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I.  THE TAKAUNGU SUB-LOCATION

By day it’s red dirt roads skirting between white-washed, coral-brick houses beneath palm trees swaying in the tropical currents of the ever-present Indian Ocean breeze.  At night, the equatorial stars pierce the cloudless sky as the sopping moon lulls her way between the Eucalyptus silhouettes on the horizons.  Welcome to Takaungu.

The Takaungu “sub-location” is a political grouping of several villages about one and a half hours north of Mombasa and fifteen minutes south of Kilifi on the Kenyan coast.  These villages were looped together for administrative purposes during British colonial occupation.  The grouping managed to survive independence so that today the Takaungu sub-location still remains the primary means of local governance.  Takaungu, the largest of the included villages has a population of about 5,000.  The other villages Vuma, Vijiweni, Kayanda, Kanyumbuni, Mavueni, and Mkwajuni (commonly called “Kibaoni,” the Kiswahili word for woods) bring the total sub-location population to roughly 10,000 people.  

1.  THE PEOPLE

The Giriamas represent a tribal branch of the larger group known as the Mijikenda peoples which itself is a division of the Bantu people who have lived for centuries throughout sub-Saharan Africa.  The Giriamas and several of their sister tribes live throughout the Kenyan coast.  The Mazrui are the descendents of the Omani Arabs who migrated to the East African coast during a very martial period in the late 17th Century.  The history of their existence in the region before that time is a subject of constant, heated debate.  In any case, intermarriage has created the existence of a composite people with a cultural identity all of its own.  The Waswahili (essentially, “the people who speak the Kiswahili language”) comprises the entire coastal population.

2.  RELIGIOUS LIFE

  The dominant religion in Takaungu is  Christianity and Islam, though there are also a few Hindus.  Anglican, Methodist,Catholic, Seventh Day Adventist and Pentecostal denominations are represented in the area
3.  POLITICAL LIFE

Kenyan political cartography is a four-tier system.  The nation is divided into several provinces, each of which is divided into several districts.  These districts are then divided into either locations or sub-locations (the latter simply being a smaller variant of the former).  Thus, Takaungu Village can be plotted politically in the following manner:  Takaungu Village ( Takaungu sub-location ( Kilifi District ( Coast Province ( Kenya.

Rafael Karisa is currently the Chief of the Takaungu sub-location.  He’s been in office for at least a decade.  His job is administrative, mostly to bridge the gap between community and government.  His home is in Mavueni.  His office is in Mkwajuni (Kibaoni).  Rafael Karisa is ably assisted by Chakwe Charo, the Sub-Chief of the Takaungu sub-location.  Her home is located about twenty minutes south of Takaungu along the road to Vuma.  Her office is just northwest of TPS, though she often spends her time at the chief’s office in Kibaoni.  Chakwe Charo is quite approachable, though sometimes fairly formal.  Both positions are appointed rather than elected.  Either the Chief or the Sub-Chief may need to be consulted about certain projects for their politically-relevant blessings.  In addition, there is an elected office similar to a mayoral seat called the “Councilor.”  General elections happen every five years.   They are conducted at Takaungu Primary School.

Political holidays include Uhuru (“Independence,” December 12th) and Kenyatta Day (October 20th).

4.  CLIMATE

Just barely south of the equator, Coastal Kenya fluctuates predictably between hot and humid,and cool climate  There are only two seasons of mention on Kenya’s coast.  The cooler rainy season begins in April and lasts through to September.  The warmer dry season reigns from October to March.  .  “Dry” merely refers to the near-total absence of rain.  March is the hottest month.May to August are the cool months.  June is the coolest.  Rather than complain about the heat, why not enjoy it for what it is: an awesome opportunity to work on your tan!  As far as agriculture is concerned, planting is done in early April.  Harvest is August and September.

II.  THE VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE

Come Kuona is a Kenyan based company providing volunteers to the East African Center, Inc. as well as to other organizations, within and around the Takaungu sub-Location, in need of assistance.  

About the East African Center (EAC): 

The EAC is a non-profit organization committed to assisting communities to achieve empowerment through adult and child literacy programs, health education, and poverty eradication projects.  Founded in December of 2001, the EAC(www.eastafricancenter.org) recognizes that much of the monetary and general assistance that is currently available in East Africa is either not enough or not efficiently utilized.  Either way, many East African populations demonstrate extremely limited access to potentially beneficial information and services.  The EAC aims to connect information and services to women and children in communities throughout East Africa through small, inexpensive, largely community-operated resource centers.  The EAC believes that by offering sites that are close to or directly within villages, they will increase peoples’ ability to access and utilize information and services.  While many other organizations launch short-term campaigns, each of the EAC's resource centers will become a permanent fixture in the community, much like a shop or a library.  The only change over time will be a general increase in both the amount of information available and the number of services offered.  The first such site is the Center established at Takaungu.

1.  SERVICE OPTIONS

Come Kuona Volunteers can offer their services in any of the following ways:

a.  Working at the EAC’s Resource Center

The EAC needs onsite volunteers to help coordinate its programs in the Takaungu sub-location.  These programs will include first aid classes, the publication of health-related materials, monthly lectures by health professionals, meetings for women’s groups, children’s traveling drama productions, adult literacy classes, a library, skill building classes, and acting as a liaison between women and micro-lending organizations.

b.  WORKING AT THE SCHOOLS

Volunteers can work at the  EAC school teaching  pre-school or primary school(Grade one and two).You can also help the children whith there after school tuition.
Alternatively, volunteers may opt to work in conjunction with one of the four schools in the Takaungu sub-location.  Later in this packet you will find details about the Kenyan education system and a breakdown of each school.  In short, volunteers will act as part-time teachers and/or tutors, facilitating the full-time faculty in administrative and in-class duties.  In addition to organizing extracurricular activities (like the newly-established EAC-donated Takaungu Primary School library, school clubs, and local sports teams), volunteer teachers are often assigned specific classes to teach during the school term.  Little to no specific teaching experience is necessary, only enthusiasm, improvisation, and plenty of patience.  

c.  Research AND Service Projects

Come Kuona understands that knowledge is power and therefore encourages interested parties to use its site as a home base for research in East Africa.  In addition, Come Kuona will review proposals for specific projects (such as creating designated dumping grounds, covering open wells, and increasing water availability) aimed at benefiting the Takaungu sub-Location and will be happy to assist self-motivated individuals or groups in the pursuit of such projects 

D.COACHING AND MENTORING
 .

2.  PERIOD OF COMITTMENT

  Volunteers normally stay for a period of between two weeks to three months. Longer stays are welcome and can be necessary.
   
4.  ACADEMIC CREDIT

 Come Kuona is currently able to directly provide academic credit for University of Washington school of social work students only.  However, check with your college or university to see if a special independent research project or language immersion credit can be arranged.  Both of these have been done by past volunteers.

5.  VOLUNTEER POLICIES
As a member of the Come Kuona volunteer team, please remember that you are a full-time representative of the organization and a constant contributor to its reputation.  Please do not take this responsibility lightly.  Since Come Kuona works hand-in-hand with the EAC, the success of the EAC’s programs depends largely on how well Come Kuona volunteers interact with the local populations.  Takaungu is a very small place.  By the end of your stay, everyone will know exactly who you are and exactly why you’re here.The following is a quick run-down of specific Come Kuona volunteer policies:

A.  DRUGS AND ALCOHOL

Despite strict laws and cultural stigmas against them, alcohol and other drugs are noticeably present in Takaungu.  The range of available narcotics is startling.  The alcohol selection is much more limited and tends toward a homemade (and potentially lethal) variety of fermented coconut water.  Come Kuona volunteers are flatly disallowed the use of drugs and alcohol while in the Takaungu sub-location.  Despite the laid-back attitude about certain drugs among some people in Takaungu, please be aware that the Kenyan anti-drug laws (which foreigners are certainly subject to) are among the strictest in the world.  Known users of either alcohol or drugs are quickly labeled “drunkards” or “smokers” and are immediately cast into a disrespected sub-class within the community.  The implications of such branding are disastrous.  Come Kuona cannot afford any association with these substances.  Please remember why you came to Kenya in the first place.  If it had much to do with trying the local species of marijuana, you signed up with the wrong organization.  If you must use drugs or alcohol while in Kenya, do so far away from Takaungu (and Kilifi, which is daily crawling with residents from Takaungu) in either Mombasa or Malindi which are an hour away.
B.  TOBACCO AND MIRAA

Tobacco (cigarettes) and miraa are not disallowed, however their use is discouraged, especially in public.  Of course, stigmas also exist for these substances, but the cultural reprimands delivered upon their users are much less severe and do not pose quite so serious a threat to the organization.  Discretion is advisable, especially for women since local females are almost never seen with these substances.

C.  SEXUAL BEHAVIOR

Needless to say, check your libidos back in Mombasa.  Any sort of romantic relationship between a Come Kuona volunteer and a resident of the sub-location (regardless of age, race, religion, or sex) would undoubtedly turn disastrous for the volunteer program.  If you can not go for long without romantic involvement, plan to spend your weekends in Mombasa or Malindi.  The club scene at each is spectacular and will undoubtedly hold you over through your weeks in Takaungu.

.

III.  LIFE IN TAKAUNGU

Beginning in January 2004, all Come Kuona Volunteers will be welcome to live at the newly constructed Come Kuona Volunteer Shamba. The “Shamba” consists of a series of traditional coastal style houses (we attempt to offer each Volunteer their own), a common room/kitchen and a bathing/toileting area. The Shamba is approximately 1.2 acres and is situated just near the East African Center’s Community Resource Center. Each Volunteer house is 10 by 15 feet with mud walls, thatch roof and a cement floor. The windows and the door are re-enforced for extra security. Off the front of each house is an extended overhang providing a great place for evening and weekend relaxation. The sounds of the surrounding palm tree forest are remarkable from your home. By living like most of the local population, you will be able to get a real feel for the simplicity of life in this stunningly beautiful part of Africa. The Shamba offers a full-time care-taker/watchman who will be on site around the clock to assist you.   In line with traditional living, there is no electricity at the Shamba. Only a kilometer away past the Takaungu town is the Takaungu Creek,a place of startlingly beauty.The Shamba is also a lovely two-kilometer walk from the local beach, an enclosed, largely untouched stretch where white sands meet blue water. The simple Italian restaurant on a bluff overlooking the beach serves delicious food--and it's the only encroachment on this otherwise untouched oasis  

1.  ARRIVAL

Arriving in Kenya can sometimes be a harrowing experience, especially if it is your first time in Africa.  Unless your specific travel itinerary demands otherwise, we recommend booking your flights all the way through to Mombasa.  Unless you’re coming from the east, this will most likely require you to stop at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport in Nairobi to go through immigration and transfer planes.  JKIA can be a nightmare, however it need not be if you are well prepared.  Here are some simple guidelines:

Upon arrival in Nairobi, follow the throngs of passengers off the plane toward the center of the international terminal.  Then proceed down the gangplank to the immigration reception area.  The series of counters on the left is for obtaining visas.  You will need to have filled out a Declaration of Entry and/or Visa Request form.  If they did not provide these on the plane, get them from the table on the far left.  Present these forms, your valid Passport, and USD 50 to the man or woman behind the counter and ask for a “three-month single entry visa.”  Indicate quite clearly (both on paper and in person) that your reason for entry is “tourism” (not “volunteering,” “service,” “education,” or “research”) and that you intend to stay for the full three months.  They will stamp your passport and indicate a required departure date.  (You can get this date extended later.) There is also the possibility to get a visa at the embassy of Kenya in your own country. Then make your way through the line toward baggage claim.  Once you’ve collected your luggage, proceed around the glass walls.  At this point you will be mobbed by an army of eager “guides” and taxi drivers.  Politely proceed past them, explaining if you must that you need to catch a domestic flight.  Exit the terminal to the left and cross the street.  Enter the domestic terminal and re-check your baggage for Mombasa.  Enjoy your one-hour domestic flight as it’s usually pretty empty.  If you’ve provided your arrival information, there will be a Come Kuona staff member present at curbside at the Mombasa airport to whisk you off to Takaungu paradise.

2.  Health Concerns

A.  MALARIA 

Malaria is a very serious disease caused by a family of microscopic protozoa that reproduce in the bellies of certain types of mosquitoes.  The disease is transmitted among human beings through the bites of infected mosquitoes.Should a potential Come Kuona volunteer be scared?  No, only well-informed.  Malaria is a preventable and curable disease that only succeeds in its fatalities because of lack of education and resources in the world’s less-affluent areas.  

