Chapter Three

HOLY FAMILY PARISH, NAIROBI
(1899-1918)

down! the
Knock
do you mean?" the French
it

official said. "I don't

understand.

What

Alphonse Kuhn
CSSp, missionary and master-builder, had just completed
his assignment: a church and a residence for the new parish of
Nairobi. No one had complained of the beautiful cathedral on
Zanzibar Island or the fine stone church which towered up behind him now. What could be wrong with the new Fathers' house?

1.

priest replied.

View of Nairobi about 19 10 from Upper Hill shows Holy Family Church
trees, school, convent and residence.
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2.
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Inset:

a later photograph of Holy Family Church.

He looked
and

the English official barking at him
command of the language was not great:

blankly again

repeated, for his

am

at

I do not understand."
down." The official gestured
with his file of papers. "You have broken all the regulations."
The year was 1907, the date July 31st. And it had taken only two
months to build!
It was eight years since the first three Holy Ghost Fathers had
set up their tent not very far from the building site in the campsite, to which all new arrivals used to be directed. The "Waswahili" Christians who had got off the train with them helped them
light a fire, set up their tents, and prepare a meal. Night with its
mystery surrounded them, and the scattered lights and campfires around them hid the dismal huts and sheds about them, yet
emphasised the great dark mass of the nearby Kikuyu forest to
the North. They believed that they had been called by the Lord
Jesus Christ to make His name known to the Kikuyu people. But
the Lord would surprise these "missionaries of Kikuyu" by raising up another people, which they would call together and serve:
the people of Nairobi. Already, the rumour had spread among
the Catholics in the nearby staff-quarters: Sunday Mass at the
railway station tomorrow morning.
As the morning brightened, they gathered expectantly. Someone had swept out one of the sheds near the railway line. A table
was put against the wall. The Bishop's box is opened. A cloth
laid. Candles lit. "Introibo ad altare Dei, " the Bishop intoned, "I
will go to the altar of God, the God who gives joy to my youth."
It was the Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost. Father Hemery read

"Monsieur,

I

not strong in English,

"Demolir.... Demolish....

Knock

it

the gospel: "Beati oculi qui vident quae vos videtis- Blessed are
the eyes, which see what you see." Jesus Christ had come to lay

claim to the Kikuyu, but those who were now receiving Him and
His blessing were all strangers and foreigners. Bishop Allgeyer
dedicated the holy project to the Blessed Virgin Mary and invited
all back for Mass on the Feast of her Assumption in two days'
time. Another stranger, Ali Mishram provided a big tent the following Tuesday. When the Bishop visits the Chief Engineer of
the Railway, still another stranger who controlled all lands and
leases for a mile on each side of the track, he already has the site
for a Catholic

church marked on

his

map.

Fr.

Hemery

will visit
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site with a rail official early the following year. By the end of
1900, a plan will be ready, but they have only 3000 of the 10,000
rupees required. For seven years, Mass will be celebrated regu-

the

larly in

or about the railway-station in a shed or office or

at

the

Institute.

So, for lack of funds the site

Then

the Railway

reduced.
ter

many

Still,

was not developed immediately.
its powers over land severely

Company had

Mr. Ainsworth, the British Vice-Commissioner, afapproved the allocation of the site in 1903. But,

delays,

within a few months, the approval is revoked. Reason: it is too
near the site which by now has been allocated for a Protestant
church! Not for the first time does our diarist evoke the French
saying: "Oh, the perfidy of Albion, " as he complains of the English to his pages and to us. "Oh what chicanery, subterfuges and
pretexts the Government causes us in giving us land which did
not belong to them in the first place! They claim the Protestants
and Catholics will fight/" Our writer is astonished, for in fact,
relations between Catholic and Protestant have been excellent.

