Steam in Kenya – the saga
Although the first demonstration run with restored "59" Class Garratt took place in November 2001 (illustrated in the body of the website crossing the Tsavo river), and KR has overhauled 2-8-4 No. 3020 (which can work north of Nairobi, which the "59" cannot) and now a third loco., Vulcan Foundry 4-8-0 2409, is restored, there have been few steam excursions since, most of them for local people, promoted at short notice. 

However Kenya Railways is now privatized! The deal was finally signed on 23 Jan. 2006 and the concession to run Kenya Railways (and Ugandan Railways) for 25 years, has gone to a South African consortium called "Rift Valley Railways", which is not as anti-steam and anti-passenger train as originally feared - negotiations are in progress of being finalised for a formal charter contract between it and Trainseurope Ltd. (Enthusiast Holidays) leading to the international marketing of the steam train (probably in the Mombasa tourist catchment area, operating weekly or twice-weekly destinations like Voi and Mtito Andei (for Tsavo west national park) - trips aimed at the large numbers of "ordinary" tourists staying in the Coast hotels, and whose numbers are essential to guarantee the long term future of restored steam locos. like 5918 "Mount Gelai" - the "Maroon Giant!" - and the other locos. 

However, the new operators only got their hands on Kenya Railways in late August 2006, and they quickly found that fixing it up to be a viable freight railway would take longer than at first thought, and whilst they appreciate the potential for special steam trains as described above, that business is definitely on the "back burner" for the time being. 

There was a tour in 2005 but the tour provisionally planned for Enthusiast Holidays in September 2007 had to be postponed, and similar postponements were expected of tours planned by other groups, whose interests Enthusiast Holidays have agreed to represent. Rift Valley Railways, whose principal task is to get freight moving, have found that the state of the track dictates speed restrictions of 25kph on some sections; a large number of wagons, passenger carriages, and diesel locomotives are defective, and all of these facts mean they can barely accept two thirds of the freight traffic offered to them. They are not anti-steam - indeed they can see the romantic attraction of a Colonial style steam train gliding through the bush - as opposed to bumping over the potholes in those ghastly Jap. minibuses with lifting roofs - the passengers being served drinks or lunch by an immaculate white-uniformed waiter in the 1950's restaurant car, observing game out of the window - but they acknowledge that getting Kenya Railways right will take time. Of course Rift Valley Railways did not take over the steam locomotives nor the Museum as part of the portfolio, and they are therefore not responsible for funding their restoration or maintenance. That remains the province of the Railway Museum, and its Curator, Maurice Barasa, who however has few funds upon which to draw.
Hopefully, eventually, all three of the restored locomotives will be used on charter trains - passenger, mixed and freight - covering the entire line from Mombasa through Nairobi to Kisumu close to the border with Uganda, offering ample opportunity for spectacular photography. For the time being Kenya Railways is not comfortable with working steam west of Naivasha, nor south of Konza, because of uncertainty of provision of fuel and water; however Enthusiast Holidays is endeavouring to “push” them a little beyond those boundaries, arguing that such restrictions are certain to restrict sales. By popular request, future trips may also include two days in TANZANIA for steam specials with No. 2927 from Dar-es-Salaam.  Itineraries will afford the chance of seeing some wild life on "game drives" by staying at the comfortable game lodges, and on excursions (for example) to Lake Bogoria for the flamingos, and the Nairobi national park (for Rhino especially); and the chance to relax by the Indian Ocean will come from an optional stay at the Serena Beach Hotel, with the opportunity for snorkelling or scuba diving on the nearby reef if you are that way inclined! We will also be arranging tours for other U.K. and European railway enthusiast tour operators. 

18 January 2011 - following recent communications with Mr. Nduva Muli, Managing Director, at a top level meeting held in Kenya Railways Headquarters in Nairobi, with Kenya Railways Corporation represented by Mr. G. Tatache, GM Corporate Affairs and museum Curator Mr. Maurice Barasa, Vic Allen of Enthusiast Holidays (Trainseurope Ltd.) agreed to act as GSA for steam rail enthusiast tours emanating from the UK and other European countries, promoting such tours conceived in Kenya, in the UK (utilising its position as licensed and bonded tour operator with ATOL licences facilitating the provision of airline tickets) as well as "funnelling" requests for ad-hoc steam tours in Kenya from UK and other European groups and Societies to KRC to ensure most economic utilisation of available steam power and rolling stock resources, (as well as making life slightly easier for those in KR who have to calculate costings, work out paths etc.) and setting up the proposed regular "tourist" safari trains from Mombasa during the season, (planned to commence early December).

And we discussed (at the behest of Chris West) the possibility of operating some "modern traction" tours, using Class 87 diesels, and the ageing English Electric "71" class, before or after (probably before) the main steam railtour. All of this - which remains largely along the lines of the principles of co-operation set out above - was warmly welcomed by KRC.

