same,” revealing both his ambition and his desire to reclaim 
political dominance. 



PART THREE: TO BE BORN 

The morning blush’d fiery red:  
Mary was found in Adulterous bed;  
Earth groan’d beneath, and Heaven above  
Trembled at discovery of love.  
 
Your two breasts are like two fawns,  
twins of a gazelle,  
that feed among the lilies …  
 
 
William Blake 
 
The voice of my beloved!  
Behold he comes,  
leaping upon the mountains,  
bouncing over the hills.  
 
Song of Solomon 

CHAPTER 7: Ilmorog Revives Its Traditions 

Munira in Confinement: Munira writes from a police cell, combining confession and prison notes. His 
nights are filled with cold, loneliness, and obsessive thoughts. He mutters to himself that “things were never 
quite the same” after the Ilmorog journey. His isolation intensifies his sense that a “devil” entered Ilmorog 
after the journey, changing everything. Munira has been detained for eight days, expecting daily questioning 
from Inspector Godfrey. Instead, only guards collect his written “instalments.” He feels a burning intellectual 
excitement, convinced that he has discovered a universal law connecting all events. He wonders how 
Ilmorog transformed from a sleepy village into a neon-lit town of bars, robberies, and police raids. He 
believes there is a design behind history, a law he longs to explain to the Inspector. 

Anxiety and the Collapse of Time: By the ninth day, Munira grows alarmed. His routine, porridge, writing, 
ugali, writing, beans, the cement floor, becomes unbearable. Isolation distorts his sense of time: “Time was 
a vast blankness without a beginning, middle and end.” Without human voices, his confidence collapses. 
He panics, imagining Inspector Godfrey toying with him like a cat with a rat. He pleads with a policeman: “I 
demand to see the highest authority … This is becoming ridiculous.” The tall policeman, frightened by 
Munira’s religious intensity, tries to reassure him. He insists Munira is not in prison and has better conditions 
than other detainees. He describes the overcrowded cells and hints at the importance of the murdered men, 
Chui, Kimeria, and Mzigo, calling them “African Delameres.” He suggests the case is more complex than 
robbery. Munira rejects the policeman’s theories, declaring, “Both you and I are in prison. Well, everybody 
is in prison.” 

A Moment of Human Contact: Munira complains about lacking clothes and newspapers. The policeman 
promises to bring one, saying he is under direct instruction to supply Munira with anything he needs. After 
locking the gate, he leaves Munira alone again. Panic returns. Munira sits by the barbed wire, drifting toward 
sleep, until he hears voices from the other yard. The voices belong to two young men arrested for attempting 
to rob the African Economic Bank. They laugh about their exploits, treating crime as a game. 

The Newspaper and the Murder Headlines: The policeman returns with the Sunday Mouthpiece. Munira 
flips through it indifferently until he sees the headline: “Murder in Ilmorog. Foul play suspected. Political 
motivation?” The article praises Chui, Mzigo, and Kimeria as nationalist heroes and economic pioneers, 
comparing them to “our Krupps, our Rockefellers, our Fords.” Their deaths occurred during negotiations to 
buy out foreign shareholders of Theng’eta Breweries. The article asks: “Whom then did their untimely 
deaths benefit?” Another article captures Munira’s attention: MP Nderi wa Riera plans to lead a delegation 



demanding mandatory death sentences for theft and politically motivated crimes. He also calls for a 
permanent ban on strikes, labeling them “deliberate anti-national acts of economic sabotage.” He urges 
teachers, employers, and churchmen to join him in condemning recent violence that might scare away 
investors. Munira remembers Nderi’s past blunders and laughs uncontrollably. 

Recognition and Self-Accusation: Munira’s laughter stops abruptly when he sees the three youths in the 
other yard laughing back. He recognizes one of them, Muriuki, his former student. Shocked, he wonders if 
he educated Muriuki only to prepare him for robbery and prison. He writes again, trying to silence his doubts: 
“Everything is ordained by God.” He concludes that their journey to the city brought back not relief but 
“spiritual drought.” 

The First Signs of “Development”: Munira remembers how the first institutions to appear were an 
administrative office and a police post, soon followed by a missionary church. For him, these were divine 
signs rather than political impositions. He sees irony as providence, believing that “this irony of history was 
just the manner in which God manifested himself.” But the villagers interpret the same events differently: 
they see the rain that followed the charity workers’ departure as a divine response to Mwathi’s sacrifice, 
hearing “the Gods’ fearful roar and the clashing of their swords.” 

Rain, Renewal, and Communal Joy: The long-awaited rain transforms Ilmorog. The schoolchildren sing 
to the heavens, chanting “Mbura Ura … Rain pour down” as the earth softens and becomes fertile again. 
The children splash in muddy pools, celebrating the end of drought. Wanja, deeply moved, walks through 
the rain as if possessed by its spirit, her drenched clothes clinging to her body. She contemplates her life, 
wondering “What was the meaning of her life? Where was the continuity of purpose?” Her bond with 
Nyakinyua deepens, and together they work the fields once the rain subsides. 

Stories, Myth, and the Return of Hope: In the evenings, villagers gather at Abdulla’s shop to share stories 
about the rain’s blessings. Elders recount myths of Rain wooing Earth, explaining fertility through poetic 
imagery such as “the raindrops were really the sperms of God.” These tales fuel Wanja’s sense of 
expectation as she watches the earth ready itself for new life. Soon the sunshine returns, seeds germinate, 
and Ilmorog’s fields burst into green. Karega, Abdulla, and Munira bask in the sunset, drinking Tusker beer 
and feeling their hearts leap whenever Wanja approaches from the fields. 

The Journey’s Lingering Shadows: Despite the renewed calm, the memory of the journey to the city 
haunts them. Each man carries private questions about humanity, freedom, and the meaning of suffering. 
They know “things would never again be the same.” Karega, especially, is troubled. He reflects on his past 
certainties, his youthful belief in love with Mukami, his hero-worship of Chui, and his disillusionment when 
Chui became a tyrant. He wonders why he led the community on a journey that ended in humiliation, 
lamenting that “they had all gone begging in the streets.” 

Karega’s Search for Answers: Unable to sleep, Karega throws himself into teaching but remains 
tormented by questions about African unity and the fate of producers condemned to poverty. He writes to 
the lawyer, asking for books that might restore his faith. The lawyer sends academic texts, but they 
disappoint him. History books reduce precolonial Africa to “wanderlust and pointless warfare,” while political 
science offers abstract jargon and avoids confronting colonialism. Literature reflects oppression but offers 
no solutions. Karega returns the books, asking why they ignore Kenya’s struggles. The lawyer finally replies 
with a long letter, explaining that intellectuals always serve interests and that Karega must learn to identify 
“the master in whose service the intellect is.” He urges Karega to “look about you: choose your side.” Karega 
is troubled. He wants truth, not masters, and wonders why unity among black people seems impossible. 
He looks out at the green crops and mutters that they will flower, but his deeper questions remain 
unanswered. 

A New Communal Movement: Munira, meanwhile, observes a new mood in Ilmorog. Wanja and the 
women form the Ndemi-Nyakinyua Group, a communal labor collective that rotates work across members’ 
fields. The school joins on selected days. Suspicion fades as the villagers witness how much a kamuingi, 



a communal effort, can accomplish. A sense of rebirth spreads, though fear of unknown forces still lingers 
beneath the surface. 

Munira’s Desire and Abdulla’s Unease: Munira watches Wanja work, marveling at her cracked hands 
and broken nails. Her transformation makes her seem almost unreal compared to her stories of city life. He 
desires her intensely but consoles himself that she keeps everyone at a distance. His thirst for knowledge 
grows, and he and Karega begin buying books during salary trips. Abdulla, alone in his shop, oscillates 
between hope and bitterness, waiting for the others to return each evening so he can drown painful 
memories in their company. 

The Herdsmen Return and the Seasons Shift: The herdsmen come back, recounting cattle lost to 
drought and long journeys across the plains. They hope the rains will not fail again. But the seasonal rhythm 
has changed: Rains fall late, and the harvest is modest. Still, Ilmorog adjusts, preparing the earth for future 
rains. Life seems to settle back into its old pattern, and the journey to the city begins to feel distant. 
Suddenly, two lorries arrive, bringing men who begin constructing a church and a police post. The villagers 
wonder if this is the promised development. The builders’ presence makes Ilmorog feel solidarity against 
outsiders, as if these men represent the same forces that humiliated them in the city. Even Wanja, Abdulla, 
Munira, and Karega side with the villagers. But heavy June rains interrupt the construction, forcing the 
builders to leave as children sing “Mbura Ura… Rain, rain.” 

A Season of Abundance: The rains settle into a perfect rhythm, night rain followed by sunshine, producing 
one of the most abundant harvests in Ilmorog’s history. Even when the builders return to resume 
construction, fear is drowned out by excitement. The harvest promises to be monumental, and Munira and 
Karega offer the school’s help. 

The Coming Circumcision Ceremony: A circumcision ceremony is planned for the herd-boys. Munira 
remembers sneaking out as a boy to watch the dances and recalls meeting Julia (then Wanjiru) during one 
such ceremony. Her dancing had once seemed to promise fulfillment, but marriage extinguished that 
dream. Now, stirred by memory and desire, Munira imagines possessing Wanja during or after the harvest, 
feeling a thrill course through him at the thought. 

The Joy of Harvest: Harvest time awakens a youthful excitement in Ilmorog. Children run through the 
fields despite women’s admonitions about waste, sometimes chasing animals they surprise among the 
crops, shouting “catch it … catch meat.” Even old men feel the thrill, though they hide it as they carry 
symbolic bundles to the threshing ground. The whole village vibrates with sound: children beating dry stalks 
until grains jump free, women winnowing beans while the teasing wind stops and starts, and cows released 
to roam the harvested maize fields, tails raised, kicking dust, and sometimes pursuing one another in playful 
or erotic energy. 

Evening Rest and Wanja’s Arrival: After a long day, Munira and Abdulla rest and talk about the upcoming 
circumcision ceremony while Karega teaches Joseph algebra. Munira confesses he feels incomplete 
because his own circumcision happened in a hospital under anesthesia, leaving him feeling detached from 
his age-group. Wanja suddenly appears, grass and debris clinging to her skirt, and sits quietly, legs slightly 
parted, hands pressing her skirt between her thighs. Munira sees her as “like she had come from another 
world,” struck again by her beauty and the bruises from gathering bean stalks. A feverish excitement burns 
in her eyes. 

Wanja’s Revelation: The Secret of Theng’eta: Wanja begins speaking almost to herself, announcing that 
she has discovered something important: Theng’eta, a legendary drink known only to elders. She explains 
that it once blessed work, accompanied circumcision and marriage rites, and inspired poets and seers. 
Colonial authorities outlawed it, claiming “These people are lazy. They drink Theng’eta the whole day.” Only 
the weaker Muratina was allowed. The art of brewing Theng’eta nearly vanished, but Nyakinyua still knows 
it. Wanja says the drink must be ready for the circumcision day so they can celebrate alongside the elders. 
The group embraces the idea of a festival—celebrating the harvest, the end of drought, and renewed 



fertility. Abdulla calls it “A Village Festival,” and Karega adds that it should happen before the police post 
and church become occupied. Their enthusiasm blends youthful playfulness with a sense of cultural revival. 

Preparing Theng’eta: Nyakinyua’s hut becomes the center of action. She soaks millet seeds in a sisal bag 
until they sprout. When the first shoots appear, she beckons the group with childlike excitement. Wanja 
spreads the seedlings to dry, and Munira’s fingers tremble at her nearness. Later, Wanja grinds the 
seedlings on stone, her bare shoulders drawing spectators who watch the rhythmic motion of her body. 
When the grinding is done, Nyakinyua mixes the crushed seedlings with fried maize flour, sets up a 
distillation apparatus using clay pots, bamboo pipes, and cow dung seals. Karega exclaims, “But this is 
chemistry. A distillation process.” The brew is left to mature as the village turns to circumcision preparations. 

Anticipation for the Circumcision Eve: Karega eagerly awaits Saturday, loving the dances and poetic 
contests associated with circumcision rituals. The main venue is Njogu’s house, where his son Njenga and 
others, including Muriuki, will be circumcised. People gather from distant ridges, filling the compound. 
Karega joins general dances, sweating with excitement, while Wanja watches him with amusement, noting 
how serious he usually is. Munira enjoys watching the dances but feels excluded because he does not 
know the words and his body is stiff. He stands at the margins, “an outsider at the gate of somebody else’s 
house.” Tonight, the house belongs to Karega, Abdulla, and especially Nyakinyua, who leads songs with 
erotic humor and improvisation. 

The Erotic Verbal Duel: Njuguna vs. Nyakinyua: A large circle forms as Njuguna and Nyakinyua engage 
in a playful, erotic battle of words. Njuguna arrives as a visitor demanding to see the bride. Wanja is pulled 
to the center, and Njuguna mocks her with the provocative line “So dark, so beautiful / But with a broken 
cunt?” Nyakinyua counters fiercely, swearing to abuse him and his clan. The duel escalates with sexual 
imagery, Njuguna boasting he saw “cunt holding tobacco wrapped in banana leaves,” and Nyakinyua 
retorting that she found him “fucking a crack.” The crowd grows increasingly excited. Eventually Njuguna 
gives way, asking why siblings should fight with enemies at the gate. He shifts tone, pleading to his mother 
to ululate for him. All the women join in the five Ngemi ululations reserved for newborn boys or warriors 
returning from battle. The atmosphere becomes celebratory and communal. 

