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Tunza mazingira yakutunze.

Sustain the environment so it may sustain you.
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Introduction

I grew up somewhere between the wild and the city. On land that had not yet been fully ‘tamed’ but was beginning to show the hallmarks of so-called civilization. It was land where pastoralists had once roamed freely alongside their ‘wild’ animal neighbours and agriculturally inclined human counterparts. Land with layers of stories and struggles – land that was never truly settled. The 6,000 acres that Karen Blixen once tried and failed to farm for coffee had been appropriated from local peoples and divvied up by the British colonial government for European settlers. When Blixen returned to Denmark seeking treatment for syphilis, her legacy endured through the land’s name, which became known thereafter as Karen. She later wrote of her experiences in a book that went on to become a Hollywood film, Out of Africa, starring Meryl Streep and Robert Redford.

Remy Martin went on to develop the land,* and many decades later Karen became firmly established as a Nairobi neighbourhood, complete with schools, churches, essential amenities, restaurants, shopping malls and a variety of housing estates, many of which were gated. When I was growing up, from the mid-1970s to 1980s, it was seen as a last stretch of bush clinging to the edges of Nairobi’s shirt tails. Our local shop was a colonial-style, red-roofed brick building that seemed to rise out of the dust, looking more like an out-of-place country dwelling than a modern-day supermarket. It was set within a scattering of low-rise buildings that included Gethin and Dawson’s petrol and service station, a bank, a post office next to another far less popular supermarket, and the Horseman restaurant, all set against the backdrop of the iconic Ngong Hills.

Ngong, meaning ‘knuckles’, was the name given to the hills by Maasai peoples who had lived in the area for centuries. If you clench your hand the hills perfectly resemble the knuckles of your fist.

The story goes that, in the days when the earth was young, a giant roamed the land, terrorizing Maasai peoples by devouring their cattle. Fearing that once the cattle disappeared they would be next, Maasai peoples turned to their Laibon (spiritual leader), who in turn appealed to the Queen of the Termites.

Moved by their plight, the Queen promised to help. She assured them that when the giant returned, she would rally her termites to do whatever they could to stop him. Sure enough, the giant came back, rampaging through the land and gobbling up the last of the cattle. After his feast, he collapsed into a deep, satisfied sleep. That evening, the Queen kept her promise. As darkness fell the termites sprang into action, working tirelessly through the night to bury the giant. But as dawn broke, the giant was not completely buried, and only the back of his knuckles remained visible. Those knuckles, it is said, became the Ngong Hills we see today.

This story captures the complexities of Karen, a place where boundaries blur, and histories are both visible and hidden. It is a myth that explains a natural landmark: an echo of folklore that was shared among people who lived on this land long before Kenya’s colonial era. It is an area whose original name was erased and replaced by a European one. A suburb that emerged from the heart of the savannah.

*

We had arrived – it seemed to me – in a magical place. My parents struck a deal with an architect who had begun building a house in Karen for a client who lacked the resources to finish it. As a result, we moved into an unfinished home with an equally unformed garden, a steep plot that sloped down to a stream, overgrown with tall mabingobingo grass, also known as elephant grass (Cenchrus purpureus).

I spent every moment that I could out in the back garden among the trees in the long grass. I was convinced that little people must live there, and I’d often go out to look for them. One day what I found instead, when I pulled back some grass, was a large and long snake. It was just there, nestled in the mabingobingo, silent and unmoving. It was only when I slowly raised my hand to reach out towards it that I saw a slight shiver, so I pulled my hand back so as not to disturb it. Its shiver made me pause. If I had been sleeping, and someone had reached out to poke me, I would not like it at all. The snake looked back at me as if it understood that I just wanted to look. It was a dark colour, and seemed to go on forever; certainly longer than my toddler height. We both stayed very still, as if acknowledging that it was nice to be hanging out at a respectful distance. When I did finally move away I did not do so in a hurry. I had enjoyed the snake’s company, and something had passed between us – something peaceful and calm and in direct contrast to the mayhem that ensued when I told my mother about it later.

The snake had to be dealt with immediately. The mabingobingo was to be cut back. And I was to stay indoors. Oloo, the gardener, was called, and a conversation that began within my earshot continued out of it. I knew that something major was going to happen, but the full effects of how the garden would be rearranged would take several weeks to unfold. Eventually, the little people would have to find a new home as short and tidy Kikuyu grass (Cenchrus clandestinus) replaced the wilder mabingobingo. Once things had calmed down, my mother reassured me that the snake was no more, that the threat had gone. I failed to explain that I did not feel like that about the snake. We had shared a world just fine. The words did not come, and in any case would not have been heard. The grown-ups were busy shaping the natural world beyond our veranda to make it safe for me to be in. If the snake had been killed, it was my fault. I should not have said anything. Something in me registered that loss. The hush that followed the cutting of the mabingobingo never quite left me, and I think it’s part of why I’ve listened to environments I live in ever since.

Something fundamental shifted for me in that moment. My mother, in her well-meaning panic, had enforced a boundary between me and nature, a boundary I hadn’t even known existed. It seemed to me that both the snake and I ‘belonged’ in the mabingobingo. More than that, I began to wonder, why was no one considering the other perspective? What if, instead of the snake being the intruder, it was I who had entered the snake’s world?*

*

Nairobi is the only capital city in the world with a national park within its borders. Despite the park’s modest size of 29,000 acres (117 square kilometres), it supports a diverse array of wildlife, from black rhinoceroses to lions. The park offers a striking landscape of open grassy plains dotted with acacia trees and scattered bushes, creating a classic feel of East African savannah. The backdrop of Nairobi’s city skyline forms a unique contrast to the wild setting, blending nature and urban life. Its terrain includes rolling hills, small streams, and patches of dense forest along the banks of the Athi River. Seasonal wetlands attract a variety of birdlife, while the expansive plains serve as grazing grounds for zebras, giraffes and antelope. Both the animals and the welcoming climate attracted European settlers to this ‘exotic’ and yet highly habitable place.

