From the bedroom terrace, typical loW Tufty African
clowds can be seen travelling slowly over the man
groves of Manda island. Modola named the house

Kilamawsngu, which in Swahili means ‘e vary cloud

Claudio Modola, expeditionary, part-time safari guide, romantic — and designer - spent time living in the bush and
Africa before settling down in his newly renovated family home on the Kenyan island of Lamu. And, for the moment




aeemes oo 1 HE ADVENTURER RETURNS

at K‘oSt. the "al‘.rl"l 13 happ) 1o have swapped the picaresque for the picturesque. Text and photography: Tim Beddow




AS A DES‘GNEF*. ! ].l‘n.nli-l .\:l‘.x.-‘l.: 1S usl

ot the type 10 e seen tweaking cushions or re
I

arranging the furniture. As a self-confessed “ad
venturer/romantic’, Modola treats his house in
Shelavallage, on the Kenvan island of Lamu, as

2 haven for his family and friends, from where

e can work, plan forthcoming projects and, of

course, refax in the special and particularatmos

phere that blows over this island

His s an erratic and eccentric way of lite that
reminds one of the 1930s French rogue Henry
de Monftrerd, who smuggled hashish in dhows

Red Sea \-(l

.'[a’-n, dolais not such a shady

character, but the long black hair, intense blue

eves -« and oftbeat use of the English language
do give him a somewhat inscrutable air

It wasin 1985 that Modola first ca

hores ol Alnica, inspired, as he savs

SCNSC Of adaventiure . 1

2 riding

satari outfit based in Kilifi to the south, foundered

because horses have never 'A'.,'[‘:\'\’ to the coast

sickness,
thes and the climate proved too much. He

t off - "a financial disaster!” he savs -and

began exploring the country in his Land Rover,
sleepang under the stars and occasionally work

He settied on Manda idand

Ng as a satar g
adjacent to Lamu, building himself a camp near

at Ras Kitau, whose owners had asked

for his help in refurbishing the location

But bush life had him under its spell, He

dreamed up a plan to ride from the Indian Ocean

Victoria with camels. 'You know, | had
y no idea what a camel was in the begin

rly there is no ks

J ; savs Modola. ¢ l\' Wwe lost

between him and the 18 camels he then bought
trom the Northern Province: ‘Excellent desert

vessels, but my God, what unpleasant animals!”

When the camel train inally arnived at his home
on Manda, having reluctantly crossed the chan

nelat low tide, the Kenvan military launched an

assault on the island, fearing a Somali invasion

Ras Kitau then ran into financial complica

ttons and Modola realised it was time
on, Acrossthe channel, in Shela village, Gerald

Johnson, a Briton who loved this part of Africa,

had decided to sell his house






e idiosyncratic coliection of stone build

1|‘.H\|I"I;" s¢s Shela has been in existence

since the 14th century, when Lamu town ovet

main trading station on thas piece of

distincuive Friday mosque wits baalt
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For Modola, in the early 1990s: "Shela was the

rerfect opposite toallt t and bush hife | was

iand | loved the

1 into. Gerald w
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house. It was just the right time to buy.” Soon
n from Manda
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Nevertheless, ‘it was one of the best things i have
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black shutters. A second floor was subsequently

baxilt, with extra bedrooms, under a huge makur
(coconut-tree palm) roof, Johnson was based

rth { 20 vears, developing

there for the best part ol

Kiwaivu - tot

north - into the sophisticated

barefootcampit istoday, and building Kipungam,

a similar Robinson Crusoe-style camp on the
other side of Lamu island

When Modola ac \3".1{“.&1 the house, it felt
somewhat abandoned’, He reconfigured the
top floor so that his bedroom had 1ts own bath
room and private terrace, and the spare bed

room its own loo. On the rooft he ma large

bed for afternoon siestas, with views of the main

annel and Manda island

« first floor he -l'k'llx'tl up the corridor

o the comtortable baraza (mecting place),
.
covered the floors with mrashupats (palm strips

sewn togther), and brightened it all up with a
vellow-tinted limewash. With lan Cameron, an
.lll!‘.\l‘.ﬂ.'\‘m’dlu‘l fln".llz.f inthevi |.‘r1';'. Modola went

against the grain of using Swahili furniture. Tall

nu rcgionan

carthenware pots from the Kisu
western Kenva were made into lamps, solid "up
country preces were ;".‘nn.f;hi down and aco
lecthon of swords used to decorate a wall
1tis his creative flair and ability to see things

through that led directly to unusual builds

commissions. One ol the former owners of Ras

Kitau asked him 1O Propose a s hemefora [ »

plot of land on the beach just beyos d the Pepont

Hotel. Modola conceived the idea of a residential

Omani-style tort and then embarked ona two
VCAT Progrmime losee il -'-lt'.“:.".u.;.. Such was its
success that he then designed a Chinese pagoda
style building, stepped into the dunes nearby, tor
another client. Now he has his sights on con
structing a Saracen tower on a nearby island
Modola’s lite seems destined to continue hike

this, bouncing from one place and project to an

pexciing cha

other, wherever adventure ang
[ nges beckon. The only constant might well be
this house, which he proclaims he ‘will never sell,
because the family adore the place . Knowing
Modola, this might be a rash statement, But then
pe T:’l.);‘\. as with all good Italians, the family wall
come lirst. Weshall secm






