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“Does the government want development of people in the highlands?
Or development of people outside, based on what they can get out of the
highlands?” Himalayan farmer

As the pace of development accelerates in mountain regions, more often driven by the needs of
urban, lowland populations and industry than by highland communities, so the social and
physical environment is changing. The implications for the wider world are likely to be significant. 

Panos has been working with community-based environmental, cultural and development
organisations to record the oral testimony of local people, and to communicate their
experiences and their understanding of the challenges ahead. 

The project has involved local people as both interviewers and narrators. Ten collections have
been gathered: in the Himalaya (India and Nepal); the Karakoram (Pakistan); the central
Andes (Peru); the Sierra Norte (Mexico); Mount Elgon (Kenya); the highlands of Ethiopia
and Lesotho; southwest and northeast China; and the Sudety mountains (Poland). Each
booklet contains a selection of the interviews gathered in that locality. The full
international archive holds the views and experiences of some 350 individuals, and
represents a wealth of material – vivid, challenging, full of human detail and variety – to
complement and illustrate other forms of research into sustainable mountain development. For
more information on the themes, projects, participants, and the unedited but
translated transcripts, visit www.mountainvoices.org.

Each collection is a snapshot, and does not claim to represent an entire mountain community.
But the range of individual voices provides a remarkably comprehensive picture of highland
societies, their changing environments, and their concerns for the future. The challenge is to
meet national development needs without further marginalising mountain peoples. They are
the custodians of diverse – sometimes unique – environments, essential to the survival of the
global ecosystem. Further erosion of mountain people’s ability to care for those assets will be
the world’s loss, not just theirs.
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“Our location in a mountainous region can be an excuse to deny us
development, but it cannot convince anybody,” states Moses, a
teacher living on the slopes of Mount Elgon. At 4,320 metres,
Mount Elgon is the second highest mountain in Kenya, and the
fourth highest in Africa. A dormant volcano that straddles the
border with Uganda, it is home to a variety of rare plants and the
lower slopes are thickly forested. It is traditionally an important
area for the collection of forest products such as timber, honey,
bamboo, bush meat, and medicinal herbs. The fertile soils and
favourable climate combine to offer significant agricultural
potential, more so than the often drier plains. Yet, as Moses’
statement suggests, many narrators feel that this potential has never
been fulfilled, and that the region has been neglected politically and
economically.

These oral testimonies were gathered from the upper and lower
slopes in Mount Elgon district, in Kenya’s Western Province. The
area is densely populated and is primarily inhabited by the Sabaot
people although there are also Bukusu, Teso, and a few other
communities, and there has been a fair degree of intermarriage. The
majority of the narrators are Sabaot, and so the interviews primarily
illustrate Sabaot society and concerns. There are a few Bukusu and
Teso narrators. Most Sabaot live in Mount Elgon district, bordering
those of Trans Nzoia and Bungoma which are dominated by other
groups. Unlike their Bukusu neighbours, the Sabaot were originally
pastoralists and it is only in the last 50 years or so, with the
introduction of cash crops such as maize, beans and coffee, that
agriculture has taken over from livestock as their main source of
income.

Themes
There is less about the environment in these interviews than in
other collections in this series. This may partly reflect the
interviewers’ interests, but may also be because of the relative
fertility of Mount Elgon: narrators seem less concerned about
changes to the environment and more about lack of opportunity to
harvest its produce. There is much frustration about inadequate
roads and transport facilities, poor access to markets and to
agricultural support and inputs. For various reasons, the Sabaot feel
they have been ignored by successive administrations and have
been unable to exploit the area’s development potential. Some talk
proudly of how they value and protect their forest and express
anger that the only ones who do seem to be benefiting from its
products are outsiders. There is considerable discussion about the
Sabaot’s relationships with other groups, especially the Bukusu, and
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Moses KEN 12

Moses, a teacher from Kibuk, aged 36, argues that whereas the Sabaot are
good custodians of their natural environment, they have allowed their
cultural heritage and sense of self-worth to be undermined in the face of
both Bukusu and Western domination. He calls for re-education, to counter
the belief that “we have nothing to offer the world, that we are people
without a history”.

I am the sixth-born of 12 children… My father made sure that
though [ours] was a polygamous family, we did not develop
unnecessary friction… Whenever something like a chicken was
slaughtered it was shared despite the large size of the family. He
made sure we had a healthy relationship in the home… [He] hated
a situation where brother turned against brother. 

Our mothers would always have their petty jealousies, but he
also made sure that attempts to divide us met with stern measures,
which were very much a deterrent. Although you cannot iron out
differences completely between mothers, I can say that we were
generally in a free and happy home.

Conservation of the forest
The forest is very important to the Sabaot and they know that. They
do not need to be lectured on the importance of the forest by
anybody. This is where the Sabaots would get their herbs and it
provided pasture for the livestock. In fact, the livestock grazing in
the forest have been very healthy, because the leaves they eat are
medicinal. And for a long time the forest has provided a hiding
place whenever there is danger, because caves are located in the
forest. Our people have also associated the forest with rain because
during the dry season when everywhere was dry, they would still
find something for their livestock in the forest.

There are some people who live in the forest and cannot come
out even now. These people are not a threat to the existence of the
forest, and therefore the government’s claim that people had to be
kicked out to preserve the forest was not genuine. We have always
thought that the government had a different motive in chasing out
our people from the forest…

“Things have changed so much”
I think there are certain changes that are universal, and you would
tell me that elsewhere there have been things that have changed so
much. For example, the songs we used to sing during circumcision

how they believe this relates to a history of marginalisation. In the
early 1990s, these tensions exploded into violence and families—on
all sides—lost homes and farms. This was a time of many
disturbances in Kenya, and national political factors may also have
influenced events. More recently, the government granted Mount
Elgon region its own district status, a move welcomed by the
Sabaot. Some fear, however, that without enough well-educated
representatives, their physical distance from the heart of Kenya’s
decisionmaking will continue to be paralleled by economic and
political isolation.

Almost all narrators talk of the changes affecting their society.
Varied opinions on education, development (including the shift
from pastoralism to agriculture), changing culture and custom, and
relations with other groups and between men and women,
dominate these testimonies. Education is a key topic (many
narrators are teachers) and while most feel that the Sabaot have
been disadvantaged in their dealings with others by taking to
education late, they also regret the widening gulf between the
newly literate younger generation and older people, whose skills
and knowledge are those of an oral tradition. A tension between
preserving a strong cultural identity while being open to learning
from others is evident. Many—especially women—recognise that
contact with others can bring new ideas and positive influences.
Yet, perhaps because they feel their relationship with the Bukusu
was characterised by oppression, others express distrust of outside
or modern influences. 

Partner and project
This collection was undertaken by the Kenya Oral Literature
Association (KOLA), at the University of Nairobi, and Interlink
Rural Information Service (IRIS), a media organisation. The aim
was to document ordinary Kenyans’ perceptions of development,
Mount Elgon being one of five districts where collections were
gathered and the only highland area. Interviews were gathered in
1997 by Kimingichi Wabende, Yobo Rutin, Caroline Makokha, Paul
Famba, John Matibe, Mary Cheruto, Oscar Obonyo, Evaline Were
and Adams Wamakesi. In 1998 KOLA published some of the
testimonies in an English-language book in their Community
Perspectives series. In 2000, after considerable work with specialists
on the orthography of the Sabaot language, KOLA published two
booklets based on the testimonies in Kisabaot, thus meeting the
express wish of many narrators for publications in their own
language.
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Development “tampered with”
[When] colonialism brought education, you must realise that there
are some schools that should have been located in Mount Elgon...
But our destiny was in the hands of the Bukusu, who all along felt
that the only way to dominate the Sabaot for ever was to keep him
sleeping—they did not want us to enjoy the benefit of formal
education. Therefore when we began to look at education
positively, it was already too late, we did not have schools and
therefore we struggled to put up some for ourselves. And still many
of our people have not recognised the value of formal education. 

So because of that, nearly every aspect of development was
tampered with in the region. You can see for yourself that we do
not even have an inch of tarmac roads here… [And even now],
when it comes to the sharing of the national cake, nobody
remembers us… Our location in a mountainous region can be an
excuse to deny us development, but it cannot convince anybody.

Lydia KEN 1

Lydia, a 24-year-old teacher, sees women’s self-help groups and the recent
granting of district status to the Mount Elgon region as two important means
of “advancement” for her community. Unlike some narrators, she also
thinks that ethnic diversity can be a positive force for innovation and
progress, rather than a cause of tension and conflict.

I thought [my secondary school] was paradise…because it was
considered the most important in the whole province. I didn’t
imagine being in such a school and it took me almost a month to
believe it. My aim was not just to reach form four. I focused ahead
but we had finance problems… My brother suddenly enrolled in a
medical college and I had no-one left to pay my fees. Then, my
sister Mary, who could have assisted me, was in college and this
forced me to stay at home… [Later she paid what] I owed the
school…[and] I joined form three… 

The teachers were serious, and even the students too.
Competition was very high and a minute could not be wasted
without a book… I don’t remember a time when someone beat me
in any subject…

A teacher’s life
I was in college for two years [before becoming a teacher]… I
generally like teaching because if the pupils like you, they do not
harass you and you’ll also like your work… [But we have
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ceremonies are no longer the same. The present songs do not reflect
much about our culture, our tradition and our history. When you
look at some traditions like the naming ceremonies, they have
almost ceased, and even if you ask anybody how naming was
conducted, most people cannot tell.

There are some [changes] I would say have been negative. It
is the flooding of our society with Western culture [that is
responsible]. Our people are the worst imitators of foreign
cultures… Anything new to the Sabaot represents civilisation as far
as they are concerned. When a few boys come across a video
showing, and perhaps it is music by a Loketo band playing,
everyone will come out singing the Loketo song…

Something must be done, and I believe that those who went to
school like you must re-examine themselves. They are the opinion
leaders of our people… We must re-educate our people and tell
them in no uncertain terms that our culture is just as good. Let us
not believe in the propaganda from other quarters, that we have
nothing to offer the world, that we are people without a history,
that we are people without a culture. I want cultural festivals like
the one organised some time back…to include all the people. 
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Now that the church was the sponsor [of education], many refused
to go to school, claiming that the church was…destroying their
culture… But the church was good because it educated children… 

[People] expect an educated person to be a good future leader...
They [also]...expect...you to distribute your salary to them. [If you
don’t] they call you...egocentric. You are not actually bad, because
you need to develop yourself.

