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Foreword

We live in a time of unprecedented insecurity, uncertainty and anxiety 
about the future. As the current economic downturn leads to millions 
of job losses in the industrialised countries, it is the world’s poorest 
who will pay the highest price – despite having little to do with the 
causes of the financial crisis. For several decades, many nations in 
the majority world have suffered from the stranglehold of a specific 
set of policies defined broadly as ‘economic globalisation’. Only 
today, in the midst of a plummeting world economy, are we finally 
being forced to accept that this prevailing orthodoxy is fundamentally 
flawed and ultimately responsible for instigating the crisis. We can no 
longer hail as a success a system that creates worldwide financial 
chaos whilst failing to reduce the incidence of global poverty to 
below three billion people.

Although Northern countries are only just beginning to feel the  
‘pinch’ from the global downturn, this moving book shows how 
economic globalisation has long failed to benefit millions of the 
poorest people. Presenting an adventurous account of one man’s 
intimate encounter with poverty in Africa, Megaslumming weaves 
into the narrative an exposé of why poverty in countries such as 
Kenya both persists and worsens. As we read the book, we are 
forced to consider how a world that boasts incredible technological 
advancement, spends trillions of dollars on military conflict each year, 
and produces unlimited finance to support failing banks, can still 
allow such shameful poverty and inequality to endure for so many.
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growing crisis of impoverishment, the time is surely approaching 
when we should consider fairer and sustainable strategies to end 
poverty. It is perhaps not surprising that street boys like Djemba, 
as befriended by the author, reveal the principles needed to 
rethink our international economic system. Amidst abject penury 
and a disenfranchised existence, and with little possibility of 
regular access to nutritional food, these children still consistently 
expressed those qualities that most aptly embody our humanity: 
responsibility, unity and sharing. 

These natural virtues best characterise all normal human 
relationships, from the slums of Kibera to the average suburban 
home in America, Australia or Europe, and it is upon such values 
that the global economy must inevitably be reframed. Only through 
greater economic sharing will it be possible to secure the basic 
needs of the three billion people who experience a similar fate to 
Djemba and his friends. 

Even during an unparalleled economic decline, many politicians 
appear unwilling to shake free of their corporate allegiances 
and affect progressive change, thus ignoring the necessity 
of integrating the principle of sharing into our existing global 
framework. In order to dispel this political obstruction and deliver 
a truly democratic world economy, we urgently need to mobilise 
a universal call to prioritise basic human needs. This is the final 
message, I believe, that Megaslumming has to teach us: that 
poverty is the unnecessary result of an inequitable economic 
system, and there is no reason for its continued existence. It 
is up to us to raise our collective voice and demand that our 
governments completely reorder their distorted priorities. 

Rajesh Makwana 
Director of Share The World’s Resources 

Whether the subject of the book was an urban slum in India, 
Mexico, Indonesia or Brazil, the analysis of the causes of 
poverty would be alarmingly similar. The International Monetary 
Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade Organisation, and a 
number of dominant multinational corporations have not only 
failed to alleviate poverty in the developing world, but have 
also perpetuated and deepened global inequality. Their uniform 
prescriptions for poorer countries have led to a dependency on 
unsustainable and unattainable ideals: limitless economic growth, 
and prosperity for all through the trickle-down of financial wealth.

The reality of poverty in Africa most convincingly illustrates the 
illusions of this ideology. Sub-Saharan Africa, despite decades 
of economic prescriptions from wealthier countries, has far more 
people living in destitution than ever before. According to the 
World Bank’s recently revised figures, around 80 percent of the 
region’s population was surviving on less than $2.50 a day in 2005, 
a situation almost identical to that of 1981. More disturbingly, the 
number of people living in poverty in Africa over the same period 
actually doubled – without even accounting for the extra millions 
currently falling into poverty as a result of the food, financial and 
climate crises. Such statistics make a mockery of the Millennium 
Development Goals to reduce poverty and hunger. Unless urgent 
action is taken, hunger could double instead of halve by 2015, 
and extreme poverty is expected to blight sub-Saharan Africa for 
another 200 years on current trends.

As this book shows, the fate of slum-dwellers worldwide underlines 
the myths and misconceptions of contemporary development 
theory. Its basic message can be simply put: that government 
decisions to follow purely market-based policies in the hope of 
creating a ‘development utopia’ have conclusively failed. 

Another crucial message of this book is reflected in its vivid 
portrayal of slum violence and social breakdown. Rival militias 
competing for power, revenge killings and systematic police 
brutality are common occurrences in the slums of Nairobi that can 
be linked directly to inequality and a lack of adequate governance. 
The increasing imbalance in resource distribution and consumption 
over the past 30 years, not only in Africa but also in most countries 
of the world, underlies such political instability. Untenable 
discrepancies in living standards both within and between nations 
are no basis for a stable society, a lesson that Nairobi exemplifies 
in painful detail. The surest way of creating peace and security is to 
take this as our starting point – the unequal access to resources, 
and to establish the fair distribution of essential goods and 
services as the cornerstone of economic activity. 

As policymakers struggle to find the simple tools that can fix this 
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A group of boys play in the 
muddy grass in Kianda, one of 
the ten official ‘village’ clusters 
within Kibera.
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Introduction

This is a book about what it means to live in absolute poverty, 
excluded from any opportunities in the formal economy, and 
forgotten by all the politicians who promote a healthy measure 
of Gross National Product in place of a healthy measure of basic 
human rights and social security. Kenya is like a microscopic lens 
into this ailing post-Millennial world, a symbolic expression of 
all the clashing forces that threaten a peaceful and prosperous 
future global society; colossal slum growth, endemic corruption, 
unmanageable climate change, vast wealth inequality, preventable 
disease epidemics, civil disobedience and tribal conflict – whatever 
the theme, Kenya’s modern history acts as a panoramic insight 
into the inherent contradictions of economic globalisation. It was 
Kenya that acted as a harsh example of the International Monetary 
Fund’s policies during the 1990s, that became a model pupil of 
free market economic restructuring since President Kibaki’s reign 
from 2002, and that acted as a key ally of President Bush’s “War 
on Terror”. It is also Kibera, the greatest slum in sub-Saharan 
Africa, where the tragedy of poverty, neglect and social exclusion 
is most notoriously expressed – seen in tens of thousands of 
AIDS orphans, enormous levels of child mortality, unimaginable 
overcrowding and pervasive brutality. A study, if you will, of what 
happens when you leave one third of an entire city to subsist 
on a mass of undeveloped mud without any opportunities of 
employment, social protection, adequate housing, or any form of 
public services.
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is wrapped up in the hope that I also offer another perspective. 
It is true that Kibera, the shantytown at the centre of this story, 
is not unknown to visiting politicians like Britain’s Gordon Brown 
or former-U.S. Senator Barack Obama, to the extent that a travel 
agency in Nairobi offers the ‘Kibera Slums Tour’ – a $30 charity 
sightsee aimed at curious travellers who want to witness the 
Handicrafts Workshop (selling ornaments made out of animal 
bones)�, or the “deserving mothers and children of the slum” within 
the safety of a four-wheel-drive.3 Even though I was only one step 
removed from being a slum tourist myself, and although I had no 
pretensions about understanding what it really means to live in 
poverty, it was my contention that affluent society in the West has 
hardly any knowledge of the poor at all. The imagery of the busy 
global media rarely presents the daily misery of the destitute, even 
if the world is rightly moved by the occasional natural or social 
catastrophe that brings death to hundreds or thousands of people. 
And when it does, the underlying causes of global poverty and 
the uncomfortable truth about its overwhelming existence remains 
scarcely represented. This complacent reality alone, I believed, 
was enough reason for a guileless Englishman to try and depict 
how the inhabitants of our small world, no matter their financial 
status or country of birth or the colour of their skin, are remarkably 
the same in terms of basic needs and worldly aspirations.

Nairobi, as it turned out, was an apt choice of destination, but for 
various reasons that demand some further words of introduction. 
I had never heard of Kibera (pronounced Kee-berr-a)� until coming 
across a documentary called Where Have All the Parents Gone?, a 
CNN special that began with a dramatic voiceover saying: “Soon 
Africa will become a continent of orphans,” followed by a scene 
of small children crying in a huddle. As I go on to mention in the 
first chapter, CNN’s chief international correspondent, Christiane 
Amanpour, travelled across Kenya to report on the “millions 
and millions of AIDS orphans” devastated by the legacy of the 
epidemic, before finishing in Kibera, “the world’s largest slum 
where 50,000 AIDS orphans scratch out a living”.4 Although this 
sensationalist accolade turned out to be exaggerated – Kibera is 
in fact estimated to be the 17th largest ‘megaslum’ (arising when 
shantytowns or squatter communities merge in continuous belts of 
informal housing and poverty)� of the more than 200,000 slums on 
earth5 – it was the emotional camera shots of tiny infants inside a 
slum school spooning doses of porridge into concealed bags for 
their sick mother or siblings, the only meal that any of them would 
receive in a day, that made me sit up and believe I had found my 
story. I soon watched the footage of decaying garbage by Kibera’s 
train tracks and its melange of bright colours and rusty tin roofs, as 
briefly portrayed in the film The Constant Gardner, and I hurriedly 
researched descriptions of life inside the slum before sketching 
out a vague plan and boarding a plane to Nairobi. The intention 