Malaria is preventable through a pantheon of drugs available on the world market.  These “malaria prophylactics” are usually effective at stopping malaria from causing disease in humans.  To be clear, these drugs do not actually prevent infection.  Rather, they stop the malaria parasite from entering the disease-causing stage of its life cycle while in its human host.  The most well-known (and most-often prescribed for Kenyan travel itineraries) of these drugs is called Mefloquine.  (The brand name variety of Mefloquine is Larium.)  Mefloquine is not necessarily the best prophylactic for all individuals because it is known to cause some fairly uncomfortable side effects in some users.  In any case, consult a doctor because all prophylactics can only be obtained with a prescription while being in your own country.  Be forewarned, prophylactics can be relatively expensive, especially for the quantity required to get you through three months. The administration of the medicine usually begins some time before your departure and usually continues for a period after your return as well.  Prophylactics can also be bought in Kenya, though you will have no guarantee as to the efficacy of these drugs. 

Malaria is curable.  While in Takaungu, you will be in relative proximity to at least four hospitals.  Two of these are of a high standard.  All four hospitals have extensive experience in treating malaria.  In addition, ask your doctor to prescribe you a “treatment cycle” of malaria medication.  Keep this dose on hand for the unlikely case where you should start to experience symptoms and are for some reason unable to seek immediate medical attention.  Even once you’ve begin your treatment cycle, it is still imperative that you visit the hospital if you are experiencing malaria-like symptoms.  Only a blood test can accurately diagnose malaria and determine the most effective treatment.

Malaria symptoms come in a series of attacks normally lasting between four and ten hours each.  They consist successively of a stage of shaking and chills, a stage of fever (with the temperature reaching about 105° F / 40.5° C) and severe headache, and then a stage of profuse sweating while the patient’s temperature drops back to normal.  The first attack usually occurs 8 to 25 days after a person has been bitten by an infected mosquito.

Doctors often stress that mechanical means of protection should be used in conjunction with prophylactics.  Come Kuona is in possession of several mosquito nets.  Volunteers are encouraged to buy their own upon arrival.  Mosquitoes tend to be most active between dusk and dawn and during Kenya’s rainy season.  At this time, long pants and sleeves (weather permitting) are recommended.

B.  VACCINATIONS

The U.S. Center for Disease Control website (www.cdc.gov) is an excellent source for information about vaccinations for world travel. In other country there are pages similar as this one you can look them up. Check the East African country pages against your own yellow vaccination card to see if you’re protected.  Your primary physician will certainly be a good first stop for information, but he or she may not be equipped to administer some of the less-common vaccinations and tests you’ll probably want before heading into the unvaccinated world.  In that case, see a specialist travel doctor.  Also, be sure to bring your yellow International Vaccination Certificate(s) (especially one proving you’ve been jabbed for yellow fever) with you throughout your travels, as many countries threaten to turn away travelers without them.  

C.  UPSET STOMACH

Our acclimated stomachs necessarily need a grace period to adjust to the local pathogens and food.  It is sometimes a bumpy ride.  Some travelers don’t have this problem at all.  This is where your Cipro (an all-purpose antibiotic you can get with a prescription while your back home) will come in handy.  Please remember that some bouts of nausea are symptoms of dehydration.  It’s hot here.  Always be sure you are drinking lots of water.

D.  FUNGAL INFECTIONS

 Kenyan supermarkets carry a relatively inexpensive antifungal product called Mycota in both powder and cream form, though this product is very strong-smelling and may cause allergic reactions in some.  “Chemists” (the British-English word for “pharmacists”) carry a number of other products that may prove gentler, especially for sensitive areas like armpits and groins.  These products can be expensive, so it might be a good idea to come with an antifungal you know to work well with your body.  The best way to prevent fungal infections is to wear well-ventilated, loose-fitting clothing and to thoroughly dry all areas of your body.  Baby and talcum powders are also helpful.

E.  JIGGERS (CHIGOA)

Not to be confused with the “chigger” (a North American larval insect of no relation), jiggers are a small species of flea, the female of which sometimes burrows into the skin of human hosts, generally on the feet, living within the cyst that forms around her.  Expect some strange itching sensations and the quick growth of the cyst as the abdomen of the pregnant flea swells to the size of a pea.  Jiggers must be removed promptly (disinfected knives or needles are the local method) as secondary infections can be very serious.  The best method of prevention is to wear closed-toe shoes whenever you know you will be sitting or standing stagnant on dusty ground.

F.  OTHER CONCERNS

Both condoms (brand name “Trust”) and feminine napkins (curiously enough, they’re usually called “coupons” in Kenya) are available for sale in Takaungu, however the former should definitely be purchased in Mombasa to avoid rumor.  The Kenyan cure-all/pain killer (equivalent to our Tylenol—though the active ingredient is quite different) is called Panadol.  It’s rather strong, and therefore quite effective.  The local dispensary (just northwest of the Takaungu Primary School) is equipped to treat minor illnesses and injuries. 

3.  WATER

Though Takaungu village does have running water, the vast majority of homes do not have taps on the premises.  Most people self-transport their daily-use water from communal taps in large plastic jugs.  Others use communal and private wells.  If you happen to stay in a place with an onsite tap (like the East African Center site), be prepared for unannounced water outages.  Your only warning is a decrease in water pressure an hour or two before the pipes go dry.  Fill all your available containers at that time because the water has been known to go out for up to a week at a time.  Outages are more common during the dry season.

Drinking water (whether from a tap or from the well) should be boiled for at least ten minutes to kill bacteria and other pathogens.  We recommend setting room temperature water in a pot over fire, adding a lid, setting a timer, and letting it burn for about 20 minutes.  Once boiled and allowed to cool, a considerable amount of dirt will have settled at the bottom of the pot. However Come Kuona  offers a water filtration device providing clean water without the need of boiling. The device is available at the Shamba and is free to use. Water can be collected across the road from the Shamba at a community tap, poured through the filtration device and voila, you have perfectly drinkable water. 

4.  ELECTRICITY

As stated earlier, there is no electricity at the Shamba. There is, however, the EAC house in Takaungu Village for Volunteers to visit, which does have electricity. From this facility you can charge your rechargeable batteries, enjoy ice-cream stored in the freezer, watch dvds, etc. For the rest of the time, while at your own house, you will want to have a flashlight, candles and matches. Come Kuona provides each of it’s Volunteer houses with a paraffin lantern. 

5.  TELEPHONE

With the introduction of mobile telecom to Kenya, landlines for personal use have become an impracticality, if not a downright impossibility.  If a person or business has a phone at all, nine times out of ten it’s a mobile.  There are two mobile telephone providers in Kenya.  Their individual rates are complicated and likely to change, so it would be silly to list them here in detail.  In short, Safaricom uses a peak/off-peak system that could potentially save you money if you’re willing to schedule your usage around their off-peak schedule.  Kencell uses a fixed rate system which is less expensive than the Safaricom peak rate and more expensive than its off-peak rate.  Also, Kencell offers mobile internet through either a WAP-enabled handset or through a laptop PC and a data cable.  Mobile phones are fairly expensive in Kenya.  Expect to pay at least USD 70 for a phone.  You’ll probably spend much more.  Then you’ll have to pay a somewhat hefty fee for activation.  Come Kuona is currently in possession of a mobile phone for Volunteer use.

Incoming calls are free on a mobile phone.  Outgoing calls are charged by the minute in credit units (1 credit = 1 shilling).  Though Kencell does offer a monthly post-paid service, most people pre-purchase “Talk Cards” and then “recharge” their phones with the purchased credit value.  Cards come in denominations ranging from KSH 250 to KSH 3000 (depending on the company) and can be bought virtually anywhere (including the Wahindi-operated store in Takaungu village).

Outgoing calls to mobile phones using the same mobile company are much less expensive than cross-company calls.  Therefore, it is to your advantage to sign up with the company shared by the greatest number of your associates.  The first three digits of a four-digit telephone prefix indicate the service provider.  072x (usually 0722) is Safaricom.  073x (usually 0733) is Kencell.  Any other prefix probably indicates a landline.

For international telephone calls, see Info Café below or arrange so that your home contact calls the Come Kuona Volunteer mobile phone (or your own) with an international calling card at a prearranged time.  Outgoing international calls from mobile phones are excruciatingly expensive.Howver Come Kuona has a mobile phone for volunteer use.The volunteer number is:

0723-809-299
Calling from outside Kenya dial: +254-723-809-299
6.  INTERNET

 Yahoo seems to get the best page speeds from within Kenya.  Hotmail is a close second best.  AOL and many university-issued web-based email programs are nightmarishly slow.  Take some good advice: get a cute and sassy email address from Yahoo (mail.yahoo.com).  It’s (relatively) fast, (usually) free, and (more or less) easy.  Plan to do the majority of your emailing from your web-based account while in Mombasa or Kilifi.

There is currently only one email center operating in Kilifi(30 minutes from Takaungu).  It’s located next to the main bookstore on the west side of the unnamed secondary road between Barclays Bank and the marketplace.   (Did you get that?  Look for the “Africa Online” sign.)  Internet here costs anywhere from two to five shillings per minute (depending largely on how much you flirt with the staff behind the desk).  The speed is moderate.  This internet center is also a good place for copies (KES 2.5 per page) or for printing documents (KES 10 per page).

Mombasa has a plethora of internet cafes.  A thousand-and-one variables keep us all guessing at the speeds we’ll experience.  Expect wrinkle-causing slowness, then be happy when your email account happens to function.  Here are the highlights:

Cyber Garden 77 – This café and the slightly nicer one next to it are nearly identical in price and speed.  They’re both pretty slow, but depending on the hour and day of the week (their prices fluctuate based on a posted schedule) they can be the cheapest for walk-in use.  They tend to be almost empty on weekday mornings and packed like a matatu every afternoon.  They’re located several blocks (about five minutes walk) east of Digo Road on Makadara Road (the side street that runs on the north side of the post office).

Info Café – We’ve nicknamed it Café Tange (like tangerines).  Their prepaid internet packages are a steal of a deal and their fresh fruit juice and fruit salads are to die for.  They also do reasonable hamburgers and the occasional vegetable dish.  The food prices are moderate.  The internet speed, also, is moderate.  But the paint job and the staff are super cool (ask for Anna—she’s a peach!).  Also noteworthy is their international telephone.  It’s the best deal for calling home as they charge a mere KSH 25-50 per minute to the United States and other country’s.  However, the connection is done over the internet and can sometimes be pretty garbled (especially when there are a lot of folks browsing).  If you pay after the fact, internet time here is KSH 1 per minute.  But, if you buy a whole bunch of minutes in advance (or come on a Sunday), you can get it for nearly half that.  It’s located on the ground floor of the stone and concrete building just east of the Cathedral on the south side of Nkrumah Road.

The Really Fast Internet Café – No, that’s not its name.  Actually, we’re not sure if it has a name, but it certainly has the fastest internet in Mombasa.  Still, it’s at least twice as expensive as the rest, about KES 2.6 per minute.  To get there, start at the front door of the post office on Digo Road.  Heading west, cross the street and take the road on the left.  Continue walking west on the south (left) side of the beautiful mosque.  Go through the T-section and cross two streets.  There, on your right side is an unassuming glass door.  Enter and enjoy the breeze from the overhead fans and screamingly-fast (for Kenya) broadband.

7.  MAIL

The Kenyan postal system is notorious for its inefficacy.  Do not expect letters or packages to arrive in or from Kenya in any sort of predictable time frame or condition.  However, occasionally letters have made the transatlantic voyage within a week-and-a-half (and in one piece too).  For sending simple letters back home from Kenya, affix KSH 66 to 88 worth of Kenyan postage to the corner of an envelope.  Address as normal (including your home country on the final line), then drop the envelope in an “airmail” slot at the GPO (General Post Office) in Mombasa, Kilifi, or Malindi.  Come Kuona uses a post office box at the Mombasa GPO.  Letters and packages (more commonly called “parcels” in Kenya) can be received by having the sender address them in the following manner:

Your Name, Come Kuona

Box 85085-80100
Mombasa, Kenya 
Africa

Please be aware that incoming mail in Kenya is subject to a (sometimes heavy) duty upon reception.  This duty is based on both the weight and contents of the letter or parcel.  Recipients of a simple letter can expect to pay about KES 70.  Some parcels require as much as KES 1200.  In addition, these fees increase if mail is left sitting in the post office for any extended period.  Caution your friends and family against sending ultra-heavy care packages as the smile they will bring to your face will quickly be eradicated by the emptiness they will bring to your wallet.  Apparently there is a method to get these duties either waived or discounted for “donations,” but we have yet to see this method work.