“What advancement means”
Many people are now beginning to understand what advancement
means. At first when we were still in Bungoma district we were not
provided with any employment. Whenever one would go seeking
employment, one would be turned down… If we were still
operating under Bungoma district most of us would not even be
teachers… 

[We] used to be controlled from a very high faraway place, from
which you could not get even a single benefit and yet you were
considered a member of it. That also contributed to our
backwardness. We had potential politicians but they were pinned
down. We are very thankful now because we have [our own
Mount Elgon] district after five years of demanding and we shall
never be underdeveloped any more… 

“All mothers have got different problems”
The problem with this women’s group is that it accommodates
many people from different areas, as far as Kaptama and Kopsiro.
This has made our meetings so irregular, like once after so many
months. That’s why the women’s group is dragging. But in the case
of the merry-go-rounds, we have bought for one another so
many things like iron roofing, sheets, mattresses…and plots [of
land]. Even if you want to buy a bed or a mattress, a goat is given
first priority so that in the near future the goat will bring forth its
young ones and other benefits… All mothers have different
problems and we have visited them… Since we were through with
household needs, each one of us agreed to give money to purchase
a plot. 

After they had registered as members, the money they had
collected was to be used to buy a cow with the help of money from
the fundraising—to buy different breeds like Friesian, Jersey—and
give it to one of the members. The person given the cow to look
after is also assessed by their ability to have napier grass and enough
grazing space for zero grazing. You look after the animal until it
bears a calf. The cow is passed all round and your benefit is the calf,
as getting a calf nowadays is a problem.
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problems]. Firstly and generally, it’s the transportation problem
and…it rains so much, making the roads impassable. Even if you
wake up early, you’ll be rained on and by the time you reach
school, you are muddy all over… Surprisingly, a student can even
be more clean because with bare feet, they can walk on grass and
avoid mud…

Last year, we had four candidates dropping out—three girls and
one boy. Two of the girls were expecting… One of the causes [of
poor performance] is drinking. They drink, and smoke cigarettes
and bhang… The pupils are always sober during the morning, but
when they come back after lunch, [some] are drunk…they act
rudely and cannot be commanded to sit down… [It was decided]
not to admit the culprits during the following year.

Christianity and education
[We] used to build shrines and they are still being put up in some
places here in Mount Elgon. The church is against worshipping in
caves, building shrines and so [on], the worship of many gods…
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Lois (F), Bukusu, retired civil servant KEN 3

People have tried to plant various crops like coffee, tea, but the impassable road still remains a
dilemma, and also the lack of factories to process the raw materials… It is donkeys that transport
the products–potatoes, vegetables, maize–from the mountain and down the slopes… Those
mountainsides are rocky and steep and the matatu people cannot reach there..

“We do not even have an inch of tarmac roads here”



But later on, I came to hear that most of them used to complain
that I was very strict. 

For instance, when I sent my wife anywhere, I expected her to
be back on time. But there was this woman who kept spending a lot
of time wherever she went. She came back late one time, but when
I asked her why she was late, she complained that I was watching
over her. I told her that I could not watch over her because she was
not a cow. At times I think that I was just very jealous, because I
suspected most of my wives of infidelity, and it was such an issue
that eventually caused most of them to leave me. It was only one
wife that I did not doubt and it is with her that I have lived to date.
I have a second wife who is very young, and she has just come into
my life when I am already an old man.

Traditional and modern medicine
We had special people from specific clans who had the knowledge
of medicinal herbs. In a family, an old man would show one or two
of his sons the herbs… [In] spite of the present modern medicine,
the herbalists still retain a loyal clientele. Most people who are
treated once, and get cured by a herbalist once, will usually go back
to him again. This ensures that a herbalist will always have people
to treat. But the herbalist could [also] be surviving because medical
facilities are not easily accessible here. The high cost of modern
medicine has also turned people away from them… But I feel that
modern and traditional medicine are complementary. Some
diseases are better treated with traditional medicine, for example
female infertility. Other diseases are easily treated with modern
medicine…

Many people who have gone to church, and those who have
gone to school, no longer believe in witchcraft…[but in the past]
the chances of recovery were nearly nil… Witchcraft could even kill
your livestock… Even up to today, modern medicine doesn’t really
succeed in treating a person who is bewitched… 

“The yardstick was livestock” 
We the Sabaot have mainly been pastoralists. But a semblance of
modern farming started penetrating this region from about 1930.
Before this year we never even had ox-ploughs. This means that
whatever little we cultivated, we only used hoes… We cultivated
sorghum, millet, cassava and sweet potatoes, and this was purely
for subsistence. But the most important food of all was milk.

The main thing that took over as a staple food at this time was
maize… This crop came with the establishment of Europeans in this
region, especially in Trans Nzoia district, which had many European

The herbalists
still retain
a loyal
clientele
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Almost all mothers have heard of [family planning] but most of
them despise it because they still believe in giving birth until
menopause… [Even] those deep in the mountain know about the
use of pills and injections. But to them many children means
wealth. Therefore, some say that they will give birth to as many
children as possible as they will get at least one who is good. There
are some that fear [contraceptives] because of what their friends
have experienced, such as backaches, chest problems, giving birth
to deformed children, and this has scared them off.

“If we mixed with different ethnic groups”
You know the consequences of sowing the same tree each planting
time; or if one just decides to sit in a house without visiting the
neighbouring houses… The problem we have is that we are the
same ethnic group… You can’t compete very fast because you know
your neighbours have what you have. If he has cattle and a table, I
also have. But if we mixed with different ethnic groups, we could
see someone who has planted crops on a 10-acre piece of land,
another one who has a motorcycle, or a bicycle, and we also could
get encouraged to purchase them…

People mostly speak the Sabaot language. Kalenjin is also
spoken, followed by Kiswahili. English comes [next]… It’s good to
know Kiswahili as it gives an opportunity to listen to national news
from a radio and you’ll be able to know what’s happening in places
like Nyeri, Mombasa and other places in the country. The English
language is equally good as it enables you to know what is
happening daily. But if you know only one language you are
disadvantaged… These languages also help one interact with others,
like Kiswahili enables free communication with one from the coast,
or English with a tourist who can provide you with employment
when they tell you to direct them to a place like a national park and
they give you some cash. Therefore a person who knows English or
even French is more advantaged.

Joseph KEN 13

In the course of his long life Joseph, 86, has witnessed changes in traditional
beliefs, health practices, farming methods and ethnic relations.

I have two wives. These are the ones who have stayed with me to
date. But I initially married so many, who never stayed with me for
long. I was not actually to blame because it is they who divorced
me, not vice versa. It is they who left me for no apparent reason…

If you know
only one

language
you are

disadvantaged
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“Blood would be shed”
At that time we were not mixed up like we are today, because each
community used to occupy its own territory. I must admit there was
absolute hatred for other communities. And the main source of
conflict was cattle-rustling. The most notorious communities in this
were the Nandi and Maasai, who could come from very far to steal
cattle from us, the Sabaot. It was during these raids that blood
would be shed, because we would resist the raiders, while they
would also insist that they would not go back empty-handed.
Therefore this was just a continuous thing, because they would
steal our cattle and we would also [get] revenge by hitting back…

We always had our weapons ready…especially the warrior
group, which was prepared to defend the community at any time…
It was always very honourable to bring home livestock from a raid,
because this emphasised the fact that you were a brave and
courageous man…

During raids our culture did not allow us to kill women or
children. And I think that this was the same with the many other
communities we interacted with. It is only the warriors that were
killed, for it was considered that there was no bravery in killing a
woman or a child. These were the rules that were strictly observed
by the warriors, and it was believed that a calamity would befall a
person if he did not observe the rules.

Lois KEN 3

Lois, a Bukusu and a former civil servant, believes that men and women
can compete equally in the workforce. Nevertheless, she feels that women
carry the major burden of domestic responsibilities.

I was a civil servant in the government but I retired in 1994. At the
moment I am working as a coordinator with the electoral
commissioner and this is what I have been doing since the end of
last year. 

I give thanks to God because the government did not turn me
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settlers. However, we continued cultivating our original crops…
This was the time the ox-plough also came in… We started having
a surplus of food produce, and this is certainly the time when
money penetrated the community, and it was possible to sell a little
produce for money. But what was important is that you would
exchange your produce for a goat or sheep. The yardstick for
measuring the value of anything was livestock. 

In the past…there was [often] a shortage of food… There were
times when people would even feed on banana stems. These are
things that one would not even attempt to eat now because they
are tasteless. The main famine struck the community in the 1920s,
when the first cars had just started appearing, and [thus] it was
called “the car famine”… Many people were killed by this famine,
together with their livestock. People are lucky today because, when
there is a famine, they can be assisted by the government… [When]
I remember the food shortage that was there recently, in 1980,
there was a positive response from the government to the plight of
the people. I also want to point out that, in spite of the frequent
droughts in the past, the main cause of famine at that time must
have been the low productivity of the crops we used to cultivate.
But today people know better methods of farming, which enables
them to have a surplus…

Today if a person does not cultivate his farm properly, it is not
because he does not know how to cultivate but it is due to a lack of
resources to invest. The same applies to the use of certified seeds.
Most of our traditional crops, like millet and cassava, have been
relegated to the periphery and everyone would like to use high-
yielding crops like maize. Even when we look at our livestock
today, the low-yielding indigenous breeds are slowly being
replaced, not with grade cattle, which are expensive to maintain,
but with crossbreeds.

The most
important food

was milk
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Solomon (M, 58 years), retired civil servant KEN 27

This mountain is home to us Sabaots. The mountain provides the pasture for our livestock and is also
the source of our rivers… When I was growing up, I was told that the Sabaots were occupying this
mountainous region for strategic purposes… Living in this raised area enabled us to see our
enemies from afar when they were approaching and therefore prepare both for attack and defence.

Samson (M, 60s) KEN 23

Barter trade was good because you could [obtain] anything you wanted without needing money
unlike today when children are starving, due to lack of money to buy food. If you could exchange a
cow or a bull for five sacks of maize it was very profitable as it would feed you for a whole year. At
the moment, even if you are given 5,000 shillings for a month, you will end up spending it fast. You
know, the truth is that cash crops have led us to have food insecurity. Therefore we prefer
subsistence cropping… A cow provided us with milk and blood which could be cooked and eaten
with milk. We could also slaughter a cow or a bull to feed on. Some went hunting in the bush while
others collected honey since we also had beehives. [During times of famine] this indeed saved us.



be married outside the ethnic group as an alternative… Boys
actually do look down upon those girls who are uncircumcised.
Those [girls] who are scared of not getting a husband are those who
still get circumcised, but the clever ones see it as useless [and
remain uncircumcised] so long as their parents are also not for it.