Nyakinyua’s Song of History: Nyakinyua’s voice trembles as she sings the collective memory of her 
people. She begins with recent hardships, “two years of failing rains” and the migration to the city, where 
she discovered not wealth but “poverty … crippled beggars … men … vomited out of a smoking tunnel.” 
Her song expands beyond the present drought to encompass centuries of suffering, myth, and resistance. 
She recalls colonial invasions and the duty of youth to defend the land, insisting that the blood shed at 
circumcision symbolizes courage and communal responsibility. When she stops, the women answer with 
ululations, moved by the way she has made them “relive their history.” The singing continues deep into the 
night, beautiful but tinged with melancholy. Karega feels a profound sadness, as if witnessing “a relic of 
beauty that had suddenly surfaced” or hearing “a solitary beautiful tune straying … from a dying world.” The 
ceremony ends, and the group prepares for another ritual involving a mysterious plant called Theng’eta. 

The Search for Theng’eta: Wanja arrives with news that she and others have found the plant, “a very 
small” flower with “four tiny red petals.” Nyakinyua prepares the distillery, explaining that the clear liquid in 
the pot is useless until infused with Theng’eta. Once she squeezes the greenish essence into the jar, it 
transforms into a “very clear light green.” She warns that Theng’eta is powerful: “It gives you sight … it can 
make them cross the river of time and talk with their ancestors.” That evening, under the lingering mood of 
the circumcision ceremony, the group gathers in a circle. They remove shoes, ties, and even money, “the 
metal bug that split up homes and drove men to the city.” Nyakinyua pours drops on the floor, invoking 
ancestors. She instructs them to drink in order of age, from a common horn, and warns that Theng’eta 
requires “faith and purity in your hearts.” 

Nyakinyua’s Memory of Love and Loss: Before the drinking begins, Nyakinyua reminisces about her 
youth and her late husband. She recalls how they courted in a millet field, how he taught her to make the 
“holy water,” and how peace surrounded them as they worked. Her voice softens as she says her only 
remaining wish is “to join my man in the other world.” She hands the horn to Njuguna to begin the round. 



Munira’s Vision: Munira drinks and feels the burning sensation travel through his body until it becomes 
warmth. He sees rainbow colors and feels himself transforming into a bird, flying through time. He sees 
Nyakinyua as a timeless figure, “the link binding past and present and future,” working beside ancestral 
heroes like Ndemi. He imagines a unified future where children labor for a national purpose. When asked 
to share his dream, he confesses he has always been an outsider, longing to be part of history rather than 
watching from the margins. 

Nyakinyua’s Challenge: Munira asks what earlier generations saw that seems hidden now. Nyakinyua 
responds sharply: “You ask too many questions … You have been to school.” She challenges the educated 
youth for teaching children that their people were always powerless. She insists that one day they will 
rediscover themselves and reclaim “the kingdom of God and of man.” She recounts the curse left by Ndemi: 
His descendants must never abandon the land. But she admits she does not fully understand the cycles of 
fertility and barrenness, nor why colonizers defeated them despite their numbers. Nyakinyua recounts how 
her husband refused to submit to a corrupt chief and was forced into service during the colonial war. She 
describes the hardships of women left alone to maintain farms, and the forced marches of men carrying 
supplies. She tells of a terrifying encounter with a massive “animal of the earth,” a train, whose “eyes spat 
out light” and whose hiss shook the ground. Those who touched it died in war or sickness. Her husband 
returned, but “not the same man” she had once loved. 

Karega’s Struggle with History: Under Theng’eta’s influence, Karega contemplates Africa’s many 
overlapping pasts: ancient civilizations, colonial destruction, global dispersal, and heroic resistance. He 
tries to make sense of these conflicting histories. He suddenly imagines seeing the face of his brother 
Nding’uri, whom he never met. He wonders whether Abdulla, who comes from Limuru, might have known 
him. Karega begins a long confession about Mukami, the girl he loved since childhood. He describes their 
early encounters at Manguo quarry, her encouragement to attend school, their shared work in her father’s 
fields, and their playful wrestling. He recalls learning prayer from her, chasing birds together, and meeting 
during school vacations. As they grew older, her moods changed, and tension entered their relationship. 

The Day at Manguo Lake: During a school break, Mukami invites him to church, then to wander through 
familiar places. They dream of a future together. At dusk, she suggests collecting eggs at the lake. They 
wade through reeds, climb onto a hump in the water, and wrestle again. A leech bites her; they quarrel; 
then passion overtakes them. When night falls, she breaks all the eggs and begins to cry. Mukami asks 
whether Karega had a brother who died. She explains that her father discovered their relationship and 
refuses to let her marry into Karega’s family because his brother Nding’uri was Mau Mau and allegedly 
mutilated her father during the struggle. Her father demands she choose between him and Karega. Karega 
returns home and learns the truth from his mother: “Nding’uri … carried bullets for fighters and he was 
hanged.” He never sees Mukami again. She later jumps into the quarry and dies. 

The Group’s Shock: Karega’s confession devastates the listeners. Nyakinyua stares silently, stirring the 
pot faster. Wanja moves closer to him. Munira leaves the room, overwhelmed by hatred and grief. Mukami 
was his sister. When he returns, he finds Abdulla violently shaking Karega, crying out “You, you, Nding’uri’s 
brother?” Abdulla’s mind floods with memories of childhood poverty, lost dreams, and the unavenged death 
of his friend Nding’uri. Abdulla cannot immediately express the depth of his pain. He repeats the same 
question, unable to reconcile Karega’s identity with his own memories. Finally, he sits down and swallows 
more Theng’eta, while everyone watches, waiting for what he will say next. 

Abdulla’s Buried Vow: Abdulla begins by recalling a painful memory: the execution of Nding’uri, his aunt’s 
son, who was hanged at Githunguri. The trauma had once pushed Abdulla to make a fierce vow to God 
that he would one day confront the man responsible. He remembers praying, “Spare me, spare me, oh 
Lord, so that I can one day get that louse.” But upon his release, he confesses he abandoned that vow, 
becoming absorbed in the pursuit of money and eventually hiding in Ilmorog. His voice breaks, and the 
others watch him struggle with emotion, sensing that the Theng’eta has opened wounds long buried. 

Wanja’s Question and the Old Woman’s Knowledge: The group sits in the dim hut, disturbed by 
Abdulla’s confession. Wanja interrupts their heavy silence with a question directed at Nyakinyua, the elder 



who alone seems able to interpret the mysteries surrounding the Theng’eta. She asks what Nyakinyua’s 
late husband saw in the blinding light that changed him forever. Nyakinyua replies that he tried many times 
to explain, but “something always blocked him, his throat, in the beginning of telling it.” Only during the 
Second World War, when their sons were taken to distant lands, did he finally speak. 

The Husband’s Vision of Power and Manipulation: Nyakinyua recounts her husband’s strange, fevered 
confession. He had witnessed a terrifying creature, larger than the legendary Ndamathia, spit out a blinding 
light. In that light, he thought he saw generations of black people rising together to claim its power. A white 
man present panicked at the thought of this awakening and began sowing division. He manipulated the 
Agikuyu and the Masai, telling each group the other was preparing to attack. Nyakinyua recalls him saying, 
“Do you remember Wakarwigi, the white man we called the hawk?” His lies nearly led to slaughter until he 
intervened as a false peacemaker. 

The Birth of Resistance and the Corruption of Virtue: When manipulation failed, the white man turned 
his guns on black children who fled to forests and mountains, returning as warriors armed with weapons 
and faith, another kind of light. But among them were traitors who preferred to remain porters at the gate 
of white power. These few twisted virtues like charity and pity into tools of control. Nyakinyua’s husband 
questioned whether such virtues would exist without poverty: “Would we need pity, charity, generosity, 
kindness if there were no poor and miserable to pity and be kind to?” The struggle that followed was filled 
with bloodshed, broken homes, and a groaning that haunted him for years. 

Abdulla’s Groaning and Wanja’s Silent Pain: As Nyakinyua speaks, Abdulla begins groaning violently, 
as if the memory of the vision, or his own guilt, has seized him. Wanja comforts him, placing her hand on 
his shoulder. He stops, looks into her eyes, then turns away with a strange expression. Wanja herself seems 
shaken, biting her lip to hold back tears. The emotional weight of the night presses on everyone. Nyakinyua 
rises from her stool with a face full of compassion. She urges them to go home and sleep, reminding them 
that vengeance belongs to God. “Is it any man’s job to do God’s justice and vengeance?” she asks. She 
warns that many “karwigis” (traitors), deceivers like the hawk, still walk among them. Her words seem meant 
to soothe, but also to caution against rash action. 

Munira’s Tormented Reflections: Later, Munira writes furiously, trying to understand what Nyakinyua had 
meant. He wonders whether her warning, if heeded, might have prevented the tragedy that has since 
occurred. As he recalls the night, he remembers feeling excluded when Wanja walked with Abdulla and 
then returned to stand beside Karega. Her gesture deepened his simmering resentment and insecurity. 
Munira confronts Wanja, accusing her of bringing turmoil to Ilmorog: “Why did you come to Ilmorog? There 
was more peace before you came here.” She retorts sharply, “The peace of nothing happening?” before 
dancing away to Karega’s side. Munira walks home alone, wrestling with jealousy, confusion, and the 
painful resurfacing of his past. 

Memories of Family and the Sting of Being an Outsider: As he walks, Munira reflects on his family. He 
realizes how distant he has always been from them, siblings who married into wealth or trained abroad, a 
father he feared but never loved, a household run more by his father than himself. He feels that Karega, 
once his pupil, has become more of an insider in his own family than he ever was. Mukami’s death weighs 
heavily, and he wonders whether Karega came to Ilmorog to throw that tragedy in his face. Munira feels 
ashamed for having “wined and dined” with those who harmed his father. Abdulla’s vow to confront 
Nding’uri’s murderer echoes in his mind. He prays, “Give me the strength, Lord, give me a steadfast will.” 
A desire grows in him to take a drastic step, something that will restore his sense of belonging and reconnect 
him with his history. But he cannot tell whether he seeks to avenge himself, Mukami, or his father. What he 
knows is that Karega stands in his way. 

 

 



CHAPTER 8: Karega Chooses His Side 

A Night of Revelations and Emotional Awakening: As Karega walks through the darkness with Wanja 
following behind, he is overwhelmed by the discoveries of the evening. For years he had carried the pain 
of losing Mukami, and recounting that story has reopened old wounds. But the same night has brought him 
something precious: a renewed connection with the memory of his brother, a Mau Mau fighter whose 
courage now fills him with pride. He also comes to see Abdulla in a new light. No longer merely a crippled 
shopkeeper, Abdulla appears to him as a true hero, a man who risked everything for Kenya's freedom. For 
Karega, history is no longer a collection of lessons and stories; it has become living reality, full of sacrifice, 
blood, and courage. 

Two Lonely Souls Draw Closer: Both Karega and Wanja feel that they are being carried toward an 
inevitable moment. They sit together overlooking the plains and try to speak about what lies inside them. 
Wanja remarks that Karega seems to come from "the blood of rebels," referring to his involvement in strikes 
and social struggles. Their conversation gradually shifts from politics to personal history. Wanja confesses 
the painful story of her first love, the betrayal that led to her downfall and expulsion from school. Karega 
listens sympathetically, refusing to judge her. He tells her that "Nothing is nothing," meaning that suffering 
and betrayal leave lasting marks on a person's life. Their mutual recognition of pain creates an emotional 
bond. The growing intimacy between Wanja and Karega eventually turns into physical love. They embrace. 
They momentarily escape the burdens of memory and guilt. When dawn arrives, they wake covered with 
dew, and Karega calls to Wanja to witness "signs of dawn over Ilmorog,"  

Wanja's Dream Journey into the Past: Back in her room, Wanja falls into a deep sleep filled with 
memories and dreams. Having experienced an unusual sense of peace after her night with Karega, her 
mind travels backward through the events that shaped her life. She remembers childhood scenes, her first 
youthful romance, school days, and moments of family happiness. The dream moves freely between 
different periods of her past, mixing reality, memory, and imagination. Instead of focusing on her recent 
suffering, she revisits the roots of her identity and discovers connections between her personal life and the 
larger history of Kenya. 

The Story of Wanja's Father: One of the most important parts of Wanja's dream concerns her father. She 
remembers him as a former soldier who fought for the British Empire during the Second World War. He 
proudly recalls serving in distant places such as Burma and India, singing songs about being "a soldier 
fighting for the king." But his wartime experiences have taught him to admire European power rather than 
challenge it. He becomes convinced that money, rather than resistance, is the true source of power: "Money 
moves the world. Money is power." He believes that Africans should imitate the economic success of the 
colonizers instead of fighting them. 

Family Conflict and the Mau Mau Struggle: The dream then exposes the growing tension between 
Wanja's parents. Her mother sympathizes with those supporting the Mau Mau rebellion, while her father 
fears confrontation with colonial authority. Their disagreements become increasingly bitter. Her mother 
accuses her husband of abandoning his people and serving foreign interests, while he condemns armed 
resistance as dangerous and foolish. The national struggle for liberation enters the family home, turning 
political differences into personal conflicts. 