For any Westerner visiting sub-Saharan Africa for the first time, 
these perennial themes require no prior research; images of 
starvation, disease and tribal warfare had long conditioned my own 
mind before any thought of visiting Kenya. The choice of country 
was largely a matter of expediency; so long as it was in Africa, a 
continent characterised by all the terrifying problems that formed 
the object of my enquiries, then North or South, East or West was 
a consideration that didn’t seem of much importance. All I needed, 
I thought, was a good ‘angle’, an appropriate human interest case 
study that would allow me to weave a political narrative around 
an existential encounter with poverty, a sort of travel writing with 
a sociological import, you might say. It was not a form of personal 
journalism that I had encountered before; only afterwards, sitting 
comfortably at home once again in carpet slippers with books and 
papers scattered all around me, did I begin to read the empirical 
studies of working class life by Friedrich Engels or George Orwell, 
or Jack London’s turn-of-the-century book about the East End of 
Victorian London called The People of the Abyss, or Let Us Now 
Praise Famous Men by Agee and Evans who documented the 
penury of tenant farmers during the Great Depression. Only then 
was I led to the indefatigable modern-day portrayals of urban 
poverty by authors like Jeremy Seabrook or Ryszard Kapuscinski, 
and innumerable other articles and books by anyone else I 
could find who once ventured outwards to depict the economic 
degradation of the poor. I soon realised that such a genre, if such 
it is, lies far outside the mainstream purview. The raw details of 
poverty rarely make the headlines, chronic hunger is hardly a topic 
for polite conversation, and incurable disease amongst hapless 
destitution is seldom a popular story to tell – and yet, after several 
years as a wayfaring writer in developing countries, the subject of 
global poverty struck me as more important and inescapable than 
any other. Much like a child seeks to innocently understand the 
stars, I sought to understand the reasons for the world’s inequality; 
why it is that 20 percent of the world consumes 80 percent of its 
resources,1 why so much affluence can be seen amidst so much 
suffering and penury, why the presence of a billion slum-dwellers, 
a billion hungry and 1.4 billion of the absolute poor is commonly 
considered an unfortunate but inexorable reality.2 Above all else, and 
armed only with a naive optimism that all would somehow work out 
well, I wished simply to see, to describe, and to try and interpret the 
meaning of poverty for myself. And most of all, I hoped that I could 
maintain a resolute sincerity of reportage (fully aware of the writer’s 
temptation to resort to hyperbole and lurid adjectives)�, whilst still 
rendering the story somewhat interesting to read.

Against the charge that the following pages focus too exclusively 
upon Kenya’s poverty and social problems, thus falling into 
the trap of stereotyping Africa as a culturally-inferior and ‘dark 
continent’ of savagery and Western dependency, my only defence 
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of January 2008, including an opposition parliamentarian gunned 
to death outside his home in Nairobi,10 eight people burned alive 
inside their own residence in the suburbs, and two Germans, a 
businessman and a tourist, “killed with crude weapons” by a gang 
of robbers who burst into their beachside apartment.11 The grisly 
details were unsparingly documented; a You Tube video showed 
a lone policeman chasing a handful of unarmed young men down 
a side-street, shooting two of them dead. Thousands of tourists 
abandoned their beaches and safari holidays, burnt bodies were 
seen being removed from the streets, hundreds of people queued 
up in hospitals suffering injuries from burns to machete and arrow 
wounds, and reporters revelled in their salacious descriptions 
of the “cycle of attack and retribution”, such as the young men 
“drunk on booze and blood, armed with Iron Age weapons, 
paraffin and matches [who] scrutinise ID books to select victims for 
tribal murder.”12 On day three of the mass protests and slaughter, 
the front page headline of Kenya’s biggest selling newspaper, 
The Daily Nation, simply stated “Save Our Beloved Country”, and 
was joined in by independent television stations running the same 
banner across the bottom of every programme.

There is a reason to repeat this terrible catalogue of events. 
Insurrection and carnage on this scale is unknown in countries of 
the so-called Global North – by late February 2008, a report by 
the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights settled 
on a tally of 1,200 people dead, over 300,000 displaced, some 
42,000 houses burnt to the ground and countless businesses 
destroyed or looted.13 Innumerable journalists decried the media 
portrayal of tribal barbarism and “irrational atavistic hatreds”, 
refuting the notion that Kenya’s riots were a self-fulfilling prophesy 
straight out of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, but although many 
others condemned the facile comparisons to the genocidal horrors 
of Congo and Rwanda, far fewer commentators noted that the 
very nature of this uprising was actually nothing new. The clashes 
this time may have reached an unprecedented pitch of ferocity – 
former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan eventually stated that a 
power-sharing deal in government was necessary “for the survival 
of the country”14 – but even I was made aware of similar events 
during my sojourn in downtown Nairobi only months before, as 
detailed in the last chapter of this book. Back then, riots exploded 
in Kenya’s second-largest shantytown called Mathare Valley, 
causing thousands to flee their homes as gang warfare broke out 
and led to ethnically-motivated killings. The parallels between the 
two uprisings were both striking and disturbing; descriptions of 
looters, flash mobs and burning slum shacks, of residents fleeing 
the littered mud paths with bed frames and scant belongings. It 
was not unusual for the poorest of the poor in Nairobi, a city where 
two million people live in precarious slums, to lose everything 
overnight without any hope of government support. Kibera and 

was to write a book of several parts, starting in East Africa where I 
would cover the story of the ‘world’s largest slum’, before travelling 
to the impoverished underside of Mexico City, the teeming chawls 
within old Calcutta, and finally the darker streets of Los Angeles 
(the ‘First World capital of homelessness’)�. It formed the idea for 
a much longer book about the purported ‘losers’ of globalisation 
that I would still one day hope to write, but for various reasons 
none of these stories ever made it to the page. My days of lonely 
adventures with a backpack may have ended for now, but three 
personal blessings emerged from this endeavour that rendered 
any other regrets insignificant. Firstly, it was during the hours spent 
in the British Library reading critiques of economic development 
that I inadvertently discovered a new vocational resolve; it was 
also during this time that I met Mohammed Mesbahi, the founder 
of Share The World’s Resources (STWR)�, who later offered me the 
great privilege of joining a team that campaigns for international 
economic and political reform on behalf of the world’s poor; and it 
was STWR’s director, Rajesh Makwana, who long supported my 
continued persistence in trying to complete the rest of the book, 
patiently watched over my last disastrous escapade into the slums 
of India, and finally encouraged me to publish the Kibera chapter as 
a story on its own merit. To both I owe a debt of immense gratitude. 

It wasn’t long after I had returned back home that Kibera almost 
literally exploded. On Sunday 30th December 2007, a few days 
after the Kenyan Presidential elections, it took “about 15 minutes” 
for the slums to erupt into major violence as soon as the reigning 
Mwai Kibaki was declared the winner of a deeply flawed election.6 
The international media spared no details of the horrific scenes 
that ensued; thousands of young men “streaming out of Kibera, 
a shantytown of one million people, waving sticks, smashing 
stacks, burning tires and hurling stones. Soldiers poured onto 
the streets to meet them. In other areas throughout the country, 
gangs went house to house, dragging people of certain tribes out 
of their homes and clubbing them to death.”7 Kibaki immediately 
banned live television and radio broadcasts, with one channel 
airing children’s shows in which smiling youngsters sang “Patty-
cake, patty-cake” while violence surged on to the main streets.8 
At least 300 people were killed within a few short days, tens of 
thousands fled their homes fearing further ethnic attacks, and New 
Year’s Day 2008 was forever marked by the massacre of Eldoret, 
a church compound in which dozens of women and children 
were set on fire or else bludgeoned to death by young “machete-
wielding lynch mobs”. It was the worst national crisis since Kenya’s 
independence in 1963 and the “greatest ethnic migration since 
the end of British rule”, according to several reports, developing 
into a horror story that persisted as headline news for several 
weeks to come.9 Over 800 dead was the touted figure by the end 
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What the accusations of choreographed violence and vote rigging 
could not fully explain, a spectacle that was by no means reducible 
to the ethnic hatred provoked against the dominant Kikuyu tribe, 
was why anyone would turn up to a political rally knowing it would 
end in a confusion of tear gas, street brawls and police shootings. 
The simple answer was diagnosed in articles everywhere from The 
Standard in Nairobi to the BBC and the New York Times, under 
such titles as “Beyond tribalism”; “It’s the economy, stupid (not just 
‘tribalism’)”; or “Inequality, not identity, fuels violence in Kenya”.20 “To 
dismiss this [violence] as tribal and simply as that is irresponsible 
and downright stupid,” said David Anderson, a Professor of African 
studies at Oxford University. “Tribal violence is a description and not 
an explanation.”21 The deeper reasons were historically complicated 
and at the same time glaringly clear. “Ethnicity cannot be divorced 
from resource allocation”, declared a special report in Newsweek, 
alluding to Kenya’s skewed patterns of land distribution (among 
the most unequal in the world since its independence in 1963)�, and 
the several generations of land dispossession that traced back to 
the early days of British colonial rule. It was the Kikuyu elite who 
benefited most handsomely after independence, and the Kikuyu 
middle classes who again prospered under Kibaki’s reign – an 
unresolved grievance that is long embedded in the Kenyan psyche, 
and potently manipulated in campaign rallies through the use of 
hate speech for political ends. According to the majority of Kenyan 
people interviewed by the United Nations after the crisis, “historical 
injustices” were behind most of the expressions of inter-ethnic 
violence, mostly linked to land. However, the two other main factors 
cited as fuelling the clashes – “poverty and disenfranchisement” – 
required far less history to comprehend.22 

“I was not frightened”, said one protester from the Kibera slums 
when interviewed during the height of the crisis. “When you are 
faced with the reality of life, when it comes to this, you can’t be 
afraid, not now. What frightens me is that I’ll die of hunger.”23 A legal 
expert in the city put it another way; “If the people of Kibera were 
in the middle class, they wouldn’t be fighting each other. If they 
have their own house, they know the pain of losing a house and 
therefore they won’t burn yours.”24 This was the perspective that 
had motivated my own vacation into Nairobi’s hidden corners, the 
“reality of life” as defined across the African continent by inequality, 
economic exclusion, and the wholesale neglect of the dispossessed; 
a city of mutually-exclusive, unconnected worlds of rich and poor 
in which the pursuit of economic growth – rising at a magnificent 7 
percent a year in 2008 compared to 0.2 percent in 2002 – had failed 
to remotely ‘trickle down’ to the average slum-dweller as rhetorically 
promised by President Kibaki.25 In a land of “ten millionaires and 
ten million beggars” (to borrow a phrase coined by the populist 
politician, Josiah Kariuki, before he was brutally murdered in 1975)�, 
one might wonder if the lessons from Kenya’s nervous breakdown 

the Mathare Valley had sporadically erupted since their birth as 
shantytowns in the early 1980s, but the difference this time was 
simply one of scale and press reportage; an increased number of 
deaths, more burnt dwellings, a doubling of rape cases,15 an even 
greater exodus, and a wider scale of violence that engulfed not 
only an isolated slum in the metropolis, but also large swathes of 
the country throughout the Rift Valley and Nyanza Province.

