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1 

Introduction 

1.1 The area 

This book is a study of religious innovation and social change among the 
Bukusu, whose home is the Bungoma District in the Western Province of 
Kenya (Map 1). Apart from the Bukusu there are other much smaller 
ethnic groups in the same district. The foothills of Mount Elgon are 
predominantly inhabited by Kalenjin, sometimes also referred to as Elgon 
Masai. In the north-east near Kimilili they have their own location where 
they are definitely in a majority, although there are also Bukusu in that 
area. In the north-west the Kalenjin do not have a location of their own 
where they constitute the dominant group. In this area relations between 
Bukusu and Kalenjin have been a constant source of trouble. On the other 
hand relations with the Tachoni who live in the south-east of the district, 
and also in the north of Kabras Location, have generally been amicable. 
The Tachoni speak a Luhya dialect which is not very different from the 
one used by the Bukusu. The other neighbours with whom the Bukusu 
had peaceful relations included the southern Gisu, or Masaba, the 
Kabras, and the Nyala. Their traditional enemies were the Wanga, Khayo, 
and Teso (Wagner 1949, p. 27). 

Administratively Bungoma District is divided into eight locations 
(Map 2). The number of inhabitants ranges from 21,000 to 58,000. These 
locations are further divided into 44 sub-locations. In 1963 the Naitiri and 
Ndalu Settlement Schemes were carved out from the White Highlands and 
joined the Bungoma District. In 1969 there were 40,000 people in these 
new territories, out of a total district population of 345,000 people 
(Kenya 1970). Although many people living here are Bukusu from Bungo-
ma District, I only took those schemes into account in so far as they 
influenced life in the old African 'reserve'. In the rest of this introduction 
I shall limit myself to a description of this area. 



2 Introduction 

A Mbale 

GISU 

M o u n t Elgon 
POKOT 

t 
- Kitale 

/KALENJIN ^ 
B u n g o m a \ , \ 

D i s t r i c t S e t t l e m e n t ! 
n a c V » 

Uganda 
TESO J 

/ s c h e m e s s 
./ f TACHONI r I / BUKUSU ^jS 

Busla ^ J 
Distr ic t \ ^ 
KHAYO..._-rrS . ^ - ' K A B R A S ^ 

( 
/ 

\ 

r 
v . 

(UASIN GISHU MASAI) 

. E ldo re t 

MARACH-
W e s t e r n -

P rov ince 
x • / NYALA 

-_( K a k a m e g a Dis t r ic t 
) TSOTSO 

SAMIA ^ \ MARAMA 
LUO 

Nyanza 
P r o v i n c e 

KISA 
MARAGOLI' 

I 
/ 

I 
\ ; 

Riftvalley 

NANDI P r o v i n c e 

Kisumu 
- - r v 

7 ^ ) 

m 
area above 8,858 feet 
area above 6,890 feet 
Lake Victoria 

major town TESO 

international 
boundary 
internal 
boundary 
name of tribe 

Map 1. Western Province Scale 1 : 1,000,000 



Introduction 3 

Administrative Divisions and Population Density 
per square kilometre in 1969 
N.K. = North Kulisiru Sub-location 
S.K. = South Kulisiru Sub-location 

Map 2. Bungoma District Scale 1 : 400,000 
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Map 4. Bungoma District Scale 1 : 400,000 
Altitude and rainfall 



6 Introduction 

Before 1963 the present Western Province and Nyanza Province formed 
one province. For the greater part of the colonial period until 1956 most 
of what is now called the Western Province formed one district with its 
headquarters at Kakamega. It was first known as North Kavirondo and 
after 1949 as North Nyanza. Between 1956 and 1963 Bungoma District 
and the northern locations of what is now Busia District were known as 
Elgon Nyanza District with its headquarters at Bungoma. Before 1959 
there were only four locations in Bungoma District: Malakisi (North and 
South Malakisi), Kimilili (Kimilili, Bokoli, Ndivisi), Elgon, and South 
Bukusu (East and West Bukusu). Before 1952 South Bukusu was known 
as South Kitosh, and before 1927 Malakisi, Kimilili, and Elgon were 
jointly referred to as North Kitosh and were under one chief. Kitosh was 
the name which the Masai gave to the Bukusu. 

