Chapter Five

THE KIAMBU MISSION:
MISSIONARIES TO THE KIKUYU

Kamiri

and three or four of his mates slid up through the
long grass to get a better look at the strangers. They were
two of the red-faced strangers one now saw from time to
time. One like them was living at Kambui not far away. Another,
it was said, owned the very land where the two were getting
their evening meal. They were wearing long black kanzus and
had ropes round their waists, and as they waited for the food to
cook, they had books open and were talking aloud. He had
heard you could get secret messages from the black signs in the
book. People said these strangers were dangerous. These ones had
sharp noses like Somalis. Still, they did not look so dangerous.
It was the month of March, 1913. The two Spiritans were
Eugene Pottier and his companion, Brother Theodomir. The place,
Lioki, still bore its Dorobo name, as did other places in the area.
His grandfather Kamiri, "the most important of all the Kikuyus,"
had always told them to be polite to those red strangers, though
he himself had once been captured by them. One of his mothers
had brought them some milk and bananas. Another boy had
shown them the stream nearby. He had imitated their strange
accent in Kikuyu.
Within a few months, Kamiri and his friends were testing their
own accents on a new language and discovering the mystery of
the sounds scratched in a book. But after one year, 1914, the
(that was his name) told them he would have to go to the
They could not understand such a gentle person going to
fight. He always told them not to fight. One of his friends,

Mofe
war.
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came, but he also went off to the fight very soon afternew house was left to be minded by a Kikuyu
named Kimengi from Kiambu. "That's the one who had a fight
with my brother afterwards and was brought to court about it."
But then Mitreci came (1919 - Fr. Pierre Mitrecey CSSp). He
was the one we all loved. It was he who baptized us. No one
could even think of his being dangerous. Even when he rode
high on his horse, looking like a giraffe, no one could be afraid
of him. Who could be afraid of a giraffe? We even rode up there
with him. Some said all those strangers were the same. We knew
he was different.
On the 14th of July 1902, Bishop Allgeyer and Fr. Hemery had
trekked the six-hour journey from St. Austin's to the home of
Chief Kamiri. The previous month they had done the much longer
3-day trek from Naivasha Station to found the new mission at
Tuthu with "our confreres of Consolata." In 1901, the wild English adventurer John Boyes, on his way to answer a summons to
court, met two Spiritans walking near the Escarpment and
Fr.

Soul,

wards. Their
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offered them the house he was then abandoning in Tuthu as a
Catholic mission. It seemed an ideal place to instal the new Italian volunteer missionaries. Karuri, the "Chief" and seer who had
previously supported Boyes, was delighted. The Bishop now
wanted to establish intermediate stations between St. Austin's

and Tuthu. And so they were directed to Kamiri, another well"Chief" and seer.
However, as the All Saints Kiambu diary tells us, having found
too few villages and too few people near Kamiri's, and as the
Bishop had to return to Zanzibar, he confided the task of finding
a site to Frs. Bernhard and Cayzac. They were to look for a
suitable location within a day's march from St. Austin's. The foundation of All Saints mission beside the Riara River, on the hill
called Rongere near Kiambu, was the result. There were about

known

man in nearby Turitu was
reasonably friendly. His counterpart at Kangoya above the other
bank, was called Karanja.
Louis Bernhard pitched his tent. He had three "children of the
Mission" with him for company. They start clearing the hill, a
mass of vegetation. Consternation! Karanja and all Kangoya want
him out. Anywhere else, but not on that hill. The stubborn Spiritan refuses to budge. Though the St. Austin's diarist had severely
criticised the Colonial seizure of all "unoccupied" land some
months before, his confrere now invokes the "Government's"
law. The land is unoccupied. Anyone can have it. Karanja finally
acquiesces on Kinyanjui's advice. They have no Mass-kit of their
own and must walk to Nairobi for Sunday Mass. On September
9th, feast of St. Peter Claver, they have Mass for the first time in
their tent. St. Austin's reports the fact with a prayer: "May the
Lamb without spot who is descending for the first time into this
corner ofKikuyu enlighten the minds of its inhabitants and fortify their will so that they may recognise the necessity and beauty
of our holy faith." In October, they make an official request to
the Government. In November, an official visits; they may now
build, in spite of a large settlers' syndicate having its eye on the
plot. The land includes a sacred grove with a Mugumo tree.
Once Fr. Cayzac had seen that his confreres were installed in
Kiambu before the middle of August, he hit off across country to
forty villages around. Rurigi, the big
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Tuthu