The starkest parallel of all between the new year’s turmoil and my 
previous experience of the city was summed up by an editorial 
in the Daily Nation; “In the midst of this [violence], leaders – who 
are the direct cause of this catastrophe – are issuing half-hearted 
calls for peace, from the comfort of their hotels and walled homes 
in Nairobi, whence they are conveyed in bullet-proof limousines. It 
is unbelievable foolishness for Kenyans to destroy their economy, 
their homes and their entire way of life in the name of politics and 
on behalf of people whose lives of comfort and luxury are going on 
normally.”16 As the newspaper noted, those livelihoods affected by 
the carnage and disruption did not include politicians like the golf-
loving President Kibaki, one of the largest landowners in Kenya 
and proud owner of the Othaya estate with its high walls, neat 
gardens and three guarded entrances, and neither did it touch the 
wealthier suburbs of Nairobi thanks to a huge security presence 
along all the major roads. Just like the Mathare Valley uprising 
that dominated news in the city tabloids during my own visit, yet 
didn’t even register in the consciousness of the wealthy expatriates 
whom I mention in the final chapter, Kenya’s post-election chaos 
was outstandingly a crisis of the country’s poor. The number of 
“desperate” slum-dwellers in the capital was soon estimated to 
have reached hundreds of thousands. As one veteran aid worker 
stated at the time, before the crisis “they got by thanks to casual 
work and social programmes. These are not operating now” – 
adding that; “When people get desperate, they’ll do anything. 
There are plenty of people ready to sell weapons.”17 In short, the 
anarchy of early 2008 had far deeper roots than merely another 
rigged election poll.

Many commentators said the same thing. Under Daniel arap Moi, 
the infamously corrupt President who stood down from power for 
Kibaki in 2002, stolen elections and government-instigated ethnic 
clashes were a routine occurrence, yet people generally continued 
with their lives. The same cynical ploys were clearly evident this 
time around; both Raila Odinga, then opposition leader, and Mwai 
Kibaki accused each other during the violence of “engaging in 
ethnic cleansing” or being “guilty, directly, of genocide”,18 until 
Justice Philip Waki, author of the so-called Waki report released 
in October 2008, remarkably deemed ten key figures from both 
sides of the new coalition government guilty of instigating tribal 
conflict – even threatening to have them trialled at the Hague.19 
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It was not my original intention to write a brief exposition on 
the policies of free market capitalism or ‘neoliberalism’ as the 
foremost cause of rampant slum growth, but to my mind the 
evidence was both compelling and unassailable. The lay analysis 
of Kenya’s modern economic history in chapter three, an attempt 
merely to summarise and translate the complexities of economic 
globalisation into some of its real-world consequences for the 
poor, was largely influenced by the extraordinary UN report 
released in 2003 called The Challenge of Slums. As I go on to 
mention in chapter three, the report’s pivotal chapter titled Cities 
and Slums within Globalizing Economies was not reluctant to 
argue the genealogy of modern-day slum formation. The decisive 
turning point, said the report, occurred during the 1980s when 
the neoliberal policies of structural adjustment and market 
liberalisation caused a massive exodus from the rural areas of the 
Global South, at the same time as developing world governments 
stopped investing in new urban infrastructures.33 It goes on to say: 
“In a form of neo-colonialism that is probably more stringent than 
the original (since the developed countries no longer have to make 
local investments for development)�, many developing countries 
have become steady state suppliers of raw commodities to the 
world and continue to fall further and further behind. As agricultural 
productivity improves, the surplus rural population moves to 
the cities to find work. Instead of being a focus for growth and 
prosperity, the cities have become a dumping ground for a surplus 
population working in unskilled, unprotected and low-wage 
informal service industries and trade. The slums of the developing 
world swell.”34

The report then further posits a series of questions about the 
impact of globalisation from the perspective of the poor, asking 
who truly benefits from this “internationalisation of commerce”, 
and who are the “winners” from this “dual-sided creation of 
transnational economies and spaces” – is it only the “middle 
class and the most educated and skilled?” Is globalisation 
not “demolishing traditional institutions and corrupting social 
fabrics?” Are there any “real opportunities from globalisation that 
will ultimately benefit all of the world and all of its citizens?” In 
answer, the report muses that such a truly formidable array of 
disadvantages face the world’s slum-dwellers that “some national 
governments might be excused for not wishing to participate 
at all, if they genuinely have the welfare of the urban poor at 
heart.”35 Although it was beyond the scope of this brief chronicle 
to consider any alternatives to the present direction of world 
development, it is hard not to wonder if something has gone 
seriously amiss in “our new era of laissez-faire globalization” 
when you walk around a slum like Kibera. The Challenge of Slums 
authors put it more skilfully and succinctly than anything else I 
read, summarising the major disadvantages for less developed 

were remotely acknowledged by its ruling elite, or indeed by the rest 
of the world’s politicians. Exactly one year after the fated election, by 
the time tourists were making a gallant return to the game parks and 
sandy beaches in early 2008, still 80,000 displaced people had yet 
to be resettled across the country, poverty was dramatically rising 
in the urban slums of the north, and up to one third of all Kenyans 
faced acute food shortages as a result of drought and spiralling 
cereal prices.26 The obvious conclusion to the reasons behind the 
nation’s unrest was stated by the Nairobi-based Anna Tibaijuka, 
executive director of UN-HABITAT, who released the annual State 
of the World’s Cities report in October 2008 and warned that urban 
slum-dwellers worldwide were now rising beyond the one billion 
mark. “It is clear that social tension comes from inequality,” she 
said. “The trickle-down theory [that wealth starts with the rich] has 
not delivered. Inequality is not good for anybody.”27

In a city like Nairobi, ‘inequality’ is a word that requires some 
understanding and interpretation. It was the historian Eric 
Hobsbawn who famously said that of all the great social changes 
in the twentieth century – from two World Wars to the spread of 
industrialisation, the fall of state-socialism, the rapid development 
of technology and so on – the most fundamental transformation has 
been the passing of peasant and rural life.28 In 2006, a year before 
I visited Kenya, urban sociologists were marking a “watershed in 
human history” – the first time the urban population of the earth 
would outnumber the rural.29 Over two years later, that ominous 
moment is already well passed; today the developing world absorbs 
an average of five million new urban residents a month, and is 
responsible for 95 percent of world urban growth.30 Where most 
of these new city-dwellers end up, with the vast majority of them 
migrating from villages in the countryside, is in the muddy byways 
and ghetto neighbourhoods of peri-urban (and often illegal)� squatter 
settlements like those in Mumbai, Karachi, Dakar and Caracas or, 
at the most extreme end, like those in Maputo, Luanda, Kinshasa, 
Cochabamba and Nairobi. Here, the ambitious industrial plans of the 
1970s which promised jobs have no further meaning; the incoming 
migrants must instead find work inside the gaps of a city economy, 
the ‘informal sector’ that is already permeated by countless workers 
who spend their days recycling garbage, washing cars, cleaning 
shoes, hawking sodas, or perhaps resorting to drug dealing, a 
life of crime or prostitution. Here in sub-Saharan Africa, where 72 
percent of the urban population live in slum conditions, economic 
exclusion has long been defined as the social norm.31 And here 
in Nairobi, a city in which the share of “informal-settlement village 
inhabitants” (commonly known as ‘slums’)� increased from one third 
to an estimated 60 percent of the total population between 1971 
and 1995 alone, the true meaning of ‘inequality’ is given its fullest 
expression.32 
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dwellers (worldwide)�” by 2020, will not actually be reached until 
well into the twenty-second century according to UN researchers.43 
As the world moves towards ‘full urbanisation’, a process already 
completed in Europe and in North and most of South America, 
most new population growth will be absorbed by the cities of 
the developing world, which will also double in size by 2030.44 
Alarmingly, as the Challenge of Slums report discovered, there is 
currently little or no planning to accommodate these future millions 
or provide them with essential services. It begs the question; 
how do human beings behave when faced with chronic insecurity 
and dispossession in the midst of wealth and privilege? Or what 
happens when the informal economy takes over as the major 
economy of an entire municipality? Or when a state breaks down 
and abdicates responsibility for the provision of basic services to 
its majority poor? Or when “a reserve army of migrant labour” is 
left to fend for itself on the peripheral edges of a divided city – a 
phenomenon that globalisation in its current form is replicating 
across the developing world? Perhaps the answer is given an early 
intimation in the story of Kenya’s post-election crisis.

Contrary to how it may sound, the account that follows was 
not intended to be an apocalyptic vision of where the world is 
headed. The unexpected protagonists of the story became a 
group of orphaned street boys who once slept homeless inside 
Kibera, in particular Djemba, the group’s surrogate leader, who 
often stunned me with his brilliant insight into the psychology of 
slum survival. For some time afterwards, one of the boys called 
Josephat – the only one who had completed primary school and 
could tap out some muddled English – occasionally emailed me 
on behalf of the others, but it wasn’t long before the slum erupted 
and I ceased to hear from them again. I could picture well the 
scene at Toi Market, our meeting point during my daily forages, 
where the petrol station on the corner was destroyed, the clothes 
market set alight, and adjacent houses burnt to the ground during 
the initial days of heavy violence. It was at Toi Market that the 
boys used to spend most of their time hanging around, hawking 
newspapers or haranguing the white girls who visited the stalls for 
second-hand clothing bargains. There was a wall behind the petrol 
station where Shaun, the American artist whom I later mention, 
once showed me a colourful mural drawn by the boys. It was also 
here, at one of Kibera’s main exits, where thousands of young men 
came streaming out of the slum to kick off the first round of post-
election chaos – smashing shanties, hurling stones, and setting 
up a barrier of burning tyres to prevent soldiers from entering the 
shantytown. And yet whatever happened to the boys, all of whom 
had already survived far worse than a slum clash, the legacy they 
hold within these pages is, for me, a veritable example of our 
innate tendency to cooperate, nurture and share. For a group of 
boys who had collectively suffered policy beatings, incarceration, 

countries as the wholesale loss of formal-sector job opportunities, 
so that the informal-sector jobs – with no security and often 
with subsistence wages – are all that is left. At the same time, 
inequality increases as the part of urban society able to access 
global opportunities increases its income. And it’s the poor who 
are marginalised in the worst parts of the city – the slums. The 
ability of national governments to act on their behalf is curtailed, 
and social cohesion is damaged “through a bewildering array 
of new ideas, images and international norms”, as well as “the 
general precariousness of existence, all of which undermine the 
traditional bases of authority.”36 In all the conversations I had with 
various residents of Kibera, these same topics resurfaced on 
almost everyone’s lips; the sense of no longer having a place in 
the world, of not having a ‘home’ in a metaphysical as well as the 
literal sense, and of a silent resentment, a profound frustration, and 
a deep-rooted feeling of injustice – but against the wider world as 
much as any government or local politician.