Before British settlers arrived in the late 1800s, the Athi plains were home to thriving wildlife and an ethnically diverse mix of transitory settlements. The park’s establishment reflects both colonial conservation ambitions and the displacement of local communities. With the arrival of colonial rule, white settlers claimed the fertile highland territory for their homes and farms. The impacts of European settlement around what is now Nairobi have been well-documented for two communities: Maasai and Kikũyũ peoples. The pastoralist Maasai coexisted with the region’s wildlife, herding their cattle across the open plains, while Kikũyũ* peoples farmed the fertile, forested highlands situated above Nairobi. The European settlers displaced people from the nature they had long stewarded, and in ways that had simply not existed prior to this time. It’s a place where people and wildlife have always lived side by side, sometimes in harmony, sometimes in conflict.

*

My parents taught me how to read a city such as Nairobi. Without maps or guidebooks, we would learn by observing how people connected with the natural world around them. I was shown how to pay attention to the small things: which trees lined the streets, how people gathered in parks, or even how water moved through a city. My parents also made it a rule to always be respectful whenever we travelled to other places by learning the basics of the local language – how to say hello, please, thank you, and even how to count to ten. Looking back, it’s probably no surprise I became an anthropologist. Those early lessons sparked a lifelong curiosity about the world and the constant interplay between people and nature.

Growing up in Nairobi, I saw this relationship unfold everywhere, and those early experiences taught me that the lines we draw between nature and human life are more blurred than we like to think. My fascination with cities and the natural world within them grew as I watched Nairobi transform around me. Take Karen, for example, where the old two-storey Horseman restaurant is now a modern multistorey building. The open fields where I used to ride horses have been fenced off, replaced by homes and business parks.

But it wasn’t just what happened outside our compound that left an impression.* Inside our home was another kind of world – a place where people from all over Kenya and beyond would come and stay. Some came for a weekend, others for years. My parents, like their parents before them, kept an open house. Visitors brought with them stories of places I had never heard of, photographs of cities I could only dream of, and invitations to visit. I have been fortunate to travel to more than fifty countries and an endless number of cities.

Another place to which I feel deeply connected is London. My parents met and married there when they were students, something I have reflected on all my life, given that they come from markedly different parts of what was then the Colony of Kenya. When I was a child, my father would remind me, as we stood at Charing Cross, of how his colonial education had taught him to think of this notional centre of London as the heart of the British Empire. It was not until I was an adult that I appreciated the vast differences he would have had to navigate, from the fresh wetlands he grew up on to the smoggy London streets of the 1960s. My parents taught me to traverse cities, not through an A-to-Z or Google Maps, but through the ways in which nature and culture intersect. For me, London is a network of waterways, from the canals you can follow on foot from north-west London to the city’s centre, to the Thames weaving through its heart. The city is a patchwork of markets, from Liverpool Street to Shepherd’s Bush, and an ever-changing expanse of parks, from the grand stretches of Hyde Park to the wild beauty of Hampstead Heath. London, like many cities around the world, is full of nature – from tiny mosquitoes that live only in the London underground to whales that sometimes make their way along the Thames.

It’s all there if we learn to pay attention.

This book is an invitation to reconsider our relationship with nature, especially in urban spaces. It’s easy to think of cities as human domains, as places that belong to us alone. But the truth is that nature is always present, always finding ways to thrive, even in the most unexpected places. If we take the time to look, to really see, we might be surprised by how intertwoven our lives are with the plants and animals around us. Cities are ecosystems too – complex, dynamic and full of life. Yet we often walk through them with blinkers on, unaware of the richness that exists just beyond our sight.

This book uses history, cultural commentary and the stories I grew up with to trace our relationship with the natural world in our shared spaces. It begins in the intimate terrain of memory and experience – moments that shaped my understanding of what it means to live with nature rather than simply in it. By describing the wide variety of more-than-human neighbours that we live with, from those that dispose of our waste to apex predators, this narrative considers what it means to live well alongside animals we might loathe or fear. It explores how communities create and care for green spaces, often in ways that challenge dominant narratives about what cities are for and who they serve. And it examines the broader systems – policy, history, language and design – that shape the possibilities for coexistence in the urban environment. Woven through each layer is a central invitation: to notice more closely, to care more deeply, and to imagine more courageously what kinds of lives – human and more-than-human – we might nurture in the places we call home.

Because, ultimately, this isn’t just about noticing nature, it’s about what we risk losing when we forget we are part of it. As cities grow, as landscapes shift, the danger is not only ecological but emotional. We lose memory, meaning, connection. We forget how to live well with other beings. If we want a future that is not only liveable but meaningful, we must learn to care differently. That begins by paying attention – to the cracks in pavements, the stories in trees, the silence that follows loss.

This book is my attempt to explore the relationship between nature and humanity and to invite you to look at cities with new eyes. It is an invitation to marvel at the resilience and adaptability of nature, even in the most urbanized environments. It is a call to reconnect with the wonder that comes from recognizing the presence of life all around us, in places we might not expect. From the weeds growing in pavement cracks to the birds nesting in high-rise buildings, nature is always there, quietly insisting on its place in the world.

As you read, I hope you’ll be inspired to look more closely at the urban spaces you inhabit. There’s a richness there, a beauty in the way life persists and thrives despite our best efforts to control it. And perhaps, in doing so, you’ll find that the question, ‘What’s it doing here?’ becomes less about intrusion and more about belonging – about recognizing that we are all, in our own ways, just trying to find our place in the world.
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