There had been many friendly exchanges between St. Austin's
and Kabete (Anglicans) or Kikuyu (Scottish Mission), and any
misunderstandings resolved amicably.
Fortunately, the newly-arrived Governor, Sir Donald Stewart,
is so impressed by St. Austin's that he gives the go-ahead, and
even attends Mass at the makeshift chapel at the Railway. Funds
are now sufficient to start. Fr. Kuhn, Br. Simon and four masons
arrive and immediately start shifting stones from St. Austin's. They
can use the railway along Waiyaki Way to move stones and red

and lime right down to the site of thick black-cotton soil. A
semi-swamp stretches on one side towards the railway-station,
where later the seat of Government would rise. The Post Office
is a small building 100m. away on the other side. By January
1905, the two Spiritans are living in mabati huts on site, and
work commences. At the end of February, our diarist is talking
clay

of a chapel or church but the "New Cathedral!" Could he
that in the not too distant future, a million people
would gather round the Pope for Mass just where he gallops off
on his horse across the country-side. Rather, was he wondering
how to replace the 240 Rupees missing from the workshop.
not

just

have dreamt
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By

week

of March, the long rains have begun, turning the whole of the township into a morass. However, Sunday
the 19th dawns clear. Bishop Allgeyer has come again from Zanzibar and is ready for Pontifical High Mass and the blessing of
the foundation stone. Fr. Kuhn and Br. Simon have the site beautifully decorated. After the service, the heavens open (Baraka!),
and they return drenched to St. Austin's. "Dinner, or rather breakfast at 2 p.m."
A year later, the East African Standard (18.8.1906) reports:
"Last Sunday, August 12, the new Roman Catholic Church was
inaugurated and High Mass celebrated there for the first time.
The sacred ceremony was celebrated by the Reverend Father
Thomas Burke, assisted by Reverend Father Bugeau. The church
was richly adorned with flowers and garlands, thanks to the
untiring devotion of Mrs. Sandford, Mrs. Gayzal, and the Misses
Gallagher, McLean, Gayzac and Rangel. The congregation heard
a most touching sermon, preached by Rev. Fr. Burke, who did
not fail to express his thanks to all those who so powerfully
assisted him in the construction of the new church. The congregation was considerable. Not one Roman Catholic from Nairobi

was
It

the third

missing.

should be remarked that

this fine edifice in

its

entirety

is

the

work of the Fathers and Brothers of the Catholic Mission."
They were the same touching tones of the Irish Spiritan which
had charmed the Rupees out of the purses and pockets of his
parishioners (at one time, one whole month's salary) and from
other well-wishers too.
A few days later the keys of the Institute were returned to the
Rail Authorities. It was in that hall that the small community of
120 had grown to maturity with its strong lay leadership and
Spiritan pastors: Fr. Hemery, Fr. Miiller, Fr. Cayzac, Fr. Burke. It
was, of course, a community which had all the usual needs:
Its infants had to be baptised as that of Gracias on the evening
of 26 May 1901. It was Pentecost Sunday, but Fr. Hemery, even
though he had started out, had not been able to make it for Mass
in the morning because of torrential rains. Another time the priest
is stranded at the Station and cannot get back to the Mission.
Two weeks before, he had complained: "Very few at Mass. Im-
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possible to cross this plain full of mud. When shall we ever have
proper streets?" On April 21 the same chant: Tew present. The
continual rains of last week have made roads impassable. The
'

town

is

like

a marsh. Round the Institute where the service

is

held,

an invasion offrogs and toads who fill the air with a not
totally unharmonious music. We are told the railway bridge over
the Athi has been knocked down and the line washed away over
several miles. " Once an entire locomotive disappeared into the
there

is

mud!

On

(he

is

by

train,

Mary's, Dublin). At the

same

the 21st of July, after Mass,

coming from

word

his post at

St.

Fr.