Parcels can be sent from Kenya through the EMS at the GPO in Mombasa.  Alternatively, visit the DHL or UPS offices halfway to Fort Jesus on Nkrumah Road.  Though their fees are astronomical (somewhere between USD 40 and USD 80 for a flat cardboard envelope), DHL usually gets packages to your country in about three to five business days.  Any of these offices can also pick up packages sent from their counterparts in your country. This is a good option if you need packages to arrive within a guaranteed time frame.

8.  Media

There are two Kenyan newspapers of note: The Nation and the East African Standard.  The latter is the more sober of the two.  However, of the tiny international news sections in each paper, The Nation section tends to be slightly more extensive.  The price is printed on the front of both papers.  Most days they cost KES 40, but some weekend and special editions are more expensive.

International newspapers and other periodicals (like Time and Newsweek) can be picked up in either Mombasa or Kilifi (for a hefty sum printed on a sticker on the front cover).  Of course, the selection is much better in Mombasa.  In Kilifi, head to the main bookstore or the small newsstand (we’re talking like three papers) on the far west side of the market.  In Mombasa, head to the sidewalk in front of the post office.

Several homes in Takaungu have television sets.  With amplified antennae they can usually get reasonable reception from three regional television stations: Kenyan Broadcasting Corporation (KBC), Kenyan Television Network (KTN), and Television Tanzania (TVT).  All three vary their schedules with original and purchased programming.  You’ll recognize clips from CNN and American daytime and primetime television.  National and international news broadcasts play throughout the late evening.  They also rebroadcast a Germany-based English-language news program in the afternoon.  Enjoy.

9.  MONEY

The Kenyan currency is the shilling.  The international three-letter code is KES.(sometimes also KSH)  The symbol is a forward slash followed by an equals sign and is written at the right side of the value.  Therefore one hundred shillings can be written as either “KES 100” or “100 /=”.  The exchange rate will, of course, always be variable, but for a very long time the wholesale exchange rate (the one used by ATMs and credit cards) has remained static at USD 1 = KES 78 / EURO 1 = KES 90.  Therefore, we usually do our in-head calculations based on 80 shillings to the dollar.  One quick method is to take a Kenyan price, divide it by one hundred, and then to it add one-fourth of the new price back on top.

A.  ACCESSING MONEY

By far the best method for accessing money while in Kenya is a debit card with a Visa logo attached to a checking account at your bank.  Yes, the Visa logo is very important because rather than the Star-, Cirrus-, or Plus-handled ATM transactions you’re used to in your country, Visa itself handles all international ATM transactions from within Kenya. 

If you are coming from the States, we’ve found that Washington Mutual debit cards somehow seem to work more consistently than those form other banks.  However this company’s overseas policies (like the USD 3 fee they charge for every withdrawal and their intense security procedures) can sometimes be annoying.  MasterCard-logo debit cards seldom if ever work in Kenya.  There are functional ATMs at the Barclays Banks in Kilifi, Mombasa, and Malindi (as well as throughout Kenya).

In case your debit card(s) don’t work with the Barclays ATM machines, try those at Standard Chartered Bank.  If that still doesn’t work, you can also get money by presenting any card with a Visa or MasterCard alongside your passport to a teller inside Barclays Bank during banking hours.  (Standard Chartered is the better option for ATMs in Uganda.  Rwanda does not have ATMs.  Tanzanian ATMs are scarce.  In either country you will probably have to visit bank tellers.  Therefore, exchange a sufficient amount of currency beforehand or carefully time your arrival with known banking hours.)  Also know that Kenyan ATMs sometimes choose to simply stop functioning for about an hour or so.  Don’t immediately lose heart as “temporarily unavailable” does in fact usually mean temporarily.

B.  FINANCIAL BACKUPS

As always, the safest method for traveling with money is traveler’s checks, however, their acceptance in Kenya is extremely limited and the exchange rates you’ll get are poor.  Also, you’ll be limited to banking hours for their conversion.  Still, it’s a good idea to bring a few, if possible, as a backup should other means of getting money become temporarily unavailable.

Additionally, it is a good idea to come to Kenya with two separate checking accounts at two separate banks linked to two separate cards and to arrange so that a trusted party back in your country is authorized to help you to transfer money between these two accounts.  Despite how excessive this system may sound, it will be a lifesaver when you’ve lost (or had stolen) one of your cards and can’t get the bank to send you a replacement overseas.

A credit card is another good safety net to have in your pocket.  Visa credit cards are occasionally accepted in Kenya.  They can be used at chain supermarkets, at the airport, with travel agents, and at tourist-catering restaurants and hotels.  MasterCards are rarely accepted.
C.  GRAFT

Kenya is infamous for its system of deeply-entrenched corruption.  Though the recent elections indicate a strong move toward the eradication of this system, the country is still struggling to untangle itself from a sticky web of graft that permeates even the lowest levels of the Kenyan bureaucracy… and beyond into the private business of the country’s residents.  Watch out for shady business dealings from even the nicest-seeming of individuals.  This is by no means to suggest that all or even the majority of Kenyans are pickpockets.  It is simply a general warning: be sure you’ve arranged a price before you get on that matatu, be politely assertive with immigration officers, pay for most services after the work has been rendered, and don’t be surprised when that nice head teacher steals thousands of shillings from his already-starving students.  Money means something very different when less than seven U.S. cents can buy a filling breakfast.

D.  THEFT

Ninety percent of Kenyans will brave rain, snow, riots, and hurricanes to return a borrowed pen.  Ten percent will look you in the eyes as they’re casually snatching it from your shirt pocket.  While in Takaungu, there is little need to worry about theft.  Still, your curious foreign contraptions (CD players, hair dryers), extensive wardrobe (more than two items), and fat wallets (five bucks) will certainly attract attention and are best locked away.  Theft does happen in the village, but it is usually opportunistic and never violent.  The locals say that the sub-location itself (with the exception of the first kilometer from Kibaoni on the Takaungu-Kibaoni Road) is safe to walk in twenty-four hours a day.  Nairobi, however, is a very different story.  Past volunteers have been victims of muggings and near-muggings in broad daylight on crowded streets.  Notorious for such occurrences is the area of the city center known as the River Road District (Tom Mboya Street and everything to its northeast).  Of course the slums are also dangerous.  By 6:30 (the year-round Kenyan sunset), the entire city-center of Nairobi becomes a no-go zone.  Take a cab.  Mombasa’s and Malindi’s city centers are relatively safe after dark if you stick to well-lit streets (Malindi less so because of its increasing reputation as a tourist destination).  

E.  LENDING MONEY

Please take some good advice: don’t lend or give money to anyone.  People will ask abundantly.  Despite the fact that many people have legitimate needs, fulfilling those needs with pocket-to-hand monetary means will help to create a dangerous reputation for Come Kuona as a hand-out organization.  In addition to the politics, it is difficult if not impossible to know where the money is going.  In addition, know that we have never seen “borrowed” money returned (even when we have leant it to the most trustworthy of individuals—our friends).We also do not want to crate a community of beggars  One acceptable alternative is to give “advances” for services rendered.  For example, past volunteers have taken Kiswahili lessons from a certain man in the village.  They arranged a system whereby he could easily ask for an “advance” for the month’s pay at any time during the month, thus enabling him to take care of his own finances while keeping the integrity of the organization.

F.  DONATING MONEY

While in Takaungu you will get persistent requests for donations to (usually) worthy causes (the erection of a church building, the competition entry fees for a school club, sports equipment for a local team).  Each volunteer will have to weigh his or her willingness to donate.  We do, however, ask you to consider clearing all such donations with the organization first.  In any case, make all donations in absolute confidence.  (Request that the organization or individual you are giving to keep your identity as quiet as possible.)  Never give money to any organization with a religious affiliation.  Money to put the window in that new church building, to fix the roof on the madrasa, or to put robes on the Anglican children’s choir cannot come from Come Kuona volunteer pockets.  The complicated religious structures of the sub-location are a slop-pail that Come Kuona can not afford to fall into.

10.  FOOD

The volunteer fee you will pay covers all basic meals during your three-month stay.  However, you may want to go beyond the Come Kuona kitchen and explore a bit of Swahili culture through a favorite Swahili pastime: cooking.  The locals will be ecstatic to exchange recipes with any willing gastronome.  Take advantage of this exchange as Swahili food is among the best of the world.  (The general listing at the end of this packet contains some highlights.)  As for your end of the bargain, almost all Western ingredients can be bought at the major supermarket chains in Mombasa.  Still, please be sensitive about the recipes you share remembering that many Western ingredients will be beyond the means of the Takaungu locals.  Two general words of caution: rising agents like yeast and baking soda (here known exclusively by its chemical name, “sodium bicarbonate”) are not nearly as powerful as they are abroad… and cheese, if you can ever find it, is sold unsalted.

11.  SHOPPING

A “market” in Kenya refers to a collection of small independent business stands either contained in a large open building or congregating in a central part of town.  Some cities have several markets, each specializing in a specific type of goods.  Markets are an excellent place to purchase new and used clothing (some of a surprisingly excellent quality) as well as shoes.  A supermarket usually refers to a large store (by Kenyan standards) offering a wide range of goods (kind of like a miniature K-Mart).  There are two up-market supermarket chains in Kenya: Uchumi and Nakumat.  Both have branches in Mombasa, although the two Nakumat stores are located a bit out of the city center.  They are each considerably more expensive than just about any other store in Kenya.  Still, they may be the only place you’ll be able to find some Western toiletries and foods.  The Mombasa Uchumi is located about ten minutes walk west of Digo Road on the south side of Haile Selassie Road.  If you’re not up to the walk, try finding your goods at the smaller Best Lady supermarket located on the east side of the Digo/Selassie T-section.  Digo Road also has a number of department stores (No Maneno, for one) that sell a wide variety of clothing and house goods.

12.  SWIMMING

The local beach is called “Kitangani.”   It’s a postcard.  Both the water level and seaweed to sand ratio seem to vary both seasonally and with the six hour lunar tidal cycles.  The “high tides” (and cleaner beaches) are from May to September.  The “low tides” last from October to November.  The difference between the lunar low and high tides is drastic, though swimming is possible during both states.  Watch out for a very strong rip current during high tide (expert swimmers only) and be prepared for some pretty rough smack downs while riding waves into the sand.  Low-tide is a virtual funhouse for anyone with an inquisitive mind and a sense of adventure.  It is possible to trek out and explore on the dead coral reefs for several kilometers south of the cliffs.  The biodiversity in these tide pools is stunning.  (Check out the general listing at the end of this packet for highlights.)  Be sure to wear sandals, however, as the coral can be sharp and there is the constant threat of “stone fish.”

Kivukoni is the local name for what might otherwise be called the “Takaungu Creek.”  In actuality it’s a salt water inlet with no connection to any fresh water source.  When the water “is full” (high tide), it’s the best place to swim, though again, be wary of strong currents.  Please note, if you say “the beach” people will assume you’re talking about the sand island that appears during low tide in Kivukoni, not Kitangani.
13.  WASHING

Almost every article of clothing washed in Kenya is done by hand in large plastic buckets.  It’s quite Zen.  Go to just about any store or duka and ask for either Omo or Toss.  They’ll give you a packet or a plastic jug full of a nearly-lethal blue powder detergent.  A handful or two is good for about  a bucket load.  Buy in bulk as it tends to go fast.  Dish soap is usually sold in solid cake form, often in small plastic containers.  You can find liquid dish soap at supermarket chains, but it’s sometimes expensive.

14.  HIRED ASSISTANCE

It may be necessary to recruit the assistance of locals to help you complete your research or service projects while in Takaungu.  Come Kuona recommends that you compensate people for their services.  One suggested rate (you should agree upon a rate ahead of time with the person you are employing) is KES 00 for a day’s work.  Though this number may at first sound like pennies, please understand that a skilled laborer only makes KES 250 in the course of a day.  Use your discretion.  In addition to day-to-day employment, you may consider hiring a “housegirl” or “houseboy” to assist you in domestic concerns.  While this at first reeks of laziness on the part of the volunteer (and even has certain echoes of regrettable 1940s sitcoms), you might consider the fact that doing so would create a job that would not be there otherwise.  “Housegirls” and “houseboys” are usually paid a pitiful KES 1000 for a full month’s work.  (Food and sometimes lodging is usually provided by the employer.)  We suggest paying more, but not too much more as it could create a very difficult series of situations.  As always, use your discretion.