to see

finalize the

how

the Consolata Fathers

purchase of the land, and to

were settling down, to
see what other suitable

suitable for new mission stations. Returning with Fr. Perlo, the head of the Consolata group, at the
beginning of September, he reported that for one day's march
sites in

between might be

from Kiambu, the population was very sparse. But after that, as
he traversed Metumi, he noted three or four possible sites. There
are plenty of inhabitants, the majority of whom are friendly. With
Fr. Perlo, he thought a better route to Tuthu could start from
Limuru railway-station.
But within a week or so, the whole of Metumi is in an uproar.
A series of tit for tat attacks over the previous year, and finally the
killing of an English settler for unspecified reasons, led the D.O.,
Dr. Hinde, to mount a big so-called "punitive" expedition. Captain Meinertzhagen reports the orders he gave on the 8th of September: "Every living thing except children, should be killed without mercy." In the morning, he writes how grateful he is that no
children were found. He knew his Sudanese and Swahili mercenaries could not stop killing once they started. "Rifles and machine-guns," Fr. Cayzac will write sarcastically later, "are the indispensable auxiliaries of civilisation!!!" Villages and harvests are
burnt, hundreds of cattle and thousands of sheep and goats
rounded up. Fifty old grand- mothers are taken hostage. Two
hundred people have been killed. Fr. Hemery asks: "You rulers,
sirs, are soldiers and police the only means of civilisation? You
know where religion weakens, policemen must be increased.
But this is your last concern, you rulers."
Dr. Hinde wants the Tuthu missionaries to withdraw, suggesting Fort Hall as an alternative. The pretext? "the savagery of the
Fr. Hemery thinks some Protestant missionardid not approve of the new foundation. Now Ainsworth says
they must get out and suggests Limuru. Jackson joins the chorus:
"Evacuate!" Finally, the Commissioner himself, Sir Charles Eliot,
steps in: "Let them feel free to stay." "Which of them is deceiving
most the blessed monks they are persecuting?" our diarist, Fr.
Hemery asks. The Bishop wires: "Let them decide for themselves."
When the Bishop arrives from Zanzibar, he is informed by
Fr. Perlo, that the result of the uproar is a new mission at Limuru

local inhabitants."
ies
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"

new

"

There are already two Fathers in
Murang'a),
and by December, the site
Fort Hall (more correctly,
near Limuru Station will be chosen definitively. St. Austin's receives a gift of "a magnificent ciborium and a surgeon's set of
instruments from our generous confreres of Consolata.
In February 1903, Fr. Ball, recently appointed to St. Austin's,
pays a visit to the "confreres of Limuru," probably taking the
train. In early March, Fr. Bernhard with Br. Solanus, who has
built a small house for him at Kiambu, "spendfive hours walking
to visit the Italian Fathers at Limuru and then return to Nairobi
by train." The visit is reciprocated when Fr. Gays comes to stay

and

a

mission

at Fort Hall.

few days "to dispel the solitude of the monk ofAll Saints. " As
he yet has no Christians, he goes to spend Easter at St. Austin's.
While he is away, eleven girls are "circumcised." The new mission
was the old site for the ceremony. In April, Fr. Perlo at Limuru sends
word to St. Austin's that he has a bad fever, and they at once despatch some medicine. Later, Fr. Gays calls to thank them, on his
way to Fort Hall. In June, Bishop Allgeyer goes to Limuru and celebrates "Notre Dame de la Consolata joyeusement.
For the past year, foreign settlers have been pouring into the
for a

country.

They demand

land.

On

29 October, the

St.

Austin's dia-

Kikuyus are being called to a meeting to be told
that all the land below Fort Hall, the whole of Kabete-Kiambu,
will be reservedfor settlers. We shall then have to sell St. Austin 's as
all the surrounding villages will be dispersed. " The same would
hold for All Saints. The Bishop arrives and tells Fr. Cayzac to go
as soon as possible into the interior and find suitable sites.
As it turns out, the division of land was not that drastic. Certain areas, instead, are "reserved" for the indigenous Kikuyu, and
in fact, a settler neighbour of Fr. Bernhard's is forced to move
elsewhere. Fr. Bernhard will still have some Kikuyu villages around
rist

reports: "The

him, but much of the land is settlers' concessions. On the other
hand, St. Austin's will bring hundreds of people onto their land
as nominal workers to avoid dispersion. All the same, Fr. Cayzac
sets out in January 1904 to prospect, taking with him Fr. Bernhard
and Mr. Felix, a French Catholic settler.
When they call on him, Dr. Hinde the D.O receives them well.
But they find to their amazement that the Consolata Fathers have
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now

six stations,

have

effectively occupied" the

and

that "these

good and zealous missionaries

whole country without trumpeting

or drumming it abroad. " They identify two sites according to the
order of the Bishop. But in their report "they reproach the Bishop,
saying that if he does not act promptly and energetically Kikuyu
will be lost to the Spiritans. " They are evidently unaware that the
Bishop himself had given a free hand to Fr. Perlo to open as

many

stations as

he judged proper.

