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Voi, Kenya – Our driver sped the Japanese mini-bus along route A-109 at breakneck speed.  Although it was mid-morning there were only trucks with us on this main highway connecting the port city of Mombasa with the inland capital, Nairobi (the two largest cities in Kenya).

In fact, the dominant mode of transportation seen along this 150-kilometer stretch was walking.  Kenyan women are veritable pack-horses.  They transport produce, water and large packages on top of their heads on paths throughout the countryside.  They are everywhere.

Those Kenyans who do drive are predominately chauffeurs for the wealthy, or are bus and truck drivers for major firms in Nairobi.  Regardless of employer, the typical Kenyan motorist is male.  There are still a few residual European women from the colonial era who drive, but for the most part, driving is a male fraternity.  All the men drivers certainly seem to be Grand Prix aspirants who always prefer to honk rather than to slow down.  More than once I winced with my foot hard pressed against an imaginary brake pedal as our van nearly side-swiped pedestrians along the road.  Our driver, a pleasant young man named Ronnie, never varied his expression or his continual banter with us as he nonchalantly challenged several basic laws of Physics with the van….not to mention his casual endangerment of scores of pedestrians.

Other than ourselves (four Americans), the most frequently observed passengers in other chauffeured private cars were Indian businessmen and their families.  The Indians have retained a dominant economic influence in Kenya from their power base which they established as merchants here under British colonial rule.  Kenyan independence in 1963 gave political ascendency to the overwhelmingly black majority which was headed by Jomo Kenyatta and his successor, Daniel Moi.  But the economic power brokers remained European and Indian 20 years later.  The pricey automobiles and their “foreign” inhabitants which you see on the highways scream this fact daily.  In fact, the only black Kenyans I saw with their own cars were politicians and high-ranking government officials.  At least, this is who Ronnie identified them as.

Bear in mind that Kenya is perhaps the most successful former colony in Africa.   Relatively speaking, this nation’s economy is stable and well-managed compared to most of its peers.  The typical man-on-the-street seems to be reasonably content, and there is little political strife.  Ronnie told me that “the women do not matter”!  But a look at the vehicles on the highways provides a fairly accurate synopsis of Kenya’s present state of affairs:  a poor, young nation struggling to contend with the gross inequalities remaining from the colonial era.

Before you become too critical of Kenya, go back a few hundred years to the mid-1790’s and take a close look at the socio-economic structure of the United States 20 years after our independence from Britain.  I am not certain that we were dramatically different.  Colonial problems are not solved in a day – or a decade – or two.

I thought you might like to know.
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