At the dawn of the 21st century, the policies of economic 
globalisation stand accused of leading the world into a grave cul-
de-sac; a food price crisis in 2008 that left almost a billion people 
suffering from hunger, a global financial crisis worse than anything 
known since the 1930s Great Depression, and global warming 
caused largely by 200 years of industrialisation that is expected to 
cause a host of future catastrophes, not least the mass migration 
of a further billion people between now and 2050 – a climate 
diaspora that will again mostly affect the poor.37 Of all the global 
challenges ahead, however, the challenge of slums is among 
the most formidable development issues of urgent humanitarian 
concern, and probably the most unpopular judging by its lack of 
coverage in the mainstream media. The number of slum-dwellers 
worldwide is predicted to double in the next 15 or 20 years, 
growing by 27 million new slum residents every year from 2000 (an 
anticipated 1.4 billion in total by 2020)�, and reaching 2 billion by 
2030.38 Even Forbes, the U.S. magazine that represents the views 
of big business and the super-rich, describes a world with 2 billion 
slum-dwellers as worse than the dystopian Los Angeles depicted 
in Blade Runner, and declares that the future of the city “is a vast 
Third World slum.”39 The city shantytowns of Africa and Asia are 
already experiencing unstoppable growth, expanding by more than 
a million people every week.40 At current trends, African urban slum 
populations will double on average every 15 years.41 Sub-Saharan 
Africa, of course, boasts the most deprived slums of all, a region 
where more than half of its slum population lacks two or more of 
the following necessities; access to water, access to sanitation, 
durable housing and sufficient living space.42 The United Nations’ 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG)� campaign for sub-Saharan 
Africa, including the vague and negligible aim of achieving “a 
significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum-
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abandonment, destitution, drug addiction, gang fighting, 
homelessness and hunger, still their most primordial instinct was 
towards group solidarity, caring relationships, and a tremendous 
capacity for resilience and joy. Their undeterred hope, and their 
living contradiction of the view that human beings are intrinsically 
competitive and individualistic, was more of an inspiration to me 
than I could have imagined. As Djemba repeatedly said in his own 
flamboyant and staccato way, we need only “show people we are 
the same people!” When God says we should love one another, 
said Djemba the street poet, the meaning is to “share what we 
have”. The fact that we don’t – that we allow almost half of the 
world to live on less than $2.50 a day, and a sixth of the world’s 
population to live within treacherous and poverty-stricken slums 
– is what makes people “dangerous” and “crazy”.45 And if anyone 
should know, that would be Djemba.

London 
March 2009
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Chapter 1
Muzungu 
tourism

There is always reason for some trepidation when arriving in an 
unknown city, but some cities demand more trepidation than 
others. “Who’s afraid of big bad Nairobi?” were the first words I 
read in a guidebook, sitting on an empty row of seats on the flight 
into Kenyatta airport. The words were not unfamiliar; “‘Nairobbery’, 
as it is often called by residents, is commonly regarded as the most 
dangerous city in Africa. Carjacking, robbery and violence are daily 
occurrences, and the underlying social ills behind them are unlikely 
to disappear in the near future.”2 For months now I’d prepared 
the research, sifted through the issues, and listened to the fearful 
warnings of friends and relatives. ‘It’s not like Asia,’ they said. ‘They 
have mob justice in Africa. They’ll kill you for your T-shirt ... You’ll 
need protection ... You should find another story … You should 
really stay at home!’ In the few months before I left for Kenya, a 
Danish diplomat was attacked in the capital, a Russian ambassador 
was stabbed in a robbery, the U.S. chief military attaché was shot 
and seriously wounded, and a U.S. embassy vehicle was assailed 
on the outskirts by men with AK-47s, killing the wife of an embassy 
employee along with her mother-in-law. Kenyan Police officers, 
who later captured and killed two of these carjackers, dismissed it 
simply as a “random attack”.3

Sometimes the stories stretched the limits of credulity. A reporter 
for the Economist described two hands slipping through his car 

“Poverty is what I am writing about, and I had my first contact with 
poverty in this slum. The slum, with its dirt and its queer lives, was 
first an object-lesson in poverty, and then the background of my 
own experiences. It is for this reason that I try to give some idea of 
what life was like there.” – George Orwell1
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inside the shadows of the street; I had to bang on the gate like a 
deranged prisoner until a boy approached out of the darkness and 
asked why I hadn’t booked a room. It hardly mattered; I was given 
a four-bed dormitory to myself with mattresses so thin that in the 
morning, awoken at the crack of dawn by the racket of a thousand 
scurrying commuters outside, I could barely move from back-ache. 
Soon standing underneath a cold and grimy shower, the thought of 
venturing onto the streets, let alone venturing solo into the slums, 
was more than I cared to even imagine.

It was sitting in the tatty lounge area, sipping a cup of sour African 
tea and trying to decipher a map of the city, that I met Shaun, an 
American artist who was staying long-term in one of the basement 
rooms. I was recuperating from a first walk along Moi Avenue after 
being accosted by several begging children, and also a street 
peddler who tried to sell me a safari trip with the first words; “I can 
see you’ve just arrived – I can tell!” Shaun was helping two young 
African boys to paint, although both of them looked so lacklustre, 
so disconsolate, and so raggedly dressed that I wondered if they 
were destitute street boys. When I asked the lady behind the desk 
how I could find my way to Kibera, Shaun looked up sharply and 
asked what I wanted to go there for. Sensing that he was someone 
who could help, I candidly told him that I was here to research 
a book chapter, to stay inside the slums and write a story about 
“poverty” and abandoned AIDS orphans. Shaun looked me up and 
down, asked to look at my notes, and then slowly shook his head 
at me. “You can’t go to Kibera dressed like that,” he said. “And 
there’s no way you can spend the night there. Look, your trousers 
are still pressed. Don’t you have any old clothes and trainers?” I 
was wearing a new pair of sandals, chinos and a long-sleeved shirt, 
compared to Shaun who sported an unwashed pony tail, a scruffy 
red jumper, and a pair of worn jeans above some battered Nike 
sneakers. “What’s in your bag?” he asked, referring to my specialist 
camera rucksack. “That bag is way too new-looking. You know 
what, you should never, ever go to Kibera by yourself.”

His words felt rather brusque and emasculating, but after the street 
peddler who instantly perceived my greenness, I was prepared 
to sacrifice some of my self-esteem if it meant getting advice 
about the slums. “If that safari tout could tell you were new,” said 
Shaun, “just imagine what it’s like in Kibera.” He stood up aloofly, 
nodded his head sideways for the two boys to follow, and then, 
five minutes later, returned to tell me: “The answer’s no.” He’d 
apparently consulted with the boys and determined that I was too 
high-risk to be responsible for. “I’ll be going to Kibera again in a 
few days,” he said, “maybe I can take you then, but I think you 
need to acclimatise first. Why don’t you walk around the markets or 
something, ride some matatus, get used to the city?”

window upon arrival which “held fat balls of excrement, menacingly, 
before your correspondent’s nose. Two street boys, resting their 
glue-bottles on the window-frame, demanded a shilling (less than 
two American cents)�.” Nairobi has grown so lawless, he went on to 
say, that “this sort of thing is now common.”4 A journalist from the 
Kansas City Star outlined the perennial question for newcomers: 
‘Have you been mugged yet?’5 Another writer for the Independent 
in London, describing the greatest dangers which are faced on the 
city’s roads, said he saw a three car pile-up within ten minutes of 
his arrival. The fear of hijacking is such, he wrote, that “stopping at 
red lights is treated as optional.”6 The United Nations information 
chief in Nairobi, when declaring it as among the most insecure 
cities in the world, said that a crime like carjacking was committed 
against UN staff “roughly every week”.7

Bribery remains a routine part of everyday life, corruption is utterly 
endemic,8 the well-off live in suburbs behind high walls with 
electrified fences, businesses close up early to pull shutters over 
shops, at least half of the entire city is officially unemployed, three-
quarters of all inhabitants feel unsafe in their own homes at night 
(in Nairobi, burglars tend to break in while the owner is still inside, 
typically by a gang of five or so hoodlums waving guns or wielding 
axes)�9; whilst stories of droughts, floods, state-sponsored ethnic 
violence, or broad daylight gun battles between armed gangs 
and police fill the annals of reportage back into the tell-tale days 
of the 1970s. When it comes to horrors and incongruities beyond 
comprehension, Nairobi is the sub-Saharan metropolis of perhaps 
the highest distinction; the largest city in East Africa despite being 
the youngest, the richest municipality in the region defined by the 
utmost inequality, the harshest examples of urban poverty next to 
the grandest displays of privilege and wealth, and one of the fastest 
growing squatter populations taking up the smallest comparative 
living space.10 Once regarded as the safest capital city in Africa, it 
is now notoriously regarded as among the most hazardous of all. 
It also boasts, at its innermost periphery, one of the most densely 
populated and infamously forgotten slums in the continent: Kibera.