The newly-founded Consolata order had conceived the ambition to evangelize the Galla people living on the borders of what
are now Ethiopia and Kenya. Because of the impossibility at the
time of passing through Ethiopia or Somalia, they came to the
Vicariate of Zanzibar, which on paper reached that area but had
never been explored from outside. They were first to learn the
missionary task alongside the Holy Ghost Fathers. It seems then
that they fell in love with "Kinya" and its richly-endowed people,
the Kikuyu. The Lady Galla is forgotten. Mumbi the Kikuyu takes
her place with her seven daughters, and the marriage is clinched
by Baba Mtakatifu. A report arrives in St. Austin's: "All Kikuyu

north of the Railway is to be confided to Fr. Perlo and the Institute
of Maria Consolata. October 1905. It seemed that the Spiritans
would no longer be needed as "missionaires au Kikouyou." They
must give up "the pearl of Africa" (sic). "It is too bad.
During the period under consideration, the Spiritans had already, as directed by the Vatican, ceded the pastoral care of scores
of peoples to other missionary societies: White Fathers and Mill
Hill, Trinitarians in Somalia, Benedictines and Capuchins in Tanganyika, S.M.A. and others in West Africa. They must continue to
do so till the final handing back to the diocesan clergy. That is
the very nature of the apostolic "commissio.
That it should be the nature of missionary work is obvious but
nonetheless, often extremely painful to those individual humans
who are missionaries. Many of these divisions entailed some misunderstandings: read the urgent report to Bishop Hanlon in Kampala, when Fr. Cayzac visited Naivasha and Nakuru before that
western boundary was properly defined. The case of Kikuyu is
unique in that the misunderstanding continued for decades! After
20 years, the Spiritan Procurator at the Vatican writes from Rome to
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both Superior General and Vicar Apostolic and says in so many
words: "Your Excellencies! For heaven's sake, stop your squabbling.
None of your arguments hold any water here." But how to explain
the extraordinary disappointment of the Spiritans from Superior General to Bishop to the least concerned member of the district?
The Consolata idea of evangelizing the Galla came from their
Capuchin compatriots who had the care of the northern Galla in
Ethiopia. On the other hand, how the Spiritans conceived of a
mission to the Kikuyu is much more difficult to explain.
The ancestors of the Kikuyu and their Meru and Kamba cousins had fled from fair-skin marauders and slavers, that is, either
Arabs or Persians, many many centuries ago, and settled in the

forested highlands of the interior.
sea" in the story
It is

not

at all

was the

The "white-skin serpent of the
permanent threat.

personification of that

impossible, as tradition relates, that the Kikuyu as a
from one family which moved into the

distinct entity originated

thick forests on the slopes of Kirinyaga (pronounced Kinya-a).
They became still more reclusive by intermarrying with the native forest-dwellers, Dorobo, Athi, and even pygmy, remaining
hidden and virtually unknown in their forest fastness. How Bishop
de Courmont came to conceive the ideal of a mission to such a

little-known people
that Malindi
their

way

is

a mystery, yet already in 1888,

and Kilimanjaro are

to the Kikuyu.

It

is

their

two

he writes

strategic points

true, the "interior" in

on

those days

exercised a special fascination. Besides, they are presumed free

from slave-trading and

The

Islam.

had conceived that very
all that he had and
mounted a small caravan and with wife and children set out
from Mombasa in 1894, despite the fact that the famous explorer
Thomson had said, "No caravan has yet been able to penetrate
free-lance evangelist, Stuart-Watt,

ideal at the

same

time.

He had

literally

Kikuyu" (As said

sold

caravan failed
"to reach the
dense population which, according to native reports, was concentrated near to the snow-clad mountain Kenya." On arrival, he

this country,

the

same

i.e.,

year). Stuart- Watt

had

earlier, a Spiritan

as his

purpose

finds the British Company post virtually under siege and takes
the advice offered and, abandoning the Kikuyu, settles near

Machakos with the Kamba people.
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When

the Spiritans arrive in Kikuyu five years

scribed in earlier chapters, the situation

is

calmer.

later,

They

are

as de-

happy

with their first contacts. They immediately get down to learning
the language, the indispensable means to deepen that contact.
While they accept willingly the ministry to other races, they are
proud to call themselves and be called even by the Superior
General, missionaires au Kikouyou. One can only imagine their
mental disarray when the whole people is to be handed over to
others.

when

Perlo arrives with the Roman
decision, they send their friend, M. Felix, to the Railway Station.
It seems none of them had the courage to go and meet him. As
it turns out, they need not pack up as yet. The new boundary
will be the Thika River. In the New Year 1906, Bishop Allgeyer
travels to Rome and obtains a modification making the river
In

December

1905,

Fr.

