
The Camel Bookmobile by Masha Hamilton- our March choice 

 

Oh dear -  such a worthy topic but a disappointing and confusing novel. The Camel Bookmobile 

– a story about taking books to a remote part of north eastern Kenya by camel.- had sounded 

promising. For the first time I recommended a book without reading it. And lived to regret it. I 

winced at some of the writing and especially at the lack of characterisation. None of the 

characters came to life and the plot lacked tension.  

 

As the day of our meeting drew near I dreaded the groans of disappointment I anticipated from 

everyone. I felt guilty for suggesting a book that I had not enjoyed reading. My fears were 

justified but fortunately the book prompted a lively discussion. We asked lots of questions. Why 

had Masha Hamilton written a novel rather than a factual account ?  Is it because it´s a difficult 

topic to write about? What kind of readership is the novel aimed at? Is it deliberately pitched at 

a non literary readership? 

 

We queried the purpose of the book . Hamilton sends out confusing messages. Some of us felt 

she is critical of the project. Others felt she is mainly in favour. Hamilton also asks for 

donations to be sent to the bookmobile project. After some heated discussion we agreed that she 

is in favour of the idea but  having seen it in action she is asking the reader to take care not to 

impose Western values and books on to a different culture. The kind of books that are donated 

should be carefully chosen  to meet the needs of the nomadic community. Children´s books 

would be the most useful and educational and plain paper for drawing would be more valuable 

than  unsuitable highbrow books.  

 

The Camel Bookmobile was inspired by the real Camel Library that is headquartered in Garissa, 

Kenya, and which uses camels to carry books to and from readers who live in the remote areas 

of that country. To her credit, Hamilton did not allow herself to be blinded by the inspirational 

aspects of bringing books and ideas to readers who had never been exposed to all that books 

have to offer. Her story also looks at the potentially destructive effects that books, and what 

they contain, can have on tribal customs and the very way of life that has sustained the tribes for 

thousands of years.  

 

Stacks of Western books are not necessarily beneficial and can seem superfluous when the 

community is facing drought. People living off the land and constantly moving from place to 

place will not have the same priorities. Books can seem a burden rather than a pleasure. 

Portable computers are probably more useful and can be used to connect with the modern world 

more effectively., Using the paper from a book to draw pictures on, as a young boy shows, may 

mean that sheets of paper would be of more value than books written in a language that most of 

the villagers cannot understand. 

 

Fiona Sweeney, a bored 36-year old American librarian, is thrilled when she is hired to help run 

the camel bookmobile in north eastern Kenya because it seems like the perfect job for her at this 

point in her life. Her mission, as she sees it, is to "bring Dr. Seuss, Homer, Tom Sawyer and 

Hemingway" to a world of new readers who will be inspired to change their own lives for the 

better after reading the masters. The problem is that Fiona Sweeney, like most of us who have 

ever travelled to, or worked in, different cultures, is so  immersed in the values of Western 

culture that it is difficult for her to understand the people she is trying to help or the problems 

that her efforts are causing for those people. A warning to idealistic “do-gooders.” A useful 

lesson to keen volunteers about to go off to change the world- especially gap year students. 

 



The remote village of Mididima soon becomes Fiona's favourite camel bookmobile stop 

because of the enthusiasm shown by the village children and its schoolteacher. There she also 

befriends a bright young woman who longs to teach in the big city and the girl's progressive 

grandmother, who comes to support her granddaughter's ambitions. But blinded by her good 

intentions, Fiona is never fully aware of the hostility that her presence has created among the 

village elders who see her influence on the thinking of the village young people as a threat to 

their way of life. 

 

In order to survive and to complete its mission of visiting as many villages as possible, the 

camel bookmobile service has to protect its limited number of books. For that reason, its 

African director has a firm rule that if a village fails to return all of the books loaned to it, the 

bookmobile will stop coming to that village. It is when one young man refuses to return two 

books that the entire village of Mididima is thrown into a social turmoil. Will the books be 

returned or not? The tension of this situation is meant to create drama but instead the storyline 

seems weak and implausible.  

 

Hamilton obviously felt that a touch of romance had to be woven into the story. . Fiona´s 

attraction to the young teacher in Mididima is also too predictable. Will she or won´t she fall in 

love and stay on in Kenya? The romance fizzles out and she goes back to New York. Do we 

care? Not really. 

 

Also has Fiona Sweeney done the village any favours by exposing them to a world of new ideas 

and cultures? Has she improved their future prospects or has she inadvertently destroyed the 

fabric that has held the village together and ensured its survival for generations? Or is the truth 

somewhere between the two extremes?  

 

The Camel Bookmobile is a reminder that Western culture is not necessarily what the rest of the 

world needs or wants, a lesson that even those with the best intentions need to consider before 

trying to impose it on others. Globalisation beckons to all remote parts of the world. Is there 

anywhere still that has not been discovered? What right do we from the West have to interfere 

in other cultures? Cultural imperialism is still a danger. 

 

We were puzzled by the quotes about mosquitoes at the beginning of each part of the book. 

None of us really understood why they had been used. Are they to symbolise the West sucking 

the life blood out of other civilisations ? Mosquitoes are likely to survive mankind. They carry 

killer diseases. We didn´t come up with an answer but we learnt a little about the life cycle of 

mosquitoes. I was amazed to discover that there are more than 3,000 species of them. 

 

As Masha Hamilton visited the camel bookmobile project herself she must have been under 

pressure to write about it. We sensed that she was uncomfortable in the process and the result 

has been a confusing and unsatisfactory novel. On the surface the project sounds romantic and 

appealing. The book has prompted support from American reading groups and the website 

thanks groups for sending donations to Kenya.  Let´s hope that the donated books have proved 

to be useful.  

 

But here is one group that has not been inspired to send donations. Are we being ungenerous? 

The Camel Bookmobile prompted a very good discussion but it led us to conclude that the 

project is flawed.   

 

Our view -  Books can enrich lives but not if they are used inappropriately.. 