A full report would be posted shortly, and we intended writing to all the established railway enthusiast bodies (LCGB, Warwickshire RS, Railway Touring Co, Geoffs Trains etc. and other European operators, as well as the considerable body of amateur supporters (Kevin Patience, Graham Kelsey, Trevor Heath and many others) plus the railway press including CRJ and Rob Dickinson's International Working Steam internet site) inviting their co-operation in what now (since the South African period of Rift Valley Railways appears happily to have come to an end) looks like a possible new dawn in the field of steam operations in East Africa. 

If only Dusty Durrant was alive to see it! Meanwhile click the link on the Kenya page of the main website, for a short (6 min) video of 5918's epic 2001 journey to Mombasa, driven for much of the way by its old regular driver, the late Kirpal Singh Sandhu. 

However that optimism was short lived. By mid-May a possible insurance (for the locos.) problem had been overcome, and the tour planned for January 2012 opened for booking, and attracted a large number of provisional participants (provisional, because the precise cost and route had not been completely agreed). A short (3-day) steam tour was running in May 2011, and it was expected that would highlight any operational issues that I will need to address before the "big tour" (as the Kenyans are referring to it!) in November. (now re-scheduled for January 2013.) However operational and logistic problems there certainly were, and 5918 became an almost complete failure; and there were a lot of complaints by the participants in that tour, not so much about the condition of 5918 which probably couldn’t have been entirely foreseen, but about lack of preparation, getting the right rolling stock and fuel supplies on time etc. 

As of 23 June, 2011 it became clear from that short tour that, whilst 3020 and 2409 were both in good shape, arrangements for overhaul of Garratt 5918 would need to be made (without that, the loco. would not be able to fulfil the programme proposed for it). By early July 2011 I had agreed with Kenya Railways Corporation in principle to fund this overhaul, and the revised dates for the tour (deferring it from November 2011 to January 2012) was to ensure that there was ample time for all the necessary preparations for this landmark tour. January may seem a long way away but anybody with experience of working in Africa will know that it is not!

However, at the beginning of August 2011, our Consulting Engineer Kevin Patience flew out to Nairobi to liaise with the "steam team" and prepare a programme of work on 5918 (and minor work on 3020)so that they would be ready in good time for our tour. By August 15 Kevin has returned with the news that the work needed on 5918 is considerably more extensive than originally thought, but worse is the fact that Kenya Railways are not prepared to commit steam working west of Naivasha, nor beyond Konza on the line to Mombasa, even if the logistics of fuel and water provision are resolved. Additionally there are clearly some internal politics at work (the Kenya Tourist Board and the Kenya Wildlife Service having become “stakeholders” and therefore entitled to put in their two pennorth, thus frustrating any attempt to get things going quickly), so we have decided again to postpone this tour until these are resolved, and until we can offer a product which we believe will provide the proper East African steam safari for our guests. 

For "Classic Traction" enthusiasts, however, there appeared to be few problems associated with what was described as the "pre-steam diesel tour" and so we are again approaching Kenya Railways (Rift Valley Railways) with an updated itinerary to get a confirmed costing - I am meeting with Kenya Railways and Rift Valley Railways in Nairobi on November 7th, and will try to post a report on this site at the end of November. 

November 7, 2011:  The meeting with Kenya Railways duly took place, and it was agreed that there were three main issues that had to be resolved before a tour could confidently be placed on the market, particularly as a leading “glossy” railway enthusiasts’ magazine had agreed in principle to promote it:
i)
The overhaul of 5918 – the “star” engine, without which the tour would be much less 
attractive;











ii)
The route availability for steam. While it is reluctantly accepted that it is impracticable to 
work steam all the way to Mombasa, it is absolutely necessary to get further than Konza 
which is only 36 miles from Nairobi, even if a considerable part of the budget would have to 
be spent on the provision by road of water and fuel. (water pipes along the route have been 
stolen, and even if we could deliver fuel supplies by rail to strategic points, it would most 
likely be stolen within hours). 

iii)
The tariffs charged by Rift Valley Railways for the use of their rolling stock, and their diesel 
locomotives (the steam locos. are of course the property of the railway museum) which are 
currently far too high and compare very unfavourably with charges of other state railways in 
Europe, and even in other parts of Africa.

All these issues are being addressed, and in the early February 2012, Kevin Patience again flew to Nairobi, armed with the actual drawings of the 59 Class Garratt, something not previously available,  in order – with the blessing of Kenya Railways – to assemble once again the “steam team” and fix 5918 once and for all. On his return he reported that all of the problems with 5918 had been identified, and all of the necessary spares located within the stores, and were now collected together under lock and key, awaiting Kevin’s next – and hopefully final visit to Nairobi prior to the tour – to assemble the “steam team” and carry out the work, all of which is being privately funded. There is a small amount of work needed on 3020 and this will be done at the same time.  All of this work will be carried out later this year (2012) in good time for the locos. to be thoroughly tested in advance of the trip.
I will continue to update this note accordingly, and of course once all three of the above issues – and any others that crop up - have been resolved, the tour currently planned for late January 2013 will be formally advertised in the main body of this website, probably around June/July 2012, and of course in other media too like the railway magazine mentioned. It is not expected that (apart from the regular trips mainly for local people from Nairobi to Athi River (for the Nairobi National Park, returning by bus, and starting again in the Spring of this year) any significant steam tours will take place before that. 
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