Violence, Fear, and a Family Tragedy: The tension finally erupts into violence. During a fierce argument, 
Wanja's father loses control and physically attacks her mother. At that same moment, news arrives that her 
mother's sister's house is burning. The terrifying images of fire blend with Wanja's childhood fear and 
helplessness. In her dream, she cries desperately for rescue, shouting "Help! Heeelp! Karega! Karega!" 
The nightmare combines private suffering, family violence, and the larger violence of colonial Kenya. When 
she awakens, still frightened by visions of flames, she feels compelled to learn the truth about her family 
history and asks Nyakinyua what really happened to her grandfather and why her father never returned to 
Ilmorog. 



Karega Reflects on Love and Memory: While Wanja dreams, Karega is also unable to sleep peacefully. 
Filled with happiness after their night together, he reflects on the mysterious power of love to bring harmony 
and hope. His thoughts quickly drift back to childhood memories of his mother, poverty, and the nationalist 
struggles that shaped his community. Past and present merge in his mind. Memories of Mukami, Wanja, 
his mother, and Kenya's liberation struggle become part of a single emotional landscape. The personal and 
political are woven together so closely that they can no longer be separated. 

A Vision of African History: Karega's reflections evolve into a dreamlike vision in which he becomes both 
teacher and participant in world history. He imagines himself teaching African children about centuries of 
resistance against oppression. He recalls figures such as Chaka, Toussaint L'Ouverture, Koitalel, Waiyaki, 
Kimathi, Cabral, and Nkrumah, presenting them as part of one continuous struggle for freedom. In a 
memorable lesson, he summarizes African history by saying that Africans once possessed "the land and 
the mind and the soul together," before colonialism separated them from all three. His vision fills him with 
the need to recover political freedom, cultural identity, and economic control simultaneously. 

The Encounter with Nding'uri: In the vision Karega finally encounters the spirit-like figure of his brother, 
Nding'uri. The meeting is deeply symbolic. Nding'uri speaks not only as an individual but also as a 
representative of all African freedom fighters. When Karega says that he wants to follow him, Nding'uri 
gently rebukes him: "The struggle, brother, starts where you are." The message is clear. Heroism does not 
belong only to warriors of the past. Every generation must continue the struggle in its own circumstances, 
whether through teaching, organizing, or political action. 

Munira's Growing Hostility: Karega is waking from the long sleep induced by the Theng'eta feast and 
finding Munira standing over him. At first, the conversation seems harmless. They exchange comments 
about the previous night's drink and Karega's strange dreams. But Karega quickly notices that Munira is 
unusually restless. He paces the room, picks up books without reading them, and struggles to say what is 
troubling him. Something has changed in Munira since the revelations shared at Nyakinyua's hut. What had 
appeared to be a celebration of community has left him deeply unsettled. 

Old Wounds Reopened: Munira finally reveals the source of his discomfort. He argues that Karega's 
confession about Mukami has made it impossible for them to continue living and working together as before. 
Munira suggests that Karega bears responsibility for Mukami's death, claiming that he may have driven 
Mukami to her suicide. Munira further humiliates him by objecting to Karega's dream in which Wanja's name 
was mentioned alongside Mukami's. To Munira, comparing his sister to Wanja, whom he dismissively sees 
as a prostitute, is an insult. 

Karega's Painful Restraint: The accusation provokes an immediate reaction. Karega leaps from his bed 
and rushes toward Munira in anger. For a brief moment, violence seems possible. But he stops himself. 
Partly because Munira is older and once his teacher, partly because Munira had welcomed him to Ilmorog 
and helped him find employment, and partly because the accusation touches a guilty wound within him, 
Karega refuses to strike. Instead, he stands trembling with rage and grief. His inability to retaliate physically 
reveals his emotional maturity. Unlike Munira, who is increasingly driven by resentment, Karega struggles 
to rise above personal bitterness. 

From Personal Conflict to Social Criticism: Karega observes that the Theng'eta meant to be a "drink of 
peace" has become a source of division. He rejects Munira's insults against Wanja and argues that people 
should not condemn other victims of an unjust society. His argument expands into a powerful critique of 
global inequality. In a world where a few possess immense wealth while millions suffer poverty: "we are all 
prostituted,” meaning that systems of exploitation force people into compromises, humiliations, and forms 
of dependence that diminish their humanity. He insists, "as long as there's a man in prison, I am also in 
prison." Similarly, as long as others go hungry, he too is hungry. Karega refuses to judge Wanja solely by 
her circumstances and instead sees her as another casualty of a deeply unequal social order. Karega's 
speech leaves Munira uncomfortable because it exposes the narrowness of his own thinking. Once again 
he feels morally inferior to the younger man. Trying to recover ground, Munira dismisses Karega's words 
as another sermon, remarking that he has grown tired of sermons because his father is a church elder.  



The Memory of the Dead: Karega explains that his thoughts are not centered on preaching but on 
remembering those who gave their lives for causes they believed in. The remark echoes the lessons he 
has been drawing from Abdulla, Nyakinyua, and the Mau Mau struggle. He refuses to resign from the school 
or leave Ilmorog merely because the situation has become uncomfortable. The conflicts of the past cannot 
be escaped, but neither can they be allowed to determine the future entirely.  Karega confesses that he 
originally came to Ilmorog partly because Munira was Mukami's brother and partly because he hoped 
Munira might help him understand the mystery of Siriana and Chui's transformation. However, his 
experiences in Ilmorog have taught him that Chui is not an isolated case. He has encountered many people 
who resemble Chui in their betrayal of ideals and accommodation to power.  

Threat and a Declaration: The confrontation ends with both men firmly committed to opposing paths. 
Munira ominously warns Karega that he should start looking for employment elsewhere. The threat 
suggests that Munira may use his influence to remove him from the school. Karega, however, stands his 
ground. He declares that he intends to remain in Ilmorog and, more importantly, that he wants "to choose 
my side in the struggle to come." The conflict between Munira and Karega symbolizes a broader struggle 
between passivity and commitment, self-interest and collective responsibility, retreat and engagement.. 

CHAPTER 9: Munira Turns Against Karega 

Ilmorog Enjoys Prosperity and Remembers Its Heroes: The drought has ended, the plains are green 
again, and hope has returned. The villagers celebrate the recovery of their land and look forward to 
abundant harvests. They do not forget those who helped save them during the crisis. Karega, Munira, 
Wanja, Abdulla, and even Abdulla's donkey are remembered as heroes of the great journey to Nairobi. 
Abdulla, in particular, earns widespread respect for his generosity, humility, and sacrifices during the 
struggle for independence. The community sees him as an "unsung hero" who continues serving others 
despite his disability. The villagers believe the drought is behind them and hope to leave painful memories 
in the past.  

Munira Becomes Increasingly Isolated: While the village prospers, Munira withdraws from the 
community. Once active in village life, he now keeps mostly to himself. The people notice that Karega and 
Wanja spend almost all their time together, while Munira grows increasingly distant. The contrast is striking. 
Karega and Wanja embody vitality, companionship, and hope, whereas Munira appears lonely and restless. 
The villagers do not fully understand the reason for the tension, but they sense that something significant 
has changed among the three. 

Munira Reflects on His Failure: Years later, while recording his thoughts at the police station, Munira 
looks back on this period with regret. He admits that he may have failed Karega. He writes that he "could 
have tried to save him" but instead pushed him deeper into a relationship that would eventually shape his 
destiny. Looking back, he recognizes that jealousy, pride, and emotional confusion influenced many of the 
choices he made. Munira recalls how Wanja gradually changed after coming to Ilmorog. The bitterness and 
restlessness that once marked her personality began to fade. Working the land and participating in the 
struggle to save the village gave her a new sense of purpose. Munira notices that she acquires the beauty 
of a peasant woman rooted in the soil rather than the artificial glamour associated with her urban life. Her 
transformation fascinates him, and he initially believes his interest is merely curiosity. In reality, he is falling 
deeply in love with her. 

Jealousy Slowly Consumes Munira: As Wanja and Karega grow closer, Munira becomes increasingly 
tormented. He watches them walking together across fields and hills, sharing moments of intimacy beneath 
the setting sun. Their relationship flourishes alongside the growing crops of Ilmorog. What pains Munira 
most is not merely losing Wanja, but realizing how much he desires her. The more unavailable she 
becomes, the more obsessed he grows. He describes her movements, her shadow, and even her footsteps 
as sources of emotional torment. His jealousy transforms from a passing feeling into an all-consuming 
obsession. 



Munira Searches for Reasons to Attack Karega: Unable to compete with Karega emotionally, Munira 
begins looking for other ways to undermine him. He recruits new teachers and increasingly scrutinizes 
Karega's work. He criticizes his lesson preparation, questions his teaching methods, and even worries 
about the example set by Karega and Wanja's unmarried relationship. But deep down, Munira knows these 
objections are excuses. His real grievance is personal rather than professional. Jealousy disguises itself as 
concern for morality and educational standards. The conflict comes into the open during a gathering at 
Abdulla's shop. Munira deliberately steers the discussion toward education and the teaching of history. He 
argues that young children should be taught only "facts" and should avoid political interpretations. According 
to him, history education should focus on passing examinations rather than encouraging critical thought. 
His position reflects a conservative educational philosophy that separates facts from social and political 
realities. 

Karega's Philosophy of Learning: Karega rejects the idea that facts can exist independently of 
interpretation. Human beings, he argues, begin interpreting the world from the moment they are born. Even 
selecting which facts to teach involves judgment and values. For Karega, education is not merely the 
transfer of information; it is a process of helping students understand themselves and their society. He 
insists that the oppression of Africans, their resistance to slavery and colonialism, and the immense 
richness of Africa's history are all facts worthy of study. For Karega, children should understand both the 
forces that oppressed them and the traditions of resistance that shaped them. And education should 
contribute to liberation. As he puts it, "Liberation: no child is ever too young to think about this." His vision 
of education aims to prepare young people to understand injustice and act against it. As Karega speaks, 
the others are captivated by the sincerity and passion of his argument. Even Munira admits privately that 
he has never thought about these issues so clearly.  

The Moment That Breaks Munira: The discussion reaches its emotional climax when Wanja arrives at 
the doorway. Her eyes immediately seek out Karega's, and for a brief moment they exchange a silent look 
of intimacy and affection. To everyone else this may seem insignificant, but to Munira it confirms what he 
has feared for months. The emotional bond between them is unmistakable. Watching their eyes meet 
causes him unbearable pain. Consumed by jealousy and resentment, he can no longer think clearly: "I 
could not bear the pain. I could not resist the evil thought." He then rides to the headquarters, suggesting 
that his jealousy is about to take a decisive and dangerous form.  

CHAPTER 10: Ilmorog Attracts the Outside World 

The End of a Quiet Era in Ilmorog: As another year comes to an end, Munira reflects on how much time 
has passed since he arrived in Ilmorog. The school has grown steadily, and several new teachers have 
joined the staff. One student in particular, Joseph, stands out for his intelligence and promise. Looking 
across the countryside after harvest, Munira realizes how distant the great drought and the famous journey 
to Nairobi now seem. The villagers' hopes have not fully materialized, and Ilmorog remains isolated, but life 
appears calm and stable. Beneath this calm, however, important tensions are beginning to surface. 

Nyakinyua's Warning: One day, Munira encounters Nyakinyua, who speaks to him in an unusually 
mysterious manner. She asks why the government has given Ilmorog new teachers only to take something 
away at the same time. At first Munira pretends not to understand, but her words disturb him. When she 
disappears suddenly, he realizes she is referring to the dismissal of Karega. Nyakinyua's questioning 
reminds him that the villagers are paying attention and that his role in Karega's troubles may not remain 
hidden forever. The encounter leaves him uneasy, caught once again between past actions and present 
consequences. 

Wanja Confronts Munira: Soon afterward, Wanja visits Munira at his house. The conversation begins 
calmly but quickly turns serious. She tells him a deeply personal story that she has never fully shared 
before. For years she feared she was unable to have children, and this fear has shaped many of her 
relationships with men. She explains that she came to Ilmorog seeking healing, advice, and a sense of 
belonging. But what she found was much more than that. Through Karega she rediscovered her dignity and 
her humanity. Wanja confesses that, for the first time in her life, she loves a man not for comfort, revenge, 



security, or some hidden purpose, but simply for himself. Speaking of Karega, she admits: "I want him. I 
really want him. For himself." She feels that with him she has been given a second chance to become fully 
human and fully herself. 

A Threat Born of Love: Wanja then reveals the real reason for her visit. She accuses Munira of being 
responsible for Karega's dismissal from the school. She demands that Karega be reinstated and warns 
Munira that if Karega is forced to leave Ilmorog, someone will eventually have to pay for the injustice. 
Though her words are threatening, their source is not hatred but fierce loyalty. For Munira, the encounter 
is overwhelming. He is struck not only by Wanja's beauty but by the depth of her commitment. Her 
determination and emotional honesty make him love her even more intensely than before. As she leaves, 
he realizes that she has completely conquered his heart. But he also knows there is nothing he can do to 
reverse what has already happened. 

Karega Faces an Uncertain Future: Meanwhile, Karega struggles to understand his dismissal. Teaching 
had given his life direction and purpose. Through his students he had found a way to connect his ideals 
with practical action. Although he had begun questioning whether colonial-style education could truly 
liberate ordinary people, he was not ready to abandon the classroom. Now he feels betrayed. He cannot 
believe that Munira would destroy his career over personal grievances. The experience reminds him of 
earlier disappointments when respected figures such as Chui failed to live up to their ideals. For a moment, 
Karega comes dangerously close to losing faith in people altogether. But the support of Wanja and Abdulla 
prevents him from sinking entirely into despair. 