Both the main motorway and the railway between Nairobi and Kampala 
pass through the middle of Bungoma District (Map 3). Coming from El-
doret one passes through the Nandi Hills and then descends to cross the 
Nzoia River, which flows into Lake Victoria. Here one enters Bungoma 
District. There is another 20 miles before one reaches Bungoma, the 
district headquarters, from where one has to travel an equal distance 
before reaching the border with Uganda. Halfway between the border and 
Bungoma one leaves Bungoma District without noticing it and crosses 
into the Teso Locations of Busia District. The area where the main road 
crosses the district consists of hill ridges, often several miles wide, which 
run in a north-south direction. They have been formed by rivers flowing 
down as small streams from Mount Elgon, a huge extinct volcano of about 
14,000 feet in height. The base of the side visible from Bungoma is about 
25 miles long. 

Immediately after crossing Nzoia River it is possible to turn right and 
ascend a steep ridge, which is in fact a continuation of the Nandi Escarp-
ment. Following this ridge in a northerly direction along the main Kaka-
mega-Kitale road one reaches Misikhu after six miles. A left hand turn 
here brings one to Kimilili after another six miles. Kimilili lies in the 
middle of an important agricultural area and is a flourishing trading centre. 
Four miles or so to the north of Kimilili are the foothills of Mount Elgon 
which rise rather abruptly and which have been called cliff's by some 
scholars. Generally the forest reserve starts almost immediately after 
ascending these cliffs, but at Kapsakwony in Elgon Location the inhabited 
area is several miles wide. 

The main road runs parallel with the foot of the mountain from 
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Kimilili to Chwele. The slopes of the ridges are much steeper here than 
those to the south. The distance from Kimilili to Chwele is about 10 miles. 
From Chwele one can go straight southwards and reach Bungoma again 
after a dozen miles, passing on either side of Kabuchai, a prominent rocky 
outcrop which is almost the geographical centre of the Bukusu country. 
Before Bungoma became the headquarters of the district, Kabuchai, 
conveniently situated on the road from Mumias to Mbale, was the seat of 
the Divisional Court. Mumias was the first administrative centre in 
western Kenya and was near a ford in Nzoia river, where the caravans 
from the coast to Uganda had to pass. Mumias is about 18 miles to the 
south of Bungoma. The Wanga Locations of Kakamega District start to 
the south of Kabula. 

One can also continue along the road from Chwele to the west and cross 
the watershed between the Nzoia and Luakhakha basins to reach Sirisia 
after eight miles. Mount Elgon turns rather sharply north now. If one 
travels from Sirisa in a north-westerly direction one reaches the border at 
Luakhakha after ten miles. Malakisi, an old trading centre with a cotton 
ginnery on the border of the Teso Locations, lies to the south-west of 
Sirisia. From here one road leads back to Bungoma, while another runs 
straight south to link up with the main Tororo-Eldoret road after only 
five miles. This road is only 15 years old and was not of tarmac until 1969. 
Before its construction the way to Jinja and Kampala went through Kaka-
mega, Mumias, and Busia, or from Kitale, through Kmilili, Chwele, and 
Malakisi to Tororo. The main north-south links were from Kakamega to 
Kitale and from Mumias to Malakisi and from there onwards to Mbale in 
Uganda. When the railway was completed in the late twenties new trading 
centres were opened where these roads crossed the railway: at Bungoma 
and at Broderick Falls. At that time Kimilili also became a trading centre. 
Before this Malakisi was the only officially gazetted trading centre. 

Asian traders who dominated the commercial life in the district lived 
in these trading centres. But since they were few in numbers and far apart, 
Africans were enabled to set up neighbourhood shops and retail daily 
necessities, while the Asians acted as wholesalers. In the early fifties the 
African District Council brought the building of shops outside the 
trading centres under its control. Plots were acquired and for a fee of shs. 
200 per annum people were allowed to erect shops constructed of stone or 
brick with corrugated iron roofs according to a standardized design, in 
permanent materials. Shops were often arranged around fenced market 
squares, where people could sell their farm produce and buy goods from 
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pedlars at the weekly markets. The best developed markets of this kind, 
where the greater number of shops are also found, are in prosperous 
areas between trading centres. Chwele and Misikhu are excellent examples. 
The markets which sprang up adjacent to the trading centres have become 
something of an anomaly now that Africans can easily acquire shops there. 
It has even become official policy to limit the role of the Asians in trade. 
But they still offer the advantage of a flat rate which is much less than 
what one would have to pay in a proper trading centre. Trading centres 
and markets with shops are the most conspicuous concentrations of 
permanent buildings in the district (Map 3). People do not live in villages 
but each family lives on the plot which it cultivates. 