15.  Visa Renewal

The “three-month single entry visa” you’ll secure upon entry at JKIA is good for exactly three months from your date of entry.  Should you need to stay in Kenya beyond those three months, you will need to seek a visa extension from a Kenyan immigration office.  Although there are several offices in major cities throughout Kenya, the Mombasa office seems to be the least intimidating—yes, Kenya’s disregard for standardization ensures that each office has its own policies, fee schedules, and annoyances.  (If possible, avoid the Nairobi office where the policies are tyrannical and the fees astronomical.)  KES 200, a few forms, the presentation of your still-valid passport, the insistence that you are sticking around for “further tourism only,” and a smile or two will get you a three-month renewal rather easily from the Mombasa immigration office.  To get there, take Nkrumah Road east for five to ten minutes.   Turn right after the KCB onto Treasury Square.  Head southeast alongside the park and pass through the large roundabout onto Mama Ngina Drive.  Pass the Kenya Wildlife Services on your left then take your next left into the parking lot of the Provincial Headquarters.  Continue past the main entrance to a small, unlabeled door near the east corner of the building.  

Do not under any circumstances overstay the life of your visa without seeking renewal.  To do so will mean certain imprisonment (or at least a lot of heavy bribe work) when you finally attempt to leave the country.  If for any reason you accidentally overstay your visa, seek the assistance of the embassy of your country before approaching Kenyan immigration to rectify the mistake.

We have every reason to believe that Kenyan immigration is serious when they say they will not extend visas a second time.  This is to say that the maximum stay of a non-resident is six months.  According to both the Nairobi and Mombasa offices, after six months, visitors with “more to see and do” must leave East Africa (meaning specifically Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda) through an official port (land, air, or sea) then re-enter and purchase a new visa.  There is some indication that this policy may be circumvented by braving the uncharted bureaucratic waters of an official paper correspondence with high immigration officials (and presumably by greasing the appropriate palms).  Also, there is some indication that declared “alien residents” may be able to further extend their stay.  However, applying for alien residency is a long (three week), difficult (interview and four passport-size photos), and expensive (about USD 30) process.  Still, an official alien residency identification card often comes in handy while bargaining: “Look, I’m a Kenyan [show card], so quit with the tourist price b.s., okay?”

Our recommendation: save yourself the headache!  If you need to stay more than six months in Kenya, budget in an extra fifty bucks for a new visa and consider an intermediary trip to South Africa, Zambia, Rwanda, or Egypt.  During any given season you can find roundtrip airfare to at least one of these destinations at something close to USD 300 (if not less) if purchased from within Kenya.

16.  GETTING AROUND

Kenyan roads.  Boy oh boy, Kenyan roads!  Wherever you go, leave behind your claustrophobia and bring along the Panadol.

A.  bicycle
Come Kuona currently owns one bicycle.  It is not a good bike by any means, but it will certainly get you where you need to go.  If you want to purchase a bike for yourself, Kilifi has the least expensive.  Raja bikes, the cheapest brand, cost around KSH 3000 and cannot be recommended for quality.  For a quality bike, plan on spending at least KSH 4000.  There are several sites in Takaungu town that can fix a flat tire or a broken gear for about KSH 40. 

B.  boda boda
In Kenya, this refers to bicycle taxis you can hire to tote you around on their bike racks.  Elsewhere it can refer to a similar motorcycle service.  Some have padded rack seats.You will see them operating on the dirt road to and from Takaungu  (They can be hired for that short journey for about KES 30.)

C.  Bus

Bus is the most economic and far-reaching means of travel in East Africa.  Buses serve almost every city of note throughout the region, and with a little Kiswahili and a lot of patience, you can find connections to almost anywhere.  The two companies to know and trust are Coast Bus and Akamba, although there are many others worth investigating for particular destinations.  Coast Bus has the nicest buses.  (Make sure you get a booking on a “new coach.”)  Akamba has the widest routes.  

The Mombasa-Nairobi trip is covered by various bus companies at almost every hour of the night and day.  A one-way Mombasa-Nairobi ticket will cost you between KSH 700 and KSH 1200 depending on the hour and type of bus.  Coast Bus is the best company for this trip.  The journey usually takes about nine hours.  Be very careful about hours when booking tickets into and out of Nairobi.  It is extremely unwise to be on the Nairobi city streets (and especially in the areas around most bus sites) between 6:30 p.m. and 8:00 a.m.  If you must take a bus that departs or arrives during these hours, take a private taxi (with good haggling you can get a short trip down to KES 300—they’ll try to charge you at least twice that otherwise) to or from the bus station.  Nairobi is the primary bus hub for all of East Africa.  Akamba runs daily buses from Nairobi to Kampala (12 hours, KSH 1000), Dar Es Salaam (14 hours, KSH 1000), Mwanza (13 hours, KSH 1000), and major cities throughout western Kenya.  

If you are going to cross an international border on your bus route, be prepared with all travel documents and the necessary visa fees (preferably in new, large-denomination U.S. dollars—four out of five times they won’t accept local currency or older bills).  Border control officials can be terribly aggressive and intimidating.  Be courteous, well prepared, and don’t be afraid to ask intelligent questions of official, uniformed officers.  The bus will stop at one side of the border.  Get off, then wait in line to declare (on official stationary) your departure from (and have your passport stamped by) the country you are leaving.  Stand in line with your hands in your pockets and don’t talk to strangers.  Then, cross the border on foot and join the line to declare your arrival to (and request your visa from) the country you’re going to.  Do not give the officers any reason to believe that you are either working in or volunteering in any East African country unless you have official government-issued paperwork that gives you permission to do so.  Also, never suggest that you are a “student” or “volunteer.”  Always insist that you are a “tourist” and that your reason for travel is “tourism” (never “research”).

D.  MATATU
Matatus are Kenya’s gift to the global community.  The package comes in the form of a cramped minibus, usually falling apart, decked out in LL Cool J stickers, blaring unbearably loud Rasta music.  Matatus are usually labeled with a wild names  Manambas (matatu fare collectors) are notoriously shady.  They will try to charge you more for the ride unless you demand to know the cost before you get on.  You may still be forced to pay up to KSH 10 more during rush hour.  If the manamba seems like he is trying to cheat you, verify the cost with the other passengers.  If you’re being cheated, insist upon a fair price or politely decline to ride.  (Matatus are usually as frequent as the subway or a local bus.)  There is one daily matatu  between Takaungu and Mombasa.  The cost is around KES 70.  It leaves at around 8:30 a.m. from the plaza in Takaungu town.  It arrives in Mombasa at the CalTex service station on Digo Road slightly after 10:00 a.m.  It usually makes the return journey sometime between 4:00 and 4:30 p.m. (check with the driver for a more precise estimation—it varies daily and doesn’t wait for late passengers).  Sometimes also it makes a Takaungu-Mombasa run in the pre-dawn early morning.  Should you miss it for the southbound journey, matatus can be found heading south from Kibaoni on the Mombasa-Malindi road throughout the day.  Should you miss the northbound journey, you can find other matatus (and sometimes even larger long-distance buses) heading to Kilifi next to the mosque just north of the CalTex.  None of these will take you into Takaungu main.  Inform the manamba that you’d like to alight at “Kibaoni-Takaungu,” then walk the rest of the journey.  (Make sure you don’t leave the CalTex any later than five o’clock or you’ll risk walking the Takaungu-Kibaoni Road’s dangerous section after dark.)

E.  PLANE

There is only one company,  Kenya Airways, on Nairobi-Mombasa-Nairobi journeys.  Round-trip tickets (called “return tickets”) range seasonally from USD 80 to USD 180.  Tickets are always less expensive if bought from within Kenya.  It is not possible to simply show up at the airport an hour or two before you want to fly to purchase a ticket,    bookings have to be done in advance sometimes upto a month in advance in advance.  Watch for ticket specials.  Also be aware that Kenya Airways (as well as its competitor Emirates) extensively covers East Africa, South Africa, and the Middle East for very reasonable prices (if bought from within Kenya).  Air Kenya covers a plethora of smaller Kenyan destinations including Nakuru, Kisumu, and Lamu.

F.  PRIVATE TAXI

Private taxi’s are almost never the most economic way to travel.  They are, however, the most reliable.  But, unless you own or rent a private vehicle, they can sometimes be the only option for out-of-the-way journeys.  You can expect to pay a minimum of KSH 200 for stepping into a taxi (at least KSH 300 after dark in Nairobi), and oftentimes much more.  Always agree upon a price before stepping inside.  The fare from the Nairobi Airport to the Nairobi city center should be little more than KES 1000.  The fare from the Mombasa airport to the Mombasa city center should be little more than KES 600 (KES 700 from Nyali).  Drivers sometimes expect KSH 20-30 more than you agreed upon as a tip.  Use your discretion

G.  TRAIN

There is currently a single functioning passenger train route in Kenya: the overnight train between Mombasa and Nairobi. A second-class ride on this train will run you KES 2000 (USD 25). The train leaves Nairobi around 6 pm and arrives in Mombasa around 9 am. Included in the cost is dinner, breakfast and bedding. Taking the train is a lovely experience, if your schedule is a bit flexible. 

H.  WALKING

Perhaps some of your fondest Kenyan memories will be the hours you spend exploring the footpaths throughout Takaungu.  The trip to Vuma is an old favorite (1 hour).  Also, the trip to Kitangani (15 - 20 minutes), the trip to the swamps (about 45 minutes), and leisurely strolls around Kivukoni are beautiful.  It is also possible to walk to Kilifi.  Take the ferry across Kivukoni while it is operational (approximately 8 a.m. to 6 p.m.).  It is usually free.  After hours, if anyone is still around, you’ll probably be asked to pay between KSH 5 and 10 for a ferry ride.  It is also possible to walk the road from Takaungu to Kibaoni (about 1 hour with little shade).  This journey will set you on the Mombasa-Malindi Road where you can catch a matatu to Mombasa, Kilifi, or Malindi. (Know that the section of the Takaungu-Kibaoni Road near the Mombasa-Malindi road is one of the only places in Takaungu that is not safe after dark.  We hear semi-regular reports of theft.  Make sure you’re at least a kilometer from the tarmac by sundown.)

17.  CULTURAL MORES

B.  clothing & modesty 
African men normally  wear pants to the ankle.  Shirt is optional.  Regardless of religion, shorts are not commonly worn, except by young boys.  Shorts on adult foreigners will definitely be noticed, but they are not considered offensive.  Male teachers must wear long pants and a collared shirt (short or rolled-up sleeves are fine).T-shirts are quite common.Please try to bring cotton clothes..For women long skirts past the knees or dresses are the standard .No sleeveless shirts or blouses and no shorts around the village.Modesty is appropriate.However you can wear shorts and sleeveless blouses around your house.  

 A t-shirt and shorts seems a fair compromise to ask of volunteer women while swimming in the immediateiae Takaungu area.  Modest one-piece bathing suits are fine for the more touristy areas like Malindi and the Nyali beaches.  Pants seem to be okay around the village, however they are not appropriate for teaching.  Also, a discovered fashion faux pas: kikoys are not appropriate for teaching.
D.  food 

It is considered rude to eat in front of someone without inviting them to join you.  To offer, say “karibu.”  Depending on the situation, people may say “asante” or “thank you” as a way of declining.  Other times they will eat all you have and then some.  Also, it is considered rude to walk while you are eating.

E.  GIFTS

You will make many friends during your stay in Kenya.  Culturally, they will half-expect gifts upon your departure.  Accordingly, it might be a good idea to bring a few gift items with you.  Otherwise, there is plenty that can be purchased (or made) with trips to Mombasa.

F.  GREETINGS

Kenyans take greetings very seriously.  Perhaps the rudest thing you can do is pass a face on the road without exchanging words.  The most common greeting is the infamous “Jambo!” which is both grammatically incorrect and impossible to translate directly.  Still, you’ll hear and use it all the time.  If you need a translation, just imagine it means “Greetings!”  The other common greeting that will come your way is “Karibu!” (“Welcome!”), often accompanied with a gesture toward where they are sitting or into their home.  Yes, they are welcoming you to sit and chat.  No, they will not be offended if you simply smile, say “Asante sana!” (“Thank you very much!”) and keep walking.  P.S. If you’re close enough to do so, waving and smiling may not be enough.  Shaking hands is a more appropriate (and rewarding) gesture.  The most appropriate greeting for an elder (man or woman) is the Arabic “Sh’kamo.”  It roughly means: “I place myself at your feet.”  Children may say this to you.  In that case, the appropriate response is “Marahaba.”  (“I accept.”)  At night (and between people who know each other to be Muslim), most Jambo’s tend to be replaced with the Arabic “As salaam aleikum” or simply “Salaam.” (“Peace be upon you.”)  The appropriate response is “Wa aleikum as salaam.”  (“And unto you, peace.”)