Abdulla Tells the Story of His Broken Dreams: Trying to encourage Karega to stay in Ilmorog, Abdulla 
finally explains why he settled there.  After his release from detention at the end of colonial rule, Abdulla 
expected independence to bring justice and transformation. He dreamed of land redistribution, jobs for 
freedom fighters, recognition for heroes such as Kimathi, and dignity for ordinary Kenyans. He remembers 
waiting with tremendous hope for the rewards of collective sacrifice. Instead, he found that little had 
changed. Opportunities belonged not to those who had fought but to those with money and influence. 
Abdulla bitterly recalls being told that in the "New Kenya" there were "No Free Things." The ideals of the 
liberation struggle had been replaced by wealth, privilege, and corruption. 

The Betrayal of Kimeria: The deepest wound comes when Abdulla discovers that his old betrayer, Kimeria 
wa Kamianja, has become a successful and wealthy businessman after independence. The very man who 
helped destroy freedom fighters is now celebrated as a symbol of Kenyan success. For Abdulla, this 
realization is devastating. He feels that the wrong people inherited the fruits of Uhuru. Unable to bear the 
betrayal, he abandons his remaining property, takes his donkey, and travels into the countryside until he 
reaches remote Ilmorog. He describes himself as a man who had suffered "a death of the spirit." Only 
recently, through the friendships he has formed there, has he begun to feel truly alive again. 

The Discovery That Changes Everything: As Abdulla speaks, an astonishing revelation emerges. Wanja 
realizes that Kimeria was also the man who seduced and exploited her when she was young. Karega then 
recognizes that this same Kimeria was connected to the betrayal that led to the death of his brother. Three 
separate tragedies are suddenly linked to one individual. The realization leaves them speechless. What 
each of them had previously seen as a private wound now appears part of a larger pattern of exploitation 
and betrayal. Their personal histories become intertwined, strengthening the bond among them while 
deepening their understanding of Kenya's post-independence failures. 

The Sky Falls on Ilmorog: Before they can fully absorb this discovery, an extraordinary event interrupts 
them. A small aeroplane appears in the sky above Ilmorog. At first they mistake the noise for thunder, but 
it soon becomes clear that the aircraft is in serious trouble. The plane circles overhead and then descends 
directly toward them. Terrified, they throw themselves to the ground as Abdulla shouts for them to lie flat. 
The aircraft narrowly misses them and makes a forced landing nearby. Everyone survives, but there is one 
casualty: Abdulla's beloved donkey is killed. The loss deeply saddens him because the donkey has 
symbolized both survival and independence throughout his years in Ilmorog. 



Wanja's Brilliant Business Idea: The crash unexpectedly transforms the village. Crowds flock from miles 
away to see the stranded aeroplane. What begins as curiosity quickly turns into a local spectacle. Seeing 
an opportunity, Wanja proposes that they sell food and Theng'eta to the visitors. Her idea is simple but 
inspiring. The enterprise becomes an immediate success. Soon people are travelling to Ilmorog not only to 
see the plane but also to drink Theng'eta. Rumors spread that the drink can cure infertility, restore strength, 
and produce visions. What started as a makeshift business rapidly grows into a thriving attraction. 

Ilmorog Enters the Modern World: Newspapers, government officials, surveyors, and curious visitors 
suddenly take an interest in Ilmorog. News reports reveal that the plane had been conducting surveys 
connected to a future Trans-Africa Road project and other development systems. Plans are being made 
that could dramatically transform the entire region. Ironically, the same village that had long been neglected 
now becomes the focus of national attention. Development, commerce, tourism, and outside investment 
are beginning to move toward Ilmorog. The isolated rural community stands on the threshold of enormous 
change. 

A Festival Shadowed by Loss: Despite the excitement surrounding the crashed plane and the booming 
Theng'eta business, the people closest to the events focus on other matters. For Wanja, Abdulla, 
Nyakinyua, and the schoolchildren, the real stories are not the plane or the crowds. What matters most are 
two losses: the death of Abdulla's donkey and Karega's departure from Ilmorog. Economic opportunity has 
arrived, but cherished relationships are threatened. Progress seems possible, but personal wounds remain 
open.  

Part Four: Again … La Luta Continua!  

Those corpses of young men,  
Those martyrs that hang from the gibbets – those hearts pierc’d by the gray lead, 
 Cold and motionless as they seem, live elsewhere with unslaughter’d vitality.  
 
They live in other young men, O kings!  
They live in brothers, again ready to defy you!  
 
Walt Whitman 

If we are brothers, it is not our fault or responsibility  
But if we are comrades, it is a political engagement …  
It is better to be a brother and comrade. 
 
 Amilcar Cabral 

CHAPTER 11: Ilmorog Becomes a Divided Town 

Ilmorog's Sudden Transformation: The arrival of the road triggers astonishing change. Almost overnight, 
Ilmorog grows from a quiet village into a booming commercial center. Surveyors arrive, followed by 
construction crews and heavy machinery. The villagers gather to watch enormous bulldozers uproot grass, 
bushes, and even homes in the name of development. What once seemed impossible suddenly becomes 
reality. The people are fascinated by both the machines and the workers who come from different regions. 
Songs about road-building fill the air as the landscape is reshaped. The transformation appears miraculous, 
and many villagers believe they are witnessing the beginning of prosperity. But beneath the excitement lies 
uncertainty about what kind of future is actually being created. 

The Fall of Mwathi's Sacred Place: One of the most dramatic moments occurs when the road builders 
destroy Mwathi's compound, a place long associated with mystery and spiritual power. The villagers expect 
supernatural punishment to strike the machines, but nothing happens. Instead, archaeologists discover 
ancient artifacts hidden beneath the site. The findings reveal traces of an old civilization, including evidence 



of metalworking and other historical achievements. The government declares the area an archaeological 
site and protects it with fencing. Ironically, Mwathi's importance is finally recognized only after his home has 
been ruined. 

Wanja's Business Empire Begins: As traffic increases, Wanja and Abdulla's business grows rapidly. 
What began as a small shop and Theng'eta outlet expands into a complex enterprise with a bar, restaurant, 
dance hall, butcher shop, lodging rooms, and other services. Drivers, workers, traders, and travelers all 
stop there. People begin attributing almost magical powers to Wanja. Abdulla even turns her story into a 
song celebrating her role in transforming Ilmorog. Villagers joke that her beauty "brought down an 
aeroplane" and gave birth to a city. Whether exaggerated or not, Wanja becomes a symbol of energy, 
ambition, and economic success. 

Nderi's Promises of Development: When government officials visit Ilmorog, Nderi wa Riera delivers an 
enthusiastic speech about progress. He argues that the new road proves his effectiveness as a politician 
and promises even greater development in the future. He speaks of ranches, wheat farms, tourism projects, 
shopping centers, and modern infrastructure. Many villagers are swept away by these promises. They hear 
about loans, title deeds, improved farming methods, and opportunities for wealth. Slogans like "Progress 
with Nderi!" excite the crowd. Most believe that prosperity is finally within reach. Only Nyakinyua remains 
uneasy, sensing dangers hidden beneath the optimistic language. 

The Trap of Loans and Land Titles: At first, the new economic programs seem beneficial. Banks offer 
loans, experts advise farmers, and land is formally registered. However, many peasants quickly discover 
the risks. To participate in the new economy, they must use their land titles as collateral and borrow money 
for fencing, fertilizers, and livestock. Many fail to generate enough income to repay their debts. Some use 
the loans to pay school fees or family expenses rather than agricultural investments. Before long, they find 
themselves trapped by obligations they do not fully understand. The dream of development slowly becomes 
a source of fear and insecurity. 

Karega Returns to a Different World: Five years after leaving Ilmorog, Karega returns. Munira tells him 
the story of everything that has happened during his absence. The village he once knew no longer exists. 
Modern buildings have appeared, economic relationships have changed, and old social bonds have 
weakened. Munira struggles to explain these transformations because he himself has experienced them 
not as a logical sequence but as personal chaos. During these years, his obsession with Wanja has only 
deepened. While Ilmorog changed physically, Munira has been deteriorating emotionally. He drinks heavily 
and watches Wanja from a distance, unable to free himself from his fixation. 

Munira's Obsession and Decline: Wanja's success makes her increasingly powerful and independent. 
She employs workers, manages businesses, and becomes one of the most influential people in town. For 
Munira, however, every sign of her success is painful because she remains emotionally inaccessible to 
him. Desperate to regain her attention, he develops increasingly irrational schemes. He studies 
advertisements, horoscopes, and slogans. Eventually he even invents promotional phrases for Theng'eta. 
Ironically, the slogan achieves commercial success while winning him no affection from Wanja. His life 
becomes a tragic mixture of longing, alcohol, and self-deception. 

Nyakinyua's Last Battle: The most heartbreaking development concerns Nyakinyua. She learns that her 
land is scheduled for auction because of unpaid loans. For her, losing the land means much more than 
losing property. It means losing a connection to ancestors, memory, and identity. Refusing to surrender, 
she tries to organize the people of Ilmorog to resist. She declares that she will fight both the banks and the 
politicians responsible for the dispossession of ordinary people. However, most villagers have become too 
frightened or too confused to follow her. Her struggle is heroic but tragic. Shortly afterward, she dies 
peacefully in her sleep. Before the auction can take place, Wanja sacrifices her own wealth to redeem 
Nyakinyua's land. This act transforms her into a heroine in the eyes of many villagers. 



Wanja's Personal Collapse: Although Wanja saves her grandmother's farm, the financial sacrifice 
changes her life dramatically. She loses valuable property and soon faces another setback when the 
authorities strip her of the right to produce Theng'eta. The brewing business she helped create is handed 
over to large commercial interests. Outwardly she remains successful, but inwardly she grows increasingly 
bitter. Seeking revenge against a society that repeatedly exploits people like her, she constructs a large 
new house and transforms it into Sunshine Lodge, an upscale brothel. Her decision is not motivated solely 
by greed. It is also an act of rebellion against the economic system she believes has defeated her. 

The Birth of New Ilmorog: As the years pass, Ilmorog becomes divided into sharp social classes. Wealthy 
officials, managers, bankers, and businessmen occupy comfortable neighborhoods. Workers and the poor 
crowd into shantytowns. A tourist village markets African culture to foreigners, while factories produce 
commercial Theng'eta on a massive scale. The narrator describes several different Ilmorogs existing side 
by side. There is Cape Town, where the wealthy live. There is New Jerusalem, home to workers and the 
unemployed. There is also Sunshine Lodge and the huge Theng'eta brewery. Economic growth has 
occurred, but it has benefited some people far more than others. 

Abdulla's Defeat and Survival: Karega eventually visits Abdulla, who now lives in poverty in New 
Jerusalem. The prosperous businessman of earlier years has been reduced to selling fruit by the roadside. 
But he still possesses dignity and wisdom. During their conversation, Abdulla reveals a deeply moving 
secret. After the Emergency, he discovered that his entire family had been killed. Later he found an 
abandoned child searching for food in a rubbish dump. The boy became Joseph. Although not related by 
blood, Abdulla raised him as his own brother and later as a son. This revelation demonstrates Abdulla's 
humanity and helps explain his devotion to Joseph's education and future. 

A Difficult Reunion with Wanja: Karega finally meets Wanja again after five years. The reunion is 
awkward because both have changed enormously. She now lives in luxury and commands wealth and 
influence. But beneath the glamorous surface lies a deeply wounded woman. During a long conversation, 
she confesses her greatest regrets. She reveals that as a frightened young girl she gave birth to a child and 
then abandoned it. The memory has haunted her ever since. She also admits that she once believed Karega 
represented the possibility of genuine love and acceptance. Her painful honesty exposes the emotional 
cost of the life she now leads. 

The Philosophy of a Broken Society: As Wanja reflects on her experiences, she arrives at a bleak 
conclusion about modern Kenya: "You eat somebody or you are eaten." In her view, society offers only two 
possibilities. One either exploits others or becomes a victim. This belief has shaped her transformation into 
a hard, ruthless businesswoman willing to use the system before it destroys her. Wanja explains that by 
becoming wealthy and powerful she has finally gained control over those who once controlled her. 
Nevertheless, her words reveal more despair than triumph. Wealth has protected her, but it has not brought 
peace. 

Karega Finds a New Vision: Wanja's philosophy profoundly affects Karega. He recognizes the truth 
behind her observations because his years among workers and plantation laborers have shown him the 
same pattern of exploitation. But something inside him refuses to accept that this is the only possible future. 
Instead, he reaches a moment of political awakening. When Wanja insists that society is based on either 
eating or being eaten, Karega responds: "There is another way." He declares that if the existing world is 
unjust, then people must create "another world, a new earth."  

CHAPTER 12: Munira Sets Wanja’s House on Fire 

Munira Searches for Salvation in a World Gone Wrong: Munira is in prison, being interrogated by 
Inspector Godfrey following the deaths of Kimeria, Chui, and Mzigo. The inspector is particularly interested 
in Munira's repeated references to a "new earth" and "another world" in the notes he has been writing while 
in detention. Munira explains that these ideas emerged after years of confusion and disappointment. The 
transformations of Ilmorog, Wanja's downfall, Karega's political activism, and the corruption around him had 



convinced him that the existing world made no moral sense. Unable to reconcile what he saw around him, 
Munira gradually turned away from politics and social action toward religion. Looking back on his life, he 
sees himself as a man overwhelmed by guilt, failure, and spiritual emptiness. Questions haunted him: how 
could former colonial structures survive under African rulers? How could people like Abdulla suffer while 
opportunists prosper? Nothing seemed logical anymore. 