KENYA 13

down. When I went for the job, I began this particular job in a very
low rank as a storekeeper, then as a secretary and lastly as a
personnel officer… What I can say is that there is no gender
division and the government does not look down on women. I
remember I did several interviews with my fellow women and I was
the first one to be chosen… Most women fear going for such jobs as
they feel that they should have someone to assist them to get those
jobs. But this is not the case…

[The area] has developed little by little whereas in other parts of
Kenya, unlike in Mount Elgon, the missionary work led to rapid
development in, for example, education. I remember when I was
going to school, some children were forcefully taken to school.
Nevertheless some parents were good and cooperative. I thank my
father who declared that he would educate the girls like the boys
because we were five girls in our family.

“Heavy duties”
It is obvious that a wife does more because she has to care for the
children by feeding them, looking after them when they are sick,
going to the farm to weed and dig, milking cows and looking after
them, and, more so, all the household chores, and these are heavy
duties. People do still take beer here. They take traditional brew
called busaa. Once a man has gone to search for it, by the time he
will be back, the wife will have cooked food. After feeding he leaves
home to loiter while the mother still has to work… The heavy
duties do prevent her from attending meetings. She must prepare
food for her school children to come and eat. By the time she is able
to go to the meeting it will be almost over...

Although I have put much stress on [them drinking] beer…men
do perform duties like building a house, slashing [down the trees]
around the house, roofing a house, while wives do the smearing of
floors with cow dung. 

Due to seminars held against women’s circumcision many girls
are now against it, but there are some that feel they should be
circumcised. Some refuse because they are now old enough and
have known that their circumcision has no meaning. Those who
are clever have agreed with their parents not to do so…or they will
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“It is obvious that a wife does more because she has to care for the children…go to the
farm to weed and dig, milk cows and…more so, all the household chores”

Dina and Margaret, Teso, co-wives KEN 2

A person who is circumcised is highly respected and seen as an older person even if he or she is your
age mate. The uncircumcised is still seen as a child… The moment one is circumcised, the parents
give him or her some responsibilities as they are seen as grown up.



heads and sold them… Something else I do is buying bananas and
selling them in Kitale… The two businesses support each other. If
one is going down, I inject money into the other business…

“The government should think of giving us a hand”
If companies or the government could think of how to assist the
disabled in a [useful] way, it could have been better, because those
of us who were disabled, unless you… seriously thought of how to
sustain yourself, you would not survive. If you were to think of
[external] assistance, you would be lost… I cannot go up to
Kapsokwony unless I use a vehicle, because my wheelchair cannot
go up the mountain. You ought to have some money to board a
vehicle for Kapsokwony…

We do not wish to be disabled; it was God’s wish… It is good
that God gave me a good brain [as well], I do not want to go
begging on the roads. What I think is, the government should think
of giving us a free hand to operate a business without a licence, and
also assist us with initial capital to start a business. They should
release us from paying for a licence, give us a public health letter
and issue us with a medical check-up certificate. That is what I
think ought to be done, so that we feel like the rest of the people, so
that those of us who are disabled can feel like those who are able…

One thing I feel should be here in Mount Elgon is a school for
the disabled… Those of us who are lame should be given
wheelchairs because we cannot crawl in the mud to school. They
should assist us with wheelchairs, and a little money to sustain us… 
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Patrola KEN 9

Patrola, 45, a food vendor from Kamtiong, talks of how he has coped with
being disabled, with the help of his family and using his own initiative.
Remarking that “unless you…seriously thought of how to sustain yourself,
you would not survive”, he criticises the lack of external assistance and
describes what the authorities should do to help.

I got polio when I was still young, that is, the same year that I was
born, in 1951. I was taken to Mombasa for treatment. I thought I
would get better but I wasn’t lucky. I became lame… I used to
crawl. I used to stay at home—until 1967, when I bought this
wheelchair. I bought it myself. 

I could move a bit…I could go up to Kimilili…even now I still go
there. The work that I believe in is to go and buy cattle heads from
the slaughter house. I come, cook and prepare ugali, then the
people eat. I have been doing this job for eight years.

We were circumcised the same year, my wife and I…in 1970.
Then we talked and talked, till we fell in love, and then got married.
We married in 1972. There were people who said that I’m lame, so
it is not good for me to get circumcised. But I told them there was
no way I would go to hospital [for it]. I will get circumcised with the
rest of my age mates. I was taken to the river in a wheelbarrow; I
was brought back and sat on a chair, then I was circumcised. People
were surprised. I was given a lot of money, though I am not sure
how much I got, but I know I got a lot.

I just sat while my fellow initiates danced. We were 21
initiates…in one single day.

My father had eight wives. My mother was number two, but
God has taken away some of them. [My brothers] fetched water for
me, washed clothes for me. My brothers were very helpful. At that
time my mother was still alive. She was the one who was very
helpful. Had she remained alive, I wouldn’t have decided to marry.
It was she who looked after my needs and took care of me…

I have enough customers. On a Sunday, I can slaughter eight
chickens, and all of them are eaten. Three gorogoro of maize meal
are cleared. I get good money. In a day, I get a profit of around 200
or 300 shillings. Sometimes I get even more.

The initial capital? Before going into this business, I used to
practise poultry farming. I was selling eggs in busaa clubs. We used
to sell boiled eggs in busaa clubs, that way I got skilled in business…
[After a while] a disease came and killed [the chickens]. That is also
when I thought of doing what I had not done before. I bought cattle
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Monica (F, 54 years) KEN 25

Now I am like a torch [visiting] all families with disabled children like mine… Some people, when
they see [important] visitors, they tell me to go and hide the child in their houses. They say that [a
disabled child] is shameful. I tell [them] a disabled child is not lame in the brains. [There are] those
who say we should leave [them] in bed. But lame people have brains. If you educate them, they
can become clerks in the office, [they can learn] how to sew sweaters…sew clothes. That too is a
job… A good example is one mother who is here by the name of Joynah, she is a mother of a
disabled child… The mother tried hard until she got crutches for him and now he works in a
government office in Bungoma. He earns money, he can bring sugar to his mother. Isn’t that thanks
to God?... I tell people: if a child is lame do not say he is lame up in the brains… [My child] has
brains, she is even more talkative than the rest of the children…

[Disabled children need] to have their own school… Mine at one time went to [the local
school] and her fellow children laughed at her… The following day she refused to go, [saying] they
would laugh at her: “They can play, so they are OK, and since I crawl, they laugh at me.” That is
why I pray to the government to build a school [specially] for them.



very important for shade when it was hot, or would provide shelter
when it was raining. Therefore we respected the forest because we
understood that it attracted the rainfall. The Sabaot also loved
honey and we collected honey from our mwengeshok that we put
in the forest. We were also hunters and the wildlife in the forest was
a source of meat. Another important thing is that the forest
provided us with herbal medicine. When I was growing up, we
never had the modern medicine that you people are using now and
therefore the forest was our main source of herbs and this made it
imperative for everyone to think of preserving the forest. Anybody
cutting down trees unnecessarily would be admonished by the
community.

“What kind of respect is this?”
Well, now, everyone will do as they please. Everyone! He doesn’t
want to follow what his parents or the old people tell him. Old men,
his father’s age-mates, his mother’s age-mates… [Before], if [a
child] abused another child or me, I could take the information to
his father. His father assembles the old men and they sit this child
down. “Why did you abuse this old man? What did he do against
you, what kind of respect is this? You young people, come and look
at what this one has done.”… Even his mother says, “It would be
good if he died. This is not a [proper] child, despising an old man
like this…” 

The problem with children these days is that some don’t listen to
their parents. When you tell them…[they say] “In this country, we
know education, we know…the country is developing, so why are
some [of you] bringing us the methods of the past? These methods
have ended. You old men need to stop these ways of yours.” 

Colonialism and independence
In the past we lived with the Maasai in the whole of the Webuye
area… And when the Maasai left, when the white man came and
saw that the Maasai buildings and our buildings here in Elgon were
the same, he said…“You are Elgon Maasai, because all your customs
are like the Maasai.”… And the white man would eat eggs, fruit,
good things, and would sit on a chair while you sat on the ground…

Some chiefs in the old days would collaborate with the white
man. But we young people saw that what the Kikuyu were doing

You old men
need to stop
these ways
of yours
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We have a very big problem in Mount Elgon. It is because we do
not have enough roads. [For people] like me, if it rains, it will be
hard for me to go up to Kimilili… Even if you were to look at the
big men we voted for, they do not help in any way. They go and
disappear for five years and only come back to seek more votes. But
the roads…you yourself have witnessed as you walked around the
road. Even now, if there was a sick person on the mountain, the
only option we have is to…carry him to Kimilili, up to here, and
then he is put on a bicycle.

Samuel KEN 15/15A

Samuel is a 90-year-old retired traditional judge from Kapsokwony. He
talks of the importance of Mount Elgon, and particularly the forest, for the
Sabaot, and of the liberation struggle against colonialism. He was
interviewed on two separate occasions by different interviewers.

This mountain is our home. We’ve lived here from the beginning.
We’ve occupied the [Kenyan] slopes of Mount Elgon from [the
Ugandan] border, covering the whole of Bungoma district and the
whole of Trans Nzoia district for a long time… The forest provided
us with the herbs and fruits to eat. It provided our livestock with
the pasture that is evergreen. The caves in the mountain were very
important, especially when we took our children into seclusion.
Most of the [initiation] training would be done in the caves…

We know that when we do not have forests, our rivers will dry
up. Therefore most people here would like the forest conserved so
that we can always have our rivers. However, I still think some part
of the forest should be sub-divided [and given] to the people to
farm on. Just a small portion should be given to the people because,
indeed, this forest is too big. 

The Sabaot have been conservationists for a long time. We loved
trees and did everything possible to preserve them. Some trees were
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Hezron (M, 48 years) village elder KEN 14

When these children come back home during [school] holidays, they seem to have a lot of contempt
for the way the parents advise them, for they see us as being obsolete and old-fashioned.

David (M, 60s), herder and hunter KEN 29

[The mountain] is important because it belonged to our grandfathers. It feeds our cattle. Have you
seen a cow that feeds in this forest of Elgon?–a cow grows very fat. One cow can bear calves till it
dies of old age. It never grows thin. Not like in the lowlands where a cow bears two calves then dies.
But inside here, a cow is given traditional salt, it fattens till it loses all its teeth while [still] fat…
The caves have great importance. They feed cattle and people because if you went to the cave, there
was ngentha. You’d give the salt to the cattle… Cattle fed on ngentha and you will take milk as
you wish. The cow will be this fat… If you had cattle, you had a good life.



him rest, and he finds ways of doing other work [with the money
he has saved].