Maragua the boundary. This leaves intact the three Spiritan foundations in Metumi "and space to establish more in this beautiful
country. Don't we have enough unhealthy spots to be left at least
a part of Kikuyu?" It was not to be. The remission is cancelled in
July. They must move from the civil province of Kenya. "Roma
locuta

est, "

the All Saints diarist concludes.

The immediate result
August 1906. Founded in

the foundation of

is

Mangu

Mission,

by Fr. Cayzac and the other two
march away on the Kalumeno River.

tears

displaced confreres one day's
It is soon dubbed Mangou des merveilles, Mangu of the wonders.
Within two months, they have five usable buildings ready, but
Fr. Leconte is transferred to the Procure in Zanzibar; Fr. Miiller
returns to "the mountains of his beloved Taita." Fr. Soul is appointed to the paradis de Mangou. Soon they will open their
eyes to see "the great and populous province of Ukamba." The
Sisters of Our Lady of Africa will take a large concession
not far away. As the song says: "There are more fish in the sea."

White

Fifteen

months after his
MotherHouse

ports to the

"the pale rays of the

They have

Mangu, Joseph Cayzac rebuoyant mood, having cast aside

arrival at

in

moon

falling

on three sad

missionaries.

a three-room house
with store and hen-house, a chapel 15 metres long, and a fifth
building comprising school, kitchen and bath-room. Fr. Soul has
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to live in, a

separate dining-room

He

be surprised to realise
our wild and proud
Kikuyu. The site of Mangu is indeed excellent, all that St. Thomas might require for a model foundation. The air is pure and
healthy, the horizons are vast and of a beautiful variety; at the
foot of our hill winds the limpid waters of a fine stream, the
Kalumeno, and besides, there are many other attractive points
prescribed by the holy Doctor. We welcome the prayers of the
six Sisters who have come to live a few miles from us. They must
hasten the day when our very dearly loved but still too unruly
Kikuyu will allow themselves to be won over by the grace, which
is beginning quite visibly even now to touch them.
Now would be the moment to describe our successes in the
apostolate to the tribe which has attracted us so much. You must
realise that in fifteen months, we have only been able to prepare
the beds for the divine seed. Still, the Bishop, who came to encourage us, has been able to confirm twelve of our Christians.
(They have had 37 Baptisms in 1908). The soil is favourable and
arrived straight from University.

that

he

will

need

all

will

his science to teach

Group celebrating 50-year Jubilee of Mangu Church 1963

11

promises

in a

not too distant future, a beautiful and consoling

harvest."

In 1910, Fr. Cayzac is in France collecting funds to build a
proper stone church. Fr. Leconte, filling in for him, continues the
same optimistic note in his report. A stone house, residence for
the Community, has been built in the intervening years and blessed
by Fr. Zielenbach, MotherHouse official visitor. In 1909, they had
19 Baptisms and 20 Confirmations. He describes the edifying
death of one of their first Christians:

"atrocious sufferings patiently borne." "More remarkable

was the manner

which he was nursed to the end in
watched and waked and
death, and instead of becoming food for
in

direct contradiction of custom,

prayed over in
hyenas, buried in our cemetery with all religious ceremonies. Clearly something has changed.
"We have also had a visit from cartographers. We are situated at 0°.59'10 M south of the Equator, 1,800 metres above
sea-level. On the superb horizon, we have both Kilimanjaro and Kenya, both with perennial snow, Donyo Sabuk
down among the beasts of the plain, and Kinangop, home
of elephants. Such is Mangu, surnamed "of the Wonders."
A good climate and not too many Protestants©. Its people
are well-disposed. They want us to stay here with them.
The harvest is ripe. Bring the workers."
By the next report in 1913, Fr. Leconte has taken off for Kabaa
in Ukamba, having first with great zeal seconded Br. Josaphat in
the completion of the new stone church. Fr. Cayzac having returned "to his dear Mangu," "with his pleasant manner, his intimate knowledge of the language, and his magic snuff-box," asks
what is now needed to complete a sound material base for the
mission after church and residence. The Procure replies: "6,000
coffee-trees."