Cayzac

arrives

from Mr. Scothem, station-master at Kedong
up the line, that he needs his infant baptised. The parish priest
and the new arrival both jump on the same train and go off to
baptise the child. The infant of Mr. Coulson appropriately was
baptised on the 25th of December.
There were also infants who died. There were adults who
died. There were sick to be visited at home or in hospital. There
was the prison also, and sometimes executions. There were individual converts to be instructed. Then there were the big feast
days. From the beginning in 1899, Midnight Mass was celebrated
at Christmas. Lent and Holy Week gradually built up. There was
also from the beginning the great patronal and national feast of
Goa, St. Francis Xavier, with the hall marvelously decorated. There
was the Immaculate Conception for the Sodality, special Masses
requested by a family or a group (with breakfast afterwards at
the Station Buffet). Another day, Madras Catholics have a High
Mass. There were confessions on Saturdays. In fact, Fr. Cayzac,
soon after his arrival, would go and stay in town from Saturday
afternoon till Monday morning. There was also the Rosary and
Benediction on Sunday afternoon with 100 people present. Singing improves when Miss Moore takes over. There are
confraternities, especially the Children of Mary for young men,
and annual retreats, sometimes to be given in Concani. There is
the indefatigable church-building committee collecting money,
organising concerts. There is, finally, Father Burke who had arrived in December 1903 and before the month was out had visited all bungalows to collect for the new church. In his letter to
the Superior General he writes:
time,
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arrives

"We have here a splendid parish. Each Sunday more than 200
at Mass: communions are numerous."
Many attributed the fervour of the Goan Community to the
strong family life which had sustained them even before the Holy
people

Ghost Fathers

arrived.

new church was solemnised on Ocafter the opening. In November, the
months
tober 24, 1906, two
title "Holy Family" is mentioned for the first time. Midnight Pontifical High Mass for Christmas crowded the new church. "A splendid success. Musicfirst class. Everything in fine order. Bishop, priests
and people, all highly pleased. Weather very fine." Fr. Burke reThe

first

marriage in the

ports happily. Before celebrating the patronal feast in January,

down the line to meet up to 100 of his scattered flock
with "lions and leopards by the dozen." He visits several sick
people, celebrates Mass, and baptises two infants. It was to be a
busy and successful beginning for the New Year: he settles landmatters in St. Austin's, where harvests of coffee and beans are a
record. Coffee is roasted and ground for the first time in quantity, their horse 'Kikuyu' wins a "glorious race", prize 250 Rupees. The diary abounds with words like "successful," "pleasant," "enjoying immensely," "good news," "everybody pleased,"
"receives a present of two beautiful canaries." However, the most
successful celebration in Holy Family in 1907 will be his own
he goes

funeral.

His successor, Fr. Goetz, wrote to the Superior General: "A
trial for us has been the death of the beloved Fr. Burke, on
18 September. That death, for which we should have been prepared came to strike suddenly, so much did the energy of the
Father leave us with the illusion of strength. An old enemy TB,
had been undermining him; but his zeal increased as his strenth
diminished. Fr. Burke made use of such suppleness of spirit,

cruel

such delicacy in his dealings with people, he was in a word, so
good and kind that he made our holy faith loved, in a city of
temples, mosques and pagodas, where Protestantism is at home
and Catholicism a stranger. His death brought universal mourning. The town closed down, and an immense crowd of Europeans and Goans accompanied him to his last resting place. That
death has been a public tragedy,' the Governor declared."
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The previous year, as Superior of St. Austin's, Fr. Burke had
supervised the laying out, fencing and embellishment of a cemetery. The occasion had been the death of Jude, a Christian stonemason from Zanzibar. Now all these mourning Nairobians who
are so engrained with apartheid that they refuse not only a common school but a common graveyard for Nairobi, will see their
pastor laid to rest beside the humble Jude, who had escaped the
slave-ships to

During

his

Oman.

life,

however,

Tom Burke had not sought such a close

relationship with 'Father's Homestead'. In spite of his disability

had volunteered

for the 'African mission.'