The most prosperous trading centres and the largest markets are to be 
found in the areas with the highest agricultural potential and the greatest 
population density (Map 2). These are the foothills of Mount Elgon and 
the area immediately to the south of them. The soil consists of dark red 
friable clay with a deep humic topsoil with a carbon content of 3-7%. This 
soil is derived from both volcanic and basement complex rocks. The same 
type of soil can be found in the area to the north-east of a line running 
from Chwele to Broderick Falls, with this difference that the deep humic 
topsoil is limited to the summits of the broad flat-topped ridges formed by 
the rivers which come down from the mountain. The carbon content is less 
where the land slopes i.e. 3-5%. In the rest of the district the soil consists 
of dark brown sandy loams with a mere 2% carbon content. It is derived 
from sediments and basement rocks, partially covered with more humic 
ash and pumic soils derived from recent unconsolidated volcanic ash. In 
many places there are swamps which are badly drained and which prevent 
the growth of trees and shrubs, the natural vegetation of the district. In the 
centre, where they are most extensive, they consist of dark brown clays 
with light textured topsoils (Gethin Jones and Scott, 1959). 

Agricultural potential, however, does not solely depend on the compo-
sition of the soil but also on rainfall and height (Map 4). The rainy season 
is from March until the end of October, with seasonal peaks during the 
period April - May and again in August. Rainfall in the south-west is 
higher than in the north-east, but generally it is over 50 inches per annum. 
This allows for the cultivation of maize throughout the district. However, 
this crop fares better on the more fertile soils of the north and north-east. 
Where the soil is relatively poor maize is not generally grown in commer-
cial quantities. If people do so they use fertilizers. On the other hand the 
less fertile areas are also lower and hotter. This means that grain grows 
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faster and can be harvested several weeks earlier in these areas. Traders 
take advantage of this situation by selling grain from the lower areas to 
people in the higher areas during this period. The other important cash 
crops are cotton and coffee. Cotton does not grow well above 4,500 feet 
while Arabica coffee is not grown below 5,000 feet. Coffee can be grown 
even in the less fertile areas provided that the site is carefully selected, for 
example on the site of an old walled village. In the north-west onions have 
recently become an inportant cash crop. 

In the north and north-east maize is the staple food, but in the rest of 
the area millet mixed with cassava is also customary. Milk, eggs, poultry 
and beef are consumed everywhere. The diet is varied with bananas, sweet 
potatoes, beans, groundnuts, and rice, which is grown in the lowest river 
valleys. Pineapple and sugarcane are favourite snacks. Cabbages have to a 
large extent replaced local vegetables grown in the kitchen gardens. 
European potatoes are grown in the foothills of the mountain and con-
sumed locally. Maize became an important cash crop in the nineteen-
thirties after the completion of the railway which facilitated export. In 
the area adjoining Trans Nzoia people started to use ox-drawn ploughs 
with which they had become familiar while working for European 
employers. In the lower areas adjoining Uganda cotton was vigorously 
promoted in the nineteen twenties and at Malakisi a cotton ginnery was 
built which is still in operation. The present coffee plantations were 
started between 1954 and 1962. Onions were first grown on a commercial 
scale in 1964. They were grown especially in the north-west, probably 
because the Malakisi Ginnery provided a good marketing channel. Cattle 
husbandry is also very important in Bungoma District. In 1960 it was 
estimated that there was approximately one head of cattle per person 
(Kenya, 1962). The County Council has six major auction rings. The cattle 
trade can be very profitable. During the colonial period some Africans 
accrued large fortunes through it. Here they did not face any competition 
on the part of Asians. 

The population density in the most fertile areas in the north and north-
east is more than 200 per square kilometre. These areas attracted most 
migrants before 1950 (Map 2). The only exception is Elgon Location. This 
is partly due to the fact that part of its area is covered with uninhabited 
forest, partly to thejfact that the area was almost uninhabited in the 
past. While other areas of Bungoma District increased their popula-
tion between 1948 and 1962 by 68%, in Elgon Location it increased by 
184% (Kenya, 1950b, 1964). Between 1962 and 1969 Elgon Location 


