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The sight of fire razing homes bewilders a resident of Kamora slum in Nairobi. 

It took five hours of vicious force to bring little Anne Wanjiku's hopes of good schooling tumbling down. 

She remembers a squad of policemen with their big guns ordering her mother, Ms Mary Wacuka, to leave their tin hut at Komora Village in Nairobi's Savannah Estate. 

Within minutes, her mother's hut lay in a heap. Smoke and dust spiralled into the air as huts, torched by police, smouldered amid the roar of a bulldozer that was demolishing others. In another five hours, the village was no more. 

"They are bad people," Wanjiku said, sitting under the rubble that was her home. Her mother had arranged the rubble to form some form of shelter, where they now sleep. 

That was on Saturday. When schools open on Monday, Wanjiku might not report because her mother is planning to move to another slum, far from Donholm Primary School, where she is in Standard Two. 

Her mother said: "I have nothing to give the children. What will happen when schools open? Unless a miracle happens, this is the end of their schooling." 

Court order 

This is the plight of about 300 other families evicted by police and hired youths. The dawn raid, which came after a court ruled that the families were living on the land illegally, caught many unawares. 

The court ordered that they be removed from the land and that it be handed over to the owners, a family of a former politician. 

The sprawling slum of tin, timber and cardboard houses contrasts sharply with Savannah Estate, a relatively well-off neighbourhood occupied by middle class families. 

Most of the people who live in the slum make a living as domestic workers of "rich" neighbours. 

"There are rich people all around us. But if you knock on their door to beg for water, they scream as if they have seen a snake," said Wacuka, gesturing angrily. 

Like many slums in Nairobi, it sprouted when jobless people started putting up structures to live in. Although some say they built their houses as far back as 1967, it is only recently that more people came in. 

Mr Charles Ndung'u said he first settled there in 1967, when he worked as a driver for a construction firm. The company put up a stone building, where he has lived with his family even after the firm wound up in the 1980s. 

Land changed ownership 

But he acknowledged that the land did not belong to those who lived on it. 

"We are poor people trying to live the way we can. We would have expected to be warned so we can remove our belongings," he said on Sunday, standing next to the rubble of the stone building. 

He explained that the land had changed ownership several times. At one time, he viewed himself - and the people who lived there - as property of one white man who bought it in the 1990s. 

"You see, he bought the land and everything on it. What I am saying he bought us too and he was willing to look for another place to settle us." 

Children shelter under a make-shift shack, where they spent a night when their house was demolished 

But that was never to be as the land changed ownership again. Today, the poor people are no one's property, and they say since they were evicted, no one seems interested in them. 

Lamented Wacuka: "You 'news people' have come here many times and we have told you our troubles. Doesn't the Government read the news? Where are the human rights people?" 

So far, no help has been forthcoming. On Sunday, Embakasi MP Mr David Mwenje toured the site and made promises of food donation. 

Promises of money and food 

Mwenje said he would push to have them resettled at an alternative place. 

"We want the Government to provide you with a place where you can stay. In the meantime, I will give you Sh20,000 for your urgent needs," he said. 

Then, he drove off in his state-of-the-art car, worth several million shillings. His offer was immediately criticised. 

"These are poor people," said Ndung'u. "Such kind of money will bring us more problems. How will we divide it? We need to be together now, but it will bring divisions amongst us." 

Residents were angry with the Government for sending police to watch over the destruction of their homes. They were angry too because the State seemed disinterested in their plight. Mwenje is an Assistant minister for Co-operative Development. 

They dismissed his promises as populist, saying he had done nothing to save them from being evicted despite them seeking his intervention. 

Another politician, Mr Irshad Sumra, also visited the scene and made promises of money and food. He, too, drove off in an expensive car - a sleek blue Mercedes Benz. 

Sumra is a political rival of Mwenje in Embakasi constituency. 

No one to turn to 

An aspiring candidate for the Embakasi parliamentary seat, Mr Irshad Sumra, is forced out of the scene by police officers for allegedly inciting residents to stay put. Pictures by Jacob Otieno and Anne Kamoni 

When about 200 police officers went there, they explained their duty was to provide security. But residents said police too were involved in pulling down their homes. 

"In this country, you don't know who to run to. I thought police were our friends. See what those friends did to us," said a father of four, pointing at the debris strewn across the piece of land. He asked not to be named, citing victimisation. 

The bulldozer also tore off a pipe that has been bringing water to the slum and those still living there complained they had nothing to drink. Most of the victims of demolition were still at the site on Sunday, even after their houses had been flattened. 

Some slept in the cold Nairobi night with nothing over their heads. Without any relatives to turn to, they were planning to move to nearby slums. Others said they would look for open ground and put up structures. 

Said Ms Jane Wangui, a mother of one: "Tomorrow, I will go to Soweto slum in Kayole and see if I can get a cheap house to rent." 

Like Wacuka, she too feared that her daughter, two-year-old Maureen Wangari, might not attend school anymore. 

"Kayole is far from here. Look at her. She's too young to walk all that distance to school and I can't afford to hire a school bus for her." 