There are many [however] who think…that if a woman can
take [care of] everything, it is like she has become the husband.
That is, she is concerning herself with...even building a house or
something else… Men [who think] like that are truly the ones who
don’t want development… 

I think the wife should first try all ways to see to it that her
husband agrees with her [activities]. When the husband agrees is
when the woman should now continue with her development
activities. But if you see that your husband has refused, there is
nothing you can do. Because you are a woman, and you have no
power whatsoever to oppose once the husband has refused…

[Sometimes] you can even begin thinking… “If I were a man, I
could do it better.”… Sometimes the way men sit…and perhaps
your husband has a small brain—a woman can think of something
quite valid, but having to pass it by her husband is what makes you
annoyed. And you say, “If I had been a man, I would have been
able to act on this one.”

Less rest for new mothers 
When a woman had a child, her husband would leave to live far
away, and leave her alone, because the old customs did not want a
husband to stay with a woman who had given birth. After she had
delivered, he would come and stay in the doorway and…just look
at his wife and then leave… 

[So it continues] until the child [is old enough to] laugh. If [the
father] comes in and sees the child he [waves] a stick to see
whether the child will follow it with his eyes and then he will know
that he is about to return to that house. It would take about four
months. That is when he will enter the house, but he will still sleep
elsewhere. He cannot come close to her…

That woman…to help her take care, there were her fellow
women who would come to see her. They would bring her milk,
firewood… The mother could not do any work. Let’s say, it was
until that year ended. They would really rest, not like now where a
mother finishes [resting after] four months and begins working. But
in the past that rarely happened…many of them were not
educated… Those who are educated today, work—and [an
employee] cannot stay at home for that length of time. She is forced
to go back to work. She is given that maternity leave, and when she
finishes it, she begins her work. Even at her home, she works,
unlike in the past… 
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was right. We wanted them to give us freedom… [The Mau Mau]
walked the forests at night… These people really put in a lot of
effort so that independence could come to this country… We
agreed, all of us, that the white man must go.

[Before], every person had their own road…the white person
his tarmac road, while you walked in the mud. But these days, [we]
walk on the tarmac. That is the fruit of freedom.

Beatrice KEN 6

Beatrice is a businesswoman of 43, based in Kapsokwony, who feels her
travels have increased her awareness of the importance of development.
Although grateful for the improvements in women’s lives that have taken
place, she is well aware of the limits on these. She observes that some
changes, such as a shorter period of rest after bearing children, have even
been to women’s disadvantage.

If you travel, you can get ideas from somewhere else. So since I
travel as a trader, I went to Kimilili. There in Kimilili, they are very
advanced… And when we saw how developed those women were,
we began thinking and said that if those women were doing it, we
should also try… I think the tradition changed because when
people began to visit each other, then they knew what development
was… If you just stay in one place, you…will know nothing… You
travel so that you know that so and so did this, in a certain place
they do that, so that you can also bring that development.

“A woman could have something of substance to say”
It was the old custom that a woman cannot sit…in the presence of
men, or even speak before them. If a visitor comes, the man is the
one who speaks to him to find out the news… [But now], me and
my husband, we can sit together, talk and plan what will happen…
I think this sharing is important because, if it were like before, a
woman can have something to say but you can’t tell your husband,
and you keep it to yourself. When I think about it, we oppressed
women in the old days. They were really oppressed. But
now…[husband and wife] can understand each other.

A woman could even have something of substance to say, but
didn’t because as a woman she could not speak…

Now, when we started this women’s group, we saw that our
husbands were happy because we have reduced their load. Because
now, when you see someone bringing household utensils [into the
home], even the husband is happy. He sees that his wife has given

If you stay
in one place

you will
know nothing
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language is spoken everywhere and they give a non-Bukusu the
last priority in terms of attention…

The Sabaot would like their own markets to be developed so
that they can stop [making] frequent trips to Kimilili market. Poor
roads have even made it impossible for people to own vehicles…
The poor roads here have tied down development. 

The Sabaot still need many [more] hospitals and, if it is possible,
at least each division here should be served by two hospitals…
Many Sabaot think they have been ignored by the government and
that is why we have few hospitals. 

People have definitely blamed our own leaders. Leaders
generally are also great liars. They tell the people that it is the
government that has failed the Sabaot, not they themselves, the
leaders. But when you examine the whole thing critically, it is our
leaders who have let us down because most of the time they are
preoccupied with squabbles among themselves…

Most beneficiaries of the thing that can bring development in
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These days, the men can look. Even when the woman gives
birth he can come to hold that child and see if it is a girl or a boy.
And then he goes to do the shopping. 

Masai KEN 11

A retired primary school teacher, aged 57, living in Kapsokwony, Masai was
among the first Sabaot in the area to be educated. He discusses the evolution
of relations between Sabaot and Bukusu, their selective adoption of each
other’s values and cultural practices, and the remnants of “enmity” that can
still result in conflict. 

When I was in school my father was warned against wasting his
livestock to pay my fees. Many people were not happy with my
going to school and they saw me as punishing my parents. Very few
applauded the efforts of my father to raise [the money for] my fees.
Even when I had just completed class eight, my father was advised
not to sell any more of the livestock because he was told that I
would still come back and demand more livestock for the bride
price. But my father stood firm and never listened to them because
he had Bukusu friends who advised him on the value of education.

I was discriminated against [by those who had not gone to
school]… Some were already married when I was still in school.
But I wasn’t bothered about their hostility and did not admire their
lifestyle of [nothing but] parties… 

Positive changes are due to the fact that people are now settled
permanently and have forgotten about the nomadic life of
pastoralists. People are now stable. [But] it is also important to point
out that the Sabaot have been squeezed on a mountain strip
because they were [not originally] a settled people. They loved
cattle and loved migrating from one place to another. Right now the
Sabaot have also discovered that the power of the pen is mightier
than a herd of cattle.

I personally believe that what we’re seeing now has nothing to
do with external forces. It is the enlightenment of the Sabaot that
has driven them to embrace education wholeheartedly.

What the Sabaot want
The most important thing [for the Sabaot]…is that adequate schools
are constructed. Secondly, they want to see their children excel in
education and be employed as teachers, and officers in offices, so
that when we go to offices we can also afford to speak the Kisabaot
language. For example if you go to offices in Bungoma, the Bukusu
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“The poor roads here have tied down development”

Jack (M, 52 years), farmer/politician KEN 24

Transport is the major problem here… Once the roads are in good condition, farm produce can be
transported with ease; but now they use donkeys and so on, which are slow and cumbersome. You
cannot even farm because you know if you do that the produce will rot in farms because there is no
accessible market.



wanted to marry a Sabaot girl. But he was told by the parents of the
girl that if he wanted to be allowed to marry [her], he should be
circumcised. And to be circumcised, he was told that this would
only happen if he killed a python that lived in a nearby cave… It
was after this show of courage that Mango was then circumcised
and allowed to marry the Sabaot girl. From that time, the Bukusu
have also been circumcising their sons…

[Because of an earlier conflict] the relationship [between Sabaot
and Bukusu] was lukewarm. The enmity did not go away, and
recently [in 1992]…another conflict broke out… [But] we now
have four divisions [of our own], which show that the Sabaot are
achieving their independence from the Bukusu. The Sabaot are
finally in charge of their own destiny.

Andrew KEN 4

Andrew, from Kapsokwony and aged 50, is a teacher who believes his
politics and financial success made him a target during the recent clashes.

There were too many [in our family]…over 20. Mzee had four
wives. [I was among] the young ones… The elder brothers never
went to school, so their work was to marry and claim the tracts of
land, and fighting the old man to snatch that wealth. And the old
man got very impoverished. So I felt he could not attend to some of
us, he had [more important] problems to attend to…

The school fees problem came again… I was prevented from
continuing [my education]…[so] I asked the old man to give me a
piece of land by the riverside because he had a lot of land lying
fallow. He accepted, and I started borrowing a jembe to make a
fortune out of it. I used to grow vegetables, grow a little maize, sell
the vegetables, exchange the maize…

I was 14 then… Since the family was not economically active
and the animals were almost finished—because other sons had used
them in marriage and other things—the only alternative was to
look at the soil. So that helped me to develop some liking for
farming… [I paid for] my own [school] fees... I completed
[secondary school] and went to Eregi for a [primary teacher-
training] course and then I thought I should practise near home…

I could now manage this soil properly since I had some little
capital… I bought animals. I could now foot [the bill] for the entire
family. I married after three years, building a small permanent
house, did a bit of planting coffee and so on and so forth… So many
brothers went to school, those who were young, the small sisters,
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our area are outsiders. For example, if one goes to our forest, [one
sees] outsiders…going away with the timber… Now that we have a
district of our own, leaders should be coming home to enlighten the
people about development. People should be told that Sabaot land
rights now are very small and we are just living on a mountain
strip. You, the youth, should ask yourselves where you will live and
where your children will live too.

“We lost the land because of our nomadic nature”
The Sabaot have lost so much land… Whenever disaster struck, for
example with the death of livestock or a human being, the Sabaot
would migrate. Hence we lost the land because of our nomadic
nature. Secondly, the worst thing came with Chief Murunga in
1922… To be a man, at that time, as a Sabaot, you needed to have
dreadlocks. These were the warriors of the community and they
spent most of their time partying in times of peace… The chief
forced them to help in the construction of the road but they
escaped… When they were caught, they were accused of being
tough-headed because of the dreadlocks and this is when [the
chief’s men] literally pulled off the dreads from their heads! This is
something the Sabaot could not take and they migrated from the
areas that were under Chief Murunga, thus losing more land…

They [then] lived in Trans Nzoia until the arrival of the [white]
settlers, who also dispersed them. The settlers were aware that they
were dealing with pastoralists and people who could easily be
manipulated. The settler decided that each Sabaot should give
livestock every year to be allowed to stay in Trans Nzoia. Usually, it
was four to five cows given to the settler every year. Those who had
many cows would even be asked to give up to 10 cows per year to
the white man and in fact the settler agents would select the prize
bulls only to give to the settler. The settler used these bulls as oxen
to plough his farm while the original owners of the livestock
languished as squatters… 

Most of the time here we were under the Bukusu… When the
Sabaot realised the need to reclaim their land, they were
disadvantaged, having few educated people to present their case
effectively. It is only now that we have a sizeable number of
educated people that the issue of reclaiming land is quite often
discussed…

Circumcision
The Bukusu adopted circumcision from the Sabaot. In fact they are
copycats! In fact there is even a song among the Bukusu
about…this. It says there was a Bukusu man called Mango who

We are just
living on a

mountain strip
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[in] one day, it’s just a waste. Why don’t we calculate the number of
kilos of meat and then buy meat, say 4 kilos, and 2 kilos of sugar
and then buy bread, about 13 loaves, and call it a day?” The fellows
didn’t like that, especially the old men. So they…started inciting the
officials of the church against me. 