The Conversion That Changes Munira: At his lowest point, Munira unexpectedly encounters Lillian, a 
former singer and barmaid. To his surprise, she has become a fiery religious preacher leading an 
independent revival movement. Surrounded by followers dressed in white, she preaches repentance and 
salvation. Her message is simple: Wealth, education, status, and even good works cannot save anyone. 
Only faith and acceptance of Christ matter. She speaks of a society where distinctions between rich and 
poor disappear under God's authority. Her repeated call, "We have all sinned and come short of the glory 
of God," strikes directly at Munira's troubled conscience. For Munira, the experience becomes a personal 
revelation. He falls to his knees, declaring, "I accept, I accept." From that moment onward, he believes he 
has discovered the true "new world" he had been searching for, not through politics or social change but 
through spiritual rebirth. 

Religion and Politics Collide: Inspector Godfrey notices an interesting contradiction. Munira speaks 
constantly about a "new world," but so did Karega. The difference is that Karega believed a better society 
could be created through collective action by workers, while Munira now believes only divine intervention 
can transform humanity. Munira becomes increasingly obsessed with saving Karega's soul. He sees 
Karega's political vision as the sin of pride, believing it arrogant to imagine that human beings can change 
society through their own efforts. To Munira, true change can only come from God. The inspector, however, 
has little interest in theology. He wants evidence about the murders. Whenever Munira speaks in religious 
terms, the officer grows frustrated because he is searching for criminal motives rather than spiritual 
explanations. 

Munira's Suspicion of Karega and Wanja: During the interrogation, Munira reveals something that 
immediately excites the inspector. He claims that shortly before the fatal fire, he saw Karega secretly 
meeting Wanja at her old hut. He interprets this meeting as evidence of a continuing relationship between 
them. For Inspector Godfrey, this appears to be a crucial clue. His attention sharpens instantly because he 
has been looking for a link connecting Karega to the deaths. Munira's testimony gives him a possible motive 
and a possible conspiracy. As soon as he obtains the information, he rushes away to continue the 
investigation. Munira, meanwhile, remains troubled by uncertainty. Even as he speaks, doubts begin 
forming in his mind about what he really saw and whether he has interpreted events correctly. 

Karega Faces Arrest and Betrayal: The narrative then shifts to Karega, who is imprisoned in another cell. 
His arrest comes at a particularly painful moment because a planned workers' strike has just been banned 
by the authorities following the deaths of the three businessmen. Karega immediately understands the 
political implications. In his view, the government is using the murders as a pretext to weaken the labor 
movement. The workers' struggle for better wages and conditions is being undermined by events beyond 
their control. Alone in his cell, Karega reflects on his life and especially on the murdered lawyer who had 
once helped save him and his companions during the journey to Nairobi. The lawyer's death symbolizes 
the destruction of one of the few privileged men who genuinely attempted to help ordinary people. 

Karega's New Understanding of History: During his imprisonment, Karega thinks deeply about the 
lessons he has learned through years of wandering and labor. He realizes that merely celebrating Africa's 
glorious past cannot solve present suffering. Historical pride alone cannot feed hungry families or liberate 
workers from exploitation. Instead, he comes to believe that real progress emerges through ongoing 
struggle. The greatness of a people lies not only in past achievements but also in their present efforts to 
create justice. Looking back at his travels across Kenya, he sees the same pattern everywhere: 
concentration of wealth, dispossession of peasants, growth of wage labor, and increasing inequality. Unlike 
Munira, Karega does not seek answers in religion. He seeks them in social organization and collective 
action. 



A Vision of Unity Among Workers: Karega's reflection leads him toward an important political conclusion. 
He rejects divisions based on tribe, region, religion, or gender because these divisions only benefit the 
powerful. Workers everywhere face similar conditions regardless of their backgrounds. He dreams of a 
society where people choose one another as brothers and sisters through shared labor and common 
struggles. Reflecting on Abdulla's decision to adopt Joseph, he asks himself why human beings cannot 
create broader forms of solidarity. His vision is based on cooperation rather than competition. This belief 
becomes the philosophical foundation of his future work among the laboring classes. 

The Rise of the Workers' Movement: After returning to Ilmorog, Karega eventually gets a job at Theng'eta 
Breweries. Quietly observing conditions inside the factory, he discovers widespread dissatisfaction among 
workers. Management has successfully divided them through tribal, regional, and occupational differences. 
Through anonymous pamphlets, discussions, and study groups, Karega begins encouraging workers to 
see their common interests. The pamphlets argue that the true conflict is not between tribes but between 
labor and capital. They insist that the wealth of society is created by workers' sweat. Gradually, a labor 
movement emerges. Workers begin debating politics and organizing themselves. Eventually they form a 
union and launch a successful strike to gain official recognition. 

Victory and Retaliation: The success of the union alarms the employers. Unable to crush the movement 
directly, they search for ways to weaken it. Karega becomes their obvious target. Although he is dismissed 
from his factory job, the strategy backfires. His popularity among workers increases dramatically, and he is 
elected full-time secretary-general of the union. Rather than destroying the movement, management turns 
him into a respected symbol of worker resistance. The example spreads throughout Ilmorog. Barmaids, 
dancers, agricultural laborers, and other workers begin discussing organization and demanding better 
conditions. 

The Challenge of Religious Revival: Just as the labor movement gains strength, a charismatic religious 
revival sweeps through the area. Led by Lillian, the movement teaches people to focus on personal 
salvation rather than social struggle. Its message emphasizes equality before God and discourages 
involvement in worldly conflicts. Many workers find comfort in this vision and leave the union. Karega sees 
the movement as a serious obstacle because it redirects attention away from economic injustice. For him, 
faith becomes another tool used to discourage collective action. Consequently, he frequently clashes with 
Munira, who is now one of the movement's most enthusiastic supporters. 

The Secret Meeting with Wanja: A week before the fire and murders, Wanja unexpectedly sends Karega 
a message asking him to meet her at the old hut. The meeting is deeply personal, and Karega refuses to 
disclose its contents even under interrogation. This secrecy immediately makes him suspicious in the eyes 
of Inspector Godfrey. While Karega insists that the matter is private, the police interpret silence as evidence 
of possible involvement in a conspiracy. The mysterious meeting becomes one of the central points in the 
investigation. 

The Interrogation Grows Violent: Inspector Godfrey questions Karega repeatedly over many days. He 
asks about Karega's brother, his school expulsion, Chui, Wanja, the labor movement, and the murders. The 
officer is convinced that there is a connection. When Karega maintains his innocence, the inspector 
becomes increasingly aggressive. He even produces a secret recording of Karega speaking about creating 
"a New World." To the police, revolutionary language sounds like evidence of dangerous intentions. Karega 
calmly explains that he opposes systems of exploitation, not individuals. He insists: "It's the system that 
needs to be changed." But this distinction means little to the authorities. 

Abdulla's Life of Broken Dreams: In prison, Abdulla reflects on his life with a surprising sense of calm. 
Years of bitterness seem to have lifted from him. Looking back, he realizes that the hopes he carried during 
the struggle for independence were less a political program than a beautiful dream of justice, dignity, and 
collective freedom. Those dreams gradually faded. Karega's speeches about African resistance had briefly 
rekindled his hope, but after Karega left Ilmorog, those flames died again. Abdulla lowered his ambitions 
and came to desire only a modest restoration of the life stolen from him: a small shop, some stability, and 
peace. 



The Collapse of Hope: When Wanja sacrificed her wealth to save Nyakinyua's land, Abdulla admired her 
courage but worried about what it would cost her. His fears proved justified. Her growing involvement in 
prostitution and the closing of their brewery marked the beginning of a new decline. At the same time, 
Abdulla's own attempts to survive failed one after another. Illegal brewing brought police harassment. A 
small shop could not compete with larger businesses. Eventually he lost almost everything and was reduced 
to selling oranges and sheepskins by the roadside. At every turn he watched large corporations and wealthy 
businessmen take over ventures that people like him had pioneered. The rise of the powerful Theng'eta 
factory seemed a cruel mockery of everything he and Wanja had once built together. 

A Man Defeated by History: Abdulla gradually becomes known less as a former freedom fighter than as 
a drunkard wandering through New Ilmorog. His disappointment is so deep that he begins mocking his own 
revolutionary past. He ridicules the sacrifices made by himself, Nding'uri, and countless others. 
Independence appears to have rewarded traitors rather than heroes. Beneath the cynicism lies a wounded 
conscience. His drinking and jokes conceal a profound sense of betrayal. Every night he argues with 
memories of Nding'uri, asking whether their sacrifices had been meaningless.  

Wanja and Abdulla Find Each Other Again: Despite everything, Abdulla's affection for Wanja never 
completely disappears. After receiving a letter announcing Joseph's outstanding examination results, he 
feels a joy he wants to share with someone. He goes to see Wanja and finds her distressed. The news 
about Joseph lifts her spirits, and they spend the evening talking as they once did in earlier years. That 
night marks a turning point. The emotional bond between them deepens into a relationship. Abdulla feels 
as though a new world has opened before him. For the first time in years he stops drinking, looks forward 
to the future, and imagines helping Wanja leave her life of exploitation behind. Hope returns. 

The Return of Kimeria's Shadow: This happiness is short-lived. On the day of the directors' meeting at 
Theng'eta Breweries, Abdulla sees the cars belonging to Kimeria, Chui, and Mzigo. A sudden realization 
overwhelms him. He becomes convinced that Kimeria will go to Wanja that night. Years of resentment 
suddenly crystallize into purpose. Memories of betrayal, loss, and humiliation flood his mind. However, 
unlike earlier moments, he does not feel rage. Instead, he experiences a strange calm. He concludes that 
Kimeria must die. As he puts it to himself, only then will he recover the right to call himself a man. For 
Abdulla, the decision feels inevitable, almost destined. 

The Final Confrontation: Before carrying out his intention, Abdulla encounters Kimeria at the New Ilmorog 
Bar and Restaurant. In front of everyone, Abdulla publicly calls him "Kimeria wa Kamia Nja," forcing him to 
confront a past he has carefully hidden. Abdulla reminds him of old betrayals, particularly the betrayal of 
Nding'uri. The exchange disconcerts Kimeria but does not provoke a direct confrontation. Instead, Abdulla 
leaves calmly. The decision has already been made, and words are no longer necessary. As he walks away 
carrying a knife and matches, he believes he is moving toward his destiny. 

The Fire Changes Everything: When Abdulla approaches Wanja's house later that night, he expects to 
confront Kimeria. Instead, he sees flames rising from the building. For a moment he cannot believe what 
he is witnessing. Unlike the crowd that gathers outside, Abdulla acts immediately. Drawing on the courage 
and instincts he developed during the liberation struggle, he breaks a window, crawls into the burning 
house, and drags out a body despite the smoke and danger. The man who had spent years calling himself 
a failure suddenly behaves once more like the hero he once was. Without stopping to ask whom he is 
rescuing, he risks his life to save another person's. The old Abdulla, buried beneath years of 
disappointment, briefly re-emerges. 

Abdulla's Interrogation: During police questioning, Abdulla is remarkably honest. He freely admits that he 
hated Kimeria and had intended to kill him. He even shows the police the knife and matches he carried that 
night. However, he insists that he is not protecting anyone else. The inspector becomes suspicious when 
Abdulla reveals that he met Karega shortly before visiting Wanja's hut. Because Karega and Abdulla refuse 
to discuss that evening in detail, the police assume they are hiding something. To Inspector Godfrey, every 
omission appears part of a conspiracy. To Abdulla and Karega, the omitted details are simply personal and 
private matters. 



Wanja Reveals the Truth: Unlike the men, Wanja eventually provides her version of events. Recovering 
from shock and burns, she explains that she deliberately invited Chui, Mzigo, and Kimeria to her house that 
evening. Her intention was not murder but revenge and closure. She planned to expose Kimeria publicly 
and humiliate him before introducing Abdulla as the man she had chosen. She dismissed her employees 
and organized the evening carefully, intending it to be the final act in a long and painful chapter of her life. 
Everything proceeds according to plan until the very last moments. 

The Story Behind the Revenge: As Wanja speaks, she recalls her final meeting with Karega a week 
earlier. That conversation forced her to confront difficult truths. Karega had insisted that she had chosen 
her path, just as other people had chosen theirs. He refused to excuse her actions or blame them entirely 
on society, Kimeria, or her parents. At first she resented him. But his words stayed with her. Gradually she 
began reassessing her life. She thought about her grandfather's courage, her father's choices, Karega's 
political commitment, and her own decisions. She came to realize that she too bore responsibility for the 
person she had become. This painful self-awareness motivates her desire for one final reckoning with 
Kimeria. 

Wanja's Hidden Secret: While telling her story, Wanja carefully leaves out one crucial detail. The reader 
finally learns what really happened inside the house before the fire. When Kimeria arrives, Wanja greets 
him while still holding the panga she has been using in the kitchen. Seeing him awakens years of 
humiliation, exploitation, and suffering. In that moment, she acts. Wanja kills Kimeria herself, striking him 
with the panga before the fire begins. She never tells the police this truth. Her statement remains technically 
accurate while concealing the most important fact. The murder is therefore not committed by Karega or 
Abdulla, as the police suspect, but by Wanja herself. 

