
Drawing a line under history 
 
The old colonial power has apologised, sort of. But who has really benefited? 
 

 
A long wait for the Mau Mau 

 
Independence songs were sung, antique walking sticks were waved and Britain’s 
representative in Kenya gamely ventured some words in Swahili to express his regret that 
Kenyans had been tortured during the Mau Mau uprising against colonial rule in the 1950s. As 
Britain made a carefully calibrated climbdown over colonial-era abuses on June 6th, none of 
those words was the Swahili for sorry. Britain has not formally admitted liability for torturing 
some of the 90,000 Kenyans detained during the rebellion. The compensation offered is 
modest compared with the payouts British citizens would expect for similar mistreatment back 
home. 
 
More than 5,000 Mau Mau veterans, some of whom gathered in Kenya’s capital, Nairobi, for 
the formal announcement, will each get about $4,000. Wamutwe Ngau, now 82, who never 
had children after being castrated by colonial officers, said the money was “nothing much” but 
that an apology was worth accepting. 
 
Britain opted to settle after the High Court in London ruled last year that there was enough 
evidence of torture for four old Kenyans to take their case to trial. It took a British law firm, 
Leigh Day, as well as a clutch of historians, ten years to win the argument. The settlement is 
worth $21m. The legal costs were around $9m. 
 
A flurry of further claims is now expected. A rival British law firm has refused to recognise the 
settlement, saying it has signed up more than 8,000 veterans to bid for compensation, while a 
Kenyan outfit says it has some 3,200 claimants. A headline on the cover of the Nairobi Law 
Monthly predicts a “battle for the Mau Mau billions”—albeit in Kenyan shillings, worth 85 to the 
dollar. They are unlikely to succeed. It will take deep pockets and a lot of detailed evidence to 
win any further payout. 
 
This may draw a line under Britain’s historical responsibility and instead throw the spotlight 
back onto the treatment the freedom fighters received in post-colonial Kenya. They were 
fighting in the central forests for a share of the land. Few got any. When most of the white 
farmers left, many of the best estates ended up being owned by people in the government of 
Jomo Kenyatta, the first post-independence president, whose son Uhuru was recently elected 
to the same post. As one of the veterans put it, “The British did not take the land back with 
them to the UK.” 
 
Fonte: The Economist, London, v. 407, n. 8840, p. 52, 15 a 21 Jun. 2013. 
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