I like…building for the future, not destroying for the future…
You know the misery that is in Elgon is not because we don’t have
assets, but is just because we don’t have people to represent us in
the government. There is a vacuum: the government is there, the
people are here. 

Mary KEN 8

Mary is 30 and lives in Kapsokwony. Her story focuses on her married life.
Mary’s in-laws blamed her for the deaths of two of her children (one of
whom was born disabled), and her husband took a second wife. Aware
that she has suffered from discrimination, she nevertheless stresses the
importance of forgiveness in marriage.

The younger wife is the one in that shamba across there. We don’t
live together… You see, she gave birth to boys, and here I am with
girls. So they said “This one with girls should move.” You know for
us, they say the boys are the foundation of the homestead.
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whatever… I educated them… 
[I] was appointed deputy headmaster... Again I moved and after

four years was appointed a headmaster. [Then I]...moved to
Kipchiria, developed that place, and as a treasurer of the church
helped it to raise a church building. [I] raised a clinic, extended the
school…

“I welcomed their ideas”
I found that when I was doing this agricultural work, the
agricultural officers, field officers, got interested in what I was doing
in my farming and they used to visit me. So I used to welcome
them and allow their ideas in…. All these people were all the time
giving me more information about farming by giving me a lot of
knowledge, and I seemed to have liked this. It really assisted me to
develop agricultural activities on the small farm… I bought some
more land…[even] looked into how I could put in a telephone…

I stopped at the level [of headmaster] because I didn’t
want…any duty that would take me very far away from the farm.
You see I had many children. There was food, milk and everything
on the farm to feed them... But brother, I now can’t manage
because of the clashes. I wish you could have been interviewing me
now in my old house before it went up in flames during the
clashes—you would be viewing TV at the same time and sipping hot
water and steaming milk. 

“This fellow has stopped what we wanted to enjoy”
In December ’91, [the] clashes came… I was now a target because
the activities of the farm had provoked people… [Another reason]
was that at the church I was working as a treasurer of the parish,
and the dominant people in that CPK church were Teso, and very
few Bukusu… And when I got there, I got tough on the money, and
directed it into development. But the fellows, the old men and
other people...were not happy, [saying] “This fellow has stopped
what we used to enjoy...” I remember one incident where every
time we had a meeting, a development meeting, they killed a ram.
But then I calculated and said: “Twenty-seven people eating a ram
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Listening to a tape-recorded interview

William (M, 81 years), vet/farmer KEN 30

The soil has lost nutrients… We used to produce 50 bags per acre. These days you get five bags…
That drop [in production] is the problem. We do not know what we will do about it so as to get
enough food, as before. The agriculture people advise us to use fertiliser, but we cannot get enough
[yield] for food for children in the home and [still have a surplus] to sell. That is the hard part in
farming.



A grandmother’s wisdom
Well, before, when I was still at home…I would go to my maternal
grandmother. We would chat and then she would tell me, “When
the time comes for you to get married, don’t abuse your husband,
your family or his. Don’t discriminate. When either your family or
your husband comes in, be open—they are all your people… Even
if you have worked and you are tired, run, make them food. You
will live well with them… If you see that [your husband] wants to
beat you, go hide. That’s all. And then return. When he cools [off],
return. When you come back, you begin to take care of your
children and he himself will say, ‘You have saved yourself from me.’
He will leave you alone…and you will continue with him well.”

I loved going to my grandmother’s house. I would leave my
mother and run there.

Hezron KEN 14

For Hezron, a village elder aged 48, a decline in parental authority is among
the more regrettable changes he perceives as having taken place in the
Sabaot community. He recognises that this is in part due to a widening gulf
between literate youth and their unschooled parents, whose wisdom and
experience—he feels—are no longer appreciated. 

Life in a monogamous family was easy and simple. It was without
any complications because there was unity… [The] family was
small and father found it easier to provide for a smaller family. But
in 1950, when he married my stepmother…our father’s attention
shifted to the new arrival in the family. This kind of behaviour
strained the relationship between my mother and my stepmother.
However, my father finally rose to the occasion and asserted his
authority in the home… Life in a polygamous family can only be
good if the head of the family has enough charisma to hold the
family together.

“It is not possible to buy a human being”
Those thinking that payment of bride price is buying a woman are
very wrong… [It] is simply given as a token of appreciation to the
parents who bore and brought up the girl you are now taking as
your wife. It is not possible to buy a human being and if it were
possible barren women would buy children… Bride price also
cements the new relationship that is now brought in by marriage. It
strengthens the relationship and gives it recognition in the
community. Usually it was your mother who went to plead with

Bride price is
a token of
appreciation to
the parents
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There is nothing I could do because I am a woman. I felt a little
pain, and I just persevered to see what I would do. In that pain I
was saying, “You have discriminated against mine, yet all are your
children…” He married [another wife]…because of my children
who died. He went to his parents and they told him, “You have
married this one whose children die. It is better to marry another
one whose children won’t die.” They said it openly. We had stayed
together for five years and then he married another one… I hurt
and I cried and it ended, and then I got myself together. 

My first child just fell sick and died. She caught a chest infection.
And then another one…was born with something here on the back.
He came out of the womb with something on the back like this
[demonstrates protrusion on lower back], and with a lame leg. But this
child cried from birth and I took him to hospital. And then I
returned home. I stayed with him and after a short time he passed
away. I had one-and-a-half months with him.

They told me…“This [disability comes] from your
home.”…Well, I answered them that since I was born, I have seen
no child like that in my home. But I have given birth to such a
child. And I asked them, “How come I have never seen it?”… And
I got upset, and I told them that maybe this feature was theirs. And
we buried the child, and the matter ended there. He has never
answered my question. 

Forgiveness
Actually, there was a time we quarrelled and fought and I went
home, I returned home… At home my parents said, “My dear
daughter, this is the first time. Return. Since the olden days people
quarrel and they stay; they make up and they stay.”

[Now], we can quarrel, we quarrel until he beats me. I run
away, I go [home] and stay… When I see that he has cooled [off], I
get myself together and I return home. I return home, I knock. If he
is there, I ask for forgiveness… He forgives me and leaves me alone.
If it is him [who is wrong], he cannot accept it. He oppresses me
[laughter]. He cannot accept. Then another time when he is sitting
and you have cooked him good food, and you have been living
together well, he begins telling you, “I did you wrong, but I won’t
repeat it.” But at the actual time, he cannot admit it. He is annoyed
and he leaves. When he comes back, he eats well and is in a good
mood [laughter].

My husband? Yes, we do love each other. Because, I have lived
with him, I have had these children with him. If we didn’t love each
other, we would not have borne all these children.

Boys are the
foundation

of the
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of our youth make is that because they have gone to school they
know everything and therefore cannot be advised by illiterate
parents. This kind of situation has made it difficult for some parents
to exercise authority over their children…

The second thing that has happened in the community is that
the Sabaot have now accepted to practise crop cultivation. You
know, originally, we the Sabaot had a lot of contempt for the people
who cultivated crops. We were pastoralists, and virtually everything
we used was obtained from the livestock… [Crop] production is
taking root in the community… [but] the Sabaot still hold livestock-
keeping in high esteem and you can hardly find a household that
has no livestock…

Medical facilities?… [We] are very lucky to be occupying this
mountainous region, because in this area we don’t have many
diseases. Even a common disease like malaria is not very common
in this area. But the few hospitals that we have somehow take care
of the people, although I cannot say that we have adequate medical
facilities. But previously the Sabaot depended solely on herbal
medicine. The disease that gave our herbalists the greatest challenge
was smallpox, which wiped out nearly whole families. We are
grateful that this disease is no longer here today. 

The general improvement in medical facilities has seen to it that
diseases that used to afflict people in the past have been minimised.
Presently, the major scare in the community is the dreaded AIDS
disease, for which seemingly no cure has been found. As parents,
we are very much worried because of the immorality in the society
right now, and we fear AIDS might wipe out whole communities.

Wycliffe KEN 47

Wycliffe, aged 37, lives in Kapsokwony and is a schools inspector. Proud to
be living on Mount Elgon, with its abundance of natural resources, he says
the development of the area has been hindered by outside forces.

Mount Elgon is a mountainous place with volcanic soils, and
therefore it is possible to plant all varieties of food crops that do well
here. Ah, we also feel proud to be in Mount Elgon because we drink
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the parents of the bride-to-be, and such a thing could only be done
in a situation where the parents of the boy were known to
command a reasonable amount of wealth… 

But in a situation where a man was poor, the only solution was
to elope with a girl who loved you…and hide her away from the
village for some time, until the parents stopped looking for her. It
was at this time that they would plead with you to now come down
and negotiate with them. At this time, during the negotiations, you
would have the upper hand because you already had the wife. But
finally, you would commit yourself to pay whatever you could at
that time, and [the rest]…in instalments…

I personally got married when I was 23, and for a man this was
a very acceptable age… [From] around the age of 16, girls were
considered mature [enough] for marriage. I should hasten to add
that the moral decay we see in our girls today was actually not
there some time back. Most…married when they were still virgins.
The community also encouraged girls to get married early, between
16 and 20 years, because it was believed that they would get
“spoiled” if they continued to stay in the custody of their parents. 

But today things have changed so much and the youth of today
have scant respect for elders. Today you will even find young men
proposing to marry women the age of their mothers… The respect
we had for age sets has completely disintegrated. In the past it was
unheard of for anybody to marry a woman senior to him by age.
Immorality was guarded against in the community, and
grandmothers ensured that the girls did not lose their virginity, by
constantly checking on them… The same strict code of discipline
applied to the boys.

“A bitter experience”
Most of the Sabaot who were living in Trans Nzoia suffered greatly,
because they lost their livestock to the settlers and were forced to
work on European farms. Therefore, in brief, I want to say that our
encounter with the white man was a very bitter experience.

I must admit that a great majority of the Sabaot people, even up
to now, have not accepted Christianity. The Sabaot had their own
way of worship, which used the dead forefathers as mediators
between the living and their God. Therefore, to many, the white
man’s religion was unnecessary.