On

arrival,

he
he had called

the influx of settlers a veritable invasion. But he himself cultivates
the company of these very invaders unceasingly and seems in a few

months

their bias and prejudices. It might be
no point is it reported that any African mourned
his passing. He had come to a point where, while resting at a remote settler's home, he cannot understand the ardour of his confrere,

to

have absorbed

forgetfulness, but at

Paul Leconte, scouring the bare Ukamba Hills looking for those
"precious ones." In contrast, when some years later, Fr. Anton Vogel
dies suddenly far

from

Christians of Nairobi
his

remains to

St.

his flock

fill

Island, the African

large

crowd follows

Austin's.

The month before he
for the

on Mombasa

Holy Family, and the
died,

Holy Family residence.

was

Fr.
It

Burke was able

would

serve

to get a reprieve

them for twenty years,

Kuhn, because of his
lack of English, goes to live at St. Austin's, but in early 1909, he
takes on another building assignment, this time in Madagascar.
Fr. Pierre Goetz, because of his knowledge of English, is recalled
from the USA and appointed to Nairobi. Br. Solanus stays on
with him. There is still a school and a convent to be built.
The new pastor must now learn Swahili. Among his 800 Catholics, there are 100 from Uganda or Tanganyika, but also there is a
growing number of local people, especially Luos, who want to
prepare for Baptism. He starts with a dozen, but soon it has grown
to 70, and he then gets another priest, the ill-fated Joseph Loos.
Later, on being transferred to Giriama, Fr. Loos is killed by snakebite. At Nairobi soon twenty catechumens will be reborn in the
waters of Baptism. Fr. Goetz is happy. He reports: "Our faithful are
till

44

the present residence

built in 1926. Fr.

us. Even the Protestants lose their
Holy Ghost Father from Zanzibar, comes to
stay for a month. There is the ordination to the priesthood of an
Italian Trinitarian from Kismaiyu by Bishop Allgeyer; Bishop Geyer
of Khartoum attends. Bishop Hanlon and several Mill Hill Fathers
visit, and several White Fathers.

very attached to us and love
prejudices."

Fr.

de

Sa, a

was declared capital of the British
The Administration with its many officials moved
from Mombasa. Settlers are arriving continually. This "busy, thriving and animated township" continues to grow upwards with
In the year 1907, Nairobi

Protectorate.

new buildings and outwards with new suburbs towards

Parklands
fire-brigade, and also electric
streetlighting. However, some areas are quite wretched, especially round the Bazaar. There are epidemics of typhoid, meningitis, smallpox. Plague broke out in 1911, 1912, 1913. In that last
year, Fr. Cayzac, now in charge and also Principal Superior of the

and Muthaiga. There

is

a

Spiritans, reports:

"Many changes have taken place here. The town of Nairobi
has been enormously enlarged, the number of our faithful
has risen in proportion. Happily, the religious spirit itself seems
to grow stronger. Besides Goans, there are many born in Asia
of mixed races. These seem less fervent though strongly attached to the Catholic faith. We have also a great many from
Europe, Irish and others, of whom some are really good Christians. Since two years the African element has grown considerably, though it is composed of people foreign to these parts,
coming from other lands, from Uganda and Kavirondo, especially. These latter seem most particularly eager for instruction.

There are some

who come

among them not the least

from morning

till

night,

interesting certainly are the

and

workers

who, at the end of the day, before taking rest or food, come
demanding an hour's instruction".
"One thing one must deplore. When the church was built,
it was thought sufficient for the needs of the people. No
one suspected such a rapid increase in the population. Today
the church is jammed full, even though three masses are
said every Sunday, and that at the last, many must be content to have some space outside in front of the door. (On
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Good
and

many outside as inside.) Even many Protcome to our services, especially at Christmas

Friday as

estants like to
Easter".