G.  heterosexuality 

The closest sort of public physical contact that you will see between members of the opposite sex is a handshake.  Even then, this is a rarity.  Please be very aware of how you behave around members of the opposite sex, whether volunteers or locals.  Even the most innocent gesture may be taken by onlookers as a sign of courtship.  Female volunteers are advised to take special precaution.  Many males in this culture are not used to assertive female behavior and may take any sort of friendly overtures as invitation for harassment.  All this is not to say that male-female friendships are not possible.  Still, any sort of pseudo-sexualized bantering or even remotely flirtatious behavior will spawn quick and vicious rumors…not to mention some serious broken hearts upon that volunteer’s departure.  Please also be advised that a man’s marital status does not necessarily make a male-female friendship less dangerous.  Polygamy is a relatively common phenomenon, and some Swahili men are eager to entertain the notion of a mzungu second or third wife.

H.  homosexuality
Certainly you will not find any sort of “gay scene” in Kenya, not even in Nairobi.  The closest thing you’ll find is the tiny community of “beach boys” living near Shela Beach on Lamu Island.  There also is talk of a transvestite community on this same Island.  Still, neither community is obvious to the uninformed or acknowledged by the locals.  Homosexual Come Kuona volunteers should not fear living, working, or traveling on the Kenyan coast.  However, for safety’s sake, you’ll have to temporarily reacquaint yourself with the mothballs of the closet.  We know that the coming out journey is difficult enough without the backtracking.  Still, please understand that both your life and your liberty (homosexual sex is punishable by imprisonment) are at stake.  Moreover, being closeted in Kenya is simply a matter of keeping your mouth shut.  Cultural differences are such that there is no one who would even think to identify a person’s sexuality based on a set of perceived behavioral traits.  Please do not let the above discourage you from volunteering in East Africa.  In an area of the world that is still struggling to feed its population, fight back malaria and HIV, and to deliver basic rights like primary education, there has simply been little legroom of late for pursuing issues of sexual liberty.  Help us to slowly, gently get people fed and healthy.  Then we can talk about making a little room.  P.S. Men hold hands and are generally more physical with one another in Swahili culture.  This has none of the connotations that it does in the western world.

I.  sickness 

It is customary to visit a sick friend or co-worker (even a student) at their home.  It is not seen as intrusive.  Rather, it is expected.

J.  tipping 

Tipping in East Africa is neither so frequent nor expensive an endeavor as it is elsewhere in the world.  With the exception of tourist establishments, it is customary to leave no more than about KES 40, regardless of the price of the meal.  Sometimes KES 5 or 10 will suffice.  Still, they may expect more from you as a foreigner.

K.  Visitors

They will come a-plenty.  It is customary to offer them a seat and either food or water if possible.  We tend to not extend this formality to students who come frequently for tuition or just to say hello.  Strike a balance; you do not need to give away all your food, but you should definitely offer to anyone who deserves respect.  Conversely, you will almost always be offered food when visiting a person’s home.  It is an honor for people to feed you, so accept when it feels appropriate.  However, please keep in mind that many of these people have limited means.  Again, feel out the situation and don’t be afraid to say no, especially when you have already accepted, are full, and are offered more.

L.  walking people home 

Walking people home is a sign of high respect and a way of showing that you really appreciate a person’s visit.  This may mean walking someone to the road, part of the way home, or accompanying them for the full journey.  You decide.

18.  SWAHILI NAMING

A.  Fathers’ Names

Unlike our system of first name, middle name, and surname, the people you’ll meet will most likely use two names: a given name and their father’s name.  In addition, some also use their grandfather’s names.  To understand this, picture three generations: Kazungu, Kazungu’s father Charo, and Charo’s father Basheikh.  Kazungu would most likely go by Kazungu Charo.  Or, perhaps he might also be called Kazungu Charo Basheikh.  Kazungu’s father would be Charo Basheikh.  Kazungu’s sister would also take her father’s name, as would his mother. If his sister’s name is Rahma, she would be called Rahma Charo until she married, at which time she would either take her husbands name or hold onto her father’s… or both! 

B.  VARIATIONS

Fatma, Fatuma, Fatima, and Tuma are all variations on the same name, similar to the Catherine-Kate-Kat-Cathy-Katie phenomenon in our culture.  However, unlike in our culture, a person may change both the pronunciation and spelling of his or her name at will.  (Students may do so on a daily basis, so you’ll have to know to look for all variations when marking papers.)  

Many boys’ names are affectionately given an extra “i” at their end (much like the “ie” or “y” in our culture).  Therefore, Khamis, Hamis, Khamisi, and Hamisi are all the same name.  Also know that Mohammed can also be spelled “Mohamad,” “Mohammad,” “Mohamed,” and even “Mohamda.”  Also, sometimes it is shortened to “Moh’d.”  

Perhaps the cultural disregard for standardized name spellings comes from the fact that many Kiswahili names come from Arabic, a language that uses an alphabet that is very difficult to transliterate into our own.


C.  TITLE NAMES

Kadzo (beautiful girl), Kasichana (pretty young girl), Kalume (young boy), Hawe (grand woman) and a few other names are all actually nickname titles more than they are actual names.  The only equivalent in our culture is “Junior.”  Though you might meet a girl who is “named” Kadzo, she will most likely have another more formal name as well.  Most likely, as she gets older, she will drop Kadzo in favor of her other name, usually a Christian name.

D.  CHRISTIAN NAMES

As if all this wasn’t complicated enough, Christians have an additional “Christian” or “Baptism” name that they may interchange for any of their other names.  This name will can often be recognized as an English Biblical (or sometimes Portuguese) name.  Therefore, in some cases you’ll come across people with some six different names, any of which might come up in conversation.  In addition, when referring to a person with both their name and an English title like “Mister” or “Madame,” it’s always a gamble which of the seven names should be used.  Good luck.

IV.  TEACHING IN TAKAUNGU

1.  THE KENYAN EDUCATION SYSTEM

Before attempting to educate in Kenya, it’s a good idea to become acquainted with the nuances of the local system.  The following is a brief introduction to a very complicated system that is currently undergoing some sweeping changes.  Good luck.

A.  PRIMARY SCHOOL

Primary schools (schools providing education to students between 6 and roughly 16) are divided into eight “classes”.  Students, if they excel in their yearly examinations, can expect to progress annually from class one up through to class eight.  Matriculation occurs with the first school day of the calendar year for the roughly 95% of students who “scored well.”

Primary schools are further divided into the Lower Primary (classes one through three) and the Upper Primary (classes four through eight).  In lower primar, a single teacher instructs a single set of students in all subjects.  In upper primary, 
different teachers teach a variety of subjects to different classes.  The major difference between the Kenyan system and many of those abroad, is that Kenyan upper primary teachers travel from classroom to classroom while the students stay stationary.  Some primary schools also have a “nursery” (pronounced NAH-sah-ree) class that is roughly equivalent to kindergarten in many countries.  There are also many private (“non-government”) nursery schools in Kenya.

Near the end of the calendar year, all students “sit” for examinations.  Class eight students (often referred to as “candidates”) specifically take the Kenyan Certificate of Primary Education (KCPE) exam.   The results of this week-long examination determine a) if they will receive their “certificate” (and therefore graduate from primary school), and b) what kind of secondary school they will be invited to attend.

As of January 2003, all government-operated primary schools became “free and compulsory.”  Headmasters are no longer allowed to collect “school fees,” however many are still charging other miscellaneous fees to fatten their pockets.  In the end though, school is not without a price: students must still be able to afford a uniform, about a dozen “exercise books”, a pen, a pencil, a “rubber” (pencil eraser), and a razor (for sharpening pencils).  Also, two or three students from every class are expected to own a “duster” (chalk eraser).  Though the schools are supposed to provide textbooks for their students, few have them and even fewer use them.  Therefore, it is the unstated rule that students with the means should purchase their own textbooks and share them with the other students.  Still, that often means three textbooks shared among 50 students.  All these costs quickly mount up and make even “free” education an impossibility for some.  Or, in other cases, students will manage to afford these things by reducing their food intake to one meal (or less) per day.

“Free and compulsory” education also means drastic overcrowding.  Especially in poorer areas where the localized poverty was keeping students away, throngs of children have flooded the government-operated schools.   Classically, the Kenyan government has been slow to respond with additional teachers.  

The Kenyan Board of Education publishes a standardized syllabus outlining exactly what each student is expected to know by exam time.  Don’t let that fool you into believing that there is any method to the madness.  Few teachers have read the syllabus and even fewer use it.  Still, it’s worth peeking into just for giggles.  

The lower primary syllabus is divided into the following areas of learning:  “Maths” (with the “s”—it’s their short form for mathematics), English, Mother Tongue (the local tribal language—in Takaungu it’s Giriama), Kiswahili, Science, G.H.C. (Geography, History, and Culture), Arts and Crafts, Music, Physical Education, and Religious Education.  (This last class may come as quite a shock to foreigners used to a separation between religious and secular education.  It is merely one more example of how firmly wed religion and daily life are in Kenya.  Depending on the region, these classes may be specific to Islam, Christianity, or Hinduism.  Takaungu omits Hinduism.)  All classes (with the exception of English) are held in either Kiswahili or the local mother tongue. 


The upper primary syllabus is similar.  Beginning in class four, they cease studying Mother Tongue and pick up two new subjects: Home Science and Agriculture.  Home Science is the study of everything from cooking food to finding a husband.  Agriculture is growing food and animal husbandry.   Beginning in class six, they start a subject called Business Education.  That’s where you learn how to sell the food you grow or the husband you’re tired of.  All students are also expected to be given regular instruction on H.I.V./A.I.D.S.

In the upper primary, subjects are divided into two categories.  Maths, English, Kiswahili, G.H.C., and Science are all sub-dubbed “examinables.”  The others are “non-examinables.”  Perhaps obviously, the examinable subjects are those which the students will be tested on come the end of the year.
Easy, right?  Except that all of this is the “old” syllabus.  2003 saw the implementation of the “new” syllabus which is being phased in slowly over a four-year period.  This year, it’s class one and class five.  Next year classes two and six will join in the fun… and so on.  It’s essentially the same material being taught, however many of the subjects are being fused together.  When implemented, Science, Agriculture, and aspects of Home Science and A.I.D.S. are taught under the larger umbrella of “Science.”  G.H.C., other aspects of Home Science and A.I.D.S. and Business Education are taught as “Social Studies.”  Art, Music, and even more aspects of A.I.D.S. have been combined into a rather innovative experimental class called “Creative Arts.”  Finally, the amount of time allotted to P.E. has been increased.  The implementation of this new syllabus has been… sticky.  The old dog teachers heavily resent the new tricks they’re being expected to perform.  Moreover, the only bones that the government has thrown them of late have been broken promises of salary increases and heavy-handed criticism about poor exam results.

The Kenyan primary school calendar is arranged into three “terms” (similar to trimesters).  Term one is January through March (April is a break), term two is May through July (August is a break), and term three (or the “revision term”) is September through November (December is a break).

B.  SECONDARY SCHOOL

Kenya has three types of secondary school: district, provincial, and national.  District schools are the least expensive (and therefore least impressive) of the lot.  They operate very much like a public high school in other countries, however, they are usually much smaller and very poorly equipped.  The next step up is the provincial school.  On top are the national schools where enrollment is quite an honor (or an indication of parents with fat pockets).

None of these schools are free to attend, and even the least expensive of the district schools is well beyond the means of many Kenyans.  Some people manage to raise cost of attendance through “harambe.”  Scholarships are also sometimes available. 

National Schools are prohibitively expensive.  Tuition for one student at a middle-priced national school is more than a skilled laborer’s total yearly earnings.  However, these schools are very well-resourced.  The three flagship secondary schools (complete with swimming pools and scheduled Coca Cola deliveries) are located in Nairobi, Nakuru, and Mombasa, though there are many others located throughout the country.  

Secondary schools may either be “day schools” or “boarding schools.”  The majority of district schools are day schools.  The majority of national schools are boarding schools.

Secondary schools are divided into four forms.  As with primary school, end-of-the-year examinations determine matriculation from form one through to form four.  At the end of form four, “candidates” once again “sit” for the—you guessed it—Kenyan Certificate of Secondary Education (KCSE) exam.  Like its primary school counterpart, this exam determines whether or not the candidates will receive their certificate and thereby graduate.  The results are also used for post-secondary education admissions.