Joseph Cayzac begs to differ: "To evangelize efficaciously, a
missionary must be free of all material care. Where will he find
time to share the food of the spirit with the flock, if from morning to evening, his life is a bitter struggle for his daily bread?
Experience tells us that a missionary absorbed by material care
does not conserve the indispensable interior disposition of soul,
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equanimity, affability, patience. He is transformed into a really
surly sort, malevolent, irascible, hard and grasping to the point
of scandal. Is every missionary to be turned into a settler, more
or less in disguise?"
He must all the same bow to authority and plant some coffee
on their limited plot. However, he is prouder of four young married catechists.

Their apostolic strategy was first based on building up Chrisbound together with the Sacrament of Marriage.
After ten years, they will have 50 such families. These families
were then invited to settle at a circle of schools built within a 10mile radius of the Mission. To avoid the intrigues of the colonial
officials, a land-buying scheme is set up with lay leaders as trustees.
The families would be masters and models of the Christian life.
Though specially respectful of Kikuyu tradition, he still works
strongly against several customs. Given the Kikuyu fear of death
and the dead, he counts 42 burials over a decade as "the most
glorious of his statistics." Another statistic he could be proud of
was the number of people who took the pledge of temperance
or total abstinence from alcohol. For a long time, no headway
was made against the custom of drunkenness. Even one of his
most gifted converts, Michael, had twice built up a fine business,
only to lose all twice over through heavy drinking. He finally
came and asked Fr. Cayzac for a three-year pledge. At once, his
business picked up, shops were busy, transport oxen multiplying, his mills producing flour, his bank balance mounting. (Some
years later, he will drive Fr. Lammer from Mangu to Kiambu in
his own car.) Not only Christians began to take note of such
success. The young men themselves were calling meetings.
Excesses were denounced. Each then was invited to come
and kiss the cross and promise abstinence from alcohol for
one or two or five years or, as one chose, though not married,
"till my first daughter becomes marriageable." He concludes
his report: "We have nothing heroic to report; still our young
Mission has kept the promises it led us to conceive in 1906."
tian families

One must admire

missionary full of panew foundation, Gatanga, had to be
ceded to their "neighbours and colleagues of Consolata" when a

tience

and hope.

this really Christian

Later, a
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rearrangement of the civil provincial boundary, the Chania instead of the Thika River, put it under the Prefecture of Kenya.
"One ought to be comforted completely at the fine results of our

one lacks so much a truly supernatural approach.
be ready for everything like proper servicemen of

successors. But

We

must

try to

the Lord."
like the Mangu optimism is heard at All Saints Kiambu.
the general attitude of the population was favourable,

Nothing
At

first,

though distrustful. Many come to listen to instruction or attend
Mass for a while. Very few consent to come regularly. A big feast
could draw a crowd. Then stop. The first solemn Baptism of four
young men on All Saints Day 1905 filled the church with fervent
hope, it seemed to Louis Bernhard. This may be the beginning.
By the end of the year, he realises how much the Kikuyu is an
individualist. He does not follow the crowd. He does not commit
himself easily. The only consolation is that individual conviction
is more guaranteed. Promises when made will mean something.
While the ordinary folk feel free to move in and out of the
mission, pass the time of the day, or have a cut dressed, the
Government-approved leaders in the surrounding villages carry
on a campaign of intermittent opposition. Sometimes blocking
mission-dwellers from pasture or firewood, sometimes accusing
them or the Reverend Father mischievously to the English officials, who, in their turn, are continually blamed in the journal for
their secret antagonism, disguised by a studied politeness. Requests for new sites in Tinganga and Lioki in 1908 are turned

down after supposedly careful consideration.
today are

in the majority Protestant,

it

If

Christians in

Kenya

should be remembered

was the established choice and policy of the Colonial
Power.
Fr. Bernhard seemed to have had sufficient good humour and
perseverance to keep going in these circumstances. His three
successors, though making important careers for themselves later
and elsewhere, leave us very depressed with their continued
complaints and desperate prayers. Yet a fair-sized chapel is built,
a stone dwelling house, a small school; coffee planted at the start
is continually expanded and yields sometimes with extraordinary abundance. The mission becomes financially self-supportthat that

On the

other hand, 14 years elapse before the neighbouring
headmen, Malaro, Njuguna and Rurigi, allow them to catechise
in their villages. Then, there were the mysterious deaths of the
first five or six infants born at the mission to the few Christian
families. Fr. Fouasse visits Uganda and returns "comforted to have
ing.

seen a really flourishing mission!"
Fr. Jacques Horber, whose years of missionary service in Kenya
allowed him to see the entire development of the Church from a
small struggling mission to a dozen dioceses, mostly staffed by
African bishops and clergy, in later years, was never very eager
to expand on his time in Kiambu. His stay in All Saints seems to
have been a rather long-drawn-out, solitary and frustrating experience. Obviously a "strong" man. But the Kikuyu had been bullied and bashed too much already.
Fr.

