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Introduction

Nairobi—Kenya'’s lively capital known as the “Green City in the Sun”—stands as a
dynamic crossroads where history, innovation, nature, and culture convene. Born out
of a humble railway depot at the turn of the twentieth century, the city has grown into
one of Africa’s fastest expanding and most energetic metropolises. Today, Nairobi
pulses with the rhythms of over four million residents, representing Africa’s diversity
and a microcosm of modern urban life. To encounter Nairobi is to witness a place in
constant motion: from the roar of matatus zigzagging through traffic to the calm grace
of giraffes grazing in the city’s own national park, its contrasts are both striking and
harmonious.

Why does Nairobi matter? Beyond its significance as a political and economic
powerhouse in East Africa, Nairobi is a living showcase of contemporary African
urbanism. Here, multinational headquarters stand close to bustling outdoor markets,
tech innovators design the continent’s digital future, and age-old neighborhoods thrive
amidst the city’s ever-evolving skyline. As you wander Nairobi’s avenues or explore its
creative enclaves, you’ll encounter stories shaped by colonial history and
independence triumphs, resilience and reinvention, challenges and celebration. This
city’s unique character emerges not from a single narrative but from the vibrant
interplay of many voices and experiences.

'Nairobi Unveiled' invites you to look beyond the postcard images and dig beneath the
surface of the city’s well-trodden attractions. This book is crafted for the
traveler—whether packing a suitcase or traveling by imagination—who seeks
understanding, inspiration, and authenticity. Across its chapters, you'll find richly
painted scenes of Nairobi’s history, neighborhoods, and people. You'll hear from the
voices that enliven its streets: chefs whose dishes trace the city’s migration stories,
artists and musicians shaping tomorrow’s culture, everyday Nairobians weaving
together their lived realities. Along the way, practical tips and honest guidance equip
you to experience Nairobi’s many layers confidently and meaningfully.

Each chapter offers a multifaceted lens: vivid storytelling brings to life both the
celebrated and the hidden—the giraffe raising her head above acacia trees at dawn,
the matatu conductor’s melodic call at dusk, the flavor of street-grilled maize, the
clamor of marketplaces alive with bargaining and laughter. You'll discover Nairobi’s
network of young digital pioneers, its literary legacy, and the indomitable
entrepreneurial spirit that infuses even its most challenging moments. Through “Local
Voices” and “Did You Know?” sidebars, firsthand accounts and surprising facts
illuminate the journey.
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Above all, this book aims to do justice to Nairobi’s complexity. For all its magnetism,
the city grapples with real obstacles: rapid urbanization, social inequities, and
environmental pressures. Yet it is also a place of remarkable hope, innovation, and
community resilience. Nairobi’s energy is infectious, its character impossible to distill
into a single story or stereotype.

Whether you are planning your first visit, tracing family roots, joining Nairobi’s vibrant
expatriate community, or simply curious to know what makes this metropolis tick, |
invite you to turn the page. With eyes wide open and an inquisitive spirit, come
experience the stories, sights, and flavors that make Nairobi not just a city, but a
world unto itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Birth of a City: From Railway Depot
to Capital

Every great city has a creation story, and Nairobi's begins not with ancient civilizations
or powerful kingdoms, but with the clatter and hiss of a steam locomotive. In 1899, the
British colonial authorities, in their ambitious endeavor to construct the Uganda
Railway, established a humble railway depot in a brackish African swamp. This
seemingly unremarkable decision laid the very first brick of what would become a
sprawling metropolis. The location, nestled between the coastal city of Mombasa and
the vast inland of Uganda, was chosen for its strategic positioning, its temperate
climate owing to its elevation, and a reliable water supply from the Nairobi River,
whose Maasai name "Enkare Nairobi" means "place of cool waters."