These stats and stories were sitting warily in the back of my mind 
as I hauled my luggage onto an airport trolley and nervously 
wondered what to do. My plan was simple enough; travel 
downtown by taxi to the Iqbal Hotel, a supposed haunt of hardened 
travellers and hopefully a source of help and courage, but the lady 
behind a taxi counter said the hotel had closed down a month ago. 
She instructed me to pay her twelve hundred shillings and stay in 
the New Kenya Lodge. It was in the midst, had I but known it then, 
of the most perilous part of the inner city. When I left the taxi a half 
hour later and walked up a squalid set of narrow stairs, I started 
to panic upon finding the entrance covered by a padlocked metal 
gateway. It was almost midnight, and groups of men were lurking 



Break time at the Stara Centre.
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market, a bazaar of second-hand charity clothes delivered in 
huge bales from Europe or the USA (the unbroken U.S. ones are 
considered high-end luxury goods, apparently, as the junk items 
are removed and sorted before being shipped into Africa)�.17 I found 
myself sifting through open stalls with mounds of old shirts and 
trousers in an attempt to dress less conspicuously for the slums, 
although the sight of a strange Westerner trying on the most 
threadbare clothes he could find, often made by Timberland or Gap 
or Calvin Klein, soon attracted stares and pointing fingers. English 
football shirts were clearly the preference of African men, although 
one lady wore a T-shirt printed ‘What am I like?’, and another boy 
wore the slogan ‘F*** Off’. When a glaring man grabbed me by the 
bicep, I struggled free and decided to make a hasty exit. Only when 
I found my way out of the crowds, with my eyes stinging from grit 
and matatu smoke, and my spirit chastened further by a girl who 
snarled at me from a curb-side shack when I asked for bottled 
water, did I first hear the word that would taunt me for many weeks 
to come; muzungu. The “white man” in Africa, I quickly realised, is 
defined unapologetically by his skin colour, and only secondly by 
his reason for being there.

It was a relief to find matatu number ‘7’ again and return to the 
hustle of Tom Mboya Street. When night falls abruptly, evoking 
the cliché of a curtain being drawn across the equator, the dusty 
streets take on a more sinister air; thousands of commuters start 
walking back to their degraded homes, like an exodus of émigrés, 
whilst dozens of men gather noisily in clusters around the street 
corners. I saw one lady trip horizontally over the broken pavement, 
but no-one paused to help pick her up. Guards dressed with 
helmets and batons stand languidly next to banks and businesses, 
eyeballing everyone who passes by. On this first day in the city, 
finding myself caught unawares at twilight and still reeling from 
so many fear-mongering stories, I found myself jogging along 
the middle of the road, with my hands clasped over my pockets, 
until I reached the relative safety of the New Kenya Lodge. It soon 
became an everyday routine; a daily forage through the streets by 
daylight, a race against the clock to make it back before sunset, the 
impatient rattling of the padlocked metal gate, before the welcome 
sight of Moses at the top of stairs, the smiling hostel boy who 
seemed to live quite happily without ever stepping into the anarchic 
neighbourhood below.

That night I made friends with a young Spaniard sitting in the 
lounge area eating greasy chicken legs – “every day, three months, 
chicken and chips!” – who had travelled alone through Tanzania and 
Mozambique, and who enlightened me further to the general theme 
of jeopardy. An hour earlier he had witnessed a street attack outside 
the entrance to our hotel stairway. A selection of colourfully-dressed 
Japanese travellers looked either shell-shocked or simply bored 

Nairobi, originally modelled on an English county borough, is said 
to be still at heart a provincial town, although it’s possible when 
trawling around it to wonder if you’ve mistakenly entered perdition.11 
Ever since its beginning it was beset by disaster; built out of an 
uninhabited swamp in 1899, it had to be burnt down to the ground 
after an outbreak of plague in the early 1900s, and then rebuilt 
by impoverished labourers to boast several grand hotels for the 
early British game hunters and colonialists who, by 1905, named 
it the capital of the British East Africa Protectorate. From just one 
hundred white settlers in 1903, the population explosion since 
then is startling; officially called a ‘city’ from 1954, over 200,000 
residents migrated from their villages by the time of independence 
in 1963, increasing ten-fold to more than three million inhabitants 
today.12 Of those, at least 60 percent subsist in one of the many 
squatter settlements along the outskirts, mostly inside the colossal, 
ever-expanding and illegal slums. These slums, as across all of 
Africa, are growing at twice the speed of the exploding cities. 
Between just 1989 and 1999, 85 percent of Kenya’s population 
growth was absorbed in the fetid, teeming and combustible slums 
of Nairobi and Mombassa.13 If the UN’s conservative estimates 
are correct, African urban slum populations will double on average 
every 15 years, reaching 332 million by 2015.14 Living conditions 
for all these people are not anticipated to improve anytime soon, 
with the informal and irregular employment sector set to absorb 
90 percent of urban Africa’s new workers in the next ten years.15 In 
other words, the present trends of poverty, violence and murderous 
crime in the slums of Nairobi (including 12 beheadings between 
May and June 2007)�16 are expected to considerably worsen in the 
years ahead.

For the time being, however, I was more concerned about leaving 
the front gate of the guesthouse. I took Shaun’s advice and 
crossed the road into the turmoil of the bus stand, and when I 
asked for directions to the nearest clothing market, a wily African 
in a basketball vest began leading me through various back-roads 
and alleyways, causing my heartbeat to race until we reached a 
dusty autocade of beeping matatus. These are the notorious mini-
buses of Kenya which form a network of spluttering, reckless and 
dilapidated means of public transport to every nook inside the city 
– matatu simply means ‘taxi’ in Swahili, or else ‘ma tatu’ meaning 
‘for three’ in reference to the old price in shillings for the average 
trip, although I always paid forty shillings as standard in the hope 
of making it out without being pick-pocketed (the travel guides in 
particular seemed to love their stories about matatus; after 10pm, 
said one, there is a “greater risk” of the 14-seater buses being 
carjacked at gunpoint with everyone still inside)�.

After being squashed inside one of these steamy contraptions for 
half an hour I was grateful to be delivered into a sprawling mitumba 
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up to touch my legs and shout “Muzoon-gu!” It had rained heavily 
during the previous night, turning the slum into a boggy quagmire 
and reducing my shoes, within a few minutes, into a pair of muddy 
bricks. My slum clothes, the ones bought from the mitumba 
market, did nothing to help me look less obvious, although Shaun 
meandered somehow invisibly through the tight and swampy alleys. 
As Yosuko and I squelched after him, permanently stooping to avoid 
clothes lines strung up across the paths, tiny children sometimes 
darted out of darkened shacks and screamed in excitement.

Shaun told us nothing of where we were going, seeming to revel in 
being the secretive leader. We were led to the large gated entrance 
of an informal school called Raila Education Centre on the top 
of the valley, allowing a vantage point over the settlement. The 
distinguishing feature, when seen from this angle, is not of limitless 
rusting corrugated roofs as on the ground level of the slum, but of 
a vast and boundless rubbish dump; everywhere the same yellow, 
blue and white-speckled hills, literally valleys and knolls of ancient 
garbage. Inside the school environs, which was also characterised 
by a sloping playground of damp mud, I began to understand 
something of Shaun’s reason for staying in Nairobi. He began 
negotiating with the headmaster, a young African who looked barely 
out of his twenties dressed in shining black shoes, mud-spattered 
synthetic trousers and an old-fashioned tie. (Shoes, in Africa, 
seemed to denote status more than anything else – I had already 
seen men staring longingly at my Clarkes, the cheapest pair I could 
find in London.)� His office was a bare prefabricated room with a low 
bench for visitors, a small desk and a rickety metal chair. Shaun, 
it transpired, was putting twenty boys through different primary 
schools in Kibera, and one particular boy in the Raila school owed 
nearly three thousand shillings, about fifty US dollars, plus a further 
nine hundred shillings a term which his destitute mother would 
never be able to pay. The headmaster was intransigent; unless the 
boy paid up, he was out.

We followed Shaun again through narrow paths and boggy gutters, 
besieged on all sides by the stares of pensive mothers and the 
cries of “muz-oongu!” from countless little children. I had no idea 
where we were going until young Chaandra pointed proudly to an 
expanse of flattened mud, what seemed to be a playing field in the 
middle of cement block classrooms. “My school!” he said. We were 
in a village called Mashimoni, one of twelve districts that segment 
the slum. I copied Shaun by shaking the hands of haggardly old 
men who sat outside the endless series of shacks. One little girl, 
barely two years old, sat slumped in her over-sized dress on the 
sloping ground, looking lifeless with half-shut eyes. I asked Shaun 
what was wrong with her. “She’s probably sick,” he said, which 
is the synonym used in Kibera not for a cold or influenza, but for 
HIV or AIDS. Inside another bare office, Shaun sat down to talk 

by the self-imposed curfew as they sat around the table eating 
bananas and smoking unfiltered cigarettes. Only one of them spoke 
a few words of English, a wild-haired wayfarer who was waiting 
to go on Safari; when I asked him what he thought of the city, he 
answered with a finger in the air and the single word; “Danger!” 

It wasn’t long before I found myself on a Cityhopper bus with 
Shaun and one of “my boys”, as he called them, a ten-year-old 
street orphan whose name was Chaandra. We were joined by a 
Japanese student, Yosuko, who was beginning a six-month field 
trip to Ethiopia as part of a Masters degree in development studies. 
Our motivations were not too dissimilar; Yosuko was keen to join our 
visit because, as he put it, “I want to see!” Shaun remained taciturn 
and aloof, engrossed in a non-stop conversation with Chaandra as 
the bus weaved for five kilometres outside the city centre. Eventually 
the road turns into a half-mile dusty driveway, sidled by a barren 
wasteland filled by dozens of stalls and hawkers, by countless 
children and loiterers, and by tall railings along the opposite side 
that are decorated atop the spikes with endless pieces of old 
clothing, football shirts, ripped trousers and hats, even soiled teddy 
bears and decapitated dolls. It conjures a weird ethereal effect, like 
a twisted ceremonial that evokes images of voodoo, until the stalls 
turn into hundreds of corrugated shacks, the bus stops in a shudder 
where the concrete road ends, the crowds become suddenly dense, 
unknown smells immediately fill the nostrils, and the legendary 
megaslum begins.

