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She was named Wangari, after one of her legendary ancestors. Wangari’s parents were of the Kikuyu people, who had lived in the green highlands of Kenya for longer than anyone could remember.
One day, her mother pointed at a nearby peak that pierced the clouds.
“That is Mount Kenya, the tallest mountain in the country. Our stories say that is where God lives! He gifted us with this land and makes sure that it is watered by the rains in the right seasons,so our crops will grow and give us food!”
The land that their people farmed did seem to be blessed. They kept goats, cows and sheep, grew maize, wheat and vegetables in the rich red-brown soil, and gathered nuts and berries in the forest.



		O n the first of April in 1940, a baby girl was born in the little village of Ihithe in Kenya.



		The girl Who grew
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Nobody was ever thirsty, because clean, fresh water fell from the sky and flowed in the streams.
Little Wangari soon became familiar with the passing seasons. In mid-March, the monsoon rains would fall. July was sofoggy that in the morning you could not see ten paces in front of you, and the grass was covered in frost. Sometimes, it got so cold, the birds would freeze and fall from the trees!
Wangari was the eldest daughter in her family and helped to care for her brothers. Her mum was impressed by how responsible the girl was and said she could start her very own garden.
“Don’t stay inside when it rains!” she would tell Wangari. “That’s the best time to plant things!”
So Wangari put beans and maize and millet seeds in the soil when the weather was wet. They soon sprouted and sent out shoots.
The girl still had to help out around the house, of course! For example, she went into the forest to cut wood for the fire each evening.
“But don’t take the wood from the wild fig trees!” her mother would say. “They bless the land!”
This puzzled Wangari. Years later, she learned that the fig trees’ roots reached down to water deep in the earth and let it bubble to the surface so the plants nearby would flourish! Then, she understood how wise her mother really was…
At that time, Kenya was ruled by people from a distant land called ‘Great Britain’.
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They toldthe people of Kenya what they could and couldn’t do and made them pay money called ‘taxes’ for living in their empire. Settlers from Britain took much of the best land, and Kenyans had to go and work for them to earn money.
But the British also built schools where Kenyan children could learn many things. Her brother and cousin went to one nearby!
One day, Wangari’s brother asked their mother a question that changed the girl’s life forever.
“Why doesn’t Wangari go to school like I do?”
This made her mum stop and think. Why shouldn’t her clever daughter get an education?
That was how Wangari found herself walking barefoot down the muddy path to Ihithe Primary School. She had a school bag and a pencil and a slate and an exercise book. She was anxious and excited and had no idea what to expect!
Her cousin Jono went to the same school and volunteered to take her.
“Can you read?” he asked.
“No…” she admitted.
“Then can you write?”
Wangari wasn’t sure what writing was, and said so.
“I’ll show you writing!” said Jono. He took out a piece of paper and licked his pencil before drawing some squiggly symbols. Wangari couldn’t understand what they meant, but she was impressed.
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“Now I’ll show you the amazing bit!” said Jono. He wiped at the paper with a rubber – and the squiggles disappeared as if they were never there. “This is the kind of wonderful thing you will learn at school!” he boasted.
This made Wangari excited – think of all the things she would discover!
The school was a simple building with a tin roof, mud walls and an earth floor. In winter, the kids had to warm their hands in front of the fire before they could write! Wangari did not mind, though.
She absorbed all the knowledge she could. She learned to count and read and write – and rub things out, of course. But then things got really interesting. She was taught maths and geography and English, the language of the British Empire. Wangari loved learning and did very well! She was even invited to go to Kenya’s best girls’ high school near Nairobi, the country’s capital.
One of the nuns that taught there noticed how interested Wangari was in plants and other living things.
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The girl would stay after school to help the nun clean laboratory equipment and get extra lessons. Learning more about plants gave her a deeper understanding of the things her mother had taught her.
When Wangari’s schooling came to an end, everybody wondered what she would do next. “Will you become a teacher? Or a nurse?”
they would ask. At that time, those were the only jobs an educated woman was supposed to do!
But Wangari had other ideas. “Oh no,” she would answer, “I’m going to university!”
In 1963, the Kenyans decided that they didn’t want to be part of the British Empire any more.
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Wangari Maathai earned a bachelor’s degree in science and a master’s degree in biology from the University of Pittsburgh, in the United States.
She also received a doctorate from the University of Nairobi, and was the first woman in eastern and central Africa to earn this degree.
Wangari became an activist, fighting for justice and equality in Kenya. She also started an organization called the Green Belt Movement. This group, made up mostly of women, planted trees and worked to restore forests while protesting against government corruption and fighting for free and fair elections.
The Kenyan government did not like this and did its best to bully her and suppress the Green Belt Movement. She was even arrested in 2001! However, Wangari was elected to the Kenyan parliament in 2002 and received a Nobel Peace Prize for her work for sustainable development, democracy and peace in 2004.



		What happened next...



		Kenya became an independent nation, and it needed clever people to run things – people like Wangari!
The brightest young people in Kenya were invited to study at top universities in the United States, where they could acquire more knowledge and meet people from other parts of the world.
Wangari had finished at the top of her class in high school, so she was one of the three hundred Kenyans who were offered a chance to study in America.
This was terribly exciting! As Wangari prepared for her great journey across the ocean, she thought back to what her mother had taught her about the fig tree. Just as the tree’s roots tapped into fresh underground water, she would tap into the knowledge she would find in America and bring it back to Kenya. By doing this, she would help her beloved country to grow and flourish!
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    ['mousedown', 'mouseup', 'pointerdown', 'pointerup', 'touchstart', 'touchend'].forEach(function (t) {
      e.addEventListener(t, function (ev) { ev.stopPropagation(); }, false);
    });
  }
  function control(cls, label) {
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    guard(b);
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  }
  function after(e, cls, fn) {  // run fn when e's animation ends (or after T ms if animations are off)
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    function end() { if (done) return; done = true; e.classList.remove(cls); fn && fn(); }
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    setTimeout(end, T + 120);
  }
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  function wrap(box) {
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    while (box.firstChild) fold.appendChild(box.firstChild);
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  }
  function setup(box, panel) {
    // blocks sharing this panel (merged: stacked close together) fold with it, towards the same point
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    flap.setAttribute('aria-hidden', 'true');
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    panel.parentNode.insertBefore(flap, panel.nextSibling);
    var hit = control('pt-hit', 'Hide text');
    var tab = control('pt-tab', 'Show text');
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    function collapse() {
      if (busy || fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
      each(function (f) { after(f, 'pt-closing', function () { f.classList.add('pt-collapsed'); }); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; }, T + 130);
    }
    function expand() {
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    }
  }
  function run() {
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    css();
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