The Mystery of the Fire Solved: The narrative returns to Munira. During interrogation, Inspector Godfrey 
gradually pieces together the evidence and confronts him with a direct accusation. Unlike the others, Munira 
is guilty not of murder but of the arson itself. Munira explains that after witnessing Karega and Wanja 
meeting secretly, he became convinced that Wanja was corrupting Karega spiritually. Influenced by 
religious fanaticism, he began seeing her as a modern Jezebel, a symbol of temptation and evil. For an 
entire week he prayed for guidance. Eventually he concluded that God wanted him to destroy the house. 

Munira's Fatal Act: On the night of the tragedy, Munira buys gasoline and goes to Wanja's house. Believing 
he is acting in obedience to divine law, he pours gasoline around the doors and sets the building on fire. 
He then climbs Ilmorog Hill and watches the flames from a distance. Looking down at the burning house, 
he sees "petals of blood" rising into the night sky. The image gives the novel its title. At that moment Munira 
feels fulfilled for the first time in his life. No longer an observer standing outside history, he believes he has 
finally acted. In his own mind, he has obeyed a higher law. In reality, he has caused a catastrophe. 

The Tragic Convergence of Three Journeys: The final revelation brings together the three major stories 
of the novel. Wanja kills Kimeria, driven by years of pain and a desire for vengeance. Munira burns the 
house, believing he is carrying out God's will. Abdulla arrives intending to kill Kimeria but instead becomes 
a rescuer. Each character acts independently, unaware of what the others are doing. Their separate 
histories, wounds, and obsessions converge in a single night of fire and death. The tragedy is therefore not 
the result of one person's actions alone but the culmination of years of betrayal, social injustice, political 
corruption, broken dreams, and personal suffering. 

CHAPTER 13: The People Continue the Struggle 

Inspector Godfrey Defends the System: Inspector Godfrey travels back to Nairobi after concluding his 
investigation. Looking out at the orderly tea and coffee plantations, he reflects on everything he has learned 
in Ilmorog. Although he has solved the mystery of the fire, he feels strangely uneasy. Godfrey firmly believes 
in private property and capitalism. To him, ownership and wealth are part of the natural order of things, as 
permanent as "the sun, the moon and the stars." He regards people like Karega, who organize workers and 
challenge inequality, as dangerous threats to society. But the investigation has forced him to confront 



uncomfortable realities. Behind the respectable appearance of prosperity lie corruption, exploitation, 
smuggling, prostitution, and the trafficking of young women through institutions supposedly dedicated to 
culture and tourism. In the end, however, Godfrey rejects deeper questions. He decides that his job is not 
to judge society but merely to maintain order. His train carries him away toward Nairobi while he stubbornly 
preserves his faith in the system he serves. 

Wanja Reflects on Love, Hate, and Choice: Recovering from her injuries, Wanja spends much of her 
time reflecting on her life. She comes to believe that human beings are defined by their choices. Love and 
hate, she concludes, are inseparable. What a person chooses to love determines what they will oppose, 
and what they choose to hate reveals what they truly value. Thinking about her father, she realizes that he 
chose wealth and security over solidarity with his people. However, she is also forced to admit that she 
herself made similar choices. In pursuing money and survival, she aligned herself with people like Kimeria, 
even while hating what they represented. For the first time, Wanja stops blaming others entirely. She 
recognizes her own responsibility for the direction her life has taken. 

A Daughter Reconsiders Her Father: One of Wanja's deepest reflections concerns her father. She 
remembers an occasion when she tried to return home and make peace with him after years of 
estrangement. Finding him old, sick, and alone, she briefly hoped for reconciliation. At first, the encounter 
seemed tender. He remarked that she looked like her mother when she was young. For a moment, she 
believed they might reconnect emotionally. But then he immediately asked her for money. The old 
obsession with wealth reappeared. Disappointed and wounded, she left without helping him and later 
learned that he died of cancer. Looking back, she regrets that they never truly understood each other. The 
memory remains painful because it represents one more relationship destroyed by money, pride, and 
disappointment. 

Fire as a Second Birth: As Wanja recovers, she increasingly sees the fire as a form of rebirth. She feels 
that she has been given another opportunity to begin anew. The woman who emerges from the flames is 
not the same woman who entered them. She becomes convinced that she is pregnant and shares this 
possibility with her mother, who has finally returned to her life. Their reunion is touching because both 
women have survived years of suffering, misunderstandings, and separation. The possibility of a child fills 
Wanja with emotions she has not experienced before. For years she believed motherhood had been 
permanently denied to her. Now she dares to hope once again. 

The Meaning of Abdulla: When Wanja’s mother asks who the child's father might be, Wanja responds 
indirectly. She sketches a figure inspired by both Kimathi and Abdulla, a man whose face bears marks of 
pain and endurance but also laughter and hope. The image symbolizes what Abdulla has come to represent 
in her life. Unlike Kimeria, who exploited her, and unlike the wealthy men who purchased her company, 
Abdulla embodies sacrifice, loyalty, and survival. Through him she begins to imagine a future rooted in 
human connection rather than wealth. 

Joseph Represents a New Generation: Meanwhile, Abdulla sits with Joseph, now a confident and 
educated young man preparing for important examinations. Joseph speaks enthusiastically about liberation 
movements, student activism, African revolutions, and political change. He tells Abdulla that students at 
Siriana are planning new struggles for democracy and reform. They want education to become a tool for 
liberation rather than obedience. Joseph's outlook reminds Abdulla strongly of Karega. Listening to him, 
Abdulla realizes that history has moved beyond his generation. The dreams that inspired the Mau Mau 
fighters are being taken up in new forms by younger people. The struggle continues, but different hands 
now carry it forward. 

Abdulla Finds Peace: Abdulla no longer speaks with bitterness. He sees himself as part of a larger 
historical process. Every generation, he reflects, performs its role and then gives way to another. His own 
role is nearly finished. He remains poor, selling fruit in New Jerusalem, but he is no longer obsessed with 
revenge or lost opportunities. Saving Wanja from the fire has redeemed something within him. Abdulla is 
finally able to accept his place in history. The future belongs to people like Joseph. 



Munira's Family Visits Him: Before his trial, Munira receives a visit from his parents, his wife, and 
Reverend Jerrod. The meeting is painful and awkward. His mother cannot understand how her son could 
commit such a terrible act. The Reverend offers sympathy, but Munira sees only hypocrisy. Rather than 
defending himself, Munira turns the encounter into a sermon. He accuses his father of compromising with 
injustice and challenges both his father and the Reverend to examine their own moral failures. Quoting the 
Bible, he reminds them that true faith requires helping the hungry, the thirsty, and the oppressed. Ironically, 
the prisoner now judges those who came hoping to judge him. What is most striking about Munira is that 
he shows no real remorse. He remains convinced that he acted according to God's law. Even imprisonment 
does not shake his faith in the righteousness of his actions. Where Karega embraces struggle and Wanja 
embraces self-examination, Munira embraces absolute certainty. He has found meaning, but at the cost of 
losing the ability to question himself. 

Karega Learns of His Mother's Death: While in detention, Karega learns that his mother, Mariamu, has 
died. The news devastates him. He weeps openly, overwhelmed by guilt. His mother spent her entire life 
working for others, remaining landless and poor until the end. He feels that he failed her. but his grief quickly 
expands into something larger. He begins thinking not only about his own mother but about all the exploited 
people represented by her life. Mariamu becomes a symbol of countless workers and peasants who labor 
endlessly without ever enjoying the fruits of their work. 

A New Movement Is Born: Soon afterward, a young worker named Akinyi visits Karega in prison. She 
brings extraordinary news. The workers of Ilmorog are organizing again. The movement has grown beyond 
the brewery union. Workers, unemployed people, small farmers, and traders are beginning to unite. Despite 
arrests, intimidation, and killings, the spirit of resistance continues spreading. Even more surprising are 
rumors about a militant underground group called Wakombozi, or liberators, whose members claim to be 
continuing the unfinished struggle for justice. To Karega, these developments confirm that the movement 
does not depend on any one individual. 

The Future Belongs to the People: Akinyi's visit transforms Karega's grief. He realizes that the struggle 
he has devoted his life to is larger than himself. His work has already inspired others, who will continue 
fighting whether he is free or imprisoned. As he reflects on Kenya's history, he sees a line of resistance 
stretching from figures such as Koitalel and Kimathi to the workers and peasants of the present. The future, 
he believes, belongs not to politicians, bankers, landlords, or foreign corporations but to ordinary people. 
The dream is not dead. It is evolving. 

Hope: Karega imagines a future in which workers and peasants unite to create a more just society. The 
vision is still distant, but it no longer seems impossible. When Akinyi tells him, "You'll come back," she is 
speaking not only about his release from prison but also about the eventual triumph of the larger movement. 
Looking beyond prison walls, beyond Ilmorog, and beyond his own suffering, Karega smiles through his 
grief. His final thoughts turn toward the future: "Tomorrow … tomorrow …" 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 

MUNIRA (isolated, jealous, fanatical) 

Munira is isolated, retreating from family, community, and political responsibility. His jealous need for control 
develops into fanatical certainty, allowing him to justify violence as divine duty. 

Isolated   Munira is defined first by isolation. He comes to Ilmorog claiming that he wants to serve 
the community, but he is also escaping his father’s judgment, an unhappy marriage, professional 
disappointment, and his own sense of failure. He watches village life more often than he joins it. Even when 
the people respect him as a teacher, he remains emotionally separate, receiving their admiration without 
fully sharing their struggles. His position as an educated outsider gives him status, but it also prevents 
genuine belonging.  

Jealous  Jealousy turns Munira’s private dissatisfaction into hostility. His attraction to Wanja begins 
as fascination, but he soon treats her attention as something he deserves. When Wanja chooses Karega, 



Munira feels not only rejected but displaced. He questions Karega’s teaching, condemns his relationship 
with Wanja, and helps remove him from the school.  

Fanatical  Munira’s final defining quality is fanaticism. Religious conversion gives him the certainty he 
has sought throughout his life. Faith could have led him toward compassion and self-examination, but he 
uses it to escape doubt and justify judgment. He divides the world into purity and corruption, salvation and 
sin. Once Munira believes that his interpretation represents God’s will, ordinary moral limits lose their force. 
He sets fire to Wanja’s house and watches the flames as if he has finally entered history through a sacred 
act.  

ABDULLA (wounded, loyal, redemptive) 

Abdulla is wounded by war, physical loss, and the betrayal of independence. His loyal care for Joseph, 
Wanja, and Ilmorog leads to a redemptive act of courage when he saves life instead of taking revenge. 

Wounded  Abdulla carries visible and invisible wounds. His lost leg records his participation in the 
Mau Mau struggle, while his bitterness records the betrayal that followed independence. He fought for land, 
dignity, and freedom, but men such as Kimeria gained wealth and respect while former fighters were 
forgotten. Abdulla’s small shop in Ilmorog is therefore both a livelihood and a refuge from history. His 
harshness, drinking, and withdrawn behavior protect a man who believes his sacrifices achieved little. The 
threatened loss of his donkey is especially painful because the animal functions as his second leg and a 
symbol of independence. His deepest wounds are moral. He feels guilty for abandoning his vow to avenge 
Nding’uri and ashamed that survival replaced resistance.  

Loyal   Beneath Abdulla’s bitterness lies deep loyalty. He remains devoted to the memory of 
Nding’uri, to the ideals of the liberation struggle, and to people who depend on him. His care for Joseph 
provides the clearest example. He rescues an abandoned child, raises him as family, and makes education 
possible for him despite poverty. Abdulla is also loyal to Ilmorog during the drought. He allows his donkey 
and cart to carry children and supplies, refuses comfort for himself, and becomes a storyteller who connects 
the young to collective memory. His loyalty to Wanja develops through respect rather than possession.  

Redemptive  Abdulla’s story becomes redemptive because his final important action contradicts his 
planned revenge. He approaches Wanja’s house carrying a knife and matches, prepared to kill Kimeria. 
When he sees the building in flames, however, he does not pause to identify friend or enemy. He enters 
the fire and rescues Wanja. This spontaneous act reveals that the freedom fighter within him has survived 
years of poverty, drinking, and disappointment. Courage returns not through killing but through saving a 
life. The rescue does not restore his wealth or erase historical injustice, but it restores his sense of moral 
worth.  

WANJA (resilient, resourceful, vengeful) 

Wanja is resilient, surviving repeated exploitation while continuing to seek dignity and renewal. Her 
resourceful intelligence creates opportunity, but her vengeful response to injustice draws her toward private 
retaliation.   

Resilient  Wanja is resilient because she repeatedly survives experiences designed to break her. As 
a girl, she faces parental violence, sexual exploitation, pregnancy, abandonment, and rejection. As an adult, 
she endures unstable work, public judgment, political intimidation, and renewed abuse by Kimeria. She 
cries, doubts herself, flees, and sometimes adopts destructive methods of survival. Still, she continues 
searching for dignity, love, motherhood, and meaningful work. Ilmorog offers her moments of renewal. She 
works the land, helps Nyakinyua, supports Joseph’s education, and becomes part of communal life. Even 
after economic forces take away the business she helped create, she finds ways to survive.  