They say Kibera is the largest informal settlement in sub-Saharan 
Africa, with more than a million people squashed into an area the 
size of Manhattan’s Central Park. Whatever its population size or 
macabre status – and nobody really knows either – it is among the 
most iniquitous, distressing and heart-rending places on planet 
Earth; no infrastructure, no roads, no sewers, no toilets (or rather 
one for every thousand people or so, all of which must be paid for)�, 
no running water, no maps, no rubbish collections, no jobs (at least 
three quarters of all inhabitants are unemployed)�. And yet despite 
the fact that a third of the population of Nairobi live there, as well 
as a fifth of all Kenyans with HIV or AIDS, its chief distinctions 
consist of extreme poverty, ethnic violence, political alienation 
and accelerating tragedy.18 It is technically illegal to live there 
and it doesn’t officially exist at all, a detail as complicated as the 
varied reasons for its misery, but of such paradoxes I was to learn 
more later. Right now, tailing behind Shaun who was still talking 
incessantly to young Chaandra, I was warily trying to take it all in 
without looking like a conspicuous poverty voyeur. Yosuko, speaking 
the merest pidgin English, was finding himself ogled by groups 
of little children shouting “China-man! China-man!” to which he 
would nervously reply “Thank you-thank you,” until little infants ran 
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beginning in 1998 with six orphaned children inside a single mud 
hut, the four original founders soon came across dozens of other 
AIDS orphans in the surrounding community. A few years later 
they were caring for hundreds of children, until in 2004 – when the 
World Food Program began donating sacks of maize, beans and 
porridge – the school numbers suddenly exploded. Of the nearly 
500 children in a school of five or six tin-constructed classrooms, 
at least seventy percent are orphaned, and almost all of the rest are 
either “neglected and abused”, from destitute single-parent families, 
or from conditions of absolute poverty. Many of them are also HIV 
positive, although no-one could say how many. According to the 
figures handed to us on a feint photocopied handout, more than 
half of the pupils refused to be screened “due to denial and fear of 
stigma from their parents and guardians.”

It was difficult to know whether the history of Stara Centre was 
an irregular saga of triumph against all the odds, or a chronicle 
of hopeless adversity. Mariam Abdul, one of the four founders in 
charge of sanitation, proudly told us that a “flush toilet” for the 
children was donated by an Italian, but when I passed by to inspect 
it, the two-door cubicle for hundreds of children was covered in 
muck and thoroughly broken. Far from the government of Kenya 
trying to lighten their task, Farida Kamene, the founder in charge 
of HIV and AIDS work, said that bribes and a constant fear of local 
interference was a part of their everyday life. When they wanted 
to put a padlocked gate at the entrance, she said, the surrounding 
community fought against them because “they want to steal from 
us.” The teachers’ pay, she added, was only three thousand shillings 
a month, about forty US dollars, compared to twelve or fifteen 
thousand shillings given to government teachers, even though theirs 
had to be contributed by a donor in Holland. For the first year, said 
Farida, all the teachers were paid nothing. As far as the government 
of Kenya is concerned, the Stara Centre, as an informal and 
privately-funded slum school, doesn’t officially exist, one of many 
forgotten refuges in a technically non-existent world of penury.

After our introduction to the school and a whistlestop tour of the 
classrooms, including a touching rendition of an African welcoming 
song by the infants who had been trained to stand in chorus 
whenever well-wishing muzungus entered the room, I then gladly 
tailed after Shaun back into the filthy sludge and byways. I had no 
idea where we were going each time, but my head was so reeling 
from the barrage of abject poverty that I was happy to give up 
the need to think. At one point we passed an open lorry labelled 
Safaricom, the principal mobile-phone network in East Africa, which 
was bizarrely showing a dance troupe and promoting a competition 
to win a car – a car, that is, for slum-dwellers in a slum without any 
roads. A crowd of hundreds had come to witness the performance, 
including groups of street boys with snotty noses wearing frayed 

with Chaandra’s teacher. The upshot of their conversation, which 
made me scratch my head in bafflement, was that Chaandra had 
been missing church on Sundays and was therefore at risk of being 
expelled, despite Shaun paying all of his school fees. I had been 
staring at the only decoration inside the drab room, a crude poster 
which read; 

Sex-ploited you are when  
you give in to sex in exchange for high grades  
you are brought gifts in exchange for sex  
you are not allowed the choice 
you give in to sex to get a job. 

We were in a primary school for six to eleven-year-olds. If any pupil 
doesn’t attend church on Sundays, continued the teacher, then they 
are automatically expelled without any questions asked or second 
chances.

The slum schooling system made even less sense when we 
meandered our way to the Stara Centre, an informal primary school 
that would soon become the anchor for my experiences in Kibera. 
Stara was one of the more infamous schools, immortalised by CNN 
just a few months earlier when its chief international correspondent, 
Christiane Amanpour, paid a visit to watch the World Food Program 
donations being distributed; a dosage of porridge at mid morning 
and maybe some maize and beans at lunchtime, the only food – a 
scanty diet without fruit or vegetables – that most of the children 
would eat all day. The CNN cameras had focused on images of 
four and five year olds inside the dark, corrugated tin classrooms, 
secretively spooning dollops of porridge into plastic bags for their 
mothers at home, many of whom were dying from AIDS whilst 
battling against chronic hunger. 

Young Chaandra had led us to the Stara Centre’s gates, knowing 
the intricate paths of the slum like the back of his hand, although the 
school was perched precariously, sloping downwards and upwards 
at random degrees like every tenement in Kibera, on the edge of 
a precipitous drop onto railway lines. It was, said Shaun, “on the 
wrong side of the tracks”, an area notorious in the slum for murders, 
rapes and robberies. Directly opposite was another characteristic 
hillock of rotting garbage, a place of forage for several families of 
goats and various scavenging and diseased dogs. 

I was still surprised, however, by the hearty welcome we received; 
even in second-hand tattered clothes and with mud caked up to 
the ankles I still managed to look like a visitor from a distant world, 
a world that represented, as I was increasingly to understand, 
unlimited patronage, wealth and privilege. Inside the office, two 
of the founders of Stara ran us through a history of the school; 
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since the age of about five. Shaun had arrived in Nairobi five 
months previously with a group of ten other American artists who 
planned an awareness-raising project; after handing out a hundred 
disposable cameras, they were creating a book out of all the 
pictures taken by the boys. Shaun, unlike his friends, was unable 
to leave, and was now independently housing and mentoring his 
group of boys through school. “I’m also a poor man,” he said, “I’m 
just an artist, but I know how to get things done. My boys know I 
suffer, and I know how they suffer, so we help each other. That is all 
we can do.”

Back in the New Kenya Lodge that night, after listening to a 
drunken Australian in the lounge interminably relate how his 
passport had been stolen, I decided to venture onto the roof to 
witness the glowing full moon before going to bed. At the top of the 
ladder, I noticed Shaun smoking a joint of marijuana in the corner. 
He looked pensive when I tentatively approached him. “You know 
you’re the first person I’ve ever shown my boys to, whatever that 
means,” he said, but in a way that implied he was still unsure if I 
was worthy. “You come all this way without a plan, you think you 
can fly here and write about ‘poverty’ in a matter of weeks,” he 
said. “I don’t like it. It takes time to understand these boys. I’m 
trying to teach them dignity and self-respect, not just write about 
their lives and then go back home. Why did you give those shoe 
boys forty shillings?” He was referring to a couple of young street 
peddlers who washed our shoes with a bucket of dirty water as 
we wandered through the warrens of boggy paths; I’d given them 
forty shillings, about sixty U.S. cents, at which they’d exclaimed 
and laughed dismissively at my extravagance. Shaun said, at the 
time, that he’d given them five shillings “for the both of us.” “I lost 
someone today,” he went on, prompting me to commiserate by 
saying I’d had no idea. “No you don’t, do you. You have to feel it 
here,” he said, pointing with his fist to the heart. “One of my boys 
lost his little sister. And some other boys tried to rob us today, 
didn’t you notice when I made you stand by the wall? And do 
you really think you can spend the night there? You can’t do that! 
What did you give my boys? They welcomed you into their world, 
and you gave them nothing.” On this note, the drunken Australian 
clambered onto the roof and tried to continue with his diatribe, 
allowing Shaun to shake his head and walk away. It was mostly 
true, I’d been oblivious to the robbers, clueless as to the etiquette 
of street life, and presumptuous to believe that I could waltz into 
a megaslum and instantly comprehend its problems. It was also 
clear, unfortunately, that I’d failed to gain Shaun’s assistance, which 
meant that tomorrow I would have to venture back into Kibera on 
my own. 

rags for clothes. Shaun seemed to know about half of them, 
bouncing a clenched fist against theirs as a sign of greeting.

By the time we reached Winners Chapel, a market area on the 
northern edge of the slum, we’d collected a small coterie of 
teenage street boys around us. Some of the boys followed us to a 
nearby church next to a small market known as Adams Corner, a 
well-known haunt for young female muzungus looking for second-
hand branded clothing bargains. Running around the church 
driveway was a group of three little boys, one of them maybe four-
years-old and the other two maybe seven, all of them filthy beyond 
measure and covered in snot. The youngest one was hyperactive 
to the point of near delirium; as Shaun fell into conversation with 
groups of older street boys who were congregated everywhere 
throughout the market, this little one kept yelling and trying to 
clamber up my legs. His T-shirt was so ripped and dirty that it hung 
over his malnourished belly in shreds; as I played with him for a 
while, swinging him around by the arms, the other little boys started 
to jump on top of me for their turn. “Where do they live?” I asked 
Shaun, which was a naïve question. He pointed to a shrine in the 
corner of the lawn beside the church. “They sleep behind that,” he 
said, “for safety.” His reason for talking to the older street boys, it 
emerged, was to find these little ones a place to stay at night. After 
much talk amongst the boys and waiting around, which seemed to 
be the general theme to life in Kibera, one of the older ones agreed 
to escort the infants back to his shack. The two seven-year-olds 
quickly went with him, seeming to be related as brothers, but the 
hyperactive infant stood on the driveway looking distressed. “He is 
disturbed,” one of the elder boys told me, tapping a finger on the 
side of his head. I tried to usher the infant after the others, saying 
things like “Go on, run after them – they’ll look after you,” but 
when he demurred too long, obviously frightened to walk off with a 
stranger, we were forced to leave him there by himself. It was only 
some months later, reading over my journal notes in the comfort 
of a carpeted room back home, that I reflected on how callous 
this was to remove his friends and then desert him. Already, after 
just one day, Kibera had drastically misshapen my benchmarks for 
sensitivity and human need.

