




















African Villas

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 119

into the concrete foundation of a “grove”
and built walls that followed the tree
branches’ flowing curves. The stone

walled front entrance looks like a castle,
with two rounded turrets topped by a
witch’s hat-shaped thatched roof. A
huge, asymmetrically planked front door
pivots open to reveal a living room soaring
under a 40-foot ceiling and completely
open at the back, leading the eyes straight

tn thao landecrans and an avar_crhanaing

but to calm my friend’s nerves I said we'd
be happy just to walk for a little while and
look at plants and insects.

Norman Carr, Zambia’s original walk-
ing safari guru and Robin Pope’s mentor,
earned fame for safely guiding clients with-
in pouncing distance of lions and leopards
and within stomping and goring distance
of elephants, black rhinos, and African buf-
falo. To build up The Diva’s confidence, we
played chicken with an ant lion — the larva
of a dragon-type fly —gently poking a twig
into the inverted cone of its sandy trap; we
were rewarded by the sight of pincer jaws,
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caught a small plane to the Kenyan archi
pelago colonized by Omani sultans in the
ninth century. In 2001, the Swahili cul
ture and still-inhabited traditional build -
ings led UNESCO to list Lamu as a World
Heritage Site. The buzz, not to mention
the pristine beaches, attracted waves of
trendy foreigners—Princess Caroline of
Monaco among them—who have bought
plots for a song and restored old houses
into vacation homes with million-dollar
price tags. More changes loom large: Last
year, Kenva's government began building a
mega-port facing Lamu’s deepest channel,
envisioning an East African Dubai. While
construction may provide a new source of
employment for locals, the community as a
whole faces being outnumbered by outsid-
ers recruited for the mega-workforce.

At first the islanders’ laissez-faire vibe
proved a bit much for The Diva to take.
“Sir, where are the life jackets? " she grilled
the boatman who picked us up at the air-
strip for the 20-minute dhow ride across
a channel to Shela, the village where our
rental, Full Moon House, was located.
There weren’t any life preservers. Nor
was there a gangplank to disembark from
a water taxi on our trip to Lamu’s main
market. Dreadlocked Captain Yahia prag-
matically hoisted me over his shoulder and
waded up seawater-covered stone steps to
deposit me on the quay. At noon, shops
shuttered for Muslim prayers, and resi-
dents disappeared into courtyard houses
topped with thatched-roof, breeze-catch
ing wind towers. Donkeys, the major form
of transportation, wandered unsupervised
through coral-walled alleys.

Full Moon House overlooks the water
from a plot purchased in the 1960s by the
late Anne Spoerry, a Frenchwoman who,
as a member of the Flying Doctors orga-
nization, for more than 30 years provided
medical care to isolated Kenyan commu-
nities. As a medical student during World
War I, she ran a safe haven for the French
Resistance in Paris. After the war, some of
which she spent in a German concentra-
tion camp, Spoerry moved to Kenya. (Her
bio became even more curious when re-
cords discovered after her death revealed
that she was accused of collaborating with
the Nazis during her internment. )

Her nephew, the Dubai based archi-
tect Bernard Spoerry, designed Full Moon
House in the Swabhili style. The first floor
consists of a dining room and a sitting
lodge with open walls facing an arch-
shaped turquoise swimming pool. The sec
ond floor has two bedrooms opening onto
a balcony that has an Arabian majlis with
cushioned benches. I took the top floor,
an open-plan suite with a four-poster In-
dian-style bed and a private balcony with
plantation-style lounge chairs.

A caretaker introduced us to Dixon Ka-
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planga, our room steward, and Anthony
Mbwana, the chef, and left us with her cell
phone number and a two-page printed
explanation of how the house worked.
The main thing we picked up on were in

structions not to swim too far out to sea
between the tides, when the current is
strongest, and to avoid walking beyond
the Omani-style fort because visitors to the
archipelago have suffered robberies—and
worse. In 2011, one tourist was fatally shot
and two others were kidnapped by Somali
gunmen. Since then, the Kenyan govern-
ment has heightened security in the archi

pelago, and military forces stop and search
any vessel with a motor powerful enough
to make a quick getaway to the open ocean.

But here, as with the two safari houses,
all our misgivings disappeared in no time.
There were ruins to wander and reefs to
snorkel, but our greatest escape was falling
into the easy rhythms of villa and village
life. We visited a tailor to order bespoke
kikoi dresses. Fishermen brought baskets
of fresh crab, squid, and shrimp to the
house. Mbwana shopped in the market for
produce; dressed in full whites, he would
sit on the kitchen floor grating coconut
meat for our nightly soup course. The
grocery tab for a week's gluttony came to
$77. Hiring a dhow captain and his hash-
smoking cousin, who brought munch-
ies of homemade samosas, we sailed into
tidal arteries where we watched shark
fin-shaped sails prowling over the green
mangrove tops.

Before our trip, I'd told my friend that
no matter the level of comfort, the most
memorable trips to Africa come down to
serendipity: the flash of cheetah spots, a
conversation with someone whose life is
beyond your ken. Our villas in the Namib-
ian desert, the Zambian bush, and here on
the white sand beach of Lamu provided
privacy, sanctuary, and, best of all, the
chance to experience an Africa that only
the lucky few ever get to see. O
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