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Slow death of library that McMillan
built
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The entrance to the library. Photo/FILE 

By Rupi Mangat

Curiosity led me to McMillan Memorial Library, an iconic building of the 1930s in Nairobi’s central business district.

This followed a visit to Mcmillan’s castle in Thika, which lies in disrepair and is with no trace of the belongings and
artefacts of the family, who were part of Kenya’s colonial history.

I was researching Sir Northrup McMillan, a man who was larger than life — literally being 7 feet tall with a girth that
needed a five-foot belt to go around. The library was built in his memory by his wife.

McMillan Memorial Library is still impressive, housing priceless first edition books and works of art.

I was looking for a cloth-bound book created by Richard Minsky, a critically acclaimed American “book artiste”.

After an extensive search, the book could not be found on the shelves.
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In colonial Kenya, the library was the axis around which modern Nairobi evolved — with the law courts directly in front
of it and other buildings coming up around it — like the Bank of Baroda, the New Stanley Hotel, the railway
headquarters and station, the Royal College of East Africa (today’s University of Nairobi) and the Parliament buildings.

McMillan Memorial Library was meant to serve the White community in the then racially segregated country.

One of Kenya’s most mysterious settlers, McMillan in his time played host to both Sir Winston Churchill and President
Theodore Roosevelt.

He moved in the same social circles as the Delameres and Sir Ewart Grogan.

A pioneer and philanthropist, he ran the first settler farm in Thika.

It was on his farm that the politician Tom Mboya grew up by virtue of his father being an employee.

Mboya’s life was cut short by an assassin’s bullet in 1968 in Nairobi, at 39 years.

Today, both the McMillans’ graves lie on the high slopes of Ol Donyo Sabuk, overlooking their castle and Fourteen
Falls in Thika.

Standing on the top stair of the classical blue stone library in Nairobi, flanked by two enormous stone lions, one still has
an impressive view of the city, which received its charter in 1950.

The state of the building outside belies the neglect inside.

Impressive as it is, McMillan Memorial Library is not Kenya’s first library.

That honour belongs to the Seif bin Salim Library, opened in 1903 in Mombasa by the Indian community.

It was open to all but because the books were mostly in Indian languages, it was used mostly by Indians.

McMillan’s followed in 1931. Musau Kimeu, an architect and environmental design expert, gives an interesting
perspective on the building.

Kimeu is also a lecturer in the Department of Architecture and Building Science at the University of Nairobi.

Blue stone

“The library is built using the Nairobi blue stone and is finished with a very well-done plaster that requires no paint on
the outside walls,” he says. “Buildings such as these in Europe have lasted hundreds of years. Blue stone is a hard
stone. It’s very good for construction.

“In Nairobi, it has been used to build the boundary walls of the August 7 Memorial (former American embassy site),
Kipande House and many other old buildings.

“Stonehenge in Britain dating 2,300 BC is a collection of bluestones.
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“The building’s workmanship and craftsmanship are excellent,” says the environmental architect. “Its intricate details
are superb. In comparison, most of today’s buildings are plain and lacking in serious craftsmanship.”

“But wouldn’t it be appropriate to replace the building with a skyscraper?” I ask

The architect says no. “The library is an icon of Nairobi. It’s architecturally very good,” he says.

While the building’s structure and its external facade should be conserved, the inside can be modernised.

“Our architecture students often use it as a case study. Last year, my students spent three weeks studying the building
and each student made a proposal on how to modernise its interior. Cutting edge interior design can easily do this.”

Library space planning and library requirements continue to evolve.

Today’s requirements are different from those of the 1950s and 1960s.

Kipande House on Kenyatta Avenue, which was originally a warehouse in 1913, now houses a bank. Its interior has
been extensively refurbished.

I prod him further: “How ‘green’ is the building in terms of conserving energy since it was built way before terms like
‘environmentally friendly’ became everyday parlance?”

“Its thick walls help to minimise the transfer of heat from outside to inside during the day when the sun is hot. Having a
high ceiling doubles the volume space. This keeps the interior cool. 
“The windows are relatively small, which means the building does not require air-conditioning. This ensures that the
greenhouse effect on the building is minimal.

Air conditioning contributes significantly to carbon dioxide (Co2) emission, which is the main cause of climate change.
Buildings account for over 50 per cent of all Co2 emissions globally today.”