Shaun finally opened up about himself on our way back to the city, 
showing me an impressive and colourful mural that some of the 
street boys had painted on a wall, and a roundabout where many 
of them, as tiny youngsters, used to sleep inside discarded lorry 
tyres to prevent getting beaten up or worse by the local guards. He 
had an emphatic way of expressing his eyes when relating certain 
facts that made me feel hopelessly callow and over-privileged; 
“Do you know the average life expectancy in Kibera?” he asked 
before telling me, emphatically, that it was thirty seven. Most of the 
boys I’d met that day, he said, had lived together on the streets 



 
Two of Djemba’s young 
neighbours pose next to  
an open sewer.  
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There are certain rules to be followed as a white man walking 
alone in the slums. The first rule, as Shaun made clear, is never 
to walk alone in the slums, although as a contingency certain 
other fairly obvious rules suffice; never to carry anything valuable, 
never to carry a wallet if you can use loose change, never to wear 
a watch or Western clothes that mark you out as a tourist, and 
always, above all the other rules, to walk in a manner that implies 
you know where you’re going. The next morning, therefore, within 
five minutes of getting off the Cityhopper bus no. 32, I’d broken 
rule number five in a cardinal manner; my intention was to find 
the series of paths leading to Winners Chapel, to meet up with 
some of the street boys of the previous day, and to hopefully 
recruit them as my chaperones for a series of forages to uncover 
the most impoverished AIDS orphanages. Kibera, as I knew from 
my research, was teeming with terrible stories, but without some 
escorts it was highly probable that I would end up lynched within a 
day. The only problem was my sense of direction; all the paths had 
turned even muddier after another night of rain, so after walking 
purposefully up and down the same series of roads, I took a risk 
and asked directions from one of the kindlier-looking passers by.

A half hour later, with some luck, the mud turned into concrete 
where the market began at Adams Corner, but at ten o’clock in the 
morning none of the street boys were to be seen. I eventually found 
a crowd of them inside a classroom within the church grounds, 
learning lessons from a French lady called Marilyn. When I peered 
through the windows, a number of the boys screeched back 
their chairs and came out to greet me with the same Rastafarian-
style bouncing of the fist to mean ‘good to see you’. Marilyn also 
introduced herself and dismissed my apology for the intrusion by 
saying “Pah – they are street children!” Her work, she said, involved 
teaching the boys French for a couple of hours on Mondays, 
Tuesdays and Thursdays, the idea being that in the inculcation of 
some discipline they would be better equipped to cope with life on 
their own. She would also provide, when she could, some maize 
powder and milk to help them get by. “It is very slow,” she said, 
“sometimes you love to be with them, you feel very happy. But 
sometimes you go home very depressed.” Only two of the boys, 
she said, had completed primary school. For all the others, judging 
by the mumbling of their A-B-C’s en Français, the road would be 
somewhat longer. Marilyn said it would be fine for the boys to show 
me around the slum after their lessons, although she had never 
personally ventured further than the confines of the market, she 
added, and with an expression that seemed to question if I really 
knew where I was going.

I waited patiently on the wooden veranda until noon, although 
a gathering of the boys happily waited with me and skipped the 
lesson. One of them, called Daniel, wore a panama hat and stylish 

trainers by the Italian design label Diesel, looking far from the 
stereotype of an unwashed street boy. Others looked more typically 
dirty and indigent, and some of them were slightly intimidating. 
Nearly all of them were seventeen-years-old, said Daniel, and with 
an offhand nod to imply “of course” he agreed to help me navigate 
the settlement. We began with a group of six of us walking through 
a district called Avany Estate on the fringes, a suburban boulevard 
of leafy houses occupied by “government people,” as Daniel told 
me. These middle-class homes, often with palm trees planted on 
the lawns and luxury SUV trucks in the driveways, were situated 
like a parallel universe next to the sprawling shantytown. A pretty 
Maasai girl with extended earlobes, dressed in a colourfully 
chequered robe, walked along beside us with a canister perched 
on top of her head. Within another five minutes we were entering 
Soweto West district where the rains became torrential and forced 
us to shelter inside a dilapidated garage; within about fifty walking 
paces we had traversed from an affluent residential neighbourhood 
like any typical street in California, into a roadless, mud-covered 
mess of mid-range poverty characterised by men sitting vacantly 
outside empty shops, and women tying old clothes to makeshift 
washing lines outside their dismal concrete tenements. Within 
another hundred paces, when the rains eventually ceded, we 
headed into the same marshland of suffocating pathways and 
endless corrugated shacks.

During the walk I listened to Djemba, a sprightly and cheerful boy 
who commanded his pidgin English with an engaging fluency. 
When we crossed the railway track that cut through Kibera, 
Djemba pointed out that this was the territorial mark of where the 
slum begins, a metaphorical and literal crossing into paucity. He 
told me that he left home at the age of nine; “My father was painter, 
he die in Kenyatta hospital because my mother is digging. There in 
the village,” he said, making little sense until I deciphered the gist 
– that his parents died of overwork, hunger and eventually AIDS, 
and his ten brothers and sisters were left to fend for themselves. 
“No food! I could not sit there and look at my father like this”, he 
said, affecting a wide-eyed stare of expectation. “When you are on 
the street, you walk and walk and you could end up any place,” he 
said. Djemba had a charming way of accentuating his sentences, 
or of going “Eh Eh Eh!” to mean ‘what a stupid question’, a 
delightful speech idiom that I heard all over Kibera. When he found 
his friends, he said, they slept in sacks under market stalls on 
the mud, pointing out some of their old haunts by the railway. He 
described their usual daily routine of begging for food when they 
were small boys; “If people give me five shillings (seven cents)�, 
that make me very happy,” he said. “Even if they give advice, I like 
even that. Not when they just go – (motion of rubbing fingers and 
thumb.)� But now – too old! No begging now. People no give to 
us! They say, why you no have job! But here, Kibera? No job, no 
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with the feint bare light bulb that kept threatening to tinker out, the 
feeling of squalor made me mull over an opprobrious thought; that 
if I had to subsist in these conditions day by day, I wasn’t sure if 
I could find a purpose in continued living. The boys, on the other 
hand, appeared delighted to have me as their visiting muzungu; 
one called Psion was twirling his baseball cap and mumbling hip-
hop words with Daniel, a boy called Paul was digging the ribs and 
having a play fight with his friend, whilst the others seemed happily 
busy trying to gauge my reactions.

After a while I was led into a neighbouring district where other ex-
street children stayed at night. The details of their daily lives were 
slowly becoming clear; four of them stayed in Kianda, said Djemba, 
paying six hundred shillings a month for rent, and the other eight 
boys that formed their group stayed in two bare rooms in a place 
called “Tonga”. It was, in Djemba’s exact words, a “very, very 
danger-ous place!”, and at three thousand shillings a month in rent, 
it was either comparatively extortionate or else they were making 
up the figures. Shower and toilet cost four shillings a go, said 
Djemba, “too much” when you were scrimping “every ten bob” you 
had for rent. A different boy called David told me with wide eyes 
that at night they had no mattresses or bed clothes, forcing them 
to sleep on the grimy floor with their jackets as a pillow. “Older 
men,” he said, were the bane of their lives, often getting high on 
“bhang” or “chang’aa” – meaning marijuana or an illegal brew – 
before breaking inside to terrorise them all. Quite what this meant 
was made plain to me some weeks later, but I already knew about 
the notorious chang’aa, which translated as “kill-me-quick” in 
Swahili. Usually distilled from maize or sorghum, the good stuff is 
not unlike a ropey vodka, but the bad stuff is often topped up with 
methanol, served out of old shampoo bottles, and liable to wipe 
out dozens of slum residents – or else send them quite insane – if 
the potency is left unchecked (in one incident, as I later discovered, 
137 people in Nairobi died after drinking a rogue concoction, 500 
were hospitalised, and 20 others were completely blinded in the 
space of a few weeks)�.19

I could believe what Djemba said about this area; even in the 
cold light of day it carried a sordid, severely downtrodden and 
forsaken mood, complemented by washerwomen who eyed me 
with a questioning scowl, and a makeshift classroom of little 
children who were less than welcoming when I entered to say 
hello. It was clear that Tonga rarely received any curious visitors, 
let alone any hesitant muzungus. The boys took on a more sombre 
and serious demeanour as we plodded around the mud paths, 
unlike the playfulness and pride of place that their shack in Kianda 
had engendered. It was also, as far as I was concerned in those 
moments, really a delay and diversion from my primary objective of 
covering a story about AIDS and orphanages.

job.” When I asked about his dreams, Djemba said “I want to be a 
pastor!”, and after prompting him to retell his favourite bible story 
– the parable of the ten bridesmaids – I began to believe it was his 
natural calling. After more walking I remarked on the incongruity 
of a man trying to propel his wheelchair through the solidified mud 
– on the back of his seat was a big sticker reading ‘Corruption 
is sucking the life blood out of Kenya!’ Djemba made his “Eh Eh 
Eh!” noise. “The government does no-tting!”, he said. “They don’t 
care about us!” He made an even louder “Eh!” when I asked if he 
believed that Jesus Christ was a real person. “I am very happy for 
the muzungu who brought the bible to Africa,” he said. “I like to tell 
my friends the stories, to make them hope. I want to show people 
we are same people.”