Hans Burgman,

historian of the Mill Hill Fathers' mission-

ary apostolate in Kenya, says of his confreres: "They did not
seem to have realised why the K. were uncooperative. The K.

were deeply

hurt.

Twice

over, the white strangers

into their affairs with savage power.

The

K.

had

had stepped

tried to

defend

by sending the flower of their young warriors against the arrogant intruders, and hundreds of them had
been massacred in fights that gave them no chance at all. Their
defeat was complete, their desperate resistance had been futile
and ridiculous. The presence of the white man was a constant
reminder of their humiliation. The British upset the whole political organisation of the K. and appointed their own favourites as
chiefs. All the K. could do was seethe with hatred. It is a miracle
that the priests got any respect at all." Fr. Burgman is talking of
the Kisii. The Kikuyu suffered a similar humiliation. They were
more prudent and bowed more swiftly to force majeure. Should
one not expect similar resentment and animosity? And did not

their national pride

events not prove it?
Did the young Swiss, Jacques Horber from

later

Gallen, not
within living
memory or the centuries-long resistance to invasion from imperial powers? Still more ironically, the native Alsace of many of the
confreres was being liberated during the very period. The Irish
Burkes, OConnors, Foleys, Gogartys were brought up in the af-

remember

the tribal clashes in his

St.

own homeland
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Irish had won from the
Imperial power and its settlers a revolutionary land reform. But
did they make the comparison? It is true that the student, Maurice
Otunga, heard his Irish priest-teacher drawing exactly that comparison. But was not that exceptional? On the cultural level,

termath of a Land War where the native

as Henry Koren says, Fr. Daniel OLeary applied the love and
respect he had for his own native oral traditions to the oral
traditions and culture of the Kikuyu, his adopted people, and
indeed, his school-books and Gitabu prayer-book are inspired
by that love. Still, it seems to remain true that few missionaries could see what was at stake socially and politically in
the history that was unfolding itself in East Africa under their
very eyes.
The evangelist Stuart-Watt's family, even at moments of great
danger, refused the security of the Machakos boma or the protection of its askaris. They did not want to compromise their
image before their people. Neither did they fraternise with officials. The young wife of Francis Hall, the Colonial Officer, though
so short of company, never seems to have called on her compatriot a few miles up the road or vice versa. Yet the Holy Ghost
Fathers from the very beginning were socializing with Railway
people, officials, and when the settler invasion developed, with
these very invaders. Fr. Bernhard insists on what pains he took
from the start to impress on people that he was neither settler
nor official. But he did enjoy his motor-cycle ride over and
intellectual discussions with the Baroness Karen Blixen. She
accepted easily that he valued the conversion of nine young
Kikuyus more than many motor-cycles. But what of the Kikuyus
themselves? Fr. Cayzac could write in the 1920's: "The people
had not as yet made any distinction between whiteness and
whiteness, between officials, missionaries and settlers." From
Kalimoni, Fr. OFlynn reflects in September 1947: "It is sad to
think that Africans, fairly numerous, merely regard the Priest
as 'Mzungu tu '- just a European." In spite of continued reminders and reproaches from their Superiors, the Spiritans seemed to
do quite little to dispel the confusion. Edel Quinn, however, the
Legion Envoy, did notice the great reluctance of some Holy Ghost
Fathers to have anything to do with non- Africans, though her
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fails her, and she is quite puzzled by it.
(Desmond Forristal).
The devout Catholic Frenchman and settler, Mr. Felix, had
built a chapel on his land on the Ruaraka River and asked for

usual perspicacity

monthly Mass from the priest and catechism for his workers. A
most generous benefactor, it was he who had bought for the
Spiritans as a gift the original ten-acre plot at Lioki, the only
condition being its' dedication to Our Lady of Victories. He was
always a regular attender at Sunday and Feast-day Mass either at
St. Austin or All Saints. He even accompanied the Fathers sometimes on a long-distance trek. But how could an ordinary person
see the difference between planter and priest? Were not all acquiescing in this gigantic conspiracy whereby, in Fr. Cayzac's
words, "the labourer is the dispossessed owner of the soil," and
quite at the mercy of the "Great White Chief who from the goodness of his heart had reserved what remained of it for the use of
the lawful owners of the whole."