Before the railway's arrival, the land was inhabited by pastoralist Maasai, the
sedentary Akamba, and the agriculturalist Kikuyu people. The construction of the
railway, which began in 1894, led to the displacement of these indigenous
communities. The railway camp quickly expanded, transforming into a bustling hub
that attracted laborers from India and settlers from Britain. This rapid growth wasn't
without its tensions, as the continuous expansion of the city encroached upon the
ancestral lands of both the Maasai and Kikuyu people, fueling their resentment.

Sir George Whitehouse, the chief engineer of the railway, envisioned this site as an
ideal resting place due to its high elevation and ample water supply, even though
other officials initially criticized it for being too flat and poorly drained. Arthur Church
was commissioned in 1898 to design the first town layout, which included two
streets—Victoria Street and Station Street—along with ten avenues, staff quarters, and
an Indian commercial area. The railway finally arrived in Nairobi on May 30, 1899,
marking a significant milestone in its nascent history. Soon after, Nairobi replaced
Machakos (now Masaku) as the headquarters for the provincial administration of the
Ukamba province.

The early years of this burgeoning settlement were not without their challenges.
Outbreaks of malaria plagued the town, even prompting considerations of relocating
it. The original town suffered a devastating fire in the early 1900s following a plague
outbreak, leading to a complete rebuilding of areas like Bazaar Street, now known as
Biashara Street. Despite these setbacks, Nairobi's population burgeoned from 5,000 to
16,000 between 1902 and 1910, driven by the expansion of administrative functions
and the burgeoning tourism industry, initially centered around big-game hunting.

By 1905, Nairobi was no longer just a railway depot; it had evolved into a humming
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commercial center. Its growing significance was officially recognized in 1905 when it
was declared the capital of British East Africa, replacing Mombasa. This elevation in
status further cemented its role as a pivotal hub for entrepreneurs and avid hunters.
The British colonial government, observing the city's burgeoning popularity, began
constructing grand hotels to cater to the influx of tourists and big-game enthusiasts.

Nairobi continued its growth under British rule, attracting many Britons who settled in
its developing suburbs. In 1919, it was officially declared a municipality by the British.
The city's progression was observed by colonial officer Eric Dutton in 1926, who, upon
passing through on his way to Mount Kenya, foresaw a future city of paved roads,
landscaped avenues, parks, impressive cathedrals, museums, and grand office
buildings. His vision, though ambitious for its time, would gradually take shape over
the coming decades.

The growth of Nairobi also saw a significant increase in its African population. By 1921,
out of 24,000 residents, half were native Africans, and in the following decade, they
began to constitute the majority for the first time. This demographic shift, while a
natural outcome of urbanization, presented new planning challenges for the colonial
administration, which some officials referred to as the "Nairobi Problem." The city's
development under colonial rule was, unfortunately, often characterized by
inequalities and racial segregation in housing and zoning.

The railway, which had been the catalyst for Nairobi's birth, continued to play a central
role in its development. Sir Charles Eliot, then commissioner of British East Africa,
famously stated in 1903 that it was "uncommon for a railway to create a country,"
highlighting the profound impact of the Uganda Railway on Kenya's formation. This
meter-gauge railway, built between 1896 and 1901, started in Mombasa and extended
northwest to Kisumu on the shores of Lake Victoria, effectively opening up East Africa
for trade and colonial settlement.

The narrative of Nairobi's evolution from a small railway camp to the capital of Kenya
is a testament to its strategic importance and the forces of colonial expansion. The
"Green City in the Sun" was, at its very core, a child of the railway, born out of a
practical necessity that quickly blossomed into a vibrant commercial and
administrative center. Its early years were a mix of rapid growth, infrastructural
challenges, and the complex social dynamics of a colonial settlement. This foundation
would set the stage for Nairobi's dramatic transformation in the decades that followed,
leading to its eventual status as the independent nation's capital.

Did You Know?

The current Nairobi Railway City project is a significant urban development initiative
aimed at establishing a new central station hub and business districts within the city,
with support from the UK government. This project seeks to build on the legacy of the
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original railway that birthed Nairobi.
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