The secondary school syllabus encompasses “Maths,” English, Kiswahili, Geography, History, Commerce, Religious Education, Chemistry, Biology, Physics, Agriculture, and Home Science.

The Kenyan secondary school calendar is different from that of the primary schools.  The academic year begins in mid-February as January tends to be occupied by the enrollment process.

C.  POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

Opportunities for post-secondary education in Kenya are slim.  Though there are several universities in Kenya, only one is noteworthy: the University of Nairobi.  Its reputation is constantly wavering.  Despite a track record for good academics, there has been a lot of violence associated with the campus in recent years.  There are several other universities in East Africa.  The percentage of Kenyans who get the opportunity to study at these is tiny.  Much more common (though still a vast exception to the mass-experience) are the Kenyans who study at “colleges” or “training schools.”  These words seem to be relatively synonymous or else are doled out according to the set of skills one endeavors to learn.  An aspiring engineer might enroll at a “Technical Training School.”  A wannabe typist might “seek a certificate” at a “Secretarial College.”  Of course there are a number of “Computer Colleges” popping up all over the place, but the fees are generally as ridiculous as the curriculums.  Of course, most colleges and training schools are located in Nairobi or Mombasa.  However, you might also see a single-typewriter-owning secretarial bureau moonlighting as a “business college”… in Mboonies, Kenya…handing out handwritten Certificates of Typing and Shorthand…with an enrollment waiting list longer than Pinocchio’s nose.

2.  COME KUONA PRESENCE IN THE SCHOOLS

Come Kuona volunteers working in the schools are asked to not teach A.I.D.S. or Religious Education classes.  In addition, language and cultural barriers prohibit non-fluent Kiswahili speakers from teaching all lower primary classes and the following classes in the upper primary: Kiswahili, G.H.C. (or Social Studies), and Home Science.  Additionally, know that teaching Science to any classes lower than class seven can be prohibitively difficult because of the large scientific vocabulary (which the students will not understand in English) needed to cover the syllabi.

Come Kuona volunteers are also asked to be cautiously respectful of Kenyan teaching and discipline methods.  Simply stated, Kenyan schools do not operate like our own.  Though there is plenty of room for cultural exchange, it is never appropriate to insist upon the superiority of our system or to bemoan the “backwardness” of theirs.  If change for the better is to happen, it must occur slowly through example and interchange, rather than through force and imposition.

Also, be forewarned that despite some flimsy Kenyan laws that disallow the practice, corporal punishment is still widely used in at least two of the schools of the Takaungu sub-location.  The gentle eradication of this practice is a long-term goal of the EAC.  However this change, if it is to last, must come not from volunteers, but from within the community itself. 

3. THE SCHOOLS OF THE TAKAUNGU SUB-LOCATION

There are four primary schools in Takaungu:Vuma,Mkwajuni,vuma.Takaungu and The EAC school.Schools day normally start at 7:45 am to 12:30 pm with a thirty minute break at 10:00 am.Then from 2:00 pm to 4:00 pm.
V.  Beyond Takaungu 

Once you’ve finished your volunteer commitment in Takaungu (and during long weekends), you may want to venture out past Takaungu through the rest of Kenya and beyond.  Here’s a quick run-down of possible destinations:

1.  Within Kenya

A.  Kakamega
An equatorial rain forest filled to overflowing with monkeys and butterflies.  It’s very difficult to access (several buses, a matatu, and a boda boda… or a very long hike), but a paradise once you arrive.  Stay at the Forest Guest House.

B.  Kisumu

The least Kenyan-looking of Kenyan towns (you’ll see what we mean when you get there), Kisumu is a marvelous way to get a taste of Western East Africa without purchasing a new visa.  Despite indications to the contrary, it is possible to venture out onto Lake Victoria by hiring one the local fishermen to take you.

C.  Lamu

A magical island at the northern end of the Kenyan coast, Lamu seems to be the richest Kenyan preserve of Swahili culture.  For this reason and others, you’ll either love it or hate it.  To get there, catch one of the daily buses from Mombasa, Kilifi, or Malindi, but be aware that there is a history of armed banditry along the Malindi-Lamu Road.

D.  Malindi
Malindi is a tourist town broken-recording the soundtrack to a year-round beach kickback.  Still, there’s plenty of fun and relaxation to be had here… if you don’t mind assuming the temporary role of a tourist.  Of the tourist resorts, our favorite (and the one most willing to come down to a reasonable price through bargaining) is Coral Key.  More expensive (but a lot quieter and with an amazing menu) is The Driftwood.  If you need economy, find a lodging in the city center or off the beach.  Insist on netting as Malindi seems to have the most persistent mosquitoes on the coast.

E.  Nakuru
This is Kenya’s biggest small town.  Charming in its own right, you’ll more likely end up here as a stopping point to other western destinations.  The cheapest and cleanest lodging is Mount Sinai (the seven-story warehouse-looking building on the east side of the sports club).  

F.  Nairobi

Despite its many dangers, Nairobi is a town well-worth careful exploration.  In any event, you’ll have to come through here for just about any land travel in East Africa.  We’ve found that the hotels just west of Jeevanjie Gardens are a good compromise between safety and (Nairobi-relative) economy in the city center.  

G.  Naivasha

Nothing but sparkling blue-gray clouds broken by laser-precision shards of yellow sunlight and a perfect glassy lake to reflect the spectacle.  The area surrounding Lake Naivasha is probably the most stunning in the Rift Valley.  Check out Cresecent Island Game Sanctuary and Hell’s Gate National Park if you can afford them (USD 10 – 20 each depending on your residency/student status and your haggling skills).  Naivasha town is charming but not a great place to stay.  Instead, head to the YMCA at the south side of the lake.

H.  Nyali
The beaches north of Mombasa Island are excellent for a daytrips away from the prying eyes of Takaungu.  Again, you’ll have to be willing to play tourist.  Some of the most intense beach-side tourist goods are to be found here.  Just hop in a southbound matatu from Kibaoni  and ask to be let off at “Whitesands.”

2.  Outside Kenya

A.  Kampala
The Ugandan capitol will be a complete shock upon first arrival.  Cleaner, safer, and more westernized than anything you’ve seen in Kenya, you may wonder if you haven’t stepped through a wormhole and landed back in Europe.  The aggressive “modernization” of Uganda is a topic that deserves lengthy discussion…elsewhere.  For now just know that Uganda’s the only East African city to have not one, but two coffee houses with blended iced mochas and croissants on the menu.  Kampala and the satellite city of Jinja are the jump-off sites for white water rafting trips down the Nile… very recommended and more or less affordable (about USD 80 for a one-day trip with meals).

B.  Kigali

The Rwandan capital is tiny.  The Rwandan landscape is gorgeous.  Transportation to and within Rwanda is tricky.  French language skills are highly recommended.  The genocide memorials are, needless to say, life-changing.

C.  Dar Es Salaam
Despite the fact that Tanzania’s biggest city lies directly below Mombasa on the coastline, it is a city more easily accessed from Nairobi.  A single bus company (Tawfiq) does run a bus from Mombasa to Dar Es Salaam, however the journey is long and expensive.


D.  Mwanza

The inclusion of this city in the packet is more a warning than a recommendation.  Despite Mwanza’s central location and reputation as the second largest city in Tanzania, this is not a city to plan your travels around.  Moreover, don’t expect to come to Mwanza and then find any sort of reliable transportation to the west.  If you’re trying to get to Central Africa, take the route through Kampala, north of Lake Victoria.  Despite the fact that this route may look longer on maps, it will save you time, money, and major stress.  On the other hand if you’re in the mood for a crazy adventure…

A quick note:  Know that if you do decide to leave Kenya, you will be subject to the complicated immigration policies of each country you visit.  Check with websites or embassies for current information on specific policies and visas (which must always be paid for in new, large denomination U.S. dollars).  As far as your three-month “single-entry” Kenyan visa is concerned, know that it will still be good for re-entry into Kenya (you will not need to shell out an additional USD 50) as long as you do not leave “East Africa”  For the purposes of immigration, “East Africa” means exclusively Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania.

.
3.  TRAVEL GUIDES

You may want to consider purchasing a guidebook or two to fill in the holes in this packet and to guide you in your travels should you decide to explore the rest of East Africa.  Always make sure that the guide you are purchasing is the most recent edition in print.  The following is a quick guide to guidebooks:

A.  Kenya: The Rough Guide
This is by far the widest coverage of the complete Kenya experience.  More than a simple travel guide, this manual extensively covers Kenyan history and culture.  The only mentionable criticism is the sometimes dated transportation advice and the occasionally sloppy maps.

B.  Lonely Planet East Africa

This book is excellent for people planning grand tours through the region as it covers the whole of Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda, and Burundi in a single volume.  However, the Rwanda and Burundi sections are fairly miniscule.

C.  Lonely Planet Kenya

Another good Kenya guide, though this one is less thorough and its editors sometimes seem to have been bought for good reviews.

D.  Lonely Planet Tanzania 

A standard guidebook extensively covering this vast composite nation and the islands off its coast.  This book may be worth the investment if you plan to travel extensively in central or western Tanzania as navigation and transportation therein is incredibly complicated.  However, for shorter trips, the combined East Africa guide will probably serve you better.

E.  Rwanda: The Bradt Travel Guide

The only guidebook worth mentioning when it comes to Rwanda.  Honest, affectionate, and thorough, this guidebook very responsibly handles the genocide and its related sites.  However, this book is quite hard to find.  Order it online (or from British bookstores) or purchase it at the Tourist office in Kigali

.

VI.  PACKING

Pack all your belongings in something that can double as a closet.  You’ll be here for a while, in close quarters (where furniture is in short supply), and it’s nice to have a little order from time to time.  If your trip to Takaungu will take you through the streets of Nairobi, fix locks on your bags.  Don’t pack anything you care greatly about, as it will experience heavy quantities of wear, tear and crow peckings.   In addition, be aware that Kenya is a fantastic place to purchase clothes.  It is also very easy and relatively inexpensive to have clothes custom-made.  As far as clothing is concerned, bring or buy at least a week-and-a-half’s supply of items appropriate to the work you’ll be doing.  Items marked with a K are those that can be easily purchased in Kenya upon arrival.

(  
aspirin (or other pain killer) K
(  
ATM card(s) and credit card(s)

(  
Band-aids K  (or other bandages)

(  bath soap K – The locals make a homemade variety from a local tree.  It’s called “neem.”   It’s worth trying.  Otherwise, the most common brand name is “Geisha.”

(  
bath towel K
(  
bathing suit – Sunday school standards apply.

(
books – Western books are sometimes very difficult to find in Kenya, and although we highly recommend that any inquiring mind becomes acquainted with the Kenyan literary tradition, we understand a certain homesickness for our own country’s literary contributions.  To this end, The EAC has started a small library for the use of both volunteers and the local community.  In addition, consider bringing several books to get you through your stay… which you might consider donating to the library upon your departure.

(
camera – It’s gorgeous here.  Bring lots of film because although it’s available in Kenya, it’s expensive.  Also, a Polaroid is nice because it makes instant gifts for the locals.

(
Cipro (or other antibiotic)

(
computer – This is by no means a necessity and Come Kuona can in no way guarantee the safety of this device while it is in Kenya.  Still, a computer makes an invaluable tool for research, certain projects, and drafting emails on-site (thereby saving money at internet cafes).  Also, the presence of a computer on-site (so long as it’s a Windows-based PC with a serial port) opens up the potential for on-site emailing.  Several volunteers have brought laptop computers in the past and have been very glad they did.  Be sure to bring plenty of floppy disks or a CDRW drive with several CDRWs as floppy disks tend to go bad very quickly in this heat and humidity.  

· deodorant K – Though you can buy it in Kenya, it’s expensive, hard to find, and not always effective.

· dictionary – Consider bringing a dictionary of your own language to English and/or to Swahili

(
Discman – You’ll want many outlets for personal release.  Music is a really good one.  If you have a Discman, it might be worth investing in an AC adaptor so it will fit in the wall, thus reducing battery use.  Also, while a few sets of speakers may be lying around in Come Kuona storage bins, it’s best to bring your own.  Bring headphones as well.

(
disinfectant K  – The local brand is called “Dettol.”
(
ear plugs – Some past volunteers have had trouble sleeping through the three-ton babies that scream throughout the night, the kittens in heat that serenade us in the morning, and the dueling Muslim prayer calls.  You will not find effective ear plugs in Kenya.  