How

then is Jesus to be proclaimed by such witnesses?
"The ordinary people, and especially the outcasts of society, joined Christian ranks precisely because they recognised in the person of Jesus one with whom they could identify. The story of Christianity in Kenya, or indeed in the rest
of Africa, is essentially one of identification. It mattered
little that the messengers of Jesus in Africa came from a
different culture.

of the

The

cultural question aside, the

man from Nazareth

message
The

struck a chord in East Africa.

indigenous people felt that he was one of them... the man
of sorrows, misunderstood to crucifixion, and vindicated
by the Father in the Resurrection" (Dr. Lawrence Njoroge).
Great was the multitude of the preachers. But Jesus seems to
have revealed Himself through some more than others. Fr. Horber
set out from Kiambu in February 1918 to conquer the hearts of
the Kamba people for Christ. Six Kamba converts from Kiambu

become the nucleus of the new Christian community. He is
exchanging places with Fr. Leconte who has been labouring there
without result since 1913. By 1922, Fr. Leconte has fallen gravely
ill and must be repatriated. Fr. Cayzac takes over and reports on
the "destiny of this misfortunate mission." Yet, he continues: "Fr.

will
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"

Leconte seemed at last on the eve of a great harvest." Yet, of all
these early years at All Saints, Pierre Leconte's are the fullest of

hope and joy.
1918 saw the Holy Week ceremonies celebrated in full for the
first time to packed houses! The following year, a retreat for the
Christians was added. Each Christmas is a paroxysm of joy till his
last:

the

now customary bonfire

is

alight,

fireworks shoot up. "By

10 p.m., curious non-Christians have filled up the seats of the
church and unfortunately have to be moved to let in the faithful.
All sing. All sing in tune and with the most joyous spirit. What a
pleasure!" Repeat performance at 8 next morning. "And to think
that the Father Visitorfrom Paris in 1908 wanted to suppress this
mission.

It is

now absolutely

thriving.

he had organized the Corpus

Christi procession

with
the station for Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament at the
Mugumo Kikuyu sacred-tree. Many priests attended. Fr. Mitrecey
brought the Christians from Lioki, many non-Christians joining
in. Just here, nearly twenty years before, Fr. Bernhard had barely
escaped being speared to death. "What a change! Where the
devil ruled, Our Lord has triumphed." Nearby too, by the stream
in a month or so, there will be the annual circumcision of Christian youth, boys and girls, conforming to custom but without
customary ceremonies. He has tried to engage in a dialogue with
custom. He will manage the remarriage of a young Christian
widow by having dowry paid to her brother-in-law to the contentment of all. Even the local elders come and invite him to
catechise in their villages. With Fr. Bugeau and three St. Austin
catechists, he has spent two solid weeks revising his Catechism
in Kikuyu and Prayerbook with Sunday Gospels. In spite of his
great illness, he takes his translation work back with him to France.
Thinking he had recovered, he returned to East Africa but died
In 1921,

soon after, in 1924.
While in France, he had once given
lic

a talk entitled the "Catho-

Missionary," concluding with these words:

"The missionary, obeying the word of Jesus Christ, 'Go and
all nations,' goes off to evangelize. He sacrifices parents, homeland, family; he gives to souls in distress all that
he has, that is, all the love of his heart and his life too, if

teach
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needs be, supported sometimes by generous people who
help him, working always, up till the moment when one

him low. He lives there,
which he has always hoped, begs
pardon from God for his passing faults, and dies like a
soldier on the field of battle. The land of Africa which he
has loved so much will keep him till the day when, by the
mercy of God, he hopes to rise in glory."
Pierre Leconte has "died in the breach." Joseph Cayzac, sorely
grieved by the loss of a dear confrere, steps into it.
There then unfolds the saga of the girls who wanted to "read."
For up to this, the attention of the mission had been turned
principally to young men, and to young women only when they
were engaged to Christian young men. All other women were
completely under the thumb of their pagan menfolk. One day,
however, a change came. A group of girls presented themselves
to Fr. Cayzac. They wanted to learn to "read." "There's the school,"
he said, "go right in." "But if our fathers know we are coming
here every day, they will lock us up with the sheep and goats.
We want to stay here now and not go home." When he had got
over his astonishment, Fr. Cayzac told them to come back in a
week, and all would be ready. He saw now he would have a
great choice in brides for all his young men.
After a week, the six girls are installed in a quickly-built mud
"convent." They begin to read, to learn catechism, to attend
daily Mass, to cook simple meals. But after a few days, their
fathers are on the trail, abusing the priest and accusing him of
abducting their children. But the girls insist they have come of
their own accord. They are immediately snatched and dragged
off. But the next day they are back, badly beaten, but still
eager to learn. In the court-case that followed, Fr. Cayzac declares again how freely they had come. The girls say they are
fever stronger than the others lays
his face to that

heaven

in

ready to die rather than give up their reading. The priest then
adds that he has no interest in any future dowry-arrangements.
The fathers would get their due in goats. The case is solved.
Within a short time, there are thirty in the "convent." The idea
spreads to other missions. The Catholic population of Kiambu
will soon quadruple. The Christian families settle in the surround85