Deep in the building, peeling paint and dusty shelves do little to keep serious readers away. The library is full, including
the children’s section — though it’s adults taking up the space, even here.

McMillan’s bust above the fireplace looks sternly down at all entering.

None of the readers, including the librarians l interview, know much about McMillan save that he was a “colonial man.”
A pair of enormous ivory tusks flank the fireplace.

An Italian carved alabaster figure of a maiden on a pedestal catches my eye. I read the inscription on it: Passo del
Ruscello 1890 Cesare Lapini.

An Internet search reveals an almost identical work by Lapini, an Italian artist of the 19th and early 20th century, of a
maiden wearing an underdress, lifting her skirts and stepping lightly into a shallow stream. It sold for $2,160 at an
auction.

Walking up the elegant winding staircase to the Africana section, I see portraits of African soldiers dated 1946,
complete with their names.

There is also a portrait of Andrew Carnegie (1835-1919) gifted by the Carnegie Corporation of New York.

A Scottish-American industrialist, he worked his way up from a messenger boy to become the second richest man in
the world at the time, after Rockfeller.

He made his money mostly in the steel industry. His fortune has been turned to founding libraries, schools, universities
and museums in many countries.

The African section reveals a sorrier state of affairs, with the books stacked in weather-beaten closets and shelves and
tiles peeling off the floor. Antique furniture and canvas paintings worth a fortune lie neglected.

I don’t find Richard Minsky’s book. His innovative use of materials and pioneering techniques has contributed to the
expanding field of book arts for over 30 years.

The artist’s entire archive, spanning 50 years, has been bought by the Arts of the Book Collection of the Arts Library at



In the headlines

Yale.

Minsky still tours the world to promote education through book art and lectures at universities.

Examples of his work are held in museum and library collections worldwide, including the Getty Research Library, Los
Angeles, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

None of the librarians know of Minsky’s work titled Gerald Jackson’s Adventures in Ku-Ta-Ba Wa-Do.

The limited edition book was produced in 1974 and accompanied by a 12” vinyl recording and musical score (a
description is at http://minsky.com/books.htm#kutaba).

The book is worth $2,700 in cloth binding and $3,600 in leather binding. It was apparently given to someone from
Nairobi visiting the US.

          

Why regional response to disaster is preferred
Experts advise that mechanisms co-ordinated by regional blocs guarantee more resilience.

Ugandans make eco-friendly dryer to cut food waste
They invented a low-tech thermal dehydrator to stop fruits and vegetables from spoiling.

A painful tale of a Kenyan runner's downfall from doping

CPJ demands safe return of journalist Kabendera

Uber to cut 400 marketing jobs to reduce costs

17 killed as plane crashes in Pakistan

At least 52 dead in Brazil prison riot

Five Sudanese protesters shot dead ahead of talks

U N R E S T  I N

A F R I C A

https://twitter.com/share?text=Slow death of library that McMillan built&url=https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/Slow-death-of-library-that-McMillan-built/434746-910652-vufo1l/index.html&via=The_EastAfrican
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/Slow-death-of-library-that-McMillan-built/434746-910652-vufo1l/index.html
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/Slow-death-of-library-that-McMillan-built/434746-910652-vufo1l/index.html
whatsapp://send?text=https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/Slow-death-of-library-that-McMillan-built/434746-910652-vufo1l/index.html
javascript:window.print()
mailto:name@email.com?subject=Slow death of library that McMillan built&body=Slow death of library that McMillan built-https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/Slow-death-of-library-that-McMillan-built/434746-910652-vufo1l/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Regional-response-to-disaster-is-preferred/4552908-5216050-mr61jfz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Regional-response-to-disaster-is-preferred/4552908-5216050-mr61jfz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Ugandans-make-eco-friendly-dryer-to-cut-food-waste/4552908-5214288-i8goc9/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Ugandans-make-eco-friendly-dryer-to-cut-food-waste/4552908-5214288-i8goc9/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/sports/A-painful-tale-of-a-Kenyan-runner-downfall-from-doping/4494642-5215878-g8pfcpz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Committee-to-Protect-Journalists-Erick-Kabendera/4552908-5215540-oi2swk/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/business/Uber-to-reduce-marketing-staff/2560-5215574-k5ogjh/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/world/Pakistani-army-plane-crashes/4552918-5215546-r87fy6z/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/world/Brazil-prison-riot/4552918-5215550-sapq9y/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/africa/Sudanese-protesters-shot-dead/4552902-5214878-j392x8z/index.html