Literate youth; orate elders
The Sabaot have fully embraced education, and today we have our
own university graduates like you. Parents have accepted to pool
resources, in order to develop schools… [But] the assumption many

The respect
we had for

age sets has
disintegrated

28 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

Ben (M, 59 years) KEN 18

These days, things have changed. You even find some parents who have deviated from their
responsibility, because when they see their children have learned more than themselves, they tend
to respect the children and even address them as Mzee, and yet these are just their children.



boundary. So you see the Sabaot would be forced to transport the
maize to the particular buying centres, and those places are
physically in Bungoma district [and outside the Sabaot area].

“The clashes were politically instigated”
The Sabaot and the Bukusu of Mount Elgon have no problems
among themselves. Most of the hatred that is being alleged to
appear between Sabaot and the Bukusu, is not being done by the
Mount Elgon Bukusu. This is being said and done by the Bukusu
outside Mount Elgon… There was a general crisis all over Kenya
… I think the clashes were politically instigated by people who
knew what they were doing….What happened…was that the
introduction of multi-partyism ignited the existing differences
between the Sabaot and the Bukusu.

Jane KEN 44

Jane, aged 36, is an adult literacy teacher in Kapsokwony. While she feels
some women are gaining greater autonomy within marriage, she also
believes that the social pressures on women to conform to certain patterns of
behaviour remain powerful. 

I was the first woman to be an adult education teacher in the
Mount Elgon region… 

In Sabaot culture, an unmarried woman is not allowed to mix
freely with old men and women. I had to be taken to the interview
for adult education teachers by my [uncle], Chief Bonji… 

There were still limitations in my work, due to culture. Among
the adult learners were mothers-in-law and fathers-in-law of some
of the other adult learners. I was forced to divide learners into a
class for males and females. I was not successful with this tactic, for
there were old women and old men of the same age group, who
felt more comfortable being together in one class, rather than being
with the young adults. I had to divide them according to groups of
those who felt comfortable with each other and I would put them
in different classrooms. By that time I had a class of over 70 adult
learners. They held me in high esteem for I was the first unmarried
girl to teach adult education.

Even for us, when we started teaching we could not believe that
an adult was able to learn to read and write. After we were
introduced to the techniques…it is then that we realised that with
progressive teaching…he or she could be able to read and write. We
were using the whole-word method of teaching. Adult learners do
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very clean water, which comes from the forest. We also feel proud
to be in Mount Elgon because we are capable of utilising resources
from the forest for domestic use, [such as] timber and posts for
building. Mount Elgon also has caves, which are a source of
fertilisers for our farms. If you go to a cave in Mount Elgon, you
will see that the dust from them is very rich in phosphorus. So we
are proud of the caves, and they also act as shelter for our animals. 

I would say that the climate in Mount Elgon is quite favourable
because we do not have many mosquitoes here… [We] are not
generally affected by malaria, though there is the element of
highland malaria, which is highly pronounced. This happens
seasonally, especially when the maize is flowering…[since] maize
and coffee plantations can be suitable places for mosquitoes to hide
in and breed. This subsequently causes malaria in people who have
never before been affected.

What I wanted to mention also about the caves and the
mountains…is that the most unique places in Mount Elgon are very
specific areas where people adore and worship… In a location
where the features are unique, people associate this with a supreme
being…like the peak of the mountain is associated with a supreme
being, as this is the place it is most likely to be inhabiting.

Development sabotaged 
When development plans were made, Mount Elgon projects were
given a priority. But there was a syndicate where these people
would go back and re-prioritise the projects. And when it came to
implementation, no projects in Mount Elgon were implemented...

Mount Elgon is a maize-growing area. The fellows down there
[in Bungoma] would open buying centres…just along the
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Abraham (M, 58 years) KEN 28

Herbal medicine is good. It works and it is better than nothing. But I would strongly advise that
whenever there is a patient, the first thing to do should be to take him to hospital. Herbs should only
be resorted to as a last choice. I say this because most diseases today are easily treatable with
modern medicine which work faster…

The most common diseases I saw in the community when I was growing up were malaria,
measles and smallpox which was wiped out some time back. The most deadly of all these diseases
was smallpox but all the others were treatable by use of herbs. Today diseases have multiplied…
I also imagine that the type of food people are eating today has weakened them and they are no
longer as strong as some of us used to be. When I was growing up we ate ugali made from maize
flour and millet and drank a lot of milk which kept us strong. But today many people have neglected
traditional foods.
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not like being taught on the basis of A, B, C, D—they feel that they
are being belittled.

We used to collaborate with people from the ministry of
agriculture who would come and teach our adult education
learners about, for example, planting vegetables. When I could go
to evaluate what they had learned in class, I would find that they
had already applied the skill learned in class…

Since 1979, adult education in Mount Elgon has greatly
prospered. There are women who were adult education learners
who have established groups with the money-generating projects. It
has been very easy for [them] to manage these projects well. Most
of those who have attended an adult literacy class do pretty well as
secretaries of women’s groups. They even have the confidence to
address a crowd of people. 

“Women grasp things faster”
All of them have the interest to learn but the women are faster in
learning and more regular and numerous in class attendance. The
main reason is that most women are at home most of the time.
Most elderly men are polygamous, having three or four wives.
When one of them joins the adult literacy class the rest feel like
they are being left behind, so if you find two or three illiterate
women in the same family both of them have to join the adult
literacy classes, so that they can compete…

Also, women grasp things taught to them faster, and I think it
is because they are more involved in buying and selling
commodities—salt, soap and sugar—daily or routinely…

People have started to realise that when a woman has a good
education…she can also get a good job. The father has realised that
when you educate a girl, even if she gets married, she will make
frequent visits to her home, where she brings sugar and other
things—whereas if you educate a son, if he works for example in
Nairobi, he goes there for ever, he does not remember his parents. If
a daughter is married, she will still help her parents…

In the Sabaot community, a woman is meant to respect her
husband and this involves taking good care of her husband by
washing clothes, milking cows and doing most of the household
chores. The husband is mostly involved in planning for the family.
He does the planning and you do the implementation. That is how
we the Sabaot live. The husband is the head of the family. Even if
your own money…purchases something, it belongs to the
husband… Even if I earn my salary, I have to respect my husband
just like any Sabaot woman.
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One of the Sabaot booklets based on the testimonies and published by the Kenya Oral
Literature Association. The booklets—one edition for children and one for adults—are
among the first documents in the Sabaot language and were described by one man at the
book launch as marking “the beginning of Sabaot renaissance”.



The single life
If you look at single mothers in the Sabaot community, they are
leading hard lives… You know, in the Sabaot community, if you
have a child before you get married, your importance or value
diminishes. You can only be married as a second or third wife…

[An unmarried woman may be respected] for her education but
when people move away from her, you will hear them saying,
“Now this woman, with her education and her kind of money, she
has failed to get married.” When we look closely, we realise that
these women do not just decide to remain single. Possibly she
thought she would get married but men come into her life and go.

Another problem with the Sabaot female elite is that they do not
want to marry men below their status. By the time a woman
realises this, she is getting old, she finds only those who want to
marry her as a second wife. She finds it hard to swallow her pride so
she stays single. In this single life, she fails to get respect in the
community.

Silbabel KEN 17

Silbabel is a Teso, now in his 90s. A former religious teacher and preacher,
he came to Mount Elgon as a young man and says that Teso settlers like
himself enjoyed harmonious relations with the majority Sabaot population;
they were therefore unprepared for the clashes of the early 1990s. Forced to
flee after his property was destroyed and his animals stolen, he came back
when the government made a commitment to assist returnees, but remains
anxious about the future.

Generally, a long time ago, things were good. We used to eat
together with the people of Mount Elgon (the Sabaot). I came here
in 1941… Even up to 1963, when there was a struggle for
independence spearheaded by Kenyatta, we—the Teso—had never
quarrelled with the Sabaot.
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“When a husband works far away”
In the past the husbands lived at home, unlike these days, when a
husband may be working far away and it takes a long time, even up
to a year, without him coming home. All this time, I as a wife…take
all [the] responsibility of running the home without calling for
assistance from neighbours.

During the days of my mother, if my father would go away for a
month, his brother would come into our family to start controlling
and running the family. These days, I can stay for even two years
without my husband. I will only be communicating with him [from
a distance] and I will manage the running of our home very well.
For example, at one time, my husband went for further studies
abroad and I managed our home for two full years on my own…

These days, family members do not interfere just because the
husband is away. In the past, a woman belonged to the whole clan.
If, for example, you wanted to sell a cow, you had to seek
permission from your brother-in-law who would sell it for you.
Now, all that I require is to write to my husband, telling him what I
intend to do, and he will communicate with me.

Some perspectives on polygamy
[Polygamy] is diminishing. I was born and brought up in a
polygamous family. It felt good, for we were many. But when I look
at the difficulties my father is having in educating the large
numbers of children he has, I sympathise a lot with him. Now he
has grown old and he has very young children. He does not have
the vitality he had [before], for looking for resources to pay school
fees. I would like to assist him but I cannot manage because I too
am married and have children who need my support. Those of us
who grew up when he had the vitality…benefited the most.

I do not like polygamy… I would prefer a man to have only one
wife for in this way he will be able to satisfy the needs of his wife
and his children. I am talking as a woman of this present time… I
am also worried for the children that we have. There are more girls
than boys presently in our community… I do not know what to say,
for I feel that men could marry more wives to curb the imbalance
but I realise that life will still be difficult for them. 

34 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

Jane (F, 36 years), adult literacy teacher KEN 16

In the past, there was a lot of cooperation… A wife belonged to a clan, so she could get assistance
from many sources… There were more family ties than now. Presently, a family consists of a father,
mother and the children.

Wycliffe (M, 37 years), schools inspector KEN 19

Polygamy is not normally practised [just] because somebody wants the prestige of having many
women. People tend to go for second wives because of responsibilities… For example, if a Sabaot
has land here and has another piece of land in Trans Nzoia, it becomes difficult to manage the two
farms effectively unless a more responsible person whom you trust–and I do not think there is any
other person a man can trust more than a woman he has chosen to marry–can be held responsible
for the management of the land.



and money to educate our children.” They told us, “You people of
Katakwa, go back to Busia.” That is how the clashes began. They
destroyed our peaceful stay here. Even now, some Sabaot say, “The
Teso should not come back here.” These are the people who want to
occupy the Teso land…

I lost a lot of property. All my cows were stolen, my corrugated-
iron roofed house was destroyed, my grass-thatched houses were
burnt down. They harvested all the maize that was in the shamba
and took away all the beans, tomatoes and even the onions. I did
not even want to come back, for I had lost everything that I had. I
did not have the energy to go back and till the land, but the
government appealed to us to come back to our land. That is why I
came back, but to regain my wealth is impossible.