(
electrical converter – Your typical Discman or hair dryer will get completely fried if you stick it into any socket here because it’s probably made to take about half the voltage (110V) that these sockets will pump into it (240V).  All this is to say that you’ll need to bring or purchase a voltage transformer.  But the fun doesn’t stop here.  Your appliances might be fitted with two- or three-pronged American-style plugs, which certainly won’t fit into the two- or three-pronged British-style sockets you’ll find on Kenyan walls.  You’ll need a socket converter.  It’s best to bring a wide variety of both voltage transformers and socket converters (or combination units).  Pick and choose.  Find your favorite.  Remember, though, that some appliances (most laptop computers and some bathroom appliances) already have built-in voltage transformers.  Verify everything before use.  Allowed voltage inputs are usually printed on either the plug or the device itself.

(
fan  – You may want to bring for yourself a battery operated fan.
(
guide book(s)

(
identification – In addition to your passport, bring several other forms of valid identification plus photocopies.  Also, it’s a good idea to leave a set of copies with a responsible party in your home country.

(
International Vaccination Certificate(s)
(
Immodium (or other antidiarrheal)

(
ISIC – The International Student Identification Card is a handy ID to carry because it’s widely accepted and easy to replace.  Despite the issuing companies’ boasts about the ISIC’s many discount benefits, don’t expect any while in Kenya.  However, the ISIC is great for getting discounts on air travel.  Beyond that, its travel insurance has been a lifesaver for a past volunteer.

(
malaria prophylactic and treatment cycle

(
money belt – Especially in Nairobi, muggings are commonplace.  Elsewhere, expect pickpockets.  As a foreigner fresh off the plane, you will be a prime target.  Store all your travel documents, money, and valuables in a money belt well-concealed under your clothes.

(
passport – Make sure it will be valid for the full length of your stay and that it has plenty of free pages for immigration stamps and stickers.

(
pens and pencils – Kenyan pens and pencils tend to be of a low quality and are sometimes expensive.  Bring a considerable supply, especially if you are coming to work in the schools.  Mechanical pencils are not available in coastal Kenya.

(
Pepto bysmol (or other antacid)

(
pillow K – Locals make pillows from the cotton-like fibers of the seeds of a local tree.  They’re not very comfortable.  The other variety is simple yellow foam.  If you’re at all finicky, bring your own.

(
shampoo/conditioner K
(
sheets K – Kenyan mattresses (rectangular cuttings of yellow foam) vary considerably in size.  Therefore, fitted sheets are not at all helpful.  Bring or purchase at least two large sheets and a pillowcase.

(
sneakers – Bring a comfortable pair you won’t mind leaving behind.  They’ll be caked variously in dust or mud.

(
strapped sandals – Your typical plastic beach sandals are cheap and widely available in Kenya.  However, it would be wise to invest in and bring a pair of quality Teevah-style sandals that won’t snap mid-way through the five kilometer walk to the main road, leaving you to trudge it out on frying-pan-hot sand with sharp pieces of coral poking through, and what kind of snake is that, and how many jiggers did you pick out of your toes last night?  (No, but it’s fun, it’s real fun here.)

(
sunscreen – You will fry.  It hurts.  Then the new climate, the moist air, and that strange fungal infection will all conspire to give you a night in hell.  Apply liberally.  Bring lots as it’s outrageously expensive here.

(
stool softener

(
T-shirts and undershirts – T-shirts are fine for casual attire throughout Kenya.  However, they are not appropriate for teaching.  Undershirts (sleeveless and otherwise—the Kenyan varieties tend to be pink mesh) are commonly worn under collared shirts to sop up the oceans of sweat usually sloshing down your chest.

(
underwear – You can get it here.  It’s brightly colored and all kinds of fun, but not exactly Tommy-quality.

(
wash cloths K

VII.  GENERAL LISTINGS

This section is a list of all kinds of random information, divided into simple headings and listed alphabetically.  Included are relevant wildlife, foods, and people, in addition to less-than-obvious Briticisms and Kenyan-English misnomers.  This information is based entirely on hearsay and personal experience.  Use at your own risk.

Alfred Jola – Mr. Jola is the Headmaster (or Head Teacher) at Takaungu Primary School.  His home is in Tezo about two hours journey to the north of Takaungu.  He assumed his job about two years ago.  He is a difficult man to sum up in a few words.  We’re inclined to believe that, at heart, he wants what’s best for the children.  However, this has not stopped him from attempting to cheat them time and again when he thought no one was looking.  We would prefer you all formed your own opinions about this kind, corrupt, and terribly complicated man.  Know that Jola is in some serious hot water with the District Education Board because they’ve started to smell a few of his scams and have been less-than-impressed with the school’s recent test results.

alight – It means to disembark, used when telling a manamba your intended destination: “I’d like to alight at Shariani.”

ants – These must be the most aggressive ants in the world.  We’re talking seconds.  Minutes at the very most.  That’s all it takes for them to sense the arrival of new food, trek a half mile to its location, burrow through the tied shopping bag, the cardboard box, and the interior plastic freshness bag, and set up a depot so that the contents are immediately rendered unusable.  And those are the small ants.  You’ve also got big ones (about the size and color of one of miniature brass safety pins) with a liking for half-finished tea and coffee cups (or anything with sugar) and army ants (with a painful bite).  However, if you’re any kind of dork, you’ll totally enjoy the obvious specialization and division of labor within these species.  An afternoon of observation and admiration can be a nearly spiritual experience.

appetizer – It’s a very spicy lemon vinegar.  Yum!  If you can’t find any around, ask Tuma, Mzee Rashid Abdallah’s daughter to teach you how to make it.  Don’t ask questions.  Just put it on your rice (sparingly!) and smile.

banana trees – Look for the bright red rubbery flowers and the green elephant-ear leaves.  Kenyan bananas are to die for.  P.S.  Green means ripe.

baobab trees – It’s either an aborted mutation of an elephant fetus stuck on end in the soil and topped with a wig of twigs… or just a really weird-looking gray tree.  

bhajias – Small, deep-fried bean fritters spruced up with tiny bits of peppers and spices.  I’ve seen at least three distinct varieties while in Kenya (differing primarily in their graininess).  They can be quite bland without a dipping sauce.  They are eaten as breakfast foods, appetizers, or as snacks throughout the day.

bhang (or bhanghi) – It’s the local name for marijuana.  Yes, you will see it growing wild.  And certainly you’ll see it in a couple of local shambas.  A few people even have it growing in their front yards.

biriani – A delicious Swahili dish saved for special occasions like religious holidays and weddings.  It’s an expensive mixture of spices cooked into a creamy sauce with oils and chicken (although fish and goat are also done).  It’s served over rice.  

bougainvillea – It’s that pretty flower you see growing on walls and fences.  Red, orange, yellow, pink, purple or white.  Smells nice too.

cake – In Swahili culture, any bread that includes eggs (with one notable exception) is called “cake.”  However, if you simply ask for cake, you’ll probably get an intimidating, brightly colored, perfect square of heavily-sugared rock.  Worth a try.

cashew trees – Textured, tear-shaped leaves are the distinguishing trait of this fairly common tree.  Locals roast the nuts and serve them unsalted, darker, and slightly mushier than you’re probably used to.

cassava – Above the ground you’ll notice a man-sized bush with large leaves growing parallel to the soil on red stems.  The root, a dense, starchy cross between a potato and a tasteless banana, is used in cooking.  Apparently it’s a very low maintenance crop.  

cats – Sometimes household pets, more often stray, they are almost never specifically fed.  They tend to live off the mounting garbage piles in the streets.  They’re cats, but their function in human society is a lot closer to that of rats in the States.  They like to, um… sing late at night.

chameleons – Neon green and with the funniest gait since Peewee Herman.

chai – Chai is the general Kiswahili word for tea, but it tends to refer to a very specific variety of hot drink made from the leaves of a small green bush that grows in mountainous western regions of East Africa.  The dried leaves are ground then set in a filter and boiled in a mixture of milk and water.  It often comes pre-mixed with a painful dose of table sugar.  Also worth mention is the “black tea” enjoyed by some East Africans.  This is a sweet and spicy solution of black tea and ginger.

chapati – The Swahili variety is much greasier (and therefore crispier) than its Indian cousin of the same name (both of which are served in Kenya).  It is either eaten alone (usually as a breakfast food) or served as a bread accompaniment to stews and bean dishes.

chickens – The good news is they’re all free-range.  The bad news is they like to freely wander into homes.  The meat is somewhat tougher than the specifically-bred stuff we get back home.  

coconut trees – Despite the fact that the dangerous alcoholic brew distilled from this tree is called “palm wine,” there is no such thing as a “palm tree” in Kenya.  It’s a coconut tree.  The trees grow everywhere.  Students love to climb them and drop the fruits as gifts and as snacks.  There are two types of coconuts.  Madafu is the name for big, green, ripe coconuts filled with “coconut water,” a clear, delicious liquid that can be drunk straight from the coconut.  Madafu are eaten by peeling away the outer layers, cracking open the hard central shell, and eating the soft interior meat.  Many children will be eager to show you how.  Nazi are older coconuts that are used primarily for cooking.  Their “coconut milk” is thicker and more opaque.

cows – There are three main kinds in the Takaungu area.  They do have the big, black and white Jersey variety, but these are expensive and therefore not seen very often.  Much more common are the smaller brown fellers.  In addition, there is a third, very ugly variety with a pentagonal hump rising from the apex of her back.  It is said that these “fin-cows” (not an official name) are better for their meat while the finless ones are more suitable for milk.  In any event, neither one produces milk which is well-suited for making cheese.

crabs – There are at least five varieties in the region.  There are some big suckers that only come out at night: orange, fist-sized, well-armed, but quite skittish.  Scan a flashlight across Kitangani; you’ll either see them frozen like deer or running like chickens.  Otherwise, there are a bunch of smaller ones that burrow all day into penny-sized holes along the tide line.  At low tide you can venture out and find white-backed snow crabs trying to blend in with the sand.  In addition, there are a bunch of off-balanced (they have one pincher and one small one) crabs that live among the mangroves in the swampland.  And finally, there are plenty of hermit crabs to be found if you turn over shells near the southern cliffs at Kitangani.

dogs – Dogs are not necessarily man’s best friend in Kenya.  Though they are sometimes kept as pets, they are seldom fed, often abused, and almost never named.  Children are taught from an early age to throw rocks at approaching (and potentially food-stealing) dogs.  Strays are abundant, tend to move in packs, and usually attack at night.  Vets (and other professionals) are often employed to poison strays.  Beware of strays because rabies is a dangerous reality.  However, there are some very lovely dogs in the village who are desperately in need of love (including what we presume to be Phillip Mason’s dog near the beach).  It’s a tough gamble.

dough – It’s here pronounced “duff.”  Come on… rough, though… as if the English language was supposed to make sense.

ducks – Throw out any images you have of pretty green mallards.  These suckers are ug-ly.  They have a funny scaly structure encircling their eyes, proving once and for all that dinosaurs did in fact evolve into birds.  They serve much the same function as geese in colder climates.

duka – A small local shop.

echinoderms – Two major kinds: the traditional starfish we know from coloring books (sometimes bright pink), and a smaller, brown, and quick-moving spiny thing in major abundance at low-tide.  Enjoy them, but please be gentle as they tend to fall apart pretty easily.

eels – Two kinds.  There’s a small yellow and black variety that lives among the coral in the shallow water at Kitangani.  Very pretty, but scary if you’re not expecting them.  Like the local snakes, they’re skittish.  Also there’s a rather large green-gray variety living out in deeper waters.  The locals catch and eat these “snake fish.”

eucalyptus – Brought by the British to act as windbreakers, they’re pretty hard to find nowadays.  If you do find them, take a deep breath, enjoy the smell, grab a few leaves, make tea, and feel real lucky.

fillet – (pronounced FILL-it, with a hard t) – In Kenya, this refers to any cut of beef.

flies – Keep flour and other grains refrigerated or else very tightly sealed.  Flies seem to get into anything, and in this humid climate, maggots tend to pop up in just a few days.  Very unsettling.

full stop – It’s the British-English word used for the punctuation mark we call the period.

githeri – It’s a bean and maize dish usually eaten with torn-up strips of chapati.  Delicious.

goats – They’re loud, ugly, and always hungry.  You’ll tire of them very quick;y.  You cannot leave food unguarded.  If you get a chance, take in a “slaughtering.”  Heck, it’s part of the human experience, right?  Goat meat has a similar taste and texture to mutton, though it tends to be a bit grittier.

harambe – “To pull together” in Kiswahili.  It commonly refers to a family or community coming together to raise money for a specific purpose.  It’s talked about a lot, though we’ve never seen a formal one.  A “harambe school” is a school built on funds provided by the local community.  Often these schools are not “registered” government schools, in which case they are not eligible for any sort of government funding.  The locals must pay school fees to support the teachers’ salaries.  These school fees are often provided through further harambe.

herbs – Pronounce the “h” or you won’t be understood.  The most distinctive herb in Swahili cooking is cardamom, often used to the point of excess.

jelly fish – They are here and they sting.  They look like a small tower of clear Jell-o.  Don’t touch.
Jimmy – You’ll more often see Jimmy’s shadow than his face since he’s the night watchman at TPS.  He’s proficient in German.  He’s a nice man, and his English is good, however there have been several scams indirectly involving Jimmy and Come Kuona volunteers.  We recommend caution and a polite “no” when he approaches you with any “propositions.”

kanzu – A long dress-like shirt worn by Muslim men.
kikoys – Beautiful pieces of printed cloth complete with a Swahili proverb.  They are worn either as skirts or as wraps for the head and upper body.  Males sometime wear similar cloths (called kangas) around their waists.

lizards – They’re all over.  Most are small and quick.  Some can only be described as miniature crocodiles.  Also, look for a beautiful blue- and orange-headed type hanging out on stones and walls.

madrasa – An Islamic religious school.

maize – It’s like our North American corn, but the husks are longer, whiter, and thicker.  The kernels cook hard and chewy instead of mushy.  It takes some getting used to (and some tough gums), but after a bit you may never want to go back to mush.