1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

5

5

10

EAST AFRICA Igad pushes for Kiir, Machar meeting

REST OF AFRICA Hundreds of Sudan students rally for killed protesters

REST OF AFRICA Sudan murals commemorate protest 'martyrs'

EAST AFRICA S. Sudan's Kiir bans singing of anthem in his absence

REST OF AFRICA Nigerian serviceman returns lost parcel full of cash

E A C

I N T E G R A T I O N

EDITORIAL EDITORIAL: EA leaders must anchor durable integration

COMMENT NJERU: Politics of maize in Kenya

BUSINESS Call to adopt mining values and principles in EA

BUSINESS Much ado about Mauritius Leaks?

BUSINESS Tanzania launches Rufiji power plant

L A T E S T

N E W S

BUSINESS Dar in call for bids for CNG points across the country

SPORTS 'I cheat because others cheat': Kenya and doping

BUSINESS KATESHUMBWA: I want to boost trade for African countries

EAST AFRICA Why regional response to disaster is preferred

COMMENT OBBO: Move over, good Old Globalisation, 5G’s here

EAST AFRICA Peace in Juba: How leaders became curse

REST OF AFRICA Africa at a glance

SPORTS A painful tale of a Kenyan runner's downfall from doping

EAST AFRICA Ugandans make eco-friendly dryer to cut food waste

REST OF AFRICA Curfew in Sudan after the killing of five protesters



NEWS

East Africa

Rest Of Africa

World

BUSINESS

OPED

Politics And Verse

SCIENCE & HEALTH

MAGAZINE

SPORTS

REST OF AFRICA

AppsApps

InformationInformation

Terms

Privacy Policy

Syndication

Newsfeeds

Help

https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/2558-2558-pn8sky/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/4552908-4552908-113ramb/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/africa/4552902-4552902-qy5ej1z/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/world/4552918-4552918-9hb6vnz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/business/2560-2560-gsk11bz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/oped/434748-434748-14per3t/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/oped/Politics-and-Verse/592324-592324-6ai5ttz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/scienceandhealth/3073694-3073694-15bl88gz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/434746-434746-d8f1vr/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/sports/4494642-4494642-ep3i97z/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/africa/4494120-4494120-sc8nbfz/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke
https://play.google.com/store/apps/developer?id=Nation Media Group&hl=en&pcampaignid=MKT-Other-global-all-co-prtnr-py-PartBadge-Mar2515-1
https://itunes.apple.com/us/developer/nation-media-group-ltd/id771736086
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/meta/2562-2546-36ij5d/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/meta/2562-2548-36ij5f/index.html
http://syndication.nation.co.ke
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/meta/2562-2550-36ij63/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/meta/2562-2552-36ij65/index.html


>

Contact us

About us

NMG SitesNMG Sites

Africa Review

Rwanda Today

Daily Nation

Business Daily

NTV

Daily Monitor

The Citizen

Mwananchi

Swahili Hub

Follow usFollow us

        The East AfricanThe East African

https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/meta/2562-2554-36ij67/index.html
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/meta/2562-2556-36ij69/index.html
http://www.africareview.com/
http://rwandatoday.africa
http://www.nation.co.ke
http://www.bdafrica.com
http://www.ntv.co.ke
http://www.monitor.co.ug/
http://www.thecitizen.co.tz
http://www.mwananchi.co.tz/
http://www.swahilihub.com/
https://twitter.com/The_EastAfrican
https://www.facebook.com/TheEastAfrican/
https://www.instagram.com/the_eastafrican/
https://www.youtube.com/user/DNKenya
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/434746-434746-view-asFeed-g53l34/index.xml

	Slow death of library that McMillan built
	MONDAY MAY 3 2010
	ALSO READ
	In the headlines
	Why regional response to disaster is preferred
	Ugandans make eco-friendly dryer to cut food waste
	A painful tale of a Kenyan runner's downfall from doping
	CPJ demands safe return of journalist Kabendera
	Uber to cut 400 marketing jobs to reduce costs
	17 killed as plane crashes in Pakistan
	At least 52 dead in Brazil prison riot
	Five Sudanese protesters shot dead ahead of talks

	NEWS
	BUSINESS
	OPED
	SCIENCE & HEALTH
	MAGAZINE
	SPORTS
	REST OF AFRICA
	Apps
	Information
	NMG Sites
	Follow us


	The East African