"The Sisters of St. Joseph of Cluny, who run the school for
our Goan children and others, have had a large, healthy
house built for them. They may now be able to take in
boarders. We have, besides, another school for nearly one
hundred pupils, mostly from Kavirondo".
"A glance at our statistics: 1911: 55 Baptisms; 1912: 71; 1913

up to July: 57."
The new Bishop, John Gerard

pomp and enthusiasm in March

Neville,

1914. Ali

is

received with great

Mishram shows him round

Emile Allgeyer, his predecessor, the seemingly
at nearly 60 years of age has resigned.
Without sacrificing one whit of principle, "being all things to all,"
he could be called by an Englishman, "one of the most popular
men throughout the Protectorate." After the war he will volunteer to work as a simple priest in the Usambaras in Tanganyika,
till illness forces him to retire a little before his death in 1924.
As the World War begins in August 1914, Joseph Fleck CSSp is
parish priest and diarist. It is he who receives the gift of the
statue of the Holy Family. War fever speeds up the pace of life in
Nairobi. The pace of pastoral life speeds up accordingly. There
are new military hospitals to be visited. The Carrier Corps hospital. New military garrisons and camps. There are hundreds of
soldiers at Mass, and South African nurses from Muthaiga Hospital. Catholic soldiers from India ask for confession. There are new
prisons; scores of Bura Catholics are there, suspected of spying. In
1916, from the Concentration Camp for Germans, Lutheran ladymissionaries beg for Mass at Christmas. Fr. Fleck gets spun out.
The young Fr. Gogarty arrives.
There is a stream of visitors: chaplains to the Forces, White
Fathers, Mill Hillers, Consolata. All are at once coopted for the
ministry. Bishop Biermans telegraphs; arriving train with live lion
and leopard! Fr. Goetz returns after some years of absence. Fr. de
Sa gives retreats. The Luo catechumens are growing in numbers,
and their catechism classes and their chant fill the verandas of
the Fathers' house all day. In the diary all this is interspersed with
in his automobile.

tireless
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apostle of Christ,

up-to-date and detailed reports of the war-fronts, of the confreres'
and visitors' varied illnesses, and of more and more frequent

ministerial dashes up the new railwayline to Thika and Donyo
Sabuk and Kabaa, or down to Maboko, Kiu, Kima, Magadi, Sultan Hamud, Makindu, Voi and Bura, now perforce abandoned.
All three Precious Blood Sisters, having been expelled by the
colonial authorities from Bura, had died tragically from typhoid.
The Declaration of an emergency gives the colonial regime much
more clout. No longer do we read any criticisms of the Government as formerly. The Carrier Corps conscription law raises no
highbrows. The 1915 Ordinance declares all land occupied by
Africans "Crown Land"; and another measure would force all
African men to register and carry passes. The apartheid zoning of
the town is reinforced - in fact, African people are forced to live
outside the town proper. Our diarists are silent. The 'protectorship'

or 'protectorate' of the indigenous peoples of East Africa is forgotten and they are set against each other with modern weapons. 150,000 Africans die in the Tanganyika campaign, according

_N

"
.

Holy Family, just before

it

was demolished

in

1963
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Bernhard, among them two of his 'children' from St. Auspress-ganged into the Carrier Corps. At the same time, the
master-races are still slaughtering each other savagely by millions in Europe.
The post-war years bring a British Parliamentary Commission
to examine abuse of the colonial system. But in general, the
Fathers have now acquiesced in the system; they keep quiet, just
happy not to be accused themselves. A Protestant group asks
them to sign a petition. They refuse. Fr. Bernhard even gives us
a long two-page apologia for the system. The only dissenter, it
seems, is his predecessor as Religious Superior, Fr. Cayzac. In his
satiric diatribe, innocently entitled "The Mission Boy- a Romance
to

Fr.

tin's

Modern

Africa," he castigates all the players on the stage:
and settler, missionary and convert, Kikuyu collaborator
and Kikuyu traditionalist. These are " the problems of civilisation
which the European occupation must bring to the African state."

of

official

Br. Josephat
Novicki

Master-builder
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