Mahmud Jeneby (and friends) – A permanent staff member of Come Kuona, Mahmud’s is a face you’ll come to know well while in Kenya.  Mahmud has lived throughout Kenya and studied at both the University of Nairobi and abroad in Britain.  

mama – Title for an elder woman.  It can be followed by a name (“Mama Rukia”) or else simply used as a general title (like we might say “ma’am”).  If you’re female, you will oftentimes hear the younger men referring to you as Mama in their conversations with one another. 

mango trees – An equation: (speckled taco shaped leaves + thick clusters of tiny blossoms + orange, soft-looking bark) × spotted, green, asymmetrical fruits = yummy.  Apparently it takes a very specific weather pattern to encourage the mangoes to blossom during any given year.  Pray you get so lucky.  In Kenya, it’s pronounced with a soft “a” sound: MAHN-go.

mangrove trees – Crazy, other-worldly swamp trees growing in the inter-tidal saltwater mudflats of the various equatorial “creeks.”  They have a wild inverted root system and bark more horrifically textured than any smelted sculpture you’ve ever caught at MOMA.

meat – Meat means beef and only beef.  It doesn’t have the same catch-all carnality meaning that it does in the States.

mahambri/mandazi – It’s a triangular, deep-fried, hollow, leavened bread that can be served alone, as a bread accompaniment to a meal, or as a stuff-sack for beans.  Mahambri is the coastal version, smaller, sweeter, and wreaking with cardamom.  Mandazi is the inland variety, and tastes much like an unglazed donut.

mhindi – “Indian Person,” referring of course to folks from the Asian sub-continent, not Native Americans.  Kenya’s Indian population originally migrated as indentured servants under the British Imperialists.  They came on contract to build the railroad.  The British tendency to favor Indians over other colonized populations has left post-colonial Kenya with a grudge against this population.  Stereotyping is common.  Plural is wahindi.

miraa – A greenish-red plant, the stem of which is legally chewed as a stimulant in Kenya.  There are, of course, certain cultural stigmas that accompany its use.

Mohammed and Nancy Pwani – Your new best friends.  Hands down, these two are the best source for any information or assistance while you’re in Takaungu.  They always seem to make sense when nothing else does.  They are perfect parents to two beautiful children (Isak and Purity) and have a home dripping with love.

mkate – Mkate means bread, and it’s the general word for any grains cooked without eggs.  The only exception is mkate wa mayai, which literally means “egg bread” and is essentially a cake, but is presumably not sweet enough for the locals to classify under such a specifically cloying title.  Mkate wasini is an oily coconut sponge cake that cooks into a distinctive grain pattern closely resembling coral.

monkeys – Yep, we’ve got ‘em.  The local variety is of the vervet family.  You’ll find them living in the trees close to the water.  They’re very cute.  In some cases they’ve become way too friendly with humans: looting and pillaging local trash collections.  In other cases, humans have become way too friendly with them: catching them, tying them on tiny leashes, and feeding them sweets until they choke and die.  It’s very sad.

mudskippers – Small gray fish that lift themselves up on their fins and walk around on dry land and rocks like sea lions.  Check them out in the tide pools, on the cliffs around Kitangani, and under the mangroves in Kivukoni.

mwalimu – It literally translates to “teacher,” though it is often assigned to any white face seen in Kenya, regardless of profession.  It is a term of high respect.

mzee – Title for an elder man.   It can be followed by a name (“Mzee Basheikh”) or else simply used as a general title (like we might say “Sir”).  Plural is wazee.

mzungu – “White person.”  It more literally means “one who speaks the English language.”  Children will scream it at the top of their lungs whenever they see you.  For those of us raised in a culture where racial profiling is usually an inexcusable offense, it can be startling to come to a place where people constantly shout out your race at a deafening decibel value.  Understand that it’s merely a polite way to address a foreigner when you don’t know his or her name.  It is almost never intended with any sort of derision.  Plural is wazungu.

Nescafe – It’s what you say when ordering coffee.  (Curiously enough, almost all coffee in Kenya is instant.)  Then they’ll ask you “Black or White?”  No, this is not an obscure Michael Jackson reference.  They want to know if you want your granule packet with hot water or hot milk.  If you ask for the former, don’t expect to then be brought a dish full of creamer.  Just add lots of sugar… everybody else does.  “Filter coffee” and filters can be purchased (for a price) at supermarkets.  The EAC is in possession of a coffeemaker.

“Open” and Kilifi – A young man named Larry runs the duka just to the east of the three-story house.  He hates the nickname “Open” (which Suzanne Wilson gave him) but enjoys the attention all the same.  He is assisted by an ever-smiling teenage boy named Kilifi (who much prefers his Christian name, Emanuel).

orange tree – Because it’s just that kind of world, Kenyan oranges aren’t.  That is to say they’re not “orange.”  They’re green.  Go figure. 
Phillip Mason – The British recluse who owns the fancy guest house and horse ranch next to Kitangani.

pilau – A rice, potato, and spice dish covered in cinnamon and sometimes spruced up with a bit of meat.  It’s often served with “salad.”

piripiri – This very spicy tomato sauce is a Portuguese import.  Be careful of that ketchup-looking bottle on the table.  If it looks even slightly pulpy, it’s likely to set your mouth on fire.
pound cake – A deep-fried, unleavened scone.

protocol – It means something between “bureaucracy” and “administration.”  It has the same slightly negative connotation that those two words have in English.

queen cake – The Kenyan answer to the Parker House roll.

Katana-This is a face you will come to see almost everyday during your stay here. He works at the shamba as the gardener and caretaker. He also takes volunteers out on village walks. He is also there during the day to help in any sort of way. He is married with three kids.
Kalume-Avery polite man who works as the night security guard at the shamba.
revision – Kenyan students have little to no concept of rewriting.  Rather, this word refers to going back to material already learned and reviewing it.  The third term of the school year is said to be the “Revision Term,” meaning that during terms one and two the material is introduced and that during term three it is reviewed and connected.

Rolando – Rolando is the Italian man who runs the tourist-catering Italian restaurant at the north end of Kitangani.  In our experience he has always been courteous (he often gives rides in his van on the road from Kibaoni), despite a certain standoffishness and arrogance.  Beware his dogs.  They’re sometime quite aggressive.

salad – Trust me, this has nothing to do with Sizzler.  It’s raw, thin slices of tomato, green pepper, and sometimes onion, salted to extremity and used as topping for rice dishes.  Believe it or not, it’s actually quite refreshing.  

sambusas – Miniature samosas (deep-fried triangular snacks), usually stuffed with potatoes.

salamanders – Pale orange or light brown, they look like small, soft-skinned lizards.  They sometimes assume a semi-translucent pinkish hue which is quite beautiful.  They get more active after dark, scurrying across walls to eat the abundant insects.  Yes, they come in the house.  No, they don’t bite.  One former volunteer used to enjoy wearing them as accessories.

sea urchins – Two kinds, and it’s worth the time to know the difference: the common sea urchin (you’ll recognize him from back home) and a species the locals call a “stone fish.” The common urchin looks scary but he’s actually quite harmless.  He’s a small, dark-colored ball (variously blue, purple, brown, red, or black) with thick, blunt spines protruding in all directions.  The stone fish has a lighter color: white, yellow, lavender, or pink.  Her spines are much sharper and carry a painful (though harmless) venom.  Step on one or bump one while you’re swimming in low tide and you’ll come away howling.  There are local remedies, but in the end, it’s probably just a half-week’s wait until the spines dislodge themselves.

shamba – A farm.  “Going to the shamba” might simply mean entering the cultivated land surrounding the village.

sharks – The offshore coral reefs and the threat of low tide keeps sharks away from both Kitangani and Kivukoni, but anyone who tries to tell you they’re not out there beyond the coral is lying through his teeth.  Just try to not look (or smell) like a wounded seal, okay?

short call/long call – Kenyan euphemisms equivalent to “a number one” and “a number two.”  And you don’t ask to use a bathroom if you have to make either call, because a bathroom is where you bathe.  Ask for the toilet.

sisal – Originally a British import, it’s hard to imagine that sisal was ever foreign to the landscape.  If you didn’t know better, you might think they’re infant coconut trees.  Row upon row of hard spiky leaves jutting out from a root system like a giant spiny head of cabbage.  You’ll know it when you see it.  Sisal is used for making ropes and baskets.

slippers – This word refers to plastic beach sandals, not bedroom shoes

snakes – Yes, they’re out there, and yes, some are poisonous, but I doubt you’ll see any.  Snakes are killed on sight in Kenya, and after hundreds of years of lessons well-learned, they tend to stay as far away from human beings as possible.  We’ve only ever seen the harmless, garden variety.  If you are bit, seek help immediately because the snakes of Kenya are amongst the most poisonous in the world.

“some small stuffs” – It has something to do with a market list.  General usage is: “I’m going to town for some small stuffs.”  Very cute.

spiders – They’re either really big, really fast, or really ugly.  The big ones are huge—ranging from the size of your fist to that of your outstretched palm—and come in one of two colors.  The black ones live in masses of twenty or thirty spiders in monstrous communal webs strung on the high branches of trees.  The brown ones seem a tad shyer.  I’ve only ever seen females: pregnant with a pinkish-orange egg sack about the size of a walnut hanging down from their abdomens.  These mommas tend to hide, and therefore they can be pretty scary when you finally come upon one.  The really fast ones are small.  They run, jump, and hop.  They’re particularly fond of mosquito netting, perhaps because it provides them with an instant web of sorts.  The ugly ones are only ugly if you’re not ready to appreciate their science fiction beauty.  Their spiked, plastic-looking backs look like some sort of miniature, two-handed Klingon weapon.  They like trees.  I’ve only ever seen the brown pregnant ones and the little jumpers indoors.  To my knowledge, the others keep to the bush.  In addition, I understand that there are no especially dangerous spiders around.  I have been bit, and I know, it hurts.  A lot.  You should definitely seek local advice, but then relax.  In all likelihood that stinging pain will subside in about two minutes and you can get back to Sydney Sheldon.

stew – Any sort of soupy vegetable and/or meat mixture served hot and over rice.

tarmac – It means paved road.  If you simply say “road,” (except when part of a proper name) people usually picture dirt.  It’s also worth noting that many roads and highways are usually un-named except as you might refer to them by their endpoints.  Thus, the ten hour tarmac stretch from Mombasa to Nairobi is called—yup—the Mombasa-Nairobi Road.

tomato sauce – It’s what you say in Africa if you want ketchup.  However, in East Africa, tomato sauce tastes more like sweet and sour sauce than Heinz.  American-style ketchup is available at chain supermarkets … but for a price.  Still, all told, it’s probably worth it.

tuition – This has nothing to with money.  It means tutoring. 

bajia – A creamy potato and coconut dish with little bits of tomato.  It becomes heaven with a little Heinz.

“If you have come to help, you are wasting

your time.  But if you have come because your liberation is

bound with mine, let us work together.”

~ Lilla Watson[image: image1.png]



�INCLUDEPICTURE "../images/logo.jpg" \* MERGEFORMAT ���





		


     Come Kuona Volunteer Information Packet	








Come Kuona
- Page 1 -
Volunteer Packet