As we passed through a district called Kianda into a dense and 
slippery market, amidst hundreds of people bustling inside thick 
smoke from fried foods, Djemba asked if I would like to see their 
home. The ground was ridiculously precarious, lined with rocks and 
an open sewer which had turned into a stream after so much rain. 
I had to walk in a semi-crouch to avoid tripping over a boulder or 
having my throat gashed by a clothes line, but the boys in front of 
me deftly hopped between the crevices and pitfalls. Their house, 
after sliding around warrens of mud paths for some time, was 
the standard six by twelve metres shack made from wattle and 
daub, a latticework of sticks and earth topped with rusting sheets 
of corrugated tin. The precarious path leading down to it was 
too narrow to raise the arms, leaving a gap of less than a metre 
between the family of ten who lived in a room straight opposite. 
Ducking inside, relieved to escape the rain, the shack was filled 
by an ancient chest of drawers, two wooden bed frames and a 
dysfunctional television. “Not working,” said Daniel when I stared 
at it, which made Djemba laugh. “Everything from street,” he said. 
“But a muzungu from Italy gave us music,” added Daniel, switching 
on a 1950s-style radio. The station was Kenya Broadcasting 
Corporation playing a hip-hop tune from the U.S.A.

As we sat there for a moment, the six of us perched on dirty 
styrofoam blocks used as mattresses, I felt overcome by this 
sudden intimation of clashing cultures. Daniel bopped his head 
and mumbled the words whilst this wave of emotion made me feel 
immeasurably sad. On the wall was pinned a series of pictures; 
a tacky Jesus, a terrible portrait, a crude acrylic poster of a child 
saying ‘Don’t Abort!’, and a plastic clock that went backwards 
instead of forwards. Djemba pointed to the poster and said 
“You like? I am good artist,” making me wonder if the subject of 
abortion held a deeper symbolical meaning. The picture of a child 
looked like a self-portrait. With the sound of rain spattering on the 
corrugated tin roof, the feeling of chill from the dank outside, the 
claustrophobia of sitting in the middle of a drizzling megaslum, and 
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than I was wary of these men. Djemba, my ever-faithful sidekick, 
dutifully ordered me vegetables with gravy, explaining that the 
main ingredients – stringy spinach with cabbage – was called 
sukuma wiki in reference to its inexpensiveness, literally translated 
as ‘stretch the week’. None of the boys had eaten anything all 
day, nor drunk a drop of water. The sun, when it wasn’t raining, 
had been intense enough to burn my nose red within half an hour, 
and the feeling of collected filth and exhaustion had left me with 
a general feeling of incorrigible languor. The bit of food, however, 
enlivened us all; unlike Shaun who had pointedly ordered the boys 
a set meal on our previous trip, I told them to have “whatever you 
need,” resulting in a frenzy of meat being thrown on all plates. 
Meat, said Djemba, was a rare luxury for him and his friends. His 
decorum and restraint in eating, in comparison to the ravenous 
others and even myself, was notably impressive. Their normal diet 
was sukuma wiki in the evening if they were lucky, he said, and 
sometimes a cup of tea to begin the day. Food in the morning was 
“not possible” unless there was something to eat in the evening, 
otherwise the pangs of hunger meant “no sleeping all the night, 
pain in the stomach!” Sometimes, he said, they would eat only 
two or three times in a week, but it was often hard to distinguish 
the truth from his broken English. A good day, he definitely 
said, meant a breakfast of chapattis and then a modest meal of 
maize and sukuma wiki in the evening. A full stomach, which we 
washed down with a boiling hot chai, had rendered me personally 
incapable of speech but had turned Djemba philosophical; “How 
many days I wake up from dreaming, me a little boy,” he said, “and 
here we are – Ki-bera – same days, same days. Seven years like 
this! No food. No school. No mu-nney. No thing to do. No more we 
are little boys, we are grown boys. But I would like to wake up one 
day and, there, Moses is a teacher. Psion is a soldier. Daniel is a 
pilot. Djemba is a pastor! But every day, same dreams, I wake up. 
Ki-bera.”

The sun was threatening to set by this time, making me anxious to 
return to the city before the voluntary curfew of nightfall. The boys 
stood around the door of a bus to bid me goodbye, shaking hands 
now in the gentlemanly way rather than my awkward knocking of 
fists. I was exhausted, perhaps a little hung-over even from the 
anxiety rush of entering the slum alone, but I was no longer fearful 
of Kibera, nor was I still worried about being pillaged. My only 
concern, after another day of gruelling poverty voyeurism, was in 
finding the central subject for the tale I was here to tell. Only then, 
laughing as we made arrangements to meet again in the morning, 
did I realise that the most remarkable story was probably standing 
right in front of me.

Djemba said he knew “a good place” to take me, until half an hour 
later, following the same interminable labyrinth of shanties, we 
arrived rain-soaked at the Little Rock Centre for disadvantaged 
infants. The boys, who now numbered nine, passively waited in the 
courtyard as I knocked on an office door and was ushered inside 
by Lilly Oyare. I was becoming used to these genial welcomings 
based solely on skin colour and curiosity. Lilly had started in a 
similar way to me, she said, visiting the slum one day and finding 
herself horrified by the level of hunger and suffering. She moved 
out of her suburban home, started rallying around everywhere 
for funds, and “miraculously” scrambled the amount of shillings 
required to rent a building, pay the mounting bills and still feed 
the children with porridge and beans. In the same way that Shaun 
had spoken on the previous night, Lily found it necessary to stress 
that “You have to do it with the heart!” if the struggle of living 
day-to-day, without the support of any government, was not to 
overwhelm you with antipathy as her words implied. I was shown 
around to see the youngsters through the windows, the mentally 
ill ones being cared for in a separate room, and the exquisite 
tiny ones asleep on the floor during a nap, or on miniature desks 
with their heads buried in their arms. There was a barometer of 
need inside the slum, it appeared, that started from somewhere 
close to starvation and ended like the Little Rock Centre with 
their tarmacked paths and a donor in Norway, still struggling to 
provide their daily bread, but not nearly as downtrodden as the 
Stara Centre or the horrifying reports from my research. Even 
Stara, as I knew for certain, was not quite at the bottom on the 
scale of utter deprivation. It was frustrating to try and articulate 
this to Djemba and Daniel who were solemnly standing in the 
courtyard, undeterred by the rain with the other boys, and unable 
to comprehend what I meant by “a really, really bad orphanage 
– you know, one with the worst kind of problems.” They still had 
the impression that I, like most tourist muzungus they found at 
Adams Corner, would be content with some digital pictures of 
malnourished children and perhaps the sense that, after visiting 
somewhere like the Little Rock Centre, it wasn’t really so bad after all. 

Reportage on misery mixed with the need to tell a compelling 
story, if not indeed kept in tune “with the heart” as Lilly Oyare 
averred, is liable to lead the correspondent into a twilight zone of 
pitiless insensitivity. I was contemplating this thought, along with 
the memory of Shaun’s opprobrium last night over my inferred 
lack of compassion, as the group of us monopolised one of the 
roadside eateries. The promise of food, I suspected, had ensured 
that my babble of chaperones kept growing in number, but as 
they jovially ordered chapattis and plates of sludgy chicken, I 
was glad to have the relative safety of their company. The other 
Kiberans in the shack looked more wary of the boys, I noticed, 
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If you would like to help support the children of Kibera, please 
contact the Netherlands-based charity ChildsLife International. 
Since 1998, ChildsLife has supported the Stara School mentioned 
in this book by providing education, food and care to children 
whose parents have died of AIDS. It was ChildsLife’s director, 
Patricia Kicak, who discovered the tireless work being done on 
behalf of Kibera’s orphaned children by the school’s founders. 

The need for donations to support the vital relief work in Nairobi’s 
largest slum is overwhelming; many schools do not have a 
consistent food program in place to ensure that children have 
at least one meal a day, and the global economic crisis and 
rising food prices are threatening even the existing program 
commitments of ChildsLife. To make a donation or to find out more 
about how you can help, please visit www.childslife.org, or contact:

ChildsLife International 
Nijverheidsweg 35b 
2031 CN Haarlem 
The Netherlands 
Phone +31 (0)�23 557 0081 
Email info@childslife.nl 
Website www.childslife.org

How to  
help Kibera
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Share The World’s Resources (STWR)� advocates for governments 
to share essential resources, such as water, energy and staple 
food, in order to secure basic human needs. We aim to promote 
greater international cooperation to facilitate a more equitable 
distribution of these vital goods and services.

As a non-governmental organisation we publish reports on key 
global issues and provide information on how economic sharing 
can end poverty and promote international peace and security. 

Our website presents a broad mix of the latest information, 
news and videos on a range of global justice issues, including 
globalisation, the financial crisis and climate change. 

Join our campaign to pressure governments to reorder their 
priorities and end poverty by visiting: www.stwr.org/campaign

To learn more or to make a donation, contact us at:  
Share The World’s Resources,  
P.O. Box 52662, London,  
N7 8UX. United Kingdom 
Phone +44 (0)� 20 7609 3034 
Email info@stwr.org 
Website www.stwr.org

About Share 
The World’s 
Resources
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Adam W. Parsons was born in 
1976. Previously a journalist 
and writer, he now works as the 
Editor for Share The World’s 
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Kibera has become one of the most infamous slums in the world. 
But the visiting pop stars, politicians and Western journalists 
seldom explain how the enduring poverty and inequality in Kenya is 
intimately related to an unjust economic system that connects our 
different worlds. In this exposé, Adam Parsons sets out to unravel 
how a ‘megaslum’ such as Kibera came to exist, what economic 
forces shape the reality of life for slum-dwellers in Africa, and what 
it really means to live in extreme poverty. 

In a mix of travel writing, history and political narrative, 
Megaslumming vividly describes life in the slum through the eyes 
of its different residents – the AIDS orphans, the grandmother-
headed households, the neglected schools, the Nubian elders, and 
most of all the street boys who become the author’s guides and 
bodyguards inside the dangerous shantytown. Written as a lucid 
introduction to global justice issues, this book ultimately raises 
serious questions about the current direction of world development 
– and points the way to a more equitable and inclusive future world.