Resourceful  Wanja’s resourcefulness makes her one of the main creators of Ilmorog’s economic 
transformation. She immediately recognizes possibilities that others overlook. She cleans and reorganizes 
Abdulla’s shop, invents signs that attract customers, introduces better service, and turns a failing business 
into a social center. Later, she revives the production of Theng’eta with Nyakinyua and sees how visitors 
drawn by the crashed aircraft can become customers. Her intelligence is practical, imaginative, and 



responsive to people’s desires. She can read a room, understand loneliness, and convert attention into 
economic activity.  

Vengeful  Vengeance shapes Wanja’s struggle to reclaim power from those who humiliated her. 
Kimeria represents the original wound: He seduced her as a schoolgirl, rejected her pregnancy, later abused 
her during the journey to Nairobi, and prospered through betrayal. Wanja’s later business at Sunshine 
Lodge reverses the usual relationship between wealthy men and exploited women. She uses desire as a 
weapon and makes powerful clients pay, but this victory also binds her more closely to the system she 
hates. Her final invitation to Kimeria, Chui, and Mzigo is meant to produce exposure, humiliation, and 
closure. When Kimeria arrives, accumulated pain becomes direct violence, and she kills him.  

KAREGA (idealistic, political, hopeful) 

Karega is idealistic, preserving his belief in education and human dignity through repeated disappointment. 
He becomes deeply political through worker solidarity and remains hopeful because he trusts future 
generations to continue the struggle. 

Idealistic  Karega begins as an idealist searching for a form of education and national life worthy of 
independence. His early faith in Siriana, Chui, schooling, and Uhuru is repeatedly disappointed. Expulsion 
teaches him that African leadership can preserve colonial authority, while unemployment teaches him that 
qualifications matter less than connections. In Ilmorog, teaching restores his sense of purpose. He wants 
children to understand African history, dignity, and resistance rather than memorize facts for examinations. 
His idealism also shapes his relationship with Wanja. He sees the possibility of renewal in her and refuses 
Munira’s attempt to reduce her to a moral label.  

Political  Karega becomes political when he understands that individual suffering is produced by 
larger systems. His mother’s poverty, Nding’uri’s execution, Mukami’s death, Wanja’s exploitation, and 
Abdulla’s disappointment are not separate accidents. They are connected to colonial land seizure, class 
power, corrupt leadership, and the control of labor. This insight changes him from a teacher into an 
organizer. Karega’s political identity is based on solidarity. He believes freedom must be collective, created 
by workers and peasants rather than delivered by leaders. 

Hopeful  Karega remains hopeful despite imprisonment, grief, and repeated defeat. His hope grows 
from the recognition that struggle continues beyond any single person. In prison, he learns of his mother’s 
death and feels the full weight of a life spent in poverty. Akinyi’s visit then shows him that workers, 
unemployed people, small farmers, and traders are organizing again. His dismissal, arrest, and isolation 
have not ended the movement. Others have learned, acted, and formed new connections. Karega therefore 
understands history as an unfinished process carried by successive generations.  

THEMES  

Society 

Education: Competing Visions on the Role of Education          Education in Petals of Blood is a contested 
force that can reproduce authority or support liberation. Munira initially views schooling as service, 
discipline, and personal escape. His work gives him status in Ilmorog, but he often teaches without 
examining what knowledge means for hungry children. He prefers order, examinations, and accepted facts 
because critical questions threaten his fragile sense of certainty. The outdoor lesson on flowers exposes 
this limitation. When pupils ask about law, nature, humanity, and God, he retreats to the classroom rather 
than encourage inquiry. Karega develops the opposing vision. For him, education must help learners 
understand history, oppression, resistance, and their power to change society. He rejects the claim that 
facts are neutral because choosing what to teach already expresses values. African history, land seizure, 
slavery, colonialism, and popular struggle must enter the classroom if education is to restore dignity rather 
than produce obedient subjects. Siriana demonstrates the political stakes of these visions. Under 
Fraudsham, the school teaches hierarchy, British loyalty, and cultural inferiority. Students resist and demand 
African literature and history. Chui arrives as an African headmaster but preserves the colonial curriculum 
and calls police against dissent, proving that African leadership alone does not decolonize an institution. 
The lawyer also remembers how schooling manipulated students into sympathizing with a white murderer 
through selective appeals to Shakespeare and mercy. Joseph represents another possibility. Abdulla’s 



sacrifice gives him access to education, but his later political awareness suggests that learning can connect 
achievement with social responsibility. The novel also questions educated elites who use knowledge for 
advancement while ignoring ordinary people. Mzigo, Chui, and the officials possess credentials but serve 
exploitation. Ngũgĩ therefore distinguishes schooling from education. Schooling may train workers, 
administrators, and loyal citizens for an unjust system. Liberating education connects knowledge to lived 
experience, African languages, communal memory, and action. Its purpose is solely individual success but 
the ability to recognize injustice and participate in collective transformation. 

Migration: Causes and Impact of Rural Exodus          Rural exodus results from historical dispossession, 
environmental crisis, unequal development, and the attraction of urban opportunity. Colonial seizure of 
fertile land weakens rural economies and forces Africans into squatter labor, plantations, road work, or 
cities. Ilmorog’s forests are consumed by extraction, its roads are neglected, and its young people see little 
future in exhausted soil. Drought intensifies these pressures by destroying crops and livestock. The elders 
understand why their sons leave: Hard work produces little, land is scarce, and the harvest mocks physical 
effort. Education also encourages departure because success is imagined as movement away from farming 
toward salaried employment. Cities promise wages, electricity, transport, entertainment, and social mobility. 
Wanja, Karega, and other migrants discover that these promises are selective. Without money, credentials, 
or connections, newcomers face unemployment, casual trade, overcrowding, sexual exploitation, and 
homelessness. The city, therefore, absorbs rural people as cheap labor while denying them security. 
Exodus also changes the village. Older people and children remain behind, communal knowledge weakens, 
fields receive less labor, and political neglect becomes easier because the population is dispersed. 
Grandmothers care for children whose parents seek work elsewhere. Ilmorog’s journey to Nairobi reverses 
migration briefly: The community goes to the city collectively rather than as isolated job seekers. This unity 
gives them visibility and protection, although they still encounter humiliation. Later, development brings the 
city to Ilmorog. Roads, factories, banks, bars, and shantytowns transform the village into New Ilmorog, but 
rural exodus is not solved. Instead, peasants can lose land and become workers or unemployed residents 
without traveling far. The social relationship that caused migration follows them. Ngũgĩ thus presents rural 
exodus as more than movement from countryside to city. It is the conversion of independent or semi-
independent producers into people dependent on wages and markets. Its solution requires land, public 
services, fair development, and local control rather than moral criticism of those who leave. 

Myth and Memory          Myth and memory give Ilmorog a history deeper than official records. Nyakinyua’s 
stories of Ndemi, ancient settlement, trade, resistance, famine, war, and the railway preserve experiences 
that schools and state narratives ignore. Her storytelling does not separate fact, legend, song, and symbol 
in the manner of academic history. Instead, it carries emotional and moral truth across generations. Ndemi 
represents human courage to settle, cultivate, and build community. The “metal horse,” the light-spitting 
train, and other mythical images translate unfamiliar colonial technology into language rooted in local 
imagination. These accounts allow listeners to understand conquest not as inevitable modernization but as 
a disruptive encounter involving extraction, manipulation, and violence. Memory also operates through 
bodies and personal relationships. Abdulla’s missing leg, Wanja’s fear of fire, Karega’s grief for Mukami 
and Nding’uri, and Munira’s shame connect the present to unresolved histories. Theng’eta intensifies this 
process by creating visions in which ancestors, lost lovers, and freedom fighters seem present. The drink 
symbolizes memory as living force rather than passive recollection. However, memory is contested. Political 
leaders create official stories that celebrate businessmen as national heroes and describe development as 
universal progress. Schools elevate British history while minimizing African resistance. Newspapers turn 
murder victims into founding fathers and workers into agitators. Against these narratives, oral memory 
exposes betrayal and preserves alternative heroes such as Kimathi, Nding’uri, and unnamed peasants. 
Ngũgĩ also warns that memory can imprison people when it becomes private obsession. Munira uses 
selected memories to justify resentment, and Abdulla nearly allows vengeance to define his future. Karega 
gradually learns that memory must guide present action rather than replace it. The past cannot provide a 
complete rope to someone who is drowning, as Wanja observes, but forgetting leaves people vulnerable to 
repeated exploitation. Myth and memory become politically useful when they restore dignity, reveal patterns 
of power, and connect present struggle to unfinished history. 

Poverty and Isolation          Poverty in the novel is produced by unequal control of land, labor, credit, and 
political attention. Ilmorog lacks water, roads, health care, teachers, and reliable markets, not because its 
people refuse work but because national development excludes them. Drought exposes this vulnerability. 



Children faint in class, animals die, harvests fail, and the village must use its final food to prepare for the 
journey to Nairobi. The contrast with urban wealth makes deprivation appear political rather than natural. 
Hotels, golf clubs, luxury cars, large homes, and prosperous businesses exist alongside hunger and 
unemployment. The rural poor and urban poor are separated geographically but connected by the same 
economy. Isolation intensifies poverty. Ilmorog’s distance allows officials to ignore it, traders to dictate terms, 
and teachers to abandon the school. When villagers travel collectively, publicity suddenly makes their 
suffering visible. Their experience suggests that neglected communities are not voiceless; they are kept 
beyond the hearing of power. Personal isolation mirrors social abandonment. Munira chooses emotional 
distance and becomes unable to understand others. Wanja experiences loneliness even in crowded bars 
because relationships are organized through payment and performance. Abdulla retreats into drinking after 
national betrayal, while Karega wanders through jobs and towns before finding purpose in collective work. 
Development changes the appearance of isolation without ending it. New Ilmorog gains roads, factories, 
and nightlife, but workers live in crowded settlements, peasants lose land, and wealthy residents occupy 
separate neighborhoods. People become physically closer while social divisions grow sharper. Poverty 
isolates by producing shame, competition, and dependence. It can make villagers blame Abdulla’s donkey, 
workers distrust other ethnic groups, and individuals accept humiliating conditions for survival. The novel’s 
answer is not charity alone. Donations relieve famine, but they do not change ownership or representation. 
Communal labor, unions, political organization, and shared memory challenge isolation by turning private 
hardship into collective knowledge. Poverty persists when sufferers remain divided; solidarity begins when 
they recognize their conditions as connected. 

Politics 

Colonialism: Colonial Encounter and Violence          The novel presents colonialism not as a distant political 
event but as a violent encounter that transforms land, memory, family, labor, and identity. Ilmorog’s history 
records successive invasions by traders, missionaries, settlers, soldiers, and administrators. The arrival of 
foreign power is associated with guns, forced labor, taxation, land seizure, and the destruction of local 
economic independence. Colonial rule takes fertile land from African communities and pushes peasants 
into reserves, squatter labor, or migration. The railway and roads appear as symbols of modern progress, 
but they first serve extraction by carrying timber, crops, and labor away from rural communities. The Mau 
Mau struggle emerges from this history of dispossession. Abdulla and Nding’uri represent those who resist 
directly, while Home Guards and collaborators such as Kimeria show how colonial power recruits Africans 
to police and betray one another. Violence, therefore, moves through both racial and internal divisions. 
Families are separated, villages are controlled, fighters are executed, and survivors carry physical and 
psychological wounds long after independence. Wanja’s family history also shows colonial violence 
entering the home. Political loyalties divide her parents, and the death of her aunt connects domestic abuse 
with collaboration and resistance. Ngũgĩ refuses the idea that independence ends the colonial encounter. 
Its institutions remain in schools, churches, police stations, banks, plantations, and patterns of ownership. 
African elites replace European rulers without changing the economic relationship between those who 
control wealth and those who produce it. New Ilmorog repeats the colonial pattern: land is taken through 
debt rather than direct conquest, culture is packaged for tourism, and Theng’eta is commercialized by 
powerful interests. The forms of force become legal and financial, but their effects remain violent. By joining 
past and present, the novel argues that colonialism survives whenever development removes people from 
land, labor, language, and historical memory. Resistance must therefore address not only foreign rules but 
the structures and habits they leaves behind. 

Psychology 

Self-Guilt          Self-guilt shapes the inner lives of the four central characters and links personal suffering 
to national history. Munira’s guilt begins with his sense of inadequacy. He feels inferior to his successful 
siblings, ashamed of his sexual past, troubled by Mukami’s death, and conscious that he avoided the Mau 
Mau struggle while others accepted danger. Instead of confronting these failures honestly, he seeks 
purification through withdrawal, drink, and finally religious certainty. His guilt becomes destructive because 
he transfers it onto Wanja and Karega. By imagining Wanja as temptation and Karega as spiritual pride, he 
avoids recognizing his jealousy and responsibility. Abdulla’s guilt is historical and political. He survived the 
liberation struggle but abandoned his vow to avenge Nding’uri and watched collaborators inherit the 
rewards of independence. His drinking and bitterness express the belief that he betrayed both the dead 



and his former self. Wanja carries guilt about her abandoned child, her compromises with wealthy men, 
and her participation in a system she despises. Her final meeting with Karega forces her to accept that 
social exploitation shaped her choices without completely removing her responsibility. Karega’s guilt centers 
on Mukami, his mother’s sacrifices, and his inability to fulfill the hopes attached to his education. He often 
turns personal guilt into political inquiry, asking why individuals are made to feel responsible for suffering 
produced by larger structures. The novel does not treat guilt as purely private. Colonial violence, failed 
independence, poverty, patriarchy, and class exploitation create conditions in which people injure others 
and themselves. Guilt can lead to reflection and solidarity, as it sometimes does for Wanja, Karega, and 
Abdulla. It can also lead to projection and fanaticism, as it does for Munira. Ngũgĩ therefore presents self-
guilt as morally double-edged: It may deepen responsibility, but when separated from truth and community, 
it can become another source of violence. 