I am on my land now. I am trying to [resume my normal life]
but I still have a lot of fear… The security personnel have been
instructed to shoot and kill any troublemaker. That is why we feel
fairly safe. The government is committed to our resettlement…
giving us nails, thatching grass, posts, doors, windows... So there
are people saying, if the Sabaot want to burn the houses, they will
be burning the government. Whoever will want to burn my house
will do it at his own risk. He will have to face the government. I am
staying on my land as a squatter in this house. If they want to burn
the house, let them do it. I will just run away and leave the house
here.

Ben KEN 18

Ben, aged 59, lives in Kopsiro and is chair of the local branch of the Kenyan
African National Union. He stood as a candidate in two parliamentary
elections because he felt that Mount Elgon lacked proper representation:
“When we come to development, you will find that Kopsiro is numbered
last.” Like several other narrators, he feels that neither Bukusu nor Sabaot
have gained from ethnic conflict. 

In 1965, I came here [and]…worked as the CDA [Common
Development Advisor]… In 1969, I opted to resign and I joined
politics, where I was elected as a councillor and served throughout
the period of 1969 to 1979… 

In 1983, I did not compete for any position because at that time
I had four of my children in secondary school and I felt that I would
be interfering with their education because, as you know, politics is
an expensive game. 

So in 1988, after my [older] children had completed school, I
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I was born during the German war. After my birth, I witnessed
the coming of the white man who came to heal our people. The
whites came with their religion. They preached against rustling
cattle from other tribes. They changed our mode of dressing… Most
people did not like this… I was converted into this religion and I
enjoyed dressing up in the white man’s style…

Teso culture
We never told the people here to throw away their
culture—nobody is meant to judge anybody’s culture or
traditions… [In the past], if somebody got sick, the family members
would consult a diviner. You know in the old days people used to
use magic so much. So the magician would tell them that evil spirits
from the unexhumed dead were the ones causing this sickness. So
the magicians would instruct the family members to go and
exhume the dead person’s remains, which would then allow the
sick [person] to become well… [We would] brew beer, slaughter
cows, eat and drink in celebration of this ritual, and jump and
dance, and then exhume the remains of the dead… We would take
these [remains] deep in the forest… It was just part of Teso customs
from time immemorial… At that time, people strictly believed in
their tradition, unlike these days…

Things have greatly changed. The women have now seen the
white man’s plough, they have refused to till the land using the
jembe… They would prefer to come and wash clothes, wash their
legs and just relax like I am doing presently. But those Teso women
of our time, their work was to till the land.

“I lost everything I had”
We were on good terms with all those around us. We were made to
understand that our forefathers…took an oath, after the old tribal
wars, not to fight one another again… [Some] say that these
[recent] clashes started due to people not following the oath of our
forefathers… For us, the Teso, during the clashes, we never burnt
down anybody’s house. We just moved out of the district and went
away. It is recently that we came back, but many of the affected
victims have never come back.

In 1992, we were just surprised when they came and told us,
“You Teso, go back to your home in Busia.” We were perturbed by
these words. They told the Bukusu, “You have given us enough
problems in Bungoma district. You have denied our boys and girls
the chances of employment.” Then we the Teso said, “We have
never fought against you, we do not need to lead you, we do not
need any political office, our [wish] is to dig our land and get food
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family, [yet] she was not a part and parcel of her new home…
Perhaps she would cultivate some portion of land and buy a cow or
sheep. This could not be claimed by her former family. So the
woman was the property of the husband and the community where
she was married… To date, even if a woman works, her salary is the
property of her husband… Even if she buys an animal or land, all
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decided to run for a parliamentary seat, which I did not make. I also
ran for parliament in 1992. First, I saw that the people of Mount
Elgon had not been properly represented since 1979, especially the
people of Kopsiro… When we come to development, you will find
that Kopsiro is numbered last. We do not have a government
secondary school, we do not have a government hospital, we do not
have piped water, we do not have electricity, we do not have a post
office—not even a telephone or postal services. 

Marriage and economics
At the time of marriage some things were given to the girl’s family
as a form of introduction but otherwise, the actual bride price could
be paid after…the couple had had one or two or three children,
even up to four. This was when the family of the man would brew
a lot of beer, invite the parents of the girl, an animal would be killed
and then people would sit down and discuss the original bride price
that had been arranged… These days a lot of money is demanded,
in addition to the animals…

The influence of Western civilisation…has eroded our cultural
norms and taboos. For example, [in] the present economy, where
children attend school, parents expect a lot in terms of cash to
compensate for the money used to educate their girl children…

It has become very expensive to pay the bride price… Many
families have ended up in wrangles, the parents of the girls suing
the man in court…causing problems that have even led to
divorce… [They say] they do not want their daughter to be married
to this man because they haven’t been given anything.

Another issue is that the two people wanting to marry have to
choose themselves. The parents do not have as much of a say as in
the past. For people meet even far away from home, for example
staying in towns outside their homes. They meet, decide to marry,
even without involving their parents…

What is expected of a man after he gets married is that he has
already moved away from his parents, as he is now expected to start
bringing up his own family. More specifically, during our time,
there was plenty of land, so your parents would give you your own
share of the land, giving you a share of the animals, and then you
could start your own life, depending entirely on yourself. Except
that you could still be part of the family when it came to problems,
say for example if members of the family were poor and they could
not support themselves. So that in times of need, you would be
required to come and assist the family.

The woman could no longer be directly responsible to her own
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Ben (far right) who ran for parliament because “we have no government secondary
school...no government hospital...no piped water...electricity...post office...”



All the women were disappointed [by the clashes]. What did we
gain from it?… We feel hurt as parents from both sides… As we
believe, women have no boundaries, we have no tribal
boundaries… I personally welcome intermarriage because…[many
of our sons] married educated wives or women from other tribes,
who went to school. So they brought us that education into the
house. It is our community that has benefited.

There are many things that have happened to those families that
left the rural areas [after the clashes] to go to the towns… The
women and the children—those were the most adversely affected
people. With the children, they were not used to the town life.
They…sort of saw everything and got excited about it. They were
hungry because they [had]…no money—so the children tended to
begin thieving. They would go to someone’s house and open [the
door] and take the food, just as in the rural area…

There were mothers who had never used town cooking
facilities. It was difficult for them to use a jiko, especially if they
were over the age of 50…40… Economising [with] charcoal is not
in them. So they put almost everything on the fire and they don’t
time it…they run out of charcoal, then run out of food, they run
short of everything and become frustrated…

Traditional upbringing of children
Every community has its own way of preparing its youth to face the
challenges of life… As for the Sabaot community, from the first day
the child is born…there are signs given to show the men what kind
of child has been born… Is it a girl or a boy? So they will ask in our
language “boko ndo kosan?” Boko means daughter, kosan means a
man. Now sang means outside, kop means inside. Now kosang is a
man because men stay outside most of the time. And if it is bokop, it
is a daughter who is in the kitchen or in the house with the mother
all the time or most of the time… 

When it is a boy [and he is] let’s say five years or over, he is sent
out most of the time to the father, not to be inside the house. As
they get to 10 years, they are taught how to look after the goats,
sheep or cows so…they should start knowing the roles of a man…
For the Sabaot, a young man should know how to build a house…

For the girl it is important that she knows how to milk a cow
from the earliest age possible. Let’s say 10 years. Like our daughter,
she knows how to milk—that small girl. So every girl should know
how to milk a cow, she should know how to wax the gourds, she
should be able to keep good milk…[so that] she is not reprimanded
by the men, by the brothers, or anybody given that milk…

My daughter—
never be a
second wife
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this is still the property of her husband. We still have a majority of
instances where a husband passes away [and] his wife has a man
from the same clan to take care of her… [But] women these
days…hate the idea of having their men marrying more than one
wife. In the case of a man now inheriting a wife of his brother, there
are some women who have overpowered their husbands so much
that even if a man is told by the family that he is going to be
responsible for his brother’s family, [his wife won’t allow him].
Where a woman has overpowered her husband [in this way],
widows have suffered a great deal.

[Polygamy] is dying out because the land has been reduced. The
population is increasing and… because poverty is [also] increasing,
people are coming with the idea of having one wife. Even with one
wife, people have started to use family planning.

Ethnic clashes
None of us benefited, neither the Bukusu nor the Sabaot. We all
lost. We lost our lives, we lost property and some of our young men
are still in custody as I am talking. And we also lost quite a lot on
the side of education. The majority of the teachers were non-
Sabaot. So during the clashes, all these people fled away and
abandoned the schools. That is why I was telling you I wish that the
clashes do not come back again.

Beatrice KEN 5

A retired headteacher aged 53, Beatrice lives in Kapsokwony. Having
overcome her parents’ resistance to sending her to school, and gone on to
train as a teacher herself, she is proud to have promoted girls’ education.
She deplores the recent ethnic conflict in Mount Elgon, not least because
“other tribes” convinced the Sabaot of the value of education. 
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Ann (F, 47 years) KEN 26

[The] brothers of my late husband were disturbing me, but when I went to the village headman, he
told them not to interfere with [my affairs]… Before, if the husband died, his brother would come
to help… I have seen many women who have been cheated [in this way]. Someone comes in,
claiming that he can help her but ends up eating everything and offering her no help… That is why
I am telling [widows] to take care of their wealth. Like me, even when I wanted to sell cattle, I
would tell my in-laws…that my children had to go to school… I took the money straight to the
school. There was no chance left for them to squander the money… All you have to do is to
persevere and go ahead with your work. But nowadays, I can see respect creeping in. They say
“How are you, mother?” after seeing what you have done is not insignificant.



She can be a secretary of a youth group and…take those leadership
roles… Also we have the belief that…ukisomesha msichana ni
kusomesha taifa (if you educate a girl, you educate a nation)…

[When I reached] standard eight in school my mother [said]
“She should just get married and bring the cows here, not spend
again whatever we have.” [I] heard my mother say that to my
father; I was outside. So, I didn’t show her that I had heard…

After lunch he—father—would always take a nap in my other
mother’s house because there were no small children there like me.
One day…I went to my father and woke him up… I told him: “It is
me, my father… I want to talk to you… The other night I heard
my...mother does not want me to continue with school… I want to
show you and explain to you that I am not going to waste your
money. I will go to school until I finish. Until I…am a teacher or
[take up] any other profession that will be there. So I will not let
you down.”

My father…said, “No child has ever told me that. Since you are
the first, I will listen to you. You know that big bull? I will sell it
tomorrow and you will go to school.”…

[I did] so well that my headmistress recommended that I go for
the [secondary teacher training] course. So I went to Nairobi… I
trained there for three good years… It was just in my heart that I
have to be a teacher. I was still needed in my community, to
teach…and my headmistress…had actually recommended that to
me… She just told me, “Beatrice, I would like you to take
this…course immediately. You are more needed than anybody
else.” Maybe because… I was her head girl.

