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Saude George At 69: 'Angry Young Man of Kenyan Sport' Looks Back

By Hezekiah Wepukhulu



ONCE DESCRIBED by the Sunday Nation as "the angry young man of Kenyan sport," Saude George has had a long colourful life, from a youth marked by a heady mix of football, union politics and agitating for independence to a productive maturity as a journalist, sportsman and fighter against apartheid.

Looking back, he can count among his friends and acquaintances the great and the good, the innocent and the doomed: From Mzee Kenyatta to Indira Gandhi to the Aga Khan, from Pio Gama Pinto to Tom Mboya and Charles Rubia.

Now, having been associated with sport for most of his life as a player, administrator, organiser and of course, as a journalist, George has embarked on writing a book on the history of the Olympic movement in Kenya - and there is no better qualified person to write such a book.

After all, he was among the founder members of the Kenya Olympic and Commonwealth Association (now National Olympic Committee of Kenya - Nock) and twice represented the country in the Olympic Games at hockey in 1960 and 1964.

He says the great celebrations of the Olympic Games have always intrigued him and that he would like to emphasise the book is not only a history of events, but also a collection of human stories.

The book, to be titled Kenya's Olympic Journey, will be distributed to all countries affiliated to the Olympic movement. "It is going to take some time to finalise the details but, regardless of the costs involved, the book will be published for the current and future generations' reference."

This is his second book. The first, Our Life and Times in Kenya, was published just over 20 years ago to mark the Goan Institute's Platinum Jubilee. In a career spanning five decades from the early 1950s, sports and journalism provided opportunities for George to travel widely and meet and talk with some of the world's leading political and sports personalties.

Back home, he cherishes meeting and exchanging a few words with charismatic leaders such as the late Mzee Jomo Kenyatta and President Moi. The select few who enriched his character include Mrs Indira Gandhi, who represented India at Kenya's Uhuru celebrations and later became her country's first woman Prime Minister.

Among the sporting personalities in their own right he met were Prince Philip and Princess Anne, who never stopped talking about Kenya when a group of journalists visited London.

As a youngster, George recalls quite vividly meeting another equally young man, H. H. the Aga Khan, whom he spotted standing alone in the foyer of the Nairobi City Hall, as his aide went upstairs to call the mayor.

"His Highness had come to pay a courtesy call on the mayor; as the minutes ticked away and no one appeared, I went up to him and tried to make him comfortable by talking to him," he recalls.

He was employed of the the City Council as an accountant and was passing by from his office a few yards away.

At the tender age of 18, he was an employee of the City Council, where he became involved in both the African and Asian local government workers' unions.

He says: "What excited me most was to write for a newspaper. I got an opening as a freelance sports reporter with the then Asian-owned Daily Chronicle." The 1950s were freedom movement days and George rubbed shoulders with writers such as Pio Gama Pinto and Jawaharlal "Joe" Rodrigues, who later became managing editor of the Daily Nation.

"It was the most exciting time of my life," he recalls. "I learned a lot more about politics than sport, which provided me with another opening for sports writing at a weekly, the Colonial Times, also Asian-owned. It was always under the threat of closure because of its outspokenness on political matters. It was an exciting period, though there was little money to go round."

Pio Gama Pinto was a good athlete and "we belonged to the same Goan clubs and raised funds by organising dances for political causes. Both of us came from the same Jesuit School in India."

George will never forget the time he was selected to play for Nairobi city in a soccer match organised to mark the elevation of Nairobi to city status in 1950. The match was against a Rest of Kenya Select XI and attended by dignitaries and packed with enthusiasts at what was then known as the African Stadium (now City Stadium). The historic game ended in a 1-0 win for the city squad.

George's appearance in the match earned him the City Hall job. During the interview for the job in question, before a full council, comprised of mostly of Europeans, then Mayor Norman Harris, remarked: "I see, young George... you play football, don't you?"

"Yes, sir," came the reply from George. "Only a fortnight ago, I played for the City of Nairobi." Everyone nodded approvingly and George was not surprised when he landed the job.

The City Hall had its "workers' politicians," including the likes of Tom Mboya and Wyclife Rading Omollo and a few others who worked in the Public Health section. And they were also keen football fans.

"I mixed with them easily as a member of the workers' union," George says. "I learned much from them, but it was not an easy ride, especially as I was not a 'yes man' to some people. And I could never be a chameleon.

"I was transferred from the City Hall to Makadara during the Emergency. There I met Charles Rubia, who had a shop in the area, and often exchanged views with Pamela Odede (who later became Pamela Mboya, after marrying Tom Mboya) who also worked at Makadara after her return from the US. I moved around the estates and organised sporting activities with the welfare officers - which was great fun."

Among the mayors George worked under and who took great interest in sport were Richard Woodley, Reggie Alexander, Charles Rubia and John Kasyoka, who was then the deputy Mayor and the first African to head the Football Association as chairman.

He says: "Both Rubia and Kasyoka often reminded me that I had the capacity to broker differences, listen to people and use my skills to find common ground to put more and more African clerks where they could be seen, especially from City Hall."

In the mid-1980s, while attending a sports conference in Brazil, he met both the former FIFA president and the legendary Pele. Both had earlier visited Kenya as guests of Coca Cola Company. Goerge was Coke's public relations officer for East and Central Africa then.

When asked about his "best memories," George, without hesitation, lists his 1956 visit to the UK and Europe. He says: "In company of other Kenyan friends and three Tanzanians, we travelled on a ship via Egypt during the Suez Canal crisis and drove around Europe on a 10,000km trip, not missing anything on the way from the Folies Bergeres in Paris to the Opera in Vienna.

"My best memory is, of course, walking up to Solidarity House when Mzee Jomo Kenyatta was released from Maralal in 1960."

He laments the degradation of values in society, politics and sport today. He says: "As the Bible says, people can bring greater glory to Kenya by knowing the difference between right and wrong."

A qualified accountant by profession and a one-time sports editor and director of the defunct Sunday Post, George is a Kenyan-born citizen of Asian origin. He was educated in India before returning to Kenya.

During his illustrious career, he served on various national sports bodies, including hockey, football, tennis, athletics and, of course, the Olympics association. He was president of the Goan Institute and the Goan Sports Association of Kenya for more than 20 years. He was founder-member and chairman of the Kenya Sports Writers Association and served on the International Sports Writers Federation council as Kenya's representative for many years.

George played representative football up to international level. He featured in several international friendlies involving famous visiting stars such as the wizard of dribbling, Stanley Matthews, as well as Len Shackleton and Tom Finney. He also played against the visiting Norkopping FC of Sweden and other European teams in the 1950s.

He was elected member of the International Sports Writers Hockey Commission in 1976. He was awarded the Certificate of Merit by the International Sport Writers Association for his campaign against apartheid in South Africa and for his distinguished services to sports journalism in the late 1970s.

He was proposed for the accolade by no less a person than the then president of the Supreme Council for Sport in Africa, Abraham Ordia of Nigeria, and Bobby Naidoo, a distinguished sports personality.
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