Hope and Disappointment          Hope repeatedly motivates, while disappointment tests whether action 
can continue. People hope for rain, teachers, water, roads, political representation, and a fair share of 
independence. Their expectations are practical, but officials answer them with speeches, ceremonies, and 
promises. The journey to Nairobi begins in desperation but also expresses faith that elected leaders will 
listen. Nderi’s response exposes the emptiness of official nationalism. He offers cultural performance and 
fundraising instead of relief, turning the language of unity into a shield against responsibility. Publicity 
eventually brings food and attention, but much of the promised assistance becomes temporary spectacle. 
Development later arrives in the form of roads, banks, titles, and investment. Villagers initially celebrate, 
only to discover that loans lead to debt, titles enable foreclosure, and businesses created by local labor are 
captured by corporations. Personal relationships follow the same rhythm. Munira hopes Ilmorog will free 
him from failure, Wanja hopes love and motherhood will give her a new life, Abdulla hopes independence 
will honor freedom fighters, and Karega hopes education will create opportunity. Each encounters 
disappointment. Hope becomes dangerous only when it is placed entirely in leaders, institutions, lovers, or 
sudden rescue. Karega gradually develops a more durable form grounded in collective struggle. Abdulla 
finds meaning in Joseph’s future and his own rescue of Wanja. The villagers’ communal labor shows that 
shared effort can produce results without waiting for authority. The ending preserves this distinction. Karega 
remains imprisoned and grieving, but Akinyi reports that workers, farmers, traders, and unemployed people 
are organizing. His hope survives because the movement no longer depends on him. Ngũgĩ therefore 
presents disappointment as political education. Broken promises expose false sources of salvation, while 
genuine hope moves from dependence toward solidarity, memory, organization, and the unfinished work of 
ordinary people. 

Rebirth          Rebirth appears through rain, harvest, love, political awareness, fire, and generational 
renewal. Ilmorog moves through cycles of barrenness and fertility. Drought reduces the village to hunger 
and despair, while rain restores crops, communal labor, ceremony, and confidence. This natural renewal is 
never purely pastoral because economic and political forces can turn abundance into new exploitation. 
Theng’eta also symbolizes rebirth. Revived from Nyakinyua’s knowledge, it reconnects the community with 
ritual, ancestry, and collective celebration. Its later commercialization shows how cultural renewal can be 
appropriated when people lose control of production. Wanja undergoes several attempted rebirths. She 
returns to Ilmorog hoping to defeat her past, finds dignity in work, love, and community, then loses control 
of the enterprise she helped build. After the final fire, she imagines herself born again and hopes that 
pregnancy may create a future not governed by exploitation. Her rebirth remains morally complex because 
she has killed Kimeria and must acknowledge her own choices. Abdulla’s rescue of Wanja is also a second 
birth. The disappointed trader reclaims the courage of the freedom fighter, not by taking revenge but by 
saving life. Karega is repeatedly remade through expulsion, teaching, love, labor, and imprisonment. His 
final renewal comes when grief for his mother expands into commitment to the wider movement. Munira 
offers a distorted version. His religious conversion promises spiritual rebirth, but because it rejects self-
criticism, it hardens into fanaticism. The contrast shows that rebirth requires more than a new identity or 
declaration. It must transform one’s relationship to other people. The novel’s final emphasis on Joseph, 
Akinyi, workers, and future generations makes rebirth historical. Individuals suffer and die, but their 
struggles can reappear in new forms. Renewal is therefore neither innocence nor return. It is the difficult 
creation of possibility from memory, loss, responsibility, and collective action. 

Loss          Loss is both the emotional atmosphere of the novel and a record of Kenya’s historical 
transformation. Characters lose people, land, bodily wholeness, innocence, work, love, and faith in national 



promises. Abdulla loses his leg, comrades, family, property, donkey, business, and confidence in 
independence. These losses reduce him to bitterness, but his care for Joseph and rescue of Wanja show 
that loss does not eliminate the capacity to act ethically. Karega loses Nding’uri before truly knowing him, 
loses Mukami to suicide, loses school through expulsion, loses employment, love, freedom, and finally his 
mother. Each loss expands his understanding of collective suffering. Instead of treating grief as private fate, 
he connects it to landlessness, class power, and political repression. Wanja loses childhood security, 
education, her child, family acceptance, control of her labor, Karega’s companionship, Nyakinyua, and the 
economic ventures she creates. She tries to master loss through money and revenge, but neither restores 
what was taken. Munira experiences loss differently. He fears lost status, lost authority, and lost access to 
Wanja more than material deprivation. His inability to mourn honestly turns loss into resentment. Ilmorog 
also loses forests, fertile land, young people, communal independence, sacred places, and eventually 
control of Theng’eta. Development creates buildings and businesses while destroying older relationships 
and memories. Ngũgĩ avoids presenting the past as perfect, but he insists that progress must be judged by 
what and whom it sacrifices. Loss can produce nostalgia, despair, violence, or political awareness. 
Nyakinyua converts loss into story; Abdulla converts it into protection; Karega converts it into organization; 
Wanja struggles between reflection and vengeance; Munira converts it into blame. The ending does not 
replace loss with easy consolation. Mariamu remains dead, Karega remains imprisoned, and injustice 
continues. However, grief becomes part of a larger historical memory carried by Akinyi, Joseph, and the 
workers. What is lost cannot be recovered fully, but it can instruct those who continue. 

Belonging and Otherness          Belonging in Petals of Blood is never guaranteed by birthplace, education, 
ethnicity, or citizenship. It must be created through participation, memory, and responsibility. Munira arrives 
in Ilmorog as an outsider and gradually receives respect as a teacher. He enjoys this acceptance but keeps 
emotional distance, describing himself as a watchman at the gate. His failure to belong fully comes from 
his refusal to share vulnerability and political responsibility. Even within his own family he feels inferior and 
displaced. Karega also arrives from elsewhere, but teaching, communal struggle, love, and labor draw him 
into Ilmorog’s life. His growing belonging is based less on origin than on choosing a side. Wanja is both 
Nyakinyua’s granddaughter and a city woman viewed with curiosity. She proves her connection by working 
the land, fetching water, reviving Theng’eta, and investing her energy in the village. However, her mobility, 
sexuality, and ambition make her vulnerable to being labeled an outsider whenever the community or men 
wish to judge her. Abdulla’s mixed background, disability, donkey, and shop initially separate him from the 
villagers. During the journey, his courage and storytelling transform him into a respected elder. These 
characters show that otherness can be imposed through class, gender, disability, language, education, or 
migration. Colonialism creates the largest form of otherness by making Africans strangers on their own 
land. After independence, wealthy neighborhoods, shantytowns, tourist villages, and workplaces reproduce 
internal borders. Ethnic politics encourages workers to see one another as outsiders, while elites share 
membership in the “Mercedes family” across ethnic lines. Karega counters this division with chosen 
solidarity among workers and peasants. The novel values belonging that remains open rather than 
exclusionary. Joseph becomes Abdulla’s family without blood relation, and the delegation acts as a 
community across age and background. Ngũgĩ suggests that genuine belonging is political and ethical: 
People belong where they share labor, accept responsibility, preserve memory, and defend one another. 
Otherness loses power when relationships are chosen through solidarity rather than inherited hierarchy. 

Relationships 

Treason and Betrayal          Treason and betrayal operate at personal, political, and historical levels 
throughout the novel. The liberation struggle creates expectations of loyalty to land, community, and the 
dead, but independence reveals how easily those commitments can be exchanged for wealth and power. 
Kimeria is the clearest traitor. He collaborates with colonial authority, contributes to Nding’uri’s death, 
exploits Wanja, and later becomes a celebrated businessman. His success shows that the postcolonial 
state rewards people who served oppression while marginalizing those who fought against it. Chui 
represents intellectual betrayal. Once admired as a student rebel, he returns to Siriana as a Black version 
of Fraudsham, protects colonial traditions, suppresses African-centered education, and eventually becomes 
part of the business elite. Nderi betrays democratic representation by treating Ilmorog’s suffering as a threat 
to his career and answering famine with slogans, fundraising schemes, and police power. Munira’s betrayal 
is more intimate. He welcomes Karega, helps him become a teacher, then uses institutional authority to 
remove him because of jealousy. He also betrays the ethical heart of Christianity by turning faith into 



justification for arson. Betrayal enters love and family as well. Kimeria abandons the pregnant Wanja; 
fathers reject daughters; political loyalties divide households; and fear causes people to abandon one 
another in moments of danger. Abdulla feels that he has betrayed Nding’uri by forgetting his vow, while 
Karega believes he has failed Mukami and his mother. These feelings show that treason is not limited to 
formal politics. It includes the abandonment of memory, responsibility, and human bonds. Ngũgĩ also 
presents betrayal as structural. Independence itself appears betrayed when colonial ownership and 
exploitation continue under African management. The flag changes, but workers and peasants remain 
excluded from the wealth they create. Against this pattern, loyalty becomes a form of resistance: Abdulla’s 
care for Joseph, the villagers’ collective journey, and the workers’ union preserve commitments that political 
leaders have abandoned. 

Abuse          Abuse in Petals of Blood appears in sexual, domestic, political, economic, religious, and 
institutional forms. Wanja’s life reveals how these forms reinforce one another. Her parents beat her after 
her early relationship, a teacher uses the threat of exposure to demand sexual access, and Kimeria seduces 
her while she is young, rejects her pregnancy, and later coerces her during the journey to Nairobi. 
Employers expect barmaids to provide sexual favors in addition to labor, while wealthy clients assume 
money gives them rights over women’s bodies. Wanja’s later use of Sunshine Lodge reverses some power 
relations, but it also shows how an abused person may survive by entering the same economy of 
exploitation. Domestic abuse appears in the history of her aunt and in conflicts within families damaged by 
political fear. State abuse is equally central. Colonial authorities detain, torture, execute, and relocate 
Kenyans. After independence, police beat protesters, interrogate suspects violently, suppress strikes, and 
protect powerful interests. Schools reproduce abuse through humiliation, corporal force, expulsions, and 
riot squads. Fraudsham and Chui use authority to demand obedience rather than nurture learning. 
Economic abuse operates through low wages, debt, foreclosure, land loss, and the appropriation of 
Theng’eta. Because contracts and banks make this violence legal, it may appear less dramatic than 
physical assault, but it destroys homes and independence. Religious abuse occurs when leaders offer 
sermons instead of food or teach the suffering to accept injustice as divine order. Munira’s fanaticism 
represents the most extreme misuse of faith: he turns spiritual language into permission to burn Wanja’s 
house. Ngũgĩ does not reduce abuse to cruel individuals. Kimeria is personally responsible, but his power 
depends on wealth, patriarchy, political connections, and institutions willing to protect him. The novel 
therefore asks how victims can seek justice when the law often serves abusers. Private revenge may feel 
necessary, as Wanja’s killing of Kimeria demonstrates, but it cannot transform the structures that continually 
produce new victims. Collective accountability and social change offer the broader response. 

Love and Desire          Love and desire offer connection in the novel, but they are repeatedly shaped by 
power, memory, money, and fear. Munira’s desire for Wanja begins with fascination and the hope of 
escaping emotional emptiness. He confuses attraction with possession and interprets her independence 
as rejection. Because he cannot accept that Wanja may choose Karega, desire becomes jealousy and 
eventually spiritualized hatred. His experience shows how love fails when another person is treated as an 
answer to private inadequacy. Karega and Wanja develop intimacy through shared stories of pain. Their 
relationship briefly joins physical desire with recognition and tenderness. Karega listens without reducing 
Wanja to her sexual history, while Wanja sees in him the possibility of being wanted for herself. Their love 
is not secure, however. Political commitment, separation, judgment, and Wanja’s later choices weaken it. 
Abdulla’s love for Wanja grows more slowly and is expressed through partnership, respect, and care. He 
values her intelligence, offers shared ownership, and hopes to help her leave exploitation. His rescue of 
Wanja from the fire gives love an ethical form based on protecting life rather than controlling it. Desire is 
also commercialized. Bars and Sunshine Lodge turn loneliness and sexuality into profit. Men use money to 
purchase attention, while women learn to manipulate desire for survival. Wanja gains power within this 
exchange but discovers that control does not produce peace. The novel links sexual exploitation to the 
wider economy: Bodies, land, labor, and culture can all be treated as commodities. At the same time, love 
remains a source of renewal. Wanja’s longing for motherhood, Abdulla’s care for Joseph, Nyakinyua’s 
memory of her husband, and communal responsibility expand love beyond romance. Ngũgĩ distinguishes 
desire that consumes from love that recognizes freedom and mutual responsibility. The first reproduces 
exploitation; the second creates moments of solidarity, healing, and the possibility of a different social order. 

 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

1. Why do Munira, Abdulla, Wanja, and Karega come to Ilmorog? 
2. How does the journey to Nairobi change the villagers? 
3. Who benefits from Ilmorog’s development, and who suffers? 
4. How does Wanja show resilience and resourcefulness? 
5. How do jealousy and religion influence Munira’s choices? 
6. What does Abdulla’s rescue of Wanja reveal about him? 
7. Why does Karega remain hopeful at the end of the novel? 

 