“A good husband will always wait for you”
I continued with my education. Well, old men proposed. But I
refused them all, including the chief. Some were old men, already
married, and my mother was never for that. Whenever she saw
them, she would not comment at the time… When they had gone
she would tell me, “My daughter, never be a second wife.” She was
a second wife herself and she knew what it was to be in a
polygamous home… She was telling me, “How will you agree with
this old man? They will bother you for nothing. Never ever try.”…

I come from this community. I was born here, I was educated
here. They were all seeing me grow up to the level of headmistress.
That had a lot of impact on many people… Many of those who
trained with me did not want to come and teach in this area at the
time…they thought maybe they would be bothered by relatives [for
money]…

An educated
woman is a
wonderful asset

KENYA 43

There used to be the “grandmother’s school”. At the age of 10
and above the girls would be sleeping with their grandmother… My
grandmother was a very strict woman… She stressed that you
should never lose [your virginity] before you get married. The
reasons were that during circumcision…they would laugh at you
that you are not a virgin—of course you would be ashamed… And
then…you should not elope. The husband-to-be has to come home,
and...show himself, who he is. And probably pay a bride price. And
then she also stressed that you should look for a man who has
cows, so that those cows can come to your home…

You are also told this clan is not good. Intermarrying with that
clan is not good…a bad clan is a clan that has a long history of
killing other people, [or one] that does not pay a bride price for
other people’s daughters…

The two traditions—the school and the ordinary Sabaot
tradition—didn’t interfere [with each other] except…after
circumcision. They want you to stay in the house for—let’s
say—one month or two months, until schools open. That’s where
we disagreed with my parents. [They wanted us] to continue
staying in and just eating and growing fat. And beautiful. Ready for
marriage. You know, after circumcision you are supposed to be
married off, which I personally did not want to. So I cut them short.

“It was in my heart to be a teacher”
An educated woman is a wonderful asset in the community… If she
is a teacher, she will not teach [just] her own children, she will
teach the children of that community. She will do other things
within the community. Like she can be a treasurer in our church.

A woman’s
salary is the
property of

her husband
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Lois (F), retired civil servant KEN 3

In the past, [initiation] was the time to learn what a man or woman should know… Boys are
taught [how] to behave when they are married. Girls are taught…how they will cook, how to
behave as a mother, how to feed their husbands and children and how to relate to their
neighbours… One is taught to leave behind childish behaviour and adopt adult behaviour.

Dina and Margaret, Teso, co-wives KEN 2

Once we wake up, we have so much to do until evening, yet he has just come from those
[mountain]sides and he is now just seated on a chair wanting to eat. Look, I have just come from
the coffee plantation and he is already coming for ugali which is not ready. He keeps moving from
place to place, claiming that he is inspecting something in his farm and yet here you are struggling
with children, with all the petty household chores… We appreciate men because of the protection
they offer us in so many matters but the rest of the work is left to us.



Hunting and farming
Mostly, it is elephants, buffaloes and smaller animals [that live
here]. We do not have lions here. We have leopards and hyenas.
[As a young man I used to hunt.] We used to go and hunt with the
use of arrows. We would go to the forest in a group of 20 or 30
people. We would divide ourselves into two, those who would go
ahead, the others who remained behind were to [act as
beaters]…so if an animal got up, scared, and started running, the
people in the forest would shoot it with arrows…

[Now] we miss eating the wild meat and yet we can do nothing
about it because the government has put tough sanctions on
hunting. We feel that if they would be fair to us, they would allow
us to go hunting for one month once in a year...

We feel pretty well about [this new life], for if you are a good
farmer, when the maize [or] beans ripen, the children are able to
get plenty of food and you can even sell, to get some money to
solve your financial problems. If you manage one dairy cow
properly, it will give you so much milk for consumption and for
sale. You can even supply the local hotels with milk. This life is
better than the previous one.

Robert KEN 22

Robert, who is 30, is particularly concerned about the erosion of traditional
Sabaot culture. With the changes in family life that have occurred, activities
such as storytelling and teaching songs to the young now rarely happen in
the home, but developing new means of keeping the culture alive, such as
music festivals, is hampered by bureaucracy. 

In the olden days, there were so many more activities: singing,
grandmothers telling stories in their homes. From them [young
people] were taught songs that contained meaning… The teenagers
used to organise themselves and maybe sang outside to entertain
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Also my father really told people that it is good to educate a
girl—she will always help you when you are in difficulties, but a
boy will not. So that spread among people in my village. I also did
quite a bit of counselling on education with the girls and their
parents. I encouraged many parents to educate their daughters.

A good husband will always wait for you. Yes…so long as he is
committed, he will one day marry you. So I encouraged a lot of
girls. Now…I guided the parents to pay the fees at the same time
both for girls and boys… I had to argue it out and make them
understand. Many of them have come back to tell me, “Thank you,
Beatrice. You told me something, and I did that thing—I educated
my daughter. You helped me educate my daughter, so I’m so
grateful. She is a teacher. She is now helping me.” 

Jackson KEN 49

Jackson, aged 60, lives in Kibuk. He describes both the spiritual significance
of Mount Elgon to the Sabaot and the material benefits they derive from
it—although these are now reduced owing to government bans on tree-
felling and hunting.

We believed our God lived in the sun. In the morning when the sun
was rising, we would spit towards the east, asking God to take care
of us. Also when we sacrificed, we used to spit blood towards the
rising sun for God to accept our sacrifice…

This is our mountain and it is ours alone. Nobody should cheat
you [into thinking] otherwise. In the past, we used to stay up inside
the forest. The government decided to move some of us down here.
They felt that we would die of famine if we did not cultivate crops.
In the past, our people were only involved in cattle herding. They
only used to buy maize…

In the past, we used to cut down any tree that we required. The
government has gazetted this forest…and has declared that
unlicensed felling of trees is not allowed for they are important
trees. So we started planting trees, including the Elgon teak…

This mountain has a lot of benefits for us. We get our water
supply from the mountain. We feel that if this mountain decides to
stop giving us water, we will all die. We fear the mountain a lot.
Minerals are said to be available but I have not seen any. Possibly
those who get them just smuggle them secretly. In the past, there
was a religious movement known as Dini Ya Msambwa: these people
used to go to the top of the mountain and they would worship
there. Of late, I have not seen them do that.

This is our
mountain and

ours alone
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David (M, 60s), herder and hunter KEN 29

We were akiyet–people who liked meat… We lived in the forest and we never farmed. So it was
meat and honey that we used to eat… I am doing as I was taught by my father, who was taught
by his grandfathers. Meat is very sweet. We are many who eat these things… We sell to our
people and sometimes give to our neighbours freely [but] it has become a little bit hard [to hunt]
nowadays because of the game wardens… We just go there illegally to get something to eat and
then run back.



vegetation—now, as a result of that, songs were created to remind
the future generation that such and such a thing happened… Now
when warriors [went to hunt]…animals, there was pride when
they came back. People would sing songs in praise of them. Or if
there was something strange that happened, they would sing songs
to commemorate such a thing… There are songs, that are supposed
to be patriotic. This gives the young the feeling that they are part of
the society… [They are] based on the development of the society… 

[This culture] is there but not as it was… Mainly I think it is
because there is a tug-of-war between that cultural education and
the present academic education… Then you will see that they…sit
together, with that brew, in a drinking spree—the old man seated
there, then a young man seated here… [Before], there was an age
[at which] one would not be allowed to go and sit with the old,
even more so when they were drinking….

I think…maybe the old are discouraged somehow in one way or
another. Because if they feel that they are not recognised in the
community, then any chance of them giving out their experiences
or [saying] what is supposed to take place…they will not be in the
mood to tell them… Most of the young nowadays take maybe

Young people
were taught
songs that 
contained
meaning
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the old… [And] they had to sit, for example, talk, discuss whatever
was happening. You know, when they had their own ways of
talking and they had their own secrets which were not supposed to
be [let] out. And today they will be here, and tomorrow in another
place…

[There were songs about] events in Mount Elgon. Say,
for example, there was a year when locusts ate all the

46 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

Hezron (see p27) at the launch in Mount Elgon of the Sabaot booklets. “The story you see
in this book is mine. Whether it is lies or the truth that I have told, it is my story.”

Samuel (see p16) listens to Jane (see p31) reading from the testimonies, the first time he
has seen Sabaot histories in print. The booklets have been adopted by the community for
use in schools and for adult education, and will thus perhaps fulfil Robert’s hope “that
some cultural values will be maintained”.



music, dancing, as their main leisure [activity]. They do not go to
their grandparents and listen to stories or ask questions as in their
own culture. There is no time for that… 

I think there are many reasons for this change… There is no
encouragement [of our culture], even though some schools have
almost succeeded through music festivals…[But] if someone wants
to organise a music festival, he has to register it in Nairobi… People
who stay in the rural areas for so many years, how will they know
[their way around] Nairobi? And they have to register it in Nairobi,
which is another way of killing [the festival]. If [our culture] is not
practised by children, then it will automatically die…

[Another] reason, I think, is intermarriage. Intermarrying with
the Bukusu dates back to the 1960s. The Bukusu had a culture that
was different from ours. When you intermarry, these cultures are
married… Children grow up knowing Bukusu as their mother
tongue, and then they go to school. In the school, they will be
taught straight, maybe in Kiswahili. Then it continues. They learn
in Kiswahili, [or] English, and they continue like that. There is no
time when they speak the Sabaot language. Maybe if there was a
book for the Sabaot to use in schools…some cultural values would
be maintained.
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Every attempt has been made to gloss all the terms in the
testimonies but finding the meaning for all words has not always
proved possible.

akiyet
bhang
busaa
CPK
German war
gorogoro
jembe
jiko
matatu
Mau Mau

merry-go-
rounds
mwengeshok
Mzee
ngentha
shamba

ugali

zero grazing

meat-eater(s)
cannabis
traditional brew (beer)
Church of the Province of Kenya (Anglican)
First World War
2 kg tin—standard measure for selling grain
hoe
stove
mini-vans used for public transport
independence movement, mainly Kikuyu,
which fought against the British colonial
regime
rotating credit schemes

(possibly) hives
literally “old man”—term of respectful address
salty substance
garden/small plot of land where vegetables
and subsistence crops are grown
staple dish made with maize/sorghum flour
and hot water
keeping grazing animals in a confined space
rather than leaving them free to roam
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