A larger church is
needed.
But Fr. Cayzac needs some rest after 15 years of labour. He
must leave his "beloved Kikuyus." He closes his last entry in the
ing villages within earshot of the church-bell.

journal, asking,

is

this provisional

or definitive?

Fr.

Charles

Lammer

from Mangu takes over without much enthusiasm. His missionary
career had been interrupted by several years of imprisonment in
India during the war-years, but

he

will

have

it

will last right

up

to 1968

when

back to Mangu. By then, four- fifths of its
be Catholic. But for now, however, he cannot

retired

population will
understand Fr. Cayzac's regrets at not returning to Kikuyu. He
has been appointed to Castlehead Junior Seminary in England.
Christmas 1925, there will be no firewoks for Christmas night. No
bonfire. On the 31st, he ponders gloomily: "We are surrounded
by nothingness on two sides, the past and the future; and the
present, what is it?" His morale slowly improves in the New Year.
In May, the following year, he will have the pleasure of baptizing
a large group of young men. But all are immigrants! Some Luo,
and the Kikuyu, not from Kiambu but workers from Metumi! All
the same, he has begun to provide two Masses on Sundays while
awaiting a

new

church.

The

ever-efficient Brother Josaphat arrives, having been
organizing materials for several months, quarrying and deliver-

Foundations dug, walls rising. The people are thrilled when
Bishop Hinsley, the Apostolic Visitor from Rome, comes to see
and gives the papal blessing. He tells them, after three years you
will need a still bigger church. Reverend Father in an aside mutters to us: "The tribe of Wakikuyu is not in such a hurry!"
In fact, the enthusiasm of opening the new church in mid1929 is short-lived. A new mood of suspicion sweeps Kikuyu: "A
breath of evolution, like revolution" (13. 10. '29). People are afraid
that the Colonial regime wants to snatch even the "Reserve" from
them. A rumour spreads when Presbyterians, in Thogoto not far
away, were asked to commit themselves against the custom of
female "circumcision" by impressing their thumbprint. They had
signed away their land, the rumour-mongers told them. And in
fact, the "Reserve" was nullified in Western Kenya to allow goldprospectors to rush in. Now Fr. Lammer finds his people very
ing.

The mofe is trying to get your land to hand it to the
Government, says the rumour. Patience. It will pass. At year's
end, there is the now customary blessing of children on Holy
suspicious.

Innocents. A great mob of children are brought along. "So, the
is promising."

future

In 1932, Fr. Lammer has the joy of his 25th Year Jubilee of
Priesthood. His joy is tempered by the death in turn of three
Spiritan Brothers

and

who had worked in All Saints:

Martial,

Theodomir

February 1933"It was a holy Brother who has died. St. Austin's Church
was packed. Many Christians had come from Kiambu to
show their esteem for the beloved Br. Kilian. He had rendered them so many services, lending tools, sharpening
axes, soldering saucepans, and nursing them in their sickness. The services he has given here at the Community of
Kiambu during 15 years is incalculable, in the coffee-plantation and factory, in the church as sacristan, in the kitchen,
in the garden, everywhere in a word, and all has been so
well and so methodically done. As a religious, he was a
model without equal."
Brother Martial, for his part, had been Kilian's fellow-townsfinally Kilian in

man and
had

life-long friend

from Baden in Germany. In 1907, he
from a near-fatal bout of ma-

a quasi-miraculous recovery

and remained for long the heart of St. Austin's farm-development. As overwork and ill-health weakened him, he retired to
Mangu in the 1920's, devoting himself to the sick and the dying,
burying the dead and consoling the bereaved. At his own burial
laria

in January 1933, his many Mangu friends disputed with each
other over the honour of carrying his body.
Fr. Lammer himself must take some rest in his home-country.

one of his last requests to neighbouring elders for a
even to rent, for his out-school at Kanunga, was
turned down unanimously. "It is sad to observe that the Mission,
now thirty years in the country, is not more loved. " Some must
Regrettably,
little

extra land

sow

in tears.
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